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Chapter One
– Witch Falls

 


The rain-swept road was a
dark, indistinct blur as Brianna Jameson drove her beat-up old
Chevy, nearly recklessly, down the highway. She looked in the
rearview mirror and saw that Kirsten was still sleeping, stretched
out on the back seat, using her jacket for a pillow. Shifting her
focus to the road behind her, she was relieved to see that there
were no headlights chasing after them.

She was getting tired -
more exhausted than she’d been in a long time - but they’d been
here before, and the fear-induced adrenaline kept her going,
despite the dangerous conditions. It was after three in the
morning, and they’d been on the road for more than thirteen hours,
stopping only to switch cars once and stop for short gas and
washroom breaks.

They’d found her again, and
this time, they had been closer to catching her – catching them -
than ever before. Maybe she’d been careless, gotten too
comfortable, and made a mistake somehow. The game of hide-and-seek
Brianna had been playing was a desperate race for survival for
herself and for Kirsten, and it was a game that she had no
intention of losing.

There was a service station ahead,
with neon and fluorescent lights a shining beacon in the blackness
all around. She glanced down at the dashboard and saw that she had
less than a quarter of a tank left, so she eased up on the
accelerator, and got ready to make the turn into the parking
lot.

The wind and rain tore at
her jacket and pants as she got out to fill the tank. The rain was
being driven sideways, so the roof covering the pumps did little to
protect Brianna, and her long, usually-lustrous auburn hair was
quickly getting wet. The wind swept it across her face, and she
needed to continually brush the long, dark tendrils out of the way
so that she could read the meter on the pump, and more importantly,
watch everyone and everything around her. She filled the tank, paid
for her purchase, and then hurried back to the car. Jumping in, she
started the engine, which roared smoothly to life, and turned the
heat up high to try and get warm again.

“Where are we, Mommy,” she heard a
sleepy voice ask from the back seat.

“We’re at a service
station, sweetheart. It’s a bit hard to read the signs in this
rain, so I’m not exactly sure where, but we have changed states
since you went to sleep. Do you need anything while we’re here?”
Looking in the mirror, she saw Kirsten nod.

“Yes. Can we go in and use
the washroom, and maybe get something to eat? I’m really very
hungry. We didn’t have supper you know.”

Brianna realized that her
daughter was right. She’d picked her up from school shortly after
lunchtime, and they’d left town without even being able to risk
going back to their apartment to get any of their things. Putting
the car in gear, she drove it around to a spot as close to the
restaurant doors as she could get, and parked. The urge to keep
running was still strong, but Brianna knew that they were going to
need to stop to eat, and eventually rest too. “Get your coat on
first, honey, and we’ll make a run for it.”

She stayed with Kirsten in
the washroom, and then they found a booth in the diner where
Brianna could watch everyone coming in and out of the building.
“Where are we going to move this time, Mommy?” Kirsten asked her.
There was no sign of fear or concern in her voice or in her
beautiful, soft emerald eyes. Brianna smiled, feeling very proud of
her little nine-year old miracle. She could certainly sense the
fear and worry that Brianna was experiencing – she always could –
but she also clearly trusted that her mother would take care of
both of them.

“Well, we’ve tried getting
lost in the big city, in the mountains, on a ranch, and most
recently, along the coast. Maybe it’s time to try living in a small
town somewhere. What do you think?” Kirsten smiled encouragingly at
her mother.

“It’s worth a try. Do you
think that we could rent a house this time?” she asked hopefully.
“With a yard?”

Brianna laughed. “That
would be great if we could, sweetie. I want to get a lot farther
away first, and we have to get the usual things taken care of
before we can even think about settling down again, so be patient
with me.” She watched as Kirsten bobbed her head, knowing from past
moves what they’d be doing to get ready to start over again in a
new place. If there was anything at all good about all of those
moves; it was that they were now much better prepared to make those
changes, and it wouldn’t be nearly as hard on them as their first
few attempts had been.

“No problem. At least I’ll
get a little time where I don’t have to go to school and play at
being a fourth-grader every day.” She smiled brightly when her
mother laughed again. Kirsten loved to hear her mother laugh, and
knew that it was also helping a little to take Brianna’s mind off
of the fear and worry that was really mostly for her
daughter.

“I guess we weren’t
pretending good enough this time, since we got found out again,”
Brianna said, and Kirsten nodded again. She had a little frown on
her face, which was a look that was rare on her perpetually lively,
beautiful face.

“I wish
they would just leave us alone, Mommy - especially
him.” Brianna tried to
control a small shudder. Him - Kirsten never referred to him as
Daddy or her father, just like Brianna never referred to him by
name.

“So do I, sweetie,” she agreed, “but
it doesn’t seem like he ever will.”

The two of them had been running from
him for just over nine years now, which, except for her first few
weeks in the world, had been Kirsten’s entire life. He’d been
hounding them every step of the way, and yesterday, he’d found them
again. Thankfully, the people he’d sent to catch them were just a
little too late, but it proved to Brianna once again that he was
never going to give up. They’d managed to hide for nearly two years
this time, and still he’d kept searching, relentless in his
single-minded focus on regaining what he’d lost – what in his
twisted reality he believed belonged to him.

After they’d eaten, Brianna
picked up a large coffee to go, and Kirsten got a bottle of juice
and some homemade cookies to take with them. They ran through the
still-pouring rain from the restaurant to the car, got in as
quickly as Brianna could get the doors unlocked, and were soon on
the road again, destination still unknown.

“Witch Falls, Population seven hundred
and eleven.” Kirsten looked up at her mother, shifting her gaze
from the map she was reading. “Not only small town, but ironic
too,” she said with an impish grin. Brianna laughed, leaned over,
and gave her daughter a kiss on the cheek.

“We can go take a look around the
place, honey, but no promises.”

Three days on the road, and
they were both anxious to get out of the car for a while. Their
little red Toyota wasn’t very comfortable for long drives, but then
the old Chevy hadn’t been either, and the Ford that had come in
between the Chevy and the Toyota had been the worst of the three.
This one was at least fairly new.

Witch Falls was way off the
beaten path, and when they drove into town just before noon, they
attracted the attention of some of the locals who were out and
about the small downtown area. They’d filled up their little
five-speed, four-door sedan before getting off of the highway and
making the twenty-mile drive to the little town on Witch Falls
Road, so their first stop was at one of the two restaurants in
town. Kirsten had Brianna smiling when she laughed, delighted and
amused, as she read out the name on the sign - Witch Falls Inn. It
was the third building west of the town’s main intersection on the
north side of Witch Falls Road.

Kirsten
was out of the car first, and was eagerly looking around at all of
the beautiful old buildings. Brianna joined her and gave her a hug.
“Do you feel it, Mommy?” she whispered. Brianna closed her eyes.
Yes, she felt it too – something right about the
place.

“Let’s get something to eat, and then
we can go for a walk and take a look around.” Kirsten nodded, and
happily led the way into the three-story Inn.

It was obvious from the
looks on the faces of the dozen people who turned to look their way
and check them out that visitors were not very common here – either
for this time of year and on a weekday, or maybe at all. An
attractive woman who was somewhere around ten years older than
Brianna came over to them, and welcomed them. “Come on in!” she
said with a bright smile, her voice and eyes as sincere and warm as
the smile. She lead them to one of the tables that were next to
tall, wide windows that looked out over a view of a river behind
the Inn, and Kirsten took a moment to stand and look out at the
view before sitting down across the table from her mother as the
woman handed each of them a menu.

“I’m Miranda,” she told her two new
lunch guests. “Is this your first time visiting Witch
Falls?”

Brianna and Kirsten both
nodded. “Yes it is,” Kirsten answered excitedly. “I’m Cassie, and
this is my Mom, Julie,” she added, easily using the new identities
that they’d set up for themselves, and activated on Tuesday
afternoon. They were now Julie and Cassandra, or Cassie, Matthews,
having needed to discard the identities they’d been hiding under in
their most recently abandoned lives.

“Well then, Cassie and
Julie, after we’ve finished feeding you the best lunch you’ll get
anywhere within a hundred miles, you’ll have to go look around, and
I’m sure you’ll want to see Witch Falls, sweetie.” Kirsten nodded
enthusiastically.

“Why’s it called Witch Falls?” she
asked Miranda, who smiled mysteriously, and winked at
Kirsten.

“Now that’s a story for you, but I
wouldn’t want to spoil your first visit there, so you should wait
to hear it until after you’ve gone.”

Kirsten laughed, and the sunlight
streaming in through the window had her emerald eyes flashing with
green fire. “Will you tell it to us if we come back later?” Miranda
laughed too, enchanted by the adorable, outgoing little
girl.

“You bet, sweetheart. Why
don’t you give me your drink orders now, and while I take care of
that, you can look over the menu and decide what you’d like to have
for lunch?”

Miranda’s promise that
their meal would be the best they’d find anywhere for a hundred
miles might have been a rehearsed sales pitch, but then again, it
actually was really quite good, and Brianna and Kirsten were two
very satisfied customers when they left the Witch Falls Inn over an
hour later. When they’d been ready to leave, and went to pay their
bill and thank Miranda, she’d told them how to get to the falls, so
they decided to leave the car parked where it was, and started
walking in that direction, away from the main
intersection.

Some people coming here from big
cities would probably apply labels to the little village like
‘quaint’ or ‘charming’. Brianna and Kirsten both certainly thought
that the well-kept, century homes and businesses were charming, but
in a ‘what a great place to live’, not the ‘nice place to visit,
wouldn’t want to stay’ kind of way. They’d been holding hands as
they walked, and were still together after turning onto the third
street on the right as directed, but when she could hear the
waterfalls and knew they were close, Kirsten had run on ahead,
urging her mother to hurry up too. Brianna laughed and walked
faster as she followed after her daughter. Kirsten might be a very
special young lady, but she was also still only nine.

There was only one sharp bend in the
street, and once they had made the right-hand turn, they had
reached the falls. Kirsten had stopped in her tracks, and was
staring with wide eyes at the sight before her. The waterfall was
nothing particularly incredible – the river had narrowed to only
maybe twenty feet or so across at the top of the falls, and the
rushing water dropped away below them in two easy stages of about
twelve, then thirty feet down to where the water frothed in a small
basin at the base of the drop before being swept through a turn in
the river and disappearing from view into the forest that wrapped
the ribbon of frothy, but crystal-clear water in a cocoon of greens
and browns.

What had brought the young
girl up short was a life-sized stone statue of a woman standing
next to the river. It had long hair, which looked wind-swept and
curled around her face and shoulders. Her arms were held out in
front of her, palms forward, and she faced the falls and was
looking down at the basin, an intense look of concentration and
determination on her beautiful stone face. The statue stood atop a
flat stone next to the river that looked to be a natural feature as
opposed to a constructed base.

Brianna put her arms around Kirsten,
who was shaking slightly, and pulled her close. “Something really
bad – and really good too – happened here Mommy, a very long time
ago,” she said in a whisper. She wrapped her arms across her
mother’s, and squeezed.

“I can feel it too,” Brianna told her
daughter. “We are definitely going to want to hear that story,
aren’t we?”

“Yes we are,” Kirsten
agreed. “I thought it was just a cute sales pitch that Miranda was
using to get us back there for dinner.”

“It probably was, but anyone staying
here for more than one meal would be convinced to go back after the
first one,” Brianna suggested.

There was a wooden observation
platform that surrounded the stone statue of what was apparently
the Witch who gave the falls it’s name, though there was no plaque
or anything there to tell any visitors her story. There was also a
wide set of stairs that went down the slope near the falls in
several stages, to another wooden platform next to the basin below
where a couple of locals were sitting in lawn chairs and fishing.
They walked around the upper platform, taking in the sights and
enjoying the view. They decided not to go down the stairs to the
lower platform so they wouldn’t disturb the two fishermen, and
instead left the falls and began taking a walk to check out the
rest of the town.

Witch Falls Road, and the
other main street in town that ran from the north to the south,
Quarry Road, split the town into quadrants. There wasn’t much to
the northwest quadrant, since the river wasn’t very far from the
main street, and the falls were right along the edge of town.
Brianna and Kirsten crossed the main street, heading south along
Ridge Road. They walked past three streets on their left before
turning left with the road they were on, and following it east. To
their right, through some breaks between the houses and among the
trees, they could see that the land to the west and south of town
dropped away into a valley dotted with farms cleared from what had
surely once been all forest.

They’d looked down each of
the other streets as they walked past, liking the looks of the well
kept, mostly older houses. There were a number of different styles
of houses, from small cottages to large family homes. Most of the
houses on Ridge Road, which they soon found out ran along the west,
south, and east edges of town south of Witch Falls Road, were one
or one and a half-story cottages on both sides of the street,
though there were a few larger homes along the eastern-most end of
the road.

Following Ridge Road eventually led
them back to Witch Falls Road. After crossing Quarry Road, they
passed three more streets on their left leading back toward the
main street, and after following another left turn in the road,
passed the eastern end of the three side streets they’d passed on
the west end of Ridge Road. They continued north, past Witch Falls
Road, now on Maple Street, and there were just two roads in the
northeast quadrant of the town, so they turned left on to Riverview
Road, the street that was closest to the river and followed it back
to Quarry Road, admiring the large estate houses and beautifully
landscaped properties that lined the river side of the
road.

“How do you feel about
doing a little window shopping?” Brianna asked when they got back
to Witch Falls Road and turned right.

“Can we?” Kirsten asked,
her eyes lighting up, and watched her mother’s answering smile and
nod. The store that was on the corner was called The Emporium, and
they walked to the entrance and went inside to take a look around.
Kirsten was fascinated by everything about the Emporium and Brianna
let her run off to wander around the store.

The place was about the same size as
the Inn, and they were using all three floors to display their
merchandise. The first floor was all general household wares, along
with a section that carried everything from candies and chocolate
bars to ice cream and sodas. The second floor was devoted to
clothing, linens, and such, and the third floor was where they sold
the toys, books, and a wide assortment of arts and crafts. That’s
where Kirsten spent most of the time while they were in the
store.

“Here’s a book on the Witch Falls
Witch, Mommy!” she told Brianna. “Can we get it?
Please?”

Even if she hadn’t been
interested in reading the story too, there was no way that Brianna
could ever resist her daughter’s smile, and the hug and kiss that
came with agreeing to the modest purchase was pretty great too.
That was the only thing they decided to buy, so they paid for the
book on their way out, and then moved on down the street. The store
between the Emporium and the Inn was called Ayre’s Haberdashery, a
men’s clothing store, so they went past it, the Inn, and the Barber
Shop and Hair Salon that were along the street on the other side of
the Inn. They looked in the store windows of the Fix-it Shop, where
there were some televisions, radios, and other electronics, but
didn’t go into the store. The last building they came to before
getting back to the street that went up to the falls was an office
for a law firm and real estate business, and Kirsten had smiled
brightly when she saw one particular advertisement in the
window.

“The sign says they have
some rentals in town,” she said hopefully, and Brianna
laughed.

“I’ll make you a deal, honey,” she
said. “We’ll get a room at the Inn, stay overnight, and see how we
feel about the place after spending a little more time here first
before making any big decisions, okay?”

“Deal,” Kirsten agreed happily,
hugging her mother. Even if they didn’t end up staying, at least
they wouldn’t be spending the rest of the day driving
again.

For the next hour and a half, they
wandered through ValleyView Furniture, Taylor Shoes, Palmer’s
Ladies Fashions, The Olde Bakery and Sweets Shoppe, Green’s Garden
Center, and Emerson Computers before returning to the Witch Falls
Inn to see Miranda about getting a room for the night.

“Well, this is a nice
surprise!” Miranda told them enthusiastically. “We don’t get many
guests staying overnight at this time of year. That’s good for you,
since you can have your pick of the rooms.” She smiled down at
Kirsten. “I’m going to guess that you’d like one of the river view
rooms the best. Why don’t I go show you one that’s on the second
floor, and see what you think?”

Having guests for Miranda wasn’t
nearly as big of a surprise as the room she led Brianna and Kirsten
to was for them. There was a four-poster king-sized bed in the room
that looked very comfortable, and there was a love seat and two
wing-backed chairs to sit in by the tall, wide windows that
overlooked the river behind the Inn. The hardwood floors were
beautiful, and the bathroom looked brand-new, complete with a
Jacuzzi tub that immediately called to both mother and
daughter.

“Wow!” Brianna said as they looked
around. “We’ll take it, Miranda. This is just
wonderful.”

“I’m glad you like it,” Miranda told
her with a smile, and handed Brianna the key. “Let’s go back
downstairs and fill out the registry, and then you can get settled
in before dinner.”

“Will you tell us about the Witch
later too?” Kirsten asked. “We got a book at the Emporium, but I’d
still really like to hear the story too.”

“I’d love to, Cassie,” she
told Kirsten. “Tonight is game night at the Inn after dinner. If
you and Julie would like to come, I’m sure we’ll have some time to
tell you all about her.”

“That would be a yes,
honey,” Brianna answered before Kirsten had time for the ‘Can we,
mommy’, and laughed when her pre-emptive answer earned her another
hug.

They went back downstairs together,
and it only took Brianna a few minutes to register. Miranda told
them where they could park their car for the night around behind
the Inn in a little parking area next to the river. There was a
back entrance to the Inn that they could use to take their luggage
up to their room, so once Miranda had everything she needed, they
went outside again, moved the car, and grabbed the pair of small
bags they’d bought at a Wal-Mart two days ago, along with a few
changes of clothes and the basic necessities. The only possession
they had from the life that had ended three days ago was Brianna’s
computer bag, and she slung that over her shoulder too.

“I didn’t see a Laundromat anywhere
during our walk,” Brianna mused aloud, mostly to herself, as she
hung their jackets, a couple of pairs of pants, and three blouses
in the closet. “Maybe they have one here somewhere. I’ll have to
ask Miranda.”

“She’s really nice,” Kirsten said from
where she was sitting as she explored the contents of the desk. “I
like her.”

“So do I, sweetie,” Brianna told her
daughter. She put the rest of their few clean clothes into a
dresser drawer, and then turned and smiled at Kirsten. “Now,
there’s one thing we really need to make a big decision on – who
gets to try out that fabulous tub first?”

Kirsten laughed. “You go ahead, Mom,”
she said with a smile. “I’ll do the bath before bedtime thing after
we check out game night downstairs.”

“That works for me,” Brianna said,
glad for the chance to soak out some of the tension of the past few
days. She went over and kissed Kirsten on the top of her head
before going back through the drawer and closet to get a change of
clothes and going into the spacious bathroom.

Kirsten followed her in a
moment later. “Is it okay if I go exploring while you’re busy?” she
asked as Brianna was leaning over to turn the water on and start
filling the tub.

“Sure, honey, just don’t go exploring
outside of the Inn, and take the key so you can get back in the
room,” Brianna answered.

A quick hug and kiss later,
and she was alone in their room. While the tub filled, she studied
her reflection in the mirror. She thought for the most part that
she was holding up pretty well for being thirty-two, but right now,
her face looked as tired as she felt, and her hair looked dull and
a bit frazzled, which was definitely not the norm for her. As she
took off her blouse, she looked to see whether the days of enforced
time sitting in a car, missing out on her daily exercise routine,
and mostly eating fast food was showing yet. She hadn’t seen a
health club in Witch Falls either, but hadn’t expected one in a
town this small. Sighing, she undid her jeans and slid them off,
turning to take a look at what she thought of as her other ‘problem
area’. Maybe it was just the angle or lighting or her imagination,
but things did look a bit larger down there. Definitely time to get
back to the daily exercise routine, and soon, she promised
herself.

By the time she finished
getting undressed, the tub was filled, so she turned off the taps,
turned on the Jacuzzi jets, and then slowly sank into the steaming,
bubbling, and soothing water. “This is absolutely perfect”, Brianna
told herself. She closed her eyes and let her mind float as the
pulsating water streams carried the stress and tension out of her
body. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been in the tub. After soaking
for a while, there had been floral scented soaps, a really great
shampoo and conditioner, and then, after getting out of the tub,
she spent a little time applying a skin lotion that she definitely
wanted to find out from Miranda where to get a bottle or
two.

When she was dressed and ready to go,
and went out into the other room, she realized that her little
break had taken an hour and a half, and Kirsten wasn’t back from
her exploring yet. Some parents might be worried about something
like that, especially considering everything they were dealing
with, but Brianna just smiled as she put her shoes on, grabbed her
purse, and left their room to go catch up with her daughter. She
went downstairs, and looked into the dining room, which had maybe a
dozen patrons at four tables, but Kirsten wasn’t there.

“My daughter has borrowed her,”
Miranda said as she came out of the kitchen, carrying a tray of
drinks and smiling at Brianna. “They’re in the kitchen if you want
to go back and check in with her.”

Brianna returned her smile, nodded,
and went through the swinging door that opened into the kitchen.
After seeing their room, she wasn’t surprised to enter a world or
gleaming, modern stainless steel, and even with the spread out
preparations for the dinner rush, everything was neat and
organized. There were several people working there, and a handsome
man with jet-black hair and slate gray eyes looked up when she came
in and smiled at her.

“You must be Julie,” he
told Brianna. “I’m Jacob Stone, Miranda’s husband, and Cassie’s
with our daughter, Rebecca, just through that door,” he added,
pointing to the doorway at the back of the main kitchen with a nod
of his head and a glance.

“Thanks,” Brianna said, still smiling.
Where on earth did Miranda find a guy who looked like that, and
could cook? She went on through the open doorway, and into a large,
clean storage room that was just as neatly organized as the
kitchen. There was a table and six chairs next to a window and door
at the back, and there were two little girls and one boy sitting at
the table, two of them working on homework while Kirsten kept them
company.

“Mommy!” she said happily, and her
eyes lit up as she ran over to hug Brianna. “Come on over! I want
you to meet Rebecca and Michael. Hey guys, this is my Mom, Julie
Matthews.”

“Hello Ms. Matthews,”
Rebecca said in a soft voice, looking up from her work to smile at
her new friend’s mother. She looked to be about the same age as
Kirsten, though a bit smaller, and was an attractive combination of
her parents, with dark black hair, and beautiful blue
eyes.

The little boy looked up too, said
‘hi’, and then Brianna barely had time to catch the blush before he
quickly turned his attention back to his studies. Michael was close
to the same age as the girls too, and while he was a bit bigger
than his sister, Brianna couldn’t tell if he was older or younger
than Rebecca. The short glimpse she did get told her that he
definitely looked like his mother, with sandy brown hair and the
same blue eyes that he and Rebecca had both inherited from their
mother.

“I see it didn’t take you long to find
some new friends,” she told Kirsten. “Have you been having
fun?”

“Rebecca and Michael have mostly been
doing homework since they got here from school, but we’ve had fun
talking the whole time too, and we had a snack earlier.” She went
on to tell Brianna that Rebecca was a year older, and in grade
five, while Michael was nine years old too, and in grade four just
like she was. The two kids were working on laptop computers, and
while there were a couple of notebooks on the table, there were no
textbooks in sight. Kirsten was happy to explain to her that all of
the kids at the school here had their own computers, that their
textbooks and everything were on the computers, and that they did
most of their homework assignments on them too.

“We should probably go have dinner,”
Brianna suggested after patiently listening until Kirsten finished
telling her pretty much everything that had happened to her since
leaving their room, and all that she’d learned since meeting up
with her new friends. She smiled when the little girl used her very
best puppy dog eyes look, and then glanced meaningfully at Rebecca.
“Maybe, if you and your new friends ask Miranda, she’ll let Rebecca
and Michael join us.”

That was how she ended up
in the dining room a few minutes later with two extra dinner
companions after a smiling Miranda had been completely unable to
resist the two sets of dimples, or the pleading sets of blue and
emerald eyes. It never ceased to amaze Brianna just how easy it was
for Kirsten to adapt to new situations, make new friends, and find
a way to have a little fun time despite the problems they were
dealing with.

“Later on, when we start the games,
you can come and sit with the grown-ups,” Miranda whispered in her
ear as she set a salad down on the table in front of
Brianna.

“What, and miss out on all of the
fun?” she whispered back, and Miranda laughed.

“We manage to have a little fun now
and then too,” Miranda answered with a grin. “You and I can partner
up for the night.”

Brianna nodded, since Miranda had
already moved on around the table. She mostly listened as Kirsten
coaxed her little friends into telling her about their town,
school, friends, what it was like to hang out around their family’s
Inn, and a flurry of other questions. She flawlessly told Rebecca
and Michael their new cover story, embellishing with some general
information on places they’d been and lived during their travels.
This time, Brianna, or Julie, was a freelance computer graphics and
website designer, so she could work wherever she wanted, and when
they traveled around like they were now, Kirsten was home-schooled.
Brianna had used some kind of computer-related cover job for other
identities in the past, but she had been an artist the time before
last, and a technical writer in their last place, so they’d decided
that going back to a computer job should be fairly safe this time
around.

She
smiled as she listened to the three kids, thinking that there had
been quite a bit that he’d
never found out about her during the short time
they’d been together. That had been one of her very few good
decisions back then, and certainly had made it easier for her to
disappear with Kirsten that first time, and start over again with
new lives and identities whenever they needed to. Anything to do
with computers was a breeze for her, but like her other ‘jobs’, it
was just a part of their cover to explain away how she supported
them.

The restaurant looked like
it could seat around two hundred people, and from what Rebecca and
Michael were telling Kirsten, the forty or so customers for a
weeknight was pretty good for this time of year – and that was
mostly because of it being game night. They advised her that they
were busiest on Saturday pretty much all day, on Sunday when they
opened after church, and at the Sunday dinner buffet that usually
had the dining room filled to capacity a couple of times over each
week. Miranda had help in the dining room during the dinner
service. There was a pretty teenage girl who looked to be about
fifteen or sixteen, and a pleasant looking woman who was somewhere
in her late forties or early fifties. When they were just finishing
dessert, a teenage boy, an unmistakable, younger copy of his
handsome father, came into the dining room and over to their
table.

“Way to get out of all the
work, squirt,” he told his younger brother as he leaned in between
Michael and Rebecca, smiling and kissing his sister’s cheek. “I get
to do double the work, while you’re out here having dinner with
three beautiful women. I’m proud of you, bro.” Michael blushed
furiously and looked down at his hands, but he was smiling too.
Rebecca giggled, and then introduced her big brother Jake to
Brianna and Kirsten.

“When you’re done, Mum wants you to
come back and give us a hand with cleanup,” Jake told his younger
siblings, still smiling. “No hurry – we’ll keep your usual jobs
waiting for you.” He kissed Rebecca’s cheek again, patted his
brother on the shoulder, and nodded to Brianna and Kirsten before
heading back toward the kitchen again.

“I guess we should go,” Rebecca told
Michael in her soft, musical voice, and he nodded his agreement.
“Thank-you for inviting us to have dinner with you,” she told
Kirsten and Brianna. “We’ll see you in a while when the games
start, okay?”

“I could come with you and
help too,” Kirsten suggested, looking hopefully at her mother. “Can
I Mom?”

Brianna smiled at her. “If
it’s okay with Miranda, you’re welcome to do that, sweetie. I’m
going to take a little walk after dinner, but you can stay here and
hang out with Rebecca and Michael if you’d rather do
that.”

There was a brief moment of
indecision, since going for a walk with mommy was tempting, but
hanging out with her new friends won out, and after Kirsten shared
a hug and kiss with Brianna, the three kids ran off to see Miranda.
Once they were gone, Brianna was left alone at the table; finishing
the cup of coffee she’d been having with the slice of apple pie
that was her primary reason for deciding that the after-dinner
stroll was necessary. Miranda came into the dining room, made a
delivery to one of the tables near the front of the dining room,
and then came over to sit in the chair that her son had
vacated.

“You didn’t want to go play with the
other kids in the soapy water?” she joked, and Brianna
laughed.

“I’m a few years past finding
dishwashing fun,” she answered, and Miranda laughed too.

“I don’t know about that – Jacob and I
still find that it can be entertaining on occasion,” she said with
a meaningful wink.

“I’m sure you do,” Brianna agreed,
“and if I had a guy who looked like that in my kitchen, I’d
probably have a different opinion on dishwashing too. If you’re
okay with Cassie hanging out with Rebecca and Michael, I thought
I’d go for a walk and work off the pie.” Miranda smiled and
nodded.

“It’s a nice evening for a walk,” she
said, reaching out to put a hand on Brianna’s arm and squeezing it
gently as she stood up again. “The gamers will start coming around
in an hour or so. I’ll put dinner on your room tab,” she added when
she saw Brianna reach to get her wallet out of her purse. “Go enjoy
your walk. Cassie will be fine here while you’re gone.”

“Thanks Miranda,” Brianna said as she
stood up too. “Anything I need to bring to game night?”

Miranda shook her head. “Just whatever
gaming talent you and Cassie have, which since you’ll be my
partner, is hopefully significant. Jacob’s cute, but he only plays
for fun, while I like to win.”

“I’ll do my best to help you with
that,” Brianna promised, then the two women parted ways, and
Brianna went outside into the warm evening, turning left, and
heading toward Quarry Road. She’d decided to do another loop of the
town, checking out some of the streets that she and Kirsten hadn’t
explored yet.

It was a beautiful spring evening,
warm enough that she didn’t need her jacket, and with a breeze that
kept her from heating up too much from the exercise. She crossed
Quarry Road and turned left, then turned right onto Crystal Spring
Ave. On her right there was mostly just the back side of the
businesses that faced Witch Falls Road, and across the street were
well-kept two and three-story homes that all had welcoming front
porches, and yards splashed with the wonderful colors that came
with spring flowers in full bloom.

Brianna passed School House Road and
Blossom Ave, deciding to turn right on Station Street. She walked
back toward Witch Falls Road, along the fenced lot of the farm
equipment section of Landry’s Auto and Farm Equipment business,
where there were lines of new and used tractors, combines, and what
looked to be just about every piece of farm equipment she could
name, and a dozen more she couldn’t even guess at their use.
Crossing the main road, she went past Church Street, and when she
heard the sounds of kids playing somewhere off to her right, she
turned on to Three Oaks Lane.

This street was lined with
two-story century homes, with the occasional newer home that had
been built to still suit the neighborhood, and had probably
replaced older homes that had been lost for whatever reasons over
the decades and centuries. She crossed Blossom Ave again as she
headed west. When she reached School House Road, she found the
source of the happy chatter, shouts, and laughter – there were a
dozen or so kids playing at the school playground that was across
the street from her on the northwest corner of the School House
Road and Three Oaks Lane intersection.

There may have been an old
school house that had given the road its name sometime in the past,
but the building standing there now, while built to fit in with the
town’s heritage, was obviously quite new and modern. The school and
grounds took up the entire block, with the school building running
most of the length of the north side of the block along Church
Street. The school had two floors, with what looked like at least a
full-sized gymnasium attached to the western end of the building.
The playground had lots of equipment, including swings, a large
fort with slides, climbers, and even a zip line. Brianna watched a
smiling, laughing boy go flying along the zip line hanging upside
down before grabbing on with his hands, flipping over, and sliding
to a stop in a thick bed of pea gravel. Three immense, ancient oaks
that were likely where the name for the street originated shaded a
wide section of the playground, which Brianna thought would be
where many of the kids would hang out on hot days during recess and
lunch, and on weekends and summer holidays.

Continuing to walk along the school
grounds, which only had a low fence along the sidewalk that any
self-respecting kid could easily hop over; she smiled as she
watched the kids play, and continued to look over the school
grounds. There was a track next to the playground that surrounded a
soccer and football field. The bleachers that lined one side of the
field looked like they would probably hold most of the town’s
residents on game days, and there were also an announcer’s booth
and a large scoreboard. In the southwest corner of the block, the
fences got higher, and there was a baseball diamond that looked as
well-cared for as the rest of the school, with more bleachers on
the sidewalk sides of the fences, and team benches on the inside
with another lower fence there to protect the players and coaches.
There was even a small building on the Quarry Road side that looked
like it doubled as an equipment storage shed and concession
stand.

The sign had said ‘Ridge
River District Public School’, so Brianna expected that it not only
served the kids in town, but the children from the farms in the
area around the town as well. Considering the size of the town, it
looked to be a much better facility than she would have expected,
and it was certainly quite a bit better than Kirsten’s last school.
Leaving the school and happy kids behind, she crossed Quarry Road
again. The Witch Falls Community Church took up most of the next
block, though there were some houses at the other end of the block.
This building looked older than most of the houses in town, but
also had new-looking windows and doors, and everything, including
the lawns and gardens, looked clean, well cared for, and
inviting.

Brianna smiled and waved back at an
older couple who were out having tea or coffee on their front porch
and had raised their hands in casual greeting to her. She was
smiling inside too as she suddenly realized that she’d been doing
that frequently during her walk without even thinking about it.
Even a few of the kids at the playground had waved at her as she
passed. You definitely didn’t have that happen in big city life.
She continued her walk, crossing Palmer Street, and when she saw
that she was just a block away from the end of the street, she
turned right onto Old Mill Road, and walked the two blocks back to
Witch Falls Road.

She had to wait a moment for a car,
then a pickup truck to pass, and then she crossed the road. Instead
of going to her right and walking back to the Inn, she decided to
turn left, wanting to go back to the falls for another look around.
Turning right again, she noticed this time that the street leading
to the falls was named Homestead Court, and she wondered if any of
the old buildings around her had been the first building in town.
Her sense was that none of them were. When she took the right-hand
curve that brought her to the statue and platform that edged the
Ridge River and the falls, she walked right to the railing, leaned
against it, and looked down into the basin below.

Closing her eyes, she could still feel
that sense she and Kirsten had both picked up earlier. Whatever had
happened here had created something good, but the undercurrent of
evil was unmistakable, and that was a thing that they were both
very attuned to sensing.

“This is a great place to come and
unwind after a long day,” a smiling voice said, and Brianna opened
her eyes and looked over her shoulder. The woman who was taking the
last few steps across the platform to join her next to the railing
had an attractive face with a smile that matched the voice. She was
more than attractive, Brianna amended. The woman was beautiful,
with long, rich, and silky blonde hair and sparkling, pale-blue
eyes that were friendly and smiling too. She was maybe an inch
shorter than Brianna’s five foot eight, and probably four or five
years younger.

“Your entire town feels
like a great place to do that,” Brianna answered. “I haven’t felt
this relaxed in days, though part of that could be thanks to the
amazing Jacuzzi in our room at the Inn.”

“That would do it,” she agreed,
holding out her hand. “Leanne Proctor. Welcome to Witch
Falls.”

Brianna took the offered hand and felt
a click inside that didn’t happen to her very often, but was
something that she recognized immediately, and her smile brightened
just a bit. “Julie Matthews. Thanks, and it’s nice to meet you,
Leanne.”

The other woman nodded. “Since you’re
staying at the Inn, I’ll guess that Miranda has already talked you
in to game night, but we still have a little time, so if you’d like
to join me, I have to do the stairs down to the basin and back to
work off the chocolate square I had for dessert. If you meet Hannah
at the Olde Bakery, don’t let that sweet face fool you – she takes
great delight in tempting the weak into buying her most decadent
confections.”

“That sounds suspiciously like Miranda
and her apple pies,” Brianna said with a laugh as she pushed off
from the rail. “The stairs sound like a good way to finish up
walking off that pie.”

“I guess you’ve been drawn into
temptation already,” Leanne told her as they walked to the stairs
and started down. “Jacob’s a fabulous cook, but all of their breads
and desserts come from the bakery. Since you were talking Jacuzzi,
Miranda must have put you in one of the rooms they worked on this
winter. I saw one of them, and have had the itch to redo my
bathroom ever since.”

“Well, if all of their
rooms are going to be like ours, their customers are going to love
them. Cassie and I certainly do, and it was an unexpected and very
welcome surprise,” Brianna said. “Cassie’s my daughter,” she
explained in answer to Leanne’s unspoken question. “She’s back at
the Inn with Rebecca and Michael. Miranda said I could go play with
the dishes too if I wanted, but this seemed like more fun to
me.”

Leanne laughed. “Game night
isn’t nearly as bad as doing dishes is after the Sunday buffet, but
I wouldn’t call washing dishes at the Inn fun anytime.”

“That sounds like the voice of
experience,” Brianna suggested, and Leanne nodded.

“It was one of my summer jobs in high
school,” she agreed with a nod. “Jacob’s parents were still working
there too back then, but I helped out when it was busier in the
summer, and on weekends during the school year. Washing dishes was
not my favorite job there.”

They reached the bottom of
the stairs, and walked the length of the platform, then turned
around. Brianna looked up at the falls, feeling the occasional
droplet of water on her face or arms that was carried far enough by
the breeze to reach them. Where the forest across the river at the
top of the falls was light and inviting, down here, it just seemed
darker as she looked out to where the river turned sharply north
and disappeared into the woods. Since they were at the bottom of
the ridge, and in the shadows, the darkness was expected, but
somehow, it still seemed to be more than that.

“It always feels darker down here at
night,” Leanne said, as if reading Brianna’s mind. “During the day
it’s fine, and if you’re in to fishing, the trout like hanging
around the basin.”

Brianna nodded. “We saw a couple of
men fishing earlier this afternoon, but we didn’t want to bother
them, so we stayed on the upper platform.”

“Those two old guys are out here
nearly every nice day with their lines in the water. They wouldn’t
have minded you coming down, and probably would’ve talked your ear
off for an hour if you had.”

“That would have seriously
cut in on the window shopping time,” Brianna told her with a laugh.
“Good thing we didn’t.”

“What brings you to our little town?”
Leanne asked as they started to climb the stairs again.

Brianna shrugged and smiled. “I can
work from wherever I am, and Cassie and I get the itch to move
around and travel every so often. The name caught our eye on the
map, so we decided to make a side-trip and come check it out. I’m
really glad we did. You’ve got a pretty great home
here.”

“Thank you. I have to go to
the city every now and then to take care of the Mall and fast food
cravings I picked up while away at college, but other than that,
this place is perfect for me, and I couldn’t imagine living
anywhere else, even if most people around our ages would think that
I was nuts.” Leanne prompted Brianna to talk about herself as they
walked back up to the top of the falls, and while they walked back
to the Inn together. There were more smiles and waves as they moved
along Witch Falls Road; and Brianna could see that quite a few of
those people were going to the Inn too.

“Game night must be popular,” she
commented, and Leanne nodded and smiled.

“Welcome to small town life,” she
answered. “Hopefully it won’t be too much of a culture shock for
you. I had a boyfriend in college who I invited to come home with
me once, and while he didn’t run away screaming, he was an
ex-boyfriend shortly after we got back to school.”

“Definitely his loss,” Brianna told
her.

They walked into the Inn, and were
greeted by a noise level that had gone up several notches since
Brianna had left. Miranda came over and hugged Leanne, beaming at
both of the women. “I see you’ve met Leanne,” she said, putting a
friendly hand on Brianna’s arm. “Cassie’s in the dining room
somewhere with Rebecca and a couple of her friends. Michael’s
buddies are here now too, so it’s time for him to be too cool to
hang around with girls.”

“Good thing they weren’t here when he
was stuck having dinner with us earlier,” Brianna said with a
smile, and Miranda laughed.

“That’s for sure,” she agreed. “He’d
probably never live it down. Come on in and get a drink. We’ll be
starting the games once it looks like everyone’s here.” She smiled
at Leanne. “I know Cameron’s out of town, but I’ve already claimed
Julie for my partner tonight. You’re welcome to borrow Jacob,
though.”

Leanne laughed. “Okay, but you owe me
for this.”

For the next nearly three
hours, Brianna found herself having fun, completely forgetting
about her problems and the reason that she and Kirsten were on the
run again for a while. By ten-thirty, the gamers had pretty much
all gone home, and she, Miranda and Leanne were all sitting around
a table having cups of coffee, while Kirsten, Rebecca, and Michael
were having glasses of juice and a snack. Jacob and Jake were
cleaning up and putting the games away that they’d all played,
including darts, pictionary, cards, monopoly, trivia, and checkers.
Miranda smiled at Brianna and held up her cup.

“We came, we played, we
kicked butt,” she proclaimed, and the kids giggled as the two women
tapped their cups together to toast the victory.

“Can you tell Mommy and me
about the Witch now?” Kirsten asked Miranda, who nodded after
taking a sip from her cup.

“This story is best when
told at midnight, but since it’s a school night, I think we can
make an exception,” she told Kirsten, who was practically bouncing
with excitement. “It happened a long time ago,” she began, and
Brianna and Leanne settled in to listen. Even Rebecca and Michael
seemed nearly as interested as Kirsten was.

“The town was founded in
sixteen fifty-three, and it was still just a small settlement by
the turn of the century. There was a beautiful young woman who
lived with, and helped care for, her mother and grandmother. Her
name was Marianne Palmer, and coincidentally, she had beautiful
auburn hair, and green eyes, just like you and your mother have,”
she told Kirsten. “Her hair was long like Julie’s too, and like I
said, she was beautiful – possibly the most beautiful young woman
in the whole region.” She stopped for a breath, and to take a sip
of her coffee before continuing.

“Now, Marianne was not only beautiful,
but she was smart, happy, and loved everyone and everything. She
also had a very special gift, and she could do amazing things, so
the legend goes. She could heal the sick and injured, make anything
grow, and supposedly could even talk to the animals – not just
pets, but even the creatures of the forest.” Miranda sighed
dramatically, getting into her story as she hooked her young
audience.

“Marianne was just past twenty, and it
was seventeen-oh-seven when a dark, handsome stranger came to town.
He instantly fell for our young, beautiful heroine, but his desire
was dark and unwholesome. Where Marianne was pure love, her new
suitor was the opposite, and yes, he had power too. When she
rejected him utterly, he threatened to destroy her family, all of
their friends, and the entire settlement unless she relented and
submitted to his dark, twisted will.” Kirsten was hanging on every
word now, her eyes bright and intense.

“When she again refused him
in their final confrontation, she could feel him drawing in his
dark powers, ready to strike out and destroy everything she loved
most. She was standing outside of her home, and he was downriver
from her, maybe a hundred yards away. Since her magic was white and
pure, she wouldn’t attack him - not even to save her family and
friends. Instead, she sent her power out and lifted the land around
her up, or dropped the land he stood on down, or maybe both. No one
knows for certain, but in that moment, Witch Falls was born, and a
barrier was raised between the two of them.”

“She’s very good at this,” Leanne
whispered in Brianna’s ear, and she nodded her agreement and
returned Leanne’s smile.

“The force of her magic
knocked the dark Wizard to the ground, and Marianne hoped that her
demonstration of power would convince the man to turn away. When he
stood and looked up at the woman who refused and rejected him, he
was even more furious, his eyes blazing with hate, and she knew
that he would not relent. He gathered his dark power again, and
hurled it at her, and at the entire settlement, intent on
destroying them all.” She paused for another sip of coffee, and
Brianna nearly laughed, since Kirsten looked about to fall from the
literary cliff Miranda had her hanging from.

“Marianne couldn’t, and wouldn’t let
that happen, and opening herself utterly, she took in all of the
dark magic, drawing it to herself, while protecting her family and
home with a bright shield of pure love.” Miranda looked only at
Kirsten, and Brianna realized that the woman was just as fired up
about telling the story as her daughter was about listening to
it.

“She took it all in and
more – she pulled all of the dark power out of the Wizard, leaving
him empty and utterly powerless to harm anyone ever again. In that
incredible act of love, though, she had left nothing to defend
herself with, and the dark magic that he’d cast to destroy the
settlement, and everyone within it, worked it’s will in her,
turning Marianne to stone while the now powerless Dark Wizard ran
off, driven insane by the loss of his power, never to be heard from
again.”

“The
statue is the
Witch?” Kirsten breathed incredulously.

Miranda shrugged and smiled evasively.
That was usually the first question everyone asked after hearing
the story. “That’s what the legends tell us,” she agreed. “Nobody
knows for certain. We do know for sure that it’s been there for
centuries – there have been journals and other writings that talk
about the statue, and the town was officially named Witch Falls in
seventeen ninety-three.”

“Okay, kids. It’s time to
go home and get to bed. You have school in the morning.” Brianna
turned around to see Jacob smiling at them from the table behind
her. Apparently she’d been into the story too, since she hadn’t
heard him come and sit down. “Don’t ‘ah, Dad’ me either,” he added
when Rebecca looked about to protest. “It’s already an hour later
than you’re normally allowed, so go get your things, and let’s get
out of here.”

The three women got up with the kids,
and carried glasses and cups into the kitchen while the kids ran to
the back to get book-bags and jackets. Miranda washed everything
while Leanne dried and put them away. The rest of the kitchen was
spotless, and Brianna could tell that Jacob took a lot of pride in
his kitchen and work. The kids were back by the time Miranda and
Leanne were done, and they all walked back out front.

“We start serving breakfast at seven,”
Miranda told them. “If you like sleeping in, though, don’t worry.
You shouldn’t hear a thing in your room.”

“Thanks, Miranda – for everything.
This has been a really great day,” Brianna told her. She watched as
Kirsten hugged Rebecca, an embarrassed Michael, and Miranda and
Jacob too, adding her own thanks before they went upstairs, while
everyone else went outside and Jacob locked the outside door behind
them.

“Can I skip the bath until morning,
Mom?” Kirsten asked when they got back to their room. “I’m really
tired out.”

“Sure thing, sweetie,” she answered.
“You’ve had a full day.” They both got changed, and after bathroom
breaks, teeth and hair brushing sessions, they climbed into the
amazingly comfortable king size bed, and snuggled under the soft,
warm comforter.

“I really like it here, Mommy,”
Kirsten said quietly, smiling happily and looking into her mother’s
eyes, telling Brianna without asking what she was hoping they’d
do.

“So do I, honey, and yes –
we’ll go see about renting a house tomorrow,” she told Kirsten,
then laughed, when she was hugged and kissed before the little girl
snuggled down again, and closed her eyes. Making a decision about
settling down again already was a big step, and not something that
Brianna normally jumped into as quickly as this, but she and
Kirsten had both been getting a lot of good feelings since coming
to town. The strongest of those feelings was the certainty that, at
least for now, Witch Falls was going to be their new home, and they
could stop running for a while.


 


Chapter Two
– A New Start

 


Brianna woke up on Friday
morning to the sound of water being run in the tub. Her bed buddy
must have decided that sleeping in wasn’t as much fun as getting
their day started. Opening her eyes, she looked over at the clock
on the bedside table, and saw that it was only a little after six
o’clock. She closed her eyes again, and allowed herself to drift
off for the half hour or so that she’d have until Kirsten would be
done her bath and then be urging her to get up too. It only seemed
like a minute later when that second wake-up call came in the form
of a hug and kiss that was accompanied by a few wisps of damp hair
brushing against her cheek, but when she sat up, the numbers
displayed on the clock informed her that it was now a quarter to
seven.

“Come on, Mommy,” Kirsten
urged her, smiling brightly. “I’ll do my hair out here while you’re
having a shower.” Brianna wrapped her arms around her daughter,
pulled her up onto the bed, and gave her a serious tickle hug and
kiss before leaving her there giggling, and got up to grab her last
clean outfit, and go into the still-steamy bathroom. Fifteen
minutes later, she finished having her shower, was wrapped in a
big, soft towel, and was starting to work on her hair. Kirsten
knocked, and then came in when she got the all clear, carrying the
blow dryer she’d taken into the other room. Her hair was already
done, and she was starting to bounce around, ready to get
going.

“That wasn’t just a story
last night, was it?” she asked Brianna, leaning against the wide
counter next to the doorway after plugging in the hair dryer and
setting it down for when her mother was ready for it.

“They must have both been
very powerful, but it certainly does explain what you and I felt
yesterday when we were near the falls,” Brianna answered, and saw
Kirsten nod as she looked in the mirror. “Stories like this one pop
up from time to time, though I’m a bit surprised to find a case in
this area from so long ago.” Maybe more than a bit surprising, she
thought. This settlement, if the dates Miranda had given them were
accurate, was started one hundred and fifty years before this area
of the country had even become part of the United
States.

“So what’s the plan for us?” Kirsten
asked next, and Brianna smiled at her.

“I’m going to dry my hair
before it’s too late to do anything with it, and then we’ll go have
breakfast,” she told her daughter. “After that, I’m thinking we’ll
see about doing some laundry, and then we can go check out that
real estate place and see what they might have available for us to
rent. Does that work for you?”

Kirsten hugged her mother;
assured her that the plan did work for her, and had then gone back
into the other room to see what was on television while she waited
for Brianna to make herself presentable. By seven-thirty, she was
dressed and ready to go, and they went down to the dining room.
Miranda was at a table pouring coffee refills. Her smile was as
bright as Kirsten’s when the little girl ran over and gave her an
enthusiastic good morning hug while Miranda held the pot of hot
coffee away from her and returned the hug using the other
arm.

“Grab whichever table you want,
Cassie. The menus are already out, and I’ll be with you in a
minute,” she told Kirsten. “What kind of juice can I start you out
with?”

“Orange juice please,” Kirsten
answered before skipping off to pick an empty table by the windows
overlooking the river. “Same for me, and a caffeine hit,” Brianna
said when Miranda turned her high-voltage smile on her.

“How’d you sleep?” she asked, and
Brianna’s smile brightened too.

“Best sleep that either of
us have had in days,” she assured Miranda, who squeezed her arm,
and then went back to the kitchen and her work. Brianna caught up
with Kirsten. She was already looking over the breakfast menu, and
Brianna smiled as she picked up another menu and looked it over
quickly.

“Do you really need to read
that?” she asked, and Kirsten returned her smile as she looked up
from the menu, meeting her mother’s gaze with bright, sparkling
eyes.

“I might pick something other than
pancakes and bacon some day,” she answered, and Brianna
laughed.

“Maybe, but not today, right?” she
countered.

“No, not today,” Kirsten
agreed. “The french toast is probably really good too,
though.”

“It definitely is,” Miranda
assured her as she set the glasses of juice down, flipped Brianna’s
coffee cup, and filled it. “I take it you’ve already decided what
you want, so what can I get Jacob to fix up for you?”

“I’d like the pancakes and bacon,”
Kirsten answered, and Miranda nodded knowingly.

“Good choice,” she approved. “That’s
Rebecca’s favorite too. Do you want a minute to look the menu over,
Julie?”

Brianna shook her head.
“I’ll go with the fruit bowl and a whole grain bagel with light
cream cheese if you have it.” Miranda looked sadly at
Kirsten.

“All that yummy food on the
menu and your mommy picks the rabbit food,” she said with a
dramatic sigh. “That just seems so wrong.”

Brianna and Kirsten both laughed. “I’d
be tempted to go with one of those other options, but then I’d have
to skip trying out another of the desserts tonight,” Brianna
answered, and Miranda brightened up immediately.

“You’re staying longer?” she asked,
and Brianna nodded.

“We can talk after you’re done with
the breakfast crowd, but if the room’s available, we may need it
for a week or two.”

“It is, and I’m glad to hear you want
to stay for a while,” Miranda told them happily. “Rebecca’s going
to love this too.”

She left them again, having other
customers to continue taking care of, and she was in and out of the
dining room, constantly on the go as she worked the breakfast
crowd. Their plates were dropped off fifteen minutes later, and
Kirsten kept up most of the conversation, telling Brianna
everything that she and Rebecca had done while playing games and
washing dishes, her monologue regularly paused as she interjected
comments about the birds and other animals she saw by the river or
in the trees, and a dozen other topics that popped into her head.
When they were finished eating, they met up with Miranda on their
way out of the dining room.

“It’ll slow down around here by about
nine-thirty she told them. “We can talk then if that works for
you.”

“Sounds good,” Brianna
agreed. “We’ll go do a load of laundry, and it’ll be in the dryer
by then.” Miranda nodded, and was hugged by Kirsten again before
moving on to take care of more coffee refills.

Kirsten had told Brianna
about the small laundry room at the front of the building on the
third floor that she’d found while exploring the Inn on Thursday
afternoon. After leaving Miranda, she bounced ahead up the stairs
to their room, helped Brianna get the dirty clothes together in one
of their bags, and then ran on up to the third floor, breaking the
trail for her mother. She led Brianna down the long hallway, showed
her where the laundry room was, and then left her there while she
checked out the ice and vending machines that were in the room
across the hall from the laundry room. There were two washers and
two dryers, and all four appliances looked nearly new. Brianna
smiled at the fifty-cent price for using each machine – especially
since there were bottles and boxes of soap, fabric softener, and
dryer sheets on a shelf for them to use, instead of having to buy
those little boxes or packets. She ran a load of lights and darks,
which were both just partial loads, then joined Kirsten, who was
still checking out the vending machine choices.

“It’s nice to know they’re here if we
want drinks or a snack in our room at night,” she said, and Kirsten
nodded. There was even a small microwave, and one of the machines
had microwave popcorn, as well as the usual chips, chocolate bars,
gums, and candies. “We’ve got twenty minutes or so. Do you want to
stay up here, or come back to the room with me?”

Kirsten decided to go with
her. While Brianna set up her computer on the desk, she turned on
the television and started watching a cartoon. Once the computer
was fired up and ready to go, Brianna was about to connect with her
new cellular account when she saw that it had already made a WiFi
connection. This place had it all, she thought as she opened a
browser and did her usual daily check of the headlines, sighing
with relief when she was finished.

There was
still nothing. Thankfully he
didn’t try the missing daughter ploy again like
he had done three times ago that had made hiding so much more
difficult. Neither of them had enjoyed the change in hair color,
and the contact lenses to hide their eye color had been a real pain
– especially since Kirsten had been so young. When the twenty
minutes were nearly up, she shut down the computer and left Kirsten
in the room, totally into her show, while she went back upstairs to
transfer the loads of laundry from the washers into the dryers,
getting there just as the first load finished running. It only took
a couple of minutes to get that done, and the dryers would run
until the sensors picked up that the clothes were dry, so Brianna
didn’t have to worry about coming back up again to pop more
quarters into the machines to keep them running.

She went back to their room, and while
Kirsten finished watching her show, she tidied up both rooms. By
the time she was done, it was nearly nine-thirty, and the
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