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Chapter One

 


“Would you go home if a serial killer
abducted your child?” Megan Cassidy slammed her fists hard against
the desk. “Would you?” Her angry stare bore into the steel gray
eyes of the officer, emotions raging past better judgment. “How
dare you dismiss me. You have no idea what I’m going
through.”

Lieutenant Randal rose
from his chair and walked around the desk. He grabbed Megan’s
elbow, propelling her toward the door. “We’ll call if there are any
developments.”

“I’m not going anywhere,
you coldhearted—” She yanked her arm free from the tight,
uncomfortable grip and faced him. She searched his eyes for some
shred of understanding, any emotion she could connect with. His
features were like a brick wall, cold and rough. “Don’t you
understand? I need to help you find my son.”

A mangled, bloody scene
flashed through her mind. The glint of a knife, the pitching roar
of maniacal laughter rang in her ears. A hooded man stabbed a
lifeless body again and again.

The killer’s emotions
radiated from him. The spark in his eyes reflected joy in the kill,
yet the snarl of his lips held contempt for the victim. He looked
up. His evil glare slammed into her.

Megan shrank back in
terror, her pulse raced.

Anger. Pure and
uncontrollable fury. His rage coursed through her. She trembled but
couldn’t pull her gaze away. She tried to see his face but the hood
covered his features. Red crazed eyes stared at her from the
darkness.

Locked within his hypnotic
trance, Megan waited for some clue to the maniac’s
identity.

The scene
vanished.

Megan dug her fingers into
the hard flesh of Randal’s arms. Her voice lowered, straining with
emotion. “We have to find my son now!”

“Ms. Cassidy!” Randal
jerked his arm away.

“I saw…” Her heart
pounded. Fear rose up her spine at the thought of the Mangler with
her son. She stepped between Randal and the door. “I can help you.
We must search now before it’s too late.”

“What do you mean we?”
Lieutenant Randal laughed. “I’ve told you I won’t have some
half-cocked celebrity in the middle of my investigation, especially
one who claims to be psychic.”

“I can use my abilities to
find Robbie. I’ve assisted other police departments throughout the
country in missing persons cases.” She’d encountered resistance
before but Randal had closed his mind to anything he couldn’t see
or prove with facts.

“Do you think I give a
damn about what you’ve done with other departments?” Randal
snorted.

“I’ll stay behind the
scenes. The media will never know I’m around. The Clarkston Police
Department and West Virginia State Police can take all the credit.”
Despite her bravado, her voice cracked. Tears stung her eyes. “It’s
how I always work.”

She braced her hands
against the doorframe to keep Randal from pushing her out of the
office. “This is my son we’re talking about, Randal,” she said,
blinking back the tears. “Put yourself in my shoes. I’m begging
you.”

Randal sized up the woman
blocking the door. Straight hair hung below narrow shoulders. Its
honey color shimmered in the sunlight streaming through the window
beside them. If the Mangler had abducted his son he wouldn’t leave
the station either but damn if he’d act like this. Maybe he was too
hard on her but he didn’t like her type.

“I understand your
feelings. In abduction cases, hysterical mothers often exhibit your
type of behavior. Raving like a lunatic about psychic powers
doesn’t do anything for you, your son, or our
investigation.”

“In each of the previous
abductions the Mountain Mangler took the child first and then its
parent, who had psychic abilities, like I do.” She clung to the
doorframe. “An hour after he killed the kid, he murdered the
parent. The bodies were all found in the West Virginia portion of
the Allegheny Mountains. He’s going to come after me now that he
has Robbie.”

“I know his MO. As we
agreed, when the time comes, we’ll use you as bait to lure him to
us if we can ensure your safety. If not, we’ll try a different
approach. We have men looking for your son.” Randal rubbed the
stubble on his cheek and blew out a heavy breath. “Until that time
comes, you can wait over there if you’ll stay out of the way.” He
pointed toward a navy blue chair sitting near the wall beside his
office.

“When that time comes?”
Her voice raised an octave. “We can’t sit around and wait for
something to happen. We need to find him now! Your men are looking
in town, not in the mountains. Why won’t you let me
help?”

“Ms. Cassidy, I can’t
investigate your son’s disappearance if you keep antagonizing me.
We’re working as fast as possible. Now please, have a
seat.”

Megan frowned. He wasn’t
going to give in. A new thought crossed her mind. What if he let
her secret about Robbie slip? She couldn’t deal with any more
stress. She fought against the panicky anger Randal fueled in her.
“You haven’t told the press, right? I’ve worked hard to keep
Robbie’s existence a secret in my public life. I don’t want them to
find out about him now, in the middle of a serial killer
investigation, or have the paparazzi coming after me to get a
story.”

“I promised not to release
names unless it was necessary. You don’t have to keep asking me.
Regardless of what you think of my integrity, my word is my bond.
Now, Ms. Cassidy, please, will you go sit down?”

Megan dropped her hands
from the doorframe and stepped aside. “What are you going to do
first?”

“Let me handle the
investigation.” Randal grabbed some papers off the fax machine,
returned to his office and shut the door.

“Six people are dead,
Randal.” Megan yelled at him through the window. “My child isn’t
going to be next!”

She stared as the
Lieutenant closed the blinds on the office door.

His word better be his
bond.

One slip from Randal and
her secret would be national news. Only a handful of people knew of
Robbie’s existence. She kept it that way to protect him. It had
been difficult to go out in public together but they’d managed with
Carmela’s assistance. A lot of good it did.

She’d been lucky to find
Carmela, Robbie’s babysitter since birth. She was loyal and, as far
as Megan knew, had never told anyone about him. A couple of times,
they’d even pretended Robbie was Carmela’s son when the paparazzi
got too close.

She even chose the private
school he attended because of the strict code of silence it
maintained. Several other celebrities’ children attended Cross
Meadows. She’d always thought it was a necessary expense, until
today when the serial killer abducted him from the school
grounds.

This is my fault. If I
hadn’t chosen to use my abilities to support us, this never would
have happened.

Working the television
talk show circuit had thrown her into the limelight because her
readings were so accurate and now, Megan Cassidy was a household
name.

It had gotten to the point
where she couldn’t keep up with the hundreds of reading requests
she received every day. Once she hit the talk shows the numbers
increased. She spent her days conducting readings on the phone or
in person and she was booked seven months in advance. Granted, she
now made enough money to afford everything she and Robbie needed
but why had success come at such a high price?

If only she could control
the way she received the information maybe Robbie would be with her
right now instead of in the clutches of a killer.

Wandering over to the
chair, she couldn’t keep the Mangler’s vileness from her thoughts.
That madman had her only child. She dropped into the seat. Leaning
forward, she rested her elbows on her knees and held her head with
cold hands.

Hours ago she’d seen
Robbie’s abduction in a vision while waiting in the school’s car
line to pick him up. Anger ripped through her at the
memory.

“Your mom called and asked
if someone could bring you home today. She’s sick with the flu,”
the man had said, walking Robbie toward the front doors. Robbie saw
the school’s volunteer badge stuck to his shirt and believed
him.

Upon receiving the
impression, she’d thrown the car door open and run to the school’s
entrance, pleading, Not my child—not
Robbie. Oh God, please don’t let this
happen to my son. Panic wound around her
making it difficult to breathe. Her stomach clenched into a knot of
sick desperation. Her heart beat at a frantic pace.

“Robbie!” Megan started,
realizing she’d screamed his name out loud, as she had when she
ordered the teachers to search for him before racing to the parking
lot.

“Ms. Cassidy, are you all
right?” Gentle fingers moved her hands away from her
face.

Megan looked into the soft
green eyes of a female officer with short brown hair.

“I was too late,” she
whispered, “I didn’t save my son.”

The officer’s expression
melted into one of deep sympathy. “We’re doing all we can to find
him.”

“What damn good are
psychic abilities if I couldn’t use them to protect my child? I ran
as fast as I could but I wasn’t fast enough. If only I’d sensed the
abduction sooner.”

“You can’t blame
yourself.” The officer gave Megan’s hands a squeeze. “I’ve seen you
advise so many people on television. Don’t you always say if you’re
meant to have a vision you will?”

Megan withdrew her hands.
“Yes. Only this time it came too late.”

Why can’t I be right all
the time? Why don’t I see the visions far enough in advance to do
the most good? No, I’m not doing this to myself again. It’s out of
my hands.

She always worried about
her accuracy. There wasn’t any point in doing readings if the
accuracy wasn’t there. Then she wouldn’t be any different from the
frauds that gave real psychics a bad name. Long ago she’d realized
no psychic was ever one hundred percent. It is a gift, not something I can control.

A vague vision had
destroyed her impending marriage to Brody. Now this one came too
late and Robbie could lose his life.

The horrible, violent
vision wouldn’t undermine her determination. Megan straightened in
the seat. He would not win. She’d use all the psychic abilities at
her disposal to find Robbie alive.

“I’ve been a fan for
years,” the officer said. “Your secret is safe with me. I’m sure
your abilities would be invaluable to us if only Lieutenant Randal
wasn’t so stuck in his ways.” She stood. “We have a couch in the
lunchroom. You’re welcome to sleep there.”

Megan nodded. “Thank
you.”

“Anytime. I’ve got to go
back to work.”

As the officer strode away
the memory of a dream flashed through Megan’s mind. Robbie was in a
cave, crying for her while she fought with an unknown assailant,
the previous victim’s bodies lay around a clearing. She hadn’t
understood at first but she’d

had violent, struggling
dreams about each of the murders the night before. She froze in
place—the dreams were like her recent visions.

A nauseous feeling rose in
her throat, sweat broke out on her forehead as a chill trembled
through her body. She tried to tamp it down by taking deep breaths
but the shaking wouldn’t stop. Her stomach pitched and
rolled.

The Clarkston and State
Police assured her the killer would hold Robbie captive while he
stalked and terrorized the second victim—her.

Please, God,
she prayed, don’t let
the Mangler change his MO. This time, it
was personal.

She scanned the large open
police station bustling with activity. Desks filled the main room
while individual offices lined the walls. Phones rang, the water
cooler gurgled and the copier clicked and hummed along with the low
drone of people talking. There must be something she could do. Her
nerves were too on edge to sit in a stupid chair.

She glanced at Randal’s
office, stood and took a casual stroll along the narrow outside
corridor, which followed the four walls of the station’s main room.
She pretended to inspect the different posters on the walls while
she listened to the conversations behind her, hoping to overhear
any discussions about Robbie.

Halfway around she paused
beside an open door. The plaque underneath its window read
Detective Paul Archer. She peeked inside. One of the officers who
had responded to Cross Meadows emergency call sat behind a wooden
desk reading a file.

Even sitting he looked
tall, with black hair and tanned olive skin. When he glanced up,
she moved away from the open door and feigned interest in a wanted
poster.

“Brody Phelps is on line
two,” a voice said over Archer’s intercom.

Brody? He’d been on her
mind since the abduction.

Archer lifted the
receiver. “Archer here.”

She stepped closer to the
doorframe, listening intently.

“What conflict of
interest?”

Another long
pause.

“You’re the best tracker
in West Virginia. If we have any hopes of finding this boy alive,
you’re it. Let me know if things change.”

Anger ran through her like
fire. Was Brody refusing to participate in the rescue because of
their past? Well, it was time he got over it. She stormed into
Archer’s office. “Let me talk to him.”

“Sure. Bye.” The detective
laid the receiver in its cradle. “I’m sorry, Ms. Cassidy. Can I
help you?”

“I wanted to talk to
Brody.”

“He’s gone.”

Just like my son.
She frowned and spun around. Facing the loud buzz
of activity coming from the central room, she strode out of
Archer’s office.

A dark shadow moved
through her peripheral vision. She looked toward it and found
herself staring at people walking around. They were carrying files,
talking on the phone, speaking in hushed tones. None of them was
the person she’d seen. She realized it hadn’t been a person at all
but a spirit.

The shadow spirit
triggered a deeper connection. The buzzing softened, sounding
distant. Her vision darkened as if a tunnel was closing in around
her. She waited for the psychic scenes to play out in her
mind.

The tunnel’s black walls
led to a pinprick of light at the end. The white circle grew closer
as the walls sped by. She traveled through its brilliance and into
a forest clearing.

Megan glanced behind her.
The police station had disappeared. Instead tall evergreens
surrounded her. The smell of pine hung heavily in the air. The
forest was strangely silent. She looked up at the sky through an
opening in the forest canopy. It appeared to be early
afternoon.

She stood in a clearing.
The mouth of a cave was on the rockiest side and an old miner’s
cabin on the other.

Why am I here?
she thought as she waited. Her heartbeat raced.
She held her breath in anticipation.

A man exited the old
wooden shack. He stepped over a dead tree as he crossed the yard,
stopping several feet in front of her. She sensed danger and death
around him. His dark hair hung in limp dirty strands past his
shoulders. He wore a flannel shirt with black jeans and boots. His
face was bony, his eyes bulging.

He laughed. The maniacal
sound echoed through the silence. His lips curled back in a
snarl.

Megan recognized his
laugh. He’s the serial killer who abducted
my son! The Mountain Mangler.

Which meant, if the dream
was right, she’d find Robbie in the cave.

She stepped sideways in
sync with the man in front of her, matching his stride, watching
his every move. She imagined a brick wall blocking him from getting
into the cave where Robbie hid.

Small rocks, from the
boulders surrounding the mouth of the cave, crunched beneath her
feet until she stepped onto a small grassy area. She positioned
herself so the cave and Robbie were behind her and the shack was
behind him. She planned to keep it that way.

Bright sunlight streamed
into the small clearing through the forest canopy. The Mangler
intentionally slanted the knife in his hand against the sunlight
and reflected it into her eyes, blinding her in an
instant.

She looked down, blinking
against the yellow spots left in her vision and saw a large branch
lying on the ground near the forest’s edge. She returned her gaze
to the thin man.

A sword hilt stuck out of
a scabbard secured to his back and there was a knife casing
strapped around his leg. The antique weapons looked out of place
with the red flannel shirt and black jeans. Had they been there a
moment ago?

He lunged
forward.

She ducked and rolled,
sprang to her feet and ran for the stick. Grabbing it, she whirled
to face him but faltered. She wasn’t prepared for the pure evil in
his eyes.

She couldn’t wimp out now.
She had to fight him. Robbie’s life depended on using every skill
she’d learned from her teacher, Zangar, in martial arts
class.

His lips curled and a low
growl rumbled from his chest. Her stomach lurched. A shudder of
fear rocked her body. She’d seen that look before in her
nightmares.

Robbie emerged from the
mouth of the cave.

“Get back inside!” She
lunged forward putting her body between the killer and her son.
“Robbie! Go now!”

“Mommy!” Robbie cried,
before darting back into the cave’s depths. She turned back to the
Mangler.

He shifted his weight and
tapped the knife blade against his open palm. The leer on his
angular face made him look gaunt. His lips curled in a smile,
revealing yellow, rotting teeth.

She couldn’t think about
her actions. She rushed him swinging the stick. He twisted away and
took the blow on the scapula. The impact sent a bone-jarring tremor
up her arm. The sword rattled in the scabbard. Despite the pain
from the last blow, she pivoted for momentum, swinging the stick
full force at his head. It cracked when she connected.

He fell back a
step.

Her confidence surged as
he moved further from the cave and her son. She would not let him
kill Robbie like he had the others.

He grabbed at the stick,
missed and lost his balance. He retreated under her assault. She
landed blows to limbs and head, driving him away further and
further away.

Laughter rumbled deep
within his chest. He rotated. She swung the stick but he blocked it
with his forearm and slashed the knife down, gashing her
hand.

She cried out as hot
searing pain shot up her arm.

He pinned her with a
stare. Yanking the stick from her grasp he slung it away. “Did you
really think I’d let you win this little game?”

She stumbled backward
searching frantically for another weapon. Blood flowed down her
hand, dripping off numb fingers.

He grabbed her shoulders.
Cold steel ripped into her skin right below the rib cage. He pushed
the sharp blade down, slicing through the flesh to her hip. The
burning hot

pain seared through her
abdomen. Her shrieks of pain echoed through the forest. She
couldn’t breathe, her body shook and she gasped for air. She
screamed again as he slowly pulled it from her body, laughing at
her agony.

Megan clutched at the
wound, a gush of warm blood filled her hands. Gurgling sounds
rumbled in her throat and sweat broke out across her forehead.
Wrapping around her, Death prepared to take her soul.

She looked at the
killer.

She stared into dark brown
eyes filled with concern, not evil intent. Detective Archer held
her by the shoulders, not the Mangler. She was bent forward
clutching her abdomen. She glanced down but blood didn’t stain her
stomach or hands. The vision had ended.

She straightened, dropped
her hands and peered past Archer. Everyone in the police station
had stopped working to stare at her. Lieutenant Randal watched her
from his office doorway. Tall, muscular, black hair in a crew cut,
Randal’s wide stance and intimidating stature made him look more
like a military commander than a policeman.

“Are you okay, Ms.
Cassidy?” Archer asked, releasing her.

“Yes… I’m fine.” She
rubbed her eyes, pressing against the lids, trying to clear the
scene from her mind without being obvious that this was a routine
process.

“Come. Sit down,” Archer
said.

“No, really, I’m fine,”
Megan said.

“I insist.” Archer guided
her inside his office, shutting the door behind them.

Megan collapsed into a
chair. The intense fight during the vision had exhausted her. Which
was weird. Normally, she saw the scene play out. Visions took some
energy but not a lot. They never affected her like this one had.
Tired as she was, she could have been an active participant in the
fight.

She looked up. Archer’s
stare bore into her.

“What happened out there?”
he asked.

“You don’t want to
know.” You won’t believe me any more than
Randal did.

“Yes, I do.” Archer slid a
chair over to sit beside her. “Why were you pressing on your
eyes?”

He’d noticed? “To release
a violent vision. I press my lids to clear my psychic third eye. If
I clear it and project a calm happy scene I can let go of any
negativity left from the vision.”

“Very interesting. What
was the premonition?”

“Does it make any
difference? No one in this department will listen to anything I
have to say, even when it’s my son who’s missing.”

“I’ll listen.”

She studied him for a
moment. He seemed sincere. “I saw where the killer is holding my
son. It’s in the mountains. There’s a clearing with an old miner’s
shack and a cave. I fought with the Mountain Mangler. I’d die
before I let him hurt my child.”

Detective Archer studied
her. “Are your visions always this intense?”

“What do you
mean?”

“It’s as if you weren’t
here. You moved, screamed even but I couldn’t get you to respond to
me.”

“I’m connecting deeply
because he has my child, so yes, the visions are more intense.” She
stood and walked to the door.

“Will you tell me the
details?”

“Why?” Megan scrutinized
Archer.

“I know Randal is giving
you a hard time about the psychic stuff. I, on the other hand, have
had some experiences of my own. I’m more open to things of a
psychic or paranormal nature than anyone else in this
department.”

He might have some pull
with Randal. Megan returned to the empty chair. She gave Archer all
the details of every metaphysical incident she’d had about the case
up to this point. He’d stopped her at the beginning to get a pad
and pen for notes. When she got to the latest vision, she held
back.

“I fought with the Mangler
but he won the round.” She wouldn’t tell him she’d seen her own
death.

“You’re not going to give
me the specifics of this latest vision are you?”

Megan shook her head.
“Speaking words give them the power to manifest. I know I’m being
superstitious but it’s my belief. Let me use my abilities with the
search teams.”

“That’s out of my control.
Randal gave specific orders that you aren’t allowed to work with
them.”

“Why not? What has he got
against psychics anyway?”

“He’s never said so I
don’t know,” Archer laid the notepad on the desk.

“If we’re done here, may I
leave?”

“Where are you
going?”

To find my son if I can
get out of here. She pointed to the chair
Randal had indicated earlier. “Right over there.”

Archer nodded. “If you
change your mind I’d like to hear about the vision.”

“If I change my mind.
Thanks for listening, Detective Archer. It’s more than anyone else
in this station would do.” She strode across the room and plopped
down in the chair. Archer watched her from the open doorway, Randal
from another desk in the middle of the room. After a few moments
both men went back inside their offices.

Hours later, there wasn’t
any more news. Randal and Archer had managed to keep her in their
sights but now they joined several officers in a conference room.
Megan glanced at the wall clock. Five a.m.

An officer shut the door
to the meeting. Megan grasped the opportunity and headed for the
exit. When Randal realized she’d left town, instead of going home
as he’d instructed, he’d be furious. He’d probably want to kill her
too. If the Mangler didn’t do it first.

 



Chapter Two



“Mommy!” Robbie
screamed.

“Oh no!” Megan slammed on
the car brakes and swerved onto the grassy shoulder. She threw the
car into park. At least she’d gotten off the road this time before
the vision hit her full force.

She gripped the steering
wheel and laid her head against her hands. Behind closed lids, the
blackness turned gray. Its fuzziness resembled a television station
off the air. Suddenly, full color images filled the
screen.

Looking down, Megan gasped
at her blood-soaked hands and a wide gaping wound in her abdomen.
Weakness wobbled her legs. Nausea rose in her throat, the taste of
bile gagged her. She fell to her knees.

The killer stood over her.
Horrible images of mangled bodies flashed through her mind. His
burning anger at the previous victims overwhelmed her. He despised
them, thought they were weak, useless, just because they were not
the one he sought. Fury consumed his deranged thoughts. He spun
away to stalk toward Robbie who stood at the cave’s
entrance.

Megan screamed, “Run,
Robbie! Hide!”

Robbie fled into the
darkness. The Mangler stopped. Turning around he settled an enraged
gaze on Megan. “Now, you die.”

Plunging the hunting knife
into its sheath he yanked the sword from the scabbard on his back.
The slick grating of metal on metal sent a shiver down her
spine.

I must keep him from the
cave.

The panicked thought drove
her forward. Her eyes rolled upward with the pain and she almost
passed out. Weak from the loss of blood, she clawed the ground,
frantic to reach her son, to save him. Excruciating pain pierced
her with every movement. She crawled forward, pushing her body to
the limit.

A hard kick in the side
knocked the breath out of her. Gasping for air she lost her balance
and landed face first on the ground. He dug the toe of his boot
under her rib cage and in one powerful movement flipped her onto
her back. He pressed a booted foot against her chest.

Holding her down, he
raised lanky arms high above his head, both hands clutching the
sword’s hilt. Muttering foreign words, he moved his foot from her
chest to straddle her. She scooted backward on her elbows, pushing
with her feet to escape. In two swift strokes he drew the sword
down.

Her screams ripped from
her. Intense pain racked her body under the slicing blade. He cut
an X across her torso from shoulders to hips. Jerking her onto weak
knees, he pushed her head forward and raised the sword high in the
air to decapitate her.

If he kills me, I can’t
protect Robbie.

I won’t let him hurt my
only child.

Love and protectiveness
for Robbie washed over her, pushing away the pain, filling her
until she thought her heart would explode. Anger at the serial
killer for abducting Robbie deepened, fought for a place in her
heart.

Her eyesight expanded.
Colors became more vibrant. Something shifted inside. Suddenly, she
was floating above her assailant and could see everything around
her.

This must be what death
feels like.

Dark wings beat the air,
giant talons dug into her assailant’s shoulders, lion’s claws
ripped his chest. The flurry of motion spun her out of control. Her
anger surged into a furious rage. Moments later the man disappeared
beneath the animals’ combined attack.

The scene changed to a
fuzzy screen.

Megan jerked away from the
steering wheel. Wave after wave of nausea churned her
stomach.

Air. I need fresh air.
When did it get so hot in here?

Her stomach
heaved.

She popped the latches on
the convertible top. Holding down the release button the motor
whirred, the top lifted and bent back. The fresh chilly air cooled
her skin.

Death waited within that
madman.

She sensed an evil
presence and twisted in the seat, peering over her shoulder,
seeking the unknown. Only an empty road lay behind her. She looked
into the trees. She couldn’t shake the feeling that someone, or
something, watched her.

Megan faced forward. Her
imagination was working overtime, that’s all it was. She rubbed her
eyelids. The coldness of her fingertips took her mind from the
murderous scene. She pressed down until she saw blackness. Moments
later the lights in fuzzy shapes appeared. Darkness wiped her mind
clean of the horrible scene.

She projected a new scene
on the psychic screen within her third eye, one where she held
Robbie in her arms, comforting him. She envisioned a glowing
blanket of white light wrapping around his tiny body, protecting
him, wherever he was. When it surrounded both of them she imagined
it turning into a strong shield that could deflect any vibrations
from entities wishing them harm. When the process was complete, she
removed her fingers.

She’d never get used to
violent premonitions but clearing the screen in her mind’s eye
grounded her. She didn’t know if Robbie would feel her or not. She
hadn’t been able to connect telepathically with him since the
abduction. It gave her hope to know that she’d tried to connect
with him while erasing the negative images.

She opened her eyes. A
large white wooden sign announced the entrance to town. She hadn’t
noticed it when she’d pulled over. Squinting against the early
morning sun, she read the faded words.

Flatrock Creek.

Where Man Meets The
Mountains.

Population 239

Home of the Talgorian
Shifters

State Basketball
Champions

They’d changed the name of
the high-school mascot? The new name sent shivers down her spine.
She couldn’t think about that now, saving Robbie was the only
reason she’d ever return here. Flatrock Creek had been her
birthplace, her home and her heartbreak. Now it must be her
salvation.

She looked into the valley
at the sleepy little town. Old buildings lined Main Street. The
forest butted up to their back doors. Its proximity was a little
too close for comfort with a killer running free. She knew from
experience how easy it was to slip in and out of the woods
unnoticed.

A couple of city blocks
outside town sat the ranger station. Wildcat Mountain’s rounded
peak rose into the sky. It was small compared to the other
dominating peaks filling the skyline.

Megan needed the best
search and rescue ranger in the state, someone with instincts
bordering on psychic, even though he’d never admit it.

Brody Phelps.

I’m taking one hell of a
chance.

He probably still blamed
her. Otherwise why would he have refused Detective Archer’s
request? Even though the accident wasn’t her fault, after all these
years she still couldn’t shake the remorseful feelings. She dreaded
facing Brody. Since she’d left she’d tried to get up the courage to
call, or write a letter. She’d been a coward and now it was time to
face the consequences.

She wouldn’t let Brody
walk away from her again. Not this time, not when Robbie’s life was
at stake. And her own.

Shaky hands held the
wheel. The sun warmed the leather but the chill of the premonition
lingered. Slipping the car into gear, she eased it on the paved
road and drove down the hill toward Flatrock Creek.

The breeze blew her
ponytail, the pure scent of pine rode the crisp air, yet she grew
even tenser. The clock on the dashboard said seven a.m. as she
entered Main Street.

Everything looked the
same. Frye’s Pharmacy where she’d bought bubble gum, the malt shop
that made the best chocolate shakes she’d ever tasted and the old
farmers’ hangout, Harvey’s Hardware.

The dual lane road split
on either side of the Town Hall, which sat on an island of land
between the north and sound bound lanes. Recent construction had
created a one-

way circle around the old
white building. The black sections of new pavement were in sharp
contrast to the faded gray street. Flowers bloomed in decorative
designs on either side of the wrought iron railings leading up the
stairs to the front door. Megan glanced up at the bell tower on the
Town Hall’s roof, only to find a clock in its place.

Her heart sank. As a
teenager she’d loved the bell tower. She remembered the first time
she’d snuck up there. Brody had to convince her to be adventurous,
playfully tugging when she resisted. They’d shared their first kiss
beside the tarnished, old bell.

Life had been fun and
carefree. She hadn’t had any worries. In the seven years since
she’d left Flatrock Creek, she’d struggled to make a good life for
Robbie. It had been hard work but she’d succeeded, alone. Her
thoughts drifted back to the police station.

Randal would be furious
when he found out she’d heeded her visions and snuck away to the
Allegheny Mountains to find Robbie instead of waiting in Clarkston
as bait. Archer might take her side though. She hoped he could make
Randal understand why she’d left. That is, if Archer even got
it.

I couldn’t sit there,
wasting time, any longer.

If only she didn’t need a
tracker she could find Robbie by herself. She couldn’t find the
clearing alone. She no longer knew these woods by memory. A lot of
landmarks would have changed in seven years.

She glanced at the Town
Hall in the rearview mirror. Turning her attention forward, Wildcat
Mountain loomed on the horizon. The ranger station was a short
distance away. Brody would be at work. She knew calling first would
destroy any chance she had of gaining his assistance.

That was the problem. She
knew. The police wouldn’t listen to her. No one believed
her.

Sadness washed over her. A
good mother would never let anything bad happen to her child. She
couldn’t connect to Robbie and that worried her even
more.

“Oh, Robbie. I love you,
baby. Mommy’s coming, you’re not alone,” Megan
whispered.

Her stomach tightened and
tears stung her eyes. How could I fail my
child? She was strong in the face of
adversity but this was the worst crisis she’d ever faced. When
Brody broke off their engagement she’d gone into hysterics. Losing
control hadn’t gotten him back and it wouldn’t save Robbie
now.

Brody’s words still
hurt. I hate you, Megan. Don’t come near
me again. If she revealed the secret she’d
kept from him the hatred would only deepen. She had to avoid that
at any cost.

She wiped away an escaping
tear, yawned and stretched her arm across toward the passenger
seat. Her body ached from hours of high tension and lack of sleep.
Even a catnap would lose valuable time. She had to force her body
to stay awake.

The ranger station came
into view beside a long narrow sign announcing the entryway into
Edgewood National Forest. It reminded her of a ranch entrance. She
turned into the building’s parking lot, choosing a space away from
the town-owned vehicles. She noticed the building sported new
signage. It was now called Flatrock Creek Police and Ranger
Station. She turned off the car, glanced at the clear sky and
decided to leave the top down. She grabbed her brown purse from the
passenger seat, exited the car and hurried toward the
building.

 


* * * * *

 


Brody Phelps sipped
coffee, which had gone cold long ago, while he flipped through the
file lying open on the desk. The only excitement all week had been
Owen Henderson’s regular Friday night binge at Sheridan’s Bar. He
set the cup down to jot a final detail in Henderson’s report and
took the folder to the records room, filing it the tan cabinet
labeled H-J. The bell over the front door jingled.

“Be right out.” He slid
the drawer closed and walked down the dimly lit hallway into the
main office. Saturday morning sunlight poured through three large
windows overlooking the mountains.

He blinked, waiting for
his eyes to adjust to the brilliant light. A faint, fresh scent
drifted to his nostrils, triggering a sliver of memory he couldn’t
place. It reminded him of springtime.

A slender woman stood with
her back to him, looking out the windows. Tight jeans hugged
curvaceous hips and a narrow waist. Her straight honey-colored hair
with golden highlights was pulled back in low ponytail.

“What can I do for you,
ma’am?” Brody asked, stopping a few feet behind her.

Instead of turning, she
stiffened. Slender shoulders squared and her head lifted slightly.
Brody frowned. Something about her was vaguely familiar.

Realization shot through
him. No, it couldn’t be.
His heartbeat lurched and scorching heat seared
through him.

“Megan?”

The woman cleared her
throat and turned to face him.

“Megan!” Stunned, his jaw
dropped but he quickly clamped it shut. Brody stared at her. The
memories flooded back, making love, their engagement, the accident
and the breakup. She didn’t say a word but watched him with those
brilliant blue eyes as if she had the power to penetrate him and
see into his soul.

There was little
resemblance to the glamorous psychic who appeared on television
talk shows. Dark circles shadowed doe eyes and worry lines marred
her classic beauty.

Brody shoved his hands
into his pants pockets. “It’s been a long time, Megan.”

“How are you,
Brody?”

Her voice sounded tense,
not the carefree silky tone he remembered. Hearing the husky way
she said his name made him think of the past and the desire they’d
shared. Desire he buried years ago, that he’d rather not remember
now. Her body was no longer the slim tomboyish figure of a
teenager. Her curves begged to be touched.

Megan smiled
softly.

Can she read minds?
“I never expected to see you again. What brings
you back to Flatrock Creek?” he asked.

“I need you,
Brody.”

“You need me?” He crossed
his arms over his chest. “What the hell for?”

“It’s Robbie. My
son.”

A son? So she had moved
on, married and had a family. She’d been able to forget him so
easily? She’d told him they’d be together forever, yet she’d wasted
no time in finding someone else to love and have a family with.
Resentment and jealousy stabbed at him. It was a feeling he hadn’t
experienced in years. “You have children?”

“Robbie…” She choked on
the name. Her eyes filled with tears but she blinked them away.
“I’ve kept him a secret from the media. I didn’t want people to
know about him because I was afraid someone would try to hurt him
because of my job.”

Brody stepped back. He had
to distance himself from the memories, yet he couldn’t stop staring
at her.

“Why did you refuse
Detective Archer’s request?”

He frowned. “Robbie
Cassidy is your son?”

Despite their past, or
maybe because of it, her pain washed over him, clenching at his
heart. He'd never forgotten how Megan had stood by him when his
cousin, Arial, disappeared. When the police discovered the body
he’d been devastated and angry. People shouldn’t hurt little kids.
He’d sworn to help children in danger and, as an adult, had become
a ranger and a police officer. Arial’s disappearance had upset
Megan but she’d stayed strong for him.

Now her son was missing.
He fought the unexpected longing to hold her the same way she’d
held him back then.

He couldn’t get involved
with Megan again—not even to comfort her. Even though he’d sent her
away, she’d always possessed his heart in a way he could never
escape. Getting involved with her on any level would only bring
pain back into his life. The accident had been Megan’s fault
because she’d misinterpreted her vision. If she’d been accurate he
would have been able to repair the car and prevent the accident.
His parents would still be alive.

He remembered the car’s
twisted metal. His heartbeat pounded harder thinking about the day
his parents wrecked and the sadness of losing them both at the same
time. His breathing quickened.

Megan’s tired gaze held
his. She wet her lips with the tip of her tongue. The feelings
they’d shared had been nothing more than first love. It didn’t
matter how soft her skin looked now or how much her full lips
begged to be kissed. She’d betrayed him and he wasn’t ready to deal
with Megan or her visions again. “Archer didn’t tell me about
you.”

Megan stepped forward and
grasped his wrist. The look in her eyes held a plea for help.
“Brody, I need you. I’ll even pay you to be my guide.”

His skin burned under her
touch. He wanted to pull her into his arms, plunge his tongue into
her mouth and reclaim what had once been his. He should send her
away and keep his sanity. “Archer will find someone to search for
your son. I’m afraid you’ve wasted your time. Now, if you’ll excuse
me, I have to get back to work.”

It took all of his
self-control not to change his mind. He was acting like a jerk and
couldn’t stop. He tried to justify his actions by thinking of the
wedding he had to attend this weekend. He really couldn’t miss it.
Besides, he never took time off work.

“Please don’t send me away
until you hear me out. Give me a chance to explain why you’re my
only hope.”

Brody looked down at the
slim fingers squeezing his wrist. She death-gripped his skin, her
hold so tight the tips of her fingers had turned white. He looked
into her eyes. The fear and pain he saw there pulled at his heart.
His resolve slipped. How could he not lend a hand?

He pried her fingers from
his wrist and then held her hand, caressing its softness. Looking
up he examined her face. Something in her eyes captured his
attention. Why did she have to stare at him as if he were the only
person she could count on?
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