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        Shadowvale isn’t your typical small town America. The sun never shines, the gates decide who enters, magic abounds, and every resident bears some kind of curse.

      

        

      
        For Isadora Graham, Shadowvale seems like a dream come true. A safe haven where she can hide from the darkness that lives within her, and hopefully, keep everyone else from finding out about it too. She needs this kind of place where she’ll be left alone. Where no one will realize who she really is.

      

        

      
        Dr. Henry Jekyll, or rather a monstrous part of him, makes Shadowvale a more dangerous place for everyone, no matter how hard he tries to stop that side of himself from emerging. He’s doing everything in his power to control it, but control is hard, and solutions don’t come easy. Fortunately, the town understands he needs to be left alone.

      

        

      
        Until somehow things go wrong, and he gets a neighbor. Izzy is incredibly nice and for her own safety, Henry knows he has to tell her what everyone else already knows. That he’s a monster. But he only ends up shocking her and turning her against him. Then another disturbing encounter makes her understand he was telling the truth, and that they are so very much alike.

      

        

      
        When they join forces, their collaboration feels like a match made in heaven. Except for the part where the town is being targeted. And Izzy seems like the one causing all the trouble.

      

        

      
        Can Henry battle his own demons in time to save Izzy? Or will the monster in the mirror be the ruin of them both? Only time, and love, will tell.
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      Isadora Graham stopped her car a few feet from the wrought iron blocking her path and peered through the windshield. The imposing gates were rusted and overgrown with vines that also covered the thick stone columns that secured the gates, but wrought iron wasn’t flammable, and those vines looked too green to burn. That was good.

      She pushed her sunglasses back onto her head. This had to be the place. Although it didn’t look much like it had on the website. She exited the car and walked up to the gates to see if there was an intercom or something that would connect her to a person who could grant her passage.

      As aged as the gates were, as overgrown and in the midst of being reclaimed by the forest as they were, there was a decaying beauty to the old metal structure. The name of the town beyond the gates, Shadowvale, was still visible in the arch at the top.

      Izzy stared up at the letters. If the gates looked like this, what shape was the town in? Did the town even still exist? Something buzzed by her head. She half-heartedly swatted at it. The bugs would really be out when the sun went down in a few hours.

      A sinking feeling filled her. Had her impulsive decision to escape here been a mistake? Biting her lip, she glanced back at her Pathfinder. The SUV was packed with her possessions, such as they were. She’d been so enthralled with the idea of this exclusive gated community, which was how the website billed it, that at the first spark of trouble, she put a deposit down on an apartment. A few days later, she’d given up her lease, packed everything, and started her drive. She hadn’t really had much of choice, though. Staying where she was had no longer been an option.

      A long, frustrated sigh escaped her lips. Going back wasn’t possible, because there was nowhere to go back to. Especially not when nosy Mrs. Winthrop had begun asking the kinds of questions that Izzy lived in fear of.

      The kinds of questions that told her Mrs. Winthrop had suspicions about who Izzy really was. And if that came out, Izzy’s life would be unlivable. Even worse, the dark feelings that simmered inside her might become something more than feelings.

      So Izzy had done the only thing she could think of. She’d run. She’d only found Shadowvale a few weeks ago. She’d been looking for a backup plan. Backup plans were everything. But she hadn’t realized she’d need one so soon.

      The timing had seemed right. Fortuitous, even.

      Now? Izzy wasn’t so sure.

      She ran a hand through her dark waves and sighed again before approaching the gates. There was no intercom that she could see. No latch to lift or button to push. She grabbed hold of the gates and gave them a shake, causing a little shower of rusty flakes to fall. The gates creaked in protest but didn’t budge.

      This had been a monumentally stupid idea.

      So stupid, in fact, that she could feel the darkness in her swirling. Anger looking for a way out.

      She tipped her head back and focused on the blue sky above. Funny how the cloud cover seemed to start right above the gates. She inhaled and exhaled the damp, green air and reminded herself that she had lived this long without giving in to the darkness. She could go another day.

      She would go another day.

      She would not become like him. She would not let her genes define her.

      That was the whole reason she was here. To hide from the truth, yes. But also to escape the inevitable. To escape the DNA that ran in her veins. That had to be possible, right? People all over the world were doing it, weren’t they? Becoming more than they were born to be? Or, perhaps, becoming less?

      That was one of those things she wasn’t sure of. Was it better to overachieve or underachieve in her particular situation?

      Either way, she wanted to take the path that led her away from his legacy. Far, far away.

      She’d already taken steps. Changed her name. Darkened her sandy-brown hair. Moved here. She frowned at the gates. Although this step didn’t seem like it was going to happen.

      How had she gotten it so wrong? Was it possible she’d come to the wrong entrance? That could be. This might not be the right way in. That made perfect sense, actually. Of course it did. She’d followed her GPS here, but those things were always sending you on an old route or down a side road or to a back way that no one used anymore.

      She should have known, because the road to get here had been overgrown with weeds, the trees alongside it draped in moss, branches reaching down as if nothing ever disturbed them. A few had scraped the roof of her car.

      But figuring out if she was in the right place was easy enough. She searched the browser on her phone for the Shadowvale website where she’d done so much reading. She’d even secured her apartment through it. Filled out the form, paid the deposit, and someone had mailed her a key, for crying out loud. Everything about the site had been so helpful and user-friendly.

      Now all she could find was a 404 Page Not Found error. What the … how was that possible? She checked the signal on her phone. She had bars. It wasn’t a connection problem.

      She let out a groan. This was infuriating. The darkness bubbled up.

      She exhaled. She’d figure something out. The sun would be down soon. She had no choice but to find a hotel for the night and make a new plan. She headed back to her car and opened the door. The sad thing about it all was that this really was the place she wanted to be. Shadowvale had seemed so perfect. Like a genuine answer to her problem.

      A place to escape the expectations and entitlement of modern society.

      So much for that.

      As she climbed into the driver’s seat, she heard a low creaking sound. She looked up.

      The gates were opening. They also didn’t look quite so old or rusty, either, but that was obviously just a trick of the light. Someone must have seen her. She leaned forward, looking for a camera, but with all the overgrowth, it was impossible to find. She waved anyway, hoping whoever had helped her out understood she was saying thanks.

      She turned the key, started the engine, and drove forward. Not too fast, as the gates were still opening, but not too slowly, either. She didn’t want to miss this opportunity.

      She pulled through the gates, and once her Pathfinder was clear, they started to close behind her. She took her gaze off the rearview mirror and focused on the road ahead. It was surprisingly well maintained.

      It led straight ahead, so she followed, not entirely sure what she’d find at the end. The road took a sharp turn, and as she drove around it, a town appeared ahead. A town that didn’t look the least bit like it had been abandoned.

      She smiled. She’d obviously come in the wrong way. She’d probably find out soon enough that whatever entrance she’d used had long ago been discarded in favor of a new entrance.

      Too bad, though. The gates sure were pretty.

      She slowed, taking in the place that was going to be her new home. It looked welcoming enough, although she didn’t plan to get too involved. She’d need a job, of course, but she’d already learned that hers was a life best lived privately. Sad, but it was what it was.

      Still nice to see such a thriving Main Street lined with all sorts of shops. There was a bakery, a bookstore, a coffee shop, some clothing boutiques, a candle place, a real variety of stores. Including some she wasn’t instantly sure about. Bewitching Broomsticks? Varina’s Potions and Spells. Professor Durrant’s Impossible Tech.

      Streetlamps flickered on as she drove through, making her suddenly aware that the setting sun was blocked by cloud cover, although there was still a hint of orange and pink visible through the haze along the horizon.

      As much as she would have loved to park and explore, she really wanted to find her new apartment and get her stuff inside before it got much darker.

      She checked to be sure the GPS was still set to her new address. It was. The computerized voice directed her to stay on the current road a bit farther until it turned into a second downtown sort of area with more shops. Not long after that, it had her turn onto a side street and again into an alley. There were apartments above the stores, she realized. She liked that a lot. Liked how close she’d be to some of the shopping and the downtown area.

      Her apartment number was 311. She found it pretty quickly and parked as close as she could, although she wasn’t sure she’d be able to leave the car there. She slung her purse strap across her body, made sure she had the apartment key and her phone, then opened the back of the SUV and took as much as she could carry.

      That turned out to be her big suitcase, a large duffel bag, and a small tote of nonperishable food items. She shut the hatch and lugged everything up the steps, which led to a shared landing for two apartments. Hers was the second one. Another set of steps further down led to two more apartments.

      It was nice to only have neighbors on either side of her. If those apartments were occupied. She guessed the one before hers was, number 211. The door had a fancy keypad lock. The kind of thing someone would install after they moved in.

      She set her things down by the door and unlocked it with her key. The apartment had been listed on the Shadowvale site as partially furnished. She’d seen pictures of it online and hoped everything was still in it as it had been shown.

      Picking her bags up again, she went in. There was enough natural light from the three windows on the streetside wall to see, but that light was dying quickly. She found a switch in the small kitchen and turned it on. The kitchen took up the farthest wall. It was basically a row of upper and lower cabinets with a small island in front that held the sink and a nice amount of work space. The cabinets were white, the countertops pale gray granite. Very nice and more than enough room for her.

      The small table and two chairs that had been in the photos remained, thankfully. The kitchen looked out onto the living room space, which featured a long, tweed-covered sofa and a television console but no TV. That was fine. She’d brought hers with her. It wasn’t anything big. A mere thirty-two inches, but it served her needs.

      She decided to inspect the rest of the place before going back down for more stuff. Off of the living room was a little alcove made up of three doors. The first was a coat closet, the second was the bedroom, and the third was the bathroom.

      The coat closet was a nice bonus. The bathroom was reasonably sized with a long vanity, single sink, and a tub-shower combination that would suit her just fine. The whole thing was done in white with brushed-nickel fixtures.

      The bedroom had a closet that ran the length of the wall that adjoined the apartment next door. She liked that. It would add some insulation from potential noise. A pair of windows looked down onto the street. Across from them was an old, dark wood dresser that looked big enough to hold all of her clothes. Between the windows was a queen-size bed. Just a mattress, box spring, and frame, but that was perfect. All of that looked very new.

      No nightstands, but she could live without those for a bit.

      The walls throughout were pale dove gray. The floor looked like weathered planks of wood. She crouched down to feel it. The wood was actually ceramic tile. She smiled as she stood up, pleased with everything. This would work very well for her. She exhaled, and some of the tension she’d been holding finally left.

      Maybe things were going to be all right after all.

      She went back down to get the rest of her things, feeling much less like she was about to fall off a cliff than she had been just a half an hour ago.
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      At the sound of unusual noises, Henry came out of the bedroom where he’d been about to change, looked out his living room window and down into the alley. There was a silver SUV parked there. It wasn’t a car he’d seen in the alley before. Then there was movement on the stairs that led up to his apartment.

      A woman was headed down to the car. Dark, wavy hair, trim figure, medium build, nothing too remarkable. As she went, she clicked the key fob in her hand. The Pathfinder’s hatch lifted, revealing boxes and bags and some random household items. A plant stand, a narrow shelving unit, a collapsible stepladder.

      He was getting a neighbor. He blinked, trying to remember the last time he’d had one, but it hadn’t happened in a long, long time. The last one had moved out nearly ten years ago. Maybe more. He couldn’t really remember.

      The town seemed to know he wasn’t suited for neighbors. Until now. So what had changed? He certainly hadn’t.

      He studied the woman again. His new neighbor. His eyes narrowed. Depending on the kind of person she was, this could be … less than ideal for him.

      He frowned. Then sighed. Then decided he’d better make friends. Friends forgave more than enemies did, and he was more likely to need forgiveness than anything else. It was good he was still in his scrubs. That instantly made him more likable. People generally trusted medical professionals and first responders, considering them more trustworthy and good-natured compared to the average stranger.

      Which he most definitely was not.

      He took a deep breath, put on a smile, and opened his door. “Hi there,” he said as he went down the stairs. “Moving in?”

      She looked up, giving him a glimpse of startling blue eyes. She was beautiful in an unassuming way. Very little makeup. In fact, she looked a little tired. But moving wasn’t a restful experience, was it? On second glance, maybe that wasn’t just tiredness but rather a hint of wariness.

      “I am,” she answered. “You must be my neighbor?”

      He nodded. “Henry. 211.”

      “Izzy. 311.”

      “Nice to meet you, Izzy.” Her obvious reluctance toward him pushed him to lighten the mood. “You’re not a tap dancer or a tuba player, are you?”

      She smiled. “No. I read a lot. Do some cooking. And I occasionally practice my opera singing. Just a few arias now and then.”

      His eyes narrowed.

      She snickered. “Just kidding. Although I do sing in the shower sometimes. Mostly Adele, but if the acoustics are good, occasionally Whitney Houston.”

      “Good to know.” He smiled. This was a better start. “Would you like a hand with some of your stuff?”

      “I don’t have that much.”

      The back of her vehicle was very obviously full. He gestured toward the television. “I could carry that up.”

      She hesitated. He understood. She’d just met him, didn’t trust him, and probably didn’t want him in her new place. He wasn’t the smallest of men, either.

      “I can leave it on the landing,” he said. “I just got home and was about to change.”

      She studied him. “You work at the hospital?”

      “I do. Just one day a week now. I’m a doctor, but I’m moving away from general practice to focus more on research.” His go-to, if anyone asked more specific questions, was that he was researching brain abnormalities and the effect they had on personality disorders. That usually put an end to most inquiries.

      She nodded. “Thanks. I appreciate the help.”

      He considered himself an excellent reader of body language, and while she might have agreed to his help, she still didn’t look completely comfortable with it. He approved that attitude. Most people, women especially, were far too trusting.

      And he was the last person anyone should put their trust in.

      He slid the TV out of the back and tucked it under one arm, following her up the steps. He was about to put it down on the landing as promised when she held the door for him. “Can you bring it in? If you don’t mind?”

      “Sure.” He carried it into the living room, heading for the low console. “Here?”

      “That would be great.”

      Her place was half the size of his, but then he’d bought out 111 and taken the wall down to expand his living space. He set the television down. “I’m happy to run a few more loads up. Seriously, if I can count that as my cardio for the day, I won’t need to work out.”

      She smiled. “Works for me.”

      He didn’t use the full power of his true strength, but he used some. It was only human to want to impress a beautiful woman, and anything that made him more human was a positive step. It took them six more trips to bring everything up.

      “You’re pretty handy,” she said.

      “Thanks.” Always nice to be appreciated.

      “I guess I had more stuff than I realized.” One side of her mouth curved up in a lopsided smile he found enchanting. “Sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay,” he said. He would have gladly made another ten trips just to be around her a little while longer.

      “I feel like I should buy you a drink or something.”

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s what neighbors do, right?”

      “I guess so.” She looked around. “All of that stuff doesn’t amount to much in here, does it.”

      The question seemed rhetorical, so he wasn’t sure what to say. “It looks fine to me. I should go shower. I was going to head to the pub for some dinner. Unless you need me for anything else?”

      “There’s a pub?”

      “The Five Bells. Good place. Do you, uh, want to come? I mean, just to get to know the town and what’s around here.”

      She nodded. “Sure. I should probably shower, too. Long day of driving. And then I can buy you that drink after all.”

      “Twenty minutes?”

      “Okay. Oh. I should move my car. Is it all right to park on the street?”

      “That’s where I park.”

      “Great, thanks. See you downstairs in twenty.”

      He went back to his place. This would be the perfect opportunity to test the new dopamine inhibitor he’d been working on. He’d been planning on it anyway. Being in the pub and around people would just be a new part of the equation. But being in close contact with a member of the opposite sex would be the drug’s true test.

      If he could survive the evening without the monster that lived inside him showing up, that would be a big step in the right direction.

      And if the monster showed up before he could get home … at least there would be others around to keep Izzy safe.
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      As Izzy moved her car to the street, she filled her head with one thought.

      This was not a date.

      Izzy hoped Henry understood that. It wasn’t just what she wanted, it was how things had to be. Dating was for normal people with normal family histories. No, what she and Henry were doing was just two neighbors grabbing a bite and getting to know each other. And, for her, getting to know the town. Plus, she really did owe him for helping haul her stuff up.

      If he seemed to think otherwise, she’d quickly but politely make it clear. Even if he was incredibly attractive and nicely built. She rolled her eyes at herself. On top of his looks, he was a doctor. There was no way he didn’t have a girlfriend. That would explain his reluctance to invite her to the pub with him.

      Back in the apartment, she dug out her toiletries and got in the shower. The water was nice and hot and the pressure was good, two things she was immediately thankful for.

      She showered but didn’t wash her hair. Instead, she twisted it up and clipped it in place, leaving it that way for the evening. When she finished her shower, she put on a little makeup and dug through her bags, boxes, and suitcases to find something to wear.

      She landed on jeans with a cute off-the-shoulder top and ballet flats, both in black. She grabbed her black leather jacket, because the temperatures would only drop further. She added some turquoise and silver beaded dangling earrings and a thin silver cuff inset with turquoise pieces.

      There was only the bathroom mirror to check herself out in, but she wasn’t too concerned about how she looked. Again, not a date.

      She walked through to the kitchen, trying to ignore the stuff that needed to be put away, but it was hard. She found peace in order and organization. Neatness wasn’t a compulsion, exactly, but it kept the noise in her head at a minimum. It was also her job as a professional organizer.

      What would Henry think if he knew she had noise in her head, she wondered. He was a doctor, after all. There was a name for people with noises in their heads, and he would know it. Of course, he might be a proctologist, for all she knew. Maybe noisy brains were the least of his concerns.

      That made her laugh. She checked the time, pondering if she could just unpack one box. She couldn’t or she’d be late.

      With a promise to herself that she’d get everything put away when she got home, she locked the apartment and headed down the stairs with her purse over her shoulder.

      Henry was already at the bottom of the steps, sitting on the third one. He got up and went all the way to the bottom as she approached. He looked nice. He was in jeans and a navy V-neck sweater with a gray T-shirt underneath and black loafers. The jeans and sweater were much more complimentary to his physique than the scrubs had been.

      He really was a very handsome guy. His dark hair fell over his forehead in a little curl but did nothing to hide the small, white scar bisecting his left brow. He had a strong jaw, intense eyes, and a charming smile. He probably had a terrific bedside manner. She wondered how many women would make a play for him even with Izzy at his side. She was looking forward to the entertainment.

      She joined him in the alleyway. “You clean up well.”

      “Thanks. So do you.”

      She wanted to make sure they were on the same page. “Listen, this is just two neighbors going out to get to know each other. Not a date, okay? I’m not looking for that. Although I’m guessing you have a girlfriend, right?”

      His brows shot up. “No, I don’t have a girlfriend. And I’m good with it not being a date. Just friends.”

      “Perfect.” Although he’d agreed to that faster than she’d expected.

      He stuck his hands in his pockets. “You don’t mind walking, do you? It’s one of the reasons I go to the Five Bells.”

      “No, walking is great. It’ll help me learn what’s around here, too.”

      He headed for the street she’d driven in on. “Are you trying to find anything in particular?”

      “Just the usual stuff. Groceries. A bookstore would be nice. A laundromat. A dry cleaner. A—”

      “There should be a stack unit in your apartment.”

      She cut her eyes at him. “There is?”

      He nodded. “Takes up half the pantry.”

      “I didn’t open that yet. And now that you mention it, I think it did list a stack unit in the description.”

      “So you rented it sight unseen?”

      “I did. Crazy, right?”

      “Not crazy,” he said. “Not to me. If you know you want something or like something, what else is there?”

      She smiled to herself. It had been more like she’d needed to get away from where she was, but she liked his explanation better. “Right. So, a doctor, huh? What’s your specialty?”

      “In a nutshell, brain disorders.”

      Her brows lifted. He absolutely would know the name for having noise in your head. “Interesting. As in mental issues or something else?”

      “A little bit of all of it but focusing on how the brain’s chemistry contributes to or prevents all the other issues that arise. It’s the most complex organ in the body, and I don’t think we’ll ever really understand it. Although I’m doing my best.”

      She nodded. “Good for you. You seem passionate about it. They say if you love what you do, you’ll never work a day in your life.”

      He laughed. “There are days I don’t love it, but I am driven by my need to know more. I suppose that’s good enough.” He pointed to a building just up ahead. “There’s the Five Bells.”

      “Nice,” she said. The pub had a lot of cars parked along the street outside. Lights shone on the sign, illuminating the five golden bells decorating it. “Looks like a real local place.”

      He glanced at her. “Everything here is a local place. We don’t get tourists.”

      “Oh, right. I knew that. That’s why I’m here, after all …” She’d started to say too much.

      “It’s okay,” he said as he reached for the door. “Everyone comes to Shadowvale for their own reasons. Doesn’t matter what that reason is, either. But the best part is, no one will ask you about it. It’s the unwritten rule of the town. People come here because they don’t want to be asked or they don’t want to talk about it, and that’s understood.”

      She exhaled. “That’s good to know. Really good.”

      Although it raised a lot of questions, too. Why had a doctor interested in the chemistry of the brain and its workings come to a place like Shadowvale? What was his reason? It didn’t exactly seem like a hotbed for medical breakthroughs.

      The answer was, it was none of her business. She knew that. But she couldn’t help but be curious. Just as she was sure he was curious about her.

      He could be curious all he liked. She was never going to tell him her truth. Or anyone.

      They went inside. There was more of a crowd than she’d expected, but he pointed to a high table for two in the bar area. “Is that all right?”

      “Sure.”

      They took a seat, and she had a long look around. It was a nice place. Pretty standard pub with a bar area with a lot of screens showing a variety of sports and then a sit-down dining area with tables.

      A server brought them menus. She greeted them with a nod, but her gaze wasn’t on Izzy. “Henry.”

      “Ruthie.”

      She finally looked at Izzy with new curiosity. “What can I get you guys to drink?”

      Izzy looked at Henry to see what he’d get.

      “Ginger ale.”

      “Sure,” Ruthie said. “And for you?”

      “Coke is fine.”

      “Be right back with those. We have a barbecue burger on special this evening. Quarter-pound patty with smoked cheddar cheese, barbecue sauce, and pickled onions on a toasted bun. Comes with fries, coleslaw, and pickles.”

      She left them as she went to get the drinks.

      “No beer?” Izzy asked. “I’m buying.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t drink. It’s a small town. You never know when someone might need a doctor. Better to keep my head clear.”

      She nodded. “Makes sense.” But it felt like an incomplete answer.

      “You only got a Coke.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t drink, either. It’s never really agreed with me.” All it did was make the noise in her head louder. Make her feel like the darkness could take over at any second. That the line between human and monster was a narrow barrier.

      “So what do you indulge in?”

      She smiled. “Books. Food. Sweets in moderation. And sometimes not in moderation. Nice things. Clothing and shoes, I mean. I’d rather have fewer good-quality things than an abundance of cheap junk. Do you know what I mean?”

      He nodded. “Absolutely. I think it’s a fantastic way to live. Explains why you didn’t have mountains of stuff to haul up.”

      “Well, I’m not exactly flush, either. Being poor helps pare life down to the essentials. That’s why I need to start the job search tomorrow. Do you know of anyone who’s hiring?”

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m willing to do just about anything job-wise, but what I’m best at is organization. I have my CPO to prove it.”

      His brows knit. “CPO?”

      “Certified Professional Organizer credentials from the National Association of Productivity and Organizing Professionals.”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t even know that was a thing.” He seemed interested, though. “And people pay you to organize them?”

      “They do.”

      Ruthie returned with their drinks. “Ready to place your orders?”

      Izzy quickly scanned her menu. She was starving. She hadn’t stopped to eat during the drive, just existed on whatever she could scrounge up at the gas stations where she stopped to fuel up. She was desperate for real food. “I’ll have the roasted chicken dinner.”

      “Baked potato, fries, or mashed?”

      “Baked, fully loaded.” She’d burn it off tonight getting her place in shape.

      “And for you, Henry?”

      “Shepherd’s pie.”

      Ruthie snorted softly. “You really are a creature of habit. I’ll have those up shortly.”

      Izzy looked at him. “Is that your usual order?”

      “Yeah. I should break out of my rut and try something new, I suppose, but I like what I like.”

      “Didn’t you just tell me if you know you like something, then what else is there?”

      He laughed. “Yes, I did. So, tell me more about this organizing. What kinds of things do you organize?”

      “Everything. Closets, kitchens, workshops, offices. I’ve even done retail spaces to help the stores make better use of their available sales area.”

      “What do you charge?”

      “Depends on the size and scope of the job, but I start at a hundred dollars an hour.” She’d made more than that, too, but she wasn’t sure what a town like Shadowvale could sustain.

      Somewhere in the whiskey-brown depths of his eyes, wheels were turning. “I might have a job for you.”
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      Henry had a feeling Izzy would say no if she saw the space in question. His office and laboratory were a nightmare of disarray. Shelves that might have been organized once upon a time, tables piled high with notebooks and the logs of failed experiments, crates of books, boxes of supplies, stuff in every nook and cranny that could hold it. His apartment wasn’t much better, but no one was getting access to that.

      She gave him a sharp look. “Are you being serious?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “What kind of job? Working for who?”

      “Well, an organizational job. For me. My office and lab space are …” He didn’t want to lie. “They’re a bit chaotic.”

      She pursed her lips. “Are they now?”

      Did she think he was making it up just to help her out? “Okay, they’re not a bit chaotic. They’re a mess. In every sense of the word.” He sighed. “I’m not a neat person. I keep meaning to tidy up, but it’s beyond that now. It’s hindering my research. And it’s so overwhelming that I don’t know where to start. So I haven’t. But it’s gotten to the point that I can’t really ignore it any longer. Even though I’ve been trying.”

      He had at least managed to throw a couple of pizza boxes away. Although he’d had to save the one. He’d worked out a formula on the lid and had yet to transfer it to his computer.

      “Sounds familiar.” She nodded slowly. “Let me guess. You’re one of those mad scientist, absent-minded professor types who focuses so much on the work at hand that everything else falls by the wayside.”

      He thought about that. He did get rather single-minded at times. “I suppose I might be. But what’s wrong with that? My work is the most important thing there is.” He meant that, too. Curing his family’s curse was the reason he was still alive.

      Because without the hope that a cure was possible … he wasn’t sure he’d have the strength to go on.

      Every day that he made progress, though, gave him the hope he needed. Right now, the new dopamine inhibitors he’d taken weren’t making him feel one way or another, but it was early yet. And he’d increased this evening’s dosage.

      The full pull of the change didn’t usually come on him until around midnight. The closer he got to that dreadful hour, the more he’d know if this new drug would have any positive effect or not.

      “There’s nothing wrong with your work being the most important thing,” Izzy said. “It’s commendable. You’re driven by a need to solve a problem. A problem most of us probably wouldn’t even understand. It’s people like you who make the world a better place for the rest of us.”

      He smiled. “Thank you. For understanding.”

      She lifted her Coke. “You’re welcome. Cheers.”

      He clinked his ginger ale against her glass. “Cheers.”

      After they’d both taken a drink, he set his glass down, straightened his silverware, and sat back in his chair. The more she said, the more interesting she became. He wanted to know more. “Where did you come here from?”

      She stared at him, eyes rounding a bit, and he instantly realized that simple question was more than she wanted to answer.

      He held up a hand. “Never mind. I don’t need to know.”

      “East,” she said softly. “What about you?”

      “The Midwest by way of Northern England, a long, long time ago.” He was an open book. Or at least about as open as they came in Shadowvale. His name made it nearly impossible to hide who he was.

      It was safer for everyone if they knew, anyway. During daylight hours, it wasn’t such a big deal, but now, as the sun was setting and darkness was taking over, it was just better if everyone knew who he was and what he was capable of.

      And they did. He could feel it in the gazes that weighed heavy on him. It wasn’t judgment, not in a town like Shadowvale, but there was pity in those eyes. A healthy dose of fear, too. And in some, straight-up revulsion.

      She ran her finger through the condensation on the side of her glass. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “Is your focus on work the reason you’re single? Because you’re not a bad-looking guy. And you’re a doctor, which most women would find pretty attractive. You have a sense of humor and the ability to string words into sentences. So why don’t you have a girlfriend? Or a wife?” She smiled. “Just to be clear, I’m not fishing. I’m celibate and plan to stay that way.”

      That worked for him. Relationships were out of the question. All the same, he really didn’t want to explain who he was in the midst of the pub. “Like I said, my work consumes me. What little free time I have is spent doing things like this. By which I mean feeding myself. Otherwise, I’m in my lab conducting experiments or doing research.” Or shifting into a hideous, brutal form that existed only to destroy.

      She nodded. “That’s what I thought.”

      Their food arrived, giving him a reprieve from sharing anything else. He would, eventually, just not here. Not where she might cause a scene.

      She picked up her roasted chicken and ate it with her hands, which made him smile. She didn’t seem to care too much what people thought. Good for her.

      He wasn’t quite there.

      People already treated him like an invisible force field surrounded him, making him untouchable. They moved around him the way water flowed around a big rock, close but without any real engagement. He got plenty of friendly nods, waves of acknowledgement, a little small-talk here and there, but he had no true friendships.

      No one invited him to parties. None of the guys had him over for poker nights. There were no guys.

      No one wanted to get close to a monster. He understood. After all, his life’s work was centered around separating himself from that monster.

      Only then would he truly be able to live. And he’d long ago come to terms with the fact that it might never happen. It didn’t stop him from dreaming, but even that seemed pointless at times because of how unattainable those dreams were.

      So why not work as much as possible? What else was he going to do? Try to fit in somehow?

      That would never happen. He wouldn’t risk it. In fact, he often thought that being allowed to live in Shadowvale hinged on him keeping to himself.

      He didn’t know the curse or affliction of every resident that called this place home, but he still felt certain that none had the potential for damage and destruction he did.

      Hendrick Jekyll might wear a white coat and strive toward an honorable goal, but Edgar Hyde was a beast that craved ruin and mayhem.
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      Izzy was wonderfully full, which made her happy, but that fullness was making her sleepy, and she knew herself well enough to know that she wouldn’t be able to sleep until her apartment was squared away.

      She pointed to the coffee shop just ahead. “Would you mind if we stopped in there? I don’t have any coffee for tomorrow.”

      “No problem.”

      She knew exactly which boxes held her coffee maker, filters, and cups. All she needed was a bag of grounds. She selected a dark roast and took it up to the register.

      “Will that be all for you?” the clerk asked.

      “Yes, thanks.”

      Henry was at her elbow. “I’ll take a salted caramel hot chocolate when you’re done.” He looked at Izzy. “You want one? We didn’t have dessert.”

      He hadn’t let her pay for dinner, either, although she’d tried. She nodded. The sugar might help perk her up for the job ahead. “Sure, but I’m paying.” He opened his mouth, but she raised her brows and cut him off. “No arguments.”

      He laughed. “All right, you win.”

      She smiled at the clerk. “Make that two salted caramel hot chocolates, please.”

      “Coming right up.” The clerk went to make them.

      She leaned on the counter. “How soon are you interested in having me start on your office and lab? Allowing that we’re able to come to an agreement on the pricing, of course. Like I said, I need to see the job first.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” he said. “One look and you’ll run screaming in the other direction.”

      Her mouth bent in a lopsided smile. “You don’t know me very well yet, but I can tell you this: Very little frightens me.” Other than the darkness that lived inside her. Other than that brutal legacy.

      He seemed unconvinced. “You haven’t seen it yet.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve probably seen worse. I’ve actually helped in a few hoarding situations. Are you a hoarder?”

      He thought about that. “I don’t keep random piles of trash or old newspapers or arbitrary things I think I might need one day. But if it pertains to my research, then yes, I keep it.”

      She nodded in understanding. “It sounds to me like you really just need to get organized. Which is what I do.”

      The clerk came back with their salted caramel hot chocolates. She paid, grabbed her bag of ground coffee, then they each took their drinks and went back outside.

      Izzy gestured to the bench in front of the shop. “Do you mind if we sit a minute?”

      “No, that’s fine.”

      They sat. She sipped her hot chocolate, which was somehow not too sweet, making it very delicious. “This is good.”

      He nodded. “I haven’t found much in this town that doesn’t meet or exceed expectations.”

      She smiled. He had a curious way of looking at things, but she supposed that was how an analytical mind worked. The streetlamps cast a warm glow over everything, leaving puddles of light along the sidewalks.

      The air was crisp, but the evening was beautiful. Most of the shops were still open, and a few people walked past. Enough that it surprised Izzy. “This town doesn’t close up early. I like that.”

      “Not all of it, no. A lot of the shops keep later hours to accommodate the more nocturnal citizens.”

      She narrowed her eyes slightly. That was a curious thing to say, but then, as she was finding out, this was a curious town.

      They sat until she finished her hot chocolate. Henry beat her by a few sips. He held out his hand. “I’ll take the empty.”

      “Thanks.” She gave him her cup as they both got to their feet. He tossed them in a nearby bin, and they started back toward the apartments. A little fog had rolled in, creating a cozy atmosphere.

      “What business is under my apartment?” They’d gone the other way, so she hadn’t had a chance to look.

      “Noble’s Pizza,” he answered. “Pretty good place. I end up getting my dinner from them on the nights I don’t end up at the pub. Great pizza and subs.”

      “That could be bad for me. I love pizza. What’s under yours?”

      “The back half is my lab. The front half is my office, which technically isn’t open. I work there, but I don’t see patients anymore. I could, I guess, but …”

      “That would interrupt your research.”

      “Right.”

      “Totally get it. So that’s the space you need organized.”

      “Yes.”

      “I could take a look tomorrow. Just let me know when. I’ll give you my number before I … I …” Something was coming out of the fog on the street ahead.

      She stopped walking, unable to do anything but stare. And listen to the pounding of her heart.

      He looked at her. “What’s wrong?”

      She lifted her hand to point, filled with disbelief at the word about to come out of her mouth. “T-tiger. Tiger. Tiger.”

      Henry shifted his gaze to the striped killer walking down the middle of the street as though that particular expanse of pavement belonged to him. Which, at the moment, it did. “Oh. That’s just Thoreau.”

      Izzy couldn’t move. Her feet were frozen to the sidewalk, her body somehow keeping her upright despite the fact that her bones had turned to jelly and her muscles had the tensile strength of tissue paper.

      “Tiger,” she said again, this time in more of a whisper. It was all she could manage under the circumstances.

      The great cat never stopped, just kept walking. Its feet were the size of dinner plates, its head and body the size of a sedan. Its feet made no sound on the pavement as it went past, but the creature let out a soft, low snuffling that seemed more of a greeting than a threat.

      But Izzy wasn’t taking any chances. Her free hand inched toward her purse and the pepper spray she kept there.

      “Hey,” Henry said. “It’s okay. He won’t hurt you.” He cupped his hand under her elbow. She knew he could feel her trembling. “Izzy?”

      She kept her eyes on the cat until it disappeared into the darkness once again. She couldn’t get herself to stop shaking. She finally looked at Henry. “Why was there a tiger in the street? Why did you know its name? And why were you so unconcerned?”

      Henry took a breath, the smile on his face very sympathetic. “I think we should have a talk.”
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      “Not here,” Henry said as Izzy nodded. He hadn’t realized until just that moment that she was so completely unaware of Shadowvale’s true origins and the sort of folks the town was a haven for. And since he’d already planned on explaining who he was, he figured he might as well explain it all.

      If she was going to live here, she had to know.

      They were nearly home. He turned in to the alley, then walked with her up to their joint landing and took a seat on the last step. “I figure this is as good a place to talk as any.”

      Once she knew the truth about him, she probably wouldn’t want to be inside his apartment. And she definitely wouldn’t want him inside hers, either.

      “Okay,” she said with a little reluctance in her voice. “We could go inside, though. I do have a couch, you know.”

      “This is better. For now.”

      She sat beside him, still looking unconvinced. “What if the tiger comes back?”

      “I’m pretty sure he was headed for home, and even if he does return, I promise he won’t hurt you. He’s never hurt anyone.” Outside of a few who had it coming.

      Izzy leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “And you know that because?”

      “Because he’s the pet of Amelia Marchand, the witch who created this town, and Amelia would never keep an animal like that if he was a danger to the people who live here.”

      Izzy blinked at him. “You just said so many things that I don’t understand.”

      Was she really a hundred percent human? He was starting to think so. “Start wherever you like. I’ll explain as best I can.”

      “That tiger is a witch’s pet?”

      “I don’t know if ‘pet’ is the right word. He’s more like her guest, I suppose. She found him as a housecat, but he was under a spell, and when she removed the spell, Thoreau appeared.”

      “The tiger was a housecat. But the woman who found him and started this town is a witch.”

      He could tell she was really just humoring him at this point. “Yes. Countess Amelia Marie Antoinette Marchand. She’s a very powerful witch. Powerful enough that she created Shadowvale as a safe place for her beloved to live.”

      “The tiger.”

      “No, her beloved was a man named Pasqual. Unfortunately, he disappeared without a trace, although Amelia believes he’ll come back someday.”

      “Why did Pasqual need a safe place to live? And how is Shadowvale that place?”

      Henry took a breath, knowing the conversation was about to take an even sharper turn to the left. “Because he was a vampire, and the sun never shines in Shadowvale. You might have noticed that yesterday? Anyway, it’s become something of a haven for vampires for that reason.”

      Izzy’s eyes narrowed. She stared at him for a few long, hard seconds. Then her lips pursed, and she rolled her eyes. “Okay, ha ha, I get it. Big joke on the new neighbor. Very funny. Well done.”

      She shifted forward like she was going to get up.

      He shook his head. “It’s no joke. I swear it on my research.”

      “You expect me to believe that a tiger was disguised as a housecat? That vampires and witches exist? Not only that, but that they live in this town? Where, somehow, magically, the sun never shines?”

      He nodded. “It’s really all because of the magic. But look, there are humans here, too. Mortals, like you. Assuming that’s what you are. I’m not the best at figuring out if someone’s a supernatural or not.”

      “A supernatural or—you really believe this, don’t you?” She got to her feet.

      “It’s easy to believe something you know is true. I get what a shock this is when you’ve lived your whole life thinking the monster under the bed is just a fairy tale, but it’s not.”

      Her expression went steely as she crossed her arms. “I know very well that monsters are real.”

      He stood up, leaning against the railing across from her. “Good. Because I need to tell you something else.”

      She shifted uncomfortably. “What else could there be?”

      “It’s about me. You deserve to know who you’ve moved next door to.”

      She looked him up and down. “And who’s that? Are you going to tell me you’re a vampire?”

      “No. My full name is Hendrick Jekyll.”

      She shrugged. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      “Dr. Jekyll?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “And Mr. Hyde. I’ve heard of the story. Seen the movie. The Spencer Tracy one, not the Julia Roberts one.”

      “It’s not just a construct of Hollywood. It’s my family’s curse. The curse of all the firstborn men in the Jekyll line. My father, me, my brother’s firstborn son.”

      She shook her head. “Meaning what?”

      “Meaning that most nights, sometime after midnight, I turn into a creature unfit for human interaction. It’s nothing you really have to worry about. I lock myself in the basement of the building, which I have had reinforced to hold Edgar Hyde. But it’s just one of those things you need to know now that you live next to me. If, for any reason, I don’t make it to the basement before Edgar appears, do not engage Edgar. Lock yourself in your apartment and wait for daylight.”

      She stared at him, anger flashing in her eyes. Kind of like she thought he was playing another joke on her.

      “I mean it,” he said. “I become a monster.”

      Her mouth bent in a crooked line of pain. Disbelief spilled from her gaze. She fished her keys from her purse and unlocked her door. “I came here to escape all of that, and now this? Here I was thinking you were such a nice guy, but you’re a real jerk, you know that?”

      “Izzy, I wasn’t—”

      She went inside and slammed the door.

      He wasn’t entirely sure what had just happened, but he’d had worse responses to sharing the truth about himself. He let out a heavy sigh. At least he’d told her. It didn’t make him feel much better, though.

      They’d had such a nice dinner that he’d let himself believe Izzy might be the first person not to care who he really was.

      He wasn’t a jerk, but he was an idiot. He flattened his hand on the screen of the key panel next to his door. The panel recognized him and unlocked the door. He went inside, feeling worse than he’d felt in a long time.

      Not because Hyde was tugging at him but because of Izzy. He should put her out of his mind and focus on how the dopamine inhibitors were making him feel so he could take notes and record any effects, but that was easier said than done.

      He was an expert at calm breathing, something that did nothing to keep Edgar contained but did help him in times of stress. He did a little of that now and brought his senses inward to take the measure of his situation.

      The need to shift wasn’t as strong as it usually was. Maybe because of the new drugs, but it might also be because he’d been distracted with Izzy. Or maybe this was one of those occasional nights when he just wouldn’t.

      Whatever the case, he was awake, thanks to the small dose of sugar and caffeine he’d had. Not one to waste an opportunity, he changed into a clean set of oversize scrubs meant to accommodate Edgar’s bulk and went down to his office to work. There was no better distraction.

      He accessed his ground-floor office the same way he did his apartment, through a security panel beside the door that read his palm print before granting him access. He wasn’t all that worried about anyone in town gaining access so much as he was worried about Edgar getting in and destroying the years of work Henry had done.

      He went in, flipped on the lights, and took a hard look around at the disorder he worked in. He really could have used Izzy’s help with all of this, but he doubted there was any chance of that now.

      She wouldn’t want to work for someone she thought was making fun of her. If that was what she thought. He wasn’t sure. In truth, women were a bit of a mystery to him, as he suspected they were to most men. But he knew that whatever burgeoning friendship he’d thought they’d had, it had died on the landing this evening.

      Sad. But he couldn’t dwell on it, or he’d get bogged down by the fact that what happened tonight would keep happening for the rest of his life. Unless he found a cure.

      He took his lab coat off the hook by the door, pulled it on, then went to his desk. It was really a long worktable in the center of the laboratory. It held his computer, copious notebooks, and on one side the equipment he’d used to create the new dopamine inhibitors.

      He turned the computer on and sat in front of the triple screens as it came to life. He opened the file he’d started to track the progress of the new drugs. He’d taken a baseline blood pressure and resting heart rate before he’d done each injection. Starting now, he’d record those things every hour on the hour until the sun rose, setting his alarm in case he fell asleep.

      As midnight grew closer, he might even take blood samples, depending on how imminent the shift felt. If the dopamine inhibitors did nothing, there’d be no need. But if they delayed the shift, or by some miracle, prevented it altogether, he would absolutely want to study the changes in his blood.

      He yawned, but he wasn’t really that tired. There was a small cot against the wall where he could rest, if necessary, but excitement was starting to build in him. Was it possible these new drugs could actually block Edgar from emerging?

      Henry could only wait and see.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Izzy’s blood pressure was still elevated, but this time it had nothing to do with the tiger. Which she still really, really wanted an explanation for, because she wasn’t so sure she bought that it was someone’s pet. Not when that someone was supposed to be a witch. Did Henry really think she’d believe that? How gullible did he think she was? Man, what kind of nutcase had she moved next door to?

      And why did the smart, funny, handsome ones always have a screw loose? Although in Henry’s case, it seemed to be more than one. So unfair. She’d pegged him right when she’d asked him if he was a mad scientist, that was for sure.

      She put the bag of coffee she’d bought on the counter. A couple of stools here would be nice.

      Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Who came up with a thing like that? Did he really think it was funny?

      Because she didn’t. And if—a big if—that really was his name, why wouldn’t he change it? That would solve a lot of problems. She had firsthand experience in that department.

      As she started to cool down, however, she began to question if his tall tale wasn’t just something he pulled on all the newcomers as opposed to something directed at her specifically, which was what it had felt like at first.

      Especially because of the monster comment. That was what had set her off. That was what had made her think he knew.

      But how could he? She’d only just arrived. She hadn’t even told him her last name. Which wouldn’t have mattered anyway, because she’d changed it. There was no way he could know. She was letting her fear get the best of her.

      She sat on the couch, slouching back to stare at the ceiling and think about what she’d escaped. She didn’t want to go through all of that again. But she didn’t want to move again, either. She’d only just gotten here!

      She sighed as her heart rate slowed. This was an overreaction on her part. It had to be.

      Henry was just a slightly weird goofball. Maybe more than slightly, but that was it. He was an eccentric. Really intelligent people were often strange. He had no agenda. He wasn’t out to expose her.

      He didn’t know who she really was.

      She twisted her fingers together as the old anxiety bubbled up. It was hard not to give in to the paranoia. It was part of who she was. It was in her blood. As much as she hated it, she had to accept that side of her personality, because denying it felt unhealthy.

      Better to acknowledge and deal, right?

      She really had no idea, but she couldn’t afford to break down. Not now. What she needed was to get control and manufacture some peace for herself. There was only one way to do that. Get rid of the clutter she could control. Find a place for everything and put it there.

      She heaved herself off the couch, took her AirPods out of her purse, put on some alpha wave background music and went to work doing the one thing that grounded her more than anything else.

      Organizing.

      She began to unpack, put things away, and organize her new space. She started in the kitchen, opening all the cabinets and drawers so she could assess the space she was working with. The range was a flat-top solid surface, which she liked, because it seemed very safe to her. If the range had been gas, she never would have moved into the apartment. She found the stacked washer and dryer right where Henry had said they’d be, on one side of the pantry.

      That was good. She might do some laundry. Her old place hadn’t had a washer or dryer, so she’d arrived with a hamper full. And she knew where her laundry pods were.

      Without any further delay, she got a load started. It was tempting to work on the bedroom while she was in there, but that would take the longest, and she wanted the kitchen done.

      As the washer chugged away, she looked into the cabinets. They seemed clean, but she generally preferred to put shelf paper down. That would mean waiting until tomorrow, though, because she didn’t have any. She did, however, have paper towels. Better than nothing.

      As she worked, some tantalizing aromas from the pizza place below her apartment drifted up. She smiled. She could see how easy it would be to give in to that every once in a while. She wiped the cabinets out just to be sure, then laid paper towels in them, trimming them to size. Good enough.

      It took her an hour and a half to get the kitchen in order with all the pots and pans, dishes, silverware, and other utensils put away, but already her sense of calm had begun to return. The coffee maker was right where it should be, ready to go.

      The pantry held the few nonperishables she’d brought with her. Tomorrow’s breakfast would be oatmeal with raisins and brown sugar, but that would work until she could get to the grocery store. That was at the top of her list to do in the morning. She’d need to make a grocery list, too, but she’d do that over breakfast.

      She hoped to pick up a paper or maybe find some help-wanted ads on the grocery store’s bulletin board. If they had one.

      Because she had to get to a job soon. She wanted to start hunting for one tomorrow. She couldn’t work for Henry. Not after what had happened tonight. It would just be weird.

      She moved her clothes into the dryer, then started on the living room, which didn’t take long. She had a soft, navy-blue throw that she’d knitted herself ages ago and a pair of navy and white throw pillows to add to the couch.

      She got her television set up, including connecting it to the Wi-Fi, which was included in her rent. She could at least get her streaming channels that way. Paying for cable wasn’t going to happen.

      A rug and a coffee table would be nice, but unless Shadowvale had a thrift shop or secondhand furniture store, those would have to wait. She put out the very few knickknacks she had. A glass paperweight. A little decorative jar of shells she’d collected over the years. A handmade ceramic bowl bought at an art fair. But no candles. Not ever.

      Next was the bathroom.

      She put down her navy-blue with white stars bathmat, hung her galaxy shower curtain, then went to work organizing the cabinet space. Again, she laid down paper towels before putting her things in.

      There was more space here than at her last place, so it was easier to organize.

      Finally, she was ready to tackle the bedroom. There was a lot to do. Mostly clothes to hang and put away, but the closet would need to be organized by color, then within the colors, by sleeve length. Sleeveless, short sleeves, mid-length, long, then jackets.

      She didn’t have that many clothes, but she liked them easily accessible. Everything got organized by some kind of system. Shoes, casual wear, accessories.

      Then there was the room itself. She had a small rug to go by the side of the bed so she wouldn’t have to put her feet on the cold floor first thing. But before that went down, she swept, pleased to find her broom gathered very little debris. Whoever had cleaned the apartment ahead of her arrival had done a good job.

      She unrolled the rug, then made the bed with her sheets, quilt, and pillows. Since there were no nightstands, she used a small shelving unit next to the bed. It was about the height of a nightstand and not much wider. It would do for now. She set a small reading lamp on it, then plugged in her phone charger, attaching her phone to it right after.

      Onto the shelves went the few paper books she refused to part with, her e-reader and charger, a box of tissues, and her favorite body lotion. There were no family photos. Those just held too many memories.

      She stood back and took a look. A plant would be nice. She’d had to leave all of hers behind, because she hadn’t had the room in the SUV. She’d had to leave a lot of things behind, a lesson in living life more simply, she supposed. But with or without a plant, the shelving unit would work well as a temporary nightstand.

      Now it was on to the clothing. It was what she owned the most of, although her wardrobe wasn’t excessive by any means. She favored quality over quantity, preferring to own two or three good pairs of pants over a dozen that might not last more than a year or two. And because she spent money on pieces that lasted, she never left any of them behind.

      Her sartorial preferences weren’t about vanity but rather another form of disguise. Or maybe self-protection was a better term. People judged you by how you looked, and that had as much to do with what you wore as it did your hygiene and grooming.

      A person with noise in her head and darkness in her soul wouldn’t be expected to present themselves the way Izzy did. She valued any distance she could put between herself and that stereotypical image.

      With a sigh, she surveyed the remaining chaos. There was nothing to do but get started.

      She unpacked all of the bags, boxes, suitcases, and duffels that held clothing, accessories, and shoes, laying it all out on the bed.

      One box had nothing but hangers, which she’d packed as full as possible. Thankfully, there were still a handful in the apartment’s closet, left behind by whoever had lived here previously.

      Piece by piece, she put it all away. There were items that needed to be steamed or pressed, something she would have loved to do, but exhaustion was starting to win. It was nearly four in the morning. She straightened the last pair of shoes on the closet floor and decided she’d done enough.

      She could sleep peacefully, the noise in her head tamped down for now.

      She was about to change into pajamas when a disturbance outside caught her attention. It was a thumping sound, like something heavy and dense on metal.

      The door to her apartment was steel but had a peephole. She peered through it, unable to see anything. There was a sidelight of security glass next to the door, but it was wavy and really meant for letting light in, not looking out of.

      She went around to the window in the kitchen, which had blinds on it. A valance of some kind would help soften the look of it. She turned out the lights in the kitchen and living room, then parted the blinds with her fingers to peer out.

      A mountainous form was slowly coming up the steps. It was a man. But he didn’t look like any man Izzy had ever seen. He was too large, too muscular, and not in a bodybuilding kind of way. His size looked unnatural. Like muscles had grown over muscles. Like he’d been built of cinder blocks and sinew.

      The blue scrubs he wore were stretched thin. The lab coat over top of them seemed to have split at the shoulder and arm seams. His brow was thick and furrowed, and the security lights reflected in his gaze showed a deeply intent single-mindedness. What the man was focused on, Izzy wasn’t sure.

      He kept coming up the stairs, each step an effort that seemed to take both concentration and coordination. His chest and torso looked as wide as the front of a semi-truck. His legs were like tree trunks, his feet like bags of cement. She couldn’t imagine the strength required to complete one step.

      Hands the size of baseball mitts clung to the metal railing, making it seem puny in his grasp.

      He was terrifying and fascinating at the same time. Every now and then, he’d let out a deep, throaty grunt. She wasn’t sure he was real and yet, there he was, coming closer and closer. As he drew near, the security lights reflected something Izzy hadn’t noticed before.

      Her blood ran cold as she realized what she was looking at.

      A small white scar running through his left eyebrow.
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      Edgar lumbered up the steps toward Henry’s apartment. The steps were high, and having to climb them made him angry. Although not as angry as they did sometimes. Going up was hard. Coming down was easier. He was just so tired, and he didn’t know why.

      All he wanted was to lie down on Henry’s big, soft bed and sleep. Then he would feel better. Then he would get up, find something in Henry’s house to eat, and then Edgar would be ready to go out and break things. Maybe he would go to the park and pull trees up by their roots. Or stomp all the flower beds. Or push over the gazebo. He wanted to destroy something very much.

      But not as much as he wanted to sleep.

      The stairs creaked under his weight. Stupid stairs. Why were there so many of them?

      He huffed out a breath as he finally reached the top. He caught movement out of the corner of his eye, but by the time he turned his head, there was nothing there. Maybe it had been a moth. Or maybe the blinds had moved.

      It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but getting into Henry’s house and lying down on that big, comfortable bed.

      He stared at the door. It was locked. It was always locked. If he could have broken it down, he would have, but he’d tried that before. It hadn’t worked. All that had happened was his hands and knuckles had gotten very sore and he’d gotten very angry.

      Hands. Hands were important. Why? He looked at his hands, flexing them. Then his eyes narrowed in on the flat, black panel next to the door. That’s why hands were important. He pressed his palm to the screen, only managing to fit half of it on there.

      Nothing happened. He growled. Stupid lock. Why did Henry want to keep him out? Why? Why? They should be friends. Henry treated him like the enemy.

      Edgar’s lip curled. Someday he would come face-to-face with Henry and he would punish him for the way he’d treated Edgar all of these years.

      Always trying to get rid of him. Always trying to stop him from coming. Locking him up when he did visit. That was not how you treated a friend. Not how you treated a brother.

      Edgar growled again. That’s what they were. Brothers.

      He smashed his palm to the glass again, succeeding in getting the other half against it. He waited for the click of the door unlocking. But there was no sound. Nothing happened. His anger grew, making him snarl and ball his hands into fists. Stupid lock. Stupid door.

      He pounded his fists against the door, rage rumbling out of his chest. Henry was a bad brother. Very bad.

      Edgar’s shoulders felt tight and his arms heavy. He heaved out a sigh. He was so tired. But Henry was not getting rid of him this easily. Oh no. Edgar could wait. He put one hand on the door and eased his bulk down to sit with his back to the metal. He pulled his knees up, leaned his arms on them, then rested his head against his forearms. He was so tired. Maybe he’d just rest right here until Henry came home.
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      Henry was stiff and sore and a little unsure of where he was. He blinked as he came awake and took in his surroundings. He now knew where he was but not why.

      Well, he knew why. This was Edgar’s doing. But Henry didn’t remember it happening. He didn’t remember exactly when Edgar had wrested control and shifted into being.

      He leaned his head back against the metal door to his apartment and let out a soft groan. He hurt the way he always did after a shift, a sort of general soreness in his muscles that felt like he’d done a harder workout than usual. He lifted his hands, flexing them and looking at his knuckles, then his palms. There were no cuts, scrapes, or bruises, so that was good.

      Didn’t mean he was in the clear. He got up slowly, giving his body time to adjust to being Henry again, then pressed his hand to the panel beside the door. As he did that, he glanced over at Izzy’s door.

      Had she seen Edgar last night? He hoped not. The click of the door unlocking reached his ears. He hoped she’d been long asleep before Edgar made his climb. But if she had seen him, Henry sincerely wished she hadn’t lost her will to stay in Shadowvale.

      He felt for her. Finding out she shared the world with creatures she’d only previously thought to be make-believe had obviously thrown her. Seeing Edgar after that conversation might have sent her running.

      He went inside. His cell phone was hopefully still in his lab, but for now, he’d use his landline, a relic he’d yet to get rid of because of Edgar. But first, he went to the windows that looked out over the street.

      Izzy’s car was still parked out there. But the sun was barely up. For all he knew, she might be getting ready to haul everything back downstairs and drive off. He really hoped that wasn’t her plan.

      Wasn’t sure he could stop her if it was.

      He dialed an all-too-familiar number.

      “Hello?”

      “Deacon? It’s Henry. Any reports last night?”

      “Nope. I take it that means …”

      “Yep.”

      “You okay?”

      “I’m good. No damage done that I’ve found yet. Haven’t been down to the lab yet, but I’ll check soon.”

      “Let me know if you need any help with anything.”

      “I will. Oh, since I have you, did you know about our most recent arrival?”

      “News to me,” Deacon said. “Name?”

      “Izzy … I don’t know her last name. She just moved in next door to me.”

      “Next to you?” Deacon seemed surprised. “I didn’t think that place would ever get a new tenant.”

      “Neither did I.” It was understood why. “Even more interesting, she’s human, as far as I can tell. We went to the Five Bells last night for dinner and saw Thoreau walking through the street on our way back. That led to a pretty interesting conversation.”

      Deacon sighed. “I bet. Did you tell her who you were?”

      “I figured I had to, with her living next door.”

      “Didn’t go well, did it.”

      Henry shook his head. “No, it did not.”

      “She see Edgar?”

      “Been wondering that myself.” Henry rubbed his forehead. “Anyway, just thought I’d ask if you knew her.”

      “I’m glad you did. She’s new to me. You think I should have Em go by and see her?”

      Henry hesitated. “I don’t want her to think I’m having someone check up on her. She already doesn’t like me.”

      “I can handle that. You won’t even come up.”

      “All right,” Henry said. “Might not be a bad idea. Thanks.”

      “Yep. Take care.”

      “You, too.” Henry hung up. He was in desperate need of two things. A hot shower and a lot of coffee. He started his machine so the coffee could brew while he was under the hot water.

      He stripped off his scrubs, which he put in the hamper, then tossed his ruined lab coat in the trash and went straight to the shower.

      He cranked the water on and stepped into his big, walk-in shower, letting the water pour over him and wash away all remaining traces of Edgar.

      Henry could not understand how the change had come over him so undetected last night. There were only two explanations he could come up with. One was that the dopamine inhibitors had merely inhibited the typical telltale signs that the shift was coming. The second was that he’d fallen asleep at his worktable and the change had occurred then.

      That had happened before. Not often, but there was a precedent.

      Either way, he didn’t like it. He’d been so sure those new drugs were doing something good.

      Although … if all Edgar had done was climb up the steps and pass out against the door, maybe the drugs had worked. Just not as Henry had expected.

      A more docile Edgar was not a bad result. Maybe not the one Henry had hoped for, but it was something he could work with.

      He needed to get down to the lab to see if Edgar had done any damage but also to see if Henry had managed to take any blood samples. He didn’t remember doing that, but then, he didn’t remember much beyond sitting down in front of his computer.

      He’d check the security camera feed from the lab, too. That would at least show him how quickly the change had come on.

      He washed his hair, soaped his body, then rinsed, got out, and dressed in a new pair of scrubs. Bottle-green this time.

      The smell of fresh coffee brought him back to the kitchen. He emptied the carafe into a thermos and went out the door.

      He couldn’t stop himself from glancing toward Izzy’s again. He had so many mixed emotions about her and their conversation, but he didn’t think she’d welcome his knock on her door.

      If she wanted to talk, she knew where he was. If she wasn’t scared to death of him. She’d told him she didn’t scare easily, but that had been before she’d realized what a monster he was. And seen a tiger walking through the streets.

      With a sigh, he headed down the steps to see what chaos Edgar had left in his wake.
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      Izzy didn’t know what time she’d finally fallen asleep, just that her dreams had been filled with visions of what she’d seen last night. When she woke, she was no longer sure she’d seen what she thought she had. Wasn’t it more likely that the mountainous man had just been a dream? That certainly made the most sense.

      She stretched and turned over, wishing she could stay in bed, but she had work to do. Groceries to get, a job to find, and a dryer full of clothes that needed to be put away before they got wrinkled, something she would have dealt with last night if she hadn’t been so tired.

      With a sigh, she got up and swung her feet out. She planted them firmly on the rug she’d put in place last night.

      She smiled. She was really glad she’d done all that work last night. Waking up in a tidy house always helped get the day started right.

      After making the bed, she went out to the kitchen and started a pot of coffee brewing with the grounds she’d bought last night.

      On a whim, she went to the alley-side windows to look over toward Henry’s door. There was no sign anything unusual had happened there last night. Other than the conversation they’d shared.

      That had been pretty unusual.

      With the coffee brewing, she got her clothes out of the dryer and took them into the bedroom to deal with, figuring out what she was going to wear today, too.

      To the grocery store, just jeans and a cute top. If they had a job board and she found a job on it, then she’d pick out an appropriate outfit for an interview. If there was no job board and she had to just drive around and look for help-wanted signs, she’d wear her navy trousers with her white and navy striped top, navy belt, navy flats, and her green L’Agence blazer. That was a sharp, professional look.

      She finished putting the clothes in the basket away, then looked at her selected outfit in the closet. All of it was in good shape, no need to press or steam any of it. Even better.

      She took out the pair of jeans and the floral-patterned peplum T-shirt, leaving them on the bed for when she was ready to get dressed.

      She tucked the laundry basket away and went to get herself a big cup of coffee. As much as she would have loved to sit and watch some mindless television while she drank it, she took it into the bathroom with her instead.

      She turned on the water to heat up, then climbed in, hanging her robe on the hook behind the door.

      The shower felt great, and somehow that feeling convinced her even more that the man on the stairs had been a dream.

      A part of her knew it wasn’t. But a much larger part of her didn’t want to believe he was real, so she was choosing not to.

      What was that? Avoidance? Denial? She didn’t know, and it didn’t matter, because she was chalking it up to self-preservation. Wasn’t that healthier?

      She got out, wrapped her hair in a towel, then put her robe back on and carried her coffee into the bedroom.

      She dressed in the clothing she’d laid out before heading to the bathroom again for a little makeup and to dry her hair. Her coffee went with her.

      By the time she was done getting ready, she was also done with her first cup of coffee. She returned to the kitchen for a second cup and to fix a bowl of oatmeal for her breakfast. Grocery shopping on an empty stomach was a bad idea.

      She measured out the oatmeal and water, added a little salt, then popped it in the microwave to cook.

      She got a pen and notepad while she waited, working on her grocery list. There was so little food in the house that she could have put anything down, but she wanted to plan carefully so that nothing went to waste.

      Until she had a job, she had to be careful with her money. That was just being smart.

      The microwave beeped. She gave the oatmeal a stir, added in some raisins, brown sugar and a couple of shakes of cinnamon, then put it back in for a little bit longer.

      More oatmeal was probably a good idea. It was cheap and easy and filling. She wrote it down, along with eggs, cheese, and creamer for her coffee, which she’d had to use powdered in this morning.

      She’d check the sales flyer when she got to the store and build a few meals around whatever meat was cheapest. Stir-fries were easy, and rice went a long way. So did pasta. If there was spaghetti sauce on sale, that would be a no-brainer.

      The microwave beeped again. She took the oatmeal out and carried it, along with her coffee, her pen, and notebook, over to the little table and sat to eat while she finished her list. The oatmeal was really good. Plus, she could make cookies out of it, too.

      She smiled and added a few more things to the list.

      The knock on the door made her jump. She hadn’t even heard footsteps. Her heart raced, an old habit that would probably never die. She exhaled and did her best to calm down.

      No one knew she was here. No one knew who she was.

      She went to the door, looked out the peephole and saw a very pretty young woman. Izzy opened the door. “Hello?”

      “Hi. I’m Emeranth Greer. I hope I’m not disturbing you. I heard we had a new resident, and I just wanted to say hi. You can consider me the unofficial welcome committee.” She held out a box. “And I brought pastries from Black Horse Bakery, which is totally a place you need to visit if you haven’t yet.”

      Izzy smiled. Hard not to in the face of such a considerate act. “Hi, Emeranth. That was very kind of you. I’m Isadora Graham. Please, come in. Would you like some coffee?”

      “Oh, I’d love some, thanks. What a cute place this is. I’ve never been in one of these apartments before, but it’s great. And such a good location. You can walk to all sorts of great shopping from here.”

      Izzy got out a second cup and filled it for Emeranth. “Have you lived here long then?”

      “Just a few years. I live with my aunt, Amelia Marchand, right now, but I’m about to be married, and we’re buying a house.”

      Izzy handed her the coffee. “I’m sorry, I only have powdered creamer. I haven’t been to the grocery store yet. I’ve heard the name Amelia Marchand before.” From Henry, but Izzy didn’t want to say more. She wanted to see what Emeranth offered up. Like the pet tiger. Or that she was a witch.

      Emeranth nodded. “She’s the town’s founder, so that doesn’t surprise me.” She helped herself to the powdered creamer and sugar. “She doesn’t get out that much, but I hope you’ll get to meet her. She’s been like a surrogate mother to me. I owe her a lot.”

      Izzy couldn’t stand it anymore. She had to ask. “Is it true she has a tiger?”

      Emeranth laughed. “News travels fast, I see. Yes, she does. Thoreau can be a little intimidating at first, but I swear he’s literally just a big pussycat. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. Unless that fly was trying to hurt my aunt.”

      Since Emeranth wasn’t sharing as much as Izzy had hoped, she tried another tactic. “I’ve heard other things about your aunt, too.”

      “Oh?” Emeranth’s brows went up as she sipped the coffee. “You mean about how she’s a witch?”

      Well, there it was, Izzy thought. She nodded. “I’m sure that’s just a stupid rumor. I shouldn’t have even said anything. I certainly don’t believe it.”

      Emeranth smiled. “You should. Because she is. So am I. There are all kinds of curious people in this town. Everyone here has their own story, their own reason for being in this place. No one gets judged. Doesn’t mean there aren’t still problems. Shadowvale’s not perfect. But it’s pretty close. At least for those of us who need a place away from the rest of the world.”

      The floor beneath Izzy’s feet seemed to tilt. She held on to the counter. “But that’s not possible. Witches aren’t real.”

      “But they are.”

      Izzy blew out a breath. She picked up her coffee and walked over to the table and took a seat in one of the chairs. “But that … that means …” She suddenly knew why it bothered her so much. “If witches are real, then anything is possible.” Like the monster she knew lived inside her. Like the one she’d seen on the stairs last night.

      Emeranth stayed by the counter. “I didn’t mean to frighten you, but it would be very hard to live in Shadowvale and not find this out eventually. Everyone here is pretty open about who they are. Human or otherwise.”

      Izzy glanced toward Henry’s apartment. “So I’m learning.”

      “I know it can be a lot to take in. I’m sure you feel a little overwhelmed by it all. If there’s anything I can do to help, please, just ask. A lot of people go through this. But if you think about how you ended up here, then you’ll probably see that magic played a part. It almost always does.”

      Izzy shook her head. “How is that possible? Not how is it real, but how would magic have brought me here?”

      Emeranth shrugged. “The town kind of does what it wants to do. Lets in who it wants. Keeps out those it doesn’t. Just like how the sun never shines here to protect those who can’t handle it.”

      “You mean vampires, don’t you.”

      “I do. You’re perfectly safe here. You really are. Even those of us with the heaviest burdens are looked after and given the space we need.”

      Izzy stared at her. “You mean like … Henry?”

      Emeranth’s smile was kind and a little sympathetic. “Yes. He’s a great example of someone who bears a heavy burden. He’s a great doctor and a really nice guy, but he tends to keep to himself because of who he is.”

      “Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. That’s what he told me. You really believe that?”

      “I do,” Emeranth said. “I’ve seen him as Edgar. I know it’s true.”

      “You’ve seen him?” Izzy swallowed. “What did he look like?”

      “Edgar is bigger. A lot bigger. More muscular. Thicker. Heavy brow. Hands the size of Christmas hams. Hard to miss him in that state.”

      “I saw him,” Izzy whispered.

      “You did?” Emeranth seemed surprised by that. “He usually locks himself in the basement right before he changes. He can be a little bit of a loose cannon as Edgar, so it’s really for his safety as well as everyone else’s.”

      “I can’t believe that was really him.” Izzy took a long drink of her coffee. “I can’t believe everything he told me is true.”

      “Henry wouldn’t lie to you. There’s just no reason to. Not in this town. Not when you’re living next door to him. He’d want you to know the truth about himself. To protect both of you. I’m sure you understand.”

      Izzy pressed her hands together, her fingers against her chin. She didn’t know what to do.

      As if sensing that, Emeranth walked over to the table and sat down in the other chair. “I know you don’t know me, but I promise, if there’s anything I can do to help you, I will. You seem really upset right now.”

      “Wouldn’t you be if you found out you’d just moved next door to …” Izzy looked away. “He did seem like a very nice man. But what I saw on the steps last night was not Henry.”

      “No, it wasn’t. But I haven’t heard any reports about any destruction. Sounds to me like it was a brief incident. He was probably at the end of the change and about to become Henry again.”

      Izzy wasn’t really listening. “I don’t know if I can live here.”

      Emeranth didn’t say anything for a moment. “Can I ask how you came to rent this apartment?”

      “Through the Shadowvale website. I paid for it through the website, too. The keys were overnighted to me the next day.”

      Emeranth nodded like that explained everything. “Sounds like this is where you’re supposed to be then. Where the town thought you’d do the best.”

      Izzy’s brows bent in disbelief. “And you think I should trust the town to know that?”

      Emeranth smiled. “I did. And I have no complaints.”
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      The office and laboratory weren’t any more of a mess than they’d been when Henry had originally walked into them last night, which sadly meant he couldn’t be sure if Edgar had done any damage. Nothing was broken. Nor did the space look any worse than he remembered. So that was something.

      He frowned at the stacks of files, piles of medical journals, and towers of research books threatening to topple over. He really needed to get a handle on this.

      Better yet, he really needed Izzy. He supposed that ship had sailed. At least for the foreseeable future. Maybe someday, when she’d come to terms with what living in Shadowvale was really like, she’d come around.

      She would at some point. She’d understand he’d just been trying to help. He hoped.

      Until then, he’d just go back to ignoring the chaos the way he always had. Not the best solution, but he had more pressing matters to deal with than how tidy things were.

      He fired up the computer and looked to see when his last log-in had been the previous night and what, if any, information he’d managed to record. He scrolled through the entries.

      At 2:55 a.m. he’d made a notation in his journal. Tired. Might sleep. Blood pressure slightly elevated. Blood sample filed.

      He didn’t remember any of that. He went straight to the refrigerator to see if he’d actually taken that blood sample. Surprisingly, there was one in the rack, meaning he’d taken it.

      He glanced at his arm. There was no visible puncture mark that he could see, but the transformation process typically healed any small wounds he’d had as Henry, leaving only the damage Edgar had done.

      He took the sample out and immediately began his normal testing routine. White and red blood cell count, protein evaluation, thyroid levels, a mean corpuscular volume test to look at the size of his blood cells, something that always showed him Edgar’s impending arrival if the cells were larger than normal. He planned on checking the entire gamut of markers so that he could hopefully pinpoint something that would give him a new direction to go with his research.

      The jury was still out on the dopamine inhibitors. It wasn’t like his body to go through the change without him being aware of it in some way. There was always a feeling. Or the slight ache in his muscles. Or better yet, that deep longing to exist that felt like Edgar’s voice. Henry had always known. In fact, in the early days, he’d been able to hang on to a shred of Henry while still being Edgar.

      That ability had disappeared a few years ago. Now, after each transformation, he was instead left with a black hole in his memory. He hated that.

      But even with that as the current situation, how had he made that log entry without remembering it? There was no way he’d done it as Edgar. Edgar’s fingers were too big to pick out individual keys on the keyboard. His motor skills weren’t well suited for typing, either. Had he done it with a pencil, tapping one key at a time? That didn’t seem like the kind of thing Edgar had the patience for.

      It was all pretty peculiar.

      Henry got the various blood tests running as quickly as he could, then went back to the computer to call up the closed-circuit cameras that recorded everything that went on in the lab. They’d come in handy more than once.

      He scrolled through the footage until he hit the time stamp for 2:50 a.m., then he let it play at normal speed. He saw himself in the green-tinted playback, moving through the lab until he came to sit in front of the computer again.

      Except it wasn’t exactly him. Just the silhouette of his back, shoulders, and neck told him that the transformation into Edgar had already begun. Definitely not completed, though. Henry was in some kind of half-state.

      He peered at the screen, the analytical side of him as curious as the side of him that was concerned about this new development. That had never happened before. At least not that he remembered. But then again, if he didn’t remember making that entry into his journal, how many other nights had he forgotten what had happened? How many other times had he gone into this half-shifted state?

      This was a new wrinkle to his curse and not one he liked. If he didn’t remember it, did that mean Edgar had been in control? What else had he forgotten? Would it just get worse? Would Edgar become the dominant mind?

      Because if that was the case …

      A ragged breath ripped through Henry’s body. Was he losing himself to Edgar? Was Edgar gaining the upper hand?

      All of Henry’s life, he’d assumed that he and Edgar shared this body. That it was a fairly balanced arrangement.

      As of now, he no longer felt that way. And it scared him. If Edgar took over, Henry would cease to exist.

      Was he really facing his own destruction?

      The thought was almost unbearable. He’d dedicated his life to finding a solution to his family’s curse. Now it might end up winning anyway.

      A sick feeling went through him. He was not a quitter. But the idea that all of his work had been for naught was a bleak one.

      On the table before him, the analyzers were hard at work on the blood sample. Would they tell him anything? He really wasn’t sure. And even if they did, did he have enough time left to act on what he learned?

      He took a deep breath, deciding right then and there not to let himself sink into a morass of self-pity. If his time was limited, he would just do the best he had with what remained. He would fight. With everything in him. That was his way.

      He just had to gather as much evidence as he could so that he understood as much as possible about what he was up against. For one thing, he’d go back through previous evenings in the lab to see if this half-state had happened before.

      For another … he glanced upward. He really wanted to talk to Izzy and see if she’d seen him as Edgar last night. She might have witnessed something that could be a clue into this new development.

      But would she talk to him? He wasn’t so sure. But what could it hurt to try? If she refused to talk to him, he’d lost nothing. He’d be exactly where he was now. The conversation was worth a shot.

      Maybe he could even get her to reconsider working for him. He’d never needed help more than he did now.

      But that discussion—if there was one—would have to happen later. Right now, he needed to know how long this half-state had been occurring. The only way to find that out was through old CCTV archives.

      He sat in front of the computer for hours, scrolling back through footage of his evenings in the lab. When he’d seen every night for the past year, he decided he had his answer. He stood up to stretch and roll his shoulders.

      Last night had been the first night. That was valuable information. Logic told him the dopamine inhibitors had something to do with it, but what?

      The blood test results had been ready for a while, but he’d lost himself to the first problem at hand. Now that he had a timeline, he could move on.

      He was encouraged that this new shift had only just begun. It gave him hope that he had time left to deal with it. He’d look at the results of the blood tests, obviously, but then he’d reconsider the dosage of the dopamine inhibitors.

      One interesting thing was that while he’d shifted into Edgar without any memory of it, Edgar had not caused any damage that Henry had been able to discern.

      In the past, anytime Edgar had been loose, he’d caused destruction. He’d destroyed street signs, ripped benches from the concrete they were bolted to, broken store windows, torn down streetlamps, chased a woman into the river, and, much to Henry’s embarrassment, eaten Skeet Lander’s entire flock of chickens.

      Edgar Hyde was a nightmare. And losing track of the signals  of the change meant Henry wouldn’t be able to contain Edgar in the specially equipped basement Henry had designed for just such a purpose unless he changed how he did things.

      Typically, as soon as Henry felt the shift coming, he went into the basement beneath his laboratory and locked himself in. The lock was on a timer, set to release just before dawn. By then, Edgar was worn out and nearing the end of his reign.

      Would Henry have to start locking himself in the basement every evening? He didn’t look forward to that. The basement wasn’t exactly a dungeon, but it wasn’t a five-star suite at the Ritz, either.

      And there was no point in fitting it out any better than it already was. Putting in a flat-screen TV just meant giving Edgar something new to smash. The same went for any other niceties that Henry could think of. He already had to replace the cameras in there almost every time.

      The Jekyll Family Foundation financed Edgar’s work and gave him a very comfortable lifestyle, but he wasn’t going to abuse those funds.

      He pulled the blood sample results and gave them a cursory read. They would take hours more of study, analysis, and comparison, but one thing was clear to him: His serotonin levels were higher than normal, which wasn’t unusual—they were always high right before a shift—but this time they were about seventy-five percent higher than normal.

      His adrenaline and cortisol levels were also elevated, which was standard as well, but they were only about half as elevated as he’d expected.

      He needed time with the results to tell him what was really going on, but his gut reaction was that something, possibly the dopamine inhibitors, had kept his system from responding to the impending change with the same sort of intensity it usually did.

      He wondered, too, if Edgar’s seemingly modified behavior was because of those inhibitors as well.

      Maybe he should try a higher dose tonight while also locking himself in the basement. In the long run, it might be worth losing his memory of the night if he could keep Edgar from appearing altogether. He had cameras in the basement. He’d be able to watch whatever happened until Edgar tore them down.

      He might even try hooking himself up to a few monitors and remotely transmitting what was happening that way. Edgar would undoubtedly rip the electrodes off, but Henry would end up with some new data.

      He sighed, his eyes still on the reports in front of him. He’d initially thought this change in the way he shifted was bad news. Now he wasn’t so sure.

      At the very least, it was worth more experimentation. And hopefully from that, he’d get the answers he’d been working toward all of his life.
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      Izzy drove down Orleans Road feeling cautiously optimistic. Not only had her talk with Emeranth been informative, but Izzy had then gone to get her groceries.

      On the job board at Green Grocer, she’d found a help-wanted ad from a woman looking for a part-time housekeeper. Cleaning wasn’t Izzy’s favorite thing to do, but as it went hand in hand with organization, she was very good at it.

      And a job was a job.

      She’d taken a photo of the card, then gone home, unpacked her groceries, and called the number on it. The woman’s name was Josephine Thibodeaux, and she sounded wonderful. Her home state of Louisiana was still thick in her voice, and she’d confessed to Izzy that a little organization wouldn’t hurt around her house, either.

      She’d given Izzy directions, and after changing, Izzy had gotten in her car, programmed her GPS, and headed for Josephine’s house.

      It was so interesting to see Spanish moss hanging from the trees. It was as if all of a sudden, she’d entered the Deep South. Deeper than Shadowvale already was. Almost like she was in Louisiana. No wonder Josephine lived back here. The area must remind her of home.

      Although to Izzy, it felt even gloomier in this part of town than it did where her apartment was. Probably just the density of the trees. Her GPS guided her to Josephine’s address. Izzy parked and got out.

      The house was beautiful. Built up on stilts like all of the other houses she’d passed driving in. Maybe this area was prone to flooding? The big wraparound porches made the house look so inviting, and even during the day, the outside lights were on, casting a warm glow that just felt welcoming.

      Izzy went up the steps and knocked.

      The door opened almost instantly, and she was greeted by a stunningly perfect woman who didn’t look much older than Izzy herself.

      The woman smiled. “You must be Isadora Graham.” She was dressed in a cream silk tunic and pants trimmed in black, which to Izzy looked like extremely fancy pajamas but also very comfortable and classy. No doubt very expensive, too.

      Izzy nodded. She’d used her proper name. “Yes. And you must be Josephine Thibodeaux.”

      “I am. Please come in.”

      Izzy walked in as Josephine stepped back. “Your house is beautiful.” There wasn’t a thing out of place, either. And nothing looked like it needed to be cleaned.

      “Thank you. Our current housekeeper is still with us but about to undergo some knee surgery that will sideline her for at least six weeks. We’re looking for someone to fill in for her during that time.”

      That made more sense. “I see,” Izzy said. She was a little disappointed that it wasn’t a permanent job, but she reminded herself that she didn’t really want to be a housekeeper. She just wanted to pay her bills until she could get herself established. Working for Josephine was as good a way to do that as any.

      “Come into the living room and let’s talk.”

      “I’d be happy to.”

      Josephine led her deeper into the house and through a pair of open French doors. The house was filled with antiques and beautifully decorated in the style of old money. Dark hardwood floors balanced out the crisp white walls. Most of the traffic areas were covered in ornately woven rugs. Crystal chandeliers and matching sconces lit the interior with prisms of light.

      The living room had a green, teal, and blue Oriental rug with cream furniture. The outside wall that held the white brick fireplace was painted a vivid emerald green. Above the fireplace was a portrait of a woman who looked very much like Josephine in blue silk gown, a necklace of diamonds and sapphires around her neck. It couldn’t be her, though. Unless she’d had the portrait done deliberately to look as though it had been painted at the turn of the century. The room’s chandelier had pieces of cobalt-blue glass interspersed with the clear crystals.

      “What a beautiful space,” Izzy said. “I feel transported.”

      Josephine smiled. “I did my best to bring my home in Louisiana here.”

      “You succeeded.”

      Josephine gestured toward one of the damask sofas. “Please, have a seat.”

      Izzy settled in.

      “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “No, thanks,” Izzy said. “I’m fine.”

      Josephine sat. “What can you tell me about your work history?”

      “Well,” Izzy began. “As I mentioned on the phone, I specialize in organization. I have my certificate in it, but more than that, I genuinely enjoy doing it. In my opinion, cleaning and looking after a house are subcategories of organization. A well-organized house, one that’s maintained, makes cleaning much easier. And often, less necessary.”

      Josephine nodded, seemingly pleased. “I like the way you think.”

      “Your house is in perfect order, so your current housekeeper obviously does an incredible job.”

      “She does, but I must admit I like everything in its place.”

      “So do I,” Izzy said. “To be honest, I feel the most at peace in a well-organized, tidy space. There’s so much noise in the world. Being organized helps me access quiet when I need it. Which is just another way of saying your home should be your sanctuary.”

      Josephine’s face lit up. “What a marvelous way to put it. And I couldn’t agree more. I suppose you can supply me with references and some sort of documentation for that organization certificate?”

      “I can,” Izzy responded.

      “Perfect. My husband and I are late risers, as I’m sure you already know, so we really prefer someone who can work afternoons and evenings. Will that work for you?”

      Izzy didn’t understand why Josephine would think she’d know when they got up, but she liked the idea of working later in the day. It might allow her to find some organizational work in the morning. “No, that’s fine. My schedule is very free right now. It’s just you and your husband in the house then?”

      “Yes. Our children are all grown, although we’re fortunate to have them living nearby. Orleans Bayou has become the unofficial home of the Thibodeaux clan.”

      How did this woman have grown children? Whatever work she had done, whatever creams or lotions she was using, they were well worth their price. “How nice.”

      “It really is. Family is everything.”

      Izzy just smiled.

      “Why don’t I show you around the house? It’s only fair you know the full of extent of what the job entails.”

      “That would be great.”

      Josephine got to her feet and led Izzy on a tour of the house, showing her the library, the dining room, her husband’s study, the family room, and the eat-in kitchen. Each room was decorated with taste and a level of casual but expensive elegance that could only be had with deep pockets.

      They stopped in the kitchen.

      “Are you sure I can’t get you something to drink?” Josephine asked.

      “No, really, I’m fine. I would like to know if you’d expect me to do the grocery shopping or any cooking.”

      Josephine laughed, and for the first time, Izzy realized her teeth were a little different. A chill went down Izzy’s spine, awakening the darkness. “I don’t mean to laugh. Forgive me. And we do eat, but that’s just the cutest thing to ask a vampire.”

      Izzy stared at her. The air in the room seemed thicker suddenly. Harder to breathe in. The darkness coiled in her belly like it was looking for an excuse to strike. “A what?”

      Josephine’s smile vanished. “Oh my. You didn’t know. Yes, we’re vampires. Surely you’ve met a vampire before?”

      Izzy shook her head as she backed up, but the kitchen island was behind her and there was nowhere to go. It felt like the whole town had gotten together on this joke. She found her tongue, although her words came out in a whisper. “You’re not really a vampire, are you?”

      Josephine took a step forward, then stopped and held her hands up. “Yes, I am, but you’ve nothing to fear from me. Or from any of us. I promise you that.”

      Izzy appreciated Josephine’s words but couldn’t quite get herself to believe them. Because believing that all of these things existed meant coming to terms with the evil inside her being real, too. That was too much to think about. Too much to acknowledge. “I’m sorry, I need to go.”

      “Of course. I understand.”

      Izzy took a step, her knees buckled, and she felt herself fall. She was vaguely aware of being caught before everything went black.

      She woke up lying on the same living room sofa she’d been sitting on earlier. Near the entrance to the living room, Josephine was speaking in hushed tones to a man Izzy didn’t recognize.

      Josephine looked over. “You’re awake.”

      Izzy hadn’t moved. Just opened her eyes. “How did you know?”

      Josephine’s smile held sympathy. “Your heart rate increased, and your breathing pattern changed.”

      The man turned. “Hi. I’m Deacon Evermore.”

      While trying to ignore the fact that Josephine could hear Izzy’s pulse and breaths, Izzy managed to sit up. “Are you a vampire, too?”

      He chuckled. “Nope. Josephine thought it might be better if I was here when you came to. How are you feeling?”

      “All right.” She didn’t hurt anywhere, and the darkness seemed to have gone back into whatever bleak hole it lived in. “Deacon,” Izzy repeated the name. “You’re engaged to Emeranth.”

      He nodded. “That’s me.”

      She looked at Josephine. “I’m very sorry about what happened. I’m sure you’re a lovely person. You seem very nice.” Izzy meant that, too. “This is all just really new for me.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Josephine said. “I can’t imagine what it must be like for you.”

      Izzy stood, feeling more alone than she had in a long time. “If no one minds, I’d just like to go home.”
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      From the lab, Henry heard footsteps on the metal stairs leading to the apartments. He checked the exterior camera footage and saw Izzy going up the steps. He really wanted to talk to her. And not just about what she might have seen last night.

      She’d been on his mind all morning, as had their last conversation. He’d probably been too blunt about the truth of Shadowvale. He should have eased into it. Although seeing Thoreau had made that hard to do. Even so, he could have done things differently.

      He wasn’t as blunt as Edgar, but Henry wasn’t always known for his tact, either. Being a doctor, he worked hard on his communication skills with his patients, but obviously he’d screwed up with Izzy.

      With a sigh, he got to his feet. He didn’t want to apologize empty-handed. He patted his back pocket to make sure he had his wallet, then he put his phone into the other pocket, locked up the lab and walked a few blocks to the florist.

      Knowing Izzy had just moved in, he opted for a potted plant instead of a bouquet of flowers. Something called a peace lily, which seemed ideal, since it was meant as a peace offering. It looked nice with lots of deep green leaves and white flowers.

      A few minutes later, he was standing outside Izzy’s door. He knocked and hoped she’d answer.

      She did. She looked … shaken. But he wasn’t sure that had anything to do with him. She kept one hand on the door. “Hi.”

      There wasn’t much strength in her voice. “Hi. You okay?”

      She shook her head and looked away. “I’m … I don’t know what I am.”

      “I’m sorry.” He held the plant to the side so he could see over it better. “That’s really what I came up here for. To apologize and tell you that I’m sorry I didn’t handle things better last night. I should have found a different way to tell you. I should have understood that what I take for granted might completely upset your world. Anyway, like I said, I’m sorry.”

      She looked at him. “It’s not your fault. You tried to tell me.” She studied the plant a moment. “A peace lily.” A hint of a smile played over her mouth. “Did you pick that out on purpose?”

      “I did. Do I get points for that?”

      Her smile widened, and she stepped out of the way. “Yes, you do. Would you like to come in?”

      He definitely hadn’t expected that. “Sure.”

      She took the plant from him as he entered. She carried it over to the TV console and set it on the floor. “I love it. This place really needs some greenery. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets. She’d only asked him in, not to sit, so he didn’t want to assume.

      She turned around but stayed where she was by the console. “So. Was that you on the stairs last night?”

      He blew out a breath. “You saw that, huh?”

      She nodded. “Hard to miss.”

      “I guess so. Did Edgar frighten you?”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “He didn’t exactly give me warm fuzzies.”

      “Me either, so I get it. Sorry. It’s kind of a long explanation, but I generally have precautions in place to make sure he doesn’t get to roam free like that.”

      “I have time.”

      He looked at his watch. “Did you eat lunch?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Do you want to share a pizza if I run downstairs and get one? We could talk while we eat.”

      She nodded. “Okay. I went to the store this morning, so I have iced tea and some diet soda, if you’re interested in any of that.”

      “I’m good with water. What do you like on your pizza?”

      “Meat and veggies? I’m not picky.”

      “Pepperoni, mushrooms, and extra cheese okay?”

      “Sounds great.”

      He came back with two pizzas, because Noble’s was having a buy one, get one free offer, so for the second one, he got one of their more interesting options of barbecue chicken with sweet onions.

      She opened the door as he reached their landing. “Two?”

      “Special buy one, get one.” He came in. Her little table was set for two. There was a glass of ice water at each place. He put the pizza boxes on the kitchen counter. “I like leftover pizza, so it’s all good.”

      They helped themselves to some slices. Izzy took one of each. He did the same but knew he’d be coming back for more.

      She took her seat. “Thanks for the pizza.”

      “Anytime.” He meant that. He’d have bought caviar if that’s what she’d wanted. It was worth it to share another meal with her.

      It was true that he craved company, but her company was something special. The sound of her laugh lightened his spirit. And when she smiled at him, he felt like the sun was shining on him. He was obviously infatuated, but who could blame him?

      It wasn’t every day a man like him got attention from a beautiful woman.

      She swallowed a bite. “This pizza is really good. I might be in trouble living above this place.”

      He nodded. “Well, I’m a regular, so I understand.”

      She ate a little more without saying anything. “I went to talk to someone about a job today. A woman named Josephine Thibodeaux.” She watched him as she spoke.

      His mouth came open. “The Thibodeauxs are …”

      She dropped her gaze to her plate. “Vampires. I know. I made a fool of myself. I passed out. She called Deacon Evermore to make sure I was all right. He wanted to escort me home, but I refused. I was embarrassed enough already.” Izzy’s mouth was pulled in a tight line, and she looked miserable.

      “I know Josephine a little. I don’t think she’d hold that against you. Most vampires remember what it was like to be human, no matter how long they’ve been turned.”

      Izzy took a breath before saying anything. “In a way, I’m kind of glad it happened. It made me realize that you were right and I should have listened to you.”

      That took the words out of him.

      She shook her head. “I can’t believe everything I thought was just a story is real.” She flicked her eyes up at him. “Jekyll and Hyde, huh?”

      He nodded.

      She picked up the slice of barbecue chicken pizza. “So was all of that stuff about studying brains just a cover?”

      “No. I’ve been searching for a cure for my curse since I had the education to make it possible. I’ve learned a lot about the brain and the body but not enough yet to fix myself.” He thought about the new blood test results. “I might be on to something now, however. Last night’s transformation came on me without me being aware of it. Edgar was much more controlled, and the transformation came on later than usual, too. Those things have never happened in combination before. I was trying out some new drugs, though, and it’s possible they contributed to that difference. Certainly worth further study.”

      “You’ll try the drugs again then?”

      “I will. My hope is they’ll lead to a complete cessation of the change. Granted, that’s probably going to take a lot more trial and error, but that’s my hope.”

      “I hope that for you, too.”

      There was something in her eyes that might have been fear. Or worry. “Listen, you don’t have to be concerned about Edgar. You won’t see him again. Now that I know what the drugs do, I plan on locking myself in my basement right away instead of waiting until I know the change is coming.” He backed up. “You see, I’ve always been able to sense it before. There are certain telltale signs. But not last night. Anyway, I’ll take the dopamine inhibitors and go straight down where Edgar won’t be a danger to anyone else.”

      “That sounds sad. Having to lock yourself up, I mean.”

      He shrugged and got up for two more slices. “It doesn’t bother me.” It did, but he had long ago come to terms with how his life had to be. He returned to the table. “It’s not like I’m really aware of being down there. That’s all Edgar.”

      “You don’t remember being him?”

      “I have no awareness when he takes over.”

      “Wow.”

      He nodded. “It’s similar to the disassociation that happens with multiple personalities, but in my case it’s also accompanied by a physical change.”

      “I saw.” She ate another bite. “I knew it was you, though.”

      He stopped eating. “You did? How?”

      She tipped her head at him. “That little white scar that runs through your eyebrow. Edgar has it, too. And once I realized that, I could see traces of you in him. It’s you but sort of blown up.”

      “Good description.”

      “Edgar didn’t seem all that bad.”

      Henry looked at her with great seriousness. “He is. Don’t think otherwise. He’s dangerous. He gave me that scar. If you ever see me in that form again, stay away.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      “Promise me.”

      “I promise.”

      If she was ever hurt by Edgar, Henry wouldn’t forgive himself. “Thank you. I don’t mean to scare you, but being afraid of Edgar is healthy.”

      “Has he ever hurt anyone?”

      “Not physically. He chased a woman into the river once. He’s done plenty of property damage. Killed a whole flock of chickens. By eating them.” Henry was losing his appetite.

      “You don’t like telling me all of that, do you?”

      “No. I don’t.”

      “But it wasn’t you. It was Edgar.”

      “As much as I like to treat him as a separate person, he’s not. It’s still me. Just in a different form.” Henry sighed. “It’s a terrible burden to bear. I don’t expect you to understand, but—”

      “I understand more than you think.” She sipped her water before looking at him. “In fact, I was wondering if you might be willing to take me on as a patient.”

      He blinked at her. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Doctor-patient confidentiality, right?”

      “Right. Absolutely.”

      She swallowed, going silent for a few long moments. “I think there’s something wrong with my brain.”

      “In what way?”

      “I think I might be a serial killer.”
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      Izzy couldn’t believe what she’d just confessed to Henry, but he was a doctor. Anything she told him was supposed to be kept private. She exhaled. It was amazing to get that dark secret off of her soul.

      He was looking at her like she’d lost her mind. “Why on Earth would you think you might be a serial killer?”

      Her throat constricted, trying to keep the words from coming out. She’d held her secret for so long. She’d moved here to make it easier to keep. But if Henry could help her, that wasn’t an opportunity she could ignore.

      “My real name isn’t Isadora Graham. It’s Isabelle Gerhart.” She made herself hold his gaze. “As in Ian Gerhart.”

      His mouth came open. “The Silverton Slayer?”

      She hated that name, but Ian had earned it by setting a series of fires that had killed nine people. And he’d been in the news a lot lately, thanks to his upcoming trial. His nickname, given to Ian by the detective who’d hunted him down, had been plastered across news tickers, websites, papers, any place that dealt in current events. “He’s my fraternal twin brother. We were cut from the same cloth. We share DNA.”

      She felt tears forming. They were half angry, half sad. She did her best to blink them away. “I can feel the darkness in me. The urge to lash out. And sadly, the fascination with fire.” A soft almost-sob clogged her throat for a moment. She managed to whisper, “I don’t want it to win. I don’t want to be like him.”

      Henry shook his head. “Just because he’s your twin brother doesn’t mean you’re going to end up like him.”

      “You don’t understand. There is darkness in me. I can feel it. You must get that.”

      “There’s darkness in everyone.”

      She tried to make her point a different way. “Can you feel Edgar in you?”

      He nodded, a look of realization coming over him. “I can.”

      “Then you do know. Please, you have to be able to help me. Can’t you scan my brain or something and see if there’s something broken in me? Something that can be fixed?” She felt like if anyone could help her, it was Henry.

      “I can absolutely run some tests.” He hesitated. “Do you mind if I ask you some questions?”

      “No, go ahead.”

      “Have you ever hurt anyone?”

      “No. I have thought about it a lot, though.”

      “Who hasn’t? It’s natural to have revenge fantasies. Have you ever set any fires?”

      “No. I avoid fire at all costs.”

      He nodded as if he understood. “Are you still in contact with your brother?”

      “Not since he was arrested and I found out what he’d been doing. And how long he’s been doing it. You know, he set fire to our family home years ago. Until his arrest, I always thought it was an accident. So did my mother and grandmother.”

      “His arrest was … two years ago?”

      “Three.”

      Henry sat back. “And with his trial about to begin, it’s brought all of this up again, hasn’t it?”

      “Yes. That’s a big part of why I moved here. My landlady was pretty close to figuring out who I was. I knew there would be reporters and cameras at my door any day. I had to get away. And I’d run across the Shadowvale website while searching for small, safe towns. It seemed too good to be true.”

      He smiled. “Pretty accurate description.”

      “Little did I know. Mrs. Winthrop, my landlady, started asking me pointed questions like what did I think of the Silverton Slayer and had I ever known anyone like that and then one evening, I came home to find someone had been in my apartment. It wasn’t a mess, but I could tell drawers had been gone through and things had been disturbed. I keep a very tidy house.”

      “I see that,” he said, looking around. “I’m sure it would be easy for you to tell if someone had rifled through your possessions.”

      “It was. That’s when I knew it was time to go. So I rented this apartment, paid the deposit to get the key overnighted, and started packing.”

      “You definitely came to the right place. You’ll be safe here.”

      She looked toward the windows. It was bright out despite there being no visible sun. “I don’t think I’ll ever be safe anywhere. Not if I share Ian’s proclivities. Not if I have the same monster inside of me.” She looked at Henry again. “And what if someone figures out who I am? That he’s my brother? I’ll just have to move again.”

      “No, you won’t. I promise, Shadowvale isn’t that kind of town.”

      “You say that, but—”

      “They let me live here, don’t they?”

      She looked at him then. Really looked at him. And for the first time, saw the pain in his eyes. Saw what his life, even in a protected place like this, must cost him on a daily basis. She felt for him. “You really do get it, don’t you?”

      He nodded. “I do.” Tentatively, he slid his hand across the table.

      She did the same, meeting him halfway, twining her fingers with his. “I’m sorry we got off to such a rocky start, but I’m really glad I met you.”

      A smile lit up his eyes, replacing the pain with something much happier. “I’m really glad I met you, too. Outside of my family, I haven’t met many others who appreciate what it’s like to live with that kind of shadow. When I look in the mirror, I don’t just see myself.”

      She squeezed his hand. “Neither do I. I see Ian.”

      “I see Edgar.”

      Silence spun out between them, but it was thick with unnamed emotions and the empathy of souls finding a safe space. She couldn’t believe she’d found someone who understood the burden that weighed on her.

      Finally, Henry spoke. “I won’t let you go through this alone.”

      “Thank you.”

      He smiled. “I take it you didn’t get that job with Josephine?”

      Izzy snorted. “I didn’t ask, but I’d assume no.”

      “Then you’re still available? Because my lab hasn’t gotten any neater. That is, if you’re interested.”

      “Is this a pity hire?”

      He laughed. “You’re the one who’ll need pity if you take the job. But I could really use the help. And not just with organization.” He leaned forward. “To really make progress on my new development and the tests I’d like to run on you, I could use a lab assistant.”

      “I’d be happy to, but I don’t know anything about that sort of work.”

      “I can train you. And there’s a lot of it that’s just common sense. Like washing test tubes and beakers, monitoring equipment, cleaning up, charting results. If you can problem-solve and use critical thinking, which I’m guessing you can, because it seems like a big part of organizing other people’s junk, you’ll do fine. I can pay you a decent wage, too. My family’s foundation has an allotment for an assistant. I’ve just never been able to find anyone interested in the job.”

      “I won’t lie, I need the money, but what matters more is getting us both help. If you’re willing to train me, I’m in. Do you want to get started right now?”

      He looked at his watch, a simple analog timepiece that looked like it had some years on it. “I would love to, but I’m a judge at the high school science fair at two.” He glanced at her. “You want to go with me? It would be a great way to meet some new people and see a little more of the town.”

      She smiled. “The high school science fair? Will there be baking-soda volcanoes?”

      He chuckled. “Probably. But in Shadowvale, sometimes the experiments can be more interesting than the usual.”

      She nodded. Being with someone who knew who she really was and didn’t care was very appealing. Especially when that someone was going to help her. “I’d love to.”

      “Great. I’ll go change, then meet you downstairs in ten minutes.”

      “Perfect.”

      Ten minutes later, they were in his car, a sturdy old Land Rover. He pointed out a few things along the way, some businesses he liked, a restaurant that had great homemade pasta, the park where Edgar had once torn three trees out by their roots.

      She smiled at that, even though it wasn’t funny. It was just such a curious conversation to have and not one she imagined he’d had with a lot of other people.

      The tree-lined street gave way to a slight rise, and the high school appeared before them, a big red-brick, white-stucco and glass two-story structure with a flat roof and a large electric marquee out front proudly proclaiming Shadowvale High School as the home of the Tigers. The scrolling ticker announced the science fair.

      Henry parked in the visitors lot. “I just need to check in at the front desk. I guess you’ll have to as well. I think that’s standard for all visitors.”

      “No problem.”

      They walked in together. He held the door for her, then gestured to the plexiglass window that separated the receptionist from the lobby. He went up to it and greeted the woman. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Palfrey.”

      “Hello, Dr. Jekyll. Science fair, right?”

      “Yes. And this is my assistant, Isadora Graham. I need to check her in, too.”

      Mrs. Palfrey nodded. “I just need both of your IDs.”

      Izzy dug hers out of her purse and handed it over. Moments later, Mrs. Palfrey pushed both IDs back through the half-moon space under the plexiglass along with two visitor badges on lanyards.

      Izzy took her ID and put one of the lanyards on.

      Mrs. Palfrey pointed down the hall. “Straight ahead, then first left toward the gym.”

      “Thanks,” Henry said.

      The gym was packed with kids, some parents, and a handful of teachers. The students all stood in front of or next to their projects while the parents and teachers milled around or stood in small groups, chatting. Henry checked in at the judges’ table, was handed a clipboard, then came back to Izzy’s side.

      “All right.” He pulled a pen out of his pocket. “I’m ready to judge.”

      A man Izzy recognized walked up to them. Deacon Evermore. He gave them a nod of greeting, his gaze settling on her. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “I didn’t expect to be here,” she said. “But I’m going to work as Henry’s assistant, so here I am. Assisting.”

      “That’s great,” Deacon said. He shifted to look at Henry. “Can I talk to you for a moment?”

      “Sure.” Henry glanced at Izzy. “Give me a minute?”

      “Take all the time you need. I’m going to walk around and look at the exhibits.”

      “I’ll find you.”

      She headed toward the first table and a display that showed how to make a solar oven. Nice idea, Izzy thought, but how would a thing like that ever work in a town like this?
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      Henry took a few steps toward a more private spot with Deacon. “What’s up?”

      Deacon’s brow creased, and he looked less than pleased. “I know I told you this morning that there hadn’t been any incidents, but apparently I spoke too soon.”

      Henry’s heart sank. Edgar had struck again. “What happened?”

      Deacon frowned. “Tucker Hawthorne called me an hour before I left to come here. His shed just about burned down last night. Appears to have been deliberately set on fire.”

      Henry went still, his sick feeling turning into cold dread. “Set on fire? Edgar hates fire.”

      “I know,” Deacon said. “But if it wasn’t him …”

      Henry’s mind filled in the answer. Izzy’s brother was a serial arsonist, but there was no way Izzy would have done that. She wanted nothing to do with her brother’s ways.

      Deacon went on. “I stopped by to have a look on my way in, and there’s a clear sign of where the fire started. Thankfully, it rained on that side of town last night at about 4 a.m. Must have been enough to kill the flames, because the fire didn’t spread, just took the shed down to its foundation.”

      Henry looked out into the crowd, trying to find Izzy. “Edgar has never set a fire before.”

      “Not saying it was Edgar. Just not sure it wasn’t, either.”

      Henry gave Deacon his full attention again. “Right. I wouldn’t put it past him. I’m sorry. I’d be happy to pay Tucker whatever it costs to make things right.”

      “There’s no proof Edgar was involved yet. I still have some investigating to do. I just wanted to talk to you about it. You didn’t have any burns on you when you came to? Any smell of smoke on your clothes?”

      “No, nothing. Burns I would have remembered. Just the usual aches and pains.”

      “Okay. I’ll let you know if my investigation yields anything else.”

      “Thanks. But the offer to replace the shed still stands.”

      “Appreciate it,” Deacon said. He hooked his thumbs into the front pockets of his jeans, his gaze moving to the crowd. “I didn’t think you were speaking to your new neighbor. Now she’s working for you?”

      “Her visit to the Thibodeauxs convinced her I was telling the truth.” Henry found Izzy. She was talking to a girl with an exhibit about how shampoo affected the pH of hair. He was so pleased they’d patched things up. “I’m really glad. I like her a lot.”

      “And she knows who you are, so that’s something.”

      “She knows. And she’s okay with it.”

      Deacon made a little noise that sounded like he was unconvinced.

      Henry looked at him. “She is. She’s seen me as Edgar, too. Saw me on the stairs last night.”

      Deacon’s brows went up. “Yeah? All right then.” His eyes narrowed. “Did you, uh, discuss why she’s here?”

      Henry shook his head. He wasn’t about to divulge Izzy’s secret, even to the man he considered a friend. “You know everyone’s curse is their own business.”

      Deacon held his hands up. “I know, I know. You can’t blame me for being curious.”

      “No, I understand.” He smiled, even though he didn’t really feel like it. Just like he didn’t want to think that Izzy’d had anything to do with the fire just because of who her brother was. That was exactly the kind of assumption she was trying to escape. “I should make my rounds. I am supposed to be a judge.”

      “Right, sorry. Go do your thing.”

      Henry went straight to Izzy’s side. “See anything interesting?”

      “They’re all interesting. The kids in this town seem genuinely curious about the world around them.”

      “Maybe because they know how much more of it exists than most people.”

      “Maybe.”

      He turned into her line of sight a little more to be sure he had her full attention. “Listen, about last night. I know you saw Edgar on the stairs. Was he carrying anything?”

      She thought a moment. “No. Pretty sure I would have remembered that.”

      “Did you go out at all last night?”

      “You mean did I confront Edgar?”

      “Did you?”

      “No.”

      “Did you go out for any other reason?”

      “With a tiger walking around? No. Trust me. I stayed inside. It took me most of the night to get unpacked, and after that, I was pretty tired.”

      “I’m sure.” He’d seen her place. Everything was put away, and the boxes that had held her things were now broken down and stacked by the door. She couldn’t have done all of that and been out roaming around town, randomly setting a shed on fire.

      She crossed her arms. “What’s with all the questions?”

      He shrugged, unwilling to worry her. “Nothing. Just curious.” He quickly changed the subject. “You want to help me judge?”

      “I don’t think I’m qualified for that.”

      “Maybe not as a scientist, but you certainly qualify as a general observer. Do you have a favorite so far?”

      “There were one or two I definitely liked and a few that didn’t seem all that feasible to me, but I’ve only seen this row. Shouldn’t we look at them all first?”

      “We should. Let’s make our way around then.”

      As they walked, Henry stopped at each booth, making sure to ask two or three questions of each student while reading over their material. He made notes on each, leaving the student with either praise or encouragement. He knew how important it was to nurture young minds, especially those interested in science.

      They saw some of the standard things. Plant-growth experiments, potato clocks, and, much to Izzy’s enjoyment, a baking-soda volcano. Apparently, that sort of mess was okay with her because it wasn’t her responsibility.

      There were some more unusual standouts, including the collection of bacteria from common household objects, an experiment about how sterile contact solution really was, and a comparison of laser strengths and effective power by color.

      Then there were the projects that were strictly Shadowvale material. One was an early onset warning system, designed to alert the wearer that their body chemistry had changed and their curse was about to manifest. Henry had a real appreciation for that one, and he knew the student’s mother, Susan Cortez, had a curse that caused her to go catatonic for hours on end. He’d treated her at the hospital once after her curse had caused her to drive her car into a ditch.

      Another project consisted of personal airbags that could be worn and would deploy if the internal gyroscope registered a 180-degree shift. He didn’t know what curse had brought that about, but he wondered if such a suit might not have other applications as well.

      Overall, he was impressed. He took several long minutes to write up his notes and make his selections for first, second, and third places in the five categories: chemistry, biology, earth science, electronics, and physics.

      He turned his clipboard and selections in to Mr. Wainwright, head of the science department, who thanked him for his time, then Henry returned to Izzy, who was chatting again with the young woman whose project had involved the pH of hair and how shampoo affected it.

      “So you really think I should switch brands?”

      The young woman nodded. “For sure. And try that apple cider vinegar rinse. It really works.”

      “I will,” Izzy said. “Thanks.” She looked at Henry. “Ready to go?”

      “Yep. All done.” He was so happy she’d come with him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone anywhere that he hadn’t been alone, outside of the dinner he’d shared with Izzy at the Five Bells. This was a remarkable day for him. Even if the event had only been the high school science fair. He didn’t want the day to end, which it wouldn’t if they went from here to his lab.

      But he wanted to be out with her a little longer. “I know we just had pizza a little while ago, but what would you say to an ice cream?”

      She smiled. “I’d say that sounds pretty good.”

      He smiled back. “I know just the place. The Creamatorium.”

      Her smile disappeared. “That doesn’t sound like an ice cream place.”

      He laughed. “It is, trust me. And a really good one. They just have a slightly morbid theme, but they make all of their ice cream, and it’s the best I’ve ever tasted.”

      “Okay, I’m in.”

      It was hard not to smile as he drove. He knew they weren’t really on a date, but it kind of felt that way to him. It was nice to think about. When he parked again, they got out and walked toward the shop’s entrance.

      Izzy cast a dubious look at the sign above the building. “It really is called the Creamatorium.”

      Henry nodded, chuckling at the shop’s graphic of a banana split served in a coffin-shaped dish. “Like I said, kind of morbid, but I promise, the ice cream is really good. They make it all themselves.”

      “I’m not about to turn down good ice cream,” she said with a grin.

      They went in and stood side by side, studying the menu board. Today’s special flavors were Crazed Pear Crumble and Savage Pumpkin Spice.

      “Caramel Cayenne Casualty, Murderous Mulberry Swirl, Marshmallow Mint Madness, Devil’s Food Fudge Frenzy, Paranoid Pistachio …” She laughed as she read off the names of the flavors. “They take their theme pretty seriously.”

      “They do,” he agreed. “I think I’m going for the Rabid Rocky Road.”

      Still smiling, she nodded. “That sounds good. But I’m going to live dangerously and try the Crazed Pear Crumble. I’ve never had pear ice cream, and the additions of caramel and shortbread pieces already have my mouth watering.”

      “Cone or cup?” he asked.

      “Cup.”

      “You want to find us a seat outside and I’ll get the ice cream?”

      “Okay. Thanks.” She headed out.

      He got in line to order, the normality of what he was doing filling him with a curious happiness. He glanced behind him. Izzy had picked a bench right in front of the shop. His heart did a weird little beat at the thought of sitting out there with her.

      There was no way she’d set that fire. He just knew it. Which was why he was going to do everything he could to prove there was nothing wrong with her.

      Nothing at all.
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      Izzy smiled at Henry as he brought the ice cream out to her. He handed her a cup nearly overflowing with ice cream. A rolled wafer cookie and a sturdy plastic spoon stuck out from both of their dishes. “Did you get sundaes?”

      He sat beside her. “Just a medium scoop in a cup.”

      She hefted the serving he’d given her. “This is a medium?”

      He nodded. “I know. It’s pretty big for a medium.”

      She glanced at his. Chunks of fat white marshmallows and pieces of caramelized walnut spotted the dark chocolate ice cream. It looked good.

      “Change your mind about your flavor?”

      She shook her head. “Not yet. But yours does look like a good choice.”

      “Yours doesn’t look too bad, either.”

      She picked up her spoon. “I’ll tell you in a second.” She dug into the creamy, caramel-ribboned ice cream speckled with pieces of shortbread cookie and diced pear. As soon as it was in her mouth, she knew she’d made the right decision. “This is amazing. It tastes just like pear cobbler with vanilla ice cream on top.”

      She held her dish out toward him. “Try it.”

      “Yeah?”

      She nodded. “Go ahead.”

      He stuck his spoon in and took a taste. It was really good. He nodded. “I can see why you like it.”

      “But you don’t.”

      “No, I do but …” He laughed softly. “I’m a big fan of chocolate. If it’s an option, I will always choose it.”

      “You?” She was surprised, mostly because he didn’t look like he ever ate ice cream, let alone chocolate. “You’re so fit. I never would have guessed.”

      He shrugged. “I have a pretty high metabolism. Turning into Edgar, and being Edgar, creates a huge calorie deficit.”

      “I guess there’s a bright side to everything.”

      He stared at her a moment. “You know, I’ve never thought about it that way. Thanks.”

      She smiled. “You’re welcome.” Too bad there weren’t any bright sides to who her twin was. They ate for a little bit without saying anything. The ice cream deserved their full attention. After a while, she asked another question. “When do the science fair winners get chosen? Today?”

      “They’re officially announced tomorrow morning, and then the top three in each category will go on to regionals. Which means they have about a week to tweak their projects and get them in tiptop shape.”

      “Will you judge that, too?”

      He shook his head, his expression growing dark. “No. I don’t do anything that requires me to leave Shadowvale. Too risky. For everyone around me.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”

      “It’s okay. I’m used to it. Staying here, I mean. I really don’t mind it. I have plenty of work to keep me busy.”

      “I guess we should get back to that, hmm? I still need to see your lab and work up a plan of attack. And maybe talk about if there are any tests you might be able to run on me …”

      “Right.” He finished the last of his ice cream. “I’d like to get an MRI done on you. Get a look at your brain. See if there’s anything unusual going on. That will tell us a lot.”

      She sat up a little straighter. “How soon can we do that?”

      “Soon. My family’s foundation paid for the neuroscience department at the hospital, so getting you in won’t be a problem.”

      “That’s great.” She made a face. “Except how much is that going to cost? I know I said I wanted to hire you to figure out what was wrong with me, but the truth is I don’t have much money right now. And no insurance.”

      “Izzy, that’s not something you need to worry about. I said I would help you, and I will. The foundation will take care of it.”

      “I don’t need charity. I can pay. I just need to work.”

      “It’s not charity. Any work I do that aids me in better understanding the brain benefits me. And with your family history, you might really unlock some things in my research. I don’t mean to make it sound like you’re a guinea pig, but there are distinct differences in the brains of those who are as troubled as your brother. Finding out what your brain looks like will be truly interesting.”

      She thought about that. It was interesting to her but also a little frightening. Having the tests done would just confirm what she already knew. That she was as damaged as Ian was, only somehow more in control. So far. Then a new question came into her head. “Have you ever scanned Edgar’s brain?”

      “No. My own, yes. Many times. I wish I could scan his, though. It would be a game changer. It’s just not something that’s ever been doable. For one thing, he’s not exactly the kind of person you can just ask to participate in such a thing. For another, I’ve never had anyone who could help me with something like that.”

      She took a long look at him. “Maybe I could?”

      He shook his head. “No. I appreciate that you want to help, but what you’re suggesting is far too dangerous.”

      “I wasn’t going to walk up to him and ask. I was thinking more along the lines of sedating him in some way.”

      Henry stared out at the parking lot, frowning. “Tranquilizing Edgar takes a lot. Deacon tried it once. Took three darts, each strong enough to take down a grizzly.”

      “So? That just means it can be done. And Deacon could help me. If he’s willing.”

      Henry looked at her again. “You really want to do this?”

      She nodded. “You just said it would be a game changer. Would Deacon help?”

      Henry gave a little nod. “I’m sure he would. It would take more than him, though. Lifting Edgar onto a bed in order to run the tests—” He suddenly sighed. “What am I thinking? It won’t work.”

      “Why not?”

      “I won’t be there to administer the tests.”

      “There has to be another doctor who can do it.” Then she understood. Everyone in town might know who he was, but that didn’t mean they’d seen Henry in his other form. And clearly, Henry didn’t want them to, either. She imagined the very idea was humiliating enough without him actually going through it. “Could you teach Deacon and me?”

      “I don’t know.” He got up and tossed his empty cup into the trash. “We should go.”

      She nodded and got to her feet, tossing her cup, too. The conversation was over. She let it be, putting a smile on her face that she didn’t really feel. But she’d pushed too much. She needed to give him space. “I can’t wait to get your lab organized. I promise I’ll work fast and efficiently.”

      He grunted something that might have been a word, but maybe not. He opened her car door, waited for her to get in, then went around to his side and got behind the wheel.

      He was quiet all the way back, and for most of the ride, she thought she’d broken something between them. It made her sad. She’d begun to think of Henry as a friend. And certainly a confidant. Regret filled her. She never should have told him who she really was. She didn’t think he’d use it against her, but he shut down so fast she wasn’t sure what would happen next.

      He parked on the street, and they walked toward their apartments together. He was still quiet, head down, seemingly lost in thought.

      But instead of going to the steps, he went to the door that led into his lab and office space. She hesitated by the stairs.

      He put his hand to the keypad, then glanced over his shoulder. “Aren’t you coming? I thought you wanted to see the space.”

      She nodded. “I wasn’t sure you still wanted me to help you.”

      He exhaled. Then nodded, a kind, sad look in his eyes. “I’m sorry. I get too much in my own head sometimes. I’m not used to having another person’s company. I would very much like your help. If you’re still interested.”

      She smiled. “I am.” She took a few steps toward him. “Let’s see this lab of yours.”

      He pushed the door open and went in, flipping on the lights. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      She stepped inside and followed him down a short hall.

      “This is my lab.” He opened another door and led her in, turning on those lights as well.

      She blinked, taking in the room before her. Counter space topped with shelves lined the far wall, and a large workspace formed an island down the center of the room. On the other wall, cabinets and shelves stretched from floor to ceiling. In the corner was a large stainless-steel sink and sterilizing equipment.

      Machines and technical equipment of all kinds were everywhere. On part of the island, three computers were set up, a worn desk chair in front of them. A coffee cup, a pair of safety goggles, and a notebook lay nearby. His main work area, she realized.

      But it was hard to distinguish with the stacks of books and papers that towered in each available space. Beakers leaned out of other beakers. Trash cans were packed full. Sticky notes decorated a lot of the vertical spaces. In fact, there were no places that weren’t covered in something, not even in front of the machines. Some of them hummed, at work on something. Another let out a soft, steady beep every few minutes.

      This was going to be a much bigger job than she’d anticipated.

      “It’s bad, isn’t it?” he asked.

      She wouldn’t lie. That was no way to move a relationship forward. “I’ve seen worse. Once.”

      He laughed softly. “And how did that job turn out?”

      She took a breath. “I don’t know. I turned it down.”

      His smile vanished. “Oh.”

      “I’m not turning this one down, though.” She took another look around. “It just might take me a little longer to get it into shape. That’s all.”

      “So you’ll do it?”

      She nodded. “I will.” There was no other option. Not when the man she was helping might be the one who could save her from herself.
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      The tension in Henry’s shoulders left. “Thank you. I’ll pay you whatever you want.”

      “It’s not going to be cheap. This is hours and hours of work. You need to know that up front.”

      “For organization, I’m happy to pay it. Will it bother you if I’m in here working while you’re doing your thing?”

      “No. You might have to move a couple times, but actually it would be good to have you here to answer any questions I might have. Especially when it comes to what can be thrown out and what can’t.”

      He put his hands on his hips and looked around. “I’d say most of it can’t. Even failed experiments and tests are worth keeping. Everything can be useful.”

      “Okay, then in that case, we’re going to need a way to store all of that. A way that makes it all easy to reference while not being an obstacle to the new work.” She turned, looking back the way they’d come. “You have an office, right?”

      He nodded. “It’s the storefront, basically. There’s a small waiting room and reception area, two exam rooms, an office, and a supply pantry.”

      “You said you don’t see patients anymore, right?”

      “Right.” Someday, he would again, though. “Which is not to say I don’t want to help people, but I’m really trying to focus on removing Edgar from my life these days.” He hesitated, then told her the rest of it. “Truth is, I never had that many patients to begin with. I don’t think most people felt comfortable coming to a doctor like me.”

      “If you could cure yourself, that would all change.”

      “That it would.” He hoped.

      “Can I see the office?”

      “Sure.”

      He took her through to his official office at the back of the converted storefront. He didn’t come in here as much anymore, preferring to spend his time in the lab, although he should probably use the space, since he was paying for it. Dust motes floated through the air as he turned the lights on. A thin layer of dust lay across everything like a blanket. “Sorry about the state of things. I don’t use this space as much as I used to.”

      “If most of the paper in your lab were scanned into the computer and filed into dated, labeled folders there, would you be all right keeping the hard copies in a couple of filing cabinets in here?”

      “I would. But scanning all of that is a lot of work. And making sure it’s labeled properly and—”

      “I know,” she said softly. “But this is what I do. This is how I organize people.”

      “You really want to take all of this on?” He understood he’d be paying her, but it all seemed so tedious and boring and not like anything he’d want to spend his time doing. Obviously.

      She smiled, turning toward him. “I really do. And not just because you’re going to help me figure out if I’m really the monster I think I am.”

      He stared into her blue eyes, lost for a moment. “You’re not a monster.”

      She stared right back. “You don’t know that. Although you should. More than anyone.”

      There were only a few inches between them. He could smell her sweet perfume, see the pulse beat in her throat, feel the warmth of her near him. How long had it been since he’d been this close to a woman? A woman who knew who he was and still wasn’t afraid of him? “You’re too beautiful to be a monster.”

      Her lips parted. “Maybe … maybe that’s just how I lure you in.”

      His hand came up to cup her cheek. “Then I’d say it’s working.”

      Sometimes the dark burden of Edgar pressed against Henry in a way that made him feel like a man underwater, struggling to breathe. He’d come to understand over the years that this was Edgar’s way of trying to stop Henry from doing something Edgar didn’t want him to do.

      Henry felt that tension now. But he wasn’t about to repress the impulse that had kicked up inside of him. He learned forward and kissed Izzy, gently pressing his mouth to hers, testing to see if she’d allow it.

      She did. She leaned into him, her hands finding his chest and her palms flattening against him.

      She tasted of pear crumble and cinnamon, and the shear unexpectedness of the contact made him smile, which broke the kiss.

      “Sorry,” he said, shaking his head but still smiling. “I, uh, feel … like a teenager right now.”

      She grinned and bit her lip. “That’s not a bad thing, is it?”

      “Not at all.” He couldn’t stop smiling. “It’s been a long time since I kissed someone.”

      “Me, too. I guess that’s what comes of keeping yourself away from people.”

      He nodded. He knew how true that was. Too well, really. “I suppose so. Sad, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.” She smoothed the front of his shirt, her warm fingers trailing down his chest. “But maybe it’s not so sad anymore.”

      He didn’t want to read more into her words than might actually be there, but her attention was like a glass of ice water to a man who’d been lost in the desert. “Do you mean because … that is, are you saying …”

      “I like you, Henry. And I think you like me. More than that, we understand each other in a way no one else probably can. We know we have limitations. Boundaries that have to be respected. Why shouldn’t we see where things go?” She took her hand away, shrugging as she did. Her expression turned inward, her gaze no longer on him. “It might be pathetic to admit this, but just because I choose to be alone doesn’t mean I like it.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not pathetic. It’s honest. And there’s nothing wrong with that. I do like you. And I would love to see where things go.”

      She looked at him again. “Okay,” she said softly, the bloom of happiness making the word light.

      He felt that lightness inside of him. A very rare thing for a man with a burden as heavy as his. “Whatever you want to do with this office is fine with me. Filing cabinets, whatever. Just tell me what to order and I’ll get them.”

      She nodded. “That will help a lot. I need to do a better assessment of just how much paper needs to be filed, but I’m thinking a lateral file might be the way to go. One with three or four drawers. I think they’re so much easier to access than the vertical files. Plus, they don’t stick out from the wall as far.”

      “Sounds good to me. Do you want to find one online? Or should we see if there’s a shop in town that might have one?”

      Her brows bent. “Is there a place in Shadowvale that sells office furniture?”

      “There’s a secondhand furniture shop connected to Brightman’s Upholstery. It’s just past the high school in the small industrial park area. There’s a medical supply place there, which is how I know about it. Also a blacksmith and a shop that makes custom cat condos.”

      Izzy laughed. “Custom cat condos? That’s kind of random, isn’t it? Not that the blacksmith isn’t, but with those big wrought-iron gates at the entrance, a blacksmith makes sense. Cat condos, though?”

      “Aren’t cats the most popular thing on the internet?”

      “Probably,” she agreed. “I always thought about getting a cat. I thought it might be nice company. But since Ian’s arrest, my life has been so uncertain.”

      “Maybe you could now.”

      She nodded, but there was a little sadness in her expression. “Maybe. We should probably go back to your lab. There’s a lot I need to do. But I would like to go out to that secondhand furniture place sometime. I could use a few things for the apartment. Not that I’m ready to buy, but it would be good to see what they have.”

      “Whenever you’re ready, we’ll go. But yes, let’s get back to the lab.” He looked at his watch, always mindful of the time despite knowing full well the sun hadn’t even set yet.

      “Something else you need to do?”

      Reluctantly, he nodded. “Yes. But not for a while.” He smiled, maybe a little too brightly. “Let’s get back to the lab. And while you do your thing, I’ll set up the tests for you at the hospital. If you’re ready to do them.”

      “Yes. I’d do them right now, if I could.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      They worked in the lab for hours, Izzy doing whatever it was she needed to do, which seemed like moving the current stacks of books and papers into new stacks of books and papers. He logged into the hospital’s appointment scheduling system and booked her in for the next morning for an MRI.

      Once that appointment was made, he returned to his work on the dopamine inhibitors and attempted to adjust the dosage that he planned to use on himself this evening. He took new blood samples and ran all of his vitals.

      His blood pressure was perfect, his pulse low and even, his blood work a textbook example of what blood work should look like. None of that was normal for him, however. There was always something slightly amiss because of Edgar’s presence.

      Was it possible tonight might be one of the nights that Edgar didn’t show? Could he skip an evening in the basement? Forgo another round of testing?

      He glanced up from the data in front of him. Izzy was humming softly to herself, a happy little sound if ever he’d heard one.

      No, he couldn’t skip anything. Not when he had someone so valuable to protect.
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      Izzy had taken a much-needed shower and was now happily puttering away in the kitchen on dinner. Henry would be up shortly to share it with her. The very thought lightened her steps. She’d never imagined her escape to Shadowvale would result in finding a man like him.

      She didn’t mean a man with a monster of his own, but a man who understood her. A man who could actually help her.

      As for his monster … Izzy wasn’t afraid. She knew Henry took precautions to keep Edgar contained. But there was more to it than that. Probably silly on her part, but she didn’t believe Edgar would hurt her.

      She and Henry were cut from the same cloth. His issues were much more serious than hers, at least at the moment, but they definitely understood each other. And she believed Edgar would understand that, too.

      Despite that belief, she wasn’t about to attempt any kind of interaction with Edgar. She was happy for Henry to lock himself away in the basement every night if that’s what he needed to do.

      She would have preferred he not have to do that, but she completely understood taking drastic measures to remain safe. And so those in the vicinity stayed safe, too.

      Dinner was a whole roasted chicken with carrots and onions, mashed potatoes with homemade gravy, and biscuits. It was probably the most impressive dinner she knew how to make, and that was only because she’d learned it working at a diner in high school. Roast chicken had been the Sunday special.

      The chicken would be ready in about twenty minutes. As soon as it came out of the oven, the biscuits, which were already made, cut out, and on a baking tray, would go in. Then she’d mash the potatoes and make the gravy from pan drippings.

      With time to kill, she put on some soft music, then went back to the bathroom and checked to make sure she still looked presentable. Sometimes when she made biscuits, flour got everywhere. But she looked fine.

      She stared at herself in the mirror. At her head, actually. Wondering what was in there. Wondering what Henry’s tests might find.

      Part of her knew it wouldn’t be good news. That she was as damaged as her brother, just somehow better at controlling it than Ian was.

      She didn’t know why that was. Their childhood had been rough. They’d been raised more by their grandmother than their mother, who’d been too young and too interested in living a child-free life to give them the kind of attention they craved. Their father hadn’t been in the picture at all.

      Their grandmother had tried. But she’d never been able to tame Ian’s wild, rebellious side.

      Izzy had always believed he’d set fire to their home by accident. Until he’d been arrested and the truth had come out.

      Now she often wondered if he’d meant to kill them all. Her included.

      Sometimes that fateful night played out in her dreams. They always turned to nightmares filled with bright, angry flames and the most unbearable heat. The small section of warped scars on her back were a constant reminder that she’d never escape those memories.

      A knock on the door made her jump.

      She came out of the bathroom, taking a deep breath to calm herself down. It was just Henry. She smiled at him as she opened the door. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” He held up a pastry box, much like the one Emeranth had brought over. “I got dessert. I hope that was okay.”

      “That’s great. What did you get?” She shut the door behind him as he came in.

      “I tried to combine your love of fruit with my love of chocolate. Black Forest Cake. It’s really good. All homemade. None of that goopy canned cherry filling.”

      “Is that from Black Horse Bakery?”

      “It is. Have you been there?”

      “No, but when Emeranth came to see me, she brought me some pastries from there and they were very good.”

      “You should definitely visit sometime. They have good coffee, too. And everything, except for the coffee, is free.” He put the box on the counter.

      “Free? How do they stay in business?”

      He shrugged. “I think that’s exactly why they stay in business. The woman who owns the bakery, Nasha Black, runs it that way because she believes it balances out what her father does.”

      Izzy braced herself. “And that is?”

      “He’s one of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. Namely Famine.”

      Izzy stared at him. “For real.”

      Henry nodded. “Yep. There are a few other Horsemen that live in town, too, but they live farther out. By the way, it smells great in here. What are you making?”

      Izzy smiled. “Roast chicken. I hope you like that.”

      “My mouth is already watering.”

      The oven timer went off. Izzy headed for the kitchen. “That’s my cue. I have a few things to do before dinner is ready. Make yourself at home.”

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Nope.” She slipped oven mitts on.

      Just then, Henry’s phone rang. He looked at the screen, a slight frown coming over his face. “I’ll take this outside.” He stepped out to the landing, leaving Izzy to finish dinner.

      Izzy got the chicken out and the biscuits in, then glanced toward the door. She couldn’t help but be curious about who’d called him and why he’d wanted to take it outside, but that was his business. Her own paranoia pricked at her, making her wonder if someone else in town had found out who she was and had called him to confirm, but that was just crazy.

      She drained the potatoes, added the melted butter and warmed cream she’d heated up in the microwave earlier, and went to work mashing them into just the right consistency. It was a good use of the energy that had built up inside her.

      Henry came back in, a smile on his face. “What are you doing tomorrow evening?”

      “Nothing, I guess. Why?”

      “Amelia Marchand just called to invite us both to dinner. Deacon and Em will be there, too.”

      Izzy straightened, the potatoes forgotten. “The woman who started this town? The witch? Emeranth’s aunt?”

      Henry nodded. “Yes. Does that concern you?”

      Izzy exhaled. “I guess not. That’s a lie. It does. But not enough to make me turn down the invitation. So long as you’re going. I don’t want to go by myself.”

      “No, I’m definitely going. You don’t get an invite from the countess and say no. But it’s nothing for you to be worried about.”

      “Easy for you to say. What if she found out who my brother is?”

      Henry approached her. “She wouldn’t care. I promise.”

      “I know you say that, but it’s still hard for me to imagine no one will care that someone like me has moved here.”

      “Someone like you? Someone sweet and caring and nice?”

      She smiled. “You know what I mean.”

      “Yes, I do, and you have to believe me. In fact, that might be why Amelia invited you to dinner. To show you just how unconcerned she is with your presence.”

      Izzy nodded. That would be something. “I do believe you. What do you wear to dinner with a countess?”

      “I’ll be in a suit.”

      She glanced back toward her bedroom, thinking about what was in her closet. She’d find something. That was the beauty of having good things to pick from. “I guess I’ll do a dress of some kind. Hard to go wrong in that. Should I bring something? A bottle of wine? A side of beef for her tiger?”

      Henry laughed. “I’ll get a good bottle of wine and that will be enough.”

      She turned back to the potatoes, tasting them with a fork. More salt. She added some and gave them a stir. The oven timer dinged again. She pulled the biscuits out. They were tall and golden brown and smelled like heaven.

      She put some in a towel-lined basket and brought them to the table. Henry hovered nearby. “Are you sure there isn’t something I can do?”

      He was so eager to help. She nodded. “Can you carve a chicken?”

      “I am a doctor. I like to think I’m reasonably capable with a knife.”

      She laughed. “Then it’s all yours. Knives are in the block there.”

      He carved the chicken while she added everything else to their plates. Before long, they were sitting down to the meal.

      He stared at his plate like it was a work of art. “I can’t tell you the last time I had a home-cooked meal like this. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She sipped her water. “Maybe I’m just buttering you up before I tell you how much I’m going to charge you to organize that lab.”

      He snorted. “I don’t know how much it’s going to be, but whatever it is, it’s probably not enough. I know what a job you have ahead of you. Were you able to make any headway today?”

      “Oh, absolutely. I have a whole plan mapped out.”

      “You do?”

      She cut a piece of chicken with her knife and ate it, pleased to find it was as delicious as she’d hoped it would be. “I’ll need the better part of a week, maybe less, but I’ll have that place in great shape.”

      “Not saying I doubt you, but that’s a lot of work.”

      “It’s what I do, and I like doing it.”

      “Lucky for me.”

      She appreciated the enthusiasm with which he ate. “I’d say lucky for me. I need the work.”

      “If you can organize me, you can organize anyone. You should start your own business here.”

      “I’d like to.”

      “I’ll give you a recommendation, if it helps. After you’re done, I mean.”

      “That would be great. But if we’re …” She’d almost said dating but stopped herself, not wanting to make that assumption. Was that what they were doing?

      “If we’re what?” he asked as he filled his fork with mashed potatoes.

      She shook her head, trying to find different words. “I was just going to say if we’re … friends and people know that, they might think your recommendation is biased.”

      He put his fork down. “I’m confused. I thought we’d already become friends. I thought based on what happened in my office we were going to see what being more than friends might bring us. Did I miss something?”

      A little smile curved her mouth, but she kept her eyes on her plate. “I just didn’t want to assume anything. This is all pretty new to me.”

      He reached over and took her hand, bringing her head up. “Isadora, let me be perfectly clear. This is all pretty new to me, too, but I know one thing. I’m crazy about you. Assume all you want about that, okay?”

      She laughed. “Okay.”
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      Henry pushed the intercom button and leaned toward the receiver while looking through the dividing window into the MRI room. He’d just moved Izzy into the coil. “We’re about to start. Are you comfortable? This is your last chance to move.”

      “I’m fine,” Izzy replied.

      “All right. Here we go.” He began the first set of scans, and the MRI’s loud thumping filled the room beyond, penetrating into the walls of the control room. He’d already explained to Izzy that the process would take about an hour. She’d been fine with that, telling him to do whatever he needed to get the information required.

      He sat to watch the screens recording each section of her brain, but his mind drifted, returning to the curious evening he’d had.

      Like always, he’d given himself the revised dose of dopamine inhibitors, then gone down to the basement, locking himself in around 10 p.m. just to be safe. He’d taken a book to occupy himself. Nothing unusual about that.

      What was unusual was that he hadn’t changed into Edgar. He’d suspected that might happen based on the way he’d been feeling, but those off nights had become so rare, he’d stopped thinking they’d ever happen again. Now one had.

      The frustrating part was that he didn’t know if it was because of something that occurred inside of him or because of the dopamine inhibitor or something else entirely.

      There were too many variables at play, which meant tonight, he’d have to skip the inhibitors and get back to his baseline. He’d have to become Edgar, plain and simple. Without anything in his system to tamp down Edgar’s baser instincts.

      Not something he looked forward to.

      He watched Izzy’s scans continue to come in. Maybe he could try to pull some data from the evening, though.

      Edgar generally removed any sensors Henry had placed on himself for that purpose, but Edgar had been less … active the last time he’d appeared. That could have been because of the inhibitors, but Henry was willing to try gathering new data all the same.

      And if Edgar tore the sensors from his skin as he always had before, then Henry really hadn’t lost anything. But if he didn’t … the data he could gain would be priceless. Worth the effort.

      He monitored the machines until the MRI was done, then pressed the intercom again while also moving the bed Izzy was lying on out of the coil. “All done, Izzy. How are you feeling?”

      “All right. Can I move now?”

      The bed was all the way out now. “Yes.”

      She stretched and wiggled, flexing her hands and lifting her arms. “I’m glad that’s over.”

      “I bet. I’ll be right in.”

      He let the software do its thing while he went in to see her. She was still lying down. “You can get up now. Just not too fast, in case you get dizzy.”

      He offered her a hand, and she took it to sit up. “Thanks. So do you know anything yet?”

      “Not yet, but I’ll spend the next few hours going over your scans and give you my best interpretation.”

      “You promise to be honest with me?”

      He nodded. “I promise. Even if it’s not good news. But I don’t expect that. I expect that everything is just fine with you.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Why don’t you get dressed while I collect the readouts to take with me, and then we can go to Brightman’s and see about that filing cabinet.”

      She nodded. “Sounds good. I’m ready to get to work.”

      Brightman’s Used Furniture was located in a large section of the warehouse that also housed Brightman’s Upholstery.

      They strolled through the doors with no expectations, but Henry was surprised by the selection. “There’s a lot of stuff in here.”

      “I’ll say.” Izzy went right over to a small side chair in a bright blue, white and green floral pattern. “This is really cute.” She turned the tag over, then shot Henry a look. “Is there a sale going on?”

      He glanced around. “I don’t know. I don’t see a sign. Why? Hoping for a discount?”

      “Always, but no. This chair, which looks brand new, is only marked a hundred dollars. That seems too cheap.”

      “Hi, folks.” An older man walked toward them. “Welcome to Brightman’s. Anything I can help you find today?”

      Henry nodded. “We’re looking for a lateral file. Three or four drawers high.”

      “I have a black three-drawer and a tan four-drawer. Both have a few dents and scrapes, but they’re still in great working order.” The man stuck his hand out. “Elias Brightman. I don’t think we’ve met before.”

      Henry shook his head. “I haven’t been in before, but I see now I should have.” He was reluctant to introduce himself, but politeness required it. “Dr. Henry Jekyll. And this is my friend Isadora. Great place you have here.”

      “Thank you,” Elias said.

      Henry looked at Izzy, who was now sitting in the side chair. “Which do you think? Three-drawer or four?”

      “We should probably have a look at them.” She planted her hands on the arms of the chair and spoke to Elias. “Any chance you do layaway?”

      Henry shook his head. “Izzy, if you like that chair, let’s just get it. I can deduct it from what I’m going to owe you.”

      She got up. “I was just curious. I don’t need it. Let’s go look at those filing cabinets.”

      Elias led them through the different sections of furniture until they reached an area that was all office pieces. The lateral files that he’d described as scraped and dented barely seemed used to Henry.

      Izzy took one look at them and nodded at the four-drawer. “The big one, definitely. You have a lot of files, and I’d rather have leftover space than not enough. Pretty sure I can make that one work, though.”

      “We’ll take the tan one,” Henry told Elias. “But I think we’d like to look around a little more.”

      “Sure thing. For the sake of delivery, can you tell me where you live?”

      “Right off of Fiddler Street. My office is there next to Noble’s Pizza.”

      Elias nodded. “I know the place. I can have this delivered before five today. Will that work?”

      Henry nodded. “Sounds great.”

      “All right. I’ll get this written up, and when you folks are ready to check out, you just give me a holler.”

      “Thanks.” Henry smiled at Izzy. “You should get that chair. And anything else you want. I am more than happy to deduct it from the vast sums I’ll be paying you.” Truth was, he would have happily bought her anything she wanted, no repayment necessary, but he had a feeling she wouldn’t go for that.

      She laughed. “It won’t be vast sums.” She glanced back toward the way they’d come. Back toward the chair. “Are you sure you wouldn’t mind? I really don’t want to take advantage of our friendship …”

      “Please. Take advantage of it. Let me help you. It makes me feel good to do it.” He was being as honest as he could be, because he didn’t know how else to make her understand that helping people filled a need in him. It was why he’d become a doctor, not just because of his curse. Helping people made him feel like he was balancing out Edgar in some small way.

      That made him realize something. “You know the way you like to organize things? How it brings you peace?”

      She looked at him with understanding. “Yes.”

      “That’s how helping people, you especially, makes me feel. Make sense?”

      She smiled. “Yes. And thank you.”

      “All right. Let’s go shopping.”

      An hour later, Izzy had found more than just the chair. She’d picked up two barstools for the kitchen counter and found a nice Oriental-style rug for the living room, a pair of simple dark wood nightstands for the bedroom, and a pair of lamps to go on them.

      Henry couldn’t have been happier. He could have shopped with her all day. It was such an ordinary thing to do and yet nothing he’d ever done before.

      They were just about to find Elias when Henry spotted a bunch of canvases leaning against a bookcase. “Hey, you don’t have a lot of art in your place. Maybe there’s something in here you might like.”

      Izzy shook her head. “I think I’ve done enough damage for one day. I can’t spend everything working for you is going to earn me. I have to be able to pay bills, too.”

      “Then let me buy one for you. As a housewarming present.”

      She smirked, rolling her eyes a little. “You mean a pity present.”

      He took her hand. “I don’t mean that at all. Come on, pick something out.”

      She came closer. “There might not even be anything I like.”

      “And yet,” he said, “there might be.”

      She started at the front, pulling the canvases toward her as she scanned them. “Hmm.”

      “What?”

      Her smile was shy. “I kind of like this one.”

      He looked at it. The painting was of a brightly colored toucan nestled in some palm fronds with a tropical blue sea in the background. It wasn’t something he’d expected Izzy to pick out, and he liked it all the more for that reason. “It’s great. You should get it. On me, of course.”

      “You really like it?”

      “I do.” He nodded. “Hard to look at a thing like that and not be happy.”

      “I thought so, too. And happy is good.”

      He looked at her, a little overwhelmed by this magical, beautiful woman who’d come into his life. “Happy is everything.”

      Her smile broadened, and she leaned in to give him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Thank you. For the painting. And for everything.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I will let you buy me this painting on one condition.”

      He would have agreed to anything. “It’s a deal.”

      She snorted. “I haven’t told you the condition yet!”

      “Doesn’t matter. I already agree.” He shrugged. “But you can still tell me what it is.”

      “I’m taking you to lunch. Anywhere you like. Your choice.”

      “But I thought you didn’t have any money.”

      “I don’t. Not much. But I can swing lunch.”

      “If you really want to.”

      “I do. Please let me.”

      He could see the sincerity in her eyes and understood her need to do something in exchange for his kindness. Besides that, it would be a great chance to spend more time with her. “I would love for you to take me to lunch.”
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      Izzy walked into the Sunshine Diner beside Henry. Sunflowers decorated the whole space, giving it a bright, cheery vibe that made it easy to forget the overcast skies outside. “This is cute.”

      “And they have great food, although it’s been a while since I’ve been here,” Henry said.

      “How come?”

      “Not sure, really. I guess I just got into a rut with Five Bells.”

      “Well, I’m glad you picked it.” She had a feeling his choice had something to do with pricing, too. Diners were generally a good value for the portions they served. She appreciated his concern, but dipping into her savings to treat him was a small price to pay for all he’d done for her. And continued to do.

      A server behind the counter greeted them. “Have a seat wherever you like and someone will be right over.”

      They took a booth by the window, settling in on each side. There were menus stuck behind the container of napkins on the table. Izzy picked two out and handed one to Henry. “What’s good here?”

      “As far as I know, all of it.”

      “Yeah?” She opened her menu and took a look. Standard diner fare, which pleased her. Not many places like this existed anymore. “They have chocolate malts! I might have to get one of those. Although I don’t want to ruin my appetite for dinner tonight, either.”

      She put her menu down to see him better. “What do you think Amelia will serve? Will it be really fancy?”

      “I’ve never been to dinner at her house, but my guess is that it will be fancy enough to impress while not being so fancy that it’s not a good meal. If that makes sense.”

      She smiled. “It does. So you think smallish portions of really good, very well-prepared food.”

      He nodded. “Something very much like that. So if you want a chocolate malt, get one, because I don’t think we’ll get stuffed at Amelia’s.”

      “Perfect.” She closed her menu. “In that case, I’m getting a cheeseburger, French fries, and a chocolate malt. There’s very little chance she’ll serve the same thing.”

      He laughed. “I’d say that’s a sure bet.” He closed his menu. “I’m getting the same thing. It sounds really good. And it’s been a while since I’ve had a cheeseburger.”

      The server, a silver-haired woman with a name tag that read Jean, came over with two glasses of water. She wore red cat-eye glasses with lipstick to match. Her hair was teased up high, and she had a sparkly barrette clipped into it. “Have you kids had a chance to look at the menu?”

      “We have,” Izzy answered. “I’d like a cheeseburger, French fries, and a chocolate malt.”

      “Lettuce, tomato, onions, pickles, and sunshine sauce?”

      Izzy nodded. “Yes, please.” She didn’t even care what sunshine sauce was; she wanted it.

      Jean grinned. “Girl after my own heart. What about you, son?”

      “Same exact thing,” Henry answered.

      “You got it. Be right up.” Jean took off for the kitchen.

      Izzy stifled a laugh. “She’s kind of amazing.”

      Henry nodded. “I feel like I want to come back here just because of her.”

      Izzy pursed her lips. “It’s a date.”

      His mouth went slack. “Is that, uh, is that what this is? A date?”

      She reached across the table and took his hand. If he didn’t know she was falling for him, he’d better figure it out fast. Or maybe she’d just help him. “Seems like it to me. Doesn’t it seem like it to you?”

      “Yes.” His eyes gleamed like he’d just been given a gift. “It does.”

      Something about the way he looked at her made her bold. She felt a rush of something light and glittery go through her. “I mean, you’re kind of my boyfriend now, aren’t you?”

      He swallowed. “Am I?”

      “I’d like you to be. In case I haven’t already made that clear.”

      “I’d like that, too,” he said softly. Then a new look came into his eyes. Something she couldn’t quite read. “I’d ask if you were sure, if you knew what you were getting into, but if you don’t know by now—”

      “I do know. And I could ask you the same thing.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I know, too. And I’m in. But if it ever gets too much—dealing with what I am, I mean—then I’ll understand if you want to end things.”

      She leaned in. “Henry, we’ve barely begun and you’re giving me an out? Don’t be so pessimistic.”

      He sat back, sighing. “I can’t help it. There are a lot of failed relationships in my family.”

      “But you’re going to find a cure. And I’m going to help you, if I can.”

      “You really mean that, don’t you?”

      “Completely.” She did, too. She’d never known anyone she wanted to help more. Outside of her brother, but Ian was too far gone to be helped. If she helped Henry, that would still make a difference in the world.

      His smile returned. “You’re incredible, you know that?”

      “I’m glad you think so.”

      Jean brought their chocolate malts over in tall glasses that could have been small flower vases. “Your burgers will be up in just a minute.”

      “Thanks,” Izzy said as Jean left.

      Henry took a sip. “This is good. Hey, you want to know something interesting?”

      “Sure.” She tried the shake. It was very good.

      He tipped his head toward the ceiling. “These lights emit actual UV rays, and a lot of people come here, especially in the winter months, when they need a dose of sunshine. Also, you’ll never find a vampire in here for that same reason.”

      She stared up at the ceiling. “That is pretty cool. Not for the vampires in town, I guess, but for the whole seasonal affective disorder thing, which I know bothers a lot of people. I’ve never been tested for it, but I think I’m one of those. I definitely need sun in the winter. And that need will probably be even stronger in a town where there’s no real sunshine. I have a small UV lamp, but seems like I’ll be coming here a lot, too.”

      “You can also hike up into the mountains that surround Shadowvale. You can get some sun that way, too.”

      “Really? Could we do that sometime?”

      “Yeah, absolutely. As long as I’m not working my shift at the hospital, I can go anytime.”

      Jean came back with two big red plastic baskets lined with sunflower printed-paper. She put one in front of each of them, making Izzy’s mouth water at the sight of the cheese oozing out between the buns. “Here are your burgers and fries. There’s ketchup and mustard on the table. You kids need anything else?”

      Izzy shook her head but looked at Henry. “Nothing I can think of. You?”

      “Me neither,” he said. “Thank you.”

      “Gimme a holler if you do.”

      Izzy barely suppressed a smile as Jean left. “I can’t remember the last time I was called ‘kid’.”

      “Same here.” Henry picked up his burger. “You really want to help me find a cure?”

      “I agreed to organize your lab and be your assistant, didn’t I? Or are you asking for another reason?”

      “Another reason.”

      It seemed like a bigger deal than just helping straighten things up or cleaning beakers. “Take a bite of your burger before it gets cold, then tell me what you need.”

      He did as she asked, giving her a chance to take a bite, too. Once they’d both had a minute with the food—which she was grateful for, because it was the perfect burger—he started.

      “I will most likely become Edgar tonight because I didn’t last night, but I don’t know why I didn’t last night. So tonight, I need to do it without anything in my system. And I’d like to collect as much data from the shift as possible. Edgar will inevitably pull off whatever electrodes I put on, but until he does, I should be able to collect some information. Something has changed in me, and I don’t know what.”

      She nodded, still not understanding where she fit in. “What do you need me to do?”

      He didn’t answer right away. “It’s a big ask.”

      “No, it’s not. What is it?”

      He let out a breath. “Everything is recorded. There are cameras in the basement, and I put electrodes on to monitor my vitals, which transmit to the computer in the lab and get recorded. But despite all of that, I would love for someone to stay up and watch what happens all the same. I feel like … like having a second pair of eyes might be crucial in finding the cure. Although at some point, it won’t matter, because Edgar inevitably rips off the electrodes and tears down the cameras. Then there won’t be anything to watch.”

      “I’m there. For as long as you need me.”

      Gratitude filled his gaze. “I’ll owe you.”

      “You already bought me a painting and gave me a job. I think we’re good.”

      He shook his head. “Doesn’t feel that way to me.”

      She took another bite of her burger, chewing while she thought. She swallowed. “Help me get through tonight’s dinner without any issues and we’re even.”

      “Anything I can do to help, I will. You have my word.”

      “Thank you.” Izzy smiled as she picked up a fry. His word was good, but she was starting to think she wanted more than that. Like his heart. His love. Him.

      Having a man like Henry beside her would make it so much easier to ignore the darkness dwelling inside her. She just knew it. He was so good and so pure. His presence alone would fix her, even if he couldn’t.

      He seemed too good to be true. Sure, he had a burden of his own, but other than that, he was perfect.

      Which could only mean he’d realize sooner or later that Izzy was more trouble than she was worth.
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      Henry studied Isadora’s MRI readings while she worked in the lab around him, organizing. He was too engrossed in his research and comparison studies to be distracted by anything she was doing. And since organizing felt like a different language to him, it was easy to focus on his own work.

      Besides, Izzy’s scans were much more interesting. He’d done a deep dive into his reams of research material, consulting every study he could find on abnormal brains and those of people with known personality disorders. Everything he’d found so far had brought him to one singular conclusion about Izzy’s scans.

      Ready to share that conclusion, he looked up from the screen to see where she was and couldn’t find her. Had she left? He hadn’t heard her go. Maybe she was in the office. He glanced toward the lab door, but it was shut. “Izzy?”

      She popped up from the other side of the worktable. “Right here. Did you know you have boxes of old medical journals in this cabinet?”

      “I, uh, I think I knew that.”

      “Well, I understand keeping those for reference purposes, but something’s been nibbling on them. Probably a mouse. Or several mice.”

      He grimaced. “That’s not good.”

      She shrugged. “There are worse things, but it’s not ideal, no.”

      He scratched his head. “Maybe I should get a cat.”

      She smiled. “Not a bad idea.” She turned to go back to work.

      He felt like he’d forgotten something. He looked at his screen again. He rolled his eyes at himself and how easily distracted he was. By Izzy. No one else had that effect on him. “Izzy?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I’ve been going over your MRI results.”

      The pleasant expression drained off her face. “And?”

      He smiled. “There is nothing wrong with your brain. In fact, I think you’re probably an empath.”

      “What do you mean, an empath?”

      “I mean you’re a person with a supernaturally developed sense of empathy, able to feel and understand other people’s emotions. I’m sure there are other empaths in town. It might be worth seeking one out and asking them to help you hone your natural skills. Amelia could probably give us the name of one.”

      “I still don’t think I understand. Are you saying I’m not just human?”

      “Correct. But you’re not just human in a very special way. Come look,” he said, closing the other windows on his computer so only the scan of her brain was visible. “This is your brain.” He went back a few slides. “You see this area here? This is part of the brain that allows us to feel compassion. And yours is fully developed. In fact, it’s about three percent larger than the average brain. In a narcissist, psychopath, or sociopath, it would be underdeveloped, which is why they all exhibit an empathy deficiency.”

      He turned in his chair to see her better. “You clearly care about people and the world around you. Also, empaths generally feel very connected to the Earth and the sun. You already told me you need extra sun in the winter.”

      She nodded. “I do. I love getting sun. And I love being outdoors.”

      “Definite signs of being an empath. I think whatever it is you’re feeling that you have in common with your brother is really just your empathy for him. And also, you said you’re fraternal twins, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Twins already have bonds science doesn’t really understand. It’s very possible some of those bonds are contributing to what you’re feeling, too.”

      She stared at the screen for a long time before looking at him again. “You’re sure about this?”

      “People with psychological disorders tend to have less gray matter in very specific places in their brains. None of that presents in your brain. You are not only normal, you are extra special. Being an empath is an extraordinary thing. It means you’re more in tune with what those around you are feeling. And there’s probably a lot more to it than I know, because it’s just not my area of expertise.”

      “I’m an empath.”

      “I would stake my career on it.” He’d never been so pleased to give someone their MRI results, but he’d never had results like these, either.

      She exhaled. “Wow. I never would have thought something like that was possible.” She chewed her lip for a second. “So if I’m an empath, does that mean Ian is one, too?”

      Henry shrugged. “More likely he’s a narcissist. Which a lot of murderers are. Sorry to call your brother that, but—”

      “He is one. There’s no pretending otherwise, and you’re not going to hurt my feelings by being truthful.”

      “That’s good to know. It’s possible that he feels no emotion at all. And you should also know that it’s quite common for a narcissist to seek out an empath, because they’re so giving and kind.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment. “I always stood up for Ian when he got in trouble when we were kids. Always. It got to the point that I knew when he came looking for me it was because he’d done something. Something bad.”

      She opened her eyes and looked away.

      “It’s okay to be mad at him,” Henry said. “Just because he’s your brother doesn’t mean you have to love him or even feel sorry for him. I’m sure that’s hard to process as an empath, but don’t let him steal your peace.”

      When she met Henry’s eyes again, there were tears in her own. “It’s really hard. I feel … responsible for what he’s done. Like I should have known what he was up to and stopped him.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. He made his own choices. We all do.”

      “I know, but …” She swallowed like she was trying not to break down. “It’s so hard. It’s really, really hard.”

      “I can’t even imagine.” Impulsively, he stood up and opened his arms to her.

      She fell into them and sobbed softly. “All these years, I thought I had the same evil inside of me that Ian did.”

      He just held her. This was a different kind of comforting than he was used to. With his patients, things were much more clinical. They had family and friends to support them. That was never really his job.

      He wished he knew how to help Izzy better. How to take away her pain. “I’m sorry you went through all of that.”

      “Thanks,” she said quietly. After a moment, she pulled away and wiped at her eyes. “I’m sorry for breaking down like that. It’s not all bad, I promise. I feel a lot of relief from what you told me. A huge amount, actually.”

      “Good. I’m glad. And you have nothing to be sorry for. Especially not as an empath. Your emotions are everything to you. If anything, you need to learn to listen to them more. Let them guide you.”

      She smiled. “Maybe I should start now.”

      “Sure, if you—”

      She stopped his words with her mouth on his, and the kiss wasn’t as soft or gentle as the first one had been. Instead, it was firm and sure, with no hesitation.

      His hands found her waist as hers went to his shoulders. Then, after too few seconds, she pulled away and smiled at him again. “Was that okay? Me letting my emotions guide me?”

      He laughed. “How many ways can I say yes?”

      She chuckled and let go of him. “I should get back to work. Do you really think Amelia will know another empath in town?”

      “If she doesn’t, she’ll have some other resource for you. I can almost guarantee it.”

      “That would be great. Because if that’s what I am, I really want to understand it better and learn what to do with any skills I might have.”

      “Fantastic idea.”

      Her expression changed into something far less happy. “Wait. Is being an empath a curse? Is that really what’s wrong with me? Why the town let me in?”

      “I suppose it could be. Being so susceptible to other people’s emotions could get very tiring.”

      She nodded thoughtfully. “Makes sense. Hopefully, Amelia can tell me more.”

      “Yes.”

      Izzy started back toward the boxes she’d been going through, but Henry remained standing where he was, amazed that the woman who’d just been in his arms was also becoming a part of his life.

      He probably shouldn’t have asked her to observe and monitor him tonight, but there weren’t too many other people he’d be comfortable asking to do that for him. Finding out that Izzy was an empath only made her more suited for the job, and unlike most other people, Henry trusted her.

      After all, she’d trusted him with so much personal information about herself that he had no reason not to. It was a good feeling. One that had been absent from his life for far too long.

      He sat back in his chair but watched her as she worked. He wanted to do something nice for her. Something she might not do for herself otherwise. Something more than just buying her a painting.

      He wasn’t quite sure what that something was, but the beginnings of an idea were starting to take shape. He just had to be sure she’d be amenable to it.

      His phone buzzed, and he checked the screen, getting to his feet again as he saw the text message. “Brightman’s is here with the delivery.”

      Izzy turned. “Oh, great. I can start filing things.”

      “There’s all your stuff, too.”

      She nodded. “I’m excited about that, too, I promise. But getting this place in shape is my number one priority.”

      “How about I help you get all of your stuff into place before you get back to work on organizing the lab?”

      One corner of her mouth lifted up in a lopsided smile. “How do you know me so well already?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know.” But he did know. It was because he’d been waiting for someone like her all of his life.

      He just hadn’t realized it until now.
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      Izzy stood back to get a better look, instantly pleased. “That rug looks great in here. And so does that chair. They’re exactly what the place needed. The whole room just feels cozier now, don’t you think?”

      Henry nodded. “To be honest, I thought the room was all right before. Sparse, but not bad. But I’m a guy. What do I know? The rug and the chair really do make a difference. I’m glad you got them.”

      “Thank you for making that possible. And for the painting.”

      The toucan picture was now hanging over the television.

      She turned to look at the time on the microwave. They had about an hour and a half before their dinner at Amelia’s. “How long do you need to get ready for dinner?”

      He shrugged. “Twenty minutes?”

      “Men.” She laughed and shook her head. “I need longer. Especially after working in the lab all day. I feel grimy.”

      “Take whatever time you need. Same thing goes with the lab. There’s no rush to get it done, other than I’m sure it’ll make my work easier.”

      “I appreciate that, but I don’t want to drag the job out longer than necessary. It’s already going to be expensive.”

      “I don’t care what it costs.”

      “And I appreciate that, but I still want to get it done in a timely fashion. That said, I guess I’m done in there for the day. I want plenty of time to get ready. I’m already nervous enough.”

      “Dinner will be fine. Nothing to worry about.”

      “That’s easy for you to say.” Izzy laced her fingers together. “Meeting new people always makes me nervous. It’s hard not to be when I carry so much baggage. You must understand that.”

      “I do,” Henry said. “I just also know that Amelia won’t care. She’s genuinely a good person. Very understanding. After all, she created this town. For all I know, she might have a little empath in her, too.”

      Izzy blinked as a new thought occurred to her. “Wait. Does being an empath mean I’m a witch?”

      He quickly shook his head. “No. Pretty sure it doesn’t. Being an empath is its own thing. I do think it’s possible for a person to be more than one kind of supernatural. Although it seems to me whichever skills were dominant would be the one you’d identify by.” His eyes narrowed. “That would be an interesting thing to study though …”

      She laughed. “Once I get the lab straightened out, you can add that to your list of things you’d like to research. As for me, I’m going to tidy up a bit in here, then get myself ready. Are you going to drive? Or do you want me to?”

      “I’ll drive. Text me when you’re ready?”

      “Okay. See you in a bit.”

      He let himself out, and she immediately went to work on her place. It wasn’t that it was so out of order, but the delivery men had tracked some debris in. She swept the floor, then used her little stick vacuum to clean the new rug. She fixed the pillows on the couch, too, which had tumbled over when the couch had been moved to make way for the rug.

      She took another look at it all when she was done cleaning. The rug and chair really did make the room more complete. They hadn’t been necessary, urgent purchases, but Henry’s offer had been so kind. The painting was such a nice touch, too. She was glad she was working and would be able to pay for the things she’d gotten today. She just needed to make sure she had another job lined up after his lab was done.

      With the housework taken care of, she sliced up an apple and ate it with some peanut butter. Dinner would probably be wonderful, but on the off chance it wasn’t or the portions were small or Izzy was just too nervous to eat, she didn’t want a rumbling stomach to embarrass her. So she ate beforehand. The apple and peanut butter would hold her.

      After that, she went straight to her closet to figure out what she was going to wear. She opened the closet already knowing the answer to that question. There were really only two choices. A little black dress. Or a little burgundy dress.

      The black dress had a wide, slightly off-the-shoulders neckline that flattered her neck and collarbone. The dress fit close to the body until it widened a few inches above the knees, creating a ruffled hem. The dress looked great on Izzy but was maybe a touch on the sexy side for this evening.

      The burgundy dress had a matching lace overlay with a higher, rounded neckline, capped sleeves and a fitted style. It wasn’t Izzy’s favorite dress, but she’d bought it a while back to attend a New Year’s Eve party she’d been invited to and felt compelled to wear it again. Because if she wasn’t going to wear it again, she ought to sell it.

      She’d have to ask Emeranth tonight if Shadowvale had a consignment shop. Izzy wasn’t sure Henry would know about a thing like that. He hadn’t known about the used furniture, after all.

      Her attention went back to the black dress. Now that she thought about it, she’d never actually worn the black dress at all. She’d found it at a high-end consignment boutique. It was Armani, a very good designer, and had been in the shop with the original tags still on but marked at less than a third of the retail price. A genuine steal and the kind of investment she liked to make in her wardrobe.

      After trying it on, she’d bought it, thinking that a little black dress like that would be something she’d definitely use someday. It was generally understood that every woman should have one. After that purchase, she did.

      She pursed her lips, eyes on the black dress. She really wanted to wear that one. Was it definitely too sexy? Or was she just remembering it that way? She could always put a little jacket over it if that wide neckline left too much skin exposed.

      Maybe that’s what she’d do. But first, she needed to shower and wash her hair. Then she’d figure out the dress.

      While she showered, she thought about the news Henry had given her, about the possibility that she might be an empath. It really didn’t mean that much to her, but she was intrigued to find out more.

      Was being an empath something she could use to help people? Was it something that might become another line of work? Or was it already helping her with her organization skills? Was that how she seemed to intrinsically know what her clients needed? She always felt like she understood exactly what they wanted out of a room’s space.

      Was that being an empath?

      As nervous as she was about meeting Amelia, she was very interested in finding out if the woman could introduce Izzy to another empath. It would be wonderful to talk to one.

      Better yet, now that Henry had assessed that there was nothing wrong with her brain, she could help him focus on solving his own problem. Other than organizing his lab and doing whatever lab assistant things he needed her to do, she worried she wouldn’t be much help. The science side of things was beyond her.

      She got out of the shower, wrapped her hair in a towel, and put her robe on to do her makeup. She went simple but classic, using black liner to line her upper lids, then swooping it out into a conservative cat-eye at the end. She added several coats of mascara, a hint of blush, and finished with setting powder. On her lips, she’d use a neutral-toned red lipstick, but not until she got dressed.

      Both of the dresses had to be stepped into and zipped up the back, so she didn’t need to worry about pulling anything over her head, but she wasn’t taking any chances with a lipstick that vibrant.

      Next, she blew dry her hair until it was almost done, then set it in big Velcro rollers that would mimic a bouncy blowout. She could never copy the kind of blowout she got in a salon, but Velcro rollers did the trick every time.

      With a head full of curlers, she went back to the bedroom to try on the dresses. She made herself start with the burgundy one first. She pulled it on, zipped it up, then had a look in the mirror.

      It was very pretty. And not as conservative as she remembered, but her gaze kept returning to the black dress.

      There was nothing else to do but try it on. She did, keeping her back to the mirror until she was in the dress. Then she turned.

      It was hard not to smile at her own reflection. She looked great in this dress. The lines were so flattering. Maybe it was sexier than the average dinner dress, but she really wanted Henry to see her in this.

      With that settled, she went back into the bathroom to finish her hair. She blew it dry the rest of the way while still in the rollers, then set it all with the cool setting. She brushed her teeth, then took the rollers out and finger-combed her hair into place.

      She was pleased with the results. She was about to add the red lipstick when she decided to go in a different direction. She went with a dark berry shade instead. Building on top of that decision, she went back to the bedroom and put on a three-strand choker of faceted amethyst beads, small silver hoops, and a pair of purple heels.

      Because it was most definitely winter, she took out her long black coat. It had big enough pockets that she wouldn’t need a purse. She put her phone in one pocket and her keys and lipstick in the other.

      She took a final look at herself and smiled.

      That smile was for more than how she looked, though. Yes, she was nervous about meeting Amelia, but she was also happy. Maybe happier than she’d been in some time. Henry’s diagnosis had erased so much of her worry.

      She owed him. Maybe she should start having him over for dinner more often. He said he never cooked. Eating out every night was no way for that man to live. He’d been so happy with the roast chicken she’d made. Feeding him more often was the least she could do.

      That plan made her happy too. Taking care of people made her feel good. And taking care of Henry made her feel even better. Smile still firmly in place, she took her phone out and texted him. On my way over.
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      After getting Izzy’s text, Henry turned off the television and went straight to the door. He’d been watching college basketball, in part because he was interested but also because it was a way to pass the time until she was ready.

      He opened the door and momentarily lost the ability to breathe. Izzy looked gorgeous. Like an old Hollywood movie star. But better, because she wasn’t in black and white. “Wow, you look, uh, wow.” He shoved his hand through his hair, realizing a second later that he’d have to comb it again. “You look beautiful.” He glanced down at his blue pin-striped suit. He’d gone with a white shirt, no tie, but now he was second-guessing that. “Should I change? Or maybe put a tie on?”

      She smiled and shook her head. “No. You look fantastic just the way you are. Very handsome. That’s a great suit. Very smart.”

      “Yeah?” He grinned. The last person who’d told him he looked handsome had probably been his mom. “Thanks. Your hair is … all … bouncy.”

      “That’s what I was going for. Too much?”

      “Heck no.” He exhaled. He was finding it hard to believe that not only had he kissed this woman, but that she’d let him.

      Her eyes narrowed. “You don’t seem like yourself all of a sudden. Did you get nervous about dinner, too?”

      “No, no. I just, well, to be honest, it’s you.”

      She blinked. “What? I’m making you nervous?”

      “You’re so pretty. Beautiful women are intimidating. Ask any guy.”

      She pressed her lips together and he could tell she was trying not to laugh. “Henry. I am the same woman who was just in your lab a few hours ago. The same woman you had lunch with. And went shopping with. And wandered around the science fair with. Only the exterior has changed, and that hasn’t changed much.”

      “Yeah, I know, but look at you.” He splayed his hands out. “You’re so … perfect.”

      She walked over to him, put her hands on his chest and stared into his eyes. “Would it be better if I pulled my hair into a ponytail and put on a pair of jeans?”

      He shook his head. She smelled really good. “I said you intimidate me, not that you make me stupid. No. I like the way you look. It’s just going to take a second for me to settle into the fact that you’re with me.”

      “Maybe,” she said, leaning closer, “if you kissed me again, that would help you settle into it a little more.”

      “What about your lipstick?”

      “I brought the tube with me.”

      “That was good planning.” He kissed her. No surprise that she’d been right. He already felt better. As the kiss ended, he pointed to his mouth. “How’d I do?”

      She tipped her head back and forth. “You’re probably wearing more Berry Blush than you’d like.”

      “I’ll take care of it. I need to comb my hair again anyway.”

      She pulled her lipstick out of her coat pocket and leaned toward the mirror over the table in his entryway. “Take your time. I’m a little early.”

      In the bathroom, he wiped the remnants of her lipstick off of his mouth with a tissue, then fixed his hair. When he came out, she was standing in his living room, behind the chunky leather sofa. “Your place is a lot bigger than mine. I thought it would be the same. It’s nice.”

      “Do you really think it’s nice? Or are you just being kind?” He went over to the kitchen and picked up the bottle of wine he’d left out to take along.

      “I really think that. It’s very masculine. But that suits you. You’re a very masculine guy.”

      “Thanks. And it’s bigger, because I bought the first apartment and took the wall down.” He couldn’t get over how gorgeous she looked. “Are you ready?”

      “Isn’t it too early?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll drive slow.”

      “Okay.”

      They went out together, then he locked the door and offered her his arm to go down the steps. She took it, and they walked together to his car. He opened her door.

      On the way to Amelia’s, he pointed out Club 42. “Do you like music? That’s a great little jazz club. I’ve actually never been, but I hear good things.”

      “Sure, that would be fun. Why haven’t you gone?”

      He shrugged. “Didn’t seem like going to a jazz club was the kind of thing to do alone.”

      “Oh. Well, I’d love to go with you.”

      “It’s owned by a vampire.”

      “A friendly one?”

      He nodded. “Valentine Thibodeaux. Son of the woman whose house you were at. And her other son owns the Gilded Page, the bookstore in town.”

      “Hmm. Sounds like I need to get over the whole vampire thing.”

      He smiled. “You will. Living here has a way of making the weird seem ordinary and the ordinary seem boring.”

      “Pretty sure that’s already started to happen.”

      They arrived at Amelia’s a few minutes before seven, but he didn’t think that would be any big deal. He parked in front and got out, coming around to help Izzy out, then getting the bottle of wine from the back seat.

      “Ready?”

      She nodded. “I guess so.” She looked up at the house. “Impressive place. So was the drive up here. But standing in front of it, it’s really something.”

      “It is.” He nodded, taking a look himself. Amelia’s house was a sprawling, two-story French chateau-style manor. The pale ivory stucco walls and dark blue roof contributed to that look, as did the beautiful blue arched glass doors that they were about to walk up to.

      He gave Izzy his arm again, and they went toward the entrance. The doors were flanked by statues of tigers carved in some glittery blue-black stone.

      She stared at them. No doubt she’d noticed the wrought-iron fence around the property had a tiger theme, too. “Is that tiger going to be in the house?”

      A dark figure appeared on the other side of the wavy blue glass that made up most of the front doors, and they opened before Henry could answer. “Good evening, Dr. Jekyll. Ms. Graham. Welcome to Indigo House. Thoreau is in the back garden, so you needn’t worry about him, miss.”

      “Evening, Beckett,” Henry answered.

      Izzy exhaled, her grip on Henry’s arm not loosening. “I’m sorry. He’s just a little scary.”

      Beckett smiled. “I understand. I promise Thoreau is as gentle as a kitten to the countess’s friends. I’m Beckett. If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you into the sitting room.”

      Izzy looked at Henry. He gave her a little nod of reassurance. She wasn’t shaking or trembling, but he could sense she wasn’t completely comfortable. That would change as soon as she met Amelia. At least he hoped it would.

      Beckett led them through the house, the inside of which was even more impressive than the outside. No surprise there, Henry thought. Amelia was the upper crust as far as Shadowvale was concerned. She’d probably be the upper crust in a lot of places much bigger than Shadowvale, too.

      Beckett opened a set of double doors and entered a room ahead of them. He came to a stop facing away from them. “Dr. Jekyll and Ms. Graham.”

      Henry and Izzy walked in as Beckett took a few steps back. With its wood beams, carved stone fireplace, and gleaming wood floors, the sitting room continued the French chateau feel. But Henry was more interested in the people in the room than its décor.

      Mostly, he was glad to see the familiar faces of Deacon and Em. They were sitting side by side on one of the couches at the far end of the room. Amelia was adjacent to them, sitting in a chair by the fireplace, which was crackling away with a bright glow that filled the room with warmth and light.

      Izzy tensed at the sight of the fire.

      He nodded at Amelia. “Good evening, Countess. Thank you so much for the dinner invitation. That’s quite a fire you’ve got going there.”

      Amelia nodded back from her seat. “Thank you so much for coming.” She looked at Izzy. “Both of you. Is the fire too much?”

      Izzy took a breath. “Fire … frightens me a little. I’ll be fine.”

      “Nonsense,” Amelia said. “I don’t want any guest to be uncomfortable in my house.” She waved her hand, and the fire died down to embers. “Better?”

      “That’s very kind of you,” Izzy said. “Thank you.”

      Henry held out the wine he’d brought. “I hope this is all right. I wasn’t sure what we were having.”

      “It looks lovely,” Amelia said. “That was very thoughtful of you. Beckett will take that.”

      Henry handed the bottle to him.

      “Your home is beautiful,” Izzy said.

      “Thank you.” Amelia gestured to the other couch opposite, where Deacon and Em were sitting. “Please, make yourselves comfortable. Dinner will be ready in just a few minutes. How are you settling in, Ms. Graham?”

      Izzy answered as they went to sit. “Please, call me Izzy. Everyone does. I’m settling in just fine. Henry’s been a big help showing me around.” She took a seat on the couch. “It was very nice of you to invite us for dinner.”

      Amelia smiled, the room’s lights twinkling off a big cognac-colored stone set in the ring on her finger and turning her coiffed hair into a soft, luminous halo. “I’m pleased you came. But then, I imagine you already know that.”

      Izzy looked puzzled. “I’m not sure I understand.”

      Amelia smiled knowingly. “What I mean is that I don’t always get to welcome new arrivals to town, but then again, it isn’t often our new arrival is an empath.”
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      Izzy sucked in a breath at Amelia’s words. “You know what I am?” She looked at Henry. “You must have told her.”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t mention a word. What we discussed fell under the doctor-patient privilege umbrella. That was strictly between us.”

      Emeranth leaned forward. “You’ll have to forgive my aunt. She just knows things sometimes.”

      Deacon snorted. “Or all the time.”

      “Oh,” Izzy said. “I see.” She made herself smile. “I’m still getting used to all the … eccentricities of life here.”

      Amelia laughed. “I suppose I might be the biggest eccentric of them all.” She leaned back in her chair. “I understand you’ve met Thoreau. Not formally, of course, but that you had a brief encounter when he was out for a stroll.”

      Izzy nodded. “He’s … quite …” But her words dried up. She really didn’t know what to say.

      Amelia helped her out. “Big? Beautiful? Terrifying? I do apologize that he frightened you. I’m sure you’ve been told many times that he’s harmless, but let me add my reassurances anyway. He is. He would never harm you. You and I are going to be friends, and Thoreau is as protective of my friends as he is of me.”

      Izzy was feeling overwhelmed, although she could sense that Amelia was telling the truth. They were going to be friends. And Amelia was genuinely happy to have Izzy in her home. That had to be her empath senses. She’d never wanted to rely on her gut feelings before, always believing that they were seated in something dark that ought to be avoided.

      Now, she decided to do the opposite. She decided to lean into them. “I’d like that very much. Being friends, I mean. I don’t have a lot of those.”

      Emeranth smiled. “You’ll have plenty before you know it. If you want them. Shadowvale’s kind of like that. If you want to be left alone, you can be. If you want a whole squad, you can have that, too. In fact, why don’t you come out one night with me and my friends? I think they’d love you.”

      Deacon nodded. “That’s a great idea. Gracie could really use a girls night out.” He glanced at Izzy. “That’s my sister.”

      Emeranth nodded. “It’s been too long. What do you say, Izzy? How does a girls night out sound?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never been on one.” She smiled. Sincerity poured off of Emeranth. “But I’d love to give it a try.”

      Beckett returned. “Dinner is ready.”

      “Excellent,” Amelia said, getting to her feet. “Henry, give me a hand.”

      He went to her side, offering her his arm with a gentle smile. “Happy to, Countess.”

      “Enough of that,” Amelia said. “Amelia or nothing.”

      “Yes, Amelia.” He looked up and winked at Izzy, who almost laughed.

      They all let Amelia and Henry go first, then Emeranth went to Izzy’s side. “I’ll get in touch with the girls and see what night works the best for them. How about you? What night is best for you?”

      “Pretty much any night right now. I’m doing some organizing for Henry, then I’m going to work as his lab assistant. I don’t know if that will really keep me busy all day, though. I’m sort of hoping to still take on some other organizing jobs.”

      Deacon fell into step behind them as they followed Amelia to the dining room. “I know a few people who could use some organization.”

      “Really?” Izzy looked over her shoulder. “I could use the work. I don’t care about the size of the job, either. I’ll do anything that needs doing.”

      Emeranth gave Izzy a little nudge with her elbow. “You should get some business cards made up. Ling’s Printers, right here in town. They can do them.”

      “I really should. I’ll look them up. Thanks, Emeranth. I appreciate that.”

      “Call me Em,” she said.

      They walked into the dining room, a pale turquoise and cream space lit by a large crystal chandelier. There were candles on the table, little flames flickering away.

      Henry took Amelia to the head of the table and pulled out her chair. She smiled at him. “Thank you.” She looked out over the table and shook her head. “This won’t do.” She waved her hand through the air, extinguishing all the candles at once.

      “Oh,” Izzy said. “Thank you. That was impressive. I wish I could do that.”

      Em grinned. “One of the benefits of being a witch.”

      “Just like having a tiger for a pet, I guess,” Izzy said.

      Amelia settled into her chair. “Thoreau is more than my pet, Izzy. He’s a friend. And since there’s no point in not telling you everything, I believe he’s not exactly a tiger, either. There’s too much magic surrounding him. My deepest instincts tell me there’s something else going on with him. That he’s trapped in some kind of spell. Or holding magic that, for obvious reasons, he’s unable to tell me about.”

      Em took her seat next to Amelia. “Maybe Izzy could use her empath skills to figure out a little more about what’s going on with Thoreau.”

      Izzy stiffened. Henry pulled out the chair on the other side of Amelia for her. Izzy sat, hoping Amelia would think that was a terrible idea.

      Amelia nodded. “That’s a marvelous idea.” She looked at Izzy. “What do you say after dinner, I introduce you to Thoreau properly and you tell me your impressions of him? Empathically speaking.”

      Izzy couldn’t very well say no to the woman whose dinner table she was sitting at. But the idea of meeting the tiger face to face again sent a shiver down her spine. “I’ve only just found out I was an empath. I don’t even know what it really means yet. I’m not sure how much help I could be to you.”

      “But you must feel something. Don’t you sense anything about me right now?”

      Izzy took a breath and collected her thoughts. She did sense things about Amelia, but she was afraid to share them. What if she was wrong? What if she really wasn’t an empath and—

      “Here,” Amelia said, holding out her hand. “Take my hand and see if that helps. A lot of empaths find their ability to read a person increases dramatically with touch.”

      Izzy nodded and gave Amelia a polite smile. “See, I didn’t even know that.” She took Amelia’s hand. Her skin was soft and warm and seemed paper-thin. Izzy closed her eyes.

      “Don’t be afraid of what you sense,” Amelia said. “You won’t upset me, no matter what it is.”

      Izzy tried to open herself to the intuition she’d kept at bay for so much of her life. It wasn’t easy. She’d shut that side of herself down for so long. She took a deep breath and tried to find a way in. What was she feeling? What emotions were hers and what emotions were Amelia’s? Izzy concentrated. Show me whatever it is you want me to see.

      A wave of sorrow swept over her, causing her to gasp. Her eyes came open. “You’re … grieving.”

      Amelia nodded. “For many years now.”

      Izzy wasn’t sure how much she was supposed to know. She ventured a guess. “Pasqual?”

      Again, Amelia nodded. This time, Izzy felt a deep, abiding love flow through her. She knew it had to be coming from Amelia, because that wasn’t an emotion she’d ever felt before. It filled her with warmth and peace and a sense of happiness that rose above everything else. Was that what real love was like? Izzy sat in amazement at its power. “You loved him very much. As much as one person could love another.”

      “I did,” Amelia confirmed.

      “You still do,” Izzy said.

      A tear trickled down Amelia’s cheek, but she smiled all the same. “For one so new, you are very adept.” She slipped her hand out of Izzy’s. “I will help you get the training you need.”

      “Thank you.”

      Amelia looked toward Beckett. “Please let chef know we’re ready for dinner.”

      He nodded and left the room.

      Two uniformed servers returned shortly. One carried a large tray. The second took the dishes from it and placed them in front of everyone. Beckett poured water or wine for everyone depending on what they wanted. As he poured, he announced the meal. “Pork tenderloin butterflied and stuffed with apricot and chestnut dressing, whipped sweet potatoes, and haricot verts.”

      Izzy smiled at the use of the French word for green beans. So very fancy. “It looks delicious.”

      Henry nodded. “Smells delicious, too.”

      For dessert, they were served baked apples wrapped in pastry and accompanied by caramel ice cream. The apples were loaded with butter, sugar, and cinnamon and piping hot. By the end of the meal, Izzy was regretting the apple and peanut butter she’d had earlier.

      She shook her head. “That whole meal was perfection. Your chef is very talented.”

      Amelia smiled. “Vivian is a treasure.”

      Em nodded. “You should taste her cinnamon rolls. So good.”

      Izzy groaned. “I believe you, but just the thought of more food is almost more than I can bear.”

      Deacon laughed. “Lightweight.”

      Henry snickered. “I don’t know. I’ve seen her put away some ice cream.”

      “The Creamatorium?” Deacon asked.

      Henry nodded.

      Deacon glanced at Em. “We haven’t been there in ages. We should go.”

      Em made a face. “Not tonight.”

      “No, not tonight. But soon,” he said.

      “Soon,” she agreed. She looked at Izzy. “Has Henry shown you the enchanted forest yet?”

      “No,” Izzy answered. “What makes it enchanted?”

      Em’s eyes lit up. “Oh, just the fact that there’s a magic book hidden in the forest, and if you can find it and write your name in it, your curse will be lifted for good.”

      Izzy’s mouth rounded. “Henry! Why haven’t we been trying to find that?”

      His smile was tight and didn’t reach his eyes. “Because while that would help me, it would do nothing to cure my family of the curse. I want to erase it from all of us.”

      She nodded. “I didn’t realize … of course.”

      Em set her fork across her plate and sighed contentedly. “That was an amazing meal, but right now, I’m pretty interested to see what Izzy can find out about Thoreau.”

      Amelia nodded. “Yes, I am very much looking forward to that, too.”

      Izzy inhaled. The possibilities of the enchanted forest had distracted her from her impending date with death. Which probably wasn’t the healthiest way to think about it. She forced a smile. She couldn’t back out now. She glanced at Henry again.

      His brows were raised as if to say this was it.

      She turned her smile toward Amelia and told a big lie. “Ready when you are.”
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      Henry was no empath, but it was easy to see how nervous Izzy was about meeting Thoreau again. They’d all moved back to the sitting room except for Amelia, who’d gone into the back garden to bring Thoreau in. Beckett had offered them something to drink. Henry had opted for coffee, as had Izzy. They both still had a long night ahead of them, so the caffeine wouldn’t be a problem.

      Deacon and Em had asked for decaf. She and Izzy were looking at some of the books on the shelves. He went to speak to Deacon on the other side of the room, keeping his voice down. “Anything new on the fire?”

      “Nothing yet, but this evening, the Cunninghams found scorch marks on the side of their garage.”

      Henry frowned. “You think it’s connected?”

      “It might be.” Deacon sipped his coffee. “They only live a few blocks over from Tucker Hawthorne. It’s possible whoever was trying to start another fire got scared off by Roger Cunningham going into his garage to get his rake.” He looked at Izzy as he leaned closer to Henry. “I know who her brother is, by the way. Thanks to Amelia.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      Deacon made a face. “It might mean something. Would she have had the opportunity?”

      “No. We were together all day.”

      Deacon’s brows went up. “All day?”

      Henry thought. “Okay, not all day. We were apart for a little over an hour getting ready to come here. But that was from about five thirty on.”

      “Scorch marks were called in just before Em and I left to come here.”

      Henry glanced at Em. He didn’t like the sound of that at all. He looked back at Deacon. “She didn’t do it. Look at her. She took her time getting ready. And she has no motive.”

      “Does an arsonist need one outside of the fire itself?” Deacon shook his head. “I can’t rule anyone out at this point. No matter how beautiful they are or how much you might like them.”

      He smiled suddenly, and Henry realized the women were headed their way.

      He made himself smile, too. And change the subject. “So, a tiger in the sitting room. That’ll be interesting.”

      “Won’t it,” Izzy said without humor. She gripped her coffee cup like it could protect her.

      He knew Thoreau was harmless, but there didn’t seem to be any way of convincing Izzy of that. She’d just have to see for herself.

      Em was trying, though. “He’s just a big old pussycat. He really is.”

      Izzy nodded as if trying to reassure Em that she believed her. “I like cats. I’ve thought about getting one, and someday, I will. But a tiger isn’t exactly a domesticated animal.”

      “No, that’s true,” Em said. “But I promise you’ll love him when you meet him. Properly, that is. And not in the street.”

      Deacon snorted. “That had to be something. No wonder you’re not keen to meet him again.”

      Izzy glanced his way. “It was quite a scene to see that enormous creature walk out of the fog like that. I’ve had some good scares in my life, but that was one for the books.” She let out a soft little noise and looked at Henry. “And this one just acted like it was the most ordinary thing. I should have realized then that life in Shadowvale was going to be so much more than I expected.”

      Henry smiled. “I guess you know now.”

      “That I do,” Izzy said.

      Em leaned in closer to Izzy. “Just wait until we have our girls night out. Then you’ll see just how fun Shadowvale can be.”

      Izzy nodded. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      Beckett cleared his throat from his spot by the doors.

      They all looked in his direction in time to see Amelia walk in with Thoreau at her side. His feet were the size of the plates they’d just eaten dinner off of. He dwarfed Amelia, his shoulder coming past her waist, although Amelia was not a large woman to begin with.

      Thoreau’s low rumbling filled the room with its vibrations and raised goosebumps on Henry’s skin. He could only imagine what Izzy was feeling. He stepped closer to her, lacing his fingers through hers. She was trembling slightly. “It’s okay,” he whispered.

      She nodded, but her wide-eyed gaze never left the beast.

      Amelia stopped about halfway to them, which brought the big cat to a halt as well. She put her hand on the back of his neck, making his fur ripple down his spine. “Thoreau, you know Deacon and Emeranth already. I’d like you to meet some new friends of mine. Henry and Isadora. You walked past them the other night in the street and gave Isadora a terrible fright.” She clucked her tongue at him. “I told you not to go out at night like that.”

      Thoreau whuffed out a big breath, then stretched backwards so his front legs went out long before him, his paws spreading to show off some very big claws. After a second or two, he collapsed down onto the floor and huffed again before rolling over onto his back.

      Amelia shook her head and looked at Izzy. “He’s very sorry. He didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      Izzy laughed, which almost knocked Henry over. She nodded. “He is. I can … sense it.” Before she let go of Henry’s hand, he realized she wasn’t trembling anymore. She took a step toward Thoreau. “He really doesn’t mean me any harm. Do you, Thoreau?”

      He snorted air through his nostrils.

      Izzy met Amelia’s eyes. “I wish I hadn’t been so blinded by my own fear the first time I saw him, or I might have realized that then. Of course, I didn’t know I was an empath then, so it never would have occurred to me to listen for more than my own emotions.”

      “Life,” Amelia said, “is all about learning as we go, isn’t it?”

      Izzy nodded. “I suppose it is. I’m so glad for what I’ve learned recently.” She tipped her head. “Can I approach him?”

      Henry’s brows went up, and he exchanged a couple of looks with Em and Deacon. They seemed as surprised by Izzy’s change of heart as he was.

      “Yes, of course,” Amelia said.

      Izzy slipped her heels off and went closer until she was just a couple of feet from Thoreau’s big upside-down head. “Hello there, Thoreau. It’s a pleasure to meet you. You are easily the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen.”

      Thoreau rolled over so that he was upright again, but still lying down, and swiped a paw over his face. Almost like Izzy was embarrassing him.

      Henry was fascinated. He wondered if Thoreau knew about Edgar. Tigers had exceptional senses of smell. Could Thoreau know what lurked inside Henry with that sense alone?

      Izzy held her hand out toward Thoreau, palm flat, fingers together. “Would you mind if I touched you?”

      Thoreau shoved his head into her hand.

      “Oh.” The word came out of Izzy on a long breath. There was awe in her voice as she ran her fingers through his fur. “You’re so soft.”

      Thoreau closed his eyes slowly, giving Izzy a long blink.

      Amelia smiled. “He likes you. He only does that to people he likes.”

      “I like him, too,” Izzy said. She took her hand off of him so she could kneel down and get closer. “Thoreau, would it be all right with you if I used my new skills as empath to see if I can learn a little more about you?”

      He gave a short, little whuff.

      “Okay, thank you. I’m going to put my hand back on your head.” Izzy reached out and laid her palm on the stripes of orange and black fur between his ears.

      Thoreau put his head down on his paws and closed his eyes. His whiskers twitched once, then went still.

      Izzy closed her eyes, too. Her lips parted like she might say something, but she stayed silent. Her brow furrowed in either concentration or confusion. After what seemed like a minute or two, she opened her eyes and shook her head. “I don’t understand. Thoreau is both happy and sad. He’s restless but also content.”

      She sighed and took her hand away. “I’m sorry, Amelia. I don’t think I know enough about being an empath to make sense of what Thoreau shared with me.”

      Amelia looked disappointed. “That’s all right. You tried.”

      Izzy nodded and got to her feet. “I wish I could have helped, but what I got from him was just odd.”

      “Odd how?” Amelia asked.

      “Well …” Izzy seemed reluctant to share. “It was like two voices trying to talk to me at the same time.”
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      Amelia grabbed Izzy’s hand. “You’re positive of that?”

      Izzy nodded, not quite sure if she’d upset the older woman or not, because her own feelings were too intense to get a firm read of Amelia’s. Izzy felt awful that she hadn’t been able to help more. “Yes, I’m sorry. I told you I was too new at this—”

      “You have nothing to be sorry about,” Amelia said, letting go of her. “You did wonderfully.” She cast her gaze on Thoreau, who was still sprawled on the floor, now licking one massive paw. “Thoreau, my darling, you may go back out to the garden. Thank you for joining us.”

      The big cat got up.

      Amelia glanced back at Beckett. “See him out, will you?”

      Beckett frowned. “I’ll get the door for him, but that overgrown housecat knows his own way out.”

      Amelia pursed her lips at that answer but brought her attention back to Izzy. “About what you felt—I have long suspected that Thoreau somehow embodies the soul and spirit of my beloved Pasqual, but none of my magic has been able to crack the power that surrounds him. Because of that, I’ve been unable to prove my theory and reluctant to attempt anything too extreme, lest I was wrong. You have given me the courage to try again. Thank you.”

      Izzy was taken aback. “You’re welcome. I hope you’re successful.”

      “As do I. Anything you need in town, you just ask me. Or Emeranth, if that’s easier. If I can provide it, I will. Also, I’ll have Moses Granger reach out to you very soon. He’s the only other empath I know here in town, and he’s retired, but he’ll be more than willing to teach you what he can.”

      “Thank you. That would be great.”

      Amelia smiled. “Perhaps, once you’ve learned a bit more about your own gifts, you might come back and read Thoreau again?”

      Izzy nodded. “I would be happy to.”

      “Good. Anything I can learn from him might help me free Pasqual. If that is, indeed, whose spirit is trapped within Thoreau.” With a sigh, she sank into the nearest chair and offered them an apologetic smile. “Old bones, you know. Is there anything you need?”

      “Outside of more work? No, not really. Henry has been kind enough to offer me a job as his lab assistant, but my real skills lie in organizing other people’s spaces.”

      “Good to know,” Amelia said. She looked a little tired. “We could all use a little more of that.”

      Izzy sensed that the evening was over. She wasn’t sure how much time Henry had before his change started, either. She glanced at him before looking at Amelia again. “We’ve all had a long day, I’m sure. We should go. Henry and I have some more work to do in the lab this evening. Thank you so much for a wonderful meal and for introducing me properly to Thoreau.” She grinned. “I never thought in a thousand years that I’d get to touch a tiger, but tonight I did more than that. I won’t ever forget it.”

      “You’re so welcome,” Amelia said.

      Izzy and Henry said their goodbyes to Deacon and Em, who didn’t seem quite ready to leave yet. They insisted Izzy take their numbers in case she needed anything, then Beckett walked Izzy and Henry to the front door. He opened it for them. “Good night and, please, drive safely.”

      “Thank you.” Izzy had had such a wonderfully unexpected evening that she impulsively stuck her hand out. “It was lovely and so nice to meet you.”

      Beckett arched one brow, his dark gaze coming to rest on her proffered hand. “With your abilities, I don’t think you want to do that, Miss Isadora.”

      She pulled her hand back a few inches. “Shake hands?”

      “Make contact with me.” Beckett smiled. “But I am very pleased you enjoyed your evening. It was a pleasure to meet you as well.”

      “Thank you.” Izzy dropped her hand to her side. “Good night.”

      She didn’t speak again until she was in the car with Henry and they were headed down the long drive. “What did I do wrong? Is it because he’s the butler? Are you not supposed to be kind to the help? It seemed like more than that, though. I screwed up, didn’t I?”

      Henry shook his head. “Being kind is never wrong. But whatever sort of supernatural Beckett is, and he definitely is one, it’s either something that would be revealed through touch or possibly something that might hurt you. Either way, he didn’t want that to happen, and you did nothing wrong.”

      She sighed. “I don’t feel like I did nothing wrong. I feel like I made a fool of myself.”

      “You didn’t, I promise. What Beckett did was to protect you. You should be grateful for that.”

      She shrugged. “I guess so.”

      “Don’t let it ruin your evening.” He shot a grin at her. “After all, you petted a tiger tonight.”

      She smiled. “Yeah, I did. That was amazing. And you were right about Thoreau not being a threat, so I’m sure you’re right about Beckett, too. He was so soft, Henry. I can’t even describe it. Makes me want a cat more than ever. And you could feel this sort of vibration going through him, right through his skin. I will remember that for the rest of my life.”

      “Seems like you might get the chance to touch him again.”

      “I would like that but mostly because I would like to help Amelia.” She shook her head. “The pain and grief I felt when I touched her hand … it almost made me cry myself. That poor woman. Her love for Pasqual was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. It was almost like a weight that was too much for me to bear. Not in a bad way, which probably isn’t what it sounds like it would have been, but I don’t know how else to explain it.”

      “Being an empath seems pretty amazing.”

      She nodded. “It is. Or it will be if I can really learn to use it. Right now I feel a little bit at sea about the whole thing. But I want to learn to use my ability. I think I have to, or the influx of sensations I get will only end up tormenting me. It doesn’t mean I’m not going to help you, though. That’s definitely still going to happen.”

      “Yeah? You’re still up for tonight then?”

      She nodded. “A hundred percent. I’m looking forward to it. To being able to help, I mean. We’re going to find a cure for you, Henry.”

      He smiled. “You sound pretty sure about that.”

      “I am.” She sat back a bit. “Do you know the man Amelia mentioned? Moses Granger?”

      “No, I don’t. I’m sure he’s a good guy if Amelia recommended him.” He drove faster home than he’d driven to Amelia’s, but they’d had time to kill then. Now they had Edgar to prepare for. “Sounds like you and Em really hit it off. Having a girls night out will be a great way to get to meet some people.”

      “It will be. She’s really nice. I’m looking forward to that. Well, to both things. Hopefully, making some friends and having a night out like that. Like I told her, I’ve never done it before. But you were right about this town, too. So far, no one really seems to care who I am. Outside of me being an empath.” She let that settle over her. That feeling of not needing to look over her shoulder like she had been for so long. It was so nice. “I like it here. I’m glad I came.”

      He reached over and gave her hand a quick squeeze. “I am, too.”

      “Are we all right for time? Before you change into Edgar?”

      “Yes. It’s not quite ten. The transformation usually happens around midnight.”

      “And you’ll be in the basement all night?”

      He nodded. “It’s the safest option for everyone. But I’m going to reprogram the keypad so that you can unlock the door if need be. But please understand, under no circumstances should you unlock the door if I’m still Edgar. He will get out and wreak havoc on the town. You should have no contact with Edgar whatsoever.”

      “I understand. And you’re not taking any medications tonight, right?”

      “Right. I need a new baseline reading on Edgar to see if anything’s changed in him, which I believe it has. The curse is progressing in some way, and I need to know what that is.”

      She could sense he was worried about not knowing what was going on. “I hope tonight gives you the answers you need.”

      “Me, too.”

      More than anything, she wanted Henry to find his cure. For his whole family, just like he wanted. Because she’d realized that without the cure, he’d probably never want anything more than a casual relationship. She couldn’t blame him for that.

      But she definitely wanted more. Which meant she had to help him. Whatever that meant.
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      With Izzy at his side, Henry punched in the code to grant another user access to the keypad and the ability to unlock the door to the lab and the basement. It wasn’t just because Izzy was going to work for him. He feared something truly awful might happen tonight. That he might change into Edgar … permanently.

      If that happened, there was a file that would automatically open on his computer when he didn’t log in after twenty-four hours. That file would send alerts to his grandfather, father, and brother, telling them what had occurred. One or all of them would come to Shadowvale to gather his data and deal with Edgar. Izzy would be able to give them whatever access they needed this way.

      After all, the monster couldn’t be left to just exist in the basement. They had a family pact that if one of them ever shifted and couldn’t return to their human self, they would be humanely put down and autopsied for the sake of science. A brutal pact, perhaps, but one that was not only necessary but could provide the kinds of answers they’d needed for so long.

      He gestured toward the flat panel beside the keypad. “Put your hand flat on it so the scanner can read your print.”

      “Okay.” She did as he asked.

      A green bar of light ran down the panel, capturing her palm print. A beep sounded when it was done and locked in.

      “That’s it,” he said. “Now you have access.”

      “Thanks. Are you going into the basement now?”

      “No, I’m going to change first into my oversize scrubs. It’s better than having whatever I’m wearing destroyed. I suggest you change into whatever you’ll be most comfortable in, too. And feel free to bring a book or something if you want. Until I shift into Edgar, there won’t be much to do.”

      “All right. Should I meet you back here then?”

      “Meet me in the lab. I need to get all of the electrodes on myself and get them hooked up to the machines to monitor my vitals, plus I like to get my resting vitals, too.”

      “Okay. The lab it is, then.”

      They walked upstairs together, parting ways at their respective doors. He went to the bedroom, took off his suit and hung it up, then pulled a set of scrubs out of the drawer. He really hoped his hypothesis was wrong. He hoped these weren’t his last few hours as Henry. But something had changed, and experience had taught him that when it came to Edgar, change was rarely good.

      He brushed his teeth, grabbed the book he’d been reading off his nightstand, and headed back downstairs. He’d been quick, but he wanted a few minutes to himself before Izzy arrived.

      Once in the lab, he took out a new notebook and wrote her a short, heartfelt note just in case things went wrong this evening. Then he put that note into an envelope, scrawled her name on the front and tucked it under his keyboard.

      With that done, he logged into his computer and amended his automatic alert so that his family would be sure to get the note to Izzy.

      She arrived as he was hitting Save. She was in slim black sweatpants and a big black sweatshirt that had fallen off one shoulder, revealing a black bra strap. She had a book under her arm with her phone in that hand and a little shopping tote in the other that appeared to hold snacks. Her hair was pulled up in a high ponytail, but her makeup was still the same. She looked as beautiful as she had when he’d first seen her ready for dinner.

      He turned to smile at her. “You look prepared to be here all night.”

      “Isn’t that what I was supposed to do?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “Okay, good.” She put her bag on the worktable and set her book and phone beside it. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Nothing yet. I just got here. I still need to take my baseline vitals, then attach the electrodes to myself.”

      “Is that something I can help with?”

      “I can do it.”

      She shrugged. “If I’m going to be your lab assistant, shouldn’t I know about stuff like that?”

      “Good point.” He hadn’t been prepared to go through this with her, but she was right. If she was going to help him, she might as well start learning. Even if she might never get the chance to put it into practice.

      He gathered the supplies he’d need and brought them to the worktable, then pulled off his scrub top and took her through the process of applying the electrodes.

      She watched carefully. “Don’t they have to be attached to something? A wire or a lead?”

      “Not these. They have Bluetooth transmitters in them that send the data directly to the computer.”

      “Fancy.” She smiled. “And probably expensive.”

      “My family’s foundation comes in handy.” He handed her one and pointed to a spot on his chest. “Take this. Now put it right where I pointed.”

      She nodded. “I can do that.”

      She took a step closer. The perfume she’d put on for dinner lingered, filling his nose with its inviting aroma. Her fingers pressed the electrode against his chest, her touch firm but careful. “There. Is that right?”

      He glanced down and nodded. “Very good. Now I just need to run a baseline.” He pulled his scrub shirt back on. “Once I do that, I’ll bring up the monitors and explain what everything is.”

      He was about to sit in his chair, but he didn’t. Instead, he went over to another little work area, grabbed the chair from that spot and wheeled it over. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.” She sat beside him and watched while he did the necessary tests.

      As he ran them, he pulled up the various monitors so they showed on his three screens. He gestured to one. “See that? That’s my heart rate. It’s a little elevated because we just ate. That’s pretty standard.”

      “Good to know.”

      Next, he indicated the monitor in the center. “Those four screens are all in the basement, in case you couldn’t tell. If some or all of them go blank after Edgar appears, don’t worry about it. He generally takes out the cameras in the first half an hour or so.”

      “But if he does that, how will I gather any additional data?”

      “You won’t. Chances are good he’ll pull off all the electrodes, too.” He tipped his head toward the graphs currently showing what his body was doing. “If that happens and these all stop registering, you can call it quits and go to bed. There won’t be any point in you staying here if there’s nothing to monitor.”

      “Okay. But let’s hope that doesn’t happen.”

      “I always do. And it always does.” He gave her a quick smile. “Chances are good this will be an early night for you, but I appreciate your willingness to stick it out.”

      “I’m here to help.” She gazed up at him earnestly. “I mean that.”

      “I know you do. And it means a lot to me.” He could have kissed her right then and there, but he thought that might create some anomalies on the monitors. He still had more testing to do. “The last thing I have to take care of before I head downstairs is a blood sample. Are you queasy?”

      “Not too bad. Not for something like that.”

      “Good to know.” He went to his test kit, prepped his arm, then drew a vial.

      “Why do you do that? I get that it’s for testing, but how do you get Edgar’s blood?”

      “I don’t. But there have been occasions when Edgar’s injured himself in his attempts to get out of the basement. In those instances, I’ve been able to do a small amount of testing with the blood residue left behind. It’s not as great, obviously, as if I had a couple vials from him, but it’s all I’ve had. So I always take a sample from myself in case of that scenario.”

      “I see.”

      He labeled the vial and put it in the fridge. He’d done everything he needed to do. It was nearly eleven. Time to go to the basement. “All right. I guess that’s it. I should head down.”

      “Can I go with you? Just to see what it looks like. I know I can’t stay. Not asking to do that. It’s just that it’s hard to tell what I’m looking at through the cameras. I figure if I see it in person it will make more sense.”

      “Sure. But just for a minute.”

      She nodded. “I’ll be quick.”

      “Then let’s go.” He grabbed his book, his bottle of water, and escorted her to the basement door. He placed his hand on the panel to unlock it, then turned on the lights. “The switch is outside to keep Edgar from turning them off. The cameras have infrared, but it’s not as good as with the lights on. Also, your hand will open this door, too, now.”

      “Good to know.”

      He went down the steps ahead of her. “Everything down here is reinforced steel, and he’s still managed to bend, break, and twist some it.”

      She glanced at the handrail and the noticeable dings in it. “He did this?”

      Henry nodded. “He is very strong.”

      “I see that.” She reached the basement level right behind him. “It’s deeper than I thought it would be.”

      “Helps with sound deadening but also allows for a high ceiling, which makes it harder for Edgar to get to the cameras. He still does, but it presents more of a challenge. Sometimes he gets bored before he gets them all and I end up with footage from the whole night.”

      “Does he sleep?”

      Henry shook his head. “I wish he would.”

      “You must be exhausted after that, then.”

      “I am. There is definitely a recovery period after Edgar’s been here.” He looked around the room, trying to see it through her eyes. It was concrete block painted pale blue, because that was supposed to be a calming color, which had yet to work on Edgar. Two thick mattresses lay on the bare floor in one corner, one on top of the other, along with a pillow minus the pillowcase. Opposite them was a stainless-steel toilet protruding from the wall.

      He glanced at her. She looked slightly horrified. He frowned. “I know this must look like a jail cell to you, but it’s this way out of necessity.”

      She nodded, her bleak expression remaining. “I realize that, but it doesn’t change how I feel.” She looked at him. “You’re so resigned to this.”

      “I’m used to it.” That was the sad truth of his life. He was used to this existence. The budding sensation of self-pity welled up in him. He squelched it. There was no time or space for that. Not with what he was about to endure. “Seen enough?”

      She nodded. “I hate that you have to go through this.”

      “Thanks.” He hated it, too, but he was afraid his voice would crack if he put that into words.

      “Can I kiss you before I go?”

      A smile broke out over his face. He no longer cared what the monitors recorded. He wasn’t about to tell her no. He took her in his arms. “Yes.”
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      One kiss had not been enough.

      Izzy stared at the monitors, but there wasn’t really much to see. Henry lay on the mattresses reading. And watching him felt weird, if she was being honest. But she’d already tried reading her book, and that felt like cheating. She was supposed to be watching.

      So that’s what she did, with occasional glances at the other monitors that showed his vitals. Although again, being honest, the graphs and charts showing his vital statistics didn’t mean all that much to her. The most she could tell from looking at them was that, so far, there didn’t seem to be much change. That was good, right?

      She yawned. It was almost half past midnight. Maybe Edgar wasn’t going to make an appearance. She stretched to wake herself up. As much as she was fighting it, she was getting sleepy. She’d planned ahead, though.

      She reached into her shopping bag and pulled out an energy drink. She’d bought them on impulse because they’d been on sale, and she’d figured they might come in handy if she got some big organizing jobs. This was as good a use as any. She popped the top and took a sip. Flavor-wise, it wasn’t the best thing she’d ever tasted, but it would do the trick.

      A little movement caught her eye, and she looked over at the first screen. The chart recording Henry’s heartbeat showed an increase. A few of the other charts had changed, too. Some up, some down. Again, she really wasn’t sure what they all were for, but it was plain something was happening.

      She looked at the camera feeds. Henry was still reclined, still reading, seemingly unaffected. Couldn’t he feel something changing inside him? Or was he so used to it that it didn’t really register? Probably that.

      She watched him intently for a minute or two, expecting to see something. But nothing happened.

      She checked the monitors again. They were all back to normal. Hmm. Maybe that had just been some weird blip. She grinned. Maybe he’d been thinking about her.

      She took another drink and got her book out, opening it to the length of waxed cord she was using as a bookmark. It had beads and charms at both ends like a piece of jewelry for her book, and she loved the little jingle it made. That was the downside to her e-reader. No physical bookmark. And she had a lot of them. They were fast becoming relics of a bygone age, she supposed.

      More movement on the vital graphs got her attention. Highs and lows again. She looked at the cameras. Henry was now sitting on the edge of the mattress, doubled over like he was in pain. Her heart ached at the sight.

      Then a low roar rumbled through the speakers, and she realized there was sound. She tapped the volume button on the keyboard. The roar got louder, then tapered off, followed by a series of grunts and panting.

      She grimaced as she watched. With four cameras, there was no way not to witness what was happening to him. She tented her hands over her nose and mouth but didn’t cover her eyes. She needed to be able to tell him exactly what she’d seen and felt. Even if it was breaking her heart.

      Henry stood, arms outstretched, fists clenched. He tipped his head back and let out another agonizing cry. She didn’t know whose emotions she was feeling, but she ached with pain.

      I’m so sorry, my love. She gasped at her own thoughts. He wasn’t her love. He couldn’t be. Not after a few days. But she couldn’t help what she felt. Maybe being an empath meant her own emotions were heightened, too. Did she really love him? She wasn’t sure. But she cared enough about him that watching Edgar emerge made her hurt for Henry.

      Tears filled her eyes as his body contorted and the groans of pain continued. His muscles swelled, his neck thickened and the scrubs tightened around him as his size grew.

      In a matter of minutes, Henry was gone. Edgar had taken his place. The monitors were going crazy with all of the new data pouring in. “Oh, Henry,” she whispered. “I hope you’re all right, wherever you are.”

      Edgar twisted, looking around the room as though he was trying to see something. Had an insect gotten in there? Or was he about to destroy the cameras? She hoped not. Just like she hoped he left the electrodes alone so they could gather as much data as possible.

      Edgar scratched at his shoulder, very close to where one of them was placed.

      “Don’t take it off, Edgar. Just this once, leave it alone.”

      Again, he turned and twisted, looking up at the ceiling. She peered closer. Had he heard her? Did the cameras also have speakers?

      Henry hadn’t said anything about that, but he’d never sat where she was and watched what she was watching. It probably hadn’t occurred to him to mention the speakers, since he’d never used them. There was a thin microphone on a little stand right near the monitor. When she’d first started organizing things, he’d mentioned that he often dictated his notes for the day, since he wasn’t a great typist.

      She moved the microphone closer, nudging the keyboard nearer to her as well.

      A corner of an envelope peeked out from underneath it. She slid the envelope all the way out and saw her name on the front. What was that all about? Had Henry left this for her and forgotten to tell her? Or was it something he’d been planning to give her later?

      She hesitated over what to do. It did have her name on it. That implied it was for her. She flipped the envelope over. It wasn’t sealed, just tucked closed.

      She glanced at the beast of a man now clawing his way toward one of the cameras. Edgar definitely meant to yank them down.

      If Henry had something to tell her, she needed to know what it was. She opened the envelope.

      Dear Isadora,

      If you’re reading this, then I’m no longer with you. I hope my family has been kind to you. I’m sure they have been. They’re good people. Don’t hold it against them for what happens next to Edgar. It isn’t really me, I promise you.

      I want you to know how much you meant to me in the short time we knew each other. You gave me such happiness and for the first time in my life, I wanted to find a cure not just for my family but so that I might have a future. With you.

      Are a handful of days enough to fall in love? I know now they are. I hope you remember me fondly, my beautiful girl.

      All my love,

      Henry

      She was weeping openly now. What did he think was going to happen that had caused him to write this? It certainly seemed to her that he didn’t expect to survive the night.

      Dreading what she might see, she looked at the screen. Losing Henry was not an acceptable outcome. Edgar was not going to take Henry from her. She leaned into the mic. “Get away from that camera, Edgar.”

      He fell off the wall, looking stunned, and glaring at the ceiling. He growled.

      She leaned toward the mic again and growled back. Edgar’s eyes widened. “Go lay down,” she commanded him.

      His eyes narrowed, but after a moment, he got up and went over by the mattresses. He scratched at one of the electrodes again.

      “Leave that alone.”

      He jerked his head in the direction of another camera and grunted.

      “That’s right. I’m in charge. Now be a good boy and go lay down.”

      Reluctantly, he sat on the edge of the mattress and glared at the camera, looking very much like a pouting child.

      She wiped the tears off her face, sniffled, and smiled. She hadn’t expected her words to work, but they had, and that had to be some kind of a breakthrough.

      She couldn’t wait to tell Henry. Her smile flattened. If Henry came back. He would come back, wouldn’t he? Or was there something more going on, something he hadn’t told her? Was there a reason Edgar might not change back into Henry?

      Panic sluiced through her for a hot second, then she shut it down. Panic was not going to help her in this situation. What she needed was to give Henry every advantage possible so that when he did come back, he could end Edgar once and for all.

      But how?

      There was only one thing Izzy could think of. The one thing Henry needed the most. Edgar’s blood.
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      Izzy wasn’t so foolhardy as to think getting a blood sample from Edgar was something she could accomplish on her own. She called the only people she knew who might help her. The only people she knew, really.

      Deacon and Em.

      She called Deacon first. She was so glad they’d insisted she take their numbers.

      He answered on the third ring. “Hello?”

      “Deacon? It’s Isadora. Izzy. I need your help.”

      “What’s going on? Did Edgar get out?”

      “No, it’s not that, but it does involve him.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No, it’s not that either. Edgar’s in the basement, but I think there’s something more going on than Henry’s told any of us. I believe he thinks something might happen tonight that will keep Edgar from changing back to Henry. I want to see if I can use my empath skills to read what’s going on inside him.” She hesitated. “And also, try to get a blood sample from Edgar.”

      “A blood sample? Do you realize what you’re asking?”

      “I do. But this might be the best chance to get one.”

      “What makes you think Henry might not return?”

      “He left me a letter that basically says as much.”

      Deacon sighed into the phone. “I don’t like any of this. Edgar is dangerous.”

      “I understand that. And I accept the risk. What I’m not willing to accept is losing Henry.”

      “Yeah, me either. I’ll get my tranq gun and be right over.”

      “Can you bring Em, too? I think it would help to have another person here. Just in case. She is a witch, right? I don’t really know what her abilities are, but there might be something she can do.”

      “I don’t like bringing her into a dangerous situation, but I don’t like you being in one, either. I’ll ask her. No guarantees.”

      “I understand.” But Izzy didn’t think Em would say no. She might have only known the woman for a brief time, but she didn’t seem like the kind to turn down a chance to help. “See you soon. I’m in the lab.”

      “See you there.” Deacon hung up.

      Izzy went back to watching Edgar. He was pacing the room, snorting softly, grumbling words she couldn’t understand and looking very much like he was headed for a blowup.

      “Edgar?” She spoke into the mic softly, using a gentle tone. “Are you upset?”

      He grunted at the cameras. “Mad.”

      “Why?”

      He stopped pacing and looked at the camera closest to him. He seemed perplexed by the question, and it occurred to her that he’d probably never been asked why before. He’d probably never been spoken to before. Shouted at, maybe, but not spoken to calmly and with respect. Who would have done it? Henry couldn’t have.

      “Why are you so mad, Edgar? Are you hurt?”

      “Hurt?”

      “Yes. Are you hurt? In pain? Is that why you’re mad?”

      His frown seemed to take over his whole face. “Want … destroy.”

      “You want to destroy things?”

      His grunt sounded like an affirmation.

      “Why do you want to destroy?”

      “Just do.”

      She watched the monitors. They seemed to be leveling out. She kept talking. At least it was keeping him distracted enough that he was leaving the electrodes and cameras alone. “What else do you want to do besides destroy things?”

      He stood there, still frowning, for a long few minutes. “Eat. Hungry.”

      Now that was interesting. It had never occurred to her that he might be hungry. But then again, hadn’t Henry told her Edgar had once eaten a whole flock of chickens when he’d escaped? “What would you like to eat?” She crossed her fingers and hoped he didn’t say chickens.

      He didn’t need to think this time. “Cake. Edgar want cake.”

      She smiled. “I don’t have any—” Except she did have cake. She had what was left of the delicious Black Forest cake Henry had brought over for dinner. “Actually, I might have some cake for you.”

      “Cake!” he bellowed.

      She jerked back at the sound. “Yelling is not polite, Edgar. By the way, my name is Izzy. I’m going to see if I have some cake for you, all right? But while you wait, I want you to sit on the mattresses, okay?”

      He growled softly. “Edgar sit.”

      Maybe she should have had him lie down, but at least this way he’d be as far from the door as possible.

      She ran out of the lab and up the steps to her apartment, grabbed the box from Black Horse Bakery and ran back down with it.

      At the basement door, she took the cake out of the box, then pressed her hand to the panel to unlock the door. As soon as it clicked open, she yanked it wide, put the cake on the top step, and shut the door again.

      Her heart was pounding, but everything had gone off without a hitch. She grabbed the empty box and put it in the nearest trash bin on her way back to the computer. Edgar was still sitting on the bed.

      She spoke into the mic. “There’s some cake for you at the top of the steps.”

      He got up and lumbered toward the stairs. The cameras only showed the first five steps, so for about a minute, Edgar was out of view. When he reappeared, he had the cake in one hand and was eating it like an apple.

      She laughed softly so he wouldn’t hear. “How is it?”

      “Cake good.” He peered up. “Izzy nice.”

      He’d used her name. She hadn’t been sure he’d been paying attention. Clearly, she’d been wrong. “I think Edgar could be nice, too. Don’t you?”

      His beady eyes narrowed. He ate the last big bite of cake, but his enthusiasm seemed to have waned as he licked his fingers clean. “No.”

      It wasn’t a defiant answer but one that was filled with sadness. As if his inability to be nice was a foregone conclusion. She hoped the cameras were getting all of this so Henry could dissect it. “You can’t be nice? Why not?”

      “Edgar only destroy. Monster.” He snarled at the cameras. “Monster!” he bellowed, spitting bits of cake and icing everywhere.

      “Edgar,” Izzy said firmly. “I told you yelling isn’t polite. I got you the cake you asked for. Don’t you think you can try a little harder to be civil?”

      He wiped his big muscular forearm across his mouth, smearing a little icing across his cheek. His answer was a long time coming. “Maybe.”

      “Well, that’s better than no.” She looked at the time. Deacon and Em would probably be here soon. She had one last thing to work on with Edgar. “Are we friends now, Edgar?”

      “Friends?”

      “Yes. You know, two people who are kind to each other. Who help each other. I helped you.” She tried to read him but couldn’t get anything concrete.

      He gave a slow, thoughtful nod. “Izzy help Edgar. Get cake.”

      “That’s right, I did.”

      “Izzy want Edgar help?”

      Further proof he was processing more than she gave him credit for. “I do want your help. I’d like to get a sample of your blood. Would you be willing to let me do that?”

      “Izzy hurt Edgar?”

      “Not on purpose, no. I would have to use a needle, and that might make a little pinch, but it would be quick.”

      He sat down heavily on the mattresses, bending them under his weight. “Maybe.”

      It wasn’t a no. But didn’t do much to increase her courage to face him. “How about you think about it for a little bit and then I’ll ask you again?”

      “Maybe.”

      There was a knock on the exterior door. She got up and opened it.

      Deacon and Em stood on the other side.

      “How’s it going?” Deacon asked.

      Izzy glanced back toward the computer monitors. “Better than I expected.” She took a breath. “I’m about ready to go in.”
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      Em looked horrified as she and Deacon walked into the lab. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am,” Izzy said. “I’ve been talking to Edgar and trying to establish that we’re friends. I gave him cake.”

      “Cake?” Deacon made a face. “That seems random.”

      “He said he was hungry and wanted cake. Henry had brought one over for dessert the other night. Black Forest from Black Horse Bakery.”

      Em nodded. “You probably are friends then. I couldn’t be enemies with anyone who gave me cake from there. And I work there.”

      Deacon shook his head. “I know you have good reason for wanting to do this, but I still don’t think it’s wise.”

      Izzy held her ground. “Maybe not, but what are the alternatives?”

      Deacon adjusted the strap that held the tranq gun on his shoulder. “I knock him out, then you get the blood.”

      “And what if that just makes him angry? Or what if the tranquilizer taints the blood sample in some way?”

      “And what if you go in there to get the blood sample and he decides to bash you into the wall?”

      Em frowned. “Deacon.”

      “Sorry,” he said. “But I’ve seen Edgar in action.”

      Izzy lifted her chin. “Henry told me he’s never hurt anyone. Just eaten a flock of chickens.”

      “True, but he chased a woman into the river.” Deacon raised his brows. “No telling what he might have done if she hadn’t made it that far. If he’d caught her.”

      Izzy acquiesced. “I’m willing to let you stay at the door with the gun in case he does something, but I really don’t want him to know you’re there. I get the sense that he wouldn’t react well to that.”

      Em had been looking at the monitors, but now she turned toward Izzy. “Is that your empath abilities at work?”

      “No,” Izzy answer. “Just my gut. It seems I can’t really read him through the monitors. I guess it has to be an in-person kind of thing. Which is another reason I want to go in there.”

      Em smiled sympathetically. “I get that you want to help Henry, but Deacon’s right that this is dangerous. Or it could be.”

      “Isn’t there anything you could do to help? Some kind of spell or something?” Izzy asked.

      “I thought about that in the car on the way over, and I might be able to temporarily hold him in one spot. Not sure how long it would last against a creature like Edgar, but even if it’s a few seconds, it might be enough to let you get away.”

      Izzy looked at the monitors. Edgar was pacing again. “He doesn’t move that fast. I’m sure it would help. But a spell like that could be helpful when I take the sample. If you could freeze him then and keep him from moving, it might not hurt him as much. My biggest worry is that he reacts to the pinch of the needle and it sets him off.”

      Deacon nodded. “Valid concern. Edgar doesn’t operate the same way we do. He reacts much more dramatically.”

      Izzy had to agree. “I know. I’ve seen it already just talking to him through the mic.”

      Deacon slanted his eyes at her. “And you still want to go in there?”

      She took a breath. “For Henry’s sake, yes. I do.”

      Em hugged her, catching Izzy off guard. “You’re so brave to do this for him.” She let Izzy go. “You must be crazy about him.”

      Izzy smiled. “I am, yeah. But it’s not just because I care about him. It’s because he’s a good man and he deserves help. Wouldn’t you do it if Deacon was the one stuck in that basement?”

      Em grinned and looked at her fiancé. “In a heartbeat. I totally get it. Just don’t take any unnecessary chances in there, okay?”

      Izzy nodded with more confidence than she felt. “I promise. I just need to get a syringe.” She went over to where Henry had gotten his to take his blood sample and opened the same drawer. She took three, just to be on the safe side. She hoped one syringe of blood was enough. It would have to be. There was no way she was getting more than that.

      She had no pockets. She looked around, trying to find a solution, and saw Henry’s lab coat hanging off the back of his chair. She pulled it on and slipped the syringes into the pocket. “Perfect. Now all I need to do is let him know I’m coming.”

      “You think that’s smart?” Deacon asked. Then he held his hands up. “Ignore that. Definitely better than surprising him.”

      She sat in the chair and spoke into the microphone. “Edgar? It’s Izzy. Would it be all right with you if I came to the basement to talk to you?”

      He stopped pacing. “Izzy come here?”

      “Yes. I’d come down there with you.”

      “Bring needles?”

      He sure hadn’t forgotten about that. “Yes, I would bring needles. But I won’t take your blood unless you agree to let me do it.”

      “Edgar no like pain.”

      “I don’t like pain, either.”

      He stared at the cameras. “Izzy can come.”

      She sat back.

      Deacon let out a soft whistle. “You said you don’t think your empath powers work from this kind of distance, but I think you’re wrong. I can’t believe what a calm, reasonable exchange that was. If I hadn’t seen and heard it, I would have said it was impossible.”

      Izzy looked up at him. “That didn’t have anything to do with my empath powers.”

      “No?” He looked skeptical. “I’d argue that.”

      Em nodded. “He’s right. My aunt said you were powerful. There’s no reason to think you aren’t channeling some of your calmness into him.”

      “With my voice?” Izzy found that hard to believe. “Can an empath do that?”

      “Seems like you can,” Em said.

      Izzy got up. “I wish I’d had the chance to talk to Moses Granger before this.” She exhaled and looked at Deacon. “Ready?”

      “Yep.”

      Izzy glanced at Em. “You’re going to keep monitoring the cameras, right?”

      Em sat in the chair and nodded. “If anything looks amiss, I’ll put him in a sleeper spell and hold it as long as I can.”

      “Thanks. Okay. Let’s do this.”

      She hesitated at the basement door.

      “Second thoughts?” Deacon asked.

      “No.” She smiled. “Just gathering my nerve.”

      “You’re already about the bravest person I’ve met in this town.”

      “Thanks.”

      “When this is all over, you and I should have a talk about you coming to work with me as a peacekeeper.”

      She blinked at him. “Me? Really?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      She refocused. There’d be time to think about that later. “I’d better get down there before he thinks I was lying.”

      She pressed her hand to the panel to be scanned. The door unlocked. She looked once more at Deacon.

      He had the tranq gun off his shoulder and in his hands. “I’ll be right at the top of the steps. Em gives the word and I’ll knock him out.”

      Izzy nodded. And then headed down the stairs.
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      The basement still smelled like a basement. A little musty, a little damp, with the faint undertone of dust and paint and earth. But overtop of all of that was something new. A dark scent that was more animal than human. Edgar.

      If fear had a scent, she was probably bathed in it. She took the steps slowly, letting herself become visible gradually and hoping that her heart stopped trying to beat its way out of her chest at the same time. “Edgar? It’s me, Izzy. I’m here.”

      As soon as her head cleared the accessway, she saw him. He was standing by the mattresses. And even though she’d seen him once through the window of her apartment and on camera, she still wasn’t prepared for just how big he was in person. “H-hi.”

      “Izzy.”

      She nodded. “That’s me. The woman who gave you cake.” No harm in reminding him of that, she figured.

      He grinned, baring a mouthful of teeth that had to be more than what was standard in the human mouth. But then, nothing about Edgar was standard. “Cake good.”

      She stopped at the bottom of the steps and went no farther. “I like cake, too.” The emotions coming off him were strong and thick, like cold maple syrup. That was all she could think of as they washed over her, nearly overwhelming her. Her second thought was that she really wasn’t prepared to handle this.

      She took a few breaths and tried to sort through what she was feeling from him, tried to pull the threads apart so she could identify them individually, but they were as sticky as maple syrup, too. Plus, all of her own emotions were mixed in. She needed a little time to get used to how much emotion he was putting out. “I just learned I’m an empath. Do you know what that is?”

      He shook his head. He looked as wide as the mattresses. “Empath?”

      “It means I can sense other people’s emotions. What they’re feeling. And sometimes, I can help them with those feelings.”

      He looked at the white coat she had on, and the flow of energy off of him narrowed down to one stream she could read easily. His foremost emotion was fear. The muscles in his neck tightened, and his hands clenched into fists the size of her head. “You doctor?”

      “No.” She made herself smile. He was afraid of doctors. Interesting, considering Henry was one. “I’m not smart enough to be a doctor. I help people organize things. That’s what I do. Being an empath isn’t a job. It’s just who I am. Izzy the empath.”

      His hands relaxed. “No understand.”

      She nodded. “I know. It’s confusing. But it just means I can feel what you’re feeling. Like how the thought that I might be a doctor scared you.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You scared, too.”

      “That’s right, I am.” Didn’t take an empath to figure that out.

      “Scared of Edgar.” That same defeated tone was back.

      It surprised her how much that made her hurt for him. “I’m sorry to be afraid of you. I don’t want to be. But you’re a lot bigger and stronger than me. And we’ve only just become friends. I know what that means to me. It means I don’t want to hurt you, but I don’t know if you feel the same way. Are you going to hurt me?”

      His chest rose and fell as he breathed, his only response for the next few seconds. “Edgar not hurt Izzy. Izzy bring cake. Izzy friend.”

      She smiled. “Thank you, Edgar.”

      He sat down on the mattresses. “Edgar sit. Make shorter.”

      She laughed. Even seated, he was still taller than her, but it was definitely an improvement. “Thank you.” She took a few steps toward him. “I thought you said you couldn’t be nice. That was a nice thing to do.”

      “Sitting nice?”

      She nodded. “Yes. It shows that you were being considerate of me. That was very nice.”

      “Edgar monster.”

      She took two more steps closer, her sympathy for him growing. “We’re all monsters, Edgar. In our own ways.”

      His brow furrowed. “Izzy not monster.”

      She took a few breaths, feeling the darkness that wasn’t supposed to be there rise up like it had a point to prove. “Yes, Edgar. I am. In my own way. If I didn’t control it, I could be just as dangerous as you. I could hurt people. I could destroy things. But I don’t let myself do that.”

      He seemed to think about that with great concentration, his gaze moving off her to stare at some spot on the wall.

      She stayed quiet, giving him whatever time he needed.

      “Izzy want Edgar blood.”

      “Yes, I do. If you’re willing to let me take it.”

      He sighed and his shoulders slumped. “No hurt Edgar.”

      “I will try not to, but like I said, it might hurt a little bit. I think you’re strong enough to endure it, though. Don’t you? You look very strong to me. Strong and brave and kind.”

      His shoulders rolled back slightly. “Edgar very strong.” He beat a fist against his chest with a loud thump. “Edgar brave. Not so sure about kind.”

      “But you’re working on it, aren’t you?”

      “Edgar try.”

      “Do you want to see the needle, or would you rather not watch?” Even with his permission, she was terrified of his reaction when the needle actually went into his arm.

      “See needle.”

      “Okay.” She took one out of the coat pocket. “This is it. Not very big.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Big enough.”

      She almost laughed that a creature his size would be afraid of something like a needle, but she held it in. She didn’t think he’d understand her amusement. She put the needle back in her pocket. “Before I take your blood, would you let me try something else first?”

      He pulled back. “What?”

      “I just want to touch your arm to see if I can read your feelings better. That’s all.”

      “Izzy want touch Edgar.”

      “Yes. Would that be all right with you?”

      “What Edgar do?”

      “Just sit there. It won’t hurt.”

      He put his hands on his knees. “Izzy touch.”

      “Thank you.” She reached out and laid her hand over his knuckles, only covering about three of them. His knuckles were as hard as rocks, and his leathery skin was feverish to the touch. Made sense that a creature his size would run hot. Henry had said being Edgar burned a lot of calories.

      His emotions hit her full force, but it wasn’t as bad as the first time, because she was already getting used to it. She closed her eyes. It helped knowing Deacon and Em were watching over her in case Edgar decided to do something he shouldn’t.

      She let the emotions fill her, considering each one, sifting through them. What she wanted to find was his fear and anger. She knew she probably wouldn’t be able to eliminate them, but her hope was that she could decrease their effects on him significantly.

      That would give her a lot more peace about sticking that needle into him.

      His fear and anger weren’t hard to separate out. They were enormous parts of him, along with a strong thread of chaotic energy that had to be what fueled his desire to destroy.

      Eyes still closed, she mentally took hold of all three and began to smooth them out with her emotions, coating Edgar’s rough edges with peace and calm and the one that came most naturally to her—the need for order.

      She kept at it, giving him as much as she could until she heard him sigh.

      She opened her eyes. Edgar was gone. Henry had returned.
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      It took Henry a moment to realize where he was and who was in front of him. Nothing beyond that made sense. “Izzy?”

      “Hi, Henry. How are you feeling?”

      “Like I was woken up in the middle of the night. Disoriented. A little achy. But also weirdly calm.” He blinked a few times. “Am I … still in the basement?”

      “Yes.”

      He glanced down. His scrubs showed some strain at the seams. A sure sign Edgar had made an appearance. “What are you doing down here? Did something happen? Is it morning?”

      “It’s a long story about why I’m down here. And yes, something did happen, but nothing bad. And no, it’s not morning yet. I think it’s about 1:30 a.m., maybe later. Also, Deacon and Em are here.”

      Deacon came down the steps, still holding the tranq gun. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” Henry said. But nothing Izzy had told him helped him sort out what was going on. “I became Edgar, right?”

      “Right,” Izzy said. “But then you became Henry again. Do you feel like you’re going to turn back into him?”

      Henry did a quick assessment of himself. None of the telltale signs were there, but his body hadn’t exactly been following the typical course of action lately. “I don’t think so.”

      “Okay, that’s good. Why don’t you come back upstairs to the lab, and I can explain better.”

      He glanced down at himself again like he was still a little disoriented. Then back at Izzy. “Why are you wearing my lab coat?”

      “I needed pockets. Come on upstairs. It’ll all make sense soon.”

      “Okay.” He stood and combed his fingers through his hair. They bumped over two electrodes near his temples. He patted himself down. He could feel more of them on his body. “Edgar didn’t pull the electrodes off?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. He didn’t destroy the cameras, either. Unless something went haywire with the computer, there was a lot of data captured tonight.”

      “Outstanding.” Whatever else had happened tonight, that was something to be happy about.

      “In fact, it might be easier for you to understand what happened by just watching the footage.”

      He nodded. “Okay.” But he was still interested in Izzy’s version. Just because she didn’t know all the medical terms didn’t mean her retelling of what she’d seen wasn’t valuable.

      They went upstairs together, Deacon just ahead of them. When they reached the lab, Em was standing by the door. She gestured back toward the computer. “I saw what happened. I guess you don’t need us anymore.”

      Izzy shook her head. “You guys can go home. I’ve kept you up long enough. Thank you so much for coming.”

      “Anytime,” Deacon said. He clapped Henry on the shoulder. “Talk to you soon.”

      Henry nodded, wondering if that meant there had been another fire. He hoped not.

      Em gave them a wave as she and Deacon left. Izzy shut the lab door behind them. “Listen,” she started. “I know I did some things tonight that might make you mad, but please understand I was trying to help. My intentions were good.”

      He frowned. “Mad? At you? Granted, I don’t know what happened, but I find it hard to believe that would be my reaction.”

      She chewed on her bottom lip, eyes darting toward the computer. “Maybe you should just watch.”

      He nodded, yawning as he did. He was tired. “Okay.” He took a seat in the chair and grabbed the mouse to click to the beginning of the evening’s footage.

      “Oh,” Izzy said. “One more thing.” There was a slight tremor in her voice. “I found the letter you left me.”

      He went still, keeping his eyes on the screen. In his disorientation, he’d forgotten about that. “You did?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you read it?” He couldn’t read her voice, which made him almost not want to know the answer to his question.

      “Yes.” A heartbeat passed between them. “And I feel the same way.”

      He looked at her. “You do?”

      She nodded.

      He needed to be sure they were talking about the same thing. “You love me?”

      “I probably shouldn’t, but I do.”

      He laughed, a nervous, relieved, happy laugh. “I probably shouldn’t love you, either. But does that matter?”

      Smiling, she shook her head. Then her smile went sideways, and her gaze returned to the computer. She slumped down in the chair beside him. “I just hope you still feel that way after you watch what happened.”

      That only aroused his interest more. He couldn’t imagine. “It won’t change anything.” He clicked Play.

      He sat and watched in utter disbelief. When it was over, he turned to Izzy. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “You’re mad.”

      He laughed. “Mad? No. Impressed? Amazed? Stunned? Yes.” He shook his head, in awe of what he’d just seen. “You talked to Edgar. You found out what he wanted and gave it to him. More than that, you confronted him. Without him spinning out into some kind of rage. You touched him. You would have taken blood from him, except you comforted him to the point that he ran out of reasons to be here. How did you have the courage to do all of that?”

      She seemed a little taken aback by his response. “Because I knew it would help you. Help you find your cure.”

      He breathed, unable to believe that this woman had chosen him. “I don’t think I deserve you.”

      She smiled. “I feel the same way about you.”

      “Have you always been this fearless?”

      Her answer was a soft laugh. “Definitely not. But reading that letter you left me, that helped. I don’t know what you thought was going to happen, but it seemed like you didn’t think you’d be back. And I couldn’t accept that. So I had to do something. I didn’t know working on Edgar’s emotions would bring you back, but I’m glad it did.”

      “Me, too. It’s given me some ideas about a possible cure, too.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s fantastic.” Her mouth bunched to one side. “Do you think Edgar will come back tonight?”

      “No. No chance. Edgar never comes back so soon after he’s been here. Thankfully.”

      “That’s good. Are you going to work on the cure right now?”

      He smiled and shook his head. “I’m going to jot down some notes, but then I’m going to bed. If I don’t, I’ll probably just fall asleep in my chair anyway. Being Edgar is exhausting.”

      “I can imagine. Can I stay with you until you go upstairs?”

      He looked in her eyes. He never wanted to be away from her again. “I’d like that very much.”
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      Under the soft gleam of starlight, which Izzy had been surprised to see, she’d kissed Henry good night at his door, then come into her apartment, brushed her teeth, and fallen into bed in her sweatshirt and sweatpants. She was so tired she didn’t care. The surge of adrenaline gained by confronting Edgar was long gone, replaced by a dip in energy that almost had her asleep standing up.

      She briefly wondered if using her empath abilities had contributed to her sense of fatigue, too, but she was asleep before the thoughts took any real shape.

      A loud crack woke her from a dream about cake. She blinked into the darkness, not sure if she’d actually heard something or not. Deciding not, she closed her eyes, ready to go back to the chocolate buttercream frosting she’d just swiped her finger though.

      An all-too-familiar roar vibrated up from the street. She was awake and on her feet instantly. She went to the window and peered out.

      Edgar was standing in the street, ripping out the trees that lined the sidewalk. He had one in his hands now. He snapped it in two as if it was a twig, sending splinters of wood flying like sparks.

      Without a second thought, she shoved her feet into her sneakers, grabbed her phone from off the nightstand and raced out of the apartment. She called Deacon on her way down. The call went to voicemail, so she left a quick message. “Edgar’s back, and he’s out in the street. Bring the tranq gun.”

      As much as she hated the thought of Edgar being shot and sedated, she wasn’t sure if she could calm him again. Not when he was in this kind of rage.

      She ran through the alley and around to where Edgar was. He faced away from her. She called his name, trying to keep her tone light and easy. “Edgar? What are you doing?”

      He dropped the pieces of tree he’d been holding and turned. The streetlamps gave his eyes an unnatural shine. “Izzy.”

      She nodded. “Yes, that’s right.”

      “Izzy lied.” Vitriol poured off him in waves. He was not just angry this time, he was hurt.

      She had to find a way to combat that. She kept her voice calm and even. “I never lied to you, Edgar. That is not true.”

      “Izzy said no hurt Edgar. Edgar wake up and Izzy gone.”

      “I said I wouldn’t hurt you, and I didn’t. I made no promises about staying with you.” Was that really what this was all about? And what had brought Edgar back? Henry said Edgar never came back. She tried to think of something to tell him. An excuse for leaving. “I had to go to bed, Edgar. That’s what people do at night. They sleep. It’s what you should be doing.”

      “Edgar no sleep. Edgar destroy.” He ground his teeth together and let out a growl.

      She put her hands on her hips. “Yes, I see that. And it’s very disappointing. I thought you were going to work on being kind. This is not being kind, is it?”

      “Edgar destroy,” he repeated, but there wasn’t as much angst behind it this time.

      “And what good does that do?” She went closer, still very much afraid of him, but if she could keep him distracted until Deacon arrived, maybe she could keep him from demolishing anything else. There’d be less animosity toward Henry that way. “I asked you a question, Edgar. What good does destroying the trees do?”

      He frowned, flexed his hands, but remained silent.

      She went closer still. “Animals live in those trees, and now you’ve taken their home away.” She didn’t think Edgar the chicken eater would care much about that, but she was trying to negotiate with him while running on very little sleep. Her brain was doing the best it could.

      What she needed was to get her hands on him. She wasn’t sure he’d let her do that again, and trying to do it on her own could get her seriously injured.

      Proving how little he cared, he reached for another tree.

      This time, Izzy got mad. “That’s it. If you tear that tree up, we are no longer friends, Edgar.”

      He stopped. “Izzy not Edgar friend?”

      “I won’t be. And I mean it. Why should I be friends with someone who’s ruining the street I live on? I like those trees. I like them right where they are. If you tear out another one, I will never speak to you again.”

      “Izzy mad.”

      She nodded. “That’s right. I am mad.”

      He sat down in the middle of the street. “Edgar no touch tree. But Edgar mad, too.”

      “Thank you for letting the tree live. I know you’re mad.” She walked as close to him as she dared, which she hoped was just outside of his reach. “I don’t know why you’re so mad all of the time. Do you?”

      He shook his head. He looked miserable.

      Her instinct was to hug him and comfort him, but they weren’t quite there yet. And she wasn’t about to risk being crushed in his embrace. “Would you be willing to go back to the basement with me? If you do, I’ll bring you some more cake.”

      She prayed the Sunshine Diner had cake, because she didn’t know where else she’d find such a thing at this time of the night.

      “No!” The word blasted past her in a bellow that made the ground tremble.

      “Edgar!” She put her hands to her ears. “That wasn’t nice, either.”

      He hung his head a little. “Edgar not care.”

      “I think you do.” She heard movement behind her.

      “I’m here,” Deacon whispered from her left.

      “Don’t do anything yet,” she whispered back. She held her hands out, palms up, toward Edgar. “Can I touch you again, Edgar? Like last time? Try to help you with what you’re feeling inside?”

      His only answer was a shrug without looking at her.

      She dropped her hands but smiled. “I’m not mad at you, if that’s what you’re thinking. I really do still want to be friends.”

      He raised his head. “Friends?”

      “Yes.”

      He stretched his arm out. “Izzy touch.”

      “Thank you.” She put her hand on top of his and, with her eyes open this time, opened herself to his emotion once again. It was a little easier this time, because she knew what to expect.

      He was so hurt, she almost wept with the sensation of it. She soothed it as best she could, layering happiness over his anger and peace over the destructive urges that poured out of him. His eyes drifted shut, and then, right before her, he became Henry again.

      He collapsed back onto the street, snoring softly.

      Deacon joined her, the tranq gun slung over his shoulder. “You’re getting good at that. Any idea what happened?”

      “You mean why he became Edgar again? No clue.” She sighed. “I’ll wake him up and get him into his apartment.”

      “Maybe you should let him sleep it off in the basement. Just in case.”

      She hated that idea, but it had merit. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Hey,” Deacon said. “Great job by the way. Talking him down, I mean. What I said about you becoming a peacekeeper? That still stands. He’s not the only one in town with a curse that borders on dangerous.”

      She looked at Deacon. Henry’s curse did more than border on dangerous, but Deacon was being sincere. She could feel it. “We’ll talk about that soon, I promise.”

      “Good.” He hesitated, like he wasn’t sure if he should leave or not.

      “Go on,” she said. “I’ve got this.”

      “Okay.” All the same, he went slowly.

      She crouched next to Henry and gave his shoulder a shake. “Hey, sleepyhead. You can’t stay here.”

      His eyes flickered open, and he took a look around. Then he groaned. “Edgar?”

      “Yep.”

      Henry let out a soft curse and came up to a sitting position. “My fault.”

      “How?” She offered him a hand, but he was already standing.

      “I did try a small dose of something that I thought might keep Edgar from reappearing. Just in case. Seems like all I did was invite him back.” Henry shook his head. He was mad at himself, she could tell.

      She shrugged. “Could have been worse. Only two trees.”

      He looked over his shoulder and rolled his eyes. “Great.” Then he glanced at her. “Did you do the empath thing again?”

      “Yep.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Anytime.”

      He snorted. “I’d rather it be never again.”

      Despite his attempt at amusement, he was clearly disappointed. She was, too, but she wouldn’t let him know that. With a kind, sympathetic smile, she reached out and took his hand. “Me, too.”
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      Izzy spent the next few days working, dividing her time between organizing Henry’s lab and office areas, going to see Moses Granger to work on her empath abilities, and fielding calls from locals interested in hiring her to help them get organized as well.

      Apparently, Amelia had spread the word about Izzy’s skills. That was the only reason Izzy could think of for the calls. Some of the jobs were small, only taking an afternoon, like organizing Mrs. Tuttleman’s pantry and linen closets. But those small jobs still paid, and Izzy was finally starting to feel like she could breathe financially.

      Working for Henry paid, too, but more and more she was reluctant to charge him. He was obviously not just a client anymore. He was the man she’d fallen for. The man she hoped to spend many more years with.

      The thought made her smile as she drove back from Moses’s house. He was a lovely man in his early seventies, tall and slim with a quick smile. His curse, he’d confessed to Izzy after their second visit, was that the emotions he felt from others had started to become his own. It wasn’t so bad if someone was happy, but he’d been employed at a crisis center and had ended up becoming severely depressed after working with a critical patient.

      After that, he’d realized he needed to pull back. Something his wife, Chandi, had encouraged him to do.

      And so they’d moved to Shadowvale, where Amelia had given him an amulet to help protect him from absorbing too many outside emotions.

      Despite all of that, he’d been thrilled to help Izzy. Just like she’d been thrilled to meet someone else with the same abilities she had.

      She was worried about Henry, though. He’d been consumed with using all the new data he’d gathered to help create a cure for his family’s curse. Every night, he tried something new. And every night, in the basement, he turned into Edgar again without fail.

      She couldn’t always help Edgar the way she had before, either. On the first night Henry had tested his new cure, Edgar had been inconsolably angry. He’d torn the electrodes off his skin, pulled the cameras down from the ceiling, and ripped the mattresses in half.

      Izzy felt for him, but she wasn’t going near him when he was like that.

      On the second night, Henry had tried a new formula, and Edgar had done nothing but pace the room, going round and round in circles. Not the worst outcome but not one that had created much usable data for Henry.

      More and more, she was leaning toward Henry giving up on the idea of a chemical solution and opting for letting her try to resolve Edgar’s issues with her empath skills. She hadn’t said anything about it to him yet, though.

      For one thing, she knew he’d been at this for many years and was convinced the answer was close at hand. For another, her solution, if it worked, wouldn’t help the rest of his family unless they could also find empaths who were able to do the same thing for them.

      She parked on Fiddler Street in her usual spot and got out. Funny how her spot was always available.

      She glanced across the street. The trees Edgar had ripped up had already been replaced with some smaller, identical varieties, but replacing them couldn’t erase the memory of what he’d done. Or how strong he was. Or how dangerous.

      She grabbed her purse, locked up the car, and walked around to the alley. Instead of going upstairs to her apartment, she went into the lab.

      Henry was at the worktable, in front of his computer. Nearby, a couple of glass flasks filled with unknown liquids, one a deep, royal purple, one a soft, milky green, bubbled away over Bunsen burners.

      She’d gotten used to being around small amounts of fire when she was in the lab, but she still didn’t enjoy it.

      He looked up when she came in. “Hey, great! You’re just in time.”

      “For what?”

      “I’ll explain in a second. How did your session with Moses go?”

      “Great. He’s such a nice man. Maybe we should invite him and his wife out to dinner sometime.”

      Henry took a moment to think about that. “Would they go?”

      She shrugged. “Don’t know until we ask.”

      “True.”

      She put her purse on the worktable. There was a lot more available space since she’d been organizing. She looked at the flasks. She could smell strong, almost perfumy scents coming from them. “What’s going on here?”

      He exhaled. “Trying something new. Which is what you’re just in time for.”

      “Oh?” She took a seat next to him. He always kept a second chair nearby for her now. “Fill me in.”

      “I called Amelia this morning to let her know I’d taken care of replacing the trees Edgar ripped up, and she asked how my research was going. I told her the truth. That I’d had no real breakthroughs despite all the new data.”

      Izzy nodded but said nothing, letting him speak.

      “She politely suggested I was looking in the wrong places for my answers.”

      “Meaning?”

      “She said I was relying too heavily on my medical background. That I needed to return to my roots.”

      “Your roots?”

      He nodded. “Before I could ask her any more questions, she said she had to go and hung up. It got me thinking, as I’m sure it was meant to, about what she meant exactly.”

      “So what are your roots? Or better yet, what are Edgar’s roots?”

      He pointed at her like she’d hit upon something. “That’s where I went, too. Edgar wasn’t the result of some birth defect or genetical anomaly. Edgar was created by my great-great-great-grandfather in his lab. He was playing with the idea of unleashing man’s true self by combining science and alchemy. The known and the unknown. The natural and the supernatural.”

      “Seems to me like he did it.”

      Henry frowned. “Unfortunately, he did. But Amelia could be right. That should be where my focus is, too.”

      “So what’s in the flasks?”

      “Two different compounds that combine elements of science and alchemy. One has a very concentrated essence of lavender; the other has a similar essence of valerian. Both have some other chemicals added to them, but for the final touch of true alchemy, I want you to infuse both solutions with as much happy, peaceful, calm emotion as you can.”

      She made a face. “You want me to put emotion into liquid?”

      “Yes. Why not?”

      “Because I don’t know if I can. That sounds like advanced empath stuff, if it can even be done at all.”

      “You could ask Moses. But I believe you can do it. Just focus on the solutions like you would a person. Each one contains natural ingredients. And while the plants the essences came from aren’t living things anymore, they were at one time.”

      She remained skeptical. “What are you going to do with these solutions then?”

      He gave her a smile that was probably meant to be reassuring. “I’m going to inject them into me and see what effect they have on Edgar.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know about that. What if they’re dangerous?”

      “They aren’t. I’ve run a couple computer scenarios, and there’s no sign of adverse effects.”

      “But your computer isn’t allowing for me adding emotions to them. There’s no telling what that could do.”

      “I don’t think good emotions will react badly to the solutions or to my personal chemistry. In fact, I’m banking on the very opposite to happen.”

      “And if something goes wrong anyway, you know how bad I’m going to feel?”

      He took her hand. “I realize that. But if I don’t try this, what do I do next? I’ve spent years on this without being able to build on the few positives I’ve had. And most of those positives have rarely been repeatable. I’m running out of paths to take.”

      “Why not just go back to allowing yourself to become Edgar without any chemical additives and letting me work on him?”

      “Because that’s dangerous. One good night with Edgar doesn’t ensure you’ll have another. You just said you’d feel bad if something went wrong from these solutions, but can you imagine how I would feel if Edgar hurt you?” He let go of her hand and took a deep breath. “Izzy, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.”

      She understood that. “I’d feel the same.”

      “I know. But giving these solutions to Edgar isn’t the same as giving them to an ordinary human being. Edgar has the strength and stamina of a hundred men. For all intents and purposes, he’s indestructible. A few natural essences and happy thoughts aren’t going to do him any harm.”

      “And you? What might they do to you?”

      He went silent for a couple of seconds. “How about we compromise? How about we get that tranq gun from Deacon, then I load the darts with the solutions, and we get him to shoot them into Edgar. That way they’re administered to Edgar only. Not me.”

      She nodded. “That’s a better idea. I’d feel better about that for sure.”

      “All right. I’ll reach out to Deacon. But I still need you to see about putting emotions into those solutions.”

      “I’ll call Moses and see what he has to say about it.”

      “Thanks.” He smiled. “And thanks for caring what happens to me.”

      “I love you, you know. It’s my job to care about you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      But he didn’t have to tell her. It suffused the air around him in a sweet perfume, filling her senses every time she was near him. It was like the most beautiful tune she’d ever heard, played exclusively for her. Whether or not Henry realized it, his love and affection for her were quickly becoming Izzy’s safe haven.

      When she was near him, there were no bad thoughts, no harsh emotions, and, best of all, no darkness.

      Henry had become the light in Izzy’s world.
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      Henry watched Izzy. Even though he really had no idea what she was doing internally, the scientist in him couldn’t help but observe the process of her attempting to put emotions into the first of his new solutions. He stayed a few steps back, not wanting his presence to disrupt her concentration.

      She sat in front of the first flask, which had been taken off the heat and allowed to slowly come to room temperature. She had the lavender essence directly before her and was focusing on it. She put her hands around the flask, covering as much of it as she could.

      For a few minutes, she sat there, arms outstretched, hands curved to the flask. Then she looked up at him with the most curious expression. “I’m not done, but I think I might actually be able to do this.”

      “Good.” He wasn’t surprised, though. He’d known she’d be able to do something. After what she’d accomplished with Edgar, he had every faith in her new abilities.

      “It’s like … I can’t describe it exactly, but it’s almost like I can sense the plant essences. And they’re responding to me. Not responding, that’s not accurate. More like I can tell that I’m influencing the essence in a positive way.”

      His brows lifted. “That’s really interesting.” He didn’t want to stop her from what she was doing for too much longer, but he had to know. “Did Moses tell you how to do it?”

      “He hasn’t done anything exactly like this, but his suggestion was to be open to more wavelengths than just the ones humans put off. He said at the height of his powers, he could feel the emotions of trees and flowers.”

      Moses got more interesting with every new thing Izzy told Henry about him. “We really should go out to dinner with him and his wife. I want to meet this guy.”

      She smiled. “Next Wednesday night. I already asked.”

      He laughed. “Fantastic.” He crossed his arms. “You said you’re not quite done with that one?”

      “No, so stop talking to me.” She winked at him before returning her attention to the flask.

      He inched back even farther, giving her more space. He didn’t relish Edgar getting shot with the tranq gun in order to try out this new potential cure, but he’d agreed to it to make Izzy happy. He worried that the aggravation of being darted would in turn upset Edgar and make it harder for the solution to work.

      If it even would. The idea of using plant essences wasn’t so far off. Holistic and natural medicine definitely had its place in the world, but he didn’t know if he truly believed it would be effective against a monster like Edgar.

      He thought more about the possible consequences of shooting the new solution into Edgar. Wouldn’t it be better for him, Henry, to take a dose first? What if the solution could keep him from changing altogether? He’d never know if he didn’t take it as Henry.

      He waited until Izzy sat back to bring it up. “Done?”

      She nodded. “I’ve given it my best shot. Which doesn’t mean anything other than I tried to get as much good, calm emotion into it as possible. How much I actually managed that, I have no idea. There’s no way to measure that, either, so it’s just going to be a trial-and-error kind of thing.”

      “About that …” He sat next to her. “I don’t think injecting Edgar is the right way to go with this.”

      “Why not?”

      “Mostly because it doesn’t give me a chance to see if this new solution could prevent me from changing to begin with. I’m sorry—I know you’re worried about what this might do to me, and that’s definitely a valid concern—but my goal is to cure myself and my family of this curse. Not put a Band-Aid on it after the fact.”

      She sighed and nodded. “You’re right. The whole point is to keep you from ever having to spend another night in that basement. I let my emotions get the best of me.” She smiled. “I guess that’s not something I’m going to be able to stop from happening.”

      He grabbed her hand, needing to touch her. “I don’t want you to stop it. I love who you are and the way you think. No one, outside of my family, has cared so much about what happens to me. I don’t want that to change. I mean it.”

      “Good, because like I said, I don’t think I can.”

      “Izzy, you are the light in my very dark life. Which, thanks to you, no longer seems quite so dark. I hope you know that.”

      Her smile broadened. “I’m happy about that. I feel the same about you.” She straightened. “Do you want me to work on the second essence now?”

      He glanced at the remaining flask of purple liquid. “No. I have no scientific basis for this, but I feel like having you put emotion into it is something that should happen right before it’s used. Just in case there’s a narrow shelf life on a thing like that. Something else I’ll have to figure out if these work.”

      “What if they do work? Then what?”

      “Then I—no, we—make more and get them shipped directly to my affected family members. There will still need to be lots of testing, but real life will give us a great many answers in a short amount of time.”

      “And now? What are you going to do now?”

      He checked the time. “I’m going to put a couple of electrodes on to monitor my brainwaves and pulse, then give myself the first injection and see how I react to it. I’m going to leave the tranq gun filled with tranquilizer darts in case Edgar shows up and you need it for some reason, but I’ll be headed down to the basement again, as usual.”

      “Even if you don’t feel the change coming on?”

      “Even if. I’ve had nights like that already, and Edgar arrived despite what I was or wasn’t feeling.”

      She nodded but looked disappointed.

      He squeezed her hand. “I can’t wait for the day that I don’t have to think about him anymore.”

      “Me, too,” she said softly.

      “Hey, how about after this first injection, you give me half an hour or so just to make sure I don’t have any adverse reactions, and if I don’t, we go for a walk? Would you be interested in that?”

      She smiled and nodded. “I’d like that very much. I love that even though there’s no sun during the day, the stars are still visible at night.”

      He let go of her hand and got up to get the electrodes, which he quickly attached. Next, he went for a syringe. “I like that, too. Amelia’s magic is pretty impressive that way, isn’t it?”

      “It is.” Izzy’s attention seemed to drift. “You know, it won’t be long before Moses will have taught me everything he can. He said at a certain point, I just need time and practice, which isn’t anything he can help me with. Which means I should be ready to meet with Thoreau again soon.”

      He picked out the appropriate syringe and brought it back to the worktable. “Are you nervous about that?”

      “Not about him anymore, no. Now I’m more worried about not being able to give Amelia the answers she wants.”

      “She’ll understand that whatever you’re able to do is all the help you can give her. More than anyone, she understands the limits of special abilities.”

      Izzy nodded. “I know. That wasn’t quite what I meant, really. I don’t want to disappoint her is really what I meant. Because I like her. And she’s been so helpful to me.”

      “I completely understand. The first time Edgar escaped his confinement, I was devastated because I thought for sure Amelia would make me leave Shadowvale.”

      “She didn’t, obviously.”

      “Not only didn’t she, but she told me Edgar was exactly why I belonged in Shadowvale.”

      “She’s so nice. And so understanding.”

      “She is.” He drew up the solution into the syringe. “You know, there are standing offers for my family to move here as well. Any of them that want to are welcome to come.”

      “Really?” Izzy seemed intrigued by that. “Why haven’t they?”

      “They all have their reasons. But Shadowvale isn’t the only town of its kind. There are other places out there where people like us can find safe haven.”

      She shook her head. “I had no idea.” Her gaze went to the syringe. “Are you going to do that here?”

      “No, I’m going to take it downstairs and do it there. I’d like you to come with me so you can bring the syringe back up, then lock me in. Give me thirty minutes, and if nothing’s happened, you can let me out and we’ll go for that walk. We have plenty of time before midnight.”

      She got up from the chair. “All right.”

      “You look sad.”

      “Not sad. Just … pensive is a good word. A little worried, a lot hopeful, as well as wishing you didn’t have to go through this at all.”

      He held the syringe out with one hand and wrapped the other around her waist, pressing his forehead to hers. “I feel the same way. But let’s concentrate on the hopefulness.”

      “Yes,” she whispered. Then she kissed him, a quick, short peck that ended in a smile. “Let’s do this so we can go walk.”

      “Follow me.”

      Together they went down to the basement. Henry sat on the mattresses, which had been replaced since Edgar had destroyed the last set, and held out his arm. He found a vein and injected the serum.

      Done, he capped the syringe and held it out to Izzy. “That goes in the sharps container by the sink.”

      She took it and nodded. “How do you feel?”

      He thought a moment, concentrating on his body and internal systems. A little warmth spread out from the injection site. “Good. Very calm. No sense that Edgar’s on his way.”

      “All right. I’ll see you in half an hour.”

      “If anything changes, I’ll tell you. If you’re going to be by the computer, that is.”

      “I’ll be close. I’m going to work in the lab organizing the glass rack until you’re ready to go walk.”

      “Perfect.”

      As she left, the warmth spread up his arm and into his chest. He lay back on the mattresses, curious to see what happened next.
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      Izzy took all the glassware out of the big rack where it was stored. Henry hadn’t maintained any kind of organization, but she’d have it whipped into shape soon. It would make his life easier to be able to find and access the exact piece of glassware he needed when he needed it instead of having to hunt for it.

      As she worked, she wiped down each piece of glassware before placing it in the proper space. But she also took frequent breaks to check on Henry through the cameras. He’d said nothing so far, which she took as a good sign.

      As she looked closer, she wondered if he was sleeping. She checked the monitors. His brainwaves and vitals were all very even. Did that mean he was sleeping? She should really ask him to teach her more about what to look for on these graphs.

      She checked the time and frowned. Had it really only been twelve minutes?

      She went back to the glassware. She made herself do two more shelves before she looked at the cameras again. Henry was reading a magazine. Something with a very fancy sports car on the front. He’d started keeping a few magazines between the mattresses for when he was bored. This was obviously one of those times. It had been twenty-one minutes.

      She spoke into the mic. “How are you doing?”

      “Good. Bored.”

      She smiled. “That’s better than it could be.”

      He laughed. The monitor showing his brainwaves registered a little uptick. “Very true. Has it been half an hour yet?”

      “Not quite. Don’t you have a clock down there?”

      “I used to. Edgar kept smashing it.”

      “Couldn’t you ask the computer?”

      “Yes,” he said a little sheepishly. “But I like talking to you more.”

      “I see.” She smiled as she went back to the rack, trying to work a little faster while also not breaking anything. It took her eleven more minutes, something she realized only when the sound of snoring interrupted her.

      She pressed her lips together but laughed anyway as she walked over to Henry’s computer to have a look. But her amusement ended quickly. Edgar was asleep on the mattresses.

      Her heart sank. That was not what was supposed to happen. She sat in one of the chairs and stared at the screen. “So much for Magic Potion Number One.”

      She was beyond sad. She was a little angry. Edgar’s much too early arrival had robbed her of time with Henry. She’d been so looking forward to taking a walk with him, looking in the shop windows along Fiddler Street, maybe stopping in for a quick bite somewhere, holding hands, being a couple.

      None of that would happen now. All because of Edgar. Henry couldn’t help it, obviously, and this was the price of being in a relationship with someone like him, a price she was happy to pay. But that didn’t mean she was happy about Edgar.

      Why had the solution meant to keep him away caused him to arrive early? She was sure Henry would wonder the same thing.

      She looked at the monitors showing vitals and brainwaves. They looked no different to her than they had before. Was it possible that Edgar would leave as quickly as he’d shown up? That maybe this was a sort of glitch in the matrix? This definitely wasn’t when Edgar was supposed to be here. It was … she looked at the time … barely seven o’clock.

      She huffed out a breath. There wasn’t much she could do about Edgar. He’d be here for as long as he was going to be here. She ought to see if Henry could make it possible so that she could watch the cameras from her laptop. Then she could at least be in the comfort of her own apartment.

      Not that she didn’t have more work to do in the lab. She did. But she didn’t feel like working anymore today. Maybe she’d just go upstairs, make herself some dinner, then come back down and check the cameras again. As far she knew, Edgar might sleep until tomorrow morning.

      She supposed that sleeping through the night was better than him rampaging and destroying things. And this way, Henry might not return to himself with all the usual aches and pains.

      She took one more look at the monitors, then back at Edgar. Still sleeping.

      She went upstairs. Dinner was a simple pan-fried chicken breast cooked with a few sliced onions and peppers mixed with some red sauce, then topped with a sprinkling of Parmesan and mozzarella cheese. Her quickie version of chicken parm without the added pasta, which she would have made if Henry had been eating with her.

      She finished her meal, cleaned up the dishes, then went back down to the lab. She walked in and went straight to the cameras. Edgar was still asleep on the mattresses. Looked like that was it for their evening out.

      She whispered into the microphone so as not to wake him. “Sleep well. See you in the morning.”

      Since she’d only brought her key and her phone with her, she decided to go out for a walk anyway. She felt a lot safer than she had when she’d first arrived, now that she understood what the town was really about and how kind the citizens were. It helped that she knew Thoreau was not the threat he seemed, too.

      She locked up the lab and walked through the alley and around to Fiddler Street. She loved living so close to all the interesting shops and eateries and loved even more that so many of them were open late.

      She lingered outside a few of the antique shop windows, admiring the pretty things. Someday maybe she’d have a house where a few of those pieces would fit right in. Maybe she’d have that house with Henry.

      Even if Edgar was still around.

      She’d rather have Henry with Edgar than not have Henry at all, and she was starting to wonder if that was going to be the case. That she had to take them as a set.

      But something had to work, didn’t it? Henry would find a cure eventually. She clung to that belief as she started walking again, thinking about what that day would be like.

      On impulse, she turned off of Fiddler, onto a street that had some big, pretty homes set back from the sidewalks by wide, green lawns all illuminated by the regular intervals of streetlights.

      Amazing how well everything grew here despite the lack of sun. More of Amelia’s work, no doubt. The more Izzy learned about the woman, the more extraordinary she became.

      The houses were all so nice, and it seemed each one got better as she walked. Some had potted topiaries flanking the front doors. Others had electric tapers lighting each individual window. Many had silk flower wreaths on the doors, making her wonder if one house had started a trend.

      She walked on until she realized she’d gone farther than she’d intended. She’d taken a couple of side streets, too, all because she’d caught a glimpse of a house she’d had to see better. She wasn’t lost, but she had a long walk home. She decided to make the most of it and not backtrack, but instead take a few new streets to see as much of the town as she could.

      She took the next turn and headed back toward Fiddler.

      This time, she walked with purpose. The houses on these streets were pretty but not nearly as striking as the last few. The neighborhood she was in now was more like middle-class family homes. Warm lights glowed in the windows, and through some, she could see parents and kids cleaning up after dinner or gathered in the living room watching television.

      Once again, she found herself thinking of the future.

      She paused in front of one house where a woman was pacing the living room, bouncing a baby in her arms. Through another window, she could see a man in the kitchen, warming a bottle for the baby. The scene was so sweet and wholesome and heartwarming that it transfixed her.

      She barely realized the sirens she heard were headed her way until she saw flashing red and blue lights coming through the trees. She’d never been one to linger around such scenes, never one drawn to the possibility of witnessing human tragedy. Having Ian for a brother had given her enough of that.

      She pulled the collar of her coat higher and headed down the street at a good clip. The last thing she wanted was to be involved in any way with whatever was going on. She didn’t want to be questioned, didn’t want to get pulled into anything where her real name might come out.

      She kept her eyes forward and her feet moving. The sirens were behind her now, but the panic that they raised in her remained, causing her heart to beat faster and her inhalations to come in rapid breaths.

      She hoped it was just a false alarm for whoever was involved, but she didn’t stop until she’d reached Fiddler Street once again.

      She jogged across the street and went straight to the lab.

      Edgar was still in the basement, still asleep on the mattresses.

      She went upstairs, got ready for bed, and lost herself in a book, once again taking solace in escaping reality.
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      Henry groaned as his eyes came open. He could feel that he had shifted into Edgar. Not just that, but he knew he’d shifted much sooner than expected. He closed his eyes again, feeling cool air on his skin where his shredded clothing no longer covered it. He should have put his scrubs on. His last clear memory had been injecting the new solution, then lying down on the mattresses and flipping through Car & Driver.

      He rolled to the edge of the mattress and glanced at the floor. The magazine lay there, pages askew as if it had been dropped, which it probably had.

      He lay flat again, wondering what time it was. Wearing a watch or bringing a phone with him to the basement was just asking to have to replace those things. He stared up at the cameras. “Izzy?”

      There was no response, but he hadn’t really expected one. It wasn’t her job to watch him around the clock when he transformed. And he was glad she hadn’t. No need for her to ruin her sleep for what the cameras and computers had hopefully recorded.

      With a frustrated sigh, he got up and stretched, happy to feel that he wasn’t quite as stiff or sore as usual, then headed up the steps. He put his hand to the lock panel and waited for it to read his print. The door unlocked. He pushed through it and went into the lab.

      The time on one of the clocks read 2:14 a.m., which had to be a first for how early he’d transitioned in and out of being Edgar.

      The lab looked neater and more organized every time he came in here. Proof that Izzy was a master of her trade and hard at work despite everything else she had going on.

      He was glad new work had come her way. He wanted her to be successful in everything she did, whether that be his lab assistant or the world’s best organizer.

      He sat down at the computer and looked at the readouts, which made him realize he was still wearing the electrodes. He paused the recordings, saved the data, then pulled the electrodes off and set them aside.

      Then he reviewed the footage from the previous night. Not long after he’d started reading the magazine, he’d fallen asleep. And then, while still sleeping, he’d shifted into Edgar. Even more interesting than that? Edgar had kept right on sleeping.

      When had that ever happened?

      He didn’t think it had. Which meant solution one might not have prevented Edgar’s arrival, but it had turned it into a non-event. He ran a couple of quick analyses of the data gathered during Edgar’s brief appearance.

      The most surprising result was that there’d been no big spikes in his blood pressure or brain waves during the transition. Some small peaks, yes. But not the typical witch hats that normally showed up.

      The solution had not only calmed Edgar, but it had protected Henry’s system from the usual stress. That was interesting for two reasons. One, anything he could do to protect himself was good. But two, he’d been assuming that if he could eliminate that stress pattern, he could eliminate Edgar.

      Clearly, that wasn’t true. Edgar seemed determined to show up, regardless of how relaxed Henry was.

      He sat back, still staring at the screens and thinking this new information over. As much as he wanted to try an increased dose of the first solution tomorrow night, he was more interested in finding out what, if anything, the second solution would do.

      So far, the plant essence had given him the best result of anything he’d tried.

      He yawned. Edgar might have slept, but Henry didn’t feel rested. He closed down his computer, turned the lights off, locked up, and climbed the steps to his apartment. There were no lights on at Izzy’s, otherwise he might have knocked and told her what he’d learned.

      He wasn’t about to disturb her sleep, though. It was something they both could use more of. And there’d be plenty of time to fill her in tomorrow.

      He went inside, tossed his ruined clothes in the trash, then got into bed to see if he could manage a few more hours of sleep.

      But by 6 a.m., he knew he’d had all he was going to get. He got up and took a long, hot shower to wake himself up. He put on his robe and went out to the kitchen, where he started a pot of coffee and went to work making himself some breakfast. Nothing fancy. Scrambled eggs and toast with butter and homemade peach jam that one of his patients had given him.

      He sat at the counter to eat, looking through his email while he did. Just before seven, he sent Izzy a quick text. Morning. Busy day?

      He didn’t expect an answer right away, especially not knowing how long she’d been up watching him. He cleaned up breakfast, then got dressed in scrubs, filled his thermos with the remaining coffee, grabbed his keys and wallet in case he needed to run out, and went downstairs to the lab.

      She answered him around eight. Half-day job at the Gunthers’ sorting two kids’ rooms, closets, and toys. Starting early, hoping to be back by 1. Lunch?

      He smiled. I’d love that. Sunshine Diner?

      Her response was a smiley face, a heart, and a thumbs-up.

      He went back to work, running a more detailed analysis of the previous night’s data to see if he could find any variation that would pinpoint Edgar’s arrival.

      An hour into that analysis, there was a knock on the lab door. He wasn’t expecting anyone, and Izzy was working. He checked the door camera. Deacon.

      Henry let him in. “I didn’t expect to see you today.”

      “I didn’t expect to be here today.” Deacon’s face wore the kind of resignation that didn’t bode well. “There was another fire last night. A she-shed burned down.”

      Henry’s brow wrinkled in confusion. “A what shed?”

      “A she-shed. It’s like a man cave but done up in an outbuilding.”

      “Oh. That must be a new thing.”

      “It’s not.” Deacon shook his head. “But that’s not why I’m here.”

      “What then? Was someone hurt? Do you need me at the hospital?”

      “Not that, either. Thankfully.” Deacon took a breath. “One of the neighbors’ doorbell cameras caught video of someone fleeing the area about the time the fire was started. Based on footage from some of the other doorbell cams in the area, that was the only person outside at that time. No cars through the area, either.”

      “And?” But the sinking feeling in Henry’s gut told him he already knew what Deacon was going to say.

      “And it was Izzy.”

      Henry refused to believe that. “It can’t be. She was here.”

      Deacon frowned. “You have proof of that?”

      “No, but she was.” Henry thought a second. “Actually, I do have proof. I can check the security logs and tell you when she left here. What time was the fire?”

      “Time stamp on the video shows as seven fifty-one.”

      There was no way that had been Izzy. Henry pulled up the log and checked the previous night’s records. He read them. And cursed.

      “What?” Deacon asked.

      Henry deflated. “She left the lab at twenty after seven.”

      He hadn’t helped Izzy at all. He’d only made things worse.

      As if sensing that, Deacon put his hand on Henry’s shoulder. “All the video proves was that she was in the area. Doesn’t mean she did it.”

      Henry looked into the other man’s eyes. “But you think she did. You’ve thought that since almost the beginning.”

      Deacon stuck his thumbs in his pockets. “I don’t want it to be her. You have to know that. But her family history raises a lot of questions. It didn’t help that she told Edgar what she thought she was capable of.”

      Henry had seen that footage. He held Deacon’s gaze. “She’s not her brother.”

      “I know. Listen, I just need to talk to her. Ask her a few questions. Let her give me her side of things. Do you know where she is?”

      Henry shook his head slowly. He wasn’t about to have Izzy embarrassed by Deacon’s arrival while she was working for new clients. He could protect her from that much. “No, but I’ll let her know you’re looking for her.”

      Deacon’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “Thanks. Meanwhile, I’ll keep calling her.”

      “She didn’t do it.”

      Deacon started for the door. “I’d like to hear that from her.”

      Henry stood there until the door closed. He’d been trying to hide the fires from Izzy, but there was no way to hide this one, not with Deacon trying to find her.

      Henry grabbed his keys and headed for the Gunthers’.
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      The Gunthers had the typical clutter of parents with a six-year-old and an eight-year-old. Outgrown toys and clothes.

      Izzy had set up three big boxes marked Keep, Discard, and Donate. She and Mary Jane Gunther worked together to fill those boxes, but Izzy was doing the bulk of the work. Mary Jane kept getting stuck on the memories each item held.

      That was pretty standard when it came to children’s things. Izzy used her newly honed empath abilities to show Mary Jane that she understood and to help Mary Jane stay on track.

      They’d been at it for an hour and a half before they really started to make progress, though. Izzy was reluctant to overuse her abilities. She didn’t want Mary Jane to wake up tomorrow and regret any of her decisions. It happened. Izzy had been through it with several past clients.

      Hopefully, her empath abilities would curtail some of those feelings for Mary Jane. Izzy just didn’t know yet if that was true or not.

      “How about this?” Izzy held up a sundress that looked too small for Kaitlyn, Mary Jane’s daughter.

      “Oh, she wore that to her kindergarten graduation.”

      “Do you have pictures of that?”

      “Yes,” Mary Jane answered with a smile that said she already knew where Izzy’s line of questions was going. “And the pictures should be enough.”

      “That’s right. Better to donate this and let some other little girl enjoy it, right?”

      Mary Jane sighed. “Yes.”

      “I know it can be hard, but I believe the more you focus on the happiness these things will bring others, the better you’ll feel about it.”

      Mary Jane nodded. “That’s a good way to look at it. I need to remember that. All right, what’s next?”

      “Just need to finish Kaitlyn’s closet, then we’re on to Tyler’s room.”

      Mary Jane went back to her daughter’s closet. “I’ve got this.”

      “Great,” Izzy said. Her phone had been vibrating all morning, but she’d ignored it to give Mary Jane all of her attention. Izzy finally felt like she could sneak a peek at it.

      There were three missed calls from Deacon. But Henry’s text messages took precedence. She tapped the screen to read them.

      On my way to the Gunthers’. Need to talk to you.

      She looked at the time. He’d sent that ten minutes ago, which meant he’d be arriving very soon. She didn’t want to talk to him in the house. Putting her phone in her back pocket, she went into Kaitlyn’s bedroom. “Mary Jane? How are you doing in here?”

      “Good. Being serious with my decision-making.”

      “Great. Would you be all right if I stepped outside for a couple minutes?”

      “Sure.” Mary Jane took a pile of folded sweaters out of the closet and set them on the bed.

      “If you need me, just text and I’ll be right back.”

      Mary Jane smiled. “Izzy, you’ve earned a break. I’ll be fine. I promise not to rummage through the Donate box and pull things out to save.”

      Izzy laughed. “Okay, good to hear.”

      She left Mary Jane and went out through the front door. Henry was parking his Land Rover at the curb.

      She went straight toward it, meeting him at the driver’s door as he was getting out. “What’s going on? That text sounded serious. As much as a text can.”

      He nodded without any hint of a smile, which only deepened her concern. “What happened after you left the lab last night?”

      Worry crept into her belly. Had she done something wrong? Forgotten to turn something off? Accidentally deleted something? “I just locked up and went for a walk. Did the computer not record the right data? Or was it something else?”

      “No, everything at the lab was fine, and the computer did what it was supposed to do. You went for a walk? Where?”

      She shrugged. “Down Fiddler, and then I saw some pretty houses and took a side street. I was mostly looking at the houses. I wasn’t really paying attention to the street names. But I was in that area.”

      “Any chance you remember seeing Oleander Lane?”

      She tried to think. “Maybe. I don’t know. I’m sorry. I really was focused on the houses. Why? Did something happen?”

      He exhaled in such a way that he seemed to deflate slightly. “There was a fire on Oleander last night.”

      “Oh no.” The very thought sent a shudder through her. “That’s awful. Was anyone hurt?”

      “No, but a she-shed was burned down. Do you know what that is?”

      She nodded. “Sure. Female version of a man cave, but outside. Basically. But why are you telling me about this?”

      “Because there’s doorbell cam footage of you walking through the area last night at the approximate time the fire was started.”

      Ice-cold panic sluiced through her. She shook her head. Was he here to tell her he couldn’t see her anymore? That he didn’t want to be involved with her? She’d understand if that was the case, but her heart already hurt. “I didn’t do it, Henry. I didn’t.”

      He put his hands up. “I know you didn’t, Izzy. I know that. I told Deacon the same thing. But he’s still going to need to talk to you.”

      She could feel that Henry was telling the truth. He believed she was innocent. But that only helped a little. “That’s why Deacon’s been calling me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you’re not here to break up with me?”

      His brow furrowed. “What? No. That never even occurred to me.”

      That was something, but she still felt sick to her stomach. She opened her mouth to breathe better. Her heart was pounding, and her body felt numb.

      He took her hand. “Tell me what happened last night.”

      “I was out walking. I heard the sirens. I saw the lights. I don’t like either one, because they always give me terrible anxiety.”

      “I bet.”

      “I didn’t know what was going on, just that I wanted to get out of there before I got involved and ended up getting asked questions that might lead to who I really am. So I took off. That’s it. I swear.”

      “I believe you, but Deacon needs to hear all of that, too. He just wants to ask you some questions. It’s his job. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      Izzy wasn’t so sure. “All because I was in the wrong place at the wrong time? There had to be someone else around. The person who actually started the fire.” That thought gave her some comfort. Surely she wasn’t the only one Deacon wanted to talk to.

      He shook his head. “From what Deacon said you were the only one, in a car or on foot, that was captured on video.” He grimaced. “But there’s more to it.”

      She held on to his hand like it was a lifeline. “More? How much more?”

      “This is the third fire in less than a week.”

      The numbing cold returned, making her shiver. She stared at the Gunthers’ house. “How am I going to go back in there?”

      He tugged on her hand, drawing her attention back to him. “Listen. Call Deacon. Set up a time to see him, and then put it out of your mind and focus on the job you’re doing. Use your empath skills if you can. Make yourself feel something besides whatever you’re feeling right now, which I know can’t be good.”

      “It isn’t.” She took a breath and gave a little shake of her head. She was feeling like her world was crashing down around her.

      Henry pulled her into his arms and held her. “You’re not alone in this, you know. I am right here. And I am not going anywhere. I know you didn’t do this.”

      She hadn’t had anyone to comfort her in a long time. It helped. A lot. She leaned into him, letting his strength and warmth support her. “Thank you.”

      When he let go of her, she looked up at him. “Will you go with me to talk to Deacon? Or be with me when he comes?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Thanks. Good.” She kissed him. A solid, reassuring moment of contact that helped put her right again, as much as she could be with what she’d just learned. “I’ll text you after I know when and where I’m going to meet him.”

      “I’ll be waiting.”

      “I should get back inside, but I just realized I didn’t ask you how your night was.”

      He smiled. “We can talk about that later. You go get the Gunthers organized.”

      She smiled back. He was so good for her. “Okay. Talk to you soon.”

      He didn’t leave until she went through the front door. She checked on Mary Jane, then sent Deacon a text. Can’t call right now, but I understand you need to speak to me. I can meet you at 2 at the Sunshine Diner, if that works.

      That would still give her and Henry time to have lunch. And time for her to think through everything she’d seen and heard last night, which wasn’t much. But she wanted to be sure that when she spoke to Deacon, she didn’t leave anything out. Anything that might help him locate the person who was actually responsible for the fire.

      The diner also felt like a safe place. Not like a place where Deacon would make wild accusations or, worse, take her into custody. Thoughts like that were just fear at work, but she couldn’t shut them down, no matter how hard she tried.

      Deacon texted right back. That’s fine.

      Her next text went to Henry, filling him in on the plan. With that taken care of, she put on the best smile she could and went back to work.
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      Henry did his best to lose himself in his work until it was time to meet Izzy for lunch, but it was hard. Concentration was nearly impossible, because he was too concerned about Izzy. There was no way she was behind any of these fires, but it was a strange coincidence that she had a connection to fire and that they’d begun after she moved here.

      Like most scientists, he believed most coincidences could be explained. So what was the explanation for these fires?

      There was only one that immediately came to mind.

      Could Izzy’s brother be in Shadowvale? Could he be behind these fires? But no. That was impossible. Ian was in jail. If he’d escaped, it would be all over the news. Of course, Henry hadn’t watched the news in a couple of days.

      He did a quick search online to see if anything popped up about her brother, but there was nothing. That was reassuring. But it didn’t give him an explanation, either.

      So what else could it be? Was someone’s curse acting up and causing these fires? That was a very real possibility. One Deacon should already be aware of. But the fact that he still wanted to talk to Izzy made Henry think Deacon really didn’t have any other suspects.

      Then there was the matter of the doorbell camera footage. Hard to refute that.

      But Izzy being in the wrong place at the wrong time did not make her guilty. Henry grunted out his frustration with the whole situation and sat back.

      What was he missing?

      He got up and went into his office, then rummaged around in a pile of things that Izzy thankfully hadn’t gotten to yet. He found what he was looking for near the bottom. A rolled map of Shadowvale in a cardboard tube.

      It wasn’t accurate. The town had too much magic to have its borders defined by something as ordinary as a drawing on paper, but it was a close enough representation of the interior streets, and that’s all he wanted.

      He unrolled it and pinned the four corners to the wall across from his desk so he could have a better look. Inspired, he picked up three more thumbtacks and stuck one in each of the addresses where the fires had occurred.

      Then he stood back for a better look.

      They were all within walking distance of his and Izzy’s apartments. That wasn’t good. They were all sort of clustered together, too. Well, not clustered, exactly. But close. Sort of in a half-moon shape.

      He tapped a finger on his chin. Why all in that area? Was the real perpetrator a neighbor who had a beef with those three addresses? Had someone with a fire-related curse run through the area? But that couldn’t be. Someone surely would have seen a person on fire in the area. That was a hard thing to miss.

      Which brought him back to the doorbell camera footage. How on Earth had Izzy been the only one captured when there had to have been someone else out there?

      Was it possible Izzy was starting the fires without realizing it? After all, he was never aware of what he did as Edgar until someone told him.

      Could she have that kind of alter ego, too?

      He doubted it. He felt like he’d spent enough time with her that he would have seen evidence of it by now.

      Unless he was looking at that evidence.

      He shook his head at the map. No. It wasn’t her. He wasn’t going to come up with some elaborate story to make it plausible, either. If it looked like a duck and walked like a duck, it wasn’t a zebra. Izzy had no stripes. She wasn’t the firebug. He was just missing something.

      He went back to the lab and texted Deacon. Are you positive there was no one else in the area during the time of the fire? Did you check with all the neighbors?

      Deacon’s reply came fast. I checked with every neighbor in the surrounding blocks.

      Henry frowned. And there was nothing else unusual?

      No. What are you thinking?

      That it was someone’s curse acting up.

      I considered that.

      Henry waited, thinking there might be more. When there wasn’t, he replied with, And?

      And I’ve spoken with several people afflicted with a fire curse. All have solid alibis.

      Henry sighed. That didn’t help Izzy.

      Deacon sent another text. I know you don’t want Izzy to be guilty. I promise you I don’t either. Not to mention Amelia and Em are both on my back about it.

      Henry smiled, but it didn’t last long. Still, it was good to know the two women supported Izzy. There has to be another explanation.

      If you figure it out, let me know.

      I will. Henry tossed his phone back onto the worktable. He wanted to help Izzy out of this mess with every fiber of his being, but he just didn’t know how to do that. Not yet, anyway. He knew his brain would keep working on the problem even while he did other things.

      But finding the motivation to do those other things was hard when the woman he’d fallen in love with was in such dire straits.

      With great effort, he decided to run some analyses on the solution he planned to inject himself with tonight and the one he’d injected last night that had put Edgar to sleep. Henry’s objective was to see where the two solutions differed.

      Then, after Izzy had imbued tonight’s solution with calming emotions, he’d take a new sample and compare it to the non-emotional sample. Just to see if there were any detectable changes.

      His gut said there wouldn’t be. Emotions weren’t quantifiable. And yet he knew that in some cases, that wasn’t exactly true.

      The high school science fair was proof of that. One of the recurring experiments involved plants and music. Plants grown in the presence of various types of music definitely showed alterations in growth patterns and development. And music was essentially emotion you could listen to.

      If he could see the effects of Izzy’s empathic abilities on the solution, and if he could separate out those effects, it could be something reproducible. That would be key in making a solution that would provide a cure for his entire family.

      Running those tests kept him busy until Izzy texted that she was on her way to the diner. He finished what he was working on, locked up, and headed there himself.

      She was at the door when he arrived. She waited on the landing for him, her smile tentative.

      “How did it go at the Gunthers’?”

      “Good,” Izzy said. “We got it all done. And she swears she’s going to put everything I taught her to work in the rest of the house. How was your day?”

      “All right.” He went up the steps and embraced her. “You were on my mind for most of it.”

      “Thanks.” The word came out thin and strained.

      He made himself smile. “I bet a malt would make you feel better.”

      “If there was ever a time for comfort food, this is it.”

      He grabbed the door and pulled it open. “Then let’s get some.”

      According to Jean, who they were lucky enough to have waiting on them again, the day’s yellow plate special was a turkey dinner. Roast turkey, mashed potatoes, green bean casserole, stuffing, cranberry sauce, and a roll with butter.

      They both ordered it along with pumpkin pie milkshakes, which Henry had some reservations about, but it amused Izzy, so he went with it.

      When the food arrived, the plates were loaded.

      Henry shook his head. “I’m not going to need dinner.”

      “Me either, not if I eat all of this. Which I might. Working makes me hungry. Although with everything else going on, you’d think my appetite would have vanished.”

      “It hasn’t?”

      She snorted. “No. I am definitely an emotional eater. I guess that’s not too much of a surprise, huh?”

      “You eat whatever makes you feel better. You get a pass on having to be healthy today.”

      “Thanks.”

      The food was great, nothing unusual there, and he kept her entertained with a couple of stories from his childhood.

      She lifted a forkful of mashed potatoes. “I know we sort of talked about the enchanted forest at Amelia’s, but I’ve been thinking. What if you could find that book and then you wrote in the names of every one of your family members?”

      “Wouldn’t work. You’re only allowed one name.”

      “Oh.” She ate the potatoes. “What if you wrote your name, got cured, then used whatever change that caused in you to come up with a cure?”

      “Maybe. But what if the magic that takes away my curse doesn’t leave a trace?”

      “Yeah, I thought about that. Just trying to help.”

      He smiled and reached over to squeeze her hand. “I know you are, and I appreciate it.”

      In the face of her own problems, she was worried about him. He was humbled by her kindness. He would find a way to clear her name no matter what he had to do.

      Before too long, lunch was over, and Deacon had arrived. Izzy moved to sit next to Henry on his side of the booth.

      Jean came over to check on him. “What can I get you, Deacon?”

      “Cup of coffee. Thanks, Jean.”

      With a nod, she was off, returning shortly with his coffee. She deposited it in front of him, then left them alone.

      Deacon’s smile was tight, although Henry knew it was meant to indicate this wasn’t going to be any big deal.

      Based on the way Izzy was trembling beside him, she wasn’t buying into that.
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      Izzy focused inward and used everything Moses had taught her to calm herself down. Appearing nervous would only make her look guilty. At least, that’s what she thought. Although thinking about being nervous could actually make her nervous and then she’d look guilty anyway.

      She blew out a breath. She was overthinking this, but she was trying not to break down, too.

      Deacon sipped his coffee. “Thanks for meeting with me. I don’t like this situation any more than you do, trust me. What I want most is to find the person responsible for these fires and stop any more of them from happening.”

      “But you think that person is me, don’t you.” Izzy figured there was no point in pretending otherwise. Besides, she hoped to read him to see if he was telling the truth.

      Deacon frowned. “I don’t. Not completely.”

      That relaxed Izzy a little, because he wasn’t lying. He was putting out all kinds of conflicted feelings. A good sign, as far as she was concerned.

      Henry made a soft noise. “Meaning what?”

      “Meaning I don’t have any other suspects than Izzy right now, but I’m hoping she might have seen or heard something last night that could give me a lead.”

      That surprised her. And he was being sincere. “You think I could have a clue about whoever is genuinely responsible?”

      “You might,” Deacon said. “Without even realizing it.”

      She thought back to the previous night and slowly shook her head. “I was just walking, looking at all the pretty houses. Then the next thing I knew, I heard sirens and saw flashing lights and wanted to get out of there before I got caught up in it.” She stared at the glass of water Jean had brought her earlier. “I think you know why.”

      Deacon nodded. “Have something to do with your brother?”

      “Yes.” Underneath the table, Henry pressed his leg against hers as if to remind her that he was there and not going anywhere. It did actually help. His presence alone made her feel better physically and emotionally. If she’d had to do this alone, she’d be in much worse shape.

      She already felt better. Then she realized it was like she was siphoning good emotions off of him to sustain herself. Was that possible? She’d have to ask Moses.

      “Think back,” Deacon said to her. “Did you see anyone?”

      “Just people in their houses. No one passed me on either side of the street.”

      “Okay. Did you hear anything?”

      She thought hard, closing her eyes for a moment. “A dog barking. Wind. Maybe a car on another street. Or Fiddler. That’s where I came from.”

      Deacon straightened. “Did you see a car?”

      “Only the ones parked in people’s driveways or at the curb. It was a quiet night.” She shrugged. “I’m sorry I can’t be more help.”

      He drank a little more coffee. “Would you consent to letting me do a search of your apartment?”

      Henry’s lip curled. “Really? You want to search her place?”

      She hadn’t been expecting that, either. “What do you think you’re going to find? A can of gas and a pack of matches? I didn’t do this.”

      Deacon held his hands up in surrender. “I think I’m not going to find anything, which will just solidify your innocence. That’s my goal.”

      “Oh.” That put things in a slightly different light.

      “I know it’s invasive. I know my wearing gloves won’t really help that I’ll be touching your things. But a search that finds nothing will give me a better reason not to consider you a person of interest.”

      She sat quietly, thinking it over. The idea of Deacon going through all of her things was unsettling, especially as someone who’d done her best to remain private for so much of her life. It was so intrusive. But he wouldn’t find anything fire-related. She knew that.

      Deacon reached into his leather coat and pulled out a newspaper, dropping it on the table between them. “The Vale Messenger has already picked the story up.”

      She unfolded the paper. The front page read, “Firebug strikes again.” She hadn’t even known there was a local paper.

      Deacon drained what was left in his cup. “They’ve called me twice for a statement. If they have to keep digging—”

      “Okay.” Izzy understood what he was saying right away. “You can search my place.”

      “You realize I mean right now?” Deacon asked.

      “I do,” she confirmed. Better to get it over with anyway.

      Henry dug into his pocket for his wallet. “You two go. I’ll get the bill.” He looked at Izzy. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      She nodded. That worked for her. She wanted this done as quickly as possible.

      At her place, Deacon donned latex gloves and looked about as miserable as she felt. She read him to find that he didn’t feel great about what he was about to do, either. That helped. Not as much as him calling off the search, but some.

      He pulled an unhappy face. “Sorry about all this. I really am. And not just because I know Em will give me endless amounts of grief when she finds out.”

      Izzy nodded and crossed her arms. Regardless of how he felt, she wasn’t about to make this easy for him. “That’s something, I guess.”

      “Stay by the door, please, and don’t move.” He started on the kitchen and pantry, opening cabinets and drawers and rifling through them enough to see whatever it was he needed to see.

      Henry was at the door a few minutes later. She let him in with a terse smile.

      “How’s it going?”

      She shifted her attention back to Deacon. “See for yourself.”

      The search couldn’t take much longer—her place wasn’t that big—but she was glad to have Henry at her side.

      Deacon finally emerged from the bedroom, peeling the latex gloves off. He looked much happier. The energy he was putting off matched, too. “Didn’t find a thing. Thank you. Again, I’m sorry that had to happen, but it was worth doing.”

      Henry didn’t look quite as convinced. “So she’s not a suspect anymore?”

      Deacon paused. “She’s not a top suspect.”

      Izzy rolled her eyes. “Glad to know I’ve been moved to the second string.”

      Deacon frowned. “I’ll find who did this.”

      “I hope so,” Henry said. “Because if the paper uncovers who Izzy’s brother is, we could have a real problem on our hands.”

      Deacon shook his head. “I won’t let that happen.”

      Izzy moved closer to Henry, who put his arm around her. “I hope not. I came here to get away from all of that.”

      She thought she’d succeeded, too. Until now.

      Deacon tucked the used gloves into his coat pocket and let himself out.

      Henry glanced at her. “You okay?”

      She gave a little shrug of her shoulders. “I’m as okay as I can be, all things considered.”

      He kissed her forehead, then pulled her in for a hug. “Hey, you want to go for a drive?”

      “Are you trying to distract me?”

      “Yes.” He laughed. “Well? What do you say?”

      “Where to?”

      “The enchanted forest.”

      She leaned back. He had her attention. “Yeah? I would like to see that.”

      “Then let’s go. Maybe we’ll even see some meowls.”

      She frowned. “Some what now?”

      “Meowls. I guess technically they’d be classified as a mythical creature? Not sure. They’re an owl-cat hybrid. Sort of like the droxes, but you only see those deeper into the forest.”

      Her frown remained put. “Meowls sound very cool, but what’s a drox?”

      “Another mythical creature. A winged fox that can breathe fire, thanks to some dragon genes.”

      “But that would imply dragons are real.”

      “They are.” Henry nodded. “There’s one who runs the chocolate shop in town. All handmade chocolate. Amazing stuff. We should swing by there, too.”

      She rubbed her forehead. “That sounds great, but how does a dragon make chocolate? I always picture them with little T. rex arms.”

      He took her hand, the amusement in his eyes as clear as the good humor rolling off him. “Come on. I’ll explain in the car.”
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      Henry made a quick decision as he pulled out of his parking spot. The trip to The Chocolate Dragon should happen before they visited the enchanted forest. Izzy had already told him she was an emotional eater. Why not provide her with something really delicious to eat during their little excursion?

      The Chocolate Dragon wasn’t far away, just at the other end of Fiddler. As he explained that the man who ran the shop was a dragon shifter and generally stuck to his human form, Henry drove the handful of blocks and parked again.

      Izzy looked over at him expectantly. “This doesn’t look much like a forest.”

      He pointed across the street to the chocolate shop. “I thought we’d get some supplies first.”

      She followed his finger. “Oh! That looks fantastic.” She smiled, a sight that pleased Henry immensely. “I can’t believe I’m going to meet a dragon shifter. Can he breathe fire?”

      “I think so. But probably not in his human form.” Henry turned the car off. “Actually, I don’t know. But I’m pretty sure he won’t do it in the shop. He’d probably melt everything.”

      She laughed. “This is just what I needed.”

      Good, Henry thought. “You haven’t even been inside yet.”

      She opened her door. “Well, let’s fix that.”

      “You got it.” He joined her beside the car, took her hand, and they crossed the street together.

      The Chocolate Dragon had an impressive chocolate fountain in the window, flanked by two large, scaled chocolate eggs. The eggs were cracked open, and individual chocolates spilled out of them. Hearts and little cupids decorated the window, too, reminding passersby that Valentine’s Day was fast approaching.

      Izzy let out a little sigh of happiness. “Is this place real? I mean, obviously it is, but wow. It looks like a chocolate lover’s fantasy.”

      He let go of her hand to open the door, causing a bell to jingle and sending a waft of warm, chocolate-scented air over them. “It’s real all right.”

      She inhaled as she walked in, eyes half-closed in an expression of sheer pleasure. “Okay, I may never leave.”

      “Afternoon, folks,” a man behind the counter greeted them. “Welcome to The Chocolate Dragon. Let me know if I can help you.”

      Izzy nodded right away. “You can definitely help me. Are you the dragon shifter?”

      Henry almost choked on his own breath. “Izzy,” he whispered.

      But the man behind the counter just laughed. “That would be me. Charlie Ashborne. And you are?”

      “Isadora Graham. I just moved here. I’m an empath.”

      “That sounds pretty cool. Don’t think I’ve met an empath before.”

      “Well,” Izzy said, “you’re my first dragon.” She gestured at Henry, who was still a little in shock from her bold introduction. “This is my boyfriend, Dr. Henry Jekyll.”

      Henry lifted his hand to wave, but her unexpected use of the word boyfriend had rendered him speechless and slightly giddy. Boyfriend. Kind of something to hear it out loud.

      Charlie nodded at him. “Nice to meet you, Henry. You work at the hospital, right?”

      Henry managed to nod, then found his voice. “I do. Just one day a week now. Great shop you have here.”

      “Thanks.”

      Izzy was staring intently into one of the cases, where more chocolate eggs and the chocolates that filled them were on display.

      Henry shot Charlie a look. “How about a big assortment of all your best ones? Plus whatever else she wants.” Izzy glanced over, but before she could argue, he shook his head. “I know you have money, but this is my treat.”

      “You’re very good to me,” she said softly.

      “It’s my pleasure,” he whispered back.

      They left with three bags that contained two small chocolate eggs and numerous boxes of individual chocolates, including a box for Amelia that Izzy insisted on paying for with her own money.

      “It’s just a little thank-you for the jobs she’s sent my way,” Izzy said as they walked to the car.

      “That’s really nice of you.” Henry shifted one of the bags to his other hand to unlock the car.

      “I know all the work I’ve been getting is coming from her. Mary Jane Gunther told me as much. So it just seems like the least I can do.”

      He put his two shopping bags in the back seat. “Well, you are going to read Thoreau again for her, right?”

      “Definitely.” She took out one of the boxes of chocolates, then put her bag in the back seat, too. “Why? You think it’s too much?”

      “No, not at all. It’s really nice of you. She’ll appreciate it very much, I’m sure.”

      They got in, Henry behind the wheel, Izzy with her box of chocolates, and he started toward the enchanted forest.

      She opened the box and studied the contents. “What do you like? Creams? Jellies? Nuts? Caramel?”

      “Surprise me.”

      “Okay.” She held one out. “Here you go.”

      He took it from her, popped the whole thing in his mouth, and chewed. After a moment, he said, “Salted caramel with hazelnuts?”

      “Very good,” she said around a mouthful of her own.

      “What do you have?”

      “Raspberry basil cream, which is so much better than I thought it would be.”

      They each had a couple more chocolates, although Izzy probably had at least one more than he did. It wasn’t until he reached the Last Rest Cemetery that she put the lid back on the box.

      “I’d say I’ve had enough, but I will probably eat more later, so whatever.” She licked a smudge of chocolate off her finger. “Those are easily the best chocolates I’ve ever had.” Her gaze shifted out the window as the car slowed and he drove through the stone arch that led into the graveyard. “Why are we at a cemetery? Not that they aren’t interesting; they are. But it’s still not the enchanted forest.”

      “We’re here because the meowls like to hang out here. They’re in the forest, too, and sometimes you’ll even see them in town, but this is pretty much the best way to be guaranteed a sighting.”

      “Okay. Should we have brought them snacks?”

      He parked near the big mausoleum in the center. “Considering they probably eat small rodents …”

      “Forget I asked.” She was peering intently into the cemetery. “I don’t see anything that looks like—oh, wait. There. On top of that mausoleum. Is that one?”

      He looked. Perched on the sloped stone roof was a cat-shaped silhouette. With wings. He nodded. “Yep. One other thing you should know about meowls. They’re not domesticated. So don’t expect to pet them. In fact …” He hesitated to tell her the next bit, but he didn’t want her to get hurt, either. “I’ve treated a few people in the ER who’ve come in with bites and scratches from trying to do just that.”

      Her eyes widened. “Good to know. I guess they are basically wild animals, mythical or not. You wouldn’t expect to pet a random owl you happened upon. So it makes sense.”

      They got out and walked a bit, hand in hand. The weather was cool and crisp, and the longer they were there, the more meowls showed up. So many that Henry began to wonder if he and Izzy weren’t the main attraction instead of the other way around.

      They stopped by one particularly elaborate tombstone of granite carved with climbing roses and doves.

      Meowls perched in nearby trees and on other headstones at a safe distance.

      He glanced at her. “Can you sense the meowls?”

      She’d been reading the epitaph. She looked up. “Let me see.” She went quiet a moment, then nodded. “Yes. They’re very curious about us. No malice at all that I can detect. Just straight-up curiosity.”

      “Now I kind of wish we had brought them something to eat, but we might have caused a scene doing that.”

      “You mean like a Shadowvale version of The Birds?” She laughed. “That would not be good.”

      “You’re right. It wouldn’t be.” He pulled her in for a kiss. “But this is.”
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      Izzy was feeling better already. After the cemetery, where she’d taken quite a few pictures of the meowls with her phone, Henry promised the next stop would be the enchanted forest. She had one more chocolate on the way, this one filled with whipped cinnamon almond butter and toffee bits.

      Each one was as good as the last, and she knew she’d be a regular customer of The Chocolate Dragon for as long as she lived in Shadowvale – which she hoped was for a long time to come.

      A small dose of anxiety returned as her mind drifted back to the fires and Deacon’s attempt to figure out who was really behind them. She hoped he made progress soon. The idea that the newspaper might dig into her life was enough to make her blood run cold. She looked at Henry. “Is Deacon good at his job?”

      “He is.” His brows lifted suddenly. “Or do you mean will he figure out who really set the fires?”

      She nodded. “Both, I guess.”

      “I have a lot of faith in him.”

      “Good.” She fidgeted a little, hoping Henry’s faith was well-founded.

      He seemed to sense her discomfort. “Nothing is going to happen to you. I give you my word.”

      Izzy knew her smile was half-hearted, but that was the best she could do at the moment. “Thanks.”

      “I’m serious, Izzy. I won’t let it. Although I don’t think Amelia would let anyone in this town be falsely accused of something they hadn’t done. Which isn’t to say Deacon would do that to you. He won’t.”

      “But what if he can’t find who’s really responsible?”

      He shook his head. “That won’t happen. The town has a way of sorting things out. You’ll see.”

      She stared straight ahead. She knew the town had its own magic. But how was a town going to uncover the firebug? Seemed like too much to ask. “All I can do is trust you.”

      Just then, Henry dropped his speed and turned onto a new road that went into the trees. The light around them took on a faint green tint.

      She leaned toward her side window and looked up. The road was covered by a leafy canopy where the branches grew together. It was like being in a living tunnel. There was no visible sky overhead. Just leaves. She smiled. “This must be the enchanted forest, because it feels very magical.”

      “It is.”

      “Is it really magical? It must be if there’s a book hidden in here that will take away a person’s curse.”

      “It’s definitely magical.”

      “Is that all Amelia’s doing?”

      “Not all of it, no. It’s my understanding that she built the town here because there are magical ley lines that run through this area. The biggest one is under these woods.” He slowed further. “Look closer into the forest. At the trees.”

      She did as he suggested, her eyes focusing until she sucked in a breath and jerked back. “I’m seeing things, right? It must be all that chocolate I ate.”

      He shook his head. “You’re not seeing things.”

      “But there are faces on some of those trees. That can’t be.”

      “It is. That’s a sign that a wood nymph lives in that tree.”

      “This place is wild.” She went back to looking. “Are wood nymphs also why some of the trees have a glow on them?”

      “No, that’s phosphorescent moss. I believe it’s called sprite moss. Pretty cool, huh?”

      “Very cool.”

      The car was moving at a crawl now, but she didn’t mind, because there was so much to look at. She pointed suddenly. “There’s a path.”

      He nodded. “There are a lot of paths, all probably made by people hoping to find that book.”

      She turned to look at him. “You really never searched for it?”

      “Nope. Like I told you, it wouldn’t do my family any good. Just me. And that’s not what I became a doctor to do.”

      “I get it. It’s commendable. If you’d told me my scans showed I had the same darkness as my brother, I’d be in this forest every day.”

      “I’m extra glad that’s not the case then. People get lost in here all the time. I’ve heard stories. Finding that book is no easy feat.”

      She glanced toward the forest again. “I’m sure it’s not. Nothing worth achieving is ever really easy.”

      He nodded and uttered a quiet, “True.”

      She knew how well he understood that.

      He turned onto a new road. “Now this is a part of the forest you don’t ever want to come to. At least not alone and uninvited. The Dark Acres.”

      She frowned. The trees around them were all black and gray as if covered with soot, but they couldn’t have been burned, because there were still leaves on the trees. Black leaves, but leaves all the same.

      Then she caught glimpses of houses here and there. “But people live back here.”

      “They do. And they’re the kind of people who can handle living here. Most of us can’t.”

      “What kind of people?” Even as she asked, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

      “Remember I told you about Nasha, the woman who owns the Black Horse Bakery? How her father is one of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse?”

      “Yes.”

      Henry tipped his head forward. “That’s his house right there.”

      Izzy sat up, feeling like she was in a very strange amusement park on the very strangest ride of them all. “Every time I think this town can’t have anything else to surprise me with, it proves me wrong.”

      “Welcome to Shadowvale.” He glanced over. “It’s never boring here, I promise you that.”

      She laughed. “I can tell. Thanks for bringing me out here and showing me all of this.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “All the same, I think I’m ready to go back and do something really boring. Like sit on the couch and watch a movie. If that’s okay with you?”

      He grinned. “That sounds better than okay to me.”

      He turned the car around.

      “Do you have a plan for tonight? Are you going to try the other plant essence?”

      “I am. After you add calm emotions to it.”

      “How soon are you going to do that?”

      “Not for a while.” He winked at her. “At least not until after our movie.”

      “Good.” She sat back, a hand on her stomach. She kind of wanted another chocolate, but if she ate any more, she’d just have to consider them dinner. Would that be such a bad thing, though? After all, wasn’t one of the perks of adulthood being able to eat what you wanted when you wanted?

      “You went awfully quiet,” Henry said.

      “Just thinking.”

      “About the enchanted forest?”

      She chuckled. “About how many chocolates constitutes dinner.”

      He laughed out loud. “That was not at all what I thought you were going to say. You really do have a sweet tooth. Worse than mine, I think.”

      “I know. Isn’t it terrible? I am definitely a sugar addict.”

      “Does that mean you’re not going to be interested in dinner later?”

      She sighed. “No, I need to eat something healthy to counterbalance all of those sweets.”

      “Healthy, huh? And here I was going to suggest pizza.”

      “Noble’s?” Just the idea made her happy. They really did make the best pizza.

      “Is there any other?”

      “I’ll be hungry enough to eat a slice or two by then.”

      “Good.”

      “Thanks again,” she said, reaching out to touch his arm. “This was a great distraction. It turned out to be a much better day than I thought it was going to be.”

      “And,” Henry said with a twinkle in his eye, “it’s not even over yet.”
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      The movie and the pizza were over too soon. Henry wished the night didn’t have to end with him headed to the basement, but that was his reality until the curse was no more. Something he hoped would happen very soon.

      Izzy glanced at him as the credits rolled. “Time to go to the lab, huh?”

      He nodded. “Sorry.”

      “You don’t have to apologize.”

      “It’s my fault the night’s ending.”

      She smiled. “I could also say it’s your fault I ate my weight in chocolate today, but you don’t see me blaming you for that.”

      He laughed. “That’s very kind of you.”

      She turned the TV off and got up, extending a hand to him.

      He took it, even though he didn’t need help getting up. He would never turn down a chance to touch her.

      “Do you need anything from your apartment?”

      “Just my book.”

      He went over and got that, then they went down to the lab together. Once again, Izzy sat in front of the container of solution and put as much calming emotion into it as she could, her hands directly on the glass beaker.

      He waited until she was done to speak. “How did it go?”

      She shrugged. “Good, I think. I really tried to make the emotion as concentrated as I could. Don’t know if it worked, but I did my best.”

      “I know you did.” It would make the parameters a little different, but he didn’t care. “Thank you.”

      “Happy to help.”

      He took a sample and immediately went to work analyzing it for comparison to the unemotional sample he’d taken the day before, adding small quantities to his various machines.

      “What’s that for?”

      “I’m analyzing the before and after versions, with and without the added emotions, to see if what you add is quantifiable.”

      She stood up to see what he was doing better. “That would be amazing if it was.”

      “Agreed. In fact, if it is, I may write a paper on it. It would definitely be noteworthy.”

      “Would you say in your paper that an empath was involved?”

      He flipped a switch to turn the last machine on, then faced her. “I would probably say an empathetic person. Or something like that. Not sure yet. I can say empath if you want, although most of the world outside of Shadowvale would take it to mean just that. A highly empathetic person. Not actually someone who can channel and read emotions.”

      “Whatever you think is best. It would be your paper, after all. But I guess none of that matters unless you can show a difference between the two.”

      He nodded. “Right. Cameras and monitors up and running?”

      She checked the computer screens. “Running and recording.”

      “Perfect.” He got a syringe out and filled it with the solution. “You don’t need to sit and watch me tonight, in case you were wondering. There’s a good chance Edgar will just sleep again like he did last night. These two solutions aren’t that different.”

      “Okay. I’ll go back up when you go down to the basement. I have some laundry to do anyway.”

      He was happy she didn’t argue about staying. She gave him enough of her time already. He didn’t want her losing sleep over him. Not while she had new jobs coming in. He used an alcohol swab to clean his arm and the spots on his body where he planned to place the electrodes. “Are you working tomorrow?”

      She came over to help, taking one of the electrodes off the worktable next to him. “Yes. New job. Garage organization, which isn’t always my favorite.”

      “Why not?”

      She made a face. “Honestly? Spiders.”

      He laughed. “Fair point. Will you be gone all day?”

      “Most of it, yes.” She pressed the electrode to his skin. “I imagine this will take at least two days but could be three or four.”

      “Big job.” He relaxed under her touch.

      “Big garage. Filled with stuff, too. I’ll text you the address so you know where I am in case … something else comes up.”

      He knew she meant the fires. He took hold of her hand and brought it to his mouth, brushing his lips across her knuckles. “Let’s hope that doesn’t happen.”

      “Trust me, I am.” She gave him a quick smile. “Head, heart, chest. Anywhere else?”

      “No, that’ll do it.” He picked up the syringe he’d prepared and made a fist so that a vein popped out, then he injected himself. He disposed of the syringe in the sharps container and flexed his fingers.

      He swore he could feel the solution entering his body. Not just the solution, really, but the sense of well-being that Izzy had filled it with. He picked up his book from where he’d put it upon entering. “I should get downstairs.”

      She nodded, looking a little sad. “I know you don’t want to go down there.”

      She was right. He didn’t. “It’s just because I’d rather spend time with you.”

      “I know. Me, too. But soon, Edgar will be behind you.”

      He gave her a quick kiss. “I pray you’re right.”

      They went hand in hand to the basement door. He used his palm to unlock it, then kissed her again. “See you in the morning.”

      “In the morning.” She patted his chest, then stepped back.

      He closed the door, making sure it was locked, and walked down the steps. He settled onto the mattresses, sitting with his back against the wall, and opened up his book.

      It was a good book, a biography on a real-life double agent who’d spied for the UK while supposedly working for Russia during the Cold War. Fascinating stuff, but he’d been halfway through it when he’d taken it off his nightstand and now wasn’t far from the end.

      Which meant he’d been reading for at least two hours already. Probably more like three and still no sign of Edgar. Not even any little niggles that Edgar might be on his way. Henry knew that, these days, that meant nothing.

      Edgar had changed, or at least been influenced by all the new treatments Henry had been trying, so he could never really tell anymore if Edgar would appear or not.

      Henry went back to his book, coming to the end soon after. He closed it and set it on the floor. He still had some magazines to peruse, but he wanted a break from reading for a bit. He lay down on the mattresses and stared at the ceiling, his mind going to Izzy’s situation.

      Hard to think of much else lately.

      He closed his eyes to better picture the map he’d hung in his office. He could see the three colored thumbtacks he’d used to identify the locations of the fires. Blue, green, yellow. All forming a small, half-moon shape.

      What did that mean? Because it really felt like it ought to mean something. Or was he trying too hard because he was so desperate to help Izzy?

      Maybe. But what else did he have to do but lie here and think? He might as well see what he could come up with.

      Most nights that Edgar didn’t show, Henry just thanked his lucky stars and caught up on his sleep, but there was too much going on in his head for him to sleep just yet. And it really didn’t feel like Edgar was going to show up.

      Why would the firebug start the fires so close together? Was there a pattern they were trying to create? If so, what was it? A full circle? That would mean at least three more fires. Maybe more.

      Not good, if true. Out of habit, he reached for his phone to text Deacon about that theory, remembering as he touched his empty pocket that his phone was in the lab for safekeeping. He growled in frustration.

      Edgar was such a giant pain in the neck. Henry wasted so much time because of him. It wasn’t fair. Not when Izzy was now paying for Edgar’s intrusions, too.

      He slapped his hand on the top of the mattress, irritated beyond measure. He sat up. Maybe he’d run up to the lab, send Deacon that quick text, then come right back down. It wouldn’t take five minutes.

      And if he felt like Edgar was about to show up, he’d get back into the basement immediately.

      He knew he was taking a risk, but if Edgar did show up, there was every reason to believe he’d just pass out and stay where he was until Henry returned.

      Henry was an intelligent man. He understood what he was doing was called rationalizing, because he wanted to justify doing something he probably shouldn’t.

      But years of doing exactly what he was supposed to do had suddenly gotten very old, very fast.

      Henry got up and walked toward the steps.
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      Izzy drifted in and out of sleep, the excessive amount of chocolate she’d eaten giving her interesting, vivid dreams but also making her restless. She finally stopped pretending she was asleep in the hopes that sleep would actually take over and opened her eyes.

      It was a few minutes after midnight.

      She sighed. If she couldn’t get back to sleep, she had a long night ahead of her. A long night of thinking about Henry and how he was doing, and, of course, then there were the fires that Deacon still didn’t have another suspect for.

      Whoever was really setting them deserved whatever consequences would be coming to them. Although she had no idea what those would be in a town that didn’t have a standard police department. Did Shadowvale even have a jail?

      Her mind kept going down that rabbit hole. Maybe if someone was found guilty, they stripped that person’s powers. If the guilty was a supernatural. But then … if their powers were connected to their curse, wouldn’t removing their powers actually be a good thing?

      She frowned at the ceiling. Could someone be doing this just to get their powers taken away? How bad did your curse have to be to set fires in the hope of being punished?

      She let out a hearty sigh at her excessive imagination. She didn’t even know if having your powers stripped was the punishment for anything. She was obviously overthinking this. Easy to do when sleep wouldn’t come.

      She rolled over, stuffing one arm beneath her pillow in an attempt to get comfortable and go back to sleep.

      She closed her eyes. Thought sleepy thoughts. But nothing happened except her brain went straight to Henry. Was he Edgar right now? And was Edgar sleeping?

      What she really needed was a cat. If she had a cat, she could snuggle it and it would purr and that would probably put her right back to sleep. Nature’s lullaby. Or something like that. At least a cat would be company.

      She rolled to her back again. All this thinking was getting her nowhere. Not any closer to sleep, anyway. Maybe she should just get up and go finish organizing the lab and office. There was definitely more to be done.

      The thing was, no matter how organized she got the two spaces, as long as Henry continued to use them, they would only stay organized for so long.

      She laughed softly and shook her head. Maybe Henry was doing that on purpose to keep her around. If so, he didn’t have to. She wasn’t going anywhere. Not unless he was going there too.

      With a resigned groan, she tossed the covers back. It was chilly in the apartment, waking her up even more. She’d only work for an hour, tops. Or until she felt tired enough to sleep. Then she’d come back up and go to bed. Otherwise, she’d be in rough shape for her job tomorrow.

      But this way, she could check on Henry, too. Or Edgar, rather. Two birds, one stone and all that.

      She pulled on a pair of comfy joggers that were almost like pajamas, along with a sweatshirt. After tying up her sneakers, she put her coat on so she’d have pockets for her keys and phone.

      It was cold outside, making her glad for her coat, even though she was only going down one flight of steps. Henry kept the lab a little cold, too. He said it was better for all the equipment and computers.

      It didn’t bother her since she’d learned to dress accordingly.

      At the lab door, she pressed her hand to the lock panel and waited for it to open. When it did, she pushed through. She hung her coat near the entrance where Henry also hung his lab coats. But after that, it was straight to the computer to check on him or Edgar, whoever was down there now.

      She had to move the mouse to wake the screen. When the cameras came into view, she squinted, unable to see Henry or Edgar. Where was he? The basement was essentially a cube, and thanks to the four cameras, there was no area of it uncovered. All the cameras were operational, too.

      Neither Henry nor Edgar was there. Had Henry been called away by Deacon? Or had Edgar shown up and managed to break out?

      She checked out the basement door, but it showed no signs of being breached. She went back to the cameras for another look. Had she missed him somehow? But no. The basement was empty. She needed to see for herself.

      At the basement door once again, she put her hand to the lock screen and waited for it to unlock, but instead it clicked with a different sound. She knew what that meant, but that couldn’t be right. She grabbed the handle and pulled.

      Nothing happened, because she’d just locked the door, which meant it had been unlocked. There was only one explanation for that. Henry had come up from the basement and left it unlocked.

      So where was he? And why had he left the basement? He must have decided Edgar was a no-show. Had Henry gone to bed then? That seemed like a good probability. He was most likely upstairs right now, snoozing away.

      At least one of them could sleep.

      She shivered. The lab really was chilly. Making a slight change of plans, she decided to work in the office, straightening things up. It was usually a little warm in there. She grabbed her coat, locked the lab, and went into the part of the building where the office was.

      The light in Henry’s office was on, shining into the hall that led to the patient rooms and reception area. Maybe he was working.

      She stuck her head in to see. But Henry wasn’t in there. And the office looked like it had been vandalized. His chair was broken into several pieces. The desk was tipped over, and the new lateral file had been pulled down on top of it, opening the drawers and spilling some of the contents.

      Her heart sank. This was Edgar’s work.

      She took a step inside, and her foot connected with something. She glanced down to see Henry’s phone. The screen was cracked. It hadn’t been that way earlier.

      Her pulse quickened. Henry might have decided to come in here to work, but it was plain to her that Edgar must have arrived shortly after. She grabbed Henry’s phone and put it in her pocket.

      Edgar could be anywhere by now. She had to find him and talk him down before he hurt someone. Or himself. But where would he have gone?

      A map on the wall caught her eye. She stepped over part of the desk chair to get a better look. Three bright pushpins picked out addresses that seemed familiar. The locations of the fires. It had to be. And Henry had to have done this. Edgar didn’t have the dexterity.

      Could Edgar have gone toward that neighborhood? There was only one way to find out. She pulled her coat on as she ran for the door. She jogged out of the alley and around to her car. This was no time to be on foot. She needed to find Edgar fast.

      She jumped in, shivering some more as her hands came in contact with the freezing steering wheel. There was frost on the windshield too, making it impossible to see.

      She didn’t have time for this right now! She let out a grunt of frustrated anger and a little frost melted. Had she done that with … her breath? That was a logical explanation, except that she hadn’t breathed that hard. She didn’t think her breath was hot enough to do that.

      So how had it happened?

      There was only one other answer. Her emotions. Her anger. She focused on the frosted windshield, channeling her frustration with Edgar being on the loose, with whoever was setting fires, and all the suppressed anger about her brother.

      In an ever-widening pattern, the frost cleared nearly to the edges of the windshield. Impressive. And good enough. She didn’t need it to be completely gone. She started the engine and drove down Fiddler to the area where the last fire had been. As she got close, she slowed to scan for signs of Edgar.

      Felled trees, broken fences, smashed cars, anything like that and she’d be on the right track. She took the next right to bring her closer to the last fire and slammed on the brakes, even though she wasn’t going very fast.

      His back to her, Edgar stood in the middle of the street with a torn-out mailbox in one hand and a snapped streetlamp in the other.

      He turned slowly, his gaze coming to rest on her vehicle. He snarled, baring his teeth and letting out a shiver-inducing growl.

      So much for Magic Potion Number Two.
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      Izzy put the car into Park but left it running in case he took off and she had to go after him. She eased out slowly, not wanting to upset him more than he already was. “Hi, Edgar. It’s me, Izzy. Remember me?”

      “Edgar remember.” His eyes narrowed, and suspicion rolled off him. He clung to the mailbox and streetlamp, both of which could easily become weapons. “Why Izzy here?”

      It was good that he remembered her. And while he didn’t seem overjoyed by her presence, he hadn’t bolted, either. Still, she’d feel better if he put the mailbox and streetlamp down. “I was going to visit you in the basement, but you weren’t there.”

      “Edgar in office.”

      She nodded. “Yep, I figured that based on the mess you made in there.” She crossed her arms and gave him a stern look. “A mess I’m going to have to clean up.” That wasn’t completely true. Henry would help. But she needed to play on Edgar’s emotions as best she could, and being disappointed with him had worked before.

      She went still. His emotions. What was she thinking? She could manipulate them with her abilities, which was good, because she needed to bring Henry back as quickly as possible. The best way to do that was through contact. She needed to touch him.

      “Edgar not sorry.”

      “That’s okay.” She smiled and inched closer. “I know sometimes you do things because you can’t really help yourself. It happens. We’re still friends. If you still want to be friends?”

      He seemed unsure how to answer.

      She held her hand out. “I still want to be friends.”

      He dropped the streetlamp and reached his hand toward her. Progress. She kept an eye on the mailbox all the same.

      As soon as he was close enough, she laid her hand over his and pushed as much calm and peace into him as she could manage.

      Edgar flinched and let the mailbox go. Instinct kicked in, and she grabbed his hand, forcing emotions over him like she was turning on a fire hose.

      He roared in anger as that same emotion blasted out of him, nearly knocking her down. Then, with greater speed than she’d realized he possessed, he picked her up and shook her like a rag doll.

      “Edgar, no!” But it was too much. Izzy blacked out.

      A strange swaying motion brought her around. She opened her eyes and did a quick physical assessment. Her head and body ached a little, but otherwise she was fine. Except everything was upside down.

      She was hanging over Edgar’s shoulder as he plodded down the street. She had no idea where he was going. Wouldn’t have mattered. Nothing she might say would stop him. She had only her empath abilities to help her now.

      But this time, she needed to be subtle about it. Trying to fill Edgar with a blast of peace and calm clearly hadn’t worked the way she’d intended.

      Lesson learned.

      Time to try the slow and steady approach, and since she was touching about as much of him as she could ever hope to, this was the best opportunity she was going to get.

      She closed her eyes and read him as thoroughly as she could. She let all of his pain and anger and destructiveness into her until the emotional line between her and Edgar blurred and they were essentially sharing one spirit.

      All the while, he continued to walk.

      With care and patience, she unfurled tendrils of peace, hope, happiness, and love into Edgar. She used tiny threads of those emotions, so small that they barely made a dent in the chaos swirling inside him, but they didn’t need to. Not yet.

      She wove the threads deep into him, into his heart and soul. She wrapped him in them, twisting them around all the hurt and pain. And once she had a web of them built, she turned the threads into yarn and the yarn into rope, until there was no room for the anger and hurt and chaos.

      He stopped walking. “What … Izzy … do …”

      He fell to his knees. Izzy slipped off his shoulder, landing on her feet, but she kept her hands on his shoulder, keeping the connection alive, keeping the good emotions flowing.

      She stared into Edgar’s eyes. “Henry, are you in there? Come back to me, Henry.”

      But Edgar was fighting her. She could see it in his eyes, just like she could feel it in the exchange of emotion between them. She needed to do more.

      In the same way that she’d taken support from Henry at the restaurant, she pulled the darkness out of Edgar, taking it upon herself. Her stomach knotted and her bones ached as it filled her, but still she opened herself to it.

      It clogged her throat, clawed at her insides, and made her want to retch. She breathed open-mouthed to get air. Her brother felt close, but it was just the darkness, mimicking him, playing on her memories, stirring up bad feelings.

      She fought to keep herself afloat on the murky sea of misery and pain threatening to overtake her. She focused on Henry. On her reason for doing this. On his goodness. His smile. His laugh. Her love for him.

      The tide of terror stopped rising.

      She pushed back against everything she’d taken from Edgar, replacing the darkness with light, giving as much to Edgar as she did to herself.

      “Izzy?” The voice was not Edgar’s.

      The body she clung to collapsed as she opened her eyes.

      Henry lay on the street in his oversize scrubs, staring up at the heavens, but despite his open eyes, he didn’t look conscious.

      She went to his side. “Henry? Can you hear me? Are you there?”

      A couple of terrifying seconds ticked by until he blinked. “I’m here.”

      “Are you hurt? Are you okay?”

      “I … I don’t know. Not hurt.” He blinked again and started taking deeper breaths. “What happened?”

      “As best I can tell, you left the basement and turned into Edgar in your office. It’s kind of a mess in there.”

      “Where am I now?”

      “Lying on the street somewhere in Shadowvale.” She’d lost track while hanging over Edgar’s shoulder. She looked around, but she couldn’t find a street sign. Seemed like a nice area. Nothing she recognized, though. “There are houses, so it’s clearly a residential area. My car is around here somewhere.”

      And still running, which obviously hadn’t been as good of an idea as she’d anticipated. She hoped it was still where she’d left it. And still had gas in it. She had no clue how long she’d been out.

      Henry’s hand touched her leg, and he grunted softly, bringing her attention back to him and his efforts.

      “Are you trying to get up?”

      He nodded. “I want to go home.”

      “That’s a great idea.” She took hold of his arm and helped him to his feet.

      He blew out a breath as if the effort had exhausted him.

      “You okay?”

      He shook his head. “I feel wiped out. Just really tired. Depleted. But oddly okay about all of that, too.”

      “You need to rest. We both do. A couple hours of sleep and your emotions should sort themselves out.” No doubt he was feeling the residual effects of what she’d done to Edgar. She looped Henry’s arm around her shoulders. “Come on. We just need to find my car.”

      They walked slowly. She listened for the sound of a running engine.

      “Did Edgar do much destruction?” Henry asked.

      “Tore up at least one mailbox and a streetlamp that I know of.”

      He sighed. “I wish …”

      He didn’t need to finish. Even if the regret and disappointment hadn’t been in his voice, she still would have understood. “I know.”

      “So tired,” he said.

      So was she. After everything she’d done, all the energy and emotion she’d used, there was nothing left in her. She wasn’t sure she could have read him if she’d tried.

      The street ended perpendicular to another one that ran quite a ways in both directions. Shambles Avenue. And just a few blocks to the left sat her car.

      She pointed them toward it. “Hang on a little bit longer. We’re almost there.”

      “Thank you. Without you, I’d be in serious trouble.”

      She looked up at him and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m not sure that’s true, but you’re welcome all the same. Now let’s go home.”
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      Henry let Izzy help him up to his apartment, because he wasn’t sure he would have made it on his own. Besides all the things he’d told Izzy about how he felt, he was also surprisingly weak. He undoubtedly needed electrolytes.

      He flattened his hand to the palm reader. As soon as the door unlocked, Izzy got them in.

      “Bed,” he said. “Please.”

      “You got it.” She assisted him into the bedroom, then backed him up to the bed and let him collapse on his own. “What else can I do for you?”

      “A Gatorade, please. In the fridge.”

      “You got it.” She went off to the kitchen, returning shortly. She twisted the top off and handed it to him.

      He sat up enough to drink about half the bottle, then handed it back to her.

      She put it on the nightstand as he lay down again. “What else can I do for you?”

      He shook his head. He didn’t have the energy to undress or get under the covers. And as miserable as he felt, he didn’t want to be alone. “Would you stay with me?”

      “Sure.” She took something out of her coat pocket. His phone. She set it on his nightstand.

      “I sound pathetic.”

      She went around to the other side of the bed, shrugged off her coat, kicked off her sneakers and lay down beside him. “You sound like someone who’s just been through a very traumatic experience, which you have been. Be nicer to yourself.”

      He smiled, despite everything else he was feeling. “Yes, Dr. Graham.”

      She laughed as she turned to lie on her side and look at him from her pillow. “Do you remember anything about what happened tonight?”

      He tried to think. He’d been in the basement but had wanted to text Deacon about … something. He’d gone upstairs. Gone to his office. But for what? It had been important. But now it was lost. “Not really. Cameras will help some. I just wish I felt better.”

      He’d never felt like this after Edgar. Why not? What changed? The big variable was the plant essence. Clearly that was not the one for him.

      “I think,” Izzy said, “and obviously this is just conjecture on my part, but I think you feel crappy because I pushed a lot of emotion into Edgar to get him to change. I took a lot from him, too. It exhausted me. There’s no way you went through it without some kind of side-effect.”

      He closed his eyes. Sleep beckoned. “Whatever you did, I’m glad you did it. And I will take you to a very nice dinner to show you just how glad.”

      She laid her hand on his chest. “Get some sleep, and we’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

      He reached up to cover her hand with his own. Warmth seeped into him from the contact. It surrounded him in a peaceful, blissful cocoon. He fell asleep smiling.

      He woke up to find himself alone, but there was a note on the pillow next to him.

      Gone to work on the garage project. Sent you the address. Text me when you’re up so I know you’re okay. See you tonight.—Izzy

      He smiled. Then checked the time. It was nearly ten. He sat up. Ten? In the morning? He hadn’t slept that late since he’d been a teenager. Okay, so maybe he’d needed it, but still.

      He got up, started a pot of coffee, then stripped off his scrubs and got into the shower. He still didn’t feel a hundred percent, but eventually he’d get past it.

      He wished Izzy wasn’t working. He would have much rather taken her to breakfast at the Sunshine Diner. Just thinking about food made his stomach rumble. Being Edgar used a lot of calories.

      Maybe he’d go to the diner anyway. He was no great cook, which was why he also stocked protein shakes in his fridge. He helped himself to one, because before he ate, he was going into the lab and looking at last night’s footage to see if it would help him remember what had happened.

      He still had a feeling like he’d forgotten something important. To be honest, that wasn’t such a new feeling. But this time it felt bigger.

      He drank the protein shake while he got dressed in jeans and a button-down shirt. He didn’t want to put scrubs on again so soon. He filled his thermos with coffee and headed down to the lab.

      As he walked in, the sense that he was forgetting something got stronger. Then he remembered Izzy mentioning something about the office being a mess. He decided to have a look for himself.

      The light was already on, making the carnage easy to see. It all looked salvageable except for the desk chair. He’d liked that chair, too. He’d order another one of the same kind, even though it had been expensive. Ergonomics weren’t cheap. He put his thermos down and lifted the lateral file back into place.

      The drawers being open made it unwieldy, but it was impossible to keep them closed while it was leaning. He picked up the files that had spilled out and stacked them on the top. As soon as he’d done that, he realized that was exactly the kind of behavior that had made him need Izzy’s organizational skills.

      He frowned. He didn’t really feel like refiling them, but if he didn’t and they just sat there, Izzy would see them and feel compelled to put them away. She’d already done that once. With a sigh, he picked up the stack and took a look at them.

      They were mostly patients whose names started with letters from the middle of the alphabet, and he already knew Izzy had set up the system alphabetically. Nothing a kindergartener couldn’t master, so he had no excuse.

      It took him a while. It was, in his estimation, fiddly work, and his time could have been better spent doing a myriad of things, but he appreciated all of Izzy’s efforts, and this felt like his way of respecting that. And showing her his appreciation.

      He smiled, thinking about her as he slipped the last file into its proper spot. He was definitely taking her somewhere nice for dinner. By which he meant romantic. His best bet was probably The Table, a little café on Fiddler that had that sort of dimly lit, table-for-two vibe.

      He might need a reservation.

      He closed the lateral file, then righted his desk. Because the desk had been pushed onto its front and not onto the side with the drawers, the drawers had remained closed. The contents inside would be a mess, but he wasn’t worried about that right now.

      His office laptop had taken a hard fall, too. No telling what shape that was in until he made a closer inspection. Somehow the screen was uncracked, although there was a piece missing off the corner of the plastic housing around the keyboard.

      He fired it up, wondering if he’d get the blue screen of death or see the scenic mountain view currently set as his wallpaper. While he waited, he gathered up the pieces of the desk chair and carried them out to the dumpster in the alley.

      When he returned, he saw mountains. Surprising, but a welcome sight all the same. He crouched down and typed in his password. Everything seemed to be working just fine. He opened up his browser and went straight to Google to search for The Table’s website and see if he could make a reservation for tonight.

      There was a form to request one, so he filled it out and hit Send. Good. That was taken care of. He’d made the reservation for seven. That should give Izzy enough time to get ready. Maybe he’d get her some flowers, too. Roses. Those were romantic.

      He stood up, pleased with himself and already looking forward to the evening. His gaze came to rest on the map on the wall across from his desk and the three thumbtacks marking the places were the fires had occurred. If only he could figure out—his phone rang.

      He saw Deacon’s name on the screen and answered it right away, already anticipating what the man had to say and deciding to be proactive about it. “I will be paying for the mailbox and streetlight. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      Deacon didn’t say anything for a second. “Um, good to know. I take it Edgar was out last night?”

      “Yes.” Henry rolled his eyes at himself. “And I take it that’s not why you called.”

      “No. There’s been another fire. Thankfully, the lawn sprinklers kept it from turning into anything major, but the Robinsons have some melted siding.”

      Henry sighed and picked up another pushpin. “Where do the Robinsons live?” Deacon gave him the address, and Henry added a pin to the spot, making the half-moon curve just a little more. “When was this fire?”

      “As best I can tell, sometime before eight-thirty. That’s when Len Robinson went out to get the paper and smelled melted plastic. Do you know where Izzy was this morning?”

      “I know she has a job cleaning out and organizing a garage today, but I’m not sure where it is.” He knew she’d sent him the address, but he hadn’t looked at it yet.

      “I’ll need to confirm her whereabouts.”

      “Right.” Henry stared at the map, hating that this was still an issue. Then it hit him—what he’d been trying to remember, the thing he’d realized right before Edgar had taken over. “Deacon, Izzy didn’t do this.”

      “I don’t want that to be true either, you know that, but—”

      “No,” Henry said, using his finger to trace a line on the map. It all made sense. “I know she didn’t. Because I know who’s responsible.”
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      Three spiders, half of a shed snakeskin, and a rather desiccated rodent carcass. Izzy was not having a good day. This was precisely why she didn’t like to do garages. They were, in a word, icky. But she’d taken the job because she needed the money, just like she needed word of mouth to spread about how good her organizational skills were.

      Her only escape from the garage’s ick factor was mental, so she concentrated on Henry while she worked. Mostly how nice it had been to just be with him, to sleep beside him, and know that he loved and cared for her.

      Granted, she’d been exhausted but she’d slept amazingly well, maybe because despite Edgar, she felt safe with Henry. And after what they’d been through last night, she felt bonded to him. Not because they’d shared a bed (and done nothing but sleep) but because of what had happened before that and the emotional way they’d connected.

      She’d poured herself into him. And taken parts of him into herself. Well, Edgar, actually, but ultimately Edgar was just another side of Henry. The whole thing had worn her out but had also been hugely rewarding. She now understood how Moses had reached a saturation point, though.

      Physical exhaustion was easier to recover from than what she’d experienced last night. The exchange of emotions had really been what had depleted her. Even now, as she worked, she didn’t feel quite like her usual self. She couldn’t really say why. It was just the sensation that something wasn’t exactly right. Her well of emotional energy felt empty.

      She was tired, definitely, but she was more irritable than usual, too. Of course, that could be from the spiders, but it wasn’t really that. It was more like … some of Edgar’s darkness still lingered inside her.

      There had to be a way to rid herself of that. Something else to talk to Moses about. Good thing she was going to see him tomorrow.

      Miles Strickland, the man she was working for, came out from the house. He was a single dad, but his elderly mom lived with him, too, so he was her caretaker as well. He worked from home doing some kind of insurance stuff. “Hey, Izzy. I’m sorry to tell you this, but I need to call it quits for the day.”

      She’d been organizing paint cans, opening them to see which ones were dried out and which ones were worth keeping. She straightened. “Oh. All right.”

      “It’s nothing you did, I promise. But the elementary school just called, and Lucy has a fever. I need to go pick her up. And if it is something contagious, I don’t want to be the reason you catch it.”

      “No problem. I’m sorry to hear that.” But she was glad it wasn’t because her work had disappointed him. “Do you want me to stay here until you get back? So your mom’s not alone? I can if you want.”

      He smiled. “That is really sweet of you, but she’s watching her stories. She’ll be good until lunch.”

      “Okay. I hope Lucy’s all right. You just text me when you’re ready to have me back.”

      “I will. Thanks.” He glanced around the garage. “I can already see the improvement.”

      “Good.” Izzy grabbed her purse from the workbench and pointed toward the open garage door. “I’ll go out this way.” Her car was parked right out front.

      Miles waved. “Thanks again. Talk to you soon.”

      “See you soon.” In a way, she was glad for the short day with the way she was feeling. As soon as she got in her car, she texted Henry.

      Short day due to my client having a sick kid. On my way home. I can make us lunch if you’re interested.

      She tucked her phone into the console and started the engine. Before she could pull away from the curb, Henry answered her text with one of his one.

      Meet me here ASAP: 2515 Caldwell Drive

      She plugged the address into her GPS. It was only a few minutes away. Curious, she followed the directions, wondering what was up. It must be something important for Henry to be so short in his text.

      When she arrived, she parked behind Henry’s Land Rover. He was standing on the sidewalk, talking to Deacon.

      She had mixed feelings about that. She liked Deacon, although she liked his fiancée, Em, better, but that was because Deacon had a tendency to show up with bad news. Like there’d been another fire and Izzy was his number one suspect again. She really hoped that wasn’t what had happened.

      She also wished she wasn’t sweaty from working. Before getting out of the car, she pulled down the visor to make sure she didn’t have cobwebs in her hair or dirt on her face. All good. She went to join the men on the sidewalk and see what was going on.

      Henry’s smile was as big and genuine as the happiness coming off of him. “Hey there. Right on time.”

      “For what?”

      “For Deacon to go have a talk with Mrs. Simonson about her son, Daniel.”

      Izzy shook her head. “I’m not following.”

      “You’ll see.” Henry grinned, obviously holding something back but weirdly happy about it. Enough that she could feel it despite her tiredness.

      Deacon tipped his head toward the house. “Let me talk to her by myself. You two stay back a little. I don’t want her to feel like we’re ganging up on her.”

      Henry nodded. “Understood.”

      Completely curious but also a little unsure, Izzy stayed at Henry’s side as they followed Deacon to the front door.

      He knocked, and a few moments later, a middle-aged woman came to the door, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “Mr. Evermore. How are you?”

      “Good, Mrs. Simonson. How are you?”

      “Fine.” She glanced at Henry and Izzy before looking at Deacon again. “Something the matter?”

      “Not sure yet. Is your son, Danny, at school today?”

      “He is. Is he all right?” Worry creased her brow, and she gripped the towel a little tighter.

      “As far as I know, he’s just fine. No reason for alarm there.” Deacon turned slightly to indicate Henry and Izzy. “This is Dr. Henry Jekyll, one of the science fair judges, and Ms. Isadora Graham. She’s a peacekeeper-in-training.”

      That wasn’t true at all, Izzy thought. But she didn’t know what Deacon was attempting to do, so she kept quiet.

      Mrs. Simonson gave them a nod. “Hello.”

      Izzy and Henry nodded back.

      Deacon shifted so he was fully in her line of sight again. “We just need to have a quick look at Danny’s room.”

      “Oh.” Her brows rose. “Is he in trouble?”

      “Nothing that can’t be worked out,” Deacon said.

      Now Izzy was really wondering what was going on.

      Mrs. Simonson nodded. “Up the steps and down the hall. Last door on the right.”

      Deacon smiled. “Thank you. We’ll just be a minute.” He gave Henry a look, and the next thing Izzy knew, they were in the house and standing in Danny’s bedroom, which was a little weird.

      “Okay,” she said. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on yet?”

      Henry and Deacon were looking out the windows, talking about angles and trajectory and not answering her.

      Deacon nodded while Henry spat out a few more technical terms, then he sighed. “That’s it then.”

      “Agreed,” Deacon said. “I could fly it, but I’m not sure that’s necessary.”

      Izzy let out a soft groan. “Will one of you please tell me what is happening?”

      Henry was smiling again. “What’s happening is that Danny Simonson’s project for the high school science fair was the one involving the comparison of laser strengths and effective power by color. Remember that?”

      “I do.”

      “Remember also how I said the finalists had this week to make any final tweaks to their projects before they went to regionals?”

      She nodded. “Sure. And Danny was one of the finalists.”

      “He was. And he’s been doing exactly that. Tweaking his laser to produce exactly the results he wanted for his project.”

      Deacon put his hands on his hips and tipped his head toward the window as if indicating something she should look at. “Kids.”

      Izzy took a step toward the window as she focused on a dark, scorched mark in a backyard several blocks away. It was all suddenly very clear. “Oh. Oh. The lasers.”

      Henry nodded. “Whether or not Danny realizes it, his lasers are what’s been starting the fires.”
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      The relief Henry felt at finally clearing Izzy’s name was amazing. The hug she was giving him was better, though.

      She shook her head, eyes sparkling with tears. “I can’t believe you figured it out. How did you realize what was going on?”

      “I wish I could tell you how my brain does anything, but the best I can explain is that something about the locations of the fires triggered my thought processes. I’m sure I saw Danny’s address on his entry form, something my subconscious also added into the mix.”

      “And you just realized what was going on this morning?”

      “No, I think I figured it out last night. That’s why I was in my office when Edgar showed up.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “Then this morning, I kept feeling like I was forgetting something. You know that feeling?”

      She nodded.

      “I went into the office to straighten things up and saw the map again. While I was looking at it, Deacon called to say there’d been another fire. I added a thumbtack in the new location and that clinched it. Everything just came together in my head, and I had Deacon meet me here to see if I was right.”

      “I’m so glad you were.” She slipped her hand into his. “I owe you big time.”

      “You owe me nothing. After everything you’ve done for me? We’re even. Actually, that’s not true. I’m still in your debt.”

      “Henry, you saved my future. There’s no way I could have stayed here if people thought I was behind these fires.”

      “I guess my motives were pretty selfish, then, because I need you, Izzy. I need you in my life for a long time to come.” He’d never spoken truer words.

      She smiled up at him. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      The fact that she knew about Edgar and still felt that way was remarkable.

      She glanced toward the house, where Deacon was deep in conversation with Mrs. Simonson. “What’s going to happen to Danny?”

      “Some community service. Damage was done and it’ll have to be paid for either by his parents or their insurance. But he’s a good kid. A top student. I don’t think he had any idea that he was causing those fires, and it shouldn’t be something that negatively affects his future.”

      “Why didn’t they happen when he first started working with the lasers for his project?”

      “My guess?” Henry stared into the woods behind the house. “The lasers weren’t as intense when he started the project. This week, in an effort to really impress at regionals, he’s fine-tuned them and most likely cranked up the power. But it wouldn’t surprise me if a walk through those woods revealed a few burned patches from his earlier attempts.”

      “It’s a good thing he had them aimed out the windows and not at the interior of the house.”

      “I’m sure he thought he was being safe that way.”

      Deacon approached them again. “Mrs. Simonson called her husband at work and let him know what was going on. I’ll still need to talk to Danny to verify none of this was malicious, but I highly doubt that was the case.”

      “Same here,” Henry said. “Danny is a good kid and focused on his future. It wouldn’t be like him to do this on purpose.”

      “Agreed,” Deacon said.

      “Do you still need us, or are we good to go?” Henry asked.

      “You can go, but Izzy, I’m serious about you becoming a peacekeeper. Your empath abilities would be a real asset. It’s not something I’d need all the time, but there have been cases where having someone on my side who could calm the other person’s mood would have gone a long way. Especially if that means easing them out of their curse. I’d really like you to consider it.”

      “Would I have to carry a gun?”

      Deacon grinned. “No. I don’t. There’d be some training, but really, you’d just be on call like me. When a situation comes up, I’d need to be able to reach out to you and have you join me wherever things are going down.”

      She seemed to think about that.

      Deacon went on. “Pay is pretty good. Includes dental and insurance, too.” He laughed. “Dr. Simonson is the dentist, just so you know.”

      Her head came up a little. “I’d be paid? It’s not a volunteer position?”

      “Heck no. Starting salary is in the low six figures, and of course you’d be free to do your own—”

      “Six figures.” Izzy was staring at him now.

      Deacon nodded while Henry tried not to laugh. “I did say low. Listen, when it comes to taking care of those who work for the town, Amelia believes in really taking care of them.”

      Izzy looked at Henry.

      He smiled. “You’d be a great peacekeeper.”

      She still seemed unsure. Her attention went back to Deacon. “And you said something about me still being free to do … what?”

      “Your own business. I know you do the organization thing. That’s all still good. Shadowvale is generally a pretty quiet town, so it’s not like you’d be getting called out every night. Maybe once a week or every other week, max.”

      She nodded. “It sounds pretty good.”

      “The only real stipulation is that you have to be good at keeping secrets. It’s part of the oath peacekeepers take.” Deacon glanced at Henry. “Some people’s troubles might be open secrets, but there are a lot more who hide theirs very carefully. And they expect them to stay that way. As a peacekeeper, you have to promise to honor that understanding.”

      Henry slipped his arm around her. “I can vouch for Izzy’s ability to keep secrets. She’s very good at it.”

      “I am,” Izzy said. “Let me think it over a little more, and I’ll give you an answer soon. I promise.”

      “Good enough. You both take care. I’m off to the high school to have a word with Danny.” He went toward his car.

      Henry gave Izzy his full attention. “So you’re all done with work for the rest of the day.”

      “I am.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      Her brows bent, and her smile turned apologetic. “Don’t be mad, but last night really took it out of me. What I really want is a nap.”

      He laughed. “It’s not the worst idea I’ve ever heard.” He looked at the time on his phone. “It is almost lunch, though.”

      “My text offer is still good. I can make us some sandwiches.”

      “But you need a nap.”

      She shrugged. “Who doesn’t nap better after a good sandwich? Come on. Let’s go to my place.”

      “I’m in. But I would like to take you out to dinner tonight. I made a reservation on the way over here. It’s a great little café on Fiddler, so we can walk.”

      “I love that idea.”

      He reluctantly let go of her hand so she could get to her car. “See you at yours.”

      She made grilled ham and cheese sandwiches with tomato soup, because she said she wanted comfort food, but it seemed like a lot of work to him. She insisted it wasn’t. He helped by setting the table and getting them each a glass of water.

      As they sat down to eat, he took a better look at her. She really did look tired. It was his fault. His and Edgar’s. Thanking her with a nice dinner didn’t really seem like enough. “I really am grateful for everything you’ve done for me. I want you to know that.”

      She picked up one triangle of her sandwich and dunked it in her soup. “I do know that. You’re a good guy, Henry. And I can read what you’re feeling, too, remember? I know you’re sincere.”

      “Good.” He dug into his lunch, the combination of grilled ham and cheese and tomato soup not something he’d had in a really long time. He’d forgotten how tasty it was. “Are you sure you’re just tired from last night? You’re not coming down with something, are you?”

      “Just tired.” She shook her head, but her gaze stayed down. “I mean, it might be a little more than that, but I’m sure it’s something Moses can help me with tomorrow.”

      He stopped eating. “What do you mean by more than tired? What exactly happened last night?”

      “I did what I had to do to bring you back.”

      He didn’t like the sound of that at all. “What does that mean?”

      “It means …” She made a face. “I’m not hesitating because I don’t want to tell you. I’m hesitating because I’m trying to find the words to explain it. I basically did an emotional exchange with Edgar. I took some of his emotions to make space for some of mine. Dark for light.”

      Henry relaxed. “That sounds reasonable. And like it was exhausting. Especially for someone who’s only just learning how to use their powers.”

      “It was.” She was staring at her soup again.

      “Is there something else?”

      “It’s just that …” Her voice trailed off. She looked up at him, and her blue eyes had gone eerily dark. “It feels like Edgar is still in me.”
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      Izzy started to slump over, but Henry caught her before she hit the floor. “Izzy. Izzy!”

      But she was out. He held her in his arms, pushing down his panic as the trained doctor side of him kicked in. He knew what needed to be done and who could make that happen. He called Amelia.

      Beckett answered. “Indigo House, Beckett speaking.”

      “Beckett, it’s Henry Jekyll. Izzy’s had a spell, and I need to get her to Moses Granger right away. Can you give me his address?”

      There was a half-second pause. “Texting it to you now.”

      “Thank you.” Henry hung up, glad his keys were still in his jacket pocket. Using all the strength he was capable of, he carried Izzy in one arm, then grabbed his jacket with the other hand and took her to his car. He put her in the front seat, strapped the seatbelt over her, then reclined the seat slightly so she wouldn’t fall forward.

      He got behind the wheel and as quickly and safely as he could, drove to the address Beckett had sent. Beckett had included Moses’s number, so Henry dialed while keeping his eyes on the road as much as possible.

      “Hello?”

      “Moses, this is Henry Jekyll. Izzy’s—”

      “Boyfriend. I know who you are. What can I do for you?”

      “Something’s wrong with Izzy.” He glanced over at her. She was still out. “I’m not sure what, but I have an idea about the cause.”

      “How fast can you get here?” Moses asked.

      He looked at the GPS. “I’ll be at your house in four minutes.”

      “I’m headed outside to meet you.”

      Moses was indeed standing in his front yard as Henry drove up. He tossed the phone on the dashboard as he parked, then ran around to get Izzy out and bring her into the house.

      Moses went ahead of him, opening the front door so Henry could carry her straight in. “Put her on the couch. Now tell me what you think is going on.”

      Henry placed her down carefully. She looked pale. “You know who I am, but do you know what I am?”

      Moses nodded. “You mean Edgar?”

      “Yes. I turned into him last night. In order to bring me back, Izzy told me she took some of Edgar’s emotions out to make room for some of hers. Lighter, happier emotions.”

      Moses’s expression changed into one of concern. “She took Edgar’s emotions out or took them into herself?”

      Henry already knew Moses wasn’t going to like the answer. “Into herself.”

      Moses’s jaw tightened, and he looked at Izzy. “She doesn’t know how to get them out. Or didn’t know she needed to. She probably can’t. Not her fault. We haven’t talked about that yet. This isn’t great.”

      “I figured that much. Can you help her?”

      He nodded. “I can try.”

      “Try? I appreciate any help you can give her, but I need better than try. I love her. I cannot lose her.”

      Moses swiped a hand over his mouth. “Trouble is, Edgar’s been in her a bit now. He’ll be getting settled, figuring this is his new home. Putting down roots. It’s not going to be easy.”

      Nothing involving Edgar was easy. “Tell me what to do.”

      “Let me read her first.” Moses stood at the end of the couch, put his hands on either side of Izzy’s head, and closed his eyes. He nodded, opening his eyes. “He’s in there all right.”

      He walked over to Henry and repeated what he’d done to Izzy. Then he stepped back. “She took him clean out of you.”

      Henry shook his head. That was too hard to believe. Although he had felt different all day. “You can’t mean that. She took Edgar out of me? He’s completely gone?”

      “That’s exactly what I mean.”

      “Could you have done that?”

      Moses narrowed his eyes as he looked back at Izzy. “Not a chance. This woman is the most powerful empath I’ve ever seen.”

      “If you couldn’t have taken Edgar out of me, how will you take Edgar out of her?”

      He turned to Henry. “The best way I can explain it is Edgar no longer has the home field advantage. He doesn’t belong where he is, so while he’s going to fight to stay, it’ll be easier to remove him from her than it would you. Although any help you can give me would be good.”

      “What kind of help? I’ll do anything.”

      “Do you have any way of calming Edgar yourself? Anything you know works?”

      “I have a plant essence that seems to knock him out.”

      “Get it and bring it back here. I’ll start working on her while you’re gone.”

      Henry was behind the wheel and driving in a matter of seconds. When he got to his place, he ran into the lab and grabbed the beaker of lavender essence from the refrigerator. He filled three syringes, capped them, and put them in his pocket.

      Then he was back in the car and headed to Moses’s again. Izzy had stripped Edgar out of him. It still hadn’t sunk in. Henry searched himself for any sign that might not be true, only because it had seemed like such an impossible goal for so many years.

      He found nothing that felt like Edgar. No dark patches, no angry fractures in his mind, no fraying thoughts that might lead him into murky depths.

      Had Izzy been trying to remove Edgar? Henry had a feeling that hadn’t been her goal, but her empath skills were so new and untested that she’d inadvertently used too much or tried too hard or something and taken all of Edgar instead of just enough to make room for the lighter, happier emotions.

      A harsh realization fell over him. No wonder nothing he’d done had ever worked beyond slowing Edgar down. Henry could have spent the rest of his life trying every pill, potion, and drug under the sun and still never achieved what she had.

      He’d been an idiot to think a supernatural problem could be fixed by anything but a supernatural solution.

      He pulled into Moses’s driveway, turned the car off and ran inside. “I’ve got the solution.”

      Moses was kneeling beside the couch, one hand on Izzy’s forehead, the other on her heart. “Good. Edgar is resisting. Give her whatever dose you think she can handle.”

      “This puts Edgar to sleep. It might make it harder for her to wake up.”

      Moses looked over his shoulder at Henry. “It’s already going to be hard for her to wake up, but I don’t need her conscious to remove Edgar. I need him unable to fight my efforts. And once that’s done, she can rest as long as she needs to.”

      “Understood.” Henry pulled out a syringe, which was filled for his body weight, and ejected a little of the solution until the dosage seemed right for Izzy. He stood next to Moses so he could reach Izzy’s arm and carefully gave her the injection.

      She didn’t react in any way, breaking his heart just a little. This had happened to her because of him. If she didn’t recover, that was on him, too.

      Moses tipped his head toward the end of the couch. “Put your hands on her feet.”

      “You need me to hold her down?”

      “I need you to make contact with her and think good thoughts.”

      Henry did as Moses asked. “I’m not an empath.”

      “You can still think good thoughts, can’t you?”

      “Yes.” He held on to Izzy’s slender ankles and filled his head with everything he loved about her. Including her ankles.

      “Don’t let go.” Moses got to his feet. “I’ll be right back.”

      He went into the other room, returning a few minutes later with a potted plant. Nothing Henry recognized, not that his knowledge of houseplants was anything spectacular.

      Moses set the pot beside the couch. “Got to have someplace for Edgar to go.”

      Then he went back to his previous position with his hands on Izzy’s head and heart. A few minutes later, he looked at Henry. “No matter what happens, don’t let go. Edgar’s presence seems to have faded slightly. I’m assuming it’s the shot you gave her. I’m going to attempt to remove him now, but your connection to her is vital.”

      Henry nodded. Nothing would stop him from doing everything he could for Izzy.

      Moses closed his eyes again.

      Henry closed his, too, and focused on positive, happy thoughts about Izzy. He replayed images in his head of her laughing while he thought about all the things he loved about her.

      How beautiful her smile was. How it made him smile. He loved the way her eyes lit up and crinkled at the edges when she laughed. He loved the sound of her laugh, too. It was breezy and soft and the kind of laugh that made everyone around her join in, even if they didn’t know what was funny.

      Under his grasp, he could feel her temperature rising. He opened his eyes. Beneath her closed lids, her eyes were darting back and forth. Moses looked deep in concentration.

      Henry returned to the good thoughts, closing his eyes and this time thinking about Izzy’s kind heart and generous spirit. It amused him how much she loved organizing. It made him a little jealous, too. In a good way. Tidiness wasn’t a trait he’d been born with.

      Maybe that was just one more reason that Izzy was the perfect woman for him.

      Her ability to create peace and harmony where there had only been chaos was astounding. No wonder she’d been able to calm Edgar and take him out of Henry.

      She let out a soft moan. Henry opened his eyes. Moses’s face was screwed up tight in a mask of effort and intensity.

      Izzy twitched and moaned again, but this time the sound was much more masculine. Much more Edgar.

      Henry held on. A bead of sweat dripped down Moses’s temple. Henry stared at Izzy and began to speak to her in his head.

      Can you hear me, Izzy? I hope so. I need you to come back to me. Kick Edgar out. Let Moses take him. You can do this. You’re strong and capable and more powerful than Edgar. And I need you. I need you more than I’ve ever needed anyone else. I promise that I will spend the rest of my life taking care of you like you’ve never been taken care of. Anything you want, it’s yours. Just come back to me. Please.

      Moses exhaled, then sucked in air, mouth open. He lifted one hand and placed it on the houseplant, his other firmly on Izzy’s forehead.

      Then Izzy growled out a deep, belligerent, “No.” Her body went stiff, like she was straining against invisible restraints. Again, the word, “No,” snarled out of her, lower and more aggressive this time.

      After the longest minutes Henry had ever endured, Moses sat back, his hands falling into his lap. Izzy exhaled and seemed to deflate slightly.

      The houseplant shriveled and died, going brown right before Henry’s eyes. “Was that … Edgar?”

      Moses nodded. “Still is.”

      “Can I have the plant?” Edgar had been a part of him for so long that Henry couldn’t just leave things this way.

      “It’s all yours.” Moses rolled his shoulders. “That took everything I had. I need to rest. You can take her home. Once the solution you gave her wears off, she should be fine.”

      “Thank you. I’m in your debt.”

      Moses nodded, then used the couch to get to his feet. He looked like he might collapse.

      “Do you want me to call your wife?”

      “No, I’m good. Just spent. You two go home now.”

      Henry didn’t need to be told twice. He got Izzy into his arms, grabbed the plant, and carried them both out to his Land Rover.
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      Henry put Izzy in her own bed. He took off her sneakers and covered her. Then he paced her apartment, not sure what else to do for her. Checking on her every five minutes was pointless. It would be hours before she woke up.

      He supposed he could work in the lab, but what would he work on? Edgar was gone. Henry called and scheduled himself for an MRI. He was very interested in comparing his old brain scans to what things looked like now.

      He believed Moses that Edgar was gone, but Henry still wanted to see for himself what that looked like. He supposed he could run some blood work and vitals on himself, too. For comparison’s sake.

      It would help him understand if there was any way to synthesize what Izzy had done into something his family could use to rid themselves of the Hyde curse once and for all.

      He walked back to her bedroom. She hadn’t moved. He found a notebook in one of the kitchen drawers, along with a pen, and scratched out a note so she’d know where he was if she woke up.

      In the lab. Text me if you wake up. Love you. H

      He left that on the pillow next to hers, kissed her forehead, and went downstairs. First, he went to his car to get the plant. Then he went to the lab. He put the plant on the worktable and sat in front of the computer. He logged on, then ordered a new desk chair. After that, he ran blood work on himself and checked his vitals.

      His blood pressure had never looked better.

      When the blood sample had been analyzed, he compared that with one he’d done two weeks ago and another from two years ago.

      If he hadn’t known better, he would have thought the most recent was from a different person. None of the markers that were usually elevated showed the slightest deviation from the standard. His red and white blood cell counts were exactly where they should be for a perfectly healthy adult male.

      It seemed that removing Edgar had been good for more than just his mental state. He glanced toward the basement door. Would he really never have to lock himself down there again? Could he actually spend an entire night in his bed?

      He wasn’t sure how he was going to do that. No matter what he knew and what the tests showed him, the fear that Edgar might come back still clung to him. Henry stared at the dead plant. Edgar had been with him since puberty. It wasn’t something Henry could put behind him all that easily.

      The brain scan would give him the definitive proof he needed to feel completely secure. He called the hospital to see if he could do one immediately. Izzy had hours of sleep ahead of her.

      The hospital had an opening in an hour. He went back to his apartment, showered, changed, and checked on Izzy again, then drove himself there.

      An hour and change later, he had the scans on a flash drive in his pocket and he was turning onto Fiddler.

      He parked and went to look in on Izzy. She’d shifted but was still asleep. He felt her forehead, but there was no sign of fever. That made him happy. He’d been a little worried that all the trauma she’d been through might damage her immune system and possibly allow her to get sick, but she was strong, that much was clear.

      He went to the lab, plugged in the flash drive, and opened the file to look at his new scans. On a second monitor, he opened the file of his existing scans. Edgar might be a supernatural phenomenon, but it was easy to see physical proof of him in the scans.

      Henry went slide by slide, comparing the data.

      All the proof he needed was in front of him. The areas of his brain that had once been overdeveloped, like the limbic lobe, were now normal size, as were his amygdalae, which were part of the limbic system, too. They controlled emotions, and in Henry, they had once been much larger. He’d always believed that was because Edgar was a creature of emotions. Driven by anger and rage. Possessed by it, really.

      Amazing how calm Henry felt now.

      Edgar was gone. Really and truly gone. The truth carried a surprising amount of melancholy for him. His gaze drifted to the withered houseplant. He sat up suddenly. There was a new shoot of green, a few centimeters of a sprout, but it was definitely new. Was Edgar still alive in there? That gave him a peace he hadn’t expected.

      “I’ll find you a place you can be happy.” Henry didn’t know what that meant, not yet, but it seemed like the right thing to do.

      He sat back, his gaze on the plant, but his mind was elsewhere, trying to take in his new reality.

      He could have a life now. And a future. All thanks to Izzy. The woman he wanted to have a life and future with.

      The idea that he could do whatever he wanted with his life overwhelmed him. He could stop focusing on his own problems and do the work of a real doctor. He could give his time and energy to other people.

      It was a staggering thought. One that pleased him to no end.

      As for his family, well, it seemed to him that they would have to recruit the skills of empaths, too. He wondered if Moses or Amelia could help with that.

      Henry hoped Moses was all right and that rest was really all the recovering he needed. Taking him and his wife out to dinner didn’t seem like payment enough for what he’d done for Izzy.

      Henry wasn’t sure what would have become of her if Moses hadn’t stepped in and removed Edgar. Maybe Moses and his wife would like a nice vacation somewhere. Or a new car. Henry would give the man anything he wanted.

      Just like he’d do for Izzy. He glanced up. Why was he still in the lab when he could be at her side?

      He got to his feet, thinking he might run out and get her some flowers so she could wake up to a big bouquet of them on the nightstand. Or maybe he’d get a couple of bouquets. Or better yet, run down to The Chocolate Dragon and buy out the store for her.

      He went upstairs to make sure she was still sleeping, which she was, then he went to his car. He had some shopping to do. Flowers, chocolates, and anything else he thought Izzy might like.

      He was almost to The Chocolate Dragon when inspiration struck him. He knew the perfect thank-you gift to get Izzy.

      At least he thought he did. In his mind, the idea seemed like genius, not to mention pretty romantic, but he also knew that might be his male interpretation of it.

      What if she hated the idea?

      He parked the car and looked out the window. If she hated his present, he’d just keep it for himself.

      He smiled. He could do that now that Edgar was no longer a part of him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      In Izzy’s dream, someone was touching her. Soft, little touches. Multiples of them on her body. Coming up her body, closer to her head. There was something sweet and gentle about the touches.

      Then a sharp, plaintive cry rang out and she woke up. A kitten stood on her chest, staring at her. It meowed again, shockingly loud for such a little creature.

      She blinked, not quite sure where she was or what was going on.

      Henry ran into the room. “Hey, there she is. Sorry about that.” He came over and picked up the kitten as he sat on the side of the bed, smiling at Izzy and petting the cat. “How are you? I didn’t realize you were awake.”

      “I just woke up. Why was there a kitten on me?” She held out her hands to take the little thing from Henry. The cat was cream-colored with blue eyes and peachy markings on her face, ears and legs. She was the softest, most gorgeous thing Izzy had ever seen.

      Henry grinned. “Because I lost track of her, and she came in here on her own.”

      Izzy was too bewitched by the kitten to do anything but laugh. “That’s not what I meant.” But the kitten was wearing a collar. Izzy looked at the tag and saw her own address and phone number on it. Still holding the kitten, she sat up, her heart racing as warm, happy tears threatened to spill. “Is this … did you get this kitten for me?”

      “I got them as a thank-you gift for everything you did for me.”

      “Wait. Them?”

      Right on cue, a matching kitten came bounding in, jumped up onto the bed, and let out a loud meow.

      Izzy sucked in a breath. “There are two of them?”

      “Sisters,” Henry explained. “I couldn’t just adopt one.”

      Izzy buried her face in the kitten’s side. There was no keeping the tears back. She sniffed, inhaling the clean scent of the kitten’s fur. “I love them. I love them so much. They’re exactly what I wanted. I can’t believe you did that for me.”

      “I’m glad you love them. I wasn’t sure what I’d do if you didn’t.”

      She hugged the kitten close so she could look at him. “They’re the best present I’ve ever gotten. What are their names?”

      “Up to you. No real names yet. They’re three months old, and the rescue had them listed as Lily and Dilly, but trust me, they don’t come when they’re called, so you can name them anything you want.”

      She held the one in her hands up for a better look. “They’re really beautiful.”

      “They’re flame-point Siamese, which I realize is probably not the best breed I could have gotten but—”

      Izzy shook her head. “I’m not afraid of fire anymore. I am not my brother, and I will never be my brother. I love what they are. I think they’re perfect. Just like you.”

      The one at the end of the bed let out another loud meow.

      Izzy laughed. “Okay, that one is going to be Saffron, and this little sweetie will be Clementine in homage to their touches of orange. What do you think? Saffy and Clemmy for short.”

      “Perfect.” He brushed a strand of hair off her face. “I owe you everything, you know.”

      She kissed Clementine’s face before looking at him. “I’m pretty sure we’re even. Actually, factoring in the kittens puts you ahead.”

      “Not by a long shot. Edgar’s gone. You got rid of him. He almost did you in, but Moses fixed that. He put Edgar into a plant, which I’ll explain more about later, but were you trying to get rid of Edgar?”

      Shock went through her. She let Clementine go to join her sister at the foot of the bed. “No. I was just trying to get you back. How do you know Edgar’s gone?”

      Henry explained everything that had happened since she’d passed out at the table, which she didn’t remember, either, including all about what Moses had done and the tests Henry had run on himself.

      Izzy was stunned. “I had no idea. But I’m so glad.” She smiled. “You’re free.”

      He nodded. “I am. I think it’ll take me a few nights for that to really sink in, but all the tests show it’s true.”

      “Are you going down to the basement tonight?”

      He sighed. “For my own mental health, I need to. Yes. Just to be sure. But I will be taking my phone and a few other creature comforts.”

      “Good.”

      Clementine and Saffron jumped off the bed and ran at top speed down the hall.

      Izzy laughed. “I can’t believe you got me kittens.”

      “There are a few other things in the other room for you, too. Chocolates and flowers. Hedging my bets, basically.”

      At the mention of chocolates, her stomach rumbled. “Okay, now I’m up. But I might need to eat some real food.”

      He grimaced. “We had a reservation for The Table tonight, but I canceled it because I didn’t think you’d be up to it.”

      The kittens ran back into the room, then Saffron jumped on Clementine and wrestling ensued.

      Izzy laughed as she shook her head. “No, that’s fine, because I’m not. I was thinking pizza. If that’s okay with you? And then after that, I just want to put my pajamas on, watch something mindless, and let the kittens climb all over me.”

      “Does college basketball count as mindless? There’s a game I wouldn’t mind seeing on tonight. If you don’t care. But we can watch anything you want to, honestly.”

      “As long as I get pizza, I’m fine with basketball.”

      He kissed her. “You get anything you want.”

      She smiled. “I might take a shower, too.”

      “You do that, and I’ll order the pizza.”

      It arrived right as she walked out to the living room, showered and in her pajamas. The smell of sauce and cheese and Noble’s delicious crust made her mouth water. Henry already had plates out on the counter, but that wasn’t all that was there.

      A big bouquet of roses and a shopping bag from The Chocolate Dragon sat on one end of the kitchen counter, in front of which, on the floor, was a rubber mat that held a water bowl and two food dishes. Against the streetside wall, right between two of the windows, was a tall, carpet-covered cat tree. A handful of cat toys decorated the floor. And she’d already seen the litter box set up in the bathroom.

      “You really thought of everything, didn’t you?” Izzy grinned as the kittens pawed at each other from under the kitchen table’s chairs.

      “I tried,” Henry said. “I didn’t want to give you an incomplete gift.”

      She sighed in sheer happiness. “You did a remarkable job.”

      “It’s a little cluttered, though, isn’t it?”

      Worry wafted off of him. She shook her head. “It is, but it doesn’t bother me. It’s clutter with a purpose. And it’s all stuff the kittens need.”

      “Okay.” He seemed relieved. “Ready for pizza, mindless television, and kittens?”

      Clementine ran up to Izzy, meowing for attention. Izzy scooped the little fur ball up and kissed her face. “More than you know.”
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      A week later, Henry no longer felt like he was waiting for the other shoe to drop. Edgar hadn’t shown up in all of that time. Henry checked his vitals daily, and they remained within the standard range for a healthy man his age. Edgar was well and truly gone. Except for the plant that continued to grow.

      With Amelia’s permission, Henry and Izzy had taken the plant to the enchanted forest and found a spot for it near a small creek and given it a new home. Izzy had put all sorts of good feelings and happy emotions into the ground. Amelia had promised that Edgar, in his new form, would finally find peace in his new existence.

      Henry was happy with that. Just like he was happy his nights in the basement were over.

      He’d written up a report on everything that had happened, including every detail that might have affected the outcome in some way, then sent a copy to each of his family members afflicted with the Hyde curse along with a list of empaths who might be able to assist them, although Izzy had promised her own services if they couldn’t find anyone.

      That list had come from Amelia and Moses, who was fully recovered from helping Izzy. Moses and his wife had been enjoyable company during the dinner Izzy and Henry had shared with them at The Table. The four of them had agreed they needed to do it again.

      Henry had gone back to working a full-time rotation at the hospital, and word had begun to spread, with his encouragement, that he was no longer troubled. The shift in the attitudes of those around him was nothing short of miraculous.

      He didn’t blame any of those people for having been afraid of him. He really didn’t. He was just happy that he was able to make friends now. That people wanted to be friends with him. Although most of his free time was spent with Izzy.

      If she wasn’t working, they were together. Not always alone, either. Well, never alone, if you counted Saffy and Clemmy, which he did, because his apartment was now cat-friendly, too. That way when Izzy came over, she could bring the girls with her.

      But it wasn’t just him and Izzy every night. Like this evening, they were headed to Amelia’s once again. This time to talk with Deacon about Izzy accepting the peacekeeper job, but also so that Izzy could make another attempt at reading Thoreau.

      He knocked on Izzy’s door.

      “It’s open,” she called out.

      He went in. Saffy and Clemmy were wrestling on the couch. One of the pillows was already on the floor. He laughed as he went over to pick it up. “You two are rotten little beasts. You know your mama doesn’t like a mess.”

      “I’m getting used to it, though.” Izzy grinned at him as she walked out from the bedroom. “It’s hard to be bothered too much when I look at those faces. I swear, they could get away with murder.”

      “We’re very lucky they don’t have thumbs.”

      “True. You look nice.” She emphasized the nice, letting her gaze drift over him in a way that made his temperature rise.

      “Not as nice as you. Great dress. Is it new?”

      She glanced down at her little black dress. “New to me but not new. The woman I worked for yesterday told me about a thrift shop here in town. Stella’s Bargain Bin. Holy cow, that place is a treasure trove of great finds. I got this dress and a new pair of earrings.”

      She pushed her hair back to show him.

      He laughed. The earrings were tiger heads. “Very appropriate.”

      “I thought so.” She came over to give him a kiss, then picked up each one of the kittens and did the same to them.

      “At least I’m still first.” He winked.

      “You’ll always be first.” She got her coat out of the closet.

      He helped her into it, then she got the box of chocolates she’d bought for Amelia, and they went down to his Land Rover. He drove. “Pretty exciting to think of you becoming a peacekeeper.”

      She nodded. “I never would have imagined myself in a position like that, but I’m looking forward to it. It still makes me nervous, but the idea that I can help people makes me happy.”

      “The salary and benefits don’t hurt, either.”

      She smiled. “No, they don’t. It will be nice not to have to worry about those things. And to know that I can give Saffy and Clemmy the lifestyle they deserve.”

      He laughed. “I’ve created a monster.” He glanced over. “One I don’t mind a bit.”

      Beckett opened the doors for them when they arrived at Indigo House. “Good evening.”

      “Evening, Beckett,” Henry said.

      He took their coats and led them to the sitting room, where Deacon, Em, Amelia, and Thoreau waited. A fire crackled in the fireplace behind Amelia. Thoreau lay beside her chair, taking up all of the space between the chair and the couch.

      Amelia smiled at Izzy as they entered. “Welcome. Is the fire all right?”

      Izzy smiled back. “Thank you for having us again. The fire is just fine.”

      “Good.” Amelia settled back in her chair. “I understand you’ve made a decision about the offer Deacon presented you with.”

      Izzy took a seat on the couch, putting the box of chocolates on her lap. Henry sat beside her.

      “I have,” she said. “So long as nothing about the offer has changed.” She looked at Deacon.

      He shook his head. “Everything is still the same as I mapped out in the official email.”

      “Then I accept.”

      Amelia clapped. “Excellent news. I am so pleased.” She leaned forward. “Even more pleased to learn how well things are going for you two.” Her gaze shifted to Henry. “I know your situation has changed as well.”

      He nodded. “It has, as you know. Edgar Hyde is gone.” He put his hand over Izzy’s. “All thanks to Izzy’s incredible talents.”

      “It wasn’t without some side-effects,” she reminded him.

      “Powerful magic rarely is,” Amelia said. “But you are recovered enough to read Thoreau? I don’t want you to put yourself out on my account.”

      “I am totally ready to read Thoreau,” Izzy assured her. “Happy to do it, too. Especially after all you’ve done for me.” She held out the box of chocolates she’d been carrying. “These are for you, by the way. A small token of my appreciation.”

      “My darling girl,” Amelia said as she reached out to take the box. “I do love chocolates, but that wasn’t necessary. Very kind of you, though.”

      “It was my pleasure.” Izzy pressed her hands together. “I’m happy to read Thoreau now, if he’s agreeable to that.”

      Amelia looked down at the massive beast on the floor next to her. “Well, my pet, what do you say?”

      He whuffed but didn’t move much. The firelight danced over his stripes, making them seem to move.

      “You’ll have to forgive him,” Amelia said. “He spent the better part of the day chasing squirrels out of the garden. Exhausting work.”

      Izzy laughed. “I don’t need him to do anything but exactly what he’s doing right now.” She got up and went to Thoreau’s side, where she kneeled. “Hello, my friend.”

      He stretched a paw toward her.

      She stroked his head. He closed his eyes and pushed his head against her fingers.

      Em, Deacon, and Amelia all looked on with great interest. Henry was pretty interested too. Izzy had come a long way since the first time she’d done this. A very long way.

      Izzy put one hand on Thoreau’s head and another on his side, about where his heart would be. Then she closed her eyes.

      Once or twice, she rocked back slightly.

      Then she opened her eyes and shook her head as she took her hands away. “There’s a lot going on inside this tiger.”

      Amelia was literally on the edge of her seat. “Did you learn anything new then?”

      Izzy nodded. “I can confirm that Thoreau is not alone in there, and it feels very much like another male.” She looked over her shoulder at Henry. “It’s not like with Edgar, though.”

      She turned back to Amelia. “The second personality in Thoreau is troubled but not in the way Edgar was. He’s sad and upset and lonely. He feels a great loss.”

      Amelia clutched the long strand of amethyst beads that hung from her neck. “Pasqual.”

      “I can’t be sure,” Izzy said. “It’s not like having a conversation. It’s just feeling the emotions that are there and doing my best to interpret them.”

      “You did marvelously,” Amelia said. “I have a lot of work to do.” She pressed her hand to Thoreau’s head. “Pasqual, if you’re in there and you can hear me, I will get you out.”

      Then she grabbed Izzy’s hand. “I am beholden to you for this. Name something and you’ll have it.”

      “You owe me nothing,” Izzy said. “I mean it. I’m happy to do this for you.”

      “There must be something you want,” Amelia said.

      Izzy looked at Henry again and smiled. “I have everything I want.”

      Henry smiled back, filled with the kind of warm happiness he never thought it would be possible to feel. What a gift Izzy was. “So do I.”
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