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One

Madeline Smith didn’t believe in ghosts. Not until the night Jon Barnett walked into her life, anyway. Maddie drew her legs up to her chest and held them close. Maybe walked was the wrong word to use - his method of movement seemed more like floating.

Outside her bedroom, the branches of an old elm scraped back and forth across the tin roofing. The wind howled through the night, an eerie cry that matched her mood of anticipation and fear. Snow scurried past the windows, silvery drops that glittered briefly in the light.

It felt oddly fitting to be sitting on her bed, waiting for the arrival of a ghost while an early winter storm raged outside.

Only he insisted he wasn’t a ghost at all.

She tugged the blankets over her knees and wondered if she should stoke the fire with a little more wood. Maybe the heat would keep him away. Or maybe he’d gotten tired of his game and simply forgotten about her. Though she believed the desperation in his eyes was real enough, she just didn’t believe he was real.

Perhaps he was just a figment of her imagination - a last, desperate escape from the loneliness of her life.

The clock on the mantle began to chime quietly. She turned to look at the time. One-thirty. Maybe he  had forgotten about her . . .

“Madeline.”

She closed her eyes, uncertain whether fear or the unexpected pleasure of hearing the low velvet tones of his voice one more time caused the sudden leap of her heart.

“Madeline,” he repeated. This time a hint of urgency touched the warmth of his voice.

He stood in the shadows to the left of her window. Despite the storm that raged outside, he wore only a short-sleeved black shirt and dark jeans - the same clothes he’d worn when he had first appeared last night.

Tonight there was something different about him, though.

Tonight he looked afraid.

But he wasn’t real, damn it! How could a ghost feel fear?

“Madeline, you must help me.”

She closed her heart to the desperate plea in his voice. What he was asking her to do was impossible.

“I can’t.” She avoided his gaze and fiddled with the fraying edge of the blanket. “I don’t know you - I don’t even believe you exist. How can you expect me to leave everything I have here on the whim of a ghost?”

“You must!” The sudden sharpness of his voice made her look up. “All I’m asking is for you to travel across the state, not to another country. Why are you so afraid to move from your retreat?”

Maddie stared at him. He seemed to understand altogether too much about her. No one else had seen her fear - not even her sister, who was as close to  her as Maddie ever allowed anyone to get these days.

“There’s nothing wrong with being cautious,” she said after a moment.

He studied her, amusement flickering briefly in the diamond-bright depths of his blue eyes. “I never said there was. But life has to be lived. You cannot hide forever.”

She ignored the sliver of alarm in her heart, ignored the whispers that demanded she ask how he knew so much about her, and raised an eyebrow. “And what does a ghost know about such things?”

He sighed, running a hand through his overly long hair. In the light of the fire, slivers of gold seemed to flow through his fingers. “I’m no ghost, Madeline. But I will be, if you don’t help me soon.”

Alarm danced through her heart. “What do you mean?”

He walked across to the fire and held out his hands, as if to capture the warmth of the flames. Hair dusted his arms, golden strands that gleamed in the firelight. His fingers were long and smooth and tanned. Lord, he seemed real - and yet, if she looked closely enough, she could see the glow of the fire through his body.

“I mean that I’m stuck down this damn well, and I can’t get out. I will die, Madeline, unless you help me.”

Maddie closed her eyes and tried to stifle the rising spiral of fear. Not for her safety, because she sensed this was one ghost who would cause her no harm. It was just fear of . . . what? She didn’t know, but there was something about this apparition that made her very wary.

Perhaps she should play along with him. Surely  he’d eventually tire of his game and leave her alone. Or perhaps she was just going mad - as most of her so-called friends had insisted she would.

Yet those same friends had never understood what she was, or what she was capable of doing. Nor had they ever tried to help her.

“Why can’t someone else rescue you? You must have friends - why don’t you go haunt them?”

“Believe me, I would if I could.”

His tone was dry and left no doubt he would rather be anywhere else than with her. Bad news when even a damn ghost doesn’t want to be with you. “So why aren’t you?”

He frowned. “I don’t know. Some force keeps driving me towards you. I have no choice in the matter, Madeline. You’re all I have.”


And you refuse to help me. The unspoken rebuke was in his eyes when he glanced at her. Maddie bit her lip and looked away, watching the snow continue its dance past her window. Maybe she was going mad. She was beginning to feel sorry for a ghost.

“Why would you be able to reach a complete stranger and not anyone of real use to you?”

“I don’t know.”

But the look he gave her was keen, as if he did know but didn’t believe she’d understand.

“If you want my help, you at least owe it to me to be honest.”

“Fair enough.” He turned his back to the fire, but kept his hands behind him, as if still trying to warm them. “Whatever this force is, it brings with it a sense of danger. And it’s connected with you somehow.”

He seemed to say an awful lot without actually saying anything, Maddie noted. Maybe her ghost had been a politician in a former life.

“That made everything so much clearer,” she said dryly.

He shot her a look that was half amusement, half frustration. “Someone close to you is in danger, and somehow, they’re drawing me to you.”

Besides her sister, the only other person who quali - fied as being close was Jayne’s son, Evan. Neither of them had the sort of power Jon was talking about. No, she thought grimly, there was only one misfit left in their small family unit.

“So how did you end up in the well?”

“Someone shot me when I was out exploring.” He shrugged. “I must have fallen into it.”

Maddie raised an eyebrow. From what she could see of him, there was remarkably little evidence of a bullet wound. “Then you are dead.”

He sighed and closed his eyes. “I was hit in the arm. The fall could have killed me, but I was . . . lucky.”

The arm closest to her was a suntanned brown, well-muscled and remarkably free of wounds. His hands were still firmly clasped together, which surely wouldn’t be possible if the other arm had a hole blown in it. Maybe it was her ghost who was mad, not she.

“Why don’t you just shout for help?”

“As I explained before, I can’t take the risk. Someone is out to get me. If they think I’m still alive, they’ll just find me and finish the job.”

A chill ran through her. “It could have been an accident.”

“No.”

She closed her eyes at the soft certainty in his voice. “If I come to help you, my life could be in danger.”

“How would they know you’re there to help me? You’d just be another tourist passing by.”

The sudden weariness in his voice made her look at him. His form had faded slightly, merging with the night. Something was wrong, something more than the fact he’d been shot. And she sensed he wouldn’t tell her what. “Who do you mean by  they?”

“I’m not exactly sure. But someone in this town knew why I was here, and they moved pretty swiftly to get rid of me.”

“Then tell me what town you’re in, and why you’re there.” If he was going to continue haunting her, she should at least try to understand a little more about him.

He stared at her, then shook his head. “How many times do I have to repeat myself before you believe in me?”

His voice held an edge of desperation that made her wince. Yet last night she’d been too busy trying to convince herself he was nothing more than a vivid dream to really listen to anything he said. “You mentioned some town - Sherbrook, wasn’t it?”

He closed his eyes for a moment, as if battling to remain calm. “Sherbrook is the name of the inn. The place is Taurin Bay.”

An odd sense of foreboding ran through her. Evan had attended a school camp in Taurin Bay not so long ago. Jayne had gone along as cook and chief pot-washer. “That force you said was driving you to me - was it male or female?”

“Male.” He paused, eyes narrowing. “Why?” Evan - something told her it was Evan. Maddie licked her lips and wondered if she should call her sister - or was she just worrying over nothing again?

“Maddie, what’s wrong?”

She stared at him blankly for a moment. “My sister  has a thirteen year old son called Evan. Both of them were in Taurin Bay last month.”

“Damn!” Jon ran a hand through his hair, then abruptly walked forward, stopping only when his knees touched the side of her bed.

He was close, so close. She could see the rise and fall of his chest, felt the whisper of his breath wash across her skin. Could smell him, a faint scent of cologne mixed with hints of earth and sweat. But he wasn’t real, damn it!

“In the last eight months, sixteen teenagers have been taken from their homes and haven’t been seen alive again. In each case, no locks or windows were disturbed. And each time, the teenager was taken on the next full moon after their families returned from Taurin Bay.”

Her heart leapt. She raised a hand to her throat and tried to remain calm. “Evan is safe at home. This is ridiculous.”

“Someone is drawing me here, Madeline. Someone who knows he’s in danger. You’re the connection between us. Tonight is a full moon. Go call your sister.”

She scrambled off the bed and ran to the bedroom door. Then she hesitated, looking back at Jon. He hadn’t moved, but his body had faded, losing its shape to the darkness. Only his blue eyes were still bright.

“Go call her,” he said. “Then come to me. Save me.”

Maddie turned away from his plea, though she knew he wouldn’t be there when she returned. She ran down the hall to the phone in the kitchen, turning on lights as she went. Somehow, the darkness seemed too intense to face alone.

Fingers trembling, she picked up the phone and dialed Jayne’s number. It seemed to ring forever. Maddie bit her lip, hoping nothing had happened, hoping that Evan was in bed and safe.

“Hello?” a croaky, half-asleep voice said eventually.

“Jayne, it’s me,” she said without preamble. “Is Evan there? Is he all right?”

There was a slight pause, and Maddie could hear the rustle of blankets as her sister shifted around in her bed. “Of course he is. Why?”


Because I’m a fool, because a ghost told me he may be in danger. “Humor your little sister and just go check, will you?”

Jayne sighed. “Maddie, have you been drinking again?”

Maddie closed her eyes. Whenever Jayne thought she had a problem, she always asked the same question - even though it had been six years and ten days since Maddie had last had a drink. Not since the fire that had taken her husband’s life, she thought with a shiver. The experts had never found an explanation for that fire, though they had theories aplenty. Maddie knew the truth, but she wasn’t about to tell anyone - not even her sister.

She cleared her throat. “No. I had a dream, and I want to reassure myself he’s all right.”

“For God’s sake, it’s after two.” Annoyance ran through Jayne’s voice, but at least she was still listening. At least she hadn’t yet slammed the phone down.

“I’m well aware of the time. It will only take a minute to check on Evan. Please.”

“I guess I damn well better,” her sister muttered. “Or you’ll be calling all night again.”

Maddie heard Steve, Jayne’s husband, murmur  something about weird sisters, then the squeak of springs as Jayne got out of bed. Maddie grimaced, hoping she was just being weird. Hoping Jon wasn’t right. She stared out the kitchen window as she waited, watching the snow flurries dance across her yard. Then she heard the sound of returning footsteps, and felt her stomach knot. Please let Evan be safe.

“Evan’s sound asleep in bed, Maddie.” Jayne’s voice was a mix of exasperation and annoyance. “And by the sound of it, so should you be.”

This time Jayne did hang up on her, but Maddie didn’t mind. Jon had been wrong. Evan was okay. She replaced the receiver then thrust a shaking hand through her hair as she sagged back against the wall in relief. Maybe Jayne was right. Maybe all she needed was a good night’s sleep - something that had eluded her ever since her world had disappeared into flames.

She closed her eyes, fighting the memories, fighting the sudden need to wash the pain into oblivion with a drink. That chapter of her life was over. She would not return, even through memories. And if Jon did come back, she’d tell him to go find someone else to tell his weird story to. She wasn’t interested - not if the cost was to make her sister think she was stranger than ever.

 



His only chance of survival was a woman afraid of life. Jon shook his head at the irony of it and leaned wearily against the cold stone wall of the well. He’d seen the fear in the amber flame of her eyes, in the tremble in her hands as she ran her fingers through her chestnut-colored hair. She was afraid to move from the safety of her home.

And he would die if she didn’t.

He smiled grimly and stared up at the pale stars twinkling in the dark bracket of sky far above him.

How he wished he could fly, simply wing his way up out of the well to freedom. But he couldn’t even climb with his arm like this. He glanced down, noting his flesh had swollen around the handkerchief he’d tied across his forearm.

Someone had shot him, but not with a gun, as Madeline had presumed. Someone in Taurin Bay knew what he was. They’d used arrows made of white ash, a weapon deadly to those with magic in their souls.

He’d broken off most of the shaft, but a section was still embedded in his flesh, and probably the only reason he hadn’t yet bled to death.

Oddly enough, he felt no pain. Not now, anyway. Maybe it was the cold. Maybe it was the numbness beginning to infuse his body. Or maybe he was as thick-skinned as many of his friends believed.

He grimaced and closed his eyes. He’d thought about dying many times in his life, but he never thought it would come like this - lying helpless and alone in the cold, cold night.

And yet, in some ways, it was oddly fitting. He’d spent most of his adult life alone, so why not die the same way?

He wouldn’t have cared much, either, if he’d had the chance to see his family one more time and explain why he’d avoided them so much over the last ten years.

An owl hooted softly in the distance. He listened carefully, then heard the soft snap of wings, the small cry of a field mouse. If the owls were out looking for a meal, it meant there was no one about to disturb  their hunting. And therefore, no one about hunting  him. Trapped down this damn well, he’d be easy pickings. A day had passed since he’d been shot. By all rights, he should be safe, but he’d learned over the years never to relax his guard.

Had learned the hard way that should be safe never meant it was.

He toed the water lapping the edges of the small ledge. The water had been his salvation in more ways than one - it had broken his fall and, no doubt, saved his life. And it was drinkable, which meant he wasn’t in any danger of dehydration. But it might yet kill him, too. His abilities gave him some protection against the cold, but he knew he was starting to push his limits. His plunge into the water had soaked every bit of his clothing, and now he was so cold it hurt to move.

If Madeline did find the courage to come to his rescue, she might discover nothing more than a five-foot-ten icicle.

Madeline - what was he going to do about her? How could he convince her she was sane and he  really needed her help? What had happened in her life that made her so afraid?

A wave of dizziness hit him. There was nothing he could do except ride out the feeling. He probably had enough strength left to contact her one more time. If he couldn’t convince her to help him, he’d just have to hope that someone in the Circle realized he was in trouble and came to his rescue.

Because if someone didn’t, more kids would die.

 



The snow had turned to rain, which fell in a soaking mist. Rivers of water were beginning to run past the house, scouring tiny trenches along the freshly  graded driveway. The tops of the cedars, claret ashes and silver birches that crowded the fence line were lost to the mist, and though dawn should have come and gone, night still seemed to hold court.

Maddie raised the coffee mug she held between both hands and took a sip. The wind was bitter, but the wide old verandah protected her from the worst of the storm, and her threadbare coat kept her warm enough for the moment. She couldn’t face going indoors just yet. The old house was too big, too full of ghosts . . .

Except for one.

She sighed and leaned back against a veranda post. She couldn’t shake Jon from her thoughts. Couldn’t shake the desperation she’d glimpsed in his eyes.

What if he wasn’t a ghost, but alive and in dire need of her help?

She sipped her coffee and stared out across the snow-flung wilderness of her yard. In a last ditch effort to salvage her life, she’d bought this house and its untamed three acres six years ago. It had become her haven, the one place she felt truly safe. She had no real wish to be anywhere else. The flowers she raised in the barn she’d converted to a greenhouse made small luxuries possible, and she had enough money invested to see her through the hard times. Even Jayne had given up her efforts to get Maddie back into what she called ‘mainstream’ life.

Maddie chewed on her lip. The question she had to face was simple. Could she simply stand by and let Jon die?


If she believed he was real, then the answer was no. That was the crux of the matter. Part of her was afraid to believe, part of her afraid not to. She took  another sip of coffee and shivered as the wind ran icy fingers across the back of her neck.

Then she stiffened. Something told her she was no longer alone. Slowly, she turned.

Jon stood several feet away, his face as pale as the snow behind him, blue eyes still bright despite the shadows beneath them. He looked like death, and the thought chilled her soul.

“What can I do to make you believe me?” he asked softly.

There was a hoarseness to his voice that had not been evident a few hours before, an edge of weariness and pain that tore at her need to stay safe.

“Maybe it’s not a case of me believing you. Maybe it’s just a case of knowing I can’t help you.”

He ran a hand through his hair and looked away, appearing to study the silvery drops dripping steadily from a hole in the gutter. “Then you have killed me as surely as those who shot me,” he whispered after a moment.

“No!” She closed her eyes. How could she ever survive the weight of another death, whether or not it was her fault? “Isn’t there someone I could contact, maybe a friend in a better position to help?”

“My companions live in Washington, and my time is running out.” He looked at her. “You’re my only chance, Madeline. Please.”

Something in his eyes made her want to reach out and touch him. She clenched her fingers around her coffee cup and turned away, knowing she had to react with her mind - not with her emotions, and definitely not with her heart. They had only led her to tragedy in the past.

“Why won’t they suspect me?”

“You are . . . ordinary.”


Ordinary. She almost laughed at the bitter irony of it. How often had she heard that in the past? No one suspected the truth, not even her sister.

“Madeline, I don’t mean -”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said, turning to face him. “I can’t change what I am. Nor can I deny I’m afraid. But I just can’t run off wildly without some proof.”

He sighed. “I’m in no position to prove anything to anyone.”

Mist drifted around him, darkening his hair where it touched. She wanted to reach out and touch him, to feel the heat of his body, to hold him close and caress away the lines of pain from his face. Maybe I am insane. I want to touch this ghost in ways I never touched my husband. Shaking her head, she stepped away from him.

Something flickered in his blue eyes, and a slight grimace twisted his generous mouth. It was almost as if he’d sensed the reason for her fear. But that’s ridiculous - he’s a ghost, not a mind reader. The sharp ring of the telephone interrupted the heavy silence. Maddie glanced at her watch and frowned. It was barely seven - who would be ringing her at this hour? She headed inside to answer it, then hesitated, meeting Jon’s steady gaze.

“We won’t meet again,” he murmured. He reached out, as if to touch her cheek then let his hand fall. “For that, I’m sorry. Stay safe, Madeline.”

“No . . .” Maddie watched him fade until there was nothing left but the warmth of his voice in her thoughts.

She closed her eyes and fought the rise of tears. Damn it, why should she cry for a ghost, when she hadn’t cried for her husband? She bit her lip and watched the mist swirl around the spot where he’d  stood. Maybe because Jon had shown her more warmth in the few hours she’d known him than Brian had ever shown in the six years they were married.

The insistent ringing broke through her thoughts. She took a deep breath then ran down the length of the verandah to the back door, fleeing her thoughts as much as running for the phone.

Slamming the back door open, she snatched the receiver from the hook and struggled to get her boots off. “Hello?”

“Maddie?”

She froze. It was Jayne . . . Oh lord, let Evan be safe. Yet the note in her sister’s voice told her something was terribly wrong. “What is it?”

“It’s Evan,” Jayne sobbed. “He’s disappeared, Maddie. Just gone . . . without a trace.”




Two

“I need your help. You can see things . . . I need to know . . .” Jayne’s voice faded into silence.

Maddie closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall. After all the years of denials, after all the years of fear, Jayne was not only acknowledging her abilities but also asking for help. It was a miracle Maddie had never thought she’d see, and one that left her oddly frightened.

If Jayne knew, maybe Steve did.

And maybe he knew about Brian, too. She took a deep breath. No, if Steve suspected anything, he would have reported it.

Her thoughts stuttered to a sudden halt. She’d asked Jon for some form of proof, and perhaps this was it. Evan had disappeared, just as he’d predicted.

Jon was real. And dying.

She clenched her fingers against the phone and tried to remain calm. “What do you expect me to do that Steve can’t?”

“Steve’s restricted by the law, though he’s looking . . . but you’re the only one who can . . . who can help Evan. Only you.”

There was an odd certainty in Jayne’s voice that made Maddie frown. Maybe she wasn’t the only gifted member in the family, after all. “Jayne, my gifts  are decidedly unreliable and . . . well, dangerous.” Which had to be the biggest understatement she’d ever made. “I’m willing to try, but Steve’s a detective. Surely he-”

“No! Maddie, you must look for him. Please, promise me.”

The desperation in her sister’s voice reminded Maddie of Jon. “Okay, okay. But I’ll need to see his room first.” She hesitated, then added. “Does Steve know you’re asking me to do this?”

Jayne’s silence was answer enough. Maddie closed her eyes. She’d taken to visiting Jayne and Evan when Steve wasn’t home. He’d never bothered to mask his opinion of her, and lately that opinion had been openly hostile.

“Maddie, please . . .”

She sighed. “I’ll be there in an hour.”

“Thank you,” Jayne whispered, and hung up.

Maddie gulped down the remains of her coffee, then turned and ran towards her bedroom. Grabbing an old canvas carryall out from under a pile of sweaters, she threw in everything she thought she might need for the next week. Maybe Jayne was right. Maybe her hated abilities were the only way to find Evan quickly. Even so, she couldn’t do it alone.

Once she’d seen Jayne, she was going on down to Taurin Bay to find the man who wasn’t a ghost.

 



Maddie climbed out of the truck and studied Jayne’s large, two-storey home. It was barely eight-thirty in the morning, but the winter light was so bad it might as well have been early evening. Though the house was lit up like a Christmas tree, the silence that draped it was so heavy she could almost touch it. Maddie counted the windows along the top floor  until she found Evan’s room. From the outside at least, it showed no sign of forced entry.

She shoved her hands into her pockets and walked up the newly shovelled driveway, trying to ignore the insidious whisper in her mind telling her she should have stayed home - should have stayed safe.

Jayne opened the front door. Her eyes were puffy and red, her face suddenly old without its usual coating of makeup. Maddie stepped up onto the porch then stopped, unsure of what to do next. Jayne was usually the one in control, the one who believed any sign of emotion should be kept out of the public’s curious gaze. Even as children, it had always been Maddie who had lost her temper, Maddie who had cried, never Jayne.

“We should have taken your dream seriously,” Jayne said, her gaze not quite meeting Maddie’s. “But we didn’t listen. Oh God, we just didn’t believe . . .”

Maddie hesitated, then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around her sister. Jayne stiffened for just a moment, then collapsed against her, sobbing softly.

“I’ll find him,” Maddie promised. “Somehow, I’ll find him.”

Jayne sniffed and pulled away. “He hasn’t left a note or anything. He’s simply vanished.”

Vanished. Just as Jon had warned. Maddie shivered. Something told her that if she was to have any hope of finding Evan, she first had to find Jon.

“I need to see the room, Jayne.” If Evan had somehow drawn Jon to her, maybe there was something in the teenager’s room that would link her back to Evan.

“Okay . . .” Jayne hesitated then stepped away from the door. “But hurry. Steve will be back at any moment.” 

He’d be furious to find her in the house - and would take his anger out on Jayne. Not physically, but emotionally. From what Maddie had observed, it was, in some ways, tougher to handle.

How had the two of them managed to marry men so like their father?

She clomped up the stairs, stripping off her coat as she approached Evan’s room. The house was unusually warm - odd, given Steve’s belief that it made better sense to put on a sweater than turn up the heat.

Nothing had changed in her nephew’s room from the last time she’d seen it, three weeks before. Posters of rock bands and scantily clad woman still vied for space on the walls. His clothes were strewn all over the floor, and the football she’d given him for his last birthday still held pride of place on his overcrowded bookshelves.

And yet there was one difference - the smell. Maddie frowned as she tried to place it. It was burnt ash, mud, and a soft hint of citrus, all rolled into one. An odd and unpleasant scent that made her stomach roll.

She blinked back the sudden sting of tears. She had to find Evan. He couldn’t die. He was all that stood between her and the utter loneliness of her life.

Biting her lip, she walked across to the windows. White dust covered much of the frame, highlighting the fingerprints. But as Jon had warned, there was no sign at all that the windows had been forced. Both were still key-locked.

She turned away. The odd smell grew stronger, became a cloud that encased her in sweetness and decay and darkness. She groped blindly for the nearby dresser. Oh God, she thought, it’s happening again.

Her fingers brushed against something cool and metallic - the gold chain Evan had bought with the cash he’d received for his birthday. Maybe, just maybe, she could use it to try to control the direction of the dream. As the room spun around her, she squeezed the chain into her palm and hung on tight.

For several heartbeats, darkness encased her mind. Then pinpoints of light danced through the gloom, slivers that gradually lifted the darkness. Around her, she saw the rough wooden walls of a small cabin. Two small forms lay huddled on the dusty floor, wrapped in blankets that hid their faces from sight. One of them was Evan - she could just see the gleam of his red-gold hair.

The vision swirled slightly, and the shadows moved. A slender figure walked across the room, features hidden by a large coat and hood. It bent and lovingly touched the form lying beside Evan. A chill ran through Maddie. It was a woman’s hand, and yet it had the claws of a panther.

“By the light of the new moon,” the woman said, her sultry tones oddly tremulous, “your youth will become my youth.”

A hand touched Maddie’s shoulder. With a small squeak of fright, she spun around. Jayne stared at her, glassy eyes widening in surprise.

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” she said softly.

Maddie licked her lips. “Sorry. Just a bit jumpy.” She hesitated, noting the slightly pinched look around her sister’s mouth. “What’s wrong?”

“Steve just called. He’s on his way home, and he wants to talk to you.”

Maddie swore under her breath. Trust her sister to mention she was here. “I can’t, Jayne. He’ll want to  know how I knew Evan was in danger, and he won’t believe me when I tell him.”

Jayne nodded, though Maddie could see the uncertainty in her sister’s eyes. Despite her earlier statements, Jayne still wasn’t entirely sure whether to believe her or not, either.

“Okay, then. It usually takes him five minutes or so to get here from the station. If you hurry, you might avoid him.”

She squeezed her sister’s hands tightly. “I’ll find Evan, Jayne. I’ll bring him back.” Somehow.

Jayne gave her a wan smile. Maddie stepped back, then stopped, her gaze caught by the brief flash of gold on the dresser. Evan’s chain. She must have dropped it when Jayne touched her shoulder. Had holding it helped the vision’s direction? Maddie suspected it had, if only because it was the first time she’d ever actually seen something she’d wanted to. Usually the dreams took their own course. Maybe if she took the chain with her, she might be able to use it to help find Evan.

Not giving herself time to doubt, she brushed the chain into her hand then followed her sister down the stairs.

The old truck rattled to life at the second turn of the key, which was something of a miracle. She reversed out of the driveway then turned north. It was time to go find herself a real live ghost.

 



Maddie put her foot on the brakes, then winced at the squeal of metal grating against metal. The brake pads had needed replacing for some time now, but it was a task she’d hoped to put off until she’d sold the next lot of roses.

But hours of driving - the last one up and down  steep mountainsides - had quickly rearranged her priorities. If she made it down this road in one piece, she was going to get them fixed as soon as possible.

At least the bright lights of Taurin Bay were finally visible below. Though now that she was nearly there, she wasn’t entirely sure what she should do next. For a start, she had to find the Sherbrook Inn, but she also had to find Jon - and quickly. Heavy snowfalls were predicted within the next twenty-four hours.

She remembered his face the last time she’d seen him - so pale and tired. If she didn’t find him soon, it might be too late. At least Evan had the heavy layer of blankets to protect him from the cold.

A graceful bridge of latticed metal arched across the mouth of a wide river and swept her into Taurin Bay, where a familiar yellow sign caught her attention. She pulled into the drive-through, collecting a hamburger and the directions to the Sherbrook.

The inn was a large, square-fronted, Victorian-style house painted in pale pinks and grays. She stopped the truck and leaned against the steering wheel, studying the house.

Maybe staying here wasn’t such a wise move. Jon had and had ended up down a well. Someone had obviously suspected he was here to find the missing teenagers and had tried to stop him. Would they suspect her as well?

The thought made her snort. Jon had called her ordinary and, outwardly at least, he was right. Why would anyone suspect she was anything more than a tourist? Besides, she had to stay somewhere, and most of the motels along the way had been full - not surprising with the early onset of the ski season.

She dragged her bag off the back seat and headed for the inn. The small foyer was empty when she  entered, but a bell chimed softly in the distance. She shut the door and studied the room. The walls were covered in pale gold and silver wallpaper, and the window next to the front door draped with rich, burgundy curtains. An open fire blazed brightly in the sitting room to her left, lending a golden gleam to the empty plush velvet and mahogany chairs forming a semicircle around it.

The inn looked expensive. A weeklong stay would put a serious dent in her savings, but that was a small price to pay if she found Evan - and Jon - in one piece.

“Hello.”

Maddie jerked her gaze back to the desk. A man stood in the doorway just behind it, his smile warm and friendly.

“Hank Stewart. I’m the night manager here,” he continued, stepping forward. “How may I help you?”

She eyed him warily. Though his voice held nothing beyond politeness, something about him made her uneasy. “Do you have a room available for a couple of days?”

He opened the book in front on the desk, then nodded. “We have the Captain’s quarters available at the moment.”

It was his eyes, she decided when he looked up. Something unfavorable lurked in the mud-colored depths of his eyes.

She swallowed and pulled her gaze away. “How much is it?”

“It’s our top room. One fifteen a night.”

She winced but signed the register. Picking up her bag, she followed him along the hall and up the stairs. The Captain’s quarters turned out to be a suite  comprised of a bedroom, a lounge and a large bathroom - all ornately furnished.

“Feel free to call if you need anything,” he said, smiling as he gave her the key.

His fingers brushed hers, hot and yet clammy. She shuddered and pulled her hand away.

“If you want to go out tonight, just let me know,” he continued. “I usually lock the door after eleven, unless we’ve guests still out.”

She hesitated and glanced at the clock. It was nearly seven now. Who knew how long it would take her to find Jon’s well. “I do have plans to go out for a while.”

He nodded. “Anything else?”

“Is there a map of the area I can use?”

“Over on the mantle,” he said and walked away.

She firmly closed and locked the door behind him, then leaned her forehead against it for a moment. Her whole body was trembling, and she suddenly felt sick. Over what? A man with strange brown eyes who’d offered her no threat in anything he’d said or done. I’m no good at this sort of thing. I should have stayed home.

She took a deep breath, then walked over to the mantle. Spreading the map out on the coffee table, she knelt to study it.

Jon had given her a fairly good description of the area where he’d fallen into the well. All she had to do was remember it - not an easy thing when she’d been so petrified by his appearance that first time.

She traced the lines of roads with her fingers until she found one that sounded familiar. She followed it along ‘til it went through a state forest. That was it. That was the area.

After rolling up the map, she collected the room  key and headed downstairs. The night air was cold, and the wind carried the hint of snow. Maddie glanced up. The stars had disappeared behind a wall of clouds. She hoped the snow held off - not just for Jon’s sake, but Evan’s as well. The teenagers might have blankets to keep them warm, but there’d been no sign of a fire in the old cabin. If bad weather moved in, they might freeze to death before anyone found them.

She just had to hope Jon’s directions - or her memories of them - were accurate. The last thing she wanted was to drive around for hours. Every second was vital if she was to find Evan alive, of that much she was certain.

But if someone had shot Jon, there was no telling how accurate his directions were - though he’d seemed pretty lucid whenever he’d appeared before her.

Just how in the hell had he appeared, anyway? What was that? Some form of astral travel? Wasn’t that the stuff of fairy tales? She snorted softly. Yeah right, just like the ability to light fires with a thought was just a fairy tale.

And in the end, did it matter? He could have horns and sprout wings, and she wouldn’t give a damn. Not if he helped her find Evan.

She’d been the cause of far too much grief in her family in the past. Maybe now she had a chance to redeem herself.

She started the truck, then glanced at the street map one more time before driving off. Twenty minutes later she was back in the mountains. The road’s incline grew steeper, and pines began to crowd the edges. It didn’t seem the area in which to find a well, yet oddly enough, it did seem the type of area  Jon would enjoy. Strange how she had gleaned so much from the few hours they’d been together.

She drove through the gates that designated the beginning of the state forest. The road became a dirt track several yards in. She slowed. If she’d read the map right, there was a small turnoff half a mile ahead. It would take her right past the shared fence line of the old farm Jon had mentioned.

The turn came up faster than she expected. She swung the steering wheel hard. Saplings slapped against the windows, and something hard scraped along the body of the truck. Heart pounding rapidly, she straightened the truck and slowed down even further. The headlights picked out the fine strands of wire running parallel to the road just ahead.

She stopped and got out. An owl hooted in the distance, a haunting sound in the silence. The chill breeze spun around her, stirring the pine branches above her head and whipping thick strands of hair away from her ponytail. She caught the flyaway ends, tucking them under the collar of her jacket, then studied the fields before her. Somehow, it felt right. She couldn’t explain how or why, but she knew that Jon was here somewhere. Either that, or she was finally going mad.

She grimaced. That was still a very real possibility. After all, here she was in the middle of nowhere, trusting the words of a man who might yet prove to be a ghost.

She grabbed the flashlight and locked the truck. The fence was a mix of plain and barbed wire. After climbing through carefully, she studied the dark field. Where was the most logical position for a well? She swung the light from left to right but couldn’t see any possibilities close. But in the distance she could see  the dark outline of several buildings. The old farmhouse, maybe? It was as good a place as any to look for a well.

It took five minutes of tramping through the overgrown field to reach the outbuildings. To the right of what looked to have been a barn was an odd-shaped mound of stone. Her heart leapt, and she ran towards it. Please, please, let this be it . . .


She slid to a stop and leaned over the uneven wall. The knobby edges of the stone dug into her stomach as she directed the flashlight into the well. Deep down in the darkness, gold flickered.

“Jon?” She waited anxiously for an answer, but nothing came. Maybe he was unconscious. “Jon!”

This time something stirred. She leaned over the edge a little more, desperate to catch any noise.

“Jon!” Her voice echoed. After a moment, she heard a soft groan. He was down there all right, but he had to be awake if she was going to help him. She couldn’t get him out of the well on her own. “Answer me, damn it!”

“Madeline?” His soft question was harsh with disbelief.

Tears sprang to her eyes, and she blinked them away quickly. Crying wouldn’t help anyone. It certainly wouldn’t help him out of the well. “I’m here. I’ve got some rope in the truck. I’ll go get it, but you have to stay awake, okay?”

He grunted or groaned in reply - she wasn’t sure which. She ran back across the field, the flashlight weaving uneasy patterns through the darkness ahead. She hesitated when she reached the fence. Was there a gate somewhere, or would she have to cut the wire? The light reflected oddly on something to her right - someone had looped the wire loosely around a pole.  Once undone, the gap would be wide enough to drive the truck through.
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