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Dedication

 

Yeah, um, I got nothing.

 

Chapter 1 – Loose Ends

 

It was a chilly but sunny November day over the town of Sanctuary. All was peaceful and quiet as the afternoon slipped away and night loomed overhead. Inside the lobby of Hawthorn Inn, Jack Erikson was helping his mom prepare for the Thanksgiving feast they’d be giving the investors. They’d been going over the chore and food list for what felt like forever.

“One last run-through of the food and I think we’re done,” his mom promised. “Can you think of anything we need that might not be on there?”

“Turkey?” Jack mischievously suggested.

“Real cute, Jack,” she commented with a smile. “Anything else you want to add, smart-aleck?”

“Green beans?”

“Got it,” his mom checked off.

“Um, turkey?” he tried again.

“You already said that,” she laughed.

“Yeah, well, all this food stuff is making me hungry,” Jack shot back. To confirm his statement, his stomach loudly growled.

“Well, you’re just going to have to wait until dinner,” she scolded. She glanced at the clock in the lobby and frowned. “What time were you going to be going to Ms. Huxley’s house today?”

Jack had taken up on Ms. Huxley’s offer to come visit her and her collection of local books, and today was one of those days. She was the town librarian and resident amateur historian, and within her house was held a treasure trove of Sanctuary’s history. He wanted to use those books to find answers to his strange adventures, and maybe clues to his grandfather’s elusive connection to the area.

“I told her I’d be there about four, why?” He followed her gaze to the clock and groaned. It was almost half past that time. “Oh crap!” he shot up from the cushioned bench in front of the tall lobby windows and grabbed his coat from the hanger.

“Don’t be gone too long, or you’ll miss dinner!” Mrs. Erikson yelled after her son.

“I won’t, mom,” Jack assured as he rushed out the door.

Jack picked up his bike which lay against the front of the inn and glanced at his watch. It would take him about fifteen minutes to get to Ms. Huxley’s house via the lane, which meant he wouldn’t have much time when he got there before he’d have to leave again for dinner. There was another way, however, and his eyes glanced to his left where lay the steep side of the hill. He knew there was a rocky path there that led right down to the older residential part of the town. Ms. Huxley’s house was only a few blocks from the bottom of the hill.

Jack pushed his bike around the corner of the inn and caught sight of the opening to the path. He stepped up to the entrance and looked down the steep trail. The uneven ground was littered with bramble bushes and rocks, and pine trees grew up around both sides. The path was more narrow than he’d expected, but if he stayed straight he’d clear any low branches and be down in the town in half the time.

“Is this really worth an extra ten minutes?” he mumbled to himself.

Jack paused for a moment and surveyed the small town of Sanctuary which spread out before him. The position from the hill gave him a complete view of a small, innocent-looking settlement. He could never have imagined that within that tiny hamlet lay a werewolf, nor that his best friend, Kyle Skinner, would become cursed with the affliction.

“Normal life you got there, Jack,” he murmured to himself. He was snapped out of his musings by a soft breeze which blew passed him and he was reminded of something his friend had said. “Well, you only live once.”

Then he took the plunge. He’d never do that again.

Jack clutched the handle bars as he bumped over large rocks and tree roots at a speed he hadn’t counted on. He ducked just in time to keep from losing his head to a large tree branch and jarred his frame when he hit a particularly rough rotten stump. He turned his bike at the last second and avoided another collision with a whole tree, but he could see the town was zooming closer.

Jack put his head down, raised his legs off the furiously spinning pedals and tried to aim straight. He flew like a bullet through those trees and broke out of the hill at an illegal speed. He put on the handle breaks and screeched to a halt.

Jack breathed a sigh of relief and fell over the handle bars. He turned around and surveyed the insanity he’d just taken, and he cringed. A few small rocks were still tumbling after him as the hill looked to him even steeper than he’d just experienced. His bike was scuffed up from the tree branches and brambles. He wondered if his adventurous spirit was making him reckless.

“Real bright,” he mused. Jack pushed off and passed under the lit old lamp posts. His body felt jarred by every rock and his legs and arms scraped by every bush and tree. Frost nipped his nose and the wind bit through his thick coat as winter threatened to come early upon the small town. “Maybe next time you can strap some lit dynamite to your chest.”

He coasted along the smooth street and within a few minutes found himself outside Ms. Huxley’s small, neat home. Jack dropped his bike against the porch and went up the steps to knock on the front door. Ms. Huxley opened it with a smile and a friendly welcome.

“A little later than I expected you,” she teased as she checked the time on her watch. “I thought perhaps you’d been eaten by another werewolf.”

“I was just helping my mom and we kinda lost track of time,” he explained as he took off his coat. He paused before heading toward the book room, and turned to his hostess. “My mom wanted me to ask if it was really okay for me to come down here. She doesn’t want me bothering you or something.” He really hated to ask that, but his parent had insisted.

“I can hardly think of better company,” Ms. Huxley comforted as she nodded toward the room.

“Thanks, Ms. Huxley,” he sincerely replied as he set about his work.

The few times he’d been there previously he had tried to organize a routine for his research method, but he found himself overwhelmed by the sheer volume of books at his fingertips. Ms. Huxley, neat as she was, hadn’t organized them into any resemblance of categories, though to her credit the tomes were so diverse any classification would be difficult to perform. There were old journals and small histories mixed with letters. Even a few postcards were stacked on the overflowing shelves.

Jack sat down in the only chair in the room not littered with a pile of books, and began shifting through a stack he’d started working on. He promised himself an hour today to work on this, but as he looked up at the bookcases and mounds of ancient scripts, he wondered if at the rate he was going he’d live long enough to finish it. He sighed and began studying.

He still didn’t quite know what he was looking for, but he trusted he’d know it when he read it. Jack had sifted through family genealogies and floods. He’d read about things as mundane as a cow giving birth to old police reports about one of the town’s first bikes being stolen. There were even a few legal documents regarding property deed disputes and the fire at the inn which had paved the way for the renovation and expansion.

“Jack!”

He jerked up from the book he was reading and turned to the door as a blur shot into the room. He’d only been working for thirty minutes, but already he had a stack beside him of perused parchments. It was knocked over as Kyle, the blur in question, was suddenly in his face and grinning like an idiot.

“Ha-ha, found you!” he triumphantly praised himself as he did a little dance. Jack was not so secretly glad when his friend slipped on an open book and fell onto the floor. “Ow,” he complained as he rubbed the back of his head.

“That’s what you get for running in the house,” Ms. Huxley scolded as she peeked inside. Her mouth dropped open and a frown slipped onto her lips when she saw the damaged book on the ground. Kyle had torn the pages in his fall. “You need to be more careful,” she harshly scolded. She stepped inside and mournfully picked up the old volume of family genealogies. A few pages hung loose, but they could be repaired with some well-placed tape. “Most of these books have only one copy to them.”

“Sorry…” Kyle regretfully apologized.

“Well, just don’t let me catch you doing it again,” Ms. Huxley sighed. “I won’t let Leroy wolf around in here, I certainly won’t let you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Kyle promised with a sheepish grin.

“Good,” she replied as she glanced between the two boys. “You boys needing anything while I’m up? There are some cookies in the kitchen.”

“I’m fine,” Jack answered, but Kyle perked up at the mention of food.

“You happen to have any, er, special treats cooked?” he inquired.

“Always,” she laughed, and she left to fetch the special treats.

“Do I want to be here when you dig into some dead, defenseless animal?” Jack quipped.

“She just makes some raw hamburger patties,” Kyle defended. “So it’s not messy, just loud,” he swore as he glanced around the room. “So you had any luck finding something in these dusty old things?” he questioned as he picked up one of the musty volumes and put it down when he found it didn’t have a title to tell him what it was about.

“Well, for one thing I’m gonna know everything there is about this place,” Jack informed as he began stacking the pile back up. He had enough trouble separating what had been read from everything else without Kyle ‘helping.’ 

“But no luck so far on any of these spooky things?” Kyle asked. He looked over the piles. “You know, the bone yard beneath the inn and that weird cave Jenkins knew about?” He picked up another dusty volume and squinted at the title. “A Collection of Ghost Stories From Old Sanctuary. Interesting…” he muttered as he began flipping through the pages. This was something he could sink his sharp teeth into.

“There aren’t any pictures in most of these books,” Jack teased, and his companion frowned.

“Dang,” he added as he put the book down on a pile. “But you still haven’t answered my question.”

“To be honest, I don’t really have an answer,” Jack informed with a sigh. “I don’t really know what I’m looking for, so it’s not going to be easy for me to find anything.” He paused when his friend stared at him. “I might not even know that I’ve found something when I do see it.”

“You were pretty good at finding stuff when we did that project,” Kyle reminded him. A mischievous grin then spread across his face. “You getting rusty in your old age?” he joked, and a book was tossed at him. He caught it easily. “Remember? Wolf-like reflexes.”

“And a head as hard as a rock,” Jack shot back.

“Aren’t you supposed to be looking for something?” someone asked, and they both turned to see Leroy Jenkins standing in the doorway. He actually looked comfortable as he leaned against the door frame. “And shouldn’t you be practicing?” His second questioned was directed at Kyle.

“I’m working on it,” he defended himself. “I followed Jack here instead of toward the inn, didn’t I?”

“Child’s play,” Jenkins argued as he brushed aside his pupil’s achievement. “Try tracking a rabbit in the rain. Then I’ll be impressed.”

“I’d rather not,” Kyle sulked while his shoulders slumped. He was proud of using his nose to track his friend. “Isn’t there some defenseless creature you could be out hunting and mutilating?” Jack rolled his eyes at the conversation. They were getting along as well as usual.

“That’s enough out of both of you,” Ms. Huxley came to the rescue as she brought in a plate of sliced, rare meat. Both of the wolves drooled while Jack’s stomach did a couple of flips. “I can always finish cooking these things and eat them myself,” she threatened as the smell wafted through the small room. “And if you want to eat these, I’ll have to ask you to go to the table. They’re very runny today.” Jack grimaced, but the others followed her to the dining room. She returned a minute later without the plate and boys. “Now you can get some work done,” she assured as she smiled and turned to leave.

“To be honest, I’m having a little trouble with the books,” Jack admitted.

“I know,” she agreed with a heavy sigh. She glanced around at the chaos. “I should have organized this place a long time ago.” Her eyes traveled over the worn covers and dusty pages. “I collected these bit by bit, and I haven’t had the energy to put them in a row and assign them categories.” She paused for a moment in thought, and Jack wasn’t sure he liked the expression on her face. “But perhaps you could categorize them in the order that best suits your needs. Any order would be better than this mess,” she laughed as she glided her hand over the chaos. She noticed the frown he was trying to hide. “But if you’re not up for the challenge, merely stacking the read ones in a corner would work.”

“I’ll think about it,” he promised, and she left him to resume his work.

He was alone for another five minutes before he heard loud, angry voices and sighed. Those two upstairs were at it again. Jack closed his book and rolled his eyes. It looked like he wouldn’t be getting much work done today, but when he checked the time he noted it was almost six. Jack neatly piled the books he’d read and stuffed the half finished journal in his bag before he stepped out into the hall. 

“What is wrong with you?” he heard Leroy shout. There was a distinctively animalistic growl in his voice.

“Nothing’s wrong with me, it’s you that’s being the jerk!” Kyle argued.

Jack stuck his head inside the dining room and saw the adversaries standing a few feet apart. Their tempers were flaring and Kyle was noticeably not controlling his new instincts. His eyes were a little too bright and his fingers a little too long. Their screeching match, however, was interrupted by Ms. Huxley, who was not pleased with their bickering. She had her coat on, so she must have heard the fighting even from outside.

“What in the world is going on here?” she demanded to know as she glanced between the opponents. “What are you two children fighting about now?”

“I was just playing a little with the transformation and he gets mad at me,” Kyle defended. Leroy only scowled, but Jack had his explanation for his friend’s long fingers.

“You both know the rule about no wolfing in the house,” she reprimanded. “Leroy has enough idea not to do it inside a cluttered home, but you, Kyle need to learn some sense.” Leroy triumphantly smiled, but Kyle winced at the harsh scolding. He didn’t dare argue, though, and she sighed as his shoulders slumped. “Maybe we need to have a talk later.” She looked at the clock on the wall. “But for now it looks like you boys should be getting home before the police station starts receiving phone calls from frantic mothers.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Kyle sulking replied, and Jack led his defeated friend out onto the porch. “Damn that snitch,” he grumbled as they stepped down for Jack to fetch his bike from the lawn.

“I kind of think Ms. Huxley and Jenkins are right,” Jack argued, which didn’t improve his companion’s mood. “You’re still learning about this stuff, and you’re definitely a little more aggressive than you used to be.” Kyle frowned, but he needed to hear this. “They’re just trying to keep you from freaking out and killing someone.”

“I can handle it,” he huffed. He took his frustration out on a rock as he kicked the half way down the block. It skipped against the sidewalk and shot into a yard, nearly hitting a window. Jack frowned as he cringed. “I, um, I meant to do that.”

“I’m sure you did,” Jack answered as rolled his eyes. “At least you’re doing pretty well on finding people.” He didn’t want to entirely discourage his friend.

“Yeah, that was pretty good, wasn’t it,” Kyle beamed. “It kinda helps you having a unique scent and all, too.”

“How’s it unique?” he asked as he stopped. This was new. “Like something bad?”

“Not really, just, I don’t know, like there’s a lot of it or something,” his friend struggled to explain. “Like you have twice as much smell as everyone else.”

“Great…” Jack muttered. Just what he needed to worry about, smelling up a room. “What were you doing following me, anyway? I mean, besides for the practice.”

“Oh, right, I wanted to ask you something,” he recalled. “My dad’s taking me to his work this weekend and I was wondering if you wanted to come along.”

“What’s your dad do again?” He’d been told about it before, but he couldn’t remember what it was.

“He manages one of the bigger farms outside of town,” Kyle explained. “There’s not much to see, but it’s one of the oldest places around here,” he hinted. “Maybe we can find something there that’ll help us.”

“Around some old farm machinery and cows?” Jack countered as he looked closely at his friend. “Why do you really want me to go?”

“Yeah, um, about that,” Kyle replied as he shrunk down. “To be honest, my dad makes me go there to see his employer’s daughter,” he revealed. Jack breathed a sigh of relief. He thought maybe they would be put to work. Their efforts would have devastated the barnyard. “She’s been sick since she was born, so she doesn’t get to talk with other kids her age.”

“How old is she now?” he asked.

“About twelve. My dad took me to see her when she was about four, and she kinda had a crush on me,” he admitted with an embarrassed smile. Jack smirked as he wondered if Kyle ever had to deal with a jealous Amanda. “So my dad’s taken me back there a lot. I thought maybe this time I could take some friends, and my dad didn’t argue.”

“So you’re gonna drag Amanda along with us?” Jack guessed when he heard the plural.

“Yep,” Kyle nodded. “She’s been out there before, but mostly when our classes took a field trip or something, so she’s hardly met Violet.”

“I’m guessing Violet’s the girl you visit,” Jack mused. He thought about the description Kyle had just given him of the farm, and it sounded familiar from his research. “Is her last name Fletcher?”

“How’d you know that?” Kyle asked in surprise.

“I haven’t been reading all those books for nothing,” his friend pointed out.

“Oh, right,” Kyle sheepishly agreed. “Well, her dad changed the name of their farm to Magi, but it’s still called the Fletcher Farm. Her family’s owned the farm since the town was founded.” He glanced over to Jack. “I suppose you know all this already, too.”

“Most of it, but not about the name change,” Jack admitted. “Looking through all those books, though, is there anyone here who isn’t related to one of the town founders?” he wondered aloud. He knew he’d asked this before, but this web of relationships was getting complicated enough he just had to ask.

“A lot of people around here like to stay here, especially if they’re from the older families,” Kyle explained. He frowned as he rubbed his chin. “Now that I think of it, something kinda like a forcefield keeps those older family people from leaving. Not the newer families, though, they come and go pretty normally.”

“A forcefield?” Jack asked. They were heading from the realm of the supernatural into science fiction. “Don’t you think we have enough trouble with the supernatural?”

“Hey, it’s not our fault trouble finds us,” he defended them, but his easy manner was tinged with a serious expression. “But now that I think about it, it does seem pretty weird. I mean, some people leave but not that many. I guess because there’s enough jobs here, especially with your mom opening the inn.”

“Yeah,” Jack agreed, but he was distracted. The small town of Sanctuary was becoming stranger and stranger with each new bit of information.

“I almost forgot!” Kyle suddenly yelled, snapping Jack free from his thoughts as he jerked his head up. A few dogs barked in the distance and someone yelled at them to be quiet.

“Forgot what?” he asked in a low voice. His friend was an amateur at subtly.

“What I saw that night at the party,” he excitedly explained. Jack expected him to explode with eagerness. “Wow, I can’t believe I almost forgot.” He slapped his forehead for emphasis. “And I’ve been meaning to tell you one of these times we met at Huxley’s house.”

“Before you forget again, could you tell me?” Jack pointed out.

“Oh, right, well, it’s about Mrs. Withers and your grandpa,” he informed.

“Wait, who again?” he interrupted. The name was familiar, but he couldn’t place the face.

“Amanda’s great-grandma. She’s the one Liz was walking around everywhere greeting everyone,” he reminded. It took Jack a few seconds to realize Liz was short for Elizabeth, Amanda’s older sister. “Well, later when I was hiding from my grandma, I saw her come up to your grandpa and start talking to him like she knew him from way back.” Jack frowned but didn’t reply, and Kyle was disappointed he hadn’t a more eager audience. “She knew his name and everything, and he called her by some other name, like her maiden name or something.”

“You sure you heard right?” Jack inquired. The room had been pretty crowded. “And you’re sure my mom didn't tell her his name?”

“Not when it sounded like this,” Kyle countered as he shook his head. “I saw her make a straight line for him when she saw him in the corner, and then they were really having a chat.” He paused and leaned toward his friend as his eyes darted around the empty street. “Some of it was even about you.”

“What about me?” his friend quickly asked as his head snapped to attention. It was always uncomfortable when strangers talked about you, but even more so when his estranged grandfather was involved.

“Something about how much you look like him, and about your dad and grandma,” he vaguely replied with a sheepish grin. “I can’t remember the exact words, but she was definitely interested in you. Asking your name and how you looked nice.” He pretended to gag and Jack rolled his eyes, though that wasn’t something he wanted to hear a great-grandmother say about him.

“Yeah, but what does that tell us?” Jack asked.

“Don’t you see there’s some sort of connection between them,” Kyle argued as he threw up his arms. “It’s another piece in the puzzle.”

“My mom visited this place when she was younger,” he informed, and his friend’s shoulders sagged. He still wanted to find a logical explanation for what he could, because surely things weren’t that strange around here. “Maybe they met here one of those times.”

“You’re not believing me, are you?” Kyle pouted as his shoulders slumped. Jack would have laughed, but there a serious tinge to his friend’s tone. “All this strange stuff going on, including me, and you still think you’re grandpa’s a normal guy?”

“I don’t think he’s normal,” Jack countered. Far from it, but he didn’t want to be led down a belief that turned out not to be true. “I just don’t know what to think of him,” he admitted with a shrug. “He’s got those weird glasses and sneaks up on everyone like a ghost, but I don’t know what that all points to.”

“I know what that points to,” his companion firmly informed. “He’s Dracula in a trench coat. If he were any more undead, he’d be walking around mumbling something about brains.”

“I know, I know,” Jack agreed. “But aren’t vampires supposed to be around only during the night? I’ve seen him in the morning, too.”

“Not if he’s a Russian vampire,” Kyle solemnly explained. He was glad to be the one holding the knowledge now. “Besides, that guy walks around in the dark like he can see through it. Remember the tunnel beneath the inn?”

“How can I forget it?” his friend countered. He shuddered as he thought about that strange, cold feeling down there and them being dragged through those bones.

“If he’s not a vampire, then I’m not a werewolf,” Kyle argued.

“Yeah, well, we’ll figure out what he is,” Jack reassured him. He glanced at his watch. He was going to be late for dinner. “Well, I really have to get back to the inn,” he sighed. At this rate he was afraid his friend would think up a whole list of unexplainable things which surrounded his relation, and he wouldn’t be able to figure anything out from all those points. “My mom’s probably wondering where I am by now. She still thinks there’s something running loose killing animals.”

“Yeah, I really wish that jerk would tell me what was wrong with him…” his friend grumbled.

“He won’t?” Jack questioned in surprise.

“Ms. Huxley says he doesn’t trust anybody and would probably see telling me as some sort of weakness,” Kyle explained. “All he’d fess up to was that something kinda spooked his wolf self a few months back and made it go crazy like that.” He rolled his eyes. “Probably doesn’t even know himself.”

“So what’s keeping him from going crazy again? Or you, for that matter?” Jack asked.

“The jerk won’t tell me that, either,” Kyle explained.

“Are you ever going to use his name?” Jack wondered. He couldn’t quite blame his friend, though. Jenkins was being really unhelpful for having put the curse on Kyle. “You know, instead of jerk or idiot or something?”

“Nope,” Kyle quipped. “I’m just going to call him The Jerk. It fits him pretty well.”

“Well, try not to kill each other,” Jack advised.

“I’m not making any promises.”

Chapter 2 – Creeping Feeling

 

With final farewells and a wave, Jack biked back to the place he called home. He opted to avoid the heavy workout of climbing the steep cliff and instead chose the slightly longer, and more familiar, route through the lane of hawthorn trees. As he traveled beneath their long, skeletal branches, he idly wondered if Kyle had problems being around them now that he was a werewolf. Jenkins, an older and probably fiercer werewolf, had been pretty easily tamed with the ball of blossom crumbs mixed with blood.

Biking beneath those creaking, bare branches, Jack was suddenly chilled. He hunkered down over the handle bars as a soft breeze blew past and sliced through his jacket. Winter was threatening to come any day now to these parts of the Appalachian Mountains, and he wondered how long the snowy months would last. The loneliness of the silent, dark evening teased his imagination as he pedaled faster. The shadows crept toward him. They reached out to trap him in their thin tendrils. Up and down his feet moved faster. His eyes flickered left and right. There was something in the shadows. He could feel it coming.

A horrible scream filled the air.

Jack’s feet tangled in the pedals and he narrowly missed crashing into one of the hawthorn trees as he jerked the handle bars to the right. He ground to a halt among the gravel and his wide, trembling eyes turned this way and that trying to find the source in the dark shadows. Nothing showed itself. There was no prankster coming out of the trees to tell him it was a joke, no monster burst onto the road to eat him. There was only the oppressive silence, and something else. Something that hadn’t been there before.

Jack wrinkled his nose as an unpleasant odor wafted by, something too faint for him to describe and yet something so familiar.

He listened for a moment longer before he slowly pushed his bike forward and pedaled down the last part of the lane. He was more cautious but his eyes still eagerly swept passed the trees and up the incline to the inn on the hill. He’d never been happier to see those tall, cold windows and the lights brightly shining behind the glass. At the entrance he quickly set his bike down and sprinted inside. He shut the door behind him and paused for a moment to breath a sigh of relief. The large, drafty lobby was comforting to his frightened senses.

Someone tapped on his shoulder and he yelped as he whirled around. His mom stood there with a mischievous grin on her face, but her lips turned down when she noticed his wild, scared eyes.

“What’s gotten into you?” she asked. Her hands settled firmly on his shoulders, and he never admit it out loud, but he never felt so safe as he did near when she was nearby. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“It’s just…I just thought I heard something out there,” he explained as he tried to catch his breath. Some day his relations were going to give him a heart attack. “But I guess it was just my imagination.”

“Your face is as white as a sheet,” his mom seriously countered. She wasn’t buying what he was saying. “It isn’t that wild animal, is it?”

“Really, mom, it was nothing.” He smiled at her to try to hide the fading fear. “Just some wind through the trees or something. I guess I’ve been reading too many old books lately with a bunch of dead people and my imagination just kinda ran away with me.”

“Your imagination is really running away with you lately,” she pointed out.

“Yeah, guess I’d better lay off those comics Kyle gave me,” Jack commented. He hadn’t really touched them much, but she didn’t know that. “Is there any food left?” he changed the subject as he glanced passed her. “I’m starving.”

“Actually, we were just about to finish up with some nice apple pie,” his mom sighed with a smile. Whatever was wrong, at least it hadn’t affected his appetite.

“Oh, then maybe I’ll just wait until you guys are done,” Jack offered. He’d wanted to avoid dining with their investor guests, but the scowl on his mom’s face told him otherwise. “Or pie sounds great.”

“Just think of it this way,” his mom comforted as she led him toward the dining hall. She knew he didn’t really like them, but they needed to keep a polite show. “At least I’m letting you have your dessert first.”

“Oh goody…” he muttered right before they stepped inside.

“So that’s the hurricane who blew in,” de Rais teased as Jack noted the two investors and Ryan seated at the table.

The younger de Rais had recuperated well from the ordeal in the woods, but he still milked the pity from his father whenever possible. Occasionally he would fake a limp and a whine whenever a conversation wasn’t going well for him or if he wanted attention. It was enough to drive Jack out of the inn even if he didn’t have Ms. Huxley’s home to go to. The only positive that had come out of the whole ordeal was that Stephanie had been politely fired from her position. Mrs. Erikson felt she couldn’t trust someone that stupid with any sort of tasks. It was a good thing, too, because when she found out Jack’s grandfather had admitted to the body being a fake, she’d gone into a fit of rage at the family.

The group had already begun to eat their slices of pie, and Jack hesitantly sat down at his usual chair between the elder de Rais and his mother. Before he could refuse, she’d taken a piece and put the dessert in front of him.

“You know how boys are, Mr. De Rais,” Mrs. Erikson countered as she smiled at Ryan.

“Someday I’ll convince you to call me Simon,” he reminded, and she stubbornly shook her head. Jack secretly rejoiced in her refusal. He’d long stopped liking the man. “We are going to be partners, isn’t that right, Tom?”

“Indeed,” his heavyset partner agreed as he started in on his second piece of pie. Jack wrinkled his nose at the man’s over-abundance of perfume that evening. He wondered what the occasion was for. “That is what we hope for.”

“You do look a little pale, though, young master,” de Rais noted. Jack sank in his chair as they all turned to stare at him. He was getting really tired of that title, but there was no way he could make him stop using it. “Poor dreams?”

“I’m sure Jack just needs some more sleep,” his mom interrupted. He was saved from answering for now, but she reminded him of something he was going to ask.

“Hey mom, Kyle asked if I wanted to go with him to a farm this Saturday,” he informed. He didn’t think he needed her permission, but it was safe to at least tell her about the trip. She would worry if he suddenly disappeared for a few hours. “His dad works there and could show us around.”

“I bet you’re talking about the Magi Farm,” she replied with a bright smile. “Mr. Skinner was kind enough to show us around a while back, but we weren’t able to meet with the owner. I’m sure you remember, Mr. Nelson, it was the horse ranch just outside of town.”

“I remember it quite well, it had such a fascinating old barn,” Mr. Nelson recalled. He smiled at Ryan. “You almost got kicked by a horse. Quite a wild colt that was.”

“I saw the pictures Tom took of the place,” Mr. De Rais chimed in. “It looked like a wonderful place to see.” He glanced over to his disinterested son. “Want to go back with Jack and his friends?”

Jack cringed. The last person he wanted going with them was Ryan. That boy had caused enough trouble to last a lifetime. Thankfully his fears were groundless.

“Nah, smells bad there,” Ryan complained as he finished his pie and stood. “I’d rather just wander around.”

“But not the woods, and not with that limp,” his father sternly reminded. His son flinched, and Jack recalled the conversation on the patio out back where he’d threatened blackmail. This man was a rough businessman, even to his own son. “I don’t know if that Smith fellow ever took those traps out of the trees. We don’t want you stepping on another again.” He turned to Mrs. Erikson. “Did he ever contact you regarding his leaving?”

“No, I’m afraid he never did,” she replied with a shake of her head. Jack nervously looked between the two adults. They would never believe what he’d seen without a body. “And he didn’t leave a forwarding address, so there’s no way of getting a hold of him.” 

“A pity,” he commented as he glanced at Jack. He was smiling, but the boy didn’t like the narrowed eyes. “I’m sure he’s fine, though.”

“More than likely,” his mom chimed in with a laugh. “He was certainly a strange fellow, and did pay up to the time he left. Maybe he didn’t like the hunting around here.”

“Yes, not much big game, I imagine,” de Rais agreed. Jack frowned when he didn’t look away from him. “But I’m sure we’re just boring everyone with this guesswork,” he added, and he finally turned his eyes to his partner. “Perhaps another game of chess, Tom?”

“Certainly, Simon,” his fellow investor formally saluted with a smile as they both got up.

Jack had the excuse of a partially eaten slice of pie, and stayed at the table as everyone else finished and left. His mom escorted the guests, excluding Ryan, to the sitting room and returned to begin removing the dirty plates. She looked even more tired than usual, so he scarfed down the rest of his food and helped her carry the piles into the kitchen.

“Have a good time at Ms. Huxley’s?” she casually asked as she began filling the dishwasher.

“Yeah, but Kyle didn’t let me get much stuff done,” he smiled as he seated himself on a stool. It was best to keep out of her way in the kitchen. “He’s not doing such a great job with his community service, either.” The group was still giving out the excuse that Kyle was trying to get Jenkins outside into the world, even if it killed him.

“Well, I’d be surprised if Kyle actually did get that shy man out,” she admitted. “Kyle is like a fire alarm, you know,” his mom joked as she piled the food into the fridge. “Always going off at the worst possible time.”

“And always loud,” Jack chimed in. “He and Mr. Jenkins really don’t get along.”

“Maybe they’re too much alike,” she pointed out as the last of the dinner chores were finished. She was fast and thorough, and the place looked spotless. She paused for a moment and thought about what she’d just said. “But now that I think of it, that’d be a terrifying thought.”

“What would?” he asked.

“That there’d be more than one Kyle in the world,” she laughed, and he joined in. “But you were saying something earlier about visiting the Fletcher farm. You sure you want to go?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” Jack questioned with one eyebrow raising. “It’s just a farm, isn’t it?”

“I just want to make sure you’re doing this all for yourself and not just trying to please me,” she admitted. “I know this place is still new to you and I’ve been a little pushy trying to get you to know about people.

“I really do want to go,” he admitted. He had to convince her this was his choice without pressure from her. “I think I’ve pretty much gone through all the trouble that’s around here.”

“God, I hope so,” she pleaded as she rolled her eyes. “You and Kyle seem to find every problem around here and make it worse.”

“It’s a gift,” he grinned.

“Please take it back for a refund,” his mom teased as she ruffled his hair. He playfully swatted her hand away. “I have to go entertain our guests, so you try to keep out of trouble for the rest of the night.”

“How long are they going to stay with us, anyway?” Jack questioned. They’d been there for a few weeks now, and they were starting to stink.

“I’m not really sure,” she admitted, but she gave him a wink. “But hopefully not before I sign on the dotted line for a big investment loan.”

“What happens if…what if they don’t invest?” he hesitantly asked. It was a question that’d been bothering him for a while now. “Will you lose the inn?”

“Well, I could keep it running as is, but it would help to have a little more renovation for the rooms,” she admitted. She glanced up at all the changes to the kitchen she’d managed to do with her own money. “The electrical is getting a little old and the rugs are pretty well used. I haven’t gotten an inspector for termites around here yet, either.” She sighed, but smiled. Jack noticed she looked a little pale, though, and maybe a little too thin for his liking. “At least we have until spring to get this stuff done, though. No sense opening this place up out of season and a little worn down.”

“So we mostly just have some renovation costs?” he suggested.

“Pretty much, but it’s always nice to be with a partners who has a more diversified cash flow,” his mom pointed out. “Just in case something breaks, like that old boiler.” She glanced at her watch. “But no sense worrying about that stuff now. It’s time to go entertain some rich people.”

They separated, Jack to his room and his mother to her guests, and the lights in the kitchen were shut off behind them. He walked upstairs and flicked on the switch to his bedroom., and smiled when he noticed his bed had been made. He was surprised she’d found the time to do the chore, and clean up the laundry he’d left all over. He really needed to start helping by washing his own clothes, but he really didn’t know how to use the machines.

He dressed for bed and took the book out of his bag he’d gotten from Ms. Huxley’s library. His eyes fell on the large volume she’d borrowed from him before, and the one she’d said held all the town founders’ names. A quick perusal of the contents reminded him the pages at least had a few old woodcut pictures scattered here and there, along with extravagant indents and liberal spacing. Perhaps he wouldn’t have such a hard time finding the owner to the journal, but he’d still have to make a list and whittle them down.

“Thank you, past self,” he praised as he pulled the journal out of the desk drawer, and sat down in the chair.

Bookmarks were littered between the wedged pages and there was a few pages he’d stuffed behind the front cover. He pulled out those sheets and perused his sloppy handwriting. Some parts even he had trouble deciphering. He squinted at a few of the archaic symbols and began picking out the few names he’d written down.

He wrote those down in a short list and leaned back in his chair. This wasn’t looking as promising as he hoped, but he had one advantage. There weren’t that many people back then, so he had few names to look for. He did wish there was some sort of ‘find’ feature for these old tomes. He wasn’t looking forward to scouring every paragraph for a name.

Jack glanced at his clock and saw the time was only approaching seven. He had a lot of time on his hands, but not much will to put his mind to work this night.

“Bored, bored, bored,” he muttered as he turned his eyes upward to the ceiling. For once he was pining for the internet. Anything to entertain him.

“During such an inviting night?”

Jack jerked and the chair toppled backwards. He ended up on his back staring upside at the doorway and his amused grandfather.

“How long have you been standing there?” he accused as he righted himself.

“Long enough to know you talk to yourself,” his grandfather commented as he watched him pick up the chair. “Would you like if I suggested something for you to do?”

“Um, no, that’s fine,” Jack politely protested. He may have been joking but there was nothing more terrifying a prospect as his elderly relation’s suggestions. “I’ll just go to bed or something.”

“Not even a question to satisfy curiosity?” he wondered aloud.

“Yeah, well, curiosity killed the cat,” he pointed out. He’d had enough close calls with danger and death, he had to be down several lives.

“Perhaps if excitement isn’t what you seek, then advice is what you need,” he challenged

“What kind of advice are you giving?” Jack slowly asked. He had a few lives to spare.

“Whatever suspicions you have of this place, and me, leave your mother in ignorance,” he explained. “She doesn’t need to know what you find, nor your suspicions. That includes anything you may find on the Fletcher farm.”

Jack riled at the obvious implications of his warning. His grandfather had been eavesdropping on his mom and his conversation.

“What the hell are you doing eavesdropping on us?” he accused. He’d count how many lives he was about to lose later. “If you’re not going to be around when we need you, then stay the hell away when we’re talking,” he demanded, but his grandfather was impassive. He wouldn’t let himself be pushed around by demands from someone who propelled between being a bully and a backseat driver. “It’s not like anything you say makes sense to me anyway, why bother talking to me?”

“If you understood everything I said, then I would not need to explain them,” his grandfather countered. “You don’t know where your feet are treading, and disregarding my advice will only make your path harder.”

“My path? Why don’t we talk about that for a minute?” Jack shot back as he threw his arms up in the air. Here was one life down as he raised his voice. “I’m doing what I want without your permission! Hell, I’d tell everyone about all this strange stuff if I thought they’d believe me!”

His grandfather reacted to that.

Jack had the air knocked out of him as he was suddenly slammed against the outer wall between the desk and armoire. He coughed and grabbed at the iron hand that held him by the throat, but he didn’t struggle. His grandfather’s face was twisted into this horrible mix of a twisted grin with a grimace. It was that same face he’d seen in the east wing the last time his grandfather had hurt him. Jack, though, stared into those glasses which reflected his own eyes, and he didn’t blink.

“You don’t know what games you’re playing, boy,” his grandfather growled. He squeezed his neck, and Jack squirmed between those strong fingers. “Once you fall, there is no way to redeem yourself. You cannot and you will not tell anyone of your suspicions. This is not a choice for you to make.”

“Is this all you can do?” Jack managed to wheeze out. His grandfather paused. He had his attention. “Just beat me until I go along with what you want?” He turned his head to the side. “Why don’t you hit me right in the face? Show everyone how you try to get your way.”

His grandfather paused and Jack felt the hand around his throat tremble. The sharp teeth ground together and Jack cringed as the face of his relation twisted into a mask of pain and anger. He expected to be thrown across the room, but instead his grandfather’s grip loosened. Jack slid to the floor and the air rushed back into his lungs as he roughly coughed. He rubbed his neck
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