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Prologue


“You think we should go back to the boat now?” Marissa Gray said as they leaned against the trunk of a large tulip poplar, its vibrant yellow-green flowers visible even in the dark.


Eric Montgomery traced a line of tiny kisses from behind her earlobe down her neck. “I don’t want to go back to the boat. I’d rather we just set up housekeeping here on the island. After all, it’s Gray’s Island. Your great-grandfather bought it.”


“My great-great-great-grandfather Lucian, the most antisocial leaf on the family tree. His business was in town, but every evening he came back to his domain.”


“His big house and his own little church and—let’s see—how many slaves?”


Marissa groaned. “Too many. Lucian liked using a whip on them. One died from a beating. They got their revenge by burning down his house and their quarters at the end of the Civil War. They spared the family and the church.” Marissa frowned. “Why are you so curious about Gray’s Island tonight? You’ve heard all about it before.”


“Not from the horse’s mouth.”


Marissa’s jaw dropped and her eyes widened. “Are you comparing me to a horse?” she spluttered. “Why, I never . . .”


“You never what?” Eric asked innocently before they broke into laughter, staggering a bit and clutching each other in the warm summer darkness. Eric’s arms tightened around her slim midriff covered by a thin T-shirt as her hands slid up his strong arms and clasped behind his neck. They kissed deeply before Eric slowly pulled away.


“I love your kisses, but I’m supposed to be in charge tonight. Instead, I let you seduce me away from my duties.”


Marissa rolled her blue eyes. “Your duties? I think you really mean your charges. You’re the cop from Philadelphia home on a summer vacation, and at twenty-five you think we’re a bunch of kids and you are the man.”


Eric looked at her solemnly, frowned, and then said, “You’re absolutely right. I am the Man—with a capital M, please.”


“Oh my! Delusions of grandeur.”


“Recognition of responsibility.”


“You’re no fun,” Marissa pouted.


Eric kissed her ear and whispered, “I can be tons of fun, and you of all people know it.”


“If you mean what I think you mean, I’d better be the only person who knows it,” Marissa whispered lazily in return, tilting her head so the ends of her dark blond hair touched Eric’s hands on her waist, half-closing her eyes, and pressing her lips against his. The kiss was slow and passionate. Marissa felt as if they were all alone in the world and incredibly lucky—both young, healthy, in love, committed.


Then Eric pulled away slightly, looked in her eyes, and groaned. “Oh hell. Sometimes I wish I were still a teenager who never heard of the word dependable.” He removed his hands from her waist and placed them on her shoulders, gently pushing her back a step. “We should have joined the others at least twenty minutes ago, sweetheart, not lolled around by ourselves. We’re being rude.”


Marissa’s smile disappeared. “Rude? I hate it when people hide behind excuses, especially you with me, Eric. Just say you’re worried about Gretchen.”


“She is my little sister.”


“And she’s twenty-one, just like me, your fiancée.”


“Except that she’s not worldly-wise like you,” Eric said patiently. “She’s shy and fragile and not great at taking care of herself. She’s a musical prodigy, but in every other way . . . well, she’s Gretchen.”


Marissa wanted to say something to make Eric stop acting like the father of a little girl. She could think of nothing, though, probably because Gretchen had been her closest friend most of her life and to a certain degree Marissa understood how Eric felt. Gretchen had always reminded Marissa of spun sugar—sweet, delicate, and almost ephemeral. Marissa felt protective of Gretchen, too, but she thought Eric’s concern for his adult sister bordered on preoccupation.


Eric picked up the one empty beer can lying near them. “Alcoholic,” he teased. Still annoyed, Marissa ignored him. “Is your head spinning? Can you remember your name?”


Oh, all right, Marissa thought. She didn’t want to concede, but she also didn’t want to start a fight after their romantic evening. “I know my name, but I’m not sure I can recall where I live,” Marissa said lightly. “Meanwhile, you are disgustingly sober.”


“I am the pilot of your father’s very expensive cabin cruiser tonight. By law the pilot cannot drink, my dear. Also, if I had a couple of beers, I might completely lose my sense of direction and we’d end up in Jamaica two months early for our honeymoon.”


“Our vacation to Jamaica last year was the best trip of my life,” Marissa sighed. “I would love to end up there two months early, whether we’re married yet or not.”


Eric threw an arm over her shoulders. “You’re so busy with wedding preparations, two months will be gone before you know it. Now, walk fast, girl. It’s time for everyone to be back at the boat.”


Marissa stood still and said reluctantly, “Uh, Mr. In Charge, I don’t think anyone is at the boat. They said they’d meet us at what’s left of Lucian Gray’s estate.”


“What? Why?”


“They wanted to explore it because it’s weird and interesting and they’re curious.”


“It could be dangerous. No one said anything to me about stumbling around those ruins at night.”


“We’re keeping secrets from you. It’s a conspiracy,” Marissa said dramatically. Eric didn’t smile. “Okay. Gretchen knew you’d object. And obviously, you do.”


“I don’t like being lied to, Marissa.” Eric sounded quietly angry.


“We didn’t lie to you. We just didn’t tell you.” Marissa had expected him to be annoyed. She hadn’t expected him to be angry. “I didn’t even know the others planned to explore the ruins until we were getting off the boat. Gretchen wanted to see where the pipe organ sat before my grandfather donated it. She begged me not to tell you, and from the look on your face I can see why.” Eric continued to stare at her. “Okay, blow up at me if you want. I don’t see the harm—”


“She’s my sister.”


“Really? I didn’t know that. I guess that gives you the right to hover over her like she’s a child,” Marissa huffed. “This is absurd. The island is only a quarter mile long and the buildings are smack-dab in the middle of it. I think we can find our group with no trouble and then you can yell at Gretchen.”


“I don’t yell at my sister.”


“You just embarrass the hell out of her.”


“My parents didn’t want her to come tonight. I assured them if she could, I’d take care of her!”


“Does that mean holding her hand all night so she doesn’t wander off? Your parents have brainwashed you into thinking you are your sister’s keeper and you’ve become more like her jailor!”


Marissa slipped her feet into sandals and began flapping away, mad at Eric for acting so foolish about his sister and mad at Gretchen for asking Marissa to do something she knew would make Eric angry. What an end to a wonderful evening, Marissa fumed inwardly.


In a moment, Eric caught up to her, carrying the soft blanket on which they’d sat, talked, and cuddled less than half an hour ago. A silvery crescent moon shone in the warm night as they followed a path toward the church in silence.


Suddenly Eric said, “I shouldn’t have blamed you. It’s my fault for leaving Gretchen alone.”


“You didn’t. She’s with Tonya, Andrew, and Dillon. And before you tear into Dillon, I know you think your sister likes him too much and you don’t trust him.” Eric remained silent. “We couldn’t invite Andrew and not invite his brother, Dillon. Also, if Gretchen has the hots for Dillon, she’s never told me, and I’m her best friend.”


“Marissa, I am not the only person in town who thinks Dillon Archer is trouble, and she’s been with him a lot lately.”


“You’ve been in Philadelphia, Eric. Who’s your news source?”


“She dated Will Addison for months. What happened? Did he dump her?”


“No, Eric, Will did not dump her. In fact, I think she broke off things with him. Don’t ask me why, because she didn’t tell me. She’s not as open with me as she used to be. All I know is that lately she’s spent some time with Dillon Archer.”


“So she is in a relationship with Archer!”


Marissa stopped. “Oh, for God’s sake, Eric, you act like she’s twelve! You might not think she’s as worldly-wise as I am—and I’m not sure that was a compliment—but she’s certainly not a fool.”


“But she’s—”


“Gretchen. I know.”


“That’s not what I was going to say.” Eric looked at Marissa in frustration. “I was going to say she’s been acting different lately.” He paused. “She’s remote. Edgy. Sad.”


Marissa had her mouth open, ready to snap back that Gretchen seemed different because she was becoming a woman, not just Eric’s adoring little sister. His last three words drew her up short, though. Remote. Edgy. Sad. Marissa had to admit that she’d noticed Gretchen’s behavior seemed unusual the last few months. She hadn’t been eager to go places with Marissa and had let a couple of other friendships completely lapse. She no longer played the piano upon request, usually making an unconvincing excuse, and she’d often seemed distant, almost secretive.


A few weeks earlier, Marissa had asked Gretchen if anything was bothering her. Gretchen had said she had a lot of pressure on her because of the coming year’s concert circuit and she was nervous. In addition, her mother had been pressuring Gretchen to practice six hours a day and they’d been arguing over the impossible schedule. Marissa had easily accepted the explanations—she’d been too excited about her upcoming wedding for Gretchen’s distraction and occasional irritability to dampen her happiness.


“Well?” Eric asked. “Haven’t you noticed a difference in her?”


Marissa didn’t want to discuss Gretchen with Eric. She loved Eric, but Gretchen was her best friend and repeating their conversations to Gretchen’s brother seemed like a betrayal. What Gretchen wanted Eric to know Gretchen should be the one to tell him.


“What I’ve noticed is that our romantic evening has become all about your sister,” Marissa answered shortly.


They walked in silence until Eric finally grudgingly said, “I’m sorry.”


Marissa let a few seconds pass before she said, “Me, too. I’m sorry that we argued, not that I didn’t tell you about Gretchen seeing Dillon Archer. She’s old enough to make decisions without asking you.”


“I guess she is,” Eric said flatly.


As they entered what Marissa had always thought of as Lucian’s enclave, she felt as if a damp veil of misery lowered over her. She closed her eyes and could almost smell smoke lingering after the conflagration that had destroyed the house and slave quarters.


After a few seconds, Eric said, “I like the rest of the island, but not this place.”


“I don’t, either. Neither does Dad.”


“Then why doesn’t he sell the island?”


“He says no one has ever expressed an interest in buying it. Besides, the island is eroding. In a hundred years, it will be underwater.”


“I suppose the local historians consider that a loss,” Eric said.


“They do. I’m not certain how I feel.” Marissa took his hand, forgetting that she’d been exasperated with him five minutes ago. “Not much is left of Lucian’s house.”


They looked at the foundation stones of what had once supported a beautiful Greek Revival house. Grass and weeds now grew where exquisite rugs had once lain on gleaming wood floors. The foliage would have taken over the whole island if Marissa’s father had not hired a landscape team to keep the flora under control.


Marissa said, “I gave the key to the church to Andrew. I see light in there.”


They quickly crossed the ground to the tall white church with its steeple and spire pointing to the star-filled night. Marissa’s father kept the church maintained and always locked against vandals. Three steps led to the well-preserved interior with beautiful stained-glass windows depicting the Easter Cross, the Descending Dove, the Cross and Crown, and the Five-Pointed Star. An aisle separated eight rows of pews. The pulpit stood on a raised platform, and above the pulpit was a balcony.


The others had clearly prepared to light up the church, but even six powerful Maglite flashlights did a poor job of chasing away darkness in the church tall enough to house the organ on a balcony. Someone had either found or brought several candles whose flames sent shadows crawling up the walls to the balcony where the magnificent organ had sat . . .


And Gretchen stood barefoot atop the tall, narrow rail.


Marissa and Eric jerked to a stop and Marissa almost cried out before Eric’s hand quickly covered her mouth. “Don’t startle her,” he whispered.


Marissa nodded and Eric removed his hand. They heard Tonya’s voice edged with fear: “Gretchen, you’ve shown off enough for tonight. Please come down now.”


Someone on the balcony pointed a handheld flashlight at the slight, golden-haired girl holding out her arms for balance as if she walked a tightwire. She flinched and yelled, “Turn off the light!” The light blinked off.


“Eric, do something,” Marissa hissed, her heart pounding against her ribs.


He ignored her for a moment. She felt his entire being focus on his sister before he whispered, “We don’t want the flashlight glaring on her, but we can barely see her from down here. You go up to the balcony as quietly as you can. I’ll stay here and talk to her.”


Marissa nodded, slipped off her noisy sandals, and hurried to the stairs leading to the balcony. “I’m the king of the world!” Gretchen shouted.


“You’ve watched Titanic about twenty times,” Eric called back. “Don’t you know Leonardo DiCaprio is king of the world? Besides, you happen to be a girl. You can’t be king of anything.”


“Wonder what Mom and Dad would say if they saw me?”


“You’d give them the scare of their lives.” Marissa recognized Dillon Archer’s voice, which was deeper than his older brother Andrew’s. “You’re giving me the scare of my life.”


Gretchen giggled. “You wonder what’s gotten into this mousy little girl.”


“I know what’s gotten into you,” Dillon answered. “Too much beer.”


Gretchen laughed loudly. “Yes! And it feels great!”


Marissa reached the back of the balcony and stepped onto it next to Andrew Archer, who stood at an angle from Gretchen. “She just climbed up there before we realized what was happening,” he whispered to Marissa.


Gretchen turned her head and narrowed her eyes. “Ah, do I hear my very, very, very best friend, Marissa? Are you telling secrets to her, Andrew?”


“No secrets, Gretchen,” Andrew said. “I don’t know any secrets.”


“I know secrets. Big, surprising secrets.” Gretchen had begun to slur. “Certain people should be v-verrry nice to me or I’ll tell.”


“Hey, Gretchen, we’re headed back for the boat,” Eric called casually. “If you don’t get down, we’re going to leave you behind.”


“Fat chance. You watch me like a h-hawk. Drives me crazy.” She paused, and then yelled furiously, “I’m not a lil’ girl, Eric!”


“I know,” he answered evenly. “Tonight Marissa gave me a lecture on that subject. I’m sorry I didn’t notice you grew up.”


“You n-noticed she grew up!”


Dillon walked softly beside Gretchen, staying parallel to her. “You’re gonna run out of railing, pretty girl. What’ll you do then?”


“I’ll turn round and walk back!”


Gretchen was two-thirds across the railing, her right side facing Eric. Tonya stood about three feet away from Dillon, facing Gretchen’s back. “Honey, we’re all tired and we all want to go home, so please come down,” Tonya said.


Gretchen took another unsteady step. “D’you believe you know everything ’bout your friends, Tonya? ’Cause if you do, you’re wrong. You might think you know—”


Gretchen began to sway and Marissa stepped ahead of Andrew, getting about four feet away from Gretchen’s back. If Dillon could reach up far enough to grab Gretchen around the thighs, he could pull her off the rail, Marissa thought frantically, her mouth dry, her palms wet.


She felt as if her thoughts had communicated themselves to Dillon when in the dim light on the balcony Marissa saw Dillon rise on his toes and slowly lift his hands upward and outward toward Gretchen. Thank God, Marissa thought, feeling as if she might faint from fear for her friend. He was going to seize Gretchen’s thighs and jerk her down onto the balcony. The way she was teetering, it was her only chance. Dillon is going to save Gretchen’s life, Marissa almost whispered. Dillon is going to save—


She couldn’t even scream as she saw Dillon’s raised left hand curve loosely around Gretchen’s upper thighs while his right hand shot swiftly between her denim-covered legs, flattened against her right thigh, and pushed. He stood still for just an instant and then leaned forward as if desperately trying to grasp the slender spun-sugar girl plunging off the balcony.


Gretchen landed with her back stretched across the old pulpit. Her small feet dangled from one side, and her head hung from the other with her face turned slightly, so her amber eyes stared blindly at her brother.










Chapter 1


Four and One-Half Years Later


1


Marissa Gray strapped her seat belt, turned the key in the ignition, and glared at the large, fluffy flakes of snow cascading on her windshield. “Oh, great,” she muttered angrily.


“What’s wrong?” Marissa looked at her beautiful older sister, Catherine, rapping insistently on the closed passenger’s window. “Are you too scared to drive?” Catherine called.


Marissa pushed the automatic opener and the window purred halfway down. “I’m not scared, Catherine; I’m pissed off. The snow is falling faster, I’m the reporter who was supposed to be at the Addison party ten minutes ago, and I haven’t even left home!”


“Oh, to heck with the Addisons.” Catherine’s long brown hair blew in the wind and her eyebrows pulled together above her light blue-green eyes. “Evelyn Addison wants you there early so she can name every single gourmet dish at the buffet and have that new photographer take her picture alone with the magnificent Christmas tree—no annoying guests trying to crowd into the shot. Of course, that’s if she hasn’t gotten too wide to entirely block the tree from the photo.”


Marissa laughed. “Shame on you! She’s our esteemed mayor’s wife. Where’s your respect?”


“It vanished when you said you were driving to the Addison house in your ridiculously small, convertible sports car.”


“I have enough sense to put up the car top, Catherine.”


“The tops of most convertibles aren’t as sturdy as those of hardtop cars and you know it. Besides, a blizzard is coming.”


“The weatherman didn’t say anything about a blizzard. He said a heavy snow is predicted around two in the morning.”


“Heavy snow is weatherman code for a blizzard, and of course well-behaved blizzards always arrive exactly when the weatherman predicts they will. James has a Lincoln with a very sturdy roof. Why don’t you wait and go with us?”


“Oh, that would be fun,” Marissa said dryly. “Me tagging along with my sister on a date. Besides, I told you I’m already late.”


Catherine folded her sweater-covered arms. “I’m freezing!”


“Well, that’s not my fault! You wouldn’t be freezing if you’d go inside instead of standing in the driveway badgering me!” Marissa closed her eyes for a moment, fighting for patience. “Look, Catherine, this is our first Christmas since Mom died. Maybe we shouldn’t have decided to spend it in the family home, but we did and now we both feel at sea. Everything is so different and not in a good way. You’re twenty-eight, though, and I’m twenty-five. You’re my older sister, not my big sister. You don’t have to take care of me.” Catherine didn’t answer. “I know driving on snow terrifies you, but I’m only driving eight miles and I’m wearing my seat belt.”


“You have to drive on the three worst miles of Falls Way to reach the Addisons’.” Catherine sighed and looked beyond the car, batting her eyes against the snow. “I have a very bad feeling about you tonight, Marissa.”


“Oh, Catherine!” Marissa burst out, then reminded herself she was speaking to the only remaining member of her immediate family—her sister, whom she’d always admired and loved. She softened her voice. “You worry about me too much, Catherine. You worry about everyone. It’s endearing, but it must be exhausting for you. And frankly, trying not to worry you is exhausting for other people. You can’t keep everyone at home under your wing like a mother bird. Can’t you ease up at least one night?”


Catherine raised an eyebrow. “I never thought of myself as a mother bird. A crow?”


“A skylark. She makes the most beautiful song.”


Catherine tilted her head, smiling. “When all else fails, try flattery. Okay, I guess I do clutch at other people, trying to hold them near me, as if I could keep anyone safe,” she said grudgingly. “But it’s so hard to shake these feelings of responsibility for you. Mom has been gone for only four months and Dad for three years . . .”


Marissa had learned over the years that simple reason couldn’t stop Catherine’s worrying. Diversion was the only answer.


Marissa started with sincerity: “I promise not to drive too fast and to be extra careful. I’m not worried about the weather conditions and I’m looking forward to having a good time. This year the Addison Christmas party is supposed to be the biggest ever.” Marissa paused and frowned, moving on to distraction. “But Catherine, you’re having your very first date with James Eastman tonight and look at your hair! The curl is falling out and the ends are frizzing. It will look awful if you don’t get inside and fix it before James comes.”


Got her! Marissa thought as something close to panic flashed in Catherine’s eyes. Catherine seemed to think she’d hidden the crush she’d had on James since she was a teenager. Marissa had always known, though, and now almost giggled that the thought of not looking perfect for her first date with James temporarily banished everything else from Catherine’s serious mind.


“Oh my God!” Catherine usually pretended oblivion to her striking appearance. The act would have been shattered if anyone had witnessed her whipping her hair over her shoulder and looking at the damp strands in near horror. “Look at it! What’ll I do?”


“Your hair isn’t soaked. If you get inside immediately, you’ll just have time to spray it and put it on large hot rollers for five minutes. Five minutes only!” Marissa ordered urgently.


“You don’t think I need to wash it and start over?”


“Absolutely not. Just use the rollers and it will look beautiful.” Still, Marissa couldn’t resist adding, “Oh, I tried on Mom’s pearls you were going to wear tonight, but I can’t remember where I put them. You’ll need to look for them.”


“You can’t remember!” Catherine cried in dismay.


“I’m sure you’ll find them. Maybe I left them in my room . . .”


“Honestly, Marissa, you’re impossible! I don’t know how you hold on to a job. Well, you should leave before the weather gets worse.” Catherine was already rushing for the front door, grasping her wet hair, touching her throat as if searching for the pearls she feared she’d never see again. Marissa grinned. She’d placed the pearls in their padded velvet box on Catherine’s dresser. “Bye,” Catherine called absently over her shoulder. “Don’t drive too fast. Be—”


The wind carried “careful” away just as the big front door slammed behind her.


She’ll race up that staircase faster than the speed of light, Marissa thought, imagining Catherine’s relief at discovering her addle-brained little sister hadn’t stuck the pearls under the bed or in the refrigerator. Marissa knew that Catherine, who was finishing the last few months of internship needed to receive a license in clinical psychology, didn’t truly think her sister was as capricious as she acted. Catherine’s habitual fretting nearly drove the airy Marissa wild, though, and she couldn’t resist occasionally pretending to be a complete flyby-night, hoping the repetition would eventually break Catherine’s habit of overreacting. Besides, within twenty minutes Catherine would be worrying about her again. Marissa knew overconcern was in Catherine’s nature, a deep part of the way she loved.


Marissa closed the car window, then looked in the rearview mirror for a quick appraisal of her own appearance. She’d long ago accepted that she wasn’t a classic beauty like Catherine, but she could certainly hold her own. Her long dark blond hair, brightened at the stylist’s with golden highlights, miraculously still held graceful waves in spite of its exposure to the brisk wind. No liner or mascara had smeared around what her mother called her “sapphire” eyes. Red lip gloss gave her a more glamorous look than the usual peach or pink without looking too harsh. So far, so good, Marissa thought in satisfaction. Now if she could just endure the party without spilling something on her pale blue dress or getting a run in her ridiculously expensive sheer stockings she would consider the evening a success.


Marissa turned up the car heater and began to back slowly down the slight incline of the driveway. Her red Mustang didn’t feel quite as steady as usual, which meant a paper-thin sheet of ice had already frozen over the snow. If she’d left only fifteen minutes earlier, Marissa thought in annoyance, she could have descended the tricky driveway before the top layer of snow began freezing.


Marissa knew traffic would be light tonight with everyone already warned about the bad weather. Nevertheless, people would attend Evelyn and Wilfred Addison’s Christmas party, which had become an institution in the city, even before Wilfred Addison’s grandfather had been the mayor. The daunting Evelyn, whom Marissa was always tempted to call “Your Majesty,” felt the only acceptable excuses for missing her party were death and perhaps a calamitous matter occurring in an intended guest’s personal or business life that might make for awkward party chatter.


Evelyn Addison also expected full coverage of her party in the Aurora Falls Gazette. After a badly written brief article and one small, blurry picture had infuriated Evelyn last year, this year the editor had placated Evelyn by promising a longer article and assigning it to Marissa Gray. Marissa—a relatively new reporter at the Gazette—was a member of one of the few families in Aurora Falls that Evelyn considered equal in social standing to the Addisons. Evelyn had been friends with Marissa’s parents and known the Gray girls all of their lives. Her affection for Marissa seemed to have jumped several notches when Marissa promised that this year the Gazette’s new, award-winning photographer would be taking the pictures of the event.


Well, Evelyn should be pleased, Marissa thought as the steering wheel turned loosely on the icy road. I’m out here fighting the elements to reach her soirée in time. But it’s my fault, she admitted mentally. If I hadn’t changed my mind about my earrings at the last minute and misplaced my perfume, I’d be on time. Not that my appearance matters, she dismally reminded herself. Tonight was business. She hadn’t gone on a date since returning home six months ago, and she doubted that Mr. Wonderful would magically appear at the Addison Christmas party in Aurora Falls.


Marissa looked in the rearview mirror for a glimpse of the falls she loved. In 1770 a handsome, wealthy, eccentric young man from New York named Sebastian Larke had organized an unofficial expedition south along the Orenda River, the third-largest river mapped in North America. Larke claimed he had a “calling” to find a sacred place he’d seen in a dream. The charismatic Larke had no trouble acquiring followers.


In the spring of 1771, the Larke expedition happened upon the falls. Record keepers of the trip wrote that on a June night they’d heard a distant roar that sounded like a waterfall near the Orenda River. Larke had insisted they make camp without going near the sound. Early the next morning, they had found Larke nearly half a mile away sitting beside wide, horseshoe-shaped falls later measured at a magnificent 124 feet high. According to one of the original journals, “the sun shone like a heavenly prism through the thick mist created by the plummeting water. Sebastian sat perilously near the edge of the falls, his eyes closed as glorious, golden sunlight surrounded him.”


According to the journal, Sebastian had then confessed the Christian God had not sent him on this journey as he had let his followers assume. He claimed Aurora, the Roman goddess of the dawn, had asked him to search for her sacred waterfall. Believing the beautiful waterfall he saw with the dawn light shimmering through the rushing water was the one for which he’d searched, Sebastian had promptly named it Aurora in her honor. He had then plucked a white multi-flora rose from one of the many hardy bushes growing nearby and dropped the rose into the falls as an offering.


Nearly a hundred people stayed with Sebastian even after learning they had not been following the orders of their Christian God. Sebastian had spent the next twenty years unmarried and devoted solely to building a village for both the Anglos and the Indians around the falls. Now Aurora Falls was one of the few major waterfalls in the United States not enclosed within a state park and Sebastian’s village had become a city of over forty thousand people.


The story of Sebastian Larke had always intrigued Marissa, especially when she was young and imagined him movie-star handsome, idealistic, and heroic. She was certain he’d longed for someone to love—someone brave, loyal, and understanding of his imaginative spirit. Someone with dark blond hair, very blue eyes, skinny legs, and a birthmark on his left shoulder blade that resembled a waterfall if you looked at it nearly cross-eyed. Marissa laughed softly in remembrance of her fantasy. Now was not the time to keep glancing back at the magnificent falls lighted green, red, yellow, and blue for the holiday season, though. Headed out of town, away from the lights of close-spaced houses, Marissa knew she needed to concentrate on the road, which was becoming more slippery by the minute.


A guardrail ran along the two-lane highway, separating it from a steep bank sloping sharply down to the Orenda River. Better lighting for this strip of road known as Falls Way had been a main topic of the seemingly endless city council meeting Marissa had covered for the Aurora Falls Gazette two nights ago. One man in his eighties had declared in a strong voice that more lights would be too expensive and they would create a teenage hangout where teenagers did what teenagers did. When a sneering young man around thirty asked him what teenagers did, the elderly man replied snappily, “It’s a shame a fella your age needs to ask,” bringing on loud laughter from the crowd.


On the opposing side, a woman who looked like a rainbow in a fuchsia and turquoise suit, her dyed red hair upswept, declared she wouldn’t have had her second wreck on Falls Way last summer if the city provided adequate lighting in that area. Someone else suggested she might have been able to keep better control of her car if she’d called a taxi instead of driving home after a long evening spent in the Lonesome Me Tavern, a remark she had ignored with dignity so rigid Marissa had thought the woman’s neck might break.


Finally, the wife of the town’s sheriff, Jean Farrell, with her dowdy clothes, humble manner, and meek voice, sent the meeting into near pandemonium by politely stating that not only did Falls Way definitely need improved lighting, but also the first order of business must be to replace the old, weak guardrail between the highway and the Orenda River. She acknowledged the project’s cost would eliminate the money the city had set aside to build a new baseball diamond in the park. However, if the city didn’t begin work on the lights and the guardrail soon, Jean said pleasantly but firmly, she would take the matter to the governor, who everyone knew was not only her friend but also her cousin.


Almost laughing aloud at the memory of what the elderly man later called “one firecracker of a meeting,” Marissa met another car going in the opposite direction and absently noted it was the first vehicle she’d seen in a couple of minutes. The car following her had turned left, and without the shine of its headlights in her rear window she realized exactly how dark this stretch of road was at night.


The snow fell harder. The car chilled quickly. She’d forgotten her gloves and her fingers stiffened. On such a bad night, fewer people were traveling on Falls Way than usual and the highway rapidly grew slicker. Marissa was an exceptionally good driver, with quick reflexes and twenty-fifteen vision, but driving in this weather was nerve-wracking and Marissa decided that as soon as she reached the party she’d promptly ask for a drink. A double. She’d accept anything alcoholic and stimulating except fattening eggnog. Evelyn Addison would probably be annoyed that the party wasn’t Marissa’s immediate concern, but Marissa didn’t care. Evelyn wouldn’t have been driving in the slippery snow.


Or rather, ice. Both the defroster and the wipers were on high. Marissa leaned forward, squinting through her windshield. She’d turned her headlights on low beam, knowing high-beam light would refract off the snow and ice and create a blinding glare, but her range of vision was still alarmingly small.


Marissa glanced at the speedometer. Forty. She certainly wasn’t driving too fast. She usually traveled Falls Way at sixty. Still, she slowed her speed another five miles per hour. Thank goodness the Addison house was less than two miles away, she thought, beginning to feel less certain of her ability to handle bad road conditions. Maybe Catherine had been right to expect—


Suddenly, only about fifteen feet ahead of Marissa, her headlights caught a blur of movement near the guardrail. A deer? she wondered. Then, to her shock, the form began to climb over the guardrail, although climb didn’t seem to be the right word. As Marissa watched through her continually slush-splattered windshield, the figure looked as if it was slithering over the ice-covered rail, moving with smooth, sinuous, frighteningly unnatural ease. Once clear of the guardrail, the figure stood up tall in a long, dark coat, seemed to glide into Marissa’s lane, and stopped directly in front of her.


Marissa gasped and pushed on her horn at the same moment. The figure didn’t move. In the gleam of Marissa’s headlights, she could see a pallid human-shaped face surrounded by a hood. In spite of the weather, she saw enormous black-rimmed eye sockets and, inside of them, the gleam of dark, almost inhuman eyes staring steadily at her. Her own hands trembled, but the figure never flinched as once again Marissa hit the horn, long and hard.


Marissa fought the urge to slam on the brakes, knowing doing so would throw her into a spin. Instead, she steered to the left, intending to go around the person who was obviously drunk or crazy. On her cell phone she would report the incident as soon as she’d eased back into her own lane—


Except a semitruck bore down on her in the left lane. The truck driver’s horn blared. The truck was so close Marissa could see the driver’s horrified expression. Now she had no time for deft maneuvers on ice. Immediately Marissa hit her brakes, simultaneously jerking the steering wheel to the right.


In a moment, she realized she’d dodged both the truck and the pedestrian, but her car was spinning out of control on the ice. Back in the correct lane, she fought the wheel, but the car had a life of its own, slewing rapidly to the right.


A thousand thoughts seemed to scramble through part of Marissa’s brain while at the same time another part maintained an odd tranquility. The tranquility shattered when her Mustang smashed into the guardrail. Sparks of metal grating against metal flashed in the darkness before she heard the groan-snap of the old, weakened guardrail bending and splitting. Marissa finally screamed when the guardrail gave way and her car plunged down the steep, rough bank toward the Orenda River.
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“This weather will discourage some of the guests.” Catherine looked with concern at the cascade of snow on the windshield.


“Not if they know what’s good for them. Evelyn Addison keeps very close track of her R.S.V.P. list. Only God knows what kind of social disasters might befall someone who misses her Christmas party.”


Catherine stole a look at James Eastman sitting behind the steering wheel of the silver Lincoln. Even in the dim light of the instrument panel, she could clearly see the sharp angles of his profile, the sturdy chin, the straight nose, the strong forehead. He wore his black hair short at the sides with a sharp part and the top combed neatly to the side. Years ago, Catherine decided he had the physical perfection of a young Sean Connery. Still, she’d been shocked when at twenty-one she’d acknowledged her powerful attraction to the son of the Gray family’s lawyer. She’d told no one except her mother.


Catherine had idolized her lovely, youthful, joyous mother and confided almost everything to her. No matter how startling or embarrassing Catherine considered the information, Annemarie Gray had never gotten angry, lectured, laughed, or, most important, betrayed a secret. At this moment, Catherine knew her mother would be overjoyed she was on a date with James. Annemarie had always said someday he would open his eyes and see Catherine as a woman, not just one of Bernard Gray’s daughters.


Someday and an ex-wife later, Catherine still recalled the pain of her devastation when James had married a woman he’d met while attending law school at Tulane in New Orleans. Because her friendship with James had seemed so casual, Catherine had thought only her mother had known the unhappiness she hid beneath her smile the day the family attended James’s wedding at the beautiful New Orleans home of the bride’s family. Annemarie had squeezed Catherine’s hand when the beautiful dark-haired bride, Renée, walked down the aisle, and Annemarie had stayed close to her daughter during the reception, helping her keep up her façade of cheerfulness that the entire Gray family was not only attending the wedding but also spending a few days in one of their favorite cities.


The first year of the marriage had seemed peaceful. The next year had been a bit bumpy, according to the local gossips. At the beginning of the third year, Renée told anyone who would listen she was miserable with workaholic James, she couldn’t stand his overbearing parents, she hated the dullness of life in Aurora Falls, and she would not bear the three children James wanted. In October, Renée had left town so fast she seemed to vanish in a puff of smoke.


Afterward, a stony-faced James wouldn’t talk about Renée at all, but his mother told friends she had gotten in touch with Renée’s parents, who claimed she had not returned to her home in New Orleans—she’d merely called them a week before her departure from Aurora Falls and told them she was getting a divorce. Her behavior infuriated her staunch Catholic parents, who had told her she would not be welcomed back to their home. Apparently, in a fit of pique Renée had claimed she would never speak to them again.


When the news reached Annemarie, she’d hugged Catherine in unashamed jubilation. “James will be hurt for a while, but mostly he’ll be humiliated,” Annemarie had told Catherine. “When he emerges from his fog of misery, he’ll see who has been right under his nose for years!” She’d paused. “Honestly, I think Renée must have cast some magic spell on him. When I looked in her eyes at the reception, I knew she was wrong for him. James has intelligence, depth, and a warm, kind soul. She was pretty but predatory and cold to her bones.”


“Are you cold?” James asked.


Catherine’s gaze flashed to him. “What did that mean?”


James tossed Catherine a startled look. “I’m comfortable, but is the car warm enough for you? What did you think I meant?”


“I thought . . . oh, I don’t know. I wasn’t even thinking about you.” Catherine closed her eyes and wondered if she could have said anything ruder. “I’m sorry, James. That came out wrong. I’m jumpy tonight. Marissa is covering the party for the newspaper and she was running late, as usual, so she took off in her little convertible sports car, which she’ll drive too fast. The weather is getting worse and I’m worried to death about her.”


“It’s sweet of you to care so much,” James said softly, then more heartily, “Don’t worry about her, Catherine. She’ll be fine.” He smiled ruefully at Catherine. “I thought you were already wondering how you’d get through a whole evening with me.”


Are you crazy? Going to this party with you is my dream come true, Catherine almost burst out, but took a breath. “I’m sure we’ll have a wonderful time, James. I’m pleased you invited me to join you.” I sounded like a character from a Victorian novel, Catherine thought in frustration. She tried again: “James, I’m sorry I seem so strange tonight. I’m a worrier by nature and maybe because Mom died such a short time ago I’m especially overprotective of my sister now. She’s impetuous, the risk taker, the live wire in the family.”


James grinned at Catherine and she thought she saw a shade of relief in his dark eyes. “Then she’ll fit right in at the party. Last year’s turned out to be a bash. Evelyn Addison had a bit too much eggnog and did her rendition of My Heart Will Go On at the grand piano. Twice. And Evelyn put her heart in the song. If Céline Dion had heard her, she would have dropped dead in horror.”


Catherine giggled, picturing Evelyn, whose grande dame act fell to pieces after too many drinks. Her husband usually kept an eagle eye on her to prevent such scenes, but someone must have cornered Wilfred. James went on, “As a dramatic conclusion to the party, Wilfred Addison the Fourth, Evelyn’s pride and joy, put his very drunk twenty-seven-year-old self behind the wheel of his car, pushed hard on the accelerator, and rammed into the rear of Harmon Siders’s Ford—his first new car in fifteen years.


“Harmon had been bidding his host good night at the door, but when he saw what had happened he came roaring down the porch steps threatening to beat the living daylights out of young Will. The way he moved, you would have never guessed Harmon is in his eighties. He bashed his cane twice on Will’s door before anyone could stop him. Young Master Will just sat cowering in the car looking like a little boy waiting for his mother to rescue him.”


By now, Catherine had bent forward, lost in laughter and completely free of her self-consciousness, which she knew had been James’s intention. “My God,” she gasped. “Mom wanted to spend last Christmas in Baltimore with her only sister and I’m glad we did that for her, but I’m sorry I missed all the fun at the annual Addison party!”


“I noticed you weren’t there,” James said casually. “I only came because Dad insisted. I didn’t even bring a date. I was sort of hoping I might happen to meet up with you. Of course, you would have had a date, but maybe you would have taken pity on a poor, lonely guy who had to come to a party with his parents. I felt like a fifteen-year-old . . .” James’s voice trailed off. He gently lifted his foot from the accelerator, carefully slowing the car on the icy road, and leaned forward, peering grimly through the snow-smeared windshield.


Catherine frowned, seeing the blurry flash of lights. She asked in a small voice full of dread, “What’s wrong?”


“Damn this weather!” James swore softly. “There’s been a wreck.”










Chapter 2
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Wake up, sleepyhead. I’ve made blueberry pancakes. Your father and Catherine will eat all of them if you don’t get out of bed and run to the kitchen.


“Run . . . run to kitchen. Pancakes. Have to run—”


Marissa tried to roll off the bed, but something held her tightly at the waist. When she struggled, the pressure increased. Slowly she opened her eyes to a strange world where white confetti fell all around her. She blinked several times and peered through the confetti. Beams of blurry light revealed tall columns with thin white arms reaching into the night. She let out a whimper of rising hysteria as she saw what seemed to be strings circling around her, moving swiftly, scraping against the windows, wrapping her in an icy cobweb cage.


“No! No! No!”


Marissa slapped her hands over her mouth, cutting off what she somehow knew were useless screams. Quiet. She must be quiet, she told herself. She must be quiet and think. Her father’s words came back to her: Reason is always more useful than panic. How many times had he repeated that wisdom to her and Catherine? Enough for Marissa to remember it now.


She closed her eyes and tried to draw deep breaths, but she could only take in small breaths of the cold, stinging air. After a few moments, Marissa opened her eyes and forced herself to stare at the strings she’d thought were entwining her in a cage of ice. They weren’t strings—they were long, skinny tree twigs and lengthy bare vines. A strong gust of wind set them wildly flaying her car and lashing at the windows as if they wanted entrance. The noise was unsettling, but Marissa managed to keep her nerves somewhat steady, although she still didn’t know where she was or what had happened.


Marissa dropped her hands from her face to her lap, where they landed on a piece of limp but strong white nylon or plastic. Several spots of dark liquid splattered the material, one drop falling as she watched. She ran a sore tongue around the inside of her mouth and tasted coppery liquid. It had also spread warm and plentiful on her upper lip before more dripped onto her lap. She gingerly touched her face. Blood spreading from a sore tongue, blood running from her painful nose. Marissa decided she’d bitten her tongue and the discharge of an air bag, now lying deflated in her lap, had broken her nose. At last her mind cleared and she realized she’d had a car wreck.


Her body slanted hard to the right. Marissa forced herself to make another calm measurement and decided the car must be tilted about ninety degrees. She ran the palm of her cold, bare hand over her abdomen to find a length of sturdy nylon webbing holding her in place and another crossing her chest. Seat belts. They had saved her life. Now she needed her cell phone to call for help . . .


Except she’d put the phone in her gold clutch purse, which lay on the backseat, its rhinestone clasp winking faintly in the glow her headlights cast around the car. Marissa stretched her arm toward the backseat but couldn’t reach her purse. Tears rose in her eyes. The seat belts had locked.


The car let out an ominous creak and she stopped moving, even breathing. Her tears dried as her panic flared. Certainly the truck driver would call in the incident, Marissa thought, trying to calm down. He would. He definitely would—


If he’d seen it. She’d already passed the front of his truck when she went into a spin. But what if he was the type who was more interested in meeting a deadline than getting into a mess with the police over some woman driving erratically? What if he was the kind who just didn’t care? What if he only wanted to get to a warm motel room, kick off his shoes, and watch television?


“Stop it!” Marissa told herself aloud. Her headlights were on. The highway wasn’t deserted. Someone driving on Falls Way would look down the riverbank and see the lights. Help would come. She must believe that or she’d start screaming and kicking and completely lose what good wits she had left.


I’ll think about what happened, she told herself. I’ll concentrate on every detail of what caused this . . . situation. I won’t think about how I’ll get out of it; I’ll think about how I got in it. That’s what Dad—ever-sensible Dad—would tell me to do.


First, what had caused her to wreck? Had she slid into another car? Turning as far to the left as her neck would allow her, she saw no car. Had she lost control and crashed into that useless piece of guardrail? She shut her eyes tightly, trying to remember. No, she’d been driving slowly, so slowly . . .


Her eyes snapped open. I saw something on the road and I tried to dodge it by . . . by how? I pulled into the other lane, but there was a semitruck, for God’s sake, and I swerved back to my lane and slid into the guardrail and then—


Tap. Tap. Tap!


Marissa jerked her head to the right and struggled for breath. A white blur at the window sharpened into the long face Marissa had seen on the highway. Gaping black eyes dominated inhumanly pallid skin—eyes seemingly sunken too far back into the eye sockets to belong to anyone alive. Three painted black tears trailed down the right side of the face, the third one beside the gray lips. Marissa was clearheaded enough to know it was a mask with long dark and white hair escaping from beneath the hood—hair rough, tangled, and dry, the hair of a long-dead corpse.


Fear tightened Marissa’s throat painfully. She couldn’t scream. She could barely breathe. Although she realized the face outside was a mask, its immobility unnerved her. It looked like a human skull. Wind caught loose strands of long hair and coated them with snow and ice, turning them into a stiff, grotesque frame for a skin-stripped face.


Marissa fought the urge to struggle in the locked seat belt that earlier had saved her life but now made her a prisoner. Her thoughts skimmed back to a late summer day when she was nine, happily running in the woods with Catherine and their friend Tonya Ward, and had landed beside a den of young rattlesnakes. Marissa had been wearing canvas sneakers and no socks. Immediately the mother snake’s tail had rattled before her head rose, poised at the bare flesh above Marissa’s ankle.


Catherine and Tonya had stopped, looking back at Marissa, who’d shrieked, then gone stiff at the sound of the rattle. Catherine had begun screaming at the top of her voice, but coolheaded Tonya had ordered Catherine to shut up and firmly told Marissa, “Do not move.” After what seemed an interminable time, the snake stopped rattling and lowered back to its passive coil. After two or three minutes, Tonya had told Marissa to pretend she was in slow motion and take tiny steps until she’d escaped the danger of the mother snake.


Right now Marissa felt as if she were looking into the inscrutable eyes of that poisonous, deadly snake. Marissa’s body instinctively stilled. She didn’t open her mouth to cry out. She didn’t allow her gaze to waver. She felt as if her heart had stopped beating. She and the being outside merely stared at each other like figures carved in stone—Marissa hurt, cold, and trapped; the figure covered in a black rain slicker, its face impassive, and its eyes as unfathomable as the eyes of the dead.


Then its fingers began scrabbling at the handle of the car door.
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A cold lump settled in Catherine’s stomach as soon as she spotted the semitruck pulled to the side of the road, flares set around it. A brown sedan had parked behind the semi and a blue SUV sat on the other side of the highway in front of what Catherine dreaded most to see—a sizeable, ragged-edged gap in the guardrail.


James drove past the aperture in the guardrail, slowly pulled in front of the SUV, and stopped. “I’m going to see what’s happened,” he told her calmly. “I’m leaving the car on so you’ll have heat. Will you be all right?”


“I’m not staying in the car!” Catherine’s voice shook. “Maybe Marissa—”


He clasped Catherine’s hand and squeezed it. “And maybe not Marissa. Maybe not much of anything. This guardrail is so old and weak it might have just cracked in the cold and collapsed on its own.”


Catherine looked at him disdainfully. “That’s the kind of story you would tell a child, James Eastman, and I can’t believe you even tried it on me! How stupid, how insulting, how utterly . . . utterly—”


He’d unlatched his seat belt, opened his door, and jerked his hand away from hers while she ranted. “Yeah, okay, I’m awful. You have tears dripping off your chin. I am going to see what happened. You are going to stay in the car.”


He slammed the door and walked away from the Lincoln toward another man, never looking back at her. Catherine huddled in the warm car, pulling a tissue from her tiny purse that didn’t hold much more than a tube of lipstick, a compact, and a cell phone. James in his black cashmere coat walked quickly toward a burly figure wearing jeans, boots, a billed cap, and a heavy denim jacket. The man glanced her way and Catherine saw that he looked on the verge of collapse. His whole body shook. One hand continually wiping his eyes, the other hand nervously taking off and putting on his cap. He must be the driver of the semi, Catherine thought, trying to feel sympathy for his obvious distress, but she kept shuddering, imagining his hulking truck meeting Marissa’s small, sporty car.


Finally, the truck driver produced a large flashlight and almost charged toward the opening in the guardrail. James and another man each took one of his arms, trying to stop him. Let him go! Catherine thought in fury. Let him look! Maybe it isn’t Marissa at all. I’m sorry for anyone who did wreck, but please don’t let it be Marissa.


Catherine couldn’t stand it. In a flash, she jumped from the car and ran toward James, maneuvering ice and snow in her spike-heeled shoes. “What’s happening? Are the police coming?”


“You should have been an ice dancer,” James said as she stopped precisely in front of him without a wobble. He clasped her shoulders. “I told you to stay in the car.”


She glared at him and nearly snarled, “James, how-bad-is-it?”


“Well, we can’t tell much about it,” James said unconvincingly. “The truck driver had a cell phone. A police unit was near—they should be here in a minute. It seems a car swerved out of its lane and almost collided with the truck and ended up going over the bank instead.” James lowered his voice. “The guy in the jacket is the truck driver. He’s a mess—blames himself. He won’t wait for the cops. He’s determined to go over the bank to see if . . . to see the car.”


“I don’t care about the damned truck driver,” Catherine hissed. “What kind of car went through the guardrail?”


“He couldn’t really see; it happened fast, the weather—”


“James!” Catherine watched his dark gaze trying to avoid hers. “It was a red Mustang, wasn’t it?” she asked flatly.


James finally looked directly into her eyes, drew a deep breath, and tightened his hold on her shoulders. “Yes, Catherine, it was.”
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The cavernous eyes never wavered from Marissa’s as the hands scratched at the car door. Marissa didn’t break the gaze, giving no sign she knew whoever was outside was trying to get inside. To get inside and do what? Stab her? Strangle her as she lay twisted and trapped in the car she’d cherished?


Her left shoulder had begun to ache from the pressure of the seat belt holding her body as the car had hurdled, bounced, and jerked to a stop. Or what felt to Marissa like an unsteady stop if she wasn’t imagining the slight rocking motion caused by her would-be visitor beginning to pull forcefully on the handle of the door.


The handle of a locked door! The thought flashed into Marissa’s mind like a blinding flare. When she’d lived in Chicago, before moving back to Aurora Falls, where people rarely broke into automobiles, locking the car doors had become second nature to her. In or out of the car, she always locked the doors, and she’d done so this evening while Catherine stood at the car window spouting warnings.


Marissa’s mental bubble of triumph burst when the being outside pulled even harder on her car door and Marissa realized it had given up on opening the door and was now trying to make the car lose its delicate balance. The Mustang began to sway. Although Marissa felt as if she might faint, dimly she thought of how ironic it would be to survive a near crash with a semitruck and a perilous dive down the icy river-bank only to die by having some child’s nightmare monster pull the car into the Orenda River. If the car went into the river, she would die. Underwater, car doors wouldn’t open unless the cabin of the car had filled and the pressure had equalized. She didn’t think she could hold her breath that long.


Marissa couldn’t even prepare for the worst by opening a window—the thing was outside trying to get in the car. She could open a window underwater, but trapped by the seat belt she couldn’t reach the automatic window opener. Yes, her situation was quite entertaining, Marissa thought, so dizzy with pain and fright she felt almost goofily drunk. “This would make a good story, but who’ll write it if no one knew about the monster?” She laughed almost hysterically before she choked on the blood running from her nose.


Abruptly her twisted amusement at the situation vanished and Marissa crashed back into a world of darkness and snow and something grotesque outside the car trying to kill her. For a moment, she wondered if she might be slipping in and out of consciousness. No grotesque thing was trying to kill her. She’d half-slept in the cold and had a child’s nightmare. Night terrors. She’d been prone to them when she was very young.


Then Marissa’s tormentor pulled so hard on the car that it grated on the snow and the front end shifted downward. The seat belt jerked harder on her left shoulder, increasing the pain. Marissa looked directly at the figure, and deep in the cavernous holes in the mask she saw darkened eyes narrow a fraction and triumph flitter in their murky depths. Did the monsters of children’s imaginations smile? She couldn’t remember about her own, but if she lived through this ordeal, she’d ask a child, because this monster smiled . . . 


And then vanished. Marissa felt as if someone had blown out a candle. Her tormentor was there and then it wasn’t. Where could it have gone? Could it have ducked below the car window? Was it creeping behind the car?


She tried to twist in her seat, but she was aching, shivering with cold, and frightened almost senseless. Suddenly a bright light shone beside her face. Her hands flew to her eyes and she cried out, terrified of what horror was surely to come. Then, drawing a ragged breath of tepid air, she burst into silent sobs when a man shouted, “You can stop holding your breath, Catherine! Marissa’s alive!”
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