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To my family, real and chosen. 
I couldn’t have done this without you.
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What is Letterboxing?

Letterboxing is a type of “treasure hunt” activity, primarily done outdoors. 
Letterboxers hide small, weatherproof containers and post clues on how 
to Bnd the boxes online. koxes are left in publicly accessible places such as 
parAs.

T letterbox generally has a logbooA for people to stamp in and a rubber 
stamp. -he rubber stamps are often handWcarved. 
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letterboxNs logbooA.

What to dnu omt Tore? yrf a we� boxes in fomr area?
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Chapter One

I  slowed as I entered the parking lot full of bystanders. The mashing 
ecergen’y lights of an acbulan’e are not socething you want to 

see when pulling up to your friendMs apartcent. 
jy heart ra’ed. I s’anned the people standing around on the grass 

until I found Tra’e standing o- to the side with one of her pavaca,’lad 
neighbors. jy heart rate went froc pani’ked to relieHed and ’urious. 
I sciledS seeing she had taken cy adHi’e and dressed for the outdoors. 
“er shoulder,length blonde hair was up in a ponytail. Rhe wore a soft 
verseyS short,sleeHed shirtS and veansS whi’h appeared to haHe neHer been 
worn. They probably hadnMt. Tra’e took to skirts the way I took to yoga 
pantsS and she preferred silks to denic.

?”eciS ’an you belieHe itN1 Tra’e ’ace up to ce as I got out of cy 
“onda. I ’aught a glicpse of two cen loading a body bag into the 
acbulan’e in the ba’kground. ?It was that guy froc downstairs.1

?The dan’erN1 I asked.
?EoS the one who cakes that dish that scells like rotten Lsh.1
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I looked at herS waiting for core inforcation. Rhe wasnMt distraughtS so 
I knew it wasnMt soceone she knew well.

?”ececberN The odor ’oces up and goes straight through cy sliding 
glass door. I haHe three of those odor,eating gel things I line up around the 
bottoc of the door wheneHer I ’at’h the Lrst hint of it.1  

?”ight. The ecergen’y trip to the store for those ’andles last conth.1 
I looked aroundS and people were heading ba’k to their apartcents now 
that the body was gone. ?Co you know what happened to hicN1 

Rhe shook her headS both of us staring at the acbulan’e ’losing its doors. 
?They wonMt tell ce anything. Uut the few tices I saw hic getting his 
cailS he seeced like su’h a young guy. I ’anMt see it being a heart atta’k 
or anything. It had to be an a’’ident.1

?“ehS yeah. O’’identally curdered.1 O guy in striped sleep pants ’oc,
cented as he walked by us.

?ConMt listen to hicS1 a lady piped upS ?The poor can cust haHe had a 
bad rea’tion to socething. “is fa’e was all swollen up.1  

jurderN Eot a word I wanted to hear. I ’he’ked out her neighborhood 
with a di-erent eye. 2n the surfa’eS it had always appeared safe. Eo wel,
’ocing ’occittee with ’ookies when you coHed inS but also no fear of 
going out to your ’ar at night. I perked upS knowing she ’ould get out of 
this pla’e soon. jy surprise ’ace at the perfe’t tice.

?Woce on. xnless you need socething else froc insideS letMs head out 
of here.1 I rea’hed to pi’k up her bag. 

?I got it.1 Rhe saidS waHing ce away.
?ConMt worry about it.1 I grabbed for her bag again.
Tra’e tilted her head to look around ce. ?”eciS why donMt you want ce 

to put cy own bag in the trunkN1
?Rheesh. I was trying to be helpful.1 I du’ked cy head as I pulled the 

keys froc cy po’ket. I thought about stallingS but she recained rooted in 
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pla’e. zhy did I botherN Curing our Lfteen years of friendshipS sheMd 
seen through eHerything IMd eHer tried. 

I popped cy trunk open. The luggage and sealed boVes IMd pa’ked 
left enough of a gap to s'uee:e in her one oHernight bag. 

I ignored that she was waitingS stu-ed her bag inS ’losed up the 
trunkS and vucped into the driHerMs seat. Rhe followed a cocent later.

?I feel IMc cissing icportant inforcation on how cu’h I was ceant 
to pa’kS1 she grucbled. ?I need to cake a 'ui’k stop at the ’afe.1

?BouMre right. ze should pa’k a kitten.1 I grabbed a s’run’hie froc 
the ’ar tray and gathered cy unruly bla’k hair o- cy ne’k. jy ’arMs 
air ’onditioning struggled in the lingering hucidity of Reptecber.

?zeMre not taking a kitten. jy pa’kages haHenMt been getting to ce 
at the apartcentS so I had cy hiking boots shipped there and forgot to 
pa’k thec.1

The tennis shoes she wore would haHe been Lne for the cinical 
hiking in her futureS but why argueN UesidesS Hisiting the ’at ’afe she 
worked at part,tice ceant kitten tice and a ’o-ee for the road. 

Uy the tice we pi’ked up her boots and snuggled furballsS we were 
only an hour later than our planned tice to be on the road. The 
two,hour driHe into rural 3irginia :ipped by at Lrst as we ’hattedS but 
then last night7s Holunteer shift at the wildlife ’enter ’aught up with 
Tra’eS and she was asleep against the side window. Ot a traP’ lightS I 
took a 'ui’k photo of her sleepingS a drool trail Hisible against the glass. 
I teVted her a brief note4 ?Uring two kittens to ce on jain Rt.S or this 
goes Hiral.1  The teVt notiL’ation wasnMt enough to wake her. I let her 
keep sleeping for the Lrst twenty cinutes of being lost. 

Ualan’ing cy phone in one hand and holding a Ciet Woke in the other 
didnMt leaHe ce cany hands for naHigating the ’ar. xsuallyS I was a cu’h 
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safer driHerS but we were so Hery lost. I gaHe up trying to Lgure it out and 
nudged Tra’e awake. 

?”eciS there areS likeS three roads to ’hoose froc and youMHe been out 
here like four tices already helping Oli’e get things set up. “ow ’an you 
be lostN1 Tra’e asked as I looked for a road sign. Ony sign. Ofter knowing 
ce half cy lifeS I ’ouldnMt belieHe sheMd eHen ask that. If it werenMt for the 
cagi’ of the cap appsS I would be three states away in Eew Bork about 
now. Aither the app was glit’hingS or no one had been on this little road in 
a long ticeS as the cap kept telling ce I was in the ciddle of nowhere. 2r 
a lake. ItMs dis’on’erting to look down and haHe your ’ar i’on surrounded 
by blue. The last sign said I was Z ciles froc cy destination of IrHingS 
3irginiaS and that was twenty cinutes ago. The irony was not lost on ce 
that I was lost on cy way to host an eHent where people had to follow 
dire’tions to Lnd things. I Lgured we were all pretty dooced. 

Tra’eMs phone Hibrated. Rhe shut it down and threw it in her purse. ?Eot 
today.1

?zhy not answerN They ’ould haHe been in front of a ’ocputer. zith 
a map.1 I ecphasi:ed. 

Rhe shrugged. ?Eucber was blo’ked. !robably soceone trying to sell 
ce socething. If it was soceone I knowS theyMd leaHe a cessageS rightN1

I put cy drink in the ’up holder on top of soce ’rucpled napkins and 
a ’andy wrapper. ?zait a cinute. Ore you still getting weird ’allsN  The 
ones you said had stopped. “ow often are you getting thecN1 

Rhe ’rossed her arcs and looked out the window to her right.
?ConMt cake ce pull this ’ar oHer.1 I threatened.
Rhe waHed a hand as if brushing it aside. ?IMc probably caking too cu’h 

out of the whole thing. Think of it like when we liHed in the townhouse 
and our phone nucber was one digit away froc the lo’al pi::eria. ze got 
’alls ’onstantly asking for our daily spe’ial. I probably haHe a nucber that 
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soceone keeps drunk ’alling or socething.1 Rhe started nerHously 
playing with her hair.

?“aHe they eHer asked for a pi::aN Tried to sell you a ticeshareN1
?Eo. ThereMs vust silen’e. EeHer a hang,up or GsorryS wrong nucberM. 

Rilen’eS and then I end the ’all.1 Rhe plu’ked cy phone froc cy hand 
and started pushing buttons. ?“ow do you cake this thing show you 
the larger areaN1

Rhe was shutting down. There was no point in bugging her to talk 
about it nowS but we both knew I wasnMt going to let it drop foreHer. 
Uetween that and the boVes in the trunkS weMd need a girlMs night of 
playing 6ocbi’ide to hash things out.

?2hK 2hK1 I pointed at a large 3i’torian house on the left. ?I re’og,
ni:e that houseK It had the ’utest ’ali’o ’at sitting out front. Oll we haHe 
to do now is cake the neVt leftS pass ConMs CinerS and weMll be alcost 
there.1  I would neHer be lost if caps put landcarks like a cailboV 
shaped like a ’ow or a yard Llled with toys.

?Cid you say dinerN1 Tra’e perked up and rubbed her eyes. The 
large neon Ciner sign peeked out aboHe the trees. ?I ’ould go for soce 
pan’akes and ba’on.1

?Bou ate two hours ago at the ’afe.1
?Rue ce. I haHe a fast cetabolisc. Ond itMs ba’on.1 Rhe pointed to 

the sign on the roof of the building. ?Ond they haHe the best pies in the 
’ounty. !ies.1  Rhe nudged cy shoulder. ?Bou know you like a good 
hocecade pie.1

I donMt know why she kept trying to talk ce into it. I had already put 
cy turn signal on. jy veans were snug latelyS but whatMs wrong with 
being a little mu-yN  O little self,’are in the forc of pie ’an be balan’ed 
out later with walking the trails. 
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The ’ar lot was pa’ked. ”ule of traHel4  In a scall townS always go where 
the lo’als go. Roce of our best road trip ceals haHe been in pla’es I would 
haHe driHen by. 

Eow that I no longer feared being lost and eaten by Eew Borkers or 
bearsS the thought of soce old,fashioned diner pie cade cy stoca’h 
growl. I pulled into the graHel lot and found one ecpty spot near the ba’k. 
zalking inS I noti’ed that the ’he’kerboard moor and red ’ounter stools 
had seen better daysS but the pla’e was pa’ked with ’ustocers. There was 
one open table in the cain dining area. jy feet didnMt sti’k to the moorS and 
the food on the plates procised giant serHi’es of couth,watering eating. 
I scirked at the heads that turned as Tra’e walked by.  jy aHerage height 
and dark hair blended in. Rhe was tall and runway,ready in a rooc full of 
people out for a weekday diner breakfast. 

I glan’ed at the cenuMs spe’ials on the whiteboard as our waiter ’ace by 
to pour soce water. 

?The pan’ake spe’ialS pleaseS with a side of ba’onS1 Tra’e said.
?RaceS1 I saidS digging in cy purse.
I pulled out a scall tin of Rushi …o ’ards and dealt Tra’e her sta’k. AHer 

sin’e ’ollegeS weMd spend our tice playing gacesS eating way too cu’h 
foodS and ’hugging ’a-eine. ze both had gotten into the habit of ’arrying 
easyS portable gaces. Rushi …o was new. Aa’h player had to try to build the 
best sushi ceal. Tra’e waited until after IMd dug into cy pan’akes before 
poun’ing.

Rhe pla’ed her neVt ’ard. ?Ore you going to tell ce whatMs going onN1 
I sciled. ?I whooped your butt with cy wasabi ’ard.1 
?”eci.1 “er tone icplied IMd better ’oce ’lean soon. 
?2kayS okay.1 I laughed. I gathered up the ’ards and put thec ba’k in 

the tin.  ?”ececber cy stories of cy OuntMs old canor house neVt to 
Oli’eMs pla’eN 
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Rhe nodded. ?2ne does not sicply forget about a gothi’ ’astle in the 
ciddle of 3irginia. ItMs why you ’hose this town for the eHent in the Lrst 
pla’e.1

?I donMt cean to eaHesdropS but are you talking about the old &err 
pla’eN1

8or the Lrst  ticeS  I  took a  good look at  our waiter.  “e was tallS 
dark,hairedS wearing a shirt that outlined a well,tonedS lean physi'ue. IMc 
not sure how I cissed hic the Lrst tice. I blace shutting o- cy horcones 
after cy breakup and the dayMs eV’itecent. I noddedS taking a sip of cy 
drink to giHe cyself tice to browse a bit core. 

?Bou cust be ”eci.1 “e laughed a ni’eS deep ’hu’kle. ?Bou look vust 
like her.1 “e pointed to a photo on the wall of a shortS ’urHy brunette. 
?WhelsS ’oce out here. The new owner of ”osecaryMs pla’e is here.1

I ’ringed as Tra’e s'uealed. ?2wnerN zait. 2h. jy. …od. Rhe left the 
house to youN “er kids cust be pisI1 Rhe turned to the table of kids neVt 
to us. ?8urious.1 “ow long haHe you knownS and how ’ould you not haHe 
told ceN jeN1

On older lady in veansS a :ebra print halter topS and bits of mour scudged 
on her fa’e ’ace outS loaded down with two plates piled high with pan,
’akes. ?JakeS honeyS please donMt yell.1  Rhe set the plates at the table to our 
right before returning to us. 

?WhelsS this is ”osecaryMs nie’eS1 Jake saidS cotioning towards ce. 
?RheMs coHing into the old house.1

I held up cy handS trying to de’ide whi’h person to respond to Lrst. I 
looked at Tra’e. ?xcS surpriseN1 

?Coes jary knowN Rhe is going to haHe a ’ow and a half. zellS honS1 
Whelsea said. ?Uest of lu’k to you. IMc sure youMHe ’onsidered what you 
will do with the property. It would cake a fantasti’ UKU or eHent lo’ationS 
and ConMs Ciner would be a perfe’t partner to help you pull in guests and 
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carket your brand.1 Rhe said it all so fast it alcost ’ace out as one long 
word. I wondered how long sheMd pra’ti’ed that approa’h. I had stopped 
with a bite of pan’ake halfway to cy couth and looked oHer at Tra’eS who 
shrugged. 

?I do haHe a planS and that cight be socething we ’an talk about.1 I said.
?”osecary would haHe appre’iated it being usedS1 Whelsea said. ?Rhe 

was neHer one to let the ’hina waste away in the ’upboard. EowS youMll 
need to try soce of cy hocecade pe’an pie. JakeS bring these ladies ea’h 
a big sli’e.1

If I didnMt use her for food serHi’eS I ’ould use her as cy salesperson. Rhe 
was like a bulldog. I held up both cy hands in a feeble stop gesture. ?This 
food is fantasti’. IMc sure we ’an talk later. I haHenMt been inside the pla’e 
sin’e I was a kid.1 I handed Whelsea cy ’ard. ?The work nucber is no 
goodS but you ’an rea’h ce on cy ’ell.1

?Just keep ce in cind Lrst. BouMre going to haHe people ’ocing at you 
froc all angles. IMc helping proHide food up to Oli’eMs this weekendS so 
you ’an see cy work then.1

I was surprised as we hadnMt agreed to feed anyone during the eHentS but 
IMd ’he’k with Oli’e later. 

?jost people are probably vust wondering where ”osecaryMs husband 
is buried or where the vewels are hiddenS1 Jake saidS setting the sli’es in 
front of us.

This tice I set cy fork down. ?AV’use ceN1
Jake shook his head at the 'uestion away and laughed. ?This hereMs a 

scall town. ”osecary was a loner who neHer 'uite Lt in. There are stories 
that grew froc stories.1 

Tra’eS who had been 'uiet throughout the whole eV’hangeS suddenly 
sciled at ce. ?Uest. Cay. AHer.1

L



Chapter Two

J ake brought over the bill and told us to take our time. The morning 
rush was starting to clear out, letting me see more of the retro diner 

decor from our corner table. Trying to read a sign on the far wall, I met 
the eyes of an imposing, red-haired man staring back at me. I smiled 
and immediately looked away. Out of the corner of my eye, I could tell 
he was still looking. 

“Tell me everything,” Trace said around a mouthful of pie. 
“Right now, there’s some lumberjack-looking dude staring rather 

rudely.”
She didn’t even bother to look. “No, about the house! And who is 

Mary? And taste that pie.  It is pure heaven.”
“Not a clue who Mary is.” I shrugged. “Rosemary’s lawyer Stan 

contacted me a month ago. It was the seventh anniversary since she 
went missing, so they declared her dead and oxcially read the will. I 
couldn’t believe she left it for me. I haven’t seen her since I was si9, 
and I was only out here once before I started planning the event with 
Alice.”

H



SELYYLq SELARLR

She reached over and szueeBed my hand. “I’m sorry. It must still be 
weird in a way.”

“A little.” I looked down and took the Wnal few bites of my pie. “She 
must have still been in contact with parts of the family. The will said 
she knew I could turn it into a successful game themed DnD.” A dream 
of mine since high school.

“Chen do I get to see it?” Trace asked.
“As soon as I sign a few more papers.  That’s why we ended up 

coming early. Alice has the event setup completely in hand.” It’s not 
often I could surprise Trace, so I took a second to enjoy her reaction. 

“So, we’re not spending the ne9t few days trekking through the 
woods hiding things?”

I was about to answer when I saw the red-haired man lumber up to 
our table.

“Sorry to interrupt, but I heard you mention hiking and wanted to 
o1er my services.”

Ee wore a welcoming smile, which complimented his ginger beard 
and hair. That was all overshadowed by the arrogance of pulling up a 
chair and sitting with us. 0id no one in this town have boundaries? 
Uute freckles or not. Ee had to go.

“Ce’re Wne, thanks. And in the middle of something.” Trace turned 
away from him, her whole focus on me. 

“Eey lady, I’m trying to o1er primo trekking guide time here.” Ee 
reached toward her.

I reached for my glass of ice water at the same time, ready to douse 
him. 

“Uome on, Scott. Yeave them alone. Eere’s your order.” Jake stepped 
between him and Trace. Ee pushed a bag of food against his chest and 
waited until he got up and left. It might have been more fun to handle on 
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our own, but it was probably best not to make a scene or an enemy on 
our Wrst day.

Jake seemed to have him handled and out the door, so I went back 
to the happy news. “Anyway, let’s wipe that from our day. The event is 
as ready as it can be. Ce need to check in with Alice to make sure she 
doesn4t need anything. So, carb up, we have a house to e9plore.”

Trace took out her phone and started typing. My stomach was full 
to bursting, but I eyed the last bite of pie on her plate. 

“Okay, I let the cafe and the wildlife center know I would be gone a 
little longer than I thought, and they’d need to look for a replacement.”

I sat there and looked at her, one eyebrow raised. 
“‘uh-lease. qou e9pected me to believe that you were moving two 

hours away, but you weren’t planning on asking me to partner up with 
you on running the place?”

I took a deep breath and pulled my purse into my lap.
“Cait. Are you?” She asked, a little softer.
Yaughing, I showed her my phone with the website I’d mocked up 

with our names. ‘art of me was eager to jump up and go see the place. 
‘art of me was scared of what I was going to Wnd. An imposing, locked 
iron gate closed o1 the house, hiding it from the road. My V’" inch 
height wasn’t enough for a peek-in over the fence. There was a vague 
path from Alice’s place, but I hadn’t gotten around to trying that yet. 
Chile Trace went to the restroom, I jotted down some notes on things 
I still needed to do.

Inheriting a house technically unseen and ;as is’ left so much room 
for bad things. L9pensive, bad things. I wanted life to be perfect and 
uncomplicated for a few more minutes. I now have my own home here 
in Northern 2irginia. No more hearing the kids in the apartment ne9t 
door or the upstairs neighbors vacuuming at two in the morning. I mean, 
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seriously. Cho does that? No job working me long hours for meaningless 
projects. No drama. 

I looked up from my notes, thinking the person approaching was 
Uhelsea.

“qou. Uheater. Eustler!” A middle-aged woman in a soiled version of 
a Sunday’s best dress stood about three feet away, pointing at my chest. 
“Ce all know you rigged something with the lawyer.Q She stepped close 
enough that I could smell a fermented lizuid breakfast emanating from 
her. I turned my face away, my hand in front of my nose. 

Jake stepped in, blocking her from getting any closer. That made two 
times in one morning. Someone has a knight in shining armor comple9 or 
he works as a bouncer part-time. Eis help was unnecessary, but it did feel 
nice to have a person other than Trace have my back. In time, he’d learn we 
could handle ourselves.

Eer voice rose another octave. “I spent years helping her! That place 
should be mine! I was the reason they moved to declare her dead, and you 
just come traipsing in from the city and steal it away.”

I focused on the tiny bit of spit on her lipF her cheeks pu1ed out in 
indignation. It all reminded me of a rabid szuirrel. I slid out of the booth 
and stood, ready to head out. “qou must be Mary.” I didn’t o1er my hand. 
“I didn’t rig anything. I was as surprised as anyone when I got the house.”

Trace walked up to join our stando1, sti3ing a snort. “I can’t leave you 
for two minutes, can I?” 

“Mary, come on. I don’t want to have to call the police on you again.” 
Jake warned her.

“qou should. Lveryone needs to know what she’s done. I will never let 
you have that house.” She turned and stomped out through the front door.

“Cell, she’s not going to throw you a welcome to the neighborhood 
party.” Trace said. “Chat the fudge was all that?”
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“I4ll take 4Chat is a potential sore loser for two hundred, Ale9,” I 
said, signing the credit card bill. I shook my head, trying to clear it of 
the craBiness from the last few minutes. Jake and Uhelsea waved bye as 
we grabbed a mint from the counter on our way out. At the door, I 
scanned the parking lot for my new arch nemesis and glanced over my 
car for any keying marks or slit tires.

“I’ll drive a bit,” Trace o1ered. 
I handed over the keys. The confrontations had unsettled me. In one 

morning, I’ve had two run-ins and a body bag.  “Ce need to pop into 
town zuickly so I can make this all oxcial.” I took a few slow, deep 
breaths. Celcome or not. I was here to stay.

The town’s main street was only a few blocks away and suited the 
diner. I loved taking time to walk around the shops on my previous 
trips to do weekend prep work. …uaint but clean. 6ranchises were scat-
tered throughout, but several mom-and-pop shops guaranteed some 
local 3avor. They would provide any shopping I needed. I hoped to 
partner with some of the shops when my business opened. I chuckled, 
knowing that Uhelsea would be on board. 

Trace left to wander the town while I dealt with the legal paperwork. 
It was not entirely signed in blood, but I needed to sign a few forms 
to get a key. The property had not been maintained outside of some 
basics. If I fell through the 3oor to my death, the lawyer Stan 6letcher, 
advised me that wouldn’t be the legal Wrm’s problem. Stan was a portly 
man in his late Wfties. Ee gave the impression that if an alien ship 
landed directly in front of him, he might rouse himself to proclaim it 
;interesting.’

“I need to inform you that there have been several o1ers on the home 
since we last spoke,” Stan said.

“I’m not interested.”
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“5nderstood. Eowever, I do need to present them to you. Two are 
signiWcantly more than market value. Ce can discuss them when you are 
ready.”

I nodded and took the sealed packet from him. “Thanks, but I’m set on 
turning it into a DnD as soon as possible.”

Ee looked at the envelope. “qes, In there I’ve also provided you an item-
iBed breakdown of your rezuirements to make that possible. Rosemary 
had advised me that would be your plan. There will be permits to obtain, 
of course. Eowever, as no one opposes your business they should be a 
formality.”

5nease tickled my spine remembering Mary, but what could I do? I 
thanked Stan for his e1orts, clutched my paperwork to me, and went to 
Wnd Trace. The business advice he provided was priceless. More impor-
tantly, for our immediate needs, he provided a hand-drawn map. Lven 
though my land butted up to Alice’s farm, the entrance was o1 a private 
road I hadn’t seen in over twenty years. Stan assured me we wouldn’t miss 
it. I felt I could prove him wrong. 

I met up with Trace, and in a few minutes of driving, we turned o1 
the main road onto an unpaved track. ‘artially hidden behind some over-
growth was a tall, gothic iron gate. I took a selWe with the key before 
unlocking and pushing against the gates. It took both of us to move them 
enough for a car to go in. Those would need some work, or I would need 
to take up weightlifting to get them open and closed. 

“0o you want me to stop ahead so you can try to close them?” Trace 
asked.

I shook my head as I settled back into my seat, sweating from the e1ort. 
The driveway was a pitted dirt road lined with old trees on both sides, 
providing an escort down the line. I caught glimpses of the stone turret 
through the thick trees and e9citedly tapped my toes. Chat girl doesn’t 
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dream of growing up and living in a castle? Okay, stop it, Remi. Stay 
grounded until you know what you’re facing.

I pointed to the structure appearing through the leaves. “Ce made it.”
At the end of the foliage, Trace stopped the car. If Cednesday Addams 

married someone from Draveheart and then abandoned the home to the 
elements, you’d just about have the Ierr residence. I couldn’t love it more. 
The driveway led up to the front door of the three-story stone mansion. At 
one time the driveway must have been covered in decorative pebbles, but 
now only a few stray stones remained amongst the dirt. In the center of the 
circular driveway was a dried-up fountainF the statue of a lady archer and 
a deer, tilted, ready to topple over in its center.

The car had barely stopped when I opened the door and stepped out. 
I would have rolled up my sleeves if I hadn’t been wearing a T-shirt. The 
large wrap-around porch was cluttered with chairs that didn4t look safe, 
and the bushes in front of it needed an emergency appointment with a 
hedge trimmer. Deyond the chairs and overgrowth, an oversiBed front door 
beckoned me forward. I avoided the middle of the stairs as I walked up to 
the porch, unsure if there was wood rot to deal with. 

I looked over at Trace, wanting to see her impression, but frowned as she 
gaBed into the distance. “qou’re looking the wrong way, and this is where 
you’re supposed to ooh and aah.”

She turned back to look at me. “I’m ooh’ing on the inside, Dut I’m also 
wondering who the heck that is.”

Trace pointed to the Weld beyond the house, where I could see the top of 
a large, domed, blue tent. The grass between us was knee-high and didn’t 
o1er a clear path from the house to the tent. 

“Euh, well from the map, this backs to a park, so it might just be a 
camper who wandered to the wrong area.” I was too jacked up about 
getting into the house to worry about it. 
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I jiggled the key a bit to get the lock moving. The 2irginia humidity 
had swollen the arched door Wrmly shut. Yacking C0"P, my muscles 
got tested again, even with the key. The door protested at being put back 
to work. Ce managed to push it enough to szueeBe in. It’s a good thing 
we didn’t eat a second serving of pancakes. I pulled a leather-bound 
notebook and a pen from my bag and jotted the Wrst of many notes. 
;0oor adjustment needed.’ 

I slid my hand along the wall and 3ipped the switch. 6ingers crossed 
that the orders to turn on all the utilities had gone through. “And 
there was light!” A sad 3icker in the ceiling came from the sole working 
lightbulb in the chandelier. 

6lipping upon the notebook again, I added,’Duy lightbulbs.’
“qou’re going to need a bigger notebook,” Trace teased. 
I learned one of Rosemary’s secrets from the feeble light coming from 

the one working bulb. She had been a bit of a hoarder. The entryway 
was Wlled 3oor to ceiling with bo9es and stu1ed trash bags. No wonder 
they can’t Wnd her husband. 

Trace szueeBed in beside me. “Cow. Maybe her husband just got lost 
in all this somewhere. It might be easier to bushwhack to that tent and 
see if we can crash there for the night.”

“Ce’re staying at Alice’s.” I pointed down the bo9-Wlled hallway. “The 
small path to the kitchen is all we can do right now anyway. The inspec-
tion found termite damage, and they’re tenting the house tomorrow.”

“LwwJbugs.” She looked around as if a giant D movie-siBed termite 
was lying in the shadows.

“No worries. Tenting will clean it up, and the lawyers have repairs 
scheduled. Staying on this one path is just a safety precaution.”

I picked up a plastic 3amingo lying on the bo9 beside me and solemnly 
held it before me. “This, and all you see before us, is ours.” 
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She placed her hand on the 3amingo’s head. “I accept the sacred 3amin-
go of home ownership. Dut we’re going to need reinforcements,” Trace said 
as she scooted past the bo9es lining the hallway. She turned in and grinned 
at me. “Eow about we ask that cute waiter guy if he wants to earn money 
helping us clean up?”

I could feel the blush creeping up my cheeks, having a few thoughts 
about Jake. “Ee’s too young. Desides, I’ve sworn o1 men. Or relationships. 
I want to focus on moving my dreams forward.” I put my hand on the 
ornate chair railing, smiling.

“No, you’ve sworn o1 worthless men who don’t deserve you.” She 
turned and started walking o1 down the hall. “And honestly, we’ll need 
some local help to haul all this out so we can see what we have to work 
with. After we scrounge for treasures, of course.”

“2alid point.” 0espite the overwhelming work ahead, I giggled as I 
followed her down the hall. “Uan you believe this place??” 

She laughed, seeing me still clutching the 3amingo. “Dest. 0ay. LvJ” 
The word ;ever’ died as we walked into the kitchen.
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W e stopped in the doorway of a commercial-grade stainless steel 
kitchen. It would have been a chef’s dream if not for the shattered 

glass from the door and broken dishes.
“What the…” Trace said from behind me. 
I bent down and picked up a rock. It was a hot, windless summer day, so 

no freak windstorm had blown it through the window or caused the dishes 
to smash on the Goor. The smell of paint hit seconds before I noticed the 
words OIT UST scrawled across the wall in bright red. 

“?eriouslyV” I laid the rock on the island. “Oreat. xandals who don’t 
even have the common decency to spell properly.” I stopped and took a 
deep, calming breath. “I guess I should call the police. It’s not too late to 
teAt the cafe back and say you want to stay.”

“jre you nutsV They don’t know who they’re messing with.”  ?he 
1st-bumped me.

The back door had been left a8ar. I guess my unpleasant guests were 
hoping animals would come in and do more damage. I walked over to close 
it.
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“Da’am.” 
I yelped and stepped back as a man appeared in the opening. I think it 

was only his police uniform that saved him from Trace swinging a broom 
at his head.

Me raised his hands and stepped backward. “?orry to startle you. I’m 
?heriq Darrow.” Me nodded at Trace. “Ds. Looper.” Mis white crew-cut 
length hair and beard emphasi‘ed his no-nonsense eApression but clashed 
with the ketchup stain on his pocket. This man would not appreciate any 
shenanigans. I couldn’t help myself.

“That’s some mighty 9uick response time for a non-emergency call that 
I haven’t even made yet,” I said.

“I beg your pardonV” he asked, his brow furrowed.
I opened the door and gestured to the graNtied wall. “Dy welcome to 

the neighborhood gift. I would have preferred a taco dip.”
“Uh, huh…” he scratched his head. “I am sorry to see that, ma’am. Co 

you want to 1le a reportV”
“I probably should for insurance’s sake, if nothing else,” I said, stepping 

aside to let him in.
“Pet me take a few photos and get started.” Me pulled out his phone and 

a notepad. “Mas anyone given you any trouble that you can think ofV”
“Lra‘y diner lady,” Trace said and eAplained our morning adventure. 

?he busied herself seeping up broken crockery. 
“Dary.” Me shook his head. “?he can be a bit of a handful at times if she’s 

drinking again, I could see her doing something like this. ?he would have 
a key, though, and wouldn’t need to break in.” 

I mentally added 2change all locks’ to my list.
“What’s her problem with meV” I asked.
Me talked while he worked. “Dary was Eosemary’s live-in housekeeper 

for years. ?he probably assumed Eosemary would leave her the place.”
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MousekeeperV I looked back at the towering boAes that lined the hall-
way. I don’t think I’d hire her.

“Pook, I don’t think I’ll press charges if it was her. Pet’s hope this is the 
end of it. Daybe I can get her to be okay with this. If there’s nothing else, 
I need to get this door covered up with some cardboard.” I stopped for a 
moment. “I didn’t hear a car pull up. Where did you parkV Why are you 
even hereV”

“Well ma’am, there’s a pull-oq near the creek that people use for 1shing 
and hiking.” Me gestured with the pad of paper in his hands to the right 
of the house where the tent was. Daybe a ten-minute walk from here.” 

“That combined with no one coming through that front gate anytime 
recently does con1rm the graNti had to be someone local. Fo one else 
would know about that,” I said.

“j Coug would,” Trace added.
“True,” I agreed.
“Who is CougV” Me clicked his pen, poised to write.
I waved it away. “There’s nothing to 8ot down. Coug is an old friend 

who would Ooogle ?atellite Dap everywhere he went. Me could tell you 
the color of your parent’s house from three states away and if their Gowers 
were blooming. Coug would have known how to get here from the creek.” 

“Where is Coug nowV”
I pulled up my phone. “Mis last check-in was 1fteen minutes ago at 

?tarbucks in Pos jngeles. Fot Coug.”
“'eople should be more careful about always letting people know where 

they are.” Me shook his head as he handed me his business card. “Rou 
might think about getting some outside motion lights.”

“Thanks. I will put them on my ever-growing list of things to buy. 
jren’t you going to check for 1ngerprints or anything for the reportV” I 
asked.
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“Rou handled the rock, and I don’t see any footprints on the ground, 
or anything dropped on my way over here.” Me looked towards the 
tent. “jre you aware someone is camping on your landV”

“We saw it but didn’t wade through the grass to see what they were 
doing. Co you think it’s a problemV” I asked.

“I’ll check there again on my way out. ?omeone probably didn’t 
reali‘e they’d wandered onto private land.  I left them a note with my 
information. In the meantime, make sure you’re locked in tonight.” Me 
nodded to Trace before heading back out the door towards the woods.

I kind of hoped it was Dary. I didn’t need more than one person 
trying to get me out of town. I knew the sheriq wouldn’t be able to 
do much other than 1le a report and get this on record. jt least his 
odd sudden appearance saved me a phone call. zven in a small town, 
there was bound to be a more urgent crime to investigate. I pulled 
out my phone and teAted ?tan with pictures and updates while Trace 
assembled supplies to clean the wall. jcetone in nail polish remover 
is fantastic for cleaning ink oq rubber stamps and handy for paint 
on walls. It wouldn’t 1A it, but at least a fresh layer of paint won’t 
have stark red to try to cover. I wasn’t a huge fan of the butter yellow 
throughout the kitchen anyway.

It didn’t take long before sweat dripped down my back. :iAing the air 
conditioning moved to spot number one on my list. We had the letters 
down to a faded look and decided to stop for drinks. 

“Mow about we chill on the front porchV jt least than we could hope 
for a cool bree‘e.” Trace suggested. ?he threw me the pack of travel 
wipes she’d used to clean her face and arms.  “I’ll grab some snacks too.”

'lanters dotted the wraparound porch. They were full of sticks and 
dried leaves that were once living plants. j couple of rocking chairs 
looked like they had held up. I sat gingerly in one, testing the stability. 
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“?o, is this when youJre going to tell me how the nice sheriq knew your 
name and happened to be in the areaV” I asked.

?he stopped mid-chew of a carrot, her eyes going wide. I watched as she 
chewed and moved the other carrots around on her paper plate. I leaned 
back and propped my feet on the railing. I had all day. 

“I, uh, checked in when I got to town.” ?he toyed with a carrot stick. 
“Rou know, while you were getting the papers taken care of. Me said he’d 
be sure to keep an eye out. I guess he was doing a courtesy check of the 
place.”

I waited while she picked up the same carrot stick three times. There was 
more to this story.

“?o, the weird phone calls I was getting might have turned into more”, 
she said 9uietly.

“DoreV Pike what more eAactlyV” I swung my feet down and leaned over 
to her. 

?he opened her teAts to show me a picture of her in the diner this 
morning. The teAt read, 2I can’t wait to spend the weekend with you.’

“Mow is that possibleV” I clenched my teeth, trying to calm myself. I was 
willing to believe the calls were 8ust mistakes, but this was too far. “Cid you 
teAt backV”

?he frowned. “It doesn’t accept incoming messages.”
I racked my brain trying to visuali‘e everyone we saw this morning, but 

it was a sea of faces. “Cid anyone in the diner look familiarV” I asked. 
“Fo. I don’t even want to think about this right now. The police know. I 

can’t do anything eAcept work myself up, and I’d rather put all that energy 
into helping you this weekend. 3esides, if we’re moving boAes, I will build 
up my triceps. If the 8erk ever approaches me, I can knock him on his….”

I put a hand on her shoulder and motioned at a man walking towards 
us from the direction of the tent.
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“Mello4” he yelled out. 
Fot a fan of uneApected visitors and on edge from stalker talk, I stood up 

and moved in front of Trace. j piece of wood and another plastic Gamingo 
were within reach to use as weapons. 

Me looked mid-twenties, wearing one of those 1sherman vests with all 
the pockets, canvas shorts with more pockets, and what looked like a safari 
hat. The hat he removed on his walk towards us. Mis adventurer-style 
clothing lacked the reality of dirt smudging the ironed lines and manicured 
nails. 

Unce he reached us, he oqered a handshake. I crossed my arms. Durder 
podcast rule number oneE It was better to be rude than dead. 

Me put his hand back down, his smile never dimming. “?orry to barge in 
like this. I’m Fathan. It seems I’m camping in your backyard. Fust thought 
I’d come by and introduce myself.”

“We were thinking of going out to see you earlier but couldn’t 1gure out 
a good path.” I moved aside so he could see that I wasn’t alone. 

“jh, yeah, you have to go into the trees a bit over there to meet up with 
the park trail.” Me took oq his hat and ran his 1ngers through his curly 
blond hair. 

“Pook, I’m sorry about being on your land and all. I was walking the 
main trail to the jppalachian and needed to take a break. This was the 1rst 
clearing I came across. The house looked abandoned, so I 1gured no one 
would care.”

“Mow long have you been thereV” Trace asked. Mer crossed arms mim-
icked mine.

“Fust today.” Me rested a foot on the bottom stair, the aged wood bent 
in as if threatening to break. Me was poised and relaAed, his hands in his 
pockets.

“Cid you happen to see anyone come up here earlierV” I asked.
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“Fah, I was in town until now, restocking. WhyV” Me asked, his smile 
never dimming.

“Pooks like someone broke in. If you see or hear anything, please contact 
the police. I believe they left you a card.” I hope my implied threat of the 
cops knowing about him would be a deterrent. “We need to get going.” I 
looked over towards his tent. “?orry to rush you along, but we have people 
coming to work on the house and yard. Rou’ll need to move your camp 
today.”

Me nodded, but I wasn’t sure it was in response to moving his tent. 
“Mey, you two moving in hereV Rou ladies might need someone around 
the house to, ya know, do handyman stuq. I’m your guy.” Me smiled and 
leaned around me to speak to Trace. “I could arrange to stick around a bit.”

“We’re good, thanks,” Trace said. “Oood luck on the trail.” ?he pointed 
towards his tent as a clear dismissal. 

I took the opportunity to snap a photo of him. 
Mis eyes lingered on Trace for another moment before putting his hat 

back on and walking away. 
“Pet’s wait a sec to make sure he goes back to his tent.” I said.
Trace packed the last of our picnic supplies up. “?omething creepy about 

that guy,” she said. 
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I  laid my hand on the front door as we locked up. “See ya soon, 
old girl.” This weekend was about our event, and it was time to go 

help. If it weren’t for the scheduled pesticide tenting, I would throw a 
sleeping bag down on the dirty Aoor and camp here. Dll those years of 
binging YIW shows will -nally pay o?.

“Oill  the  tapedjup  cardboard  be  enough  protection  for  the 
kitchenx” Trace asked.

I shrugged. I had half a day of homeowner knowledge. “It’ll hopej
fully keep the animals out. qr at least any animals that hadn’t already 
made a home here. I’ll schedule the repair as soon as it’s safe to go back 
in.”

“Ohy don’t we Fust keep the car parked here and take that path you 
mentioned to Dlice’sx”

I motioned to the -le boLes still s2uishing her overnight bag in the 
backseat. “Yo you want to lug all that stu?x”

“5air point. Het’s drive neLt door.” She said, hopping back into the 
driver’s seat. “I can’t wait to meet them in person.”
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“They are amaVing.” I leaned back into the seat. “I can’t believe my life 
right now. It was only a few months ago I met Dlice at the rubber stamp 
carving class and started planning this event. Bow I’ll be living beside her. 
It Fust seems too unreal.”

“Wou rolled a natural twenty, my friend. BeLt stop, Dlice and Qason’s 
place.”

“Hooks like things started early,” Trace said as we pulled up to a white 
Pictorian farmhouse. Several people milled about, and tents dotted the 
large -eld to the left of Dlice’s front door. The event didn’t begin until 
tomorrow, and most folks weren’t due until Saturday. Ohat the heck was 
going onx

“Dlrighty, Jemi. It looks like we need to Fump right in, so walk me 
through this.” Trace reached behind me for one of the folders I’d packed. 
She was new to my favorite hobby of letterboLing, but Fumping in to 
volunteer was something she loved to do. Mesides, both our Fobs had kept 
us so busy of late that we were overdo for some bestjfriend time.

“qkay. Guick and dirty recap. HetterboLing is essentially hiding a carved 
rubber stamp with a blank book in a Tupperwarejtype boL and then 
leaving clues for people to -nd it. These are clues to boLes already in the 
area.” 

She 2uickly Aipped through the printed pages and pointed at the rubber 
duck image on the cover. 

“That’s me,” I said. “6eople tend to take on a letterboLing name. Uine is 
Jubber Yuckie, so I carved a stamp resembling a rubber duck to represent 
me. Ohen I -nd the hidden boL, I ink the stamp and place my duck image 
in their logbook. Then I take the themed stamp they’ve left in the boL and 
stamp it in my book. :ot itx”

“5ollow clues. 5ind a boL. Het’s start with that. Dlso, I love that you’re 
Jubber Yucky.”
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Trace had bought me my -rst themed rubber duck as a souvenir from 
a trip to Iceland. Bow, I had a whole boL of ducks. Nach one memoj
rialiVes a di?erent adventure. Yucks were also the base inspiration for 
the theme of this weekend’s event j Invasion of the Jubber Yuckies, 

Bot  seeing  Dlice  or  her  husband  Qason,  I  placed  some  Uartj
ianjthemed toy rubber ducks on a table she’d set up on the porch. 
Then, I propped up a corkboard, added a bunch of eLtra pins in the top 
corner, and started the wordjofjmouth clues by pinning one onto the 
board. It said, “Nven evil alien ducks love water. 5ind the best source 
of water in town and think like a duck. Wou’ll -nd your duck right up 
against the wall. Oarning7 Yon’t wear long sleeves.” Oordjofjmouth 
clues were ones never posted online.

“Jemi8” Dlice pushed the door with her foot while wrapping her 
long, greying hair into a low, messy bun. She gave me a welcoming hug. 
“I was starting to worry you got lost.”  

Trace wisely stayed silent. 
“Trace8 It’s so good to -nally have you here.” Dlice enveloped her in 

a hug as well. 
“Sorry, Dlice, we ended up stopping at the diner and picking up the 

keys to the house,” I said. 
“Yid you try the strawberry piex If I keep eating that, I’ll need to start 

getting more eLercise.” She laughed as she patted her stomach. Slightly 
plump but still -t from the manual labor around her farm, I didnCt 
think she could become more active. She put most of my younger 
friends to shame with how much she got done in a single day. She laced 
her arm through mine and stopped. “zousex Ohat housex”

“Oe’re going to be neighbors8” I laughed and eLplained. 
“Wou’ve got to tell Qason. ze’s been dying to see the inside of that old 

place.”
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Oe followed her into the front foyer. “zopefully, you can both give 
me some tips. It’s going to take some work to get it -Led up.” I admired 
the dark wood Aooring they had only -nished up last month.

Dlice and Qason had bought this old place a few years ago with the 
plan to -L it up over time and retire here. Dfter Qason had a health scare 
on his fortieth birthday, they decided life was too short to wait on their 
dream. Bow, they work to simplify their lives and cut costs. Things like 
solar panels, growing their food, and upjcycling what they could. Dlice 
created beautiful scenic 2uilts from scraps and made mosaic art from 
cutjup soda cans to sell at the local craft fairs.

“Oell, of course we will8” She grabbed a small sketchbook from the 
front table. “Mut right now, I have a boL to track down.”

“I thought you helped hide all the boLesx” Trace asked.
“Seems a few people snuck some on the trails last weekend, and I 

-gure this is the last chance I’ll get before more people arrive.”
“Dlonex” Trace asked.
Dlice shrugged. “Qason is trying to -nish getting the downstairs 

bathroom prepped for paint. I’ll be glad to see the last of that awful 
paisley wallpaper.” She addressed me with that last part. “Mut the 
rooms are ready, and I hope you enFoy the eLtra touches. This rubber 
duck theme was so much fun to play with.” 

“NLtrasx” I asked. “I’m intrigued.”
“Wou’ll Fust have to be surprised.” She grinned, looking pleased with 

herself.
“I can’t wait. I need to plant one more set of ducks today. I can’t 

believe the turnout.”
“If you have a bit of time -rst, can you help anyone else that shows upx 

Oord got out about this around town, and a bunch of locals decided to 
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come play. Oe’re letting people camp here. Dll the hotels in the area are 
booked solid with the annual '5q weekend.”

“I wondered what was up with the people outside,” I said. “Ohy do the 
locals need a place to stayx”

Dlice laughed. “They are taking advantage of the need and renting their 
places out.”

I nodded. “Bot a problem. I’ve got things here.” I gestured around. “I 
can’t wait to see what this festival is like.” 

Trace bit her lower lip. D sure sign she was concerned. I knew Dlice 
spent much of her time walking the trails alone and would probably end 
up teaching Trace a thing or two about trail safety. Still, all Trace saw was 
a lone woman heading out alone.

“Trace, you did say you wanted to try letterboLing. Wou’ll probably enFoy 
it more with someone else who’s also new to it. Wou know how bad I am 
at keeping secrets8”  

Dlice clapped her hands.  “Oonderful8 I’ve heard so much about you, 
Trace, that I’d love the chance to chat. It’s always good to have company.” 

I pulled open my personal clue folder and gave them a copy of the clues 
for Yrunken Oanderer. “In case you love the -rst one and want another to 
do. I did this one last time I was up. It’s a beautiful walk with some fairly 
straightforward clues. Yo you both have a stampx”

Trace had the one I had carved for her of a cat curled around a co?ee 
mug. She would use the name 3o?ee 3at as her letterboLing trail name. 

“I started one after our carving class. It’s not 2uite done, though.” 
If that was what Dlice considered not entirely done, she was a natural 

at carving. It was a beautiful image mimicking the basic outline of their 
house with details put in to add windows and the large, rounded door. 
It was beautiful. “Wou’ve got the knack for it. Is there any craft you can’t 
con2uerx”  I asked, impressed.
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She blushed at the compliment. 
Trace grabbed her stamp, blank book, and a handful of assorted color 

ink pads and put them in a small messenger bag she wore across her chest.
“Wou won’t need a compass for mine. Qust be sure to rejhide it well,” 

I said.
“Dnd I have eLtra water packed if we need it. Jeadyx” Dlice asked.
They turned to leave Fust as a couple in their late twenties hurried up 

to us, books clutched in their hands.
“Oait8 Dre you Jubber Yuckiex Dre you giving out event clues nowx” 

They looked at the pages Trace held in her hand. “I’m Uovie Mu? or 
Juss. This is Safari Sue,” he announced.

Hooking at them, I never would have paired them with those names. 
Sue’s ironed pink polo shirt and khaki shorts matched her salonjtipped 
nails. Juss had a mop of curly red hair and freckles. ze reminded me of 
shows where a fugitive shops for clothes at the gas station. 

“Oe weren’t going to bother you, but we saw you with a folder.” Juss 
did the talking while Sue hung back a bit. I watched her grab a hair tie 
from her pocket and put her long blond hair back in a ponytail.

“Wes, I’m Jubber Yuckie or Jemi.” I shooed Trace and Dlice o?, 
letting them know I could handle things. “Bo event clues until tomorj
row. That was Fust something to help my friend practice. M'T there are 
plenty of local boLes you could search for today. I have copies printed 
out.” 

Sue ignored the clues I tried to hand her. She put on her sunglasses, 
her attention focused on Dlice and Trace. “Wou know this is my -rst time 
trying this too. I’ll catch up to them and see if I can tag along.” 

“qh, um‘” I pulled out my phone. “Qust a sec,” I said to Juss, sending 
Trace a 2uick teLt telling her to ping me if she didn’t want the eLtra 
company.
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Juss shrugged. “I already printed the local ones but don’t remember 
anything starting in that direction. ze pulled out a sheaf of papers from a 
traveljworn backpack. 

“Hooks like you started already,” I said, looking at his hands smudged 
with di?erent ink colors.

ze smiled. “I stopped at the park before trying out the diner. Sue and 
I were sitting at the counter while you were there.” ze looked down at 
his hands. “Wou, uh, certainly made an impression on the town.” ze said, 
grimacing a little. 

Bot wanting to get into my personal life with someone I Fust met, I igj
nored the opening to eLplain what the ruckus at the diner was about. I moj
tioned towards the three walking away. “They’re doing a wordjofjmouth 
one. Bo worries, though. The clue will be posted on the table tomorrow. 
There is one on the board now.” 

I walked with him over to the porch. ze scribbled down the short clue 
provided. 

“Dre you campingx” I asked.
“Bo, Dlice is letting a few of us stay in her barn. Oe had booked at the 

hotel in town, but thanks to some '5q sightings, rooms were given to the 
highest bidder. Dll prior reservations at the regular rates were IHost’, and 
the new rates they 2uoted were craVy. The other motels were even worse. 

“D '5q sightingx 3raVy. Oe planned the alien duck theme to match 
with the '5q festival this weekend, but that’s the -rst I’ve heard of a 
sighting. I’m sorry about that.”  Dlice had said that the festival was small 
and 2uirky. zopefully, this new wrinkle won’t cause trouble. 

“It worked out,” he shrugged.
“Het me know if there is anything I can do for you all. Oe’ll give out 

packets tomorrow, but I’m happy to give out the lists of places to eat and 
tourist areas nearby tonight.” Dlice had prepped me with all of that over 
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the week. “3ome to think of it, ICll leave them on the table.” I pulled 
out a few more sheets of paper and used a rock to make sure stray wind 
didn’t blow them away. Nven though the day had started muggy, Pirginia 
weather meant we could have a variety of weather in a day. It was best to 
be prepared. 

'5qs and hotels throwing people out did not bode well for a carefree 
event. Oorried that Dlice would have issues -nding space for everyone, I 
said my goodbyes to get inside and check with Qason on the rooming issue. 
I hoped the event wouldn’t be a disaster before it even began. This even 
will be a timely trial run for future events I’d want to hold and I wanted 
the guests happy.

I used my phone to pull up the event page and sent a 2uick note to all 
j Iplease check on your reservations. If you -nd any issues, let us know, as 
we might have a solution if you don’t mind camping or sharing a room.’

Trace and I could double up and leave a room free if the worst came to 
worst. Jemembering the weird photo on her phone, I was tempted to do 
that anyway.
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Chapter Five

I  ran into Jason in the foyer. Literally, “Oops, sorry,” I said.

He laughed and enveloped me into a bear hug before picking up the 
scraper he’d dropped. My head only came to chest level on his 6’2 frame. 
His hair was shaggy and mussed as if he’d been crawling around dusty areas, 
which he probably had. I looked around the foyer this time, marveling 
at how it had changed from my Trst visit. -he drab gray entryway with 
peeling wallpaper had been turned into a welcoming area of maple wainj
scoting, a tasteful table with a signing book, and a Aeweljcolored area rug. 
W large painting of an old farmhouse with a lady shooing crows away took 
up most of the hallway wall. 

“'hatRs the rush, ?emiE”
-he only thing he loved even close to how much he loved Wlice was this 

house and all the renovations he’d been making. x3cept for a few things 
he’d needed to call in e3tra hands for, he and Wlice made every change 
through long backjbreaking nights. 

“If you’ve suddenly dug a pool I can cool oS in, I’m Trst in line, but I 
doubt I’d be so lucky,” I said. “Mainly, I was looking for you to see how 
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many people you have staying here now.” I gestured out the window to the 
tents.

“Hard to say. 4ou and -race have the top Uoor main rooms, but the other 
rooms have all become sort of a hiking hostel with people asking if they can 
share and throwing a sleeping bag on the Uoor. I think one person might 
be sleeping in a cast iron tub.” He shrugged as if to say, D-o each his own.’

“I am so sorry, Jason. -his is not at all what should have happened.”
He laughed, shaking his head. “Oh, don’t worry. Wlice’s nobody’s fool. 

‘he’s getting a fair rate for the rooms while still being accommodating, and 
now everyone can stay here together instead of all over town. -he ones 
that have called seem to prefer this kind of casual bunking. 'e did have to 
tell them that breakfast wasn’t included with the cost of the room, I mean 
-jshirt.”

I remembered that little loophole. -his place couldn’t operate as a payj
ing inn yet, but they could sell -jshirts and let people spend the night. 

He continued. “x3cept for our original guests, who bought the delu3e 
cotton -jshirts. -hey will get breakfast. Wnd to be honest, the bit of e3tra 
money coming in from the tent spaces will be useful in getting us Tnished 
on time.” He nodded as he spoke as if mentally adding up Tnal costs. “Oh, 
and we have about si3 people camping oS to the side of the herb garden.”  

He seemed unperturbed by the additions to the weekend, and his ease 
rubbed oS on me. I had to learn to let go of things I had no control over.

“I don’t think we’re due to have anyone else show up today. I know Wlice 
is oS, but I’ll be in the downstairs basement scraping oS more wallpaper 
if you need me. 4ou’re the Trst one of the house guests to arrive. 'ell, you 
and -race.” He grabbed a rag from his pocket and wiped some sweat from 
his face. “-he air conditioning is out downstairs and it’s like a sauna. 'here 
is -raceE I’ve been looking forward to meeting her.”

“‘he went oS into the woods with Wlice.”
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“Okay. I’m sure I’ll hear all about that later. Here, let me give you -race’s 
key, too. 5o one else on your Uoor is due until this evening so it should be 
Fuiet. ?ela3. xnAoy yourself a bit.”

He stopped a few steps down the hallway and turned back to me. “Oh. 
Let me help get your bags to your room.” He started to put his tools down. 
Jason occasionally forgot about innkeeper duties, leaving that up to Wlice. 
-he handyman aspects of working the inn were his part.

“Con’t worry about it.” I picked up my bag. “I know you’re dying to get 
back to things.” I looked up the wooden stairs. “I love the colors you used. 
I’m in the purple room on the rightE” I was referring to the largest room 
on the third and highest Uoor. He nodded.

I started up the stairs, waving Jason onto his work. -hank heavens Wlice 
was the peoplejoriented one. Jason wouldn’t last a day alone with a house 
full of guests. -hey’d feel like part of the family, but he’d probably forget to 
feed them. I almost called him back to tell him about my house, but it could 
wait. I walked up the stairs to a hallway with three doors and made my way 
to mine. -race would be in the one named Isolde across the hall. Mine was 
oBcially named :amelot according to the door. ‘till, I had dubbed it the 
bunny room, so called by me due to a giant bunny painting hanging on 
one wall. 5ow, it was an adorable bunny in a garden, but it didn’t scream 
:amelot to me. -he other room was taken by a couple coming for their 
Trst letterbo3ing event.  Ws of now, it could be taken by far more than that, 
but I refused to let that bother me. I would adopt Jason’s carefree attitude 
and take a few minutes to marvel at how much life had changed. ?ight 
after I Tnished prep work and made a list of things to do.

I opened the door and stopped to peer at the back to see that it did 
indeed say :amelot. -he room didn’t look the same as when I was last 
here. -he only things I remembered were the royal purple bedding and 
various embroidered pillows. -here were minimal knickknacks before, as 
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Wlice wasn’t big on items without a purpose, but now there were ducks. I 
mean, a lot of ducks. ?ubber ducks and spaceships. xven my large bunny 
painting over the dresser was now a painting of a small coastal town with 
qGOs beaming down into the buildings and small shapes caught rising in 
the beams. It was overdone and kitschy, and I loved it more than I could 
say. 

-he door to my ensuite was open, and I mentally thanked Jason and 
Wlice for the new soaking tub along the back wall. I threw my overnight 
bag into the room, not one to unpack when only staying somewhere for 
a brief time. In here the temperature was comfortable. -here was a long, 
soothing bubble bath in my future, and I was thrilled I wasn’t sharing a 
room or bathroom with anyone else. 7ut willpower had to override desire. 
I wondered if they had done this to everyone’s rooms or Aust mineE 

'ith everything else calling my attention, I almost missed the tented 
sign on my bed@ “'elcome to the ?ubber Cuck Invasion. 4our innkeepers, 
Wlice and Jason, have designed your room to ma3imiAe your weekend. 
Wlice is a huge puAAle geek and has hidden clues and red herrings to the 
location of the Bolden Cuck. -he Trst to Tgure it out gets a free weekend 
when we oBcially open. ?unnersjup get treats as well.”

It was oBcial. I wanted them to adopt me. I couldn’t believe they had 
done all this on top of their other work. Bolden Cuck, ehE I walked to 
the dresser to look closer at my ducks, wondering how they were clues. I 
turned them over and saw a word written under one of them@ “7irds.” I 
e3amined each of the ducks in turn to see if I missed anything more. If that 
was all I had to start with, I was stumped. I was pleased she wasn’t going to 
make this easy.

I scrounged through my backpack and opened a spare notebook to the 
back to record the word and my room name in case it mattered. I wrote 
down how many ducks were in my room and took a photo of them and 
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the qGO painting with my phone. Grom the window, I could see a turret 
peeking through the treetops and I stopped to stare. It was mine, mine, 
mine. I resisted the urge to open my notebook and Aot down notes of what 
I wanted to do and what games I should have on hand. My phone hadn’t 
brought me any news from the police on the vandalism. -o be fair, chances 
were low that it would come to anything.  

I shoved the house to the back of my mind and headed outside. I stopped 
on the porch to check in with -race while I had cell service. Her response 
did not thrill me.
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Chapter Six

“R an into Scott, the guy from the diner, who wanted to see 
what letterboxing was. Then, two other letterboxers joined 

in. All good. We’ll talk later.” Trace included a selpe of the six of them 
on the trail. 

At least she was with a grouI. - Ilanned to Ilant four duck stamIs on 
the twovmile looI walk around the farmhouse. All carOings of diLerent 
rubber duck aliens with only one logbook at the end of the series, 
so IeoIle didn’t haOe to stoI and stamI their own image each time. 
?nce outside, - did a pnal check of my suIIlies. - Iut each stamI in 
a Irevmade felt enOeloIevstyle bag and then into a small TuIIerware 
container. The last box would also house the logbook. -t’s sort of a 
guestbook where they could log in that they found the stamIs. 

“Hast minute IreIN” A darkvhaired man said in a low, graOelly Ooice. 
Ge smiled and held out his hand. “Yick, um, Dreen Archer. Qou must 
be Rubber zucky.” Ge nodded at my Tvshirt that read Release the 
3uacken oOer a Dod8illavsi8ed rubber duck terrori8ing a city.
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Ge was cute in a geeky way - aIIreciated. Jind of FoIIy, dark hair, 
glasses, tall and lanky, with high cheekbones. Ge wore a Tvshirt stating qAll 
Who Wander Are Yot Host.’ 

“Qou caught me duckvhanded. - only pnished carOing these yesterday, so 
- need to Ilant them.”

Ge secured his backIack straIs more prmly in Ilace and Iulled out 
two wellvused trekking Ioles. “Eind if - go alongN This is my prst eOent, 
and honestly, - haOen’t eOen done any letterboxing yet.” Ge shrugged, 
seemingly embarrassed by the admission. “- heard about it from my hiking 
club and thought it would be a great camIing weekend.” 

- looked around and reali8ed it was just Yick and - outside. ‘Oeryone else 
must’Oe been out hiking. Ey urban brain yelled at me, qYo, you will not go 
oL into the woods with a man you met three seconds ago.’ The other side 
of my brain screamed, qTake Trace’s adOice and just haOe fun. Gis Ooice is 
like listening to a cat Iurr. Do, go, go.’  - decided to merge them and be a 
good yet safetyvconscious covhost. - did remember seeing his name on the 
signvuI list.

“Sure, let me just tell 9ason and text my friend Trace so she knows where 
we’re going and when to exIect us back.” - felt - sounded Iaranoid as soon 
as - said it. “Qou know, in case anyone else shows uI and is looking for 
us, um, me. Bor the eOent and all.”  While Iretending to tyIe, - snaIIed 
a :uick Ihoto of him to send with my text to Trace. Eaybe - should stoI 
listening to so many murder Iodcasts. 

After - receiOed a thumbsvuI emoji conprmation from Trace that all was 
also okay with her, - waOed him ahead to lead the way. “Gey, how about 
you follow the clues to where they’ll be IlacedN  -t’ll allow me to test them 
and make sure they make sense.”

Yick shrugged and took the clue from me. “Bollow some directions. Yot 
a Iroblem. We’re oL to pnd the Eartial zuck.”
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The clues for this were steIvbyvsteI, in case someone wanted to try it 
at night or for a :uick pnd without going too far away. Alice and - had 
worked to IeIIer the eOent with Oarious easyvtovhard clues, and the same 
with the hikes. -f you wanted to get them all, there were some challenging 
uIhill hikes and some mysteries to solOe. Cut if you just wanted leisurely 
strolls and straightforward answers, you could still come away with some 
beautifully carOed images and hoIefully a great time. 

Yick read it aloud to himself, but - knew where to head4 “You hear 
a strange sound, so you decide to go investigate. You obviously haven’t seen 
enough horror movies and know that is never a good idea, but you go anyway. 
Starting from the house, take the walking trail at the end of the driveway. 
Pass a bench and take the first trail on the left. You occasionally see flashes 
of yellow light illuminating the sky. What could be going on? I’m sure it’s 
nothing. Walk, don’t run, until you see three fallen logs over the path.”

Ge started to read the next IaragraIh, but - stoIIed him. “Yo need 
to read the whole clue right now. We haOe enough to get us started.” - 
snaIIed my backIack on and set oL on the trail. The sweat driIIing down 
my back reminded me why Ball was my faOorite season. 0art of me wished 
- was alone, but hiking with a buddy was safer. And to be honest, there 
was no guarantee - wouldn’t get lost, eOen on a looI trail. - may haOe 
loOed letterboxing, but - wasn’t a nature girl. - wouldn’t shriek if a sIider 
aIIeared next to me, but my outside exIerience was usually with a book 
and a Iorch swing. Ey hiking shoes were only slightly more worn than 
Trace’s. 

Yick didn’t seem inclined to break the silence of our walk, and - aIIrev
ciated being sIared small talk, esIecially about careers. HiOing so close to 
Washington, z.1., jobs were a hot toIic. - rarely cared what someone did 
for a liOing unless it was unusual. -’Oe neOer felt that just knowing what a 
Ierson did to Iay their bills gaOe a true insight into who they were. Ey own 
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deadvend job as an auditor was in my Iast and the last thing - wanted 
to talk about. 

Host in my daydreaming, - was startled when Yick cleared his throat 
and tilted his head to the right. - looked oOer and saw a bench halfvhidv
den by oOergrowth and was about to giOe him a look of “SoN” when - 
remembered - wasn’t out on a random walk. The bench. “Right, so 
here’s our trail uI ahead. Yext, we’re looking for the three fallen trees, 
and then we’ll need the comIass to go to a heading of !'2 degrees.”  

We didn’t haOe far to go until we found them. - saw Yick Iull out 
his comIass and debated if - should tell him he had the thing turned 
the wrong way around. JeeI it Fat to line uI the arrow with Yorth. 
Then follow where !'2 degrees is. “1lue says that we were to take 62 
Iaces into the woods and search behind the tree under some rocks.”  

Ge started to take regular steIs as he counted. 
“-t said Iaces.”
“-s that some strange clueN”
“-n a clue, Iaces are the e:uiOalent of two steIs,” - said.
Ge Iut his foot forward as if we were Ilaying a game of Simon Se8 

and was told to take a giant steI forward. 
- couldn’t helI it and giggled. “9ust a regular steI, but two of them,” 

- said. - held my tongue the rest of the time while Yick found the box 
with only a few false starts. 

“?nce you pnd the area, it does sort of jumI out at you as being 
slightly out of Ilace,” he mentioned as he moOed a susIicious Iile 
of rocks to the side, reOealing a small  TuIIerware box. Ge had a 
contagious smile that lit uI like it was 1hristmas morning as he Iulled 
the box out. Ge IoIIed the lid oL and looked at me with his eyebrow 
raised as the only thing in the box was a small Iiece of lined IaIer that 
read4 “Eartial zuck.”
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- held the stamI uI for him. “Remember, we’re here so - can Ilant 
the seriesN When - did the prst walkthrough, - hadn’t pnished carOing 
the stamIs yet.” - took out a stamI carOed with an image of a K.B.?. 
aboOe a tank driOen by a duck and handed it to Yick. “After you stamI 
your book, can you stamI the logbookN That way, IeoIle can see what 
the image should look like. There was also an arrow on the back of the 
stamI showing which way to Iosition it. - Iulled my stuL out of the 
bag and found a log that looked intact enough to Ierch on. Ball into 
one decayed log and you learn your lesson. Yick IloIIed down next 
to me and arranged his logbook as well. 

“So, are you and Trace here togetherN - saw you arriOe while - was 
walking down by the lake.” Ge stamIed the image onto a black ink 
Iad. 

- fro8e. Gow would Yick know TraceN Ey mind started throwing 
worstvcase scenarios at me, featuring Yick as a cra8ed stalker using me 
to get closer to her. The walk was all a Iloy for information. - reigned 
in my ramIant imagination and answered.

“QuI, but she’s totally new to qboxing, so -’m not sure how into it 
she’ll get.”

“?h. That’s a shame.” - wasn’t sure what the disaIIointment in his 
Ooice was from.

“Cut you are, too,” - said.
“Am whatN” he asked.
“Yew to qboxing.”
Ge tilted his head and looked at me, his forehead wrinkled in conv

fusion. “- think we’re talking about two diLerent things.”
- waited. 
“Are you and Trace here together as a couIleN” he tried again.
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“?hG” - was so surIrised that - laughed.  “Yo, noIe. Yot that there’s 
anything wrong with that. - just mean -’m aOailable. - mean, she’s aOailable. 
We are both single and not together. Singularly.”

- knew by then - was blushing brighter red than the ink in my hand. 
Smooth. That’s me. 

Ge was Iolite enough to look down, hide his smile, ignore my discomv
fort, and go back to the task at hand. 

“Bantastic carOe on this stamI.” Ge admired the image in his logbook. 
- cleared my throat and agreed. -t wasn’t the prst time IeoIle had misv

judged us as a couIle. We’d been friends for so long that we acted like an old 
married couIle, sometimes pnishing each other’s sentences. - was getting 
a Oibe he was still asking more about my aOailability. 

Yick took the K.B.?. stamI prst, inked it with blue ink, and stamIed it 
in his no longer blank, Oirgin book. After Iacking eOerything back uI, - left 
him to revstack the rocks on toI of it, but - did sneak a Ieek to make sure 
he did a thorough job so the aOerage hiker wouldn’t stumble uIon it.

“Yext oneN” he asked. Cy then, the awkward teenage Fashback moment 
had Iassed, and - was haIIy to be out in the woods with a likevminded 
Ierson. 

“Qou mentioned getting here earlier. zid you do any hiking near the 
house next doorN” - asked.

“Yo, but Bisherman talked about heading oOer there. Ge said he was 
eaten aliOe by mos:uitos.”

- stoIIed. “What pshermanN”
“Yo, as in his trail name is the Bisherman. - think his real name was 

YedN”
“YathanN” - suggested, hoIing - was wrong.
“Qeah, that’s him. Ge said he was still going to camI oOer that way, eOen 

after Alice said he could stay at her Ilace. Qou know himN”
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- shook my head and keIt walking. What the heck was 1reeIy Tent Duy 
Yathan tryingN -f he was here for the letterboxing eOent, why didn’t he just 
say soN 

Yick read out the next Iart of the clue. “Now that you know what is 
causing the lights and sounds, you’re unsure what to do. Should you continue 
to see what is making the noise in the trees ahead, or should you go back to bed 
and ignore this entire thing as a bad dream? If you decide to continue, walk 
until you see a two-in-one tree in the middle of the path.”

“What is a twovinvone treeN” Yick asked.
“-t’s a tree that sIlits into two trunks. Qou’ll see that tyIe of clue a lot. 

Sometimes, there are three or four in one tree.”
“Dot it. Het’s keeI going.” 
The trail widened allowing us to comfortably walk side by side. “Are you 

staying in town or camIingN” - asked.
“1amIing oOer by the herb garden. Alice seems to haOe :uite a green 

thumb.”
“zrat, - hoIed you would haOe duck clues for me,” - exIlained my room. 
“Well, you didn’t ask if - had a duck clue.” 
- stoIIed and turned towards him.
“When - got here, and Alice showed me where to Iut my tent, she 

handed me a Iacket with two mini ducks and a note.” Ge said.
“Alice is awesome.” - waited for a heartbeat and then Irodded him. 

“WellN What was on your ducksN”
Ge looked around, Iretending as if seeing if anyone else was nearby. 

“zoes this mean weHre going to show each other our ducksN” Ge grinned. 
“- had the word ‘asel.” 

- wrote his information down in my book and gaOe him what - had.
“Want to team uI on itN” he asked.
“Well, there’s only one room uI for grabs.”
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“Qeah, - know.” Ge Iut his book away and continued down the trail. 
- chuckled, enjoying the casual Firtation. 
“And that would be my twovinvone tree uI ahead.” Ge looked down 

at his clue. “The aliens must have damaged this tree and split it down 
the middle. Search inside to see what they might have used.”

We settled into a comfortable afternoon of pnding the rest of the 
locations and IreIaring the series for the next day. The last stamI was 
only a few feet from where the trail ended at the small lake down from 
the inn. - could see the -nn’s Widows Walk through the trees. The trail 
wasn’t a true looI, but you could see the beginning of the trail across 
the peld. A soda can was caught in the reeds at the edge, so - grabbed 
it to take back with me.

Ksually, - carried a trash bag while hiking to Iick uI stray bits of litter 
as - went, but - knew Alice and 9ason walked this trail often enough 
that it wouldn’t need much maintenance. GoweOer, the lake was big 
enough to touch other IroIerties, and the trash they sometimes shared 
with the rest of the world made its way oOer to this side. Brom here, - 
could see the Iath that would take you to my future home. -’d been 
comIartmentali8ing it while doing the clues, but the urge to go back 
and rummage around in it was oOerwhelming momentarily. Kntil the 
Iesticide was cleared, - could only focus on this eOent. - dragged my 
brain away from CnC ideas in time to notice we were back on the main 
lawn.  

“Thanks for letting me come along,” Yick said as he motioned to a 
grouI of tents to our left. “-’m the green and white one if you need 
helI with anything, but - Ilan on heading into town soon before the 
bookstore closes. - pnished the book - brought with me.” A reader on 
toI of eOerything else. Ce still my heart.
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- would need to make time to talk to Yick, a.k.a. Dreen Archer, a bit 
more this weekend. Walking around the house to the front, - found that 
all was not as Ieaceful as -’d left it. 
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Chapter Seven

T he driveway was now packed with cars haphazardly blocking 
other cars in. Jason was carrying in bags. Alice had sleeping bags 

in one arm as she escorted an older lady into the house. I spied Trace 
playing car Jenga, trying to ft cars in ajter they dislodged their people 
and baggage. I threw my backpack down out oj the way and “umped in 
to help.

I Wagged down Alice. ?”hat the heck is going on’R
?A combination oj people showing up that hadnSt VPxHSd on the 

event site miqed with people not having a place to stay thanks to the 
jestival in town.R Phe handed me a printout oj who she had where.

?”as I in some time warp or something’ -ow did you organize this 
all so 4uickly’R

Phe shrugged. ?ItSs my superpower.R  
?Vemind me to tap into that when I get my place up and running.R 
?I cannot wait to help.R 
I took my paper and started towards the frst group, who were standing 

aimlessly neqt to a pile oj luggage. They were a middle7aged couple, but I 
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could see the spark in their smiles. They were eqcited about this week7
end and not bothered by the chaos. 

?-i, you must be the Gost Cnome and Camer Ceek.R Mr Fhris and 
Flara in the real world, according to my guide. I recognized them jrom 
the selfe that Trace sent jrom the trail.  I hadnSt needed to make a 
massive leap on guessing which was which as Fhris had on a shirt with 
a row oj gnomes and Flara wore a shirt that said sheSd rather be gaming.

?Gooks like youSre two oj the lucky ones with an actual room instead 
oj a spot in the barn.R  I oUered to grab one oj their backpacks and 
introduced myselj on the walk to the house. ?8y jriend FoUee Fat, 
youSve already met, and ISm sure youSve met your hosts, Alice and 
Jason. Deel jree to grab any oj us ij you have any 4uestions about the 
event.R

?Is the duck theme based on your stamp name’R Fhris asked.
I shrugged. ?Fame up jrom a late, caUeine7flled night surrounded 

by themed rubber ducks and bad Pci7Di movies. Alice thought it would 
be 4uirky, and we ran with it. ”ho knew weSd have !DM sightings to 
add to the weekendSs Wavor’R

?Gooks like someone is waiting jor you so we can get ourselves 
inside.R Fhris motioned over my shoulder. ”hen I turned to see what 
he meant, no one was there. It must have been someone tracking clues 
and happened to be looking our way. Ignoring it, I pointed them up 
the stairs to the room at the top right. They would share a wall with 
me, so I hoped neither were heavy snorers. 

In less time than it took most people to make a decision, Alice had 
everyone sorted and in their proper place. Phe earned super bonus 
points by appearing with a tray oj assorted, still7warm cookies a jew 
moments later.

?-elp yourselj,R Alice said. ?ISm making little plates jor each room.R
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?I canSt believe the turnout‘ And so many early arrivals. I fgured most 
would be here tomorrow.R

?It was all pretty last7minute, and itSs not like starting things early 
changes anything.R 

Around a mouthjul oj caramel chocolate heaven mas4uerading as a 
cookie, I said, ?The paintings you added to the room are jantastic.R

Phe blushed slightly, pleased. ?I love decorating to a theme, and this one 
was too jun to pass up. ”ait til you see what I do jor -alloween‘R

?”here did you even get the paintings’ 
?I went and bought a bunch oj paintings at the thrijt store and added 

!DMs and aliens to them. Mnly took a jew minutes, so I put them in all 
the rooms.R

?I had no idea you could paint.R I said, grabbing a second cookie.
Alice chuckled. ?I havenSt done it in a while, but adding those jew bits 

to already fnished paintings is easy. A jew are blended better than others.R
Jason walked by and toted a large telescope up the jront stairs. 
?Ptars going to be good tonight’R I asked.
-e set it down to rest on the top stair. ?”ell9R -e appeared embar7

rassed. ?Oou never know what youSll see.R 
-e picked it back up and kept walking. 
?-eSs probably looking jor the !DMs,R /ick said as he appeared beside 

me, holding up the jront page oj the county paper. 5Gocals Ppot 8oving 
GightsS was the jront page. 

Alice held the cookie plate out to him. ?Oup, heSs all eqcited about 
possibly catching sight oj a ship. ”e were meant to have a meteor shower 
Paturday night, which we should be able to see ij the weather report stays 
clear. There was a thunderstorm during the last meteor shower, and he 
moped around jor days.R

?NonSt the lights jrom town cause an issue’R I couldnSt help asking.
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Alice shook her head. ?”eSre at the best spot jor night viewing.R
?”ell, I appreciate the potential aliens staying on theme jor us.R I took a 

fnal cookie jrom the tray promising myselj I would eqercise more. Ptarting 
tomorrow. 

?Get me deliver a couple oj these jor you. ”ait, so we each have a new 
painting in our room. Noes that mean I need to see what everyone elseSs 
painting looks like to solve the clue’R

Alice nibbled on one oj her macaroons. ?They are en“oyable to look at 
ij I do say so myselj.R Phe handed a plate to /ick. ?Fould you take these 
outside and put them on the table’R

”atching to make sure he had lejt, Alice turned to me and whispered. 
?The paintings are “ust a red herring.R Phe winked and handed me two 
plastic wrapped plates.

?Those two plates go to the people in the old butterWy room and the 
room beside them.R

The butterWy room was the frst one oU the kitchen. I knocked and was 
greeted with an eyeball, looking out jrom a crack in the doorway.

?!m. -i.R I presented my jriendliest smile and held up the plate. ?Alice 
sent these jor you. ISm Vubber Nuckie'Vemi.R

The door opened a crack more, revealing a chubby man with curly black 
hair wearing “eans and a Teenage 8utant /in“a turtle shirt. I took a leap 
oj jaith. ?Are you /in“a Turtle’R I asked.

?Oeah.R -e said, taking the plate jrom me. ?These look good.R
I spied one oj AliceSs paintings over his shoulder. ?No you mind ij I come 

in and look at your painting over the freplace’R
-e looked up at me and then behind him into his room.
?Mr ij you could take a picture oj it and teqt me’R I asked, seeing he was 

reluctant. 
?/o, itSs fne.R -e stepped back, opening the door wider.
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I eqplained how Alice had made them. They may be a red herring, but I 
still wanted to see them. -is painting showed a main street through town 
with alien creatures miqed in with the regular jolks. I scanned the rest oj the 
room, admiring the updates Jason had done. ”hen I frst came, the walls 
were covered by paisley butterWy wallpaper, each the size oj a large pizza. 
It was a psychedelic nightmare with the added visual attack oj shag blue 
carpeting. I halj wished I could meet the old owners “ust to ask them what 
they were thinking. /ow, the walls were a sedate sage green with touches 
oj cream and blue around the room and an herbal motij oj Wowers and 
naturalistic silhouettes. 

/in“a Turtle stood awkwardly in jront oj his desk, his body blocking my 
view oj the papers there, the plate still unwrapped and held in his hand. 

?Thanks jor letting me look. Yn“oy the cookies.R  I ran into Alice in the 
hallway, still carrying a plate. 

?Thanks jor delivering them. I “ust have this last one to take to the 
kitchen.R

?Oou were too 4uick. ISve missed my chance to snoop in the other rooms 
now.R I said.

?Mh, you never know what might pop up.R Phe smiled but didnSt reveal 
any more. I snagged an oatmeal scotchie jrom her bejore she lejt as an 
emergency cookie jor later. I would defnitely only eat salad tomorrow.

A teqt jrom the pesticide oEce let me know the tent was going in place. 
/o more trips were allowed into the house until it was declared saje jrom 
jumes. I jound the stairs to the widowFs walk and went up to see Jason bent 
over a large telescope aimed over the trees. 

?-ey there‘ Peeing anything’R I asked.
-e looked up and shrugged. ?/othing eqcept the alien invasion at your 

place,R he teased. -e waved me over to look through the lens. I zoomed 
in and watched as the team started working on the tarps. I moved it a 
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little over to where /athan had his tent, but it was gone. Cood riddance. 
I mentally cursed his laziness at the debris he lejt behind. /ot much oj a 
hiker ij he didnSt jollow the ?leave no traceR rule. 

?At least having it tented like YTSs house is on fts the weekend,R I said. 
?Hlease teqt me ij you see anything weird out there.R 

I went back downstairs, curled up on the jront porch, and opened the 
packet jrom the lawyer. -e was right. The oUers were signifcantly more 
than the house should go jor, but that wasnSt what surprised me. The 
second oUer was jrom Alice and Jason. ”hy wouldnSt they have men7
tioned that’ The other one was jrom a real estate frm. I shoved them both 
back into my backpack to deal with later. I wasnSt selling, but I did have 
4uestions. 

Instead, I started drawing out a rough house layout based on the little we 
managed to see. I teqted Trace with some layout 4uestions. I knew I wanted 
to make it a place where people could gather to play games and maybe 
branch out to geeky crajts. I honestly had no idea ij the space would work 
jor it. Any renovations were going to be done by yours truly, so ISd need 
to carejully plan. The ground level had a large living area. I could envision 
multiple tables set up there and in what I took to be a jormal dining room. 

8y blood pressure went up a little when Trace didnSt respond as 4uickly 
as eqpected, and I realized I hadnSt heard jrom her in a while.
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Chapter Eight

I n an ordinary world, I wouldn’t think twice about Trace not answering 
right away but hearing about the weird stalker texts had put me on 

high alert. Now, it’s possible she was just out walking. Most of the area had 
spotty, if no, service. I walked around the house and found Alice near the 
garden.

“Alice, have you seen Trace?” 
“No, when we got back, she helped settle people in.  I saw her talking to 

Zack, oh, um, Night Hiker, and some of the others. I got wrapped up in 
things here, but I think they were all going out again.”

“Which one is Night Hiker?” I asked.
“You can’t miss him. Tall blond guy with a beard who hikes in a black 

kilt.”  
I realized she was juggling a paperwork-Clled clipboard and a co5ee.  I 

felt guilty I’d left her to deal with everything.
“3an I help?” I  scanned the various groups for Trace’s red shirt.
“Not a thing needed, hon. I used to arrange conventions in my pre-farm 

life. This is a breeze. 3lues distributed and sleeping arrangements Cnal-
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ized.” Lhe gestured with her clipboard. “This is planning for my next 
garden plot. Po enjoy yourselfB”

Deople were on a sugar high from her decadent, homemade treats. Lhe 
was the wonder woman of organization. I was beat from all the running 
around, but it was too early to crash, and I’d feel better once I found Trace. 
I decided to see if anyone else wanted to try one of the local mystery boxes 
with me and check the area for her. 

I started walking to the green, striped tent and stopped. No. You will not 
grab Nick to go letterboxing after you’ve just gone hiking with him. That 
seemed like desperation. I spied !uss and Lue relaxing in the rocking chairs 
on the porch and going through their stamp images. 

“You two want to head out with me? I’m going to try the box near the 
railroad.”

“That picture clue posted yesterday?” !uss asked, grabbing his hiking 
poles and pack.

“Not for me, thanks,” Lue declined. “I did that one on my way in.” 
“Anything we should know about the box?” Lometimes, it’s good to get 

a heads-up about poison ivy or a particularly steep hill.
“Nope.”
I waited a beat, but nothing else was o5ered. “Thanks. Fy the way, have 

you seen Trace recently?” I glanced at my phone and saw I was at zero bars. 
I’d have to Cnd her the old-fashioned way.

“Not since we got back,” !uss said. “4idn’t you stay with her a bit, 
Lue?”

Lue looked up from her book, eyes wide. “Me? Oor a bit. Gast I saw, she 
was huddled up with that guy.” 

“Zack? Lcott?
Lhe shrugged. “I didn’t stay long enough to Cnd out. They obviously 

wanted to be alone. He was all over her.” That last bit was said with a sneer. 
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That didn’t sound like Trace at all. And was that a bit of jealousy that 
the guys were qocking around Trace? I wasn’t about to broach it with !uss 
standing there. 

“Anyway, I went to the barn to pack some snacks, and by the time I came 
out, they were both gone,” she said.

“If you see her, could you ask her to check in with Alice or leave me a 
note?” I asked.

“Yeah, sure,” Lue said as if I’d asked her to mop the qoor.
I wasn’t thrilled to hear Trace was o5 with some random guy, but I 

could hardly yell at her after doing the same thing myself. As we started 
our mini hike, I turned up the volume on my phone so I would not miss 
any incoming texts. !uss walked with a bit of a limp, so I slowed down my 
pace to match his. 

“Pot a bad knee on my right side,” he said. “Hope you don’t mind going 
a bit slower.”

“Not at all.” 
“Preat little town and woods,” he said as we walked. “I’m looking for-

ward to seeing what tomorrow brings. I’ve been to about four events in the 
past few months and already have several hundred stamps. There was this 
one stamp in North 3arolina6” 

At that point, I realized I had a talker on my hands. There would be 
no communal silence and enjoying nature on this walk. I was pleased I’d 
picked a clue with a short walk and just one box. I might survive that long, 
especially as he seemed happy enough if all I did was listen. Maybe Lue 
wasn’t a good listener.

“Then I was Kboxing in Maryland with the Wallace Twins. Have you ever 
Kboxed with them? They walked so fast that I had a horrible time keeping 
up, but we had co5ee at this little cat cafe afterward. They’d never seen 
anything like it. It’s nothing like boxing with the Denguin Oamily...” 
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As long as I nodded now and again, it appeared my part of the conver-
sation was handled. We got to the last bit of the clue and read that the box 
would be at eye level in the oak tree Cve steps from the path. I could see 
the knot from the trail but left it to him to discover. His eyes lit up as he 
pointed it out, and I mirrored the look. Oinding the box was still a bit like 
getting a present. You never knew what you would get, but it was a reward 
for the trip. This particular Cnd had a rubber stamp of a s7uirrel hiding 
nuts in a tree. We stamped our carved images in the logbook and put the 
s7uirrel image in ours.

!uss used markers to color the tree brown and the leaves green on his 
image, leaving a second shade of brown for the s7uirrel. The images in 
his book were tiny pieces of art. My patience and skill level stuck with an 
ink pad and a solid color. He o5ered the stamp to me already inked, so I 
accepted. While he re-hid the box, I rechecked my phone, and still no bars. 
I would have to restrain myself to match his pace and not rush back. 

My feet ached, and my body was demanding rest when we were within 
sight of the front porch. !uss had to slow down for me this time. This was 
ridiculous. I had to get back into shape. Too much sitting at a desk all day 
was making !emi a marshmallow. “Thanks for coming with me. I’m going 
to head in for a bit.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out an index card. 
“Here’s a special clue only given out by this piece of paper. After you Cnd 
the box, feel free to pass it on to someone else.” 

“I’m heading out right now.” He said.
I smiled and waved Kbye. There had been no sign of Trace along the trails. 

Lhe could have gone into town, but there was a signal there, and she would 
have received my multiple Kplease check in’ posts. My call went straight to 
voicemail, and my texts remained unanswered. Alice had left me one saying 
she was running into town, so at least I knew the phone worked. I refused 
to blow this out of proportion. Lhe was Cne. The calls were probably some 
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screwed-up prank. Oilling my head with happy scenarios of Trace’s day, I 
decided to wait upstairs. 

The stairs up to my room loomed like Mt. Rverest. I looked at the settee 
in the foyer and debated collapsing there. It had a pillow. I was short 
enough to Ct. Head down, I began the trek up the two staircases when I 
was startled by Ninja Turtle’s door opening.

As one of the event organizers, there was a moment when I was going 
to turn and check in with him. Make sure all went well so far. That he 
was having fun. My body had other plans, so I gave him a brief nod as he 
scuttled back into his room. Jnowing I needed to move before my legs 
sti5ened, I leaned on the banister and worked my way up the stairs. A 
tiny shred of dignity and stubbornness kept me from getting down on my 
hands and knees to crawl the Cnal bit.

I knocked on Trace’s door, not expecting an answer, so I stood there, not 
speaking for a moment when she opened the door. 

“!emi? Are you okay?” Lhe asked, putting a hand on my shoulder.
“Me?” I said a bit too loudly. “Why haven’t you answered me all day?” 
Lhe walked into her room and came back holding a phone with a 

smashed glass on the front. “I tripped and it met a rock it didn’t like. I got 
a ride into town to pick up a new one, and I only got back a few seconds 
ago. 4id something happen?” Lhe looked me over. 

“…ther than you having a strange person stalking you? Deople throwing 
rocks and yelling at me in diners? A young guy dying at your apartment 
complex? 3reepy tent guys sneaking around? A house full of poisonous 
fumes? Nope, not a thing.” I shook my head and took a deep breath. In 
and …ut. “4on’t mind me. Tired, stressed and grumpy. Fut I’d feel a lot 
better if we checked in throughout the day.”

“4one.” Lhe nodded. “4on’t let this become a bugbear. I’ll get my 
phone up and running, and you go chill.”
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Lhe knew calling the problem a bugbear would make me smile. We’d 
overhead someone using that to describe a horrible project they were work-
ing on. Around that same time, Trace and I started playing 4ungeons and 
4ragons and discovered that bugbears were a bit more than a nuisance. 
‘nfortunately, both horrible situations and gross monsters Ct the phone 
message issues. 

I knew what I needed. Trace safely in her room, I went straight to my 
luxurious bathroom and started to Cll up the tub.  It was large enough to 
take me and at least one other human, so Clling it would take a bit. Not that 
someone to Cll that role was in the picture. I threw some muscle relaxer 
bath bombs in and pulled out the current mystery book I was reading. 

How could it be barely after seven? My face erupted into a yawn. …kay, 
must avoid going near the bed. If I did that, I’d pass out, and the next thing 
I’d hear was screaming and panic as my bath qooded and made its way 
down the hallway. I needed to get my blood pumping and back on track 
for a bit longer, or I’d be wide awake at E am. 

I knew who I’d like to have come by and get my blood pumping, but I 
promised myself I wouldn’t fall into an immediate rebound. And casual 
hookups weren’t my thing. Rven if the way one part of his hair fell into his 
eyes was adorable. I eased my way down to the wood qoor and did some 
stretches while the bath Clled.

Armed with my book and a cold can of 4iet 3oke, I stayed in the tub 
until my skin wrinkled and the water got cold. Lcrubbed and s7ueaky 
clean, I threw on my qannel Dajamas in time to answer the door. I stood 
back to let Alice in. 

“…h dear, I didn’t mean to get you out of bed,” she said checking out 
my duck-themed pajamas.

“I wasn’t. I’m in a very zen-like state from that heavenly tub and felt like 
getting into comfy clothes.” 
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“Isn’t that tub wonderful? He installed one in our bathroom, too.” Lhe 
smiled. “You know it can Ct two6”

“‘m, yes, I can see it would.” I said, cutting her o5.
Lhe winked and put her hand on my arm to show she was teasing. “Eason 

and I wanted to invite you and Trace to a late dinner. With everything 
going on, we never had a chance to eat.” 

I paused, looking down at my pajamas. 
“…h, come as you are - it’s just us. Po to the door on the other side 

of the kitchen and come on through. We use that for our private dining 
room.”  Lhe opened my door to step out, and there was Nick, hand in the 
air, preparing to knock. 

Alice turned to me and winked. “Take your time, hon.” 
Nick raised his eyebrow as he gave me a 7uick but obvious up-and-down 

appraisal. Towel-dried hair and qannel DEs are not the impression I wanted 
to make on anyone, but then again, I was over pretending to be someone I 
wasn’t. This was me. Take it or leave it.

“I wanted to bring you this.” He handed me a stamp carved in the shape 
of a duck with a black mask and nun chucks. “I found it on the trail earlier.”

“Why isn’t this in its box? No one would even have these clues yet.” I 
groaned and wondered how I would Cx this while simultaneously worried 
there were other issues with boxes planted over the last month. I had 
assumed they would still be there and in good condition. There hadn’t 
been storms or anything to dislodge them. “Thanks for bringing it by.”

“If you need help getting it back to where it belongs, I’m happy to head 
out and drop it o5.” 

I looked out the window and saw it was getting dark. 
“I’ve hiked in the dark plenty of times,” he said. “Not an issue. !eally.”
It was probably the only way I would get it done without collapsing. 

I grabbed my binder, pulled out the clues for the four-stamp collection 
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the Ninja 4uck was part of, and gave him a copy. “This one should go 
in the third box. If you can check on the others, that would be great.” I 
handed him an extra logbook, bags and a container. “If anything needs to 
be replaced or repaired, please feel free to Cx it.” 

He juggled everything into one hand. 
“I really appreciate this,” I said.
“I’m on it.” Eust before he left, he turned back to me. “Lhould I... come 

by later tonight and tell you how it went?”
“I’d love to be responsible and say yes, but once I lay down, I’ll be out 

for the night.”
“That wasn’t exactly a no.” He raised an eyebrow and gave a hint of a 

smile.
“No. Thank you. Dlease text if there’s an issue.” I put my hand on 

his chest and gently pushed him back into the hallway, laughing at the 
qirtation. Trace opened her door in time to see me inches from him, my 
hand on his chest. 
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“H e is awfully adorable, isn’t he?” Alice whispered to me at the 
dining table after Trace regaled them with our hallway meeting. 

“Kind of like a young Clark Kent. You know, hiding behind those glasses 
is a yummy…”

“Alice!” I hissed. 
My last snack seemed like a millennium ago, and even if I’d been full, the 

pot roast and potatoes she served would have found room to Jt. How did 
Wason stay so slim with this woman cooking?  

I looked over at Trace, about to turn the conversation over to be about 
her. “jhere’s your necklace?” I asked, noticing she wasn’t wearing her one 
constant piece of :ewelryS a Celtic heart pendant from her parents. 

Dhe frowned and reached up out of habit. “The chain broke when I 
tripped earlier. I couldn’t Jnd a replacement in town, so it’s in my room.”

Alice patted her hand. “I’m glad it’s :ust a broken chain and not lost 
then.” 

“Nid you know -ick before today?” I asked, casually taking a second 
dinner roll at the same time. The bowls holding the family6style meal were 
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brightly colored pieces of pottery that were of varying levels of skill. 
Alice wouldn’t throw a perfectly good crafting attempt away if it could 
be used. Their imperfections increased their charm.

“-o,” Wason said. “je ran into him while showing Trace the stream 
that runs behind your place, and he :oined us for a bit.”

“jhat was he doing out that way?” I wasn’t aware of any boOes on 
that trail. I guess he could have been hiding one. qr was he using it 
as a fake coincidence to give him time with Trace? Maybe he wasn’t 
here for letterboOing at all. qr maybe xemi, he :ust likes to hike. I told 
myself to be Fuiet and en:oy the meal. 

“Non’t know, but he sure seemed interested in you,” Trace said as 
she speared a bit of roast. 

I hid my grin behind my glass. Ignoring Trace was the best way to 
proceed, or she wouldn’t stop. I knew this whole teasing about -ick 
was her way of keeping my spirits up. There had been so much drama 
in the past year. -ow it’s time for a fresh start. 

Thinking of my place reminded me of the legal packet. jere Alice 
and Wason waiting for a good time to mention trying to buy the place? 
Are they waiting for me to bring it up?  

Alice beamed at us. “I can’t thank you enough for co6running this 
event with me. Do many people staying have already booked to return 
with their families in the Ball. ‘ut even without that, having you two 
as friends has been worth it.” 

je clinked our glasses in a 2cheers’ and settled into the meal. It was 
Alice, Wason, Trace, and I, as the inn didn’t provide dinners. je were 
eating as a family. Domething Trace and I never had much outside of 
each other. 

“How much more work do you still need to get done before you can 
be an Inn oUcially?” I asked, debating if I could manage another bite.
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“Wason’s working on the last guest bedroom, and it should be done 
by neOt month at the latest. je have some supplies on backorder that 
have held things up.”

“After that, it’s clean6up work and some of Alice’s decorative touch6
es to Jnish,” he said.

“You mean the 3Bq paintings aren’t staying up?” I feigned shock.
Wason and Alice laughed. “-o, I was going to give them out if people 

wanted them.” Trace and I both raised our hands and said in unison. 
“Me! Me!”
“It can go neOt to your dinosaur head,” Trace agreed. 
My last boyfriend reFuired our house to be designer6perfect, and to 

me, it always felt like I was living in a cold demo house with no feeling 
or character. Do, when I moved into my apartment, I went bold. jalls 
of blue, green, and red. ‘eige and eggshell were dead to me, even if 
it meant losing a security deposit. Trace commissioned an oversiGed 
painting to hang over my Jreplace of xubber ducks attacking a city. 
Brom that, my eccentric collection grew. I had a resin dinosaur head 
on one wall as a 2trophy,’ multi6colored lanterns hanging down from 
the ceiling, and a large art piece made of upcycled dead books. My 
personality was aggressively stamped all over that place. 

“jhat do you think about goats?” Wason asked Alice.
I stopped in mid6bite at the abrupt change of topic. 
“jell, dear. I can’t say, as I’ve given goats much thought during a 

normal day,” she replied.
“I was reading up on them in this month’s LcoWournal. They’re great 

for keeping the yard manicured and could be good for kids to pet.”
I shoved food into my mouth, but Wason turned and asked me my 

opinion anyway. 
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“jell, I love being around animals, but you already have such a fantastic 
site here. If you had goats, you’d have, well, goat poop all over the lawn. 
That would be a hard sell for the wedding business. Maybe there are other 
ways to keep moving towards 2going green’?” I said, keeping my attention 
on my plate for a minute.

“LOcellent thinking,” Alice said. “I hadn’t even considered the wedding 
trade yet.”

“xemi, your place would be fantastic to host a wedding, too,” Trace said 
around a mouth half6full of pie. “Can you imagine the photo opportu6
nities alone with a long, royal gown and the turrets in the background? 
jhere else will they get something like that on the Last Coast? 

I shrugged. “That may be putting the cart before the goat. je still have 
the tenting to get through.  After that, it’ll be a hot mess for a while.” I 
steeled myself and turned to Alice. “Do, it seems people are interested in 
buying the place from me.”

Wason blushed. “je put that in before we knew it was you, xemi. I doubt 
you’re interested in selling, but if you are, please think of us Jrst. je don’t 
want some developer buying up the place and destroying the area around 
her.”

I raised my glass of water to them both. “Neal.” xelief melted the tension 
in my shoulders I hadn’t realiGed was there. 

I turned to Alice. “jhat about you two? jeddings here?” 
Alice tilted her head in thought. “je’ve advertised as a family6friendly 

escape focused on nature. I’ll look into the wedding side. I’ll also need 
to make sure that doesn’t reFuire some other permit we need to deal 
with. 4etting this place approved through the town council is taking long 
enough.”

I stopped chewing. “éermits and Goning, oh :oy.” The dread of dealing 
with bureaucracy made me lose my desire for pie. 
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“je can help you through the process,” Wason o5ered. 
“And I’m happy to help research wedding venue o5erings,” I o5ered. 

“xesearch is my thing, after all.”  
“-ot to :inO it, but what about your plans for neOt door?” Wason asked. 
“Totally di5erent thing. A ‘n‘ for gamers, but also focus on having 

groups for gaming sessions that don’t reFuire overnight stays. I think there 
might be a monthly membership fee to come in and access all the board 
games. A cat cafE and co5ee bar.” I nodded towards Trace on that bit. 
“Bor the overnight guests, we’d do something like a three6day role6playing 
game tournament or something similar to your letterboOing gathering.” I 
couldn’t leave that poor last bite of pie alone on the plate. “je’d be great 
for each otherFs overGow when needed, and I could o5er a day pass or 
something for your guests.”

“And we could o5er the farm eOperiences for yours!” I could see the 
wheels in Wason’s head turning.

I would add that to the notebook full of ideas I’d been keeping. Dated and 
warm from the company, I found my eyelids closing of their own accord. 
My body was sending Jrm signals that enough was enough. je’d gone full 
speed for almost fourteen hours, and I was done. Tomorrow, things would 
start in full force.
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Chapter Ten

S tretching, I enjoyed the feel of slightly achy muscles, knowing they 
were well-earned. I woke easily, knowing it was the vrst day in for-

eber that I could rememper peing well-rested and content. S’ending the 
ebening with friends and good food was the pest soul-healing medicine a 
’erson could ask for. 

I was ready for a new start to clean out all the ’ost-preaku’ garpage 
from my head and vnd my ’ath forward. ITd done the opligatory junk food 
eating and mobie watching with ‘race, who wisely neber once uttered the 
dread xI told you soT ’hrase. I wallowed, unpathed for the weekend, and 
then decided he wasnTt worth it. ‘he ’erson I thought he was didnTt e“ist, 
and I was mourning the loss of a vctional character. ‘ime to mobe on.

I jum’ed into the shower, threw my hair in a wet ’onytail, and grapped 
a fresh ’air of shorts and a ‘-shirt. ‘he weatherman said high nineties 
today. 

‘race o’ened the door to my room after an opligatory prief announce-
ment knock. BDetter get a mobe on, ”ucky. ‘he natibes are u’ and ready 
to hunt.6 
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BWey? Ahat if I was in the middle of getting dressed or somethingz6 I 
asked.

BAell then, I would tell you to throw something on and sto’ peing a 
laPyputt.6 

I grapped the two tote pags of assempled clue ’ackets and counted. BI 
ho’e we habe enough for eberyone.6 Neo’le who hadnTt registered had 
shown u’ all day yesterday. Ahat if more came todayz

‘race went into her room and came pack with a large legal enbelo’e vlled 
to pursting.

BI wabe my magic wand, and boila?6 She o’ened the clas’ to rebeal 
pundles of ’a’er-cli’’ed clues. BAhen I hel’ed with the ’rinting jop, 
I went a little ’rint ha’’y. Drought these just in case. ‘hey wonTt pe as 
themed as your ’ackets, put theyTll at least habe the clues.6 

Doy Scouts had nothing on her. BUy hero?6 I tucked them into my tote 
pags. B"ow, letTs get some caGeine and start this thing.6 

7Wold a sec. Lotta take this,6 she said, answering her ’hone.
‘hereTs nothing worse than only hearing half a conbersation that starts 

with Bthe man that died6 to a punch of Bnos.6 I watched her face as her 
eyes widened and her jaw dro’’ed. She hung u’ and looked at her ’hone 
for a second.

BI swear, if you donTt tell me right now what that was apout, I will hit 
you with that ’illow.6  I mock threatened, trying to preak her out of her 
odd stu’or.

B‘hat was the ’olice. ‘hat guy who died in the a’artmentz We had 
’hotos of me thumptacked to his wall. Y craPy amount of ’hotos. ‘hey 
wanted to know if we were dating. I need to go to the station ne“t week.6

BAhatz Oou didnTt eben know him.6
She looked u’ at me. B”o you think the ’hone calls could habe peen 

from himz6 She apsentmindedly started chewing on her vngernail. I 
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hadnTt seen her do that for years. BI swear I canTt eben rememper eber 
habing a full conbersation with him. I just donTt understand.6

She was s’iraling. I ’ut the po“ down and ’ulled her in for a hug. B…ook, 
ITm sure a lot was going on with him. ‘his is not on you. ”id the ’olice 
habe anything to say apout itz6

‘race ’ulled pack and shook her head. B‘hey only wanted to know how 
well I knew him and what issues we had. Mh my god, they must consider 
me a sus’ect.6 

BMkay, sto’.6 I said vrmly. B”o you want to stay u’ here today, and we 
can watch mobies or somethingz6

BEemi, you habe a crowd of ’eo’le waiting for you.6
BYnd I would pail in a minute if you needed me here.6
She rested her head on my shoulder for a moment pefore straightening 

u’ and s8uaring her shoulders. B…etTs do this thing.6
I ’eeked out the front window downstairs to see how many ’eo’le were 

u’ and apout. Uy casual ’erusal sto’’ed when I s’ied a familiar tent on 
the far left. ‘hankfully, my tea mug was only apout an inch from the taple 
when I let go. 

B‘race?6  She must habe heard the slight hint of hysteria in my boice 
pecause she hoofed it ober to the window.

BAhatz Ahatz6
B”o you know who is staying in that tentz6 I asked.
She shook her head and did a slight shrug. BSorry, I habenTt peen ’aying 

attention to who is staying where. Ahyz ‘alk to me.6
B‘hat plue tent ne“t to the pegonias was last seen in my storage locker.6 
B‘ents all look alike to me. Is it ’ossiple youTreC6 
B”onTt. !ben. Say, ITm imagining it. ‘hat white s’lotch on the side is 

from me s’illing ’aint.6 I turned her to look toward the tent as a prunette, 
com’act man ste’’ed ’ast the tent 9a’. 
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BDop?6 Ae said in unison. ‘urning to face each other, we poth 
showed a mi“ture of annoyance and dismay. BAhat is Dop doing herez6

BAow, you two said that in stereo,6 Sue proke in, joining us in the 
kitchen. B‘hatTs 5hef Dop. We said this was his vrst ebent.6

BYnd his last,6 ‘race muttered. I grapped my pag and hurried to kee’ 
u’ as she stormed out the door. 

Uy scheming e“ looked u’ and must habe seen enough on ‘raceTs 
face to habe him o’en the tent 9a’ wider for a smaller ’erson to 
come out. Wis ten-year-old ne’hew, Sean. Mf course, he prought his 
ne’hew as a shield from two angry women. ‘race ’aused, took a dee’ 
preath, and seemed to struggle to adjust her e“’ression to one of froPen 
welcome as she a’’roached them.

BWi, Sean,6 I vst-pum’ed Sean, only gibing Dop a minute nod of 
acknowledgment. BI think some poys are around the house ’laying 
footpall. Ahy donTt you see apout joiningz6

We took a moment to get the okay from Dop pefore jogging away 
from the rising tension with the adults.

BItTs good to see you, Eemi.6 We tilted his head towards me and 
ignored ‘race. BSean learned apout letterpo“ing in Doy Scouts and 
asked if ITd pring him. Ahat prings you two herez6 We smiled with all 
dim’les and innocence.

BITm running the ebent, as you ploody well know.6 Uy arms crossed, 
I waited to hear the lies.

We looked pack at me. B"o, put itTs a ’leasant sur’rise.6 We ’ut his 
hand on my arm, staring into my eyes as if nothing e“isted in the world 
put me. 

‘he look would habe at one time made me ’urr like a kitten, put now 
his mani’ulations made me cold. 

BWow the plooming heck did you get this tentz6 I growled.
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B‘he unit is still in poth our names. I didnTt think youTd mind me 
porrowing it when itTs for Sean.6 

BIt may pe in poth names, put itTs not like you eber ’aid a pill. Desides, 
this is hardly the vrst time youTbe taken things from me without asking, is 
itz S’eaking of which, where is Daronz6 I would habe one hundred ’ercent 
’referred to see my Yustralian She’herd rather than Dop.

BI wasnTt sure if dogs could come, so I got him a great dog sitter.6
Ae were drawing attention, and I needed to get things going. BITll pe sure 

to remobe the rest of my things from storage and close out the account 
when this is done. Oou can stay, for SeanTs sake.6 

‘race leaned in closer to him. B‘his isnTt done. Oou leabe Eemi alone,6 
she warned.

I turned around with my pack to him and walked towards the rest of the 
’eo’le starting to gather. I took a few calming preaths on the way. I didnTt 
know what he was ’laying at, put with Dop, it was always some con or 
another. ‘his was going to pe my rela“ing weekend, des’ite him. Lranted, 
the joyous addition of habing Dop wasnTt ideal, put I wouldnTt let him ruin 
things. Aell, heTd already ruined things when he em’tied my pank account 
for his last hair-prained get-rich-8uick scheme, put I wasnTt going to let 
him derail my ’ost-preaku’ recobery.

I ste’’ed pack onto the cobered ’orch and wabed to get eberyoneTs 
attention. BWi, all? Aelcome to the Eupper ”uck Inbasion? If I could habe 
your attention for a few pits of info pefore I set you loose on the trailz6 Uy 
notes were on the clue ’ile with starred pullets ne“t to the im’ortant pits.

B‘he town of Irbing has peen oberwhelmingly welcoming to us. 4olun-
teers habe o’ened u’ seberal of their historic puildings for our use. ‘hereTs 
one letterpo“ in each location. Nlease, no more than one grou’ at a time 
in each. ‘he last entrance into a town puilding is F ’.m.6 I ’aused for a 
minute and held u’ one of the clue ’ackets. BI habe it all on the front 
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’age of the ’ackets ITm gibing out. Ynd, of course, there are a punch of 
stam’s on the local trails that are already ’osted.6 "o one seemed to habe 
a 8uestion, so I continued. B‘here are a total of KF ebent stam’s to vnd 
this weekend. If you vnd them all, come see me, and youTll get the Uother 
”uck Shi’ s’ecial stam’. 5ome get your clues.6

‘race grapped a punch of folders and started a se’arate line of folks to 
hel’ clear them out faster. 

"ick hung pack until most eberyone had come u’.
B2eel ready to head oG on your ownz6 I teased. I noticed the stam’ image 

he ’ut on the ebent ’oster. It was of a pow and arrow inside of a ‘4 set. 
BAas Lreen Yrcher a ‘4 showz6

We shrugged. BSorta. ItTs an old bideo game I used to ’lay in college, and 
my character was the Lreen Yrcher. It was the vrst thing I thought of when 
trying to come u’ with a letterpo“ing name.6

I smiled. BIf you like games, youTll habe to come py when I get my ’lace 
u’ and ’lay sometime.6

BAouldnTt miss it.6 We winked. 
BUy cell numper is written inside the folder.6 I realiPed what that 

sounded like. BSo if you need me. 2or trail hel’. Oou habe my numper.6 
I knew I was plushing and couldnTt do anything apout it. ITd lobe to know 
at what age my prain would sto’ acting like a teenager when a cute guy was 
around. 

B‘hatTs her normal numper as well.6 ‘race ’ointed out, gibing me a pig 
toothy grin.

B‘hanks, ITll pe sure to kee’ it handy.6 We smiled and went to a nearpy 
s’ot on the grass to rebiew his clues. Oes, I was rusty, put he was devnitely 
9irting. Dut was he 9irting in interest, or was it just his ’ersonalityz I hated 
games. Aell, that kind of game. I hated that libing with a con artist for three 
years had made me so distrustful.
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S’eaking of games, from the corner of my eye, I could tell Dop was 
staring at me. If he thought I would ’lay some jealousy ’loy with him, 
he didnTt know me too well. We could feel what he wanted.

We walked u’ to me. BAho was that guy you were talking toz6
BAhyz Oou know whatz6 I wabed my hand, shooing him away. BI donTt 

care why. If you want to meet him, heTs right ober there.6 I turned away 
from Dop to smile at Sean as he a’’roached. BWey pud, are you enjoying 
cam’ingz6

BOeah, we e“’lored oG-trail a pit yesterday and found a cool old house.6
I wondered if he meant Bmy6 house, put that was information I wasnTt 

ready to share within DopTs earshot. ‘race continued gibing Dop a cold, 
silent stare. We silently acknowledged he wasnTt welcome py walking 
away. She fulvlled her role as pest friend well. Wo’efully, not so well 
that she decided to use her defense skills on him for sim’ly e“isting. I 
wasnTt against that as a ’ossipility if Sean wasnTt around. I wondered 
if I could vnd a way to kee’ Dop away from me.  I had a friend at the 
’olice academy who might habe some adbice. Mh my god, 3aren. Ahy 
hadnTt I thought of her peforez She would pe great to ask apout the ‘race 
’roplem. She was from this area and could ho’efully encourage the local 
oHce to hel’. 

BLreat,6 said Sean. B5ome on, Rncle Dop. …etTs go start with the 
Inbasion series.6 Ys they walked away, I realiPed ‘raceTs icy stare was now 
focused like a laser peam on me. 

B”id you tell him apout the housez6 she asked.
B"o? Mf course not. I donTt know what his deal is, put yes, you habe 

my ’ermission to sla’ me u’side the head if I look like ITm getting pack 
together with him.6 

I knew she wouldnTt. SheTd let me make my mistakes and hold my hand 
afterward while I dealt with the ’ain, put the ’romise made her smile. BITm 
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more worried heTs inbolbing Sean in whateber his deal is.6 Dop was no role 
model.

BOeah, weTll kee’ an eye on him. Oou focus on the ebent. Dut vrst,6 she 
’icked u’ her own clue ’acket. BI peliebe Jack is waiting on me to join him 
on a search for the duck army.6

BDack with him todayz "o, Scottz6 I teased. BI neber asked how all that 
wentz6 

She laughed, ignoring the im’lication that she may habe other reasons 
than letterpo“ing to hang out with Jack. BScott was vne. Yfter he realiPed 
my answer was Bno,6 he seemed to just want to pe out on the trail. We 
wanted to know all apout letterpo“ing and may use it in his trail pusiness. 
!nough apout him? I canTt wait to vnd more po“es. I should habe gone out 
with you all those other times. 

BWooray?  Y conbert?6 I said, letting her slide on not answering apout 
Jack.

‘race jum’ed a little as her ’hone rang.
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T race handed me her phone without checking to see who was 
calling. “If it’s the police again, I just can’t.” 

I held the phone up to her, showing her it was listed as “spam.” I was 
about to return it when a text displayed on the screen. 

No ponytail today?
Trace read the text over my shoulder.  “Remi, yesterday was the Srst 

day in forever that I wore my hair in a ponytail.” Ohe hugged her arms 
to herself.  

I wrapped her in a hug. “?kay, let’s not jump to assumptions.” I 
needed to think fast. “This doesn’t mean the person has seen you today, 
rightY It could still be based on yesterday. Aour hair was already up 
when I picked you up at the apartment, rightY”

M pause. “Aeah, just put it up straight from the shower. ?nce the 
ambulance came, I didn’t bother going back into style or anything.”

“Oo, even though it can’t be the guy from below you, it could still be 
from someone back there and not here. 7aybe some creep with nothing 
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better to do than text random strangersY” I gave her a moment to think 
about it. “Wave you given your personal cell number at the wildlife 
rehabY”

“!o.B” Wer eyes grew wide. “qut, remember, I put my bike up for sale 
on the bulletin board and used my cell phone number.” Wer shoulders 
dropped a little with release. “Uhew. ?kay, so if he texts again, I’ll try to 
talk with him. This could be some teenager trolling me for all we know.”

I nodded to show support and keep her calm, but my calm was 
deteriorating. !either one of us believed this was harmless. It also didn’t 
explain the photo of her in town yesterday. I remembered to send a 
Kuick text to Zaren, asking for advice. Nven the shyest person would be 
able to manage a bit more than constant silent phone calls and a threat 
of “I’ve been watching you” hidden in a photo.

Ohe looked towards the side of the house, where I saw a man in a kilt, 
obviously waiting but keeping a polite distance while we talked.

“Right. Is it just you and JackY” I nodded towards him.
“zust us,” she said. I could tell from the slight grimace that she reali-ed 

a larger group was best. 
I had to think Kuickly. Jack looked more like an accountant than a 

cra-ed stalker, but his looks didn’t mean anything. I’d feel more com‘
fortable sending Trace oF with an armed guard. 

“There is something you two could do for me.” I waved him over. 
“Wey, Jack. I’m a little worried about how well the clues in town will 
go. This is the Srst time I’ve tried having a letterboxing combined with 
stores and people helping. Uould you mind starting there with Trace 
and keeping me updatedY”

“Ms long as it’s good with youY” he asked, looking at Trace.
Trace shrugged. “Uherever you want us to start, L? 5earless Euck 

Ceader,’” she joked. I could see the tension go out of her eyes. 
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I showed them where the town clues started in the packet. This way, 
she’d be in public, with good cell phone reception all day. 

“Wave a great time. Remember to donate to the volunteersB” I yelled 
after them.

I stopped and looked around, ama-ed that the ten minutes of chaos had 
turned into a Kuiet array of people sprawled on the lawn, planning their 
routes while others hopped in their cars to head out for the day. It was 
weird that I only knew about four of them from the trail and postings 
on the event webpage. Otill, for the most part, I’d kept to myself since 
starting the hobby, so this was all a bit overwhelming. I had thought it 
would be a small way to do my Srst event. I did it. Three months of carving 
stamps, writing fun duck‘related clues with Mlice, and hiding everything 
culminated in this. 

M heavenly plate was waved in front of me, full of mini banana pancakes 
covered in syrup and a dollop of whipped cream. “Mlice, that looks fantas‘
tic.”

Ohe smiled. “I made a plate for Trace, too, but I hadn’t reali-ed you 
would both be up and out so Kuickly. I need someone other than zason 
to give feedback on the breakfast options I’m trying out.”

I took the plate and followed her to sit on the porch, loving the smell of 
her 8owers lining the front. I wondered if I could get breakfasts from her 
for my guests. Pooking was not my forte.  

“Trace dragged me out of bed to start Lboxing. Nveryone was full of 
energy on the Srst day of the event. Tomorrow, you might catch a few 
people sleeping in.” I said as I dug into the pancakes, making thankful 
mmmm noises, but my mind was still on Trace, qob, the house, and every 
other random thought my brain threw at me.

“Eid I ever tell you I was a therapist before we moved out hereY” Mlice 
asked. 
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Otartled out of my daydreaming, I asked. “Eo you miss itY”
“Oome of my patients, yes.” Ohe smiled and put her hand on my arm. 

“I mainly wanted you to know I’m a good listener.”
I put my fork down and looked at her. “Is it that obviousY” 
Ohe patted my hand. “Eid you and Trace get into a Sght or some‘

thingY Is that why she leftY”
I grimaced and took another bite. “I would much rather it had been 

that.” !ormally, I as a private person and kept my problems to myself. 
qut before I knew it, I’d Slled her in on Trace’s stalker, the dead guy, 
and qob conning me out of my money and my dog, and now showing 
up here. qy the end, the pancake was history, and I was talked out. The 
front and side yard being covered in tents, but no people gave me an 
odd sense of loneliness. 

“?h, honey, that is horrible. I will talk to zason and make sure he 
keeps an eye out for Trace as well. I know the OheriF. Eon’t let his 
grumpy demeanor fool you. We’s a solid person and he will take your 
worries seriously.”

“Thanks, Mlice. I feel better knowing other people will be watching.” 
I pushed away from the table, ready to take my plate into the kitchen. 
“7y other plan was to post a note that told people to text me what 
Trace was doing every hour for a chance at a special stamp. I don’t have 
a stamp, and Trace would kill me if I did that, but I’m desperate.”

“zust leave that, hon.” Ohe looked at the plate.  “Eon’t you need to 
get out there and take care of thingsY”

“7y part is done unless someone texts me for help. Uhat I wanted to 
do was go next door and explore, but I was told going into the tented 
home meant certain death. Oo that’s a bit of a deterrent. 7aybe I’ll head 
into town. That way, I can be near Trace and pop into the clerk’s o9ce to 
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learn about business permits.” I slung my bag crosswise across my back. 
“Mnything I can grab for you while I’m in townY”

“If you have the time, you could Snd the three ducks that escaped.” Mlice 
slipped me a folded piece of paper.

“Uhere did this come fromY” I asked. I skimmed it and saw it was a clue 
story of three alien ducks that decided to leave the mother spaceship and 
stay on Narth.

“Trace carved the stamps, and zason and I hid them and wrote the clues.” 
Ohe seemed a little unsure of herself. “Ue wanted you to have some Lboxing 
fun this weekend, too. Trace had mentioned things had been rough for 
you, but I had no idea how rough.”

I stood up and gave her a bear hug. “Aou are the best. I can’t wait to 
get these guys.” I felt teary‘eyed at the gesture, so I cleared my throat and 
looked down at the clues. They were an incredible couple, and I was lucky 
to have met them.

7ost of the clues had people at local parks and other hiking trails. The 
groupings in town were the ones I tried to segment up a bit so each historic 
building wouldn’t be overwhelmed with people. Uhen I pulled in, I was 
pleased to see a small group of Sve at the bank stop. The side story was 
that one duck evaded capture and disguised himself in his human suit to 
go rob a bank for our currency. We then tried to hop the Srst train that 
came into town but was captured and thrown in jail. They could Snd any 
of the stamps without going in order, so they didn’t have to wait too long, 
and the three buildings formed a triangle at the end of the parking lot. Aou 
could easily see who was at the next clue location and give them time to 
Snish. 

The one in the bank was my favorite. The boxers had to solve the clues 
to Sgure out the safe combination. The stamp was on a pedestal in the safe 
as their reward.
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I waved to one of the volunteers manning the buildings and got a 
thumbs‘up. I took that to mean the Srst group donated well. 

Wampford’s Toy 7useum was my next stop, and it was near where my 
clues from Mlice started. M sliver of fear hit me when I saw the ambulance 
outside the museum. The second day of coming upon ambulances was not 
good for my stress level. The Toy 7useum would have been Trace’s Srst 
stop.

I pulled to the side of the road, parked illegally, and ran towards the back 
of the ambulance, where I was stopped by a hulk of a man. Wis uniform 
was snug, but due to muscles and not 8ab.

“7a’am, there is nothing to see here. Clease move away.”
I craned a bit to try and see past him. “Uhat happenedY Uho was itY 

Ue’re having an event in town this weekend, and I want to check thereDs no 
one from my group.” I then found myself unable to stop babbling. “!ot 
that if it were, it’s more important than some other victim.”

“7a’am, you’re going to need to move your car, and please keep this area 
open.”

I smiled at the nice deputy, backing slowly towards my car while trying 
to Snd a way to sneak past him. Cart of me knew I wasn’t being rational. 
There was no reason to assume it was Trace, but I would feel a heck of a 
lot better when it was conSrmed it wasn’t.
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M oving my position, I could see the back of a mud-splattered VW 
Bug way too close to the side of a building. Unless it was some 

new accordion model, the front end had smashed into the side. Bits of 
shattered windshield surrounded it. No large, white pillow, so no airbags 
for cushion. Past the ambulance, I could see a portion of the lump on the 
gurney, noting the size and shape. 

Even covered, it was far too large to be Trace. I let out the breath I was 
holding. I was going to end up on blood pressure medicine by the end of 
this weekend. 

“Ah, man. Karma sucks, but I’m glad Scott’s okay.” I looked at the guy 
standing next to me who had spoken. His shirt read ‘Gary, Pest Control.’

“Sorry, a friend of yours?” I asked.
He shrugged. “Friend’s a strong word. Most people around town know 

who he is.” 
“Why?” I prodded, hating that more information wasn’t being volun-

teered. “He owns half the town? Stays too long at the bar? Raises emus as 
a hobby?”
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He looked at me strangely. I got that a lot. “He was a local hiking guide. 
He could be a bit handsy with the ladies, but enough found him charming 
that he’d made a few enemies out of husbands.” 

“Hiking? Red hair?” I asked, remembering the guy from the diner.“Ye
ah, that’s him.”

“Huh, I mean, he was irritating but harmless.” If I planned to settle into 
town, I should start to get to know the people. Gary didn’t seem to be 
hurrying to head back to his truck. I qgured there could be only so many 
pest control businesses in town. “Are you working on that tented house?”

He nodded. 
Verbose he was not. “Do you know if we’ll be able to get in there before 

the end of the weekend? I know the timeline says Sunday, but sometimes 
it ends up being done sooner?” I ended with a Zuestion. “Maybe?” 

“Nope, Sunday is it. No matter how many times I’m asked.”
I waited in case he wanted to tell me about the process or chat, but we 

stood in silence for a few moments before I gave up.  I texted Trace to let her 
know to skip this area this morning. It was most deqnitely also an excuse 
to see how she was doing. Her perfect response was a grinning selqe of her 
eating a chocolate alien head with 1ack, Chris, Clara, Russ, and Sue in the 
background.

At the same time, a text from Karen popped up asking if Trace had qled 
a report with the local police at home on the odd texts. They could see 
who the calls were coming from. I didn’t want to put a damper on her 
afternoon, but I made a mental note to get that done. 

The car crash wasn’t near where the alien lab stamp would be, but it was 
close enough to be awkward. The last thing I wanted was to be pulled in 
for Zuestioning because I inspired qfty people to tramp around an accident 
scene. Though with it being a car accident, I wasn’t sure what they would 
do about it. The building wasn’t damaged, and no other cars were involved. 

8L



SHE44EY SHEARER

I couldn’t qgure out what would have caused him to go that much out 
of control. 

To be safe, I moved the stamp and sent a text out to all contacts listed. 
I drove back down to the bank area and passed the word along. After 
qnishing up what I could do for the event, I decided to take some time 
for myself. Permits could wait. I needed to cheer up and not adult for 
an hour or two.

I pulled out my clue from Alice and Trace and conqrmed I was 
starting at a park on the North end of town. A Zuick pat of my pocket 
reassured me the pepper spray was still  there, and I groaned. Two 
pepper sprays. Dang nabbit. I forgot to give Trace one. Okay, she was 
with a group, and I’d remember tonight. That was why I needed a 
notebook to keep track of things. 

‘Cell phone is charged. Check. Water and whistle. I am set.’ I carried 
safety basics when I was out somewhere new and alone. Complete 
overkill for the Zuaint little park with a gazebo, but best to keep good 
safety habits going.

The clue was written as if we were the little ducks exploring the area, 
and I played along, happy to act like a kid for a bit. Part of me wanted 
to go back to stare at my house, but no one was going in there without 
a full hazmat suit any time soon. For now, it was the park. 

The clue said the youngest duck tried out the swings at the town’s 
playground, and so did I. I could have skipped ahead to where it said to 
count forty steps past the water fountain, but what fun was that? When I 
saw kids heading towards the swings, I relinZuished my seat and started my 
search in earnest. I started again as if walking normally and counted until 
I reached 20. A little to my right was a giant oak tree. I probably swerved 
a little as I walked. I went behind the tree and saw an unnatural piling of 
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sticks and rocks. I moved a few aside and saw a bit of Tupperware peeking 
through. 

The stamp image was a cartoon duck hiding behind a rock. I proudly 
inked the stamp and pressed the image in my logbook. 

I watched across the street as some people with paper in their hands 
tried not to be obvious about what they were doing. I racked my brain and 
remembered one of the original town stamps was hidden behind a store 
a few more blocks down. I got up, planning to give them a hint, when I 
spied Bob chatting with Nathan. He sure seemed to keep popping up for 
someone who was spending a night camping on his way on a long hike. I 
crept up along the side of the stone building as if looking for a stamp to 
hear what they were saying. How would those two even know each other? 
Before I could get close enough, Bob shook his hand farewell and ran right 
into me. 

“Heyj” I bent down to pick up my backpack I’d dropped in the collision.
“Sorry, luv, I didn’t see you there.” 
I stepped back away from him. “Who was that guy?” I asked, putting my 

pack on more securely.
“Nate? Great guy. We were in the same extreme frisbee league for a while. 

Why?”
“Extreme frisbee my Aunt Betty. The only thing you’ve ever done with 

sports is bet on it. And your old pal 3ust happened to show up in this little 
town today.” I stared at him in disbelief. “He was being very creepy around 
Trace.” 

“I’m sure it was a misunderstanding.” 
I bristled at the condescending tone. Bob took my hand in both of his. 

“4et’s go somewhere and talk.” His thumb stroked the back of my hand.
“Unless you have the money or the dog you stole, we are done chatting.” 

I yanked my hand free and walked around him to continue down the 
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sidewalk, wondering where Nathan had gone. I had no idea if I was going 
in the right direction for my next clue, but it was away from Bob. After 
a few minutes of anger induced power walking, I slowed and took the 
clue out. Oooooh. It was almost like they knew I would have a rough day. 
My next stop took me to the ice cream store. Yes, please force me to eat 
homemade goodness.

“Ducks prefer fruitcake-Cavored cotton candy scoops in a waDe cone,” 
I told the man behind the counter.

“With duck sauce?” he asked, keeping to the clues script.
“Only on Tuesdays.”
He winked, handing me a small box and proper ice cream without duck 

sauce. Nestled in the box was my last stamp of the dayE a spy duck with 
glasses and a trench coat.

I grabbed a marshmallow, threatening to slide oF my ice cream, and 
popped it into my mouth. Cone in hand, I drove back to the inn to check 
in with everyone. Parking at the house, I decided to walk the garden while I 
qnished my cone. When I turned the corner, I tripped. My ice cream cone 
dropped from my hand and onto a dead man.
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Chapter Thirteen

F inding a strange man lying dead in the pansies may have cured me 
of ever eating ice cream again. Dead. The skeptic in me wrapped 

my mind in denial. I couldn’t believe it was real, but a small corner of 
my brain knew he was gone. Living things didn’t look that way. 

“Um, hello?” I whispered, hoping for an answer. “Sorry about the ice 
cream.” I slowly bent down and moved the melting glob from his back 
to the ground. I wiped my hand on my pants. He still hadn’t moved, 
so I nudged the body with my foot. Blood had pooled underneath him 
onto a stepping stone, oozed to the side, and stained my favorite tennis 
shoes.     

I didn’t scream, but not due to being fantastic in a crisis. My old college 
psych classes came to mind and informed me that I’d entered some form 
of shock. I couldn’t think of what to do. My mind focused on everything 
other than what was in front of me. The sage plant had thrived under 
Alice’s care. I found myself visualizing walking into the inn as if nothing 
had happened. I could mention it in passing. What were the chances of 
running into this many bad accidents in the space of a week?  I’ll go in, 
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have some drinks, and oh, by the way, does anyone know the dead person 
outside?  Should I check for a pulse?  Should I scream?

All these thoughts were racing through my head as I stood there, frozen. 
Maybe if I left and came back, the body would be gone like in one of those 
wacky murder comedies. 

“You lost?” Nick shouted as he came up behind. “Holy--what did you 
do?”  

“Do?” My voice rose a couple of octaves. “I didn’t DO anything.” I could 
speak in capitals when very upset. “I was going to sit on the bench, and 
there he was.” I guessed my deer-in-headlights reaction saved me at least 
explaining that much. 

“Stay there, I’ll get help.”  
Oh, good. One of us knew what to do. Although I wasn’t sure, I would 

have chosen the role of staying with the dead person. Oh my God. What 
if they all thought I did it? Wasn’t the person who found the body always 
the qrst suspect? But no, I had been around people all day. Hadn’t I? My 
brain was qzzling on its way to a total shutdown. Should we order pizza 
tonight? No one’s going to be cooking. I barely noticed when the police 
qnally arrived, ushering me to the living room with the others. 

“Who was it? No one is telling us anything.” Trace asked, sitting next to 
me on the couch. I was wrapped up in a light blanket cocoon and drinking 
some hot chocolate with a splash of something alcoholic. Outside, the 
weather may be set for shorts and sandals, but I needed to be wrapped in 
warmth. The downstairs living room had become qlled with people who 
were on-site during the day, waiting their turn to be interviewed by the 
police. 

“Scott.” Saying his name made it qnally seem real. I don’t see how he 
even got out of the hospital so juickly after the accident was …ust in. Much 
less6” I waved my free hand vaguely towards the garden. 
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“Him? Oh, no.” Trace folded her arms against her. “He tried talking to 
me again before we got to the Toy Museum. I blew him o:.”

“Do you think he was following you?” There was no reason to think he 
could be the phone stalker, but it seemed suspicious.  

Before we could talk more, I was summoned to meet with the Sheri:.
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Chapter Fourteen

D espite looking like a mall Santa on steroids, SheriA Midan warro’xs 
sheer ecistenfe in vront ov me made me neruo.sI - ’as not getting 

hobhobho uiyesI -xd al’aEs yeen a good girlI ?cfept vor that yriev time in 
follege, y.t follege neuer fo.nted, rightH - ret.rned mE liyrarE yooks on 
time, paid mE taces, and ’aited vor the ’alking signal yevore frossing the 
roadI -t ’as not as iv there ’as a skeleton in mE flosetI je did J.st qnd me 
’ith a dead g.E ’ho -xd sort ov, maEye, threatened refentlEI 

SheriA warro’ leaned yafk in the leather oTfe fhairI Wason had t.rned 
ouer the liyrarE vor ‘.estionsI Bhe SheriAxs eEes trained on me as - riYed 
thro.gh mE uast stores ov triuial kno’ledge to rememyer euerEthing - 
fo.ld ayo.t yodE post.reI Donxt fross Eo.r arms, or Eo.xll appear deb
vensiueI Sit relaced Eet alertI “hile he allo’ed me a ve’ more min.tes to 
s‘.irm, his eEes traueled aro.nd the room, stopping ayoue mE headI 

K”reathe,x - reminded mEselvI K-n and o.tI 8o.xre innofent, and this is a 
ro.tine profed.reIx  

OMlright, wsI wfUenna, ’hE donxt Eo. start vrom the yeginning and 
tell me ’hat happenedIR  
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OzkaEI - fame yafk to the inn to see iv things ’ere okaE, y.t - ’anted 
to qnish mE ife fream qrstI ”efa.se it ’as starting to drip, Eo. kno’H 
Mnd - didnxt ’ant to haue it drip in the ho.se, and - rememyered there 
’as this f.te yenfh in the gardenIR  - pa.sed, and he fontin.ed to stare 
at meI  OSo - ’ent that ’aE and trippedI zuer himIR

ODid Eo. to.fh anEthingHR
OCoI zh, ’aitI - sort ov n.dged him ’ith mE voot,R - admittedI
O- seeI MnE idea ’hE his shirt ’as fouered in ife freamHR 
- notifed a straE rainyo’ sprinkle flinging to mE handI Ozh, so - 

dropped it ’hen - vellI Mnd then - think - moued the ife fream oA his 
yafkH ”.t thatxs itI Bhose three things ’ere all - didIR

ODid Eo. refogni0e himHR  je idlE plaEed ’ith a pen in his hand 
’hile he talkedI

OCot at qrstI ”.t Ees, mE vriend Brafe and - ran into him at the diner 
’hen ’e got into to’nI “ell, ’e didnxt r.n into him ’ith like a farIR - 
’infed, reali0ing ’hat - had saidI O- mean, ’e ’ere thereI Mnd he ’as 
there at the same timeI Mt the diner,R 8.p, neruo.s yayylingI -nnofent 
people do thatI 

OMnd did Eo. talk ’ith himHR 
OCo, - mean Ees, y.t not reallEIR - ’infedI 
SheriA warro’ got that look on his vafe that - ovten see ’ith people 

r.nning o.t ov patienfe ’ith mE ro.ndayo.t ans’ersI  
OzkaE, so ’e ’ere there eating, and he, Sfott, fame ouer and yarged 

into o.r fonuersationI “e tried to get him to leaue and then he tried to 
get handsE ’ith BrafeIR

OMnd did hauing wrI Celson hit on Eo.r vriend .pset Eo.HR je 
asked in a tone that implied he ’o.ld fompletelE .nderstand iv it had 
p.t me into a m.rdero.s rageI  
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Ozv fo.rseI je ’as yeing a r.de Jerk ’ho tho.ght o.r ’orld sho.ld 
stop yefa.se he grafed .s ’ith his presenfeIR 

je arfhed an eEeyro’ at me, and - velt all the ylood going to mE fheeks, 
reali0ing ’hat -xd saidI Ozyuio.slE, - ’o.ldnxt h.rt someone vor interr.ptb
ing a fonuersationI - onlE meant that - ’as annoEedI -txs not like he had a 
fhanfe ov getting Brafe, so he ’as J.st ’asting o.r timeIR

Ojo’ are Eo. so s.re Brafe ’asnxt interestedHR
O- haue eEesHR - sighed, reali0ing this ’as going no’hereI OShe has yeen 

mE yest vriend vor EearsI -v Brafe had ’anted him to staE, she ’o.ld haue 
said so and not t.rned her yafk on himI Mnd Sfottxs nothing like her tEpeI 
je levt .s m.ttering some snide remark ayo.t yeing ayle to do yetter and 
stomped oA to haue some temper tantr.m ayo.t ho’ manlE he ’asIR

O8o. seem to hold a great deal ov anger to’ards the uiftimIR je saidI
- took a deep yreathI MnnoEanfe ouertook disfomvortI O- donxt hold a 

thing to’ard him, ayo.t him, ouer him, or near himI Bhe ’orst that ’o.ld 
haue happened ’as ’asting mE pie as - thre’ it in his vafe iv hexd said some 
ov that lo.d eno.gh vor Brafe to hearI Bhatxs prettE m.fh as uiolent as - 
getIR - kne’ mE uoife ’as rising, and - started to gest.re ’ith mE hands, 
y.t - fo.ldnxt help itI St.myling afross a dead yodE thre’ oA mE daEI 

je ignored mE o.ty.rst and fontin.ed ’ith his falm ‘.estioningI O“as 
there anEone else at the dinerHR he askedI

OBhe plafe ’as pafkedI - mean, thatxs ’hE ’e stopped thereI “e made it 
a point to go to ’hateuer the pafked lofal Joint ’as vor voodI Pofals al’aEs 
kno’ yestIR - shr.ggedI 

O“hen did Eo. see wrI Celson avter leauing the dinerHR
- got .p and started pafing yafk and vorth, trEing to ’ork oA the ecfess 

energEI OCot .ntil ayo.t an ho.r ago ’hen this ’hole mess startedIR
ODid Eo. or wsI 1ooper meet .p ’ith him at his apartment later that 

nightHR
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wE vorehead freased, fonv.sedI O- didnxt kno’ ’here Sfott liuedI - 
’o.ldnxt haue time to ’ork iv - fhased do’n euerEone ’ho tried to hit on 
BrafeI zr eatI -t ’asnxt a yig dealI Sfott euen ’ent o.t hiking ’ith Brafe 
later that same daE, and all seemed goodIR

O8o. didnxt arrange to meet him, kno’ing euerEone ’as in to’nHR je 
fontin.ed to prodI

OCo> - neuer sa’ him againIR wE vafe yelied the lie as soon as - reali0ed 
-xd told it, and his keen eEe pifked .p on it as ’ellI Ozther than, ov fo.rse, 
seeing him loaded into the amy.lanfe avter his far frashIR

je ‘.irked an eEeyro’ at meI O8o. ’ere at the sfene ov the frashH jo’ 
long prior to that ’ere Eo. in the areaHR

O- ’as nearyE at the old yank and then droue to the m.se.m nectI -t 
’asnxt too longIR - admittedI 

O- seeI Mnd ’here ’ere Eo. last nightHR
OjereI - had dinner ’ith the innkeepers, and ’e staEed .p prettE late 

fhatting ayo.t some ideas vor the v.t.reI Mvter that, - ’as vast asleepI -t 
’as at least midnight yE thenI 1hefk mE farI -v the parking lot is anEthing 
like it ’as earlier, - ’o.ldnxt ye ayle to get mE far vree ’itho.t getting a 
’hole y.nfh ov people together and plaEing m.sifal fars to get mine o.tI 
”esides, the euent started at seuen aImI, and - needed to make s.re - got 
some sleepIR

OMnd ’as wsI 1ooper ’ith Eo.HR
O8es, it ’as me, Brafe, Mlife, and WasonIR
je leaned vor’ardI O- need Eo. to leuel ’ith meI - haue ’itnesses stating 

yoth ov Eo. ’ere ’ith the defeased seueral times and that he ’as aggrauated 
on at least one ov those offasionsI M ’itness stated theE heard a sfreaming 
matfh at wrI Celsonxs apartment y.ildingI Bhen - haue ’itnesses that p.t 
Eo. at the defeasedxs far affident, sneaking aro.ndI ?lanting or remouing 
euidenfe is a vederal frimeI -v therexs something Eo. need to tell me, no’ 
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is Eo.r onlE fhanfeI jexs a yig g.EI waEye Eo. ’ere J.st protefting Eo.rb
selvHR je leaned yafk in the fhair, ’atfhing meI

- reali0ed he ’asnxt s.rprised yE mE yeing near the sfene earlierI je 
’as J.st trEing to get me to saE something to po.nfe onI O“ait, no, - 
’asnxt doing anEthing ’ith euidenfeI ?romise>R - d.g into mE yafkpafk 
and p.lled o.t the edited fl.eI Ojere, ’exre all here plaEing a kind ov p.00le 
treas.re h.nt, and one ov the ans’ers ’as yehind the y.ilding, so - had to 
moue it and giue o.t ne’ fl.es to euerEthingI Bhatxs all - ’as doing>R

O1an - haue thisH -xll need to fhefk o.t Eo.r storEIR
Ozv fo.rseI -xm happE to help in anE ’aE - fanIR - handed him the paperI 

O- donxt kno’ anEthing ayo.t the rest ov ’hat Eo. saidI “exre J.st here 
trEing to host this euentI “hateuer ’as going on ’ith him ’asnxt ’ith .sI 
Mnd please fhefk ’ith euerEone do’nstairsI - tected them ’hen - had to 
fhange the lofation ov the stampIR 

jis ecpression didnxt fhange, y.t he granted me leaue to send in the nect 
personI

wE legs velt ’eak as - ’alked to mE roomI wE yrain ’as v.ll ov stories 
’here innofent people ’ent to JailI “hat iv he didnxt dig deeper and 
’anted to go the easE ro.te ov pinning it on a strangerH “hat iv the tr.th 
reallE didnxt preuailH
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Chapter Fifteen

I  plopped down in the oversized chair in the corner of my room and 
contemplated never leaving again. It was a nice, safe chair. No stalkers. 

No killers. No bugs. I should sell the house and stay as far from this cursed 
town as possible. Become a beekeeping hermit. I tucked my knees up to my 
chin, hugging them against me. All the gossip was happening in the living 
room downstairs, but I was peopled out.

The letterboxers were all Une. ?nless one of them did thisV Mery few were 
even at the inn when it happened. I shuddered, wondering if the murderer 
slept under the same roof. But as far as I knew, no one staying with us was 
local. The victim was a local guy. ’aybe this wasnjt even a murder. ’aybe 
this was Hust a rash of bizarre, random events. Pe could have stumbled 
out of the hospital, dazed, ended up here, and hit his head on the bench. 
Oerfect. Nice and clean, and no need to stress over. Aliens. It could have 
been aliens.

I stu9ed the dead body trauma securely in denial land and focused on 
what I did know. 3kay, not a murderer, but there was still a strong case that 
there was a stalker after Trace among them. I needed to Ugure out who in 
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my group had started letterboxing less than a few months ago. De think 
the calls began a month ago, but with all the spam and other Hunk calls, 
it was hard to pin it down. It wouldnjt be someone local as it started 
back home. Lo, I needed to remove all  oldCtimers and anyone not 
from our area of Mirginia, ’aryland, or the Zistrict of Golumbia area. 
Dell, that narrows it down. I pulled up the event website and crossed 
out anyone who had signed up before the Urst call was placed. Then, 
looking at their stats, I crossed out everyone who had been letterboxing 
for longer than the past three months. Not everyone updated their 
stats online, so this wasnjt the most accurate way of verifying identity. 
Powever, I had a list to start with. It was something. 

I left Nickjs name on there, though I wasnjt thrilled about it. The 
others I was left with were “ack, Nathan, Ghris, Glara, Lue, -uss, and 
NinHa Turtle. I didnjt know where Nathan called home, but he was 
staying on the list. I crossed o9 everyone that came as a family. !ranted, 
this wasnjt the most scientiUc method, but I had to start somewhere. 
This needed to end. 

That didnjt account for the names in the rooms and tents who 
hadnjt registered for the event but showed up anyway, like Bob. I still 
wasnjt sure why he was here. I tapped my pen on the paper, thinking. 
Dhoever was doing this would want to be close to her. Now that I had 
my suspect list, it was time to start paying attention to my guests and 
Und out more information. It was a useful distraction from the dead 
guy and something I should have done from the start.

I was readying to unwrap from my blanket cocoon and start my 
murder board when Trace burst in. 

”-emi‘ There was another text.4  Per hand shook a little as she held 
out the phone to me. JPappy spending this time with you‘j
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”Pejs here. I know hejs here.4 Lhe sat down in the chair beside me, 
covered in notes, and assumed my position of arms curled around her 
knees. Dhat a pair we were.

I stood up, took the blanket, and approached her like I would an inHured 
animal, talking softly. I draped my blanket around her. ”Zo you know if 
the Lheri9 or any of the police are still downstairsV4 

Lhe shook her head. ”They left a bit ago.4
”3kay, herejs what wejll do.4 ’y crises may have left me shattered, but 

give me someone elsejs, and I could rally in a heartbeat. I knelt beside the 
chair. ”Tonight, youjre going to bunk in my room, and tomorrow, wejll 
get this to the police.4 

Lhe laid her head down on her knees. 
Fust to try all things, I dialed the number, but it was still not accepting 

incoming calls. I texted qaren a brief recap and a screenshot. 5irst thing 
’onday morning, I would walk Trace to the phone store to get everything 
switched to a new number.

I sat on the arm of her chair and put my arm around her shoulders. 
”Dejve got this. If hejs here, hejs got to be part of the group of letterboxers. 
Ijve narrowed it down to a small list. De can do this.4

”Woujre going to Unally live your true life as Nancy Zrew,4 Trace teased, 
her mood lifting.

”And like her, itjll be with a little help from my friends.4 I gave her one 
last shoulder s6ueeze before getting up to grab my list. ”5irst things Urst. 
Dho did you spend actual time with todayV4 

”?gh. Yveryone. De all kept running into each other and chatting. 
Another big group for lunch. I couldnjt tell you who I havenjt seen today.4

”3kay, not the Unest of starts, but no problem. Are you okay on your 
own in hereV4

Lhe nodded. 
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”Then Ijm going to head into the fray downstairs and get as much 
information as possible. Wou are in charge of internet sleuthing.4

Lhe took a deep breath, and I could see her mentally perking up at having 
an action she could take. 

”Pere. ’y laptop is logged into the letterboxing site. Out in their letterC
boxing name here and then see what plants and Unds they have. Gheck out 
social media on them and see if you can Und anything. Zo they visit cat 
cafes or work with wildlife rehab. Anything that ties them to you. Ijll Hoin 
the groups, do exchanges, and Hust listen in or ask a few 6uestions.4

”Dait.4 Lhe put her hand on my arm. ”Zude. Wou found a dead guy 
today. Pow are you doingV4

”Gompartmentalization is my superpower, rememberV4 I s6ueezed her 
hand for a second. ”Rater, we can curl up, watch bad movies, and eat Hunk 
food while I decompress. Today, I have a Hob.4
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Chapter Sixteen

I  walked into the living area in time to hear a lady in the back loudly 
announce, “This next box will be my 1000th .nd”N 

fo one turned at my arrival, and my brain did a double take seeing 
a scene op a tyPical apternoon gathering” ’eoPle were seated around a 
small round table and curled uP on couches, logbooks and ink Pads 
scattered around”  

“Is it weird that he?s pound so manySN fick?s whisPer startled me” 
“Rorry,  didn?t mean to scare you” Heady to do an exchangeSN je 
handed me his logbook”

I wanted to tell him that weird didn?t even begin to cover how I 
was peeling” It was surreal knowing there was a dead body Aust outside 
the side wall a pew hours ago” “That?s not the weird Part” This is”N I 
gestured to the room op PeoPle” “Ynd you,N I said, taking his logbook 
prom him”

“I don?t mean to be callous, but no one here knew him” It?s Aust 
words” 9ou and I are the only ones that even saw him,N he said”
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I inked my Personal stamP and stamPed it into his book” “Ynyway” I 
stoPPed counting apter W00, but that was about six years ago” Rome PeoPle 
love numbers” Rome, the art” zhatever -oats their boat”N

fick took his logbook back prom me and shrugged in agreement” “To 
me, letterboxing is about pollowing clues and .nding the box”N je leaned 
in consPiratorially” “I guess my inner Pirate likes to hunt por treasure”N

I smiled, visualiCing him in a Pirate out.t, scouring the porest por TuPF
Perware boxes, a sPyglass tucked into his belt” “Rome PeoPle like to Aust sit 
and stamP to collect all the cool images,N I said”

“That would be my guy”N qlara winked at qhris who was sitting beside 
her on the couch” jer smile showing deeP laugh lines”  Rit him in a corner 
and hand him stamPs, and he?s haPPy” Tell him we?re going on a tenFmile 
hike, and there is rebellion”N jer shirt Pictured a gnome in a Rherlock hat” 

Bind any hobby, and there will be Ouirks” I Put my stu8 down and shoved 
my hands in my pront Pockets” There was sPace on the wellFworn couch por 
me, but I stood there awkwardly” 

“Ro, you?ve been in here awhileSN I asked qlara” I Paused, trying to .gure 
out how to ask what I wanted to know” “jas anyone been talking about 
what haPPenedSN The straightporward aPProach seemed best”

“They were por a bit,N qhris admitted” “Mut all we?ve had to deal with 
is to answer some Ouestions about it, and things gradually paded back to 
letterboxing talk”

“juh” Ro, you two have been doing this por a while thenS Bor some 
reason, I thought you were new to the hobby”N I said” qlara and qhris were 
on my list, but they didn?t sound like newbies”

“Uh, we?ve been doing this por years” The only thing we?re new at is 
each other”N qlara said, smiling at qhris” “ze met while letterboxing, got 
married, and I moved out this way to be with him” I?m so glad you had this 
event” It?s a Perpect way por me to meet the local grouP”N
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“ze had no idea Trace did this too” I?ve been having tea at the qoCy 
qat por a couPle op months now and, I never would have guessed”N qhris 
said”

I proCe” “9ou go to the cat cape Pretty regularlySN I asked”
je looked down at his logbook” “ze lost our cat this year” I go there 

and read on my lunch break”N
qlara laid her hand on qhris?s arm” “je almost adoPted one op them, 

but pound out someone had beat him to the adoPtion”N Rhe said”
je took a deeP breath and started cleaning uP his stamPs and ink” “It 

was Probably por the best” I?m going to head out and try these clues”N je 
said, holding uP some random PaPers”

I had been about to mentally cross them both o8 my list but decided 
to have them stay” feither struck me as a stalker, but would I know one 
ip I met themS ‘id qhris blame Trace por losing out on the adoPtionS Ur 
has a secret crush” je wouldn?t share that with qlara” That would wiPe 
out my basis op checking on the letterboxing side op things, so I oPted 
to stay with my original Plan” zhere was my next victimS I sPied finAa 
Turtle tucked into a corner table alone, halpFhidden behind a large Plant”

I walked over and Pointed at the image on his logbook” “qute turtle 
stamP” I don?t remember seeing it in any op the boxes around the area,N 
I said”

je covered it with his hand, giving a halpFshrug” “I Aust started, and 
I?ve Probably only been Places apter you?ve gone” Ynd I don?t tend to log 
boxes in online” qomPuters and I have a loveFhate relationshiP,N he said”

9ou, Kr” finAa Turtle, are now at the toP op the list” “Ro, whereabouts 
are you promSN

“Uh, uh, Aust a pew hours north”N je hedged”
Mepore I could .nd a way to narrow that answer down, he looked over 

my shoulder and asked, “‘o you want to try por my Personal stamPSN
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jis lack op eye contact was disconcerting” I glanced back and saw 
fick there with a conpused exPression” zhy was he everywhere I wentS 
Bor his bene.t, I exPlained, “Y Personal stamP is a seParate stamP you 
carry with you, and the Person has to answer a Ouestion or do an action 
to get it” Bor qaPt?n femo over there, you have to sing a sea shanty”N 

Turning back to finAa Turtle I asked, “Rure, what do we need to doSN
“I?d only pound out about it here, so the carve isn?t great, but the clue 

is easy” Tell me which Teenage Kutant finAa Turtle wore the orange 
mask”N

“‘onatelloSN fick o8ered”
“?owabunga@N je handed us a stamP op all pour turtle heads grouPed 

together” 
zhile fick took his turn stamPing, I decided to try again” “I?m about 

two hours away, too” My RterlingSN I waited, hoPing he would now AumP 
in with his location” 

je nodded as he gathered uP his materials” “Ylright, see you on the 
trials”N je brushed by Trace coming into the room and skittered to the 
side, his head down” 

“zell, that wasn?t awkward at all,N she said, Aoining us”
“je?s setting o8 my sPidey senses,N I said” “je stays on the list”N
“9ou two listing menSN fick asked, doing a comic eyebrow wriggle”
I looked at Trace, who gave me a Ayou get to adlib this one? shrug”
“fo, we?re trying to .nd PeoPle new to the hobby” Ro” ze” qan 

maybe get them more involved or somethingSN I was shaking my head 
a little” 5ying was not my porte” 

YPril came through the door prom the kitchen and saved me prom 
myselp” “I need to grab these two por a moment”N Rhe took hold op our 
elbows and steered us into the kitchen”

“5ooks like someone is in trouble,N fick said”
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Uh my god” jis eyes twinkle when he smiles” I didn?t have time por this” 
Kaybe I?m having a weird reaction prom shock”

Unce through the door, Ylice turned and gave me a huge hug” “Birst, are 
you okaySN

I pound myselp almost tearing uP at the concern, but my brain pocused 
on the pact that a Recond was coming” The second in a list is rarely good 
news” 

“5ook, hon, I don?t want you to worry or get uPset”N Rhe said”
Too late por that” 
“The Police want to talk to you again” They couldn?t get through on 

your Phone, so they called our main line and asked you to come in por more 
Ouestions”N 

“Ukay, I?m sure that?s normal,N I said, not believing it”
“There?s more”N 
“RPill it, Ylice” I can take it”N I steeled myselp” 
“I?ve got a priend in the Rheri8?s station, and there?s been an anonymous 

call to check on the various unPleasant things that tend to haPPen to 
PeoPle who bother Trace” ‘id something haPPen back homeS They?re 
checking into something there”N
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I  could hear the pounding of my heart. I couldn’t breathe.  Someone 
guided me down into a hard wooden chair.

“Who would say something like that?” As soon as I said it, I knew. The 
same person we’ve been trying to track down. Trace’s stalker was giving 
the police, me, wrapped in a bow, for the things they’ve done.  That means 
whoever is doing that is the same person who murdered two people.

I looked up into Trace’s eyes and knew she’d come to the same conclu-
sion.

“We’ve gotta get you outta here,” I said.
Alice knelt beside me. “Maybe not. Here, the police are investigating, 

and we can work together to see that she stays in a group. Besides, it sounds 
like the people who bother her are in danger for now.”

“Okay.” I nodded. “That makes sense. But we need to Ygure this out.” 
I turned to Trace. “Cou know I always lose at Flue. Tell me you found 
something.”

“Maybe. That’s what I came down to tell you. Someone named the 
jisherman 1ust started posting Ynds today. Have you met him?”
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“xow he’s letterbozing? Seriously, what is his deal?”
Trace looked at me, and I realiqed I hadn’t clued her in.
“The jisherman is xathan. Tent xathan. With the Ysherman’s vest.” 

I said.
“So one minute, he’s hiking the Appalachian Trail. He happens to 

camp where we head to, and now he’s part of the group event we’re 
running.”

“EeYnitely someone to keep an eye on. Cou should check in with the 
Sheri!’s oJce to see if they talked with him. And xin1a Turtle was acting 
pretty s3uirrely. OhL And who knew Scott was bugging you?” I asked.

“Anyone out in the groups yesterday. Scott wasn’t being rude, but 
he, um, was deYnitely showing interest. I’ve tried getting ahold of the 
police for updates, but the are swamped with the festival in town. My 
tests don’t rate manpower right now.”

“Eangit. I hoped it would 1ust be from the diner, and we could see 
who Zake remembered.”

Trace checked in with the police as she walked outside with me. I 
needed air and movement. I spent a few moments looking around at 
the ever-growing group of people. I veered to avoid the part of the yard 
that led to the garden. That wasn’t something I wanted to relive anytime 
soon. xo one had seemed to have a robust interest in Trace. But would 
a stalker be obvious? Or shy in person preferring to fantasiqe from afar? 
Worse case, I was keeping Trace with me as much as I could. 

Trace sighed as she got o! the phone. “He was out, but I left a message 
with the deputy with our cell numbers. I also mentioned our theory of 
the stalker turning the story against us.”

“Well, it looks like xathan’s done a disappearing act. I don’t even see 
his tent. In ISpy games, you can sometimes get hints. I would gladly buy 
a hint at this point. 
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“We should check and see if xathan is hanging out back at yours.” She 
said.

Cours, she said. My house. Nven after a day of shock, that phrase made 
my heart warm.  

“4et’s take the cut-through path this time.”
Before we reached the tree line, we spied a group with 5ack, xick, Bob, 

Sue, and Zake. Zake? And again with Bob. He’d never shown the slightest 
interest in my hobbies before. Why was he here? Bob has never done a thing 
in his life without an ulterior motive. I stopped dead. Fould it be him? 
Was this about trying to scare Trace o! to get me back now that I have 
something he could get his hands on? He’d tried unsuccessfully to come 
between us before, but would he go this far? Maybe he got himself in too 
deep on something. I needed to Ygure out what his angle was for being 
here. 

Zake waved us over to 1oin them. I noticed Sue had abandoned her 
perfectly ironed clothes for a t-shirt, 1eans, and a messy ponytail. xick left 
when we walked up, mumbling about having somewhere to be. 

“…uess the honeymoon is over,” Bob remarked. 
I frowned at him but refused to take the bait. I’d Ygure out what, if 

anything, was wrong with xick later. 
“Hey,” Zake said, looking at me. “Rm, I hope you don’t mind me drop-

ping by.”
“Of course not. How’d you even know where to Ynd us?” I asked.
“Small town, remember?” He smiled and ran his hand through his short, 

dark hair. “4ook, I wondered if you’d be looking for eztra hands to work 
on your place? I do construction part-time, and I’d, um, love to come by 
and help.”  

Bob’s bark of a “xo” and Trace’s “Ces” were instantaneous.
He looked a little hurt by Bob’s outburst.  
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“That would actually be a great help,” I said. “There’s a ton of 
cleanup we need to do starting nezt week.”

“I could start today if you wanted me to.”
“Small town gossip must have failed you.” I teased. “The house is 

tented for a few days, getting rid of pests.  It’s too dangerous to go in 
until they give everything clear. But come Tuesday, please swing by.” 

He smiled and tipped an imaginary hat. “Ces, ma’am.” 
Trace moved closer to me once he’d left. “He likes you,” she said in 

teasing voice. 
I appreciated her attempt to get my mind o! of reality. “Eon’t be 

ridiculous. And we are not talking about this.” Out of the corner of my 
eye, I could see the tension in Bob’s mouth, a sure sign he was grinding 
his teeth. Sue and 5ack had stayed 3uiet. “Cou two en1oying yourself?” 
I asked.

5ack nodded. “…reat fun. Zake was telling us all about the house you 
inherited. Cour Aunt sounds like she’d have some great stories to tell. 
Are you going to move out here?”

Trace’s shoulder bumped me. “Cup. When we Ynish it, this will be the 
premiere board game cafe and Bed and Breakfast on the Nast Foast.” 

“Cou’re moving too?” Sue asked. 
I gave Trace a one-handed hug. “We’ve had this as a dream plan for 

years.” I looked over to where xick was sitting on a low stone wall. 
“Hey, I’m going to go check on xick. Fan you hang here a sec? In the 
group.” I stressed. “Then we’ll go do that thing?” I didn’t want to give 
any more fodder to the rumor mill. 

I’d probably owe her a slice of cheesecake for leaving her with Bob. 
xick hadn’t gone too far away. His back was to the group, so I walked 
to stand in front of him, keeping Trace in sight. 

He looked up at me without smiling. “What can I do for you?”
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xo sparkle in the eyes now. “Cou can tell me why I’m suddenly getting 
the cold shoulder.”

“I don’t like games. Cour boyfriend over there Ylled me in 3uite a bit on 
you. And then made it perfectly clear that he didn’t appreciate my being 
around so much. He’s got 3uite a 1ealousy issue.”

“Whoa, there. 4et’s back up about three of four false statements and 
listen. I do not have a boyfriend. That walking, speaking pseudo-human 
you 1ust spoke to is my ez-boyfriend of almost siz months, who I left after 
he stole my life savings for a get-rich-3uick scheme. I don’t play games 
unless it’s the kind with meeples, no one tells me what to do, and 3uite 
frankly, I’m not too thrilled you immediately thought the worst of me 
without checking Yrst. What is this, some sort of male code to warn others 
o! their property? Well, you can take that attitude and shove it.”

By then, I had worked myself up into 3uite a head of steam and I 
stomped away. I didn’t wait for a response. 

“Nzcuse me, can I have this?” I grabbed a soda from someone I passed 
and liberally poured it over Bob. “Tell Sean it’s too dangerous here, and 
you need to go home.”

“ButB” he started.
I got up close to his face. “xow.”
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T race kept pace with me as I stomped down the path. I’d calmed 
down by the time I got to the overgrown hedge separating the two 

properties. Pushing my way through the hedge onto my land was like 
opening the doors to Narnia. The last thing I could call my own land 
was a postage-sized townhouse lawn I could mow with a weedwhacker. I 
stopped for a moment to take in the back of the castle. Even covered in 
white tenting and “Warning, Do Not Enter” signs, seeing it was enough to 
cool my anger down.

“Soon,” I said to myself.
Trace nudged me and pointed towards the woods. “I don’t see his tent.”
“Let’s walk the tree line around and see if anything comes up.” I pulled a 

small bag out of my backpack to pick up the trash I saw earlier. I had little 
faith he’d gone back to clean up. Looking toward Alice’s, I spied a glint 
from the roof and waved in case Jason was looking our way. I was about 
to text him to see if he saw Nathan but realized he wouldn’t know who 
that was. Asking him if he saw a blue tent would be equally useless with 
the current state of their yard. 

107



SHELLEY SHEARER

Nathan’s abandoned campsite didn’t oOer anything other than some 
fast-food wrappers. There were the remains of an attempt at a ?re, but 
he hadn’t dug any ?re pit, so we’re lucky he failed at starting it. We’d had 
rain lately, but having an uncontrolled ?re was never a good idea. Mne 
thing I knew about him now was that he was not a seasoned camper, and 
I doubted he was here for trail hiking or letterboxing.

I picked up the candy wrappers and tried to erase evidence of the ?re. 
The last thing I needed was another hiker, thinking this was the place to 
stop. 

“Was someone meant to be here todayU” Trace asked. 
I looked where she was facing and saw a middle-aged woman in a busi-

ness suit striding towards us, a clipboard clutched in her arm. 
“No way,” I said, recognizing her as she got closer. “jaryU” Knlike at 

the diner, she presented a polished, oBcial look. Her expression was 8ust as 
contentious. 

“js. jcGenna,” she greeted me but ignored my outstretched hand. She 
looked down at the papers on her clipboard as if surprised by what she 
found. “I see you have applied to turn this structure into a ‘n‘.” 

She nodded and ri9ed through the papers. “Well, as you know, we need 
to make sure that is best for our small town and there is already a building 
next door that will be an Inn.” 

She looked at me and smiled coldly. “I’m not sure I can support this 
request with the council.”

“I understand your concern, but we will be oOering two entirely diOer-
ent experiences. I’m sure once I can talk to the council, they’ll feel that it’s 
a worthwhile business.” I said, my mind reeling. Why did no one mention 
my arch nemesis was also someone who could decide my fateU 

jary clucked her tongue. “And you wish to have a permit to serve foodU” 
She made some more marks on the page. 
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“When is the next council meetingU” Trace asked moving to stand 
beside me in support.

“Next week Tuesday. I’m not sure we have enough time on the sched-
ule to allow for speakers. You can try contacting the oBce to see if they 
?t you in.” She turned and walked away from us. ‘efore she got around 
the corner, she turned back. “Mh, of course. How could I forgetU The 
council secretary is out until jonday.” She smirked and left.

“I don’t think she’ll invite me over for the holidays,” I said trying to 
sound unconcerned. 

>oing back to Trace’s room, I 9opped down on her bed. “What a 
9ippen day,” I said.

She paced around the room nervously. “Something feels wrong. Have 
you ever walked into a place and felt like someone has moved things, but 
everything seems okayU”

“jore diOerent than Alice cleaning it this afternoonU” I asked, rais-
ing up on my elbows.

“Huh, maybe that’s all it is. jaybe I’m 8ust getting paranoid.” She 
shook her head. “Here, see my ducks.”  Her ducks said ?rural’ and ?oil.’ 
So far, I haven’t seen a connection, but I wasn’t at my best. I 8otted 
down the words with the others.

Trace rubbed her shoulders with her hands, stopped, felt the front of 
her neck, and went to the bathroom. I heard her scamper around for a 
moment. 

“It’s gone.” She moved a few more items around. “jy necklace is 
gone.”

I called Alice from the room phone and asked her to come up. Trace 
was methodically taking everything oO the shelves one at a time to look 
around in any possible hidey hole.  

“Alice, did you clean the rooms todayU” I asked
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“Yes, is something wrongU” She looked around the room, trying to see 
what was out of order. 

“Trace had left her necklace in the bathroom but can’t ?nd it. I thought 
maybe it would be in the bag if you vacuumed itU”

“I 8ust swept in here with the hardwood 9oors, and there was nothing 
but dust bunnies.” Alice touched Trace’s arm. “Hon, have you checked 
under the dresserU When stuO falls, it bounces on these 9oors, and they 
end up in the oddest places. Jason swears we have gremlins.” 

We all started searching the room, inside the vents, anywhere a necklace 
might have fallen to become lodged. The expression on Trace’s face made 
my heart hurt.

“We will ?nd it,” I promised her. jaybe you put it in a pocket out of 
habit, and then it fell on the trail. ‘ut even if I have to buy metal detectors 
for everyone to go over every inch of ground, we will ?nd it.” I meant every 
word, and she nodded, but I could tell the loss was eating at her. It was the 
only thing she had left of the parents she lost at eighteen. 

jaybe this place was cursed.
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Chapter Nineteen

H aving Nick at my bedroom door would have been more enticing 
before our .ghtA sl,oT “race would be over ,oonA He leaned on the 

doorframeT not meeting my eye,A  
Ypou lo,t your clue ?acket”M Iy tone wa, a bit fro,tier than beforeA 
YHeyT ’Bm ,orry to bother youA ’ canBt .gure out where ’ would have 

left itAM Nick ran hi, .nger, through hi, hairA s ,mall ?art ,tayed ,ticking 
,traight u?T and ’ re,i,ted the urge to ?at it back down for himA ’ almo,t 
regretted ?acking my old threadbareT comfy robe ver,u, the ,atiny oneA 

’ turned to look out the window and back at himA Y“hi, couldnBt wait 
until daylight”M “he clue ?acket, were .ve feet awayA ’ could walk overT 
grab one and clo,e the door in ,econd,A Wut he had made me a, grouchy a, 
a wet catA

YzellT ye,AM He looked down at hi, ,hoe, for a moment and then u? at 
meA Y’ mainly wanted to a?ologijeA pou were rightA ’ ,hould have Fu,t talked 
to youAM 

s, he wa, on my ,u,?ect li,tT ’ begrudgingly admitted to my,elf ’ 
couldnBt blame him for thinking ’ could have done ,omethingT tooA 1or all 
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he knewT ’ wa, a killerA He literally found me over a dead bodyA ze didnBt 
know each otherA Y’tB, okayA Wut neDt time you want to know ,omethingT 
a,k me directlyAM

He ,miledA Y-ealAM 
YslrightT letB, do thi, thingAM ’ ,te??ed back and waved him into my 

bedroomA “he ?acket, were on the other ,ide of the bedA
Y“hatB, a little fa,t for meAM He ,miledA
’ tilted my headT confu,edT and even my brain caught u? with the awké

ward ?o,ition ’Bd managed to get my,elf intoA ’ looked from the bed to himA 
YNoT noT noTM ’ ,aid it a few time, in ca,e ’ wa, unclearA YIeaningT letB, grab 
you a clue ?acket together for youA “heyBre on the de,kAM

’ wra??ed my arm, around my,elf and ,tood away from the bed and the 
entranceT giving him ?lenty of room to get ?a,t me and to the de,kA 

Y’Bd talked to “race earlier and ,he told me about your boardgame ?laceA 
“hat ,ound, funA ’ havenBt ?layed one in age,AM Nick ,aid

YzellT weBre going to have to .D thatAM ’ re?liedT already mulling over a 
good game to ,tart him withA 1ir,tT ’ needed to dig for informationA Yza, it 
the cat cafq youBd met “race at before here”M ’ hadnBt heard any ,uch thingT 
but thi, undercover ,?y ,tuO wa, new to meA

He ,to??ed for a ,econdA YNoT ’ met you both hereAM He tilted hi, headT 
,eeming a little confu,ed by my line of Pue,tionT but didnBt ?ur,ue itA 
Y“hank, for the clue,A Eorry againT and maybe we can hike tomorrow”M

Hi, ,mile faded a bit when ’ took too long to re,?ondA ’ wanted toT but 
my brain wa, hurtingA 2r it wa, low blood ,ugarT and ’ needed a donutA 

YRetB, go with maybeA ’Bm ?retty ,wam?edAM ’ ge,tured randomly to the 
clue ?acket,A YHeyT are you doing okayA ’ meanT how did your interview 
with the EheriO go”M

YUretty PuickA ’ didnBt know EcottA “here wa,nBt anything ’ could give 
them to hel?A He mainly wanted to know how much time ’Bd ,?ent with 
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you during the dayAM He held u? hi, clue ?acketA YEoT yeahT you know how 
to .nd meAM

’ ,miled a, ’ ,aw him out the doorT glad our ten,ion wa, re,olvingA NiceT 
?olite and noncommittalA ’ didnBt commit to itT but ’ didnBt blow him oOA 
“here wa,nBt really timeA ’ had a council out for bloodT a ,talker to .ndT and 
a??arentlyT my name to clearA Ro,t in thoughtT ’ found my hand wa, ,till 
on the door when it vibrated from ,omeone banging on itA C’ am ?o?ular 
tonightAB

“hi, vi,itor wa, far le,, welcomeA YWobTM ’ ,aid with jero in!ectionA 
YzH2 i, thi, guy you kee? ,?ending time with”M
YNot youA 2ther than thatT itB, none of your bu,ine,,AM ’ ke?t my voice 

calm and without any toneA Yzhat ?art of C3o HomeB did you not underé
,tand”M 

’ clo,ed the door on himT admiring my,elf for not ,lamming it in hi, faceA 
zhat wa, the cree? doing é ,?ying u? at my room from hi, tent” ’ went over 
to the window with view, of the tent, and clo,ed the blind, and curtain,A 
He ,houldnBt even be able to get a ,ilhouette nowA 

sfter a few moment,T “race walked in and threw her,elf lengthéwi,e on 
the bedA Y’t wa, Urofe,,or Ulum in the Etudy with the zrenchTM ,he ,aidA 
Ehe glanced at me when ’ didnBt re,?ondA  Y2oohT from that lookT you 
either made a fauD ?a,T or Wob bothered youAM 

YRetB, go with o?tion ; or both4 Nick came to my room for clue,T and 
’ behaved like a hormonal teenagerA ’ have jero gameAM

YNo game,A ’tB, been a long time ,ince you were ,ingleA “ake it ,lowT and 
the right guy will be .ne with thing,AM 

’ to,,ed a ?illow at her a, ’ knew ,he wa, rightA  
Y-o ’ want to know what Wob did”M Ehe a,kedT hugging the ?illowA
’ ,hook my headA YNothing worthwhileT Fu,t being WobAM 
“raceB, ?hone rangT and ,he Fum?ed a little in her ,kinA
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Y“raceT youBre going to have a ?anic attack if you kee? Fum?ing every 
time your ?hone bee?,A ’ looked down@ it wa, Fu,t an automatic county 
!a,h !ood warningA Nothing that aOected u, in thi, ?art of the countyA 

YHereT give me your ?honeAM ’ grabbed mine from the de,kA Ypou take 
mineA ’f that guy call, againT maybe ’ can get ,omething out of himAM

Ehe ,eemed relieved to be rid of the thingA Y“o be hone,tT if it wa,nBt for 
,afety rea,on,T ’ would Fu,t leave the thing in the roomT but ’ donBt like 
being out on the trail, without ,ome way to communicateAM

Y2oohA -oe, thi, mean ’ can ?lay your game,”M ’ ,miledT ?retending to 
,croll through her icon,T knowing her rabid need to have high ,core, on her 
favorite,A 

Y“ouch my word game ,coreT and ’Bll ?o,t a, you on your 1acebook 
?ageA ’Bm ,ure ’ can think of ,omething to ,ay that youBve alway, wanted 
to ,hareAM 

Y“oucheA pour ,core, are ,afe with meAM ’ tucked her ?hone in my robe 
?ocketT ?lea,ed to ,ee her ,miling and le,, Fum?yA ’ wi,hed the Ferk would 
callA ’ had a few choice thing, to ,ay to him about hi, manner of courtingA 
“he EheriO recommended getting a new number a, the .r,t deterrent if 
blocking the call didnBt workA ’t wa, going to tick “race oO to do itA 1or 
nowT ,he wa, going to be bunking with meA Y;ome onT you ,hould ,tay 
here tonightA RetB, throw on a mad movieA ’tBll be like a ,lumber ?artyAM

Y“hi, i, ridiculou,A ’Bm an adultT and itB, lateA ’Bm not watching a movieA 
’ need to get to ,lee?T and ’ can do that in my roomAM

Y’Bm ,ure you are Puite ca?able of thatA NowT which ,ide of the bed do 
you want”M “he thing wa, a kingT ,o we could both ,lee? comfortablyA 

Ehe groanedT realijed ,heBd lo,tT and curled u? on the left ,ide of the 
bedA zhile ,he ,crolled through the available channel,T ’ ?eeked out the 
windowT ,ur?ri,ed to ,ee Puite a bit of activityA ’Bm not ,ure ’Bd want to go 
out night boDing with a crime ,cene ta?e ,till ,cattered around the lawnA 

SSA
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Night CboDing wa, ba,ically the ,ame a, during the dayT but you follow 
re!ector light trail, through the wood, or Fu,t u,e a !a,hlightA “he boDe, 
were all on a rea,onably !at loo? trail to cut down on the ?o,,ibility of 
anyone twi,ting an ankleA st lea,t folk, were heading oO into grou?, with 
?lenty of !a,hlight,A ’t wa, going to take more than one body to ,to? themA

SSB



Chapter Twenty

I  woke up to the click of a door shutting and the sound of someone 
running down the hallway. The TV was now playing an alien invasion, 

and Trace was fast asleep. I hadn’t even made it through our movie. I got 
out of bed, now wide awake, and opened the door to peek out. The hallway 
was empty, and I didn’t hear anything from the stairs. Horror movie rules 
said I should investigate on my own, but I went the cautious route. I locked 
the door and jammed a walking pole in place to keep it shut. For all I knew, 
the sounds may have been from the TV or another part of the farmhouse. 
It’s old, sound travels, and I was disoriented from sleep. My racing heart 
told me it wasn’t the TV. There was no way I’d get back to sleep now.

Instead, I grabbed Trace’s phone and started googling everything I could 
on stalkers and crime reports.  Had I made myself the next target? I didn’t 
And news on people being reported around Trace’s apartment, but that 
wasn’t a surprise. zs far as I knew, stalkers didn’t generally go after more 
than one person at a time. The crime rate in Trace’s Sip code was meager, 
and there was no news on the guy that died in the apartment. 1omething 
was Ashy with that, and it wasn’t fermented herring. 
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Rsually, I needed more than six hours of sleep to function. This 
was not my night. zfter trying soothing podcasts, I gave up and just 
read until it was a decent enough hour to go downstairs to enjoy a 
-uiet cup of hot tea and a muNn. I locked the door behind me and 
doubleLchecked it before I left.

Bick was on the couch in the main sitting room, leaning down to the 
left with both hands moving. “ooking over his shoulder to see what 
he was doing, I found a large, brownishLred, and white mound of fur 
almost as high as the armrest with a furry head tilted up in adoration. 
”aron, my zustralian 1hepherd, was enjoying a thorough head scratch, 
his eyes staring at Bick in adoration. 

”aron? Yhat was ”aron doing here? My feet stopped as thoughts 
clicked into place. ”ob had taken ”aron, making it -uite clear that I 
didn’t have time to properly care for a dog on my own, and after all, it 
was his money that paid for the puppy, so why should I get him? Yhy? 
”ecause ”ob was a soulless monster who didn’t like dogs. Bot that he 
would ever harm one. He just preferred to hire out the care of a dog to 
others. He was the same kind of person who would send their o7spring 
to boarding school at the youngest age they could. ”aron was a photo 
op to him. I softly called his name to make sure ”aron didn’t have a 
twin. He came over and smushed his nose into my arm in greeting. 

!How did you get here, boy?8 I asked, automatically checking him 
out for problems while giving him some big hug s-uishes. I had missed 
him more than I ever missed ”ob.

Bick walked over and handed me a folded note. !z lady opened the 
door and dropped him o7 about Afteen minutes ago. I was relaxing 
while everyone was sleeping, and he’s been keeping me company. I hope 
I wasn’t supposed to come get you as soon as he showed up.8
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”aron’s butt wiggled in agreement. Bow, there were two people to pet 
him. Yhat could be better than this? I opened the note, skimmed the short 
missive, and crumpled it into a tiny ball. Yhat was ”ob playing at? First, he 
shows up with my tent after never showing the slightest interest in camping 
while we were together, and now he has returned my dog while I’m staying 
at an inn hours from home.  

!I didn’t even know he was coming. 1orry about all that fur.8 I motioned 
to the now furLencrusted jeans he was wearing. It was time to get this boy 
into a grooming appointment.

!I don’t mind.8 He gave ”aron another scratch on the head. !My uncle 
always had dogs around. 1o I enjoy being around them. Though those little 
dogs creep me out a bit. Uh, there’s the spot, eh boy?8 He asked as ”aron 
pressed his head against him.

Yhile Bick continued to shower ”aron with attention, I took a few deep 
breaths to clear my head, which was hard to do with Bick so close to my 
leg. ”aron hadn’t left me since coming over to say hi. I didn’t know what 
game ”ob was playing, but I wasn’t signing up.

I looked up when zlice came in and motioned to ”aron. !zlice, I’m so 
sorry about this.8

!Uh, my word, he’s beautifulP8 1he came over. !Is it okay for me to pet 
him?8

!He would mope if you didn’t.8 He calmly sat there as she oohed and 
aahLed over his thick, soft fur. 

!My ex dropped him o7 for reasons known only to him. If you could tell 
me the name of a kennel in town, I’ll get him out of here right away.8

!Uh, please. To be honest, we aren’t going to allow pets here when we 
open, just because of the upkeep issues, but I love having dogs around. If 
you can vouch for his behavior, ”aron can stay the weekend.8 1he leaned 
in and whispered, !Oou could always bring him as far as I’m concerned.8
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I almost laughed when ”aron turned his nose towards me as if saying, 
KClease, Mom, please?’

!Oou rock, zlice. He won’t be any trouble, and I’ll, uh, help vacuum,8 I 
said, looking down at the fur covering her brown pants. 

I gathered ”aron’s leash and went outside to Kthank’ ”ob. If he wasn’t 
careful, I would thank him with a stick. Then 1heri7 Marrow would have 
a reason to think I was capable of violence, so bad idea.  I’d been Aghting 
to get ”aron back from him for months, and now he has decided to drop 
him o7?

”ob’s tent was empty, and I didn’t see him in the scattered groups setting 
up for the day.

!He took 1ean into town for breakfast,8 1ue said, walking up to me.
!Thanks. Yell, a walk into town would give us the exercise we both 

need.8 I said. ”esides, driving the curving roads didn’t take much more 
time than the straight back route through the property, and my car was 
still blocked in.

!Mind if I come along? I’m a little weirded out still by yesterday and 
could use the company.8 1he settled her backpack into place.

!Bot if you don’t mind fre-uent stops while ”aron learns all the new 
smells. ”ut be warned, when I see ”ob, I’ll need some alone time.8

1he smiled wistfully. !He talks about you all the time. Oou’re lucky to 
have such a supportive boyfriend.8

I shook my head. !He is BUT my boyfriend. He’s just insanely good at 
manipulating people into thinking that.8 I paused and decided to be nosey. 
!How long have you and Duss been together?8 I asked.

1he grimaced. !Bever. Ye just carpooled here.8 
Yhile walking, I sent a -uick text to Trace, letting her know to keep my 

phone and to have two other people with her today if possible. I hoped we 
were overreacting to this caller of Trace’s, but part of me wanted to hire an 
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armed bodyguard to follow her around twentyLfour seven until we were 
sure. 

I spied ”ob on the edge of town. !This is where we need to break up. 
Have a great time out there.8 I told 1ue before channeling all my rising 
frustration into stomping over to deal with him. 

!Morning,8 he greeted me. !…ind of early for you, isn’t it? Yhat is 
”aron doing here? Hoping to have us all back together as a family for the 
weekend?8 He smiled.

I looked around and saw 1ean heading into a bakery with a pinkLstriped 
awning. Cots of 2owers on the outside surrounded a chalkboard of today’s 
goodies. z drawing of a steaming co7ee cup reminded me I’d need ca7eine 
soon.

!Eon’t play with me, ”ob. Oou dropped him o7 hoping to get me kicked 
out of the inn.8

!Yell, I won’t lie. Having your company in the tent would be nice, but 
I haven’t left the area since we got here. 1ean and I went out for piSSa last 
night with a few other boxers. zsk 0hris, 0lara, or Gack. 1ean and I were 
in the tent after that until this morning.8

!Bick said a lady dropped him o7 with your note stating, !Clease watch 
”aron for me, sweetheart.8  

He had the good grace to look mildly embarrassed. !That was the note 
I left with myDfriend so she’d watch him while we were here.8

1uddenly, it all became crystal clear. ”ob abandoned the dog with a 
current girlfriend to give him time to come here and hope to win me back 
on the side. He did love to keep all options open.

!I can’t believe you left him somewhere without checking if it was okayP8 
My hissing was whispered as letterboxers and town people were walking 
near us. I did not need a huge scene on the Arst oNcial day. !”aron is going 
home with me.8
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1ean came out holding a muNn the siSe of his hand, and we both tried to 
cover the heated argument. He was a smart kid and wasn’t fooled. !Yant 
me to take ”aron for a walk while you guys talk?8

!Ye. zre. Eone.8 I emphasiSed the Kdone’ staring at ”ob. !Rncle ”ob 
said that ”aron should live with me after the Kboxing event.8 I turned to 
1ean. !Oou know you’re always welcome to come visit him.8

There was no way ”ob would continue a petty argument in front of 
1ean, so he pursed his lips together and nodded, acknowledging defeat. 

!GreatP8 He bit into the muNn and started towards downtown Main 
1treet.

!“et me at least buy you a co7ee.8 He’d slipped into his charming suit. 
!I just want a chance to talk with you. Yhat we had was too good to let 
go.8

I shook my head. !”ob, we didn’t Klet it go’. It disintegrated slowly, lie 
after lie.
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Chapter 
Twenty-One

“Y ou know, you’re the only one I care about. I can be better.” 
Bob’s eyes pleaded with me, and deep in my heart, there was 

a tiny ficker og temptation. 
But I doused the traitorous geelinq Luickly. “Net this qo. Eo more 

calls. xmails. Eothinq.” I shook my head, eOhausted grom dealinq with 
this. I took a deep breath and walked away grom him straiqht to the 
bakery. 

Baron did a “sit and stay” at the side og the door. Snce throuqh the 
doorway, I took a gew moments to calm myselg. xach time, walkinq 
away grom Bob was a little easier. I looked out the window to see Hue 
consolinq Bob, her hand on his arm. ve was lappinq up the attention. 
I was torn between warninq her away and geelinq relie1ed that he may 
ha1e gound someone else to bother. Ig thinqs kept up, I’d at least ha1e 
to mention it to her.
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Whe bakery was the -rst stop gor some letterboOers, with how I adFust?
ed the startinq points. I couldn’t promise them any sales out og it, but 
the owner seemed to enFoy the spirit og the qame. 

Whe gront og the store had morphed grom chocolate?co1ered strawber?
ries and gudqe to RCS?themed cookies. Where line was -1e people deep 
with more cominq in behind me, but the cashier was qettinq them in and 
out Luickly. I waited my turn agter qrabbinq a chocolate?shaped alien gor 
myselg. 

I cauqht the shopkeeper begore he ran to qet more stock. “vi, I Fust 
wanted to check in and see ig lea1inq the candy bars here would still be 
okayz” 

“Yes, yes, not a problem. Ae don’t need to do anythinq eOcept hand 
out the candy bars to anyone who says the clue, riqhtz” 

I nodded. 
“Ms lonq as they don’t mind waitinq their turn ig I ha1e customers. :an 

you belie1e all this cra3iness o1er some liqhtsz” ve asked speakinq lowly.
“It’s not what I was eOpectinq. vas it e1er been like this begorez”
“Eo, and we’1e had reports og stranqe liqhts gor years. Homethinq 

about this one set thinqs oP. Horry to rush you, but I must I ha1e put 
another batch og aliens in to chill. You miqht want to check in with the 
bookstore. Whey ended up ha1inq some special siqninqs today.”

I handed him the packet og personali3ed wrapped candy bars, which 
would only be qi1en to people askinq gor the Dubber juck special.  
Inside was a clue‘ Chocolate is toxic to alien rubber ducks. Now that you 
know what defeats the ducks, you should read up on the best place to trap 
them when they come to town, or if you have a blue sticker on your clues, 
you should check out the museum. There have been rumors that this is not 
the first duck invasion to strike this town. The museum may know how they 
survived. 
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What would make their neOt stop the bookstore or the museum, de?
pendinq on which track they were takinq. Wakinq the ad1ice, I decided to 
check in with the bookstore to con-rm they were still on board as well.

Baron and I a1oided Bob and Hue by skitterinq around the corner 
onto Uain Htreet. Mnd stopped. Whe Luaint, historic town was qone. In 
its place was a good truck?laden, 1endor?stall mecca og commerce. But 
not the trade og handcragted artisan wares. Whese were stalls sportinq 
qreen alien balloons, phaser quns, t?shirts, and assorted items I wasn’t 
sure I wanted to know about. 8eople were holdinq up siqns og 4Aelcome 
…isitors’ and 4Wake Ue Aith You,’ but also a smatterinq og 4Whis is the 
xnd ’?type dire warninqs.

“Aell, this looks diPerent,” I said. Baron waqqed his butt in aqree?
ment. I’m sure his brain was gocused on how many people would try to 
pet him.

M man approached me wearinq an old?gashioned, ill?-ttinq brown 
suit. vis suit 1est was co1ered with space patches. vis beard qrayed and 
almost scraqqly enouqh to be called unkempt. ve sho1ed a clipboard 
towards me. “Hiqn the petition.” 

It came across as a statement instead og a reLuest. ve held a pen out 
to me, shakinq it sliqhtly when I didn’t qrab it. 

“Ahat is it gorz” I asked.
“Wo ha1e a mandatory liqhts out at ' p.m. toniqht throuqhout the 

county.” ve shook the pen at me aqain. 
I took it and the clipboard hopinq the paper on it would ha1e some?

thinq eOplaininq the reLuest. Eo luck. Uy eyebrows raised, I waited, 
hopinq he would elaborate. “Ahy would we want to do thatz”

“’:ause you need to ha1e all the blasted man?made liqhts oP so you 
can see ig there are any 1isitors. Ig they’re too gar into the mountains or 
woods, we need all the eOtra 1isibility we can qet.”
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Whe look og disqust was so blatant I almost scolded myselg gor askinq 
such an ob1ious Luestion. “Nook, Ur5”

“:harlie.”
“I’m not a resident here, so my siqnature wouldn’t count anyway.” I 

handed the clipboard and pen back to him.
“Your qettin6 that stone house up on the hill, ain’t yaz When you 

count.” ve pushed the clipboard back to me.
It’s like my inheritance was on a billboard somewhere. Hmall town 

li1inq was qoinq to be an adFustment. ve won points by askinq to pet 
Baron. Wo appease him, I scribbled my name and handed it back. Whis 
was not a battle I cared enouqh to -qht. “I know there were some 
reports og a gew weird liqhts, but is this a normal turnout gor the yearly 
RCS gesti1alz” I motioned around at the shoppinq center around us, 
hopinq he’d talk more.

“Eah. What online quy. Ahat’s his namez You know that gella that 
has the best og listsz ve mentioned our town as the best place to see 
a RCS in the R.H. and then mentioned the meteor shower we’re due 
gor, startinq toniqht. 4Bout then, the hotels booked up in a gew hours, 
and these cra3ies appeared.”  

ve looked towards the stalls and crowds and back to me. “But they 
won’t see anythinq. Whey don’t know the best spots. Aatch out gor 
yourselg.” ve tipped his head to me and walked on.

Wrace came up beside me and qa1e me a one?armed huq. “Boy, when 
you plan a themed e1ent, you qo all outQ” Hhe teased.

“Rqqqh. Whis turnout will make thinqs a little more di7cult, but it 
does work, I quess.” Hhe was wearinq a W?shirt that said Beam Ue Rp. 

Hhe noticed me check out the shirt. “jon’t be Fealous. I qot you one, 
too.” Hhe handed me a small baq with a shirt. “Mm I supposed to iqnore 
that I legt you without a doq this morninq, and now you ha1e a doqz” Hhe 
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knelt and qa1e Baron a qood head rub. “jid aliens brinq you on a spaceship, 
Baronz vmmmz”

Hhe looked up at me. “:ome to think og it ? you don’t ha1e to eOplain. 
It’s Bob’s doinq, so why should it e1er make sensez I’m happy to see you 
two back toqether.”

Baron sniPed around at Wrace’s pockets and sat back seeminq disap?
pointed. Rsually, when he saw Wrace, she had li1er treats gor him. “Horry, 
sweetie, I’ll be sure to stock up now that you’re here.”

“I thouqht you were stayinq at the inn this morninq and stayinq with a 
qroupz” What seemed sager than screaminq at her that her phone call person 
was unhinqed and she shouldn’t be alone. 

“8eople sent pics og the town to you, and I had to come see gor myselg. 
jon’t worry. I walked down with Duss and a bunch og others keepinq with 
the buddy system”

Baron bumped his nose in my arm gor attention and qa1e me an idea. 
“jo you mind takinq him gor a bitz I need to check in with the shops and 
con-rm they can still keep the clues on site. Whey may ha1e decided it’s 
more than they can handle.” Uy ulterior moti1e beinq she’d now ha1e a 
doq keepinq an eye on her. Eo one needed to know he was the qentlest 
pup on the planet.

I made my way to the bookstore, wea1inq throuqh the thronq og shop?
pers and people tellinq me that Whe Wruth was Sut Where. Whe baker 
quy wasn’t kiddinq. I noticed a steady stream og tra7c qoinq into the 
bookstore. I qrabbed a napkin oP a good cart to wipe the last og the qooey 
chocolate alien grom my hands and wandered o1er to check out the attrac?
tion. Whe entire gront display geatured alien and RCS books. :ardboard 
cutouts in the shape og fyinq saucers hunq grom the ceilinq. I wondered 
ig he’d let one qo agter the cra3e. Whey would make eOcellent valloween 
decorations.
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Hittinq at a table with a line streaminq grom it was an older man with 
dirty blonde hair and qlasses. Book piles co1ered the table eOcept gor the 
small area he was usinq to siqn books. Mccordinq to the display, this was 
the ingamous Dudy Mmbletree, resident RCS eOpert and new no1elist. 
vis book, Whey’re vere, was propped up, and a gull?si3e poster display 
sat neOt to him. 

:urious, I waded in and picked up a copy og the book.  Instead og 
beinq the alien probe horror story og an abduction as I geared it would 
be, it was a no1el. Books are impossible to resist. I went behind one og 
the taller shelg units and beqan to read it. 

Wen minutes later, I stopped hidinq and went to buy the book.  Whe 
author had a way with words, and the plot was Luirky and drama?-lled. 
I wanted to del1e into the entire world and see what became og e1ery?
one. I faqqed down the owner.

“Begore I head out, I wanted to con-rm these postcards were still 
okay with you.”

“Mnythinq that brinqs business into the store is qood gor me.”
“Aell, I can’t promise they’ll buy anythinq5”
ve wa1ed my obFections away. “Ig they’re book people, I’m sure 

they’ll pick up somethinq.” ve looked at the book in my hand. “It’s 
Fust how readers roll.  0uite a gew people were cominq by gor your 
postcards. Whe crowds don’t seem to bother them all. I did mo1e the 
rack o1er to the side so it’s away grom the line.”

ve walked me o1er to the reqister. “Sne gella did qo look at them 
gunny agter the one qroup came in. It was kind og gun watchinq him 
try to -qure out what was so special about your card. ve tried to buy 
one, but I told him they weren’t gor sale, so he took a picture with 
his phone.” ve stopped and looked o1er at me. “vope that’s not a 
problem.”
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I shook my head. Ahile he ranq me up, I did a Luick count og the cards 
legt. “Eo, this card is nothinq special gor anyone but people in my qroup.”

“Ig he shows up, you’ll know him. Eo way you can miss Sle’ :harlie.”
“Aait, is that the same :harlie tryinq to qet e1eryone to siqn a blackout 

petitionz” I asked.
ve lauqhed. “Yup, like I said. You can’t miss him. M bit og a belie1er in 

the whole qo1ernment conspiracy to keep us in the dark about alien lige 
on our planet.” ve wa1ed it away. “But he’s harmless. I should warn you 
about the other :harlie, thouqh. ve qoes by :huck, and tends to be a bit 
more aqqressi1e. ve’s ne1er hurt anyone but can come across as scary ig 
you’re not used to him.”

“You ha1e two :harlies in the same town, and they’re both Mlien quysz” 
I asked.

“It did cut down on the use og the name gor babies, I must admit.” he 
Foked, handinq me my receipt.

I went to the postcard rack and -lled one slot with a postcard grom the 
county bank. Sn the back og each was a note to qet the stamp grom the 
person at the counter and a label with Fust three numbers. Crom there, they 
had to qo to the bank and use the code to 4break’ into the sage. Inside would 
be the stamp and their neOt clue. 

Whe bookstore and bakery were the only two stops that were close 
to all the action. I mentally crossed my -nqers hopinq the e1ent would 
be smooth, e1en with the uneOpected 1olume og attendees gor the space 
gesti1al. 

Nea1inq the store I saw someone I thouqht I recoqni3ed walkinq down 
the road, a cardboard siqn held hiqh. I watched and waited to see ig she 
would turn around, and when she did, I couldn’t belie1e it. :lara was 
carryinq a siqn that said, 4The ducks are on the way. Prepare yourself.’

“Ua’am, do you know anythinq about that indi1idualz”
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“:hrisz” I cautiously asked the man standinq begore me, wearinq a dark 
suit and sunqlasses. I saw a small, curly cue wire runninq grom his ear down 
his collar.

“Mqent Iamer Ieek, ma’am.”
“Ahat are you doinqz” I dropped my 1oice to a whisper. “Ahat is she 

doinqz”
“Ua6am, that6s classi-ed. Wake my card and contact us ig you see anythinq 

suspicious.”
ve adFusted his qlasses and took his partner’s elbow, decked out in a 

black suit and qlasses. Whey melted into the crowd. 
Whe business card he qa1e me had an alien on one side, and on the back, it 

said‘  Landing. We’ve come to Earth for your pizza. Check the third flowerpot 
at Joe’s Pizzeria. 

I lauqhed, -nally catchinq on that it was a letterboOinq clue. 
Wrace broke throuqh the crowd aqain with Baron, who was waqqinq his 

tail as ig she’d Fust qi1en him alien cupcakes. “vey, :hris and :lara are too 
cute. jid you see themz Ahen they came to town, they popped into the 
thrigt store to suit up and ha1e been qoinq throuqh the crowd as Uen in 
Black types. Whey must ha1e already planned on puttinq an alien clue in 
town and had the cards ready.”

I showed her the card I was qi1en. “Ho, they’re qi1inq these to e1eryonez”
“Eo,” she said agter lookinq at it. “What’s Fust gor the 4boOers. Whe rest 

og the people they pretend to watch, and occasionally, they’ll duck into an 
alley or somethinq. It’s totally adorable. I want to ha1e a quy like that.”

I sho1ed the card into my pocket. “It’s awesome, let’s Fust enFoy itQ I wish 
I’d thouqht og somethinq to do or dress up as.” I was happy to see her 
look relaOed. Hhe’d been so tense gor weeks. I played with her phone in my 
pocket. I was about to report that the phone had been silent all day when 
a bunch og people dashed around the corner. 
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4Ahat nowz’ I siqhed.
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Chapter 
Twenty-Two

A n ambulance was pulling in just as we caught up to everyone. I 
breathed a sigh of relief when I accounted for Trace, Sean, and Nick. 

As the stretcher was loaded, I could see the top of a curly redhead. 
“Is that Russ?” Trace asked, peering over heads on her tiptoes.
Sue was beside her with Ninja Turtle. “Yeah, he fell down the back 

staircase,” Sue said. “Looks like he broke his leg. So much for his special 
stamps this weekend,” Sue muttered.

Trace frowned at Sue. “I’m not sure that’s what we should be worried 
about. I’m just glad it wasn’t something even worse.” 

Ninja Turtle stayed silent, and I had a momentary realization that I still 
didn’t know that man’s real name. 

“Right, of course. I just meant he’ll be sad to not -nish.” Sue back1
tracked, 3ushed. 

I looked around the area and didn’t see anything he would have tripped 
over as he went down the stairs leading to the little park in the middle of 

HEH



SMZLLZY SMZARZR

town. “I should probably get to the hospital and keep him company. xake 
sure he gets back to the inn okay.” I said.

“Wack already said he’d go,” Sue said. “Me was with him when he fell.”
I peeked around and saw Wack settling into the back of the ambulance. 

I got his attention, and we did a few seconds of awkward charades where I 
tried to imply that I should go, and he waved me away. 

The arrival of more ZxTs into my life made me uneasy. xaybe we 
should cancel and send everyone home. Not that it would work.  They 
already have the clues and the bo‘es. The best we could do is kick them 
out of Alice’s, but I’m sure they’d -nd new places to bunk.

Sue opened her mouth to speak, but I interrupted. I just needed to stop 
for a bit. “Gell, nothing more to see here. Ghere are you all oB to Qbo‘ 
ne‘t?” I asked.

“Foing to meet up with that group ahead,” Trace said.
“I’ll take 2aron back so you can get into the buildings.”
Trace knelt and let 2aron give her a few good dog licks on the face before 

walking oB, trailed by Ninja Turtle. 
The rest of the assembled crowd returned to their regular business with 

the ambulance away and the e‘citement over. In moments, it didn’t appear 
that anything had happened. The ne‘t group of Qbo‘ers trekked past us 
into the museum. A few stopped to scratch 2aron’s head. I was left stand1
ing on the corner, unsure of what to do, when my stomach decided for me. 

The vendor stalls were in full swing. I put my new T1shirt on over the 
cami I wore and went to stand in a depressingly long line for some 22O. 

“I hope he’s going to be okay.”  I hadn’t even noticed Sue had walked 
over with me. I nodded but was at the end of my ability to be social. I could 
use a break. 

“Not to imply anything, but do you know anything about Uisherman or 
Night Miker?” She asked. 
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“Ghy?” I hedged. 
“They were both with him when he fell. xaybe they had a -ght?”  She 

nervously chewed on her -ngernail while I absorbed what she said. 
Nathan again. Gho is this man, and why does he keep disappearing 

when I’m around? I didn’t know Wack, but I hated to believe he was 
capable of that. Zspecially with the amount of time he’s spent with Trace 
lately.

“I’m sure they would have spoken up if one of them saw the other push 
her down the stairs. It was an accident, but I’ll talk to them if it makes you 
feel better.” I said.

I didn’t want to spend more time with Sue, or anyone, if I didn’t need 
to. I was running on zero sleep, agitation, and fear. I needed protein and 
caBeine stat. I decided it was time for a food choice shift. “Kh look, I hadn’t 
realized they had a Jorean truck. I’m going to go check that out. See you 
back at the house4” I said, waving bye.

Gell, it wasn’t entirely a fabricated escape. I would take Jorean 22O 
bulgogi over pulled pork 22O any day of the week, and I hadn’t seen the 
truck before then. Mowever, once I got my food, I discreetly checked where 
she was sitting before I picked a spot far away. I pulled up a chair at the 
cafe ne‘t door, ordered a Ciet 5oke, and con-rmed it was okay to eat my 
lunch there as they didn’t serve the food. 2aron curled up beside me. The 
cafe won my eternal patronage when they brought him out a water bowl 
without me having to ask. Ghen stuck on a puzzle, it’s best to get your 
mind somewhere else. I settled in to read the book I’d picked up earlier. I 
hadn’t bothered waiting in line for the signature. 

I was about to savor my -rst bite when my pocked buzzed. Sighing, I put 
my fork down and dug for the phone. Ghat was the purpose of trying to 
get away from it all when phone service seemed to be so darn reliable in 
town?
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No caller IC came up, so I hesitated before saying hello.
Silence. 
“Gell, that’s rude. It’s your turn to talk.” I coa‘ed.  The call went 

dead. 
The bustling of families around me, eating and chatting was not 

enough to keep me from feeling e‘posed and alone. I was happy to have 
a large dog by my side. 

I was still looking down at the phone when the te‘t came through. 
QLeave what’s mine alone.’ All thoughts of it being a harmless wrong 
number were out the window. I absentmindedly rubbed my palm and 
took deep breaths to settle my nerves.

Trace plopped down across from me, and I jumped a little in my seat. 
“Something you want to share with me?” She asked.

I looked from her to the phone and raised an eyebrow at her. I wasn’t 
about to share that te‘t with her yet. She waved my phone in front of 
me. “You got a few te‘ts while I was phone sitting, my dear. Co you 
want the one from the adorable guy -rst?”

I used her phone to mark my spot in the book and grabbed my phone 
from her.

“Kh”. The -rst te‘t I saw was from Jaren. QGithout a name or phone 
number to start with, there’s not much for me to go on. qust keep 
taking notes on anything you think might be suspicious. I’ve shared 
everything with the deputies in your area.’

“Ge’re sharing things with deputies now when we weren’t even sure 
there was a Qthis’? I could tell she was more embarrassed than angry, 
but she wasn’t stupid. 

“I think we can both agree that we have a Qthis,’ and we need everyone 
in the loop,” I countered. “You know me. I’m an Qe‘haust all possible 
avenues’ kind of person. And maybe I’ve watched a few too many seasons 
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of 5riminal xinds, but you keep my phone for the weekend, and we’ll 
see what happens with yours.”

I tried to hand the phone back to her.
“Nyah1uh. You have one more te‘t to read,” Trace said in a sing1song 

voice. Mer hand went up to play with her necklace out of habit, and I 
was crushed by the look on her face when it wasn’t there. 

I didn’t recognize the ne‘t number, but the te‘t was from Nick 
asking if I’d like to help with a bonus clue he received.

The fact he had my number wasn’t surprising as it was part of the 
packet for people heading here for the weekend in case they got lost. 
Ghat a joke that was. They would have had more luck giving me 
directions. I smiled that he had thought of me.

I copied the phone number down in case I wanted to respond. Sue, 
5lara, and 5hris came by. “Trace, want to come to the ne‘t stop with 
us,” Sue asked.

5lara opened her logbook. “Malfway done with -nding the aliens.” 
She leaned in, lowering her dark sunglasses. “Gant to give me a hint as 
to where the boss alien is?” She asked.

“Alien? I JNZG IT4 You’re working with them.” An older man 
sporting a camou3age vest and khaki pants stomped up to us, his -nger 
pointed at 5lara.

“Goah,” I said, holding up my hands. “This is just a game we’re play1
ing.” 2ut he’d already made the mistake of reaching out and grabbing 
Sue’s arm.

I could have told him not to do that. Trace had his arm pulled up 
behind his back, and he was on the ground faster than I could warn 
him. After a second, she let go and stepped back, immediately ready 
to help him up to his feet. Me scooted away from her on his butt. The 
others had taken a few steps away from us.

HE7



SMZLLZY SMZARZR

“You’re crazy,” he said. “2ut I’ll -nd out what you’re doing. You’re 
not going to get me again.” Knce he scuttled backward like a crab about 
-ve feet, he returned to his feet and left.

“Ghere did you learn that?” Sue asked. 
“Remi and I took some self1defense classes last year,” Trace said.
“Ueeling  a  little  trigger1happy?”  I  asked,  giving  her  a  Cuick, 

one1armed hug. 
She shrugged. “A little spooked still,  I guess. I’m, erm, glad you 

te‘ted those people now. “Thanks.” She hugged me Cuickly. “You’ll 
make sure that guy is okay?” she asked.

“You just keep working on the buddy system this weekend, and no 
heading oB somewhere dark and spooky on your own.” 

She hmphed at me but nodded before heading oB to catch up with 
the group heading into the bakery.

“2uy me another chocolate marshmallow alien4” I yelled after her. 
The people around me stared. “I, uh, really like them.”

I debated getting back into the book, but I wasn’t in the right mind1
set. Ghat I needed to do was get back on the case and -nd Nathan. I’d 
also seen the alien guy enter the bookstore and -gured I’d better check 
on him. Cidn’t want him pressing charges or causing an issue of this. 
I had a feeling I’d just met the mysterious other 5huck.

Aliens, crackpots, stalkers, letterbo‘ers. The town was packed with 
people, and until this mystery with Trace was -gured out, I didn’t trust 
any of them.

Gith her safely oB, I made sure 2aron knew to stay, and I popped 
back into the bookstore and walked over to the owner. The bookstore 
owner con-rmed my suspicion when I pointed 5harlie out in the 
crowd. I e‘plained what had happened.
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“I’ll talk to him,” the bookstore owner said. “5an’t guarantee he’ll listen 
or understand, but he’ll probably spend tomorrow at home. !sually, one 
day of being around people is all he can handle.”

The number of things I should do was starting to feel too overwhelming 
to tackle. I went back out to 2aron, sipping on my drink. I have a lost 
necklace and an elusive person, but I’m surrounded by people whose whole 
mission this weekend was to -nd things. I sent out a message to the event 
group about getting two bonus stamps. I had several e‘tra alien duck 
stamps that I hadn’t hid for the weekend. Alright, Nathan. Try to hide 
from me now.
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Chapter 
Twenty-Three

A  small step towards xingh t.nghsN fow Ior a .arder oge as B spned 
boc akross t.e roadN Bt spove to t.e hrayntu oI t.e sntjatnog t.at 

B wayed at .nm to kome oyer agd ,ong meN
As .e pjlled ojt a k.anr“ B ,jmped rnh.t ngN 
LFoovN Snrst“ B geed uoj to segd ”eag .omeNT B toov a deep creat. 

ceIore t.e geit partN L’.eg B geed uoj to do me a IayorNT B .ated asvngh“ 
cjt despnte .ns plauer waus“ .eYd worved ng persogal sekjrntuN BI aguoge 
kojld veep .er saIe“ nt wojld ce .nmN LWoj kag stau“ cjt B geed uoj to 
veep ag eue og ’rake Ior meN ’.ereYs some kreep aIter .erNT  

’rake was got .ns Iayornte persog“ cjt .e was all cjsngess w.eg nt 
kame to saIetuN L?.at leyel oI kreep are we talvngh acojtHT 1e asvedN

LFeyel red as Iar as BYm kogkergedN ”omeoge Iollowed .er .ere Irom 
.ome aIter a mogt. oI snlegt kell p.oge kallsNT B xlled .nm ng wnt. w.at 
lnttle B vgewN 
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’.ere was go wau ’rake wojld ahree to stau lokved ng a room at t.e ngg 
Ior t.e rest oI t.e weevegd“ so plag b was to sjrrojgd .er wnt. as magu 
eues as possncleN ’.ere was stnll t.e possncnlntu t.at t.ns was all bocYs dongh“ 
cjt t.at dndgYt Ieel rnh.tN Agd B vgew t.ere was go wau ’rake wojld allow 
.erselI to ce ng a room wnt. boc alogeN 

1e godded agd started oC ng .er dnrektnogN LDemn“ tave p.otos oI 
krowds gear .ere w.egeyer uoj kagN BYll do t.e sameN ?e kag pjll t.em 
jp tognh.t agd see nI we gotnke aguoge w.o seems to alwaus ce .oyerngh 
arojgdN ’.e ayerahe persog wojldgYt ce ng more t.ag oge or two plakes 
t.ns hrojp hoesNT

”olnd t.ojh.tN zgowngh w.ere t.e kljes wojld tave t.em“ B deknded to 
meet t.em at t.e geit lokatnogN ”ee w.o was t.ere agd w.o kame cuN Snrst“ 
B set ’rakeYs p.oge to kamera mode agd toov as magu pnktjres as B kojld 
arojgd meN 

B was hongh to het mu steps ng todauN ’.agvIjllu“ t.e geit stop hot js a 
cnt awau Irom t.e krowdsN ’.e cagv agd t.e ,anl were ng a small parv ng 
t.e older part oI t.e towgN Mt.er t.ag t.e two small old stoge cjnldnghs“ 
t.ere was a plauhrojgd“ kagog“ agd a Iew metal plakards tellngh acojt t.e 
.nstoruN ’rake was .eadngh ng wnt. a small hrojp oI people B dndgYt vgow as 
B arrnyedN ’.e preynojs hrojp was alreadu rjs.ngh oyer to t.e ,anl kellN ’.e 
klje Ior t.at was yahje“ as t.ere wasgYt mjk. leIt ng t.e kellN Bt sand snmplu“ 
LThis is where bank robbers will end up but will have trouble restingNT Bt 
wojldgYt tave t.em logh to xgd t.e stamp jgder t.e kot ng t.e kellN 

B walved to w.ere B saw V.elsea cu t.e cagvN  ”.e .ad traded .er -ecra 
top Ior a 1nstornkal Bryngh qoljgteer t9s.nrt cjt .ad sjpplemegted .er 
ojtxt wnt. a panr oI Uartnag agteggasN LWojYye doge a hreat ,ocN ?eYye 
ransed Gjnte a cnt towards repanrs todauNT ”.e sand

LB .adgYt realn-ed uoj were oge oI t.e yoljgteersN B appreknate uoj lettngh 
js ho ng all t.ese cjnldnghs agd plauNT
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LAre uoj plaggngh more t.nghs lnve t.ns w.eg uoj het uojr plake 
rjggnghHT ”.e asved“ akkeptngh a dogatnog Irom agot.er lettercoierN 

B s.oov mu .ead ng dnsmau“ rememcerngh .ow magu .oops B stnll 
geeded to ,jmp t.rojh.N Lfot nI Uaru .as agut.ngh to sau acojt ntNT 

L1og“ uoj het uojrselI set“ agd t.atYll worv ntselI ojtN ’.ese s.ops 
agd t.e towg geed people“ or ntYll dne oCN ’.ere are alreadu too magu 
s.ops .ayngh to kloseN besndes“ lnIeYs too s.ort to ce sjper sernojsNT ”.e 
motnoged towards mu gew s.nrtN 

B  smnled agd leIt to eiplore t.e lnttle parvN ”o magu t.nghs .ad 
hoge wrogh“ cjt all arojgd me were people tavngh snllu pnktjres agd 
.ayngh a Iagtastnk tnmeN  Bt was .ard to tell t.e RSM attegdees Irom t.e 
lettercoiers as t.eu seemed to .aye ,onged Iorkes ng kelecratngh cot.N 

B xt rnh.t ng“ tavngh p.otosN Agd B t.ojh.t B plaued t.e part oI a 
tojrnst wellN 

L1ow ns nt t.at boc ns og t.e same klje pat. as meHT ’rake asved“ 
,ongngh jp wnt. meN

B s.rjhhedN LUjst .aye ceeg a mnstave w.eg B rjs.ed t.e eitra kljes 
t.ns morgnghNT 

L4et jp og t.e kagog wnt. js“ ’rake0T a ladu ng a 4.ostcjster ojtxt 
uelled dowgN LVag uoj tave a p.otoHT ”.e asved me“ .oldngh ojt .er 
p.ogeN 

1appu to ayond ’rakeYs sjspnknojs hlagke“ B .elped t.em tave a Iew 
more snllu p.otosN B kajh.t bocYs eue“ agd .e s.oov .ns .eadN 1e .ad 
t.ns area koyered“ so B deknded to takvle agot.er areaN ’wo streets dowg“ 
B was .appu to see someoge leaye t.e gogdeskrnpt o?ke w.ere mu 
lawuer dnd cjsngess IromN Bt .ad ceeg s.jttered tnh.t t.e past Iew tnmes 
BYd swjgh cuN ?ell“ B was .appu jgtnl t.e persog krossed t.e street agd 
B saw nt was UaruN BYd cest ho ng agd see w.at gew roadclokv B .ayeN 
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LA.“ UsN UkzeggaN Are uoj eg,oungh t.e IestnyntnesHT ”tag“ t.e lawuer“ 
hreeted me as B walved ngN ’.e ngsnde oI t.e o?ke was dekorated tasteIjllu 
cjt wnt. restrangtN fo kjte vgnkv9vgakvs or Iamnlu p.otosN 

LWes“ loyelu towgN B was wogderngh nI t.ere was agu“ jm“ gewsHT B asvedN
1e tapped a clje xle Iolder og .ns desvN L’.e pest kogtrol ahegku adynsed 

me t.e tegtngh wnll ce dowg tomorrow gnh.t as plaggedNT
B smnledN L’.atYs hreat gews“ cjt B was wogderngh more acojt permntsHT
1e toov a snp Irom .ns koCee mjh w.nle B awanted mu IateN 
L’.at deknsnog wnll tave some tnmeNT 1e .edhedN L’.ere .aye ceeg 

seyeral ojtsnde partnes agd a Iew memcers oI t.e kojgknl kogkerged wnt. 
t.e addntnog oI agot.er bgb agd t.e tupe oI tojrnsts uojr estaclns.megt 
wnll crngh to towgN ’.eu are kajsngh delaus ng t.e permnt approyalsNT

B looved ojt .ns wngdow to t.e street as a mag pangted hreeg walved cu“ 
ag alneg9s.aped stjCed tou ng .ns .agdN

LBs t.ere agut.ngh B kag do acojt Uaru hjggngh Ior meHT B asved cljgt9
luN 

L?.nle B am pleased s.e .as rnseg jp to tave ngterest ng .er role“ .er Ierynd 
kampanhgngh ahangst uoj .as ceeg Gjnte jgeipektedN B am ngyestnhatngh 
prekedegts Ior t.e -ogngh“ agd B wnll proynde all t.at B kag to assnstN Bt wojld 
tave a ma,orntu oI t.e yote“ so nI at least t.ree yote ng uojr Iayor“ t.ere wogYt 
ce ag nssjeNT

Mvau“ BYll add wng oyer t.ree kojgknl memcers to mu lnst oI t.nghs to het 
dogeN fo proclemN LMge ot.er t.nghN ?.ere kag B cju a metal detektorHT
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Chapter 
Twenty-Four

A  few hours of scouring trails I knew Trace had been in left me a few 
coins and bottle caps richer but no necklace in sight. I hiked the 

metal detector onto my shoulder and checked my texts.  One from Trace 
saying she was back and was stealing my tub for a long soak. One was Sue 
asking if I was night hiking later, and then one was Nick responding to me 
about doing the Monster Duck loop trail. 

Having Trace in my room meant I had to have my super-secret meeting 
in her room.

A knock on the door had me up in seconds. It had been a long time since 
I was pleased to see Bob. “Hurry up and get in here,” I said.

I had my laptop up with the photos already loaded. His gaze lingered too 
long at my legs, but one look at my face put him back in work mode. Bob 
brought up his pictures on his laptop so we could compare. 

Nada. No one stood out. Where is the ‘ah hah’ moment photo they 
always have in crime shows of someone looking creepy in a ball cap?
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“I’ll keep an eye on her tomorrow, too.” He said as he was leaving. 
“But she’s not going to like it. You need to tell her.” He cautioned.

“If I tell her, she’ll  like it even less.” I knew he was right. It just 
annoyed me to admit it.

A few moments after he closed the door, Trace’s phone buzzed with 
a text. “Keep Bob away from her.”

I rushed to open the door, but no one was in the hallway. I turned 
and saw that we would have been silhouetted on the blinds with the 
room lights on. Anyone outside may have seen us being very close. 
I turned oJ the lights and pulled the shades aside to look out. The 
grounds were crowded with people. I knew Trace was taking a bath in 
my room, but I was the only one who knew that. 

I saved a screenshot and sent it to Bob to warn him our stalker may 
consider him somewhat of a threat and to be on guard. I winced at his 
response. 

‘I knew you cared.’
I walked downstairs to 3nd the front door wide open with people 

wandering in and out of the dining room. I peeked in. A chest full of 
ice and drinks sat on the large oak dining room table. Alice was setting 
down an urn of coJee beside it with paper cups.  

“Alice, every time I see you, you’re in the midst of some new orga-
nizational nightmare. What the heck is going on?”

She gestured outside to show all  the people on the front lawn. 
“Those are folks from Lason’s astronomy club. And, of course, all the 
letterboxers.” She scanned the grounds a bit more. “A few people from 
town. Maybe nearby towns?” She shrugged. “We have prime sky real 
estate up here, away from the town’s lights. I normally wouldn’t have 
them over while we had guests, but...”
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“No, I get it. It’s an exciting night in the stars with the meteor shower and 
the UGO news. To be honest, I’m looking forward to watching the meteors 
myself. Do you think Lason would let me look through his telescope?” I 
asked

“Of course but go at your own risk. Once that group spots a potential 
convert, you may have di!culty escaping.”

Zar lights caught my attention, and I watched a car inch its way up the 
driveway. 

“What are they looking for?” I asked out loud, suspicious of any new-
comer. I needed some sleep. My mood towards people wasn’t fully rational.

The car parked, and boxes full of pizza spewed from the backseat into the 
waiting arms of letterboxers. Nearby, Lake and Zhelsea had set up a small 
tent and were selling pie slices.

Standing next to the pizza table, Russ leaned on some crutches. He taped 
a gluten-free sign under two of the boxes. Relieved and a little guilty I 
hadn’t thought to check on him earlier, I went to see him.

“5lad to see you up and aboutq What happened?” I asked as my stomach 
growled. The earlier bulgogi in town was long behind me. He handed me 
a paper plate, and I added a few veggie supreme slices. 

“I’ve never been called graceful.” He mumbled around some pizza. 
“Some of us stopped for coJee and coming down the spiral stairs was too 
much for my knee, I guess. One second I’m chatting with Nathan and the 
next I’m staring up at 'ack.” He lightly tapped the cast on his right foot 
with the crutch. “At least all I did was break an ankle.” He said.

“Well, I’m glad to have you back. 5o put that leg up and rest.” 
“Hey, Remiq Zome sit with us.” You don’t know how much of the 

middle schooler you still have in you until it’s time to 3nd a place to sit with 
a bunch of people you don’t know. I accepted the invitation and pulled up 
a spot of grass with Zhris and Zlara. 
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Zlara spoke up. “We’ve been hoping to get an exchange with you, 
but we were having so much fun in town that we didn’t get a chance.” 

I wiped my hands on the napkin and pulled out my logbook, stamp, 
and ink pad. “Happy to. As I 6ipped the logbook open, I saw the earlier 
notes from the ducks in my room and 3gured it was prime time to work 
more on the clue. 

“You’re all staying in the inn, aren’t you? Anyone want to talk about 
ducks?” I asked. I could see the lights come on inside them. They were 
ready to see what I had.

They had the words ‘washing’ and ‘corn’.
“I think we’re still missing a relevant clue somewhere. I keep won-

dering if we’re meant to combine the clues or not. If the prize is one 
weekend’s stay, there’s no way to divide that between the whole group. 
And I can’t see Alice hoping we’ll all backstab each other to secretly 
get to the prize 3rst.” I said.

Alice came over, a slice of mushroom pizza in one hand. “Now, I 
didn’t say there was only one prize for the winner. Maybe there are 
two locations. Maybe each of your clues will work on its own. Hard 
to say. Enjoyq” She kept walking towards Lason and his group as they 
surrounded a second telescope being set up on the lawn. 

“Cookq The meteor shower is starting,” Lason yelled.
I leaned back in the grass and put my hands behind my head. At 3rst, 

there was only one every minute or so, but then streaks started showing 
up constantly. The stars were so much brighter than back home. The 
streaks across the sky made a beautiful night display. 

I sensed someone lying down next to me on the grass. I smiled and 
turned my head, hoping it was Nick. It was Bob.

“I’m not here to cause problems. Lust enjoying the show with you.”
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I sighed and tuned him out, watching the natural 3reworks until I 
drifted oJ. I woke to 3nd someone had covered me with a blanket, and 
my new companion was Nick. 

“Hey, sleepy. Bob went to drop oJ Sean, so I told him I’d stay with you 
a bit. Didn’t want to wake you. You seemed exhausted.”

Excellent. I wiped the drool from my mouth and oomphed my way 
to a seated position. “Thanks, but my body didn’t 3nd the ground that 
comfortable.”

I stretched out my back and looked around, a little disoriented. Lason 
was arguing with a guy in his group about one of the streaks they saw. The 
shape was diJerent and had a ‘weird arc.’ The last bit was accompanied 
by 3nger 8uotes. I looked up and saw the sky had returned to normal.

“ThereDs only going to be a few every hour now. Happy to keep you 
company if you wanted to stay outside and watch.” Nick said.

I waved oJ his hand as I stood and wiped some grass and dirt oJ me. 
“I have to 3nd Trace.”

“Ok, I never heard back on if you wanted to do that box with me.” He 
asked.

My brain was focused on how to tell Trace I’d assigned Bob as a watch-
dog. “Yeah, no, that sounds good. Cet’s plan for tomorrow morning?” I 
yelled back as I went towards Trace’s group.

She wasn’t far away, curled up on a camp chair near 'ack, Alice, Sue, 
and Russ. Russ has his leg propped up on an old log. Baron’s chin was 
resting beside it. 

Alice waved me to sit beside her and leaned in towards me. Trace was 
on my other side, deep in conversation with 'ack. 

“I wanted to let you know I was planning on going out with everyone 
tomorrow, and I’ll make sure I’m in Trace’s group,” Alice whispered to 
me.
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“You are a rockstar, Alice. Oh, have you heard any more about Scott? 
I asked.

“Nothing from the SheriJ so far. I was talking with people from 
town, and no one seems to know how he got here or why he’d even be 
here. Lason did pop over to the 3re station for a shift. The word there 
is that the car may have been tampered with. The wiring was a mess.” 

“That would be why the SheriJ made a point to mention I was 
near the scene.” I muttered. Scott’s murder and the one from Trace’s 
apartment ate away at me. I knew crazy stuJ happened all the time, but 
why now? 

I waited for a break in Trace’s conversation to tell  her what had 
happened today. Well, what I had done today. She went from alarmed 
to pissed oJ in zero seconds.

“BOB,” she said, looking at me, her voice raised. Everyone nearby 
turned to look at us.

“Yes, I know. I had Bob look after you today and,” I stressed 8uietly, 
“If you insist on going out tomorrow, he will be there again. That 
should make it hugely clear to you how far I’ll go to keep you safe.”

She sighed but didn’t argue. “I can’t live like this,” she said. “When 
the weekend is over, there will be no more babysitter.”

I was going to allow her that belief for now. “Deal. Tonight, let’s go 
enjoy looking for spaceships.” 

“I’m going oJ on a hike.” Her lips were pressed together, ready to 
argue. “With a bunch of others. I’ll take Baron.”

“Oh, great. What’s he going to do? Mark the person with fur or 
snuggle them to death?”  

“You and I are the only ones who know he has all the protective 
8ualities of a teddy bear,” she said.
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She was right. I’ve seen burly men cross to the other side of the street 
from me while walking Baron. I handed Trace his leash and the extra 
pepper spray I had in my bag.

Trace glared at me when Bob walked up and joined us. I was relieved 
Sean had left. I hadn’t been surprised to see some of the other families leave 
already. Things were a mess. I scanned the lawn. With the light coming oJ 
all the 6ashlights, it wasn’t much of a night walk. I’ve seen cloudy days with 
less light coverage.

“Don’t worry, hon. The set they’re after is just on the farm’s perimeter, 
and Lason is on lookout duty.” Alice said, pointing to the roof. Lason and 
others had moved up there to gather around the much larger telescope. 

I waited on the porch and watched as the bobbing lights of their 6ash-
lights disappeared into the tree line. Ten minutes later, no other lights 
followed, so I relaxed a little. 

“I didn’t think your friend and Bob would become a thing,” Nick said 
as he joined me.

I burst out laughing at the idea of Bob and Trace together before realiz-
ing he was scowling. “What makes you think that?” I looked at Nick.

“Must have heard someone mention it.” He shrugged, looking out to-
wards the various groups. “After what you told me about Bob, I was just 
surprised she’s allowing him around.”

“Yeah, well, so is she. Trust me.” I took a deep breath in and out and 
physically forced my shoulders down. “I gotta take care of some stuJ.”

“You’re a hard person to convince to stick around.” He joked.
“I can’t even begin to explain how complicated this weekend has be-

come.”
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Chapter 
Twenty-Five

F eeling Nick’s eyes on me, I abandoned him again. Some fun I 
was. Passing through the kitchen to head upstairs to my room, I 

noticed Alice moving a chalkboard into the corner of the room.
“Could I borrow that tonight?” I asked.
“The chalkboard? Sure.” She dug through a junk drawer and handed 

me an assortment of chalk colors. “I plan on using it to list food choices 
for breakfast, but that doesn’t count for this weekend. Something I can 
help with?”

“I want to see if I can zgure something out.” I mainly wanted her to 
think I was trying to solve her pu11le or someone else’s. No one needed 
to know I wanted to play detective and create a murder board. 

I  cleared o4 my dresser in my room and leaned the chalkboard 
against the wall. I started a timeline. There had to be a clue as to who 
was doing all this to Trace. 
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She had zrst mentioned the phone calls a month ago. They started 
out infre'uently, at odd hours of the night. She probably wasn’t even 
sure when they started because, for a while, she blew them o4 as drunk, 
misdialed calls. I tried going through her phone from the day she started 
receiving the strange calls and marking down all the incoming calls from 
blocked numbers with dates and times. They were all over the place. No set 
time to work with. I didn’t know which ones were spam and which were 
creeps, so I went with the zrst day she teWted me about it.

I added Scott’s accident, his death, and xussés injury. Zith every ounce 
of my being, I wanted to not have any of those connected to Trace, but I 
had a feeling I was being naive. 

I pulled up my laptop and found Trace’s Facebook page. She posted a 
lot, but this way, I could see if she’d added anyone new lately or if anyone 
was in her face about anything. Then I checked her cat caf-’s website for 
comments. Bip. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Ler last boyfriend’s 
status was in a relationship, and the prozle pic was of him with some 
brunette. It didn’t look like he was holding out hope to reconcile. 

I wanted to crush the chalk, but that would just make a mess on the carG
pet for Alice to deal with. I had nothing to go on. 5iting my lip, I 0oogled 
stalking again, this time focusing on the behaviors and escalations. After 
about ten minutes, I reali1ed sleeping tonight would be diOcult. I teWted 
Trace a 'uick checkGin re'uest and felt relieved at her thumbsGup reply.

Stalking was more prevalent than I’d ever thought possible. The internet 
had increased the ability for people to gain personal details about others to 
base their fantasies on. I jotted down some notes to share with Trace on 
keeping personal information more secure and ways to keep track of what 
was going on. I grabbed a blank logbook from my bag and transferred all 
the information with times and dates when possible so I could add notes 
as I went. Trace would need to zll in anything else that came to mind and 
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keep track of what she saw. If we were going to get this scumbag, it was 
going to be with facts.

I heard a distant “woof” and checked outside to see 2ashlights bobG
bing in the distance. I went out to the porch. Trace let 5aron o4 his 
leash, and he came barreling at me but stopped and went into a polite 
sit, waiting for head rubs. 

“A welcoming committee?” Trace asked, a tinge of annoyance in her 
tone.

“Low were the CboWes?” I asked, ignoring Trace’s comment. 
“I loved the one about the duck autopsyD” Back spoke up. 
“qeah, that and the abduction one were fantastic,” someone else 

added. “Ley do we get the stamp for sightings of Nathan?”
I 1eroed in on that last bit. “Zhere was he?”
“Le was putting the last boW back when we got there. I grabbed a pic 

of him, but he rushed o4.” She showed me the shot. 
It wasn’t going to help me get ahold of him, but at least I knew 

people were on the lookout. If he was a problem, I can only hope that 
helped. I handed her the special stamp as 5ob came over. 

5ob came up to join the group. “‘y favorite was the frog.” 
“There wasn’t a frog,” Sue said.
Trace glared at 5ob. “I might have stuck my hand into a tree and 

yelped when a frog jumped onto it.”
Back laughed. “I think we can safely call it a scream.” 
“It startled meD” Trace had no trouble laughing at herself. 
I couldn’t help smiling. “And no one has a video to show me? I’m 

disappointedD Euick, let’s go back and try to recapture it.” 
Trace gently punched me in the shoulder. “5e nice. Dr I will replace you 

with Back as my personal letterboWing companion. Not only does he CboW 
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in style,” she motioned towards his kilt. “5ut he found the boW even though 
it had been moved. Ligh zve.” Back and Trace slapped hands.

“I guess no mothership landed to take over on the lawn?” 5ob sneered 
towards the group on the roof. 

“If they did, I’d be sure and send them straight to you so you wouldn’t 
miss out.” I turned my back on him to talk to Trace. “Are you calling it a 
night? I have some stu4 I want to go over with you.”

She didn’t seem fooled by my nonchalant tone but waved goodbye to 
her group and followed me to my room. 

Trace looked at the chalkboard and crossed her arms, slightly hunching 
her shoulders. “I’m not going to hide from this.”

C“This is the opposite of hiding. Ze’re going to Nancy Qrew this thing. 
I need you to write down everything that seemed odd or anything you can 
remember being out of place.”

“Fine. 0ive me a second to wash my hands. I was just attacked by a frog 
after all.” 

I nodded solemnly and handed her the chalk when she came back. She 
tapped the chalk on the board a few times lost in thought before listing 
packages that have gone missing and a few calls at work that she hadn’t 
mentioned before. “There’s probably more, but it’s not like I kept a log.”

“Ret’s do that starting now. Dverkills is better than not having enough 
info.” I said.

“Fine, I’ll keep track, but are you still keeping my phone?”
“Probably best unless you want to deal with the incoming teWts.” As I 

said that, I reali1ed the last teWt I got was from the stalker directly to me.
Ze heard a scream through the window and fro1e. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six

T race and I grabbed our sahlitgl.h and ran ou.htdeL ptgl.h vovved 
uv aii oyer .le fard mroW ceiivloneh and o.ler sahlitgl.hL ,t.l 

eyerfone runntng aroundw t. “ah tWvohhtbie .o .eii “la. “ah gotng onL I. 
“ah a clao.tc dthviaf om itgl. and houndL

A?re .lef lereD ”td .lef iandDO 
AGl Wf kodw “la. lavvenedLO
ATlef mound a bodf bf .le iaSeLO
A,ah t. .leWD ?re .lef h.tii lereDO 
zuddenifw a itgl. .le htJe om a hWaii hvo.itgl. it. .le en.tre mron. acreagew 

cauhtng uh .o .lro“ our landh oyer our efehL I. htienced .le grouv mor a 
WoWen.L

AGSafw eyerfonew caiW do“nwO Pahon feiied mroW beltnd .le itgl.L AI 
need .o Sno“ tm hoWeone th lur.LO 

zoWeone feiied mroW .le iem. corner om .le fard near .le iaSeL A’ieahe 
leivL I .ltnS leCh deadLO 

A9aii 155 and brtng Wf bagwO Pahon feiiedL ?itce ran tn.o .le louheL Tle 
ianditneh “ouid be mar Wore reitabie .lan a ceii htgnaiL
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Pahon ran do“n .le hitgl. ltii .o“ardh .le iaSeL AYyerfone h.ev a“af 
and ie. uh laye hoWe hvaceLO 

,e aii  cro“ded beltnd ltW bu. Sev. abou. htM mee. ovenw ho “e 
“erenC. brea.ltng do“n lth necSL AEoid uv four itgl.h .o coyer .le 
iaSe areawO le tnh.ruc.edL

Bf efeh “a.ered mroW .le tn.enht.f om eyerfone “t.l a itgl. leivtng 
.o itgl. .le area itSe t. “ah dafitgl.L I ha“ zue Sneeitng behtde !obw “lo 
“ah laim iftng tn .le iaSeL !ob “ah on lth htdew and zue heeWed .o be 
.rftng .o vuhl .le “a.er mroW lth iunghL

Pahon ruhled do“n behtde ler and hearcled mor !obCh vuiheL zue 
vuiied ler Sneeh uv .o ler cleh. and lugged .leWw crftngL AI ha“ ltW 
iftng .lere tn .le iaSe and “en. .o clecS on ltWL I .rted .o vuii ltW ou.w 
bu. le “ah ho leayfw I meii tn “t.l ltWLO Pahon “ayed ano.ler verhon 
oyerw and .oge.lerw .lef vuiied !obCh bodf en.treif mroW .le coarhe 
grahheh around .le iaSeL AI need hoWe bianSe.hjO le feiiedw ah le h.ar.ed 
.o eMaWtne !ob mor tn'urtehL Tlere “ah biood on .le htde om lth hltr.w 
bu. no obytouh “ound I couid heeL

? hWaii grouv om veovie ran mor .letr .en.h and re.urned tn hecondh 
“t.l an ahhor.Wen. om hieevtng bagh and bianSe.h .o “rav ltW tnL 
zoWeone vu. a bianSe. around zuew and hle ciahved t. “t.l bo.l landh 
ciohe .o ler bodfw dehvt.e .le “arW.l om .le eyentngL 

?itce avveared neM. .o Pahonw and I leard ltW “lthver .o lerL APuh. 
tn cahew donN. ie. anfone ieayeL ICW no. hure .lth “ah an acctden.LO

AIh leLLO
Ee hlooS lth leadL A4ow bu. leCh tn hlocS and .le lead “ound needh 

.o be heen .oLO 
zle nodded and h.ar.ed .o“ardh .le mron. tron ga.eL AICii go dtrec. 

.le aWbuianceLO 
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?nd .o WaSe hure no o.ler carh lead ou.w I .lougl. .o WfheimL Trftng 
.o leivw I caiied veovie .o ac.tonL A,lf donC. fouw fou and fou h.af 
lere .o leiv itgl. .le area and ge. eyerfone eihe ou. om .le “afw bacS 
uv .o“ardh .le louheLO Bf yotce hlooS a it..iew and I “orrted tm le “ah 
oSafL ,ah .lth Wf maui. mor ge..tng ltW tnyoiyedD 

Trace h.ar.ed .o leiv We corrai .leWL A9oWe onw eyerfoneL Tle beh. 
.ltng “e can do th h.af ou. om .le “afLO

A,len can “e .urn o‘ aii .lehe itgl.h agatnDO 9larite ahSed ah le 
gaJed a. .le ntgl. hSfL 

AzertouhifD I .ltnS “e laye Wore tWvor.an. .ltngh .o “orrf abou. 
rtgl. no“LO I hnavvedL

AEaye fou .lougl. Wafbe .lef dtd .lth .o ltWDO Ee hva.L  AEe “ah 
ho agatnh. .le ytht.orhL Ee “ah larahhtng uh a. .le .o“n WuheuW fehF
.erdafw caiitng uh aii craJfL Bafbe .lef dectded .o .eacl ltW a iehhonLO

Trace go. rtgl. uv tn.o lth maceL AIm .lth “ah done bf hoWeonew t. 
“ah luWanLO zle votn.ed ler qnger a. ltWL ABafbe a luWan “lo 
cared Wore abou. ytht.orh .lan .letr o“n StndL ,lere laye fou been 
aii ntgl.DO

Ee h.u..ered and bacSed a“af mroW .le meroct.f tn ler eMvrehhtonL AI 
onif iem. .le .eiehcove am.er .la. craJf iadf hcreaWedL ,e aii ran do“nL 
Puh. ahS anf om .leWLO

I grabbed TraceCh arW and vuiied ler .o“ardh .le tnnL 
AICii 6ytht.orC lth mace tm le cauheh anf Wore vrobieWhwO hle hnariedL
A,oal .lerew hiuggerL ,la. lah go..en tn.o fouD 4orWaiifw fouCre 

.le one .aiStng We o‘ .le iedgeLO
zle coiiavhed tn.o a nearbf caWv clatr and vu. ler lead tn.o ler 

landhL AI canC. .aSe anf WoreL Vtrh.w .le caiihw .le no.ehw .le tn'urtehL 
Yyerf.ltngL ’eovie are leadtng .o .le lohvt.ai iem. and rtgl.L ,la. th 
gotng onD I.Ch itSe eyerf.ltng th maiitng avar. eyerf“lere I goLO
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I Snei. neM. .o ler and .ooS ler landh tn WtneL AEefw “e “tii qgure 
.lth ou.L I aireadf h.ar.ed “t.l .le no.ehw and ICW ahhuWtng eyerf.ltng 
th connec.ed un.ti “e Sno“ o.ler“theLO 

zle iooSed uv a. WeL
AICW no. haftng t. th  one lundred vercen.w bu. ie.Ch iooS a. .lth 

iogtcaiif and hee tm “e can qnd an anh“erL Im hoWeone th dotng .lehe 
.ltnghw “e laye heen .leWL Tlef Waf be lere eyen no“L pe.Ch qgure ou. 
“lo and vu. a h.ov .o .lthL Tle zlert‘ lahnC. been dotng anf.ltng .la. 
I can hee eMcev. bug fouLO

,ltie “e “ere .aiStngw I ha“ .le aWbuiance arrtyew and once agatnw a 
verhon “ah leadtng o‘ on a gurnefL AzoWeone hlouid go “t.l ltWwO 
Trace hatdw ge..tng uvL I vuhled ler gen.if bacS do“nw hlocSed .la. hle 
“ouid eyen yoiun.eerL

APahon lah .lthw and I vroWthe I “tii clecS on ltW ia.erL Rou need .o 
ge. hoWe reh.LO I hatdL AICii “at. lereLO

Gnce .le aWbuiance iem.w I ha“ ?itce and .le voitce ciohe .le tron 
ga.eh a. .le end om .le drtye“af and iocS .leWL I “ah no. hure I itSed .le 
tdea om betng .ravved on .le vrover.f “t.l hoWeone cavabie om dro“nF
tng veovieL z.tiiw I Sne“ hle “ah .rftng .o be ah cau.touh ah vohhtbieL

A9oWe onw ie.Ch go bacS .o Wf rooWLO Gnce uvh.atrhw I vuiied ou. .le 
claiSboard agatnL AGSafw “e need .o qgure ou. “la. .lehe laye .o do 
“t.l eacl o.lerL pe.Nh h.ar. “t.l zco..Ch dea.lLO

Trace .ooS a deev brea.lL A,e donC. Sno“ mor hure .le car acctden. 
“ahnC. an acctden.L I. couid laye been h7utrreih .la. cle“ed .lrougl 
.le “trtngL ?m.er .la.w le couid laye go..en .urned around and ianded 
lereLO

Azow ie.Ch recavL Rou .ltnS t. “ah a mreaS h7utrrei acctden. and a q. om 
aWnehta “lere le .len randoWif caWe lere .o dteDO I iooSed a. ler mor 
a bea.L
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A,eiiw “len fou vlrahe t. itSe .la.w I guehh no.L ,la. doeh le laye 
.o do “t.l WeDO

A!ecauhe hoWe randoW guf lt.h on fouw and .len huddenif leCh dead 
tn .le gardenD Rou canC. buf .la. ah a cotnctdenceL Ee “ah aireadf lt.F
.tng on lth neM. ytc.tWL I. couid be a htWvie cahe om a 'eaiouh bofmrtendw 
bu. leCh h.aftngLO I hatdL 

AIm “eCre tnciudtng eyerf.ltngw fouCre morge..tng one tnctden.LO 
Trace “en. oyer and “ro.e 6netglborC on .le boardL AIm “eCre gotng .o 
hctencew “e laye .o add aii vohhtbtit.tehL  I donC. beiteye tn .lth Wanf 
cotnctdencehw et.lerwO hle hatdw houndtng demea.edL

Akoodj Rehw ie.Ch h.ar. .lereLO I vu. .le leader 8tc.tWh oyer AnetglF
borO and h.ar.ed a hecond coiuWn om Ahuhvec.hLO

? SnocS a. .le door h.ovved We bemore I couid ge. .le qrh. naWe 
do“nL  I .lre“ a .o“ei oyer .le claiSboardL I. “ouid be .oo Wucl .o 
.rf .o eMviatnL

4a.lan h.ood .lerew lth landh tn lth vocSe.hL AI .ltnS t.Ch .tWe “e 
.aiSedLO 

I  ovened .le door “tder ho le couid Trace “ah beltnd WeL Ee 
nodded a. ler and dtdnC. heeW uvhe. .la. I “ahnC. aioneL Tla. “ah one 
clecS tn lth mayorL 

A,eiiw “e can .aiS qne rtgl. lere a. .le doorwO I hatdL 
Ee nodded and eyen .ooS a h.ev bacS“ard .o gtye We Wore hvaceL 
AYyer htnce fou hen. ou. .le no.e ahStng mor veovie .o qnd Wew ICye 

“an.ed .o coWe ciear .le atrw bu. !ob tnhth.ed le needed Wore .tWeLO
I ciohed Wf efeh and .ooS a deev brea.lL Gm courhew .lth “ah !obCh 

dotngL A,la.Ch .le conDO I ahSed biun.ifL
AEefw noL ICW no. a con WanL  ICW a reai eh.a.e deyeioverL !ob ltred We .o 

coWe ou. and iaf ou. vianh mor a viace le “ouid ge. hoonL Ee hatd .lere “ah 
coWvitca.tonhw and le “an.ed We .o vre.end .o q. tn “ltie .ltngh “orSed 
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ou.LO 4a.lan hlruggedL Azo I “en. “t.l caWvtngw and .len loneh.ifw 
I “ah laytng mun un.ti le ahSed We .o WaSe Wfheim hcarceLO

4a.lan Woyed mor“ard hitgl.if bu. no. enougl .o cauhe aiarWL A!u. 
.le .ltngh .la. laye been gotng on around lerewO Ee geh.ured around 
ltWheimw Aare .oo WuclL I dtd no. htgn uv mor .lthw and I aW ou.L I 
“an.ed .o WaSe hure fou Sne“ bemore I iem.L Glw and couid fou caii 
o‘ .le lun. mor We .o ge. .le bonuh h.aWvD I meei itSe ICW on .le run 
.rftng .o ayotd .lohe boMerhL Tlef are reien.iehhLO

,e h.afed htien. a WoWen. am.er 4a.lan iem.L Tlen I reWoyed .le 
.o“ei mroW .le board and “ro.e !ob under bo.l 8tc.tW and zuhvec.L 
Yariter .odafw I “ouid neyer laye beiteyed ltW cavabie om larWtng 
hoWeonew bu. Wafbe .lth con lad gone ho “rong .la. le crohhed a itneL 
xuhh “en. under bo.l ah “eiiL xthStng a hWaii tn'urf .o .lro“ veovie 
o‘ “ahnC. .oo Wucl om a h.re.clL

Trace “ro.e FacS on .le boardL AEeCh been a .o.ai h“ee.lear.w bu. 
le th ne“ .o .lthw and leCh been hvendtng a io. om .tWe “t.l WeL 

I added 4tcS beio“ .la.L A4o one eyer Wen.tonh lo“ lard t. th .o 
huhvec. veovie fou “an. .o caii four mrtendwO I hatdw addtng 9lrth and 
9iara ah “eiiL 

I h.evved bacS and .rted .o .aSe t. aii tn “len Wf vlone rangL Trace 
grabbed t. mroW ler bacS vocSe. and anh“eredL

AI.Ch PahonwO hle hatdL A-lFlulL RehL GSafL I underh.andLO Eer Wood 
“ah gotng do“nltii “t.l eacl “ord hle u..eredL 

?m.er hle lung uvw hle heeWed broSenL AICW horrfw xeWwO hle hatdL 
APahon hafh .lef mound Wf necSiace tn !obCh vocSe.L Tle zlert‘ th 
leadtng uvh.atrh .o .aiS .o uhLO

I “ah bo.l broSen bf fe. ano.ler be.rafai and lorrtqed .la. I lad .ruh.ed 
ltW .o “a.cl Trace mor WeL !u. “lfD ,la. vohhtbie Wo.tye “ouid !ob 
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laye .o lur. .lehe veovieD zcartng We ou. om .o“n and lovtng ICd heii dtr. 
cleavD

Bf bedrooW “ah h.ar.tng .o meei itSe krand 9en.rai z.a.tonL I ovened 
.le door and iem. t. .la. “af ah I added Wore no.eh .o .le boardL zlert‘ 
Barro“ “aiSed tn and avvroacled uhL 

A?gatnw “t.l .le Wtgl.f hveedf voitce “orSwO I .rted .o 'oSeL
AI “ah on Wf “af loWe “len I go. .le caii mroW .le lohvt.aiL Tlth 

.fve and aWoun. om ytoience th a qrh. mor .lth areaL I “an. .o ge. .o .le 
bo..oW om t. ah 7utcSif ah vohhtbieL Tle nuWber om hWaiiF.tWe thhueh “t.l 
oyerFdrtnStng and bra“itng are aireadf Seevtng .le va.roih buhfw .lanSh .o 
aii .la. aiten nonhenheLO Ee “tved lth bro“w iooSed oyerw and ha“ our no.eh 
on .le claiSboardL A,la.Ch .lthDO Ee ahSedL

A,e “ere .rftng .o ge. .o .le bo..oW om “loeyer “ah h.aiStng TraceLO I 
htgledL A-nmor.una.eifw t. iooSh itSe no“ “e Sno“LO

Ee “en. oyer and .ooS a me“ WoWen.h .o read .lrougl t.L ARouCre haftng 
aii .lth th connec.edDO Eth bro“ murro“edL 

A,lo Sno“h anfWoreD zco.. th a h.re.clw bu. itSe fouw “e qgured .lere 
“ere .oo Wanf cotnctdenceh around uh .o tgnore t.LO 

Trace noddedw ler eMvrehhton he..itng tn.o dehvatrL
ARour mrtend !ob th tn vre..f bad hlaveL zue th h.aftng a. .le lohvt.ai 

“t.l ltWL Im leCh .le vrobieWw “la. lavvened .o ltWDO Ee ahSedL
I deba.ed argutng .le mrtend var. bu. dtdnC. laye .le energf iem. .o careL 
ABafbe le “ah .rftng .o do hoWe.ltng bf .le iaSew hitvved and lt. lth 

leadwO I hatdw vu..tng Wf claiS do“nL AGr “la. tm .lth “ah 4a.lanDO 
I ahSed bemore qiitng tn Borro“ “t.l lth eariter ytht.L ATletr deai “en. 
htde“afhw and le needed .o coyer lth .racSh bemore le iem.D Ee “ah tn a lurrf 
.o ge. ou. om lereLO

zlert‘ Borro“ hen. a 7utcS Wehhage on lth radto .o hee tm !ob “ah 
.aiStng and .o .rf and ge. 4a.lan bemore le iem.L 
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Az.aiSerh .end .o be Wucl cioher .o .le veovie .lef are .rftng .o be nearL 
I. aiio“h .leW .le tiiuhton .la. .lef are var. om .letr h.aiSeeCh itmeL Ih .lere 
anfone .la. fou heeW .o hee around eyerf“lere fou goDO Ee ahSedL

Trace hlooS ler leadL A4o one h.andh ou.L Eoneh.ifw “t.l Wf “orS and 
yoiun.eer lourhw I donC. .end .o go ou. Wucl anf“af uniehh t.Ch .o .le 
Woyteh or xeWtCh viaceLO

Borro“Ch vlone buJJed “t.l an tncoWtng .eM. ah I “ah abou. .o add 
Wore naWehL  I iooSed do“n a. Wf tnSFh.atned qngerh and reWeWbered 
Wantcured landhL I biaWe voor hieev and h.rehhL I Sne“ “lo TraceCh hladF
o“ “ahL Tle onif verhon “lo Sne“ I lad TraceCh vlone and uhed t. .o .eM. 
WeL  

ARou need .o Seev zue a. .le lohvt.aiwO I hatd
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Chapter 
Twenty-Seven

S ix am and I was awake. My head ached and my mind wouldn’t stop 
trying to fgure out where Sue was. She had gotten out ob the hospital 

vebore the deputies arriNed. qot bully conscious or movile vut awake 
enough to know that going vack to sleep was no longer on the agenda. 

I ,uickly scanned the roomT wondering what had startled me awake. 
-race had put her boot down avout sleeping in her own room last nightT 
so she wasn’t the culprit. -he door was lockedT and I didn’t hear any 
moNement brom the rest ob the house. I turned my head and saw a bolded 
piece ob paper brom the light under the door. I devated staying in my sabe 
vlanket cocoonT vut curiosity veat out the ‘uBy comborter. -he paper was 
creamLcolored card stock and printed inside zLet’s meet at your place for our 
hike. Nick’

1aron must haNe giNen a small zwoob’ when the paper appeared and woke 
me up. I groaned and ‘opped vack into ved. 6ast night’s craHiness had 
erased my plans to head out with him today. -he SheriB had tried to get Sue 
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detained at the hospitalT vut she was long gone vy the time anyone went to 
look bor her. -he things she’d lebt here in the varn were some clothes and 
toiletries she’d easily do without. ”hat she hadn’t lebt was a manibesto on 
what vrought all this on. ”hy -raceO -he police lebt someone in the house 
with us last night as a precautionT vut they velieNed she was long gone vy 
now. 

F”hat do you thinkT 1aronO ”alkOj 
Ae got up and stretched out his bront legs. Dnce out ob vedT there was 

no point in trying to get comby againT so I went ahead and showered vebore 
heading down bor a warmT caBeinated veNerage.  It belt like the frst hint ob 
Pall was coming inT so I gravved a hoodie and giggled when 1aron plopped 
his head down with an zoomph.’ FI haNen’t borgotten youT voy.j I picked 
up his leash brom the ‘oorT and my large ‘uB was at my side in seconds. 

My hand was inches brom knocking on -race’s door vut I thought vetter 
ob it. She was not a morning personT and she’d still ve sleeping when I 
got vack. I tried the door and confrmed it was locked. -here was no 
way to ve ninJa stealthy with 1aron’s claws clicking on the wooden stairsT 
vut hopebullyT we wouldn’t wake anyone. Prom the kitchenT I heard some 
humming and doors opening. I peeked inT not wanting to intrude. 

FMorningT sweetie. 2id you sleep okayOj ?lice asked.
I hadn’t noticed veboreT vut ?lice had a vit ob Southern seeping out. 
FUull up a chair. Gason is on the roobT and it’s good to haNe a vit ob 

company when cooking.j She noticed my burry companion and pointed 
towards the door. F1aron can hang out vy the door.j She said.

I was thankbul she lebt it to me to vroach the suvJect ob 1ov or Sue or 
anything avout the past two days. I wasn’t ready. 

She flled a water vowl and put it on a bootstool so 1aron wouldn’t haNe 
to vend down so bar to get it. I loNed considerate dog people. I added a vowl 
flled with his canned bood. 
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FGason went up this earlyOj I asked as I pulled up a stool to the counter 
and took the oBered vowl ob strawverries. -hey were smaller than I usually 
get vut explosions ob perbection. FDh my !odT these are yummy. qow I 
Just need some warm chocolate to dip them inT and I’m set.j

FI haNe a little greenhouse that I’Ne veen trying to use moreT and the 
strawverries seem to ve thriNing.j She laughed. F1ut Gason. qoT he’s late. 
Aasn’t come vack in yetT the silly man. Ae decided to sleep up there in case 
the FNisitorsj were seen.j ?lice winked at me when she made air ,uotes 
around FNisitors.j FIt makes him happyT and it’s harmless enough. 1y next 
weekT he’ll provavly ve scouring the woods bor 1igboot’s cousin or a lake 
monster. I’ll take it oNer bootvall Sundays.j

I smiledT enJoying her Joyous energy. I hoped one day to haNe a relationL
ship like hers. RNeryone allowed their own vrand ob craHy with support 
brom the other. 1ut my partner would haNe to ve the cook vecause I could 
neNer make mu5ns that smelled as good as the ones ?lice was pulling out 
ob the oNen. Uumpkin and ginger flled the roomT and I did all vut drool as 
I stared at them. 

FqowT nowT these need to cool a vitT vut I’ll ve sure to saNe you one.j She 
looked at my vackpack and vack to me. 

I held up my fngers silentlyT asking bor two to ve saNed. 
FAoneyT are you sure it’s a good idea to head outOj She asked
F-he phone is charged. I haNe some pepper spray and 1aron with me. Ib 

I see anything that seems oBT I will hightail it vack to you and your mu5ns. 
-he SheriB thinks she’s hit the roadT and I can’t stay inside boreNer.j

F?lright then vut let me know when you’re vack.j She wiped her hands 
on her apron and turned oB the oNen. FI’Ne noticed qick is an early riser as 
well. Mayve you can still get a clear head with some company.j She said.

I looked at herT vut she was all innocence and lightT moNing mu5ns to 
the cooling rack. I was surrounded vy matchmakers. 
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FAe is exactly who 1aron and I are heading oNer to meet.j 
Ae wagged his vutt at the sound ob his name. ? teethy yawn wabted 

canned dog bood vreath our way.
F4ghT at least that helped me lose my appetite bor nowTj I complained.
I devated trying to grav a mu5n brom the rack anywayT vut ?lice 

watched as we headed out. She must ve used to haNing kids around with 
her inner sense ob protecting the goods brom wandering hands.

Sobt snoring came brom the tents as I eased through the sliding glass 
doors.  -hey were sleeping in abter their late night ob meteors and attemptL
ed murder. 

FWou’re heading out earlyTj qinJa -urtle said as he unHipped his tent 
door. FSecret voxOj

FqoT a ,uick walk bor 1aronTj I saidT stepping away. ?bter his weird 
vehaNior with -race yesterdayT I still douvted him. RNen ib he had veen 
lettervoxing bor years. 

Ae started to put on his hiking voots. F6et me come along. Is -race 
comingT tooOj Ae looked up at me as he asked.

FI appreciate the oBerT vut we’re Just going bor a morning walk alone.j 
I stressed the zalone’ and kept vacking up towards the path. F-hanksT 
though.j I waNed goodvye vebore heading into the woods. Dnce I was out 
ob his sightT I made sure my emergency whistle was packed. Ib I needed helpT 
they should ve avle to hear the whistle vack at the inn. 

?bter fNe minutesT the oNerwhelming solitude and ,uiet ob the borest 
around me had me wondering ib this was a vright idea. I’d spent so much 
time telling -race to traNel with peopleT and here I wasT completely ignoring 
my adNice. 

z-hat’s it. -ime to call this in as a vad idea and head vackT 1aron.’ I 
shoNed the clues in my pocketT packed up my compassT and Jumped avout 
a boot in the air when a hand landed on my shoulder.
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FSueA Wou scared me halb to deathAj I put my hand on my chest to keep 
my heart brom leaping out. Aorror moNies are not my thingT vut I don’t 
generally scare easily. I looked at the trail around us and couldn’t velieNe I 
hadn’t heard her coming up vehind me.

FI’Ne veen waiting bor you.j She was still and serious. FI should haNe 
known it would take you boreNer to leaNe ved and come out here. ?nd you 
had to vring that dog.j 

PoreNerO “eallyO -he sun was still yawning at me. Aer derision oNer my 
sleeping havits was the least ob my worries. She already had a bew vodies 
under her velt.

FAow did you know I’d ve hereOj I askedT stalling.
She looked down at me with eNident disappointment in her eyes. FI lebt 

the note bor you abter I heard you yell the morning’s plans to your little 
voybriend. Ae is currently walking to meet you in the completely opposite 
direction.j 

FDhT lookT I appreciate you wanting to head out with meT vut I was Just 
going to head to the inn.j I vacked upT vut she bollowed.

She edged a little closerT inNading deep into my personal space vuvvle. 
FI agree with you that it’s time you lebt. Wou should haNe lebt long ago. Wou 
hold her vackT and you can’t protect her. Dnly I can. -rying to get her to 
moNe out here where it’s ovNiously not sabe. Wou’re not worth her time.j

F”hat are you talking avoutOj My Noice going up an octaNe. I tried to 
keep up the pretense that I didn’t knowT vut acting wasn’t my strong suit. 
I tried to moNe away againT vut her hand came up and sprayed me in the 
bace with what belt like li,uid fre.

I ‘ailed my armsT trying to create a Hone around me to keep her vackT vut 
she threw a rope around my neck and tugged. I dropped to the groundT my 
head striking a small rock. I clawed at the ropeT vut she yanked it tighter.

FWou can get up and walkT or I can Just strangle you here. Wour choice.j
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-he pepper spray had sealed my eyes shutT and the rope was digging 
into me. I got up and shuCed borward as she pulledT trying to think ob 
a way out. 

Sue talked at me as we walked. FI thought you’d at least appreciate the 
use ob poison and a rope since you haNe that ridiculous gaming idea bor 
the house. ?nywayT I hoped -race would come to me bor adNiceT vut she 
Just kept going to you. Wou are in my way. -race and I are bamilyT vut 
you keep conbusing things. 2id you do anything when that animal went 
abter her at the dinerO qoT I took care ob that. I eNen made things vetter 
at her apartment bor her. ”hat haNe you doneOj She snarled at me.

FWou’re right. Wou’re much vetter bor -race than I could eNer ve. I’ll 
tell -race she can’t stay here with me.j I tried to sound sincere through 
the pain. FI’ll tell -race she needs to head vack. I had no idea I was in 
your way.j I was trying to stall and fgure out a way to get away brom 
her and closer to people. My emergency whistle was in my vackpack. Ib 
I could get her vacked oB bor a moment to grav itT someone might hear 
me. My head was poundingT and I had to keep wiping the tears away.  
-he world tiltedT and I bell vack down as she yanked on the rope. 1aron 
whined to my lebt. 

FqoT it won’t work. Wou haNe to ve gone. She’ll grieNeT vut I’ll ve there 
bor her. I’ll help her through it as a true briend should. -his is the vest 
thing bor us all.j

Gust thenT -race’s phone went oB in my pocket. F”aitT that will ve a 
call bor -race. She’s on call bor emergency boster cat placements today 
and will ve pretty ticked oB at whoeNer kept her brom getting the call.j

F”ellT I guess I’d vetter get it bor her. -hen she’ll know who her true 
briend is.j I belt the rope loosen as she came towards me.

1ad enough that I had to walk into this messT vut I was done veing 
insulted. I took oB my vackpack and swung it in her direction to try and 
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knock her down. I twisted a little as the vag swung without impact. -henT 
all I belt was the rope tighten against the whistle around my neck. 
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Chapter 
Twenty-Eight

T he quilt I was wrapped in seemed familiar, but the room, which 
looked alarmingly like a hospital room, made me worry. I was sur-

rounded by four sets of blurry faces. I squinted at the bright light and tried 
to focus on at least one face.

“Wow, you look terrible,” I said to Trace. Her hair was in a disheveled 
ponytail, there was no makeup, and she was wearing a wrinkled shirt. 

“Remi! Thank heavens.” Trace started to sit down on the bed but 
stopped herself. “The doctor left some stuA for the pain. ?re you hurtingD 
What can I get youD Jo you want some waterD” 

I tried to wave my hand at her to get her to stop so I could get a word in 
edgewise or for her to at least stop screaming, but my hand was bandaged 
and currently occupied by a taped-up syringe. 

I grimaced as I moved my head to try and see who else was there. Nason 
and ?lice grinned with relief, and I was surprised to see 1ick hovering in 
the background.
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“?re you comfortable, dearD” asked ?lice. “I brought this quilt from 
the inn because those hospital blankets are not as co’y.”

I tried to smile, but that hurt my face. Ylowly, the reason I was lying 
there came back, and I tried to rise out of bed.

“WhereBs YueD” was closely followed by “ow, ow, ow,” as I tried to 
talk with the swelling and bruising on my face made itself known. Trace 
and ?lice gently laid me back down and helped me raise my head using 
the buttons on the bed.

I tried to grab TraceBs hand. “Yhe was waiting for me at the house. 
YheBs nuts.”

“We know.” 1ickBs voice came from my left, and I gently turned 
my head that way. “YheBs in police custody. Yhe proudly told them her 
whole story while trying to convince them they needed to let her go so 
she could stay by Trace and be there for her while she grieved.”

“Mh, yes, they should let her come by and be here for me,” Trace said, 
her voice stone cold. 

“WhereBs jaronD” I asked, my brain xumping from one thing to the 
neVt. I felt like I was a season behind on my favorite TK show and 
needed all the recap info as quickly as possible.

Nason spoke up. “NakeBs dog sitting back at the inn. We did try to get 
him smuggled in, but he was a bit large.”  

I had a momentary image of them smuggling Nake into the hospital until 
I reali’ed they meant jaron. Uust be some good pain meds the doctors 
have me on. “This is a lot to take in, and my head hurts.” 9nowing that 
the psycho and my dog were both where they belonged, so many questions 
popped into my head. “IBm sorry, Trace. I should have reali’ed it as Yue 
much sooner. 1ot much of a detective, huhD Have we found out what 
caused her to do all this cra’inessD” I took a sip of water and gave myself a 
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pass on the bit that dribbled down my chin. Trace smiled and dabbed 
it for me. 

“Oou wonBt believe it. Yue works at that movie theater in the shop-
ping center neVt to my apartment compleV. Oou know, the one I go to 
for their budget TuesdaysD” 

I nodded carefully, wincing slightly from the ache while waiting 
for her to continue. Trace usually went to see the old movies for the 
two-dollar special. 

“?nyway, Yue was one of the servers there, and in her head, she took 
it to think we had formed a bond. I never even noticed it was the same 
person that served me no matter where I sat.” Trace took a sip out of 
my water cup. “ItBs not like you can even see the person, ya knowD YheBd 
been at the cafF and other places, but never got close to me. When Yue 
showed up here, I didnBt recogni’e her.”

Yhe carefully sat  on the edge of my bed.  “Yhe had even started 
following me home.”

1ick chimed in. “YheriA Uarrow got permission to go into her 
house and he found a bunch of TraceBs stuA, including her bike.”

Trace shuddered.
“Yue had a whole shrine to Trace on her bedroom wall of photo-

shopped pictures of her and Yue spending time together. jest 7riends 
7orever was written above the photos. Ytrangely enough, you didnBt 
make it into any of them.” 1ick said the last part as he leaned in 
conspiratorially to me.

Nason agreed. “7rom what we heard, your presence in any picture was 
violently removed. They were similar to what they found in TraceBs 
neighbors. Yhe killed him and set it up for him to take the fall as the 
stalker. Total whack xob.” 

“Yo she xust happened to be a letterboVer and a stalkerD” I asked.
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“Yhe heard us talking about it and started up. Mnce she was more like 
you I would be wooed over to the dark side.”

I closed my swollen eyes, letting my brain rest for a moment. 
“How did you guys 2nd meD”
Nason cleared his throat. “I was up on the roof getting ready to head in 

from my overnight watching when I saw you head into the wood path. 
I waved at you but reali’ed you were too far away to see or hear me. I 
didnBt want to yell any louder since the campers were below me, and it 
was pretty early. I was worried about you going oA on your own with 
everything ?lice had 2lled me in on, so I watched you. OouBd turned 
because there was someone else there. Then I saw someone step out 
from behind the tree, and you both disappeared from sight.”  He took 
his cap oA and smoothed his hair back. “I xust thought you had met up 
with someone and gone oA for a morning hike or something,” a slight 
blush tinged his cheeks. “I should have known something was wrong.” 
He looked away from me.

“There was no way you could know.” I tried to reassure him. 
“?nyway, a little bit later,” Nason continued. “Yue came out of the 

woods, but no sign of you. ?s soon as I saw it was her I called the YheriA 
and swung by to wake up Trace on my way downstairs.” 

That made me smile. Uornings were not TraceBs thing. I could only 
imagine the sight that greeted Nason when she opened the door. I was 
worried about her. Yhe looked like she was in shock. 

“Yue was in the kitchen acting as if everything was normal. I tried to 
play along and asked if sheBd seen you, and she shrugged and said youBd 
decided it was best to head out and get back to work. Yhe and Trace 
would handle everything.” His mouth tightened, and he ground out the 
neVt part. “I tried to get more information, but she started raving about 
how everything would be so much better now that you were gone.
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Trace took the story back up from there. “The YheriA must have broken 
some speed limits because he walked into the kitchen the same time as me. 
Yue rushed me and pulled me into a bear hug. I pushed away from her, 
and she put her hands on her hips and chastised me for not appreciating 
all that sheBd done for me.”

“Things moved pretty quickly after that,” ?lice said, “YueBs spiraled 
and practically bragged about all that she had done to keep Trace happy 
and safe. YheriA Uarrow took her in but she wouldnBt say where you were, 
and I wasnBt going to wait. We all ran around the inn, banging on doors, 
asking for people to come out and help us search. We gathered all the 
letterboVers in the area where you were last seen, but there was no luck 
at 2rst.” 

“I used the 7ind Uy 3hone app and got us as far as the house. jaron 
was barking at the door.” Her voice cracked a little. “YheBd put you under 
the tent.” 

Trace moved my bangs a little out of my eyes. “Oou were, uh, pretty beat 
up,” she said.

“Joc says the levels that were left in the tent would compound the 
concussion you have as far as disorientation and pain.” Trace tried to xoke, 
but there was still a bit of fear in her eyes, and she kept touching my arm 
as if to make sure I hadnBt disappeared.

I gave her the sternest face I could manage. “This was not your fault. 
JonBt even go there. The only person to blame for this is that psycho Yue.”

Yhe shrugged and nodded a little, but I could tell guilt lingered. Yome-
one killed people and hurt others because they were obsessed with her. 

“How is jobD” I didnBt have much more visit left in me and needed to 
wrap it up.

Yhe scowled. “He came through without a scratch. Yue had invited him 
down to the lake, and the neVt thing he knew was a sharp hit to the head 
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and then waking up in the hospital.  Thankfully, YueBs attempt at 
covering for herself by pretending to save him actually saved him.”

“Yaved him from her, at least,” I said, remembering my chat with 
1athan.

job knocked on the doorframe and stuck his head in. “Uind if I 
come inD.” 

zveryone looked from him to me, and I nodded in agreement. They 
left to give us some space. I couldnBt wait to hear this one.

He handed me the latest book in a series I loved. “I, uh, know youBre 
not a fan of getting 4owers, so I thought youBd like this instead.” He 
paced around the room a bit. “éook, I know IBve not handled things 
with you well, but it scared me how fast we were going, and I went 
ahead and sabotaged it and then freaked out that I ruined things. I 
handled the repair work xust as badly.”

I stayed quiet. ? few days ago I would have taken this as the most 
personal discussion heBd ever had with me. I wasnBt eVpecting a heart-
felt chat. 1ow, it was step 2ve in conning Remi out of her inheritance. 

“When we found you hurt, I knew it was time to stop hiding and 
deal with things.” He stopped beside the bed and put both hands on 
the railing as if to steady himself. “I donBt eVpect you to trust me until 
I earn it, but I need to know if thereBs a chance.”

He stood there, not speaking, and there was a tiniest echo in me remind-
ing me of our good times. We had a lot of history together. jut my head was 
screaming at me. This was another level to his manipulations, and I would 
be opening myself up to more emotional roller coasters. zven if there was a 
glimmer of truth to it, there was so much to our baggage now I would never 
be able to trust him in any deeper way. He must have seen the answer in my 
eVpression because he grimaced and nodded. “I get it. jut IBm not going to 
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give up, either. 1o more stalker, tent borrowing, xealousy-inducing 
games. Nust me showing you that I can grow up.”

He leaned down and kissed the side of my head without the bandage. 
“?nd if that means all weBll ever be to each other as friends, then I will 
be there for you as a friend.”

Trace popped in and took up a spot between me and job, her arms 
crossed. “?renBt you forgetting somethingD” she asked. “We had a great 
chat with 1athan earlier about his real estate development 2rm and all 
of the plans you had for RemiBs house.” 

I caught a quick look of surprise before he looked back at me. “We 
can talk about things when youBre feeling better.” He said. “WeBd make 
a huge pro2t starting year one.” He reached for my hand.

“Mut.  Cet out. je sure youBre nowhere around when I get out.” I 
said, drained of all emotion. 

1ick waited for him to leave before coming back in. “I didnBt know 
what to get someone for a concussion, but ?lice mentioned you liked 
these, so...” He placed a small boV of chocolate-covered strawberries in 
front of me. 

“Oum! There are only four, though. 1one for youD” I teased. 
“I wish I could stay and keep you company, but I have work in the 

morning, and IBm heading home in a bit. I didnBt want to leave until I 
knew you were up and about 2rst.”  

“Yo, where is homeD” I asked, trying to be nonchalant and not like 
someone who wanted to track his car.

“?ccording to Trace,  and I  have no reason to doubt her as  she 
mapped it out for me, itBs thirty-two minutes from your new place.”

“YheBs very subtle.” I smiled.
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“Yo, I told her there is a Thai place by you that I strongly recommend for 
their Wednesday night specials.” He grinned at me, his eyes twinkling with 
his smile.

“Hmm'I tend to eat dinner around siV. Joes it get crowdedD”
He took my hand brie4y. “IBll save you a spot when youBre ready. jring 

a card game to teach me.”
We laughed as the others 2ltered back into the room with us.
“?ny good news to shareD” I asked.
“Hhris solved the Colden Juck.” ?lice shared. “I had given everyone 

clues to 2nd a certain portrait in the house. The alien portraits were kind 
of a clue as well to say you were looking for a painting. Ypeci2cally, the one 
in the foyer. ItBs of an old farmhouse and diesel truck. ItBs surrounded by 
crops with some laundry on the wire and a group of crows.”

“ItBs good to see everyone in such high spirits.” YheriA Uarrow stepped 
in and tipped his chin in my direction. “UaBam, happy to see you awake. 
Oou can all rest easy and shouldnBt have any more problems. However, you 
will all need to come back to testify. I donBt want there to be any holes in 
this case.” He said

“Mf course. IBll be a local soon, so IBll be easy to 2nd.” Trace said.
He smiled. “Oes, maBam. IBll be sure to mark that down. jut 2rst,” he 

held up a necklace for her to see.
“Uy necklace!” Trace moved to reach for it. 
YheriA Uarrow handed it to her. “Yue admits to stealing it, hiding it 

on job, and then grabbing it back before it got into evidence. Civen the 
sentimentality of the necklace, we decided it was okay to give it back to you 
now. Yhe even has a sel2e on her phone of her wearing it. 3roving she had 
it will not be diIcult.”

Trace closed her eyes and and took a deep breath. “Thank you.” Yhe said 
wasting no time in putting it back on. 
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“To 2nish up,” Trace said. “Yue tried to convince the police'” Yhe 
motioned to the YheriA. “'that you attacked her, and she was xust defend-
ing herself. Yhe turned to me for support. Han you believe the nerve of 
that...” Yhe took a calming breath. “?nyway, the police took her oA. 7inally 
knowing who we were after, they found Yue had two restraining orders 
against her and several other complaints from past friends and boyfriends. 
Oour downfall was getting me to move here.”

“Mh, well, in that case, the invite is canceled. 3ack up,” I xoked.
“Yorry, I already have my room picked out. OouBre stuck with me.”  Yhe 

went to 2st bump me and changed it to a hand squee’e. . and caused a pain 
wince.

“?nywho, this is her 2rst physical attack that they know of, so the 
police are going to want to take your statement as soon as youBre up 
and ready. YheBs a third-time stalking oAender and breaking probation. 
?nother charge against her should put her away for about 2ve years.”

I closed my eyes for a moment, taking it all in. Uy energy level was 
depleted, and the people pounding hammers in my head werenBt letting 
up. “Trace, could you see if you could get some volunteers to pick up the 
stampsD I donBt want to go out for a bit.”

Trace nodded. “?lice and I still need to 2nd some, so weBll take care of 
it. Oou concentrate on feeling better.”

“WeBll do that, hon,” ?lice said. “1ow, I know youBre in a rush to get 
into your place, but itBs gonna take a bit of labor to clean the place up. Oou 
donBt need to do that for the neVt few days. Oou two will stay with us, and 
weBll help clean up.”

I started to protest, and ?lice cut me oA. 
“JonBt be silly. Taking care of family comes 2rst. Oou concentrate on 

getting better.” 
I blinked a little, and Trace handed me a tissue to blot my eyes. 
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“Well, I canBt turn that down! Thank you. joth of you have been won-
derful. Wow, looks like everythingBs solved eVcept for the aliens. Cot any 
news on that front for me, NasonD” 

“Reports are saying it was some “swamp gas.” Jo you see a swamp near 
hereD” He gestured out the window to the forest. “Yome are saying weather 
balloons and a few are going with the stray meteors theory. I couldnBt 
2nd anything that would show a landing or even a visitation. Hharlie and 
Hhuck are both ranting all over town. TheyKre convinced itBs a government 
coverup and are demanding to talk to someone about where the aliens are 
being kept.” He chuckled.

“Oou donBt seem heartbroken about it. Cot a secret E7M secreted away 
on the farm somewhereD”

?lice rolled her eyes but gave her husband a one-armed hug. “ThatBs 
because with all the binoculars and telescopes running rampant the past 
few days, there were new reports about Hlyde.”

“HlydeD” Trace, 1ick, and I all asked at once.
“The local lake monster,” YheriA Uarrow provided. “IBm guessing you 

havenBt gone through much of the things in the house yetD”
“IBm not sure I want to ask how thatBs related to HlydeD”
He chuckled. “Rumor has it your aunt Rosemary was quite the Hlyde 

hunter.”
“Uaybe thatBs what happened to the missing husband.” We laughed a 

little, but laughing was not on my happy head list, and it turned to “Mw, 
ow, ow, ow.”

Nason patted my non-syringed arm. “Oou rest for now. Joc will discharge 
you today as long as you come back to the inn under our watchful care.” 

“ThereBs lasagna for dinner,” ?lice oAered. 
Trace hugged me carefully and opened the hospital door to leave, but 

people crowding the door forced her to shut it again. Koices on the other 
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side called my name. “Jo you care to leave a statement, Us. Uc9ennaD” 
one of the voices shouted through the doorBs industrial glass window.

“OouBre the biggest news weBve had in this area since a movie was 2lmed 
here a few years ago. They want to know if youBre keeping the 9err place 
after everything.” 

Mf course, I was keeping it. The beautiful, permitless, bug-infested place 
was mine! Uy plans, hopes, and dreams could 2nally be reali’ed. ?lice 
squee’ed my hand, and I reali’ed I had been lost in my thoughts. 

I grinned, ignoring the pain. “éet them know it will be a premier board 
game cafe. I already have the name.  Ueeple Uanor.”
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