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      With a yawn, Dr. Mark Fairfield poured coffee out of the pot on the warmer as he reached for a lid, wondering why the back of his neck tingled as if someone was watching him. “Get a grip, Fairfield. It’s just your imagination,” he muttered to himself. He’d just worked a double at the hospital in Fort Wayne, so he made an unanticipated stop at the gas station just over the county line. Hoping the jolt of caffeine would keep him awake for the twenty-minute drive to his home on the other side of Fairfield Corners, he shuffled over toward the cashier. At two in the morning, he was surprised to spot another customer inside the store. The man hovered near the door as if waiting for someone. Mark couldn’t tell if it was his imagination or if the guy was giving off the weird vibes. The man had his hands jammed in his coat pockets and a baseball cap pulled low over his eyes.

      After paying for his coffee and a quick conversation with the clerk, he returned to his car and resumed his journey home. Normally, he enjoyed the ride home after a long shift. It gave him time to decompress, but tonight something was different. Maybe his apprehension was from the caffeine or the weird vibe he got from that other patron.

      Headlights shining in his rearview mirror temporarily blinded him before the offending vehicle rushed past him, a Fairfield Corners sheriff’s car in pursuit with sirens blaring. Recognizing the truck from the gas station, he shook his head and wondered if that was what had been giving him the weird vibe. Maybe the guy had been waiting for him to leave so he could rob the place.

      Horrified but unable to look away, he winced at the squeal of tires and watched as the truck, top-heavy from the camper top, tipped over and slid down the highway on its side. Pulling up behind the police cruiser, he put his car in park and grabbed his medical bag out of the back seat.

      Rushing up to the wreck, he recognized the officer struggling to open the driver’s side door. “James, what can I do to help?”

      “I thought that was you we passed.” He wrenched open the door and peered into the cab of the truck. He jumped back as the driver heaved himself out of the opening and kicked at him. Wrestling him into position to be handcuffed, James peered into the cab. “Hey, there’s someone else in here. Mark, can you see about the passenger while I get this guy secured?”

      “Sure.” Mark pulled himself up onto the side of the truck. “Shit, it’s just a kid.” Gently lowering himself into the vehicle, he crouched next to the boy who stared up at him. “It’s okay, I’m a doctor. Don’t move.” He began checking for injuries. “What’s your name?”

      “Dane,” the boy replied, his voice wavering.

      “Hi, Dane. I’m Dr. Mark. Does it hurt anywhere?”

      “Is my dad okay?”

      “Yeah, my friend James is taking care of him. I’m more worried about you.” He ran his hands over the boy’s arms and legs, checking for obvious fractures and bruising. “Does this hurt?”

      “No.”

      “Good thing you were wearing your seatbelt. Let’s get you out of here.”

      Mark heard another patrol car arrive as he pulled himself up and out of the truck before lying flat to pull the boy up and out of the vehicle. When he had Dane clear of the opening, he turned to find a pair of hands lifting the boy down to the ground.

      “Is that everyone?” Deputy Logan Miller asked.

      “I believe so. The boy seems to be okay, but he should be checked out at the hospital.”

      A fire truck and ambulance arrived as he hopped down to the ground, so the firemen and EMTs took control of the situation. Standing off to the side, he watched the paramedics check over the boy and his father, the older man trying to convince them to remove the handcuffs. He heard a faint thumping noise that seemed to be coming from the camper.

      The firemen were working with a tow truck driver to right the vehicle so it could be hauled away. He heard the winch kick on and the creak of metal as it pulled at the truck. As it started to move the thumping increased. “Stop,” he yelled. “I think there’s someone in the back.”

      Shutting off the winch, the firemen moved to the back of the camper and used a crowbar to pop open the door. He crawled into the camper, shining a flashlight around the dark interior. “Doc, we’ve got another victim in here!”

      Mark stepped up into the camper and found the fireman removing what looked like a gag from her mouth.

      “Help me!” she screamed, her eyes wild with fear as she strained against the ropes tied around her wrists and ankles. The weird feeling he’d gotten while at the gas station returned, making him almost dizzy with its intensity. What is it about this woman?

      “Shhh, it’s okay. We’re here to help. I’m a doctor.”

      With a sob, she relaxed against him as he worked to untie the knots. The rope holding her wrists finally gave way, allowing him to check her arms for injuries. Gentle pressure elicited a groan from the victim.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Bette Anderson. Oh, shit, that hurts.”

      “Hi Bette, I’m Mark and I’m a doctor. Is it okay if I take a look at your arm?”

      “Sure.”

      “Well, Bette, looks like your arm is broken just above the elbow. Does it hurt anywhere else?”

      “All over, but that’s the worst.”

      He looked back out the door, “I need a splint to immobilize this arm and a cervical collar.”

      One of the EMTs handed him the items he requested. “We have a backboard ready once you have her arm splinted.”

      “This will hurt,” he advised before he slid the splint under her arm. “I’ll be as careful as possible, but I will have to move it a bit. I don’t want to give you anything for the pain until you’ve been fully evaluated at the hospital.”

      Gently, he straightened her arm, frowning when she screamed.

      “There, all done. I’m sorry for causing you pain.”

      Once they had her on the backboard, they loaded her into the ambulance along with the boy. The man who’d been driving was safely ensconced in the sheriff’s car to be taken in for questioning about the gas station robbery and the woman they’d found tied up in the camper.

      His tiredness gone, Mark followed the ambulance to the hospital. For some reason he didn’t want to let Bette out of his sight.
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      It was almost six in the morning by the time Mark finally arrived home. He’d spent a couple of hours at the Fairfield County Hospital making sure Bette was treated and settled into a room. For some reason he felt responsible for her safety and well-being.

      Setting the sack of food on the counter, he rubbed his hands over his face, almost too tired to bother eating the meal he’d bought on his way home. The lateness of the hour made his only choice the truck stop and it’s usually greasy but tasty fare. Looking around the kitchen, he wondered if he would be visited by the ghost of the house. His great Grandfather, Marcus Fairfield, haunted the home he’d built after the Civil War.

      Growing up, he’d heard stories about the ghost from other kids but he’d never seen it for himself until he moved into the old house, intent on restoring it to its former glory. He still owned the construction company his father had started, so there had been no problem getting the electrical, plumbing, and drywall done in the main rooms before he’d moved in. He planned to do the finish work himself, having spent every summer working for his dad. Finishing a room with paint and stain had always been his favorite job until he’d discovered medicine.

      A plate in one hand and a beer in the other, he settled onto the couch and touched a button on the remote to turn on the television. Not finding anything worth watching, he signed into his streaming service and selected his favorite show about a motorcycle club.

      Losing himself in the storyline, he ate mechanically, his attention on the television. As he watched, the program changed. The color faded to black and white, and the building morphed into a southern plantation. He watched the light shining from an upstairs room flicker, as if from a candle before going out.

      Creeping past the house, he hurried toward the creek and their spot. He’d seen Lizzie in Atlanta earlier that day and had passed her a note that said 9 p.m. She would know where to meet him at that time. Her father was a staunch Southern plantation owner, and he’d forbidden his daughter to see the Yankee officer, but her attraction to him had them contriving ways for them to be alone together. They’d made the spot under the willow tree at the bend in the creek their clandestine meeting place.

      Wiping his hands on his trousers, he paced from the tree to the creek and back again, anxious to see his Lizzie. What was taking her so long?

      The scrape of a slipper on the path had him swallowing hard to quell his nervousness—it had been over a week since their last meeting, and he was nervous she’d changed her mind about running away with him.

      He leaned against the tree trunk and waited, wanting to be sure it was her and not someone else before he made his presence known.

      “Marcus?”

      His heart beat faster, feeling like it wanted to beat right out of his chest. She came! She’d chosen him. Sad that he’d be taking her away from her home, he resolved to give her a better life. He planned to return to northern Indiana and reopen his father’s stone quarry. It wasn’t his ambitions that her father despised, it was his heritage and political leanings. He’d forbidden Lizzie to see him, going so far as to hire a companion for her to keep her away from him. They’d managed to arrange a place where they could meet privately more often, near the creek that ran beside her home.

      Dropping the satchel in her hand, she ran toward him, her face showing her joy at seeing him.

      Sweeping her into his arms, he kissed her, forgetting himself for a moment and letting his hands roam up her back.

      Her hands on his arms, she pushed him away lightly. “I’ve missed you so.”

      She looked at him. Her blue eyes matched the blue of her dress, and her blonde hair streamed down her back, released from the confines of the snood she normally wore to keep it neat as befitted a Southern belle.

      Bringing her hands up to his face, he kissed them. “I wasn’t sure you would come. Giving up your home and family is a huge step.”

      Folding her hands primly, she looked down and mumbled, “I can’t leave with you tonight. My father is having a dinner party tomorrow evening and I’ll be missed if I’m not there. He’s leaving for Mobile directly after dinner, so I will be able to leave once he’s gone.”

      “For you, my love, I would wait an eternity. Meet me here tomorrow evening at the same time?”

      “Yes, and I brought some of my things tonight, so it will be easier for me to sneak out tomorrow. It’s just a few personal items that won’t be missed.” She frowned as she stepped closer to him. “I need to get back. Father is watching me closely after he caught me smiling at you at the ball last Saturday night.”

      He kissed her hand, holding it longer than was proper. “Until tomorrow night.”

      Reluctantly, she turned to the path and took a few steps before turning back to face him. “Goodnight, my love.”

      She spun around and raced away, her voluminous skirts swaying.

      Tomorrow they’d embark on their life together, away from her domineering father. He hated the secrecy and the hiding, but he would do anything for his Lizzie.

      The theme song from the show he’d been watching blared from the television speakers, pulling him from the dream. What a dream, it had felt so real. But who was this Lizzie? His great grandfather had been married to Mary Wilding. He didn’t remember anyone ever mentioning a Lizzie. In fact, when Mary died giving birth to Marcus’s son, Marcus had shut himself away in this house after sending the baby to town with the nanny. He’d lived alone, only leaving the house to tend to his business until his death. No one else had lived in the house full-time until he’d moved in a month ago.

      He’d initially worried about the stories of Marcus’s ghost haunting the house, but he brushed it off to being urban legend after the construction workers had no sightings of the ghost. Sure, Adam had seen something when he rescued Ragan from Mark’s brother, Billy, but that was a special circumstance. He’d been seeing things out of the corner of his eye but nothing full-on or in his face. Maybe there was some truth to the stories.

      “Marcus, was that dream about you?” he asked aloud, feeling silly talking to an empty house. When he received no response he snorted and muttered, “I knew it was just a bunch of stories.” The stairs creaked as if someone was walking up from the ground floor. “Old houses settle, that’s all it is.”

      Padding up the stairs in his bare feet, he turned off the hallway light, not noticing the figure blocking the moonlight from the window. “I’m going to bed now. I’d appreciate it if you’d keep the noise down.” Feeling foolish, he readied himself for bed, crawling under the covers with a sigh. He’d been up for almost twenty-four hours and was beyond tired.

      It was almost noon when the slamming of a door jolted him from a sound sleep. “What the hell?” With a glance at the clock, he groaned and lay back down. “The day’s half over already. Guess I better get up and get moving if I want to check on Bette before my shift tonight.” Too bad he was scheduled at the hospital in Fort Wayne. He was covering for a vacationing doctor and would go back to working at the county hospital the following week.

      Soon, the kitchen was filled with the scent of coffee and bacon. He sipped at the strong brew in his mug as he turned the two lonely strips of bacon. Reaching over, he put his hand on the paper towel roll and realized it was empty. “Crap, I forgot to grab a new roll.” After the stove had been turned off, he turned to go to the pantry and yelled when he noticed a figure standing in front of the pantry door. Even without a hat, Mark recognized the uniform of a Union soldier. Captain’s bars on the shoulders and gold stripes down the dark blue trousers denoted an officer. “I recognize you, you’re Marcus Fairfield. Why are you haunting this house? You’ve been dead for many years.”

      The apparition frowned and showed Mark a ring. Made of gold filigree, it was obviously for a woman. “Is this Mary’s ring?”

      Shaking his head, the ghost gripped the ring tightly in his hand. “Find her,” he said before he faded away.

      “Find who?”
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      Bette grumbled at the bright light being shined in her left eye, and then her right. What was it about hospitals and not letting you sleep for more than an hour at a time?

      She had hoped the whole getting kidnapped thing was a nightmare, but no such luck. The security guard had been busy when she locked up the store, so she had walked to her car alone, even though there had been a rash of attacks in the mall parking lot. When she felt the hands grab her arms, all she could think about was how stupid she’d been to walk out there alone that late at night. Her purse had dropped to the ground before she’d had time to pull out her pepper spray. The hands clamped down harder the more she struggled.

      “You’ll do just fine. I bet you’ll be a good momma for my boy,” he’d whispered in her ear as he’d opened the door on a truck camper. When she’d refused to step up into the truck, he’d physically picked her up and shoved her in. “You’re going to learn to not disobey me. Now, sit down.”

      With no other options, she’d sat with tears rolling down her face as he tied her wrists and ankles before gagging her with a handkerchief. Why me? What does he want? What did he mean when he said I’d be a good momma?

      The musty smell of the thin mattress beneath her made her head thump, so she closed her eyes and tried to sleep, praying someone would find her. With no sense of time, she had no idea how long or how far they’d gone. She shuddered at the memory of the stop they’d made where he’d untied her ankles and then dragged her off into the woods and stripped off her underwear. She’d been terrified he was about to rape her, but all he did was turn his back and tell her to relieve herself as she wouldn’t get another chance for quite a while. Thankful she’d worn a skirt to work that day, she’d done as he demanded while holding her skirt out of the way. The stop had taken no more than ten minutes and no cars had passed them. Her hope for rescue dwindled with each minute that ticked by.

      Clenching and unclenching her hands to try and keep the blood flowing, she prayed for rescue. She’d been asleep when the increased speed woke her as the camper swayed, she’d rolled onto the floor just before the world turned upside-down. When she’d landed on her arm against the edge of the bunk, the sickening crack and blinding pain had her swallowing hard to keep from vomiting. She knew throwing up while gagged would probably cause her to asphyxiate and die. When she heard sirens, she’d been terrified the man would panic and hurt her worse than the pain in her arm. She thought she heard the man yelling about letting him go, so she took a chance and banged her heels against the floor in the hope someone would hear. Something tickled her brain, almost a memory but not quite. An image of a soldier dressed in a Civil-War era uniform trying to speak to her, but she couldn’t hear him over the rumble of an engine. She swung her feet harder, trying to make more noise so they’d shut off the machine. She wanted to hear what the apparition was saying.

      The door opened and a light shined over her, stopping on her face. “Get me out of here,” she screamed, afraid they’d leave her there to die. “Please don’t leave me here with him.” As the gloved hands of the fireman pulled the thin mattress put of the way, she heard another voice. One that immediately calmed her, as if she knew this person. The face looked vaguely familiar, but she didn’t know him.

      The snick of the door closing brought her back to the present to find her rescuer standing at the end of her bed, perusing her chart. Wishing it was her left arm in a cast, she awkwardly brushed the hair out of her eyes. “Hi. You’re Mark, right?”

      “Yes, Doctor Mark Fairfield. I treated you at the scene last night.” He set the chart on the counter and turned to look at her. “How are you feeling this morning?”

      “Not bad, other than the pain meds making me want to sleep.’

      “Good. I wanted to check that you got some rest last night.”

      “Yeah, other than the nurse coming in every hour to check for a concussion.” She frowned as she tried to adjust the pillows propping her up in the bed. “This bed isn’t the most comfortable…”

      “That’s true. It looks like you’re going to get released tomorrow afternoon. Do you have somewhere to go?”

      “No, I’m not even sure where here is. I know I’m in Fairfield Corners, Indiana, but I have no clue where that is.” She fiddled with the television remote as she replied, “I’m from Denver, so I could use a recommendation for a hotel until I get used to this thing.” She knocked on the cast on her arm. “I don’t know how I’m going to do this. I’m right-handed.”

      He turned and walked over to the window to look out over the parking lot. Something about this woman called out to his soul, he couldn’t just send her to an anonymous hotel to fend for herself. “What if you stayed with me for a while? I have a big house on the other side of town. You’d have your own room, and I could help you until you feel confident enough to go home and care for yourself.”

      “Why would you do that for some woman you don’t even know? I’m not sure if I would feel comfortable with that.”

      “Well, there is a bed and breakfast out near my house. The owner, Mrs. Dehaven, will take excellent care of you. It would be better than some chain hotel. If money is an issue, I can cover the cost of the room.”

      “Why are you being so nice when we’ve only just met?” She looked at him, as if trying to discover his secrets.

      He sat in the chair next to the bed. “The moment I saw you tied up and bleeding in that truck camper, I knew you were important.”

      “Important how?”

      “I have no idea, but I want to find out.”

      “Thank you for the offer but… I don’t know, I’m not sure I can trust you.”

      Mark chuckled. “I’m the most boring, dependable guy you’ll find. Just ask around.”

      Picking up the bag he’d set at the end of the bed, he handed it to her. “I took the liberty of having a friend pick up some clothes and stuff for you.”

      A surge of jealousy raced through her as she wondered if the friend was female and how close they were. Where did that come from? She didn’t know this guy, so why should she care if he had a girlfriend? Shoving the almost overwhelming feeling down to a manageable level, she looked down at the cast on her arm. “Thank you, I appreciate it.” She yawned. The pain meds had reduced the pain in her arm to a dull throb.

      “You need to rest. I’ll check back tomorrow and see if you’ve decided about the room.”

      “Okay,” she murmured as her eyes drifted shut.
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