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To Ellyn, Anna, and Cole—

Who like their mysteries with cobwebs, cemeteries, and shrieks in the night.
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Timothy Morley: only legitimate son of Cyrus Morley

Alex Morley: only child of Timothy Morley

Danielle Li: great-granddaughter of Cyrus Morley and owner of The Haunting in the Hollow

Luke Norris: father of Rae's Uncle Hank

Chris Kincaid: Marlin County deputy and Rae's friend

Kyle Garrison: bigfoot hunter

Lyra Vex: medium and possible grifter

Rick Carlisle: owner and editor of The Marlin County Recorder

Jason Carlisle: Rick's younger brother and family friend of the Malinowskis

Devon Majors: Rae's best friend and clerk at the library

Liberty Stone: Devon's ten-year-old daughter

Serenity Stone: Devon's six-year-old daughter

Barb Hanson: library director and Rae's boss

Eric Simcox: Chief of Police of Wellesville

The skies they were ashen and sober;

The leaves they were crisped and sere—

The leaves they were withering and sere;

It was night in the lonesome October

Of my most immemorial year

From "Ulalume" by Edgar Allan Poe
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"We've got a bit of a situation here at the children's home, Mal." Aunt Carrie's voice came over the phone. "Or maybe I should call it The Haunting in the Hollow. The signs for it are up now."

"It's Rae," I said. "Dad's driving us home. I'll put you on speaker."

The situation couldn't have been too bad. Carrie sounded annoyed, not concerned. But then as a former deputy marshal and current private detective, my aunt could stay chill during events that would panic most people.

I propped the phone on the computer between me and Dad in his patrol SUV.

Carrie said, "We've got a trespasser. Danielle Li and I told him to leave, but he says he won't go until he speaks to the sheriff. He's Timothy Morley—he showed me his driver's license. He says he's the son of Cyrus Morley, the guy who built the house the county turned into the children's home."

As he pulled the wheel to round a tight bend, Dad's boyish face turned thoughtful. "I remember him. He was trespassing there three years ago."

The phone skidded off the computer. I grabbed it and held it since it wouldn't stay propped.

Dad said, "We'll be there in ... twelve minutes."

As usual, Dad knew exactly how long it would take him to drive between any two points in the county.

"Good deal." Carrie clicked off.

I placed the phone in the pocket on the door, and Dad adjusted his seat so his impressive, 6'6" frame might be a little more comfortable in the patrol vehicle. "Call Ma, Rae. Tell her to have supper without us. I don't know how long we'll be." He glanced at me. "Hope you don't mind."

"Nope." I scrolled to the number of the landline at our farmhouse. "I'm in no rush." I had an empty evening ahead of me, something I'd had too much of recently.

As I swiped off after talking to Gram, Dad muttered, "As if October isn't bad enough." He guided the SUV through a narrow cleft in the rolling hills that made a contour map of Marlin County, Ohio, look like a stormy sea. "That article from a few years ago had to claim Marlin County is one of the weirdest spots in the state. So we get the weirdos—mediums trespassing in cemeteries, ghost hunters trespassing just about anywhere. This Haunting in the Hollow will attract mobs of high school and college kids who may start partying before they get to the county line."

I'd only known Dad was my dad since Christmas, but I'd already heard his October rant too many times. And we were only in the first week. But I was pretty sure he wasn't really exasperated about all the extra work. His father and wife had died in October, and tomorrow was the anniversary of his wife's death. Those facts could make anybody hate it. 

"With Morley back in the county—" Dad turned off the windshield wipers "—I may also have to deal with a treasure hunting nut."

My eyebrows bunched. "What treasure is he hunting for?"

"You don't know about Cyrus Morley and the inheritance he hid?"

I tugged on my earlobe. "I've read a little bit about it."

Last year at this time, I was trying to figure out who my dad was. The abandoned children's home had been my late mother's unofficial headquarters for parties and secret meetings with boyfriends when she'd lived in Marlin County before I was born. So I'd dug into its history. But I hadn't looked back much before 2000. All I knew about Cyrus Morley was that he built the house as his private residence in the 1930s. The county bought the house after his death and converted it into a home for orphans. It had stood empty for over fifty years now.

"Cyrus Morley lived off and on in the county for about ten years, using his house as a rustic getaway." Dad veered onto a road so skinny that goldenrod scraped the SUV's side. "When he died, his wife found he had taken most of his money, and all her jewels, and hidden them. In his will, he listed three or four heirs, gave them a clue to the whereabouts of the money in a book of Edgar Allan Poe poems or stories, and stated that whoever of those heirs and—I think—their descendants touched the money first, they got to keep it all."

"How long ago was that?" I said.

"Around 1950."

"And nobody's figured out where he hid the treasure in Marlin County in—in—in seventy years?"

"Well, the clues didn't point only to Marlin County. The man owned other properties. Or he could have hidden it anywhere. Timothy Morley's his son. He got it into his head three years ago that the treasure had to be at the children's home. I found him trespassing there. He went to the county commissioners, and they gave him one weekend to look as long as an officer accompanied him. I was assigned that duty for most of Saturday. He found nothing and decided he had the wrong location."

"So why would he be back?"

The wheels protested around another sharp turn. 

"We'll find out," said Dad.

We wound our way through hills and narrow passes. In the first few days of October, the weather had put on a dress rehearsal for Halloween. All day, a marbled gray sky, perfect for witches to take joyrides on their brooms, had loomed over the county while chilly rain spat in fits, and a stiff wind tore at the faded green leaves of oaks, maples, sycamores, and tulip trees.

The roads grew thinner and rougher until we emerged from between two steeply sloped hills into a valley with hunched hills that curved around more than half of it. At the open end of the valley, woods of oaks and maples, flinging arms thick with leaves, covered gently rippled land. Fields punctuated the woods, and at the top of one of them stood the old children's home, originally the Morley Mansion, which looked as eerie as it always did, except trailers and tents ringed it now. 

"They did what they promised." I pointed to the line of temporary shelters. "With all the activity of actors and staff working around the home, nobody will think it's cool to sneak in there."

"I hope not." Dad turned onto a drive that was a patchwork of mowed weeds and crumbling asphalt. "It should discourage some, but I never underestimate people's stupidity."

Dad's main objection to the county commissioners allowing Danielle Li to stage her Halloween attraction here was that someone would get hurt in the crumbling, old home as they tried to give themselves a good scare.

We drove under the banner that bellied taut as a gust of wind fattened it. Against a black background, letters printed in fiery red and orange issued the question, "Do You Dare Defy The Haunting in the Hollow?"

Aunt Carrie jogged down the drive to us, and Dad stopped.

She got in the backseat. "Follow the drive up to the house." Taking off a black baseball hat that had "Security" printed on it, she ran her hand through her long, white-blonde hair. "We may have trouble brewing. No danger. Just a family feud they've moved to Marlin County."

Taking his foot off the brake, Dad growled. "Oh, goody. A treasure hunter and a family feud. October's going to be exciting."

Carrie said, "Timothy Morley's complaining that his son, Alex, has only financed The Haunting to gain unrestricted access to the land here so he can hunt for the treasure and prevent Timothy from doing so."

We passed a small, metal shed that would be the ticket booth and a towering banner displaying a man in a black cloak that swirled around him. He stared down at us with a thin eyebrow arched mockingly and a contemptuous smile beneath a black slit of a moustache. "Cyrus Morley" appeared in the same fiery letters as the banner above the entrance. 

Had the guy really looked that nasty or was that an artist's invention for the attraction?

Dad parked several yards from a white trailer where an elderly man and the attraction owner, Dani Li, faced each other. As the three of us got out, the wind pushed at our backs, hurling long strands of my mass of hair past my face. Days like these made me wish for a crewcut like Dad's. At least the rain had stopped.

In a few strides, Dad shifted into cop mode—his face grew blank, he straightened to his full height, and his strides picked up speed. Carrie matched his pace and posture. With their athletic builds and serious expressions, they looked like Thor and Valkyrie preparing to battle a supervillain.

Glancing over the tents and trailers situated around the home, I was glad the  old ruin wasn't a scene in The Haunting. Last year in October, I'd laid roses in the grate of the enormous fireplace to get people talking about the fire that had supposedly killed my mom and me as I tried to uncover who my dad was. At a meeting at the home on Christmas morning, Dad and I figured out it could only be him. So the dilapidated mansion was special to me. Using it as a stage for a fake bloodbath felt wrong.

Dani Li said in a sharp tone, "Why do you keep saying this event is a fraud, Timothy?" She was about thirty, the ends of her black hair sneaking from the hood she'd pulled up on her rain jacket. "I'm not hunting for any treasure. I'm putting on a five-star entertainment."

"If that's true, then Alex has duped you as well as the county commissioners." The elderly man—he had to be over seventy—spoke in a high, clipped voice and clutched a thick book in one hand, looking down on Dani like she gave off an unpleasant odor.

Not that he had far to look down. He was probably half a foot shorter than my 5'11" and appeared withered. His dark eyes and cheeks were sunk, his coarse gray and white hair looked dry enough to work as tinder, and his moustache appeared shriveled to his lip.

He turned to Dad. "Sheriff, if my son and this woman—" The old man peered at him. "I know you, don't I?"

"Yes, Mr. Morley." Dad used his cop voice, putting more volume and authority into his already strong baritone. "W.R. Malinowski. Three years ago, I escorted you when I was a deputy and you had permission to search the property. You didn't find the treasure then. Why are you back?"

"I've uncovered new information that I want to test."

"Then you should go to the county commissioners and get their permission."

"This young woman—" he snapped a nod at Dani "—has no authority to tell me to leave. Neither has your sister. I am my father's only—" He stared at me. "Another sister?"

"No," Dad said. "My daughter, Rae Riley."

Mr. Morley drew back like he suspected a lie, while Dani raised her eyebrows above her thick-rimmed glasses.

Their reactions weren't unexpected. Being only eighteen years apart, Dad and I were often mistaken for a couple or brother and sister, although the only features we shared were dark gold hair and way above average height.

Mr. Morley said, "If you tell me I'm trespassing, Sheriff, then of course, I'll obey an officer of the law. But I see no reason to listen to Ms. Li or her head of security because she happens to be renting my father's land."

"It's the county's land." Dad rested his hand on the butt of his gun. "They both have the authority to bounce anyone they wish while the land is leased to Ms. Li."

"Look, Timothy." Dani's tone turned friendly as she touched him on the arm. 

Mr. Morley's expression of displeasure froze. 

Dani snatched her hand back. "Personally, I have no problem with you searching for the treasure, but my insurance won't cover you if you have an accident. And Alex specifically stated he didn't want you on the grounds. He's the money man."

"I suppose the fact that your grandfather is one of my father's illegitimate children and is mentioned in his will had no bearing on your decision to go into business with Alex."

She shrugged. "No. I go where the money is. I didn't even know I was related to Cyrus or an heir to his fortune until I met Alex."

Mr. Morley looked in the direction of the banner of his father. "You're certainly exploiting your connection."

"Exploiting? The guy was a 24/7 Halloween party." A grin rounded her cheeks as she looked to us. "Cyrus Morley was an occult geek. Every Halloween, he'd throw a party here for his high society friends. He was an Edgar Allan Poe geek too, so he actually called his party—get this—The Masque of the Red Death. My whole storyline for the attraction is based on Cyrus and Poe. He'd love this!" She waved at the woods and house. "Timothy, talk to Alex. If he says it's okay for you to search here, then I can come up with some rules that will be compatible with my insurance."

The little man stiffened. "I am not a fool, Ms. Li." He wheeled and marched down the drive.

"FYI, Dani." Carrie watched Mr. Morley head toward a sedan parked along the road, "Alex can't prevent his father from paying admission to attend. That'd be discrimination. But if Mr. Morley doesn't stick with his group, I can remove him."

"I hope it doesn't come to that." Dani thrust out her hand to Dad. "Nice to see you again, Sheriff. I remember you from the commissioners' meeting."

Dad's hand enveloped hers. "Call me Mal."

Shifting her attention to me, she cocked her head to one side, like a curious warbler. That was what she reminded me of when she interviewed me for a job at The Haunting—a little bird that had twice as much energy as bigger creatures because it had so much less to fuel. She said, "We've met, haven't we?"

"Yes. Rae Riley. You hired me to work in the ticket booth."

Dad frowned, like he always did when the topic of my temporary job came up. But since I was twenty, all he could do was frown. And object. A lot.

"That's right." Dani's head cocked a fraction more, tilting her black bangs. "Your dad is Malinowski, and you're Riley?"

I opened my mouth, but words didn't form. It'd take an hour to explain the whole thing properly, and my mind wrestled with a succinct reply.

"Long story," Dad said. "You also hired Amber Norris, Carrie's and my niece."

She fired quick glances at both of us. "Is this county entirely populated with your relatives?"

"At times, it seems like that," Dad said, heaving a sigh. "Ms. Li, don't hesitate to call my agency if there's any trouble." He looked to Carrie. "You can have supper with Rae and me if you want to." 

"Thanks, but I'm working here as long as I can since we're opening in two days." Turning her back to a gust of wind, Carrie disappeared between two trailers.

Dani rubbed her hands together. "Online tickets are almost sold out for this weekend. It's the best opening of any of my attractions, and this is my fifth year doing them." She gave us a friendly nod and then climbed the steps to the white trailer.

As Dad and I walked back to the SUV, he said, "I need to talk to Jeanine about this whole Morley treasure-inheritance mess. About five years ago, she researched it for a mystery she was writing, and I know she'd file all that material away in case she could use it in another—holy smoke!" He stopped dead next to his vehicle.

Raising my hand to block hair being blown into my face, I said, "What?"

"I just remembered a part of that stupid will. Aunt Lily is a granddaughter of Cyrus Morley."

My eyebrows rose. "Does that mean we're related too?"

"No. Thank You, Lord," Dad said to the sky. "Aunt Lily's mother was Linda Pavlich. She was one of the illegitimate children Cyrus listed as an heir. Linda was Walter's second wife. Since we're descended through Grandma Jean, we're no relation to the Morleys."

"Mr. Morley said Dani's descended from an illegitimate child too. Sounds like Cyrus was a colossal jerk."

"Based on her research, Jeanine said ol' Cyrus built the house here, not to look after the coal mines in the county he owned, but so he could engage in all kinds of immoral activities that were harder to get away with in New York or Boston or wherever he was from." Dad scratched an eyebrow. "I'll have to refresh my memory, but I'm pretty sure Aunt Lily and all her descendants have a legal right to that treasure."

I brought up in my mind the family trees I'd drawn when I discovered I had a horde of new relatives to learn about, all descended from my great-grandfather, Walter Malinowski Jr. "Aunt Lily has seven kids and—and—"

"Twelve grandkids, that she knows of." Dad flung open his door. "Just what I need—another headache in October." 

I wiped grass clippings from my shoes as best I could before I got in the SUV.

Great-Aunt Lily's family belonged to the outlaw branch of the Malinowski clan, and if they bought the possibility that they could find the treasure, they might try to live up to the outlaw part even more.
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The thickening gloom of the overcast evening was nothing compared to the gloom that radiated from Dad as he turned onto the dead-end road that led to our farm. He hadn't spoken since we'd left The Haunting, and I'd sensed he didn't want me to break the silence.

Maples and tulip trees lined the rough road while honeysuckle strung with blood red fruit filled in every space between the trunks. Stalks of faded blue chicory bent in the wind.

Dad finally said in a quiet voice, so unlike his usual booming one, "The family's laying flowers on Em's grave tomorrow. We can meet you at the church after you get off work. If you want to come. You don't have to. You didn't know Em."

"She was your wife and my brothers' mom. I'd like to come." I put my hand on his right one as it turned the wheel.

He threw me a grateful smile.

The SUV swung onto our drive and followed it down past the alpaca barn. My uncle's black stallion Knight and my cousins' two bays nibbled wet grass in a pasture the alpacas weren't occupying.

"Gram must have invited Uncle Hank and Amber and Coral for supper," I said as we rolled past the horses and then up the drive to our pale yellow farmhouse with the half-moon window overlooking the front porch.

"I bet Jeanine's got a story or editing deadline," Dad said.

The door to the double garage was open as we pulled up to it, the light inside as inviting as a crackling fire on a winter's night. And the night was feeling more like winter every minute.

Uncle Hank had the hood up on my truck, his hands fiddling with the innards.

Dad turned around the SUV so it pointed down the drive, and we got out.

Pushing back his worn, brown cowboy hat over his dark, wiry hair, Hank stepped back from the hood. Anyone wearing a cowboy hat in Ohio stood out, but Hank's lanky build suited it. He looked to his younger daughter seated behind the steering wheel. "Try 'er now, Coral."

My cousin cranked the ignition The engine caught, and through the windshield, Coral's freckled face brightened.

Unfastening his duty belt, Dad said to his brother-in-law, "I suppose you didn't leave much supper for Rae and me."

"Couldn't help it. Okay, Coral, cut it." Hank picked up a rag from one of the shelves that lined that side of the garage and wiped his hands. "When Jeanine's got a deadline, nothing else matters. The girls and I were so starved, we could barely ride here."

Dad hung his belt over his shoulder. "Too bad Jeanine didn't marry someone literate. You could help her with her writing."

"Jeanine's too good a writer to need any help." An ornery glint lit up Hank's extra big brown eyes, and his usual good-humored grin stretched his extra wide mouth. "But I know you sympathize with me. Who reads for you at the office?"

Watching Dad and Uncle Hank, Coral climbed out of the cab and grinned too.

I was still getting used to their relationship of insults. It'd been just Mom and me growing up, so male behavior was as exotic to me as the habits of red-spotted newts. But since I'd moved in with Gram, Dad, and my three half-brothers in February, I'd taken an intensive course in guy-ness.

Letting my camera backpack hang from my hand, I said, "Thanks for fixing the Rust Bucket, Uncle Hank."

"Our pleasure," he said, and Coral nodded, her chin-length copper hair swishing against her cheeks. "But if you want to keep your truck on the road, you're gonna have to invest in a new timing chain."

"Since I'm working at The Haunting in the Hollow, I'll have some extra money."

"You can put that toward college tuition," said Dad.

My jaw clenched. Yet another missile launched in Dad's battle to persuade me to go to college. That was his main objection to me working at The Haunting. If I had enough free time for a second job, I had enough time for college.

"Oh, hey, Rae, Uncle Mal." My cousin Amber rode up to the garage on her bay, Shadowfax. "Wish I could stay and visit but I've got to study for a pre-calc test."

My cousin's powder blue rain jacket and leggings seemed all wrong for her fairytale princess beauty. Thick, red-gold hair grew to her waist, and her brown eyes had long lashes that appeared black against her pearly pale complexion. If she wore armor or a silk gown, she'd look perfect on her horse.

Shadowfax threw up his head with a loud whinny.

Dad started and took a big step backward into the garage.

Leaning over her horse's neck, Amber murmured in his twitching ear. Then she sat up and said in her breathless voice, "Sorry, Uncle Mal. You don't have to be afraid."

"Horses just make me nervous." Dad trotted out his usual explanation for his reaction to horses and took another step back. 

In Dad's case, "nervous" was a synonym for "scared." Perfectly understandable since he'd fallen off a horse and broken his arm as a kid.

"Mal, you have any second thoughts about the girls working at that Halloween thing?" Hank returned the rag to the shelf. "I figure if any guy gets out of line, Carrie'll hammer him."

"Dad." Amber groaned. "Uncle Mal's taught us self-defense, and Rae and I are Malinowskis. We can take care of ourselves."

My cousin had a lot more confidence she could deal with any would-be drunks or creeps than I did. And I'd survived some pretty dangerous situations.

"Self-defense lessons don't mean you can take care of yourselves like Carrie," Dad said. "It'll be fine, Hank."

"It's great we'll be working together, Rae." Amber squealed the last word, her stunning face glowing.

My fanatical following of one. Amber considered me the coolest person on the planet. At first it was because I was four years older than she was, which automatically made me fascinating to her. Then the criminal cases I'd been involved in had only increased my coolness.

Hank placed a wrench in a toolbox. "Amber, tell Mom that me and Coral are going on a trail ride as long as the rain holds off."

Backing her horse a few steps, Amber looked down at her younger sister. "Coral, don't you have math homework?"

Folding her arms, Coral slouched against my truck. "That's none of your business."

Hank glanced at his younger daughter. "Do you, punkin?"

"I did." Coral spoke to the grimy concrete floor. "I got it done."

Amber rolled her eyes. "Then why didn't you say so?"

"Because it's none of your business." Coral shoved off the Rust Bucket. "I'm in seventh grade. I can keep track of my own homework. You're not Mom. You're not—"

"Amber, you'd better get home," Hank said in a tired voice.

I got why he sounded so weary. Any time I had to referee one of my cousins' fights, I felt exhausted.

"I was trying to help." Amber turned Shadowfax to head down the drive, her long hair swirling around her like a fiery cape.

Coral's big brown eyes attempted to drill holes in that cape.

As he resettled his cowboy hat on his head, Hank's ornery grin was back in place. "When it's harvest time, Mal, you should help us. You need some kind of exercise. Although after riding a desk for so long, I'm not sure you can handle real work."

Leaving the garage, Dad said over his shoulder, "Must not be real work if you can do it."

I followed Dad through the breezeway to the screened porch on the side of our house. We took off our shoes and left them on the porch before we entered the sunny yellow kitchen.

Gram twisted a knob on the stove. "Spaghetti will be ready in five minutes after the water boils." Her dark blue eyes held a calm that always welcomed me.

After Mom died, I didn't know if any place would ever feel like home. But seeing Gram, her slim figure sauntering between the stove and counter, working her culinary arts in a kitchen as cheerful as a May morning, had become a new sign of home for me.

As I hurried through the big living-dining room, thumps came from overhead. In the upstairs playroom, my three half-brothers were playing, or fighting, or possibly both.

I changed from my work clothes into jeans and a sweatshirt. The first week of October seemed too early in the fall for a sweatshirt, but I was chilled from standing out at the children's home. The Morley Mansion. The Haunting. Whatever.

Dad was already seated at the table. His worn plaid shirt and jeans transformed him instantly from upright, imposing cop to rumpled dad.

As we dug into our spaghetti, we chatted about his day at the sheriff's office and mine at the library. Dad was interested in what I had to say—he always was—but from his odd pauses, he acted preoccupied. 

Helping himself to a third breadstick, he said, "Did you have a chance to look at those brochures I got from those colleges?" 

A sigh escaped before I could intercept it.

"Rae, I wouldn't keep bringing up college if I didn't think you could do it or it would benefit you."

I spun the few remaining noodles I had on my fork, but they wouldn't catch. "I told you my grades."

"Just because your grades slipped while your mother was dying doesn't mean—"

"My grades didn't slip." I dropped my fork. "They sank without a trace. I'm sure I didn't pass half my classes, and the only reason I graduated was because some of my teachers took pity on me."

"That was two years ago. Now you're in a position to do school right."

I fell back against my rail chair. "Feels like it's been a hundred."

So much had happened since Mom had given me the clues to my dad's identity—her death, my move to Marlin County, my investigation for my father, discovering Dad, and getting to know him and all my new relatives, some of whom I'd rather forget. On top of all that, I'd been caught in mysteries—a stalker, a disappearance, and whether Chris Kincaid, after knowing me a year, wanted to be more than friends.

Dad speared lettuce from his salad bowl. "I know you're bored. That's why you took the second job."

I reached for a bottle of salad dressing. "Yeah, sometimes. But everybody is now and again."

But it had been a whole lot more of now than again over the past couple of months. I'd held my job as checkout clerk at the library for over a year now, so there was nothing new to learn. As much as I loved being a member of my new family, I sometimes stared at my days off like they were huge holes I was desperate to fill. Unless I'd planned to hike somewhere with Chris and take photos.

Dad ripped his breadstick in half. "You're too smart to settle for your job at the library for the next forty years. Adding whatever second jobs you can pick up won't help."

Wow. He hadn't used that argument before. Combined with my current attitude about my job, his statement made working as a library clerk seem like cruel and unusual punishment.

As the landline rang, I hooked a few strands of dark gold hair behind my ear. "I don't know what to major in, so I'd waste your money. I can't major in photography. Most jobs in that field don't pay enough to pay off college debts."

Dad swallowed a chunk of breadstick. "It depends on what degree you get. I've done some research, and photography could—"

"That was Jeanine." Gram placed the landline in its base, concern creasing her normal expression of quiet assurance. "Something's wrong. Coral's horse came back to their house without her."
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Chapter Three
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As I turned in my chair, Dad was on his feet. "Is Amber home?"

"Yes," said Gram. "She said Hank and Coral were trail riding as long as the rain didn't return."

Dad strode through the maze of toys, books, shoes, and socks in the living room, glancing out one of the front windows as the rain beat a steady rhythm on the roof of the porch. "Coral may have been thrown, and Hank's staying with her until help comes." 

That catapulted me out of my seat, and Gram ran to join Dad at the coat closet.

Reaching for her broad-brimmed hat on the shelf, Gram said, "Jeanine and Amber are riding the trails from their farm toward us, and Luke's set out from his farm."

"Boys," Dad called up the steps, loud enough to make me jump as he handed me my rain jacket. "Come down."

My three brothers thundered down the stairs in opposite order of age: Micah, his strawberry blonde hair plastered to his forehead from sweat; Aaron, breathing hard; and Rusty, towering above his younger brothers from a growth spurt.

Dad explained the situation, his tone matter of fact, his words neutral. But Rusty's pipe cleaner body went stiff, and his bony hand clutched the railing.

"I'm sure it's not serious, boys." Dad looked straight at Rusty. "If Coral fell off and broke something, Hank won't leave her."

Aaron massaged his chin. "But why wouldn't he carry her out?"

I zipped my jacket. I'd been asking myself that question since Dad suggested our cousin had been thrown.

"Boys, stay here." Dad shrugged into his tan work coat. "We'll be back as—"

Micah yanked on a pocket of Dad's coat. "We can help you look."

"No." Dad gave his head a sharp shake. "I can't be trying to keep track of you all and—"

"Mal." Gram placed her hat over her smoke gray hair. "If you, Rae, and I split up, each of us can take one of the boys. They can be runners to guide the rest of the family to Hank and Coral when we find them."

Dad went still, his focus turning inward as he considered.

"It's a good idea." I put on a baseball hat, then pulled up the hood of my rain jacket.

At eight, ten and thirteen, my brothers were surefooted and moved faster through the woods than any of us adults could. And we had to have some substitute since our phones got no reception on the farm. But I knew Dad was afraid of the boys seeing what we'd find.

Father, please let this all be something silly or not serious.

"If you all can get ready in three minutes, you can come." Dad moved toward the kitchen.

We shoved on boots that we'd left in the screened porch, and in less than two minutes, the six of us shot out of the breezeway and down the hill to the woods.

The rain poured, but inside the woods, the still-thick canopy of maple, tulip, and sycamore leaves cut the waterfall to a shower. 

Handing out flashlights, Dad said, "Micah and I will take the direct trail to the Norris's farm. Ma, you and Aaron head—"

"Dad." Micah tugged on the leg of his jeans. "Do you hear the yodel? Maybe it's Uncle Hank."

Dad hushed all of us, and we listened for the call Gram had learned from her father and taught us to use over long distances, like when she wanted the boys to come in for supper. 

The leaves clattered under the drive of raindrops, but no human sound reached us.

"Must've been an animal." Dad clicked on his flashlight. "Ma, head east along—"

The Branson yodel slipped under the rhythm of the rain.

Dad shone his light along the riding trail that followed the creek west, dividing our property from the Norris's farm.

I said, "Could it be Aunt Jeanine or Amber?"

Dad shook his head. "They couldn't have gotten here so fast. Boys, you stay here. And I mean that." He broke into a run. "Ma, Rae, come on."

Gram and I switched on our flashlights and followed the trail as fast as we could, playing the light over the path to reveal half-buried roots and rocks, the creek churning with rainwater to our right. With the interlocking grips of overhead branches blocking what little light the evening still held, the woods became a cavern.

The Branson yodel, bouncing between two notes three times, pierced the twilight.

Dad spurted ahead, and I cranked my legs faster, honeysuckle and spice bush fingering me with their spindly twigs.

Please, Father, let Coral be all right.

Panic clawed my chest. The rain, the woods, our running were a little too much like a night I'd experienced back in June. At least there was no wind and lightning. And no nut job behind me.

Steep hills reared up black and featureless as the yodel rose above the boil of the creek.

My toe snagged a root. A desperate grab at a tree trunk kept me upright.

The hills loomed larger, like the blank wall of an evil fortress.

The closer we got, the more distinct the yodel grew, and it sounded too high-pitched for Hank. And another noise reached us—a squeal from an animal. It had to be Knight.

The beam of Dad's flashlight stopped bouncing and shone over the spot where the creek widened into a pool as skinny streams of water fell from the hills to form it.

Coral was standing in the middle of the pool.

Holding Hank's head and shoulders above the water.

As Knight, on his side in the pool, flailed his legs and his head.

Hank had to be pinned under his horse, and only Coral was keeping him from drowning.
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I crashed to a halt on the edge of the pool.

Her hands under Hank's armpits, Coral moved her head a millimeter toward us. "Dad's trapped," she said in a flat voice. "He's trapped under Knight."

That was what it sounded like, but Coral's teeth were chattering so much that it was hard to tell.

Knight held his head above the water as his legs thrashed, spraying the creek. His neck trembling, he released a terrified whinny.

Throwing off his jacket and plaid shirt, Dad dropped into the pool. 

Gram ran out of the gloom and skidded to a stop.

Plowing through the water toward Coral and Hank, Dad said, "We gotta get Knight on his feet."

"You can't." Coral spoke in a monotone. "Knight broke his front left leg."

I aimed my beam at Knight as his legs pawed the air and ... I swung the beam away, swallowing.

Hank's head lolled against Coral's shoulder, the water streaming around his limp body. No sign he was conscious.

Dad waded in until the water swirled at his knees. "Ma, go tell Rusty to call 911. Tell him to tell them we've got a man who probably has a badly broken leg and may be hypothermic. He should call Doc Volmer too and explain Knight's injuries."

"Absolutely." Gram sprinted back down the trail.

Stripping down to my t-shirt, I sat on the bank and then slipped into the pool. The cold water sucked my breath away. 

"Rae, hold your flashlight on Hank." Dad felt around his neck. "Coral, was your dad conscious after he landed in the water?"

"Yeah." Coral stared ahead.

Dad worked his hand under the back of Hank's jean jacket. "Was he moving his arms and legs?"

"Yeah."

I thought she might add some details, but she didn't, so I said, "Was he trying to free himself?"

She nodded.

"When did he become unconscious?" Dad continued his exam of Hank's back.

"He yelled." She didn't look at either one of us. "And his head went under the water."

"Knight probably moved, and he passed out from the pain." Dad straightened and waded to where Hank's leg was trapped under the horse. "Hold the light high, Rae."

As I lifted it, Dad plunged beneath the water.

Knight's head fell under the surface, then sprang free. He whinnied in a shriek. How long could he hold his head high enough to breathe?

I looked down at Hank. His lips appeared blue.

Father, bring help fast.

Dad emerged from the water. "Hank's right leg is smashed between Knight and the creek bed. His foot may be stuck in the stirrup."

"Oh, no." A raspy cry drew my attention to the bank opposite of the one Dad, Gram and I had followed.

Luke Norris slid off his appaloosa and down the bank, his baseball hat falling off, revealing his thick black and white hair. He thrashed through the flowing water and shoved Coral out of the way to hold his son's head out of the water.

"Get that horse up," Mr. Norris said in a croak. 

"His leg's broken." Dad shivered, his black t-shirt dripping. "Can you get Knight to roll onto his chest, even a little? The rest of us can use branches to leverage Knight off Hank's leg even more. Then we can pull Hank free."

"You'll have to unbuckle the saddle first." Mr. Norris held Hank with one arm against his knees, pressing shaking fingers into his son's neck.

"I'll hold Uncle Hank, Mr. Norris, while you help Knight." I hugged myself as goose bumps rose under freezing droplets on my arms.

The old man stared at me, like he struggled to translate my offer, his drenched slicker making him look more like a scarecrow than usual. Then he let me slip my hands under Hank's shoulders.

Mr. Norris sloshed through the pool to Knight's head. "Hold the light, Walter, so I can grab the reins."

Stooping over Hank, I gritted my teeth. Even in an emergency, Mr. Norris couldn't call Dad by his preferred name, once again showing how much he disliked his daughter-in-law's family.

Dad pointed the beam at the stallion.

Making soothing noises, Mr. Norris fished in the running water and picked up one of the reins. Choking up on it, he approached Knight's head.

Coral stood behind me, every inch of her shaking.

"Get on the bank, Coral," I said, my back muscles sending out aching questions about the hunched posture I'd assumed. "Put on my jacket."

Reeling closer to Knight on the reins, Mr. Norris pulled the stallion's head against his chest. 

"I'll get the saddle free." Dad waded around Knight's rump.

"Oh, my—" Amber clopped up beside her grandfather's appaloosa on Shadowfax. "Dad? Dad!" Her screech sent a shiver through me and set off more.

Knight jerked, rocking Mr. Norris. 

"He'll drown!" Amber screamed.

Arching his neck, Knight pawed at the water.

Hank hadn't made a sound or move since I'd seen him. Tears wanted to mingle with rain on my icy cheeks.

Cradling the stallion's head, Mr. Norris said, "Walter, you can't unbuckle the saddle that way."

Stopping between Knight's legs, Dad stared at him across the injured horse. "What do—"

Knight's body convulsed in a frenzy of kicking.

Tumbling away from the flailing legs, Dad landed on his butt in the pool. He snatched his flashlight out of the water and scrambled to his feet.

"Whoa, easy." Mr. Norris hung onto the horse's head as it pulled him around.

"Please, God, please," Amber sobbed. "Don't let him die."

"Dad." I fought tremors in my voice. "The buckles are facing up. You might be able to reach over Knight's back and undo them."

Dad trudged toward the bank where Amber sat glued to her mount. "Amber, get down and hold the light so I can unfasten the buckles."

Amber said through sobs, "Please, God, save him. Save both of them."

"Amber!" Dad released his bellow at top volume.

Usually, that would have startled me, but my body was too busy shivering to react. Amber screamed but stopped praying, staring at Dad like she'd just realized he was standing in front of her.

"I'll hold the flashlight." Coral appeared by his side.

"Point it at the saddle." Dad waded back to us.

The rain increased, penetrating the leaf shield, but I only noticed because more water dripped from the bill of my cap. I was too wet to feel more wet.

Leaning over the horse's back, Dad fumbled around the buckles and jumped back when Knight kicked. The kicks weren't as high or frantic. Either Mr. Norris was soothing him or Knight was losing strength.

"The saddle's loose." Dad stepped back by me. "Amber and I will get some branches. Then Rae, Amber, and I will leverage Knight up long enough for Coral to pull Hank out. If she can." He turned to the bank where the two horses shifted on their hooves. "Amber. We need you. Now."

Amber swung her right leg out of her stirrup and fell between the horses. The appaloosa whinnied and trotted out of sight, up the trail.

Rolling to her knees, Amber burst into louder sobs.

Muttering a word I'd never heard him use, Dad splashed to the bank, picked up my cousin, and carried her into the pool.

He plunked her in the water and took her face in one hand. "Stand here."

She nodded, tears and rain coursing down her cheeks.

"What can I do?" Gram ran up to the pool, unbuttoning her duster.

Dad climbed up beside her. "Find the strongest branches you can. We've got to pry Knight off Hank's leg."

My spine sent out creaking protests as my toes lost feeling.

"Daddy?" Amber touched Uncle Hank's shoulder.

"He's unconscious." I had to say the obvious before she jumped to the worst conclusion.

"Are you—are you sure?" Her tears fell in a torrent.

Dad carried two thick branches that looked as tall as he was into the water while Gram dragged in a third.

His face stern, Dad glanced from Gram to Amber, weighing some kind of judgement. Then Dad grabbed Amber's hand. "Amber, hold your dad. Ma, you, Rae and I will hold Knight up with the branches." Bit by bit, I moved out of the way as Amber, her body convulsing with sobs, shoved her hands under her dad's shoulders.

Aiming the flashlight up between them, Dad gripped Amber's chin. "Keep your dad above the water. He'll die if you don't. When I say 'pull', you pull. Coral can help, but I doubt if she can do it on her own. You have to do this. Got it?"

Shivering from her head to where her legs disappeared into the gushing water, Amber nodded.

"Coral, help your sister." Dad handed me a branch.

Coral waded to Amber with slow steps, like she was hanging out in the creek with my brothers on a summer afternoon.

Dad and Gram stationed themselves by Knight's rump. I positioned myself by his withers. None of us could block the saddle. I planted one end of my branch into the bed and spaced my legs, left one forward. Dad and Gram did the same. My fingers felt thick as they numbed, and I gripped the branch until the rough wood bit into my palms.

"When you're ready, Mr. Norris," said Dad over the racing water.

Nodding, the old man wound the reins around one hand.

I tightened my grip on the branch.

Mr. Norris murmured to Knight, his soft voice coaxing, pulling on the reins and leading the horse's head forward.

Knight's back rolled up.

"Now." Dad pushed his branch forward. "Pull, Coral. Pull, Amber."

Grinding my frozen feet into the rocky bottom, I pressed the branch against Knight's withers, my arms expending every ounce of energy I could dredge up.

The saddle shifted and then slid off.

"He's free." Dad's deep voice went high. "Mr. Norris, you can let Knight down."

Still talking in soothing tones, Mr. Norris let the reins go slack, and Knight rolled toward us.

I jerked my branch out of the water. 

Dad gathered Hank in his arms and carried him to the bank. "Ma, spread your duster, dry side up. And see if any of our clothes here on the bank are dry."

He laid Hank on it and pressed trembling fingers against Hank's throat

Amber and Coral kneeled on either side of their father.

I'd barely made it to the bank when Dad thrust his pen knife at me. "Cut Hank's clothes off him." He placed his hand on Hank's chest.

I unbuttoned my uncle's jean jacket, my fingers fumbling. "We can't pull his clothes off?"

"A hypothermic person is very fragile." Dad's fingers probed Hank's body, performing some kind of first-aid assessment. "Too much movement could trigger a heart attack."

"Oh, God, please," Amber screamed. 

"Somebody take this horse." That was the loudest Mr. Norris had ever sounded in the months I'd known him. 

"Mr. Norris, I'll take your place as soon as I immobilize Hank's leg." Dad peered at the bloody tear in Hank's jeans right below his knee. "Ma, press your hand above the wound." He grabbed his plaid shirt, tore off a sleeve, wadded it, and handed it to Gram.

I sawed on Hank's clothes, avoiding any glimpses of the unnatural way his right foot lay, while Gram applied pressure. Dad tore his plaid shirt into strips and tied the wad of cloth over the wound. 

"Wh-what's wrong?" Riding a palomino, Aunt Jeanine reined in beside Shadowfax, who nibbled at something by the base of a tree.

"Hank broke his leg. And his ankle and foot." Dad placed two straight branches on either side of the injured leg. "He's hypothermic too. Cross the creek wherever you can stay dry. We need dry clothes."

As Dad used more strips of his shirt to fix Hank's leg to the branches, I tossed away most of his left pant leg. "That's all the clothes I can get rid of without moving him."

"Cover him with whatever clothes are dry."

In a couple minutes, Aunt Jeanine was beside me, draping her sweatshirt over her husband's bare, wet chest. 

I tucked Dad's coat around Hank. "I'll take care of Knight, Dad." Freezing in the water wasn't much different than freezing in the air.

"No, I can take the cold better than you." Dad tied the last knot on his rough splint, then dropped into the pool. "Go get more blankets and towels and dry clothes for everyone. And lead the paramedics if they've made it here already."

As Gram, Jeanine and I covered Hank with every dry garment available, Mr. Norris transferred Knight's head into Dad's arms. He said, "Someone has to call Dr. Volmer. She'll have to put Knight down."

My stomach turned as icy as the rest of me as Amber loosed a scream, "Not Knight!"

"I already told Rusty to call her." Gram had wrapped her arms around Coral. 

Trembling, Mr. Norris pulled himself out of the pool and sank to his knees beside his son, his only child, and Jeanine removed a knit hat she was wearing and gently pulled it over Hank's head.

"Rae, get going." Dad's teeth clacked together. "Take Amber with you."

"Got it." I picked up a flashlight from the ground where someone had tossed it and pulled Amber to her feet.

"Watch out for the monster." Coral spoke in the same tone she'd have used if she was warning me about poison ivy.

The whole family stared at her, even Dad from his awkward position, holding Knight.

"What monster?" Gram wiped wet hair from the side of Coral's blank face.

"The one that spooked Knight. That's why Knight fell and Dad got trapped." Her big brown eyes were aimed at me, but I wasn't sure how much they were seeing. "The monster did it."

Rain pitter-pattered on the overhead leaves, and the water in the pool churned into the creek.

"We'll be careful." I towed Amber after me.

What monster was Coral talking about? Nobody knew the woods better than Coral. She wouldn't mistake a coyote or a hawk for a weird creature. 

Amber stumbled behind me as if she'd forgotten how to do anything but cry. I couldn't even break into a jog, and she stopped moving completely if I let go of her hand.

The rain petered out to a drizzle. The wind made the only sound, scraping the leaves against each other at the tops of the trees, whispering through the —

What was that smell?

I stopped, swinging my light over a huge sycamore that had fallen beside the path, and sniffed.

It wasn't skunk. This stench was even more rank. It smelled a bit like the possums that got into our alpaca barn way too often.

I took another sniff and fought a gag. "Do you know what that is?"

"What is what?" Amber said, crying.

I played the beam over the woods, but it didn't even reveal animal eyes, let alone a whole animal. Or maybe monster eyes didn't reflect light.

I shook my head in a jerk.

I had to get home and leave monsters to nightmares.

Wishing we could run, I dragged Amber behind me as fast as I could.
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Chapter Five
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We'd left the woods and were climbing the hill to the house when we met Rusty, Aaron, and Micah trotting down it with two paramedics carrying a stretcher. Aaron and Micah wore big grins, caught up in the excitement of a rescue. 

Thank You, Father, that they haven't seen Uncle Hank.

Walking with the paramedics was Chris Kincaid. Since he was wearing his deputy uniform, he must have learned about the call for the ambulance on the radio in his patrol SUV.

His intense, sculpted face distracted me from how miserable I felt. I'd known Chris long enough to know that in a crisis, I could rely on—really, anyone could rely on—his calm strength and practical outlook.

"Boys, I'll take the paramedics to Uncle Hank." I wiped a soaked clump of hair from my forehead. "Rusty, did you call Doc Volmer?" 

"Yeah, she's on her way. I tried to get Aunt Carrie." Rusty held a small flashlight up between us. "But she doesn't answer."
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