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        To my soulmate, Raymond, who proved to me

        that true love does not just exist in fairy tales.
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          CONNECTICUT: 1820’S

        

      

    

    
      David headed back toward the door where he’d broken into the house. There was no point in staying here any longer – he wasn’t going to find what he was looking for, not without a lot more time. He came up short, his breath catching in his throat when a wrinkle in the carpet held back one foot. His arms flailing for purchase, one hand hit the portrait on the wall beside him. He clung to the wall until his balance returned, the sound of his pounding heartbeat and the swinging of the portrait all he could hear. Something caught his attention, and his eyes widened to twice their normal size. Behind the portrait, the wall was different, dark and shiny instead of a dull beige. Carefully, David took the picture from the wall and set it on the floor, revealing a safe set into the wall.

      He started working on it immediately, barely concealing his excitement. He’d found it. He’d actually found it! David repeated the combination, exactly as he’d heard it spoken the night before, and hastily scooped up the money, dropping it into his bag. That done, he quietly crept out through the door and left as quickly as he could.

      David hurried back the way he came, forcing his way through the bushes and past trees. He kept his ears trained for the slightest sound. His eyes focused on every movement, catching only stray cats. After some time, he slowed to a normal pace. He left behind the bushes and shadows and returned to the more familiar downtown alleys. Dark stores and empty city streets greeted his return. He was a long way from the cozy little homes with their happy families that abounded in the area of town where the job took place. The moonlight lit his way, revealing the dirt and trash in the alleyway. He stepped over a stream of whiskey, which had poured from an overturned bottle. Nearby, a man dressed in filthy, ripped clothing was passed out, sprawled on a pile of newspapers and cardboard boxes saturated by snow, and probably no small amount of whiskey from the smell of things. In the distance, he could hear voices raised in argument. A woman’s scream was followed by a loud crash. Home sweet home.

      He crossed the street and shivered when the wind hit him. It was much colder out here in the open. He hurried to the side of the street and slid down a small embankment, taking cover beneath the bridge. Carefully securing the money in his ragged jacket, David curled up and went to sleep.
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      David waited for the carriage driver to unlock the gate and return to his seat. He slipped in behind the carriage, keeping to the wall and trees, wondering again if he was doing the right thing. This wasn’t like his usual jobs, but he’d been dared. Normally, he wouldn’t go after anyone who hadn’t done something to him or someone he knew, but this guy had a lot of money. He lived in a mansion, after all. It was the only house of its size in the area, probably in the state. Some of the other street kids jokingly called the man ‘King’ Richard because of how much wealth he had. He wouldn’t miss a little bit. If David could pull off this job, he would gain the respect of all the kids on the street, and he would probably be set for a long time. If he didn’t go through with it, they would never let him live it down. He would just be another kid on the streets. Everyone would know he didn't have the guts to do what it takes. He’d be worthless, a coward. Whatever happened, he couldn’t back out now.

      He moved closer to the house, still hidden by the trees and bushes. He heard the carriage come to a stop and then a couple of voices, followed by the opening and closing of a door. Footsteps came towards his position, and he fought to keep from breathing too heavily, ensuring he was completely hidden by the leaves. Slowly, the sounds died away, and he heard the large front door creek open. A swoosh of air and the clanging of metal latches accompanied its closure.. A nervous breath rushed past his lips. He was lucky they didn’t keep the grounds cleared, because that had been close. Gathering up his courage, he peeked out from his hiding place and started to move. Once he’d made it to the house he started checking all the doors and windows, quietly searching for something which might have been accidentally left unlocked. If he was lucky, he’d be able to slip in and back out again without alerting anyone inside to his presence. He didn’t like the thought of breaking in while people were there, but that had been the rule of the bet, and the smallest amount of noise he could make in the process, the better.
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      “So, how long are you going to wait?” Marcus glanced up from his paper to look at Richard.

      Richard didn’t look up from the book he was reading. “Until you finish that sketch. I want to see how you make me look this time. Besides, there’s no hurry.”

      Marcus laughed. He hadn’t even informed Richard he was sketching him, but he should have known Richard would have picked up on it. “Are you sure you want to wait? He’s been out there for some time.”

      “I know, but you’re almost finished anyway. There’s no sense in disturbing your work.”

      “Okay.” Marcus made quick work of the sketch, putting a few finishing touches on it before revealing it to Richard.

      Richard nodded appreciatively. Marcus had captured him completely, down to the contemplative look in his downcast eyes. “One of your best yet.”

      “Thank you. Shall we go introduce ourselves to your young thief?”

      “Of course.”
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      David checked the last door and sighed. It seemed as if he was going to have to do this the hard way. He only hoped no one would hear him working the lock. Quietly, he made his way to a side door and took out his knife. Just as he lifted his hand, there was a tap on his shoulder and he jumped, spinning on the spot. His heart started racing when he realized he’d been caught. Two men stood behind him, and strangely, they both seemed amused. Okay, one point in his favor. At least they didn’t look as though they wanted to kill him, but maybe they only looked amused, because they enjoyed torturing people. Even now, they could be thinking of ways to make his life miserable. What had he gotten himself into? While he watched, their grins only seemed to get wider. He gulped. Maybe he would’ve been better off facing the boys on the street. A lifetime of jokes and disrespect didn’t seem so bad right now.

      Richard gazed down at the young boy. He appeared much too young to be doing something like this. He was dressed in rags that were entirely too small and hardly suitable for the cold weather they’d been having lately. He suspected the boy probably hadn’t had a decent meal or place to live in a very long time. “Don’t worry. We’re not going to roast you over an open fire.”

      “Or tie you to a post and shoot you,” the second man added nonchalantly.

      “Or let bloodthirsty dogs chase you and rip your body to shreds.” David’s eyes grew larger and larger as they continued. Vivid imaged of everything they’d said were running through his mind, but he couldn’t tell if he’d thought those things before they said them, or if them saying those things made him think about them.  It had to be the latter, but he could have sworn his thoughts came first. But how could they have known what was in his mind? He could feel the wheels in his head grinding to a confused halt. Much more of this and he’d never be able to think again.

      Richard laughed and patted the boy on the shoulder. To his credit, the boy didn’t jump. “I’m Richard.”

      “And I’m Marcus.” The second man held out his hand, waiting for David to do the same.

      David tentatively lifted his hand. It was swiftly grasped by the other man, but instead of a normal handshake, he clasped his arm. “This is how I shake hands. Remember it.” The man let go of David’s arm and started walking back towards the front door.

      “Come in with us,” Richard said. “I have something I want to talk to you about. And I’m not going to try to poison you or bury you alive in some secret dungeon in the house, so you can stop worrying.” He leaned in closer, grinning conspiratorially. “I had that dungeon bricked up years ago,” he whispered. The boy’s face grew even paler, making it impossible for Richard not to laugh. “Come on.” His hand still on the boy’s shoulder, he led him into the house.
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          CONNECTICUT: PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      Nicole stared at the picture of the happy family they’d once been. Smiling faces stared back at her, mocking her. She experienced a stab of pain when her body was wracked by another unexpected sob, but she’d cried all her tears already. She pulled the pillow closer to her chest and sighed heavily, staring blankly at their photo. She remembered the day they’d taken it, before Billy left home. She’d been happy then, with a brother and two loving parents. They weren’t her real family, but they’d seemed real enough to her.

      The clock beeped, bringing her back to the present. The meeting would be starting soon and she had to go. She hadn’t contributed much before, but things were different now. She owed it to them to keep their work alive, even if they couldn’t.

      Nicole walked toward the old brick building with determination. This was the first time she’d been back since… the accident. Some of the windows were broken and boarded up and all of them carried layers of dirt, several years old. It didn’t look like much from the outside, faring only mildly better on the inside –  but it was all the Smithsdale Environmental Society had for the moment.

      The SES was relatively new, one of her mom and dad’s pet projects before their deaths. The SES hadn’t done all that much so far, but it had found a good following among the local college students. It gave them the opportunity to get involved in something meaningful.

      She reached for the door handle and paused, the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end. She glanced around, but saw nothing unusual. She was probably just paranoid, but once in a while, she had the distinct impression she was being watched. Then again, everyone felt like that sometimes, so she was probably no different to anyone else. With that reassurance in mind, she shrugged it off and opened the door.

      The musty smell in the interior of the building hit her instantly. She’d forgotten how bad it was. Her parents never paid much attention to keeping up the place, they were always too wrapped up in what they were doing. She needed to talk to John about airing the place out. Nicole concentrated on breathing through her mouth as she looked around. Dim light filtered in through the broken, partially covered windows. There was just enough light to see the dust motes in the air and the cobwebs which lined the windows. The room was large, with a rickety stage at the far end. Between the door and the stage were several rows of rusting, fold-up chairs and she noticed that the chairs were filling fast, with the first five rows already full. At least attendance was still up.

      “Hey, Nicole! Good to see you, again,” a young voice said from behind her. Nicole glanced back at the girl and recognized her as one of the regulars at the SES meetings. She nodded to the girl and turned away. “Sorry about what happened to your parents. If you need anything, just let me know,” the girl announced before she walked over to the other side of the room and struck up another conversation.

      Nicole’s throat constricted and her head throbbed, all too common reactions in the past two months. She had to fight it, couldn’t cry here, not in front of so many people. Despite her best efforts, a tear collected at the corner of each eye. She wiped them away, only to find them immediately replaced by more. She had thought she’d completely cried herself out during that week she spent in a catatonic state, curled up on the couch with only a tear-soaked pillow for company. Yet for all the tears she wiped away, she couldn’t dry her eyes.

      Nicole glanced around at everyone and her desire to avoid crying renewed a hundred-fold. There had been too many heartfelt condolences and sympathy. No more. She would not cry. Making a quick trip to the bathroom, Nicole splashed some cold water on her face and settled her mind on the business at hand. With her control firmly back in place, she took her seat.

      Nicole sat near the back of the group and settled in to see what was going to be said – as if she couldn’t guess. The topic on everyone’s mind was what could be done to stop Steagel & Co. from dumping toxins into the water. The meeting began, and she listened as one person after another repeated what had been said a hundred times before. There was nothing new. Everyone wanted to do something, but no one knew what to do.

      Nicole absentmindedly ran her pendant up and down the silver chain it hung on. The pendant was an old stone with a crude carving of a wolf on it. It’s warmth transferred to her fingers, sending calm, peaceful feelings flowing through her skin. It was always warm to touch, but then again she did wear it right next to her skin, so that would make sense.

      Her mind wandered away from the meeting. It had been two months since her parents died in the car accident. They’d been the only parents she ever known, having been adopted by them when she was young. They had been her only family and other than one son – her adoptive brother – they didn’t have other relatives. No aunts or uncles. No cousins or grandparents. Other than her brother, whom she hardly ever saw, she didn’t have any family to turn to. She was completely alone in the world.

      A heavy weight settled on her chest, feeling like a fist was clenching her heart. She hated the thought of being alone. She was so afraid of not having anyone in her life. Few people knew how much that fear threatened to completely overwhelm her. No matter how many people she had around her, she was always afraid she would lose it all, that she would be left with no one in the end. Most of the time, it wasn’t such a big deal – she could ignore it. Sometimes, she could even manage to partially convince herself it was all nonsense.

      Until two months ago.

      Ever since her parents died, she’d been in a fierce battle with her demons. It threatened to be too much at times. What was to keep anyone else near her? What was to keep her from losing anyone else she allowed herself to become close to? The truth was, there wasn’t a single thing to keep that from happening. Perhaps she just wasn’t meant to be close to anyone? Maybe she was paying the price for some bad karma. Maybe she was cursed. Maybe she was just unlucky. Those were all possibilities for why some higher force would contrive to leave her lonely, and there was nothing to interfere with the fates should they choose to sentence her to such a destiny.

      She pushed the thought from her mind. There was no sense in dwelling on negative thoughts – even if it was her destiny to be alone, she didn’t have to think about it. She had a lot of good things in her life. For instance, she had Meg. They’d known each other for a very long time; most of their lives, in fact. Meg knew all her secrets, and she was one of the few people Nicole had let herself get close to. But if she was honest, she sometimes found herself shutting Meg out, too. There was always a small part of herself which couldn’t seem to let go.

      Nicole refocused her thoughts again. Okay, so she wasn’t very good with interpersonal relationships,  but she had other things going for her. She had school and the SES to occupy her time. Stopping the release of toxins by Steagel & Co. was the last project her parents had worked on before their deaths. As scientists studying the local environment, they’d discovered the horrible poisoning of the local land and water. They’d founded the Smithsdale Environmental Society to deal with these problems. The SES had been important to them and now, it was her responsibility to finish their work. She owed them that much.

      Nicole pushed her glasses back up on her nose and tried to draw her attention back to the meeting, which was almost over. She was restless, felt as if she should be doing something. By the grumbling around her, it was obvious everyone else was frustrated and restless, too. As she stood to leave, she noticed John walking toward her. The dim lighting made his short brown hair and blue eyes appear darker than usual and as he drew closer, she was reminded just how tall he was. She was wearing her platform boots, and he was still taller than she was. He possessed a face to match his impressive height, square and hard, but his eyes were so warm a person couldn’t help liking him. His features communicated a great sens of power and charisma and Nicole thought he looked more like a CEO than the college senior he was. She could understand why her parents had given him so many responsibilities.

      John Markham had done a lot of work for the SES while her parents were alive, and had taken on even more responsibilities after their deaths, and she was grateful for all his help. He’d almost been a second son to her parents, he was just a few years younger than Billy and unlike her wayward brother, John actually shared their interests. During some of those late night and weekend planning sessions, when John spent so much time over at the house, it had almost seemed like having a brother again.

      She pushed aside an unwelcome pang of jealousy. It wasn’t John’s fault he’d fit in with them so well, where her and Billy always struggled. It was probably for the best, anyway. At least someone was able to carry on their work, as they deserved. During those first few weeks after the accident, Nicole hadn’t wanted to deal with anyone or anything. Not that she would have been much help anyway – when her parents were alive, she’d come to some meetings and listened to her parents discussing their work, but Nicole didn’t know the first thing about running the organization. Without John, she didn’t know how the SES would have stayed operational.

      John flashed a half smile. “Nicole, hey, how’s it going?”

      She shrugged. “Oh, it’s going. And you?”

      “Oh, I’m good.” John shifted from foot to foot and Nicole smiled reassuringly. Despite her brave front, he’d been a little nervous lately when he spoke to her, as if he didn’t want to say the wrong thing. He had tried his best over the last couple of months to make sure Nicole didn’t have to worry about anything to do with the SES and seemed reluctant to bother her in the few times he had needed to ask her something. This seemed like another one of those times.

      “Was there something you wanted?” she prompted.

      “Yeah, um… I’ve been talking to some of the others. We decided we need some photos of the river and the surrounding wildlife on file, along with the soil and water samples we’ve been collecting, and we were wondering if you could take the photos, since you’ve got that really good camera..”

      “Sure, I’d be happy to.” Nicole smiled. At least this would be doing something constructive. “When do you need them?”

      “You’re sure it’s no trouble?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.” She rested her hands on her hips in an indignant fashion. This china doll treatment was going to have to stop – sure, she was a wreck, but he didn’t need to know that. “So, when do you need them?”

      “There’s no hurry. In the next week or so should be fine.”

      “No problem.”

      “Hey, John,” a voice called from across the room and John turned to seek the source of the voice. A woman with long blonde hair and a pink flower printed skirt and matching top was waving at him.

      John turned back briefly to Nicole. “I gotta go. Katie needs a ride home, her car is in the shop. I’ll see you later, and thanks for doing the picture thing.” John turned and started navigating his way through the crowd.

      Nicole quickly went over her schedule in her head, trying to determine when she would have time to take the photos. She was meeting Meg for lunch after she left the meeting, but after that, she had the entire afternoon free. She did have a report due tomorrow, but that would only take an hour or two to finish. She could do it after she’d taken the photos. John had said there was no hurry, but she was anxious to do something constructive. She glanced at her watch. It was almost time for lunch, so she left the SES building and headed to the diner. Maybe this day wouldn’t be such a total waste, after all.
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      David followed Nicole for a few minutes before he turned down a different street, where tall trees surrounded the road on both sides. He hadn’t been in this area in a long time, and a lot had changed since then, but he took sure steps towards his destination.

      The old tree was still there. He was amazed it hadn’t been cut down by now. A new, modern house stood where the old one had been. This house was built of brick, and he could see a heating and cooling unit against one side wall. He tried to remember what the old house had looked like. It had been old, even then and was practically falling apart. He could still remember the trail of smoke which drifted up from the fireplace. Instead of a heating and cooling unit, there’d been a big pile of wood. Maybe, if the house had been made of something other than wood, they would have stood a chance.

      “Can I help you?”

      David turned to the old man behind him. He hadn’t even noticed his approach. That alone told him how much this was getting to him. “No, I was just… my family used to live on this land.”

      The man seemed surprised. “My family has lived here for close to two hundred years, or more.”

      “Do you know anything about the people who had it before that?”

      The stranger looked skyward, rubbing his stubbled chin. “Hum. As a matter of fact, I do happen to know a little bit about them. If I remember correctly, they died in some kind of fire. I don’t remember their name, but my father told me about it when I was young. He said it was one of the worst fires this county has ever seen. The whole place was burned to the ground in less than an hour, with the family still inside. He used to tell me the story to keep me from playing with matches. He said if it had happened once, it could happen again.”

      David fought to keep his emotions from becoming visible on his face and forced a smile. “So, did it work?”

      “You tell me. I became a firefighter.” The old man barked out a short laugh and slapped his leg.

      The smile on David’s face was the first genuine one in a long time. This man seemed nice enough. It was somewhat comforting to know something good had come out of this place. “Thank you for your time. I’d better be going.”

      Before he could take more than a couple of steps, the man called out. “Hey son! Are you related to that family?”

      David felt the swelling of regret and sadness hit him again. “Yeah.” This time he heard a little bit of emotion revealed by the harshness in his tone.

      “Gee, I’m sorry to hear that. I hope things work out better for you than they did for them.”

      “Thanks.” He hurried away, before the man could ask any more questions. Walking farther down the street, David forced himself not to look back.

      His steps slowed once he neared the graveyard. He didn’t want to go in, but he found himself walking in that direction anyway. It was crazy, he didn’t even know where they were buried. He turned to leave the graveyard and stubbed his toe on a loose rock which he hadn’t noticed before. He glared down at the rock angrily, it was large and had no place in a graveyard. Really, they should keep the grounds clear of hazards like this. If they had any respect for the dead, they’d take better care of the place.

      He scanned the nearby area, realizing there were no other rocks like this on the ground, only neatly-mown grass. Obviously it was an isolated case, an anomaly – not the product of mass neglect and disrespect. He calmed down and bent over to pick it up, noticing the name on the tombstone in front of him as he straightened up.

      He froze in place. It couldn’t be. He read the name and dates closely and reread it again. There was no mistake. This was his father’s grave. He surveyed the nearby area, quickly finding the other graves and his legs buckled, bringing him to his knees in front of them like a man awaiting judgment. But there was no judgment to be delivered; there was no redemption in this place, no forgiveness or benediction. There was nothing to assuage his guilt over failing them.

      After a long while, he got to his feet. There were no answers for him here. He didn’t even know why he’d come back here, to this side of town. He’d been fine on the outskirts of the city, miles away from the nearest subdivision or stores, away from everyone. The only time he ever needed to see anyone was when he did the occasional security consultation, other than that he was blissfully alone, exactly how he liked it. If it hadn’t been for that damned dream about Nicole, that’s exactly where he’d still be, but he owed it to Richard to ensure she was okay. She had certainly looked fine earlier. He was crazy to let a dream get to him like that – she was fine.

      Still, he couldn’t leave town without making sure.
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      Nicole stepped around a pile of wooden fence stakes held together with twisted wire and bent rusted nails. Sheet metal leaned up against the rotted remains of a wooden bench and picnic table. With broken down buildings and tetanus filled piles of trash overtaken by vines, rodents, and reptiles, this wasn’t the area of the river most people saw.

      She knelt beside the riverbank and took another photo, careful to center the image and adjust for lighting. Everyone teased her about her film camera, saying she should switch to digital, but she was always the first one they called when they needed high quality photographs. Nicole glanced around, seeking her next shot. How could anyone question the fact that something terrible was happening to the lake and the surrounding area? All the plant life around the lake’s edge was wilting and dying. There had also been many cases of illness reported from people who swam downstream during the summer.

      Besides those signs of pollution, an obvious warning of trouble was the orange-red coating beginning to collect on the surface of the water. That could only mean something was being leaked or dumped into the river and connecting lake. It would only get worse, unless someone did something. Maybe when the water and soil samples came back from the lab, the SES could do something. They would have already had the results, if the test facility hadn’t mysteriously burned down with earlier samples inside at the time. After that it was her parents’ accident, putting things on hold for quite some time. They were finally doing something again, but the new samples needed to be sent off to a test facility located several hours away, and with a long list of specimens to test before they would get to the SES samples.

      Nicole leaned against the side of an old, abandoned warehouse while she took one final picture. The wind was blowing, enough to move the leaves in the trees, and making for a very nice picture, if you overlooked the signs of pollution. The breeze felt good, cooling her off a little and a welcome relief in the unseasonably warm weather.

      She snapped another photograph and stiffened. She could hear low sounds coming from inside the warehouse, which sounded like voices, but why would anyone be out here? These buildings weren’t used by anyone, they were practically condemned. She walked around to the other side of the building, following the noises until they were loud enough to confirm they were voices, though she couldn’t make out what they were saying.  She searched the immediate area and located a spot where there was a hole in the wood, an oddly-shaped opening between two planks in the wall. It wasn’t large, just big enough to see through. Bracing her hands against the wall, she leaned closer and peered in through the small opening.

      It was dark inside, and it took a minute for her eyes adjust, but when they did, she was able to make out at least five people standing inside the abandoned building. Three of the men carried battery powered lanterns and moved around the back of a work truck parked near the far wall. The other two men stood in front of the light provided from the truck’s headlights.  Nicole recognized one of the men right away and experienced a rush of excitement. It was Rodney Steagel, the Vice President of Steagel & Company. Rodney was also the nephew of the President of the company, George Steagel. Nepotism was obviously alive and well in this particular company.

      Rodney wasn’t the picture of leadership his title suggested in this instance, dressed as he was in a Hawaiian shirt, black leather pants, and wearing several gold necklaces around his thick neck. They gleamed whenever they caught any stray beams of light in the abandoned building. He had long dark hair, and teeth which were just crying out for the attention of a dentist, which was surprising, considering how much money his family had.

      That money hadn’t stopped Rodney from leading a particularly shady life, complete with numerous run ins with authorities. Even though he’d been in regular trouble with the law, his uncle’s considerable influence and money always kept Rodney out of jail. Nicole suspected if his uncle would get out of the way and let his nephew pay for his own mistakes, everyone would be better off. Steagel & Co. was a reputable business, before he he’d taken over. Rodney Steagel had no respect for anyone – least of all his family – whose good name and company he was running into the ground.

      While Nicole watched, Rodney directed the other men while they loaded huge barrels into the back of a truck. The labels on the barrels read, ‘Caution, Toxic Materials’.

      Nicole’s heart beat faster. This was her chance. Even if she couldn’t prove they were dumping the toxins, she could prove the fact that Rodney Steagel and his henchmen had the toxins near the lake. Up until now, he’d been denying even that fact. This might be just the kind of evidence they needed to stop him. Nicole held the camera to the small hole and started snapping pictures. “Nancy Drew, eat your heart out,” she murmured to herself.

      She got several clear shots of the barrels, and some photos of the men helping Rodney. Unfortunately, Rodney was never standing where she could get a clear picture of him. If she couldn’t get a photo of him with the barrels she wouldn’t be able to prove he’d been there. On the other hand, if she got caught, none of the pictures could be used, and even if she didn’t have a photograph of him, some of those other men could lead the police back to Rodney. Something was better than nothing. She was about to give up when he finally moved into her line of sight. She triumphantly snapped one last picture and quickly started to curse silently when her camera began to rewind the film, loudly.

      “Hey, what’s that noise out there?” one of them men cried.

      Nicole scrambled backwards, nearly falling, stumbling over her own feet in her hurry, and ran as fast as she could back through the building toward the treeline.

      She was instantly struck by how dark it had gotten. Preoccupied with getting a photograph of Rodney with the barrels, she hadn’t noticed the sun setting. She noticed it now, though, barely able to see where she was going. Somehow, she made it as far as the woods. Shadows crowded in around her from every side, making each step a risk, because she had neither the light nor the time to see where her feet were landing. She only prayed she wouldn’t hit a dip in the ground at a bad angle and twist an ankle, or worse.

      Branches scraped her, catching and pulling on her hair and clothes. Pain emanated from multiple cuts, and her scalp was sore in several places. Still, she ran faster, the pain only feeding into her adrenaline.

      She could hear them getting closer. The covering of the trees thinned enough to allow some moonlight to shine through. Nervously, she cast a quick glance over her shoulder. A gasp escaped her mouth when her toe connected with something hard. A raised tree root caught her eye when she fell forward and pain shot up through her knees and elbows. After the initial shock passed, she hurried to stand, ignoring the pain, but she froze on her hands and knees at the sound of a soft click behind her. Looking back over her shoulder, she saw a big, burly man standing about eight feet away with a gun pointed at her.

      “Well, what have we got here? You’re a cute one. Too bad you had to nose around, or we could have had a little fun.” He chucked and the hairs on Nicole’s neck stood on end. “Maybe we still could.”

      He leered at her, and a shiver of revulsion ran over her skin. The grin left his face when he noticed her reaction., It was replaced by a menacing glare, filled with rage. He aimed the gun at her, and slowly pressed down on the trigger. A muffled shot rang out.

      Nicole dropped to the ground, the bullet barely missing her. It had been close enough that she’d felt her hair being ruffled by the movement of the bullet past her head

      The man cursed under his breath and took aim to fire again. She peered up at him from the ground and swallowed heavily. This time, she had nowhere to go. Her heart pounded in her chest as he pulled the trigger again.

      Out of the darkness a large, black creature appeared. It jumped from its hiding place in the forest and landed hard on the man’s back. His second shot went wild, and the gun fell to the ground. Nicole scrambled to pick it up and the black creature, a wolf, backed off as she aimed the gun at the man.

      “Stand up, slowly,” she commanded. She managed to keep her voice steady, but it was a struggle. Out the corner of her eye she saw the wolf. She took a careful step away from the animal, but it’s eyes were trained on her attacker.

      “Whoa, wait a second. What do you think you’re doing?” The man held his hands up, slowly getting to his feet.

      In the distance, Nicole could hear the sounds of the other men searching. She didn’t have long. The gunshots had been muffled by a silencer, so they couldn’t betray her position, but if this man could find her, so could they. She felt panic threaten to bubble up and squashed it down. That wouldn’t help her. She could break down and be afraid once this was over.

      “Turn around,” she said holding the gun steadily at his chest. He took a second or two before complying, muttering to himself as he turned.

      She reached down and grabbed a fallen tree limb, one that looked heavy enough for her requirements and tested its weight in her free hand. Gathering her strength, she stepped up behind her would-be murderer, careful to keep her distance from the wolf, and swung the wood at the back of his head. It connected with a hollow crack which sent a shudder of revulsion through her as he fell limp at her feet. She stared at his prone form in amazement. She hadn’t really thought she had the strength to knock someone out in a single hit, but the proof was lying right in front of her. The noises in the woods around her began to get louder, drawing her attention from the man lying at her feet. They were clearly getting closer, but she didn’t know what to do. Should she just start running again, trying desperately to feel her way through the dark patches of the forest where moonlight failed to reach?

      The wolf startled her from her thoughts and gripped the corner of her jacket in his teeth, pulling her to one side. She yelped and stared down at the wolf with fear. She contemplated using the gun or the wood against the animal, but he let go of her clothes and took a step back from her. His muzzle lowered deferentially. A wave of calm came over her. She experienced a strange certainty that the animal was trying to lead her away from the approaching danger, but could she even consider following a wild animal through the night?

      Nicole mentally shook herself. Yeah, right, a strange wolf was just going to show up and rescue her, showing her exactly which way to go. That would be the day. Nicole cast a quick look over her shoulder, in the direction of the sounds. She didn’t have much time. Turning in the opposite direction from the one the wolf was pulling her towards, Nicole began to run. She ran for several minutes, before admitting to herself that she was completely lost. The trees were too thick in most spots for her to see even a hint of the stars overhead, and she had to admit to herself that she’d lost all sense of direction. For all she knew, she could be headed back toward the water or in a completely different direction. Taking a moment to catch her breath in one of the rarely lit areas, an oasis in the darkness, she collapsed on the ground, resting her head in her hands.

      A warm muzzle pushed closer to her, moving her hands out of the way until she was looking directly in the wolf’s eyes. Beautifully clear eyes stared back at her. For a moment, she forgot these were the eyes of an animal – they seemed so coherent, staring directly into her soul. And in that instant, she knew. There was something different about this animal. She could trust this wolf. She didn’t know how she knew, but with this realization came such a sense of rightness, she didn’t doubt the truth of her decision. If she was going to survive the night, she had to follow the wolf. Inhaling sharply, she stood and followed her unlikely ally.

      The wolf led her through the woods for several minutes, before he came to a stop in front of a thick section of bushes. Nicole looked questioningly from the bushes to the wolf and he angled his head towards them.

      “Okay, so what’s behind bush number one?” she mumbled to herself. Leaning forward, Nicole pushed the bushes to one side and found herself staring down the beginning of a long tunnel. The wolf leapt in past the bushes and waited for her to follow.

      “Why not?” she muttered to herself. It was better than the alternative of running blindly through a dark forest. She activated the safety catch on the gun, tucking it into the back of her pants. There wasn't much room to maneuver in the tunnel, and she didn't want to chance it accidentally firing. Grasping at her necklace she drew on its warmth for comfort and tentatively entered the tunnel entrance.

      Nicole winced when her knees and arms rubbed up against the tunnel wall. She suspected she’d suffered some pretty good scrapes during her earlier fall. There was no time to worry about that now, so she ignored the pain and pushed on.

      The wolf led her through what seemed like miles of tunnel. She crawled through them silently, one hand resting on the wall of the tunnel, and the other on the back of the wolf. It was much colder in the tunnel than it had been outside, and the longer she crawled, the colder it got. Her hands began to shake where she touched the tunnel wall and she suspected she would easily see her breath if there’d been enough light to allow it. She wished she’d worn a thicker coat. Nevertheless, she pushed the cold from her mind and continued to crawl. Instead, she concentrated on the sound of her camera hitting her chest as it swung back and forth in front of her. She was lucky she’d used the strap today, or she would have lost the camera ages ago, in her mad dash from the warehouse.

      She slowly became aware of a light up ahead. Minute by minute, she found she was able to see the tunnel walls and the mysterious wolf beside her. Everything was bathed in a mixture of light and shadows filtering in from between the branches of wild bushes.

      Nicole climbed out of the tunnel, the bushes snapping back into place covering the tunnel opening behind her, and stared at her surroundings in shock. She found herself standing a hundred feet away from her own apartment building. “How did you…” she began, but when she looked behind her, the wolf was gone. She turned back to the building, her necklace clutched between her fingers, and then turned back to where the wolf had been. “Thank you,” she whispered into the darkness.

      Hurrying upstairs, she picked up the phone, dialing the numbers swiftly.

      “Hello.”

      “Hey John, it’s Nicole. You know how you wanted those photos?”
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      Artemis disappeared back into the shadows. So, this was where Nicole lived now. It had to be her, she was wearing the amulet, and he could see a distinct resemblance to Richard and Caroline. David Coverton had done a good job of hiding her all these years. Who would have thought that pitiful excuse for a man would have so many connections, willing to help him in this town? It must have been through his association with Richard.

      Artemis spat on the ground in disgust, the spit congealing in the dirt. He trudged on, dispersing the gathered pieces of muddy earth in short order.

      In the days after the crash, David had managed to hide all traces of Nicole, and no one he’d approached would say a word about her whereabouts. But no matter. Now, David had led Artemis right to her. Following David had been a long shot, but it had finally paid off, and what a payoff it would be. Now, that he’d located Nicole, he could finally put his plans into action.

      The events of tonight had been an interesting development. It looked as if she’d managed to get herself into quite a bit of trouble. Maybe he could use this threat against her to further his own plans.

      He felt a shiver run down his spine when a particularly cold breeze blew past, but he knew this was no natural wind. In fact, he knew it all too well. The darkness gathered around him, and fog began rolling in, obstructing any ability to see beyond a few feet. What felt like immense pressure pressed down all around him in the air. The fog swirled around, a figure slowly taking shape in the darkness. “I see you’ve finally found her,” a deep, resonating voice said.

      “Yes.” Artemis ignored the stubborn desire to defend himself against the implication that his search had taken too long and forced the word past his lips.

      “Good. Have you found out anything useful?”

      “She has apparently made some enemy. She was attacked a short while ago, down near the river.”

      The voice was quiet for a moment. “Yes, that is good information to know. Keep watching her and tell me anything you discover.”

      “Of course.”

      Quickly, the fog and unnatural darkness disappeared. Artemis took a moment to get his bearings, then continued on his way. If he was going to be staying in town for a while, he needed to find a place to stay. Maybe that old inn would still be open for business and he could go for a drink in the bar. He grinned and changed directions. He’d quite enjoyed the old inn the last time he was in town. Now, it probably didn’t offer the same…services it had offered back then, but he might still find himself a little entertainment for the night. It was usually easy enough to find, for the right price. Artemis grinned and licked his lips in anticipation.
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      David unlocked and opened the large gate. It creaked noisily as the hinges protested many years of disuse. He’d hoped he wouldn’t have to come back here, and for years, that wish had been granted. Ever since those first couple of months after the plane crash, he’d stayed away.

      He walked up to the front doors of the house and paused, remembering the first time he saw them. They’d seemed even larger to the young boy he’d been back then and this place had intimidated him. He was a lot older now, but he was surprised to realize it still intimidated him. So much was expected of him here. He couldn’t hide from his potential. He couldn’t hide from other people. After a while, he hadn’t minded so much, but all that changed when Richard died. David had fallen into the same old patterns, leaving everything he knew, again. He’d stayed away from everyone and everything. It was a lonely but safe existence.

      Now, he was out of hiding and had to face the world again. Damn Richard. Even from beyond the grave, he was forcing David to face his demons. What if he didn’t want to face them? What if he liked them just fine where they were – hidden? Unfortunately, it looked as if it didn’t matter what he wanted, he wasn’t going to get it. He might as well get things over with.

      David pushed open the large door with a sigh. The creaking sound it made echoed through the empty rooms. Dim, early morning light shone through the curtains and the open door, illuminating the otherwise darkened room. There was dust everywhere, even though he’d hired people to come in and clean the place a couple of times each year. It was nothing like it had been, Richard and Caroline had kept the place spotless most of the time. What would Richard think if he could see it now?

      David quickly pushed that thought back and focused on more practical matters. He needed to call someone to take care of the place if he was going to be staying here. It was much too big for one person to manage alone. He braced himself and walked through the many rooms, stubbornly refusing to let the long-forgotten memories overwhelm him. He had a job to do and after that, he could leave again. But for now, first things first – he needed to get this place suitable to live in. Pulling out his cell phone, David started making calls.
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      Nicole pushed back the covers and swung her legs around, giving up on the prospect of going back to sleep. She was too anxious to be rid of the film. She started when her bare feet touched the cold floor,  and quickly pulled on some socks before she traversed the floor. Careful to avoid her bruises and sore muscles, she threw on the first shirt and pair of jeans she found, from her ‘only worn once so still mostly clean’ pile of dirty laundry and decided on a walk before class.

      It was still quiet on the streets. Most sane people were still asleep, but she liked the quiet. It was the easiest time to think at this hour of day. The sun was just rising, causing all kinds of colors to play across the sky. There was no sign of the wolf, not even by the tunnel, mostly hidden unless you knew precisely where to look.

      She walked the few blocks to school, not really knowing where else to go. The campus was even quieter than the rest of the city. A few office lights were on here and there, and she found herself wondering what had other people up at this early hour. Were they working on some important research which just had to be completed right away? Maybe they loved their jobs so much, they couldn’t wait to get started, or they hated being at home so much, the office was a better alternative. Maybe they were just grading a few last papers before classes started.

      Nicole smiled at an early morning jogger, and he smiled back when he passed her on the sidewalk. Whatever brought those other people out, she felt oddly comforted by them being there, even knowing most weren’t even aware she was here.

      Nicole tested the chapel door, and it opened with a creak. Surprisingly enough, there was one other person already inside. A young girl sitting in the front row turned her tear-stained face to Nicole when she entered.

      Nicole smiled comfortingly, and the girl offered a weak half-smile back before retreating into her thoughts once again. Nicole sighed. It seemed she wasn’t the only one with problems.

      Nicole settled down in a nearby pew and stared at the cross in the front of the church. She tried to remember the last time she’d attended church, acknowledging that it had been a long time. The last time she’d come close had been her parents’ funeral. She didn’t really know why she was here now. She didn’t have any questions or favors to ask, she just felt unsettled. No matter what she did lately, she was restless, as if there was something else she needed to be doing. She wasn’t accomplishing anything. She wasn’t going anywhere. Nothing ever changed. Where was the excitement which was supposed to follow just being alive? She was only in college, and she was already locked into a pattern. These were supposed to be the exciting years in her life, but there was never any real excitement. There was never any spontaneity. Everything was planned. She went to class. She went to SES meetings. She ate lunch with Meg at the diner. She went home, watched TV, did homework, and went to bed.

      Occasionally, if she was lucky, she would have a new errand to run or some shopping to do. She’d known it was bad when she thought back on almost getting shot last night as a refreshing change of pace.

      Nicole tilted her head from side to side, stretching out a crick in her neck and looked at her watch. It was still early, but she might as well go wait in the classroom. There was no point in walking all the way back to her apartment, and she could read until class started. She glanced once more at the girl in the front pew before slipping silently out of the chapel.
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      Nicole watched over the top of her book as one person after another entered the classroom. John only came in just as class was about to start and Nicole scowled at him for being so late, but she experienced a wave of relief. She would be glad to rid herself of the burden of the incriminating film.

      “What happened to you?” A crease formed on John’s forehead as he scanned her, his eyes settling on her face.

      “Huh?” she asked in confusion. She hadn’t slept well, but she didn’t think she looked that bad.

      “You’ve got a nasty scrape on your chin.”

      “Oh.” She’d forgotten all about most of the scrapes she received last night, and hadn’t even noticed the one on her chin. It was the bruises on her knees and arms which really hurt and her palms didn’t feel too good either. “I fell in the woods last night.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” She shrugged it off. “It’s just a few scrapes and scratches… a couple of bruises… maybe a splinter or two... oh, and I don’t recommend running so far or fast when you haven’t had time to properly stretch first. But otherwise, I’m no worse for wear. Don’t worry about it. Here’s the roll of film.” She purposely left out any reference to the wolf. He would think she was crazy if she started talking about a wild animal knowing exactly where she lives. Or worse, he’d call animal control to check out the wolf sighting and possibly get the animal killed in the process.

      John didn’t look convinced that she was okay, but he took the film without further comment about her physical state. “This will definitely do some good. I’ll give it to Susan today.” He pocketed the film and leaned on a nearby desk.

      “Susan? You don’t mean Susan Anderson, do you?” Susan Anderson was the Junior Attorney working on the case against Steagel & Co. Nicole had heard the name mentioned at SES meetings many times before, but never by first name alone.

      “Yeah,” he said nonchalantly. “I went to school with her younger sister. We were all pretty close.”

      Nicole laughed. “Have you got any other influential people stashed away I should know about?”

      John just smiled. The teacher walked in, and the other students started settling into their seats. “I’ll talk to you later, let you know how everything goes.”

      “You’d better. Oh, hey, walk with me to my apartment after class. I have something else Susan may want, but I couldn’t bring it here.”

      “Sure thing.”

      An hour later, Nicole handed over the gun to John. She explained a few more details of her forest escape, still leaving out the wolf, and they both headed out – Nicole to class and John to see Susan. Several of the wrinkles on her forehead smooth out now that she had one less thing to worry about. Now, all she had to worry about was school.

      Her classes crawled by, as usual and Nicole fought to stay awake during her lectures. A couple of times, she actually jerked awake when her chin dipped towards her chest. When the last class finished, she headed to the diner to have a late lunch with Meg.

      Nicole reached for the door handle of the diner and paused when a reflection in the glass door caught her eye. There was a man standing across the street, and he appeared to be staring right at her, through the reflection. The man wore sunglasses and a dark trench coat which moved hypnotically in the wind. She couldn’t seem to look away, not even to search the street behind her where he must surely be standing. The reflection of a large truck driving by temporarily blocked her view, breaking the spell. She turned to look for him, but when the truck had passed, he was gone. She surveyed up and down the street, but there were no obvious places he could have disappeared so quickly.

      Nicole shook her head to clear the confusion filling her mind. She’d probably imagined the whole thing. That’s what happened when you didn’t get enough sleep, especially after the night she’d had. Obviously, her imagination was working overtime. That was the only explanation. Pushing the strange incident out of her mind, she opened the door and entered the diner.

      Nicole sat down at her usual table and ordered a cup of coffee to drink while she waited for Meg. She didn’t have to wait long. Meg came in with her usual enormous load of books and tossed them all on the seat along with herself. Typical Meghan over-dramatics. She pulled her long, curly, red-brown hair back into a clip, making her heart-shaped face and perfect tan even more noticeable.

      “Hey, Meg. Hard day?”

      “Oh, no more than usual,” Meg said with a sigh. “Oh, course, my usual would stress out the President.”

      “Yeah, he only has to deal with nuclear take-overs and global annihilation. You have Physics with Ms. Fortenberry. No contest.”

      “Fun-ny.” Meg kicked out at Nicole, making them both laugh. “So, what happened?” Meg asked, after she’d managed to stop laughing.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nicole, this is me you’re talking to. I know you too well. You’re drinking coffee, and you only do that when you’ve got something on your mind. Besides, I count a least three scrapes, and you’re not that clumsy.” Nicole stared down at her coffee cup. She’d known the scrapes would probably give her away, but she hadn’t even thought about the coffee. Meg was right, though, drinking coffee when she was preoccupied was a habit she’d picked up in Middle School. She’d started drinking it initially to stay awake after she’d had… the nightmare. The habit seemed to reemerge nowadays whenever something worried or intrigued her. Today, it was a little of both. “Yeah, you’re right. Something happened yesterday when I went to take the photos down by the river.”

      “What happened?” Meg leaned across the table, interest visible in her pretty features.

      Nicole took a breath and started talking, spewing out a stream of words. “I stumbled across Steagel trying to get rid of some toxins by the lake, so I took some photos, but I got caught. I got the scrapes when I was running away from Steagel and his cronies, because they’d heard my camera rewinding the film. I tripped over a tree root and fell and one guy caught up with me and he had a gun. Just when I was about to get shot, a wolf jumped out of the woods and knocked over the guy with the gun. I got lost again, and the wolf helped me find my way home. But that’s all over now. I gave the film to John, and he’s going to take care of things from here.”
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