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        Then this ebony bird beguiling my sad fancy into smiling,

        By the grave and stern decorum of the countenance it wore,

        “Though thy crest be shorn and shaven, thou,” I said, “art sure no craven,

        Ghastly grim and ancient Raven wandering from the Nightly shore—

        Tell me what thy lordly name is on the Night’s Plutonian shore!”

      
        Quoth the Raven “Nevermore.”

        Edgar Allan Poe

      

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wanted: Assistant/shelf stacker/general dogsbody to work in secondhand bookshop. Must be fluent in classical literature, detest electronic books and all who indulge them, and have experience answering inane customer questions for eight hours straight. Cannot be allergic to dust or cats – if I had to choose between you and the cat, you will lose. Hard work, terrible pay. Apply within at Nevermore Bookshop.

        

      

      Yikes. I closed the Argleton community app and shoved my phone into my pocket. The person who wrote that ad really doesn’t want to hire an assistant.

      Unfortunately, he or she hadn’t counted on me, Wilhelmina Wilde, recently-failed fashion designer, owner of two wonky eyes, and pathetic excuse for a human. I was landing this assistant job, whether Grumpy-Cat-Obsessed-Underpaying-Ad-Writer wanted me or not.

      I had no options left.

      I peered up at the towering Victorian brick facade of Nevermore Bookshop – number 221 Butcher Street, Argleton, in Barsetshire – with a mixture of nostalgia and dread. I’d spent most of my childhood in a darkened corner of this shop, and now if I played my cards right I’d get to see it from the other side of the counter. It was the one shining beacon in my dark world of shite.

      I don’t remember it looking so… foreboding.

      Apart from the faded Nevermore Bookshop written in gothic type over the entrance, the facade bore no clue that I stood in front of one of the largest secondhand bookshops in England. A ramshackle Georgian house facade with Victorian additions rose four stories from the street, looking more like a creepy orphanage from a gothic novel than a repository of fine literature. Trees bent their bare branches across the darkened windows and wisteria crept over grimy brickwork, shrouding the building in a thick skin of foliage. Cobwebs entwined in the lattice and draped over the windowsills. There didn’t appear to be a single light on inside.

      Weeds choked the two flower pots flanking the door, which had once been glazed a bright blue but were since stained in brown and white streaks from overzealous birds. A pigeon cooed ominously from the gutter above the door, threatening me with an unwelcome deposit. Twin dormer windows in the attic glared over the narrow cobbled street like evil eyes, and a narrow balcony of black wrought iron on the second story the teeth. A hexagonal turret jutted from the south-western corner, where it might once have caught sun before Butcher Street had built up around it.

      When I used to hang out as a kid, the first two floors were given over to the shop – a rabbit warren of narrow corridors and pokey rooms, every wall and table covered in books. The previous owner – a kindly blind old man named Mr. Simson – lived on the remaining two floors, but for all I knew, the new owner used that space as an opium den or a meat smoker.

      At least the flaccid British sun peeked through the grey clouds, which meant I could make out these finer details of the facade. The buildings on either side of it were cloaked in the creeping black shadow that now followed me everywhere. I squinted at the chalkboard sign on the street, hoping for some clue as to the new owner’s personality, but all it had on it were some wonky lines that looked like chickens’ feet.

      This place is even more drab than I remember. It could use a little TLC.

      That makes two of us. I squinted at my reflection in the darkened shop window, but I could barely make out the basic shape of my body. At least I knew I looked fierce when I left the house, in my Vivienne Westwood pleated skirt (scored on eBay for twenty-five quid), vintage ruffled shirt, men’s cravat from a weird goth shop at Camden market, and my old school blazer with an enamel pin on the collar that read, ‘Jane Austen is my Homegirl.’ Combined with my favorite Docs and a pair of thick-framed glasses, I’d nailed the ‘boss-bitch librarian’ look.

      That is, if you ignored the fact that I pushed my nose up against the glass to see my reflection, and twisted my head in order to see all the details of my outfit because of the creeping darkness in the corners of my eyes.

      Please, Isis and Astarte and any other goddess listening, let me get this job. I can’t deal with any more rejection.

      I smoothed my hair, sucked in a breath, pushed open the creaking shop door, and stepped back in time.

      As the shop bell tinkled and the smell of musty paper filled my nostrils, I became nine years old again – the weird outcast kid whose mother was banned from school events after swindling the chair of the PTA with a Forex trading mastermind program that was really just a CD-rom of my mother comparing currency trading to doing the laundry. (It was his own fault for getting swindled. Who even uses CDs anymore?)

      As soon as the school bell rang I’d sprint into town, duck through this same door and escape into another world. I’d curl up in the cracking leather armchair in the World History room with a huge stack of books and read until my mother finished her shift and came to collect me. Books become my friends – characters like Jane Eyre and Dorian Grey the perfect substitutes for the kids who were horrible to me. When I was older and the guys at school sneered at me and fawned over my best friend, I fell into books again – this time to fall in love with the bad boys, the intelligent boys, the boys filled with anger and lust and pain. Dark horses and anti heroes like Heathcliff and Sherlock Holmes, and melancholy authors like Edgar Allan Poe spoke directly to my soul.

      Mr. Simson barely said a word to me, but he never seemed to mind the fact that I read every book in the shop but couldn’t afford to buy any. Sometimes he’d even let me riffle through the boxes of rejects before he sent them away for recycling. People would come into the store and try to sell Mr. Simson stacks of airport books – James Patterson and John Grisham paperbacks that no one buys secondhand. When he refused their generous bounty, they’d creep back at night and shove the volumes one by one through the mail slot, so Mr. Simson always had stacks of them lying around. I would smuggle the books home to our housing estate – If Mum caught me reading she’d lecture about how men didn’t like smart girls and we’d have a big row – and read them under the covers at night or hidden in my textbooks during class.

      It was in Nevermore Bookshop where I first discovered punk music. I found a box of battered 1970 zines in the Popular Music section, and I lost myself in faded photographs of bored teenagers with bleached mohawks. None of them fit in, and they didn’t give a shit. I was in love.

      Teenage Mina threw herself into punk music and fashion, bought a second-hand sewing machine, and started cutting up all her clothes. Fashion became a way to express myself, and opened up a world that was bigger and brighter and more fun than the council estate and my shitty school and lack of tits and the tiny village of Argleton.

      When you don’t have any friends and have an entire bookshop for research, you get a lot of schoolwork done. At the end of my last year at secondary school, I was offered four scholarships to prestigious universities. But there was only one thing I wanted – to become a punk-rock fashion designer. The next Vivienne Westwood, thank you very much. So when I was awarded a place at New York’s infamous Fashion Institute, I packed up my Docs and sewing machine and left Argleton behind me for good.

      Or so I thought.

      For four glorious years I lived in New York City, working my arse off, living it up with my best friend Ashley, and learning everything there was to learn about the fashion industry. Last year I finished my degree and Ashley and I landed the same year-long internship with Marcus Ribald, our favorite designer of all time after Vivienne.

      Then I noticed a faint blur in the corner of my eye and I fell down the stairs three days in a row. I would reach for my coffee cup and knock it over, or sign my name on a document and miss the line completely. I thought it was nothing – I walked through life constantly hungover and running on coffee and discounted day-old hot dogs, which I assumed explained the pounding headaches that stabbed me day and night. But I kept pushing, kept working, kept drinking. I was living the dream. Nothing could stop me.

      Wrong. All it took was a harrowing doctor’s appointment and Ashley’s betrayal to stop me.

      Bye bye internship. So long, crappy rat-infested apartment I secretly loved. Nice to know you, dreams of future success and dressing celebrities for the red carpet. Now I was back in Argleton, sleeping in my crummy old room and getting nervous about a job interview as a bloody bookshop dogsbody.

      I stepped into the gloomy interior. My boot landed on a thick carpet in the wide entrance hall, flanked on either side by tall shelves crammed with books. A small line of taxidermy rodents peered down at me from tiny wooden shields nailed along the moldings. I don’t remember those. The new owner sure had strange taste in interior decor. But then, he had written that acerbic job ad…

      I ran my fingers along the spines of the books, moving carefully to avoid tripping over the stacks of paperbacks littering the floor. Must and mothballs and leather and old paper caressed my nostrils. The air practically sweated books.

      “Hello?” I called, coughing as dust tickled the back of my throat. Was the bookshop always this dusty?

      Hello, beautiful. A voice croaked from behind me. I whirled around, a retort poised on my lips. But no one was in the doorway. I twisted my head to peer into the corners of the room, but I couldn’t penetrate the shadows.

      Where did that voice come from?

      “Hello?” I called out. The first thing I’m going to do if I get the job is brighten this place up a bit.

      Something rustled in the dark corner above the door. I glanced up. My eyes resolved the shape of an enormous black bird perched on the top of the bookshelf. At first I assumed it was stuffed, but it unfurled a long wing and flapped it in my face.

      “Argh!” I flung my arm up, slamming my elbow into a stack of books, which toppled to the ground. The raven croaked with satisfaction and folded its wing away.

      What in Astarte’s name is a raven doing in here? It’ll poop over the books. I wonder if it’s roosting in the roof somewhere? We’ll have to find that if we want to chase it out…

      “Croak,” said the raven with an accusatory tone, as though it had heard my thoughts.

      “I guess you kind of suit the place.” I glared at the bird as I bent down and fumbled for the books. “A raven in Nevermore Bookshop. Once upon a midnight dreary—”

      “Croak.” The raven’s yellow eyes glowed. Something in that croak sounded like a warning.

      “Fine. Fine. I didn’t come here to quote poetry to a bird.” I stood up and rubbed my throbbing elbow. “I want to talk to the boss. Do you know where I might find him?”

      As if it understood the question, the raven dropped off the shelf, swooped past me, and flew around the corner, disappearing through an archway on the left. I followed it into what would have once been a drawing room and was now a jumble of mismatched shelves and junkstore furniture. In the middle of the room were two heavy oak tables – one holding a large globe, the other a taxidermy armadillo. Books stacked so high it looked as though the armadillo was building itself a border wall. Old cinema chairs and beanbags under the window formed a reading area, and the large lawyer’s desk that had served as Mr. Simson’s counter still took pride of place beside the grand fireplace, although the brass plaque on the front now read “Mr. Earnshaw.”

      The raven swooped around me and perched on the desk lamp, its talons clicking against the metal. It took me a few moments to register the man hunched over the desk – the dark, wavy hair that spilled over his shoulders obscured his face, and his black clothes faded into the wood behind him.

      “We’re closed.” A gruff voice boomed from inside the hair.

      “Your sign still says open.”

      “Well, flip it over for me on the way out,” the voice managed to sound both exasperated and uninterested.

      “Um, sure. Mr. Earnshaw, was it?” I waved. He didn’t even look up from his paper. “I saw the job ad you posted on the _Argleton app, and I wanted to—”

      “App?” The head snapped up. Eyes of black fire regarded me with suspicion from beneath a pair of thick eyebrows, deep set in a dark-skinned face of such remarkable beauty I sucked in a breath.

      The new proprietor was younger than I expected him to be – Mr. Simson had been an old man even when I was a girl – and far too handsome to be working in a bookshop. His exotic features and sharp cheekbones belonged on the cover of a fashion magazine. The defiant tilt of his chin and twitch of his haughty lips concealed a storm raging inside him.

      Danger rolled off him in waves. Danger… and desire.

      Thick muscles bulged at the seams of his shirt. He’d rolled the sleeves up to his elbows, one thick forearm graced with the tattoo of a barren, gnarled tree and some words in cursive script below.

      Even though he was an Adonis, this Mr. Earnshaw also looked like a complete wanker. He scrunched up that perfectly-sculpted nose, his lips curling back into a sneer. “What the devil is an app?”

      What kind of weird question is that? “Um… you know, an application for your phone, so you can get the bus timetable or talk to your mates or—”

      “Don’t talk to me about phones,” Earnshaw snapped. “People spend too much time on their phones.”

      Right. I’d forgotten about the part in the job ad about hating ebooks. This guy must be one of those weirdos who eschewed technology. “Oh, I agree. I mean, phones should only be used for calling people. And checking social media. That’s it. I would never read on mine,” I blubbered, shoving my phone behind my back. “I mean, studies have shown it can cause long-term eye damage and—”

      “No matter how long you keep talking, it’s not going to change the fact that we’re closed. What do you want?”

      “I’m applying for the assistant’s job.” I fumbled in my purse for the envelope I’d carefully sealed, trying to avoid accidentally showing him the ereader tucked behind my makeup case. “I’ve got my resume in here for you with all my qualifications and—”

      “I don’t need that. If you want the job, tell me why I should hire you.”

      “Right, well…” This was the weirdest interview I’ve ever been to. Earnshaw’s eyes stabbed right through me, turning my insides to mush. I opened my mouth, but then he blinked, long black lashes tangling together over those eyes – they were like black holes, gobbling whole universes for lunch. A shiver started at the base of my neck and rocketed down my spine, not stopping until it caressed me between my legs.

      Now I wanted the job more than ever, just so I could stare at this specimen all day. Bloody hell, I always did have a thing for surly bad boys. I blamed Emily Brontë. The brutish and untamable Heathcliff ruined me for nice guys.

      “If your answer is to gape at me like a bespawling lubberwort,” he growled, “then you can take the job and shove it where the sun don’t shine—”

      “That’s not my answer.” My cheeks flared with heat. Who even is this guy? Adonis or not, how’d he get off talking to customers and potential employees like that? No wonder the place is deserted. “I was just collecting my thoughts. You should hire me because I’m a hard worker. I’m punctual. I have some retail experience, as well as design expertise so I can do graphics and window displays—”

      “I don’t care. Why do you want to work here? No one wants to work here. That was the whole point of the ad.”

      I racked my brain for an answer to that question. What does he want from me? “Um… I guess because I used to hang out in the bookshop all the time as a kid. I know where all the books go and I’ve personally helped Mr. Simson fix that till on at least two occasions.” I pointed to the ancient contraption the raven was pecking.

      Earnshaw glared at me, his eyes flicking over my face as though searching for something. He didn’t say a thing. The silence stretched between us until even the raven got bored of hunting for worms in the credit card machine and stared at me, too.

      Is he waiting for more?

      “And… um, I have all sorts of useful skills.” I scrambled for anything that might endear me to this strong-chinned man. “I have a fashion degree, so that’s probably not useful. But I am a Millennial, so I can do the store’s social media. I could build a website—”

      You can see it, can’t you? That strange voice said. It’s obvious. She’s the one he told you about.

      Earnshaw grunted. I narrowed my eyes at him. Did he hear it, too?

      Just hire her already, that voice said again. She’s pretty.

      “Hey!” I glanced over my shoulder, looking for the owner of the voice so I could kick them in the nuts. But there was no one else in the room.

      Was it Earnshaw? But the voice didn’t sound like him, and judging by the way he was still staring at me, he already thought I was nuts. Maybe he didn’t hear the voice after all?

      Besides, the voice almost sounded like it came from inside my head.

      Please, don’t tell me that on top of everything else, I’m hallucinating voices as well.

      “I like her. I bet she’ll bring me treats. Berries, smoked salmon, maybe even a hard-boiled egg.”

      I peered over my shoulder again. Are they hiding in the hallway? Behind the beanbag stack? “Who’s there?”

      Earnshaw’s head whipped up. “Who are you talking to?”

      “You didn’t hear that? Someone prattling on about salmon and eggs.”

      Earnshaw’s eyes narrowed. He reached out and clamped an enormous hand around the raven’s beak. “You didn’t leave the door open, did you? We’re supposed to be closed.”

      “No. I…” My shoulders sagged. Who am I kidding? This is hopeless. “I guess I’ll just be going now. Thank you for your time and—”

      “You start tomorrow,” Earnshaw glowered. “We open at nine. Be here at eight-thirty, but don’t let anyone else in. If you’re late, the bird gets your first paycheck.”
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      “Darling,” a voice purred as soon as I flung the front door open, the pitch rising with excitement. “You’re home! Come help me.”

      My stomach sank at my mother’s tone. I knew that tone. It was her ‘I’ve-discovered-the-secret-to-riches-beyond-my-wildest-dreams’ tone, otherwise known as the beginning of yet another one of her get-rich-quick schemes.

      My mother was obsessed with getting rich. I don’t think she’d actually be rich for long, because she’s hopeless with money, but thus far we’ve never had any to test my theory. For my entire life we’d lived one bounced rental payment away from being turfed out while she flitted from scheme to scheme, convinced that this time she’d make her millions. Smoothie mixes, vitamins, overly-complicated blenders, light-up nativity scenes, glue-on nails – Mum had tried them all, each one digging her deeper into debt. When she wasn’t hawking useless crap to the unsuspecting populace of Argleton, she made her living as a spirit medium and tarot reader at a local crystal and witchcraft shop. She didn’t have a precognitive bone in her body (as evidenced by her inability to predict that her ventures would fail, despite the inevitability of this fact), but she studied the Fox sisters and Mina Crandon and knew all sorts of tricks.

      When I told Mum I’d decided to forgo my scholarship to Oxford in favor of fashion school in New York City, she’d hugged me and told me I’d never been more her daughter. “I didn’t want to have to tell you, darling, but there’s no such thing as a rich professor. When you’re the next Vivienne Westwood, I want to stand next to Edward Woodward on the red carpet.”

      “Edward Woodward’s dead, Mum.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you’ll fix that, honey.” Mum had launched into a long-winded description about the dress she wanted me to design for her wedding to Edward Woodward. That was my mother, off in her fantasy world. We were alike, in that way.

      Right now, she was dragging an enormous metal platform across our cramped living room. “We’ve got to get the rest of these out of the car.”

      “What is that?”

      “It’s a power-plate machine,” Mum grinned, dropping the platform on the carpet with a thud. “Russian cosmonauts use them to train their bodies for the rigors of space. Isn’t it amazing? You stand on it and it just wobbles the flab away. Watch.”

      To my horror, Mum pulled off her sweater and stepped on to the platform, plugging it into the wall socket. It sprung to life, vibrating her whole body so the flesh on her stomach jiggled like a Polaroid picture, which was not a thing I ever wanted to say about my mother.

      “It’s w-w-w-working every m-m-muscle in my b-b-body,” she juddered. “And increasing circulation, m-m-muscle strength, and st-st-stimulating collagen. And look, if I do this…” she crouched and leaned forward so her weight was over her knees. “M-m-my belly is getting an even b-b-bigger work out.”

      “Argh, Mum!” I turned away. The sight of my mother’s jiggling stomach would haunt my dreams tonight. “Do you even know what stimulating collagen means?”

      “You’re such a spoilsport.” She stepped off the machine and flicked the switch. “I’ve just burned twenty-two calories. That means I can have a piece of cake for dessert. I’ve got twenty more of these in the car. Aren’t they brilliant?”

      “Why do you have twenty wobble plates in your car?” I asked with sinking dread, already knowing the answer.

      “It’s my new business, of course!” She beamed as she pushed me back toward the door. “I know you’re pulling a face at me, Mina, but hear me out. This will be different. It’s so much better than anything I’ve tried before, because I can diversify. I can have multiple income streams. As well as selling the power-plates, I’ll run classes, sell workout supplements, exercise videos, and smoothie blends—”

      “Not more smoothies,” I groaned, my stomach twitching from the memory of Mum’s last endeavor – so-called healthy smoothie blends with flavors like ‘broccoli, dandelion, and blueberry,’ and ‘green tea, asparagus, and cayenne pepper.’

      Mum’s ridiculous schemes wouldn’t be so bad if she didn’t constantly force them on me. A green tea, asparagus and cayenne pepper smoothie is borderline child abuse.

      Under the carport, Mum’s tiny Fiat sagged under the weight of the wobble plates. Grey clouds converged on the horizon, shrouding the estate in dreary grey haze. I popped the trunk and hauled out a plate, my muscles straining under the weight. Across the street, drug dealers peered at us through their blackout curtains.

      I dragged five wobble plates inside and stacked them in the corner of the living room, next to five boxes of baby clothes left over from the Baby-Mobile business. Mum managed to get two in the door before she came down with a mysterious coughing fit and locked herself in the bathroom. I was tempted to just leave the rest in the car for her to finish off, but I was in a good mood about the bookshop job so I hauled the rest inside.

      Mum emerged just as I perched the last box on top of a precarious stack. “See? This is going to work, Mina. These power-plates will be the ticket to our dreams, I can feel it.”

      “We can’t see the telly now,” I pointed out.

      “It’ll only be for tonight, darling. I’m going to sell all these tomorrow and then we’ll have enough money for a really big telly.” She wrapped her arm around my aching shoulders and maneuvered me into the kitchen, her life-threatening ailment now vanished without a trace. “Tea?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.” In our narrow kitchenette, I put the kettle on while Mum pulled out cups and milk and tea bags.

      “How did you go down at the bookshop?”

      “I got the job,” I beamed. “I start tomorrow.”

      My mother shook her head. She didn’t share my enthusiasm for old bookshops or stable incomes. “Don’t worry, darling, you won’t have to work in that horrid place for long. As soon as I’ve sold these power-plate machines and recruited ten salespeople, I’ll be able to keep us both in the fabulous manner we deserve. Then it won’t even matter when you go bli—”

      “Don’t say that word. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I know, darling, but—”

      “Have you heard anything about the guy who owns the bookshop, Mr. Earnshaw?” I cut her off as I bent in front of the fridge to see if we had any wine or cider. Upon reflection, tea wasn’t going to cut it tonight – I needed alcohol to wipe away the memory of Mum’s wobbling stomach.

      “That surly gypsy? I thought he’d left town by now. Oh, Mina. You can’t work for him.”

      “You shouldn’t use that word, Mum.”

      “Pfft, a lot of PC nonsense.” Mum was of the generation that required others to tolerate their racial slurs in the name of the Great English Cultural Tradition. “He is a gypsy, with that dark skin and those evil eyes. I heard he’s some far-removed cousin of Mr. Simson. He came down from the North when Mr. Simson retired, but he doesn’t seem to know the first thing about running a bookshop. Or any kind of shop. He doesn’t know about diversification or multiple income streams. The village had the Christmas market last week and he didn’t hang any decorations! Debbie Fisher asked him to run a stall at the animal shelter charity fundraiser and he glowered at her! A man like that should not be glowering.”

      “He does have one mean glower,” I agreed, thinking back with a mixture of trepidation and desire as my new boss’ eyes bore into mine.

      “If you insist on working for him, maybe you can get him to clean that place up a bit? Some nice window displays and maybe a vibration machine station in the corner?” Mum looked up at me hopefully as she poured the tea.

      “He doesn’t seem the type of guy to embrace change, but I’ll do my best.” I sipped my tea. Perfect, with just the right amount of milk and a tiny sprinkling of sugar. As much as Mum drove me crazy sometimes (okay, all the time), she knew what mattered in life.

      Mum reached across the counter, rubbing her fingers against mine. The wrinkles in her skin stood up like mountain ranges. Her eyes sagged at the edges. A pang of guilt struck my chest. Was this just my mother getting older, or had everything I’d put her through these last few months aged her prematurely?

      I stared past Mum’s head at the tower of boxes from a cosmetic MLM company stacked in the corner of the kitchen. They were filled with miracle anti-aging treatments that would help Mum turn back the clock. If only I could turn back the clock on my life.

      “As I said, I really don’t want to talk about it.” I forced a smile on my face. “I’m fine. I’m getting on with my life.”

      Mum looked unconvinced. She had to know I wasn’t telling her the full story. She knew about the diagnosis, of course. I’d cried down the phone to her enough times. But as far as she was concerned, I’d left the internship at the end of my allotted time and was back in Argleton to enjoy some home cooking while I figured out my next move.

      “I’ve been reading the cards for you.” Mum dug a tarot deck out of her pocket and spread the cards across the table. “Every time, I see the same outcome. You’re running from the past straight into trouble.”

      “You don’t believe in tarot cards, Mum. Seriously, I’m okay.” I finished my tea, dropped my cup in the sink, and opened the bottle of cider. “What are we going to do about dinner? I was thinking grilled cheese. Or Indian takeaways from down the road?”

      “Let’s go with grilled cheese. I spent all my cash on the power-plates…” Mum took the bread out of the cupboard while I grabbed the cheese and a tomato. I started slicing the cheese, but Mum waved me away. “Go sit down, honey. I’ll make these. Just think, it won’t be long now until we can hire a personal chef.”

      “Sure, Mum.” I sipped my cider.

      Her brow wrinkled. “You’re just so sad, Mina. You don’t seem excited about my business. Oh, I know what will cheer you up. I can’t believe I forgot to tell you, I saw Helen Greer at the post office when I was picking with the power plates, and she said Ashley’s visiting. She’s staying right up until Christmas.”

      I froze, my teacup halfway to my mouth. Ashley.

      “Isn’t that nice, Mina? You two will be able to hang around together, just like always.”

      No. This can’t be happening. I can’t deal with my ex-best friend. Not with everything else going on. Not after she…

      I leaned back in my chair and tipped the entire bottle of cider down my throat, not even stopping when the bubbles shot up my nose. I stood up, pushing my chair back so hard it hit the boxes. “I’ve just remembered, I’ve got to… practice my glower in the mirror. Mr. Earnshaw said I’d better match the shop’s vernacular.”

      “Mina—”

      “Call me when tea’s ready. Later, Mum!” I scrambled to my room, flicked the stereo on full blast, and slammed the door behind me. Leaning against the frame, I sank to my knees, letting the angry wails of Sid Vicious roll over me as I swiped at the tears rolling down my cheeks.

      I moved to the other side of the world to get away from Ashley, and now she’s here. Why does the universe hate me so bloody much?
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      It’ll be fine, I tried to tell myself as I tossed and turned in bed, trying to sleep. Argleton is a big place. I bet I won’t even see her.

      I’m strong, I repeated as I pushed the straw around in my QuikFit Pure Plus Strawberry Smoothie (at least this one was mildly edible). I’ve handled much worse in my life – growing up poor and without a dad, all the years of bullying at school, Mum being… Mum, my diagnosis, losing the job with Marcus… I can deal with a run-in with Ashley.

      Ashley hates reading, I reminded myself as I stamped up Butcher Street to Nevermore’s front door in my favorite pair of vintage Docs, the cherry-red patent leather ones. She’ll never even think to come into the bookshop.

      I checked the time as I twisted the door handle. Eight thirty on the dot. Not a minute earlier or later. I’ll impress Earnshaw today and he’ll grow to like me and maybe one thing in my life will go right—

      The heavy door wouldn’t budge. I walked around the side of the shop and tried the back door. Locked as well. I went back around the front and banged on the door.

      “Will you keep it down out there!” A crotchety voice yelled from across the street.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Ellis,” I called back to the woman leaning from her upstairs window. Mrs. Ellis had been a schoolmistress back when I was in secondary school. She was a plump, red-cheeked and kindly old woman who loved three things most in the world – teaching, teacakes, and raunchy romance novels. Right now she leaned out a window, her blue-tinged hair rolled in tight curlers and wearing her best do-not-mess-with-me-young-lady expression.

      “Mina Wilde, is that you?” She peered through her tortoiseshell glasses, her stern features evaporating into a wide smile. “I thought you’d gone away to the Big Smoke.”

      “I did, Mrs. Ellis, but I’m back for awhile. I’m going to be working in the bookshop—”

      “That’s nice, dear. Please remember that some of us were up late at choir practice last night.” She tutted as she flung open the blinds. “I can’t hold my communion wine like I used to.”

      “Pipe down, you legless old biddy!” Mr. Pearsons called out his window down the road.

      “It wasn’t me, it was the Wilde girl,” Mrs. Ellis screeched back. “Not that she knows a thing about being wild. Back in my day we had orgies that lasted for days—”

      “Argh!” I clapped my hands over my ears.

      “What’s all this racket, then?” The butcher next door poked his head out.

      “Shut up, shut up, all of you.” Another window sash banged open.

      I pounded on the door. “Mr. Earnshaw, open up!” Please? Before I end up tarred and feathered in the street, or are forced to hear more about my former teacher’s sex life.

      A window flung open from the balcony and a head of unruly black curls protruded from within. “Can’t you read the sign?” A deep voice boomed. “We’re closed.”

      “Mr. Earnshaw, it’s me, Mina Wilde. You hired me yesterday? You said I needed to show up at eight thirty on the dot, no earlier, no later.”

      I heard a noncommittal grunt. “Fine. Go buy coffee while I find some trousers.”

      I tried not to let my mind go to the delicious place where my new boss’ toned body was unfettered by clothing. It wouldn’t do to think of him like that, especially when he was such a grump. I went across to the bakery and ordered two cups of steaming coffee, as well as a couple of scones still warm from the oven.

      The shop door flew open just as I ascended the steps. Instead of Earnshaw, within its frame stood another fine specimen of the male persuasion. This gent stood so tall he had to stoop to duck beneath the door jamb. A crisp white shirt tugged across broad shoulders, and a finely tailored grey jacket accentuated his majestic frame – the kind of wiry musculature one obtained through energetic exercise like cycling. Close-cut brown hair topped his head, and he carried a leather laptop case with a confidence that suggested he could kill me with it if required. A pair of ice-blue eyes fixed on mine, and the smile that played across his lips was pure devil.

      Oh yum. My stomach burned for something that wasn’t breakfast. I could eat you right up—

      “Why, you shouldn’t have.” The guy whipped out a long-fingered hand and swiped one of the scones from my tray.

      “Hey, that was for Mr. Earnshaw,” I said.

      “He doesn’t need it. Sugar makes him cranky.” The guy chewed happily, wiping a speck of cream from his perfect nose with the back of his hand. “Trust me, I’ve just saved you from a torturous morning. No need to thank me. I’m James Moriarty, at your service. Everyone calls me Morrie.”

      He stuck out a hand. I shook it, an electric pulse running up my arm and straight between my legs. Isis help me, this man is trouble.

      “Your name is James Moriarty, like the villain from Sherlock Holmes?” I snorted. “No wonder everyone calls you something else.”

      “I can assure you, the association is coincidence. James Moriarty the character fell off a cliff, and since I abhor the great outdoors, that’s unlikely to happen to me. As is the nature of nicknames, I had no choice in the matter. If I had, I’d make everyone call me ‘Your Highness.’ Or perhaps, ‘Oh well-endowed one.’” He winked at me, and my stomach flipped. “You must be the new shop assistant. You won me a bet, so I like you already.”

      “Bet?”

      “Yes. I’ve been bugging His Royal Surliness to get an assistant for several months now. He was convinced no one would want to work for him. I bet him a hundred quid that if he put an ad on the app, he’d get at least one applicant. He agreed to the bet on the condition he wrote the ad and I uploaded it, since he doesn’t know what an app is. And here you are, which is fascinating.” Those icy eyes swept over my body. “You grew up in the village, but you’ve recently returned from overseas. America, if I may be so bold? Perhaps New York?”

      I blanched. “How’d you know?” I hadn’t told Mr. Earnshaw any of that.

      “It was a series of simple deductions. I heard you speaking to Mrs. Ellis, and from her words and her previous occupation as teacher, I concluded you must have known each other from your youth. Even if you hadn’t yelled it in the street, I guessed New York because of the slight accent you’ve acquired. That you’ve been away some time is evidenced by the fact that everyone in this village knows not to knock on this door before nine, if they know what’s good for them. Especially if they’re carrying the wrong kind of coffee.” Morrie swiped one of the two lattes on the tray. “He prefers his black.”

      “And how do you know that?” I fumed. Those coffees weren’t cheap, and my funds were running low. I hadn’t expected to also be buying breakfast for a random stranger.

      “Ah, but that should be easy for you to deduce. No time to talk. The game is afoot.” Morrie hopped down the steps, his laptop case banging against his long legs. He glanced back over his shoulder, throwing that wicked smile at me once more. “If you ever get bored of trying to wrest an intelligent conversation out of your friend Earnshaw, go upstairs and wait for me. Oh, the fun we’ll have, Miss—”

      “She’s not going upstairs,” Earnshaw glowered. He strode down the steps and whipped the remainder of the scone out of Morrie’s hand. I opened my mouth to speak, but he’d already disappeared back into the depths of the shop. “You better get inside within the next thirty seconds,” he yelled from the other side of the door. “Or I’m giving your job to the bird.”

      Morrie shrugged. “He’s a little precious about his personal space. Honestly, I’m surprised he even lets customers into the shop. I’m his flatmate and he won’t even let me cook him dinner. And I’m a fantastic chef.”

      “So you live upstairs, too?” I asked. My fingers gripped the doorknob, conscious of Earnshaw waiting inside for me. But Morrie’s smile had me frozen on the spot, my legs a pool of jelly. A delicious shiver ran down my spine as I felt Morrie’s eyes roam over my body again. I hope I get to see a lot more of you, you strange and delicious creature. “Do you also work in the shop?”

      “Not bloody likely. I have a real job.” Morrie checked a smartwatch on his wrist. “Which I should probably be getting to. But I’ll stick around for a few more minutes if you like, make sure he actually lets you touch the books.”

      “I’d appreciate that,” I grinned at Morrie. This day is looking up.

      Morrie escorted me back to the bakery to buy another coffee and scone. When we returned to the bookshop, he held the door open for me, sweeping his arm in a grand gesture of chivalry. My eyes struggled again in the dim hallway. Two dark shapes darted across the brown carpet in front of me. I followed them into the main room. A black cat stood on the large oak table with the globe on top, one paw raised in defiance as he stared up at the chandelier above. The raven perched on one of its spindly arms, waving the tip of his wing just out of the cat’s reach.

      “You’ve played the game before, Grimalkin,” Earnshaw muttered to the cat without looking up from the computer screen. “You always lose. Why would this time be any different?”

      I set the coffee on the desk. “I hope you like it strong and black.”

      “Like my soul,” he sighed and grabbed the cup.

      I waited for Earnshaw to give me some instructions, but he kept his eyes glued on the screen as he sipped his coffee, his mouth twisted in an ugly scowl. Morrie folded his lanky body into the wingback chair under the window. He slid his phone out of his pocket and tap-tapped the screen, but I could tell he wasn’t reading it. His eyes burned trails across my body.

      “So…” I swung my arms around. “Where do I start? Can I take down the black-out blinds and arrange some window displays? Or I could dust the shelves in the—”

      “Yeeeeooooow!”

      I whirled around just in time to see a flash of black streaking behind the Medieval History shelves. The chandelier swung wildly as the raven unfurled its wings in victory.

      “Croak,” declared the raven.

      “Stop torturing her.” Earnshaw glared at the bird.

      He pulled out two of my tail feathers, a dark voice shot back.

      I glanced up. It was that same voice from yesterday. It wasn’t Morrie’s London private schoolboy drawl or Earnshaw’s northern dialect. It was throaty, rich, and utterly entrancing.

      It also didn’t appear to have an owner.

      “Is there someone else here?” I asked.

      “We’re not open yet,” Earnshaw snapped.

      “But I just heard a voice talking about feathers—”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” A woman spoke. I whirled around and saw an old lady standing in the door, clutching a large tapestry purse between her trembling hands. “The door was open. I just wanted to know if you had a certain book. I’ve been looking for it for years in different bookshops, but no one can help me.”

      Earnshaw’s eyebrows shot up in my direction, as if to say, “See?”

      But… but that’s not the same voice!

      The lady approached the counter, holding her hands six inches apart. “Do you have this book? I read it at a hotel in London back in 1984. Or ’83. I can’t quite remember. It’s about this big, with a blue cover, and it’s called something like The Idiot’s Confectionary Shop…”

      Earnshaw sighed. He lurched his massive frame from the chair, and moved to the Classics shelf, which occupied one entire wall of the room. He pulled out a copy of John Kennedy Toole’s A Confederacy of Dunces and shoved it into her hands. “This the one?”

      “Er, why yes… yes it is!” She stared at the book with shock.

      “Shall I ring it up for you?” I beamed, moving behind the counter. I can’t believe we’re already making a sale this early in the morning. This is thrilling!

      “Oh, well, I…” she flipped open the cover. “It’s a little bit too pricey for me, I’m sorry. But thank you.” She dropped the book on the desk and backed away. “I’ll just be on my way—”

      “Croak,” the raven spoke from his position on the chandelier.

      “Oh, a raven!” The woman’s face broke into an enchanted smile. ‘What’s he doing inside the bookshop?”

      “He lives here,” Morrie said.

      “He sure looks comfortable up there on his wee perch,” she cooed. “He’s like the shop mascot. It reminds me of that poem… the nuns made me memorize it as a wee lass in school. 'Then this ebony bird beguiling my sad fancy into smiling, by the grave and stern decorum of the countenance it wore—’”

      “Croak,” said the raven.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Morrie warned, sliding his phone into his jacket pocket and steepling his fingers as if he expected something specific to happen.

      “—‘Though thy crest be shorn and shaven, thou,’ I said, ‘art sure no craven—’”

      “Croak.”

      “Seriously, lady.”

      “Leave her, Morrie.” Earnshaw placed Toole’s book in Morrie’s lap and flipped open the cover, pointing to something on the page. “She’s sealed her fate.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, just as the raven lifted a leg, angled its body, and dropped an almighty poop onto the woman’s shoulder.

      She screamed, flinging her purse up to clobber the raven, but it had already swooped away, landing gracefully on the armadillo. The woman screeched a string of words that would have made the nuns blush and scrambled down the hall. The whole house shuddered as the door slammed on its frame. The bell tinkled.

      “Croak!” the raven called after her, and proceeded to preen its wing.

      Earnshaw and Morrie burst out laughing. I put my hands on my hips. “You might have helped her!” I cried. “You could have given her a tissue or at least knocked a couple of quid off the price of that book.”

      “What, and pay her to take it off my hands?” Earnshaw held up the book, where I could see a price written in neat cursive. £1.50.

      “But she said it was too expensive. And she didn’t look poor. That purse she was carrying was a classic Chanel.”

      “Here’s your first lesson about the second-hand book business. Many people come into bookshops every day. Only a select few of them want to buy books. The rest want to waste your time. You’ll learn to distinguish them two, but only if you stick around long enough and don’t do anything stupid. She was a time waster, and now she won’t come back. The bird did us a favor.”

      Earnshaw reached into the top drawer and pulled out a handful of dried cranberries. He tossed them on the floor. The raven leapt down from the light fixture and hopped across the rug to collect his prize.

      “He’s really cute,” I said. “I didn’t know you could have a pet raven.”

      The raven jerked its head up and glared at me with fierce brown eyes edged with gold, almost as if he objected to my choice of words. Which was ridiculous. Ravens were intelligent, but they didn’t understand English.

      “He’s no pet,” Earnshaw growled. “He’s another bloody nuisance flatmate, just like that twit over there.”

      “I’m no twit,” Morrie yawned. “Heath is the one who uses up all the hot water shampooing his eyebrows.”

      Earnshaw did have magnificent eyebrows. “Your name is Heath?”

      Morrie snorted. “He hasn’t told you yet? And after you made such fun of my name, you’re going to love this. Our beloved, cantankerous bookshop proprietor goes by the name of Heathcliff Earnshaw.”
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      I laughed. “As in, Heathcliff the infamous rogue from Wuthering Heights?”

      “My mother had an abominable sense of humor,” Heathcliff mumbled.

      More than that, she has bloody psychic abilities. Because how else did you explain that this devastatingly handsome, epicly-eyebrowed, brooding fuckwit ended up with the name Heathcliff?

      “This is too hilarious.” Laughter bubbled out of me. I leaned against the desk, clutching my stomach as tears of amusement prickled in my eyes. “How can you two live in a bookshop with those names? It’s way too meta.”

      Heathcliff and Morrie exchanged a weird glance. “We met online,” Morrie said, “in a chatroom for children of literary-obsessed lineage.”

      His words took a few moments to sink in. “Oh. You guys are a couple?” Of course; all the clues were there – two bachelors living over top of a bookshop, Morrie’s impeccable dress sense, the fact Heathcliff kept looking at me with that sneer of disgust. Obviously, they were more than just flatmates. Shit. I sounded so disappointed. I tried to cover my tone with a cough. “I mean, that’s perfectly okay, of course. I just meant that I didn’t realize, not that it matters to me one way or the other—”

      “James answered an ad I put in the shop window,” Heathcliff said. “Our names are an unfortunate coincidence.”

      “We’re not together,” Morrie added, his tongue flicking across his lip. “Although it’s not for lack of trying on my part. Heathcliff is such a prude.”

      “So you’re—” I dared to ask.

      “Pansexual, I believe you call it these days. In the world of my books, it was known as sexual deviancy.” Morrie’s eyes flicked down my body again, and I shuddered. Yes, please.

      “So if you want to fuck him, you can go right ahead.” Heathcliff scowled. “Just don’t do it upstairs. I have to eat up there.”

      “Hey, that’s not appropriate—”

      “All this talking isn’t getting any work done.” Heathcliff shoved a box from behind the desk with such force that a cloud of dust kicked back into his face, staining his eyebrows and stubble a dignified grey. “These are books.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.” I shot a glance at Morrie. “No offense.”

      “Oh, I never take offense.”

      “You’re to go through this box and pick out the books we’re going to keep, then load them on to the computer and shelve them. There won’t be many books for keeping.” Heathcliff glared at Morrie. “You can blame him for this thankless task because I slipped out to the post office and he got sweet-talked by a dim-witted octogenarian into accepting this drivel.”

      I flipped the lid on the box, revealing stacks of James Patterson and Nora Roberts titles. Airport books, of course.

      “If you’re wondering why we don’t want books like these—”

      “Because they’re airport books. We don’t buy airport books, Mills and Boon, or nineteenth century bibles. If anyone comes in with railway books, self-help, local history unless it’s self-published, and Folio Society volumes, those go on the yes pile immediately. I told you, I grew up in this bookshop. I learned a few things from Mr. Simson.” I held up a copy of The 5 Love Languages. “Case in point – this is a keeper.”

      Morrie and Heathcliff exchanged a pointed glance. Are they making a judgement about my competency, or did I miss something?

      Both of them swiveled away, as if they’d been caught doing something naughty. “She’s got this, grumpyguts,” Morrie flapped his hand at Heathcliff as he picked up a battered copy of Jurassic Park from the top of the box and settled himself back into the leather chair. The raven perched on the back of the sofa, peering over Morrie’s shoulder and moving its head across the page. It almost looked as if it were reading the words along with Morrie.

      I sorted through the book stack. Grimalkin crept back into the room and wound around my ankles. Morrie read while Heathcliff worked at the computer. Heathcliff’s version of working involved mashing the keys with his fist and yelling colorful swearwords at the screen when it didn’t do what he wanted.

      “You okay there?” I glanced over his shoulder as I set a stack of keepers on his desk.

      “I bloody hate online bloody orders,” he growled, hitting the side of the monitor again. “Why can’t people just come into the shop like the good old days?”

      “Maybe because they’re all burned up in your sunny disposition?” Morrie piped up from across the room.

      “Croak,” added the raven.

      “That’s enough out of both of you.” Heathcliff shot back. “Shouldn’t you be at your job?”

      Morrie yawned. “And miss the chance to see you explain the computer to Mina? Never. I texted and told them I’d be late. They don’t care. They have bigger problems today.”

      “This actually looks pretty easy.” I leaned over Morrie’s shoulder. “You’re just adding the books to this online catalogue and that syncs them to Amaz—”

      “Do not speak that word in this shop!” Heathcliff boomed, clamping his hands over his ears.

      I stumbled back in alarm, catching myself on the edge of the desk before I toppled over into a disordered heap. Grimalkin fled up a bookshelf.

      “What word?” I gasped, struggling to return my heart-rate to normal. “You mean the name of the world’s largest online store? But then how do we talk about running the business—”

      “We call it The-Store-That-Shall-Not-Be-Named,” Morrie said happily. “Although Heathcliff has some choicer phrases, if you prefer.”

      “Fine,” I sighed. “I guess I should have known I was working in a house of crazy. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Heathcliff, show me how we get the books onto The-Store-That-Shall-Not-Be-Named.”

      I leaned over Heathcliff’s shoulder as he explained how the catalogue and pricing software worked. There were a lot of different factors to consider, but he warned me in particular that I had to be careful with automatic price-matching. The feature would ensure a book you uploaded would always undercut the cheapest volume for sale in The-Store-That-Shall-Not-Be-Named, but if we didn’t monitor the prices carefully, we could accidentally sell a priceless first edition for three pence. Judging by the way Heathcliff jabbed at the keyboard with a single finger and slapped the side of the screen every time he couldn’t find the button he wanted, he’d clearly let a few first editions go at bargain-basement prices.

      As I reached for the mouse, my arm brushed his, sending a shiver through my body that had nothing to do with the winter chill. This is insane. I cannot fall for this guy. He’s my boss and a complete wanker and judging from the fit of his shirt he has no idea about fashion. He’s straight out of the nineteenth century.

      “—and here’s where we can see the online orders. Check this inbox every morning, find the books, box them up, and take them down to the post office. Don’t leave it for me to do. You can make small talk with Deirdre the postmistress, and bring back more of this coffee on your way back.” He banged the empty takeaway cup against the desk. “Are we in agreement?”

      Yep, straight out of the nineteenth century. I grinned. “If you give me a fifty pence an hour pay raise, I’ll even throw in some Cornish pasties for breakfast.”

      “You drive a hard bargain.” Heathcliff held out his hand, and I shook it.

      Was it just my imagination, or did he grip my fingers for a second longer than was appropriate? Heathcliff’s dark eyes met mine, the edges stormy. He jerked his hand back, nearly breaking my fingers off.

      Once I had all the books listed on the online catalogue, Heathcliff set me free to place my finds on the shelves, along with another box of books he’d already catalogued. The bird and the cat hopped after me as I moved through the rooms, hunting out the appropriate shelves, pulling books out at random and flicking through the pages, inhaling their comforting smell and recalling memories from my childhood.

      I was adding some Folio Society books in their designated room on the first floor when the bell jingled downstairs. A few minutes later, a middle-aged woman in a ghastly cardigan ducked her head into the room, glancing up from her glowing phone screen to scan the bookshelves. She pulled a couple of books off at random and snapped pictures of them on her phone. As she wandered toward the next room, she spotted the raven sitting on top of the doorframe.

      “Oh, what a majestic bird,” she said. “It’s a raven, isn’t it? Once upon a midnight dreary—”

      “Croak!’ The raven flapped its wings, lifted its leg, and let another parcel fly. The woman yelped and ducked out of the way just in time to avoid being hit.

      “Sorry!” I yelled. “He doesn’t seem to like that poem!”

      She hurried off down the stairs. A moment later, I heard her shrieking at Heathcliff. Oh, this will go well. I moved to the top of the stairs to watch the show. Grimalkin weaved between my legs and the raven settled on the the balustrade. With a final shout, the woman scurried into the hall. “Get out, get out, get out!” Heathcliff yelled after her.

      “I’ve never been so insulted!” she shrieked back, the veins in her forehead throbbing. “I won’t buy another book from this shop ever again!”

      “You were never going to buy a book anyway. That’s the whole bloody point!” Heathcliff leaned out of the door, his eyebrows knitted together in an expression of utter disgust.

      “What are you looking at?” he growled at me as he slammed the door.

      “You know, if you’re nicer to customers, they might buy books.” I gestured into the gloomy hall. “Maybe then you could afford a few more light bulbs around the place.”

      And I wouldn’t trip over stuff all the time.

      “She was never going to buy a book,” Heathcliff glowered. “Didn’t you see her? She was going around snapping pictures on her phone so she could look them up on The-Store-That-Shall-Not-Be-Named later. You can tell a reader from a kilometer away.”

      “Oh, can you?” Morrie appeared on the staircase behind me, emerging from the second story flat. He’d added an blue cashmere scarf to his ensemble that perfectly matched his eyes. “Enlighten us with your powers of deduction.”

      “Mina is a reader.”

      Morris snorted. “Well, duh. That’s obvious.”

      “How can you tell?” I asked. “I told Heathcliff I used to practically live in this bookshop, but I never told you.”

      “Easy,” Morrie said. “There’s a smudge of ink on your right index finger and—”

      “It’s taken her forty-five minutes to shelve seven books,” Heathcliff said. “She’s either reading as she goes, or she’s simple.”

      “Hey!”

      “As charming as always, Heathcliff. If you’ll excuse me, Mina, one of us has to make the bones. I’m heading into the office.” As Morrie passed me on the landing, he took my hand, raised it to his face, and grazed my skin with his soft, warm lips. My whole body flushed with heat. “Don’t let Old Cantankerous scare you away. I look forward to when next we meet.”

      “Yes… er… right. Bye.” I stared after him as he shuffled down the narrow stairs and out the front door. By Ishtar, I knew I’d be seeing that arse in my dreams.

      For as long as I still have dreams I can see.

      As Morrie stooped to fit his tall frame through the door, another figure pushed past him. A young woman about my age carrying what looked from here like a Birkin bag paused in the entrance hall, and turning to study Morrie’s departure.

      “By Isis, I never thought I’d see an arse like that walking out of a dump like this,” purred a throaty voice.

      My heart leapt into my throat. I ducked out of the staircase and flung myself against the wall, wishing the dark wood would swallow me up.

      Ashley.
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      I’d recognize that voice a mile away. And she swore by an ancient female goddess, which was something Ashley and I started doing in America when we noticed everyone talking about God all the time.

      Panic swirled in my stomach. She’s here. Why is she here? Ashley doesn’t read. The only times she ever set foot in Nevermore Bookshop was when she was meeting me after school.

      Logic told me I should flee deeper into the shop, because there was no telling what would go down if Ashley saw me. But I couldn’t bear it. I had to find out why she was in here, in my territory. I knelt on the carpet and crept back onto the landing, turning my body to stare through the balustrades. I could barely see her in the gloom, but I could make out her vague shape, and Heathcliff's, who appeared in the doorway.

      “If there’s an ereader in that fancy purse of yours, you can turn around right now,” he growled. I stifled a laugh with the back of my hand. By Athena, I love you, Heathcliff.

      “Relax, man. I’m just here to look at some books.” Ashley’s stiletto heels clacked over the wooden floor as she moved toward the staircase.

      Fuck.

      I scrambled across the rug, past the Sociology section and into the next room. Ashley’s heels creaked on the stairs. I scanned the room for a hiding place. A faded velvet chaise lounge faced a small coffee table in the center of the room. There was enough space between the couch and the bookshelf for me to squeeze in. I dropped to my knees again and crawled into the gloom, hoping my arse wasn’t hanging out the other end and giving me away.

      Behind the couch, a blanket of dust and piles of black furballs congregated in an unholy meeting of the damned. I covered my mouth with my hand and tried to think about something other than the desperate tickle in the back of my throat. From here, I had a view of the top of the staircase, the landing, and the room beyond.

      Ashley emerged on the landing, and wandered into the room I’d just vacated – the one that held the Folio Society books, as well as shelves of psychology and sociology books. Ashley stepped over the pile I’d left on the floor and stopped in front of the Sociology section.

      Watching her from my hiding place, my mind swirled with emotions. She looked fierce. Of course she did – fierce was Ashley’s brand. She had thirty thousand online followers thanks to her daily ‘What I Wore’ snaps and her stories from the inside of the fashion world. She spent hours on her clothes and makeup every day to make sure she looked perfect. Today was no different – she’d dyed her short hair a Miami Beach blonde. Her pixie face leaned in close to the shelf as she studied the spines, her pouty lips framed in her signature red lipstick.

      Ashley wore a pleated skirt and a black chiffon blouse with bell sleeves and huge cuffs, paired with black lace-up boots that looked straight out of a Victorian mourning portrait or a New York sex club. Her betrayal stung my heart, but my arms itched to propel myself from my hiding place and embrace her.

      Ashley and I became friends at fifteen, during PE class. I was faking a ‘woman's curse’ to get out of cricket practice and she was benched for punching Sabrina Winter in the face. I stiffened when she sat down next to me. She’d been in my classes for years and I’d always avoided her because she was loud and terrifying. Ashley leaned over and tugged down the top of my book. “Nice shirt,” she smirked.

      I stared down at my Putridessence t-shirt. “They’re a punk band,” I said, yanking my book from her grasp. Last period, Sabrina Winter and her friends sat behind me and stage-whispered awful things about me to each other. The last thing I wanted was a fashion rebuke from Ashley Greer.

      “I know, you twat. I’m friends with the drummer. Want to see their show in London this weekend?”

      “Um… yes. Yes, I do.”

      That Saturday night, Ashley introduced me to a new facet of the punk music I loved so much – the live show, the mosh pit, the raw anger of shouted words and screaming guitars. She snogged the drummer backstage and the band fed us free drinks all night. We’d been inseparable ever since.

      When I decided to apply for the New York Fashion School, Ashley created a portfolio in a single evening and sent it in, too. She never did know what she wanted to do, but she had a knack for fashion. I was stoked when they accepted both of us, and then again when we both ended up winning Marcus Ribald’s internship. When I got my worst-news-ever, she collected me from the doctor’s office with a bottle of bourbon and got me absolutely trashed, as only a true friend could.

      At least, I thought she was my best friend. Now… she was the reason I was back in Argleton, choking on furballs in a deserted bookshop instead of working on Marcus Ribald’s latest line.

      What is she doing here? It was weird for Ashley to come back to Argleton. She hated this village just as much as I did. And why was she back now? I knew things would be absolutely crazy in the office during the run-up to Paris Fashion Week. Her appearance here was a complete mystery.

      She seemed to be studying the sociology titles, which was also odd, because I couldn’t imagine Ashley ever reading a book about sociology. She probably didn’t even know how to spell it—

      The floor creaked, and my heart flew into my mouth. But it was only Grimalkin, leaping down from a shelf somewhere in the depths of the shop and padding up to Ashley. “Oh, what a cute kitty.” Ashley knelt down to stroke her. Grimalkin circled her legs, the tip of her tail curled over like a periscope.

      Grimalkin’s eyes lit up as she spied me. She darted out from Ashley’s legs and bounded toward me.

      I whipped my neck back into the shadows as Ashley turned around. Good kitty, just pretend I’m not here. Go back to smooching Ashley or cleaning your own arsehole. There’s a good girl—

      Grimalkin bounced on top of my head. “Mew, mew, mew!” she chatted happily as she batted my bangs with her paw.

      Thanks, cat. Thanks a lot.

      “Omigod, Mina, honey! What are you doing behind that sofa?”

      I froze at her voice. Don’t look at me. I’m not here. But it was too late. Ashley’s eyes bore into mine. Grimalkin, betrayer of friends, trotted up to me and thrust out her head, demanding to be patted.

      “Um, hi, Ashley.” I scrambled to my feet, brushing dust off my outfit. I dared a peek down at my skirt, only to recoil in horror at the grimy streaks across my chest. “I was just… reshelving some books. I work here now.”

      “In this fusty old place? But why?”

      Why? After you blabbed my deepest, darkest secret so you could steal my dream job out from under me, I couldn’t get another job in the fashion industry, which means I couldn’t afford my shitty Manhattan apartment so I had to come back here with my tail between my legs and I’m now sleeping in my childhood bedroom surrounded by towers of wobbleators.

      But I didn’t say any of that, because I was me and she was Ashley and I still remembered when we used to sleep over at each other’s houses as teenagers and stay up all night cutting out pictures from fashion magazines and practicing our runway walks. Instead I said, “I needed a job. I have a lot of spare time these days, so I thought I’d come visit my mum. You?”

      “Marcus got a paper cut last week, so he’s convalescing in Martha’s Vineyard. He’s decided he hates the entire January collection or something, so the office is a dead zone while we wait on his designs, and New York is so expensive.” She rolled her eyes. “You know what he’s like. He’ll be gone for a week or more and then we’ll have to work twice as hard to catch up in time for Paris. I thought I’d take the opportunity to visit my family and sublet my apartment to save some money. That’s why I’m here, I wanted something to read because I forgot how dull it is in Argleton.”

      Blood boiled in my veins. How dare she? That should have been my job she was complaining about, and Ashley knew it. Yet she had the nerve to come in here and talk to me as if nothing had changed. I wiped a smudge of dust from my elbow and glared at her. “Must be weird for you, having that apartment all to yourself.”

      “Mina… can’t we talk about it? Oh, no. Bad kitty.” Ashley’s eyes shifted down to Grimalkin, who tugged on the side of her Birkin bag. She unhooked the cat’s claws and shoved her away, and something inside me broke.

      “Sure, we can talk about it. I’m so glad you’re back to rub it in my face that you blabbed to Marcus and anyone who would listen about my eyes and cost me not just my dream job but any other job in fashion.”

      “I was drunk. You know what I’m like. You can’t shut me up! I know you think I did it on purpose, but it’s really not true.” Ashley glanced at the stack of books on the ground, up to the dim pendant light that served as the room’s only illumination, then back to me. “Are you sure it’s a good idea, you working here?”

      I stared down at her boots. They had tiny bat-shaped eyelets and were the coolest thing ever. I hate you so much. “It’s just temporary, until I can save enough funds to go after another internship down in London. Unless you plan to slander my name around there, too—”

      “But, Mina,” Ashley leaned forward and stage whispered, her spicy perfume slamming me in the face. “Isn’t it too dark in here for you? And being surrounded by all these books, wouldn’t it just drive you mad?”

      I locked my jaw. “I’m fine, actually.”

      “I only ask because I care. I really do.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I only said what I did to Marcus because I was concerned—I said, get down, kitty!”

      Ashley lashed out at Grimalkin, who’d catapulted off the back of the chaise and clung to the Birkin bag, her tiny claws digging into the leather. I grabbed the black cat around the belly and whisked her away before Ashley hurt her.

      “Look what she’s done!” Ashley stared in horror at the puncture marks in her bag. “This was a gift from one of my sponsors and I haven’t even photographed it yet. They’re going to be so pissed.”

      Grimalkin reached up and licked my nose, her whiskers twitching. I hugged her to my body. You’re a good girl. Can you scratch her eyes out next?

      “I’ve got a lot of work to do here.” I shoved a book on the shelf at random. “I can recommend some picture books that are just your level.”

      “Mina—”

      Grimalkin climbed on top of my shoulder and hissed at her. I made a mental note to ensure she got a big saucer of cream. “Bye, Ashley.”

      “You just ran off after the job announcement. We didn’t even get a chance to talk—”

      “I have nothing to say to you.” I spied the raven perched on the curtain rail, watching the scene unfold with those beady brown eyes. I pointed at him. “If you need someone to talk to, try him. He loves it when you quote ‘The Raven.’”

      “Oh, he’s cute. And if you mean that silly poem you used to recite all the time, I think it’s burned into my memory.” Ashley rolled her eyes and held up her hand, clicking her fingers as if that would get the raven to approach. “‘Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary, over many—’”

      The raven sprung into the air and let forth another lethal package, exactly on target.

      SPLAT.

      “Argggh!”

      Ashley flung her hands up to shoo the raven away, and rushed for the stairs. The bird settled back onto the curtain rail, dark eyes peering back at me as if checking on a job well done. Probably it was just a shadow, but I swear, it winked at me.
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      Ashley seemed determined to torture me. She ran off after the raven left his present on her Birkin bag, but returned an hour later wearing a pink peasant dress covered in a print of black revolvers. She spent the next hour browsing in the Sociology section. Every five minutes she’d wander over to the window, then return to the shelves. She left without buying anything. I didn’t unclench my jaw until she was around the corner and out of sight.

      “Your friends are weird,” Heathcliff said as I helped him answer the shop emails.

      And by helped, I meant that he dictated vitriol to me and I translated his archaic insults into something akin to modern, civilized English. The only email I didn’t change was the one to the support team at The-Store-That-Shall-Not-Be-Named. “They won’t recognize me if I’m polite to them,” he huffed. I reluctantly agreed, mostly because I relished what might be my only chance in life to type the sentence, ‘Far rather would I be condemned to a perpetual dwelling in the infernal regions, than, even for one more moment, endure the puerile ramblings of such a gibface flapdoodle.’”

      And Mum said this job would be boring.

      “Ashley’s not my friend,” I said through clenched teeth. “Why is she weird?”

      “She spent an hour here, notwithstanding her visit earlier, and she didn’t leave the Sociology section once.”

      “That’s weird?” I mean, it was for Ashley, but Heathcliff didn’t know that.

      “The Sociology section is the bookshop dead zone. It’s where we stash all the books we can’t put anywhere else. No one buys from the sociology section, not even sociology professors.”

      I pretended to write on an imaginary notepad. “Note to self; No one buys from the sociology section, especially not my weird ex-friends. See, I’m learning so much about the book trade already. Now, what do we do for lunch? I’m starving. Do we go out or—”

      “I don’t go out. There’s enough people mucking about in the shop as it is, without seeking out their ignorance in my free time.”

      “Well, I could go up to the flat and whip us up something—”

      “No. You don’t go upstairs.” Heathcliff pulled out the top drawer of the desk. “I’ve got plenty of food right here.”

      I peered into the drawer, which was stuffed full of moldy pork pies, dried sausage, and chocolate bars melted into eldritch shapes.

      I pointed to a discolored lump at the back. “Is that an anthill?”

      Heathcliff grabbed a chocolate bar and slammed the drawer shut. “If you’re going to be a nag, you can go out. Fetch us something fried or coated in sugar.”

      “Fine.” I grabbed my coat. “It’s my treat this time, but if you want me to scavenge lunch every day, it’ll be an extra fifty pence an hour.”

      “Sold.”

      “Croak!” added the raven from the top of the staircase as I made my way down the hallway.

      “And some berries for the bird,” Heathcliff yelled after me.

      “That’s an extra quid!” I called back as I slammed the bookshop door behind me.

      “Croooooak!”
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        * * *

      

      As I pushed open the heavy door twenty minutes later, splattered with rain and laden down with a tower of Indian food, a bottle of white wine, and a punnet of imported blueberries, a foul smell hit my nostrils, like death and moldy socks and stinky cheese all rolled into one.

      “Did the cat bring us a surprise?” I asked as I slid the food down on Heathcliff’s desk and rolled over a stool to join him. The odor burned my nostrils so bad my eyes watered.

      Heathcliff grunted and yanked the lid off a rogan josh. “This reeks of chili and foreign spices.”

      “Of course it does, it’s curry. How can you smell anything over that reek? Are you sure there’s not a pile of rotting fish in the back of that desk drawer?”

      “It doesn’t smell so terrible.”

      “Huh. I guess your olfactory senses have been blunted by years of living in bachelor squalor, and that’s why you don’t want me to go upstairs.” I spread takeout containers across the desk. “Go on then, grab some utensils and dive in. If that rogan josh is too spicy, I’ve got us butter chicken and a couple of samosas and even a bottle of cheap plonk to celebrate your genius decision to hire me and the fact that I’m going to turn this place around—Heathcliff, that smell is foul. We can’t keep letting that bird defecate in here, it’s giving this bookshop a really bad—” I stopped short as my eyes followed my nose to the source of the smell. In the wingback chair under the window sat a disheveled gentleman wearing jeans that were more holes than fabric. He wore a trench coat stained with streaks of filth, and his wild hair looked like it hadn’t ever seen a comb or a shower. He had a book open in his lap and one hand thrust into the front of his jacket. At first I thought he was being filthy, but his hand was over his breast. Still, weird.

      I leaned over the desk, where Heathcliff had his nose in a book, his heavy boots crossed on top of his keyboard while the computer beeped in protest. I waved my hand under his face, but he didn’t look up at me.

      “Um, Heathcliff,” I whispered. “I don’t know if you noticed, but there’s a hobo reading in the corner.”

      “Of course I noticed.” Heathcliff tossed down the book and lifted the lid on a container, frowning at its contents. “Did you get any onion bhaji?”

      “If you hate e-commerce stores and people with mobile phones, surely you have a thing about smelly hobos stinking out the shop?”

      Heathcliff glanced over at the homeless man, who didn’t seem to have noticed my arrival. “Earl doesn’t have a home. He sleeps on a park bench. It’s cold and wet outside and he wants to read books, and the best thing is… he does not own an ereader.”

      My chest panged at his kindness. Living in New York had hardened me against homeless people, but Heathcliff was right. There was no one else in here and it was miserable outside. “You’re sweet, for a grumpy bastard.”

      Heathcliff grunted as he tore off a piece of naan and soaked it in rogan josh. “Maybe he and I have common interests.”

      “Why don’t you let him crash on your sofa upstairs, then?”

      “Are you making a joke? He smells. I’m not having him near my stuff.” Heathcliff pulled two wine glasses from the second drawer in his desk and set them on the table.

      “You keep wine glasses in your desk?”

      “I work in the book industry. There’s always a reason to drink.” The cork lasted all but a second under his strong fingers. As Heathcliff poured the wine, I let my mind wander, and it went straight to a fantasy of Heathcliff flinging the stacks of books and computer off his desk, throwing me down, and consummating our already combative working relationship with the most intense fuck I’d ever experienced.

      I bet Heathcliff uses words like consummating, which is totally okay if he can give multiple orgasms…

      Damn, what’s wrong with me? He may be hot, but he’s my boss. And he’s also a dick.

      A huge dick.

      I bet he has a huuuuuge dick…

      Oh Aphrodite, save me.

      I stared hard at my curry, hoping Heathcliff would attribute my red face to the high levels of chili.

      “If that girl wasn’t your friend, who is she?” Heathcliff muttered between bites of naan.

      “Just a girl I knew,” I said into my lunch. “I suppose she was my friend once.”

      “You don’t want to talk about it?”

      “No.”

      “Good. I fucking hate talking.”

      The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur of books and rotting fish. After an hour or so, the homeless man inserted a dirty Wimpy Bar receipt as a bookmark, shoved his book under the chair, and shuffled out of the shop. As he passed Grimalkin in the hall, the black cat hissed and swiped at his ankle with her lethal claws. “Don’t bother the customers, Grimalkin,” Heathcliff muttered without looking up from his book. “He doesn’t have another cat with ‘im.”

      Curious as to what had held Earl’s attention, I waited until Heathcliff was occupied with a customer and slid the book out from under the chair. Our homeless friend was devouring The Cutest Book of Cats. I guess it goes to show. I shelved the book back where it belonged.

      At four o’clock, Morrie ducked through the door. “Ooh, who brought wine?” He grabbed the half-finished bottle and poured the dregs into a glass while Heathcliff shooed the last browser out and locked the door behind him.

      “I did.” I slid onto my stool beside the desk and tried to swipe the glass out of his hand. Morrie sure had a habit of just taking what he wanted, even if it didn’t belong to him.

      Morrie held the glass over his head. “You didn’t bring enough.”

      “You going to push me off a waterfall over it, Moriarty?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      Heathcliff stomped back into the room, Grimalkin scurrying around his feet. The raven swooped in from upstairs and landed on the armadillo. “Don’t let anyone else in,” he growled at me. “We’re closed, and I don’t want—”

      There was a clattering noise from the front hall, like something heavy hitting a wooden floor.

      “Get away from that fucking mail slot,” Heathcliff thundered, sprinting for the hallway. Sensing mischief, the raven fluttered after him.

      “Did you have a nice day at work?” I asked Morrie.

      “The company lost eighty-five million quid,” he said casually, sipping his ill-gotten wine and flipping through a lurid paperback about Jack the Ripper. The raven fluttered back into the room and perched on the back of the chair.

      “What?”

      Morrie’s eyes flicked down the page. “Yup. The money just vanished from the accounts. Poof, like magic.”

      “How are you not more worried about that? Do you still have a job? Will you even get paid?”

      “I was let go, along with everyone else. The company was bollocks, anyway. They never acted on my suggestion to institute a bring-your-pet-to-work day. I was going to let this guy loose on the middle-management fat-cats.” Morrie reached up and tickled the raven under the chin. The raven made a hyuh-hyuh-hyuh sound deep in its throat, almost as if it was purring.

      “But you don’t have a job! And eighty-five million quid doesn’t just disappear—”

      “Fuck,” Heathcliff returned with a stack of Dan Browns. “You turn your back for a bloody moment and they’re shoving these through the mail slot. I’m going to board the bloody thing up. People are monsters.”

      “Agreed,” I piped up. “Anyone who reads Dan Brown is a monster. They’re not even good enough to recycle.”

      “We could burn them in the fire to keep ourselves warm,” Morrie suggested, rubbing his shoulders.

      “And toast marshmallows!” I added.

      Morrie turned to Heathcliff. “Mina’s perfect. We have to keep her.”

      “Croak!” The raven agreed.

      “Meow,” Grimalkin chimed in.

      I picked up one of the books. “Hey, actually, could I take some of these? I think I could make something out of them to sell. My mother’s always going on about diversifying your income streams.”

      “We sell books,” Heathcliff growled. “But not these books.”

      “You might, after I’m done with them. Trust me. You got a spare box?”

      Heathcliff handed me one and I sorted through the stack for books in decent condition. Morrie flung himself down into Heathcliff’s chair, his emerald eyes dancing as he watched me work. “So how was your first day, gorgeous? Don’t spare the juicy details.”

      “Don’t you want to talk about your job—”

      “I’m just dandy. I have some money stashed away. Tell me about working with Old Cantankerous.”

      “It was fun,” I said, and I meant it. Heathcliff and Morrie were both profoundly odd, but despite Ashley’s visit, they’d completely taken my mind off my eyes and everything that happened. It didn’t hurt that they were easy to look at, and that every time Heathcliff growled something in his gravelly voice I imagined him saying my name as he thrust into—

      Yikes. I buried my reddening face in the Da Vinci Code.

      Plus, I was surrounded by books. Their comforting smell brought me back to my childhood, when they were my one escape from the shittiness that was my life. It was fitting that after everything that happened in New York City, I’d come back to Nevermore Bookshop to escape once more. Books really were my salvation.

      And I’ll only be able to read them for a short while longer.

      The thought slapped me across the face, startling me out of my happiness. The ophthalmologist said the changes would be slow at first – my peripheral vision would shrink away until I saw the world through a narrowing tunnel. Then I’d start seeing random colors and lights. Then, at some undetermined point in the future, I’d go completely blind.

      Blind.

      No more colors. No more turning the pages of my favorite books. No more fashion or art or fun. Only darkness. Only nothing.

      “Hey, earth to Mina.” Morrie snapped his fingers in front of my face. “You went off somewhere. Your face has gone all blotchy.”

      “I’m fine. I’m just a little terrified of that archaic thing.” Fishing for a change of subject, I glared at Heathcliff’s ancient computer, the only thing standing between me and Morrie’s hot, lanky body. “Does he even have a website?”

      “We don’t need a website.” Heathcliff yelled from deeper in the shop.

      Morrie leaned across the desk, his face lighting up with wicked glee. Up close, his scent hit me – fresh and tangy, lavender and vanilla, with a hint of something much, much darker. “I’ve been trying to get him to make one for years.”

      “It’s the twenty-first bloody century. Every legitimate business needs a website. How do people find the shop?”

      “I don’t want them to find the shop,” Heathcliff yelled.

      Morrie flashed me a smile that melted my panties. “Here’s an idea,” he whispered. “Come around to my place tomorrow night. We’ll build a website. He doesn’t get any say in it.”

      “Why don’t we just work on it during the day? Your place is his place, and it’s not as though you have a job to go to.”

      “Can’t. I’m heading down to London for a standing appointment with my bank.”

      “You go to your bank in person? And you call Heathcliff a dinosaur?”

      Morrie blinked. “It’s a very specialized bank. What do you say? I’ll be back around seven, so you could come by at eight? I’ll make sure he leaves the door open for you.”

      “You mean, I’d get to go upstairs?”

      “No,” Heathcliff yelled from the depths of the shop.

      “Yes.” Morrie grinned.

      “Croak!” agreed the raven.

      I reached out and shook Morrie’s hand. “It’s a date.”
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      Mum arrived home from her wobbleator sales seminar just as I put two bowls of leftover curry on the table. “I’ve had the most brilliant idea for my vibration training starter packs, Mina. I need you to go to the market and get me some cheap towels and water bottles. I’m going to peel the labels off and put my stickers on them.” Mum slapped a roll of garish stickers bearing an out-of-focus image of her smiling face and the words, ‘Vibrate Your Way to a Nu Life with Brenda Wilde.’”

      I cringed at the spelling of new. “Wow, Mum, those are… something.”

      She grinned. “Aren’t they splendid? Tonight I learned that branding is vital for an entrepreneur to succeed. My business mentor has a machine that prints these in an instant. And they only cost me two hundred quid—”

      “Two hundred? I could have got you something better off the internet for a tenner. Mum, how much are you spending on this new enterprise? You’ve got enough for the rent, haven’t you? Because Heathcliff isn’t paying me much and I—”

      “Relax, darling. I’m going to make it all back by Sunday, plus a two hundred percent ROI. That means return-on-investment. See how much I’m learning?” She paused. “Actually, better make that next Wednesday. But definitely no later. Will you go to the market?”

      “Mum, I worked all day. I don’t want to go back to town. And look, I made dinner. Plus, I had a project I wanted to start on tonight. Can’t you go to the market?”

      She pouted. “But darling, I was so busy with the seminar I haven’t had a chance to do my vibration exercises today. I can’t sell these machines if I don’t use them. Authenticity is important in today’s consumer market and—”

      “Fine.” I slurped up the last mouthful of curry and grabbed my coat. The last thing I wanted to do was head out again, not with Ashley wandering around the village. But I remembered I didn’t have the craft glue I needed for my book project, and I knew Mum wouldn’t let up until I ran her errands. “Car keys?”

      Mum shook her head. “It’s spewing black smoke again. I think it’s the alternator.”

      Great. “You don’t know what an alternator is. Mum, can’t you replace the car instead of spending more money on this business of yours? Then you could drive to an office job or—”

      “I’m not going to do that when all I need to do is sell fifty power-plate machines and recruit ten salespeople, I’ll be able to buy a brand new one. Take your cellphone and mace for safety.”

      I should bring her into the shop. I bet Heathcliff could teach her a few things about the perils of a retail business.

      I pulled on my coat, propped open my umbrella against the miserable winter drizzle, and stepped out into the moonlight.

      On the corner of our street was a playground where the council estate teens hung out at night, drinking home-brew piss and smoking whatever drugs they could get their hands on. I kept my head high as I jogged past, but they were too busy laughing at one of their mates hanging upside down on the monkey bars to notice me. Miracles did sometimes happen.

      A car whizzed past, the driver yelling something out the window. His harsh voice and lewd suggestion sent a shiver of fear down my spine. As I crossed the road, angry voices and the sounds of smashing glass poured out of the windows of the house opposite. Just another night on the estate.

      Four years in New York City, and this place still terrified me. No wonder Mum tried every hokey scheme in the book to get out of here. I thought I’d escaped Argleton, but now here I was again, right back where I belonged.

      As I neared the village, the houses grew tidier, the gardens resplendent with winter blooms and gnomes peeking over stone walls. Tonight, there was a choir performance at the church hall, so the market teemed with people. Argleton villagers were serious about their hymns (although I suspected some of the eager shoppers were stocking up on hip flasks and snacks to get them through the evening). The market was an old Tudor home on the high street that circled the village green. It had been converted into a general village store. They stocked everything from groceries and souvenirs to basic household items and farm supplies. I ducked behind a display of Cadburys and checked the aisles for signs of Ashley. Nope, she’s not here. I threw myself into the fray and maneuvered my way to the homewares section. I found a couple of tubes of glue and some craft scissors, colored card and ribbon for my project. Next, I grabbed a stack of towels. As I leaned in close to check the price tag, a pair of glasses slammed into my face.

      What the fuck?

      I followed the arm that held the glasses up to a kindly old lady with an enormous floral tote bag. She waggled her glasses in front of me.

      “These will help, dearie,” she cooed. “I use them to see my crosswords.”

      My cheeks flushed. What the hell is she thinking? For one thing, I had a pair of glasses in my bag for close work (which I never wore because gross), and no way in hell her crossword specs were the same prescription. And also, did I look that pathetic? Was this my life now, strangers trying to give me their purple tortoiseshell glasses?

      “I don’t need those,” I managed to say. “I can see perfectly fine. I just thought the prices were scratch and sniff.” I shot to my feet and shuffled away, dropping a trail of towels in my wake.

      This is my life now. Everywhere I go, people are going to feel sorry for me.

      My arms wouldn’t stop shaking. I rounded the corner and dropped more towels. No way was I stopping to pick them up. Just grab the rest of Mum’s shite and get out of here. The lurid packaging on the shelves blurred together into a carnival of light and color, mocking me with words I couldn’t read.

      I’m fine. It was just some batty old woman trying to be nice. I can hold it together.

      In the next aisle I located the kitchen supplies. There were only seven plastic water bottles left. One-by-one I balanced them precariously on top of my towel stack, forming a kind of totem to my mother’s stupidity. I took my first teetering step toward the counter when my eye caught a display of condoms.

      A rush of heat flared between my legs as a series of deviant visions flashed in my mind. Morrie’s long fingers trailing over my skin with a featherlight touch while his wicked grin suggested all that might follow. My hands tangled in Heathcliff’s curls as his haughty lips parted over my nipple. The pair of them pinning me to a bookshelf as they fought with my clothing, lips and hands everywhere at once.

      Whoa, where did that come from? Are horniness and deviant visions weird symptoms of my eye condition?

      Because no way did I really want what I just saw from Morrie and Heathcliff. No way.

      I withdrew my hand, steadying my load before I lost another towel. But then I reached out again, fingering the corner of the box. It wouldn’t hurt to keep some in my purse, just in case. It’s not as though anything will ever happen with Heathcliff or Morrie, but I never know who I might run into.

      “Mina, is that you?”

      I jumped, sending an avalanche of condom boxes scattering across the aisle. My heart leapt in my throat as I recognized the figure who bent to pick them up.

      “Darren, hi.” I forced a smile for Darren Barnes, who had been in my year at secondary school. Jeez, how many people from my past am I going to run into today? I squared my shoulders and tried to look completely normal, like I wasn’t thinking about buying condoms or hiding this big gaping secret that ate me up inside. “I didn’t know you were back in town.”

      “Oh, I never left.” Darren stood up with his arms full of boxes and stacked them back on the shelf, lining up the edges in perfect parallel lines. His cheap polyester shirt and black trousers bore the store logo.

      He works in the market.

      Well, that’s sad.

      Back in school, Darren was about two rungs down the social ladder from me and Ashley, which was to say, he was basically in the dirt. He was one of those totally earnest nerd types who had no idea how everything that came out of his mouth made him a target for bullies. He used to follow Ash and I around like a lost puppy because he had a huge crush on her. She did sometimes string him along because he’d write essays for her and fix her laptop.

      “That’s great!” I forced my grin wider, even though my arms were starting to ache. I saved a water bottle before it toppled off my pile. “You wouldn’t want to see the rest of the world, anyway. I’ve been around – It’s just traffic jams, weird-arse coffee, and saber-toothed tigers.”

      “I’m doing well, actually. I’m up for the supervisor’s job,” Darren said, taking a pen from behind his ear and flicking it against his fingers. “I’ve even got my own apartment, right above the butcher.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Gross. “I might see you around. I’m working at Nevermore Bookshop.” Darren made a face. What? You work in a market. You don’t get to make a face. “It’s cool, actually.”

      “That place is a little creepy, don’t you think? It was always shabby, but ever since that gypsy took it over, hardly anyone goes in. My mother thinks it might have a rodent problem. Rats carry diseases, did you know? They cause the Black Death. Mother says there was an outbreak of the Black Death recently, somewhere in Africa. Wouldn’t it be just awful if the Black Death came here to Argleton?”

      “Um, yes it would.” So Darren’s still as odd as ever. “But I don’t think there are any rodents in the bookstore. There is a cat and a raven, though. And you know you shouldn’t use the word gypsy – it’s actually a slur—”

      “But that’s what he is. Mother told me he doesn’t even have any family.” Darren gave a high-pitched snort. “And he’s such a grumpy bastard. I did this customer service course a few months ago, as part of my professional development, and we learned about the importance of making customers comfortable and welcome. For me, I had to learn not to loom around them and not to make eye contact for too long. I’m so much better now, and customers respond to it. That gypsy could use a customer service course. Will you make him go on one? For example, they would tell me that I should offer to help you select your prophylactics. We have these cherry-flavored ones that are popular—”

      The woman who’d tried to give me her glasses peered at us from behind the lettuce display, her face etched with a disapproving frown. Floor, just swallow me now.

      “That’s fine.” My cheeks burned. “I don’t need them after all.”

      “Then I shall assist you with your giant pile of towels.”

      “That’s fine. I don’t need—” but Darren was already taking the towels from me and heading toward the counter. He beckoned me to skip to the front of a line. I shrugged an aching shoulder and followed him, clutching the water bottles under my arm. Darren frowned as he counted the towels. “These are for… an art project. I’m not trying to mummify someone.”

      “I’m sure.” Darren’s face perked up as he rang up my order. “Hey, do you still hang out with Ashley?”

      I don’t want to talk about bloody Ashley. “Not really. Can you just ring these up quick, please? I’m in a bit of a hurry and I’ve got to get back to my mum—”

      “She disappeared after school finished, off somewhere exciting. Last I heard, she was in New York City working for some famous fashion designer.” Darren gave me a wide smile. “I follow her on Instagram. She still looks so classy, and she has the most impeccable taste. No wonder she’s going to be the next biggest name in fashion. And she knows about all the latest things. Thanks to one of her recent posts, I’ve started drinking craft beer.”

      Urgh, this guy is still annoying. Wait a second…

      An evil thought occurred to me. It would in no way make up for the hurt Ashley did to me, but a little revenge might make me feel better. “I bet you wish you could see her again, huh?”

      “Oh yes! I have so much to tell her about craft beer, and I want to ask her all about New York City and which designers she thinks I should wear. I’ve been saving my money so I can get some Verona Westward. That’s Ashley’s favorite, right?”

      “Oh yes, Verona Westward is a fashion genius.” I grinned, laughing inwardly at his attempt at Vivienne Westwood. “It’s your lucky day, Darren. Ashley’s actually home for a visit right now.”

      “Really?” Darren’s voice squeaked up an octave. His earnest face lit up like a puppy dog.

      “Yeah. I saw her earlier today, in fact. She’s probably staying with her folks. I bet she’d love to see you again.”

      Take that, you job-stealing, secret-spilling bitch.

      “Thank you, thank you, Mina! I’ll go over there after my shift.” Darren said, running his pen through his hair with one hand as he tossed my towels into a bag with the other. “I should bring her some flowers. Do you know what kind of flowers she likes? We’ve got some on special for three quid. Oh, and what’s her favorite craft beer? If you’ve got a minute, I’ll show you our selection—”

      “It would be my pleasure.” My grin spread wider. Ashley had no idea what she was in for.
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      Work the next day was more of the same. Two guys came into the shop and spent an hour reading Bukowski books before whipping out their ereaders and downloading the files to finish at home. One even had the nerve to ask Heathcliff for his wifi password.

      “The password is get-out-you-wankers,” Heathcliff told him, malice glinting in his black eyes. The guys fled for the door, muttering under their breaths about shocking service and ungrateful gypsies.

      “That’s a capital W on Wanker!” I called after them, which got a snort of appreciation from Heathcliff.

      I made my first sale – a book on the Great Western Railway to a kindly older gentleman in a salmon-colored cardigan. The raven shat on another bloke who quoted Poe. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear that bird was doing it on purpose.

      I had no less than three deviant thoughts about Heathcliff and Morrie that left my skin flushed and my core pulsing. Clearly, I needed to get laid before I got myself in trouble.

      Most importantly, I went the whole day without once thinking about my eyes. While Heathcliff and I traded barbs and Morrie sent me flirtatious text messages from his London train, I couldn’t worry about the future or lament the sword of Damocles hanging over my head. It was glorious. Four o’clock rolled around and I didn’t want to leave. But Morrie and I had planned to work on the website in the evening, and I’d promised Mum I’d be home for dinner beforehand. I reluctantly left the shop, promising Heathcliff I’d be back around eight. The grunt of acknowledgement from behind the desk warmed my heart in a way I didn’t expect.

      After a dinner of tinned beans on toast, Mum drove down to the Argleton wrinkly village to hawk her wobbleators and “branded” water bottles to the unsuspecting pensioners. She was too excited about her first demonstration to notice when I changed my outfit three times. I finally settled on a Marcus Ribald jersey dress with black lace panels down the sides, black leggings, and my red patent Docs. Mum sweet-talked one of the druggies across the road into taking a look at the car, and it puttered to life once more, so she dropped me off at the bookshop on her way to the retirement home. The bakery was just closing up so I ducked inside and grabbed us some desserts from the owner Greta for only a quid, the last money I had left in my pocket. Icy drizzle pelted my face as I wrapped my leather jacket tight around my body and walked up the steps with butterflies in my stomach.

      Why am I nervous? It’s not like this is a date. You’re building a website with your boss and his weird flatmate. Effectively, it’s unpaid overtime.

      Even though Nevermore Bookshop was always a little gothic, at night, in the rain, it had a truly eerie quality to it. The twin peaks of the dormer windows pierced the dark clouds as the moon cast a cold glow over the glass. Bare branches scritched against the bricks like claws scraping as the rain poured from the copper spouting and pooled between the cobbles. The homeless man from yesterday slumped under the eaves, one hand thrust inside the breast of his coat. He held the other over his mouth as he sniffed back what sounded like a decade’s worth of phlegm.

      From the street, I couldn’t see any lights on in the upper floors, but I had to squint even to make out the steps to the front door. Okay, now I’m thinking about my eyes. There was a lot of stuff I could trip over on my way to the upstairs flat. At least I hadn’t decided on my second outfit choice, which involved heels.

      There was nothing else to do but move forward, slow and steady. Just call me the world’s fiercest tortoise. I gripped the wrought-iron balustrade and felt my way up the steps with my feet. I fumbled for the handle, half expecting the door to be locked. It turned, and I shuffled into the front hall, stomping my wet boots on the mat and smoothing down my hair.

      Of course neither of them had thought to leave a light on downstairs. I stopped to wring the water out of my scarf and hat, waiting for my vision to adjust to the gloom, but it never did. I edged my way down the entrance hallway, knocking books off the shelves as I went, and up the first flight of stairs.

      On the first floor a pale slash of moonlight from the window opposite the Sociology shelves gave me a clear path to follow. I managed to find the narrow flight of stairs leading to the upstairs flat without falling into any taxidermy beavers. The staircase was blocked off with a faded velvet rope and a sign which I’d seen earlier that day and knew read “cross at your peril” in Heathcliff’s neat cursive hand. I flung the rope aside, swapped the dessert box to my other hand, and pressed my fingers to the wall as I plunged into the gloom and felt my way upstairs.

      This is what my whole life will be like soon, a world lost to darkness.

      I pushed back the thought. I wasn’t ready to wallow in it, not tonight. I wanted to keep the truth hidden from the guys for just a bit longer. I wanted Morrie to keep flashing me that devilish smile and texting me flirty things, and I wanted Heathcliff to grunt at my jokes and force me to dictate vicious letters to The-Store-That-Shall-Not-Be-Named. I wanted the… the thing… we had going that made my heart flutter and my panties wet to feel amazing for just a little longer before they started treating me as an invalid worthy only of pity.

      My feet skimmed a small landing. I thrust out my hand, feeling around the three walls until I found a handle. Something creaked on the staircase behind me. I whirled around, but I couldn’t see a single thing in the gloom. My breath leapt in my throat.

      It’s nothing. It’s an old shop. It creaks. I’m just scaring myself because it’s so dark—

      Another creak, and a shuffling noise.

      I froze, staring into the nothingness of the stairwell as though it might magically reveal this presence to me. My heart pattered against my chest.

      “Hello?” I gasped out.

      No one answered.

      There, see? No reason to be scared.

      Of course there’s reason to be scared. I’m standing in a dark hallway in the middle of a creepy bookshop with a locked door in front of me and a black hole behind me. This is the beginning of the game Cluedo, just before the good Doctor Black is brutally murdered.

      My breath came out in ragged gasps as I waited for more noises. There were none. It’s just the house.

      I took a few deep breaths, trying to calm my nerves. I knocked on the door, my fist blasting a cloud of dust into my face.

      “It’s open,” Morrie yelled from inside.

      Coughing out the dust, I shoved the door open and stepped into the room. There was another sound behind me, like the creak of a door opening somewhere else in the shop, but I was too distracted by the room in front of me to give it another thought.

      This was not the flat I’d pictured when Morrie and Heathcliff said they lived together above the shop. In my head they resided in the typical bachelor dump every guy I knew had ever lived in – a rack of damp laundry in the living room, the edges of the clothing speckled with mold. A kitchen so radioactive it would set off a Geiger counter – toast stuck to the ceiling like a modern art exhibit. A whiskey distillery in the bathtub. Posters of topless women with penises drawn next to their pouting lips plastered on every wall. Fungi that have evolved into a sentient species issuing instructions from behind the bathroom mirror…

      Even after only knowing them for only two days, I should have guessed these guys were different. But this…

      I stepped into a small but pleasantly furnished sitting room. A gas fire in the hearth lit the apartment in a warm glow, and I could make out the edges of a jumble of mismatched furniture. Books littered every surface – that is, the surfaces that weren’t covered in empty bottles and strange ephemera. I glanced above my head, but there was no toast threatening to befoul me. There were no posters nor crudely-drawn penises on the walls, unless you counted the large renaissance-style painting of heroically-naked gods chasing a nymph above the fireplace. Bright artworks in carved frames adorned every available surface. Prints, I guessed, because some of them looked like they might be Picasso or Monet.

      Red-and-gold flocked wallpaper peeked out from between the dusty gilt frames. As I stepped toward the warmth of the fire, the mantle came into view, cluttered with weird statues, marble boxes, and empty cigarette packets. I spotted a Clash poster over the bookcase and a record player on a shelf beside the fire. Two rickety coffee tables teetered under the weight not of beer cans, but dainty china teacups and saucers. Instead of the usual smell I associated with guys – sweat and unwashed dishes and socks that had to be peeled off the walls – the air smelled of old books and cracked leather, lavender tea and woody incense.

      Above the record player, the raven swung lazily from another custom-made perch. When it saw me, it opened its wings and swooped away into the hall.

      “Where are you going?” I called after him. “I promise I’m not going to quote any Poe.”

      Morrie poked his head out from a small alcove at the back of the hall, his tall body bathed in light from a computer screen. “Heathcliff, you useless oaf, Mina’s here!” he called out, then flashed me his wicked grin. “Welcome to our humble chambers.”

      “This place is so cool,” I said, stepping toward the empty leather chair in front of the fire. “I could just imagine reading here, with Grimalkin curled up in my lap—”

      In an unusual show of stealth, Heathcliff leapt out of the shadows and slithered into the chair ahead of me. “That’s mine. No one else sits in this chair.”

      “Hello to you, too.” Grimalkin jumped on the back of the chair and swiped playfully at my hair. I patted her furry head. I tried to pat Heathcliff’s head, but he ducked under me and slouched deeper into his chair. I gave him an exaggerated pout. “At least Grimalkin is happy to see me.”

      “You didn’t try to purloin her property,” Heathcliff replied.

      “Come on now, is that any way to treat someone who brought dessert?” I lifted the lid of the box in my hands to reveal a stack of sticky toffee pudding cakes.

      “I was the picture of politeness.” Morrie emerged from the alcove and grabbed a cake from the box. My jaw fell open. He must have just come out of the shower, because his hair was plastered to his face and droplets trickled from his exquisite jaw. In the gloom I’d also neglected to notice he wasn’t wearing a shirt.

      My mouth dried. By Astarte, James Moriarty was cut. Toned pecs and an eight-pack led the eye down, down, down, where a snail-trail of dark hair and the tips of an Adonis-V let my imagination flirt with what was below his waist. A tattoo of a Napoleonic warship covered his bicep above his ‘the game is afoot” piece. The words, “I must confess, I covet your skull,” were written across his chest in an elegant gothic script, and a spider’s web hung over one of his glorious pecs, the spider dangling down over his abs.

      “You okay there, gorgeous?” Morrie grabbed a second cake. “Your mouth’s hanging open like you’re trying to trap a fly in there.”

      I snapped my mouth shut. “I’m fly… I mean, I’m fine. Are you going to put clothes on? It’s miserable out tonight. I’d hate for you to catch your death.”

      “Can’t stand the sight of me, eh?” He tugged on a red shirt and buttoned a black-and-gold vest over top of it, rolling up the sleeves over his forearms. Be still my heart, that man knows how to dress.

      “I’m just a concerned citizen. I also brought some berries for the raven. They’re a bit smushed, but—” The words slipped away as I noticed a third pair of eyes watching me from the hallway. “Who… who else is there?”

      A figure stepped out of the shadows. Under the light of the chandelier, another guy came into focus, his features so striking he stole my breath. While Heathcliff had his rugged looks, and Morrie his slick charm, this guy’s skin radiated with a pale luminescence that wasn’t of this world. A pair of sensuous pouting lips turned up at me as long fingers reached up to sweep a silken strand of waist-length black hair from his face, grazing along a cheekbone that could cut glass. Eyes of deep brown, tinged with rings of fire like a Norwegian forest burning in the wake of Ragnarok, glared at me like he was the hunter and I his prey.

      “Who… who are you?” I managed to choke out the words.

      “The flatmate,” he whispered back, the words carrying the weight of a curse. “I’ll take the berries to the bird.”

      I started at his voice. That throaty tone, that rich timbre, like chocolate melting over ripe strawberries. He sounds just like that random voice I keep hearing around the shop!

      Then how come I’ve never seen him before?

      “Have you been spying on me?” I demanded. Extreme, otherworldly hotness did not excuse this bloke from being a creep.

      The flatmate’s eyes shifted, fire flaring through them as the forest gave way to the inferno. He closed his eyelids, tangling his feathery long lashes as he whipped the berries from my hand, turned on his heel, and marched back down the hall. His hair flared out behind him like the plumage of a songbird, collecting and reflecting the light, painting the stands in fleeting shades of color – indigo, lavender, copper, burnished gold.

      I rubbed the corner of my eye, wishing like crazy my wonky eyes could penetrate the gloom of the hallway, because I bet the view of his arse was fucking spectacular.

      “That’s Quoth,” Morrie said. “He’s a bit of a loner. You won’t see much of him.”

      “Probably for the best. But seriously, his name is Quoth?”

      Morrie nodded.

      “His real name? Not his World of Warcraft handle? Not his shitty post-punk band’s name? His parents actually called him Quoth?”

      “That’s what it says on his gym membership,” Heathcliff grunted from the chair.

      “Okay, this flat is too outrageous to be real. You’re sure only three of you live up here? I’m not about to meet Shakespeare and the Venerable Bede? Because I’m not sure my brain can handle the thees and thous right now.”

      “Just us three merry bachelors,” Morrie sang as he reached in for another cake.

      “Four, if you count the raven,” I added, surprised he’d forget the bird.

      “Right, yes. Of course. Four.”

      “Don’t you have some work to do?” Heathcliff picked up his book from the arm of the chair. “I believe there was a plot afoot to make my life miserable.”

      “You’re already miserable. I’m hoping a website will make you so miserable you come back around to joyful,” I said, managing to ruffle his hair a little before he shrugged me off.

      “I hope he does a little joyful jog.” Morrie waved me through. “That would make my whole year. This way into my lair.”

      In that small alcove off the living room that would probably have once served as a nursery when the house was a single Victorian residence, Morrie pulled up a chair beside a sleek black desk. Unlike everything else about Nevermore, this desk was a work of modern art – a gleaming expanse of steel and glass, holding three screens arranged in a semi-circle around a high-backed chair, and beneath it a black computer stack and mechanical keyboard.

      “So you’re a gamer.” I rolled my eyes, recognizing some of the gadgets from the apartment of a gamer boyfriend I’d had back in New York City. Judging by Morrie’s setup, he’d spent serious money on this rig.

      “In a manner of speaking.” Morrie pulled out the chair and beckoned me to sit. I did so, marveling how the chair conformed to my curves. A brief deviant fantasy of straddling Morrie while he sat in that chair and smirked up at me crossed my mind, and I reveled in it for a moment while he leaned across to adjust the keyboard. His arm brushed mine and I regretted not purchasing that box of condoms.

      He’s been text-flirting with you all day, Ashley’s voice scolded me inside my head. She did always know it all when it came to guys. He invited you back to his flat late at night. He keeps flashing you that smile. Go for it, honey!

      Not while Heathcliff and Quoth are here. These walls must be paper-thin and uninsulated. The idea of working with Heathcliff after he heard Morrie and I shagging made all sexual desire flee my body. I don’t need any more complications in my life right now. I’m just going to build a website, that’s all.

      I glanced around the different screens, deliberately avoiding perving at Morrie. Data streamed down one screen too fast for my eyes to track. “What’s all this? I thought you didn’t have a job anymore?”

      “Nope. I’m freelance now. I told you I’d be fine.”

      “What do you do, exactly?”

      “As my contemporaries like to say, I’ve been endowed with a phenomenal mathematical faculty.” Morrie’s hand brushed my shoulder as he settled me into the chair, sending a shiver through my body that had nothing to do with a draft. “This means I do whatever interests me. Some years back I published a book on asteroids. My last job was in finance. On the train today I taught myself to hard-code a website. Want to see what I’ve come up with?”

      “You mean, do I want to see the website you put together after teaching yourself on the train? Yes, please. I could use a laugh.” I pictured a terrible mess with flashing text and an overabundance of exclamation points.

      Moriarty leaned over to click the mouse, his body looming over mine. I sensed the tension in his muscles as he moved the mouse. Is he as turned-on as I am? “I’ve already purchased a domain name and set up this basic site. The online shop is a plugin for our catalogue on The-Store-That Shall-Not-Be-Named. I even managed to find a picture of Heathcliff looking somewhat normal. All it need is some text and photographs, and maybe a mailing list.”

      “No mailing list,” Heathcliff called from in front of the fire.

      “Go back to your book,” I shot back.

      “It’s hard to concentrate with you two trying to ruin my business.”

      Morrie showed me how to navigate between the different elements. “If you place the cursor in this box, you can add text for the homepage. There’s the About Us page, and the Find Us page, with an interactive map of Argleton.”

      I stared at the blank box on the screen, my fingers frozen over the keys. “What do I type?”

      “Just information about the shop. You’re trying to make it sound appealing so people will come visit us and then Heathcliff will stop being such a scrooge about using hot water.” Morrie wiped a sodden curl off his forehead. I gulped. Right, just write some stuff while Morrie watches. Uh-huh. Easy.

      I tapped my finger against the E key. Bookshop. Books. Reading. Escape. What could I say about Nevermore Books that captured the way I felt about the place?

      An idea sprung from thin air and tapped me on the shoulder. I typed, “Nevermore Books – where you find stories you never knew you needed.”

      “You’ve got this, gorgeous.” Morrie’s sexy voice caressed my ear. “Keep going.”

      My fingers flew over the keyboard as I called up my memories of escaping to Nevermore after school and of the solace and comfort I found between the pages here. I conjured up a labyrinth of shelves where anything could be lurking, and even made a note about meeting the “friendly bookshop raven.”

      “It’s a bit of a stretch,” I said, pointing to the raven part. “But he’s so unusual I think we have to include him.”

      “Croak,” agreed the raven, who’d fluttered in and perched on the back of the monitor.

      “Yes, yes.” I typed furiously. “I’m adding a bit about not quoting Poe.”

      “This is brilliant.” Morrie leaned over my shoulder to get a better look at the screen. My fingers slipped on the keys. I’d forgotten he was right there. “You’re a natural.”

      “A natural at not quoting Poe?”

      “No, a natural writer. I can solve a Navier-Stokes equation in seconds, but I’d have stared at that screen for hours and not come up with something as eloquent as what you’ve written in ten minutes. You could sell sand in the desert with your words.”

      “Please, don’t talk to me about selling sand.” One of my mum’s earliest schemes was a healing scrub made from ‘authentic' Damascus sand she’d scooped off the beach at Blackpool. I suspected she was still paying off the Environment Agency fine.

      I typed in some info on the rest of the pages, finishing up on the About Us page. I poised to tell our potential punters a little about their surly proprietor, then realized I didn’t know a thing about Heathcliff. His accent was Northern and he couldn’t have grown up in Argleton, because he’d have gone to my school and I would have remembered him. Everyone kept calling him a gypsy, and his dark skin and prominent nose certainly suggested an eastern lineage. Where did he come from? Had he gone to university? What made someone so young and built for hard labor decide to run a musty old bookshop?

      “Heathcliff, can you come in here?” I yelled.

      “I’m busy.”

      “It’ll only take a minute.”

      The raven fluttered into the living room. I leaned around the corner of the alcove in time to see it peck Heathcliff in the arm.

      “Croak!”

      “All right!” Heathcliff leaned forward to glower into the alcove. “What?”

      “I just need some biographical info for you, for the website.”

      “I don’t want people knowing anything about me.”

      “We’re not talking about your deepest, darkest secrets, just the basic stuff. Where you were born, why you got into the book trade—”

      “I’m in the book trade because I thought it wouldn’t be full of annoying people disturbing my calm with incessant questions. I was wrong.” Heathcliff swatted at the raven. It croaked in defiance and flew onto a perch above the hallway door.

      “Please?”

      Heathcliff sighed, as though I’d asked him to take the Queen’s shilling. “Fine.” He shoved his arse out of the chair, rooted around in his pockets, and recovered a faded leather wallet of old-fashioned design. He tossed it at me. “It’s all in there. Any other details you need, just make them up.”

      I stared down at the wallet. Heathcliff’s spice-and-cigarette scent spilled from the seams and assaulted my senses. I flipped it open and peeked inside, pulling out cards and scraps of paper tucked into every pocket, all containing Heathcliff’s details in tiny print. Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes. Even with the light from the computer screen, I’d never be able to read any of it.

      Why can’t he just tell me? Why does he have to make me…

      “You waiting for a written invitation?”

      “It’s not that,” I said quickly, tossing the wallet back at him. “I just can’t use this.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because… um…” I racked my brain for an excuse they’d believe.

      “Because she can’t read them,” said a throaty voice from the doorway. “She’s going blind.”
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      “That’s… that’s not true!” I whipped around. There, lurking in the shadows was the flatmate, Quoth, his arms folded across the front of his blood-red shirt, his fierce eyes watching me like a vulture.

      How can he know?

      On his lips, the shame that had sent me home from my beloved New York, that had cost me my dream job and my best friend and sent me into a spiral of self-loathing, mocked me. I wished the wood beneath my feet would rot away so I could fall through into the shelves below. Bury me beneath books. Or better yet, bury Quoth. How does he know, and why the fuck did he have to say something?

      “That true, gorgeous?” Morrie asked, his voice gentler than I’d imagined possible.

      No, don’t do that. Don’t pity me. I can’t deal with pity.

      “How… how did you know?” I whispered, my chest constricting. That was my secret. Quoth didn’t have the right to blab it to the whole flat, especially not to Heathcliff, who was probably getting ready to fire me.

      “I observe people,” Quoth tucked a silken strand of hair behind his ear.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “I noticed when you were stacking the shelves today. You hold the books close to your face to read the titles, and you turn your head at an odd angle, as if you lack peripheral vision.”

      “So you were watching me in the shop. That’s creepy, especially since you haven’t bothered to show yourself.” With that body and those piercing eyes, I’d have remembered him. That was a fact.

      Quoth shrugged. “I’m always here. I blend into the background.”

      “You don’t—”

      “You can kill Quoth later. Lord knows it would solve half my problems,” Heathcliff glared at me. “Does he speak the truth?”

      “Yes, fine, it’s true.” I threw up my hands. “I’m going blind, okay?”

      I’m going blind. The words rung in the silent room – words I’d been terrified to utter out loud ever since the diagnosis. Words I’d only told one other person (not counting Mum) before, and she’d gone and ruined my life with them. Words that meant I lost everything I loved – color, art, words. All of it gone.

      Heathcliff shot to his feet. He patted the chair beside the fire. “Sit. Tell us about it.”

      Morrie looked aghast. “You’re letting her have your chair? I’ve lived here for three years and never once have you let me sit in that chair—”

      “Keep harping on about it and I’ll throw the chair out the window, and I’ll shut off the hot water,” Heathcliff growled. Morrie nudged my frozen body toward the chair.

      I stared at my feet, my whole body trembling. They know they know they know—

      “Bloody hell, Quoth, you’ve upset her,” Morrie punched his flatmate in the arm. “You can’t just blurt out shit like that.”

      Quoth leaned against the doorframe. “I didn’t know it was a secret,” he said.

      “Yeah, well.” I didn’t know a third flatmate who could place in a Brandon Lee lookalike competition was secretly watching me shelve books, but there you go.

      An arm slid around my stomach. Morrie’s head appeared under mine, his lips dangerously close. “Quoth didn’t mean anything by it. He’s not great at reading social cues. If it will make you feel better, I can concoct an elaborate revenge plan. I’m very good at revenge. Piano wire may be involved.”

      Quoth winced.

      “Can I think about it?” I sank into the chair. Warmth from the fire rolled over my body, taking the edge off the sting of my discovery. I stretched my fingers around the rolled arms, breathing in the scent that rose off the leather. Heathcliff’s unique scent – a spicy musk tinged with peat and fresh moss of the moors. Heathcliff leaned his elbow on the mantle and fossecked around in a packet of cigarettes. Drawing one to his lips, he flipped open a lighter and lit up.

      Morrie folded himself into his gaming chair and wheeled it across the room. Quoth didn’t approach, but I could still feel his strange eyes on the side of my face.

      “You look like you’re carrying some mighty burden, gorgeous,” Morrie mused, resting his chin in his hand. “Allow us to unburden you.”

      I glanced between their faces, the secret locking tight to my chest. Speaking it made it real, and if it was real I had to deal with it and I… I wasn’t ready. And yet… my tongue itched to speak. This secret had gnawed away on my insides for too long.

      These guys weren’t my friends. I’d barely known them two days. One of them was my employer. If they fucked me about, I could cut and run. I’d probably have to leave Argleton eventually, anyway – one of Mum’s crazy schemes would inevitably end up on the wrong side of the law, and if I stayed in my old room on the council estate much longer, I’d go insane.

      I had an out, if I needed it. I could afford to trust them a little, couldn’t I?

      My heart ached to trust someone again. I was sick of carrying this secret alone.

      I opened my mouth, intending to give them a couple of sentences in summary. Instead, words spewed out. “I grew up here in Argleton, but I spent my whole life wanting to escape. I can’t explain why, but people just never liked me. Kids at school bullied me because we were poor, because my mum’s weird, because I liked strange music and weird films and drawing pictures or writing stories instead of playing football. And because I read books, all the books, books way above my age level. As soon as I had my O levels, I booked my plane ticket out of here and I haven’t been back until now.”

      “Why did you come back, gorgeous?” Morrie reached across and ran his fingers over my knuckles, rising the hairs on the back of my hand.

      “Shhh, let her talk,” Heathcliff snapped.

      “I’ve spent the last four years in New York City, finishing my fashion degree, and then working at this amazing internship with Marcus Ribald – he’s one of my favorite designers. I got to shadow him for a year, work on the collections, manage the shoots, basically be his personal dogsbody. It was amazing. And what was even cooler was that my best friend, Ashley, was one of the other interns.”

      “I have a deduction!” Morrie cried. “Ashley’s the girl who came into the shop yesterday.”

      “How do you know a girl came into the shop yesterday?”

      “Heathcliff told me. He’s a right gossip if you ply him with Scotch. I asked him all sorts of questions about your first day. What you did, how efficient you were, whether you bent over in that hot little skirt of yours—”

      “Don’t be disgusting.” Heathcliff shot Morrie a look that could melt diamonds into mush. He rubbed his chin with his hand, and his dark eyes bore into mine. “This girl was Ashley.”

      It wasn’t a question, but I nodded anyway. “Yeah. She said she was visiting her family for the holidays. Ashley’s from Argleton, too. We’ve been friends since secondary school. Ashley is…” I searched my head for a way to describe her. “She’s the life of the party. She’s hyper creative. She runs a million miles a minute and she’s always full of ideas. She says what she feels and she doesn’t give a fuck what anyone thinks. When I hang out with her, I feel invincible. But she’s also shallow, and selfish, and ruthless when she wants something, or someone. She doesn’t see how her decisions step on other people. I thought I was different. She called me her best friend. I thought she cared about me enough not to crush me. I was wrong.

      “There were four interns on the placement program, and we were all competing for one full-time position with Ribald’s studio. Not to sound like a snob, but I pretty much had that job in the bag. One of the girls shagged her way through the entire styling team, the other one was a kleptomaniac. Ashley’s competent, but disorganized, and she was spending too much time becoming a social media influencer to focus on Ribald’s work. On more than one occasion I had to save her arse before Marcus discovered a mistake she’d made.”

      “Looks like you hired the right lass for the job,” Morrie said to Heathcliff. “Maybe our Mina can help you transcend your grubby gypsy aesthetic.”

      “Better a grubby gypsy than a dandy coxcomb.”

      “Did you just call me a coxcomb?” Morrie snorted. “Nice topical reference. You got any more Shakespearean put-downs? Tell me how I art a boil, a plague sore, an embossed carbuncle in your corrupted blood—”

      “Quiet, both of you.” Quoth spoke, his voice velvet and darkness. “Let Mina speak.”

      I took a shaking breath. “A few months ago, I started noticing I couldn’t see very well in low light. I was sitting at this bar with Ashley. She’d convinced a couple of guys to buy us drinks, and I realized I couldn’t tell if they were the same two we started the night with. I couldn’t discern their faces. I thought maybe I’d had too much to drink, but then later that week I fell down the stairs to our flat. I scraped my arm all up. It hurt like hell.” I lifted my arm and rolled up my sleeve to show them the scar along my forearm.

      “There was other stuff, too. Ashley said I kept bending my head weird. It turns out I’d been angling my head because my peripheral vision was receding at an alarming rate. A couple of weeks later I crashed into a filing cabinet and chipped a tooth. Then I missed the edge of my desk and dropped my cold-pressed cacao smoothie on the floor. In New York, that’s fucking sacrilege, like spitting on the Pope. It was weird, but I just thought I was stressed about work.

      “We were leading up to New York Fashion Week, so work was crazy. Marcus was unveiling his first ever bridal collection and everything had to be perfect. I worked backstage at the event and I could hardly see a thing. I had so much to organize and so many people relying on me, the whole show’s success was riding on me getting every cue perfect, solving every disaster, finding every missing accessory. Ashley called my name and I stumbled toward her through shadows and gloom and crashed into a model wearing an eight-foot-high headdress. Luckily, she managed to steady herself before she fell and ruined the outfit, but I couldn’t stop shaking. I’d never done something so stupid before. It was like I was on drugs. I thought maybe one of the other interns had roofied my drink. Ashley kept telling me it was just an accident, but that was it… I didn’t see her. Even when I hit her, I couldn’t see her body. And I should have seen her.”

      Tears stung in my eyes at the memory. Working Fashion Week for Marcus Ribald should have been a dream come true. Instead, it was forever etched in my memory as the day I realized something was really wrong with my eyes.

      Grimalkin jumped into my lap and curled up, her body vibrating with an intense purr. I stroked her silky fur – the action helped steady my breathing so I could continue. I squeezed my eyes shut in an attempt to keep the tears at bay. “I went to an optometrist and she referred me to a specialist ophthalmologist and after some more tests and things, I got my diagnosis – retinitis pigmentosa.”

      “And that is?”

      “A breakdown of cells in the retina,” said Morrie. “As the retina degenerates, patients suffer loss of night and peripheral vision.”

      “Are you a doctor, too?” I asked, surprised that he knew so much.

      “I’ve dabbled,” he said simply.

      “Well, you’re right. It’s a genetic condition, so as well as my tiny nose and mousy hair I’ve inherited these delightful genes from my parents. No one in my mum’s family has the condition, and she doesn’t have any contact with my father so we don’t know anything about his side. The specialist said mine’s quite a rare form of RP that may accelerate at any time. There’s nothing I can do about it and there’s no cure. He says that…” I sucked in a breath. “That I’ll eventually go completely blind.”

      My greatest fear hovered out there in the open. Instead of being horrible, it was weirdly liberating, speaking the words into the gloom. I felt as though I stood outside my body, watching this sad girl in her scuffed Docs and jersey dress spill her guts in front of these guys. It didn’t matter what their reaction was because she’d done the scary thing. She’d said the words. She’d made them real.

      “Shite,” Heathcliff spat, the word dripping with hidden pain. My eyes flew open, and a jolt raced through my body as he looked – really looked – back at me. He saw the clues that had been hiding in plain sight ever since he hired me, and everything this diagnosis meant for my future.

      And it made him angry, not at me, but for me. It made him remember some long ago pain from his past that made him feel helpless and alone, and for the first time since I’d walked into the Nevermore Bookshop, I realized that Heathcliff and I had a connection.

      “That’s a bloody shame, gorgeous,” Morrie said.

      Quoth said nothing.

      I sucked in a breath, strengthened by their reactions, but the set of their eyes upon me. Outside, the rain came down harder, slamming against the windows and pounding on the roof, matching the pattering of my heart. I continued. “The first thing I did was call Ashley. She came straight over with a bottle of bourbon and we finished it off that night. I got completely maggoted and cried a lot. All I’d wanted my whole life was to be a fashion designer, but how can I do that if I can’t even see? Ashley convinced me that it wasn’t all bad. It might be twenty years or more before I go completely blind. It might never happen. She thought I should keep pursuing fashion and fuck anyone if they tried to stop me. I’d never loved her so much as I did that night.

      “I woke up the next morning with a new sense of determination. Ashley was right. I wouldn’t let what might one day be destroy my dreams today – and that started immediately. I went to work hungover but with a bounce in my step, and worked my arse off until well after the sunset. Marcus stopped by our desks to say the show had been a success, and he’d be giving us our performance reviews the next day, as well as announcing who got the permanent job on his team. Ashley and I went out for a drink that night and we both talked about how we’d be happy for the other person if they got it, but I could tell from the way she was looking at me that she knew I was going to get it. I bought all her drinks that night because she’d been such a good friend and now I was going to get this amazing job she really wanted. It was the least I could do.

      “At work the next day we waited outside Marcus’ office. He called us in one by one like he was a school principal and we were naughty children. My head throbbed from the drinking, but I was too excited to care.

      “Marcus called me in, and I perched on his la corbusier recliner, launching into a speech I prepared about how honored I was to work with him and how I’d do him proud. Marcus looked pained. ‘I’m sorry, Mina,’ he said. He clasped his hands on his lap. ‘You’ve worked so hard this year, and you have a real flair for design. I think you have amazing potential, but I’ve decided to give the job to Ashley.’

      “I couldn’t believe it. The words didn’t make sense. I asked him why. ‘The fashion world is shallow, and it demands nothing less than perfection. It’s sad, but that’s fashion. I just can’t have someone on my staff who’s going blind. You would be a liability. What if you fell off the runway prepping for a show? What if you cut a garment wrong? My silks are handmade by cloistered nuns in Tibet. They’re priceless.’

      “‘I’ve been looking at ways to adapt,’ I said. ‘It’s really not as difficult as you think—’

      “Marcus shook his head. ‘I really am sorry. You’re not able to work in fashion. Here or anywhere. It’s just not possible.’ He turned back to his drawing board, indicating that was the end of the conversation. I sat frozen in the chair, and finally willed my feet to move. I couldn’t… I just didn’t—”

      “That’s discrimination,” Morrie said. “You could take that bastard to court. I’ll help with your case.”

      “He should not be allowed to do that,” Quoth added.

      “I’ll gut the bastard,” Heathcliff growled.

      “Or, even better, we’ll blackmail him into giving you the job. I’m skilled at digging up nasty secrets from the past people don’t want to be made public. I bet this guy has a mistress. Or hey, I wager Marcus Ribald isn’t even his real name.”

      I hated how much their reactions touched me. I wanted to keep my distance from these guys, especially because of all the magic flutters and aches stirring in my body… but as much as I denied it to myself, I’d already pinned too much hope on them becoming my friends. I waved my hand. “Of course it’s not his real name, and it doesn’t matter. Marcus is right. How can I work in fashion if I can’t even see the clothes? How can I do runway shows when I can’t see in the dark? It was stupid for me to even consider continuing. But I could have hid it for a bit longer. I could have had the best job of my life, if Ashley hadn’t told Marcus about my eyes.”

      “That’s just one fool’s opinion,” Morrie said.

      “One dead fool,” Heathcliff growled.

      “I bet if you sent your resume around to some different fashion houses, you’ll find—”

      “I tried. Ashley and Marcus blabbed it to the entire fashion community. He flat-out told me he wouldn’t give me a positive reference. Which is a total dick move, but Ashley was worse. She pretended she did it all out of concern for me. She said she was worried about me after the accident at the show. She just wanted Marcus to know so he could help me. But there was a glint in her eye that I’ve seen too many times before. She planned it as soon as she heard to take me out of the running. The way she was looking at me the night before – it wasn’t envy, it was pity.”

      I sighed, scratching Grimalkin under the chin. “That’s my story. Now you know why I hate Ashley and that’s why I’m back in Argleton. I’ve spent the last four years of my life working toward a career that’s now out of my reach. I wanted to be a fashion designer since I was eleven. Now…” I shrugged again. “I don’t know who I am without my eyes. I don’t—”

      A loud crash sounded downstairs, followed by a low moan, and the thud of the door slamming shut.

      “What’s that?”

      Grimalkin bolted up, her ears pricked.

      “I bet it’s Heathcliff’s homeless friend, looking for a warm place to crash.” Morrie went to the window and drew back the curtains just as a jolt of lightning arced across the sky. “He probably saw Mina enter and realized the shop was unlocked.”

      “Well, if you hadn’t left the front door open, he wouldn’t have been able to invite himself in.” Heathcliff glowered.

      “You’re the one who makes him feel welcome in here,” Morrie insisted. “If I owned this place, I’d pay him a wage to work here, earn an honest living, and I’d make him shower.”

      “You were the one who invited guests after closing. We never have guests after closing. Now you’ll have to go down and shoo him back outside.”

      “I’m not going anywhere near him,” Morrie looked aghast. “Not in my second-favorite waistcoat. He’s your smelly friend. You go.”

      I stood up. “I’ll go, if me being here is a problem—”

      “Sit your arse down,” Heathcliff boomed from his place at the fireplace. Stunned, I fell back into the seat. “Morrie, get Mina some tea. Can’t you see she’s upset? Quoth, deal with whatever’s going on downstairs. If it’s Earl, he can have the sofa in the Natural History room if he wants to shelter here, as long as he’s gone before opening. If it’s someone else, make them go away without bothering me. I’m not moving – I’ve found the perfect arm groove on the mantle here, and I’m not losing it for anything.”

      With a silent nod, the black-haired beauty left his perch and glided down the stairs. Morrie bustled into the kitchen. Heathcliff’s eyes locked on mine.

      “You’re better than this place,” he whispered.

      “Excuse me?”

      “If all else remains, but something or someone you love is annihilated, the universe turns to a mighty stranger. I thought for so long pain like that could ruin the soul, but now I understand torment is not forever.”

      Heathcliff’s voice was as gruff as ever, but he spoke as a poet, giving me a glimpse at his own soul. My chest swelled to think a man like him would trust me to see such an intimate side of him. “Thank you,” I whispered. “Right now, I can’t see an end, pun intended. No matter how happy I feel in a moment, I still drag around this heavy weight. I don’t know how to let it go.”

      “We all drop our weights on the threshold of this shop. I know you loved Nevermore because of what it meant to you as a girl, and I see you’re already in love again.”

      “I didn’t think you were even listening to me.”

      “I always listen, Mina.” Heathcliff growled. “I am—”

      “Oh, shite!” came a yell from downstairs. “Guys, you’d better come quick.”

      “What’s that wanker done now?” It was to-be-determined whether Heathcliff meant the homeless man or Quoth. Probably both. Heathcliff headed for the stairs just as Morrie emerged from the kitchen and extended a hand to me.

      I ached to take his hand and feel our skin sizzle together. But it was dangerous, so dangerous right now, with my heart already laid open in front of them all. “I’m fine,” I said, rising to my feet. At the staircase, I slid my hands down the wall and felt for the stair treads with my feet, heading toward the square of light at the bottom.

      The first thing I heard was Heathcliff gasp, a sound so utterly out of character it made my stomach tighten in fear. As Morrie emerged on the landing, he swore. Heathcliff turned and waved at me to go back up the stairs.

      “It’s not for you to see,” he growled.

      “Don’t be so old-fashioned. I’ve seen drunk guys passed out on the floor before—” I peered around Heathcliff’s bulk, and my stomach plunged into my knees.

      In front of the Sociology shelf, a lump of clothing spread across the floor. A hand stuck out at an angle, clutching a bloodied Birkin bag. Two pale legs jutted out from the hem of a pink dress covered with a pattern of revolvers.

      Not a pile of clothing. A body. A body wearing a very familiar Marcus Ribald dress.

      Ashley lay face down on the brown shop carpet. A knife stuck out of her back, a trickle of blood dribbling across her bright-pink dress and across the rug.

      Someone… someone stabbed Ashley.
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      Bile rose in my throat. “Ashley?”

      This is some kind of joke. Any second now she’s going to leap up and yank the prop knife out of her back and tell me I’m a silly bitch for falling for her practical joke. And then we’ll hug and be friends again.

      Ashley didn’t move. Morrie stepped over her, bending down to examine the knife. He pressed two fingers to her throat, and shook his head.

      Heathcliff gathered me in his arms, his smoky, peaty scent invading my nostrils. “She’s gone,” he whispered.

      No no no no.

      It can’t be true. Ashley can’t be dead.

      “I’ll call the brass.” Morrie slid his phone out of his pocket.

      “I’ll finish the tea,” Quoth said, slipping back upstairs.

      Heathcliff shuffled me back onto the landing, placing himself between me and Ashley’s body. “I just saw her today,” I whispered into his stiff coat. Warmth radiated from his arms through my whole body, but it couldn’t dislodge the ice stabbing into my heart. The scent of old leather and rich ink wafted from his clothes, mingling with his spicy, peaty scent – the comforting smell of books baked into his essence.

      Ashley’s dead.

      Not just dead. Murdered. That knife didn’t get there by accident. While I was upstairs spilling my guts to Heathcliff and Morrie and Quoth, she was down here getting stabbed.

      But who would want Ashley dead? And why? And why would they do it here?

      Morrie slid his phone back into his pocket. “The police are on their way. We don’t have much time. Mina, we have to—”

      “Don’t ask her,” Heathcliff warned him. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “Sorry, mate. It’s so much neater if we get Mina to agree.” Morrie tugged on the hem of his waistcoat.

      “Agree to what? My best friend is dead.” Panic crept across my chest.

      “Ex-best friend,” Morrie reminded me. “Mina, we have to talk to you about something, and it can’t wait. The police are going to ask you about finding the body. You can’t tell them Quoth was down here first.”

      “Huh?” His words took too long to penetrate the fog in my mind. “Why not?”

      “Because… because Quoth isn’t supposed to be here. The person who discovers the body is always a suspect. If the police know he found the body, they will look too deep into his background, and they’ll take him away to a very bad situation.”

      “You mean jail. Is Quoth a criminal?” I bet he’s a creepy stalker, I thought but didn’t say.

      “No, I do not mean jail,” Morrie said. He reached up and stroked my hair. With Heathcliff’s huge arms around me and Morrie touching my face, my focus wavered, my mind slipping further from reality. “Quoth’s never so much as collected a speeding ticket, nevermind broken any useful law. This situation is complicated, and he won’t want to burden you with his story right after you’ve just had this shock. But if the police knew he was here at all, it would be bad for him, for all of us.”

      “You want me to lie to the police to protect this guy?” A horrible thought occurred to me. “But he was downstairs alone at the same time as Ashley. He could have done this to her.”

      “He wasn’t alone, and he didn’t do this,” Morrie said. “I know that for a fact.”

      “As do I,” said Heathcliff.

      “How, how?”

      “Gorgeous, we don’t have time to give you the full story. I promise that whatever happens, we’ll lend our considerable resources to protect you. And as soon as we can we’ll tell you everything. Right now, all I need for you to do is trust me. Can you do that?”

      “Ashley is dead and you’re asking me to lie to the police. No, of course I can’t bloody trust you!”

      “Only to protect an innocent person who absolutely did not commit this crime. But if they know he was first to see the body they will focus on him instead of going after the real killer.”

      “I can’t believe you’re asking me to do this.”

      “I can’t either,” Heathcliff growled. “Mina should speak the truth. We’ll figure out a way to help Quoth. We always do.”

      “I’m not forcing Mina to do this,” Morrie said. “It’s her decision. But it would be infinitely easier if she left Quoth out of it. If she felt bad afterward, she could always go to the police and change her story, say the shock affected her and made her forget certain details.”

      “You’ve accounted for my eventual betrayal?” I didn’t know whether to be impressed or offended.

      “All you need to tell the police is exactly what you saw – that we all heard a noise, and you came down the stairs after us and saw the body on the floor, already dead. Just leave out the part about Quoth coming down first.”

      “Where will Quoth be in this story?”

      “Nowhere. Quoth doesn’t ‘technically’ live here. So just don’t mention him.”

      “But he’s upstairs getting the tea!”

      Morrie shook his head. “No, he’s not.”

      I broke from Heathcliff’s grasp and raced upstairs, tripping on the second step and pitching forward, nearly chipping another tooth on the doorknob. I caught myself and fumbled through the living room to the tiny kitchen at the rear of the flat. Unlike the living room, it fit the vernacular of typical bachelor flat – a mess of unwashed dishes and empty takeout containers in various stages of decomposition. Wind whipped the curtains from the open back window.

      I lifted the kettle off the stove. It was ice cold. Quoth was nowhere to be found.
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      “Are you okay to answer a few questions now, ma’am?” The young sergeant asked, her eyes eager.

      I sat in Heathcliff’s chair in the main room of the shop. A cup of tea sat undrunk on the desk in front of me. Nevermore Bookshop was now officially a crime scene. Police officers filled the tiny space, combing the staircase, hallway, and garden for clues while the SOCO team worked upstairs, first zipping Ashley’s body into a white bag and removing her to wherever they took bodies, then taping off the Sociology shelves and dusting and dabbing and tweezing every tiny scrap of physical evidence. Heathcliff flanked my left side, a strong, warm hand resting on my shoulder. His presence was all that kept the bile rising in my throat.

      “Yeah, sure.” I tied my unruly hair up into a bun, then let it down again. I folded my hands in my lap, then unfolded them. I dabbed at my eyes, but they were dry. I didn’t know what a person was supposed to do when their ex-best friend was murdered.

      “You were the one who found the victim?”

      “No. I mean, not really.” I pointed to the tall figure standing across the room speaking with another police officer. His eyes met mine, eyebrows raised in pleading. My stomach churned. I screwed up my eyes. I can’t believe I’m doing this. “I was behind Morrie and Heathcliff. We heard a noise and ran downstairs and we found her lying on the ground, and the knife…”

      And Quoth, Quoth was there first. He found the body and then he fled. The words were on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t make them fall out. Maybe it was Heathcliff’s hand on my shoulder, or Morrie’s smile, or the wave of exhaustion washing over me. My cheeks burned with heat. Any moment now, Sergeant Wilson would call me out on my lie and throw me in jail…

      Instead, she patted my hand. “Please, take your time. I know it was a horrible thing to see. I understand you knew the victim?”

      “Yes. Her name is Ashley Greer. Her mum lives up on Donahue Road. We’ve been friends since we were fifteen, and we lived together in New York City for the last four years.” I pulled at a loose thread on my skirt. “Actually, we used to be friends. Ashley and I had a falling out recently and we haven’t talked in a few weeks. I didn’t know she was back in town until she showed up at the shop.”

      Sergeant Wilson scribbled furiously. “You used to be friends?”

      “Yeah. Back in New York City, we were both working for the same fashion designer. Ashley got competitive over a job we were both up for. She told the designer something about me – a secret I told her in confidence – so the designer would choose her instead.”

      “What did she say about you?”

      My throat closed.

      “It’s not important. It’s not relevant to the investigation,” Heathcliff snapped.

      “I’ll decide what’s relevant.” But I shook my head and the sergeant didn’t press. Instead, she turned back through her pages of notes. “You saw Ashley in the shop this evening?”

      “No, earlier today. She came into the bookshop this afternoon, and stayed for an hour or so.” I flicked my head toward the staircase, and a pang of nausea clenched my gut. “She spent most of her time in the Sociology section. She even came back after she changed her outfit.”

      “Why did she change her outfit?”

      I explained how the shop’s raven had left a present on her shoulder. “She must’ve been looking for something in particular, but she never asked for help. We only spoke for a few moments.”

      Sergeant Wilson added several notes on her pad. “You speak as if her behavior was strange.”

      “Ashley’s not a sociology buff. In fact, she’s not really into books or learning at all. This is the last place I’d expect to see her.”

      “Do you think she came here to talk to you?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t think so. She seemed surprised to see me.”

      “And where would you expect to see her around the village, if not in the bookshop?”

      In a dark cave, sharpening her claws. “I don’t know. At home with her mum, at the pub, or heading down to London for shopping or a gig. Ashley never liked Argleton much. It’s not her scene.”

      “So you have no idea what made her return to the bookshop this evening?”

      I shook my head. “The bookshop wasn’t even open. The door would normally be locked. It was only open because Morrie left it unlocked for my visit. We’re building a website for the shop.”

      “So you didn’t invite her back to the bookshop?”

      I shook my head “No.”

      “And you have no idea what she was doing downstairs after hours?”

      “I already said that! There weren’t even any lights on. Qu— Morrie turned them on when he came down the stairs.”

      “Ashley wasn’t looking for you? Perhaps she wanted to discuss what you were fighting about.”

      “I doubt it. As far as Ashley was concerned, she hadn’t done anything wrong. I was the one being over-dramatic. Why are you asking me about my fight with Ashley? That’s not going to help you find her killer.”

      “One more thing.” Sergeant Wilson held up a plastic bag containing a plain ring – a small diamond on a narrow gold band. “This ring was found in the victim’s pocket. Do you recognise it?”

      I shook my head. “Ashley would never be caught dead in something like that. It’s not even close to her style.”

      Sergeant Wilson snapped her pad shut and stood up. “Thank you for your cooperation, Mina. That’s all we need for now. However, we may ask you to come down to the station for further questioning, so don’t leave the county, got it?”

      “Hey, guv?” one of the officers called out. “I found something.”

      I watched the sergeant walk away, my mind reeling. Further questioning? Don’t leave the county?

      Are they making me a suspect?

      The uniformed officer crouched beside the wingback chair under the window. He held up a book. Bright illustrated cats danced across the dust jacket. The homeless man’s book. “I found this shoved under that chair,” he said. “There’s a bit of a stink over here, too, like a cat puked up.”

      “That’s the book the homeless man was reading earlier,” I said. “But it shouldn’t be under the chair. I put it away on the shelf.”

      “Homeless man?” Wilson narrowed her eyes at me. “You didn’t mention this.”

      “His name is Earl,” Heathcliff called out. “Long beard, tatty coat. I let him come in sometimes when the shop’s quiet an’ read.”

      “That’ll be Earl Larson, then?” The officer asked. Heathcliff nodded. “We’re aware of him. I’ve done him a few times for loitering ‘n causing a disturbance down the pub, but he’s a good sort. Mostly harmless.”

      “He was in earlier today,” I said. “He sat in that chair reading for about an hour. But I swear I put that book away.” Wilson made a gesture to the officer, who slid a paper evidence envelope from the open packet on the table and inserted the book inside. Tonight I’d learned that evidence bags should always be paper, not clear plastic like they were on TV.

      “If the door was open, maybe he came back. He might’ve wanted shelter from the storm.”

      “That’s what we thought when we heard the noise. There was a thump, and the sound of the door slamming.”

      She turned to Heathcliff. “You said there was money missing from the till?”

      I glanced at Heathcliff in surprise. He nodded. “Aye, about a hundred quid.”

      Wilson added the evidence bag to her stack of papers, and made a note on her pad. “Thank you for this information. We’ll need to have a word with Mr. Larson. Any other unusual activity in the shop over the last few days, Mina?”

      “I’ve only worked here two days,” I said.

      “Oh, I see.” She scribbled something else down. The knot of panic in my chest tightened. Why is she so interested in everything I say? “Mr. Earnshaw, have you noticed anything out of the ordinary in or around the shop recently?”

      “Nothing unusual,” Heathcliff said. Wilson dismissed me to question him, and I went to stand with Moriarty on the landing. He’d finished chatting to the Chief Inspector, and was watching the SOCO team work through the evidence with a rapt expression on his face.

      “Why do you look so happy? Ashley was just murdered.”

      “Murder fascinates me.” Morrie’s arm slid around my shoulders, pulling me tight against him. I sank into the warmth of his body and his lavender and vanilla scent. “I’ve already read every book in the True Crime section. In another life, I might’ve been a detective. It’s fascinating seeing a crime scene unfolding in real life. So how’s the number one suspect?”

      “You mean me?”

      “Of course you. Couldn’t you tell from all those questions Sergeant Jenny Wilson was asking you?”

      “How am I the number one suspect?”

      “It’s elementary.” Morrie grinned, ticking off points on his fingers. “You had a falling out with the victim. You saw her earlier today, so you knew she was in town. She was killed in your workplace, at night, while you were upstairs. You were one of the first people to find the body.”

      Bloody hell. When he put it like that… “But I was hanging out with you guys the whole time. You’re my alibis.”

      “Yes, and no.”

      “What do you mean, and no?”

      “I’ve just overheard Sergeant Wilson asking Heathcliff about his personal life. If she doesn’t know his reputation as the resident village Bernard Black, she’ll find out soon enough. My own reputation precedes me as well. She may believe we’d be inclined to protect you because we’re lonely bachelors and you’re the first pretty girl who tolerates our eccentricities. It does look pretty suspicious you got this job two days ago without any bookshop experience, and now your old friend turns up dead.”

      “But I’m only a suspect because I’m lying to protect Quoth.” I slid out from under his arm. “This is all your fault. I never should have lied.”

      “You can go and tell Wilson about Quoth if it’s really important to you,” Morrie grinned. “Of course, if you tell her you lied about that detail, you’ll look even more guilty.”

      “I can’t believe you did this to me,” I hissed. “I might be in serious trouble because I lied. You never told me I’d be making myself into a suspect. I thought you were my friend.”

      “We’re whatever you want us to be, gorgeous.” Morrie held out his hand. “I made you a promise. We all did – we’ll protect you. We take our promises seriously. We’re going to find out who did this and get you off the hook for this murder.”

      “And just how are you going to do that?” I folded my arms across my chest.

      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m very clever. Quoth can be resourceful. And Heathcliff is terrifying, especially if someone he cares about is in trouble.”

      “Heathcliff doesn’t care about me. He’s barely known me three days, and he doesn’t even seem to like me that much.”

      “If you say so.” Morrie waved at someone. “Between the four of us, we will make sure the real killer is punished for what he’s done. Hey, there’s Jo.”

      “Hey Morrie!” A woman on the other side of the police tape swiped a blonde lock off her face and made a shooing motion at me. “Don’t lean over the tape like that. We can’t risk you contaminating the scene.”

      “Right.” I leaned back. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

      “Mina’s lying,” Morrie said.

      “What?” My heart pounded. “Don’t say that. I’m not lying. I haven’t lied about anything.”

      I glared at Morrie, but his expression was completely innocent. “Mina’s not sorry at all. She’s a morbid freak just like me and you. She wants to know all about your work here.”

      To my surprise, the lady laughed. “Oh Morrie, you are a hoot.” She smiled at me. “Don’t mind him. He came to a talk I gave at this year’s Argleton Writers Festival on poisons in Agatha Christie novels. It was a room full of old biddies and this strapping specimen, staring at me with those icy blues and frantically taking notes. He’s been plying me with beer in exchange for gory stories ever since. But I haven’t had the pleasure?”

      “Mina Wilde, chief suspect.” I held out my hand. At first I’d wondered if Jo was Morrie’s girlfriend. They’d certainly make a striking pair, with his impressive height and sharp cheekbones and her LA model looks and matching ice-blue eyes. But the way she spoke about him, like he was some annoying little brother she secretly adored, made me think they were just friends. That shouldn’t have made a difference to me, but it did. I wanted to like this woman, and I wanted her to like me and also not convict me of murder.

      Jo held up her own hand, clad in a silicon glove, in a wave. “Jo Southcombe, medical examiner. I do dead bodies. Sorry, I would shake but I don’t want to contaminate the evidence, and I’m guessing you don’t want that, either, Miss Chief Suspect?”

      “Not in the slightest. So how much do I have to pay you to plant evidence to make me look innocent?”

      Her mouth faltered.

      “Kidding. I’m kidding. Please, ignore what I just said. I’m a little freaked out.”

      Jo turned to Morrie. “I can see why you like her.”

      Like me? Jo spoke as if the two of them had talked about me before. But I’d only known Morrie for two days, and we’d only had a couple of conversations and some flirty texts. In between his company losing all that money and going to London to see his banker, when had he found the time to talk to Jo about me? And what did she mean by like me? Was it as a friend, or… or…

      “Have you found anything interesting?” Morrie asked, avoiding commenting on Jo’s observation.

      “Always, but I can’t tell you anything. Not while you’re on our suspect list, too.” Jo picked up a box filled with evidence bags. “I need to head to the lab. Have fun, you two. Don’t mess up my crime scene. Mina, if you’re not heading to jail, I hope I’ll see you around.”

      “Tomorrow I’ll ply her with alcohol and she’ll tell me all about the autopsy,” Morrie whispered to me as we watched Jo’s swinging ponytail disappear out the door. “We’re going to figure this out, gorgeous. You’ll see.”

      Morrie squeezed my hand. I tried to focus on what the SOCO team were doing. It was interesting seeing them dust for prints and bag up fibers from the carpet. But my brain kept circling back to how only an hour earlier, Ashley’s body had been lying in that very spot, dead.

      And now I was the chief suspect in her murder.
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      All I wanted to do was lie in bed all morning and scrub my eyeballs until I could no longer see Ashley’s body with that knife sticking out of her back. But I was a responsible employee now, and I wanted to talk to Heathcliff and Morrie without the police around. I dragged myself out of bed, pulled on a pair of cuffed tartan pants and a red silk shirt, choked down a chocolate, blueberry, and beetroot smoothie (it tasted like dandruff mixed with dirt), and walked across the estate into the village.

      When I ducked into the bakery for our morning coffees and pastries, I was surprised to see the place empty. Greta – the young German baker who owned the shop – was a culinary genius, and there was usually a line out the door as workers tried to buy up the Cornish pasties and mince pies fresh from the oven.

      When I rounded the corner onto Butcher Street, I found out why. A crowd of people had gathered outside Nevermore Bookshop, peering in the windows and scrabbling about in the overgrown planters. The local gossip mill had already worked its dark magic. As I pushed my way through the crowd, whispers followed me.

      “That’s Mina. She’s the one who found the body,” Mrs. Ellis leaned out her window to tut to her friend. “Good on her, I say. It’s time we had a little excitement around here.”

      “I heard she used to be friends with the victim, but they had a falling out.” Mrs. Ellis’ friend stage-whispered back.

      “So she was the murderer, the little minx! I always knew she had it in her. Her mamma’s name ain’t Wilde for nothing.”

      “I heard she lives on the council estate,” another old lady sniffed. “It just goes to show, doesn’t it? They’re breeding criminals out there.”

      “I heard she just came here from New York City, which has the most stabbings per capita of any city in the world. That’s not a coincidence, you know.”

      “I knew that gypsy was up to no good. Now here he is, hiring criminals to work in his shop. What would Mr. Simson think? No wonder this village has gone to the dogs.”

      My cheeks burning, I pounded on the door. “Heathcliff, open up, or someone else is getting stabbed today.”

      Distasteful, yes, but it made the gossips step back. My neck crawled from their accusing eyes as I waited. The door pulled back an inch, and Heathcliff’s glowering face appeared above the chain.

      “That better be the strongest fucking coffee in the world,” he mumbled, rubbing his eyes. A loose curl of dark hair flopped over his cheek, and it was so a-fucking-dorable my fingers itched to flick it back. But there were more urgent matters to attend.

      “Good morning to you, too.” I growled back. “Hurry up and get this chain off. I’m stuck out here with the village gossips.”

      Heathcliff pushed the chain off and flung the door open. I tumbled through, right into Morrie’s arms. Behind me, Mrs. Ellis cheered, and regaled her friends with an anecdote about the time she had sex in the bookshop.

      “Shut the door!” I yelled, before I had an image in my head not even bleach could scour away.

      “We’ve closed,” Heathcliff yelled, slamming the door. Silence descended – sweet, blissful silence. I steadied the coffee in my hand and stared up at Morrie’s glacial eyes. On the staircase behind him, Quoth crouched in the shadows, his flame-ringed eyes like two pricks of firelight in the gloom.

      “Out of the way.” Morrie shuffled me aside as Heathcliff shoved a heavy bookshelf in front of the door, leaning it against the wood. They’d be able to see the barrier through the glass inserts in the door.

      “That should hold them off.” Heathcliff dusted his hands.

      “Um, guys, much as I appreciate the show of solidarity, how are you going to open the shop with a giant bookshelf in the way?”

      “We’re not opening today,” Heathcliff growled.

      “Yes, we are. You can’t let what happened put a taint over the shop. People are going to gossip no matter what. If nothing else, it makes us look guilty. I don’t want to see this place suffer just because of what happened. Nevermore is special, and all you need to do is get more people in the door and I know they’ll see it for themselves.”

      “Those people just want to gape at a murder scene and get a look at the Argleton ripper in action,” Morrie said.

      “Don’t ever call me that again. I say let them gape. They might stay and buy things. Trust me, I’m no stranger to people talking shit about me behind my back. I can handle the village gossip mill. Besides, I need something to do, or I’m just going to sit at home obsessing and staring at my mother’s wobbling stomach.”

      “Huh?” Heathcliff’s mouth curled back.

      “Never mind. Long story filled with visuals you cannot ever unsee, kind of like everything Mrs. Ellis says.”

      “You holding up okay, gorgeous?” Morrie took the box of coffee and muffins from me and led me through into the main room. He pulled up a velvet chair in front of Heathcliff’s desk and settled me into it. Heathcliff and Quoth trailed after him. “You don’t look like you got much sleep.”

      “Thanks for the compliment,” I replied, wrapping my hands around my warm coffee cup. “Honestly, I’m pretty shaken up. Ashley was my best friend for more than eight years, and now she’s dead. I don’t know who would want to hurt her, apart from myself.”

      “Neither do we. But we’re going to find out.” Morrie sat down.

      “You said you’d tell me why you know Quoth didn’t do it,” I said. “I’d like to know now.”

      “Quoth’s suffers from what we medical folk call ‘vasovagal syncope.’ He faints at the sight of blood.” Morrie said. “That’s why you hardly see him in the shop. Too much risk of a paper cut.”

      “Be serious.”

      “I am. It’s a real medical condition. I can find you a medical dictionary if you want to look it up.”

      “I’ll take your word for it. But if it’s as simple as that, why couldn’t I have told the police!”

      “Because I’m off-the-grid,” Quoth said from the staircase, his rich voice caressing my ears. “I’m hiding from people who want to hurt me. If the police look into my background, they’ll notice that I don’t have a birth certificate or any other official documentation, and I’m screwed.”

      “I knew it. I knew Quoth couldn’t be your real name.”

      Quoth grinned, but there was no mirth in his eyes. That smile almost broke me – it was the smile of someone who’d forgotten what it was to be truly happy. “Thank you for what you did. Morrie shouldn’t have asked for you to lie for me, but it may have saved my life.”

      “You can pay me back by not being a murderer,” I said. “And also by kicking Morrie’s arse.”

      “My pleasure.” Quoth bowed.

      “He’d never dare, not when he knows I was helping him out. Even if the police knew about Quoth, they’d still be looking at you, Mina. And not because you’re hot as sin,” Morrie drawled. From his chair behind the desk, Heathcliff groaned.

      “I get it. I’m a suspect because Ashley and I fell out and she showed up in my place of employment.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “But why was she here?”

      “That’s what we’ve got to figure out if we’re going to solve this murder. Does Ashley have any enemies?”

      “The cops asked me this. I don’t think so, except me.” I slumped back in the chair. “I mean, she could be selfish and self-obsessed, so it’s likely she crossed a few people in the industry, but she’s still too small fry for anyone to bother with. She was trying to become a social media influencer, so maybe she pissed off some Instagram celebrity and this is all about an internet feud.”

      “A social Insta-what?” Heathcliff tapped his pen against a legal pad filled with scribbled notes.

      “A social influencer. It’s when companies pay you money to take selfies of yourself with their products and post them on the internet. It’s like being a corporate whore, except the pay is worse.”

      Heathcliff shot Morrie a look. “And you claim I’m missing out on life by not using the internet.”

      “Admittedly, Mina isn’t helping sell the concept.” Morrie tapped away on his phone. “We can have a look through her social media accounts, see if anything leaps out. What about the homeless man, Erin wossisname?”

      “Earl Larson. He’s harmless,” Heathcliff said.

      “Now, now, everyone is a suspect where our Mina is concerned.” Morrie added his name to the legal pad. “I think he’s our best lead, especially given the smell and the stolen money. Mina said he was sheltering under the eaves when she arrived last night, before the storm got really bad. But none of us saw him out there after the murder. If he moved that book, it means he came in the shop last night. It could be an opportunistic killing. Now, as for the knife… Jo sent in her report this morning.”

      “Isn’t that information supposed to be kept confidential?”

      “Sure is.” Morrie pulled out his phone, “Now, this knife is a bit unusual. It’s an odd shape, almost like an ancient blade from the Middle East, and the handle has these elaborate carvings, but it’s modern. Jo says she can’t identify it as a replica, but she’s taking it to an ancient weapons expert.”

      “Jo just sent information about an active murder investigation to a friend of the chief suspect?” I can’t believe it. Jo seemed so dedicated to her job.

      “No, no. Jo is way too moralistic for that. I hacked her phone, obviously. Do you know anything about this knife?”

      I peered at the picture, surprised that I recognized the blade. “Yeah. Marcus Ribald did a collection two years ago that was all about the Persian Empire. He had these knives made to go in the goodie bags at the premiere.”

      “So only people who attended that show would have got these knives?”

      “Yeah, as well as everyone in the office, but half of them would’ve gone straight home and stuck them on eBay.” I shrugged. “The little known secret about fashion people is that they’ll all up to their eyeballs in credit card debt to finance their wardrobes. If other people can’t see you wear it, there’s no point in owning it. Ashley and I sold our blades the following week. They paid for three months of rent and partying. I doubt you could figure out who owns that knife now.”

      “Still, it’s another connection to the fashion industry, so that’s a start.” Morrie jotted that down. “I can start with the knife and the eBay sales. Quoth, can you head over to the police station, see if you can find out anything else?”

      “Sure.” Quoth stood up and jogged upstairs.

      Morrie peered through the blackout windows at the growing crowd outside. “You are going to sell so many books today. Maybe we’ll be able to eat something other than tinned beans or takeaways this week.”

      “He doesn’t even want to open today,” I complained.

      “They’re not here to buy books,” Heathcliff grumbled, flinging the legal pad into a drawer and pulling over his ledger.

      “Then make it impossible for them not to. Move the thrillers and true crime books onto the sociology shelves, and let them at it.” Morrie clapped his hand on Heathcliff’s shoulder.

      “That’s actually brilliant.” I said. “I could start—”

      “The books stay where they are,” Heathcliff growled. “And if I’m being forced to open the shop, you’re not going to be here when those biddies come in. Go upstairs and hide. Quoth will light the fire for you and you can read books and drink all the tea until the shop closes.”

      “What, just hang out in your private space, putting my girl germs all over your precious stuff?” I grinned and wiggled my arse at him. “I’m going to mess up the arse-groove in your chair so bad.”

      “Don’t you dare sit in that chair,” Heathcliff snapped. “That was a one-time privilege.”

      “It’s going to be too weird sitting up there while you guys are down here working. Can’t I at least have something to do?” I reached for the ledger. “I know, let me balance the books.”

      “Hands off.” Heathcliff yanked the ledger away.

      “Quoth will keep you company. He can go to the police station later on,” Morrie suggested.

      “He can guard my chair from interlopers, is what he can do,” Heathcliff growled.

      “See, you’re not really selling it to me.” I liked Quoth more than I did yesterday, but he was still a weirdo who watched me from the shadows. I wasn’t sure I wanted to spend the day trying to make small-talk with him while Heathcliff and Morrie dealt with the chaos downstairs. On the other hand, one should always take the opportunity to get paid for reading and drinking tea.

      I sighed. “I’ll go up, provided you pay me time-and-a-half.”

      “You drive a hard bargain, woman.”

      “Thanks. I learned from my mother.” I grabbed a copy of Wuthering Heights from the shelf, making sure Heathcliff saw the title when I went past him, and climbed the stairs to their apartment.

      I told myself I wouldn’t snoop around when I got to the first floor landing. Of course, I snooped. Last night the SOCO team rolled up the rugs and took them away. Dark squares on the floorboards showed the marks of years of wear. There was still a faint aroma of chemicals in the air.

      Ashley’s dead.

      My eyes prickled with tears I didn’t want to cry. What Ashley did to me had changed the way I felt about her, but now she was gone all I could recall were all the crazy adventures we’d had as rebellious punk rock teens. I replayed our last conversation over and over in my head. Maybe she was trying to reach out? I’d pushed her away. Maybe she saw me come into the shop last night and followed me to try and talk again, and that homeless man jumped out and attacked her?

      Maybe in some crazy way, I was responsible for her death.

      Memories flooded me – Ashley and I thrashing about in the mosh pit in a London club. The two of us showing up at our school formal in dresses made out of PVC, fishnet, and safety pins. Ashley and I celebrating our acceptance to fashion school by getting matching skull and rose tattoos on our lower backs.

      Tears rolled down my cheeks. I wiped them away, but more replaced them. The tears washed away the numbness that had clung to me since last night, leaving my body raw with grief. I cupped my broken eyes and wept for Ashley, for the friend who had lifted me out of my darkest times as a teenager and taught me not to give a fuck what anyone thought.

      Floorboards creaked downstairs as Heathcliff and Morrie moved around. Upstairs, all was silent. Quoth hadn’t come down to go out to the police station, although I don’t know why Morrie thought they’d tell him anything, or why if we were trying to protect Quoth he was going to the police station at all.

      It doesn’t make any sense.

      Of course it didn’t make sense, because they weren’t telling me the whole truth. I didn’t need Morrie’s superior intellect to figure that out.

      I need to talk to Quoth.

      I tore my gaze from that bare patch of floor and bolted up the stairs. The door to the flat was open, the living room empty. Morrie’s computer beeped an odd rhythm. Numbers and random strings of characters streamed down the screen. I peered into the kitchen, and quickly retracted my head. That room needed crime scene tape. “Quoth?” I called out.

      No answer.

      “I need to talk to you. I’m not buying this blood phobia story.” I stepped into the hallway, squinting to resolve the dark paneled walls covered with even more artwork and a set of narrow servant’s steps sweeping up toward the attic. I peered into the first room. It was impossibly neat – the bed made with hospital corners, a metal clothes rack beside the window holding an identical row of pinstriped suits, damask waistcoats, and crisp white shirts. Six pairs of shiny brogue shoes were lined up on the edge of the blanket box, upon which sat a turntable and a sound board. A set of leather belts with extra silver attachments hung from a hook beside the bed.

      I picked up one, noticing the silver attachment buckled a wrist-sized loop. “Argh!” I dropped the thing and wiped my hand on my jeans. Those aren’t belts…

      It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to deduce this was Morrie’s room, and that I now knew way more than I needed to about the guy. I backed out without touching anything else. The next door was closed. I pushed it open just wide enough to see it was a bathroom. Then the smell hit me and I slammed it shut again. I guess Morrie’s fastidiousness doesn’t extend to communal spaces like the bathroom and kitchen. At least I knew my boys were somewhat normal.

      Why am I thinking of them as mine? I’ve only known them for three days, and one of those days they asked me to lie to the police and they might very well be lying to me now. Don’t get attached to them just because they’re hot and they were nice after I spilled my guts. I should know by now what happens when I think I can trust someone.

      “Quoth!” I yelled, pushing open the next door. The contents of this room consisted of a mountain of clothes, books, and stale takeout containers that might hide a bed or furniture or the weapons of mass destruction. A unique and distinctly Heathcliff musk hit my nostrils – leather and peat and stale cigarettes mingled with damp laundry and rotting food. I held my nose and backed out. If Quoth was buried under that pile, he was a goner.

      By Isis, guys are pigs.

      I headed toward the final door at the end of the hall. I knocked. “Quoth? I know you’re in there. If you’re wanking, can I get a grunt of acknowledgement?”

      Nothing.

      “Why does Morrie want you to go to the police station if you’re supposed to be laying low? What is it you’re not telling me? You listened to me spill my guts last night. I demand equal treatment. Quoth?”

      Still no reply.

      “Quoth, seriously, say something or I’m opening this door right now.”

      The hairs on my neck prickled. The silence in the flat turned ominous. It was too quiet.

      Someone broke into the shop last night and killed Ashley. We assumed they slipped out after doing the deed, but what if they’d been hiding in the shop this whole time? What if they’re behind the sofa downstairs or crouching in the corner of the Children’s Books room, just waiting for the chance to sneak out and pick us all off?

      Or what if Quoth is standing behind me with a machete and an evil glint in his weird eyes?

      The creeping sensation shot up my neck. I whirled around, but there was no one in the hallway. I froze, listening hard for the sound of movement, but all I could hear was the faint sounds of people banging on the front door and Heathcliff yelling.

      No. I don’t deserve to feel scared like this. I’m getting answers.

      I turned back to the door. “That’s it. I’m coming in.”

      I shoved my shoulder against the door and yanked the knob. The door flew open. I tripped over the rug and stumbled into the room.

      “What?”

      I wasn’t looking at a guy’s room, but an entire suite. An enormous, elaborately-carved four-poster bed dominated the space, hung with thick curtains but unmade, the bare mattress covered in a layer of dust. In an alcove in front of the window were arranged chairs and coffee tables and a liquor cabinet, all covered in white sheets streaked with grime. On the other side of the bed were three doors. I opened one to find a massive closet – twin banks of ornate racks and shelving units flanking a floor-length gilt mirror. In the dusty glass my reflection appeared in mottled sepia like an old photograph, the edges fading into a pinhole, the way my vision faded away.

      Imagine having a room like this. I pictured the racks full of my clothes, the shelves bursting with bright-colored Doc Martins and Vivienne Westwood dresses. When I was a famous fashion designer I’d be featured in my double-page Vanity Fair spread photographed inside this closet…

      Except that you’ll never be a fashion designer.

      The thought slammed into me, jolting me back to reality. The whole reason I was standing in this room in the first place was because I’d had to give up the one thing I loved. And I hated Marcus Ribald for not hiring me when I deserved that position, and I hated the industry for not being open to me anymore, and I hated Ashley for spilling my secret, but I also kind of hated myself for giving up.

      But what other option did I have?

      I backed out of the closet and slammed the door, then tried the next. The second door opened into the most incredible bathroom I’d ever seen. A hexagonal-shaped room in the southwestern turret housed an old fashioned porcelain toilet and sink. The stained glass window that covered one whole wall allowed light to filter down onto the copper bath that took pride of place in the center of the room.

      Wait a second… it’s not a hexagon.

      What appeared to be a hexagonal turret from Butcher Street was actually three sides of a five-sided room. Standing here in the bathroom, the angles were completely obvious. It almost looked like it was designed as a Victorian illusion, the way they liked to add secret compartments in their bookshelves and hidden drawers in their desks.

      But why disguise a five-sided room? And why go to so much effort to create the room in the first place? It didn’t take my designer’s eye to see that it wasn’t as balanced or aesthetically pleasing as a hexagon would be. It also made it difficult to fit furniture into the space.

      I stood beside the window and looked down at the circle of gossips converging outside the bookshop. Instead of dispersing, the crowd had grown even larger, and I could see a couple wearing jackets from the local television station with heavy cameras and mic equipment. Great. I’m sure they’re getting a totally true and unbiased account from the neighborhood busybodies.

      I backed away from the window before anyone saw me, and tried the third door. It revealed a small drawing room, complete with fireplace and ornate oak desk. This was probably where the lady of the house wrote her letters.

      I sneezed into my hand as dust swirled in the air around me. No one was sleeping in this room, which was completely crazy. It was by far the best room in the place. It was also the only other room on this floor. So where did Quoth sleep?

      The attic.

      After checking under the bed and behind the liquor cabinet for would-be murderers, I went out into the hall, shutting the door behind me. Whatever reason the guys had for avoiding that suite, I had a feeling they didn’t want me snooping. Besides, all it had given me was more questions. Right now, I needed answers.

      I took the stairs two at a time, gripping the wall to steady myself. At the top was a narrow hall leading to two low doors where once the house’s servants would have slept. I could see the mechanisms for a call bell still hanging on the wall behind me.

      “Quoth, are you in there? Come on, this isn’t funny—”

      Flittering sounds issued from behind the left-hand door. I inched toward it and knocked.

      “Don’t come in,” a voice croaked. I swung the heavy door inward. Too late, you wanker. You had your chance. I’m coming in and I don’t care if you’re naked with your dick in your hand—

      The door banged against the wall behind it, revealing a scene that turned my blood to ice.

      Artwork filled the tiny room – canvases stacked on top of each other and stuck at odd angles all over the walls. Mostly abstracted shapes and forms, but some realism, too – landscapes as seen from the sky or through the branches of trees. The bold colors assailed my eyes, already used to the dimness of the shop.

      In the midst of that bold color, Quoth crouched on the edge of a narrow brass bed, completely naked. Beside the bed, a stack of books reached nearly to the ceiling – all true crime stories or volumes with titles like Death Culture in America and Egyptian Funerary Ritual. But that wasn’t what dried my breath on my tongue.

      Black feathers stuck from Quoth’s skin, their tips shrinking as they retracted into his body. A spindly frill around his neck made it appear as if he wore a sixteenth-century ruff. His fingers gripped the bed frame, their tips curled into sharp talons that smoothed over into fingers before my eyes. Black-feathered spines protruded from his elbows and wrists, forming enormous wings that crashed against the walls as they shrunk into his elbows.

      How is this possible?

      Where his mouth and nose should have been, a long black beak protruded from his face. It shrunk back as I stared in gape-mouthed horror, flattening and smoothing out and becoming Quoth’s alabaster skin and sharp cheekbones. Round bird eyes closed and opened as lids formed and Quoth – the human Quoth – stared back at me in horror.

      I froze in place, watching a horrid transformation play out in reverse. In that moment, everything fell into place. The secrets they kept, the lies I’d been asked to tell. I understood what I was watching, but I didn’t comprehend it.

      Quoth was the raven.
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      We both froze, staring at each other. A wordless conversation played out in the heated air between us. Accusal, denial, disbelief, indignation, horror, acceptance.

      Quoth was the first to break our stalemate.

      “I can explain,” he said.

      I clung to the doorframe, the only thing holding me upright. “I’d appreciate it.”

      “Can I put some pants on first?”

      “I’d appreciate that, too.”

      Quoth hopped down from the bed and crossed the room to a small chest of drawers decoupaged with scenes from nature and birds in flight. I knew I should look away, but I was afraid of what might happen to me if I did, so I kept my eyes trained on his body. I noticed the ripple of his muscles as I searched his naked skin for the signs of the feathers and beak and bird bones I’d seen only a few moments ago. Quoth was thinner than both Morrie and Heathcliff, but he was still toned and taut. Between his legs swung a cock that even flaccid was impressive.

      He pulled on a pair of boxer shorts and skinny black jeans, then picked up his phone and tapped the screen.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded.

      “Texting Morrie. The others have to know what you know.”

      I didn’t like the ominous tone in his voice. “Why?”

      “We assumed it was only a matter of time until you figured it out. We discussed it. We figured we could trust you. But we thought we had more time. And not even Morrie could predict this bloody murder messing everything up.”

      Footsteps clattered up the stairs. A moment later, Morrie’s head popped around the door. “Well done, gorgeous. You deduced our secret.”

      “It was hardly a deduction. I walked in and Quoth was all feathery.”

      Morrie offered me a hand. I took it, and let him help me down the steep staircase. Quoth followed behind us at a distance, which I appreciated, since I didn’t want him anywhere near me.

      Heathcliff slumped in his chair by the fire, a cigarette jammed between his teeth. Grimalkin curled in his lap, staring at me with wary eyes. Someone had pulled over another chair so it faced Heathcliff. I recognized the design from the suite in the mystery bedroom.

      “You’re a right nuisance, you know that?” Heathcliff growled, nudging the chair toward me with his boot. “You’re nosier than Morrie’s last boyfriend, and he was a detective of sorts.”

      Morrie had a boyfriend. I felt a flash of disappointment, but not surprise. My memory flashed to the leather straps hanging beside Morrie’s bed. I stored that nugget of information away to process properly later. Right now, I needed to know about the feathers. I sank into the chair, gripping the curled arms.

      “Quoth, fetch the tea!” Heathcliff barked.

      “Three days,” Quoth muttered as he headed off to the kitchen. “I couldn’t even get three days.”

      “I don’t need tea,” I said. “I need answers. Feathers stuck out of Quoth’s skin. He had a beak. And then they just got sucked inside his body.”

      “You may have spent four years in America, but you’re British at heart. You need tea.” Morrie pulled over his computer chair and folded his willowy frame into it. He steepled his fingers together like some cartoon super-villain, and watched me with those icicle eyes.

      We waited in silence while the kettle boiled. My stomach churned with a mess of feelings – fear, suspicion, indignation, anger. The scream of the kettle rattled around my skull. A few moments later, Quoth appeared in the doorway, a tray balanced in his hands. Morrie reached up and collected his cup. Quoth held the tray out to Heathcliff, who grabbed a cup and raised it to his lips. That left one for me.

      I took the hot cup and held it in my hands, but I didn’t trust myself to raise it to my lips without spilling, so I just rested it on the arm of the chair. Quoth had put too much milk in it, anyway.

      “I’ve got my tea now. Start talking. Why is Quoth a… a shapeshifter?” The word should only be used in silly paranormal romance books. It should not be a word I spoke aloud to my new friends.

      Morrie leaned forward. “You know how you joked about our names, how ridiculous it was that he was Heathcliff and I was James Moriarty, and I know you thought Quoth was an odd name, too.”

      “It is an odd name.”

      “Our parents weren’t strange librarians who named us after characters from literature. We are those characters.” Morrie pointed to his chest. “I am James Moriarty, mathematician and master criminal, and arch nemesis of Sherlock Holmes. He is Heathcliff, spurned orphan and beloved of Cathy of Wuthering Heights. This here is Edgar Allen Poe’s raven, the one who perched upon a chamber door. We don’t know how we got here or why, but we’re definitely not supposed to exist in your world.”
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      I snorted. “Right. Come off it. You said you were going to tell me the truth. I don’t want any more stories, especially not one this bloody stupid.”

      “It is a story, Mina,” Heathcliff said. “We are the stories. Think about it. Why else does Morrie seem completely unperturbed about his employer losing millions of quid overnight?”

      Quoth gave me an apologetic look from the doorway. “Why else would feathers poke out of my skin, and you’ve never seen me and the raven in the same room together?”

      “Why else is Heathcliff such a prick?” Morrie tossed in.

      “But… but that’s impossible!” I cried.

      “Agreed,” said Morrie. “I’ve been running computer simulations ever since I arrived here, trying to find an answer for how it happened. My conclusions have all been the same – we shouldn’t be here. And yet, here we are.”

      “But… how?”

      “We don’t know,” Morrie shrugged. “I’ve directed a considerable amount of energy toward solving the puzzle of it, but so far to no avail. All I can tell you is that the most likely responsible party is Nevermore Bookshop itself.”

      “How can a bookshop be responsible for this?”

      “I need a proper drink,” Heathcliff declared, slamming his empty cup down on the tray.

      Leaving my question hanging unanswered, Heathcliff dove into the kitchen and emerged with a dusty bottle of wine. He popped the cork and filled a glass, which he handed to me. He took a long, deep swig from the bottle.

      “None of us remember how we got here,” he said, between gulps. “Last I recall, I alighted from Wuthering Heights in a state of great agitation after overhearing Cathy planned to wed Linton. I’d stolen a bottle of Hindley’s finest whisky and I took this medicine as I ran, for I had lost myself to the futility of love. I stormed across the moors until the drink purged the rage from my bones, and I passed out in a puddle. I woke up on the floor in front of the Classic Literature section. Mr. Simson collected me and gave me some magical elixir to sober me up—”

      “Gatorade,” Morrie supplied. “I keep telling you it’s not magical. You can buy it at the market for two quid.”

      “Shut up for a moment,” Heathcliff swigged another gulp of wine. “Mr. Simson explained that the shop was cursed, and that he’d been expecting me for some time.”

      “He … what?” I slumped down in Heathcliff’s chair, pressing my fingers to my temple.

      “He said a few years after he purchased the building from its previous owner, the greek poet Sappho appeared on the shop floor, same as I was lying there now. He said he’d had a few others over the years, always from the Classical Literature shelves. He saw it his duty to help them find their way in the world as best he was able. He found Sappho a post as a weathergirl. Lady Macbeth runs a chippie up in Glasgow. Pip from Great Expectations is a council planner in London, if you can believe it.”

      I snorted.

      “Mr. Simson said that’s why he kept the bookshop all these years. He needed to help them. He didn’t think anyone else would. And he wanted to figure out why we kept showing up. He wanted to break the curse before the shop brought back some truly heinous villain.” Heathcliff shot a look at Morrie, who grinned angelically. “That’s why he started Nevermore’s occult collection.”

      “I’ve seen the occult shelves, behind the pet books,” I said. “It’s not exactly impressive. Just a bunch of flat earth conspiracies and new age rubbish.”

      “You have seen the dime-a-dozen tarot books we leave on the shelves for the plebs,” Morrie said. “Mr. Simson kept all the real occult books locked away under protection. He believed that in one of these books he’d find the secret of the shop’s magic.”

      “Wait a second,” I stared at Heathcliff, starting to comprehend. “If I believe this story, which I’m not saying I do, you were pulled from your story as you left Wuthering Heights? You never came back?”

      Heathcliff never became the cruel, twisted figure who haunted Wuthering Heights. He never went wherever he went in those mysterious three years that turned his heart to ice.

      “And you?” I swirled to meet Morrie. James Moriarty, one of the more iconic villains in Victorian literature. “You never met Sherlock Holmes at Reichenbach Falls?”

      Morrie shook his head. “I found myself placed in such a position through Holmes’ continual persecution that I was in danger of losing my liberty. The situation had become impossible, so I left England in my attempt to remain one step ahead of my foe. I fell asleep on the train to Geneva, and woke up here.”

      “But what about you?” I asked Quoth. He shook his head.

      “He’s different,” Heathcliff growled. “Mr. Simson never said anything about shapeshifters.”

      “I have a theory that he might be both the raven and the poem’s anonymous narrator,” Morrie said. “Somehow, they were pulled from the poem as a single unit.”

      “I remember little from my previous life.” Quoth stared at the ceiling as words tumbled out – a stream of rich, velvet vowels dripping with sadness. “This stands to reason since I came from a poem and not a book. I recall only a room filled with books and a sensation of time marching on without me, while I remained frozen in a memory that faded into nothingness, dragging some vital piece of me into the void along with it. Even now that memory haunts me, and my mind snatches at the visions as they grow ever dim. That is why I spend most of my time in my raven form.” Quoth pinched the skin on his thigh. “This human skin feels… awkward. Plus, these stupid things are a bit useless.” He flapped his arms.

      My ears buzzed. It was such a wild tale, it couldn’t possibly be true. And yet… I’d seen Quoth’s feathers retract into his skin and a beak where his mouth should be.

      “But I heard Quoth’s voice in the shop when the raven was around,” I said, my last weak protest.

      “You did,” Morrie frowned. “And that’s highly irregular. In his raven form, Quoth can communicate telepathically, but only other fictional characters have ever been able to hear him. Until you. That’s why Heathcliff gave you the job.”

      Is it? I remembered Quoth’s voice from my first meeting with Heathcliff, saying I was pretty, that I was ‘the one.’ Did he mean I was the perfect one for the job because I could hear him? He didn’t know that when he spoke.

      Or is there something else?

      “So why can I…”

      “Yet another question we’re not yet able to answer, gorgeous.” Morrie patted my leg. “Let us clear your name of this murder first, and then perhaps between the four of us we can figure out the secrets of Nevermore Bookshop.”

      “What about Grimalkin?” I asked, faintly.

      “She’s just a cat,” Heathcliff said.

      “We’re almost certain,” Morrie added.

      “Meow,” Grimalkin confirmed, stretching out across Heathcliff’s lap.

      I tipped my head back and skulled the wine, then held my glass out to Heathcliff. “You got more?”

      “You planning to drink until this seems plausible?” Heathcliff asked.

      “Damn right.”

      “A woman after my own heart.” He returned to the fridge and pulled out another bottle of cheap cheap swill. He offered some to Morrie, who shook his head, instead pulling a gold flask from a strap around his ankle and taking a deep swig. Quoth too refused, but he didn’t seem to have a hidden stash of his own.

      I accepted a full glass from Heathcliff and took another deep drink. Alcoholic warmth spread across my chest, but it did nothing to take the edge off what I’d seen and heard. “How did you all come to live here in Nevermore Bookshop together?”

      “I arrived first,” Heathcliff said, his fingers tightening around the bottle. “Mr. Simson had some contacts in London who secured me a birth certificate and passport. He said that he’d found me the perfect job, one that suited my unique skills. I thought he’d be sending me up North to be a shepherd or take tourists on hikes around the moors, but instead he handed me the keys to the shop.”

      “Why?”

      Heathcliff shrugged. “He never told me, and I never saw him again to ask. He’d cleared out his flat, closed his account down at the Argleton post office, left me with a right mess of the accounts, and all the riff raff that come from the stacks.”

      “I was the first to land in Heathcliff’s lap,” Morrie grinned. “He does love the feel of my firm cheeks on his—”

      Heathcliff growled.

      “Anyway,” Morrie grinned. “We bonded over our joint exile from the fictional world. Plus, I’m able to hack into the government records and forge birth certificates and other useful documents, so if I stuck around, he didn’t have to keep going down to London. Heathcliff likes that. It means he doesn’t have to leave the shop, and I can cook. It was six months before we had our first fictional guest – Hester Primm. We tried to live with her for a while, but she was always bringing strangers home. Heathcliff found her a nice job pulling pints at a sports bar in London. Then it was Titania—”

      “You mean, the fairy queen from A Midsummer Night’s Dream?”

      “The very same. She now manages a donkey rehabilitation center in Cornwall. And Quoth was the last. He came six months ago, and we haven’t had anyone since, which is a blessing, because living with Quoth is like having an annoying bloody baby.”

      “It is not,” Quoth said.

      Morrie ticked off points on his long fingers. “He regurgitates food. He tears up the furniture. He creates incomprehensive paintings we’re supposed to stick on the fridge and admire. He shits on the customers.”

      “Only when they quote that bloody poem,” Quoth growled, his brown eyes swiveling to Morrie. “How would you feel if you were constantly reminded of the source of all your grief?”

      “I don’t have any grief,” Morrie shot back. “Unlike some people, I’ve adjusted to my new life.”

      Although Morrie spoke with his usual easy confidence, something in the stiffening of his fingers suggested he was trying to convince himself.

      “At least you’ve got a whole bloody house of chamber doors to loom over,” Heathcliff’s quiet words dripped with menace. “I lost a part of myself, like leaving a rib in the pub bathroom—”

      “Don’t tell me what I—” Quoth’s words cut off as his lips puckered out from his face. His eyes bugged out, the sockets contorting and shifting back toward his ears as his neck snapped forward and his arms bent back.

      I screamed, shrinking back in the chair as black feathers exploded through Quoth’s skin, each one covered in a black film that drained away as the feathers unfurled and settled against each other. Quoth spread his arms and flapped, blowing papers and crumpling his clothes across the floor. His body hovered in the air for a moment as it shrunk down and folded in on itself, twisting and contorting until he’d become the raven. He circled the room three times, croaking with indignation, then settled onto the perch above the fireplace and glared down at Heathcliff.

      “This is why you can’t tell the police about Quoth,” Morrie said. “He can’t control his shifting, especially if he’s nervous or stressed or angry. If they take him down to the station and he turns into a bird, then—”

      “I get it,” I gasped, my hand against my heart, trying to press air back into my lungs. Any doubt I’d had that their ridiculous story was another lie had been shocked right out of me. “Is that also why he doesn’t have a birth certificate or a job?”

      “We decided it would be easier for Quoth to hide if he never existed in the first place,” Morrie said. The raven flew down to perch on his shoulder, nodding its head sadly.

      “So that’s Poe’s raven… and you’re really Heathcliff… and you’re James Moriarty…” The saliva dried in my throat. “You’re a criminal genius.”

      “I’ve never been tested,” Morrie said, but he couldn’t keep the pride out of his voice. “But yes, it’s probable I’m a genius.”

      “You hacked into Jo’s phone, and you got me to lie to the police, and…” realization gripped my heart with icy fists. “All that money that disappeared from your company’s accounts… you wouldn’t happen to know where it is?”

      “I might have an inkling,” Morrie took another swig from his flask. “But I lost my job before I could provide the company with my valuable insights. Luckily, I’m well equipped to weather such financial setbacks. It’s just as well, because Heathcliff rarely makes enough to cover the mortgage, so I must supply the shortfall. I do, however, have plenty leftover with which to play. Do you want a pony? I’ve always thought what this shop needs is a pony.”

      “Jesus bloody Christ,” Heathcliff skulled the rest of the wine bottle. “This place is already a bloody menagerie.”

      I sighed. “It’s cool. It’s all bloody fine. I’m working for history’s greatest antihero and hanging out with the Napoleon of Crime and a bloody rhyming bird. And yet this still isn’t the worst thing that’s happened to me this week. I just stood over my best friend’s body. Is there any chance Ashley’s death is related to this whole cursed bookshop thing?”

      Morrie and Heathcliff exchanged a glance. “It’s crossed our minds, but we can’t figure how. Is your friend Ashley some kind of vindictive warlock hellbent on yanking fictional characters from their narratives in medias res?”

      “Not that I know of.” A horrid thought occurred to me. “You don’t think some evil character appeared in the shop right as she walked in, stabbed her, and ran away, did you? It could have been Jack the Ripper or Hannibal Lecter or—”

      Heathcliff shook his head. “No. We’d know.”

      “We get a strange feeling when it happens,” Morrie said. “Some invisible force rudely thrusts a hand inside your chest cavity and jiggles your organs around. Not one of us had that feeling last night—”

      “Hey, is anyone in there?”

      Morrie froze. My heart hammered. Someone was downstairs in the shop. “I told you to leave that bookshelf in place,” Heathcliff hissed to Moriarty.

      “I did. The bastards must have moved it or come in the back way. Either way, they’re breaking in.”

      Heathcliff leapt to his feet. Grimalkin howled as she was tipped rudely to the floor. “I’ll clap them around the ears!”

      “No. I’ll deal with them.” I stood up. “They’re here to see me, anyway. I might as well give them a show.”

      I headed for the stairs. The mood Heathcliff was in, he’d bite the customer’s head off. And I… I needed to not be in the room with the three of them anymore.

      “No, Mina, don’t—” but I was already halfway down the stairs.

      “Hi, my name is Mina and I’d be happy to help—” I stopped in my tracks as I peered over the balustrade into the entrance hall below and saw who our customer was. Jo, the medical examiner.

      “Oh, hello,” she called up at me, flashing me a friendly smile that seemed out of place for a medical examiner to give a murder suspect. My heart leapt. Does that mean they cleared my name? “There’s quite a crowd outside trying to pry the front door open, so I went around back. One of the windows was loose so I just…” she mimed pushing the sash up and rolling into the shop.

      “Heathcliff isn’t opening the shop today,” I said cautiously, aware that behind that smile was the woman who had the power to send me to jail for a long time. “I’m trying to convince him it might be better to brave the gawkers, lest we end up with a riot.”

      “I say bring on the riot,” Jo said. “The last time anything exciting happened in Argleton was when Danny Evans drove his lorry into the side of the pub.”

      I laughed, remembering the incident well. Mum had been drinking in the pub that night, and she staggered across the green to where I was reading in the bookshop with glass sticking out of her leg just to tell me the story. “I was eight when that happened. Are you local, then? You look about my age, but I don’t remember you from school.”

      “I’m a couple of years older,” Jo said. “My mum died when I was six and I moved around with Dad for awhile, went to uni, then found myself back here again. Guess the old place is hard to escape, eh?”

      “It sure is. I’m sorry about your mum.”

      “I’m sorry about the dead body in your shop,” Jo said. “If it’s any consolation, I finished my examination this morning, and I don’t believe you’re the murderer.”

      “No?”

      “No. The knife had been wielded with some considerable force, which would usually rule out a female assailant. But it’s not me you have to convince, and Chief Inspector Hayes is definitely looking at you.”

      “Oh, goody. What are you doing here?”

      “Oh, right. Yes. You probably think it’s totally insane that I just broke back into a crime scene, but the truth is, I left my sweater here last night, and I was hoping I could get it. It’s my favorite one. Also… I’m heading down to London for a vitreous and enucleation course and I need something to read on the train.” Jo turned on her heel, gesturing to the shelves crammed with books. “I actually didn’t know this place existed until last night, and now I don’t know where to start.”

      “A what course?”

      “Vitreous and enucleation. Vitreous is a clear fluid between the lens and retina in your eye. I’m teaching pathology technicians how to extract it with a syringe for toxicology testing. Enucleation is removing the whole eyeball—”

      “That’s fine. I don’t need to know. Sounds like fun.” My stomach churned at the idea of it. I remembered the stack of books beside Quoth’s bed. I bet he and Jo have similar tastes. “I saw something you’d like, but I’ll have to ask where to find it. Feel free to have a look for your sweater while I run up and speak to Heathcliff.”

      I dashed back upstairs, where Heathcliff had already buried his nose in a book and Morrie was trying to convince a now human Quoth to try on a tailored vest. “It’s Jo. She climbed in a window. She’s on her way to an eyeball convention and wants to buy a book. I wondered if any of those books Quoth was reading was available for sale?”

      Quoth pulled on his second sock and straightened up. “I’ll get them for you. I’ve read them all.”

      “Thank—” But he’d already disappeared.

      “Did Jo say anything about the investigation?” Morrie asked.

      “Only that the force of the stabbing suggested a male assailant, but the Chief Inspector still considered me a suspect.”

      Quoth returned and handed me a selection of books. “These were my favorites.”

      I came back down the stairs just as Jo picked up a black hoodie from behind a bookcase. I handed her the books. “These are all true crime stories and grisly things you’ll like. This one’s on the history of poison and this is about the H. H. Holmes murders in Chicago…”

      “Hey, thanks.” Jo studied the cover of the poison book. “This looks perfect. I’ll take it.”

      “Awesome. I’ll ring it up for you.” I led her over to the counter and punched the total into the ancient till. “Just do me a favor and tell me about it when you get back. The book, not the course. I don’t want to hear anything about eyeballs and syringes, but I want to read this.”

      “Will do. Maybe we could have coffee and I could tell you all about the poison cases I’ve worked on over the years. Did you know that strychnine poisoning is often mistaken for tetanus until the postmortem toxicology reports otherwise?” Jo slapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh, I’m sorry. Is that weird? It’s totally weird, right? I don’t mean to talk your ear off about eyeballs and poisons.”

      “Just weird enough for me.” I grinned, noticing the Misfits logo on the front of her hoodie as I scribbled out her receipt. Heathcliff still kept handwritten records because he was a crazy person who seemed determined to remain stuck in the imaginary time period from whence he came. “You into punk?”

      “Hell yeah. Especially stuff that’s about horror and blood and guts.” Jo dictated her number to me and I sent her a text message with a smiley face. She held up her phone with my number. “I’ve got you now. We can talk more about poison and punk when we get that coffee. And now I’m certain you can’t have written that text—”

      “What text?”

      “Oh,” Jo clapped her hands over her mouth. “I’m not supposed to say anything. You’ll be hearing about it from the police soon. But don’t worry about it – they’ll see it doesn’t match your usual diction and look elsewhere.”

      That doesn’t sound promising.

      I escorted Jo back to the window. She climbed out and sprinted around the corner, her poison book tucked under her arm. I already liked Jo. Anyone who crawled in a window because they desperately needed a book to read was okay by me. The thought of meeting her for coffee made my stomach flip with excitement. I wanted her to be my friend, but it was hard to start a friendship with a person who might end up convicting you for murder.

      As soon as Jo was out of sight, I raced back upstairs. Morrie was already at his computer, and Quoth and Heathcliff faced each other in front of the fire, a chessboard between them. Quoth had returned to his bird form, and he trotted across the board to move the pieces with his beak.

      “The police found a text on Ashley’s phone,” I exclaimed. “Jo seemed to imply it implicated me.”

      Heathcliff’s glower could freeze a volcano.

      Morrie pulled out his phone and tapped the screen. “Correct. They found a message from a burner phone, sent thirty-three minutes before we found the body. It reads, ‘Can we meet n person? It safe. No1 watchin shop.’”

      I peered over his shoulder. “Anyone who knows me knows I’d never send a text with incorrect spelling or numbers instead of words. But how did you find that text? Did they release that to the papers? What have they said about me? Did they at least get a picture where I look good?”

      “You’re not in the papers yet, gorgeous.”

      “Then where’d you get that text?”

      “The police file.”

      “But… police files aren’t public.”

      “Nope.” Morrie opened up an app on his phone, his finger paused over a large red button. “Do you want me to corrupt the file, lose all their info?”

      Given that I now knew who Morrie really was, I shouldn’t have been surprised. “No. I want them to catch Ashley’s killer, and besides, that’ll be even more suspicious. We have to wait and hope they don’t bollocks it all up. But that text means Ashley didn’t just follow me in here. Someone wanted her to come. But why? Who would be meeting Ashley?”
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      After a couple of hours, when they realized we weren’t going to open the shop to allow them their gleeful rubbernecking, the gossips dispersed and Mrs. Ellis returned to her flat. Heathcliff, Quoth, and I drank the shop out of tea and held a chess tournament. Heathcliff refused to let Morrie play, (“He cheats.” “I do not. I simply predict the outcome of the game based on known tells and probability.” “Same bloody thing.”) so he sat on his phone and hacked more police files. We tossed around theories about Ashley’s murder and what she might’ve been involved in, but none of them rang true.

      The thing was, I didn’t know what was going on in Ashley’s life. Not really. Even though we lived together in New York City, we’d been growing apart even since our internship started. She’d made friends with a bunch of fashion influencers from old American money. She’d go out drinking after work and I’d stay at the studio finishing details for the next day’s shoot. When Ashley wasn’t partying on her friends’ yachts, she fiddled with her Instagram account, taking pictures, answering comments, and nebulous ‘networking.’ Companies had even started sending her free makeup and clothing. Ashley’s Instagram read like a comic strip for the dream life I’d always imagined back in Argleton – pictures of the two of us smiling in front of the office, on the red carpet, or front row at Fashion Week. But behind those smiles was a tension pulling us apart. I didn’t know Ashley at all anymore.

      But I knew someone who might.

      I left Nevermore by the back entrance and slipped through the narrow lane at the back of the shop onto Donahue Road, where a tiny cottage covered in wisteria sat at the end of the row. I leaned against the white gate and sucked in deep breaths, letting the scent of wisteria and roses wash over me, carrying memories like leaves tossed on the breeze. Ashley and I sitting on the porch swing, smoking ciggies and drinking rum and Coke and talking about boys we liked. Me standing beside the gate every morning before school waiting for Ashley to come out, swinging her backpack and bitching about her mother. Ashley and I helping her younger sisters make a fairy garden by the front step, sculpting tiny doors and toadstools out of modeling clay to hide amongst the flowers, and stringing fairy lights around the balustrade. My throat closed as I noticed the lights sagging around the iron railing.

      I pushed open the gate. The garden enveloped me as I alighted the well-worn cobbles that I’d walked so many times before. I avoided looking down at the fairy garden, knowing it would cause tears to spill over. I stepped onto the porch, and knocked on the door.

      Nothing stirred inside the house. I waited, my heart in my throat. Maybe she’s not home. Maybe…

      The door flung open. Ashley’s mother stood in the frame, her usually tidy salt-and-pepper hair sticking out at all angles, her immaculate clothes rumpled, her broken heart splattered across her face.

      “Oh, Mina!” She flung her arms around me, enveloping me in her warmth. I sank into her – this woman who fed me after school snacks and fixed my hair for the school formal and who never once forced me to drink a green tea, asparagus, and cayenne pepper smoothie – wishing I could give her what she needed. But I couldn’t give her Ashley back.

      “Hey, auntie Helen.” I mumbled into her shirt. “I’m so sorry about Ashley.”

      “Poor dear, I know you are,” she whispered back. “The police said you found her body. I didn’t even know you were back in town. Ashley was always so grateful you went with her to New York. You girls were such good friends.”

      I didn’t go to New York with Ashley – she went to New York with me! Of course she’d try to co-opt my dream as her own, and make everything about her…

      I pushed aside the ugly thought and focused on what Helen’s words revealed to me. So Ashley hadn’t told her about our falling out. Good, that’d make this easier.

      “I came by to see if I could do anything, if I could help you. I just…” I shook my head. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Me neither, sweetie.” Helen pulled back and held the door open. “Please, come in.”

      I entered the cottage. Familiar, comforting smells washed over me. I’d spent so much time in this house as a teenager, eating Sunday roasts and putting on makeup and dancing around the living room to Rancid. Ashley had two younger sisters, and her house was the exact opposite of mine – warm and suburban and filled with toys and name-brand snacks and artwork on the walls and furniture that didn’t come off the side of the road and money in the budget for fun things. I couldn’t quite see into the corners anymore but I knew they were packed high with toys and board games and box-sets.

      “Do you want some pie?” Helen waved her arm toward the kitchen counter, which sagged under the weight of Pyrex dishes and casseroles. “The neighbors keep bringing food over, as if I can’t cook for myself.”

      “Um… sure.” I didn’t, but I knew from my own grief over my eyes that doing something helped you get through the day. Helen loved playing the hostess, and her body remembered the motions even though her heart was numb. She bustled around the kitchen, wiping off a plate and lifting the lids of various dishes.

      “Have the police been around?” I asked, leaning down to sift through the totes and purses hanging over the clothes pegs in the hall. Is there anything of Ashley’s here?

      “Oh yes. They asked me all sorts of questions. Why did Ashley come home from New York? Who was she going around with? Did anyone have a grudge against her or did she mention being afraid of anyone? As if my Ashley would have enemies.” Helen gulped back a sob. “She was so happy in New York, and she just got that wonderful job.”

      “Yes, she was very lucky,” I said, struggling to keep the venom out of my voice.

      “I just don’t understand it.” Helen slammed the refrigerator door hard enough to rattle the shelves. “Ashley should be in New York right now, living her dreams, not lying in the morgue, murdered. Do you know why she came home? She told me that designer chap went on some kind of retreat, but she seemed… off. I didn’t ask her. I should have asked her.”

      “Shhhh.” I dropped the tote I was riffling through and rushed to the kitchen to embrace Helen. “It’s not your fault. We don’t know what happened.”

      She looked at me through tear-stained fingers. “I’m so sorry to be exploding all over you like this. I just… what was she even doing in that filthy bookshop? No one in the village trusts the gypsy who owns it. Foul-mouthed, drunken creature. I bet he—”

      “Mr. Earnshaw may be a little rough around the edges,” I said, squeezing her a little harder than I intended. “But he’s not responsible for this. He has an alibi. I promise you I’m going to do everything I can to find out who did this. Speaking of which, I was also wondering, did Ashley have any luggage with her? We were working on a project together and I wanted to finish it before the funeral, to honor her.”

      “Of course. I think Ashley would love that. Her backpack is on the end of the sofa.” Helen turned back to the bench, wiping her eyes with her sleeve. “I’m getting you some toad-in-the-hole, too.”

      “That’s lovely, thanks.” I fumbled down the edge of the sofa and pulled out Ashley’s beautiful Hermes traveling case. I unzipped it and riffled through the stacks of clothing and makeup, hunting for anything that might give me a clue as to why she’d really come home. The police had her Birkin bag, but oddly enough she wasn’t carrying her wallet with her. I found it in the hidden pocket inside the case. I flipped it open, but there was nothing of interest in there – just a wad of crunched up US dollars, her business cards – ‘Ashley Greer – fashion influencer’ – and a note from Marcus Ribald written on a black-rimmed Post-it. ‘You’re my star, Ashley! You’re the only one I trust.’”

      Fire flared in my veins. He was supposed to trust me.

      “Did you notice Ashley wearing a diamond ring?” I asked Helen as I rifled through the pocket.

      “The police asked me about a ring,” Helen called back, clattering dishes. “I’ve never seen it before, and it wasn’t exactly her taste.”

      “Yeah. It’s probably a freebie from a fashion event. We’re always being given random stuff.”

      Behind the wallet was a thick envelope and a stack of paper – thick stock, the kind we used in the office for fashion drawings. I held the paper up, but the light in Emma’s living room was too dim for me to make out what was drawn on them. I shoved the sheets and envelope into my pocket just as Helen emerged from the kitchen, carrying two plates heaped with food.

      I stared at the plate in horror. She’d mixed every possible food type together – toad-in-the-hole, an enormous slab of lasagne, two slices of pizza, some kind of fishy-smelling taco. On the side was a slice of blueberry pie, gravy leaking over it.

      “That’s… quite some feast, auntie Helen.”

      “Oh,” Helen stared down at the plate as though she was seeing it for the first time. “I’m sorry, I guess I got carried away. Please, just eat what you want and leave the rest. Oh, and here, someone gave me this bag of caramels and I don’t want the girls to eat them all after I just paid for their braces. Take them, please. Share them with your mum.”

      I shoved the caramels into my back pocket, where they sat against the papers. Helen took a tentative slice off the edge of the lasagne. “I just can’t believe someone would do this to my Ashley. She never did anything to hurt anyone.”

      Not entirely true. I thought of Ashley’s smug face as I passed her in the hall outside Marcus’ office, and the way she’d make snide comments about other girls’ outfits whenever she met someone more powerful than her, and even the way she used to torture poor Darren in secondary school. “Have the police told you anything?” I asked. “Do they have any leads?”

      “They said they’re narrowing in on a suspect, but they won’t tell me any more than that.” Helen stared at her plate, moving the vegetables around with her fork, but not raising it to her lips. “They’ve been asking lots of questions about Ashley’s time in New York, about her friends, even about you, can you imagine? My daughter is lying on a metal slab, and they’re wasting time looking into her best friend.”

      “Right, yes, well, they’re just doing their jobs.” I squirmed in my seat, Ashley’s papers burning a hole in my pocket. “And I did find her, so they have to look at me. I’m sure it’s just routine.”

      Just routine. As much as I tried to tell myself that, and that Jo was right and this text they found might exonerate me, I had a chill in my spine that said this nightmare was only just beginning.

      I sat with Helen for another couple of hours until the girls came home from their grandmothers. As soon as the house was a screaming mess again, I left. Helen needed to be with her family.

      I passed by the bookshop. It was now past closing and the front door remained locked. I noticed the lights on in the upstairs windows. Something twisted in my gut. I didn’t want to go home to Mum and her wobbling stomach. Not tonight, not yet. I wanted to show the guys what I found.

      I banged my fist against the door, then realized there was no way they’d hear me from upstairs, especially if Morrie had his gaming headphones on and Heathcliff was determined to ignore the outside world. I pulled out one of Helen’s caramels from my pocket and tossed it at the upstairs window.

      After a second caramel hit the glass, the window slid open and a shadow appeared over the ledge. “Who’s there?” A voice called. Quoth. “Who’s rapping at our chamber door?”

      “It’s Mina. Can you let me in?”

      “Sure. As long as you stop wasting perfectly good caramels.”

      Quoth let me in through the back door. Once upstairs, I found the guys exactly where I expected them to be – Heathcliff by the fire, Grimalkin curled up in his lap and a book draped over the chair arm. Morrie at his computer. Quoth retreating into the shadows.

      “I just visited Ashley’s mum.” I flopped down into the chair across from Heathcliff and tossed the caramels onto the table beside him. “I found something hidden in her suitcase. Want to see?”

      That got a reaction. Morrie shot across the room like I’d offered a foot massage. Heathcliff leaned forward in his chair, tipping Grimalkin onto the floor where she glared indignantly at her master before leaning over to lick her arsehole. Quoth slipped from the shadows and draped himself over the back of Heathcliff’s chair, his black hair spilling in a luminous waterfall over his face.

      There was a standing lamp on a long arm beside my chair that hadn’t been there earlier. I pulled it across so it shone on my lap, and spread the pages underneath the circle of light. They were fashion sketches – women with impossibly long legs and nipped-in waists adorned with frou-frou layered skirts shot with leather details, leather jackets with high collars and lace inserts, and high-necked blouses with PVC cuffs – an ingenious mix of Victorian mourning and rock’n’roll chic.

      Are these Ashley’s drawings? She’d never shown them to me before. I held each page up to my face and inspected the lines. No, not Ashley’s. For one thing, they were amazing. The structure of the garments, the level of detail… they read more like a professional designer than a first-year intern. But something about them did seem familiar…

      “They’re just drawings of really naff clothes.” Morrie held up the lace and leather jacket beside Quoth’s face. “Hey mate, this looks like your style.”

      “These are Marcus Ribald’s designs, I’m sure of it. But I’ve never seen these pieces before.” I squinted at the tiny scribble in the corner – yup, there was Marcus’ signature. There was some writing beside it, too small for me to make out. I passed the drawing to Heathcliff. “Can you read that?”

      Quoth snatched it from Heathcliff’s hands. “It says Couture, PFW.”

      I sucked in a breath. “This is Marcus’ upcoming collection for Paris Fashion Week. No way would he ever let these drawings out of his sight, let alone out of the studio. We all have to sign a non-disclosure agreement when we start work for him to keep concept drawings secret from his competitors. Marcus would never let one of us carry them around like this. He was too worried about—” I clamped my hand over my mouth.

      “What is it, gorgeous?” Morrie leaned forward, an evil grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Did you just figure out your friend was selling these to the highest bidder?”

      No way. No way would Ashley sell Marcus’ designs. She worshipped Marcus just as much as I did, and if she got caught her fashion career would be over. She wouldn’t blow her chances by…

      Holy Isis.

      Last year, rival designer Holly Santiago previewed a crimson coat with Persian embroidery on the runway a few weeks before Marcus released his Empire collection. Commentators dragged Marcus through the tabloids over the similarities, calling him a copycat and unoriginal for his take on the coat. Marcus was pissed about it, convinced someone in the office had stolen his design and sold it to Holly. But I’d reassured him it was just a coincidence. After all, Marcus couldn’t have been the only one to think of combining ancient Persian culture with high fashion.

      That same week, Ashley was showing off a brand new Louis Vuitton bag… she said the company gifted it to her because of her Instagram following, but that was an expensive bag to just be giving away to someone who was a virtual nobody… and now Ashley had been killed with a knife from that very show and here were drawings for a never-before-released Marcus Ribald collection in her purse…

      At the bottom of the stack was the white envelope. Ashley’s name was written across the front in a scrawled print I didn’t recognize. There was tape on the corners of the envelope, and some paper had been pulled off when the tape was ripped away. It looked a little like the page in a book, but it was hard to be sure.

      I slipped my finger under the tape holding it shut, and pulled out a stack of hundred-quid notes.
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      I stared at all that money in my hands.

      It’s true.

      Ashley was selling Marcus Ribald’s upcoming designs to another designer, probably Holly Santiago. Either that, or Marcus Ribald had given her one hell of a bonus.

      That might explain why Ashley came back to Britain, but it still didn’t explain how she ended up dead in the shop.

      “The text message,” I whispered. “Maybe Ashley was meeting someone in the shop to exchange the drawings. But why would she meet here—”

      “When she came in during the day, you said she was acting weird?” Morrie asked.

      “Well, Ashley being in a bookshop is weird. The only time she ever came in here was when she hung out with me. She used to say it was so depressing and lonely.”

      “Maybe that’s what made her think of it as a good place for the exchange. But why would she come in here beforehand and…” Morrie clicked his fingers. “I’ve solved it. I’m a genius. Follow me.”

      “Do I have to get out of my chair?” Heathcliff growled.

      “Yes. Come on!”

      I followed Morrie down the stairs, curious as to what he’d uncovered. He stopped in front of the Sociology shelf, right where Ashley had been standing the other day. He scanned the spines. I could practically see the cogs turning in his brain.

      “This should be easy. There’s a layer of dust on the shelves because Heathcliff is a disgusting human who never cleans. Since people don’t shop in this section the dust line is completely undisturbed. Unless someone pulled out a book recently and left a mark—Ah!” Morrie pointed to a trail across the dust, and pulled out a book. “Here’s our culprit.”

      Morrie handed the volume to me. High Fashion and the Culture of Excess, read the title. A little on-the-nose, but that was Ashley. As I flipped the book open, a brown envelope fell out of the dust jacket. I handed the book to Morrie and bent to pick it up.

      “Look at this,” Morrie held up the frontispiece, running his finger over two tears in the corners. “I’ll bet the secret code to my safe deposit box that these correspond to the paper under the tape on your other envelope.”

      “I bet you’re right. So what’s this?” The envelope was brown, different from the one in Ashley’s luggage that contained the cash. I couldn’t see any writing. I slipped my finger under the tape holding it shut, and pulled out another one of Marcus’ drawings. This one was a ballgown – panels of leather and lace fixed to a metal frame. I knew it was intended as the centerpiece of Marcus’ show.

      My hand trembled as I realized that in my hand I held the proof we needed. Ashley Greer had been killed over fashion.
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      I turned over the meaning of this discovery in my head. The money in her wallet, along with the stack of drawings. The text message about the meeting in the shop. Holly Santiago’s too-similar design and Ashley’s new purse.

      Ashley had already sold some of Marcus’ designs, and she’d been trying to sell this piece when the buyer killed her.

      “This explains everything,” I whispered. “We have to tell the police.”

      “On the contrary, this only raises more questions.” Morrie took the image from me and held it up to the light. “You’re thinking the buyer killed Ashley, yes? Perhaps so he or she could get their hands on this drawing without giving up any more cash? But then why did they not take this drawing with them?”

      He had a point. “Perhaps they were intending to, but Quoth interrupted before they could grab it.”

      “Yes, that could be the case.” Morrie fingered the spine of the book. “But if they were in such a hurry, why stop to rob the till downstairs? Unless they took the till money first… Or it was the other way around. Maybe Ashley was the one paying for drawings. Maybe this Marcus Ribald of yours can’t actually design for shit, so he’s hiring other people to create his designs for him, and they have to exchange them in secret so the fashion world doesn’t discover the truth.”

      “That’s ridiculous. I worked with Marcus for a year. I’ve seen him draw. He’s a genius. He definitely drew these.” I held up the envelope. “We should take this to the police. It would help clear my name.”

      “Wrong move, gorgeous,” Morrie swiped the envelope from my hands and tucked it into his jeans pocket. “All you’ve got is some drawings and a wad of cash, both of which you took from the victim’s suitcase and the crime scene, and both are now covered in your fingerprints. If anything, it’s just going to make you look more guilty, because you knew exactly where to look for these items.”

      “But if I don’t do something to start them looking for Ashley’s buyer, they’re going to arrest me.”

      “Ah, but you forget one thing – you have the Napoleon of Crime on your side.” Morrie waved his hand at Heathcliff and Quoth. “Also, those two fellows might be of some use.”

      “Forgive me if I’m not filled with confidence.”

      “It would help if we could identify the end buyer,” Quoth said.

      Moriarty flipped the envelope over, studying it from every angle. “Agreed. I’d bet my vast and considerable fortune that whoever committed this foul deed was an agent working for someone who wanted to keep their hands clean.”

      “This has happened once before.” I explained to them about the fur jacket and Holly Santiago. “She was in New York preparing for Fashion Week when she released that first design. Ashley could have easily met her or an agent at one of the Fashion Week events.”

      “Where is Ms. Santiago now?”

      “She has a fashion house in London.”

      “Perfect.” Morrie tapped the name into his phone. “We have our first suspect. I’ll dig around in her financials, see if I can’t find anything to connect her to Ashley. Heathcliff, you’re on your own tomorrow. Contact this Marcus Ribald and figure out if he really is in Martha’s Vineyard. Mina and I are going to pay this fashionista a visit. That is,” Morrie turned to me, “if Mina doesn’t mind disobeying a direct police request to remain in the area.”

      And miss the chance to clear my name and spend the day in London with Morrie? “As the title of my favorite Pennywise album says, ‘Fuck Authority.’ I don’t mind at all. Let’s do this.”
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      Drizzle pelted me as I walked in from the estate to meet Morrie at the shop. I checked my watch as I rounded the corner of Butcher Street – 6:55 a.m. Good, five minutes early. Morrie seemed the type to appreciate punctuality and besides, we had a train (and then another train, and then another train) to catch.

      I smoothed back my hair as I pounded on the shop door. After getting up at five to choose the perfect outfit, I felt happy with my decision of a military-style black jacket with velvet epaulettes, black leggings laced up the sides, and my red patent Docs. The rain may have wet my jacket, but it hadn’t dampened my spirits. My heart raced at the thought of the long train ride with Morrie, our legs touching in the seats, his hand accidentally brushing mine—

      Where is he? I knocked again. “Morrie?”

      “Tut, tut, Mina Wilde, waking up the neighborhood again!” Mrs. Ellis called down from her window. “Look at you, out at all hours in that getup! Which one are you courting, the tall one or the grumpy one?”

      My cheeks burned. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Ellis. I just don’t have a key yet.”

      “Make sure you get one. Folk around here take their sleep seriously. I don’t want any more murders in this neighborhood, you hear?” She gave me another wink, which made her round face scrunch up like a prune. “If I were you, I’d have both of them. Imagine being the pickle in the middle of that beef sandwich? Why, I would—”

      Morrie threw open the door and yanked me inside. “Good morning, gorgeous.” He kissed my forehead, raising trails of goosepimples across my skin.

      “You took your time! Mrs. Ellis was about to lecture me on my sex life.”

      Morrie gave me a shove toward the door. “Get back out there. I want to hear this.”

      My cheeks flushed. “No time. We’ve got a train to catch. I need my own key.”

      “You can tell that to Heathcliff while I finish getting ready. That is, if you can rouse him.”

      I followed Morrie up the stairs to the flat. Heathcliff was sound asleep in his chair, Grimalkin curled up in the crook of his arm, purring like a buzzsaw. Quoth preened himself on his perch.

      I shook Heathcliff’s shoulder, but he didn’t stir.

      “Get me a key,” I growled in his ear. He snorted in reply, but his eyes didn’t open. From the perch, Quoth made a hyuh-hyuh noise, that sounded suspiciously like a raven laughing.

      Morrie emerged from the hall carrying a large black birdcage. “Quoth wants to go with us, so we’ll have to carry this on the train.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Morrie opened the door as Quoth hopped down from his perch and stepped inside. “They won’t let us take that on the train.”

      “Sure they will. They let cyclists on the train and they’re way more obnoxious than ravens.”

      From inside the cage, Quoth beat his wings and let out an indignant “Croak!”

      “Sorry, mate,” Morrie closed the cage door. “We can’t risk you shifting on the train, so this is the safest option. I’ve put some lovely berries in there for you.”

      “Croak!”

      Inside my head, Quoth let forth a string of expletives.

      “Such foul language in front of a lady,” Morrie tutted, picking up the cage in one hand and a sleek leather satchel in the other. “Let us away.”

      Morrie didn’t own a car either, hence our train journey. I had to jog to keep up with his long strides as he wound his way through the narrow streets and lanes, down to the station by the river. We arrived just as the train pulled up and, as Morrie predicted, not a single person batted an eye as he lifted Quoth’s cage onboard. We found our reserved table in the first class carriage, and I grabbed a window seat. Morrie settled Quoth into the seat opposite mine, wrapping the seatbelt around the cage to stop it from moving around, then slid in beside me.

      I’d made myself a playlist of old school punk tunes and packed two books for the three-hour journey. But Morrie had other plans. He pulled out a magnetic chess set and arranged the pieces, turning the board so white faced toward me. “Ladies first.”

      “How magnanimous of you. You won’t be so nice to me after I kick your arse.”

      For all my smack talk, I’d barely even got my knight into action before Morrie had me in checkmate. And he wasn’t a gracious winner, smirking and smack-talking as he again won the game in five moves. I could see why Heathcliff wouldn’t play with him. We played a few more rounds. Even though I gave the game all my attention and tried not to get distracted by Morrie’s tattooed forearms or the way the corner of his eye twitched when he had a plan, he beat me every time.

      “You’re good at this,” he said as he set the board up again.

      “I am not. You just checkmated me in nine turns.”

      “That’s three turns more than most people get with me,” Morrie’s wicked grin made my chest turn somersaults.

      I picked up a pawn who’d only lasted two turns and waved it in Morrie’s face. “You’ve given this poor guy PTSD. Next time I’m choosing the game, and it’s going to be something dumb that relies purely on luck.”

      “There’s no such thing as luck. It’s all a balance of probability—”

      I punched him in the arm. “Spoilsport.”

      We fell into an easy conversation, speckled with flirtations. Morrie asked me about my life in New York and growing up in Argleton. He spoke about his mathematical studies and fascination with asteroids, how he might one day look to return to his studies or teach again or enter the space program.

      I asked Morrie why he didn’t just do those things now. He wasn’t bound to the bookshop and the answers it might yield in the same way Heathcliff and Quoth were.

      “How do you think Heathcliff would fare without me, or our feathered friend over there?” Morrie entwined his long fingers in mine.

      I resent that. I am perfectly capable of catching rodents and foraging for my own berries, Quoth’s voice reverberated inside my skull. I jumped at the intrusion of it. This whole shapeshifting thing would take some getting used to.

      Morrie’s icy eyes warmed. “Even someone like me relishes the innately human desire to be needed by my friends.”

      I suspected that wasn’t the whole truth of it. Behind the facade of Nevermore Bookshop, James Moriarty was re-establishing his criminal empire for the twenty-first century. On the one hand, his hacking skills had already come in handy, but on the other hand, he did bad things and made no apology for them. He stole money from people and who knew what else…

      If he wasn’t so hot, if his fingers in mine weren’t causing electrical impulses to sizzle through my body, would I be able to stomach his presence? I wasn’t sure I liked my answer to that question.

      Morrie slid his finger over my knuckles, and all moral postulating flew from my head.

      We changed trains twice, running across platforms with Quoth croaking in protest. Before I knew it, the announcement blared for Paddington Station. I hadn’t even opened my book. Morrie had to drop my hand in order to gather up the chessboard and Quoth’s case. My fingers tingled with the ghost of his touch.

      We alighted and wound our way out onto the street. Quoth’s head swiveled every which way as he took in the throngs of people, the skyscrapers, the honking cars and bright red buses clogging the streets, the polyglot of languages spewing from mouths and loudspeakers and radios. Smells assailed me – sweat and exhaust fumes and overflowing garbage and fancy soaps from a nearby store and all manner of ethnic foods – disgusting and wonderful in equal measure.

      “Is it weird being here?” I asked as we stopped at a traffic light and Morrie consulted the map on his phone.

      “Why would it be weird?”

      “When you knew London, we didn’t even have automobiles. It must have been a very different city.”

      “The London I knew never existed. It was a fiction – one man’s interpretation of what he wanted London to be, a backdrop for his pantomime of good versus evil. Arthur Conan Doyle was right about one thing, though. London has always been and will always be the great meeting place of culture, as well as the nexus of all crime. Everything of interest that happens in this world links back to London.”

      I couldn’t tiptoe around this issue any longer. “Morrie, did you really do all those things Sherlock Holmes said of you in the books?”

      No hesitation. Morrie grinned. “Of course.”

      “You were… you are… the organizer of half that is evil and of nearly all that is undetected in this great city?”

      “That’s what it says on my business cards,” Morrie held his phone up to rotate the map.

      “You realize that makes it difficult for me to like you, to trust you. Why do you have to be a criminal now? You have a new chance at life, a chance to be better. Why fall back into the same pattern?”

      Morrie pulled one of the books out of my bag and held it in front of my face. It was a collection of feminist essays I’d grabbed from the shop. “Because of this.”

      “I’m confused.”

      “I found that book in the shop when I first arrived in this world. This ‘feminism’ was not even a concept when I first built my empire, but it immediately appealed to me. In this author I sense a kindred spirit. The power structures of this world are heavily weighted in favor of a handful of people, many of whom obtained that power by nefarious means while convincing themselves they are morally just. I have no patience for morals, but I do so love chaos. The world this author advocates, this fair and equitable world, it is the chaos. I am here to be better, Mina. Instead of reinforcing the power structures I helped to build, I aim to throw a wrench into the works and jiggle things out of place.”

      “But you’re a privileged white man!”

      “Exactly,” he grinned. We crossed the street and Morrie steered me into a deserted alley. “I’m bringing down the system from within.”

      “I’m not sure you’ve entirely grasped the concept of feminism, but I’ll give you points for trying.”

      “Do I get points for this?” Morrie growled. He whipped me around, pressed my back into the stone wall, and slammed his lips against mine.

      Heat coursed through my body as his tongue fought its way between my teeth to tangle with mine. Every part of me sparked to life – hot, achy, needy. I angled my body toward him, capturing more of his heat.

      Quoth squawked in protest as his cage clattered on the cobbles. Morrie’s hands skimmed my sides, tugging at the hem of my jacket, fighting to access the naked skin beneath. I gave into the temptation that had lurked in the back of my mind ever since we first crossed paths and surrendered myself utterly to his expert lips. Rough stone teased my thighs and Morrie’s hands were everywhere and Oh Isis, it feels so good.

      All the fear and hurt and tension of the last two days welled up inside me, burning up beneath Morrie’s touch. His tongue teased out something deeper – the black hole of my uncertain future that threatened to devour me. His fire lit up the darkness and I glimpsed the void, and in that moment I thought that whatever awaited me, I could face it down and defeat it.

      My hands reached up, moving of their own accord, drawing by the heat like a moth to a flame. I twisted my fingers through Morrie’s hair, messing up his perfectly coiffed locks, dragging him closer, stoking the fire that raged between us.

      Rough stone scraped my back, but I didn’t care. My heart pounded in my ears as Morrie dipped his hand under the waistband of my leggings. His finger stroked the outside of my panties, which were already wet. He pinched the fabric and tugged it aside.

      I can’t believe this is happening.

      “People will see,” I whimpered as Morrie’s finger slid inside me.

      Oh Ishtar, I don’t care.

      “Let them see,” Morrie murmured against my lips. “Let them see a woman in charge of her own pleasure.”

      My protests died away as Morrie thrust a second finger inside me and swirled his thumb against my clit. He moved with a steady rhythm, slow at first – controlled. I squirmed as the heat bubbled inside me.

      Morrie didn’t let me move, didn’t ease his relentless pace. His thumb pounded against my clit as those fingers worked their way inside me, faster and faster until stars exploded in my eyes.

      “Bite me, gorgeous.” Morrie placed his other hand across my lips. I bit down on his skin as the heat bubbled over and an orgasm exploded through my body.

      Talk about seeing stars. The world went black for a moment, bursting with bright lights as my body shuddered against the rough brick. Morrie’s hand slipped out of my panties and gripped my hip, holding me against him while I regained the use of my legs.

      “Whoa,” I whispered.

      “Plenty more where that came from. You have only to inquire.” Morrie held up my hand and kissed it. His finger grazed my cheek and I smelled myself on him, and the way he didn’t try to wipe his hand but kept grinning at me with that evil smile was nearly enough to melt me into a puddle all over again.

      I smoothed down my jacket and steadied myself. As soon as I peeled my back from the wall, guilt and shame slammed into me, nearly knocking me back again.

      What am I thinking? This isn’t me, being finger-fucked up against a wall in broad daylight where anyone could see. I can’t let this happen again, not with him. That’s James Moriarty. He’s not just any criminal, he is the criminal. He should be reprehensible to me, not irresistible.

      Another guy might’ve noticed my abrupt mood shift and asked it I was okay, or at least made mention of this change in our friendship status. But Morrie glanced at his watch and frowned. “We shall be late if we don’t hurry.”

      And before I could protest, he drew up Quoth’s cage, grabbed my arm, and yanked me down the alley and into the square beyond. He walked at a brisk pace, swinging the cage and whistling to himself, passing people on the streets like we were just another couple off doing London things, as if Morrie wasn’t waving around two fingers that smelled of me.

      I needed to get away from him, to process what just happened, to figure out what the hell I was going to do about seeing him every day in the shop and the fact that Quoth had to see us.

      Oh Astarte, Quoth just saw me orgasm and Heathcliff… what about Heathcliff?

      Guilt swelled in my stomach, like I’d betrayed Quoth and Heathcliff, which was ridiculous because I wasn’t dating either of them. There wasn’t even a hint of a promise in the air between any of us, just this relentless sexual tension that filled every shadowy corner of Nevermore Bookshop.

      What am I going to do?

      I didn’t have time to consider any more, because Morrie slammed on the brakes and I crashed into him. Quoth croaked as Morrie tossed the cage in the air to catch me.

      “Throwing yourself at me already, gorgeous?” His teeth scraped against my earlobe, sending a shiver down my spine and straight to my clit, driving the guilt from my mind. “Alas, but we must get to business.”

      Morrie pointed to the shop in front of us – Holly Santiago’s boutique. I’d called ahead yesterday, explaining I was from Marcus Ribald’s office and we wanted to speak about a potential collaboration. Holly’s assistant fell over herself to offer us this appointment. My eyes picked up the rhinestone-studded dresses and cultist tunics in the windows.

      “I want it.” I pressed my nose to the glass, drooling over a long-sleeved t-shirt decorated with occult symbols.

      “Eyes on the prize, gorgeous.” Morrie’s hand closed around my arm. “You’d make a terrible crook. Too easily distracted.”

      “Good. I don’t want to be a crook.”

      “Then follow my lead inside. I may have to spin some fast lies.”

      I shook my head. “You follow my lead. I know this world. I have a plan.”

      “I have a plan,” Morrie shot back.

      “Mine is better.” I whipped a pair of knock-off Gucci sunglasses from my purse and slid them up my nose. I know what information we needed – all I had to do was channel Ashley and act like I didn’t give a fuck.

      Morrie held open the door for me. A shop assistant glanced up from the counter and headed toward me in a cloud of perfume. “I have an appointment with Ms. Santiago,” I told her, my nose in the air. “Jane Eyre, on behalf of Marcus Ribald.”

      I hoped like hell the assistant wasn’t a reader.

      I was in luck. The assistant checked an appointment book on her tablet. “Right this way,” she ushered us to a spiral staircase at the rear of the boutique. I caught her studying my face, trying to figure out if I was someone important.

      Upstairs, the studio spread out across the entire floor – an open plan space containing desks, a photography set-up, sewing machines, boxes of fabric and trims and supplies, and racks and racks of clothes. My fingers itched to push aside the wooden hangers and delve into that treasure trove, but I held myself back, trying to appear uninterested.

      “Ah, Ms Eyre. It’s so lovely to meet you.”

      Holly Santiago appeared from nowhere, every black hair on her head perfectly in place as she stepped forward me and air-kissed my cheeks the way fashion people did. She wore a white racerback tank over shredded black jeans and boots that laced up to her thighs. Her blood-red nails tapered into talons, which dug into my shoulder as she pulled away. I’d met Holly twice before at Fashion Week events, and both times she’d been a cold bitch. This warm welcome was weird but not unexpected – I didn’t expect her to remember me. I was a nobody, but today I bore Marcus Ribald’s name.

      “Holly, it’s a pleasure.” I gestured to a plush leather sofa and pouffe in the corner, under a floor-length window that looked down over Soho. “Shall we?”

      “Yes, of course. That’s an interesting bird.” Holly poked a finger at Quoth’s cage. He croaked at her by way of greeting.

      “We’re just taking him for a walk around London.” Morrie set the cage on the floor beside him, unlocking the latch surreptitiously, in case Quoth needed to escape in order to hide somewhere and shift. Holly opened her mouth, ready to say something more, but I shot her Ashley’s patented ‘what’s it to you’ look, and she remained silent.

      “We are alone?” I barked at Holly.

      “I’ve dismissed my assistant and briefly closed the boutique, as you suggested. I must admit, I’m intrigued. Why would Marcus Ribald want to talk to me, and so clandestinely? I’m open to a collaboration—”

      “Oh, I’m not here on Marcus’ behalf.” I drew out an image from my purse and laid it out on the coffee table.

      Holly gasped. Beside me, Morrie flinched. I felt a tickle of satisfaction that I’d pulled one over on him. You’re not the only one full of surprises, James Moriarty.

      “This…” Holly recoiled from the picture, her eyes flickering over the lines of Marcus’ ballgown sketch. “This is from Marcus’ upcoming collection. It hasn’t been released yet.”

      “But of course.” I gave my best imitation of Ashley’s cool smile. “It wouldn’t be much use to you if he’d already previewed it. The price is the same as before, but that offer is good today only, provided the remainder of your debt is paid. Once I leave this building, it doubles.”

      “What are you talking about? Why are you showing me this?” Holly’s red talons dug into the sofa fabric.

      “You don’t have to pretend with me, Holly. I know you’ve dealt with another girl during your last transaction, and I know you killed her in order to get out of your end of the bargain. That was a mistake. I’m in charge now. Even though you left this drawing behind in the bookshop, your agent saw it, probably photographed it. You have what you wanted, and yet I am without payment. My associate and I have come to collect.”

      “This is an outrage!” Holly screeched, shoving the drawing back across the coffee table so it flew off the end of the table. “I’ve never seen this drawing before in my life! What girl are you talking about? What bargain?”

      “I’d control my temper if I were you, Holly,” Morrie said, his voice taking on a singsong tone that was profoundly menacing. “We wouldn’t want this situation to escalate.”

      “Croak,” Quoth added from his perch.

      “You can sit on this and escalate,” Holly hissed, flashing him a perfectly manicured middle finger as she scrambled around the back of the sofa. “I don’t know what you two are doing here, but I’ll be reporting you to Marcus and the Fashion Group, of which I am a member. Of course I don’t want his drawings. I’m not going to steal his designs. I have plenty of my own.”

      “I know that’s not true,” I hissed. “You got away with it once before, in your Winter collection. The crimson coat with the Persian embroidery, or have you forgotten?”

      Holly flipped her sleek black hair over her shoulder. “Yeah, I admit it. I based my jacket off his design, but I didn’t even know it belonged to Marcus. I attended an appallingly dull gala dinner celebrating Marcus’ so-called genius. I left after before dessert because I couldn’t stand the stench of a ballroom filled with sycophants. As I descended the steps to meet my cab, a sheet of paper flew up and grazed my ankle. I picked it up, and there was a drawing of an embroidered coat. It was quite good. I balled it up and tossed it out the window of the taxi, but the idea stayed with me, and later it ended up part of my collection, but it wasn’t an exact copy by any means. I didn’t deliberately steal it from Marcus. He shouldn’t be so clumsy as to leave his designs fluttering around on the street!”

      I snorted. “I find this story highly improbable. Do you really believe it will hold up in court if we turn you over to the police? A woman was murdered, Holly. You’ll go down for it unless you give me what I want.”

      “Croak!” Quoth added, louder and more urgent.

      “You want me to pay you money for a drawing I don’t want, and admit to murdering someone I didn’t even know? When did this murder happen?”

      “Two nights ago, around nine, in a bookshop in Argleton,” Morrie said.

      Holly backed across the room, her cheeks reddening. “I didn’t murder anyone in a bookshop, and I can prove it.” She lunged across a desk and grabbed for a mobile phone.

      Panic shot through me. If she gets that phone, she’ll call the police.

      Morrie heaved himself off the chair and lunged across the room. But he wasn’t as fast a Quoth, who dived through his open cage door and swooped at the desk. Halfway there, his body buckled in midair, wing-bones elongating, legs twisting into a new shape, talons knitting together to become feet. Black feathers scattered across the floor as Quoth’s bones snapped and buckled, his features twisting into his human form.

      Shit shit shit.

      “Croooooooak,” Quoth warbled, the sound forming a human cry as his naked body sailed across the desk and knocked the phone to the ground. Morrie bent down and picked it up.

      “What the hell is going on?” Holly screamed, sliding off the desk and slamming into a rack of clothes. Dresses and jackets flew in all directions. “Where did that naked guy come from?”

      “He…” Remember, today you are Ashley. My heart hammered against my chest, but I straightened my back and glared at Holly. “He’s with us. He just prevented you from making a very stupid mistake. Now, we’ll be taking this phone, just to make sure you don’t call the police.”

      “I wasn’t calling anyone. I have photos on my Instagram that prove I’m innocent!” Holly cried, tossing a jacket at Quoth, who shrugged it on and went hunting through the pile for some pants. “It’s all there. Just take a look. Please.”

      Morrie was already flicking through the phone. “Look at this, gorgeous.” He held up the screen, scrolling through Holly’s Instagram feed. Sure enough, there was Holly with five other women – including the assistant downstairs – clinking Champagne glasses under the Eiffel Tower.

      “Even if I’d wanted to kill someone, which I don’t, I couldn’t have done it because I’ve been in Paris for the last week – I gave my staff the trip to say thank you for all their hard work this year. We got back yesterday, and I have the hotel receipts and plane tickets to prove it.”

      “You could have hired someone to do it,” I shot back. “It’s a convenient alibi.”

      “Everyone I would trust to do it was on that trip with me.” Her eyes blazed. “So you can take your accusations and your stolen drawings and your weird naked friend and shove them up your twat. Now, get out!”
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      “If it wasn’t Holly, who could it be?” I slumped over Heathcliff’s desk, staring at Marcus’ drawing with my head in my hands. It didn’t make sense. If Ashley had been killed for the drawing, why didn’t the killer take it with him?

      Morrie, Quoth and I arrived home an hour ago, just as Heathcliff was shutting up the shop. He was in a rotten mood because the place had been full of gawkers all day, but he’d also sold a record number of books, which means that he’d already lined up three bottles of mid-priced wine for us when we returned. I was too dejected to even make it up the stairs to the flat, so I slumped down opposite the desk. Morrie luxuriated under the window, his eyes fixed on his phone screen.

      Heathcliff set a glass down in front of me and I accepted it gratefully, letting the cold, fruity alcohol soothe off the weirdness of the day. Who knows, maybe wine was just what I needed to figure out what I was going to do about Morrie, about my mixed feelings for all of them, about Ashley… all of it.

      “It could still be Holly,” Morrie said without looking up from his phone. “She probably hired someone.”

      “I don’t believe that,” Quoth perched on the edge of the table, swinging his legs while Grimalkin prowled around him. He still wore the jeans and shirt he’d ‘borrowed’ from Holly. They looked fucking amazing hugging his narrow hips and broad shoulders, the deep green of the shirt reflecting shimmering emerald strands through his hair. “A hired assassin wouldn’t have used that knife, or done the deed in the shop while we were upstairs, or left the drawing behind.”

      Morrie glanced up, his eyes sparkling. “You’re right. My genius is rubbing off on you.”

      “I’ve been reading a book about assassins, actually. It’s fascinating. Did you know that in ancient India, women called vishkanya dosed themselves with poison a bit at a time until they built up an immunity to it, and then got themselves invited into the presence of a rival king to cook and feed him poisoned food?”

      “That’s fascinating,” Heathcliff said, in a tone that implied it was not fascinating at all. “But it does not help with the mystery in front of us.”

      “I want to know more about these vishkanya,” I said, feeling weirdly protective of Quoth. After all, he’d leapt in to rescue us today when we thought Holly was calling the cops, risking exposure and capture to stop her getting that phone. Luckily, Holly had been too freaked out by the whole situation to have noticed Quoth’s shift.

      “Quoth knows all sorts of useless facts,” Morrie tap-tap-tapped the screen of his phone. “Useless facts for a useless animal.”

      Quoth’s face twisted with rage, like a switch flicking on behind his skull. Pain pooled in his eyes, those big brown orbs flaring with fire. I reached out toward him, to ask him what was the matter. But I never got the chance. Feathers flew in all directions as his body snapped and twisted, and a moment later the raven took off up the stairs, following by an excited Grimalkin.

      “Why did you say that?” I yanked Morrie’s phone out of his hand. “You hurt his feelings.”

      Heathcliff snorted, reaching across the desk to pour himself another wine. “Emotions are a human fault, and Quoth isn’t human.”

      “Relax, gorgeous. We say stuff like that all the time. Quoth knows we’re kidding.” Morrie reached for his phone, but I held it behind me back. Above our heads, footsteps pattered across the floor as Grimalkin chased Quoth around the shelves.

      “Yeah? Well, maybe you couldn’t see how that comment affected him, because you’re both insensitive wankers, but I did.”

      “I only said it because it’s true. Quoth can’t get upset about the truth – that would be impractical. You saw what he did today – he can’t even control his shift. He doesn’t go outside or work a job or help Heathcliff in the shop. He doesn’t even know how to talk to another human. All he does is hide up in the attic, drawing and reading, or flaps around down here pooping on the furniture.”

      “Croooooak!” Quoth yelled from upstairs. There was a crash, and Grimalkin howled.

      I stood up. “I’m going to talk to him.”

      “Don’t get between those two, or you’ll end up in hospital,” Morrie warned. “Quoth will settle down. He’s heard it all before. You can’t judge him by your standards, Mina. Heathcliff spoke the truth – Quoth isn’t human.”

      I stared at the ceiling, cringing as there was another crash and a yowl, and the sound of books thumping onto the floor.

      Don’t concern yourself with me, Mina. Quoth’s voice popped into my head. I’ve got that bastard cat right where I want her.

      “See?” Morrie grinned. “He’s fine. Nothing to worry about.”

      I rubbed my temple. It was going to take some getting used to hearing Quoth’s raven thoughts inside my head. Reluctantly, I sat back down – Morrie was right; Quoth’s talons were sharp, and Grimalkin was lethal when she wanted to be. It was better to wait until peace reigned.

      “I managed to get ahold of Ribald’s office,” Heathcliff said. “He wouldn’t come to the phone, but his assistant said he had back-to-back appointments and chortled when I suggested he might be in Martha’s Vineyard. So we know your friend lied.”

      “She’s not my friend,” I corrected him, waving my empty glass for him to refill.

      “Don’t you think it’s odd that the first drawing hasn’t appeared in the media yet?” Heathcliff refilled both our glasses. “If someone is paying money for these designs, wouldn’t they want to leak them as soon as possible?”

      “Not necessarily. It depends what they were going to do with them. Anyone paying Ashley that much money isn’t just wanting to leak the designs to the press – they want to add the garments to their own lines. But with Paris Fashion Week in January, they’re going to be scrambling to finish in time. This is haute couture. These garments are made from the finest natural fibers, hand-dyed and hand-stitched. Every single bead is attached by hand. That’s not the kind of thing you can just recreate in an afternoon.”

      “Maybe the idea wasn’t to recreate the pieces, but to blackmail this Ribald character?” Morrie suggested. “That’s what I would do, if I had these drawings in my possession. I’d dig up some dirt on this guy and force him to pay me cash and design my next collection in order to keep me quiet. And who better to blackmail him than his intern, who knows all the intricate details of his personal life?”

      Back when I thought Moriarty was just an eccentric computer nerd, that comment would have made me laugh. But I got caught up on the thought that he’d actually blackmailed people, actually gone through the process for setting up an elaborate scheme to ruin someone’s life, and that he thought nothing of doing it, and that smile of his lost a tiny bit of its luster.

      That wasn’t what you were thinking when he had you up against that wall, Quoth’s voice penetrated my thoughts.

      “What wall?” Heathcliff glanced up at me, his dark eyes boring into my soul. Shit. I didn’t want him to find out about Morrie and I. It would make it awkward for him in his own shop, especially since I didn’t know what I was going to do about Morrie, and I—

      Is that really the reason? Quoth asked. Or is it that you can’t choose between them?

      “Not a difficult choice,” Morrie said without looking up from his phone. “Brains over brawn every time.”

      “What are you choosing?” Heathcliff growled. “What’s that bloody bird talking about?”

      “Stay out of my head!” I yelled upstairs, my cheeks burning.

      “Croak!” came the reply.

      “So there might be something to this blackmail,” I said quickly, hoping to change the subject. “But how would we find out? I’m not going to have to talk to Marcus, am I?”

      “Not when we have the internet on our side.” Morrie tapped a few buttons on his phone. “Okay, I’ve pulled up Marcus’ Ribald’s financials. He’s made two large payments in the last year, one a few days before the gala dinner, and one just a week ago.”

      “They could be payments to do with Fashion Week.”

      “So he works with a lot of stylists who have anonymous Cayman Island accounts?”

      “Hmmm. You have a point.”

      “Of course I do. I’m very clever.” Morrie downed his glass in one gulp and picked up his phone again. “All we need to do is find out who these accounts belong to, and we’ve found our murderer.”

      “How do we do that?”

      “When you’re as brilliant as me, you don’t even need to answer that question.” Morrie tapped away on his phone. “Give me a minute, and I’ll have a name.”

      “But I don’t understand why Ashley was killed. She’s not the blackmailer. I just can’t see her setting up a Cayman Island account.”

      “I deduce one of three things happened. One, your dear friend was involved in this blackmail operation in some capacity, then decided she wanted out of the ring. She tried to leave and our blackmailer killed her to protect her identity. Two, your beloved Marcus Ribald hired someone to pose as the buyer and he killed Ashley to close the loop. Three, Ashley was working for Marcus all along, and she was killed because she threatened to report the blackmail. That’s usually how these things end.” Morrie paused. “Not that I have any close personal experience with blackmail.”

      “No, not at all.” The back of my neck prickled, a reminder that this guy had been the foremost criminal in the world, the spider at the center of a vast, nefarious web.

      In a fictional world. Does it even count?

      “This is going to take me a little longer to break,” Morrie muttered, his fingers flying over his phone screen. “These Cayman banks are always tight with security.”

      I turned to Heathcliff. “Is this a ‘send out for pizza’ situation, or does he mean that he’s going to be working all night?”

      “Make mine a meatsplosion,” Morrie didn’t even look up from his screen, his fingers a blur. “I bet I’ll have this hacked by the time dinner arrives.”

      “You’re on,” I said. “Loser buys the next bottle of wine.”

      “Deal. I hope you’ve been saving your pennies, gorgeous, because I’ve got expensive taste.”

      Heathcliff picked up the phone on his desk. “Quoth,” he yelled. “You want your usual?”

      “Croak!”

      Heathcliff put in an other for three large pizzas, chips, and garlic bread, and endured a five minute conversation with the person on the other end reiterating that yes, his name really was Heathcliff, and no, he wasn’t some pimply-faced youth having a laugh.

      “It’s odd to think of the Heathcliff I know – the one from Wuthering Heights – eating pizza,” I said after he hung up.

      “We all of us agree one thing that’s improved from our fictional worlds is the cuisine,” Heathcliff said gruffly. “Nelly was a fair cook, but she cannot hold a candle to Tony’s Pizzeria. I’m grateful if I never see another mutton pie for the rest of my days.”

      I bit my tongue to ask of the cooking skills of Isabella Linton – the sister of Edgar Linton, who Cathy married for his wealth and affection – remembering in time that Heathcliff came to this world before he’d spitefully married her.

      Heathcliff picked up his book again, and Morrie tapped away on his phone. Upstairs, all had gone quiet. I decided to pay Quoth a visit.

      “Call me when the pizza arrives,” I called over my shoulder.

      Grimalkin batted my ankles as I felt my way up the second flight of stairs. Quoth wasn’t in the living room, or the kitchen. I clambered up the narrow servant’s staircase, and poked my head into his bedroom.

      At first, I assumed he wasn’t there. The room was dark, and no one had disturbed the neatly-made bed. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I noticed a figure in the window – a bare chest lit by a pale shaft of moonlight.

      Quoth sat on a narrow wooden stool, his knees poking through Holly Santiago’s artfully-torn jeans. He held a paintbrush between his teeth and another in his hand. Both brushes dabbed at the surface of a canvas. It was angled away from me, so I couldn’t see the painting, but Quoth’s transfixed gaze was plenty arresting.

      I moved across the room, trying to see what he was drawing with such single-minded focus. He didn’t even seem aware I was in the room. As I squinted at the square of canvas, my foot brushed an easel, sending a cascade of paintings crashing to the floor.

      “Argh!” Quoth leapt out of his chair. Feathers burst through his cheeks and covered his arms.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. It’s just me.” I scrambled to pick up the paintings I’d disturbed. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “It’s…” Quoth gripped the windowsill, sucking in his breath. His back muscles strained. Slowly, the feathers retracted into his skin. His shoulders relaxed.

      “You didn’t shift?”

      “Sometimes I can control it.” He picked up his brushes. “Did you want something?”

      “Morrie’s trying to hack a Cayman Island bank account before the pizza arrives. I thought I’d see if you were okay.”

      Quoth flicked on his bedside lamp, positioning the light so it shone onto the bed. He patted the spread. “Sit.”

      I obeyed, grateful for the light that illuminated Quoth’s features in stark highlights. His hair fell over his shoulders and down his bare chest in luxurious waves, the light revealing hues of gunmetal, orange sunset, and cornflower blue. I lost myself in the depths of his brown eyes, searching for the storm that raged there earlier, but I could find no trace.

      “I do not care about what Morrie said,” Quoth told me. The stillness in his eyes didn’t waver – he wasn’t lying.

      He should care. I hated that he didn’t care.

      “That wasn’t what I saw. You looked upset when he called you useless, which, by the way, I don’t believe for a second.”

      “Why? It’s true.” Quoth leaned forward, and the light danced off his hair, this time shooting it with jets of pale blue. I sat on my hands, hoping that would temper the urge to run my fingers through those luminous strands. “I offer nothing to the world I’ve found myself in, and I remember so little of the world I left that even if I were somehow to return, I would be a stranger.”

      I snorted. “You’re being sarcastic, right?”

      “I am not.”

      “Dude, you realize you’re an amazing artist, right?” I pointed to a painting hanging over the bed, of two skulls nestled amongst a field of blood-red roses. “That is sick. It could be an album cover.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I have a tattoo that’s kind of similar.” I turned around and lifted the edge of my shirt to show him the ink on my lower back. “Ashley and I got matching ones. I love it, but the artist is nothing compared to you.”

      “I’m nothing compared to the artists on the walls downstairs.” Quoth stared at the floor, deliberately not looking at my tattoo. I sat back down again.

      “You mean all those prints of Picasso and Rembrandt? When you compare yourself to the greatest artists of human history, yeah, you’re probably lacking a bit. But that doesn’t mean you don’t have talent. Did you choose the prints downstairs?” I studied the juncture of Quoth’s earlobe, marveling at its exquisite beauty. Why was everything about him so perfect, but so… breakable? Despite his sinewy muscles, Quoth moved as though he were made of glass.

      I guess I’d feel like that, too, if at any moment my body could burst into pieces and remake itself into another shape.

      “Morrie put them up for me after he caught me reading books in the Art History section.” Quoth smiled, but like everything about him, that smile bore a fragility that made my chest ache. “They are not prints.”

      Of course they’re not. I decided to leave that revelation for now. “I know – even if you don’t – that they’re your way of borrowing some surcease of sorrow, but why don’t you sell your paintings?”

      Quoth groaned at my poor attempt at humor. “Tease me with that poem and you may find a present on your shoulder when you least except it. I cannot sell my paintings. No one wants them. Morrie says they’re too morbid.”

      I grinned down at a bird’s eye view of a cemetery, where a groundskeeper dug a fresh tomb while mourners lined the aisle between graves. “They’re morbid as fuck, but that’s a selling point. Plenty of people would have something like that on their wall. I know I would. You could even take commissions, maybe offer your services to bands and fashion labels. You wouldn’t feel like you were useless if you contributed something, left your mark on this world.”

      “You don’t have to be nice to me, Mina. I’m perfectly fine.”

      “Say it one more time like you believe it.” I slid my hand from under my ass and patted his knee. Big mistake. The warmth of Quoth’s skin seeped into my body, wrapping around my heart and squeezing. Fire flickered in the corner of his eyes. For a moment, he let his guard drop and I glimpsed the despair hidden in plain sight, the loneliness written across his porcelain skin.

      My breath hitched. I recognized Quoth, because he was a mirror of myself – he was the ghost of young Mina who escaped to Nevermore Bookshop every day because she had no friends, who sought solace and friendship in her imagination, who drowned out her screams with loud music and covered her scars in torn clothing.

      When I first met Quoth, he’d frightened me. But as bit by bit he’d revealed himself to me, I knew I had no reason to be afraid. I didn’t need to be saved from Quoth. He was the one who needed saving.

      “I am fine,” he whispered. “You are here, and I am happy.”

      His words burned through me. Bile rose in the back of my throat. I drew my hand away, desperate not to feel his pulse quicken or sense the depth of his wanting. “You’re happy I’m here?”

      “You fill me with fantastic terrors never felt before.” He smiled at his own joke.

      “Well, you’re the ebony bird beguiling my sad fancy into smiling,” I shot back.

      A grin spread across his bleak face, genuine and haunting in its fleeting beauty. As soon as it appeared, it was gone. “I hear your thoughts sometimes, when I’m a raven. More than the others. I’m sorry about it; I don’t mean to disturb your privacy. I can’t control it.”

      “I understand. I’ll try not to think anything filthy while you’re around.” I’d meant it as a joke, but Quoth winced. My cheeks flushed as I remembered what happened back in London. “I know you saw Morrie and I… that was so wrong. I shouldn’t have done that while you were there.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for, not to me, or to Heathcliff.”

      I stared at him, not understanding. Quoth winked, and my cheeks burned as realization dawned on me. He’s heard my thoughts about Heathcliff. He knows all the filthy things I imagined…

      “You should embrace the chaos, Mina. It’s okay to not know what you want.”

      “And you should do something with your paintings.” I rubbed my cheek, trying to get the heat out of it. “Another few weeks and you won’t be able to move in here.”

      “If I sold them, I’d have to talk to people – a gallery owner, an agent.”

      “I’ll help you. I’ll act as your agent, if you like. A lot of Marcus Ribald’s haute couture customers are big in the art world. I bet I know some people who could help you get started.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Embrace the chaos, Quoth. Isn’t that what you told me? Why do you hide up here in the attic anyway? There’s that whole bedroom downstairs that would fit a lot more artwork inside.”

      “Bedroom?” Quoth’s voice rose an octave.

      “The master suite at the end of the hall. I peeked inside when I was searching for you—”

      “You didn’t go in, did you?” Quoth’s eyes were as wide as saucers.

      “Of course I did. I had to check you weren’t hiding under the bed.”

      Quoth leaned so close, his face hovered an inch from mine. His breath caressed my lips, and I struggled to suck in air. “What did you see?”

      “Just… a bedroom. There was a four-poster bed and a some furniture covered in drop cloths. An pentagonal bathroom in the turret. Oh, and a beautiful wardrobe. I’d kill to have that room.”

      “Mina, you can’t go in there again. This is serious. It—” Quoth’s plea was interrupted by a bellow from downstairs.

      “Pizza’s here!”

      Quoth ducked his head and made his way to the door. The spell had broken, leaving my skin flushed and my head flummoxed. I picked my way through the dark space and down the narrow staircase into the living room.

      Heathcliff had already settled into his chair and lit the gas fire. Morrie pulled two tiny coffee tables together, setting all the dirty coffee cups into the corner of the room and opening out the pizza boxes. The smell of garlic and cheese hit my nostrils and my stomach rumbled. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was. Morrie and I hadn’t eaten on the train – neither of us had a suicide wish.

      “I take it from your gloating smile that you won our bet?” I asked Morrie as I collected a slice of Hawaiian pizza and settled into my own chair.

      “It took me all of eight minutes.” Morrie leaned back in his chair, his arms behind his head, that wicked smile playing across his face. “I didn’t break my record, but it’s still respectable. I’ll have a bottle of Château Lafite 1869, if you please. Our blackmailer’s name is Roger Cox.”

      “You’re getting a £3.99 bottle from the renowned wine region of South Dakota, and you’ll like it.” The name Roger Cox sounded familiar. “I think I know this person, like maybe they were part of Marcus’ Rolodex. Go to this address.” I rattled off a URL and Morrie pulled up a page of glittering filtered photographs of Marcus’ office and various fashion events and fancy cocktails.

      “This your social media influencing?” Heathcliff frowned over Morrie’s shoulder.

      “No, I deleted mine after I lost the internship.” I shrugged, as if it wasn’t a big deal. “I’m not gonna be able to take selfies for much longer, anyway. This is Ashley’s.”

      “Whew,” Morrie scrolled down the page, which was ninety-five percent selfies of Ashley pouting at the camera in the latest designer clothes she borrowed from Marcus’ studio. I tried to push down my jealousy as Morrie scrolled past her most recent pics – of her standing outside Broadway premieres, her arm draped around B-level celebs, her modeling an amazing leather jacket, her waving at the camera as she waited in the airport lounge. “L8rs h8ers. I’m off home for a vacay.” Her final words.

      I scrolled back to the gala dinner where Holly found Marcus’ drawing. The whole office had been invited and Ashley and I spent hours perfecting our outfits and makeup. Every moment of the event had been captured by Ashley for prosperity, and many of those moments featured me – teetering around the room in my too-high heels, beaming over my cocktail as Ashley pointed out all the A-listers, hunting through my goodie bag for the free Gucci scrunchie. I tried not to focus on how happy we looked hanging out together, instead scanning the crowd for familiar faces.

      “There he is,” I jabbed my finger at the screen. Luckily, Ashley had diligently tagged Roger Cox in her picture, along with every other fashion person she could identify. He sat at the table behind Ashley and I, staring straight at the camera. “He was definitely there the night of the gala. I remember him now, he’s a British fashion writer, although I believe he’s retired. Marcus said they were ‘old friends’ but he didn’t ask me to send Cox a bottle of Champagne, which he’d done for other distinguished guests.”

      “Get this, gorgeous. He lives nearby.” Morrie turned around his phone to show me a map. “Do you want to violate a police request for the second day in a row and pay him a visit tomorrow?”

      I bit down on my pizza, my mouth filling with delicious cheese. Finally, we were getting close to finding Ashley’s killer and clearing my name. “Hell yeah.”
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      “I’m not convinced this is the best plan,” I said as we stared up at the imposing facade of Roger Cox’s Georgian manor. “This guy is a big deal in fashion circles. He’s not just going to admit to blackmailing Marcus Ribald.”

      “Trust me,” Morrie twirled his phone through his fingers like he was a punk drummer working the crowd. “I’m taking a page out of your book for this one. Cox is going to topple like a house of cards.”

      With Quoth’s cage in tow, we’d taken the bus from Argleton out into the Cotswolds, then hiked up the hill from the tiny villages of Simsonhenge to reach Roger Cox’s home. Morrie complained the whole way about the wind and the rain and the cow dung on his brogues. I wished Heathcliff had been able to come with us – I imagined him completely in his element, wet clothes clinging to his body, his posture straight, his broad shoulders squared, the weight of the world lifting from him as he relished the brutality of the natural landscape he loved.

      But then, I was thinking of the Heathcliff from my favorite book. The Heathcliff I knew – my Heathcliff – seemed to be just as happy to sulk behind his desk and yell at customers as he was to frolic on the moors.

      Quoth clung to my shoulder and croaked away in my ear. Stop laughing at my thoughts, you ungainly fowl.

      Nevermore, Quoth thought back. I pretended to punch him in the chest, and he pretended to peck out my eyes.

      Morrie rung the doorbell. A few moments later, the man from the photograph answered.

      “State your business,” he demanded. “I’ve already told Vanity Fair I won’t be giving any interviews.”

      “Oh no,” Morrie tsked. “We’re not here for an interview, at least, not the sort you want printed anywhere. Good evening, Mr. Cox. My name is Professor James Moriarty. I presume you’ve heard of me, being a fine, well-read gentleman such as yourself.”

      “James Moriarty, as in the villain from the Sherlock Holmes stories? Is this some kind of joke?” Cox peered around behind us. “Is this one of those stupid telly shows where my brother jumps out from behind the topiary and yells boo?”

      “Not at all, sir. No cameras present here, just a friendly chat between gentlemen. Speaking frankly, since I don’t wish to waste your valuable time, my sources have noted you’re doing a spot of blackmailing, and I thought I’d come to offer my expert services.”

      “Blackmailing?” Red spots appeared on Cox’s cheeks. I almost believed his outrage until I noticed him shove a trembling hand into his trouser pocket. Got you, you bastard. “I’m a fashion writer, not a bloody Baker Street crook. Just who do your sources claim I’m blackmailing?”

      “The designer Marcus Ribald. That is why I’m here to offer my services as the world’s foremost consulting criminal. I believe you’re being shortchanged by Ribald, and I can secure you additional funds. For a nominal fee, of course.”

      “That’s the most preposterous claim I’ve ever heard,” Cox snapped. “Marcus Ribald is a no-talent hack who’s spent his entire career making a farce of everything haute couture should stand for. I have no reason to blackmail him because any day now he’ll fall flat on his face from sheer incompetence. The fact that you dare set foot in my home and accuse me of such an act is ludicrous. Get out and take your stupid bird with you, before I release the hounds!”

      “Croak!”

      “Ah, well, of course that clears everything up.” Morrie pushed me back down the steps. “We must have the wrong information. Sorry to take up your time, must be getting on, plenty more potential clients to meet, pip pip!”

      “Well, that worked super well,” I muttered when we were safely outside the gates. “I can’t believe you tried to drum up business from our murder suspect, and that he threatened to unleash the hounds on us like some cartoon criminal.”

      “Croak,” added Quoth.

      “You all have such little faith in my abilities.” Morrie clicked on his phone, and a recording of Roger Cox chastising us started playing back. He tapped a few buttons, breaking the message down into specific sounds and notes and feeding it through some kind of loop. A couple of moments later the phone clicked the word MATCH. “Now I have the key to the voice recognition lock on his secret underground vault full of secret underground things, which I discovered by downloading the floorplan of his house. Quickly now, there’s an entrance around the back we can sneak in.”
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      “Why are we doing this?” I hissed as Morrie led us through the scratchy hedge that wound its way around the perimeter of the property.

      “Think of what he could have in that safe!” Morrie grinned. “Counterfeit diamonds! Blackmail ledgers! The Ark of the Covenant! If we can get evidence to prove Cox is involved in nefarious deeds, we’ll be able to solve this murder mystery before the police think to question your story.”

      “Any evidence we find is going to be tainted by the fact we broke in to retrieve it.”

      “Who said anything about breaking in?” Morrie held his phone up to Quoth, who grabbed it in his talons. “I was simply taking a walk in the country when this raven flew off with my phone. I can’t be responsible for what a stupid bird chooses to do with it.”

      Quoth bobbed his head, and flew off toward the house with Morrie’s phone dangling beneath him.

      “See? Sometimes the little fiend comes in handy,” Morrie grinned.

      My chest ached for Quoth. Morrie was right – he couldn’t get in trouble because he technically didn’t exist, which made him awfully handy for this particular outing. But I hated that Quoth didn’t get to do normal human things because he had to hide. Didn’t he want to learn how to drive or go travelling or eat out at a nice restaurant?

      “I estimate it will take him fifteen minutes to get inside the vault, provided he isn’t caught.” Morrie rested his hand on my thigh, sliding his fingers between my legs. “However shall we pass the time?”

      My body snapped to attention, my skin prickling with desire as his fingers danced closer… closer… I closed my eyes, dredging up every ounce of self-control I possessed, and drew away, shaking my head. Morrie froze, his hand poised in midair.

      “You regret yesterday,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

      My cheeks flushed. “That’s not true. It’s very much not true. I just… I need to think about some things.”

      “What things?” Morrie perked up. “I’m an excellent thinker. Perhaps I can assist?”

      “Things like that fact that you’re a criminal mastermind who’s committed acts of great evil – not exactly the sort of suitor I had in mind.”

      “Only in a book. Since I got out I’ve reformed, somewhat. I’ve only ever stolen from the rich to give to the poor. Well, the poor and the moderately-wealthy-by-western-standards. I do need to keep Heathcliff in fresh toilet paper and adequate wine.” Morrie patted himself on the shoulder. “I’m basically Mother Teresa.”

      “In that case, you’re definitely out. I don’t date Catholics.”

      “Who said anything about dating?” Morrie leaned closer and growled against my ear. His voice rumbled through my body, and it took all my self control not to melt against him. “I’m talking about two beautiful people, coming together in a rage of lust, swapping bodily fluids in mutual ecstasy, and then going about their business while one of them secretly pines for the tortured bookstore owner.”

      “Hah, I knew you had a thing for Heathcliff,” I cried triumphantly.

      “Not me, gorgeous, although I admit he is a fine specimen of a man. I’m talking about you.”

      Heat flushed my cheeks, confirming Morrie’s claim. “Wait, how did you—”

      Quoth chose that moment to swoop down and drop the phone into Morrie’s hand.

      “Excellent.” Morrie sat back in the hedge and flipped through the photographs. “You found evidence Cox was the blackmailer?”

      Quoth transformed. He crouched on one knee, his impressive cock swinging between his legs. “Nope. It’s not him.”

      “So he’s not blackmailing?”

      “Oh, no, he’s blackmailing Ribald, all right. But I doubt he killed Ashley. Look.” Quoth flicked through the photo album on the phone. I peered over his shoulder, and gasped at what I saw.

      Inside the vault were hundreds of outfits packed into racks and displayed on mannequins. I recognized pieces from some of the world’s top designers. Rick Owens, Elsa Schiaparelli, Guo Pei, even my dear Vivienne Westwood. If these were real, they were worth thousands. Maybe even millions. But that wasn’t what drew my attention.

      At the end of the room was a wall displaying glamorous shots of Roger Cox, bedecked in sparkling makeup and dressed in an array of glittering evening dresses, his balding head covered with fabulous wigs. Quoth flipped past image after image of Cox’s round, wrinkling figure spilling out of couture dresses. Another photograph showed a corner of the vault set up as a makeshift photography studio, complete with red carpet and fashion-week backdrop.

      “Wheeee, okay.” I rubbed my eyes and handed the phone back to Quoth. “It proves Cox has something to hide, but not that he was a blackmailer or that he didn’t kill Ashley.”

      “I found his book of secrets.” Quoth zoomed in on a large ledger book resting on a pedestal. “It’s filled with stories of incest and ill-gotten gains. There’s a file on every major designer in the industry. It looks like he’s been getting free gowns off them for years in exchange for keeping secrets about their affairs, backroom deals, crooked contracts, and drug habits.”

      “Like Charles Augustus Milverton, the blackmailer,” I said. “It was one of Sherlock Holmes’ most famous cases.”

      “Based, I believe, on the real-life master blackmailer Charles Augustus Howell,” Quoth supplied. “An art dealer and infamous blackmailer who persuaded Dante Rossetti to dig up the poems he buried with his wife.”

      “Ah, now Howell I remember. He was found in a Chelsea public house with his throat slit and a half-sovereign coin shoved in his mouth. Such a tragic death for one so talented.” Morrie frowned at the images. “Unfortunately, Quoth’s correct. I think we have to discount Mr. Cox from our inquiries.”

      “What? Why?” I glanced over Morrie’s shoulder at the images, but nothing obvious jumped out at me.

      “Cox is running a lucrative operation here. I don’t think he’d risk its future, nor his secret coming out, by murdering anyone. He wasn’t even blackmailing Ribald for his drawings.”

      “What was it about, then?”

      “According to Cox’s ledger, Ribald had affairs with several interns.” Quoth pushed his legs into the Holly Santiago jeans I’d brought along for him. “One of them could have been Ashley. The timing matches up.”

      “Gross.” I wrinkled my face. That didn’t seem like Ashley, but then, I’d discovered all sorts of things about her I didn’t like recently. I remembered that note from Marcus in her suitcase. Yup, definitely possible. “Does that mean Ribald’s our next suspect?”

      “It would seem weird for him to go after Ashley instead of Cox. But I think we can definitely discount Cox.” Quoth pointed to one of the photographs as he buttoned his shirt. “This little number is time-stamped for the night of the murder. He’s alibi’ed himself.”

      “So we’re back to square one,” I groaned, my head in my hands. “We have no idea who killed Ashley, and the police are going to arrest me and throw me in jail and I’ll never eat a slice of pizza or get keratin treatment ever again.”

      “Not necessarily,” Morrie helped me out of the bushes. I picked thorns out of my hair as we made our way back down the road to the bus stop. “We’re back to our original theory – the person buying Ribald’s designs is the killer. We find that person, we clear your name.”

      On the bus back to Argleton, I sat next to Quoth. “Thank you for breaking and entering to help me.”

      He shrugged. “It’s hard to break the law when the law doesn’t know you exist.”

      “Do you want to exist?”

      Quoth stared out the window. “It doesn’t matter what I want.”

      “It does to me. You did amazingly well yesterday in London, and today. You have more control than you think. What it—”

      “Please,” he glared at me with all the seeming of a demon that was dreaming. “Don’t talk about this. If I transform on this bus, I’ll be taken away to a laboratory for study.”

      “I won’t. I promise.” Quoth turned away from me, burying his head into his shoulder. I touched his arm, but he shrunk back, and my chest constricted to think that I’d upset him. In the seat in front of us, Morrie stared at his phone, completely oblivious.

      I slumped in my seat, emotions tearing through me. The trip had been a complete disappointment. We’d hit a dead end with the case, which meant I was still the chief suspect. The rain had soaked through my suede jacket, and my teeth chattered together as I inspected the cuts on my hand from the hedgerow. Worst of all, I’d upset Quoth and I was no closer to figuring out the tangled web of desires that assailed me whenever one of the guys was in the room.

      I liked them all. They were all completely wrong for me on so many levels, not least of all because they were fictional characters. But my body cried out for one of them, for all of them. But that was ridiculous. I couldn’t keep on with the flirting and the panty-melting smiles and the touches that sent fire through my skin. Why couldn’t I make a definitive choice so we could all get on with our lives?

      Why did I secretly wish for something I could never have?
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      “Darling, you won’t believe it!” Mum beamed at me across the dinner table as she spooned canned soup into two bowls. “I sold two power-plate machines today.”

      “Actually, I don’t believe it.” Real, living people paid money for those things?

      “I can feel my luck changing, honey. This is my calling. It’s the thing I was meant to do with my life.”

      “Sure, Mum. Your calling is selling pointless weight-loss machines that don’t even work to con innocent pensioners out of their benefit money.”

      “Don’t be such a downer,” she pouted. “This is not like the smoothies or the Disney clothes.”

      I groaned. “I’d forgotten about the Disney clothes.”

      One of Mum’s earliest schemes was to sell clothes and costumes featuring Disney characters. She did not seek permission from the Disney corporation before doing this, rather preferring to draw her own versions of characters and sell them from a surprisingly-professional website. She sold quite well in the beginning – her designs were actually really cool. We had real food in the kitchen cupboards for the first time ever. Unfortunately, a national paper profiled the growing business, which alerted a horde of lawyers who came swooping. We didn’t have Christmas that year because she had to pay a huge fine for copyright infringement.

      “Can’t you be more encouraging, darling? My success coach says that in order for my business to thrive, I need a support network who will nourish my creative spirit—”

      “Your success coach needs to get a real job,” I muttered into my soup.

      “Wilhelmina,” Mum huffed.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, wishing I was back at the shop, having dinner with the guys and trying to figure out who the murderer was. I rubbed my temple. “I’m still a little messed up about Ashley.”

      “Of course you are,” Mum cooed. “It’s such a terrible business. But Mina, that girl didn’t half boss you around.”

      “Mum, please, don’t say things like that.”

      “But she did, honey. You were so desperate for a friend that when she came along you let her walk all over you with her ridiculous shoes. If Ashley told you to jump off a cliff, you would have done it. And then of course you followed her to America.”

      “I wanted to go to New York! Ashley copied me.”

      “Yes, and while there she coasted off your hard work and stole that job from underneath you.” Mum fixed me with a stare. “Don’t you think I can’t read between the lines, Mina. You told me you decided to come home because of your eyesight, but that’s not true, is it?”

      “No!” I yelled, slamming my spoon on the table. “It’s not true. Ashley told Marcus about my eyes, and he said I’d never be able to work in fashion. They both went and blabbed it all over the industry, so I couldn’t get a job anywhere. What would be the point of hiring me? What’s the point? I worked my whole life to get that job, and they thought I couldn’t do it. And it’s true, it’s true. This condition is just going to get worse, and I won’t be able to see. Everything I’ve done in my whole life is pointless. Is that what you want to hear, Mum? Does that make you happy?”

      “Of course it doesn’t. Oh, honey.” Mum pushed her chair out and came around my side of the table. She wrapped her arms around me. I sank against her, my muscles sagging from the force of my outburst. “I wish you’d told me how you felt sooner instead of bottling it all up. I’ll take you to my success coach. She’ll help you see that if fashion is your dream, and you believe in yourself, then nothing will stop you achieving it.”

      “What’s the point of fashion if I can’t even see? You and your success coach can spout that ‘don’t give up’ crap they teach you at those scammy seminars all you want, but it doesn’t change that fact that I won’t even be able to match an outfit.” I pushed my bowl away. “I’m not hungry.”

      “You can’t just give up like that. We Wilde women don’t give up!”

      “You’ve given up on a hundred careers, Mum. A thousand. The line of beauty products for babies, the bejeweled Chinese finger traps, the pet snail farms—”

      “Yes, yes, fine, but I never gave up on my dream of being a successful entrepreneur,” she said. “Don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t do something, Mina. You’re so bright and young and clever and you’re going to do more with your life than work at a dusty old bookshop. You’ll see.”

      That was just it. I’d spent my whole life watching my mother latch on to scammy companies hawking stupid products no one wanted in the belief they’d solve all her problems. All the while, pity and shame churned in my stomach. I couldn’t believe Mum’s pep talk because I’d seen her give it to herself too many times.

      I couldn’t be that person – the pity intern who was stuck with admin work while all the other interns laughed at me behind my back as they got to work on the shows. But I didn’t know who I was without fashion. I just couldn’t explain that to Mum.

      “You’re right, I’m sorry. I just…” I sucked in a breath. “My doctor said I’d go through a grieving stage. That’s why I’m here, to collect myself and figure out what to do next. I just didn’t realize it would be this hard.”

      Mum beamed and let me go. All through dessert (tinned peaches) and a couple of shows on the telly she kept up a steady stream of conversation about her wobbling business. I nodded in all the right places, but my mind was a million miles away.

      That night I lay in bed, staring at the cracks radiating across the ceiling, wondering how long I had until the details of the plasterboard and the chipped cornice were only memories, and the light above my head would disappear forever.

      How can I be me if I can’t see?

      And I thought of Heathcliff, who had left behind a love so great it had torn his soul in half. Of Morrie, who had lost the only arch-nemesis who could match his intellect. Of Quoth, who was a mystery even to himself. I’d intruded on their world, but they’d welcomed me like an equal and shared their secrets with me. And I thought, maybe it was no accident we four found each other. Maybe they needed me as much as I was growing to need them.

      We were so different, but we were the same – four lost souls trying to figure out who we were now.
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      When I returned from the bakery for our breakfast order, Mrs. Ellis was holding court outside, delighting her audience with tales of the sordid goings on within the bookshop of ill-repute. I’d have thought it hilarious if her words didn’t hit so close to home.

      If I wasn’t secretly lusting after three guys.

      I snuck around the back to avoid Mrs. Ellis’ gleeful tales. Heathcliff let me in. He presented me with a tiny black key.

      “I got it cut for you yesterday,” he said. “You can use it whenever you want. Even if… even if it’s not work hours.”

      “Thanks.” The gesture touched me, partly because I knew how hard it was for him to let someone new into his life. Heathcliff’s black eyes looked right through me, like he could read all the thoughts running around in my head. Which would be bad, on account of how little clothing he wore in most of them.

      “Just don’t go snooping through my stuff when I’m not here,” he added.

      I smiled. “You’re never not here.”

      Heathcliff stepped back to let me in. Quoth swooped down from a dark corner and zoomed between us, making a beeline for the oak tree in the center of the village green.

      “Where’s he going?” I asked.

      “Only the wind knows,” Heathcliff replied. “He’s been all weird and silent all night.”

      “He’s always weird and silent.”

      “Not like this. He asked me if he could put some of his paintings up in the shop. With price tags.” Heathcliff’s savage features winced at the idea.

      “That’s a good thing. Quoth’s an amazing artist. I bet people will buy his work.”

      “Of course you’d say that,” Heathcliff glowered. “You’re the one giving him dangerous ideas. I bet you won’t be the one consoling him when nothing sells.”

      “Right, as if you know how to console someone.”

      “I know how to hand them a bottle of wine. Don’t sit with him in public again. You’re a bad influence.”

      Grinning, I followed Heathcliff into the shop. We sat down at his desk and I spread out my bakery purchases. “No Morrie today?”

      “He’s following a lead. Apparently, that ring is from Debenhams, so he’s gone to the nearest store to see if he can find out who purchased it.”

      “Oh, interesting. That means it probably wasn’t part of a fashion show goody bag. Did he say if he thought it was relevant?”

      Heathcliff sipped his coffee and opened his ledger. “Honestly, I wasn’t listening. Morrie talks a lot, and most of it is self-congratulatory bullshit.”

      “You’re not wrong about that. What’s on the agenda today?”

      “We’re opening. We can’t afford not to. You okay with that?”

      “I’m the one who’s been telling you to open!”

      “Keep talking lip and I’ll make you give tours of the murder site,” Heathcliff growled, leaning back in his chair and opening a book.

      My jaw dropped. Did he really just say that?

      “Um, if that was a joke, it was a bloody horrible one.” I folded my arms. A tense silence descended between us.

      I waited for an apology. When one wasn’t forthcoming, I finished my coffee and flipped the CLOSED sign to OPEN seven minutes early and threw the door open. “Welcome to Nevermore Books,” I yelled into the street. “Come in, come in, everyone is welcome!”

      “We haven’t opened yet,” Heathcliff boomed from the main room.

      “We have now,” I shot back. Mrs. Ellis bundled up the stairs, and I grinned and greeted her with a hug. “Hello, Mrs. Ellis. I hope you and your friends stay as long as possible. All day, in fact. Why don’t you ask Heathcliff to take you on the tour of the murder site? It’s on the way to the erotica section, which I know is what you really came to see.”

      Mrs. Ellis tittered as she shuffled off toward the main room. I grinned as I busied myself dusting the shelves. Heathcliff was in for a maddening day.
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      People poured through the house all morning, gawking at the pulled-up rugs on the first floor and stage-whispering about Ashley’s murder and my possible involvement. I ignored them as best I could, and by lunchtime, they’d stemmed to a trickle. We even sold a Folio Society collection to Mrs. Ellis for enough money to pay for a nice curry for lunch.

      I was slurping up the last of my rogan josh when Heathcliff dropped a box onto the desk. “I’m going out. I’ve got to get all the online orders to the post office. You sort through this box for anything worth keeping.”

      I glanced up in surprise. “You sure you don’t want me to go instead? I thought you’d rather die than have another inane conversation about Deidre the postmistress’ pet goldfish.”

      “Not true.”

      “That’s what you said yesterday!”

      Heathcliff tapped the box. “These are engineering books. I’d rather face the people. Don’t burn the shop down while I’m gone.”

      So you’re not going to apologize, then?

      Heathcliff stomped out back, slamming the door behind him.

      Guess not.

      “Well, Grimalkin,” I scratched my only female comrade behind her ears. “I guess we’ve got some work to do.”

      I sorted, catalogued, priced, and shelved the books in the appropriate section while Grimalkin wound her way around my feet, dragging a bird toy on the end of a stick. “Okay, okay,” I laughed as she batted the stick against my leg for the third time. “I’ll play with you.”

      As I twitched the stick through the air, Grimalkin leapt dramatically from the top of the Sociology shelves. She executed a perfect backward flip and chomped down on the bird, yanking the stick from my hand and darting off between the shelves.

      “Hey, you scamp, come back!” I chased after her. “I can’t play with you if you don’t give me the stick back!”

      “Meow!” Grimalkin chirped in reply. She scampered around the end of the Engineering shelf and disappeared into the small drawing room that served as our storage room.

      “Come on, a black cat in a black room, that’s not playing fair.” I fumbled along the wall for a light switch and flicked it on. The hidden room erupted with light, revealing stacks of archive boxes, piles of books, and cleaning tools that had clearly never been used stacked up in the corner.

      “Meow!”

      I slid between two piles of boxes and felt my way along a set of metal shelves. A thin shaft of light illuminated a black tail flicking through an open door at the back of the room.

      Aha.

      “Grimalkin, please don’t go in there.” But she was a cat, so of course she disappeared through the gap in the door.

      I tapped the door with the toe of my boot. It swung inward, revealing a pentagonal, windowless room lined with bookshelves. This room must be directly below the bathroom upstairs and above the reading nook in the World History room downstairs. In the center of the room stood a pedestal with an enormous book open on top. Grimalkin luxuriated across its pages, clamping the bird between her claws and tearing feathers from its tail.

      Heathcliff must be using this as an extension to the stockroom. I patted the walls until I found a light switch and flicked that on. Pale light from a dusty chandelier illuminated the space just enough that I could make out the books double-stacked on the shelves. Ancient leather spines bedecked with gold pushed up against battered volumes. Only a few bore titles, but those that did filled me with a weird fluttery sense.

      Mytho-hermetic Dictionary (translated by Joseph Zabinski), Testament of Solomon the King, Liber Thagirion, Ancient Magick Spells of the Occult, The Miskatonic University Yearbook, 1937.

      Occult books.

      But… this didn’t make any sense. There was already an Occult section in the bookshop, filled with lurid glossy covers of bare-breasted maidens holding up swords to catch the moonlight. The only people that ever went over there were tall guys in leather trench coats and women with wavy hair who smelled like ylang ylang. Why did we need a secret back room?

      “What’s this all about, Grimalkin?” I asked. “I don’t—”

      Of course. It’s the secret occult collection Mr. Simson compiled so he could figure out why the bookshop kept bringing literary characters to life.

      Grimalkin yawned in reply, stretching out across the pedestal and rolling on her back, kicking her paws up in the air. I rubbed her stomach while she purred, and my eye caught the cover of the book underneath.

      It was made from a fine black leather, blank except for a small symbol inlaid in gold in the center. I ran my fingers over the spine, and a sliver of ice drove into the back of my neck.

      Grimalkin meowed and leapt off the table. She circled my feet as I ran my fingers along the deckled edges of the pages. Goosebumps rose on my arms. I flipped open the cover, expecting to see towers of skulls and mirror writing. Instead, every page was blank.

      My fingers tingled as I flicked through the pages again, but there was nothing inside the book. Even so, every hair on my body stood on end. I closed the book and studied the cover, wondering if the symbol held a clue as to what it was and why it was blank—

      “What are you doing in here?” A voice growled behind me.

      I whirled around. Heathcliff stood in the doorway, his bulk blocking the light from the storeroom beyond. His wild hair stuck out at all angles, and his eyes blazed.

      “Don’t get your knickers in a twist. Grimalkin snuck in the doorway behind that stack of boxes and I thought—”

      “You thought you’d snoop around in my private property? How’d you even get the lock open? Is Moriarty teaching you how to be a criminal mastermind?”

      “The door was open, and I followed Grimalkin in here. I didn’t realize this was private. I thought it was just old stock or something.”

      Heathcliff grabbed my wrist. “You shouldn’t be in here. These books are dangerous.”

      I wrenched my arm away. “Why? They give wicked paper cuts?”

      “I don’t know why! All I know is that when Mr. Simson left the shop to me, he told me to keep this room locked and not to let anyone in here. Not even Morrie or Quoth have been in here.” Heathcliff pointed to the lintel over the door, where a series of symbols had been carved into the wood. “He placed these runes there to contain the magic within this room and stop anyone passing. How did you get past it?”

      “I’m telling you, the door was open. I didn’t even see those runes. Maybe Morrie taught Grimalkin to pick locks with her claws.”

      “This isn’t funny,” Heathcliff growled.

      “You really believe in all this occult magic stuff?”

      “I never did until I woke up in this shop. If you discovered your entire life was just words in someone else’s book, would you believe in magic?”

      “Fair enough. And Mr. Simson believed as well.” I glanced up at the pentagonal ceiling. “Do you think this room shape is significant? I know pentagrams have meaning in pagan rituals. I’ve seen The Craft.”

      “Even if it is, this isn’t your concern.”

      “Of course it’s my concern. I want to help you figure out how you got here. Maybe if we uncover the secret spell or whatever, we can reverse it and send you back.”

      “Why? You want to get rid of me.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You want to send me back to the life where my greatest love dies and I turn into a vicious sociopath who kills dogs and abuses children?” Heathcliff’s whole body shook with rage. “Is that how little you think of me?”

      “No, I didn’t mean—”

      “None of us want to go back. We can’t go back. If we could go back, Wuthering Heights would end at chapter nine and no one would have heard of the Reichenbach Fall. It’s too late for us – what we want to do is stop this happening to other characters.”

      “Okay, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      “Why are you even here?” Heathcliff waved his hand at the room, at the shop, at the village outside. “You’ve crawled back to Argleton with your tail between your legs because of a single wanker’s harsh words. You’ve come back to this bookshop because you want to pretend you’re a child again, sitting in a corner, reading her stories and waiting for someone to come along and save her. Only now, you’re using our lives, our stories, to distract you from living your own. Hear this, Mina. Life goes on after tragedy. Time marches onward. This shop is not a place out of time – it will not save you any more than it will save me. I have glimpsed my future, and I am incapable of being saved. And you—” he jabbed a finger at my chest. “You will go blind, but if you don’t step out those doors, then you’ll become the footnote of your own tragedy.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. His words cut right through me, the wounds stabbing through Marcus’ rejection and Ashley’s death and the ophthalmologist’s terrible diagnosis. How does he see right through me? I’ve been invisible for so, so long.

      I backed up against the plinth, my hands scrambling for something to hold, for anything to put distance between my raw, open heart and Heathcliff, whose black eyes threatened to burst everything open.

      “I don’t want to be in the world if I can’t see,” I choked out.

      “Plenty of pleasures in this world don’t require the use of your eyes,” he shouted.

      I laughed through my tears. “That sounds like a really bad pickup line.”

      “It is the truth. I’ll not see you give up even a moment of your life in order to give me back mine. That’s not in my future. I forbid it.”

      “You can’t forbid me, you idiot. You forget that I’ve read your story, too. ‘If he loved you with all the power of his soul for a whole lifetime, he couldn’t love you as much as I do in a single day.’ You said those words, didn’t you?” Tears streamed down my face. Heathcliff glared at me in stone-faced silence. “There are not two people alive who share a love like that. You may think I can’t imagine what it is like to lose that, but I can. I know what it is to have your passion severed. It’s as if a piece of yourself has been cut out and tossed away—”

      My words cut off as Heathcliff’s mouth met mine.
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      My heart leapt in my chest. All the need in my body sizzled to the surface, shedding the depression that clung to me like a second skin. My mind screamed that this was a terrible idea but my hands reached up and tangled in Heathcliff’s hair and my body folded into him and I dived into the abyss of darkness and despair and longing that was Heathcliff’s soul.

      The kiss fired up my whole body, every atom of me in brilliant glow. Heathcliff’s huge hand cupped my cheek, clamping me in place as if he expected me to flee. I should be fleeing. I should run away so fast right now.

      But how could I run, when this man and I connected with such inevitable force, our bodies and minds colliding with the fury of nature? We drank in each other – an elixir more potent than wine or the tiny pills Ashley and I popped one night at a punk show that sent me into a spiral of rapturous worship.

      It was like kissing a part of myself, and not in a sad narcissistic way, but in a ‘nobody sees into all the dark places of my heart’ way. He’s more myself than I am.

      Behind me, Grimalkin howled, jabbing at us with the stick of her toy.

      Heathcliff tore his lips from mine. The spell broke. We stared across the void at each other, both fighting for breath, for control.

      He backed away, his eyes blazing. “Stay away from this room,” he growled, dragging me out the door and slamming it shut behind him. “And stay away from me.”
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      “You stay away from me,” I growled, my heart pounding against my chest. “You’re my boss. You can’t do this.”

      Before Heathcliff could reply, I shoved past him, elbowing him in the ribs as I fled out of the secret room, through the shop, and down the stairs. His boots clattered after me.

      “Mina, don’t run away from me.”

      “You just told me to go!” I screamed, and slammed the back door in his face. I sprinted down the narrow lane behind the shop, emerging on the other side of the bakery, facing the village green. Angry tears rolled down my cheeks, and I swiped them away.

      Where to go? Home was out. Mum was there today and I didn’t want to talk to anyone right now. The one place I felt safe in Argleton was Nevermore Bookshop, and Heathcliff’s kiss had shot that all to hell.

      I balled my hands into fists, then uncurled them. Bloody Heathcliff.

      How had everything got so messed up?

      I thought Heathcliff could be my friend. God knows I needed some of them. But then he kisses me and my body just melts into him and I think all these things about souls and lines from a book…

      “Mina. Hey, Mina!”

      “Not now, Darren.” I wiped my eyes and turned to face him. It must’ve been Darren’s day off, because he was wearing a hideous striped sweater and tan trousers, and had his hair combed up in a flick. Red circles ringed his eyes, and his skin appeared blotchy. He carried a brown bag from the off-license under his arm.

      “I was just heading back to my flat, and I recognized you. You’re upset over Ashley,” his face collapsed in concern. “I know. Me too. I haven’t been able to go to work since I heard. I just… I can’t believe she’s gone.”

      “Yes, it’s awful.” Fresh tears rolled down my cheeks – tears of guilt. Ashley was dead, and I was upset over a guy. Meanwhile Darren – who’d been the brunt of Ashley’s jokes and derision for years – had clearly been up all night crying over her. “Please, Darren, I need to get home—”

      “Listen, I’m not doing so well. I think it would help if I just… if I could talk about her with someone who knew her. Do you have a minute to grab a drink with me?”

      I shook my head, not trusting myself to speak. Heathcliff’s kiss still burned on my lips.

      “I never told you, but I’m in love with Ashley. Was in love, I guess I have to say now.” His voice cracked. “I never got up the courage to tell her in secondary school, and I was hoping now that she was back in the village I’d get the chance to take her out and tell her how I felt. Now I’ll never have that opportunity and I just…”

      “I don’t really want to talk about Ashley, Darren.”

      “I’m sorry, Mina. Of course not! You were the closest friend she had. I just… I need to feel connected to her, you know?”

      I sighed, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand. At least hanging out with Darren would distract me from thinking about Heathcliff’s kiss and all the confusing feelings I had. “Yeah, sure, we can grab a drink, as long as you’re buying.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is from a microbrewery just outside of town.” Darren snapped a picture of his pint with his phone, then pulled out a battered Moleskine notebook and jotted down a note. “It really should be served in a tulip instead of this stein, but some people just don’t understand the importance of these things. It has a nice body, caramel and blackcurrant notes. I can see why Ashley liked it.”

      I groaned inwardly. Darren wasn’t kidding when he said he got into craft beer. As soon as we arrived at the Cock & Fiddle, he begged me to spill on Ashley’s favorite local brew. Since I knew Ashley never gave a shit about craft beer – a beer company gave her two grand to pose in her swimsuit with their special release brew, and since then she developed a bit of a cult following among beer geeks so she’d attempted to prolong the charade – I chose one at random, and now he was treating it like the Holy Grail. Her drink of choice was vodka cranberry, which I was sipping now.

      All I could taste was Heathcliff. His tongue. His lips. His musky, peaty Heathcliffiness.

      Heathcliff kissed me. He kissed me.

      That kiss was everything. No wonder Heathcliff had been immortalized as the great romantic antihero. Nothing like a brooding bad boy to make one’s toes curl and a hand reach under one’s panties. The sensation of his lips still lingered, sending a delicious shiver down my spine, followed by a shudder of disgust.

      It was the most intense kiss I’d ever experienced in my life. I shouldn’t have been surprised. I’d read Wuthering Heights enough times to know that Heathcliff loved and hated with equal intensity. The way he spoke of his love for Cathy—

      Cathy.

      My harsh words and secret fears flooded back to me. Heathcliff left the book after he discovered Cathy planned to marry Linton. He never lived through her death. He’d never had to lose her. Which meant that in the back of his head – no matter how he felt about me or how many of those heart-stopping kisses we shared – the thought would linger that maybe she would come out of the book, too, and maybe in this world he could save their relationship, and they could have their happy ending and he wouldn’t become Heathcliff the psychopath.

      He had the advantage of being able to read into the future and see all the mistakes he’d made. He got a do-over. If it came down to it, if he had to choose between me and Cathy, then of course he’d choose her. Of course. Cathy was Heathcliff.

      That’s why he stopped the kiss, that’s why he said all those things to me, because I’m nothing but a distraction to him.

      I pushed my chair back. “Darren, I’ve got to go. I’m sorry.”

      “But you didn’t finish your drink!” Darren tapped his pad. “I wanted to get your notes about Ashley’s favorite beers to add to my Instagram. I started one, you know, inspired by her, to become an influencer in the craft beer space.”

      “You know what? It sounds like you knew Ashley better than I did.” I grabbed my jacket. “I’m sorry, Darren, I have to go.”
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      I hardly slept all night, playing that kiss over and over again and getting angrier and angrier. Heathcliff had no right. He didn’t even like me. He griped and grumped and groaned whenever I spoke. He kissed me for one purpose only – to shut me up, to distract me from the occult books and whatever secret he didn’t want me to figure out.

      And yet, Quoth’s words stuck in my head. “You should embrace the chaos. It’s okay to not know what you want.“

      I wanted the Heathcliff of the books, but who was my Heathcliff?

      The next morning I emerged, bleary-eyed, into the kitchen. Mum slumped over the table, frowning as she punched holes into the calculator. “Did you get paid this week, love? I’m a little light on rent money while I build my sustainable business.”

      “I thought you sold two wobblelators yesterday?”

      “I did, but the profit on the first forty units goes toward paying off the cost of my order. As soon as I’ve sold thirty-eight more, we’ll be rolling in dough.”

      “If you say so, Mum.” I filled the toaster with bread and pushed it down. “Heathcliff hasn’t paid me yet.”

      “Well, get it off him today, would you? There’s a good girl.” She handed me the peanut butter. “I’ll pay you back as soon as my wobbling business takes off.”

      Great. Now not only did I have to work in the same silent bookshop as Heathcliff after our kiss, but I had to ask him for money.

      On the way to Nevermore Bookshop, I stopped by the bakery for our usual coffees. I added some croissants and date scones to the order. Might as well butter him up with actual butter. While I waited in line for the croissants to be toasted, Jo walked through the door, her purple Docs trampling mud onto the mat. “Good morning, Greta. I’ll have my usual, thanks, and a coffee to go. I’ve got a fresh corpse on the way—”

      She stopped short as her eyes met mine. She bowed her head and hurried to the other side of the room, bending down to stare at her phone screen, every pore of her body broadcasting the fact she didn’t want to talk to me.

      My heart plummeted. What happened to us having a coffee when she got back from London?

      I knew what happened. Professional distance. The police had some new evidence. They now saw me as the chief suspect.

      Will I be blamed for the corpse Jo had in the mortuary today, as well?

      Heart pounding, I grabbed the coffee and food and hurried off to the store. At the door, I put the tray down to insert the key. The smell of stale beer and rotten eggs hit my nostrils. A pale hand reached out of the bushes, grabbing for the bag of croissants.

      “Get your hands away from that!” I snapped.

      A head snapped up from the bushes, wrought with guilt and shame. It was the homeless dude, Earl Larson – the man we were certain had been inside the shop on the night of Ashley’s murder.

      He did it. Of course he did.

      My stomach flipped as I stared into the eyes of a murderer. Torn between anger and terror, I froze. Earl took the opportunity to grab my food bag.

      “Hey!” I grabbed his wrist, jiggling it up and down until he released the food. “I need to talk to you.”

      “Leggo. I ain’t done nothing!” He tugged at his hand, his eyes wild with fear. I kept my grip firm around his tiny wrist, surprised at how light he was. I forced myself to ignore the empathy welling up inside me. This guy killed Ashley.

      “You were here the other night when Ashley was murdered.”

      “I told the police, I didn’t see nothing!” He snapped his wrist back, wrenching it from my grasp. He grabbed his bags and shuffled away, peering back over his shoulder.

      My mind ticked over, weighing up my possible actions. Jo’s anxious face flashed in my mind, and I made my decision. I shoved open the front door, yelled “coffee’s up,” placed the tray on the floor, and took off down the street after Earl.

      I peered around the edge of the bakery. Earl shuffled along the high street, darting between pedestrians and peering into windows. Shop owners came out of their stores to shoo him away. He darted a look over his shoulder, but I flattened myself against the wall. When I peered around the corner again, he stood outside the market, staring into the window. A woman exited the shop and said something rude to him, but he didn’t move, didn’t react.

      He thrust his hand into his pocket and set his face with an expression of determination. Flinging open the market door, he marched inside.

      My heart in my throat, I crept around the corner of the wall and peeked in the market window. Earl wandered the aisles, picking up boxes and holding them against his chest. His lips moved in continuous conversation with himself. Again and again he plunged his hand into the front of his jacket.

      He had money in his pocket. Heathcliff’s money.

      Rage bubbled inside me as Earl walked to the counter with a couple of boxes. He pulled a set of crumpled bills from his pocket and tossed them on the counter. The man picked up each note between his thumb and forefinger as if they might explode and laid them in the till. Earl shoved his boxes into his trench coat and hurried out of the store.

      Right into me.

      I grabbed his lapels and slammed him against the wall. Up close, the stale beer smell overpowered his usual rank aroma. “Where’d you get that money?”

      “Tooth fairy.”

      “I’m not playing games here, mate. The police think I killed Ashley. I know I didn’t, and I also know you were there that night, and that the person who killed her might’ve known she had a lot of money. So if you don’t want me to drag you down there and tell them what I know, you’d better tell me straight what’s going on.”

      “All right,” Earl yelled, his whole body trembling. “I did it. I took the money from the till! But I didn’t kill that girl. I never even touched her. I never hurt no one.”

      “Then why did you steal from Heathcliff? He was nice to you and you took advantage of him.”

      “I didn’t wanna, I swear it. I like Mr. Heathcliff. He’s good to me, he lets me sit in his shop and read the books. But I saw you go into the shop an’ I thought it’d be nice to sleep in the warm an’ I was just sitting in my chair and I kept thinking about the money, an’ he wouldn’t ever have to know it was me.”

      “I bet Heathcliff would have given you some money, if you’d just asked for it.”

      “It ain’t for me, see.” Earl opened the flap of his coat. Inside, wrapped in a tangle of rags, was a tiny ball of grey fur. Two brilliant eyes peered up at me, and a mouth opened to reveal a pink tongue. A kitten.

      “Mew?” It squeaked, tilting its head to the side. Its eyes grew wider.

      “Oh, how adorable!” I touched the kitten’s soft cheek, hoping Grimalkin wouldn’t smell my betrayal later. No wonder he had his hand in his jacket, and he was reading that cat book, and no wonder Grimalkin hissed at Earl when he was in the shop. She must’ve smelled the kitten.

      “Vet says he’s sick, an’ he needs a special kind o’ food.” The homeless man said, shoving one of the boxes he just purchased into my hands. “An’ that weird kid from the market lives right above the butcher’s shop, so he could find me if I stole. So I need money to pay for it, only I don’t want to ask Heathcliff on account of he’s already been so nice to me. I didn’t kill that girl an’ I didn’t see nothin’.”

      “But you were in the shop at the same time she was! You must’ve seen or heard something. Was Ashley in the shop when you came in, or did she come in after you?”

      “Weren’t no one around,” he said. “But I did pass a lass standing outside. She tap-tap-tapped on her phone an’ she was looking up at the windows.”

      Ashley.

      “Did you see anyone else?”

      “Nope,” he said. “I stopped under that streetlight on the other side of the butcher to count the money. No one came past.”

      The kitten dug his claws into Earl’s trench coat and mountain-climbed up his arm to bat at the package. “Oh, he wants his dinner.”

      I slunk away. “Then you’d better feed him. I’m sorry for accosting you like this. I’m just… scared I’m going to be accused of a murder I didn’t commit.”

      “‘S okay,” he shrugged. “I know what it’s like when people assume the worst about ye. Most people assume I’m a bad sort. I’m a good person, missy, just don’t have a roof over me head. An’ like, I reek of beer, but I ain’t even a drinker. Someone tossed a couple of cans into the gutter outside the shop, an I was putting them in the bin yesterday an’ got it all over me.”

      “I believe you, Earl. If you and your kitty friend ever need a quiet spot to read, feel free to come into the shop,” I said, feeling bad that I’d assumed so much about him.

      “Don’ worry, my luck will be changing soon. Just the other day this woman gave a presentation down at the shelter, an’ she had these vibrating exercise machines an’ she was saying how what she made millions selling ‘em, and she reckons I’ll be the best salesperson.”

      I groaned. “Take my advice, stay well away from that woman.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Heathcliff can’t intimidate me. I’ll be stern and state my case. He’s my boss. It’s not right for him to make an advance like that on me, and then to turn it around and act like I’m the bad person. I’m not going to let it go this time. I’m going to march in there and tell him what I think, and if that means I can’t work in the bookshop or see him anymore, than I’m just going to have to live with that.

      Ignoring the stabbing sensation in my chest, I forced the front door open. “Heathcliff,” I yelled, letting the door slam behind me.

      No answer. The only sound was the faint gurgle of the upstairs pipes. The coffee had disappeared though, so at least I knew he was nearby.

      “I’ve come to talk about yesterday. I think you know how highly inappropriate it is to make an advance like that on an employee. I know things have been stressful for you lately, but just because I know your secret and you know mine doesn’t mean you get to treat me that way—”

      “What’d he do to you?”

      My breath caught in my throat. Morrie stood at the top of the stairs, patting his hair dry with a towel. He wore nothing but his wicked grin. Aphrodite, save me.

      “I… er…”

      “He’s not here,” Morrie said. “He slunk away twenty minutes ago, mumbling about some appointment. Judging by the flames coming out your ears, I think he wanted to get out of the line of fire. I repeat, what did he do?”

      “I really need to talk to Heathcliff.”

      “Don’t look so glum. I’m here instead, and we’re going to have the best day. Yesterday was terrible for me, as well. I spent three hours infiltrating the department store only to discover those rings are so popular there’s no way to find out what store it came from or who purchased it. But today will be better! Let’s start by rearranging all the books so they’re alphabetized by the third letter of the author’s first name. Oh, or…” his eyes glinted with mischief as he descended the stairs. “We could glue all the furniture to the ceiling.”

      I snorted. “Don’t, Morrie, please. I—”

      “What did he do?” Morrie was only a few feet away now. This close, his fruity scent overwhelmed me, sending me straight back to that alley in London, to his lips on mine and his hand down my pants, touching me until my body shuddered with the best orgasm of my life. My stomach flipped and I stared at the ground. Big mistake. I copped an eyeful of muscled thighs and the largest half-erect cock I’d ever seen.

      I snapped my head up and focused on a spot on the wall behind Morrie’s earlobe. Calm down, just breathe. “I… we had a disagreement,” I managed to choke out.

      “A disagreement? You didn’t want his tongue down your throat?” Morrie stepped closer. Heat rose off his body. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

      “How did you know?”

      “I didn’t. I guessed, and you confirmed my supposition.”

      Damn you, Morrie. “You should put some clothes on. The door’s unlocked. A customer could come in any minute.”

      “Why? You don’t want me to put clothes on.”

      Heat flushed in my cheeks. “I do.”

      “Give me some credit. The flush in your cheeks, the quickening of your breath, the subtle change in your scent as your pheromones kick in… It’s a simple deduction.” Morrie drew up in front of me, not touching me but holding his body so close it felt like touching. All I had to do was fall forward and we’d be locked together, the magnetic pull of our attraction drawing us in.

      Time stopped. I focused on my breathing. In. Out. In. Out.

      Morrie’s wicked grin held the world.

      “What… are you going to do?” I whispered.

      “Nothing,” Morrie said. “Until you make your own move. I won’t touch you until you beg for it, Mina. But I promise, you will beg for me.”

      I won’t touch you until you beg for it, Mina. By Isis, my name sounded glorious on his lips.

      I tried to laugh it off, but it came out like a high-pitched squeal. “This is ridiculous. I barely know you, and everything I do know tells me I should run away.”

      “You do like running from your problems, don’t you?” he chuckled, and even though he was ribbing me, the sound sent a shudder of pleasure through me. My nipples hardened, the tips just brushing his skin. Heat pooled inside me. Astarte, help me, I’m going to come right here.

      “It’s complicated.” Heathcliff’s name circled in my head, but as my stomach clenched and the heat rose inside me, I struggled to remember why I needed to talk to him.

      “Not from where I’m standing,” Morrie whispered. “All it takes is for you to make the move, and things will becomes exquisitely simple.”

      Don’t look down don’t look down don’t look—

      I looked down.

      Morrie’s cock stood to attention, thrusting out from his body like a man on a mission. As long as my forearm, and hard as a rock.

      Hard for me.

      He wants me.

      He knows about my eyes, and he wants me.

      He knows I’m a failure and that I gave up my dream, and he wants me.

      He knows I kissed Heathcliff, and he wants me.

      He knows I’m suspected of murdering my best friend, and he wants me.

      “I’m scared,” I whispered.

      “You weren’t scared the other day, in the alley.”

      “That was different. Before…”

      “Before Heathcliff kissed you and then ran away with his tail between his legs?”

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

      “Sweet Mina, he only ran away because he’s scared like you. But the only people here now are you and me. Do I look like I’m afraid you’ll bite? I hope you bite.”

      I remembered in the alley, how he placed his hand in my mouth, how I bit down on his skin to contain the tigress that wanted to escape me. “I want you,” I whispered.

      “Louder. I’m a bit hard of hearing.”

      “I want you.” My whole body buzzed with fire.

      “To do what?”

      Why is this so hot? “To kiss me.”

      “And?”

      “And… maybe some other stuff.”

      “You want to be specific, or should I just use my imagination?”

      “Mmmmhmm.”

      “Good,” Morrie rocked forward on his heels, curling his naked body around me, his hardness pressing between my legs. “Because I’ve been imagining you naked and under my power ever since you first walked up to the shop.”

      Morrie claimed my lips. His kiss blazed through my body – a forest fire leaping from limb to limb, gorging itself on the fuel of my uncertainty. Morrie’s kiss lit me up inside and out.

      His hands gripped my arms, pinning them to my sides as he backed me down the hall, against the bookshelf. Every step, every movement, was measured and controlled, straining against the fire that threatened to overwhelm him. Morrie broke our kiss for a moment to reach out and slide the bolt across the front door. Then he was back, kissing me until I was breathless, panting for him.

      “It appears we have reached the poetry shelf,” Morrie mumbled, his fingers flicking over my breasts. My nipples stood erect through my shirt. This is insane. Why am I doing this? This is James Moriarty. The James Moriarty. But no matter how much I chastised myself, I couldn’t tear my lips from his, or stop my body from shuddering with joy as he circled his fingers over my nipples.

      Morrie shrugged off my jacket and yanked my sweater over my head. Reaching behind me, he pulled a slim volume from the shelf. “Ah, John Donne. This shall do nicely.” He flicked through the pages while I waited, my panties already soaked through.

      My mind reeled. I’m standing here half naked, my body on fire, and he’s reading?

      Morrie stopped at a page. He slid his hand behind me and unclipped my bra. As it fell away, he grabbed a nipple, rolling it between his fingers as he spoke:

      
        
        
        “Full nakedness! All joys are due to thee,

        As souls unbodied, bodies uncloth’d must be,

        To taste whole joys. Gems which you women use

        Are like Atlanta’s balls, cast in men’s views,

        That when a fool’s eye lighteth on a Gem,

        His earthly soul may covet theirs, not them.

        Like pictures, or like books’ gay coverings made

        For lay-men, are all women thus array’d;

        Themselves are mystic books, which only we

        (Whom their imputed grace will dignify)

        Must see reveal’d. Then since that I may know;

        As liberally, as to a Midwife, shew

        Thy self: cast all, yea, this white linen hence,

        There is no penance due to innocence.”

      

        

      

      As Morrie spoke the last line, he slid his hand under my waistband and pushed a finger against my clit. I was so fired up that it only took that small touch to send me over the edge. I braced myself against the shelf as an orgasm shuddered through me.

      Holy fuck.

      I take it all back. Having a guy with a voice like Morrie recite poetry while he touches you all over is the best thing ever.

      Morrie held me until I sagged against him. “I’m not even close to being done with you yet, gorgeous,” he murmured against my lips.

      He slid my jeans and panties over my thighs, kicking them across the rug. Morrie’s fingers crept up my thighs, a slow walk. He brushed a finger across my wetness, and I nearly came right then, staring at the shelves of poetry books.

      “You are thus arrayed,” he grinned. “License my roving hands, and let them go, Before, behind, between, above, below.”

      “Please,” I begged.

      This is crazy. Yesterday Heathcliff kissed me and now here I am with Morrie. I can’t—

      But as quickly as the thought came, it flittered away. Morrie flipped to another page in his book, and as he bent between my legs, he began to read.

      He slid a finger inside me, plunging it in time with the rhythm of the poem. I gasped as he pressed his lips over my clit. He continued speaking, the words muffled by the strokes of his tongue, the flicks and swirls spelling out ancient words of erotic desire.

      “Oh, oh, fuck… Morrie…” I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. Pressure radiated through my body, a deep yearning that pressed against the inside of my skin. It burst, and bright red flames danced in front of my eyes. Morrie held my legs as my body turned to jelly.

      “Oh, whoa… Morrie… please… Morrie,” I murmured, leaning my weight against him. I’d never ever had two orgasms in a row like that. Never. And that second one… how did he do that?

      He chuckled. “I told you that I’d make you beg for me.”

      Morrie picked me up easily, his lips never leaving mine. He cradled my body in his, his strong arms holding me against him.

      “Where do you want it?” Morrie whispered against my lips. “Up against the shelves? On Heathcliff’s desk? We could be really wicked and shag in the Religion section.”

      “What about the room upstairs?” I murmured, wrapping my arms around his neck. “The one with the four-poster bed and the fancy bathroom?”

      Morrie pulled back, his mouth set in a firm line. “You went in there?”

      “Yes, when I was looking for Quoth. Is that bad?”

      “It could be.” Morrie kissed me again. “That is fine. I like bad girls. But we’re not doing it in there.”

      “Why—”

      I yelped as Morrie flipped me and dropped me on the rug, running his hands along the curve of my ass. I knelt on my knees and gripped the balustrade as he slid between my thighs. Foil rustled as he rolled on a condom. Where did he even have a condom? But my mind couldn’t process it because the head of his cock entered me.

      The size of him shocked me, driving the breath from my lungs as he gave me another inch, and another, waiting for me to adjust before he thrust deeper. He must be all inside me now.

      But no, there was more, so much more. I took him and held him and I’d never felt so full or so pleased or so desperate for anything before.

      Morrie drew himself out of me and slowly, slowly, as I breathed out, he slid inside again. My fingers tightened around the wood as I took him, my body relaxing and relenting to him.

      Out again. In again. Slow and languid and hot. Oh, so hot.

      I peeked over my shoulder at Morrie, registering his expression. A veneer of intense concentration masked the beast underneath. Morrie dueled with his twin natures – control, and chaos.

      I’d had control. I wanted chaos. I wanted everything he had to give.

      “Morrie,” I whispered. “Enough of this softness. I want you to fuck me.”

      His breath kissed my back. “Gorgeous, I thought you’d never ask.”

      Morrie slammed into me, driving his length as far inside me as it would go, stroking all the right places. My knees burned against the carpet. I gripped the staircase for dear life as Morrie thrust into me with all the power and force of his personality. He fisted my hair in his hand, bending my neck back as he scraped his teeth along my collarbone.

      I thrust my hips back against him, driving him deeper, burning myself against his skin.

      “I wanted to do this since I first saw you walk into the shop,” Morrie murmured against my earlobe, his hands sliding between my legs. He touched my clit and I came again, my body shuddering around his cock. His teeth dragged over my skin, and his body bucked as his own orgasm hit him. His long body curled around mine, collapsing against me, skin against sweaty skin.

      What have I done?

      “I’ll never be able to read Donne the same way again,” a dark voice growled behind me.

      Heathcliff.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I whirled around, my heart in my throat.

      No, not Heathcliff. There, on the stairs, sat Quoth in his human form, his skin luminescent against the dark wood paneling.

      My mind reeled. Did he watch us?

      And then, another thought, one that surprised and terrified me. Did he like what he saw?

      My face flushing with heat, I scrambled for my clothes. Who is this person, and what has she done with Mina Wilde?

      This wasn’t me. This wasn’t the kind of thing I’d do, fuck some random stranger in the middle of a bookshop where anyone might walk in or peek through the windows.

      But Morrie wasn’t a random stranger, which was worse. He was James Moriarty, and I’d known him my whole life because he was a part of the other world I inhabited, the world of books and imagination where I got to be the heroine instead of the victim.

      And this heroine just slept with the villain.

      I shoved past Quoth and headed upstairs. “I need a moment,” I cried as I stumbled through the door to their apartment. I shoved the bathroom door open, but the smell slammed into me, and I slammed it shut again.

      My hand fitted around the handle of the spare bedroom, the one with the four poster bed. I thought of what Quoth had said yesterday, of the way Morrie reacted when I’d suggested it as a place for our tryst. But it was here and they weren’t. I twisted the handle.

      The door wouldn’t budge. Locked. But who locked it? Did the guys do this so I’d stay out of that room? What are they keeping inside?

      “Hey.”

      I whirled around. Quoth stood in the hallway. He’d pulled on a black t-shirt for some band named Blood Lust. It showed a woman in a flowing red dress standing in front of a creepy gothic mansion covered in vines.

      “Argh!” I held my shirt over my lady bits. “I’m not dressed.”

      “I can see that.”

      “Someone locked this door.” I couldn’t keep the accusatory tone out of my voice.

      Quoth shook his head. “It’s always locked.”

      “But then how—”

      “That’s a conversation to have with Heathcliff.” He averted his eyes to the ceiling. “I came up here to apologize to you. Also, you can use my room to change if you want.”

      “I appreciate that, but I think I’ll just—” I dropped my clothes in a puddle and pulled on my bra, best to get this done before the rest of the neighborhood saw me.

      “I didn’t mean to spy on you,” Quoth said. “I heard a noise like someone screaming, so I came down to see if you were okay, and there you were. I didn’t see much, if that’s what you’ve worried about. Morrie’s white arse covered most of the view.”

      “It’s not your fault.” My cheeks burned with heat. I couldn’t believe he’d seen me.

      “I was disrespectful. I apologize.”

      “It’s fine. I…” My shoulders slumped. “I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.”

      “I know. Heathcliff was raving last night about kissing you.”

      “He did?” So that’s really how Morrie knew. Lying bastard. “What did he say?”

      “Basically, that he acted like a right tit. Truthfully, I think he’s a little afraid of you.”

      “Morrie said that, too. Why?”

      “Because he didn’t think he’d feel anything for anyone after he lost Cathy, after he read what happened to her. And then you showed up in the shop and he doesn’t know what to think now.”

      “Are you saying he likes me?”

      “Very much,” Quoth whispered, a dark shadow passing over his eyes.

      I buried my face in my hands. “Great. So my boss has a thing for me, and I just slept with his friend. I’ve messed everything up.”

      “You haven’t. This isn’t an ordinary bookshop you’ve walked into. Heathcliff likes you. Morrie likes you. They both know that fact, yet neither wishes to enter a competition for your affections. Instead, they care only that you are happy, and safe.” Quoth paused. “I like you, too.”

      My head whipped up, but Quoth had vanished. A single black feather fluttered to the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I like you, too.

      I slumped over the pile of books on our chipped table. I’d decided to tackle my airport book art project to take my mind off Nevermore Bookshop, but it wasn’t working. All I’d managed to do was fold three origami cranes and obsess over Quoth’s words. What was he saying, that the three of them would happily… share me? Is that even a thing?

      I reached for my phone, and started texting Ashley. “I need your help. I—”

      Shit.

      I can’t text Ashley.

      Ashley’s dead.

      Grief hit me in a wave. I’d been so busy being angry and hurt over the last few months that I hadn’t thought about everything I’d given up by refusing to forgive Ashley, and now… I’d never again make her laugh so hard she got the hiccups, we’d never go out for drinks after a long day in the office, or dance until our feet fell off at the Fashion Week afterparty.

      The last words I’d spoken to her were in anger. She might’ve been trying to reach out, hoping to end the void between us. Maybe she would have even confessed to selling Marcus’ drawings if I’d acted like her friend, if I’d noticed her being odd. But I hadn’t wanted to notice.

      Now she’s dead. And I’m digging myself deeper and deeper into a mess with these guys, and I have no one to talk to about it.

      My heart ached for a connection to her. My phone screen blurred through my tears as I navigated to her Instagram feed. I scrolled through Ashley’s photographs to a picture of the two of us, our tongues poking out at the camera as we posed on the top of the Empire State Building.

      There was another one; a selfie of her sitting at her desk in the office, beaming at the camera as she held up a goodie bag we got from a makeup company ahead of Marcus’ last show.

      You look so happy. I can’t believe you’d risk it all to sell Marcus’ designs. Oh, Ashley, why’d you do it? What weren’t you telling me?

      My finger paused over a picture of Ashley in our old apartment, holding a big stack of folders and papers, her hair freshly pinned and her little-black dress smoothed down over her killer body. I remember this, it was right before the gala dinner. We were running late, but she begged me to take that photo.

      Wait a second…

      …is that…?

      Oh, wow.

      On the edge of Ashley’s paper stack was the familiar scribble of Marcus’ signature, plus the corner of a drawing. My heart thudded as I recognized the scalloped edges from the fur leather jacket that had been leaked last year.

      Ashley had added the caption, “Getting ready for the big gala dinner. I have a special surprise gift for someone who’s there. Come say hi, but not until after I’ve eaten mah shrimp.”

      I bolted out of my chair, knocking glue and scissors and books everywhere. The car had exploded again, so I’d have to run if I wanted to see the guys in person. “Mum, I’ve got to head down to the shop for a minute. Don’t wait up!”
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        * * *

      

      I shoved my key in the door and rushed inside, my lungs bursting after sprinting from the car. “Morrie, Quoth, get your asses down here. I’ve figured out—”

      I stopped short as Heathcliff’s dark figure appeared in the doorway to the main room. He glared up at me, and my words died on my lips.

      “Mina,” he said. “Come with me. I have something to show you.”

      Surprised by his abrupt instruction, I bit back my news and followed him into the main room. Heathcliff slid into his chair and gestured for me to occupy the velvet chair beside the desk.

      “What’s this monstrosity?” I nudged an enormous book occupying half of Heathcliff's desk.

      “It’s what I wanted to show you. This is the Doomsday Book. it records the property of every man in England during the reign of William the Conqueror.”

      “The title sounds ominous.”

      “It was called thus because it constituted what was seen as an accurate account of holdings and values, so William could determine the taxes owed under Edward the Confessor and reassert the rights of the Crown. Its decisions, like those of the Last Judgement, were unalterable.”

      “And you keep this tome around for a little light reading?”

      “I wanted to see if had a record of this property.”

      “In 1086? But this building is Georgian and Victorian.”

      “Yes, but there have been many buildings on this very spot. You can see at least two different layers of Tudor walls in the basement.” Heathcliff opened the cover. It thumped on the desk, sending up a cloud of dust. He ran his finger down a list. “On this spot in 1086… was the office of Herman Strepel, bookseller and copyist. Strepel’s team would take orders from the clerics and canons for particular volumes and then have those volumes made up in the client’s chosen style. Basically, the medieval equivalent of a bookshop. Would you like to see? How’s your Medieval Latin?”

      “I was sick the day we had Medieval Latin class at fashion design school. Is its news weird?”

      “For a building to have the exact same function for many hundreds of years? A little weird, yes.” He slammed the book shut, raising a cloud of dust that set me off in a coughing fit.

      Heathcliff leaned back in his chair, his eyes swiveled to the ceiling. “Mina, I—”

      Morrie strutted in and threw his arm around Heathcliff’s shoulders. A raven fluttered down from the shelves and perched on the armadillo.

      “You hollered for us, gorgeous.” Morrie’s grin made my chest tighten.

      “There was shrimp for the starter at the gala,” I held up my phone. “Ashley was so excited because she’d never had shrimp before. She talked about it over and over and it turns out the shrimp was completely disgusting. But this is how she’s getting messages to her guy!”

      “Say what?”

      “I’ve figured it out. Look.” I tapped the screen. Morrie peered over the railing to glance at the phone. Heathcliff remained where he was, his expression unreadable. “She’s using her social media. In this photo she tells the buyer to meet her at the gala dinner, and that she’ll make the drop after the first course. That’s why she mentions the shrimp. I bet there are other messages buried in the photographs, too.”

      I scrolled right to the end of the feed. I stopped on the very last photograph, the snap she’d taken right here in the shop on the day of her murder. I hadn’t wanted to read the caption the other day, too afraid of what it might say about me, but now the words filled me with a weird exhilaration.

      “Dropped off a very special illustrated book at this quaint bookshop in my hometown. I also found a copy of High Fashion and the Culture of Excess, a classic for any fashionable minx!”

      “That’s how the buyer knew to come to the bookshop to pick up the pictures. He was following her Instagram feed.” I paused. “But if this message is correct, Ashley collected the money and dropped the picture in the afternoon, so why was she in the shop that night?”

      “Perhaps she wanted to confront him, or she was hoping to get the pictures back off him and keep the money?” Quoth offered.

      I handed the phone to Morrie. “Can you get an IP address for these comments?”

      “I can, but it’s useless.” Morrie tapped away on his phone. “It’s a residential proxy. Tracking the real IP will take me some time, and even then it’s not a guarantee.”

      “What would we do with this person’s address, anyway?” I rubbed my temple. “Go over to his house and beat him until he confesses? We can’t exactly speak to the police about Ashley’s conspiracy. They’re never going to believe us based on some drawings and an Instagram post.”

      “There’s got to be a way we can trick him into confessing,” Morrie said. “My nemesis fooled many of my contemporaries in such a way.”

      “But how? He obviously knows Ashley’s dead. It’s not like we can just send him another message saying – omigod, that’s it. That’s exactly what we can do.” I tossed the phone to Morrie. “You’ve already hacked into her Instragram, right? So I can post something and it will appear as her?”

      Morrie tapped a few buttons on the phone and handed it back to me. “There you go.”

      “I need paper and a pencil. And somewhere to sit.”

      Without a word, Heathcliff swept his arm across the desk, sending a cascade of pens and papers and books onto the floor. Morrie grabbed the monitor before it joined the rest. Quoth crept upstairs and returned with some fancy art paper and pencils. I slid into Heathcliff’s chair and sketched out a design. It was one of my own, for a figure-hugging fishtail dress with leather and lace inserts that matched the general style of Marcus’ latest collection. When I was done, I arranged a few books around it, making sure to include the volume where we’d found the money. I snapped a picture, added a filter and enough hashtags to make it look legitimate, and uploaded it to Ashley’s site.

      “That’s quite clever, gorgeous,” Morrie said.

      “Now for the final touch.” I typed a message that sounded pure Ashley. “Hey twats. I might be dead, but I’m not buried yet. You’ll find me under the full moon, in the place where we last met. This zombie bitch is ready to kick some serious arse.”

      I hit publish and the post appeared in Ashley’s feed. Immediately, people started liking and commenting. “There. Now whoever turns up at this store tomorrow night, we know they were the one who killed Ashley.”

      “Excellent work, gorgeous.” Morrie swept me up into his arms and honored me with a kiss that left me breathless. The tension in the room shifted, and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end.

      I drew away from Morrie and grabbed my purse. “I’d better go, It’s late and my mum still wants me to set up a Facebook page for her wobbling business.”

      “You’re not walking, are you?”

      “Nah, I’ll take a rideshare. It won’t be cheap, so it would be nice if someone paid me,” I said with a glare at Heathcliff.

      He grunted in reply. I called up the rideshare on my phone. It would take a few minutes to arrive. I sucked in a breath – now or never.

      After hugging Quoth goodbye, I picked up my bag. “Wait with me outside?” I asked Heathcliff.

      “I’m busy.”

      “Please.”

      Heathcliff sighed, but he got up and followed me out into Butcher Street.

      “Listen,” I said as we stopped under the streetlamp, before I lost my nerve. “I know you’re mad at me about yesterday, but you can’t treat me like this. As much as I love the bookshop, I can’t work in a place where the boss is ignoring me and avoiding me. So you need to either talk to me about it, or I won’t be in at work tomorrow.”

      “I’m not angry with you, Mina.” Heathcliff stared past me, into the gloomy night.

      “Then why did you yell at me?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter. You’re my boss. Don’t you get that the kiss and these mind games aren’t appropriate?”

      “Is that the only reason you’re upset with me, because I’m your employer?”

      “No. You kiss me and then you yell like that? I assume I’ve upset you or hurt you in some way. Against my better judgement, I care about you, okay? As… as more than a boss. And that’s bad, too.”

      Heathcliff sighed, his huge frame heaving. He stared at the moon, his hands clenching into fists at his sides. “Morrie and Quoth, they didn’t leave anyone behind. But I left her, and every time I look at you, I feel as though I’m betraying her.”

      Here it comes. “Cathy.”

      “I read my book,” Heathcliff growled. “I know what happens to her, and what it does to me. I know the monster I become. I promised myself that I’d never make that mistake. If I never loved in this world, I would starve the monster of the fire he needs to rage. But then you came along and I… and I…”

      His fists clenched and unclenched.

      “You what?” I whispered, my chest tightening.

      The door banged open, and the shop bell tinkled.

      “I’ve never been so happy to have a customer,” Heathcliff cried out, turning away from me and snapping the spell that wove between us. He rushed back toward the safety of the shop. “Come in, come in. Make yourself at home. We’re open late tonight! Pull out your mobile phone and selfie as you please. Books are this way! Come distract me with your inane questions!”

      He stepped into the hall and stopped short. My heart pounded. Something was wrong.

      Inspector Hayes shoved past Heathcliff and strode toward me, pinning me with a fierce gaze. “Wilhelmina Wilde, we’re arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Ashley Greer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t know what else to tell you.” I dug my nails into my palm to stop myself reaching across the table and throttling Inspector Hayes. “I didn’t kill Ashley.”

      After the inspector read me my rights, he escorted me out of the bookshop. Every person in the village still awake at eight wandered out of the pub or stopped on the street to gawk at me being escorted into a police car. The back of the vehicle smelled of urine. For the first time in my entire life, I wished my mother was with me.

      At the station I submitted to fingerprint tests, and gave them some strands of hair they could test for DNA and trace evidence. I hoped somehow Jo would be able to prove my innocence, but judging by the way she’d fled the bakery, I guessed she’d seen enough to damn me.

      “You were upset with Ashley over losing your internship. You discovered she was back in town, and you threatened her.” Inspector Hayes pushed a sheet of paper across the table. On it was a list of comments I’d made on Ashley’s Instagram account after she blabbed about me. Looking at them out of context, all those “I hate you,” and “I hope you choke on a radish” weren’t such a good idea. (The radish thing was a private joke between us that I wanted to throw back in her face, but now… yeah, it looked like a threat).

      “I was upset with her,” I said. “I wasn’t thinking clearly. If you notice, I stopped those comments after a few days, once I calmed down. Check my receipts from the market. I haven’t purchased any radishes.”

      “And what about these?” The inspector slid another stack of papers inserted into clear sleeves across the table. Marcus’ drawings. “We found those in your purse. Can you explain where they came from?”

      Shite. Okay, this didn’t look good.

      “I found those in Ashley’s bag,” I said.

      “We searched her bag and never saw these drawings.”

      “You searched her purse. I found those in her travel case at her mum’s house.”

      “Why were you looking through her bag?”

      “She was stealing designs from under Marcus’ nose to sell to other designers so they could beat him to market. The drawings prove this, and I believe that’s why she was killed. I was trying to find the person who was buying them. That’s not something a guilty person would do.”

      “Actually, it’s typical for a guilty party to attempt to deflect blame onto others. You expect us to believe this far-fetched story?”

      “It’s the truth! Call Marcus Ribald – ask him if these are his drawings.”

      “We’ve already done that. But we only have your word for it that Ashley stole these. A far more likely scenario is that you stole them and planned to plant them on Ashley, getting revenge on both of them at the same time. Only, the arrival of your friends from upstairs prevented you.”

      “Morrie and Heathcliff came down the stairs a moment before me. I didn’t have time to do anything.”

      “A convenient alibi. We’ll be looking into their statements. For a pretty young girl like you, I imagine they’re all too happy to fudge their testimony.”

      “I can prove it.” I pointed to the date in the bottom corner. “Marcus always dated and filed his drawings. These were all drawn after I lost my internship. I wasn’t even in New York, so there’s no way I could have stolen them.”

      I sat back, waiting from them to apologize, but Sergeant Wilson didn’t look convinced. “Is this the internship you were fired from because you were harassing the victim?”

      “What? No. I never harassed Ashley. She was my best friend. Marcus didn’t fire me. He had one paid position, and even though he admitted I was the most qualified for the role he chose to give it to Ashley because I’m going blind.”

      Something battered against the door. Inspector Hayes glanced up just as the knob turned and Heathcliff burst in. “Don’t say another word, Mina. These officers shouldn’t be questioning you without a lawyer present.”

      “You’re not a lawyer,” Inspector Hayes pointed out.

      Heathcliff slapped down a piece of paper. “There’s a copy of my law transcript. Your secretary has already confirmed my name on the register. This interview is terminated while I have a meeting with my client. In private,” he added with a glower that could have sunk a thousand ships.

      Inspector Hayes flashed him an evil glare, but he beckoned Wilson to stand. They left the room. “Twenty minutes,” Inspector Hayes hissed at Heathcliff.

      “I’ll take all the time I please,” Heathcliff shot back, slamming the door so hard behind him that the wall shook. He picked up the recorder from the table and ripped the cassette out of the slot.

      I fell against him, my body sagging into his. “Am I glad to see you.”

      Heathcliff stiffened under my touch. You just going to have to deal with it, mate. I’m a girl and I need a hug.

      After a few moments Heathcliff wrapped his arms around my shoulders, enveloping me in leather and peat and strength. By Isis, he feels so good against my body.

      “I was never angry at you,” he muttered into my ear.

      “I know. Heathcliff, are you really a lawyer?”

      “Of course not. Morrie forged a transcript for me. Now,” he rubbed his fingers across my knuckles, sending a shiver through my arm and straight to my core. “We have a plan.”

      “Of course you do,” I patted his arm. “Since Morrie’s behind this, I’m guessing it involves breaking the law?”

      “Several laws, I imagine. Be ready. Quoth will come for you tonight. In a few hours we’ll catch the killer and have you back in our arms.”

      “Heathcliff, do you know that Morrie and I—”

      He nodded.

      “Does it… bother you?”

      “Do you want us to have a duel for your virtue? I’d win, obviously, but from what Morrie tells me there’s not much virtue left to claim.”

      “No, I…”

      Heathcliff patted my hand, the most intimate gesture he’d ever given me. His eyes glistened with something like awe. “We’ll get you out of this first, Mina. And then we’ll see what happens.”
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      Heathcliff stayed by my side while the officers finished their interview. Not that they got much out of me with him barking “no comment!” after every question, his resting his hand on my knee, his fingers curling over the edges of the table.

      Finally, Inspector Hayes terminated the interview. He explained that he’d be taking me back to a cell, where they’d hold me for questioning before making an arrest.

      Visions of shivs slicing up my skin haunted me, but when I arrived at the cell I was grateful to discover I’d be sleeping alone. As if I’d get any sleep on the narrow wooden cot in a bare room that reeked of urine. Red stains had soaked between the tiles on the floor. Was that blood?

      I lay down on the bed and stared at the ceiling, listening to two male prisoners chatting in the other cell and police officers responding to calls. Outside, a dog barked. Cars drove down the road. I counted them. I was so fucking bored.

      My mind rebelled against the stagnation of the cell. I searched every nook and cranny of my memory for faces and names of people in the fashion industry, or everyone Ashley had contact with, who might want to destroy Marcus Ribald.

      Was it Holly? She had an alibi for that night, but she might have hired someone. Was it Roger Cox? But it didn’t fit with his story. I didn’t think it was Earl Larson, either. But who had entered the shop and killed Ashley? Earl said no one had walked past him, so had they been hiding in the shop the whole time?

      And murder aside, there was an even bigger mystery afoot. What was going on in Nevermore Bookshop? Heathcliff. Morrie. Quoth. How were they real? How could a person step out of the pages of a book and become flesh-and-blood? Three smokin’ hot characters from the pens of three of my favorite authors.

      It was almost as if someone chose them especially for me.

      A female officer delivered me dinner – a ham and cheese sandwich on stale bread, and some watery orange juice. I ate every morsel.

      I lay back on the bed and watched the light outside change from the grey to a pale-blue shaft of moonlight. Scritch, scritch, scritch. Something sharp scraped against the concrete. I stood on the bed and peered up at the window. “Quoth, is that you?”

      “Croak,” the raven replied. My heart thudded. A pair of keys dropped through the bars and onto the bed beside me.

      “That’s great, but how am I supposed to get past the guards?” I hissed out the window.

      No reply. “Quoth?”

      Still nothing.

      I guess I’m just supposed to make a run for it. Why did they think this was a good idea?

      Because I made the instagram post, and if the killer is from the fashion industry I might be the only one who can identify him. I’ve got to be there, for Ashley’s sake. She deserves that much.

      Great. I stared at the keys in my hand. I guess I’m doing this. I’m going to get in so much trouble.

      By fumbling around in the dark, I managed to wrap my hand around the bars and insert the correct key into the lock from the outside. It turned easily, and the cell door swung open with a creak that shattered my eardrums. I held the door shut, my heart pounding.

      Ten seconds. Twenty seconds. Nothing stirred in the hallway. The guys in the cell beside me continued to snore.

      I rushed back to the bed, pulled off my hoodie and jeans and arranged them and the pillows under the threadbare blanket so it looked as though I was sleeping. I pushed open the door just wide enough to slip through, then rested it back on its hinges and locked it.

      I crept down the hall, pausing outside the door to the other cell. Sucking in my breath, I darted across the doorway, slamming my back into the wall. The snoring didn’t change.

      One obstacle down, now for the guards.

      The hallway ended in a stairwell. At the top was the on-duty officer. I crept up the first flight of stairs, flattened myself against the wall, and peered around the corner. The officer sat behind his desk, poring over paperwork. He stopped to take a sip of coffee. A shadow moved behind his head.

      What the—

      A raven flew down from atop the filing cabinet, flapping its wings in the cop’s face. “Argh, what the hell!” He staggered out of his seat and picked up an enormous tome titled “Handbook on Self-Defense.” The officer flung the book at the raven, but Quoth dived out of the way just in time and the cop battered himself in the face.

      “Argh, my nose!” He clutched his face and spun around, tripping over his chair.

      I sprinted up the stairs and ducked beneath the desk. My heart thudded so loud I was sure the cop must be able to hear it, but he kept swearing and swinging at Quoth. I scrambled for a door on the other side of the room, and shoved my way through. It led to another long corridor. At the end way a room labeled ‘breakroom.’ I peered inside. It was deserted. Two rows of large windows faced the fields for the local school.

      I flung a window open, clambered through, and dropped into the bushes beneath, pausing to catch my breath. A few moments later, a black dot soared across the moon, trailing the angry cries of the officer behind him.

      The raven dropped into the bushes beside me. A second later, Quoth materialized in the flesh. He grinned when he noticed my lack of clothing. “Isn’t it a little soon for matching couples outfits?”

      “I had to use my clothes to create a Mina-shape in the bed, in case they checked on me.”

      “Good thinking. Plus, I like the view.”

      I punched him in the arm. “Thanks for the distraction back there. How’d you get the keys?”

      “That was easy. I grabbed them off his belt while he climbed out of his car. Bloody fool never even noticed.” Quoth grabbed my hand. “Are you ready to run? You’re going to be conspicuous in your underwear.”

      “Can’t I just ride on your back while you fly me to safety?”

      “Bloody hell, that would be fun. I wish it worked like that. Follow me. We’ll take the back way – less chance you’ll be spotted. I’ll stay close so you can see me. ”

      Quoth gritted his teeth as the feathers shoved through his skin, and his bones snapped and twisted into place. A moment later, he took off, soaring low so I could see his outline against the grass. Rubbing my hands over my goosepimpling arms, I glanced both ways for onlookers, and plunged after him.

      The police had confiscated my shoelaces, so my boots flapped about on my ankles as the soles sank into the soft, wet grass. I sprinted for the line of trees separating the police station from Donahue Road. My eyes swept the ground in front of me, but with my dwindling vision I could barely make anything out. I listened for the rustle of the leaves on the tree line, to the wind rushing over Quoth’s wings. He’ll guide me.

      The air hung damp and heavy, with a biting chill that burned in my bones. But at least it wasn’t raining anymore. Branches scraped at my skin as I followed Quoth along the tree line, heading down Donahue, past Helen’s cottage and toward the lane at the rear of the bookshop.

      Ah, to be free, where the air didn’t smell like stale urine.

      Quoth hopped into the middle of the deserted street. I peered up at the line of shops, but the only lights I could see were from the upper story of Nevermore Bookshop. I sucked in a deep breath and sprinted across the road, my boots slapping against the damp asphalt, splashing icy water up my legs. The backdoor swung open just as I reached it, and a rough hand clamped around my arm and dragged me inside.

      “Why are you running around without clothes?” Heathcliff demanded, slamming the door behind me. “You’ll catch a chill.”

      “Because she used her clothes to create a Mina-shape in the bed so no one would notice her missing for a few hours.” Moriarty chimed in from the front room. “Obviously.”

      “H-h-how did you know that?” I asked, my teeth chattering.

      “Because you’re clever, Mina Wilde, just like me.”

      “She’s nothing like you,” Heathcliff growled.

      “Hey, I’d like to th-th-think I’m at least a little bit clever,” I protested. Cold chills ran through my body. “Can one of you lend me some cl-cl-clothing?”

      Morrie jumped up and took the stairs two at a time. Heathcliff led me to his chair and pushed me down. He shrugged off his coat. Quoth was already carrying over a teapot, holding the tray just so to hide his genitals.

      He must be freezing his nuts off. I bet that’s why he doesn’t want me to see.

      I wrapped my hands around the hot cup of tea, marveling at how Quoth – who’d known me for three days – got it just right, while Ashley had never been able to remember whether I had milk. Morrie appeared in the doorway with an armload of clothes.

      “Since you’re a woman of refined tastes, I skipped Quoth’s closet and Heathcliff’s cesspool of stench and procured these garments from my own wardrobe.” He handed me a pair of buttery-soft grey trousers. I pulled them on. Morrie bit his lip as I rolled the hems up and stuffed them into my boots. He handed me a long-sleeve black silk shirt and a fine wool jacket. I wish I had a mirror. I bet I look dapper as fuck. “I found you a belt, too, since these will fall off that tiny waist of yours.” He handed me a supple belt of fine leather and I threaded it through the loops.

      I struck a pose. “How do I look?”

      “Not a ridiculous as Morrie,” Heathcliff answered.

      “It’s nice to see you again, too, Your Honor,” I grinned.

      “I’m a lawyer, not a judge.”

      “Right now, I don’t care. What’s the plan? We didn’t get to discuss details before I got dragged away by the police.”

      “You’re going to wait right here for our friend to show.” Morrie patted my shoulder. “Heathcliff, Quoth and I are going to hide amongst the shelves. We’ll ambush the guy when he shows up.”

      “Why do I have to be the bait?”

      “Three reasons. Because this guy’s expecting to see a woman. If he knows Ashley, he probably knows you. I’m the criminal mastermind, so I don’t do bait. And also, because Heathcliff and Quoth are never going to be convincing as fashionistas.”

      “True enough.” I waved my hand at Heathcliff. “Out of that chair. You need to hide and I need to look like I belong here.”

      “If you ruin my arse groove, I’m firing you,” Heathcliff shuffled off toward the Ancient Languages room across the hall.

      “Be safe, Mina.” Quoth’s piercing eyes bore into mine. He bent down and brushed his lips across the top of my head. The feather-light touch reverberated through my whole body, piercing my core. “I won’t let you out of my sight.”

      He slumped to his knees, holding his head as his body contorted into the raven. My heart wept for him. He’d transformed so many times tonight. His body must be screaming with pain, but he showed nothing.

      Quoth fluttered up onto the chandelier, folding his wings away and sinking into the shadows. No one would see him there unless they were looking for him.

      Morrie placed a finger under my chin, tilting my head up. “You’re the hottest bait I’ve ever used.”

      “Thanks, I think.”

      He pressed his lips to mine, devouring me in his chaotic energy, feeding me the strength I needed to get through this.

      Morrie drew away, his sweetness lingering.

      I sat behind the desk, touching my lips. I pulled a book from the top of Heathcliff’s stack. To my surprise, it was Wuthering Heights. Why’s he reading his own story again? Surely that’s just torturing himself? I shuffled through the stack until I found an Agatha Christie book, and opened that. After I read the same page twelve times without comprehending a word, I closed the book and settled for checking my watch every twenty seconds.

      I didn’t have to wait long. The door creaked open, setting my heart a-pattering. I leaned over the desk and squinted into the darkness.

      A dark figure appeared in the doorway. That’s him. That’s the guy who killed Ashley.

      “Hello,” I said, holding up the drawing. “I’ve got something I think you want. If you step this way, I think we can make an arrangement.”

      The figure stepped forward, under the shaft of light beaming from the chandelier. His features leapt out in stark profile, and I jumped in surprise.

      “Darren?”
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      Darren stared at me from the other side of the table. “Hi, Mina.”

      I quickly shoved the drawing under the stack of books, my mind whirring. Darren must have seen me at the doorway and come to talk to me about Ashley some more. I’ve got to get him out of here before the killer gets here.

      “Hi Darren. I’m sorry, I can’t talk now. The shop’s actually closed. I’m just doing some accounts and I want to finish up.”

      “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      His eyes unsettled me. Why did he come in the shop, then? “Who did you expect to see, Darren?”

      “Ashley, of course.”

      “Um… why would Ashley be in the bookshop?” A nervous tickle prickled the back of my neck.

      “This is the last place I saw her,” he said, shifting his weight to his other foot. “I thought… I thought I’d lost her forever, but when I got her message I realized that she wasn’t really dead, so I came to see her. I came to see if she’d accept my offer.”

      Darren’s words sunk into my mind. The last place I saw her.

      Darren had been in the shop that night.

      Other pieces slotted into place. How he’d mentioned in the supermarket that he’d been following Ashley on social media. How he lived over the butcher shop and could’ve seen any comings and goings, and made it in and out without passing Earl on the corner. How Earl found two beer cans in the bushes outside the shop. Not just any beer – expensive locally-brewed IPA.

      Shit.

      It’s Darren.

      Darren killed Ashley. But why?

      I glanced at the shelves behind Darren’s head, but it was so dark, I couldn’t see Quoth anywhere.

      Keep him talking. Get him to confess.

      “What offer was that, Darren?”

      “I asked her to marry me. I saved all my money from working at the market, every single penny. That was how I could afford to buy those drawings. I brought some ugly knifes, from eBay, just because she was selling them.”

      The murder weapon. “But why? If you loved her so much, why did you kill her?”

      “When Ashley went to New York, she took the sun and the moon with her. I couldn’t bear to be parted from her, but at least I got to see what she was doing on social media. All those famous people loved her! Of course they did, she’s amazing.”

      Darren stepped forward. “She sent me messages. She needed money to promote her social media. She wanted to earn enough to get professional modeling photographs done so she could go to LA and become a movie star. She was going to be the biggest star in the world! But it would be hard, financially, while she built her new career. I decided to show her I could provide for us both. So I purchased her drawings. I bid out all the fashionable people who wanted them. She told me to get a temporary job as a server at the gala, so I spent my savings on a ticket. It was worth it to see her in person again. She told me to use a burner phone so no one could trace the exchange back to me, but I printed out all her messages. No way would I destroy any of her precious words. Once, she sent me a love heart emoji, because she felt the same way.”

      I remembered from a terrible action film that when you were negotiating with crazed assailants, you try and treat them as if they’re on your side and you justify all their ravings until an opportunity presented itself to take them out. I nodded. “Yes. She did have feelings for you.”

      “I knew it,” Darren moaned, bringing his left hand up to wipe the tears welling in his heads. His right hand remained behind his back. “I knew she loved me. She’s always paid special attention to me, always asking me to help her with her computer or finish her homework. She needed me. She trusted me. She—”

      “Darren, tell me about the night at the gala. What happened next?”

      “Oh yes.” Darren glanced up, his eyes glazing over as if he’d forgotten where he was. “I met Ashley at the service entrance, after I’d served the starter course. Ashley couldn’t stay long because she had to get back to you. I hated you that night, Mina, because you got to be with her, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before I’d be the one taking her to fancy galas. I gave Ashley the cash and she handed me the pictures, kissed me on the cheek—” he rubbed a pimply spot on his face, his eyes rolling toward the ceiling. “I was so happy to see her and to have her trust, I just threw down my apron and ran out of there. I even dropped one of the drawings on the steps outside. Can you imagine my face?” He grinned happily. “It was all worth it, just to see her. It was our first real date.”

      “What did you do with the drawings?” I asked.

      “Oh, I keep them pressed in an album under my bed,” he said. “They remind me of Ashley, and she wanted me to have them. I’d never dream of selling them.”

      “You lied to me in the market. Ashley contacted you again when she decided to come back to Argleton.”

      “It was the best day of my life when I got that text,” he grinned. “She didn’t give me much time, so I planned as best I could. I found a beautiful ring in Debenhams. Luckily they were having a sale, so I could buy a new shirt, as well. I had a bottle of American IPA imported especially to celebrate. But she didn’t want to see me in person. She thought it was too dangerous, so she made me put the money in a book, and then she came back for the book and left the drawings. But I didn’t care about the drawings. I cared about her. I waited outside the bookshop for her when she dropped them off, but she didn’t come out and I had to go back to work. She didn’t respond to my message about meeting up. I get it, I mean, she’s so busy and important. But I needed to see her.

      “I thought I’d missed my chance, but when I saw her go into the bookshop through my window that night, I knew it was the perfect opportunity. I found her by the bookcase. I went down on one knee and told her how much I loved her.” Darren’s mouth twitched. “She pushed me away. She told me to stop being silly, to get out, that she had to talk to you. That she had come to see you. She didn’t care about me. It was Mina, Mina, Mina.”

      Darren’s hand clenched into a fist. His cheeks reddened and his jaw clenched. “You ruined everything! You took Ashley away from me and turned her against me. She was tainted by you now, spoiled. She couldn’t be my wife, and it was all your fault!”

      “So you killed her.”

      “No, you killed her,” Darren whispered. “You killed her because you wouldn’t let her go. You took my Ashley away from me. She went to New York with you and she didn’t love me anymore, and then you broke her heart so she couldn’t love me.”

      “No, that’s—”

      “You hurt Ashley,” Darren whipped his hand from behind his back, revealing a long object that glinted in the light. A knife. He raised the blade above his head and stared down at me, his face twisted with hatred. “And now I’m going to hurt you.”
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      Darren lunged over the desk, the knife aiming for my throat. I shoved off from the desk. The chair scooted across the hardwood floor and smashed into the wall. Darren’s knife went into the desk, burying the blade an inch into the wood. Darren grabbed the handle with both hands and tried to wrench it free. When it wouldn’t budge, he picked up the Doomsday Book Heathcliff had lying on his desk and lunged at me again.

      I screamed and scooted to the left, just as Darren slammed the book down where my head had once been. The heavy book overbalanced Darren and he toppled forward.

      A wild screech echoed through the room as something soared over my head. Quoth dug his talons into Darren’s shoulders. Darren yelled and flung the book behind his back.

      “Quoth!” I cried, but the raven jerked out of the way. The book slammed on Darren’s back. He yelled and dropped to the floor. Heathcliff leapt out of the storage cupboard and straddled him, pinning Darren with his knees and slamming his fist into his nose with such a tremendous force I expected Darren’s body to bust through the floor.

      “No!” I yelled. Heathcliff punched Darren again. Darren sobbed as his blood splattered up the side of the desk. Quoth tugged on his shirt, but Heathcliff didn’t stop. His eyes glowed with a fierce rage that terrified me.

      “Easy, big guy.” Morrie grabbed his shoulders and threw him off Darren. “We’ll let the police handle him.”

      The door burst open, and in rolled Inspector Hayes and Sergeant Wilson, flanked by two uniformed officers, and Jo.

      “This is where Mina will go,” she said breathlessly, swiping her blonde hair out of her eyes. “Please don’t treat her too harshly. I’m sure she’s just scared—”

      Jo stopped short as she saw me. She blinked twice. “Mina?”

      “Ah. I see the constabulary are well ahead of us.” Morrie dropped his phone back into his pocket.

      “Mina Wilde,” Inspector Hayes boomed. “Breaking out of custody is a serious offense and you’ll—”

      “Ah, good, officers, you’re just in the nick of time,” Morrie kicked Darren’s limp foot with his brogue. “Miss Wilde, Mr. Earnshaw and I have captured Ashley Greer’s murderer.”

      “What?” The inspector’s eyes took in Darren’s prone body, Heathcliff’s murderous expression, and the blood splattered up the wall.

      “We did.” I nodded. “No need to thank us. Just make our medals gold and shiny.”

      “What’s all this about?” Wilson demanded. “Wilde is the murderer. She’s proven that by making a run for it. Why are you two boys meddling in a police matter?”

      “Because a great miscarriage of justice is about to be done on your watch,” Morrie said, flashing me a wicked grin. “And I’m a big fan of the justice-ing.”

      “It’s not going to look good if you incompetent twits arrest the wrong person,” Heathcliff added, lifting Darren off the floor.

      “Help me,” Darren whimpered, gripping his bloody nose.

      “What are you doing to that lad?”

      “Saving him for you, Inspector. This here is the real murderer of Ashley Greer.”

      “He broke my nose!” Darren yelled. “I need an ambulance.”

      “We have enough evidence to charge Miss Wilde with the crime—”

      “But I didn’t do it. And I can prove it.” I held up the drawing I’d made. “Ashley was selling Marcus Ribald’s drawings to Darren. She used her social media page to send veiled messages about when to meet up and do the exchange. What I told you back at the station was true – I had Marcus’ drawings in my purse because I took them from Ashley’s suitcase. Once we found them we realized that whoever was buying the drawings might’ve killed Ashley to silence her. I created a fake post with a fake drawing on Ashley’s social media page, telling the killer to meet me here tonight. And Darren showed up and tried to kill me.”

      I pointed to the knife buried in the desk. Jo leaned forward to peer at the blade. “It’s the same size and shape as the blade used to kill Greer.”

      “It could be her blade,” the officer insisted.

      “Unlikely. Mina and Ashley sold their blades together. This young man’s been obsessed with Miss Greer ever since secondary school. He purchased them to own something she touched.” Morrie set his phone down on the desk and hit the PLAY button. Darren’s voice pierced the air, unleashing his story of woe.

      Morrie clicked the phone off and handed it to a stunned inspector. “It’s all on there. How Darren followed Ashley to New York to buy the first set of drawings, likely bidding out other buyers so he could get the chance to be needed by Ashley.” He jabbed his finger at the screen. “I’ve also taken the liberty of downloading Darren’s flight itinerary and his hotel bill from the Big Apple. If you pull security footage from the gala dinner on that same week, I bet we can prove he was at the same location as the victim. According to his confession, when he saw on her social media that she was returning to Argleton, he approached her to ask if she wanted to sell more designs. She arranged to insert the drawings into a book in this very shop – a book she knew no one was likely to pick up – and Darren was supposed to pick them up later and leave the money. But when he found out he wouldn’t even see Ashley during the exchange, he went about trying to find another way to reveal his love to her. That’s the text message you found on her phone, begging her to meet in person. He watched her from his flat as she walked past the shop that night and realized the door was open, so she snuck upstairs to try to talk to Mina. He followed her to propose to her. She laughed in his face, of course—” Morrie’s lips curled up into his cruel smile. “I didn’t get that on tape, but we know that’s what happened – and he became angry and killed her. Case closed. If you can’t wrap your pea-sized minds around everything I’ve just said, I’ve recorded his entire confession.”

      “If you search under his bed, you’ll find a folder of Marcus Ribald’s pictures,” I added. “And probably some weird stalker photographs of Ashley.”

      “I bet he keeps a whole box of her used handkerchiefs,” Heathcliff added.

      “Mate, no one uses handkerchiefs anymore,” I grinned at him. To my surprise, the edge of Heathcliff’s scowl turned up, ever so slightly.

      “Er… right you are, then.” Inspector Hayes scratched his ear. He clicked play on the audio file again. Darren’s tinny voice filled the room. When the confession finished, he turned to Wilson.

      “Get a search warrant for this man’s home. Find those drawings. Ms. Wilde, it looks like we owe you an apology.”

      “But… but she broke out of prison!” Wilson stuttered.

      Heathcliff strode over to the sergeant, towering his impressive bulk over her. “My client is duly remorseful about fleeing from the law,” he said. “But I think, given the circumstances, and the fact we solved the murder and did all your work for you, that you might overlook Mina’s transgression. She is, after all, a woman, and prone to fits of hysteria.”

      “Hey!” I growled. Did he even realize what century this was? I made a mental note to make a stack of feminist books for Heathcliff to read.

      “Watch yourself, Moriarty,” Wilson said. “That’s not how the law works.”

      “The alternative is that our friend Mr. Earnshaw here, expert legal mind that he is, makes a lot of trouble for you in regards to the mistreatment of his client,” Morrie piped up. “And since you’re up for promotion in the next couple of months, I don’t think you want that.”

      “We never mistreated her!”

      “It’s not about what actually happened,” Morrie said. “It’s about what a court of her peers believe happened.”

      Wilson paled. The inspector shoved her toward the door. “We’re sorry about arresting you, Ms. Wilde. You understand there was evidence that suggested—”

      “It’s cool” I grinned. “We’re good.”

      The officers followed. Jo lingered at the doorway, her laughter finally breaking through. “A court of her peers? You really are something, Morrie. I don’t know how you convinced them to let Mina go, but I’m bloody glad you did.”

      “Mina was the real hero,” Morrie said. “She’s the one who figured out how Ashley was getting word about the drawings to her buyer, and that led us to Darren.”

      “It sounds like she’s just the girl to keep you on your toes, then.” Jo gave me a wave. “It looks like I’ll be working tonight if they remove more evidence from Darren’s room, but how about I call tomorrow and we can grab that coffee?”

      “It’s a date,” I beamed.

      Jo whistled a Clash song under her breath as she followed the officers out the door. As soon as it slammed shut, Morrie grabbed me around the waist and lifted me off the ground.

      “You’re free, Mina!” he beamed. “The English criminal justice system triumphs again!”

      “I can’t believe it!” I grinned back, the weight of the last few days lifting from my body.

      “It just goes to show,” he said, “as an old colleague of mine always said, ‘when you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.’ We none of us predicted the true motives of the killer, and yet, the clues were right there. The beer cans in the garden outside, the ring in her pocket, and the fact the killer left behind the images.”

      “It’s going to take a mighty scrubbing to get those bloodstains out of my desk,” Heathcliff growled.

      “Leave them,” Quoth suggested, transforming out of his bird form. “As a warning to anyone who dares cross you.”

      “This calls for celebration. I’ll get the wine,” Morrie bounded up the stairs, Quoth following close behind.

      Heathcliff rubbed at the bloodstain. An awkward silence descended.

      “Mina…” Heathcliff’s head whipped up, staring at a spot behind my shoulder. “About the other day—”

      “You mean when you kissed me? You can say it, you know. I’m not a prude.”

      “Yes, well,” he muttered. “I was wrong.”

      “The mighty Heathcliff admits he was wrong. Well, what were you wrong about?”

      “I was wrong to kiss an employee. Now, you answer me something. If I wasn’t your boss, what would it mean then?”

      If I wasn’t your boss…

      What is he saying?

      The air between us thinned. Heathcliff’s breath hitched. My body thrummed with energy. I stepped toward him, my body pulled by some invisible force.

      Heathcliff snarled and yanked himself away. “It is not something we should think of,” he said.

      “You seem as though you’re thinking of it right now.”

      “Infuriating woman.”

      “If you have a problem with me, then you should fire me.”

      “I should fire you,” he growled. “Come upstairs and have a glass of wine with us.”

      A wide grin stretched across my face. I held out my hand and Heathcliff took it, the heat of his fingers shooting through my body. “You’re on.”
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      “I’m stoked you’re not the murderer.” Jo poured wine into two glasses and pushed one across to me. “Now I can hang out with you without worrying I’ll end up with a knife in the back.”

      We were sitting on either side of Heathcliff’s desk, holding the fort while Sir Grumpy went to yell at a poor defenseless bank teller over a check mix-up, as if it was her fault he couldn’t use the online banking app like the rest of the universe.

      I clinked my glass against Jo’s. “I’m glad, too. Although I’m not sure you’re the best influence on me. I’ve officially become a day drinker.”

      “You work in a bookshop in the age of digital media. I don’t think there’s anything to do but drink.”

      I laughed. “I’ve heard that joke before.”

      “I’m not sure it’s a joke so much as a universal truth.”

      It was two weeks since we caught Darren, and Jo and I had been hanging out every few days, mostly drinking wine over lunch. She loved to regale me with grisly tales of life in the lab, and I stored up all the stories of Heathcliff’s customer interactions for her. She was the complete opposite to Ashley in nearly every way, but I had a feeling I was making my next girl-friend.

      Jo left after we finished our glass. She had two autopsies to conduct in the afternoon. As I stared at the neatly stacked and dusted shelves (my handiwork) and tried not to think about Jo squishing around in someone’s organs, my fingers trailed along the edge of the Doomsday Book that sat on the desk.

      Heathcliff’s discovery came back to me, about how the building had been in the book trade for hundreds of years. I’d been thinking about the room upstairs, and how pristine it was, as if it had only been abandoned a few months. But the furniture was old – Victorian, or maybe late Georgian. It seemed impossible that it should remain in that state, undisturbed, for all these years.

      I turned over the edge of a page. I thought back to the occult room, and the old, dusty bindings on some of those books. I wonder if anything in there was from when the shop was first established.

      I opened the top drawer of Heathcliff’s desk. There, nestled under a package of squashed Wagon Wheels biscuits, was an old-fashioned ring of keys. I shoved the keyring into my pocket.

      “Watch the desk for me,” I called up to Quoth. “I just need to check something on the first floor.”

      Quoth nodded from his perch on the armadillo. I bounded up the stairs and slipped into the storage room. Heathcliff had pasted a large DO NOT ENTER sign on the door and it was locked tight. I tried the keys until one turned. The door clicked open, and I entered.

      This time, I ignored the book on the plinth and headed for the shelves, pulling books out at random and checking their inside flaps. Many of them weren’t in English, and it wasn’t as though copyright had been invented when they were written, but after a few volumes I found one that was dated to the fourteenth century. Of course, it was in Latin.

      Why didn’t fashion school have a Medieval Latin class? Bloody hell.

      “Morrie!” I grabbed the volume and brought it upstairs.

      “Yes, gorgeous?” Morrie poked his head around his alcove, his face lit by the glow of his screens.

      I thrust the book under his nose. “What does this say here, on the first page?”

      Morrie peered at the volume. “This is the title of the work, which is a fascinating book on demonology, and here’s the name of the bookseller where it was copied – Herman Strepel.”

      I knew it. “This is the same guy who used to have a shop right here. Is there any way to find out more about this Strepel? Ideally, a list of texts he had for sale.”

      “Antique books aren’t really my thing, unless we’re talking about stealing them. But I’ll talk to some people.” Morrie grinned at me.

      “This could be big. It could be a major clue as to why the shop does what it does. But Morrie, if I’m to have any hope of figuring this out, I need to know what the deal is with the master bedroom.”

      “You have to ask Heathcliff—”

      “I’m asking you.” I gave him my sternest expression.

      Morrie sighed. “Mr. Simson told Heathcliff never to enter that room. He obeyed, but I didn’t. The first night I was here I stole the key from his desk and opened the door. Inside I found a forest.”

      “A…”

      “Forest. Trees, weird palm-frond things. Dirt. It completely ruined my first pair of brogues.” He wrinkled his face at the memory.

      “But that’s impossible.”

      “Not necessarily. I’ve run some calculations and I believe the room functions as a kind of wormhole through space-time. In this case, time. I believe it shows past and perhaps even future permutations of the bookshop. What was and was will be on this very site. After I escaped the forest, I told Heathcliff what I saw. After yelling at me for a solid three hours, he and I looked in the room again, and this time it was a dusty, empty room. No furniture at all. The only thing inside was a large, empty leather book with a gold symbol on the cover. That same book sits in the occult room downstairs.”

      “I saw it.”

      “Yes, and you saw a Victorian master bedroom, after the door opened to you of its own accord. The occult room opened for you, as well. I don’t know what it means, but I do know that the bookshop wants you to discover its secrets.” Morrie grinned, and pinched my bum. “That’s good. Secrets are fun. I’m enjoying discovering your secrets, Mina Wilde.”

      I grinned back. Maybe we still had no idea why the guys were here or what kind of magic the bookshop possessed, and maybe Quoth was sort of trapped here, and maybe I was kind of sort of infatuated with all of them, but for the first time in a long time, I felt okay about the future. I felt settled. I felt like I might have the strength to deal with my eventual blindness.

      In Nevermore Bookshop, I felt as though I’d come home.
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      Don’t worry! I promise there’s an excerpt of book 2 in a couple of pages. I’ve just got to do some thank you and say some bollocks first.

      The Nevermore Bookshop Mysteries are some of the most personal books I’ve written, for a number of reasons. I’ve poured my love of books into these characters, and tried to convey the power of stories to transform our lives – both the stories we read and the ones we tell ourselves.

      For Mina, books saved her when she was lonely and vulnerable, and now, when she returns to Argleton, books – and their hot fictional men – are going to get her through her latest challenge.

      You might not know this, but I’m legally blind. Unlike Mina, my eyesight didn’t fade over time. I was born with the genetic condition achromatopsia, which means my eyes lack the millions of cone cells required to recognise colours and perceive depth. I’m completely colour blind, light sensitive with poor depth perception, I squint and blink all the time, and struggle to make eye contact. I’m so short-sighted I’m considered legally blind.

      As a kid, I was bullied relentlessly because I was different. I had wonky eyes and an overactive imagination and I sucked at sport. Other kids taunted me because I couldn’t do the things they did. I thought I was a freak, destined never to have any friends. I expected to be alone forever.

      I found solace in books, and in music. I lost myself in worlds that took me far away from my small town and people who hated me. In those worlds, it was okay to be different, and unlikely heroines got to have all sorts of adventures.

      As I grew older, I experienced discrimination in a similar way Mina did. I felt both the pull of outrage and the push of inevitability. If someone says I can’t do a job, are they right? Our world goes out of its way to tell us that people who are different should be pushed aside.

      Fuck that.

      Sometimes life shuts you out of opportunities, of things you deserve. Sometimes working hard isn’t enough. It sucks and it hurts, but there’s only two ways to proceed – you can curl up and wither away, or you can make your own opportunities.

      Four years ago when I published my first Steffanie Holmes book, I had no idea where it would lead. Now I got to write this book and tell Mina’s story, and part of my own story, too.

      There are so many people who’ve supported me and believed in me, even when I struggled to believe in myself. My parents, Mother and Father Metal, and my sis, Belinda, for their unfaltering support.

      The writers with whom I’ve celebrated and commiserated – the peeps on Dirty Discourse, the fab ladies of Romance Writers of New Zealand, my reverse harem babes. Thank you for teaching me that when one of us succeeds, it lifts everyone up.

      To my friends, the bogans, my extended family, my brothers and sisters of metal. I apologise for the volume of our shenanigans that end up in my books.

      Always, to my cantankerous drummer husband, who is everything. Every hero I write is a piece of you and what you mean to me.

      And lastly, to you, my readers, for going on this journey with me. I love you more than words can say.

      Mina’s got a hell of a journey ahead of her. She came to Nevermore Bookshop broken and defeated, but she’s stronger than even she knows. And she’s got Heathcliff, Morrie, Quoth, and Jo by her side. With a gang like that, she’s invincible.

      Xxx

      Steffanie
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          Of Mice and Murder

        

      

    

    
      “How does it look?” Morrie yelled from his precarious position atop the wooden ladder, as he held the painting of a rampaging Godzilla cat terrorising a town filled with fleeing mice against the dark panelled wall above the staircase.

      “Like the entrails of one of Grimalkin’s eviscerated mice,” Heathcliff growled.

      “Meow,” Grimalkin echoed from her perch on Heathcliff’s shoulder.

      “Hey,” Quoth pouted. He sat on the bottom step, his black hair hung over his face, draping him in shadows. “I worked hard on that painting.”

      “Ignore Heathcliff, he’s no bloody help.” Morrie steadied himself against the wall as the ladder wobbled. “Mina, your thoughts?”

      “I think that ladder doesn’t look structurally sound.”

      Morrie gritted his teeth as his arm muscles strained from holding out the canvas. “I’d like to remind you that I’m risking my beautiful neck up here for your genius plan. We don’t have to hang Quoth’s paintings all over the shop—”

      “Fine, fine. Move it over two inches so it's centered on the panel.” Morrie leaned out, his arms stretching the last inch. I nodded and he reached for his hammer and—

      Something warm streaked across my boots. A tiny white shape darted up the staircase and along the frame of the ladder. A twitching nose sniffed the air as the mouse surveyed its next move.

      “Yeooow!” Heathcliff moaned as Grimalkin’s claws dug into his shoulder. She launched herself across the room, flying up the staircase and landing on the bottom rung of the ladder just as the mouse darted up Morrie’s trouser leg.

      “Help, it’s in my trousers!” Morrie lurched forward, hopping from foot to foot as he swung the painting at his leg. The ladder wobbled across the step and lurched toward the edge of the staircase.

      “Morrie, watch out!” I yelled. Morrie leapt off the top of the ladder just as the leg went over the edge of the step and the whole thing crashed down the stairs. The painting flew from his hand and sailed through the air.

      Feathers flew in all directions as Quoth transformed into his raven. He darted out of the way just as the ladder slid over the bottom step. I sucked in my breath.

      Quoth soared overhead and captured the frame between his teeth just before it hit the ground. He flapped his wings and set it down against the wall.

      The mouse streaked past him. Grimalkin bounced back down the stairs and bounded after it. Quoth stuck out a talon to capture the critter, but the mouse slipped through his grip and disappeared under a shelf.

      Grimalkin’s front paws slid on the floorboards, and she howled as she skidded into Quoth, sending the pair of them tumbling across the room in a furious ball of fur and feathers.

      I raced up the staircase, my heart pounding as I wrapped my arms around Morrie, who was still frantically beating at his trouser leg.

      “Get it out, get it out, get it out!” he howled.

      “It’s gone.” I grabbed him under the arms and hauled him to his feet, surprised to feel wet patches under his arms. Is James Moriarty, criminal mastermind and eminent mathematics professor, afraid of a tiny mouse?

      It appeared so. Morrie buried his face in my neck. “It had little scratchy legs,” he whispered into my hair.

      “Don’t be so dramatic. Where’d it go?” Heathcliff wrenched Grimalkin and Quoth apart.

      “Into the stacks. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. It’s just a wee mouse.” I wiped a strand of hair out of Morrie’s face. His lower lip quivered, and it was totally adorable. “Judging by the row of tiny trophies along the perch over the door, Quoth and Grimalkin will make short work of it sooner or later.”

      “That was no mere mouse,” Heathcliff growled. “He is the Grey Fury, the Mouse of the Baskervilles, the Demon Mouse of Butcher Street.”

      “Now who’s being dramatic?”

      “Didn’t you read the paper?” Morrie slumped onto the front step, folding his hands over his long legs. “This little fellow has been doing the rounds of all the shops in town, chewing his way through power cords and ductwork, terrifying customers, creating health code violations. It looks like the blighter has decided to take up residence in our shop. I don’t like this. I don’t deal well with vermin.”

      “A mouse made headlines in the Argleton Gazette?” Four years in New York City had made me forget the insanity that was village life.

      “Not just the headlines. Front page.” Morrie winced as he pulled himself to his feet and dusted off his trousers. “These trousers are contaminated now. I’ll have to throw them away and they cost £400.”

      “You have £400 to spend on trousers?” I don’t think I’d ever seen £400 in my life.

      “Forget his bloody trousers. Look what you’ve done to my shop!” Heathcliff folded his arms and glared at the ladder, which had smashed a wooden panel and left a long scratch along the balustrade.

      “It wasn’t me,” Morrie protested. “It was the mouse!”

      “Meeeoooow!” howled Grimalkin.

      My temples throbbed. Just another day in Nevermore Bookshop.

      The shop bell tinkled. Heathcliff frowned as the sound of clomping orthopedic shoes signalled the arrival of an elderly customer. These were his least favourite types of customers, after children and Millenials and everyone else.

      Heathcliff was the only shop owner I knew who wished customers would just leave him alone. We’d been getting a steady stream through the doors ever since I started working at Nevermore Bookshop, but I blame that on the recent murder in the Sociology section. Even though the police solved that crime over a month ago (with a little help from Heathcliff, Morrie, Quoth, and me), the villagers still made a beeline for the upstairs room where it had taken place.

      Believe it or not, a murder during my first week on the job had so far been the least of my problems. It turns out the murder victim was my ex-best friend, Ashley, and since I’d been one of the people to find the body, the police were convinced I’d done it. Luckily we’d managed to clear my name, and got a dangerous killer locked behind bars.

      It also turns out that my new boss and his two flatmates are actually the fictional characters Heathcliff, James Moriarty, and Poe’s raven. And the bookshop I’d loved since I was a kid wasn’t just an ordinary bookshop – it was plagued by some kind of curse, has a hidden occult book collection and a room that moved forward and backward in time.

      And then, because my life wasn’t already crazy enough, I sort of… slept with Morrie. Well, there wasn’t much sleeping happening. He’d taken me hard against one of the hallway bookshelves. My cheeks reddened just thinking about it. Ever since, we’d been doing it everywhere we could – in the storage room, on his perfectly-made bed, on Heathcliff’s chair in the living room. My body tingled just thinking about Morrie’s hands sliding over my skin. My life my be insane, but it had never been more perfect… except for the tiny, unresolved issue of me not wanting to be with a master criminal, and of Heathcliff kissing me and Quoth declaring he had feelings for me and me not knowing which of them to choose...

      Oh yeah, and I was going blind. That was also a thing.

      Quoth fluttered away to greet our customer while Morrie scrambled to right the ladder. Heathcliff slouched back to his desk and slid his muscled frame into his chair, flipping open a book in front of him with a heavy thud.

      I guess I’ll help the customer, then. I turned to see who’d come through the door.

      “Oh, hi, Mrs Ellis!” Mrs Ellis was the hilariously horney old biddy who used to be my school teacher. She’d encouraged my love of reading, always giving me books far above my level, usually featuring muscled men and swooning women on the covers in various states of undress. She’d retired years ago, and now lived in a small flat above the chippie across the road, which suited her perfectly as it gave her the ideal vantage point to eavesdrop on conversations in the street and gather all the village gossip.

      “Hello, Mina dear.” Mrs Ellis wrapped her arms around me in a motherly hug. I sucked in a mouthful of hyacinth perfume and tried not to gag. As I pulled away, a pair of beady grey eyes met mine from over Mrs Ellis’ shoulder.

      The eyes belonged to a sour-looking woman in a fuschia-pink suit, complete with matching handbag and hat. She peered down at me through a pair of horn-rimmed glasses.

      “That’s not a very appropriate outfit for working a retail job,” she frowned, sweeping her judgemental gaze over my body.

      I smoothed down the front of the t-shirt I’d screen printed the night before. It read, ‘I like big books and I cannot lie,” with the OO’s in the word BOOKS strategically angled across my chest. Morrie and Quoth thought it was hilarious. Heathcliff didn’t seem to have noticed it yet. “What do you mean, ma’am?” I asked, all sunshine and innocence. “I’m declaring my love of the written word.”

      “It implies you’re sexually excited by books, like some kind of perverted lesbian.” She sniffed in disdain.

      “Oh no,” Morrie called from the top of the stairs. “I can assure you, she’s a big fan of the cock.”

      Mrs Ellis snickered, and squeezed my hand. “I knew you’d land one of those handsome beaus, dearie. Tell me, is he long and lean in all the right places?”

      My face flared with heat. Could the floor just swallow me now?

      The woman’s face turned beet red. She called up the staircase. “Young man, that is inappropriate language in front of your elders and you—”

      Sensing a lecture coming on and Heathcliff’s anger sizzling in the background, I jumped in. “Ma’am, I’m sorry about my friend, and my t-shirt. I’m happy to help two such lovely young ladies with your book-buying needs.”

      Mrs Ellis tittered. Her companion didn’t look nearly so amused, although she did brush an invisible speck of lint from her shoulder.

      “Oh, dear me, where are my manners. Mina, this is my dear friend, Gladys Scarlett.” Mrs Ellis beamed, clutching Gladys’ hand. “We’re on the church fundraising committee together.”

      “I chair the committee, thank you very much,” Gladys Scarlett corrected her.

      “Yes, of course. Gladys is very involved in the community. She’s on all sorts of committees, I forget which ones are which.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Gladys,” I held out my hand and the old woman shook. She had a firm grip. “I’m Wilhelmina Wilde. I used to be one of Mrs Ellis’ students—”

      “Wilde?” Mrs Scarlett’s eyes lit up. “Are you any relation to our Oscar?”

      “Um, I don’t think so.” My heart skipped a beat. My mum ran away from home when she was sixteen to be with my Dad, who abandoned her shortly thereafter while she was pregnant with me. She still didn’t talk to anyone in her family, and I’d never met any relatives. “I don’t know anyone by that name—”

      “No, no, no, Oscar Wilde, the great Victorian writer and provocateur. We studied The Picture of Dorian Grey in the book club last month, didn’t we, Linda?”

      “We certainly did. Although I must admit, it wasn’t as vulgar as I expected.”

      “This month’s choice should be more to your taste,” Mrs Scarlett declared. “It’s one of the most banned books in America since its release in 1962 because of its vulgarity and language.”

      “You’re both in a book club?” I asked, interested.

      “But of course! I’m surprised Heathcliff hasn’t told you about it,” Mrs Ellis was busy scanning the books on the, probably looking for more of her favourite bodice-rippers. “Gladys here has been running the Argleton Banned Books Club for the last fifteen years.”

      “Banned Books Club? So you read only banned books?” The idea intrigued me. Heathcliff stomped on my foot in an attempt to get me to hurry the conversation along, but I ignored him.

      “Yes. It was all my idea. We feel it’s important to ensure that censorship continues to be challenged,” said Mrs Scarlett. “Each month, we choose a different book that has been banned in some way, and we read and discuss its merits and characters over high tea.”

      “We come in every month to collect the books for our members,” Mrs Ellis waved at Heathcliff. “Mr Heathcliff is so good to put our requests aside for us. That’s why we’re here, for our six copies Of Mice and Men.”

      “Don’t talk about mice!” Morrie yelled from upstairs.

      “He’s a bit sensitive at the moment,” I stage-whispered, loud enough for Morrie to hear. “A tiny mouse ran up his trousers, and he hasn’t been the same since.”

      “It wasn’t a tiny mouse. It was enormous, like all things in my trousers!”

      “I can see why you feel at home in this shop, Mabel.” Mrs Scarlett huffed. “Young lady, please tell me you’ve got all six copies. I can’t stand for something else to go wrong.”

      Heathcliff dumped a stack of books on the desk. “There. Six copies in near perfect condition. If you find any mouse droppings, you can have them half-off. Now, can we move this along? This is a bookshop, not a bloody social club—”

      “What else has gone wrong?” I asked as I elbowed Heathcliff out of the way to ring up the till.

      “We used to meet in the village hall, but some workmen on the King’s Copse development lost control of their earthmoving machine, and drove it straight through the wall.” Mrs Ellis’ face lit up with delight. “So of course the place is in a right state, and Health and Safety won’t allow us to meet there anymore.”

      “We asked about using the Sunday School room, but some members of the church committee objected,” Mrs Scarlett declared. “Apparently, our book club has a corrupting influence on the community. Personally, I think it’s an attempt to oust me from my seat and replace me with that rotten Helen Ingram.”

      “Well, we are reading books the church considers objectionable,” Mrs Ellis clucked. “Although how anyone can object to Harry Potter is beyond me. Young Harry never gets his end away—”

      “Yes, and how they can object to fine literature and yet support that hideous development is beyond me!”

      “Development?” I asked. I’d been out of the loop of Argleton news in New York City. I didn’t know anything about a development.

      “A big city developer purchased the old King’s Copse wood. They’re building a huge development behind Argleton.” Mrs Ellis made a face. “Several houses are already going in on the clear strip between the wood and the village. That’s how the village hall got knocked through.”

      “I bet they did it on purpose. It’s a dreadful business, that development.” Mrs Scarlett tsked. She leaned closer and whispered conspiratorially. I caught the faintest whiff of garlic on her breath. “But we’ll soon be putting a stop to it.”

      “How?” I tried to picture Mrs Scarlett and a horde of formidable old biddies chaining themselves to trees.

      “The developers may own the land, but if they want to put anything on it, they’ll have to go through the planning process just like everyone else,” Mrs Scarlett declared, puffing out her chest. “As the head of the planning committee, I don’t intend to allow their modern monstrosities to sully our quaint local vernacular. Argleton is a popular destination for tourists and locals because of its old world charm, and this development threatens that. I’m surprised you’re not more concerned about it,” She glared at Heathcliff. “They’ll drive away your customers!”

      “Good,” Heathcliff muttered. “I hope they start building tomorrow.”

      “Gladys has collected a petition of supporters from the local community to block the plans until a design is submitted that’s more in keeping with our heritage. She’s really very clever,” Mrs Ellis put in. “I’m looking forward to the meeting next week where she will present it. That head developer, Edward Lachlan, is rather handsome.”

      “He’s a scoundrel,” Mrs Scarlett hissed. “If his wife wasn’t in the book club, I’d see him driven out of this village. But that doesn’t solve the issue of a meeting place for our book club. Do either of you happen to know of any spaces to rent in the village? If we don’t find anything we shall have to meet at the Lachlan house, and I won’t be having with that.”

      “Why don’t you meet here?” I asked.

      Heathcliff’s boot slammed down on my foot. I pretended not to notice.

      “Oh, that would be wonderful!” Mrs Ellis clapped her hands together. “How appropriate to have our book club in an actual bookshop!”

      Mrs Scarlett sniffed as she surveyed the rows of shelves stuffed with books, the torn leather armchair beside the window, and the stuffed armadillo in the centre of the display table. “It’s rather dark in here. One needs to be able to read Of Mice And Men in order to discuss it.”

      I agreed. I’d been slowly adding lamps to the upstairs rooms to brighten the place up so I could actually see, but I hadn’t told Heathcliff that yet.

      Instead, I said. “How many are in your book club? You could all fit into the World History Room.” Nevermore Bookshop was divided into several tiny rooms and pokey corridors. The World History Room was the largest space on the ground floor, dominated by the bay window that formed part of a pentagonal turret on the western corner of the building. Floor-to-ceiling windows and pastel yellow wallpaper gave the room a cheery quality. “It’s lovely and light in there.”

      “Let’s see,” Mrs Scarlett ticked off her fingers. “there’s the two of us, and Sylvia Blume – she’s the local medium, bit of a daft lady, really, but she brings the most delicious tea selection. Mrs Lachlan of course, wife to the hated developer. They live in the big house on the hill, pretending they’re old money when really they’re just scrubbers from the East End. Then there’s young Ginny Button and my dear friend Brenda Winstone, she’s Mabel’s cousin, isn’t she?”

      “She is. A lovely lady, although she married this lug of a man, Harold. I’m glad he’s not in our club.” Mrs Ellis wrinkled her brow. “We’d love to host the Banned Book Club in the shop, and I hope you and the handsome Mr Heathcliff will join us.”

      “Not happening,” Heathcliff growled, thumping a dusty stack of books on the counter.

      “I’d love to.” I beamed.

      “Oh, how wonderful.” Mrs Ellis clapped her hands together. “We always get Greta at the bakery to cater our meetings. She makes the most amazing cream doughnuts. Gladys and I have one every morning after our walk, don’t we? We’re popping over after we’ve paid for our books and we’ll make sure she includes enough for everyone.”

      “You’ll need to read the book by Wednesday—eeeee!” Mrs Scarlett clutched her chest. Her face puffed up, her already red cheeks darkening. “A mouse!”

      I whirled around, just in time to see a white streak fly across the floor and disappear behind Heathcliff’s desk. He leapt to his feet, cursing. Quoth swooped down from the chandelier and dived after the rodent. The mouse disappeared into the stacks of books, but Quoth wasn’t small enough to fit into the gap and he couldn’t stop in time. He smashed into the shelf and tumbled across the floor in a flurry of feathers.

      “Quoth!” I picked him up and cradled him in my arms, feeling his body for broken bones.

      He blinked his eyes at me, preening as I stroked the top of his head.

      I meant to do that, his voice landed inside my skull. I was still getting used to Quoth’s occasional telepathic interjections when he was in his raven form.

      I smiled. “Well, you’re just fine.”

      “Help! Gladys!” Mrs Ellis cried.

      I whirled around. Mrs Scarlett had sunk to her knees, one hand gripping the edge of Heathcliff’s desk, the other clutching her stomach. She leaned her head against her shoulder and sucked in deep breaths.

      “I’m fine,” she wheezed. “Give me a moment.”

      “Gladys isn’t well,” Mrs Ellis cooed, rubbing her friend’s shoulder. “The doctors think it’s her heart. She gets these dizzy spells and—”

      “Make way, doctor coming through.” Morrie clattered down the stairs. He dropped to his knees beside the old lady and peered into her eyes, sniffed her garlicky breath, pinched her earlobes, and slapped her cheeks.

      “I’m fine, don’t fuss.” Mrs Scarlett gripped Morrie’s shoulder and hauled herself to her feet. “I just had a fright.”

      “The bloody mouse,” Morrie swore. “You saw it, didn’t you? It wasn’t a mouse so much as a vicious dog—”

      “Yes, well.” Mrs Scarlett dabbed at her cheeks with her handkerchief. “I think we’ll be going now. Just be good and make sure that mouse is taken care of before our meeting.”

      “Did you hear that?” Heathcliff growled at Quoth, who’d perched on the top of the register.

      “Croak!”
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      Nevermore Bookshop Mysteries

      A Dead and Stormy Night – READ NOW

      Of Mice and Murder – READ NOW

      Pride and Premeditation (Coming in March 2019)

      

      Briarwood Reverse Harem series

      The Castle of Earth and Embers – READ NOW

      The Castle of Fire and Fable – READ NOW

      The Castle of Water and Woe – READ NOW

      The Castle of Wind and Whispers – READ NOW

      The Castle of Spirit and Sorrow – READ NOW

      

      Crookshollow Gothic Romance series

      Art of Cunning (Alex & Ryan) - READ NOW FOR FREE

      Art of the Hunt (Alex & Ryan) - READ NOW

      Art of Temptation (Alex & Ryan) - READ NOW

      The Man in Black (Elinor & Eric) - READ NOW

      Watcher (Belinda & Cole) - READ NOW

      Reaper (Belinda & Cole) - READ NOW

      

      Wolves of Crookshollow series

      Digging the Wolf (Anna & Luke) - READ NOW

      Writing the Wolf (Rosa & Caleb) - READ NOW

      Inking the Wolf (Bianca & Robbie) - READ NOW

      Wedding the Wolf (Willow & Irvine) - READ NOW

      

      Fallen Sorcery Fae (shared world)

      Hollow - READ NOW

      

      Witches of the Woods

      Witch Hunter - READ NOW

      Coven - READ NOW

      The Curse (coming in 2018)

      

      Want to be informed when the next Steffanie Holmes paranormal romance story goes live? Sign up for the VIP Readers Club to get the scoop, and score a free bonus prequel to enjoy!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want more reverse harem from Steffanie Holmes

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sizzling hot, sexy characters, and a plot filled with magic, mayhem, excitement, suspense, and fairies. Fantastic.” - Laure Eccleston

      

      “I love all the guys and this book is hot!” - Gilda Rodriguez

      

      “Maeve is feisty and no damsel in distress. I want more!” - Stephanie
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      Dear Fae,

      

      Don't even THINK about attacking my castle.

      

      This science geek witch and her four magic-wielding men are about to get medieval on your ass.

      

      I’m Maeve Crawford. For years I’ve had my future mathematically calculated down to the last detail; Leave my podunk Arizona town, graduate MIT, get into the space program, be the first woman on Mars, get a cat (not necessarily in this order).

      

      Then fairies killed my parents and shot the whole plan to hell.

      

      I've inherited a real, honest-to-goodness English castle – complete with turrets, ramparts, and four gorgeous male tenants, who I'm totally not in love with.

      

      Not at all.

      

      It would be crazy to fall for four guys at once, even though they're totally gorgeous and amazing and wonderful and kind.

      

      But not as crazy as finding out I'm a witch. A week ago, I didn’t even believe magic existed, and now I’m up to my ears in spells and prophetic dreams and messages from the dead. 

      

      When we're together – and I'm talking in the Biblical sense – the five of us wield a powerful magic that can banish the fae forever. They intend to stop us by killing us all.

      

      I can't science my way out of this mess.

      

      Forget NASA, it’s going to take all my smarts just to survive Briarwood Castle.

      

      The Castle of Earth and Embers is the first in a brand new steamy reverse harem romance by USA Today bestselling author, Steffanie Holmes. This full-length book glitters with love, heartache, hope, grief, dark magic, fairy trickery, steamy scenes, British slang, meat pies, second chances, and the healing powers of a good cup of tea. Read on only if you believe one just isn’t enough.

      
        
        START READING NOW

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Steffanie Holmes is the author of steamy historical and paranormal romance. Her books feature clever, witty heroines, wild shifters, cunning witches and alpha males who always get what they want.

      Before becoming a writer, Steffanie worked as an archaeologist and museum curator. She loves to explore historical settings and ancient conceptions of love and possession. From Dark Age Europe to crumbling gothic estates, Steffanie is fascinated with how love can blossom between the most unlikely characters. She also writes dark fantasy / science fiction under S. C. Green.

      Steffanie lives in New Zealand with her husband and a horde of cantankerous cats.

      Steffanie Holmes VIP List

      Can’t get enough of Mina and her boys? Read a free alternative scene from Quoth’s point-of-view when you sign up for the Steffanie Holmes VIP list.

      

      
        
        Come hang with Steffanie

        www.steffmetal.com

        hello@steffanieholmes.com
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            Come hang on Facebook!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading and enjoying the Nevermore Bookshop Mysteries!

      I’ve got a super-active reader group on Facebook. Join BOOKS THAT BITE if you want to talk about the series, get exclusive previews and bonus content, and meet some other awesome readers! I’ve love to see you there!

      
        
        https://www.facebook.com/groups/steffanieholmes
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