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	Whisper Falls

	 

	Book 1 in the Whisper Falls Series

	 



Chapter 1

	 

	A Den of Vice

	 

	I perched on a stool in the dining room’s corner, the mending basket at my feet, a pair of torn breeches across my lap. It was good that I had to sit with my back to the family. If my master could not see my hands, he could not tell they were idle.

	Knuckles rapped for attention on the table. “Come, Jedidiah,” my master said, “it is time for your lessons. Deborah and Dorcas, you may join us with your stitching.” Chairs, benches, and shoes thumped as the Pratts adjourned to the parlor.

	I tossed the breeches into the basket and hurried to clear the table, anxious to complete my evening chores. Amidst the clatter of dishes, Mr. Pratt’s voice rose and fell with his reading from the Holy Bible. As I tiptoed past the parlor door, my master paused, his gaze going from me to his elder son, a silent message passing between them.

	Tonight, I would be followed.

	The sun had already begun its descent when I crossed the yard to the kitchen building. In no time, I had the dishes scrubbed, the floor swept, and the fire banked. Tomorrow’s meals cooked in pots nestled among the coals on the hearth.

	Was it possible I had finished my work before my master’s son finished his? I cast a glance toward the main house.

	“Susanna?” a voice rasped from the rear door of the kitchen.

	I whipped around, my heart sinking. In my rush to leave, I had forgotten the slave. How thoughtless. “Hector, have you come for your supper?”

	He nodded and gave me a shy smile.

	“I’m sorry, it isn’t ready. I’ll prepare your meal now.” As I cut the cornbread, I pondered what else to serve him. The Pratts had eaten all of the stew.

	“What’s cooking?” he asked. “It smells mighty good.”

	“Chicken.” It had been many days since Hector had eaten meat. I should have liked to give him some tonight, but had the chicken simmered long enough? I lifted the heavy lid of the pot, pinched a sample, and tasted. Yes, it would do nicely. I added a chicken wing and a boiled sweet potato to the wooden trencher and handed it to Hector. “Here you are.”

	He smiled again, backed down the steps, and ran to the barn.

	I could finally take my evening break, but no longer held out hope I would go alone. Jedidiah had certainly completed his Latin lesson by now and lurked somewhere in the shadows.

	With only an hour of daylight left to guide me, I raced along the faint trail through the woods and made straight for Whisper Falls. Behind me, twigs snapped and leaves rustled with an unnatural rhythm.

	At the top of the bluff, I dropped to my knees, crawled behind a boulder, and swung over the ledge, my hands and feet scrabbling along the rock wall. It took only a moment to reach the bottom. I slipped into the cave behind the waterfall, my heart pounding so wildly it shook my frame.

	Above me, Jedidiah crept through the tall grasses, the shushing of his shoes faint, the pace stealthy. I shrank into the cave’s musty depths, pressed myself against the damp wall, and strained to track his progress.

	The shushing stopped.

	There were no sounds besides the murmur of forest creatures and the whisper of the falls. What was he doing?

	Perhaps he’d seen me disappear over the edge of the bluff. It would be my first mistake in the many weeks we’d been playing this terrible cat-and-mouse game. Was he waiting even now for my next move?

	I would wait longer.

	Pebbles showered down, cracking like gunshot against the granite cliff before plopping into the creek near my toes. I clapped a hand over my mouth to stifle a gasp.

	“Susanna!” His frustrated groan floated past me on the warm May breeze.

	He didn’t know where I was.

	Relief threatened to loosen my limbs, but I fought the feeling. It was too early to celebrate, although the wait would be over soon. Jedidiah feared the woods after dark.

	I held my breath. Truly, for his own good, he should go home.

	His shoes shuffled on the rocky ledge.

	We listened for each other, neither admitting defeat.

	An owl hooted.

	Jedidiah made a panicked squawk. Footsteps thundered down the trail leading to the village. I released my breath on a hiss, inched closer to the mouth of the cave, and peeked out. His blond head bobbed in the distance, merging into the trees.

	My legs gave way, and I sank onto a moss-covered boulder. That had been too close. I could finally relax and enjoy my break—blissfully alone. My master had never understood why I should want an hour of silence, an hour with no demands or duties. He believed I must have a secret beau, and nothing I said could convince him otherwise. Indeed, Mr. Pratt would be furious if he discovered how easily I evaded my chaperone. Not that his son or I would ever tell. By unspoken agreement, Jedidiah never mentioned my talent for hiding, and I never mentioned his incompetence as a spy.

	Enough, then. With my hard-earned hour of freedom ticking away, I would not waste another precious second. I emerged from the protection of the cave, knelt on a flat rock, and lifted my face to the cool mist of the waterfall. There was nothing left to do but allow the cares of the day to fade. This evening, I would indulge in my most longed-for dream—the moment when I would leave my master’s household forever. On my eighteenth birthday, my indenture would be ended. I would rise at dawn, pack my meager possessions, and walk the half-day’s journey to Raleigh.

	My master knew of my plans, and they enraged him. Mr. Pratt hated Raleigh. He believed our capital city to be a den of vice.

	How deliciously enticing. It made me all the more eager to go.

	Ta-thonk.

	An unfamiliar noise invaded my reverie. I straightened and peered through the clear veil of Whisper Falls. On the bank opposite me, the woods rattled and hummed. The shadows wavered and shifted. A young man burst from the trees, wearing outlandish clothes and riding a strange mechanical beast.

	I leapt to my feet, pulse racing. Common sense demanded I leave. Curiosity begged me to stay.

	The young man rolled down the hill at a fearsome pace astride a two-wheeled cart built of thin metal bars. Legs cranking, he sped along the bottom of the trail, slammed into the bluff, and toppled to the ground.

	With a dazed shake of his head, he sat up, arms resting on bent knees, and drank in a few hard breaths. Then in one smooth movement he rose, picked up the machine, and slung his leg over its peculiar saddle.

	Curiosity won. I would stay.


Chapter 2

	 

	Other Freaks

	 

	Memorial Day had gone nothing like I planned. It should’ve been simpler to launch my summer yard service.

	My goal was to find enough customers to cover my mountain bike racing expenses. Since I was already out on summer vacation—and the public schools didn’t let out for another two weeks—I had a competitive advantage. All six of my customers from last year had signed up again, and several had passed along referrals. I was on track to have as much business as I wanted this year.

	I’d headed out after lunch, expecting to be gone for two or three hours. Right. I’d forgotten how much people cared about their yards. The grass had to be so thick. So green. All this talk about grass made me glaze over.

	One referral customer, Mrs. Joffrey, was especially intense about her lawn. I’d listened for five minutes about the height alone. The grass had to be exactly three and a half inches tall—not four and not three.

	“Do you understand, Mark?”

	“Yes, ma’am. Three and a half inches.”

	“Good, then. You’ll start tomorrow morning? Eight o’clock sharp?”

	I gave her the confident nod of an experienced entrepreneur. “I’ll be here.”

	With an impatient glance at her watch, she hurried inside.

	I checked my watch, too. Damn. My original plan for the holiday had included an extra-long afternoon training ride. Instead, I’d wasted too much time talking about grass.

	I rode home and tore upstairs to my room. A stack of clean bike shorts and jerseys lay neatly on my bed. I threw on my gear and ran back downstairs. A gorgeous smell halted me at the garage door. I looked in the kitchen.

	Mom stood at the stove, throwing cheese into a pan of steaming broccoli. A slow-cooker bubbled nearby.

	“Pot roast?” I asked.

	She nodded. “With roasted potatoes.”

	My second favorite home-cooked meal. What a decision—to eat it fresh or go on the bike ride. “When will it be ready?”

	“Now,” she said with an apologetic smile. “I thought you’d be done with training.”

	I’d thought so, too. Since I couldn’t afford to miss a day, the meal would have to wait. “Can you leave my share in the slow-cooker for later? I’ll get a protein bar to tide me over.”

	Her face fell. “That’s fine.”

	I stared at her a moment. She was more upset than I would’ve expected. “Is something wrong?”

	“Not really.” She turned her back on me. “Maybe you could sit with me while you eat your bar.”

	I didn’t want to, but didn’t see how I could say no. “Sure, Mom.”

	By the time she joined me at the table, I’d finished the bar and was staring obviously at the clock.

	“Mark?”

	“Uh-huh?”

	“Have you heard from your sister?”

	Ah. Finally getting to the point. My mother wanted to discuss Marissa. “We’re in contact most days.”

	“She won’t answer the phone when I call.” Mom’s voice wobbled.

	Even though my sister had moved to Denver three weeks ago, she was still the main topic of conversation around here, just as I’d predicted. Before she left, Marissa bet me twenty bucks that Mom would be smothering me by Memorial Day. I knew I’d win. Obsessing over my sister had become a way of life for Mom. She wasn’t going to lose a bad habit that quickly.

	Mom bent her head over her pot roast, pushing it around with a fork. “Has she made any friends?”

	“A few.”

	“Has she registered for summer classes yet?”

	“No.”

	Mom looked up from her plate, frowning. “Why not?”

	Marissa had lied to my folks about why she’d moved to Colorado. She should be the one to tell them the truth. “You’ll have to ask her.”

	“Why can’t you tell me?”

	“Mom, please.”

	She stabbed a chunk of beef. “Can I use your phone?”

	“No, Mom.” Did she really just ask me that? “It might work once, but then Marissa would never speak to me again.”

	“You’re right. Sorry.” Mom’s eyes were wet.

	It was horrible to see her cry, especially on days when she wore mascara. I needed help. “When will Dad be home from San Francisco?”

	She wiped her nose on a napkin. “In two weeks.”

	That sucked. If Dad the engineer had been here, he would’ve listened to Mom whine about Marissa and then explained in logical detail how to get over it. Since Dad’s solution wasn’t available to me, I was stuck until he returned.

	Maybe I should steer the conversation to a safer subject. “How’s your new job?”

	“Are you trying to distract me?” 

	“Yes.”

	“It’s working.” She added a glob of butter to her broccoli. “The job is tough. There’s a lot to learn.”

	My mother had switched from trauma nursing to hospice care the same week Marissa moved. The timing wasn’t so great. “Like what?”

	“We don’t try to save people. Our goal is to keep them comfortable. It’s a different mindset. I didn’t expect it to be as difficult as it is…”

	She talked for a while. When she paused to chew, I asked questions. And I actually paid attention to some of what she said, although I watched the clock, too.

	Dad rescued us both by calling. While she paced around with the phone, I headed for the garage.

	The delay meant I’d have to change my route. I couldn’t train far from home this close to nightfall. Conveniently for me, there was a greenway that edged our neighborhood, connecting Umstead State Park to the other pedestrian/biking paths leading into Raleigh. I would take the greenway toward Umstead.

	Helmet on, I wheeled my bike across the backyard, through the wooden gate, and onto the wide pavement. No one else was out during the dinner hour. I loved the greenway like this. Quiet. Deserted. No people or dogs to dodge. It was as if I owned a dim, cool tunnel of trees.

	A quarter mile from home, a dirt track forked away from the greenway’s pavement and into a dense pine forest. I turned onto the rutted track, hopped over a pair of roots, and maneuvered down a slope toward the banks of Rocky Creek. Up ahead, I could hear Whisper Falls murmuring as it plunged from a low bluff into the shallow creek below. The bluff had a steady incline. Steep, but not crazy steep.

	I didn’t slow as I swooped along the bottom of the hill. I’d studied another cyclist—a guy with a lot of first-place finishes—who attacked inclines like this head-on, as if he would knock the hill down. I was going to give the technique a try.

	I slammed into the approach, caught a tire on a rock, and lost my balance.

	Okay, that didn’t work. Fortunately, there was plenty of natural compost to break the fall.

	I tried again and got farther this time.

	“How foolish.”

	The words whispered past me, so faint it could’ve been my imagination. I looked around. Was somebody watching me? Did they assume I was being an idiot? Not that I cared. To train thoroughly, I had to practice skills like this, which meant I had to fall and bust my ass on occasion. All part of the process. It was just irritating that anyone might’ve witnessed it.

	I walked my bike down the hill and stopped at the bottom. Rocky Creek babbled a few feet away, boulders dotting it at irregular intervals. When I was little, I loved trying to hop across the creek without getting wet. I’d rarely succeeded.

	The falls were the best thing about the greenway, and it wasn’t only the eight-foot curtain of water that was good. There was also the cave. Not very tall or deep, but eerie. Full of moss-covered rocks. A great place to hide and chill and be totally alone in the middle of the city.

	Something hovered near the mouth of the cave, behind the falls. A rectangle of cloth seemed to glow in the fading light.

	A shadow wavered and shifted. It was a girl about my age. She wore dorky clothes—a long-sleeved brown shirt, an ankle-length skirt, and a ghostly white apron. Silent and unmoving, she stared at me through a liquid sheet of glass.

	I guessed it was my turn to speak. “Did you say something?”

	She waited before responding. When she spoke, her voice was low and husky. “You’re being foolish. If you wish to reach the top, perhaps you’ll arrive more quickly by carrying your odd machine.”

	And there it was, a completely wrong interpretation of a perfectly reasonable technique. The need to explain was irresistible. “I don’t want to arrive at the top quickly. I want to get there by riding the bike.”

	She had no reaction—just watched with big, dark eyes in a pale, oval face.

	This was stupid. Why couldn’t I drop it? The daylight was disappearing while I wasted it on a stare-down with an Amish girl.

	After securing the bike to a tree, I hopped from boulder to boulder along the creek’s edge, stopping on a rock that would get me as close to the falls as possible without being sprayed.

	“Do not take another step, or I shall scream.”

	I halted and gave her a closer look. The girl stood on a flat rock behind the falls, only a few meters away, her face expressionless and fists clenched against her sides. She was a head shorter than me, thin but not to the eating disorder level, with dark hair hidden under a cap. Her bare toes were visible below the hem of her brown skirt.

	I couldn’t stop a smile. She had nothing to fear from me. “Don’t scream. You’re safe.”

	“Indeed? Why should I believe you?”

	“For starters, that’s an incredibly expensive bike back there. I’m not leaving it alone.”

	“A bike? Is that what you call your odd machine?”

	As if she didn’t know what a bike was. “Right.”

	The girl was so still. Her face. Her body. Nothing on her moved except her lips and her eyes. “May I ask an impertinent question?”

	“Sure.”

	“You wear most unusual clothes. Where are you from?”

	Damn, she was frickin’ strange. Did her keepers know where she was? They really shouldn’t have let her roam around on her own. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

	“You’re the stranger in our village, not me.”

	“Right.” Village? With a half million people? “I was born and raised in Raleigh.”

	Her chin jerked up. It was the first real reaction I’d seen from her.

	“You cannot be speaking the truth. Raleigh is miles away, nor did it exist when you were born.”

	“What are you talking about?” I shifted onto the balls of my feet and scanned the bluff above her, looking for signs of other freaks in strange costumes. But I saw no one.

	A chill wind swirled around me. This was getting creepy, like I’d stepped onto the set of a bad reality TV show, only there were no cameras rolling anywhere that I could see. “We’re in Raleigh right now, and the city’s been here since the 1700s.”

	“Indeed, it has. Since 1794, to be precise. Two years ago.”


Chapter 3

	 

	Uncertainty in Its Wake

	 

	Who might this handsome stranger be? And why would he tell such an outrageous lie?

	He had the smooth, supple hands of a gentleman but the lean body of a laborer. He spoke like one of the upper class, yet his manner was too familiar. No true gentleman would ever talk so directly with a servant.

	His apparel added to the mystery. He wore a shirt made of silky green cloth, tailored close to his chest. His hat resembled a cracked bowl. Lustrous black trousers stopped above his knees, and he wore no stockings. I had never seen a man with bare legs. It was too interesting to embarrass me properly.

	“This is psycho.” His eyes narrowed to slits. “Who are you?”

	I could see no reason to hide my name. “Susanna Marsh.”

	“What year do you think it is?”

	Think? Did he expect me to make up an answer? “It is 1796.”

	He looked down at the water, his face tight. “Who’s the president?”

	“Mr. Washington.” His questions insulted me. I might live in a village, but that didn’t mean I was unaware of the outside world. “And you, sir? What is your name?”

	“Mark Lewis.”

	“Why have you come to Worthville?”

	“Worthville?” His gaze snapped back to mine. “Is this some kind of joke?”

	“A joke?” Truly, this was an extraordinary conversation. Was he unstable? A whisper of unease rippled through me. I was alone and far from my master’s house. No one would hear me call. Glancing over my shoulder, I gauged my distance to the cliff behind me. If the young man were mad—if he were to leap into the cave with me—how quickly could I climb to the bluff above? “I have answered your questions honestly. What part do you take for a joke?”

	“It is not 1796,” he said through gritted teeth, as if I were the one mocking him.

	“Which year do you believe it is?”

	“Nowhere near 1796.”

	He eyed the bridge of rocks that connected the two sides of the creek by passing behind the falls. He hopped onto the first boulder, then a second and a third. He disappeared. I braced to flee, expecting him to emerge on my side of the curtain of water, but he didn’t come.

	He stepped back into view, his eyes wide. “Where did you go so fast?”

	“I have not moved.”

	“This is seriously weird.” With a step sideways, he vanished again and then instantly reappeared. “You promise you’re not moving?”

	“I promise.”

	“Okay, that’s it.” Removing his odd bowl of a hat, he set it on a dry ledge and turned to face me. “I’m coming over there.” He crouched, ready to spring.

	I shrank backwards, stumbling over my petticoat to land with a hard thump. Fear whipped through me, flooding my limbs with urgency. I rolled to my knees, scrambled to my feet, and clawed at the cliff, my toes fumbling for a hold.

	Seconds passed, yet no hand wrenched me down to the cave floor. I paused to glance over my shoulder and stopped, arrested by the scene behind me.

	The young man had not pierced the falls. Instead, the water had bent, enfolding him in a crystal cape, and was gently delivering him back to his boulder. It was impossible, yet lovely to behold.

	“Damn.”

	I blinked at the strong language. He’d forgotten me for the moment, his gaze tracing the falls from top to bottom. With a grunt of exertion, he sprang again, only to reap the same miraculous result.

	He scowled at the water, an angry jut to his chin. When he punched at it with his fist, it bowed but didn’t break.

	“What is happening?” Even though he muttered, the words came through clearly.

	Fear forgotten, I returned to my favorite rock and stood a respectful distance from the force of the water. The falls were different, somehow. Dazzling.

	Fascination drove me one step closer, then another. When at last my toes gripped the rock’s edge, I glanced down and wavered. The falls pounded the stones below, the creek a boiling cauldron of foam.

	Dare I take the risk?

	The young man watched me, a challenge in the arch of his eyebrow. Did he find my caution childish? I didn’t like that possibility. No, indeed. I squared my shoulders and stretched forward until my hand breached the flow. Water sparkled over my fingertips, yet they remained dry. When I withdrew my hand, the glittering glove disappeared.

	It was so delightful I ignored the young man and the stones and the boiling foam. I played in the flow, marveling as it wound about my splayed fingers like fine silk ribbons.

	Mr. Lewis raised his hand slowly and flattened it against mine, palm to palm, fingers to fingers.

	I shivered with pleasure. It was most improper for us to touch this way, yet I didn’t break the contact. People never touched me by choice. No, truly, that wasn’t correct. I was grabbed, prodded, or shoved. But a caress? Never. It was alluring.

	He offered his other hand, and I met it too, pressing tentatively at first and then with greater curiosity, enthralled by his warmth. We touched through a shimmering barrier—a silken screen of water that did not wet.

	“Where are you from?” I asked.

	“I’m from the twenty-first century.”

	The words echoed hollowly in my ears. The twenty-first century? Why, no indeed. He had misspoken, or I had misheard, or…

	I snatched my hands away. “What do you mean?”

	“If you really live in 1796, I won’t be born for over two hundred years.”

	Two hundred years?

	I backed up until the rock wall stopped my progress. It was all a bad joke, a bit of foolishness at my expense, for what he claimed was impossible, and I didn’t want Mr. Lewis to be a liar. “You’re teasing me.”

	“No, I’m not.” He gestured behind him. “You see that odd machine? Bikes were invented around 1820.”

	“It cannot be.” I shook my head emphatically.

	“I agree. It makes no sense.”

	Mr. Worth had thundered similar words from the pulpit on Sunday. That which makes no sense must surely come from Satan.

	Could Mr. Worth’s claim explain this young man? I didn’t wish to believe it. Mr. Mark Lewis was too polite, too kind, too bewildered to be a demon. But what other explanation could there be?

	Perhaps I had eaten spoiled chicken. Yes, that must be the cause of this incredible dream. I was ill and overtired. I needed rest.

	“It is time for me to leave.” I felt along the cliff for the crevices which served as rungs on my rocky ladder. With a mighty pull, I lifted myself over the lip of land that hid the entrance to my refuge.

	“Wait.”

	I persisted, ignoring the velvet voice of my dream demon. Swiftly, I pushed through the tall grasses, then plunged into the darkening woods toward the home of my master.

	Behind me, the falls whispered: come back.

	 

	The Pratts always retired at dusk. Candles were a luxury my master didn’t care to waste.

	The house had settled into silence, save for the occasional scratching of squirrels across the gables. I climbed the narrow steps to the attic, stripped to my linen shift, and crawled onto a pallet of straw in my little corner under the eaves.

	Yet sleep eluded me. Memories of the stranger haunted my thoughts. Merciful heavens, he’d been handsome, his hair the deepest of browns and eyes the rich amber of honey. How could evil have such a charming face or such a warm demeanor?

	The image of his smile faded into the attic’s darkness and left uncertainty in its wake. Of course, evil could be attractive. What better way to deceive?

	I rolled to my back and wiggled for comfort. Above me, the roof sloped sharply. I reached up and pushed aside a loose board. Fresh air trickled in, teasing me with its honeysuckle scent. Starlight pricked tiny white holes in the dark fabric of the night sky.

	Come back.

	Had the falls called after me? Or had he?

	Could someone truly speak across the centuries?

	If so, why should I be the one to hear?

	Perhaps our meeting had been a hoax. Solomon Worth might have plotted such a deed. When I rejected his offer of marriage last year, he had blazed with outrage and proclaimed that my ingratitude at the honor of his proposal must surely be a sign of madness. Did he seek to have me doubt my senses? Had Solomon hired the stranger to extract revenge?

	I hoped not. Mark Lewis intrigued me. He spoke of things yet to come. I wanted him to be real.

	A yawn interrupted my musings. Sunrise was drawing steadily nearer. I needed to awaken before the family to serve their breakfast, but there would be no porridge or toast awaiting them if I didn’t sleep soon.

	The loose board fell into place, blocking the night sky and the honeysuckle breeze. I smiled into the echoing void of my space under the eaves and prayed for sweet dreams.


Chapter 4

	 

	Girls and Cycling

	 

	I hadn’t completed the training I intended to tonight, but it didn’t matter anymore. This ride was over. The scene with the girl had blown my concentration.

	There were only two walkers left on the greenway, their shadows slipping like headless silhouettes from tree to tree. I headed home at a slow, steady pace, but there was nothing slow or steady about my thoughts. They raced out of control, replaying what had just happened.

	And something had happened. I wasn’t crazy. But what? When I banged my head after the first crash, had I blacked out?

	Probably not. I hadn’t hit hard enough.

	How could I explain the water? It had taken control of me, swinging me around like a toy. That hadn’t been my imagination.

	Or had it?

	What about the girl? If I dreamed up the water, I dreamed her up, too. But where would the dream have come from?

	I’d seen The Crucible in American Lit this past semester. Had images of colonial costumes been hibernating in my brain all this time, waiting to take over?

	Maybe. It was hard to know.

	When I reached the garage, I checked my bike, determined to blot out the past hour. It was better to focus on important things. Bike maintenance. Me maintenance. I could use some calories.

	I went inside, fixed a plate of pot roast and potatoes, and leaned against the counter to eat it. But thoughts of Susanna wouldn’t shut up.

	Was it possible that she was real even if the water wasn’t?

	That wasn’t such a bad idea. Susanna had been real, the water had been my imagination, and the two were merging in my memory.

	Yeah. I’d go with that theory for the moment. I’d met a strange girl. We’d had an interesting conversation, and I wouldn’t mind talking to her again, if we could get past the time warp stuff.

	Of course, I would have to apologize first. Fear had flashed in her eyes when I tried to jump through Whisper Falls, and I felt bad about that. I’d been too confused by the glittering water to consider whether she’d feel threatened.

	I would’ve apologized immediately, except I was distracted. When she stumbled, the cap came off, and gorgeous brown hair fell to her waist. I didn’t know many girls who wore their hair that way, which was too bad because it was hot.

	Damn. I needed someone to tell me I wasn’t crazy.

	After hunting down my phone, I texted Carlton to see if he could chat. I hadn’t heard from him since he left for his dad’s beach house three days ago. If he had some free time tonight, we were going to talk.

	With a cookie in one hand and a bottle of water in the other, I ran up two flights of stairs to the rec room. Carlton wasn’t online yet.

	While I waited, I typed “Worthville” into a search engine. It pulled up a few hits. Our county had had a village called Worthville in the eighteenth century. It had a wheat mill, meetinghouse, general store, and some farms. Pretty dull. The family names coming up were Worth, Pratt, and Foster. There was nobody with the name Marsh.

	I wasn’t sure what to try next. This was where my sister would be useful. Marissa had a bachelor’s degree in history. She could tell me how to find out more.

	Good, she was online. I had another subject I wanted to cover with her, anyway.

	 

	Me: You owe me twenty bucks

	Marissa: Memorial day isn’t over yet

	Me: Yeah, those last 3 hrs could be crucial

	Marissa: Hehe

	Me: Could you call mom?

	Marissa: What does she want to talk about?

	Me: Grad school

	Marissa: No thanks. Don’t want to be bitched at

	Me: She’ll figure out that you’re not actually going

	Marissa: If I get a job first, she can’t complain

	Me: Yes she can

	Marissa: Shut up

	Me: Why can’t you and mom leave me out of this? It’s not my problem

	Marissa: Sometimes things become your problem just because you’re there

	Me: I don’t believe you just said that

	Marissa: Change the subject

	 

	Since asking politely hadn’t worked, I’d have to come up with another plan—as soon as I figured out what that was. Until then, I would put her history degree to use.

	 

	Me: How do I find out about wake county villages from the 1790s?

	Marissa: Did not see that coming. Anything good on the web?

	Me: Nope

	Marissa: Try state archives or historical society. Visit in person. They’re careful with artifacts

	 

	Carlton pinged me—which was a convenient excuse for saying good-bye to my sister. Plus, I needed more time to figure out another way to get Mom and Marissa talking.

	 

	Me: Thanks. Gotta talk to Carlton. Later

	Marissa: K

	 

	I finished the last bite of cookie, washed it down, and wiped my hands. The session with Carlton might take a while.

	 

	Me: How’s the beach?

	Carlton: Awesome

	Me: Any shark sightings?

	Carlton: No but I saw a film crew

	Me: For what movie?

	Carlton: Something with Gabrielle Stone. I hear she might be joining our senior class

	Me: To be normal?

	Carlton: If you can call Neuse academy normal. They rejected senator Stanton’s son

	Me: Where do you hear this stuff?

	Carlton: Around. Have you talked to Alexis?

	 

	Alexis? Why was he asking about her? He had to know she was the last person I wanted to think about.

	 

	Me: Drop it

	Carlton: Just curious

	Me: Don’t be

	Carlton: K. How’d training go today?

	Me: Fine, but something strange happened on the greenway 

	Carlton: ?

	Me: A girl in colonial costume talked to me

	Carlton: There’s got to be more to this story

	Me: She says it’s 1796 where she lives

	Carlton: And?

	Me: What do you think?

	Carlton: You’re taking steroids and it’s screwed with your head

	Me: Besides that

	Carlton: She’s a ghost

	Me: Could be

	Carlton: Probably not. Even a ghost would know it isn’t 1796

	Me: So why would she say it?

	Carlton: She’s crazy

	Me: Possibly. What else?

	Carlton: She’s messing with you

	Me: Why?

	Carlton: Maybe Halligan’s paying her to throw off your training

	 

	Did Keefe Halligan want to win the Carolina Cross-Country Challenge so badly that he’d try to throw me off with a prank?

	Well, sure, although this one seemed weird.

	 

	Me: What’s the point of the colonial costume?

	Carlton: Ask him. Seems stupid to me

	Me: Why now? We don’t race til July 30

	Carlton: Better expect this kind of shit for two more months

	Me: Maybe

	Carlton: Damn, Lewis. Figure it out for yourself. Gotta go 

	Me: Later

	 

	Carlton hadn’t helped. Even though I had no trouble believing Keefe might try something psycho, I didn’t see how he could’ve talked Susanna into the plan. It was easier to believe she’d escaped from some brain-washing cult than that she worked for Keefe.

	Okay, it was more than that. I didn’t want Susanna to be a fake.

	 

	Morning bike rides were the best. I left the house around dawn and sped through Umstead Park on a bike trail. Totally alone. Totally quiet.

	Okay, maybe it wasn’t totally quiet. There were some sounds, like gears shifting. Wind whooshing. My own breathing. They were good sounds, the kind that drove me to train even harder.

	Three miles later, I left the park to head for the trails around Lake Crabtree. As I crossed the bike bridge over I-40, the noise of the highway intruded on my solitude. Below me, a few white headlights traveled east. In the opposite direction, hundreds of red taillights flashed on and off as westbound traffic thickened even at this early hour.

	The trail dipped down an incline, briefly hugged a ridge, and then swooped into a grassy bowl of land. The sounds of the interstate faded.

	The trails along the northeastern corner of Lake Crabtree were relatively easy. I rode through that part first. It’d be good to test my body against the tougher sections when I was no longer fresh.

	When I reached the south side of the lake, there were other cyclists ahead of me, racing through its hills and past its wetlands. Crabtree trails were usually a fun, fast ride, but the crowd forced me to take this section slowly. I circled back north, completing my intended distance but without the speed I wanted. Tonight’s ride would need to be harder.

	When I got home, Mom sat at the table, her eyes tracking me across the kitchen. Even when she was quiet, she was noisy.

	Her nose wrinkled at my sweaty clothes. I didn’t stop, just continued with my summer morning routine. Shower. Work clothes. Back downstairs. She sat in the same spot, cradling a coffee mug and watching me through narrowed eyes. I couldn’t tell if she was mad, so I made my breakfast and wondered how long the silent treatment would last.

	“Mark?”

	Not long. “Yeah?” I bit into a toasted bagel.

	“Did you talk with Marissa last night?”

	Every muscle in my body tensed. “We chatted.”

	“Why didn’t you tell me?”

	Because I didn’t know I was supposed to. I shrugged and hoped she would drop the subject. I didn’t want to be late for Mrs. Joffrey.

	“Does she know I want her to call me?”

	“Yes.”

	“I see.” Mom went into auto-pilot cleanup mode. She slipped off her chair, rummaged in a drawer for a rag, and mopped up bagel crumbs. With an exaggerated sigh, she threw the rag in the sink. “Does she ever complain about me?”

	I reflected on the wisdom of being honest. “Possibly.”

	“Like what?”

	“Really, Mom.” I edged closer to the garage door. No way was I repeating what Marissa had said. “She’s my sister. Our conversations are private.”

	“I deserve to know what’s going on.”

	“You’ll have to ask her.” What had gotten into my mother? She acted like she was about to explode. “Why don’t the two of you work this out—and leave me alone?”

	“I can’t if she won’t speak to me.”

	Mom stormed from the room. I grabbed a ball cap and shades, and ran out the door before she could return with more questions I didn’t want to answer.

	After hitching the equipment trailer to my mountain bike, I rode two blocks over to my first yard of the day, arriving a couple of minutes behind schedule. Mrs. Joffrey stood on her veranda in an orange dress and heels, swinging a ring of keys around her finger.

	“Morning, ma’am,” I said, pushing the mower up the driveway.

	She glared, her mouth a red slash across her face, her keys going round and round like a hula hoop.

	I stopped at the top of the driveway and considered my next move. This was the second woman today who was pissed in my general direction. And, for the second time, I hadn’t earned it. But nothing was happening and I had five yards to mow, which meant I’d be the one to move things along. “Sorry.”

	“Fine, Mark. Don’t be late again.” She caught the keys in her palm and gestured toward a wicker table. “Your check’s over there.”

	Good. Back on safe ground. “Thanks.”

	She clopped down the wooden steps and crooked her finger. “I have some instructions we didn’t cover yesterday. Follow me.”

	She headed into the garage and pointed at a grungy broom. “I don’t want you using a leaf blower. Sweep the driveway before bagging the waste.”

	“Okay.” Holy shit. Why?

	“Also, when you trim the holly bushes…”

	Trimming bushes wasn’t part of the deal.

	“…use those hand clippers.”

	Hand clippers?

	She tapped her watch. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

	“I’ll still be here.” And I’d be ready to explain how to make special requests.

	She walked around me and slid into her Volvo.

	Once I had the back yard mowed and edged, I focused on the front yard and tried not to think about how badly the extra chores screwed up my schedule. Fortunately, my other Tuesday clients had jobs, so they wouldn’t care when I arrived.

	I was nearly done with the mowing when I noticed a car roaring down the street, a familiar—and unwelcome—green Mini-Cooper. It squealed to a stop behind my trailer.

	Not okay. Alexis knew better than to track me down at work.

	The car door slammed. “Mark?”

	I shut off the mower, rolled my shoulders, and ignored the tightness in my chest.

	She studied the fresh grass clippings, not so good for her white, sequined sneakers. Too bad. I wasn’t going any closer.

	She stayed at the curb. “Did you get my texts?”

	I took off my shades, wiped my dripping face on the tail of my T-shirt, then put the shades back on. Yes, I had seen her eight texts come in. No, I hadn’t read them. “What did you need?”

	“I miss you. I thought maybe you could come over tonight.” She smiled slowly. “My parents won’t be home.”

	Damn.

	I had the odd sensation I got whenever I hit an obstacle on a trail. The bike was going down. It would hurt when I landed. There would be bruises and scratches for days. But for just a moment, I was suspended in midair, dreading the inevitable impact, feeling only detachment. “You broke up with me, Alexis. What’s the point?”

	“I want us to talk.”

	Right. Talk wasn’t all she wanted. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

	Her tongue flicked over her lips, shiny and pink with strawberry gloss. I remembered exactly how they tasted.

	“I made a mistake, Mark. I want us back together.”

	Really? She dumped me in the middle of the dance floor at prom, and it was a mistake? Watching her stalk away from me had to rank among the worst moments of my life. I’d stood there, dying inside, in front of a frickin’ ballroom full of classmates.

	“We’re not getting back together.”

	“Mark, could you please come over here? It’d be easier to discuss this if I didn’t have to yell.”

	I shook my head. No way was I getting within reach of her.

	“Fine. I’ll tell you from here.” She bent down to brush a speck of nothing from her leg, giving me a clear view of what her cami was barely covering. It was embarrassing to think that might’ve worked on me a couple of weeks ago.

	 She straightened and crossed her arms. “I’ve thought it over, and it’s okay about the vacation in July. You don’t have to go with us for a whole week.”

	“Thanks, since I already said no.”

	“It’ll be enough if you fly down to Florida for the weekend.” She nodded as if everything were all set.

	“No.” This conversation was weird. Didn’t she get that we were over? It wasn’t as if she’d be alone for long. She was hot and popular. All the guys at Neuse Academy wanted her. She’d find someone else before our senior year started in the fall.

	In the two weeks since prom, I’d dealt with the breakup. I’d refocused my energy on mountain biking. Placing well in my age division wasn’t a sure thing. I had to train hard every single day. It had been a relief to take off whenever I wanted without feeling guilty about neglecting her. If dating meant I had to choose between girls and cycling, maybe I shouldn’t date.

	“Please, Mark. I’m okay with your training schedule. Don’t worry about the rest of the summer. If you share your calendar with me, I’ll work around your races.” Her smile was wide and determined and strawberry-pink.

	“Stop, Alexis.” Between my training and my job, I didn’t have a lot of free time. Maybe she thought it would get better later on in the summer, but my schedule wouldn’t lighten up until after the Carolina Challenge. If I placed high enough in that race, I’d advance a category. Then training for fall competitions would start.

	Why wouldn’t she let it go? She would never be happy unless she was number one in my life, and that wasn’t going to happen. “We can’t get back together.”

	Her perky expression finally slipped. “Why not?”

	I shook my head. She knew why not. She’d given me an ultimatum in front of everyone. We’d made our choices on the dance floor. Repeating the argument was just painful.

	She wilted, her butt landing on the hood of the car. Shaky hands went for her hair, ruffling it into golden spikes. “I can’t believe you’re picking your bike over me.”

	My breathing grew even and disciplined, as if I were riding up the last, long incline at the end of a race. As awkward as this scene had been, it was almost over. “We can’t fix this, Alexis. I’m sorry.”

	“Yeah, me, too.” She whipped off her shades. Her eyes were wet. She dabbed at them with her fingertips. “I’ll make sure the next guy doesn’t play year-round sports.”

	“Nice.” Just when I was starting to feel bad for her, she said something bitchy. I should be grateful, though. Being angry was a much easier way to end the drama. I wrapped my fingers around the mower’s handle, gripping it so hard it should’ve bent.

	“Bye, Alexis.”

	“Wait, if we could just—”

	I checked my watch and swore. Mrs. Joffrey would be home any minute. The last thing I needed was for her to find me talking instead of working. I flipped the power switch. The mower drowned out the rest of what Alexis said.

	When I turned the corner on the next row, she was still standing at the curb, hands over her mouth, sneakers sparkling. When I turned the corner on the last row, her Mini-Cooper had disappeared.


Chapter 5

	 

	Feigned Humility

	 

	I tossed and turned on my straw pallet until well past midnight. But when sleep finally claimed me, my dreams were particularly sweet—filled with crystal capes, fresh breezes, and the gentle touch of a handsome stranger. Even now, he smiled warmly at me.

	You must wake up.

	I smiled back. “But I don’t wish to.”

	He laughed, extended his hand, and squeezed my toe—

	Squeezed my toe?

	My eyes popped open. It wasn’t his voice I’d heard, but that of a girl.

	“Susanna, please wake up.”

	I snapped to a sitting position and banged my head against the roof of the eaves. Merciful heavens, how could I have overslept?

	“What time is it, Dorcas?” I asked as I rolled from my bed.

	“Time for breakfast,” she said. “Papa is angry.”

	“I shall be there shortly.” I tied a homespun petticoat over my shift, laced up my stays, and pinned on a calico bodice. With shaking hands, I secured my hair to the top of my head, grabbed a cap, and hurried down the stairs.

	My master sat in the tall chair at the head of the table. Discontent shadowed the hard planes of his face. “Where is my porridge?”

	I dropped my gaze to the ground. Perhaps if I feigned humility, my punishment might be less severe. “I’m sorry, sir. It will only take me a few minutes to fetch.”

	“Be quick. We are waiting.”

	His control alarmed me more than anger would have. “Yes, sir.”

	I ran to the kitchen and halted in its front doorway, dismayed to find the building occupied. My mistress bent over the stone hearth, poking at a kettle. The tea wouldn’t be ready in time for breakfast, but I left this unsaid. I put on a fresh apron, grabbed a rag to wrap about the kettle’s hot handle, and nudged her aside. “Allow me, Mrs. Pratt.”

	She backed away, her fashionable leather shoes squeaking across the rough lumber of the floor. “Where is the milk?”

	The Pratts’s slave boy had left the milk in the same spot every day since they bought him four years ago. How could she not know? I waved toward the rear door of the kitchen. “Hector leaves it in a jar on the cellar steps.”

	“Mr. Pratt will want milk with his porridge.”

	“Of course.” It wasn’t something I would likely forget.

	She sniffed, but didn’t move. “My husband is greatly displeased with you.”

	“I did notice his mood when we spoke.”

	After settling the kettle, I hoisted the pot of oats from the coals and set it on the worktable. Crossing to the cupboard, I found a tray and six bowls. Mrs. Pratt plopped onto a bench and watched me, humming under her breath.

	The porridge was soon divided among the bowls. I added a wedge of cheese to the tray and fetched a pitcher for the cider.

	“Will it be much longer?”

	My jaw tightened with irritation. Much as I preferred to work alone, an offer of help from her or her daughters would have been welcome this day. Perhaps the wives in other fine households also lifted no finger, but they kept more than two servants for a family of eight. “No, ma’am. Only a few minutes.”

	“I don’t like to spend time in this kitchen. It is too small and smells of burnt meat.” She yawned noisily. “I shall never be anything more than an adequate cook. Whatever shall we do when you leave?”

	“You will find new servants, ma’am.” When I smacked the pitcher onto the tray, cider sloshed. I’d have to wipe the dishes now. Yet another delay, and one of my own causing. “Mrs. Pratt, breakfast is nearly ready. Perhaps you would like to wait in the dining room?”

	“I suppose I shall.” In a swirl of muslin skirts, she rustled through the door.

	Breakfast was soon served. My master and mistress, along with their four oldest children, gathered around the dining table and ate without speaking. The only sounds were the click of spoons against bowls and the thud of cups against the tabletop.

	I played in the corner with the two littlest ones. Dinah stood at my side, clutching my knee, while Baby John bounced in my arms and chortled at the tendrils slipping from my hastily pinned cap. I tugged Dinah’s thumb from her mouth and laughed when she put it back in.

	A chair scraped. “Susanna, come,” Mr. Pratt said.

	The others froze. After pressing a kiss to Dinah’s brow, I tucked her hand into mine and rose, John heavy on my hip. I sucked in a steadying breath as I took the babies to their eldest sister. When my master and I left the main house, John whimpered after me, chubby arms waving.

	Mr. Pratt paused at a tree to select a branch. I walked behind the kitchen, having learned long ago it was best not to see the switch. Facing the vegetable garden, I waited.

	“Lift your skirt.”

	The branch sang through the air and flicked my calf. As always, nothing could prepare me for the first hideous slice. My throat ached with the effort to contain a moan.

	Whop.

	My fingers twisted convulsively in my petticoat. Yet I did not sway. I did not scream. I remained still and studied the garden.

	Whop.

	The corn had ripened.

	Whop.

	Peppers dotted their vines in fat globes of red.

	Whop.

	There was a hot stillness when he was done lashing me. Blood seeped from a cut and dripped in a thin trail to my ankle.

	He leaned close to my ear, his voice soft and raspy. “I often told your father that he was a fool to teach you so much, but Josiah Marsh would not heed my warnings. I pity you. Girls gain nothing from education but dissatisfaction. It deceives you into believing you’re better than you are. And you, Susanna, are not nearly as clever as you think. Even after seven years, you cannot last a month without errors. You are fortunate to have a master who corrects you so tirelessly.”

	The switch landed on the ground at my toes.

	I held my head high, mute with contempt. If Mr. Pratt was seeking a reaction, he would be sorely disappointed.

	“Work is the best cure for laziness. After you finish your chores, find the Negro. Tell him you are there to help with mucking out the barn.” The crunch of Mr. Pratt’s boots disappeared around the corner and blended with the sounds of the day.

	I waited until I was sure I was alone and then lowered myself onto a stump. With gaze forward and back straight, I focused on the woods, pretending myself away from here, perhaps within my cave. I should have liked to be there now, hidden from view, sitting in the dim, musty depths, watching the water pour down. The very thought of Whisper Falls soothed me. My time there was special. Sacred. Safe from prying eyes or cruel intentions.

	Sweat trickled down my legs, stinging the wounds, mixing with the blood. The present intruded. I stood, ignored the ache, and moved stiffly into the kitchen. The thrashing had not been so severe that I would be unable to perform my duties, although they would be completed more slowly. Coupled with the extra work in the barn, I would forfeit my evening break—a loss I felt more keenly than the switch. If Mr. Pratt offered to trade another beating for my hour of solitude, I would gladly accept.

	Even more, I regretted losing the chance to see Mr. Mark Lewis again, and I didn’t care if he was a demon. He couldn’t torment me as much as the devil in whose home I lived.


Chapter 6

	 

	A Little Edgy

	 

	The meteorologist said the heat index would rise to one hundred by early afternoon. The more training I finished in the morning, the better. I got up early and was on the bike by six AM, heading down back roads to get in some variety.

	Today’s goal was to improve endurance.

	After a couple of moderate hills and a straight stretch through some open fields, I was past the point where the muscles protested. Plenty hydrated. No cramps in sight. I was in the zone.

	My thoughts drifted to the scene at Whisper Falls. After a couple of days of thinking it over, I had a solid theory. The whole thing had been some kind of elaborate illusion. A good one, too. The girl, the costume, the disappearing act—all had to be a new type of remote-controlled computer technology, like seriously realistic animation projected on the back side of the waterfall.

	But who was the mastermind?

	There was no way it would’ve been Alexis. If she’d plotted revenge, it would’ve been cleaner, meaner, and more obvious. And she would’ve never involved Susanna. Alexis didn’t like to share the spotlight with other girls.

	Keefe? He was as determined as I was to place first in our age division at the race in July. He was capable of trying to weight the odds in his favor. Carlton might’ve been right. Maybe Keefe hired Susanna. Not that something like this would gain the advantage he hoped for. It would just piss me off enough I’d try even harder to beat him.

	However, there were three major problems with Keefe as mastermind that I couldn’t overlook.

	First, the timing. Two months in advance was insane. It gave me plenty of opportunity to shake off the prank.

	Secondly, the girl. Susanna was an odd choice for an actress. She’d been a statue with hardly any change in emotion.

	Lastly, no way was Keefe smart enough to figure out the water. That was a great trick—the way it felt pouring over my skin. Slick. Warm. Much warmer than creek water should be. And it had lifted me twice and returned me to the rock wrapped in a tingling cocoon.

	The water was not faked.

	A car whizzed past me, so close its side mirror almost brushed my hand. While I’d been lost in my thoughts, traffic had picked up on the back roads. There were some aggressive drivers today. Without bike lanes, I couldn’t afford to be distracted. I had to focus.

	Today’s goals were endurance and avoiding jerk drivers.

	Two dangerous close calls later, I circled back toward home, but instead of taking the most direct route, I headed for the greenway and Whisper Falls. Might as well check to see if there were any signs of a prank.

	It was quiet this early. A light rain had fallen overnight. I slipped down the muddy trail and locked my bike against a tree. The waterfall looked postcard perfect.

	Heart pounding, I edged along the rock bridge behind the falls from my side to hers. Standing in the same spot where my mind imagined she’d stood, I saw nothing unusual. The rocks within the cave were undisturbed, the moss heavy and green. No one had walked here recently, not even a strange girl with weird clothes and a rare-but-beautiful smile.

	On impulse, I yanked off my gloves, stuffed them into my pocket, and poked a hand through the water. No sparks. No glittery coating. It was wet, transparent, and normal.

	I withdrew my hand, feeling stupid. This was Whisper Falls. I’d been here hundreds of times. It was water pouring down. Plain, old, boring water. Not some bizarre portal to the past.

	Why had I come here again?

	I climbed on my bike and headed home, done with the falls and the girl. The scene hadn’t been a prank, and it couldn’t have been real. So what had it been?

	This was the first time I could remember wishing a bang to the head had caused hallucinations.

	 

	After showering and changing, I pounded down the stairs to the kitchen. 

	My mother stood at the island, dishing up a plate. She handed it to me. “I made you breakfast.”

	“Thanks, Mom.” Scrambled eggs. Whole wheat toast with peach jam. Fresh blueberries. It was the perfect balance of protein, carbs, and delicious.

	Honestly, this surprised me. I talked about my ideal training breakfast occasionally. I just hadn’t realized she listened. Maybe she was emerging from the empty nest thing, and it was my turn to be adored.

	I shoveled it down. She watched from the island.

	“Mark?”

	Her voice had a hesitant tone, as if she were about to ask me something I wouldn’t like. Which meant this breakfast came with strings attached. The question was, how big? “Yeah?”

	“Your grandparents could use some help with their yard.”

	That seemed simple enough. Was there more of a catch? I finished a mouthful before answering. “I talked to Granddad yesterday. He didn’t mention anything about needing help.”

	“He didn’t ask. Your grandmother did.”

	Maybe Mom wanted me to spy on her parents. She worried they were too old to live at the lake house on their own. It sure didn’t seem like it to me. “When should I go over?”

	“Soon.”

	Vague was good. If she left it up to me, she couldn’t get mad if it took me a few days. I definitely couldn’t do it today. My schedule included an afternoon training ride. And if there was any daylight left, I might take another look around the falls.

	The Granddad Rescue could be Friday, which would give me plenty of time to warn Gran I was coming. Which would give her plenty of time to fix my favorite cake. Yeah. “Sure, Mom. Mowing and everything else?”

	“Just everything else. You’ll insult your grandfather if you mow…” 

	Granddad would be insulted no matter what I did. 

	“…and don’t take any pay.”

	I looked up from my plate. She had to be kidding, right? Did she honestly believe her parents wouldn’t force cash into my hand? Or that I would refuse to take it? One of the best parts of having grandparents was how much it pissed off my mom when they spoiled me. 

	I smiled. “I promise not to ask for money.”

	“Good. If you see anything—” She cut off in mid-sentence when her cell phone rang with Dad’s ringtone. Smiling, she snatched it up and answered. “Hi,” she said in the low, happy tone she used with him. She hurried from the kitchen into the dining room.

	While I finished my breakfast, I could hear her going through a pattern of speaking and silence. By the time I put my plate in the dishwasher, she had returned to the kitchen.

	“Here.” She handed me the phone. “Your father wants to talk to you.”

	“Hey,” I said, “what’s up?”

	Dad’s voice was quiet. “Can your mother hear you?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“Go somewhere else.”

	I took the stairs two at a time and went to my bedroom. “Okay, I’m alone.”

	“How has your mother seemed recently?”

	“A little edgy. Quiet.” Exactly as I would expect without Dad or Marissa around. 

	“One of her favorite patients died.”

	“Wow. She didn’t mention that to me.” When Mom took the hospice nursing job, she’d said she was a good fit because she was so calm and objective. Maybe it was turning out to be harder than she anticipated. 

	“Your mom is pretty upset. Can you take her out to eat somewhere tonight and hang out?”

	“Sure, Dad.”

	“Thanks. I’ll pay you back.”

	“Not necessary.” I hung up and walked back downstairs to hand the phone to my mom, but I didn’t ask about dinner right away. Too obvious. I could call her later.

	Time to change my plans. Tonight, instead of visiting the falls, I’d investigate the girl online. If she ever showed up again, I’d be ready.


Chapter 7

	 

	Meaning of the Phrase

	 

	I had not liked losing my break Monday evening. Over the next two days, I strived to be the most pleasing servant possible, lest my master find some excuse to deny me more hours of peace.

	I made it to supper of yet another day with no corrections.

	The Pratts lingered over their meal. Sitting in my corner, I stitched buttons to my master’s green waistcoat and swallowed my sighs of impatience. When my master finally retired to the parlor with his family, I collected the dishes and hurried to the kitchen.

	It took little time to complete my chores. After scraping the excess stew onto two trenchers, I washed the dishes and swept the floor. Once I gave Hector his half of the supper, I would be free to go. I peered from the back door in the direction of the barn, but there was no sign of him.

	I carried the trencher to the slave’s shack. It was empty. After setting the wooden dish on a stump inside the door, I strode to the barn.

	“Hector?” I called.

	“Yes?” He backed out of the horse’s stall and latched it behind him.

	“I left food in your room.”

	He nodded. “Going for a walk in the woods?”

	“Yes.”

	“Alone?” He smiled, one eyebrow arched.

	“Yes. Jedidiah is too busy to follow this evening.”

	“Tomorrow, then.” Hector didn’t get an evening break, although I had never heard him complain. Perhaps he didn

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
