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	Whisper Falls

	 

	Book 1 in the Whisper Falls Series

	 




Chapter 1

	 

	A Den of Vice

	 

	I perched on a stool in the dining room’s corner, the mending basket at my feet, a pair of torn breeches across my lap. It was good that I had to sit with my back to the family. If my master could not see my hands, he could not tell they were idle.

	Knuckles rapped for attention on the table. “Come, Jedidiah,” my master said, “it is time for your lessons. Deborah and Dorcas, you may join us with your stitching.” Chairs, benches, and shoes thumped as the Pratts adjourned to the parlor.

	I tossed the breeches into the basket and hurried to clear the table, anxious to complete my evening chores. Amidst the clatter of dishes, Mr. Pratt’s voice rose and fell with his reading from the Holy Bible. As I tiptoed past the parlor door, my master paused, his gaze going from me to his elder son, a silent message passing between them.

	Tonight, I would be followed.

	The sun had already begun its descent when I crossed the yard to the kitchen building. In no time, I had the dishes scrubbed, the floor swept, and the fire banked. Tomorrow’s meals cooked in pots nestled among the coals on the hearth.

	Was it possible I had finished my work before my master’s son finished his? I cast a glance toward the main house.

	“Susanna?” a voice rasped from the rear door of the kitchen.

	I whipped around, my heart sinking. In my rush to leave, I had forgotten the slave. How thoughtless. “Hector, have you come for your supper?”

	He nodded and gave me a shy smile.

	“I’m sorry, it isn’t ready. I’ll prepare your meal now.” As I cut the cornbread, I pondered what else to serve him. The Pratts had eaten all of the stew.

	“What’s cooking?” he asked. “It smells mighty good.”

	“Chicken.” It had been many days since Hector had eaten meat. I should have liked to give him some tonight, but had the chicken simmered long enough? I lifted the heavy lid of the pot, pinched a sample, and tasted. Yes, it would do nicely. I added a chicken wing and a boiled sweet potato to the wooden trencher and handed it to Hector. “Here you are.”

	He smiled again, backed down the steps, and ran to the barn.

	I could finally take my evening break, but no longer held out hope I would go alone. Jedidiah had certainly completed his Latin lesson by now and lurked somewhere in the shadows.

	With only an hour of daylight left to guide me, I raced along the faint trail through the woods and made straight for Whisper Falls. Behind me, twigs snapped and leaves rustled with an unnatural rhythm.

	At the top of the bluff, I dropped to my knees, crawled behind a boulder, and swung over the ledge, my hands and feet scrabbling along the rock wall. It took only a moment to reach the bottom. I slipped into the cave behind the waterfall, my heart pounding so wildly it shook my frame.

	Above me, Jedidiah crept through the tall grasses, the shushing of his shoes faint, the pace stealthy. I shrank into the cave’s musty depths, pressed myself against the damp wall, and strained to track his progress.

	The shushing stopped.

	There were no sounds besides the murmur of forest creatures and the whisper of the falls. What was he doing?

	Perhaps he’d seen me disappear over the edge of the bluff. It would be my first mistake in the many weeks we’d been playing this terrible cat-and-mouse game. Was he waiting even now for my next move?

	I would wait longer.

	Pebbles showered down, cracking like gunshot against the granite cliff before plopping into the creek near my toes. I clapped a hand over my mouth to stifle a gasp.

	“Susanna!” His frustrated groan floated past me on the warm May breeze.

	He didn’t know where I was.

	Relief threatened to loosen my limbs, but I fought the feeling. It was too early to celebrate, although the wait would be over soon. Jedidiah feared the woods after dark.

	I held my breath. Truly, for his own good, he should go home.

	His shoes shuffled on the rocky ledge.

	We listened for each other, neither admitting defeat.

	An owl hooted.

	Jedidiah made a panicked squawk. Footsteps thundered down the trail leading to the village. I released my breath on a hiss, inched closer to the mouth of the cave, and peeked out. His blond head bobbed in the distance, merging into the trees.

	My legs gave way, and I sank onto a moss-covered boulder. That had been too close. I could finally relax and enjoy my break—blissfully alone. My master had never understood why I should want an hour of silence, an hour with no demands or duties. He believed I must have a secret beau, and nothing I said could convince him otherwise. Indeed, Mr. Pratt would be furious if he discovered how easily I evaded my chaperone. Not that his son or I would ever tell. By unspoken agreement, Jedidiah never mentioned my talent for hiding, and I never mentioned his incompetence as a spy.

	Enough, then. With my hard-earned hour of freedom ticking away, I would not waste another precious second. I emerged from the protection of the cave, knelt on a flat rock, and lifted my face to the cool mist of the waterfall. There was nothing left to do but allow the cares of the day to fade. This evening, I would indulge in my most longed-for dream—the moment when I would leave my master’s household forever. On my eighteenth birthday, my indenture would be ended. I would rise at dawn, pack my meager possessions, and walk the half-day’s journey to Raleigh.

	My master knew of my plans, and they enraged him. Mr. Pratt hated Raleigh. He believed our capital city to be a den of vice.

	How deliciously enticing. It made me all the more eager to go.

	Ta-thonk.

	An unfamiliar noise invaded my reverie. I straightened and peered through the clear veil of Whisper Falls. On the bank opposite me, the woods rattled and hummed. The shadows wavered and shifted. A young man burst from the trees, wearing outlandish clothes and riding a strange mechanical beast.

	I leapt to my feet, pulse racing. Common sense demanded I leave. Curiosity begged me to stay.

	The young man rolled down the hill at a fearsome pace astride a two-wheeled cart built of thin metal bars. Legs cranking, he sped along the bottom of the trail, slammed into the bluff, and toppled to the ground.

	With a dazed shake of his head, he sat up, arms resting on bent knees, and drank in a few hard breaths. Then in one smooth movement he rose, picked up the machine, and slung his leg over its peculiar saddle.

	Curiosity won. I would stay.


Chapter 2

	 

	Other Freaks

	 

	Memorial Day had gone nothing like I planned. It should’ve been simpler to launch my summer yard service.

	My goal was to find enough customers to cover my mountain bike racing expenses. Since I was already out on summer vacation—and the public schools didn’t let out for another two weeks—I had a competitive advantage. All six of my customers from last year had signed up again, and several had passed along referrals. I was on track to have as much business as I wanted this year.

	I’d headed out after lunch, expecting to be gone for two or three hours. Right. I’d forgotten how much people cared about their yards. The grass had to be so thick. So green. All this talk about grass made me glaze over.

	One referral customer, Mrs. Joffrey, was especially intense about her lawn. I’d listened for five minutes about the height alone. The grass had to be exactly three and a half inches tall—not four and not three.

	“Do you understand, Mark?”

	“Yes, ma’am. Three and a half inches.”

	“Good, then. You’ll start tomorrow morning? Eight o’clock sharp?”

	I gave her the confident nod of an experienced entrepreneur. “I’ll be here.”

	With an impatient glance at her watch, she hurried inside.

	I checked my watch, too. Damn. My original plan for the holiday had included an extra-long afternoon training ride. Instead, I’d wasted too much time talking about grass.

	I rode home and tore upstairs to my room. A stack of clean bike shorts and jerseys lay neatly on my bed. I threw on my gear and ran back downstairs. A gorgeous smell halted me at the garage door. I looked in the kitchen.

	Mom stood at the stove, throwing cheese into a pan of steaming broccoli. A slow-cooker bubbled nearby.

	“Pot roast?” I asked.

	She nodded. “With roasted potatoes.”

	My second favorite home-cooked meal. What a decision—to eat it fresh or go on the bike ride. “When will it be ready?”

	“Now,” she said with an apologetic smile. “I thought you’d be done with training.”

	I’d thought so, too. Since I couldn’t afford to miss a day, the meal would have to wait. “Can you leave my share in the slow-cooker for later? I’ll get a protein bar to tide me over.”

	Her face fell. “That’s fine.”

	I stared at her a moment. She was more upset than I would’ve expected. “Is something wrong?”

	“Not really.” She turned her back on me. “Maybe you could sit with me while you eat your bar.”

	I didn’t want to, but didn’t see how I could say no. “Sure, Mom.”

	By the time she joined me at the table, I’d finished the bar and was staring obviously at the clock.

	“Mark?”

	“Uh-huh?”

	“Have you heard from your sister?”

	Ah. Finally getting to the point. My mother wanted to discuss Marissa. “We’re in contact most days.”

	“She won’t answer the phone when I call.” Mom’s voice wobbled.

	Even though my sister had moved to Denver three weeks ago, she was still the main topic of conversation around here, just as I’d predicted. Before she left, Marissa bet me twenty bucks that Mom would be smothering me by Memorial Day. I knew I’d win. Obsessing over my sister had become a way of life for Mom. She wasn’t going to lose a bad habit that quickly.

	Mom bent her head over her pot roast, pushing it around with a fork. “Has she made any friends?”

	“A few.”

	“Has she registered for summer classes yet?”

	“No.”

	Mom looked up from her plate, frowning. “Why not?”

	Marissa had lied to my folks about why she’d moved to Colorado. She should be the one to tell them the truth. “You’ll have to ask her.”

	“Why can’t you tell me?”

	“Mom, please.”

	She stabbed a chunk of beef. “Can I use your phone?”

	“No, Mom.” Did she really just ask me that? “It might work once, but then Marissa would never speak to me again.”

	“You’re right. Sorry.” Mom’s eyes were wet.

	It was horrible to see her cry, especially on days when she wore mascara. I needed help. “When will Dad be home from San Francisco?”

	She wiped her nose on a napkin. “In two weeks.”

	That sucked. If Dad the engineer had been here, he would’ve listened to Mom whine about Marissa and then explained in logical detail how to get over it. Since Dad’s solution wasn’t available to me, I was stuck until he returned.

	Maybe I should steer the conversation to a safer subject. “How’s your new job?”

	“Are you trying to distract me?” 

	“Yes.”

	“It’s working.” She added a glob of butter to her broccoli. “The job is tough. There’s a lot to learn.”

	My mother had switched from trauma nursing to hospice care the same week Marissa moved. The timing wasn’t so great. “Like what?”

	“We don’t try to save people. Our goal is to keep them comfortable. It’s a different mindset. I didn’t expect it to be as difficult as it is…”

	She talked for a while. When she paused to chew, I asked questions. And I actually paid attention to some of what she said, although I watched the clock, too.

	Dad rescued us both by calling. While she paced around with the phone, I headed for the garage.

	The delay meant I’d have to change my route. I couldn’t train far from home this close to nightfall. Conveniently for me, there was a greenway that edged our neighborhood, connecting Umstead State Park to the other pedestrian/biking paths leading into Raleigh. I would take the greenway toward Umstead.

	Helmet on, I wheeled my bike across the backyard, through the wooden gate, and onto the wide pavement. No one else was out during the dinner hour. I loved the greenway like this. Quiet. Deserted. No people or dogs to dodge. It was as if I owned a dim, cool tunnel of trees.

	A quarter mile from home, a dirt track forked away from the greenway’s pavement and into a dense pine forest. I turned onto the rutted track, hopped over a pair of roots, and maneuvered down a slope toward the banks of Rocky Creek. Up ahead, I could hear Whisper Falls murmuring as it plunged from a low bluff into the shallow creek below. The bluff had a steady incline. Steep, but not crazy steep.

	I didn’t slow as I swooped along the bottom of the hill. I’d studied another cyclist—a guy with a lot of first-place finishes—who attacked inclines like this head-on, as if he would knock the hill down. I was going to give the technique a try.

	I slammed into the approach, caught a tire on a rock, and lost my balance.

	Okay, that didn’t work. Fortunately, there was plenty of natural compost to break the fall.

	I tried again and got farther this time.

	“How foolish.”

	The words whispered past me, so faint it could’ve been my imagination. I looked around. Was somebody watching me? Did they assume I was being an idiot? Not that I cared. To train thoroughly, I had to practice skills like this, which meant I had to fall and bust my ass on occasion. All part of the process. It was just irritating that anyone might’ve witnessed it.

	I walked my bike down the hill and stopped at the bottom. Rocky Creek babbled a few feet away, boulders dotting it at irregular intervals. When I was little, I loved trying to hop across the creek without getting wet. I’d rarely succeeded.

	The falls were the best thing about the greenway, and it wasn’t only the eight-foot curtain of water that was good. There was also the cave. Not very tall or deep, but eerie. Full of moss-covered rocks. A great place to hide and chill and be totally alone in the middle of the city.

	Something hovered near the mouth of the cave, behind the falls. A rectangle of cloth seemed to glow in the fading light.

	A shadow wavered and shifted. It was a girl about my age. She wore dorky clothes—a long-sleeved brown shirt, an ankle-length skirt, and a ghostly white apron. Silent and unmoving, she stared at me through a liquid sheet of glass.

	I guessed it was my turn to speak. “Did you say something?”

	She waited before responding. When she spoke, her voice was low and husky. “You’re being foolish. If you wish to reach the top, perhaps you’ll arrive more quickly by carrying your odd machine.”

	And there it was, a completely wrong interpretation of a perfectly reasonable technique. The need to explain was irresistible. “I don’t want to arrive at the top quickly. I want to get there by riding the bike.”

	She had no reaction—just watched with big, dark eyes in a pale, oval face.

	This was stupid. Why couldn’t I drop it? The daylight was disappearing while I wasted it on a stare-down with an Amish girl.

	After securing the bike to a tree, I hopped from boulder to boulder along the creek’s edge, stopping on a rock that would get me as close to the falls as possible without being sprayed.

	“Do not take another step, or I shall scream.”

	I halted and gave her a closer look. The girl stood on a flat rock behind the falls, only a few meters away, her face expressionless and fists clenched against her sides. She was a head shorter than me, thin but not to the eating disorder level, with dark hair hidden under a cap. Her bare toes were visible below the hem of her brown skirt.

	I couldn’t stop a smile. She had nothing to fear from me. “Don’t scream. You’re safe.”

	“Indeed? Why should I believe you?”

	“For starters, that’s an incredibly expensive bike back there. I’m not leaving it alone.”

	“A bike? Is that what you call your odd machine?”

	As if she didn’t know what a bike was. “Right.”

	The girl was so still. Her face. Her body. Nothing on her moved except her lips and her eyes. “May I ask an impertinent question?”

	“Sure.”

	“You wear most unusual clothes. Where are you from?”

	Damn, she was frickin’ strange. Did her keepers know where she was? They really shouldn’t have let her roam around on her own. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

	“You’re the stranger in our village, not me.”

	“Right.” Village? With a half million people? “I was born and raised in Raleigh.”

	Her chin jerked up. It was the first real reaction I’d seen from her.

	“You cannot be speaking the truth. Raleigh is miles away, nor did it exist when you were born.”

	“What are you talking about?” I shifted onto the balls of my feet and scanned the bluff above her, looking for signs of other freaks in strange costumes. But I saw no one.

	A chill wind swirled around me. This was getting creepy, like I’d stepped onto the set of a bad reality TV show, only there were no cameras rolling anywhere that I could see. “We’re in Raleigh right now, and the city’s been here since the 1700s.”

	“Indeed, it has. Since 1794, to be precise. Two years ago.”


Chapter 3

	 

	Uncertainty in Its Wake

	 

	Who might this handsome stranger be? And why would he tell such an outrageous lie?

	He had the smooth, supple hands of a gentleman but the lean body of a laborer. He spoke like one of the upper class, yet his manner was too familiar. No true gentleman would ever talk so directly with a servant.

	His apparel added to the mystery. He wore a shirt made of silky green cloth, tailored close to his chest. His hat resembled a cracked bowl. Lustrous black trousers stopped above his knees, and he wore no stockings. I had never seen a man with bare legs. It was too interesting to embarrass me properly.

	“This is psycho.” His eyes narrowed to slits. “Who are you?”

	I could see no reason to hide my name. “Susanna Marsh.”

	“What year do you think it is?”

	Think? Did he expect me to make up an answer? “It is 1796.”

	He looked down at the water, his face tight. “Who’s the president?”

	“Mr. Washington.” His questions insulted me. I might live in a village, but that didn’t mean I was unaware of the outside world. “And you, sir? What is your name?”

	“Mark Lewis.”

	“Why have you come to Worthville?”

	“Worthville?” His gaze snapped back to mine. “Is this some kind of joke?”

	“A joke?” Truly, this was an extraordinary conversation. Was he unstable? A whisper of unease rippled through me. I was alone and far from my master’s house. No one would hear me call. Glancing over my shoulder, I gauged my distance to the cliff behind me. If the young man were mad—if he were to leap into the cave with me—how quickly could I climb to the bluff above? “I have answered your questions honestly. What part do you take for a joke?”

	“It is not 1796,” he said through gritted teeth, as if I were the one mocking him.

	“Which year do you believe it is?”

	“Nowhere near 1796.”

	He eyed the bridge of rocks that connected the two sides of the creek by passing behind the falls. He hopped onto the first boulder, then a second and a third. He disappeared. I braced to flee, expecting him to emerge on my side of the curtain of water, but he didn’t come.

	He stepped back into view, his eyes wide. “Where did you go so fast?”

	“I have not moved.”

	“This is seriously weird.” With a step sideways, he vanished again and then instantly reappeared. “You promise you’re not moving?”

	“I promise.”

	“Okay, that’s it.” Removing his odd bowl of a hat, he set it on a dry ledge and turned to face me. “I’m coming over there.” He crouched, ready to spring.

	I shrank backwards, stumbling over my petticoat to land with a hard thump. Fear whipped through me, flooding my limbs with urgency. I rolled to my knees, scrambled to my feet, and clawed at the cliff, my toes fumbling for a hold.

	Seconds passed, yet no hand wrenched me down to the cave floor. I paused to glance over my shoulder and stopped, arrested by the scene behind me.

	The young man had not pierced the falls. Instead, the water had bent, enfolding him in a crystal cape, and was gently delivering him back to his boulder. It was impossible, yet lovely to behold.

	“Damn.”

	I blinked at the strong language. He’d forgotten me for the moment, his gaze tracing the falls from top to bottom. With a grunt of exertion, he sprang again, only to reap the same miraculous result.

	He scowled at the water, an angry jut to his chin. When he punched at it with his fist, it bowed but didn’t break.

	“What is happening?” Even though he muttered, the words came through clearly.

	Fear forgotten, I returned to my favorite rock and stood a respectful distance from the force of the water. The falls were different, somehow. Dazzling.

	Fascination drove me one step closer, then another. When at last my toes gripped the rock’s edge, I glanced down and wavered. The falls pounded the stones below, the creek a boiling cauldron of foam.

	Dare I take the risk?

	The young man watched me, a challenge in the arch of his eyebrow. Did he find my caution childish? I didn’t like that possibility. No, indeed. I squared my shoulders and stretched forward until my hand breached the flow. Water sparkled over my fingertips, yet they remained dry. When I withdrew my hand, the glittering glove disappeared.

	It was so delightful I ignored the young man and the stones and the boiling foam. I played in the flow, marveling as it wound about my splayed fingers like fine silk ribbons.

	Mr. Lewis raised his hand slowly and flattened it against mine, palm to palm, fingers to fingers.

	I shivered with pleasure. It was most improper for us to touch this way, yet I didn’t break the contact. People never touched me by choice. No, truly, that wasn’t correct. I was grabbed, prodded, or shoved. But a caress? Never. It was alluring.

	He offered his other hand, and I met it too, pressing tentatively at first and then with greater curiosity, enthralled by his warmth. We touched through a shimmering barrier—a silken screen of water that did not wet.

	“Where are you from?” I asked.

	“I’m from the twenty-first century.”

	The words echoed hollowly in my ears. The twenty-first century? Why, no indeed. He had misspoken, or I had misheard, or…

	I snatched my hands away. “What do you mean?”

	“If you really live in 1796, I won’t be born for over two hundred years.”

	Two hundred years?

	I backed up until the rock wall stopped my progress. It was all a bad joke, a bit of foolishness at my expense, for what he claimed was impossible, and I didn’t want Mr. Lewis to be a liar. “You’re teasing me.”

	“No, I’m not.” He gestured behind him. “You see that odd machine? Bikes were invented around 1820.”

	“It cannot be.” I shook my head emphatically.

	“I agree. It makes no sense.”

	Mr. Worth had thundered similar words from the pulpit on Sunday. That which makes no sense must surely come from Satan.

	Could Mr. Worth’s claim explain this young man? I didn’t wish to believe it. Mr. Mark Lewis was too polite, too kind, too bewildered to be a demon. But what other explanation could there be?

	Perhaps I had eaten spoiled chicken. Yes, that must be the cause of this incredible dream. I was ill and overtired. I needed rest.

	“It is time for me to leave.” I felt along the cliff for the crevices which served as rungs on my rocky ladder. With a mighty pull, I lifted myself over the lip of land that hid the entrance to my refuge.

	“Wait.”

	I persisted, ignoring the velvet voice of my dream demon. Swiftly, I pushed through the tall grasses, then plunged into the darkening woods toward the home of my master.

	Behind me, the falls whispered: come back.

	 

	The Pratts always retired at dusk. Candles were a luxury my master didn’t care to waste.

	The house had settled into silence, save for the occasional scratching of squirrels across the gables. I climbed the narrow steps to the attic, stripped to my linen shift, and crawled onto a pallet of straw in my little corner under the eaves.

	Yet sleep eluded me. Memories of the stranger haunted my thoughts. Merciful heavens, he’d been handsome, his hair the deepest of browns and eyes the rich amber of honey. How could evil have such a charming face or such a warm demeanor?

	The image of his smile faded into the attic’s darkness and left uncertainty in its wake. Of course, evil could be attractive. What better way to deceive?

	I rolled to my back and wiggled for comfort. Above me, the roof sloped sharply. I reached up and pushed aside a loose board. Fresh air trickled in, teasing me with its honeysuckle scent. Starlight pricked tiny white holes in the dark fabric of the night sky.

	Come back.

	Had the falls called after me? Or had he?

	Could someone truly speak across the centuries?

	If so, why should I be the one to hear?

	Perhaps our meeting had been a hoax. Solomon Worth might have plotted such a deed. When I rejected his offer of marriage last year, he had blazed with outrage and proclaimed that my ingratitude at the honor of his proposal must surely be a sign of madness. Did he seek to have me doubt my senses? Had Solomon hired the stranger to extract revenge?

	I hoped not. Mark Lewis intrigued me. He spoke of things yet to come. I wanted him to be real.

	A yawn interrupted my musings. Sunrise was drawing steadily nearer. I needed to awaken before the family to serve their breakfast, but there would be no porridge or toast awaiting them if I didn’t sleep soon.

	The loose board fell into place, blocking the night sky and the honeysuckle breeze. I smiled into the echoing void of my space under the eaves and prayed for sweet dreams.


Chapter 4

	 

	Girls and Cycling

	 

	I hadn’t completed the training I intended to tonight, but it didn’t matter anymore. This ride was over. The scene with the girl had blown my concentration.

	There were only two walkers left on the greenway, their shadows slipping like headless silhouettes from tree to tree. I headed home at a slow, steady pace, but there was nothing slow or steady about my thoughts. They raced out of control, replaying what had just happened.

	And something had happened. I wasn’t crazy. But what? When I banged my head after the first crash, had I blacked out?

	Probably not. I hadn’t hit hard enough.

	How could I explain the water? It had taken control of me, swinging me around like a toy. That hadn’t been my imagination.

	Or had it?

	What about the girl? If I dreamed up the water, I dreamed her up, too. But where would the dream have come from?

	I’d seen The Crucible in American Lit this past semester. Had images of colonial costumes been hibernating in my brain all this time, waiting to take over?

	Maybe. It was hard to know.

	When I reached the garage, I checked my bike, determined to blot out the past hour. It was better to focus on important things. Bike maintenance. Me maintenance. I could use some calories.

	I went inside, fixed a plate of pot roast and potatoes, and leaned against the counter to eat it. But thoughts of Susanna wouldn’t shut up.

	Was it possible that she was real even if the water wasn’t?

	That wasn’t such a bad idea. Susanna had been real, the water had been my imagination, and the two were merging in my memory.

	Yeah. I’d go with that theory for the moment. I’d met a strange girl. We’d had an interesting conversation, and I wouldn’t mind talking to her again, if we could get past the time warp stuff.

	Of course, I would have to apologize first. Fear had flashed in her eyes when I tried to jump through Whisper Falls, and I felt bad about that. I’d been too confused by the glittering water to consider whether she’d feel threatened.

	I would’ve apologized immediately, except I was distracted. When she stumbled, the cap came off, and gorgeous brown hair fell to her waist. I didn’t know many girls who wore their hair that way, which was too bad because it was hot.

	Damn. I needed someone to tell me I wasn’t crazy.

	After hunting down my phone, I texted Carlton to see if he could chat. I hadn’t heard from him since he left for his dad’s beach house three days ago. If he had some free time tonight, we were going to talk.

	With a cookie in one hand and a bottle of water in the other, I ran up two flights of stairs to the rec room. Carlton wasn’t online yet.

	While I waited, I typed “Worthville” into a search engine. It pulled up a few hits. Our county had had a village called Worthville in the eighteenth century. It had a wheat mill, meetinghouse, general store, and some farms. Pretty dull. The family names coming up were Worth, Pratt, and Foster. There was nobody with the name Marsh.

	I wasn’t sure what to try next. This was where my sister would be useful. Marissa had a bachelor’s degree in history. She could tell me how to find out more.

	Good, she was online. I had another subject I wanted to cover with her, anyway.

	 

	Me: You owe me twenty bucks

	Marissa: Memorial day isn’t over yet

	Me: Yeah, those last 3 hrs could be crucial

	Marissa: Hehe

	Me: Could you call mom?

	Marissa: What does she want to talk about?

	Me: Grad school

	Marissa: No thanks. Don’t want to be bitched at

	Me: She’ll figure out that you’re not actually going

	Marissa: If I get a job first, she can’t complain

	Me: Yes she can

	Marissa: Shut up

	Me: Why can’t you and mom leave me out of this? It’s not my problem

	Marissa: Sometimes things become your problem just because you’re there

	Me: I don’t believe you just said that

	Marissa: Change the subject

	 

	Since asking politely hadn’t worked, I’d have to come up with another plan—as soon as I figured out what that was. Until then, I would put her history degree to use.

	 

	Me: How do I find out about wake county villages from the 1790s?

	Marissa: Did not see that coming. Anything good on the web?

	Me: Nope

	Marissa: Try state archives or historical society. Visit in person. They’re careful with artifacts

	 

	Carlton pinged me—which was a convenient excuse for saying good-bye to my sister. Plus, I needed more time to figure out another way to get Mom and Marissa talking.

	 

	Me: Thanks. Gotta talk to Carlton. Later

	Marissa: K

	 

	I finished the last bite of cookie, washed it down, and wiped my hands. The session with Carlton might take a while.

	 

	Me: How’s the beach?

	Carlton: Awesome

	Me: Any shark sightings?

	Carlton: No but I saw a film crew

	Me: For what movie?

	Carlton: Something with Gabrielle Stone. I hear she might be joining our senior class

	Me: To be normal?

	Carlton: If you can call Neuse academy normal. They rejected senator Stanton’s son

	Me: Where do you hear this stuff?

	Carlton: Around. Have you talked to Alexis?

	 

	Alexis? Why was he asking about her? He had to know she was the last person I wanted to think about.

	 

	Me: Drop it

	Carlton: Just curious

	Me: Don’t be

	Carlton: K. How’d training go today?

	Me: Fine, but something strange happened on the greenway 

	Carlton: ?

	Me: A girl in colonial costume talked to me

	Carlton: There’s got to be more to this story

	Me: She says it’s 1796 where she lives

	Carlton: And?

	Me: What do you think?

	Carlton: You’re taking steroids and it’s screwed with your head

	Me: Besides that

	Carlton: She’s a ghost

	Me: Could be

	Carlton: Probably not. Even a ghost would know it isn’t 1796

	Me: So why would she say it?

	Carlton: She’s crazy

	Me: Possibly. What else?

	Carlton: She’s messing with you

	Me: Why?

	Carlton: Maybe Halligan’s paying her to throw off your training

	 

	Did Keefe Halligan want to win the Carolina Cross-Country Challenge so badly that he’d try to throw me off with a prank?

	Well, sure, although this one seemed weird.

	 

	Me: What’s the point of the colonial costume?

	Carlton: Ask him. Seems stupid to me

	Me: Why now? We don’t race til July 30

	Carlton: Better expect this kind of shit for two more months

	Me: Maybe

	Carlton: Damn, Lewis. Figure it out for yourself. Gotta go 

	Me: Later

	 

	Carlton hadn’t helped. Even though I had no trouble believing Keefe might try something psycho, I didn’t see how he could’ve talked Susanna into the plan. It was easier to believe she’d escaped from some brain-washing cult than that she worked for Keefe.

	Okay, it was more than that. I didn’t want Susanna to be a fake.

	 

	Morning bike rides were the best. I left the house around dawn and sped through Umstead Park on a bike trail. Totally alone. Totally quiet.

	Okay, maybe it wasn’t totally quiet. There were some sounds, like gears shifting. Wind whooshing. My own breathing. They were good sounds, the kind that drove me to train even harder.

	Three miles later, I left the park to head for the trails around Lake Crabtree. As I crossed the bike bridge over I-40, the noise of the highway intruded on my solitude. Below me, a few white headlights traveled east. In the opposite direction, hundreds of red taillights flashed on and off as westbound traffic thickened even at this early hour.

	The trail dipped down an incline, briefly hugged a ridge, and then swooped into a grassy bowl of land. The sounds of the interstate faded.

	The trails along the northeastern corner of Lake Crabtree were relatively easy. I rode through that part first. It’d be good to test my body against the tougher sections when I was no longer fresh.

	When I reached the south side of the lake, there were other cyclists ahead of me, racing through its hills and past its wetlands. Crabtree trails were usually a fun, fast ride, but the crowd forced me to take this section slowly. I circled back north, completing my intended distance but without the speed I wanted. Tonight’s ride would need to be harder.

	When I got home, Mom sat at the table, her eyes tracking me across the kitchen. Even when she was quiet, she was noisy.

	Her nose wrinkled at my sweaty clothes. I didn’t stop, just continued with my summer morning routine. Shower. Work clothes. Back downstairs. She sat in the same spot, cradling a coffee mug and watching me through narrowed eyes. I couldn’t tell if she was mad, so I made my breakfast and wondered how long the silent treatment would last.

	“Mark?”

	Not long. “Yeah?” I bit into a toasted bagel.

	“Did you talk with Marissa last night?”

	Every muscle in my body tensed. “We chatted.”

	“Why didn’t you tell me?”

	Because I didn’t know I was supposed to. I shrugged and hoped she would drop the subject. I didn’t want to be late for Mrs. Joffrey.

	“Does she know I want her to call me?”

	“Yes.”

	“I see.” Mom went into auto-pilot cleanup mode. She slipped off her chair, rummaged in a drawer for a rag, and mopped up bagel crumbs. With an exaggerated sigh, she threw the rag in the sink. “Does she ever complain about me?”

	I reflected on the wisdom of being honest. “Possibly.”

	“Like what?”

	“Really, Mom.” I edged closer to the garage door. No way was I repeating what Marissa had said. “She’s my sister. Our conversations are private.”

	“I deserve to know what’s going on.”

	“You’ll have to ask her.” What had gotten into my mother? She acted like she was about to explode. “Why don’t the two of you work this out—and leave me alone?”

	“I can’t if she won’t speak to me.”

	Mom stormed from the room. I grabbed a ball cap and shades, and ran out the door before she could return with more questions I didn’t want to answer.

	After hitching the equipment trailer to my mountain bike, I rode two blocks over to my first yard of the day, arriving a couple of minutes behind schedule. Mrs. Joffrey stood on her veranda in an orange dress and heels, swinging a ring of keys around her finger.

	“Morning, ma’am,” I said, pushing the mower up the driveway.

	She glared, her mouth a red slash across her face, her keys going round and round like a hula hoop.

	I stopped at the top of the driveway and considered my next move. This was the second woman today who was pissed in my general direction. And, for the second time, I hadn’t earned it. But nothing was happening and I had five yards to mow, which meant I’d be the one to move things along. “Sorry.”

	“Fine, Mark. Don’t be late again.” She caught the keys in her palm and gestured toward a wicker table. “Your check’s over there.”

	Good. Back on safe ground. “Thanks.”

	She clopped down the wooden steps and crooked her finger. “I have some instructions we didn’t cover yesterday. Follow me.”

	She headed into the garage and pointed at a grungy broom. “I don’t want you using a leaf blower. Sweep the driveway before bagging the waste.”

	“Okay.” Holy shit. Why?

	“Also, when you trim the holly bushes…”

	Trimming bushes wasn’t part of the deal.

	“…use those hand clippers.”

	Hand clippers?

	She tapped her watch. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

	“I’ll still be here.” And I’d be ready to explain how to make special requests.

	She walked around me and slid into her Volvo.

	Once I had the back yard mowed and edged, I focused on the front yard and tried not to think about how badly the extra chores screwed up my schedule. Fortunately, my other Tuesday clients had jobs, so they wouldn’t care when I arrived.

	I was nearly done with the mowing when I noticed a car roaring down the street, a familiar—and unwelcome—green Mini-Cooper. It squealed to a stop behind my trailer.

	Not okay. Alexis knew better than to track me down at work.

	The car door slammed. “Mark?”

	I shut off the mower, rolled my shoulders, and ignored the tightness in my chest.

	She studied the fresh grass clippings, not so good for her white, sequined sneakers. Too bad. I wasn’t going any closer.

	She stayed at the curb. “Did you get my texts?”

	I took off my shades, wiped my dripping face on the tail of my T-shirt, then put the shades back on. Yes, I had seen her eight texts come in. No, I hadn’t read them. “What did you need?”

	“I miss you. I thought maybe you could come over tonight.” She smiled slowly. “My parents won’t be home.”

	Damn.

	I had the odd sensation I got whenever I hit an obstacle on a trail. The bike was going down. It would hurt when I landed. There would be bruises and scratches for days. But for just a moment, I was suspended in midair, dreading the inevitable impact, feeling only detachment. “You broke up with me, Alexis. What’s the point?”

	“I want us to talk.”

	Right. Talk wasn’t all she wanted. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

	Her tongue flicked over her lips, shiny and pink with strawberry gloss. I remembered exactly how they tasted.

	“I made a mistake, Mark. I want us back together.”

	Really? She dumped me in the middle of the dance floor at prom, and it was a mistake? Watching her stalk away from me had to rank among the worst moments of my life. I’d stood there, dying inside, in front of a frickin’ ballroom full of classmates.

	“We’re not getting back together.”

	“Mark, could you please come over here? It’d be easier to discuss this if I didn’t have to yell.”

	I shook my head. No way was I getting within reach of her.

	“Fine. I’ll tell you from here.” She bent down to brush a speck of nothing from her leg, giving me a clear view of what her cami was barely covering. It was embarrassing to think that might’ve worked on me a couple of weeks ago.

	 She straightened and crossed her arms. “I’ve thought it over, and it’s okay about the vacation in July. You don’t have to go with us for a whole week.”

	“Thanks, since I already said no.”

	“It’ll be enough if you fly down to Florida for the weekend.” She nodded as if everything were all set.

	“No.” This conversation was weird. Didn’t she get that we were over? It wasn’t as if she’d be alone for long. She was hot and popular. All the guys at Neuse Academy wanted her. She’d find someone else before our senior year started in the fall.

	In the two weeks since prom, I’d dealt with the breakup. I’d refocused my energy on mountain biking. Placing well in my age division wasn’t a sure thing. I had to train hard every single day. It had been a relief to take off whenever I wanted without feeling guilty about neglecting her. If dating meant I had to choose between girls and cycling, maybe I shouldn’t date.

	“Please, Mark. I’m okay with your training schedule. Don’t worry about the rest of the summer. If you share your calendar with me, I’ll work around your races.” Her smile was wide and determined and strawberry-pink.

	“Stop, Alexis.” Between my training and my job, I didn’t have a lot of free time. Maybe she thought it would get better later on in the summer, but my schedule wouldn’t lighten up until after the Carolina Challenge. If I placed high enough in that race, I’d advance a category. Then training for fall competitions would start.

	Why wouldn’t she let it go? She would never be happy unless she was number one in my life, and that wasn’t going to happen. “We can’t get back together.”

	Her perky expression finally slipped. “Why not?”

	I shook my head. She knew why not. She’d given me an ultimatum in front of everyone. We’d made our choices on the dance floor. Repeating the argument was just painful.

	She wilted, her butt landing on the hood of the car. Shaky hands went for her hair, ruffling it into golden spikes. “I can’t believe you’re picking your bike over me.”

	My breathing grew even and disciplined, as if I were riding up the last, long incline at the end of a race. As awkward as this scene had been, it was almost over. “We can’t fix this, Alexis. I’m sorry.”

	“Yeah, me, too.” She whipped off her shades. Her eyes were wet. She dabbed at them with her fingertips. “I’ll make sure the next guy doesn’t play year-round sports.”

	“Nice.” Just when I was starting to feel bad for her, she said something bitchy. I should be grateful, though. Being angry was a much easier way to end the drama. I wrapped my fingers around the mower’s handle, gripping it so hard it should’ve bent.

	“Bye, Alexis.”

	“Wait, if we could just—”

	I checked my watch and swore. Mrs. Joffrey would be home any minute. The last thing I needed was for her to find me talking instead of working. I flipped the power switch. The mower drowned out the rest of what Alexis said.

	When I turned the corner on the next row, she was still standing at the curb, hands over her mouth, sneakers sparkling. When I turned the corner on the last row, her Mini-Cooper had disappeared.


Chapter 5

	 

	Feigned Humility

	 

	I tossed and turned on my straw pallet until well past midnight. But when sleep finally claimed me, my dreams were particularly sweet—filled with crystal capes, fresh breezes, and the gentle touch of a handsome stranger. Even now, he smiled warmly at me.

	You must wake up.

	I smiled back. “But I don’t wish to.”

	He laughed, extended his hand, and squeezed my toe—

	Squeezed my toe?

	My eyes popped open. It wasn’t his voice I’d heard, but that of a girl.

	“Susanna, please wake up.”

	I snapped to a sitting position and banged my head against the roof of the eaves. Merciful heavens, how could I have overslept?

	“What time is it, Dorcas?” I asked as I rolled from my bed.

	“Time for breakfast,” she said. “Papa is angry.”

	“I shall be there shortly.” I tied a homespun petticoat over my shift, laced up my stays, and pinned on a calico bodice. With shaking hands, I secured my hair to the top of my head, grabbed a cap, and hurried down the stairs.

	My master sat in the tall chair at the head of the table. Discontent shadowed the hard planes of his face. “Where is my porridge?”

	I dropped my gaze to the ground. Perhaps if I feigned humility, my punishment might be less severe. “I’m sorry, sir. It will only take me a few minutes to fetch.”

	“Be quick. We are waiting.”

	His control alarmed me more than anger would have. “Yes, sir.”

	I ran to the kitchen and halted in its front doorway, dismayed to find the building occupied. My mistress bent over the stone hearth, poking at a kettle. The tea wouldn’t be ready in time for breakfast, but I left this unsaid. I put on a fresh apron, grabbed a rag to wrap about the kettle’s hot handle, and nudged her aside. “Allow me, Mrs. Pratt.”

	She backed away, her fashionable leather shoes squeaking across the rough lumber of the floor. “Where is the milk?”

	The Pratts’s slave boy had left the milk in the same spot every day since they bought him four years ago. How could she not know? I waved toward the rear door of the kitchen. “Hector leaves it in a jar on the cellar steps.”

	“Mr. Pratt will want milk with his porridge.”

	“Of course.” It wasn’t something I would likely forget.

	She sniffed, but didn’t move. “My husband is greatly displeased with you.”

	“I did notice his mood when we spoke.”

	After settling the kettle, I hoisted the pot of oats from the coals and set it on the worktable. Crossing to the cupboard, I found a tray and six bowls. Mrs. Pratt plopped onto a bench and watched me, humming under her breath.

	The porridge was soon divided among the bowls. I added a wedge of cheese to the tray and fetched a pitcher for the cider.

	“Will it be much longer?”

	My jaw tightened with irritation. Much as I preferred to work alone, an offer of help from her or her daughters would have been welcome this day. Perhaps the wives in other fine households also lifted no finger, but they kept more than two servants for a family of eight. “No, ma’am. Only a few minutes.”

	“I don’t like to spend time in this kitchen. It is too small and smells of burnt meat.” She yawned noisily. “I shall never be anything more than an adequate cook. Whatever shall we do when you leave?”

	“You will find new servants, ma’am.” When I smacked the pitcher onto the tray, cider sloshed. I’d have to wipe the dishes now. Yet another delay, and one of my own causing. “Mrs. Pratt, breakfast is nearly ready. Perhaps you would like to wait in the dining room?”

	“I suppose I shall.” In a swirl of muslin skirts, she rustled through the door.

	Breakfast was soon served. My master and mistress, along with their four oldest children, gathered around the dining table and ate without speaking. The only sounds were the click of spoons against bowls and the thud of cups against the tabletop.

	I played in the corner with the two littlest ones. Dinah stood at my side, clutching my knee, while Baby John bounced in my arms and chortled at the tendrils slipping from my hastily pinned cap. I tugged Dinah’s thumb from her mouth and laughed when she put it back in.

	A chair scraped. “Susanna, come,” Mr. Pratt said.

	The others froze. After pressing a kiss to Dinah’s brow, I tucked her hand into mine and rose, John heavy on my hip. I sucked in a steadying breath as I took the babies to their eldest sister. When my master and I left the main house, John whimpered after me, chubby arms waving.

	Mr. Pratt paused at a tree to select a branch. I walked behind the kitchen, having learned long ago it was best not to see the switch. Facing the vegetable garden, I waited.

	“Lift your skirt.”

	The branch sang through the air and flicked my calf. As always, nothing could prepare me for the first hideous slice. My throat ached with the effort to contain a moan.

	Whop.

	My fingers twisted convulsively in my petticoat. Yet I did not sway. I did not scream. I remained still and studied the garden.

	Whop.

	The corn had ripened.

	Whop.

	Peppers dotted their vines in fat globes of red.

	Whop.

	There was a hot stillness when he was done lashing me. Blood seeped from a cut and dripped in a thin trail to my ankle.

	He leaned close to my ear, his voice soft and raspy. “I often told your father that he was a fool to teach you so much, but Josiah Marsh would not heed my warnings. I pity you. Girls gain nothing from education but dissatisfaction. It deceives you into believing you’re better than you are. And you, Susanna, are not nearly as clever as you think. Even after seven years, you cannot last a month without errors. You are fortunate to have a master who corrects you so tirelessly.”

	The switch landed on the ground at my toes.

	I held my head high, mute with contempt. If Mr. Pratt was seeking a reaction, he would be sorely disappointed.

	“Work is the best cure for laziness. After you finish your chores, find the Negro. Tell him you are there to help with mucking out the barn.” The crunch of Mr. Pratt’s boots disappeared around the corner and blended with the sounds of the day.

	I waited until I was sure I was alone and then lowered myself onto a stump. With gaze forward and back straight, I focused on the woods, pretending myself away from here, perhaps within my cave. I should have liked to be there now, hidden from view, sitting in the dim, musty depths, watching the water pour down. The very thought of Whisper Falls soothed me. My time there was special. Sacred. Safe from prying eyes or cruel intentions.

	Sweat trickled down my legs, stinging the wounds, mixing with the blood. The present intruded. I stood, ignored the ache, and moved stiffly into the kitchen. The thrashing had not been so severe that I would be unable to perform my duties, although they would be completed more slowly. Coupled with the extra work in the barn, I would forfeit my evening break—a loss I felt more keenly than the switch. If Mr. Pratt offered to trade another beating for my hour of solitude, I would gladly accept.

	Even more, I regretted losing the chance to see Mr. Mark Lewis again, and I didn’t care if he was a demon. He couldn’t torment me as much as the devil in whose home I lived.


Chapter 6

	 

	A Little Edgy

	 

	The meteorologist said the heat index would rise to one hundred by early afternoon. The more training I finished in the morning, the better. I got up early and was on the bike by six AM, heading down back roads to get in some variety.

	Today’s goal was to improve endurance.

	After a couple of moderate hills and a straight stretch through some open fields, I was past the point where the muscles protested. Plenty hydrated. No cramps in sight. I was in the zone.

	My thoughts drifted to the scene at Whisper Falls. After a couple of days of thinking it over, I had a solid theory. The whole thing had been some kind of elaborate illusion. A good one, too. The girl, the costume, the disappearing act—all had to be a new type of remote-controlled computer technology, like seriously realistic animation projected on the back side of the waterfall.

	But who was the mastermind?

	There was no way it would’ve been Alexis. If she’d plotted revenge, it would’ve been cleaner, meaner, and more obvious. And she would’ve never involved Susanna. Alexis didn’t like to share the spotlight with other girls.

	Keefe? He was as determined as I was to place first in our age division at the race in July. He was capable of trying to weight the odds in his favor. Carlton might’ve been right. Maybe Keefe hired Susanna. Not that something like this would gain the advantage he hoped for. It would just piss me off enough I’d try even harder to beat him.

	However, there were three major problems with Keefe as mastermind that I couldn’t overlook.

	First, the timing. Two months in advance was insane. It gave me plenty of opportunity to shake off the prank.

	Secondly, the girl. Susanna was an odd choice for an actress. She’d been a statue with hardly any change in emotion.

	Lastly, no way was Keefe smart enough to figure out the water. That was a great trick—the way it felt pouring over my skin. Slick. Warm. Much warmer than creek water should be. And it had lifted me twice and returned me to the rock wrapped in a tingling cocoon.

	The water was not faked.

	A car whizzed past me, so close its side mirror almost brushed my hand. While I’d been lost in my thoughts, traffic had picked up on the back roads. There were some aggressive drivers today. Without bike lanes, I couldn’t afford to be distracted. I had to focus.

	Today’s goals were endurance and avoiding jerk drivers.

	Two dangerous close calls later, I circled back toward home, but instead of taking the most direct route, I headed for the greenway and Whisper Falls. Might as well check to see if there were any signs of a prank.

	It was quiet this early. A light rain had fallen overnight. I slipped down the muddy trail and locked my bike against a tree. The waterfall looked postcard perfect.

	Heart pounding, I edged along the rock bridge behind the falls from my side to hers. Standing in the same spot where my mind imagined she’d stood, I saw nothing unusual. The rocks within the cave were undisturbed, the moss heavy and green. No one had walked here recently, not even a strange girl with weird clothes and a rare-but-beautiful smile.

	On impulse, I yanked off my gloves, stuffed them into my pocket, and poked a hand through the water. No sparks. No glittery coating. It was wet, transparent, and normal.

	I withdrew my hand, feeling stupid. This was Whisper Falls. I’d been here hundreds of times. It was water pouring down. Plain, old, boring water. Not some bizarre portal to the past.

	Why had I come here again?

	I climbed on my bike and headed home, done with the falls and the girl. The scene hadn’t been a prank, and it couldn’t have been real. So what had it been?

	This was the first time I could remember wishing a bang to the head had caused hallucinations.

	 

	After showering and changing, I pounded down the stairs to the kitchen. 

	My mother stood at the island, dishing up a plate. She handed it to me. “I made you breakfast.”

	“Thanks, Mom.” Scrambled eggs. Whole wheat toast with peach jam. Fresh blueberries. It was the perfect balance of protein, carbs, and delicious.

	Honestly, this surprised me. I talked about my ideal training breakfast occasionally. I just hadn’t realized she listened. Maybe she was emerging from the empty nest thing, and it was my turn to be adored.

	I shoveled it down. She watched from the island.

	“Mark?”

	Her voice had a hesitant tone, as if she were about to ask me something I wouldn’t like. Which meant this breakfast came with strings attached. The question was, how big? “Yeah?”

	“Your grandparents could use some help with their yard.”

	That seemed simple enough. Was there more of a catch? I finished a mouthful before answering. “I talked to Granddad yesterday. He didn’t mention anything about needing help.”

	“He didn’t ask. Your grandmother did.”

	Maybe Mom wanted me to spy on her parents. She worried they were too old to live at the lake house on their own. It sure didn’t seem like it to me. “When should I go over?”

	“Soon.”

	Vague was good. If she left it up to me, she couldn’t get mad if it took me a few days. I definitely couldn’t do it today. My schedule included an afternoon training ride. And if there was any daylight left, I might take another look around the falls.

	The Granddad Rescue could be Friday, which would give me plenty of time to warn Gran I was coming. Which would give her plenty of time to fix my favorite cake. Yeah. “Sure, Mom. Mowing and everything else?”

	“Just everything else. You’ll insult your grandfather if you mow…” 

	Granddad would be insulted no matter what I did. 

	“…and don’t take any pay.”

	I looked up from my plate. She had to be kidding, right? Did she honestly believe her parents wouldn’t force cash into my hand? Or that I would refuse to take it? One of the best parts of having grandparents was how much it pissed off my mom when they spoiled me. 

	I smiled. “I promise not to ask for money.”

	“Good. If you see anything—” She cut off in mid-sentence when her cell phone rang with Dad’s ringtone. Smiling, she snatched it up and answered. “Hi,” she said in the low, happy tone she used with him. She hurried from the kitchen into the dining room.

	While I finished my breakfast, I could hear her going through a pattern of speaking and silence. By the time I put my plate in the dishwasher, she had returned to the kitchen.

	“Here.” She handed me the phone. “Your father wants to talk to you.”

	“Hey,” I said, “what’s up?”

	Dad’s voice was quiet. “Can your mother hear you?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Go somewhere else.”

	I took the stairs two at a time and went to my bedroom. “Okay, I’m alone.”

	“How has your mother seemed recently?”

	“A little edgy. Quiet.” Exactly as I would expect without Dad or Marissa around. 

	“One of her favorite patients died.”

	“Wow. She didn’t mention that to me.” When Mom took the hospice nursing job, she’d said she was a good fit because she was so calm and objective. Maybe it was turning out to be harder than she anticipated. 

	“Your mom is pretty upset. Can you take her out to eat somewhere tonight and hang out?”

	“Sure, Dad.”

	“Thanks. I’ll pay you back.”

	“Not necessary.” I hung up and walked back downstairs to hand the phone to my mom, but I didn’t ask about dinner right away. Too obvious. I could call her later.

	Time to change my plans. Tonight, instead of visiting the falls, I’d investigate the girl online. If she ever showed up again, I’d be ready.


Chapter 7

	 

	Meaning of the Phrase

	 

	I had not liked losing my break Monday evening. Over the next two days, I strived to be the most pleasing servant possible, lest my master find some excuse to deny me more hours of peace.

	I made it to supper of yet another day with no corrections.

	The Pratts lingered over their meal. Sitting in my corner, I stitched buttons to my master’s green waistcoat and swallowed my sighs of impatience. When my master finally retired to the parlor with his family, I collected the dishes and hurried to the kitchen.

	It took little time to complete my chores. After scraping the excess stew onto two trenchers, I washed the dishes and swept the floor. Once I gave Hector his half of the supper, I would be free to go. I peered from the back door in the direction of the barn, but there was no sign of him.

	I carried the trencher to the slave’s shack. It was empty. After setting the wooden dish on a stump inside the door, I strode to the barn.

	“Hector?” I called.

	“Yes?” He backed out of the horse’s stall and latched it behind him.

	“I left food in your room.”

	He nodded. “Going for a walk in the woods?”

	“Yes.”

	“Alone?” He smiled, one eyebrow arched.

	“Yes. Jedidiah is too busy to follow this evening.”

	“Tomorrow, then.” Hector didn’t get an evening break, although I had never heard him complain. Perhaps he didn’t share my need for solitude. Hector spent most of his time alone already.

	I slipped unseen among the trees at the rear of the property and strolled along the banks of Rocky Creek. Would the stranger appear tonight? Would such a gentleman want the company of a girl in the laborers’s class?

	Spurred on by a mixture of curiosity and excitement, I stopped at the falls and climbed down the cliff. When I reached the cave, I looked across the creek to the other side. Mr. Lewis’s side. The woods were dark and dense.

	Crouching, I ventured into the cool, shadowy depths of the cave. My heart settled into a gentler pace as I perched on a mossy boulder and waited.

	There was much to love about my hideaway. In front of me, the waterfall murmured, lulling me with its song. For a brief while, I could sit without moving, without talking, without doing anything for anyone.

	Time passed. He didn’t come.

	As the light faded, my disappointment grew. I hadn’t realized how much I hoped he would come until he did not. It robbed the evening of its pleasure.

	It had been the same yesterday. For two evenings now, I had sat alone. I must accept what this meant. His reason for coming the first time had passed, and there was no further purpose to bring him here. Mr. Lewis would not return.

	Upon reflection, I had to conclude this to be a fortunate circumstance. Truly, the young man and his odd machine didn’t exist. My imagination had taken flight. Or perhaps it had been spoiled chicken.

	I rose to leave.

	A flicker of movement appeared at the top of the slope. I hesitated, hope blooming.

	Mr. Lewis rolled down the path, tied the machine he called a “bike” to a tree, and picked his way across the boulders. As he drew nearer, he peered through the falls.

	Today he wore different clothes. Trousers of a heavy, blue fabric. A yellow shirt with a row of buttons and sleeves stopping high about the elbows. He looked fine.

	“Susanna?”

	I stepped forward, schooling my face into calm welcome. “I am here.”

	He smiled. “Hey.”

	A simple word. Hey. I was unaccustomed to it. Might it be a shorter version of hello? Perhaps it was a new greeting they used in our state capital. “Hey.”

	He extended his fingers to the waterfall, but couldn’t pierce it. Withdrawing his hand, he met my gaze. “Are you real?”

	“I believe so.”

	“Will your hand go through the water?”

	“I shall try.” Creeping as close as I dared to the rock’s edge, I held my fingers under the flow. It was the same as Monday. A warm glove bubbled around my hand. For yet another meeting, the falls would serve as a barrier between us, as surely as if they were made of liquid glass. It was a reassuring prospect, for now.

	“I have some questions for you.” From his pocket, he drew out a flat piece of black slate, no bigger than a folded letter. He stared at it with a frown. “Who is the current governor of North Carolina?”

	“Mr. Ashe.”

	“When was North Carolina admitted to the Union?”

	“I was eleven. 1789, perhaps.”

	He nodded. “How many states are there?”

	“Fifteen.”

	“Sixteen.” His gaze flicked up to meet mine. “Tennessee was admitted in 1796.”

	“I have not heard this news.”

	He touched the slate. “Yeah, it was admitted on…June first.”

	“And today is June second.”

	“Right.” His lips twitched. “News travels much faster in my world.” He slipped the slate into his pocket. “I’m glad you showed up.”

	His statement filled me with a pleasant glow, even as I marveled at its honesty. In my village, people rarely spoke so openly. I never did. A frank opinion could become a weapon in the wrong hands.

	It must be lovely to say whatever he wished without caution. I wanted to try. “Do you truly accept that we are separated by over two hundred years?”

	“It’s either that, or someone slipped me some really good drugs.” He studied the falls, starting at its top, along its arching path to the creek below. “Nobody I know could’ve passed that quiz. It was too random. I don’t think we have the technology to fake the water—not yet, anyway. And I’m pretty sure I’m not crazy. So I’ll just have to go with ‘Whisper Falls is a portal to the past.’ For now.”

	His words made no sense. This undoubtedly strengthened his case. I gave him a nod. “I want you to be real. Therefore, I shall question no more.”

	“I like your logic.” He laughed. “Do you come here every night?”

	“As often as my master permits.”

	“Your master?” His eyes narrowed. “Are you a slave?”

	“Indeed not.” How curious. He knew little about our laborers if he could mistake me for a slave. “I am bound.”

	“What does bound mean?”

	Even more curious. Perhaps they no longer bound children in his century. “I’m an indentured servant.”

	He looked down, as if to ponder the tips of his odd black shoes. “Indentured? I thought that was only for criminals.”

	Did he think me a criminal? The comment prickled. I couldn’t let it pass. “No, indeed. Indentures are for anyone who…” I paused. Indentures were a common way for parents to reduce the number of children in their household. My stepfather had had no interest in the expense of feeding me. Five months after their wedding, my mother’s husband bound me to the Pratts. It was one of the last things he ever did, for shortly thereafter my stepfather died. It would embarrass me to admit to this gentleman that my mother had married someone who gave me away. “An indenture may be signed for anyone who wishes to learn a trade.”

	“Like an apprentice?”

	“Indeed.”

	“What trade are you in?”

	“Housewifery.”

	His brow creased. “Why did you choose that?”

	“Mr. Crawford, my stepfather, chose for me.”

	“Did he ask your opinion?”

	“My opinion didn’t interest him in the slightest.” I made no effort to keep the disgusted edge from my tone.

	“How long do you have to stay in your trade?”

	“Until my eighteenth birthday.”

	“Which is when?”

	“October first.”

	One corner of his mouth twitched into a half-smile. “You’re two months older than me.”

	“Or two centuries.”

	“True.”

	We watched each other warily. I wondered if our discovery would prove to be a blessing or a curse.

	He gestured at my rock. “Want to sit?”

	“Yes, thank you, Mr. Lewis.”

	“Call me Mark.”

	His request made us equals. The sin of pride swelled within me, but I tamped it back, not ready to reflect on the emotion or its consequences. Instead, I lowered myself to the boulder with an inelegant plop.

	He sat, too, his movements graceful. “I came out here the other day to look for evidence of someone playing a joke on me, but I couldn’t find anything.”

	“Who would play this joke?”

	He shrugged. “My girlfriend. Ex, actually.”

	Girlfriend? I wanted to be clear about this word. “You have friendships with girls?”

	“Yes. Well…” His lips puckered as he thought. “Guys and girls can be friends in my century. But when I say girlfriend, I mean the person I’m dating.”

	“Dating?”

	“Sorry. Dating means a guy and a girl are interested in each other.”

	“Like courting?”

	“Yeah.” He shook his head. “Or maybe not. I’m not sure.”

	“Do you plan to marry this girlfriend?”

	“Marry Alexis? No.” His eyes widened with horror. “Besides, she ended the ‘courtship,’ I guess you’d call it.”

	“Are you distressed?”

	“I was, but it’s okay now. Dating isn’t about getting married any more. We have fun. Break up. Do it all over again with someone else.”

	“In my century, courtship has too many rules to be fun.”

	“Like what?”

	“The gentleman must approach the woman first. Most unfair.” Mark nodded, as if in agreement. “Do you have this rule, too?”

	“Sort of. Girls can do the asking if they want, but usually the guy asks.”

	“I see.” In two hundred years, girls would have freedoms they didn’t use. How extraordinary. Perhaps this freedom wasn’t as enjoyable as it seemed. “The couple may not touch or be alone.”

	“We don’t have those rules. We can be alone. As far as touching goes…” He stopped and looked at his shoes.

	“What about touching?”

	“There’s plenty of that.” His face reddened. “Have you ever been courted?”

	I nodded while noting his blush. I would like to know more about the touching. “Two gentlemen courted me. I rejected one. My master rejected the other.”

	“Your master did?”

	“Until I’m eighteen, I can marry only with his permission.” Solomon Worth and Reuben Elliott had each offered for me. Mr. Pratt had refused to release me early from my indenture to marry Reuben. My master had, however, made an exception in Solomon’s case. Truly, Mr. Pratt had had no choice. Solomon’s father was my master’s uncle. Mr. Pratt would never do anything to offend the Worth family.

	No, I was the one who refused Solomon. I had known him from childhood. My father had been his tutor. Marriage to Solomon Worth would seem like indentured servanthood—except there would be no end. “How many girlfriends have you had?”

	“Alexis was my first.”

	“How many more girlfriends will you be dating before marriage?”

	“I don’t know. Ten. Twenty.”

	“Do you pick unwisely so very often?”

	He laughed. “I guess so.”

	The lightness of his tone bewildered me. Choosing one’s husband or wife should be treated with gravity and respect. “Why did you choose this girlfriend?”

	“Alexis picked me.”

	“Why did you agree?”

	His brow creased in concentration. “At our school, everyone thinks she’s amazing. When she asked me out, I was seriously flattered.”

	“I do understand. It is indeed flattering for someone to want you, even if you don’t want them back.” There had been a moment—a brief moment—when Solomon’s attentions had filled me with pride. “What makes her amazing?”

	“She’s smart. And she’s hot.”

	I frowned. “Does hot mean feverish?”

	“No, it means pretty.”

	“Why does hot mean pretty?”

	“I’m not sure.” His face flushed crimson. He brushed at the laces of his shoes. “Can we talk about something else?”

	“Certainly.”

	“Cool.”

	It was most perplexing, the number of words he used that made no sense. “If hot means pretty, does cool mean ugly?”

	He laughed. “No, sorry. Cool means very good.” He peered at me through the dark brown hair hanging over his brow. “I looked up your town. It really did exist.”

	“What a comfort, since it is where I live.”

	“The web didn’t have too much information, though.”

	“The web?”

	“Yeah. I don’t know how to explain that. It’s…” He shrugged. “The web’s like a huge library, full of books, maps, and pictures. Sometimes lies.”

	“Where is this library?”

	He paused, as if my question were hard to answer. “We have special machines to see inside the library. I have one of the machines at my house.”

	“What kind of books are in the library?”

	“All kinds.” He looked thoughtful. “Do you go to school?”

	“I cannot. I have too many chores.”

	“Do you know how to read and write?”

	I snorted. “Of course. It has fallen to me to teach Dorcas.”

	“What kinds of things do you read?”

	“The Holy Bible.”

	“Anything else?”

	“No.” Perhaps that wasn’t precisely true for me. My father had taught me when I was a little girl. As the town’s tutor, he’d owned many volumes. Papa had encouraged me to study geography, history, and natural philosophy. He often claimed I was his best pupil. Even now, hidden in my corner of the attic, I had two of his books—my much-loved legacy from Papa. “The only book my master owns is the Holy Bible. He will not allow novels in his home. He calls them the devil’s missives.”

	“You never read fiction?”

	“I do not.” I frowned, taken aback by Mark’s tone, as if he couldn’t imagine anything more barbaric. “How many books are in your web?”

	“Billions.”

	I shook my head in confusion. “Billions?”

	“It’s a huge number, like…” He paused, rubbing his temple. “It’s like counting the stars.” 

	Stars? I glanced up at a sky of blue-black velvet, decorated with a sprinkling of stars and a tiny sliver of moon. How had night fallen without my notice? Startled, I rose. It wouldn’t go well for me if my master saw me return after dark.

	“I have enjoyed our conversation, but I must leave.”

	“I’ve enjoyed it, too.” He stood as well and extended one hand through the falls. This time his arm slid through to his elbow. “Hey, look. It let me farther through.”

	“Indeed, it did.”

	“The waterfall thinks I’m safe, as it should.”

	Dare I rely on its judgment, too? Of course, it only deemed him safe to his elbow, a simple enough part to trust. “It has proven to be an excellent chaperone.”

	“More like a bodyguard.” He smiled. “Will I see you tomorrow?”

	“Perhaps.” I took his hand in mine and squeezed it lightly. It was most improper of me, but Mark Lewis was used to plenty of touching.

	“It would be easier if you lived in my world. I’d just friend you.”

	I dropped his hand as if it were a live coal, the simple word reminding me of my real life in Worthville—a world where there were rules and a rule maker I had to obey for another four months. “Do not call me a friend. It’s forbidden.”

	“You’re forbidden to have friends?”

	“Yes.” I fumbled for the granite ladder. “Mr. Pratt says I shall become careless if I focus on anything besides his family and my chores.”

	“Mr. Pratt sounds like a major control freak asshole.”

	I didn’t know the meaning of the phrase, but I suspected I would agree if I did.

	After crawling over the rocky ledge guarding my cave, I turned. He stood where I had left him, visible through a veil of water. “Good night…Mark.”

	“Your master doesn’t have to know about us, Susanna. I can be your secret.”

	I lifted a hand in farewell and turned to run home—except this time, I ran with a smile on my lips, for I had a secret friend. Mark could be someone with whom I talked and laughed. Someone with whom I could be equals—if only for an hour at a time. Someone Mr. Pratt could not take away.


Chapter 8

	 

	Inner Radar

	 

	Even though I had no customers scheduled for Fridays, I would be working today. After loading my lawn care equipment in the back of the truck, I drove southwest out of the city. Forty-five minutes later, I pulled onto the half-mile driveway leading to my grandparents’ log cabin on the banks of Jordan Lake.

	Granddad sat on the front deck, doing a crossword puzzle and drinking coffee. He waved me over. I approached carefully, unsure whether he’d been warned about me and, if he had, how mad he was.

	“Why are you here?” he asked, giving me a hard stare from under bristling eyebrows.

	“Yard work.”

	“Don’t remember asking you to do that.”

	“You didn’t.”

	“Your mother did?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	His scowl deepened. “Did she cook up this plot by herself?”

	“I think she talked it over with Gran.”

	“Better go in and ask your grandmother what she wants you to do.” He tapped the puzzle book. “You can tell her I’m pissed as hell.”

	“I don’t believe I’ll do that.”

	“Smart boy.”

	I walked through the front door. It was quiet inside except for the hum of the air conditioner. I glanced up at the loft overlooking the two-story great room. Gran wasn’t there.

	But I could tell where she had been—the kitchen. Gran had been baking this morning. A tray of cinnamon rolls lay on the counter top, oozing with gooey, buttery frosting. Yeast rolls browned in the oven. My grandmother had been expecting me.

	I tore a corner from a cinnamon roll at the back of the tray and went looking for Gran. I found her in the bathroom, frowning at the toilet. I didn’t want to know why.

	“Hey, Gran, I’m here.”

	“Mark.” With a happy sigh, she gave me a hug, her head hitting me mid-chest. “Did your grandfather see you?”

	“He did.”

	“Did he harass you any?”

	“No.”

	“Liar.” She smiled. “Want something to eat before you get started?”

	“Have I ever turned down one of your cinnamon rolls?”

	Gran laughed and pushed me into the hallway.

	There was a huge photo of my mother and her sister hanging on the wall across from the bathroom door. In it, Mom was ten, Aunt Pamela five. My mother stood behind her sister, arms curved protectively, while Pamela clung to one of her hands.

	It always made me smile to see Aunt Pamela holding my mother’s hand like that, an unconscious indication of how much she’d depended on her big sister. Their relationship completely switched when they grew up. Mom became the kind nurse, and Pamela became the kick-butt Army officer with the soft but do not mess with me voice.

	My aunt was the person who had helped me the most when I was bullied over my weight in middle school. Any time she called or emailed, she reminded me to be strong and not give in.

	“Bullies are stupid, Mark,” she would say. “It won’t take them long to make a mistake. Wait and be ready.”

	That became my motto. I ate a healthier diet and looked for a sport I could get into. It was Dad who bought me a mountain bike. I loved hitting the trails with him, and I turned out to be good. As my muscles grew, so did my confidence. And like my aunt said, when the bullies got stupid, I was ready. The bullies earned their “reward” without my landing a single blow.

	If there was anything I’d learned from my warrior aunt, it was that “small” didn’t have to mean “defenseless.”

	After Aunt Pamela died in Afghanistan, Gran moved the photograph of her two daughters to this spot, where she’d see it each time she left the bathroom. Why? Didn’t the memories kill her? It hurt me to see it, and I was just a nephew.

	I stopped in the kitchen for a couple of cinnamon rolls. After my second breakfast of the day, I gave Gran a sugary kiss on her cheek and headed outside.

	Granddad waited for me on the deck, work gloves on. “What’ll you do first, Mark?”

	“Edge the flower beds.”

	“Good choice.”

	I eyed his gloves. “What are you doing?”

	“Supervising.”

	“Why do you need work gloves?”

	“Self-respect.” He winked.

	I went to the back of my truck, donned my gloves and goggles, and grabbed the weed whacker. Soon I was edging the beds while my grandfather raked mulch and pointed out my every mistake, his supervisory skills in full force.

	When I reached the end of that project, I took a wipe-the-sweat break. “Granddad,” I said in between chugs from a bottle of water, “what’s next?”

	“I want to know what happened to the girl.”

	I stiffened. “Alexis?”

	He grunted.

	“We broke up a couple of weeks ago.”

	He leaned on his rake. “Do you miss her?”

	My ex-girlfriend was a topic I would not discuss. I mopped my face with a towel, glad for the cover. “Not sure yet.”

	Granddad grunted again. “Get the grass blower. We’ll clear off the deck and the walkways.”

	I finished off my bottle and grabbed the blower from my truck, glad my grandfather hadn’t spent much time on the Alexis thing. I liked efficiency in conversations.

	After completing every task Granddad could dream up and polishing off an awesome lunch of my favorite dishes, I drove home, eager to squeeze in a training session before a visit to the falls. The sight of a black Ford SUV waiting at the curb in front of my house put a hold on the plan.

	I parked the truck, exhaled a hard breath, and slid from the cab. Keefe met me halfway up the driveway.

	He looked past me instead of at me. With a ball cap pulled low over his eyes, he seemed kind of fidgety.

	“What do you want, Halligan?” I asked. He didn’t act any happier to see me than I was to see him.

	“How’s training?”

	As if I would tell him. “Fine.”

	“Alexis dumped you.”

	My inner radar went on full alert. Why did Keefe care? “I’m not dating anyone right now.”

	He shuffled his feet. “Are you trying to get her back?”

	“None of your damn business.”

	He knew better than to fish for information from me. Every time I looked at him, my brain flashed back to middle school and memories of lying on the ground in a ring of bullies, being methodically and viciously kicked. In the bathroom. On the ball field. Behind the cafeteria. The helpless, hopeless fat kid at the mercy of thirteen-year-olds. Keefe’s face had always appeared on the fringe. Had he been a bystander—or was he the ringleader, watching while the others did his dirty work?

	“You still want her.” Keefe jingled his keys, his lips thinned into a superior smile. “I’m going to win.”

	“We’ll see.” I kept my face neutral. What were we talking about? Alexis or the race?

	He shrugged and walked backwards down the driveway. “She won’t be by herself very long. Guys are getting in line to have a shot at her.”

	My hackles rose. That was the point of this visit. Keefe was letting me know he intended to get in that line. The urge to curse his ass slammed me, but I fought it back. Aunt Pamela had always said that being nice to the enemy was the best possible revenge. “Good luck with Alexis.”

	“Yeah, I’m sure you mean that.”

	The thought of them together made me smile. Her demands would completely screw up his training schedule. “Actually, I do.”

	His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Uh-huh. See you at the race.” He jumped into his truck and screeched down the street.

	The conversation left me in a pissy mood, which a dozen miles of biking at top speed did nothing to fix. Back home, I cleaned up, made a fast PB&J, and jogged straight to the falls. Susanna stood in the tallest part of the cave, waiting calmly.

	I had to figure out how to get her to branch out on facial expressions. “Hey.”

	“Hey.” She studied me for a long moment. “You’ve had a peculiar day.”

	“I have.” I flopped onto the rock and gestured at the one across from me. “How could you tell?”

	“Your face speaks.” She sat on her rock, well away from the edge, her legs tucked beneath her skirt. “What did you do?”

	“I hung out with my grandparents.” Did her face speak? If body language was seventy percent of communication, I’d be practically deaf where Susanna was concerned. “My grandmother cooked a special lunch.”

	“What made your meal special?”

	“The quiche.”

	She frowned and shook her head.

	At least I understood that gesture. I’d have to define terms again, which should’ve been annoying, but wasn’t. Actually, it was fun, like unraveling a mystery for another person, someone who really wanted to know. “It’s a pie with eggs, cheese, and ham.”

	“Is this a treat?”

	“Big time.” I smiled with remembered pleasure. When my grandmother pulled the pan out of the oven, I had nearly collapsed with joy. The only problem was that I couldn’t eat the whole quiche by myself. Granddad wanted some, too. “What’s a treat for you?”

	“Eating my fill.”

	Holy. Shit.

	Talk about a depressing answer. And she said it matter-of-factly, like it was a normal part of her life.

	I lost the smile and looked at her. Really looked at her. She didn’t seem hungry, but then again, she didn’t seem like anything other than calm. How did it feel on the inside—to want and not get? Did the mind learn to ignore the stomach? I’d never had to worry about having enough food to eat. There was always plenty on the table and even more in the fridge.

	Well, I knew one thing for damn sure. She wouldn’t go hungry while I was around. “Let’s try that again. If I were to bring you any treat, what would you want?”

	Her gaze flicked to mine, then down. She stared into the water foaming past her rock. “You would bring me anything?”

	“Yes.”

	“Ice cream.” Her lashes lay like smudges against her cheeks. “My mistress has had it before. It sounds lovely.”

	“I could bring you ice cream next time I come.”

	There was a faint curve to her lips. “Whisper Falls allowed your arm to pass through, but will it permit your arm and a dish?”

	“Yeah, there is that one tiny glitch.” I’d give it a try, anyway. Ice cream, vanilla to start with, as much as she wanted.

	She shifted her legs. Grimy feet and ankles emerged from her skirt.

	“Are you barefoot all the time?”

	Her eyes rose warily to my face. “Yes.”

	I waited, but she added nothing. If my grandfather liked how I used an economy of words, he’d love Susanna.

	“Do you have shoes?”

	“One pair, for the winter.” Her fingers picked at some dried mud on the curve of her calves.

	Wait a minute. I focused harder.

	It wasn’t mud she picked at. It was dried blood. There were several thin lines of scabs crisscrossing her calves, relatively fresh, with numerous scars hinting at older wounds.

	I knew the amount of force it took to inflict that kind of injury. My throat burned with something sour and angry. “How did you get those marks on your legs?”

	She went completely still except for her eyes. Even though she wasn’t looking at me, I could see her eyes tracking down her calves. Then, slowly, she drew her legs back to her body and covered them with her skirt. “My master thrashed me.”

	I swallowed hard and said, in as controlled a voice as I could, “Why did he thrash you?”

	“I made a mistake.”

	All voice control left. “He beat you until you bled for making a mistake?” She had so many marks. There was a hollow ringing in my ears. I’d been beaten up plenty of times, but not like that. “What kind of mistake?”

	She wrapped her arms about her legs, rested her chin on her knees, and closed her eyes. When she spoke, her voice was light, almost dreamy. “I overslept. Breakfast was late.”

	My jaw clenched so tightly, it was a wonder my teeth didn’t crack. “How often does he beat you?”

	“Perhaps once each month.”

	I jumped to my feet, too outraged to sit still any longer. Her master was a complete asshole. A prick. A bully. How could he hit her? “What can you do about it?”

	She straightened, knees down, chin high, hands folded in her lap. “There’s nothing I can do. It is Mr. Pratt’s right to punish me as he sees fit.”

	Her response put my outrage on pause. Beating her was his right?

	Hell, no.

	Why wasn’t she pissed? This couldn’t be legal in any century. I faced away from her to fume at the trees. After sucking in a couple of deep breaths, I spun around. “I can’t believe he can just whip you, and it’s okay.”

	“To whom shall I turn?”

	“Don’t you have policemen or mayors or somebody in charge?”

	“Indeed we do, and it does me little good. The town magistrate is Mr. Pratt’s uncle.”

	That did make things tougher, but maybe she’d given in too soon. “Have you asked the uncle for help?”

	“Mr. Worth has seen my wounds, yet he does nothing. I shall not humiliate myself further by begging.” She stood, cheeks flushed, face grim, hands on hips. “You can’t tell me masters in your world don’t thrash their servants.”

	“Americans don’t have masters anymore. We have employers. And if the government finds out they hit their workers, they’re thrown in jail.”

	She snorted. “I don’t believe people have changed so much. The strong will always hurt the weak, and there will never be enough justice to stop them.”

	We glared at each other across the divide, breathing hard. Breathing in rhythm.

	She looked away first, arms dropping. Her face slipped into its familiar, neutral expression. “In my world, I have no recourse. I have learned to accept it. Since my failure to act offends you, I shall go.”

	Her weary, softly-spoken words doused me like ice water. What was wrong with me? Had I really just argued with the victim? Like I didn’t know how it felt to be one?

	“No, Susanna. Wait.” I threw myself at the waterfall, but it stopped me at my wrists. “I’m sorry.”

	She hesitated, then held her hands next to mine. Hers were rough and red, the nails dirty and broken.

	“Our worlds are very different,” she said, her voice flat.

	The falls pushed me upright on my rock, away from Susanna, as if protecting her from my stupidity. What an idiot I was. Even the waterfall was disappointed in me. “I shouldn’t have yelled. I just hate to think of him hurting you.”

	“I don’t like to think about it, either. Therefore, I don’t.” She turned away from me and walked to the cliff.

	Watching her climb the rock wall was amazing. She had such grace and strength. I wanted her to come back, tomorrow and the next day and every day after that. Had I completely screwed things up with my mouth?

	“Don’t leave pissed.”

	“If pissed means angry, have no concern.” She smiled from high above me. A slow, sad smile. “I had pissed beaten out of me long ago.”



	
Chapter 9

	 

	A Worrisome Tendency

	 

	The argument with Mark wove through my thoughts, leaving me unsettled and confused. I rose well before dawn and crept on quiet feet to the kitchen.

	With the porridge and tea warming on the hearth, I had begun to add pork to a pot of beans when the clatter of wheels and a horse’s hooves caught my attention. I straightened and turned. Mr. Pratt loomed in the door. His slave waited in the yard, standing quietly beside the wagon.

	Mr. Pratt tossed a square of coarse cloth onto the worktable. “Pack bread and cheese for the Negro.”

	It was too early for Hector’s breakfast. Indeed, it was too early for our master to be stirring. “Is Hector visiting somewhere?”

	“I sold him.”

	Sold him? I pressed my lips together to stifle my surprise, my gaze darting to Hector. He stared at the ground, shoulders hunched.

	“Be quick, Susanna.” My master spun around and stalked from the building. As he passed the black boy, he said, “Mind the horse until I get back.”

	Once Mr. Pratt had disappeared into the main house, I hurried to the door and studied Hector. There was a new, blood-crusted gash curling along the side of his neck.

	I couldn’t imagine what he’d done to earn this punishment. “Do you know where you’re going?”

	Hector bobbed his head once. “Mr. Jasper Bell.” 

	I knew the family well enough. The Bells lived a half hour’s walk west of town, on the road to Hillsborough. There were two other slaves already on the farm. “Mr. Bell is a kind man.”

	The boy raised his solemn gaze to mine. “Yes.”

	“He raises horses. You may like it there.”

	“Yes.”

	I smiled. “Let me prepare your food.”

	After setting a round loaf of bread and a slab of cheese in the center of the cloth, I frowned in dismay. The meal seemed forlorn, a sad farewell to our Hector. I glanced through the front kitchen door. Mr. Pratt remained within the main house. I slipped into the pantry and grabbed some dried apples and a hunk of ham. Slicing a hole in the bottom of the loaf, I stuffed the extra items inside where my master wouldn’t see.

	After wrapping the package, I carried it out to the boy. He gave me a conspiratorial smile.

	Mr. Pratt erupted from the house and strode swiftly toward us. “Get in.”

	Hector climbed into the back of the wagon.

	“Hold breakfast until I return,” Mr. Pratt said and snapped the reins.

	I waited as they disappeared into the shadows, my surprise switching to alarm. Why had our master sold his slave? Hector was strong and able. He had tended both the garden and the animals and had often helped in the mill. Who would do the work now?

	The normal mealtime came and went. It wouldn’t take long for my mistress to send a messenger to discover what was wrong.

	A girl’s skipping steps approached the building.

	“Susanna,” Dorcas said, as if she were singing.

	“Good morning to you, too.” I gestured her nearer. “Why have you come?”

	“Mama wants her tea. Is it ready?”

	“It is, indeed, but your papa hasn’t returned from his errand. We must wait.”

	“Oh, very curious.” She brightened. “Where did he go?”

	“I’m sure he’d want to tell you himself.”

	The wagon heaved past the kitchen. Dorcas ran to the doorway and watched it stop at the barn. “Papa took the horse out?”

	“He did.”

	“I shall warn Mama.” She ran at full speed to the main house, the door slamming behind her.

	By the time Mr. Pratt reached the yard, I had the tray ready. He preceded me into the house and went straight to the dining room. Conversation around the table stopped instantly.

	Dorcas managed to remain silent until the food was served and blessed, but then she couldn’t contain herself any longer. “Papa, I want to know where you’ve been.” With a squeak, she scowled at her older sister. “Don’t pinch me, Deborah.”

	Mr. Pratt cleared his throat. “I sold the Negro. I delivered him to the Bells this morning.”

	My mistress set her teacup into its dainty saucer and gave her husband a false smile. “Whyever did you do that?”

	“It was time,” he said. “We shall all have new chores until I can make other arrangements.”

	Dorcas wiggled on her chair with excitement. “May I gather the eggs? I should enjoy that chore.”

	“Yes, Dorcas, you may.” Mr. Pratt stared at his elder son. “Jedidiah, you and I shall tend the animals. You will also be expected to help out in the mill.”

	“But, Papa…” the boy sputtered.

	His mother patted her son’s arm until he lapsed into silence. She frowned down the table, eyebrows arched. “Jedidiah goes to the tutor in the morning.”

	“He can awaken earlier.” My master leveled his gaze on me next. “You must take over the garden. Dinah and Delilah are old enough to help.”

	I cuddled Baby John tightly. When he made a grunt of protest, I relaxed my hold even while trying to relax my thoughts. How would I fit such a large chore into an already full day?

	Mrs. Pratt’s lips thinned primly. “How long will these new assignments be in effect?”

	“Until other arrangements can be made,” her husband repeated.

	“Perhaps you should tell me why you sold the boy.”

	Mr. Pratt gave his wife a long, blank stare. The rest of us held our breath. Several seconds passed before she looked away.

	He picked up his spoon.

	“Papa, what will Deborah do?” Dorcas asked. “She doesn’t have a new chore.”

	He transferred his gaze to his eldest daughter. “She’ll learn to spin.”

	“Spin? I should like that very much.” Deborah’s lips curved into a tremulous smile. “Who will teach me?”

	“The best spinner in the county. Your mother.”

	All eyes turned to my mistress. She looked about her, first surprised, then deeply pleased. “Well, perhaps not the best.”

	“You are too humble,” Mr. Pratt said. “I shall fetch the spinning wheel from the attic today.”

	My mistress dropped her gaze to her bowl. Mr. Pratt grunted with satisfaction and became engrossed in his meal. The children followed suit.

	Was I the only one who had noticed my master never gave a reason for selling Hector?

	 

	Of all the chores my master could have assigned to me, tending the garden was the one I minded least. It allowed me to be outdoors, where I could walk among the cornstalks and think my private thoughts. There were colors here, and shapes. Peppers and squash. Melons and peas. Each different. Each perfect. A feast for the eyes and the tongue.

	“Here, little ones,” I called to my two helpers. I handed each girl a cob and pointed to the half-filled bag of corn. The yield was poor today. I squinted at the horizon, hoping for a thunderstorm, but the sky remained its same splendid, cloudless blue.

	“Susie?” a familiar voice called. “Where are you? I have peaches.”

	I waded through the rows of corn until I reached the garden’s edge. My sister Phoebe searched for me, one hand shielding her eyes from the sun’s glare, the other clasping a bucket of ripe, velvety fruit to her chest.

	I checked her from head to toe. Her complexion was clear, although too brown, and her hair hung in golden ringlets against her bodice of pale blue. With a smile of pride, I joined her.

	“Your peaches look delicious. Did you pick them?”

	“Mama did.” She blinked vaguely in the bright haze, then moved into the shadow of the stalks. “She wants me to trade them at Mr. Foster’s store, but I don’t wish to go into the village. People stare.”

	“They find your beauty astounding.” My sister had inherited the prettiness common among the women in my mother’s family. The ladies of the village couldn’t help but notice and envy. “Their attention is kindly meant,” I added, hoping I was right.

	“I don’t care why they stare. I don’t like it.” Her pout only lasted a moment. “Might the Pratts take the peaches?”

	Tugging the little girls closer, I asked in a falsely puzzled voice, “What do you think, Delilah? Would we like peaches, Dinah?”

	Two tiny blonde heads nodded in unison.

	“I agree.” I turned to Phoebe. “We shall be glad to take them. Fresh peaches would make a delightful treat to end the week.” I had coins hidden in a jar in the kitchen cellar. Unbeknownst to Mr. Pratt, my mistress gave me her spare cents, trusting me to make special purchases when the need arose. It had been a while since she’d given me any, yet I had been frugal. There was sufficient to pay Phoebe. “Will you want to be paid in coins?”

	“Mama said she would rather trade for vegetables and bread.”

	“Very well.” I hoisted the bag of corn. Dinah and Delilah grabbed handfuls of my petticoat and tramped along behind me.

	My sister fell into step beside us. “Susie, what’s your favorite chore?”

	“Caring for the babies. They are so sweet.” I smiled indulgently at my two helpers before frowning at my sister. At twelve, she still demonstrated a worrisome tendency toward absent-mindedness. “Phoebe, please be careful with the peaches. You have dropped one.”

	She stopped to remedy her mistake and then hurried to catch up. “Would I like caring for babies?”

	“You stayed with our brother Caleb after his wife had our nephews. Did you like that?”

	“No.” Phoebe shuddered. “Perhaps it was worse because they were twins.”

	It was worse because of my sister. She had fallen asleep when she was supposed to watch them, and she had scarred one of the babies by dripping candlewax on his leg. Neither of our brothers would ever again leave Phoebe alone with their children. “You wouldn’t like minding babies. Why do you ask?”

	“I may soon tend five. Is that a lot?”

	The question sent my heart racing. I stepped into her path, bringing her to a halt. “Indeed, it is many children. Who told you such foolishness?”

	She stared at me silently, lips trembling.

	“Tell me. Has Mama found you a job caring for children?”

	Phoebe shook her head.

	I released a shaky breath and continued up the slope toward the kitchen.

	“Susie, don’t be angry. Mama doesn’t like the idea, but Mr. Shaw insists.”

	“Mr. Anthony Shaw?” I stopped again and frowned at my sister. “Whyever should he comment on the subject?”

	“He’s courting her.”

	The news stunned me. “Truly? Mama wishes to marry again?”

	My sister nodded.

	Why would my mother consider another husband? Were two not enough? Although our father had been a good man, Mama hadn’t chosen well the second time. My stepfather had eaten often and worked little. When he had grown weary of having so many children around, he had bound me out. “I cannot believe you heard right. Mr. Shaw’s wife was buried but two months ago.”

	“He says they will wait a respectable period for mourning.”

	He had not waited a respectable period to seek a replacement. Did they have no shame? “His five children are all under the age of six.”

	“That is true.”

	“One is an infant.” The first Mrs. Shaw had died in childbirth.

	“Yes.”

	“Has Mama agreed to his proposal?”

	“Not yet.”

	Surely our mother would not be so foolish. “If there are no wedding plans, why have they discussed you?”

	“Mr. Shaw’s sister lives at his house, but she’ll go home soon. He needs someone to tend the children. If Mama keeps laundering clothes for hire, she won’t have time. He says the task will fall to me.” Phoebe’s face crumpled with anxiety. “It frightens me to tend children.”

	My sister was wise to be concerned. With tasks she disliked, she was clumsy and easily distracted, terrible qualities in a girl with babies under her charge. Phoebe was simply too happy to be useful in a normal household. I walked steadily toward the kitchen, more worried than I wanted her to realize.

	“If you were Mama, what would you have me do?”

	“Work with fabric.” I heaved my bag of corn through the rear entrance to the kitchen and wiped my brow with the sleeve of my bodice. “You have a talent for coaxing beauty out of cloth and thread.”

	“I do enjoy needlework.” Her brow puckered. “I might be good at spinning. What do you think?”

	“An excellent skill. Your fingers are so clever.”

	I hauled the bag into the pantry while Phoebe sat on the back steps with Dinah and Delilah, talking brightly about her future in spinning. I listened with part of my mind, the rest consumed with my sister’s news.

	A marriage to Mr. Shaw, while practical for him, would be nonsense for my mother. As a widow, she controlled her own property and children. If Mr. Shaw were her husband, he would control them instead. Since he was younger than she and healthy, the land she’d inherited from my father would likely pass into Mr. Shaw’s hands. She owed it to my brothers—and Papa’s memory—to save the farm for a Marsh.

	My mother wasn’t thinking clearly. She had little to gain and much to lose. It should be easy enough to present this logic to her. I would find Mama at church tomorrow and persuade her to abandon this path.

	 

	A dozen peaches remained after the noon-time meal. I loaded some into my apron and walked to the village, eager to restock our dwindling pantry supplies.

	The store was empty when I entered. Mr. Foster emerged from the back, his footsteps slowing as he caught sight of me.

	“Good afternoon, Susanna. How may I help you?”

	I set the fruit on his counter. “I would like to trade for ginger and sugar.”

	He took the peaches, added them to a basket sitting on a shelf behind the counter, pulled out a journal, and made a notation. “I won’t be trading today. I cannot extend the Pratts any more credit.”

	I mulled over the statement, unsure of a response. “I am sorry to hear it.” Without spices, our meals would be tasteless.

	“You tell Jethro Pratt he needs to bring his account current. These peaches will help only a little.”

	Behind me, heels clopped into the store. I glanced over my shoulder to see the Widow Hinton walk in. I couldn’t pursue this subject before a witness. Giving a nod toward the storeowner, I said, “I shall deliver the message, Mr. Foster.”

	The exchange surprised me. My master was particular about his business. Something must have happened to make it difficult to manage his bills. But what? The mill thrived, did it not?

	Of course, there was a new mill at Ward’s Crossroads, a solid half-hour wagon ride away. It was too far to affect the Pratts’s mill, surely. Yet something was amiss. My master had said nothing to me, nor had he said anything to my mistress. She wasn’t one to hide her feelings.

	Although I dreaded a discussion with him, I had no choice.

	My master didn’t return from the mill until suppertime. I waited until he had adjourned alone to the parlor before approaching.

	He sprawled at his desk, jacket off. His white shirt and green waistcoat clung to his frame, soaked with sweat. Heavy stubble darkened his chin. His appearance surprised me. He had always been particular about his clothes.

	“Mr. Pratt, may I have a word?” I stayed at the threshold.

	He jabbed his quill into an inkpot, then scratched in his journal. “What is it?”

	“We’re running low on staples.” His hand stilled, but he didn’t respond. Perhaps I should be more explicit. “Flour, cornmeal, —”

	“Yes, yes. I know what staples are.” He rubbed the tip of his nose. “Are you certain?”

	“I have enough to last a week or two.”

	“When I come home from the mill Monday, I shall bring more.” He sighed noisily, dropped his quill, and glanced over his shoulder with an impatient scowl. “Anything else?”

	Mrs. Pratt prided herself on what a fine catch she had made for a husband. Tall, handsome, witty—the ingredients for greatness, she would say. In my opinion, she overestimated his destiny. His perpetual scowl did nothing for his appearance. His manners, for all that his early days had been spent as the youngest son of a planter, weren’t pleasing or refined.

	I bowed my head and forged on. “Sir, we need sugar and —”

	“Yes, yes,” he interrupted, “I shall visit the store Monday.”

	This message would make my master angry. But how angry? And what portion of the blame would he heap on me? I squared my shoulders. “I am sorry, sir, but Mr. Foster bids me to tell you that your account must be paid before we may purchase any more.”

	Mr. Pratt erupted from his chair. Crossing the room in two bounds, his fingers clamped around my wrist to yank me closer. “Have you gossiped about me?” Spittle foamed between his clenched teeth.

	“I do not gossip.” I held my breath against the rank odor of his body.

	“Then why have you been talking with Mr. Foster?”

	“I went to fetch the supplies.”

	“That’s my wife’s duty.”

	Mrs. Pratt hadn’t performed that particular duty in many months, but he wouldn’t hear it from me. I remained silent and fixed my gaze on his neckcloth, frayed, limp, and clumsily tied.

	“Your voice has an insolent tone. Are you showing me your temper?”

	“No, sir.”

	“Good. You know how much I dislike temper in a servant.” He flung my arm away, smacking it into the wall. I swallowed a moan and backed into the dining room, hoping to lengthen the distance between us.

	“Susanna?”

	I paused. “Yes, sir?”

	“If you are wise, you will keep my secrets.”


Chapter 10

	 

	The First Landmine

	 

	Susanna hadn’t shown up tonight.

	Maybe she was avoiding me, which would be understandable since I’d been such a jerk to her. Or maybe her master had detained her.

	Or maybe the falls had stopped working.

	I needed to chill before worry made me crazy. She would show up again. I just had to be patient.

	To get my mind off the whys, I climbed to the rec room and looked for something to do. There were plenty of distractions: a pool table, an old-fashioned pinball machine, a monster TV, and a laptop attached to every peripheral known to humanity.

	I stared for two minutes, realized I didn’t feel like playing games, and sat down in front of the computer.

	My customers needed bills. I ran a professional operation here. After logging in, I updated my accounting system and emailed the invoices.

	Cool. Another ten minutes burned.

	The restlessness returned.

	It might’ve been different if my best friend were around. But since Carlton had to spend part of his summer vacation with his dad, I’d be on my own for the rest of June.

	Bored, bored, bored.

	The computer pinged at me. It was an incoming video call from my sister. I clicked Accept.

	Marissa had a determined thrust to her chin. “So, tell me about the girl.”

	“Hello to you, too.”

	“Oh, please. Such an obvious diversionary tactic won’t work.”

	I made a sour face at the webcam.

	My sister stuck her tongue out in response. Very mature.

	“Fine, Marissa. Which girl do you mean?”

	Her eyes widened. “How many do you have?”

	“None.” I was reluctant to mention Susanna. Talking about her would be a conversational minefield. And there was the whole does the portal still work? problem.

	Whoa. I wouldn’t consider that possibility again. Done. Erased.

	“I understand that Alexis is history.”

	I’d be glad when talking about Alexis was history. “You called Granddad.”

	“Why haven’t you mentioned the breakup to me?”

	My cursor hovered over the Kill Call button. Oops, how did that happen? “I haven’t told you about Alexis because it’s not important.”

	“Yes, it is.” She leaned closer to the camera, staring at me like a fixated cat. “She was your first love. Granddad and I are worried about how you’re handling it.”

	“Alexis wasn’t my first love, and I’m handling it just fine.”

	“Good. So tell me about the other girl. I promise I won’t say anything to Mom.”

	“You aren’t speaking to Mom.”

	“Minor detail.”

	I considered Marissa’s request. It might help to discuss Susanna with someone, and my sister was far, far away. Plus, there was the Kill Call button for emergencies, and I had the absolute best shit on Marissa that ever existed. Blackmail was a beautiful thing. “If you say anything, I’ll tell Mom and Dad about Fletcher.”

	Her mouth pinched. “They know about Fletcher.”

	“Yeah, but they don’t know about Fletcher.” And my folks would be interested to find out that Marissa was living with her boyfriend while he attended grad school and she supported him.

	“They’d better not find out.” Her eyes had a nasty squint to them.

	“If I hear anything about Susanna come out of Mom’s mouth, the next word out of mine is Fletcher.”

	“Deal.” She pounced. “So, her name’s Susanna?”

	“Yeah.” It was nice to discuss Susanna. It made her more real.

	“How serious are you?”

	“She’s my friend.”

	Marissa settled back in her chair. “Ah. That serious.”

	“No, really. We’re friends. Serious is the wrong word.”

	“What’s the right word?”

	“She’s important.”

	“What’s your important friend like?”

	Images of Susanna flashed through my brain. Climbing the rock wall. Sitting statue-still on a boulder. Wiggling her fingers in the falls with a little kid’s delight. “She’s like no one you’ve ever met.”

	“I’ve heard that one before.”

	If only my sister knew. “Susanna is quiet.”

	“Is that good?”

	“Yeah.” Quiet was great. It was one of the best things about being around her. Everything she said was interesting. One hundred percent. No stupid stuff.

	“Is she hot?”

	I frowned. “Yeah, I guess.”

	“You guess?”

	I thought about the way Susanna looked. So many things contributed to hotness. Her hair was hot, but her body had to count, too. Under all those layers of clothes, it was hard to say.

	Then there were her smiles, which were amazing to the point of surreal. “Susanna is pretty. It’s just not a good enough way to describe her.”

	“Oh, man. You have it bad.” Marissa laughed. “How old is she?”

	Should I remind my sister we were just friends, or would it be a wasted effort? “She’s seventeen.”

	“Same age as you. Where does she go to school?”

	Damn, I’d stepped on the first landmine. “She doesn’t.”

	“Graduated early?”

	“Dropped out.” An involuntary dropout, which would remain unsaid.

	Marissa wrinkled her nose. “How long have you been dating?”

	“I met her five days ago, and we’re not dating.”

	“All right. How often have you hung out?”

	“Maybe a couple times.”

	“That’s all?”

	Could I change topics without making Marissa more suspicious? Probably not. I’d do my best to explain Susanna’s master, even though it wouldn’t be easy to in twenty-first century terms. “Her employer is an asshole.”

	“How do you mean?”

	Could I trust my sister? Maybe it would help to talk it over with someone. I just couldn’t accept that there was nothing Susanna could do about Mr. Pratt. “Her employer knocks her around.”

	Another pause, longer this time. When she spoke, her voice was soft and incredulous. “Does he abuse her?”

	“Yeah.” What a horrible word, but my sister was right. Hitting? Knocking around? Why had I used terms like those? Susanna was abused.

	“What kind of job does she have?”

	I should’ve thought this through before I said anything, although it was better talking to Marissa than Mom. Marissa was far, far away. “I think she takes care of kids.”

	“Mark.” She leaned so close to the camera I could only see her from the nose up. “Do something about this. Turn him in.”

	Her statement twisted like a dull knife in my gut. “I can’t. She won’t go along with it.”

	“Have you seen the…?” She waved her hand, at a loss for the correct phrase.

	“Scars or scabs?” I looked down at my balled-up fists. “Yeah. Both.”

	There was a huge, sucking gasp. “You have to do something.”

	Me? Like what? If the citizens of Worthville lived with it, what could I do from two hundred years away? “It’s complicated. There are extenuating circumstances.”

	“I can’t believe I hear you saying that.”

	“Please, Marissa. Trust me.” How had Susanna’s acceptance of her abuse seeped into me? If Fletcher were treating my sister that way, I’d beat his ass before drop-kicking him over to the cops. With Susanna, I’d strutted around like a pissy kid, told her she wasn’t doing enough, and walked away. Why had I given up so easily?

	All this emotion made me ache. “I want to do the right thing, but I don’t know what that is. I have to research the law, and afterwards…it’s complicated.”

	“What’s complicated?” She frowned, her eyes big and round. “Is Susanna an illegal immigrant? You can’t tell the police because you could get her deported?”

	“Something like that.” I gave Marissa a tight smile and grabbed the mouse. The cursor hovered over Kill Call. “Sorry, Big Sis. Gotta go now. Later.”

	Click.

	The conversation with my sister guilted me into action. I brought up a browser. Time for an investigation, but where did I begin? How did I explain to a search engine what I wanted? There were many keywords to choose from. Post-Revolutionary labor laws. Colonial abuse. Eighteenth century Wake County. Indentured servants in the late 1700s.

	Probably I should try the last one.

	There were hundreds of links, and nearly all dealt with the convicts from England type of indentured servants. Not the hey honey let’s get rid of a kid type.

	Did all indentured servants get contracts with the same terms? The same length of service?

	It was another thing to investigate.

	Okay, I’d try Wake County 18th century next.

	Five hits later, I discovered something that captured my attention. Something I hadn’t been looking for. Something none of the research I’d done so far had turned up.

	The 1800 census documents for Wake County listed Worthville and its residents.

	The 1810 census did not.

	In the first decade of the nineteenth century, Worthville vanished from the records.


Chapter 11

	 

	Aching Sin

	 

	Sunday morning teased us with a light, sweet breeze, but we were soon to learn it was a cruel joke. As the day wore on, the sun blazed ferociously through the treetops, its heat stifling even in the shade.

	I followed the Pratts down the trail to the village, my stomach twisting with each step. The meetinghouse, never pleasant for servants, would be miserable long before the worship service ended.

	We emerged from the woods and joined the townsfolk streaming to church. In the distance, the slight forms of my mother and sister, arrayed in their finest gowns, trudged along the Raleigh Road, puffs of dust in their wake.

	I hurried to my mistress’s side. “Mrs. Pratt, may I speak with my family?”

	“Certainly, but don’t delay.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	I ran toward my mother and sister, anxious to say my piece. “Mama?”

	Her gaze met mine and skittered away. It was always so. My presence seemed to embarrass her, although I couldn’t be certain of the source. Perhaps it was because she was ashamed that a Marsh was indentured. Perhaps it was because her actions were to blame. She would never share the reason for her discomfort. I would never ask.

	I fell into step beside her. “I would like to have a word with you.”

	“Of course.”

	My sister danced ahead.

	“Phoebe says you are to marry Mr. Shaw.”

	“He has asked. I have not decided.”

	“She believes the Shaws plan to move into your house. She expects to tend his children.”

	“That is Mr. Shaw’s wish.”

	“Do you believe Phoebe will mind children well?”

	Mama wrung her hands nervously. “She can learn.”

	The sheer foolishness of the response stunned me. “Are you willing to risk the health and safety of the Shaw children while Phoebe learns?”

	My mother didn’t answer, her pace slowing as we approached the meetinghouse yard.

	I spoke quickly, before my time ran out. “You know as well as I that Phoebe’s true talent lies in needlework. She has a delicate touch with stitches and a good eye for color and pattern.”

	“She is clever with her hands.”

	“Might we find someone to apprentice her in spinning and weaving?”

	“Mrs. Drake is the only lady in Worthville who will teach lessons in making cloth, and she cannot take Phoebe.”

	“Have you asked?”

	“I have.”

	We halted in unison and watched my sister. She talked nearby with the Foster daughters, her hands gesturing rapidly. With a cry of delight, she returned to us.

	“Mama, the Fosters have invited us to dine with them after church. May we go?”

	“Yes, that would be lovely.” Her smile faded as my sister ran off. “You are right, Susanna. Phoebe is still too much of a child herself, but I don’t know how to convince Mr. Shaw. He expects her to be useful.”

	I swallowed the anger threatening to clog my throat. “He cannot choose her future if he’s not her stepfather. You haven’t given him your decision. Perhaps your answer should be no.”

	Her gaze strayed to where my sister held hands in a circle with her friends, chattering all at the same time. Mama’s face softened. “Perhaps you are right.”

	She strode past me to join the Fosters and Phoebe. I watched her go, hopeful my logic had made an effect.

	The Pratts had already stamped up the steps in two pious columns and marched down the aisle to the front pew—their pew, as no one else dared to take it. In my mind, positioned as it was before the pulpit, no one else wanted it. Mr. Worth spat when he preached.

	I took up my position in the back, where the indentured servants stood throughout the worship service. While our Heavenly Father might love us equally, it was apparently not a belief of His congregation.

	In preparation for the service, I leaned against the wall and stretched my legs as my gaze wandered among the heads of the worshippers. I easily found the Fosters on the same pew as Mama’s gold-and-silver coronet of braids and Phoebe’s bouncy curls.

	Someone slipped into the spot next to me.

	“Good morning, Polly,” I said.

	“Morning, Susanna.” She gave me a tired smile, her plump face wan.

	“Are you unwell? Shall I find Mrs. Butler?”

	Hot fingers gripped my wrist. “No, please. Say nothing to my mistress.” Polly stared at me with wide, despairing eyes.

	“All right.” I squeezed her hand briefly. Too much contact would draw the attention of others, which neither Polly nor I wanted. I would, however, be certain we spoke in more detail after the service.

	There was a commotion at the meetinghouse door. The Widow Drake swept in, tall and straight, dressed from neck to toe in rustling black. A girl of about my age trailed after her, neatly clad in a dark green gown with white linen apron and cap.

	Did Mrs. Drake have a new apprentice? Was that why she had no time to teach Phoebe?

	Mrs. Drake murmured into the girl’s ear and continued alone to her pew near the front. The girl moved to Polly’s other side and looked about her with interest.

	I caught the new servant’s glance and exchanged nods of greeting. No one would call her a beauty, but the sweetness of her smile and the black silk of her hair were pleasing.

	The service had just reached the sermon when the stillness was shattered by a low moan, quickly muffled, from Polly. I looked at her and bit back an exclamation. Her lips glowed gray against a pasty complexion. A red stain spread down her petticoat.

	“Polly,” I whispered, even as she slumped against me, “we shall leave.”

	The congregation rippled and shifted, but no one turned to see what had caused the disturbance. I clamped my arm about her waist. The new girl did the same from the other side. We ushered her from the building.

	The privy was our first stop, but the stench in the noon-time heat overwhelmed Polly. We encouraged her closer to Rocky Creek, where she doubled over and retched into the reeds at the stream’s edge. With stumbling steps, she plunged into the water and squatted in the shallows, splashing her sweating face.

	I spoke in a soft undertone to Mrs. Drake’s companion. “I am Susanna Marsh, and she is Polly Young.”

	“Mary Whitfield.” The girl frowned. “I fear she is…”

	“Indeed.” I had witnessed enough miscarriages with my mistress to recognize the signs. “Mrs. Drake’s home is not far. Can you fetch a clean petticoat and some cloths?”

	Mary retraced her steps and disappeared from sight. I knelt on a rock near the distraught girl and pondered what to do.

	The water about her knees swirled in crimson waves. She cried out and clutched at her belly, her shoulders heaving.

	“Polly, did Mr. Butler force this on you?”

	She nodded.

	“How far along?”

	“I missed two monthlies.” She panted in pain. “I am ruined.”

	“You are fifteen,” I said, smoothing damp wisps of hair from her brow. “You had no choice. He’s your master.”

	She closed her eyes. Tears made dirty trails down each cheek.

	I soothed with a patter of sympathetic words, even as outrage roared through me like a white-hot flash of lightning. There had been rumors, quickly hushed, of a similar outcome with the Butlers’ previous servant. Did Mr. Butler have no honor? Did Mrs. Butler have no sight?

	The new girl soon returned. We washed Polly’s face and legs. While Mary changed her into a fresh petticoat, I scrubbed the soiled one.

	Footsteps drew near. “What is going on?” Mrs. Butler had arrived.

	“Polly has taken ill,” I said, meeting her gaze boldly.

	She eyed me, then Polly, then me again. Her lips pinched. “Is it over?”

	No need to explain. Mrs. Butler knew. “Yes, ma’am.”

	Her expression gentled as she approached her servant. “How do you feel?”

	“Poorly,” Polly whispered on a sob.

	I moved closer to my friend, chin lifted. She linked her hot, shaking fingers with mine.

	“I am…” Mrs. Butler’s voice trailed away.

	What had she been about to say? Sorry? Perhaps she was, but not sorry enough to protect the girls who worked in her household.

	The older woman extended her hand. “Will you be able to walk to the wagon?”

	Polly drew in a shuddering breath and released my hand to take her mistress’s. “Yes, ma’am.”

	“Very well.” The two joined hands and trudged up the slight incline of the creek bank. When they reached the top, Mrs. Butler turned to me briskly. “Please find my son Martin and send him to me. Tell my husband to hitch the wagon. We shall be leaving shortly.”

	Church had let out for the day. Townsfolk clustered in small groups in the shade of the trees. They grew silent when I approached.

	The townsfolk knew, too.

	After completing Mrs. Butler’s bidding, I scanned the crowd and found the Pratts standing by themselves in the shade of an old oak. “Mrs. Pratt—”

	My master interrupted. “Where have you been?”

	I looked his way with reluctance. “Mrs. Butler’s servant fell ill. I helped the girl until the Butlers were able to depart.”

	“It’s a pity. We continued our education on the seven deadly sins. The sermon was most enlightening.” He made a ticking sound with his tongue. “You will wish to skip your meals today and learn the true meaning of hunger. Only then can you understand the aching sin of gluttony.”

	No food for the rest of the day? My mind reeled at the thought. Did he truly believe I didn’t understand how it felt to be hungry?

	Perhaps I could sneak a bite in the pantry, although I knew from experience that, if I were caught, the punishment could be worse than a few missed meals.

	I glanced at Mrs. Pratt in the bleak hope she would intervene, but she merely looked away.

	 

	I couldn’t go to the cave on Sunday. The lack of food and the list of chores once handled by Hector overwhelmed my efforts.

	On Monday evening I was ready in time, yet Mark didn’t come. I had an hour of solitude to sit in the cave and watch night fall on the forest. Although my body rested, my mind did not. Many thoughts demanded attention.

	What would happen to Polly Young?

	What difficulties prevented my master from paying his bills in a timely manner?

	Why had Mrs. Drake chosen Mary Whitfield?

	I wanted to share my questions. I wanted to talk with Mark. My secret friend. He had a lovely voice, deep and expressive. He didn’t mind explaining things to me. I, who was more accustomed to impatience, enjoyed being the student of an eager teacher.

	Friend. Before Mark, I’d known its definition. Now I knew its meaning.

	As I clambered down the rock wall on Tuesday, he waited on his side of the falls. I smiled, my gaze drawn to an object he cradled in his hands.

	He extended it toward me. “Let’s see if Whisper Falls will let this through.”

	The object emerged on my side. It proved to be a red bowl, covered by waxy paper, and a silver spoon, its handle decorated with vines and roses. I accepted the gift and gasped, startled by its feel. The bowl was snow-cold and heavy. Within it lay a pool of soupy white pudding. Excitement beat inside me like a trapped bird. “Have you brought ice cream?”

	He nodded. “Go ahead and eat. It’ll melt more if you don’t.”

	I lifted a spoonful to my lips, oddly hesitant. What if I didn’t like it? Or worse, what if I liked it too much?

	Cautiously, I sampled the treat and couldn’t stifle the groan of pleasure at the taste of sweetened cream. Yet it was the texture against my tongue that was most remarkable. Thick, silky, and deliciously cold.

	I closed my eyes, wavering on my feet, entirely focusing my senses on this delight. It was more heavenly than I could have imagined. When Mark chuckled, I opened my eyes.

	My cheeks blushed at my own greed. I held the bowl out to him. “Shall we share?”

	“No, I can have all I want anytime. This is yours.”

	I needed no further prompting. Swiftly, the ice cream disappeared. Until the last bite I savored it, committing the treat to memory. With a guilty laugh I stared into the empty dish. “Thank you. It was…” I felt the unexpected prick of tears.

	“Susanna? About what I said Friday?”

	I shook my head vigorously, not wishing to discuss my punishments again. “You have apologized once. It is enough.” I thrust the bowl through the falls to emphasize my point, and my feet slipped on the mossy rock. I clawed frantically at the air before plunging into the creek.


Chapter 12

	 

	Serious Attitude

	 

	It was like a scene from a bad movie—the heroine, in her long gown, teetering on the side of the pool before falling in, all in slow motion.

	Except Susanna didn’t stand up. She thrashed on all fours in the stream below my rock, screaming like a terrified animal caught in a trap. “Help me!”

	I knelt and grabbed her shoulders. “I’m here.”

	Her flailing fists knocked my hands away.

	“Susanna, stop fighting me.”

	She didn’t appear to hear. As she struggled to her feet, she tripped on her skirt and went under again. I lay on the boulder and fished in the water for something to grasp. Cupping her face, I held it above the water.

	She sputtered. “Help me, Mark.” Her thin fingers clutched my wrists.

	“Calm down. I’ll get you out.” It killed me to see her like this. I locked an arm around her waist and hauled her onto the boulder. “You’re fine now. I have you.”

	Her cries morphed into hiccups. She hunched over and buried her face in her hands.

	I cradled her. “You’re fine,” I said. “Susanna, you’re fine.”

	Her trembling faded, bit by bit. When it had stopped, I asked, “Do you think you can stand?”

	“Yes.”

	“Slowly.” I stood and drew her up with me, my arms still securely around her. She was rigid, fists balled against her cheeks.

	Beneath my hands, her body was warm and wet. Her tunic gaped open to reveal a transparent shirt clinging to the tops of her breasts. I hugged her tightly against me, blocking the view.

	She sucked in a sobbing breath.

	“Better?” I asked.

	She nodded.

	“Okay. I don’t know where that came from, but you don’t need to fear the creek. It’s shallow enough to stand in.”

	“My father drowned in Rocky Creek.”

	No wonder. “I’m sorry, Susanna. How did it happen?”

	A shudder racked her body. “There was a terrible storm one afternoon. It was raining hard. The creek was rising, threatening to spill over its banks. He came to see if it threatened our farm and fell in. The current bore him away.” Her voice was soft and childlike.

	“How old were you?”

	“Eight.” I could feel her smile against my chest. “My papa was a good man. Everyone admired him. He was the town tutor. He taught me everything he taught the boys.”

	I could hardly believe what she’d told me. Her father had died in this creek, yet Susanna came down to the falls every free moment she could spare. “Why do you spend so much time near the water if you fear it?”

	“It’s the last place Mr. Pratt would think to look for me.”

	Wow. She hid in a place that reminded her of a huge tragedy, just to have some time alone. “You’re safe now. The creek barely comes up to your knees.”

	“I know, but the falls are strong.” Her voice squeaked.

	“All you have to do is stand up and walk away.” I brushed wet hair from her face.

	“Mark?”

	“Yeah?” 

	Her brow creased anxiously. “The bowl smashed.”

	“Not a problem.”

	Her head tilted up. “Mark?”

	“Yeah?”

	“Am I in your world?”

	“Yeah.” The curtain of water flowed behind us, glittery and crystal clear. The falls were about as hard to understand as she was. Why had they picked now to let one of us through? Not that I was complaining or anything. I was glad that we could be this close. I just didn’t understand what the gain was for the falls. We were already friends. What else did it want for us? “You’re in twenty-first century Raleigh.”

	She released a deep sigh. “I want to go home.”

	I wasn’t going to encourage this decision. Holding her made me feel all sexy and heroic.

	She wiggled free and turned her back to me.

	I looked down at my empty arms. She’d needed me and I’d responded without thinking. It felt good. No, it felt great. Too bad it had ended so soon. “Do you want me to see if the falls will let me jump over there and help you across?”

	“Yes, thank you.” She stared at her toes.

	I leapt to her rock and paused. It was quiet. No airplanes, traffic, or chainsaws. Just birds and insects and the rushing of water. It smelled weird. Earthy, like insane compost. And her world seemed absurdly bright for this late in the evening. How could they stand the daytime sunlight without wearing shades?

	Damn, I was standing in 1796. The frickin’ eighteenth century. I looked over my shoulder and gave her a smile. “Whisper Falls has some serious attitude. It finally gave in about us.”

	She watched me silently. Susanna had withdrawn into statue mode.

	I offered my hand. “Come on. I won’t let you fall.”

	She landed beside me on her rock and then shrank away—soaked, stiff, face averted.

	What had I done?

	Susanna confused me. How could a girl go from fine to ballistic to catatonic all in the space of five minutes? “What just happened here?”

	She started to walk past me. When I touched her arm, she hesitated.

	“Susanna, say something. How did we go from friends to strangers so fast? I don’t understand what went wrong.”

	“Nobody ever sees me upset. I do not permit it.” As soon as she spoke, she clapped a hand over her mouth and met my gaze, wide-eyed.

	“Then it’s a good thing it happened in front of me.” How must it feel to never show emotions or voice opinions? To want peace so badly she fought her worst fear each day? It left me in awe.

	She searched my face. I could almost hear her thinking, her brain clicking through all the angles. Then she smiled, slowly and sweetly.

	Damn, her smiles were like crack.

	“You’re right. I’m fortunate you were the one to witness that. Thank you.” She picked her way over to the cliff.

	It was still light out. I wasn’t ready to let her go. I had to do something to hold her attention.

	“Hey,” I called after her, “I learned something interesting about your town.”

	“Yes?” She looked over her shoulder, a foot already poised on a ledge.

	I knew how a cat felt when it had a dead mouse to present to its owner. Or maybe, on second thought, that wasn’t such a good analogy. “Worthville disappeared from the census between 1800 and 1810.”

	She blinked as if she thought I was joking. “Worthville disappears?”

	Shit. Where was my brain? I couldn’t have eased that in a little nicer? “Yeah.”

	She shook her head in denial, watching me with big, round eyes. A few seconds passed. She slumped to a boulder and laid shaking fingertips to her lips. “Merciful heavens,” she said in a horrified whisper.

	Why did I constantly screw up with her?

	History had never been my favorite subject, nothing more than dry facts to memorize. Distant tragedies were something my brain acknowledged as sad without penetrating any further, but this was her world. “Sorry, Susanna. I shouldn’t have blurted it out like that.”

	Her gaze flicked from place to place, as if seeking answers among the shadows. “When does my village vanish?” Her voice cracked on the last word.

	“I don’t know, exactly.”

	“How does it happen?”

	Great show-off I was. Hadn’t even bothered to look up the details. What was wrong with me? Like some kind of selfish jerk, I’d told her horrible news just to keep her near me a minute longer. “I don’t know how it happened, either.”

	With a choked moan, she rocketed to her feet, climbed to the top of the bluff and paused, a dark silhouette against the night sky. “So you have learned nothing else?”

	“Not yet.”

	“Then look no more. I don’t wish to know.”


Chapter 13

	 

	Unworthy Retort

	 

	With Hector gone, chores consumed me. There were no spare moments to dwell on Mark’s news. It was the first time I had ever been thankful for too much work.

	“Susanna, we have eggs.”

	I turned from the worktable. Dorcas and Delilah stood framed in the doorway, each grasping the handle of the egg basket.

	“Excellent work, young ladies,” I said. “Please bring it here.”

	Delilah scrambled onto the bench while her elder sister approached me.

	“Is it baking day?”

	I wrestled a lump of bread dough into a pan before covering it with a cloth. “Indeed, as Wednesdays always are.”

	Dorcas twisted to and fro, her little girl skirts swishing below her knees. “I should like a tart. Could you make one?”

	“I suppose I could.” My lips fought a smile. “If you were to have a tart, what kind would it be?”

	There was a hopeful huff. “What kind of fruit do we have?”

	“Berries and peaches.”

	“Oh.” She perched on a stool by the worktable and clapped her hands, golden curls quivering. “A berry tart would be lovely. What do you think, Delilah?”

	Her little sister nodded eagerly.

	“Let me see what I can find.” I crossed to the pantry and reviewed the supplies stacked on ceiling-to-floor shelves. We were still low on all our staples. Most vexing. Mr. Pratt had not fetched more as he’d promised. Until he restocked, I would have to prepare recipes with less flour and spices. “Would a cobbler do?” I called.

	“Merciful heavens, yes,” Dorcas answered.

	I laughed to hear her repeating my favorite phrase. She noticed too much.

	After measuring the flour, I reached for the sugar cone and judged it with my eye. It would last us through the month. I must be thrifty with the sugar, as well.

	An idea stirred, a happy memory of my grandmother’s favorite sweet. Much better than a cobbler, in my opinion.

	I grabbed a pitcher of milk.

	Dorcas sighed with pleasure as she watched me carry ingredients to the table. “May I help?”

	“No, little one,” I said with a smile. Dorcas would likely place more fruit in her mouth than in the recipe. “But I would enjoy conversation.”

	A shadow darkened the door. “Conversation about what?” Deborah watched us with suspicious eyes.

	I clamped my lips together, reluctant to answer the unwelcome visitor.

	“Susanna is making a cobbler.” Dorcas leaned her elbows on the table and propped her face in her hands.

	Deborah sniffed. “Is Jedidiah’s dinner pail ready?”

	I added a double portion of berries to the baking dish. “On the bench.”

	Deborah snatched up the pail in one hand and held the other out to Delilah. “I’m taking our brother’s meal to the tutor’s house. Would you like to walk with me?”

	The little girl slid off the bench and grasped her eldest sister’s hand. They disappeared through the doorway, Deborah’s strident voice talking as they went.

	I relaxed again.

	“Susanna, do you want to hear the news?”

	“If you like.” I found a wooden bowl and spoon, only listening with part of my attention. Dorcas needed little encouragement.

	“All right, then. Did you notice that Deborah’s in a snit today?”

	Deborah Pratt was unpleasant far too often for it to be news. “What’s the reason for her snit?”

	“Jacob Worth ignored her at the tutor’s yesterday. I can’t wait until she’s old enough to marry and leave our house. Then I shall be the eldest daughter.”

	“She’s only thirteen. I fear you have a long wait.”

	“Mama says fifteen is an excellent age to marry for a clever girl, but you are right. Two years is quite a long time,” Dorcas said, her lips puckering into a tiny rosebud of despair. She watched as I added flour and sugar. “Do you like cobbler?”

	“Very much.” I reached for the milk.

	“Do you ever get to eat any?”

	I glanced at her face, but it was guileless. She hadn’t learned the rules yet. Servants ate only what the family left behind. “Not often. The Pratt children like to eat the entire sweet.”

	“Yes, we do, and there are many of us.” She bobbed her head, her cap slipping. “Three after me. Since you joined our family, you’ve had many babies to raise.”

	I didn’t know whether to laugh or ignore her. Dorcas dearly loved stories from her infancy, and she never grew weary of hearing them. I went along—as she knew I would. “Indeed, I have. You were still toddling when I arrived. You were far too busy to mind if you fell over and bumped your head.”

	“I was a sweet baby.”

	“The best. Always cooing and beaming.”

	“I was no trouble.”

	My eyebrow shot up in mock surprise. “I don’t remember it the same way.”

	She giggled. “I was an easier baby than your sister.”

	“That is true.” Phoebe had been delicate at birth. Although not quite six years old myself when she was born, I tended to her and my mother while my father and brothers handled the chores. That period had given me the knowledge to care for babies, a skill which the Pratts had used often. “My sister didn’t begin life with your robust health.”

	“Susanna,” Dorcas gasped and surged onto the worktable to frown at the bowl, “you are adding too much milk.”

	I smiled at the top of her head. “I thought I would make a sonker.”

	“What is that?”

	“It’s a cobbler with too much milk. Sonkers were a specialty in the town where my grandmother grew up. She taught my mother how to make it, and my mother taught me. I cannot share the recipe with anyone.”

	“It’s a secret?” Dorcas asked in a reverent tone.

	“Indeed. My mother and I are the only two in the county who know how to make sonkers.”

	“I shall look forward to this treat.” She slipped off her stool and circled around to my side. With lightning speed, she stuck her finger in the bowl, skillfully avoided the tap of my spoon, and tasted the batter. “Mmmm. This will do nicely.”

	“I’m happy it pleases you.” To conserve the sugar, I had used a small portion. It was gratifying that Dorcas hadn’t complained.

	“Phoebe is such a fortunate girl. I should like very much to have you for my sister.” She leaned against me, one arm hooked about my waist. “Will you truly leave on your birthday?”

	I nodded gravely. “I must.”

	“I shall miss you fiercely. Will you write me letters? Will you come back to see me?”

	Her questions caught me unawares. Averting my face, I set down the spoon and wiped my hands on my apron. For seven years, my master and mistress had treated me with less care than one of their livestock. I was expected to do my chores with consistency. Accept my punishments with humility. Eat the dregs at the bottom of the kettle with gratitude. Confine myself at night to a leaky, drafty space no bigger than a coffin.

	Since they wanted only work from me, work was all they received. I gave them no opinions. No thoughts. No feelings. I saved the best of me for my haven at the falls.

	With my time short here, it would be far easier if I could leave without regrets. Yet Dorcas was such a delight, it was impossible to steel my heart against her. Picking up my spoon, I gave her a smile. “I shall only be as far away as Raleigh. We shall visit, and you have three lovely sisters to keep you company.”

	“I don’t think Deborah is lovely at all. She tattles on me all the time.” An indignant Dorcas continued at length, recounting another event where Deborah’s excellence at snooping had earned Dorcas extra hours stitching samplers. Relieved at the change in topic, I nodded at intervals while I finished preparing the treat.

	As I lifted the dish of sonker, she poked me in the side. “Can you keep a secret?”

	“I suspect I can.” Hiding a smile, I crossed to the stone hearth. Her secrets were rarely interesting enough to remember.

	“Papa sold Hector because he’s a thief.”

	“A thief? You must be mistaken. Hector would not steal.”

	“I heard Papa tell Mama he found a jar of stolen coins hidden in the cellar.”

	Her words sent a chill skittering down my spine. A jar of coins? I closed the Dutch oven lid, picked up the pitcher of milk, and walked outside to the cellar. My jar rested on a rickety shelf near the entrance. I lifted it and gave a shake. It was empty.

	Had Mr. Pratt found my missing coins? My mistress had given them to me. Hector hadn’t stolen them. Had Mrs. Pratt said nothing in his defense?

	It was wicked to press Dorcas for details, but I would do so anyway. I had to know. When I reentered the kitchen, I asked, “What, precisely, did your father say about Hector? Do you recall?”

	She pursed her lips. “Let’s see. It was something like…‘Anyone who takes what is mine will find the punishment severe.’”

	 

	My master liked his cobblers to have a crisp crust. Blueberry sonker would not please him.

	I prepared a tray with six bowls, spooned a small portion of sonker into each, and carried the treat to the dining room.

	A hiss whistled through his teeth. “Is this a pudding?”

	“No, Papa,” Dorcas said. “It’s a cobbler with too much milk.”

	I nodded in confirmation, gaze lowered, biting my lip against an unruly bubble of laughter.

	“Look at me.” His upper lip curled.

	I met his gaze and felt an odd sense of power. He wasn’t nearly so intimidating perched on his mahogany chair. From this angle, I noted thinning hair and sagging skin. He was simply a man in his thirties, aging without grace.

	But the eyes—they remained sharp. At this moment, they flared with irritation and something more. Suspicion?

	“Why did you make this particular dessert?”

	The children and Mrs. Pratt watched, still as stumps.

	“Milk is plentiful,” I said, “and the recipe permitted me to be frugal with the flour and sugar.”

	Anger stiffened his jaw. He wouldn’t wish to comment on the state of our pantry. It was a rare show of defiance from me, one for which I was likely to pay.

	He tapped his lips with a long, bony finger. “A decision both bold and economical.” His glance took in his family. “Who would like to try this pudding?”

	The rest of the family ate with relish until each bowl was scraped clean. Anticipating that my master wouldn’t be interested, I’d reserved a small amount of the treat from the baking dish. I would take the last bit to Mark.

	When I left the kitchen after supper, Jedidiah followed me at a discreet distance. Unfortunately for him, he was too discreet, for I dodged behind a bush, waited for the boy to pass, and followed him. He rounded the next curve, scanned the clearing, and peered into the growing shadows. With a snort of dismay, he ran down the path toward the village.

	I made my way to the falls and climbed down while hugging a dish to my breast. Pausing at the bottom, I strained to see through to the other side. Neither Mark nor his bike was there.

	Perhaps it was too early.

	Perhaps he wouldn’t come.

	It was only when I turned toward the cave that I saw him, waiting in its deepest recesses. Smiling with delight, I joined him. “You have been brave to venture into the wilds of Worthville.”

	“If you don’t want me here…” He rose in a show of leaving.

	“No, no,” I said with a laugh. “Please, stay.”

	He laughed with me and sat.

	I sat, too, a proper distance away. “Where is your bike?”

	“I walked today.” He gestured vaguely at the trail in his world. “I don’t live far. If you turn left at the top of the incline, we’re about a five-minute walk up the greenway.”

	“What is a greenway?”

	“It’s a trail that the government takes care of. No one is allowed to cut down the trees along greenways or build anything on their edges. That way, they stay perfect for walking and biking.”

	“Why can you not use roads?”

	He gave me a half-smile. “People can’t walk on roads. It would be too dangerous. The wagons we have now are very powerful and can cause a lot of damage.”

	“What about horses?”

	“We don’t ride horses much anymore.”

	I loved to hear him speak about his century. The effort he took to explain things charmed me. “How else do you use them?”

	“We don’t use them at all. People in the city don’t keep farm animals.” 

	“You have no animals?”

	“None except a cat—although, strangely enough, at my house we have a barn.”

	I wouldn’t like to live in a place without farm animals. “A barn for one cat?”

	“Actually, my dad stores his toys in the barn.”

	A barn for the toys of a man? “I see.”

	“No, you don’t.”

	“You are correct.” I held out the dish and smiled, happy to be here. “I brought you something.”

	“What is it?”

	“Berry sonker.”

	He sniffed. “Did you make it?”

	“I did.” 

	He dipped the spoon into the dish and scooped up a small bite. “Oh, man. That’s amazing.” A second spoonful disappeared much more quickly than the first.

	I relaxed at his reaction. “So, you like it?”

	“Yeah. It tastes like my grandmother’s bread pudding.” He finished his portion. “Now I feel bad that you tried harder with your treat than I did. I got your ice cream from the store.”

	At a store? Mr. Foster had ready-made items to buy on occasion. Pickles. Meat pies. Candies. But nothing so fragile as ice cream. “They make it at a store?”

	“They make it in Vermont.”

	I knew enough geography to know the distance from Vermont. It would take weeks of travel. “The state of Vermont? Are you sure?”

	“Yes.”

	“How can it come so far and not melt?”

	“We have vehicles that can keep things frozen, even during the summer.”

	My mind struggled to keep up with such ideas. “You must have many interesting inventions in your time.”

	“You don’t know the half of it. A lot of the things you would think of as magical, we’ve figured out.”

	“Like what?”

	“Those vehicles that keep the ice cream cold move by themselves.”

	“How?”

	“They burn oil, which pushes them along.”

	I liked the tone of his voice—the way he spoke to me. Not as if I were stupid, but with the ease of two equals. “What else is different?”

	It was a pleasure to watch him when he concentrated. His eyes brightened. His brow scrunched. His whole face revealed his every emotion.

	“There are more girls in college than guys.”

	“Truly?”

	“Totally true.

	“How long do you go to school?”

	“Probably twenty years.”

	Twenty years of school. How lovely that sounded. “Can you think of other changes?”

	“We have a black president. He’s been elected twice.”

	I gasped. “A black man is the president of the United States?”

	“Yeah.” He laughed at my shock. “And we have vehicles that fly through the sky.”

	“Like birds?” Might he be joking?

	“Huge birds. We call them airplanes.” He reached into his pocket and drew out the small piece of black slate. “We can talk into a machine and people can hear us far away.” He slipped it into my palm. “It’s called a phone.”

	This object was a machine? How could that be? It was smaller than a slice of bread, as light as a serving spoon, and had no handles or moving parts. This “phone” looked rather fragile and useless to me. “How far away can you hear?”

	“Thousands of miles. Maybe even on the moon. I’m not sure.”

	“The moon?” I handed it back to him.

	“Yeah. We’ve been there, too.”

	I checked his expression carefully to see if he was teasing me. He appeared ready to burst into laughter at any moment. Perhaps he was. Certainly I didn’t believe him, though I wouldn’t admit it. Yet I loved being here with him, secluded, listening to his impossible, magical tales.

	“Do you talk to your friends on your phone?”

	“Not much. I mostly use my phone to play games or listen to music.”

	“How do you get musicians into that small box?”

	“You wouldn’t understand.”

	I jerked as if his comment was a slap. He was correct, of course. I couldn’t understand his world. Couldn’t even know the difference between truth and joking. But it hurt all the same. I shifted away. “Indeed.”

	“Hey, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

	I had no response.

	He moved until our knees nearly touched. “Tell me what you do for fun.”

	You wouldn’t understand. I swallowed the unworthy retort and pondered what else to say. There was little time for fun in my life. “I stroll in the garden.”

	“Still sounds like work to me.”

	“I suppose it is, but there are many interesting things to see outside. I like to be in nature. I like to study plants. That makes the garden fun.”

	“What else?”

	I met his gaze. He had beautiful eyes. I couldn’t remain cross while they smiled at me so warmly. “Independence Day comes in three weeks. We take the entire day off and celebrate.”

	“Doing what?”

	“The highlight of the day is a village-wide dinner. After spending the afternoon feasting, we spend the evening dancing.” Anticipation rippled through me. “Of course, we hold the races in the morning before the heat makes it unbearable.”

	“What kind of races?” He hunched over, his elbows resting on his knees.

	“Horse races and foot races. I especially enjoy watching the gentlemen run. Do you race?”

	“On my bike.” His face grew thoughtful.

	“Are you good?”

	“Pretty good. I have a big race coming up at the end of July.” He picked up a stray branch lying nearby and stripped the bark, one section at a time. With a sharp fling, he tossed each strip into the stream. “I have to train extra hard. Most of my competitors started biking at an early age. I didn’t start until I was thirteen.”

	His voice had rarely held such a tense edge when speaking with me. This topic had created a curious change in him. “If you like biking so much, why did you wait until thirteen to compete?”

	He flung another strip of bark. “I was fat.”

	The years since had altered him profoundly, then, for he had a strong, lean body. “You are not fat now.”

	“I had a lot of help.” His head swiveled toward me. “My aunt pushed me into trying all kinds of sports until I found something I really liked. Since my father loves mountain biking, he talked me into giving it a shot and got me hooked. We’d go on rides together and I pedaled off the weight. Solved a bunch of my issues.”

	I nodded with empathy, recognizing the hardened look of remembered suffering. “How peculiar. In my world, only the upper class can afford to be fat. It’s a reason to be envied, not despised.”

	“Yeah, well, it sucks to be a fat kid in my century. You’re treated like total shit.”

	I flinched at the harsh language but held my tongue. Here was something that had not changed across the centuries. People still found ways to keep others in their places.

	The mixing of classes was what I loved about Independence Day. Villagers filled the lane, each eager to celebrate. For one day, a man’s speed or a woman’s baking received more praise than the size of their purse. “Do you know what I like best about Independence Day?”

	“What?”

	“Country dances.” I stood. “Would you like to try?”

	He stood, too. “No.”

	“You don’t like them?”

	“No. I mean…” He shook his head. “I’ve never tried one, but I have tried square dancing, and I don’t like it.”

	“You will like country dances if I’m your partner.”

	“I don’t think that’ll make a difference.”

	He had the look of a petulant boy. I gave him an amused smile. “It is understandable to fear doing poorly at new skills.”

	“Excuse me? I’m not afraid.”

	I patted my hand over my mouth, hiding a pretend yawn. “Merciful heavens, I’m tired. I believe I shall go.”

	“Wait.” He caught me by the elbow. “Maybe—”

	“Please, Mark.” With a reproving look, I gently disengaged my arm from his grasp. “Do not concern yourself. I withdraw the request.”


Chapter 14

	 

	Every Guy’s Dream

	 

	Unbelievable. Susanna was using reverse psychology on me, and it hadn’t even been invented yet.

	Even worse, it was working. “Stay, Susanna. I’ll do the dance.”

	She brightened immediately. “Excellent.” She looked around our surroundings. “Where shall we try?”

	The cave was too rocky and uneven. “Out here?” I took a step onto the narrow ledge at the base of the bluff.

	She caught my arm, yanked me back into the shadows, and clamped a hand to my lips. “Do not speak,” she whispered, her body wedged between mine and the damp wall.

	I didn’t know why we were here, but I wasn’t complaining. I braced my hands on either side of her head and leaned into her warmth.

	A few seconds passed before I heard anything. Someone was running on the path above us. The footsteps stopped on the bluff.

	Susanna was as still as a statue. The pounding of her heart was the only sign she was tense.

	Boots crunched, stamped, and then took off, their thuds fading fast.

	She relaxed.

	I didn’t move except my hands, which dropped to her upper arms to steady her. Whoa, Susanna had seriously toned biceps. No wonder rock-climbing was easy for her.

	“Mark,” she said in a disapproving voice, “you may release me.”

	“Sorry.” The whole no touching thing was a pain to remember. I backed up and watched as she stepped into the open. “How did you know someone was coming?”

	“The night creatures. Birds and insects may alter their tunes when a person approaches.”

	I’d never noticed. “Do you know who it was?”

	“My master’s son, Jedidiah Pratt.”

	I’d forgotten about the Pratt kids. “How old is he?”

	“Fourteen.” She studied the bluff as if measuring its height.

	“What’s he like?”

	“He would be kind if he were another man’s son.”

	When she said stuff like that, I didn’t know how to react. I wanted to be pissed on her behalf, but she didn’t seem like someone who’d accept sympathy. “What was he doing up there?”

	“Jedidiah spies on me. Not well, as you can see. His father wants to ensure I do not meet young men on my walks.”

	“Except you do.”

	“They mustn’t find that out.” She glanced over her shoulder and smiled sadly. “Perhaps I should go now.”

	“No, you shouldn’t. You asked me to dance, and that’s what we’re going to do.”

	“The ledge is too narrow.”

	I pointed. “The path on the other side has a flat section.”

	“Your side?” She nibbled on a knuckle, eying the pouring water with suspicion.

	“Now who’s afraid?”

	She sniffed primly. “Let’s go, then.”

	I passed through the falls first and offered a hand to help a wary Susanna to cross. While I halted on the widest part of the dirt trail, she lingered behind, half-turned toward the falls, sneaking a peek at her side.

	However long it took, I could wait.

	“What’s that odor?” she asked.

	“Like what?”

	“It smells of smoldering refuse.” She rubbed her arms. “The scent clings to my skin.”

	Her world smelled like compost to me. Mine smelled like garbage to her. “That’s just the way it is here.”

	“You have many marvels in your century, but none to sweeten the air? I shall do my best to tolerate it.” She strode forward and planted herself squarely before me. “All right. Imagine there are other couples.”

	I’d agreed to do this, but I hadn’t agreed to enjoy it. “I don’t want to imagine that.”

	“Hush. I shall not permit you to spoil my fun.” She gave me a hopeful smile. “Please, Mark. I love to dance.”

	I felt like a total jerk. “Okay, I’m yours. Let’s do it.”

	“Thank you. Now, you stand over there.” 

	I backed up a step and crossed my arms.

	“Good. We’re ready.” She curtsied and remained low. “First, you must honor me.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“Bow.”

	That was stupid. “You can get up now.”

	“Not until you honor me.”

	I waited. So did she.

	“Damn.” I bowed.

	“Excellent.” She rose. “Now, take both my hands. Circle left.”

	Clop, clop, clop.

	“Circle right.”

	Clop, clop, clop.

	“You have all the delicacy of a cow. Might you try a bit harder?”

	“I’ll try when we get to the fun part.”

	She gave the 1796 version of eye-rolling. “Clasp opposite hands. Circle for four paces. Change direction.”

	We repeated the steps several times. With each circuit, she upped the speed until we were practically running.

	“What do you think?” she asked when we stopped, looking happy and tired and ready for another round.

	Country dances were too much effort. I liked dancing in my world better. “There isn’t enough contact.”

	“That isn’t true. Our hands were clasped for the whole of the dance.”

	“In my century, the guy and the girl touch everywhere.”

	“Everywhere?” She blushed.

	“Yeah.” This would be my second chance to hold her—only this time, she wasn’t upset. I stepped closer and held out my hands, not smiling anymore, ready for some serious contact. “Let me show you how we dance.”

	She looked up at me, her face half-shadowed, her hands slipping into mine. “That is fair.”

	“We’ll be hugging, sort of,” I said, wording the instructions as gently as possible, controlling the urge to grab her. I didn’t want to scare her off.

	“All right.”

	“Why don’t you start by putting your hands on my shoulders?” When I felt the light touch of her fingers through the fabric of my shirt, I dropped mine to her waist.

	We merged together and swayed, our feet barely moving. I could feel the stiff ridges in her corset. Curious now, I let my fingers roam her back and sides. The damn thing was unending, like a fence guarding some of the girl’s best parts. I’d bet corsets drove colonial guys crazy.

	She whispered, “It seems to me this is merely a way to engage in a most improper embrace.”

	“Oh, yeah.” I slid my hands to her hips. Much better. Nothing but thin cloth between my hands and her skin.

	“Mark?”

	“Uh-huh?”

	“I shouldn’t permit such liberties.”

	“But you will anyway?”

	“Indeed. I find it quite intriguing.”

	“Good.” I smiled. “Lay your head against me and relax.”

	Long minutes passed and still we danced, holding each other. It was weird. And nice. I wasn’t ready for it to end.

	“Hello?” a familiar voice called from the top of the trail. “Mark?”

	Susanna and I sprang apart and glanced up the hill where a figure stood, outlined against the sky.

	“Holy shit.” I stepped in front of Susanna.

	“Who is it?” she asked, her fists against my back. “Is this your girlfriend?”

	“Ex-girlfriend. And yeah, it’s Alexis.”

	“You won’t want her to see me. I shall go.”

	Before I could respond, Susanna hopped across the rocks and jumped through the falls. But instead of making straight for the rock wall, she turned and stared, unsmiling.

	Did she think I was ashamed of her? I wasn’t. I didn’t want the two of them to meet, but that wasn’t because of Susanna.

	“Mark?” Alexis was directly behind me now.

	“What?”

	She linked her arm through mine. “Who was that girl with you?”

	“A friend.”

	“A friend you dance with?”

	I drew my arm away from hers. “Okay then, a really good friend.”

	Alexis wrinkled her nose. “Where did she go?”

	Even though I was pissed that Alexis had tracked me down, her arrival had revealed something interesting. “You can’t see her?”

	“No. Can you?”

	Susanna stood on the other side of the falls, her image clear to me. “She moves fast.”

	“Whatever.” Alexis caught my arm again, turning her back on the falls. “How do you know her?”

	Great. I’d have to come up with a half-truth I might need to remember. “She lives around here.”

	“Where does she get her clothes? The Pentecostal Thrift Store?”

	“Not cool, Alexis.” I glanced toward the cave. It was empty now. I started up the trail with my ex-girlfriend hanging on me.

	“You’re not training tonight.” She sounded like she was accusing me of a crime.

	“I finished earlier.” When we reached the greenway, I hesitated, not sure what would be the polite thing to do. I knew what I wanted—to go home alone. “Where’s your car?”

	“Parked at the entrance to Umstead.” She gestured vaguely in the direction of my house. “Can I walk home with you? I’d like to talk.”

	At some level, this was surreal. Alexis McChord didn’t need to beg. Ever. She was hot, rich, and had parents who didn’t check up on her. She was every guy’s dream. “About what?”

	“Us.”

	“There is no ‘us’ anymore.”

	She stalked away a few paces, flung out her arms, and let them drop against her thighs with a smack. Then she spun around to face me, lips thinned to a slash of bright pink. “I went out on a date last night.”

	That was fast, so fast it pissed me off. It had barely been a week since she had asked me to try again. What was up with her? Was I really so easy to get over? Of course, whoever the guy was, she wasn’t hooked on him yet, because she was here with me. “I doubt he’d be real happy to know where you are right now.”

	“He won’t find out.”

	“I’m sure.” Okay, done with this conversation. I glanced at my watch, hoping she’d get the message.

	“Don’t you want to know who?”

	Of course I did, but no way would I ask. “No.”

	“Keefe Halligan.”

	I couldn’t think of anyone I’d hate more to see her dating. “Good luck with that.”

	“He’s a jerk. We won’t go out again.”

	I clenched my jaw and fought off the desire to smile. It was none of my business who she dated, but I was real glad it wouldn’t be Keefe.

	Her fingers combed through her hair, messing it up, a sign she was near tears and didn’t want me to see them. “Have you changed your training schedule?”

	No need to ask why Alexis wanted to know. I stared down the dirt trail, even though Susanna was long gone. “For my friend?”

	“Yes. Have you changed for her?”

	“A little.” Until Alexis asked the question, I hadn’t thought about it, but she was right. I used to train in the evenings, and now I rode in the afternoons. The heat didn’t matter because I’d do whatever it took to fit my schedule around Susanna.

	Alexis pressed her fists to her eyes, but tears seeped out anyway. “Why did you change for her and not me?”

	I didn’t know how to answer. Instead, I took her lightly in my arms and let her cry, right there in the middle of the greenway, with dozens of people strolling past, talking on their cells and walking their dogs.

	I felt bad for Alexis, but nothing more.

	 

	Another Friday, another day off. No yard work for paying customers or grandparents. I could do whatever I wanted.

	Today’s goal was information.

	Marissa had suggested the North Carolina State Archives or the Raleigh Historical Society as good places to look for information on eighteenth century Wake County. I hopped on my bike and headed downtown. It took longer than I planned, but—with parking spaces impossible to find and a bike rack directly out front—taking the bike paid off overall.

	When the historical society opened at ten, I was waiting.

	A guy about Marissa’s age unlocked the door, three minutes late. “Can I help you?”

	“Sure.” I had to look up at him—not something I was used to. But this guy was big. Football tackle big. “I’m looking for information on Worthville, North Carolina.”

	“Not familiar with that, dude.” He lumbered through a warped doorframe into a gift shop.

	I followed. “It was a town in Wake County around 1800. While George Washington was president.”

	“That’s a new one on me. Just a second.” He walked to a narrow stairwell. “Mamie, ever heard of a place called Worthville?”

	A woman shouted back, “Who wants to know?”

	“Some kid.”

	Kid. Right.

	“Be there in a sec, Randall.”

	The guy turned around, shrugged, and resumed his guardian post at a desk by the front windows.

	I wandered around the gift shop, looking at the items. There were thick books, crocheted doilies, and Christmas ornaments. Not sure why anyone would want the Raleigh Trolley hanging from their tree, but this gift shop had them, just in case.

	An elderly woman exploded into the room, presumably Mamie. She was as small as Randall was big. She had on a red spandex skirt and a sheer white top and wore her hair in a weird style, like someone had pinned a bird’s nest to the top of her head.

	“Hi,” she said through bright red lips. “You’re the one who wants to know about Worthville?”

	“Yeah.” I couldn’t look away from her hair. “Can you help?”

	“Sure can. Follow me.”

	We crossed into an exhibit hall. She headed straight for a blown-up reproduction of an old map. “This shows Wake County at the end of the eighteenth century.”

	I studied it, trying to orient myself. The Neuse River made a diagonal slice across the county. Raleigh was a small square near the center. I tracked north along the river to a tiny squiggly line where Rocky Creek should be.

	And there it was. I shivered.

	“The dark blotch northwest of the capital is Worthville.” Her brown eyes peered sharply at me. “We don’t receive too many requests for information about that town. What do you want to know?”

	The position on the map was perfect. Of course. No more than a mile from where I lived, and where Whisper Falls was located. “Why did it vanish?”

	“A tornado.” She traced the area around the falls with her finger. “It struck the county in 1805. Wave after wave of thunderstorms. Most communities did fine. Not Worthville. The town was flattened. A dozen townsfolk died the same day and many more over the next few weeks from their injuries. Very sad.” Her face wrinkled with detached grief.

	1805. Nine years after 1796. I let out a noisy, relieved breath. “How many survived?”

	“I don’t think any family was left fully intact.” She removed her purple-rimmed glasses, cleaned them on the tail of her gauzy white shirt, and pushed them back on. “The newspaper reported a couple of eyewitness accounts. Most homes along the main street and the meetinghouse were destroyed. So was the mill. It must’ve broken their spirits, because no one stayed to rebuild. The villagers scattered to other places.”

	It was eerie to stand there and stare up at that map. Of Susanna’s friends and family, how many would be gone in nine more years? “I couldn’t find the cause of the disappearance online.”

	“The Raleigh Register from that decade hasn’t been completely digitized yet.” She walked over to a glass display case and pointed. “We have some editions here, though nothing as late as 1805. They have it on microfilm in the State Archives if you’re interested.”

	I was interested, way more than I would’ve predicted. “I’ll be heading over there soon.”

	She looked at me with open curiosity. “How did you hear about Worthville?”

	I’d anticipated the question and had a vague answer prepared. “I ride my mountain bike out around Umstead Park, so I’ve done research on the area and stumbled across info about Worthville.”

	“It’s fascinating, I know. In 1805, they called the storm a hurricane because they didn’t have a better word for it, but we’re reasonably certain it was a tornado. It must’ve been terrifying. No warning. A sudden, horrific noise—and their lives changed forever.” She moved to another glass case filled with various bars of twisted iron. “Have you seen the mill ruins or the graveyard?”

	“No.”

	“They’re deep in the woods of Umstead. I know it’s a huge park, but you can always ask one of the rangers for directions.” She gestured in invitation. “Anything else you’d like to know?”

	“What was life like for indentured servant girls back then?”

	“In the Carolinas or farther north?”

	“Does it make a difference?”

	“Immensely. Women in this state were generally more advanced than their northern sisters. Carolina women would’ve had better lives at all levels of society. It’s a source of great pride to us.” Mamie smiled with satisfaction.

	If sixteen-hour workdays and regular beatings were better, I hated to think what life would’ve been like in the North. “I’m talking about here.”

	“Well, naturally, the lives of indentured servants would’ve been harsh by our standards. Brutal, even. But it was a system that met its purpose. The servants received an education, and their masters received cheap labor.”

	“How were the servants treated?”

	“It varied by master. As well as could be expected for those who survived.”

	I frowned at her, chilled at the implication. “What do you mean?”

	“An inexcusable percentage lost their lives before reaching the end of their contracts. They were literally worked to death. In most cases, though, the local townsfolk were motivated to keep the treatment tolerable. The system would’ve fallen apart if the majority of servants had died. There are plenty of documents available on the State Archives website if you want more details.”

	“Thanks.” I turned to go, then hesitated. “Did anyone record indentures?”

	“Certainly. The Wake County Register of Deeds has several images available online, and the State Archives will have originals.”

	“Thanks.” I’d hit the county website first to see what I could find.

	“My pleasure.” She walked with me to the front door. “This is one of the more obscure set of questions I’ve had in a while. Are you planning to present this in a class project?”

	“No, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you why.”

	 

	The first thing I did when I got home was check out the county website, and I completely won the lottery. There was a document listing the families who had lived in Worthville at the time of its final census. I hit the Print key. Definitely had to show this to Susanna if she’d let me.

	A glance at the clock put me into action. She could be there any time now. I ran down the stairs and skidded to a stop in the kitchen. There was an odor that was vaguely familiar but out of place in our house. Grease—the kind that fried things and made them more delicious than steam. In the three years since I’d lost the weight, Mom had avoided grease for months on end, even though my race training made it unlikely I’d ever be fat again. So I was surprised and happy to smell it now.

	I walked up behind my mother and looked over her shoulder. “Is it almost time to eat?”

	“Five more minutes.” Mom stirred something in a pot. “Why? Going out?”

	“Uh-huh.” The pot held potatoes, and there was a stick of butter nearby, a promising sign. I opened a cabinet and grabbed a couple of plates.

	“With Alexis?”

	I shuddered. She was the last person I wanted to spend time with. “No.”

	Mom twisted from the stove and stared, a curious squint to her eye. Must’ve answered more loudly than I meant to.

	“She called last night asking for you.”

	“And you told her where I was.” Mystery solved.

	“Is that a problem?”

	“Not really.” I shrugged. Might as well get the subject over with. It could prevent more surprise visits on the greenway. “Alexis dumped me on May fourteenth.”

	“Prom night?”

	“Yeah.” I half-sat on the edge of the table, faced my mom, and tried to ignore how hard my stomach clenched at the memory. “During the first dance, we started arguing about whether I’d go on vacation with her. When she finally got that I really meant no, she broke up with me and left.”

	“She left the dance floor?”

	“And the ballroom.”

	“Ouch. Were you in the middle of the floor by yourself?”

	“No. Forty other couples were out there with me.” That had been an awful moment. Not that I remembered precisely everything about it, or anything.

	Mom muttered a single, vicious word under her breath.

	I laughed. “Did you just say ‘bitch’?”

	“You weren’t supposed to hear that.” She swung back to her pot, spoon banging wildly.

	I crossed to where she stood, wrapped her in a hug, and gave her a noisy, smacking kiss on the cheek. “Go, Mom!”

	She laughed as she threw the stick of butter into the potatoes. “Are you upset about the break-up?”

	 “No.” Too loud again. “I’m fine with it,” I said with greater control.

	“How come?”

	Mom and I rarely had a conversation about my social life, so it was strange talking about it with her now. “I need to stay focused on the Carolina Challenge.”

	“Good. I wish you’d told me earlier. We’ve been ready for you to move on. Alexis wasn’t right for you.”

	“Why not?”

	A little laugh. “She’s self-centered.”

	“I thought that was fairly standard among kids my age.”

	“It is, but Alexis takes it to an extreme.” Mom sighed. “The endless texts are over.”

	“To me?”

	“No, to me.” 

	I grabbed some silverware and slapped it on the table beside the plates, then frowned in the general direction of Mom’s back. I hadn’t known that Alexis texted my mother, and I didn’t much like knowing it now. “Why did she text you?”

	“To find out where you were.”

	Liking it even less. “Did you tell her?”

	“If I was ticked at you, sure.”

	Last Tuesday at work—that was how Alexis had found me. Well, fine. The whole thing worked out in the end. Alexis had her pick of guys, I had no one harassing me about my schedule, and Mom had fewer texts. “Why didn’t you say something?”

	“If you’d known, would you have made an issue of it with her?”

	“Probably not.” I sniffed, more interested in food than ex-girlfriends. “What are we having?”

	“Fried chicken. Fried okra. Mashed potatoes. Apple pie with ice cream.”

	My first favorite home-cooked meal.

	“What’s the occasion?” I picked up a wooden spoon and sampled the potatoes. Oh, yeah.

	“Your dad comes home tomorrow from his business trip. We need to take care of our junk food fix before he returns.” She spun around with surprising speed and grabbed the neck of my T-shirt. “We’ll keep this meal a secret between the two of us. Okay?”

	Tell my health freak father? Not a chance. “I won’t say a word.” I wanted this meal to be repeated as often as possible.

	We ate in silence. It was too good for talking.

	By the time dessert was ready, the light was fading fast. “Hey, Mom, I’m about to head out. Can I take the last drumstick with me?”

	“Sure. Where are you going?” She stacked the dirty dishes and carried them to the sink.

	“On the greenway.”

	I tucked a flashlight and the stapled print-outs under my arm, then wrapped the drumstick in a paper towel. So Susanna could eat her fill.

	“It’s a little late. Is that safe?” Her narrowed gaze took in all the stuff I carried.

	“I’ll be careful.”

	A check of my watch made me groan. I ran the entire distance, crossing my fingers Susanna was still there.

	I saw her outlined through the falls long before I arrived. She returned my wave. Her figure seemed less like a trick of the light the closer I went.

	“Hey.” I took a flying leap and sailed through the falls.

	She smiled, her gaze going to the items in my hands. “What did you bring?”

	“Leftover chicken.” I held up the sheets and braced. The second item might be less welcome. “And some information about what happens to Worthville.”


Chapter 15

	 

	The Danger of Knowledge

	 

	Mark’s betrayal tore at my gut. I never asked anyone for anything. Yet I’d expected Mark, of all people, to honor my wishes. I should not like to have friends if this was how it felt when they wounded me. “I asked you not to find out. Was I not clear? Did you misunderstand?”

	His lips thinned into a straight line. “I didn’t misunderstand.”

	“Then why did you persist?”

	“I figured you’d change your mind.”

	“You were wrong.”

	“Sorry. I won’t make that mistake again.” He shuffled the papers, slid them into his pocket, and nodded toward a boulder. “Want to sit?”

	Did he truly believe we could go on as before while his actions lay between us? “No, I do not want to sit.”

	“Okay.” He gazed out at the creek.

	I didn’t know what to do next. I couldn’t bear to be with him, and I couldn’t bear to leave. “Do you think me too simple-minded to make good choices?”

	“There’s nothing simple about you.” His hands clenched and released. “In my world, girls say stuff all the time they don’t mean.”

	“Perhaps that is protection against gentlemen who do not respect their judgment.”

	“Come on. You know better than that.” His voice sounded weary. “I respect your judgment. I just wanted to be prepared.”

	“For what, precisely?”

	“When I was dating Alexis, she would say ‘no’ one minute and ‘yes’ the next. I never knew what to expect, so I always arrived ready for anything.” He took a step closer.

	I flinched away. “How does this apply to me?”

	“I figured if you didn’t want to see the data, I could keep it in my pocket. If you changed your mind, I’d have it with me.”

	“But you know what happened to my village. I can see the truth of it in your eyes.”

	“You’re right.” He stared at me, stony-faced.

	“The fate of my village separates us. As long as you know something that I do not, we cannot be equals. You have forced me to decide between receiving knowledge I do not want or being the lesser friend.”

	“Okay, you’re pissed at me. Got it. Can we move on?”

