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Chapter One
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It took a lot to scare me, a fact I credited to the death of my parents when I was eight. After that, what was left to fear? Certainly not the ancient cemetery that lay at the bottom of Crystal Lake. It might keep some people away, but not me. Never me. That's why I sat all alone on Brigit Rickman's pier at midnight with my feet dangling inches above the cold dark water. Thank goodness she'd volunteered to drive her elderly dad, alias "Papa Joe," to Oregon for the holiday and asked me to keep the cat company. The result was a perfect Christmas Eve, and I cherished my solitude as much as the serenity.

Just as I scanned the starry sky and breathed the fragrance of the Appalachian Mountains, a frenzy of vicious growls, snarls, and yips that could only be an animal fight suddenly erupted from the other side of the lake. The sound carried clearly across the water, and goose bumps that had nothing to do with the weather skittered up my arms. 

What the heck? 

I heard a distant splash and muted cries for help, the unmistakable sounds of someone trying not to drown. I thought they came from the water just under the diving bluff, but I couldn't be sure.

Conscience and my lifeguard certification obligated me to check things out. I unwound the nylon rope securing the wooden boat and climbed into it, at the last second grabbing my lantern off the dock. The boat motor started with a flip of a switch, then putt-putted the craft across the inky water toward the opposite shoreline, a good seventy-five yards away. Though I held the lantern high, if anyone still struggled to stay afloat in that big old lake, I sure couldn’t see them. I now heard absolutely nothing and had no idea if I'd overrun my destination or not when I shut everything down. 

The sudden silence creeped me out. I resisted the urge to announce my arrival with a shout, instead moving my light all around to illuminate the water. Something floated just under the surface to my left. Setting down the lantern, I dropped to my knees and leaned way over the side of the boat to grope for whatever was there. I touched cloth, which I grabbed with both hands and tugged hard. Something very heavy bobbed toward the boat. A body. I searched for the head. When I found it, I turned the face upwards and lifted until it broke the surface.

A man. 

I tried to pull him into the boat, but size—his and mine—prevented it. So I did the only thing I could do, ease myself into that freezing water and share some breaths while I kept him floating upright. As CPR went, this wasn't anything close, so I was shocked when the guy actually gasped and began to cough. When he could finally suck in air, he opened his eyes and saw me. He startled violently, a reaction that completely sank us both. It was all I could do to pull him back up.

"It's okay," I said with a gasp, slipping an arm under his to keep him afloat. My other hand clung to the boat so he wouldn't pull me under again. My teeth began chattering so hard they hurt. 

For several seconds he just looked at me. I saw that his eyes appeared unfocused in the moonlight. Certain that he was in shock, hypothermic, or both, I placed his hands on the rim of the shallow boat and tried to boost him up by his belt. He finally got the idea and came to life enough to heft himself aboard. When he collapsed onto the deck, his lean body stretched from one end of the craft to the other. I struggled to follow, my arms and legs so numb with cold that I could barely move them.  

My passenger finally noticed my efforts to get in the boat. Sitting up with obvious difficulty, he grabbed my butt and hauled me on top of him. With our noses inches apart, I found somewhere to put my hands and feet. I twisted away and scrambled over his legs to start the motor, then headed us for the docking pier, more than once glancing back at the woods. I saw nothing; I felt the heavy gaze of someone—or something?—watching my every move. I quickly turned off the lantern. On reaching the piling, I wrapped the rope around it and reached for the stranger once more. He lay sprawled on the narrow deck, his head rolled to one side and his eyes closed. I straddled his thigh and squatted so I could give his face a couple of light slaps. 

"Hey, you. Wake up."

He moaned but did not open his eyes. 

"Come on." I heard and felt the lap of waves against the boat, a natural result of the motor's wake or maybe the icy wind that had kicked up from nowhere. I looked at the woods again. What was out there? "You've got to snap out of it."

Still no response. Bitterly cold wind now stung my cheeks and pitched the boat. I was one big shiver. Suddenly panicked and off balance, I slapped the poor guy too hard.

His eyes flew open "Ow! Shit. What’d you do that for?" His words sounded slurred.

“We need to get out of this boat now.” 

His gaze swept my face and then our surroundings. He sat up, taking me with him as he stood and grabbed for the piling. That rocked the boat wildly, but he was still able to boost me onto the pier. He followed a second later, staggering like a drunk and dropping to one knee with his right arm held tightly to his body. I heard rain sweep over the lake and knew it was headed our way. 

I tried to yank him back to his feet. "We've got to get inside."

"What?"

"See that cabin? We got to go there now."

"What?"

"Go, go, go!" I pulled hard on his arm.

Somehow that got through, and he lurched forward. I took his hand and as good as dragged him up the pier with a wall of sleet nipping at our heels. Just as we stepped onto the grass at the end of it, he collapsed. The freezing downpour caught up and drenched us, so heavily that I saw nothing for a few seconds. If we didn't get under cover we'd freeze to death. But could I rouse him enough to make it inside?

Since slapping worked before, I tried it again, but with less enthusiasm. I didn't want to hurt him.

“Hey! Wake up.” Slap. Slap.

He never stirred, and I didn’t have the heart to try again. Shaking with cold and soaked to the bone, I moved to just past his head to slip my hands under his arm pits. It took forever and everything I had to lift his shoulders and drag his dead weight to the cabin, up the three steps onto the porch, and into the house. Brigit's black cat, Norrie, greeted me with a soft meow as I collapsed in a chair, gasping for breath.

There was no way I’d ever get him on one of the beds or even the couch, so I had to settle for leaving his body on the living room floor in a puddle of ice water while I hurriedly toweled myself off. I decided to find one of Brigit’s old quilts for him to lie on, but first I had to get him out of his soaked clothes, clean him up, and assess his injuries. 

Kneeling, I took my first good look at him, starting with his face. That's when I realized he wasn't a man at all, but a teenage boy who actually looked vaguely familiar. Where had I seen him before? And what on earth had happened to him tonight?

I tugged at his Nikes and socks, which came off easily enough. His jeans, however, gave me fits. Heavy with lake water, they clung to his damp skin and his cotton boxer briefs, threatening to pull them off, too. I finally worked the denim over his long legs and feet without seeing more than I should. I checked the pockets for ID, but they were empty.

Sleet pounded the tin roof as I pulled off his T-shirt. I discovered that the back of it was in shreds. Dreading what I would find, I rolled the boy onto his stomach. A bloody wound gaped just under his right shoulder blade. That shocked me so badly I fell back with a gasp. And there were other, similar injuries, one in the middle of his back and a second at his waist, partially hidden under the torn waistband of his boxer briefs. Jagged and deep, they looked like bites of some kind, and there were scratch marks all around them.

I thought of the animal fight I’d heard earlier.  

Had he been attacked by something?

I'd never heard of such a thing around here, but anything was possible. Ever curious, Norrie nosed one of the wounds. Her sudden hiss and arched back surprised me. She was usually a friendly cat. I thought for a minute, and then walked through the kitchen to the sunroom, where I picked up a thick leather-bound book from the worktable. According to Brigit that book had been in her family for centuries, handed down from mother to daughter. I fumbled through the ancient parchment pages in search of a treatment for animal bites. The closest thing I found was one labeled To Healan Wulf Bitan. I saw two recipes on the page, one for a pocion and one for a saelf. 

Was I supposed to make both? Or choose one?

I went with the salve after I read that the potion had to steep for sixteen hours. I felt pretty confident as I began pulling bottles of dried ingredients from the shelves. Once that was done, I ran out the back door. I realized that the sleet seemed confined to the cabin and lake. And though I could still see the stars and the moon, which would be full Monday night, it was supernaturally dark outside. I suddenly wished for the lantern I'd thoughtlessly left in the boat. Ducking against the wind, I used what light the single bulb on the back porch provided to make my way to the herb garden and forage for the fresh leaves and roots that would complete the healing salve and neutralize any poison in the wounds. 

I stole a moment to stomp off melting sleet and dry myself as best I could in the kitchen before locating Brigit’s mortar and pestle in the pantry. Under Norrie's watchful eye, I went to work adding pinches of this and that to the fresh ingredients I’d just gathered.  I headed straight for the cellar next. Climbing down the rickety ladder into that musty enclosure, I thought about the first time I'd gone down there. That's when Brigit, my favorite instructor at Carson College of Natural Health, had confided that she descended from a long line of healers. Though I didn't believe in the paranormal, I couldn't help but wonder if she might be a witch. Not the double-double-toil-and-trouble kind, of course, but a white witch, at one with nature and very skilled at holistic healing.

I flipped up the light switch mounted on a bare two-by-four to my left. A sixty-watt bulb flickered on, providing meager illumination to the center of the room, and throwing spooky shadows into the corners. I knew I was safe enough, but I didn't linger down there, instead carefully selecting a couple of dusty bottles from the shelf. Back in the kitchen, I sprinkled more dry ingredients into the mixture.

I mashed everything to powder, and then had to think for a minute before I improvised a little and added some colloidal silver to form a cream that would be easier to apply. I next located some gauze and tape in the first aid box. My patient hadn’t moved a muscle, so he still lay on his stomach with his head turned to one side when I got to him again. He didn’t stir when I tugged off his boxer briefs and cleaned all his wounds with warm water. I packed them with the salve and applied the bandages. Under cover of the quilt, I carefully turned him onto his back when I finished.

Since there was no way I could sleep, I threw the boy's wet clothes and mine into the washing machine. That took about two seconds, so I rummaged through Papa Joe’s dresser for underwear that wasn't bloody and torn. All he had were tightie whities, but they were better than nothing. 

"I'm not peeking," I told Norrie as I slipped them on the guy. I headed straight for the bathroom after that, where I showered, shampooed, and kept myself busy with odd jobs. When I finally folded our freshly dried clothes a couple of hours later, I discovered that the washing machine had swallowed one of the boy's socks. After looking for it everywhere, I stole a pair of Papa Joe's. I left them and everything else in a neat pile by my patient's head. As for his shoes, I laid them on their sides on the floor in front of the refrigerator. The hot exhaust emanating from underneath it would dry them out soon enough. 

Somehow my guest slept through everything, which might've scared me if his color had been worse or he'd been bleeding profusely or something. But he wasn't, I realized around 2:00 a.m., when I knelt and softly traced the outline of his jaw with my fingertips. His skin felt feverish and looked a little flushed in the meager glow of the twinkling tree lights. Aside from that, he seemed just fine. 

"Fine?" I looked at the cat and grinned. "He's more than fine. In fact, he could be my boyfriend any day. I just wish I could remember where I've seen him before." 

Norrie turned her back on me and walked away, exactly what I deserved for being so shallow. But he really was just my type, physically speaking, with his shaggy dark hair, wide shoulders, and lanky but muscular build. All he needed to do now was wake up, and all I needed to do was have my own eyes open when he did so. I only had a million-and-one questions.  

Unfortunately, I never got to ask even one. Sometime in the wee hours of the morning, I dozed off on the couch, and when I woke with a start around 6:30 a.m. Christmas Day, the boy and his clothes were gone.
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Chapter Two
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I sat straight up, blinking against the morning sun streaming through the eastern windows. 

Damn.

I wished I knew more about animal bites, assuming that’s what my patient's injuries actually were. What would happen now? What was his worst-case scenario? Since he hadn't drowned, he could already be called lucky. But wound infection could still set in, and what if the animal that bit him had rabies or something?

To keep from obsessing over my missing patient’s prognosis, I turned off the lights on the Christmas tree and headed to the kitchen, where I fed Norrie and rummaged around for cereal for myself. As I poured frosted flakes into a bowl, I reviewed last night’s events.  I decided I'd done all I could for him. The rest was up to fate.

Bummed out, I headed automatically to the fridge for the milk, but there wasn't any. A quick inspection of the wire shelves revealed that wasn't all that was missing. Apparently my guest had raided the thing before he left, taking not only my half gallon of milk, but my leftover pizza, a package of string cheese sticks, and a bag of fun-sized Snickers—all the food I’d brought to the cabin for the weekend. Oddly, he hadn’t touched any of the healthy stuff in there, which meant we liked the same junk food.

What else has he stolen? I wondered, strangely disconcerted by the thought of him walking around the cabin with me zonked on the couch. I went straight to the living room and my worn leather purse, hanging off a doorknob. I quickly rummaged through the contents—billfold with cabin-sitting money intact, checkbook, cell phone, keys, unpaid bills, stuffed-to-the-zipper make-up bag. If anything else was missing, I didn’t know what it was. That meant he'd taken only what he needed: food.  

I could surely forgive him for that.

I did my best not to give my ungrateful patient another thought for the rest of Christmas Day and pretty much succeeded. Instead, I opened the present Brigit had left for me and worried about finding a part-time job to help me make ends meet while I attended full-time classes. Since I lived in a town full of students seeking similar employment, that hadn’t proved as easy as I’d hoped. Anything but babysitting would do, I decided. I'd had enough of that at Bellgrade House.

Dear ol' Bellgrade. My home for the past seven years. Though I hadn't exactly loved the place, I hadn't hated it either. So I had mixed feelings when state law required that I leave it at age eighteen and get on with my life if my boring existence could even be called that.

Boring? 

Not exactly...at least not the past twelve hours.

But things were back to normal now, which meant mind-numbing days and lackluster nights that were actually all right with me. I'd had enough melodrama as a child to last me a lifetime.

****
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DURING MY ONE-HOUR drive back to Birmingham Sunday afternoon, Brigit called to wish me a belated merry Christmas. She said that Papa Joe wasn't feeling well so they were going to stay awhile longer with her sister. She asked if I'd check on Norrie again in a couple or three days. I said I would and reassured her that the cat had plenty of food and water, plus a clean litter box. I thanked her for my presents and told her about Friday night's rescue. 

"Animal bites, you say?"

"I think so. I heard some growls and stuff nearby."

"Really?" She sounded surprised. "What did you do for him?"

I told her and got a soft chuckle in reply. "Why are you laughing? Did I use the wrong herbs in the salve?"

"You did everything exactly right as usual, Andee. The salve might've been a little strong for the situation, but that just means it should work even better." 

She changed the subject, and we talked about other things before she rang off. By then I turned onto the gravel driveway I shared with my landlord, Titus Leopold. I'd met the guy through Brigit, who adored him. I pulled up behind his Model T, parked inside the two-door garage over which I lived. I saw his Ford pick-up wasn’t there, which meant he hadn't returned from wherever he went for Christmas. Or maybe he just had a date. Fifty-something and decidedly debonair, he had a social calendar that wouldn’t quit.  It was nothing for him to be gone every night of the week, always a hit on my self-esteem since I hadn't been on a date since my last boyfriend and I split up back in the spring. I sincerely hoped he wouldn't break Brigit's heart someday. 

Duffle in hand, I ducked under an oak limb that needed pruning and climbed the steep outside stairs that led to my three-room apartment. I dropped my bag just inside my door and plopped down on the love seat to catch my breath and turn on the TV. I channel surfed, stopping on the six o'clock news since I'd been out of touch a few days. While I listened to current headlines, I went into my bedroom to put away my clothes. In the process, I found my ex-patient's stray sock tucked inside a pair of my nylon bikinis. The irony made me laugh out loud since that made him the very first guy to get into my pants, and he didn't even know it.

How pathetic was that?

I robbed my cookie jar of the two tens I'd stashed there earlier and stuck them in my billfold with the twenty Brigit had paid in advance for cabin sitting. If I didn't find a job this week, I'd be on starvation rations by Saturday.

It took about forty-five minutes to drive to the grocery store and pick up the food items I needed. My one splurge was replacing the Snickers bars. I left the store with twenty-two dollars, ten of which I spent minutes later to put gasoline in the used white Neon that one of the Bellgrade sponsors had given to me last year to get it out of her driveway. Since it was basically a junker, I barely managed to keep it going, but it was better than nothing.

By 7:30, I pulled into Titus's drive again, surprised to find it so dark so early. A glance at the sky revealed another incredibly starry night, but no moon yet. My landlord's truck was still gone, and no lights shone in his house. I got my groceries and headed for the side stairs, both arms full. Halfway there, I stumbled over a rock and dropped my keys.

"Snap!" I groped for them with my foot. 

Gravel crunched just behind me. Before I could react, a hand clamped over my mouth. Someone lifted and swept me into the shadows, a move that sent my groceries flying. Hot breath fanned my neck. Instinctively I elbowed and kicked...hard.

"Ow!"

A guy. He released me. I turned and kneed him in the groin. He doubled over with a curse. I scooped up my keys and charged for the safety of my car, locked, of course, with automatic nothing. My hands shook so badly that I couldn’t poke the key in the lock.

“Andee, wait!”

I froze. He knows my name?

Glancing back, I saw the guy limping toward me. I couldn’t see well enough to identify him. Somehow my key found the hole.

“Wait! Please.” 

Ignoring that, I threw myself inside and slammed the door, immediately pushing the lock down. By then he stood next to the window. He ducked his head to look at me. The interior light stayed on just long enough to reveal his features. 

I gasped. “You?”

He nodded and motioned for me to roll down the window.

I gave him a scant inch.

“You remember me?”

“How could I forget?” I hesitated, then rolled up the window and got out of the car. 

He followed me to where my groceries lay scattered on the ground. 

I sighed my irritation. “If my eggs are broken, you are so dead.”

“Sorry. I was trying to keep you from screaming.”

I gave him a look. “You grabbed me from behind to keep me from screaming? Don’t you think that a simple ‘Hi, Andee, thanks for saving my ass,’ might’ve worked better?”

“I said I was sorry.” He began to help, stuffing groceries haphazardly into the torn paper bag I held. “Can we talk?” He hugged himself and glanced around nervously. “Indoors?”

I thought about that for a second. Should I let him into my apartment? I wasn’t sure what to do until I remembered that he’d left the cabin while I slept. He could’ve violated me ten different ways but didn’t. Maybe that meant he was a good guy. Besides, I wanted to know how he wound up in the lake in the first place. Contrary to local legend, I didn't think zombies had anything to do with it.

“If you try anything funny, you’ll be sorry.”

He nodded and reached for my bags.

Independent me didn’t hand them over. Instead, I led the way up the stairs. In seconds, we stood in my living room. I walked straight to my kitchen area to put up the groceries. Without a word, the boy followed and began handing me food items. I was careful to leave the cupboard and refrigerator doors situated so he couldn't see the bare shelves. I had my pride, and I wouldn't always be this strapped for cash. Self-conscious and embarrassed, I could only imagine what he thought of the stuff I quickly stowed out of sight—food that fell into the cheap and filling category. Then I caught sight of his expression.

I tossed him a package of Raman noodles. "Help yourself."

While he ripped off the top and added hot water, I gave him a quick once over. I realized he wore the same clothes as before, right down to the shredded shirt. He looked filthy, pale, and sweaty. My heart sort of twisted.

“You can nuke that to speed things up.” I pointed to the microwave.

“Right.” 

He got busy with that while I opened a package for myself. By the time he finished, I was ready to heat mine up.

“What do you want to
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