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      Jack McCain pulled the last weed in his grandma's vegetable patch and wiped the dirt off his hands on the seat of his pants.

      "Good job, young man," Grandma said from her rocker on the front porch. "Now you can have that ice cream I promised you."

      Jack sighed. "I don't see why I couldn't have had it before."

      "Because you hadn't earned it before. Now you have. It's what I keep telling you, boy. Hard work pays off. A lazy man will never get ahead in life."

      "Ahh, phooey." Jack climbed up the front steps. His back ached and he thought he might wind up with blisters on his fingers by morning. "I'm never gonna do hard work when I grow up. I'm gonna use my brains, and make a fortune, and never pull a weed again."

      Grandma got to her feet with effort and held the screen door open. Jack went inside and headed to the kitchen to wash his hands while Grandma dished up the ice cream.

      "You'll find," she said as she set two dishes on the table, "that hard work can be its own reward. Why, when you see those vegetables growing, don't you feel awfully good about yourself? Knowing you had a hand in them? When we pick a fresh tomato off the vine, don't you feel–"

      "All I feel is that it would've been a heck of a lot easier to buy a tomato at the grocery store." Jack dried his hands on a towel and sat down at the table, almost too tired to enjoy the ice cream.

      "Oh, you have so much to learn, boy," Grandma said. "Just how do you plan to get ahead in life if you aren't willing to work for it? Hmm?"

      Jack shrugged, shoveled a spoonful of ice cream into his mouth, and decided he wasn't too tired to enjoy it after all. "I don't know. If I could find that wishin' well you're always talkin' about, I'd wish myself a million dollars and then I'd pay someone to do the weeding."

      His grandma clicked her tongue and shook her head. "That well only appears to people when they truly need its magic, people who are deserving. So the legend goes, anyway."

      "Well, I need it," Jack moaned. "Look at my hands!" He held one palm up for his grandma's inspection, while scooping up another bite with his free hand.

      "But even so," Grandma went on, "the wishes aren't free. You have to earn them just like anything else in life. There's a stone beside that well. My grandmother saw it once, and she memorized the words that were engraved there, and told them to me, and I've told them to you."

      "Yeah, yeah," Jack said, rolling his eyes and knowing Grandma was about to recite the old poem yet again. She never got sick of telling her crazy wishing-well stories.

      And sure enough, she did, in that singsong voice that was reserved for reading bedtime stories or poems.

      "Make a wish upon this well, but wishes don't come free.

      Make a promise here, as well, and your wish you will see.

      A voyage will you take then, your promise to fulfill.

      And when you've kept your vow, I shall appear here on this hill.

      With one more wish to grant you, one more gift to bestow.

      Any wish you care to make; to stay, perhaps, or go."

      Grandma got a sappy look in her eye as she recited the verse. Jack just finished his ice cream and shook his head. He didn't even think the wishing well was real. He'd looked for it time and time again, but he'd never found it. Well, it didn't matter. He was smart. He had the gift of gab, his grandma said. He could talk anyone into doing just about anything. Why, just last week he'd conned Mary Ellen Madden into doing his math homework for him.

      Nope, Jack McCain wasn't going to spend his life pulling weeds or getting dirty. He vowed it. Wishing well or no wishing well, he'd make his fortune, and he'd make it without working his tail off for it, too!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      It wouldn't have been all that uncomfortable without the handcuffs. Jack had no doubt whatsoever they were little more than a prop being used for effect. To drive home a point.

      "So really, guys, who put you up to this?" he said, smiling his most winning smile at the backs of their crew cuts. The two cops in the front seat didn't seem to notice. "I mean, it's obviously a joke, right?"

      "Sam, did you tell this clown he had the right to remain silent?" one crew cut said to the other.

      "Sure did."

      "Huh. Wouldn't know it, would you?"

      "Nope."

      "Aw, come on, guys, gimme a break." His spotless Armani suit was picking up lint from the seat, and he shuddered to think where that lint might have come from.

      "You've had all the breaks you're getting, pal. You've run your last con."

      "That's bull! For cryin' out loud, guys, I gave up conning the upstanding citizens of Hillcrest a long time ago. I've gone straight, and you know it."

      "Right." One of the cops turned in his seat. "Now you only con drug lords."

      "Yeah," said the other. "And crime bosses, right?"

      He shrugged and tried not to look too sheepish. It was true, he'd turned the confidence game into an art form, and he'd swindled some major bucks out of some big-time criminals. But it wasn't like they couldn't afford it.

      "Beats digging ditches for a living," he said, admitting nothing.

      "You never were one to want to get your hands dirty."

      The cops exchanged a glance, a nod, and suddenly the cruiser slowed and pulled onto the shoulder. The two cops turned in the seat to look back at him. He would have loosened his collar if his hands hadn't been cuffed behind his back. It was getting damned warm in the car. And they were basically in the middle of nowhere. Not a house for a mile in either direction, and he knew that, because he'd grown up in one of them. His grandmother's run-down farm house, abandoned now. He hadn't been back there since she'd died and the government had taken it for back taxes. Dear old Grandma. She used to say there was a wishing well around there somewhere. One that really granted wishes.

      A fairy tale to give a lonely kid hope, that's all her stories were. You didn't get what you wanted by wishing for it, or by working your fingers to the bone for it the way she had, either. You got it by using your brains, and going out and taking it from those who had it in spades.

      "What's this," he asked, and he tried not to sound nervous. "You gonna rough me up now? Should I be hoping for a passerby with a penchant for live streaming?"

      The cop named Sam smiled, shaking his head. "We have you cold, Jack. You know that, right? That swamp-land you sold to Arturo, the phony stock sales, all of it. We can make this bust stick."

      Jack only shrugged. "I can't imagine a judge and jury feeling too vindictive against me for picking on poor, defenseless kingpins like Arturo," he said. "Not that I'm saying I did."

      "Like I said, we can make it stick. But we don't have to."

      Jack's attention was caught and he looked up slowly.

      "We can help each other out," the cop went on. "You give us a hand with our little problem, and uh, we'll see what we can do about yours."

      "You want to make a deal with me," he said slowly, finally understanding what this bust was all about. "But what do I have that you could possibly want–"

      "Oh, come on Jack. You know damn well what you have. We've been trying to bust Arturo for months, but he's slicker than Satan. Slicker than you, even."

      "You can give us names," said the other cop. "Dates, places, times. Where he's been, who he's been talking to."

      "Yeah," Jack said. "Right. And get my head blown off an hour later. No thanks, guys. I think I'll just take my chances with whatever trumped-up charged you're gonna try to pin on me."

      Sam shrugged, shaking his head slowly. "Thing is, Jackie, that's liable to happen either way."

      "Huh?"

      "Well... we got leaks. I mean, we do what we can, but it happens, you know? So chances are, Arturo already knows you've been picked up. And my guess is he knows why."

      Jack was silent for a long moment. Then he said simply, "Shit."

      "You cooperate with us, we'll keep you in protective custody until he's safely behind bars. You don't... well, we'll take you downtown, spend a couple of hours questioning you, and then turn you loose."

      "In full view of anyone who happens to be watching." Jack could fill it all in pretty easily. "Anyone being Arturo, who'll figure I spilled my guts and pop me at the first opportunity."

      "Gee, do you really think he'd do that?"

      "Sarcasm doesn't become you, Sam."

      "So? You gonna tell us what you know?"

      Jack glanced behind him for about the fifth time. "I don't think I'm going to get the chance to, fellas." He said it calmly. He was known for keeping a cool demeanor under any circumstances–wise-cracking his way through life-and-death struggles, interrogations, death threats. He was also known for making a lot of money without lifting a finger. It had been his goal for as long as he could remember to get rich without working for it. Grandma always told him he'd have to pay the piper someday. It looked as if that day had finally arrived.

      The dark sedan, which had been a discreet distance behind them, sped up, closing the gap. "Shit," Sam said. "We've got a tail."

      "Gee, do you think?" Jack asked, just as another car suddenly pulled across the road in front of them. The two cops drew their guns. Sam grabbed the mike with his free hand and started yelling for backup.

      Four goons in very nice suits and very dark sunglasses got out of their vehicles with automatic weapons.

      "Forget the damn radio and gimme the keys to these cuffs!" For once, Jack's coolness deserted him. Sam tossed a set of keys onto the back seat. By the time Jack turned ass backwards to grab them with his cuffed hands, the bullets had started flying, and he ducked low. He heard glass shatter, a dull grunt, constant blasting, but none coming from within the car. He lifted his head just long enough to see what he wished he hadn't. The two cops in the front were full of more holes than Swiss cheese, and the bad guys were approaching from the driver's side of the car. He ducked again. There was no time to unlock himself. He stuffed the keys into his back pocket, wrenched open the passenger-door behind him, then roll through, and right into the ditch at the roadside.

      He got up quick and dug in. Running for all he was worth and hoping the maniacs didn't see him, he ducked into the nearby woods.

      Shouts, gunshots, and running footsteps followed.

      Shit. They'd seen him, all right. And they were thundering after him, even now.

      His grandma had been right. Crime didn't pay, and dammit, this was a fine time for him to realize it. These guys meant business. Deadly business.

      They were gaining on him. Tough to run very fast with your hands trussed up behind your back, and roots leaping up to trip you every few feet. A bullet whirred past his ear. He spotted what looked like a curving stone wall just ahead, mostly overgrown with vines and brambles. Cover. It wasn't much, but if he dove behind it, it might block a few bullets. Buy him another second or two of life.

      He ran full tilt, reached the little wall, and dove headfirst over it.

      Only, it wasn't a wall. He figured that out when he didn't hit the ground on the other side. It was a well. And he was plummeting down into inky darkness.

      If the landing didn't kill him, the bad guys would. No way out. "God, don't let me end up like this. If I had one more chance, I'd work for a living. I swear I would. Get me out of this one and I'll prove it. I'll work harder than I ever have in my life! Honest, I will!"

      His only answer was a powerful, dry thud when he hit the bottom.
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      Emily Hawkins wiped the sweat from her brow and eyed the unplowed ground that stretched out in front of her. She'd been driving the damn mule all morning, and had little more to show for it than an aching back and a few crooked furrows.

      So far, her experiment was failing. But failure was not something she could tolerate easily. Nor would she. If it killed her, she would raise a crop, sell the grain, and make the final mortgage payment on time. She would. Oh, no one else believed it. Everyone in this town had urged her to sell the farm before her husband was even buried. And when she'd told them all that she intended to keep it, to run it herself, and make that payment rather than sell it for the criminally low offers her neighbors and the local banker had made on the place, they'd laughed at her.

      Laughed! At her!

      "Well, we'll just see who's laughing when I've finished!" she huffed, and yelled again at the mule. "Come on, Molly! We've work to do!"

      "Aunt Emily?"

      She stopped what she was doing and turned to see her precious ones, Sarah Jane and Matthew, staring up at her. Beyond them, one hand on either shoulder, stood Mary Brightwater, the local schoolteacher.

      "Your children are wanting their lunch, Mrs. Hawkins."

      Emily bit her tongue before she could tell the school teacher to mind her own business. "I was just on my way."

      Mary was clean and shiny, yellow hair spilling from beneath her pretty bonnet. Young, fresh. She made Emily feel like a dirt-covered crone.

      "I'll be happy to help," Mary said with a youthful smile, sunlight glinting in her hair.

      "I can manage just fine," Emily replied, taking a small hand in each of hers. Then, remembering her manners, "But you're welcome to join us, if you like."

      "I would, thank you. I've been wanting a word with you, you know."

      Emily crooked a brow, certain she was about to be on the receiving end of yet another lecture on a woman's place, and the futility of her efforts. As a foursome, they trekked across the wide-open expanse, down the slight incline to the pretty white clapboard farmhouse beyond. There was a well in front, its pump handle freshly painted, and a small barn off to the left, in need of a new coat itself. But there were only so many hours in the day. The wide front porch was swept clean and the house was in order, though. Sarah Jane and Matthew raced ahead. Emily watched Sarah's auburn braids flying behind her, and thought again that she would do anything, anything, to keep this place for the children. They'd lost so much already....

      The children played outdoors while Emily prepared lunch, and despite her insistence that she needed no help, Mary pitched in.

      "Mrs. Hawkins ... Emily," Mary began as they sliced cheese and bread that wasn't quite as light as it should have been. Oh, how Emily missed the days when she'd had time enough to cook a proper meal. "May I call you that? I hope you don't mind my speaking plainly to you. I know it's not my place to advise you, but I feel I must."

      Emily closed her eyes and sighed. "Say what you will. But know that I will not be swayed."

      "I'll say it then. You simply cannot continue trying to run this farm and raise these children on your own."

      Emily met Mary's eyes straight on. "I shall tell you what I've told everyone else. I have no choice." She went to the window and looked out at the children playing in the yard. "Look at them, Mary. They lost their mother when they were almost too young to know her."

      "Your sister was a fine woman," Mary said. "Everyone thought so."

      "Yes, and no one thought I could ever fill her shoes. But I have. I came here and cared for those two as if they were my own. I married my sister's husband to halt the town gossips pecking about how improper it was for us to be living together as we were. I love them. And I would do anything for them."

      "You've more than proven that."

      "Now that Clem is gone, I'll take his place as well. I can do this, I know I can."

      "It's too much for one woman. Any woman, even you."

      The words sounded almost like a compliment, but Emily
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