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CHIMES OF MIDNIGHT (THE CATALYST SERIES: BOOK #4)





Chapter 1 - Problems On the Home Front


Jack Erikson, late to bed and late to rise, shuffled out of his bedroom at nine o'clock on a day two weeks before Christmas. Outside the world was still bare of snow but dark clouds threatened to bring them a white holiday. When he reached the lobby he could hear his mother cleaning up in the kitchen and he dragged his legs in that direction.

"Well, well, if it isn't my little zombie," she teased as he stuck his head into the fridge. "There's some leftover eggs in there if you want."

"Hmm?" He pulled his head out and his mouth was full of the yellow, cooked yokes.

"Did I bring you up in a barn?" She wrinkled her nose when he laughed and bits of egg sprayed the floor. "All right, that's enough joking around." She tossed the dish rag at him. "Clean up, get a plate like a civilized human being, and get eating. I've got a lot of planning to do and not much time."

"What's going on?" He got his plate filled with food and sat down on his stool.

"Mrs. Grover's kindly offered the inn as the spot for the town's annual Christmas Party, and she'll be here any second." Jack choked on his food.

"When did this happen?"

"I found out this morning." Her voice was dry and her expression unamused. "She called and practically ordered the inn to be used. How could I refuse such a kind invitation?"

His mom loudly sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. She looked more tired than he felt. There was some deep trouble going on that she didn't want to tell him, and it wasn't about Mrs. Grover.

"By hanging up the phone?" he suggested. His mom let out a barking laugh, but then she shook her head.

"As much fun as that would have been, I don't think it would have raised our standing in the community." She perked up her ears while Jack, too, heard the sound of a car's wheels crunching on the parking lot gravel. "And that must be her. You'd better finish your food as fast as you can before she recruits you for work."

After she went to greet their guest Jack took her warning to heart as he scarfed down the rest of the plate. Putting the dish in the sink, he stuck his head into the lobby and saw his mom talking with Mrs. Grover and Amelia. In Mrs. Grover's hands was a large box with Christmas lights sticking out. He quietly inched his way out and toward the stairs when he heard his name called. Mrs. Grover wanted him. He turned and smiled, but didn't move over to them.

"Yeah?"

"Jack, we'll especially need your help with these lights." She scowled as he tried to slip closer to the stairs. "Now come here and take this box. I can show you where they need to go." His shoulders drooped as he marched over and took the box. Amelia partially came to his rescue, though.

"Oh please let me help him put them up," Amelia pleaded. She gave her best puppy dog eyes. Jack figured that's where Kyle got his talent, because she looked like a sick dog. The trick worked, though.

"Oh, all right, just stop with that face," Mrs. Grover agreed. Amelia quickly grabbed Jack and began hauling him and the box toward the stairs. "And don't dawdle too much up there! We've got a lot of other rooms to plan!"

"Yes, ma'am!" Amelia called over her shoulder.

Jack allowed her to drag him upstairs and into the ballroom.. There he put the box down as Amelia joyously clapped her hands together.

"I'll have to use that face more often." Jack almost pleaded with her to not do that. It was pathetic to see. "Now let's see what we can do about all these lights." She opened the box and began dragging out string after string of lights. They made a huge mess of bulbs and wire on the floor. "What say we divide this mess and conquer?" He didn't really want to do any of it, and she noticed his tired expression. She crowded up to him and peered into his face. He wished she had a sense of personal space. "You look awful." And more tact.

"I guess." He wanted a second opinion.

"You been sleeping well? Exercising? Eating your vitamins?"

"I'm fine." He moved away from her so he could breath.

"You're a terrible liar, Jack," Amelia scolded. "If you were fine, you wouldn't look so pasty." She pinched his pale cheek.

She was right, of course, things weren't fine. They hadn't been fine since he'd arrived at Hawthorn Inn, and his last adventure with his friends had really taken it out of him. He couldn't explain why, and he couldn't find his grandfather to ask, but he'd been growing physically and emotionally more exhausted each day. It'd been several weeks since they'd gotten rid of the ghost, and yet he still slept poorly and his dreams were filled with nightmarish figures and strange shadows. They weren't the same coherent image of the field, but of some place darker.

It reminded him of when he'd ran into the fog bank created by Smith. That strange feeling of being surrounded by something alive and familiar, yet terrifying.

"I guess I'm just tired. Haven't been sleeping well."

"Nana did say you were wearing yourself out with fun," Amelia mused. Jack was a little surprised with her using the title for Mrs. Withers, but then he remembered the elderly lady was Amelia's mother. She gently elbowed him in the ribs. "She's taken a liking to you, you know. Talks about you a lot."

"Why?" He hadn't met her that often, and usually very briefly.

"Something about your looks." Amelia cackled at her suggestive joke, but Jack cringed. "Well, these lights aren't going to fix themselves." She rolled up her sleeves and grabbed an end. "Take hold of the end and you'll get to the beginning eventually."

"I guess." He picked up an end, but it knocked out of his hand when his companion slapped his back.

"Cheer up. Everything gets answered if you wait long enough. Besides." Amelia gave him a wink and a large grin. "Christmas is coming."

Her child-like enthusiasm was hard for his moodiness to weather and soon her antics had him smiling. He had to repeatedly save her from the string of lights when she literally plunged in to grab at any miscellaneous end. After an hour's hard work they'd managed to get the strings untangled, but they hadn't even gotten around to checking to see if the bulbs worked when Mrs. Grover checked in on them.

"You don't even have the lights up?!" she yelled at the two. She dramatically threw her arms up in the air and gave off an exasperated sigh. "How in the world are we ever going to get this done in time?"

"Gerty, there's still while yet before the party," Amelia calmly pointed out. She wasn't even trying to hide her amused smile. "We have plenty of time."

"Not if you two keep moving like slugs." She was still mad, but she could see her pushy anger wasn't going to have any effect on her old friend. She sighed and shook her head. "Just get this done as fast as you can. We have to get all the invitations out and order some flyers for everyone we miss." Gerty was still making a checklist to herself when she explained.

"Is she ever happy?" Jack had to ask.

"Sometimes." She picked up a string of lights and dragged them over to the nearest plug in. She hooked it up and sighed when only half the lights came on. "Gerty isn't going to be happy about this."

Jack wondered when the last time these lights were used. Half of them didn't work and the other half only partially turned on. They spent the next hour trying one bulb at a time and only got a quarter of the way through the pile when Mrs. Grover returned. Needless to say she assigned him the chore of finishing the task before they returned the next day.

The minute he heard them leave Jack snuck out of the ballroom and found his mother on the cushioned bench. Her head was in her hands and she held very still. For a moment he wondered if she'd stopped breathing.

"Mom?" She was startled as she jerked her head up.

"Oh, Jack, you scared me. I didn't hear you coming." Jack detected tears in her eyes, but she wiped them away. "Something wrong?"

"You tell me."

"Yeah, I guess I should." She pulled a crinkled letter out of her pocket and gave it to him. "This came about a week ago."

Jack broached over the heading, which held an address from California, and realized the contents were from an investor group located in that state. They'd heard about the inn from several mutual acquaintances and were inquiring about using assets to help in the reopening. In essence, they were offering themselves up for the same position de Rais and Nelson currently held. They were a rival investor group.

"Did you get back to them?"

"I did."

"And?" The suspense was killing him.

"And I told them I'd think it over."

"What conundrum have you found yourself in?" They both looked to see Mr. Nelson walking down the stairs. Jack was surprised he didn't smell him coming. The man wore enough perfume.

"To be honest, Mr. Nelson, it involves you and Mr. De Rais."

"Oh?" He appeared genuinely surprised.

"I received another offer for investment from a firm in California. They call themselves the Hidden Angels Fund." Mr. Nelson visibly stiffened and his smile fell off his face, but only for a moment. Then he was all grins again.

"Ah, yes, they are one of our largest rivals. Did you accept their proposal?"

"No, but I have to ask you and Mr. De Rais for an answer soon." She hated to be this firm so out of the blue, but the clock was ticking. Even Jack knew their cash would be exhausted within a month or two, and they'd need to work out the finer details of a loan from any investment company. "I'm very sorry to have to demand this from you so suddenly, but I really must think of my business."

"I speak for both of us when I say we would be sorry to lose the investment opportunity you've offered us." He gave a solemn bow, and they could see his mind was working overtime with thoughts. "Have you decided on a deadline for our investment?"

"I hate to do this around the holidays, but I really need an answer by the end of the year." That gave them a few weeks to get back to her on their decision.

"I understand. I'll speak with Simon as soon as I can and see about that answer."

"I'd appreciate it." Mrs. Erikson gave him a polite smile, but Jack could see she was straining to do that simple gesture. She was at the end of her patience with their stalling.

"Then if you'll excuse me, I'll see about getting a hold of our headquarters." He bowed to them again and left.

"Do you think that was too harsh?" she asked her son. She hated to be the bad guy, but being kind was getting her nowhere.

"Nah, they should be used it to." Jack secretly wished his mom hadn't given them even that long. Any chance to get rid of Ryan permanently was too good to pass up. He sat down beside her and handed back the letter. "Besides, they've been here what? Three months? How much longer do they need to give us some money?"

"You're right." She smiled and leaned back against the cushions. "I really need to get used to being mean in this business or everyone's going to eat me up."

"Like Mrs. Grover?" he pointed out.

"Especially her." His mom laughed at a sudden thought. "And I think she would, too, if I got in her way. She's a little trollish, at least according to Kyle."

"He thinks she's a little worse than that."

"Well, whatever Kyle or I think, she is helping the inn get free publicity." She stood and arched her back to crack a few old bones. "But I guess I'll start cleaning up and seeing about getting food for the guests." She turned to her son. "What are your plans? Friends coming over again?"

"I don't know, probably not." They were running out of topics to talk about, and everyone was getting tired of throwing out the same old theories and suggestions.

"Well, whatever you do try not to get into trouble," she warned as she sauntered off to the kitchen. "I don't think my nerves could take any more of your fun."

"Yeah, mine either," Jack muttered as he stared at the crackling fire.

He stood and wandered over to its comforting heat. His grandfather never ceased to keep the flames alive in the large hearth. They still hadn't figured out where the wood was stashed, but Jack supposed he could do with some unanswered questions. At least this one was harmless.

As Jack stood there alone with only his thoughts, he wondered back to the adventures he'd had with his friends and older relation. The scares in the bone yard beneath the inn, the trips out into the cemetery and the strange cave of the werewolves. Taking a tour of the Magi Farms with Violet leading the way, and the unsettling confrontation with Mr. Fletcher. Jack rubbed his hands together as he thought about that man's ability. Fletcher was capable of a great deal of evil with that talent, but Jack trusted him. He figured he had to in these darkening times. As he had felt before and since, there was something going on much greater than he could comprehend.

Jack's head shot up when he heard the soft sound of whispering. No one was there, not even his grandfather. He could hear the faint noise of his mom working in the kitchen.

"Hello?" he softly called out to the empty air. Nothing answered, not even a draft. He knew he'd heard something, though. Jack turned back to the warm fire and bumped into someone standing on the hearth. He almost stumbled backward, but a hand grabbed his shoulder to steady him. A familiar, strong hand. He scowled as he looked into the face of his grandfather. "Are you ever going to get tired of trying to kill me?" he scolded as he was released. He stepped back for some personal space.

"Will you ever realize I'm here?"

"Maybe if you weren't so quiet." Jack moved to the side to catch some of the fire's precious heat.

"I'm not quiet, you merely don't listen." Jack rolled his eyes.

"Yeah, like trying to hear a mouse squeak from a few houses down."

"And yet it still makes a noise. You need only focus on the sound." Jack paused for a moment as he thought about what sort of sound his grandfather made. The only thing that came to mind was the crackling of a million old bones.

His grandfather was very confused when Jack let out a barking laugh at that idea.

"Um, yeah, grandpa, sure." He stifled his chuckling but not his wide grin. "So what are you down here for? To give me more advice I probably can't use until it's too late?"

"I heard a noise." Jack looked sharply at him.

"What sort of noise?" He didn't really need to ask to know, but just in case. His grandfather slowly turned to gaze strangely at him. It was almost like he was trying to understand what his question was about, like it was something foreign to him.

"The echo of memories."

"The what?" He wasn't expecting that strange reply. It didn't make sense to him, he'd just heard some voice whispering. He cringed back when his grandfather leaned forward and stopped only a few inches from his face.

"Do you hear her?" Jack didn't hear anything but the sound of his own heart beating wildly. His eyes dodged over to the kitchen hoping for rescue from the crazy man. His grandfather stared at him a moment longer before he smirked and retreated. "Perhaps I've overestimated your abilities." He glanced down into the fire. His voice dropped to barely above a whisper. "Perhaps I was mistaken in what I heard." His comments made Jack angry.

"It's always about what you're expecting, isn't it?" he shot back, but not loud enough for his mom to hear. "You expect me to do all these miracles when you don't answer my questions or help me. What the hell are you supposed to expect? Some miracle to happen? Me to have some sort of brilliant thought one day and be able to understand you?"

"I expect you to listen." His grandfather wasn't angry, but there was disappointment in his voice. Maybe even some pride wounded. "All your answers are right in front of you if you would stop moving and listen."

"When I stop moving is probably when I get myself killed." Standing still would've done him in more than once during his adventures. "So if that's what I need to do to get your approval or some answers, then it's not worth it."

"For what are you willing to sacrifice your life?" Those same words had rang out among the bones beneath the inn. "Would death be too great a treasure to sacrifice for something greater?"

"What's worth more than life?" Jack shot back. It was the worst thing anyone could take, and the most important thing anyone could give up. "Well?"

"Indeed, what is?" His grandfather pulled back closer to the fire. Jack rolled his eyes. That wasn't an answer, it was another question.

"Well, as soon as you know, let me know." He headed for the stairs. "I'd rather go take a nap."







Chapter 2 - Avoiding the Wolf


Jack stalked to his bedroom and slammed the door closed. He tossed his glasses to the side and fell face-first onto the bed. He was too tired to deal with all of his grandfather's bullshit. There was no convincing that man that what he was saying made no sense to the rest of the world, and didn't help him a bit.

"What the hell is wrong with him?" Jack muttered into the bedsheets.

After a few moments of nearly suffocating himself, he rolled over and stared at the canopy. Everything was fuzzy without his glasses, so he sat up to grab them off the bed where he'd thrown them. The only problem was they weren't there.

Jack cursed and began to search for them. He knew he had an extra pair in the bathroom just in case, but he didn't really think this was an emergency. He'd only tossed them a little farther than he should have and they'd probably just fallen off the bed. He leaned down and pulled aside the covers to get a look beneath the bed.

Something stared back at him.

Jack let out a yelp and dropped the sheet when he scrambled backward. He was sure something beneath there had stared at him with small, strange and empty eyes. He was breathing hard as he waited for the creature to come slithering out of the darkness to eat him. He waited, and then he waited some more. He wasn't exactly disappointed when nothing emerged from the depths of the bed, but he was confused.

Jack grabbed a flashlight and cautiously crept toward the quiet bed. He hunkered down and, using the plunger from the bathroom, he slowly brushed aside the sheets. The beam of the flashlight shone into the depths of the bed, but there was nothing. Not a single thing except some dust bunnies and a sock he'd been missing. Then something reflected the light back on him, and Jack noticed his glasses were in the very center of the bed. He'd have to reach in pretty far to grab them.

If this wasn't a trap, he didn't know what was.

Jack shined his flashlight on every inch of the space. There was nothing there. No eyes to watch him, no shadowy claw to grab him. It's like whatever had been there had melted into the darkness, or into the floor. He gave the boards one more pass before he nudged his shoulder against the covers, dropped the plunger and slowly inched his arm passed the covers. He had to flatten his face against the bed to reach the glasses, leaving him blindly grasping for them, or risk using the plunger and scrape them across the floor. That would probably scratch them, so he swallowed his hesitation and scooted close to the bed.

One last look and he positioned his hand in a straight grab at them. He quickly flattened against the bed and reached out. His fingers tentatively grasped the glasses and he was pulling back when something ran across his hand.

The scene repeated itself as Jack yelped and pulled back. The glasses came with him, however, but they ended up sliding across the floor as he raced it to the wall. He watched the covers for signs of movement, for something to emerge this time, but nothing happened again. He wasn't sure if disappointment was what he was feeling, but there was relief. Standing and picking up the plunger, Jack swiped back all the covers and revealed the entire underneath of the bed to the overhead lights.

Nothing but dust bunnies.

"You've got to be kidding me."

Jack knew he hadn't just been making up that entire sequence of startling events. Something had watched him and something had definitely ran across his hand. He looked at the back of hand, but there were no markings. It did tingle a little, though, and he rubbed it to get rid of the feeling. It didn't work, but the sensation wasn't strong enough to be that uncomfortable.

What was uncomfortable, though, was knowing there was an intruder in the room and not knowing if they were still in there. Or even if the thing was human. He'd dealt with enough werewolves, psychics and ghost whisperers to believe again in fairies, unicorns and even the undead. This trickster, though, was proving to be more like a goblin. Jack jumped when someone knocked on his door.

"Jack, could you help me for a bit?" His mom stuck her head in the room and frowned when she saw him holding the plunger. Her eyes glanced at the bed and her mouth dropped open at the strangely arranged bedsheets. "Been threatening to do some redecorating?"

"The blankets were looking at me funny." He put the plunger back in the bathroom. "Now what were you needing?"

"Oh, just a chore here and there."

"You sure it won't take very long?" Jack wasn't up for a day long excursion into the depths of chore-dom.

"Oh come on, you'll have plenty of time to yourself." She grabbed him by the shirt sleeve and dragged him out. "Now let's get them over with so you can get back to abusing the furniture."

The chores lasted the rest of the day. Just when Jack thought they were done his mom remembered something else that needed to be done in preparation for the party. There were breaks only for the food hours and calls of nature. The meals were a little awkward with the investors, especially when de Rais joined them for the dinner. The first topic he came to after the usual pleasantries was about her recent correspondence from their rival.

"Tom tells me you heard from another investment company recently."

"Yes, a company out of California. Mr. Nelson mentioned something about your being rivals."

"Yes, we've had quite a few dealings in the past when we were on opposite sides." He leaned back in his chair before he'd finished his plate, something he'd never done before. "I'm afraid most of them haven't been very amicable dealings."

"I'm sorry to hear that." She would have asked if they were reliable, but judging from de Rais' tone there was quite a bit of animosity between them. He wouldn't give her an account of them she could rely on.

"Tom also told me there was an ultimatum for our company." Jack noticed Ryan pale at the mention of this. He was surprised the boy hadn't heard earlier. "Is this still what you wish?"

"I wouldn't quite call it that, but I expect an answer before the end of the year." Jack was glad to see his mom firm, but her words were a little shaky. "Without some sort of outside help, the inn really can't keep going very far into the new year."

"We understand. Tom got a hold of the headquarters this afternoon and we'll hear back from them soon enough." He leaned forward and smiled at her. Jack thought he looked more like a jackal then a friend. "But with either decision, I'm afraid we must part."

"Yes, I imagine you two have quite a few other businesses who need your help." Mrs. Erikson was batting off his personal advances easier than their business dealings. He at least took the hint and went back to his plate of food.

"Well, I'm sure we'll be back to visit occasionally just to check up on the investment, should everything go through." That almost made Jack wish the deal would fail, but that would mean the inn may not make it. His mother would be ruined, along with her dream. The young man frowned when de Rais shot a careful glance at him. "We'd certainly hate to lose this wonderful investment opportunity."

"As would we." Jack's mom noticed the look, and she wasn't happy about it.

When dinner was finished she maneuvered Jack out of a game of chess with Mr. Nelson, saying he deserved some rest after all the chores done that day. He agreed, and he was more than glad to get away from their creepy guests. He was so happy he couldn't help but smile when he noticed the bedsheets were still pulled up. He flung them down and grabbed the book Ms. Huxley had given him back to him some time ago, the one which included all the founders' names hidden somewhere in its depths. He disregarded the book about the wells. It seemed pretty useless now to read about the locations of the wells since he and his friends had found all of them on the old map, but there was still the mystery lurking inside their past. They'd been shut off to stop an illness, and he didn't doubt that whatever had dragged Smith down was the source of the disease.

"Why not? It killed him pretty quick..." he muttered to himself.

That made Jack wonder about the death and revival of their unfortunate and malevolent guest. Liz had probably been right in guessing something else had the power to bring him back from that horrible death. His grandfather was a candidate for that office, but he had a nagging doubt in the back of his mind about him. Something just didn't add up there. Maybe it had to do with his hiding the body beneath the inn. His grandfather had rejected the idea that he'd killed Smith. He seemed almost disgusted with the whole murder itself.

"Maybe I'm thinking too much about this." He clapped shut the book hard enough to shift the binding.

That's when he noticed the cover had a small slit along the side. He turned the book sideways and lifted the spine to peer into the small hole. It was only about three inches wide, but he could see the corner of something trying to stick its way out. He tried grabbing the end with his fingertips, but the paper was too wedged inside the cover.

Jack scowled, guiltily looked around, then dug his finger into the hole and carefully ran it along the old cover. The tear widened along nearly the entire length of the book and the slip of paper fell out. He eagerly gathered it up and read the brief contents.


Honorable Squire William,

I am writing to you to vehemently express my objection to your orders for the closing of the wells. There must be another gathering of the gentlemen to discuss this matter further. We shall not be able to recover the costs through this hasty decision, and by proposing to seal them we shall risk the very real threat of malnutrition beyond these illnesses. Please reconsider your position and reply as soon as you may be able.

Sincerely,

Henry Percival


Somebody didn't like the idea of the wells being closed off. It was apparently the Percival fellow versus the William. Jack laid down the old letter as he thought about the names and topic of discussion. He glanced at the book he had torn apart, and he picked that up. He had a hint as he was browsing through the first couple of chapters that the letter had been specifically placed in the book because they were closely connected.

His suspicions were correct when his eyes lit upon the name of Percival. The reference was to one of the men in the settlement, and this particular gentleman had been charged with the position of clerk in the new township. That explained the reference to costs. He still wasn't sure who the other gentleman was, this William fellow, and unfortunately there were several of the name who were prominent members of the early community. Two, however, were specifically important as they were on the first board of supervisors elected to lead the town. One was William Peer, and the other was William Fletcher.

Jack tapped the second name. It couldn't have been a coincidence that one of the most prominent men from the beginning would have the same last name as another prominent family today. He browsed through searching for family lineage, but that information was buried in the miscellaneous sections of the book. He'd need to piece together the family trees himself, and that would take a while.

Jack glanced at the clock. Seven in the evening. Too late to visit Ms. Huxley, but there'd be plenty of time tomorrow. He'd probably find Kyle there practicing with Jenkins. At Jenkins' insistence Kyle was now at Ms. Huxley's home nearly every weekend for some practice in Werewolf 101 study. For Jack, this would be a good chance for him to get a look at what was so terrible.

The next day provided him with just such a chance as Saturday rose with a whimper. The sun was behind gray clouds which threatened snow as in the late morning he bundled up and dragged out his bike. The road was dry as he biked down through the lane and into the town. There were no worries about ghosts haunting him anymore, but he couldn't shake the feeling he was being followed. He half expected to see his grandfather riding a broomstick at his side. Stranger things had happened. Well, maybe not that strange, but the comparison did make him laugh as he traveled to the older residential area.

Jack could tell Kyle had beat him there as the sound of raised voices reached his ears when he set the bike against the house. He glanced up at the noisy second story and covered his ears. He had the insane idea of bashing his head against the front door to avoid unplugging his ears when Ms. Huxley noticed him through a window and let him in.

"They're upstairs," she yelled above the din, and she pointed upward just in case he couldn't tell. Jack imagined this would wake the dead beneath the inn if it was allowed to continue.

He climbed the stairs and followed the sound to Jenkins' room at the end of the hall. The door was closed, but he couldn't tell as he kicked at it with his shoe. It was angrily thrust open and a steamed Kyle stood in the doorway, his eyes incredibly large and his nostrils flaring. He deflated at the sign of his friend, though, and his mouth opened in a wide smile.

"Jack!" Kyle yelled in glee. He clutched on to his friend like he was the last flotation device of a sinking ship. "Thank god you've come to save me."

"I came to save the whole town," Jack quipped as he glanced between the two of them. "You two are gonna wake the dead at this rate, and we've already had enough trouble with them." Kyle released him and scowled. He nodded back to where Jenkins sulked in the far corner. His beady eyes wearily watched the two friends.

"He's gone all paranoid on me again and won't teach me anything else." He shot a glare at his mentor. Jack would have laughed at Kyle's childish accusation, but this was serious business. Jenkins needed to teach Kyle this stuff or he could go off like the man had done several months before. "He won't even tell me about werewolves' abilities anymore."

"Don't you know everything?" Jack inquired. His learned friend had read most every horror book on the creatures to study for his new 'life.'

"Well, I guess some of it isn't true, but he only tells me what when I make a mistake," Kyle quipped. He shot another glare at the man in the corner.

"Like what?" Jack was starting to feel a little awkward standing in the hall and he side-stepped his friend to catch a chair close to Jenkins. Not too close, though, that he'd be invading the man's personal space. He needed a lot of personal space.

"Like that whole full moon thing." Kyle dramatically threw up his arms and loudly sighed. "I guess we can do this changing stuff any time, we're just seen a lot more when there's that much light out."

"So if you two can be a wolf out any time, why were you a wolf that one night you bit Kyle, Mr. Jenkins?" He tried to be tactful, but it was bound to be a touchy subject. The scowl he received proved he was right.

"That was different," Jenkins grumbled as he turned his head away.

"Why's it different?" Kyle interrupted. It looked like they'd been having this type of conversation all morning. "Different like every other thing you're not telling me, or different because you don't know what the hell you're talking about?"

"I know more than some bratty kid who happened to get himself stuck in the woods," Jenkins shot back.

"If you know so much, how come you haven't taught me how to transform?" Kyle angrily countered. A sudden idea struck him and a mischievous smile spread across his face. "Unless you think I'm stronger than you," he challenged. "Maybe you're afraid I'll beat your butt if I get a chance to transform." Jenkins head swiveled around so fast Jack wondered if he'd dislocated his neck.

"You have no idea what you're talking about, you little whelp," Jenkins growled. Kyle kept smiling, he knew when somebody had stepped into one of his psychological traps.

"Yeah, yeah, sure, whatever," Kyle brushed aside as he waved his hand in the air. "I'd probably beat your butt so bad you couldn't sit down in that chair for a week."

Jenkins stood up and that almost cowed Kyle out of his teasing. The man was tall and thin, but when he was angry his presence menaced any room. Maybe it was the strange glint in his eyes or the way his nostrils flared out. Either way, he was definitely mad.

"Fine, you little idiot, you want to be roughed up that bad?" Jenkins questioned him. Kyle quickly nodded his head. "Then I'll give you a lesson in getting your butt kicked." He glanced over at Jack. "We can do it behind the inn. That's the largest open space around with as much seclusion as we can get."

"Sounds great, when can we go," Kyle quipped as he tried to hide his eagerness.

"Whenever I think you're ready," his teacher countered, and Kyle's face fell. That wasn't what he wanted to hear.

"And when's that gonna be?" the young student asked. "With everything you've been telling me and not telling me, that's probably gonna be another century."

"Then I guess it'll be in a century," Jenkins indifferently agreed as he sat back down on his chair. "You need to learn more patience, anyway."

"I've been way more patient than you!" Kyle argued as he stalked over to him. Jack plugged his ears as the two went at it again. After only a minute of squabbling he couldn't take it anymore.

"Will you two knock it off?" he shouted about the horrific noise. At this rate the cops were going to be called and then they'd be in trouble. Besides, he was getting a really big headache from all of this. He stood and stomped over to the door. "When you both grow up, I'll be downstairs."

Jack had hoped that would have at least slowed their argument down, but no such luck.

"Now look what you did!" Kyle yelled as he closed the door behind himself. Jenkins made some sort of derogatory remark and the vicious cycle began anew.

Jack met Ms. Huxley at the foot of the stairs. She gave him an encouraging smile and shook her head.

"There's no helping them until they learn to get along," Ms. Huxley suggested. Jack wasn't so sure pulling them apart wouldn't help the world, but he had some more pressing questions to ask her.

"Oh, I think I found something about that journal I have." He pulled out the old letter and carefully handed it to her. She read the contents, and her eyes lit up at the names.

"Where did you find this?" she asked as she tightly grasped the item. Jack noticed she wasn't ready to give it back.

"It was in that old history book of the town, the one my mom let you borrow." He looked into her face and tried to read her thoughts. She looked astonished, and somewhat perplexed. "Is something wrong?"

"To be honest I'm not sure, but I have something to show you." She led him to the well-known library and began glancing through the books. She pulled a few off and he looked at the covers, but those weren't her objective. Instead she reached back and thumped on the rear of the bookshelf. Jack's mouth dropped open when a secret compartment popped open, and she smiled when she noticed his reaction. "Old houses, like old ladies, have a lot of secrets." She reached in and removed a worn and ancient piece of parchment. She lightly blew on it and a hint of dust arose. "This might be useful to you, at least now that you've found out as much as you have."

Jack took the paper and carefully untied the tender string around the item. He unfolded the parchment to reveal a detailed map of the township. Geography was clearing drawn out with each hill and dip painstakingly represented. Familiar names popped up for landowners such as Fletcher, Peer, and even Higgs. At the very bottom, scrawled in a handwriting barely legible, there was the name of Henry Percival. He turned to Ms. Huxley.

"What is this?"

"It's a map made by Percival when the boundaries of the township had been established." She sat down on the closest chair. "I'm not sure why he made it and hid it away, but since you found his secret letter, you may as well have his hidden map." She leaned back and glanced out the window. There was a pensive look on her face. "Besides, from what Kyle told me about your last adventure, I, too, believe something is coming."

"What do you think it is?" Jack asked. It was always a relief to have an adult on their side and in the know with them. He sat down opposite her and spread the map on the table.

"I really wish I knew." She shook her head and sighed. "Maybe it's just Santa and we're all overreacting." Ms. Huxley teasingly smiled at him, but he couldn't join her. This was just too serious. "Yes, I suppose it wasn't that funny. Perhaps I'm just trying to hide the fact that I'm afraid." Jack wasn't sure how to reply. He felt it, too. "But back to that map I just gave you." She leaned over and gently tapped her finger on some of the lines. "These might help you some about those wells." Her finger traced the paths from one end of the valley to the other. "The valley is full of fissures that connect the entire area. This might be the connection between them all."

"Yeah." Jack scanned the contents, but his mind was a little distracted. He had another question to ask. "What can you tell me about the Fletcher family? You know, like their history and stuff." Ms. Huxley was a little surprised, but she took down another book from the shelves and handed it to him.

"The current Mr. Fletcher's father wrote a book about the family history shortly before he died. He didn't print many copies, but he gave one to me as a gift."

"Did you know him pretty well?" Ms. Huxley quickly turned away and Jack wondered what he'd said wrong.

"We grew up together," she explained, and her voice faulted for a brief moment. "He was a very good friend." Jack was curious to know how he died, but she still seemed grieved with his death. He could ask Kyle later, maybe he would know. "But what makes you so curious about them?"

Kyle peeked his head inside. They hadn't even known the arguing upstairs had stopped.

"Trying to find out more about Violet's dad?" Kyle wondered. Jack scowled, and Ms. Huxley's curiosity was peeked.

"What about her father?" she asked. Her eyes narrowed. She didn't like where this conversation was going, nor the implications.

"It's nothing, just wondered about them since they've got a well on their property." Jack quickly gathered up the books and documents. "Thanks for the stuff." He scooted out of the room and dragged Kyle down the hall.

"Hey, I'm not done here," his friend protested when Jack threw him his shoes.

"So you're gonna stick around for another hour or two to argue with Jenkins?" Jack shot back as he put on his jacket.

"Gives me a workout," Kyle countered, but he followed suit and got ready to go.

Jack had Kyle take the items into his backpack as they stepped outside into the chilly cold. The clouds had darkened and the smell of moisture hung in the air. Jack was warm inside, though, because he was angry.

"Why the hell are you telling them everything?" he asked as they walked over to his bike.

"Why not? It's not like they're gonna tell everyone about us." They had their own secrecy problems.

"We don't need everyone we know with weirdness to know everything we're doing," Jack shot back. He picked up his bike and pushed it along the sidewalk with Kyle at his side. "What if someone gets at them and finds out everything?"

"What? You think somebody like Mr. Fletcher is gonna go up to them and read their minds?" Kyle asked. Jack didn't like that look, but not because there was any anger in it. There was something more like fear. He frowned. "There's something you're not telling me again, isn't there?" Jack looked away, which was pretty much a confession as far as Kyle was concerned. "What the hell is it now? We got zombies to fight or something?"

"I don't know what it is, maybe it's just that damn bad feeling around this place," Jack sighed. He shook his head. The connections between the families which he couldn't explain, but went beyond the usual small town affair. He was tired, too, and that didn't help his mood. "Or maybe it's just nothing."

"When has it ever been nothing for you boys?" The friends looked down the street to see Liz and Amanda walking toward them. It was Liz's teasing question they'd heard.

"You're not getting into trouble again, are you?" Amanda groaned. "We barely made it out of that last one alive. Again."

"Hey, a miss is as good as a mile," Kyle solemnly quoted. "But Jack here was just telling me all about his deep, dark secrets."

"With the way you talk, you'd be the last person I'd divulge anything personal to," Jack teased. "I just...I've just been thinking about stuff."

"Mind sharing the 'stuff' with your friends?" Liz teased.

"It's probably that stuff Ms. Huxley just gave him." Kyle stopped and began digging into his bag. Amanda stopped him as she glanced up at the skies.

"I don't think this is a great place to be taking things out. It's gonna snow soon." She looked around at the houses. "We're kinda close to Nana's house, how about we go there? She won't mind."

Kyle grumbled about going to see the strange old woman and Jack hesitated to join them, but the girls dragged the boys the short trek to their great-grandmother's house. Mrs. Withers was glad to see them.

"Come in, come in," she invited when she found the group on her steps. "It's going to snow soon, you know."

"Did you see that in your crystal ball?" Kyle quipped in a whisper.

"No, I checked the weather channel," Mrs. Withers quipped. He blushed with embarrassment as they all took off their shoes and coats. "Now what can I do for you four?" She turned to the boys. "Find what you two hand in common?"

"Yeah, they're both trouble," Liz interrupted with a laugh to save them from answering. "But we were wondering if we could use your living room for a little bit, Nana. Jack's got something to show us." He wanted to argue, but it was too late now. He was getting dragged into this whether he wanted to be or not.

"Oh, certainly." She gestured to the front room. "Make yourselves at home and I'll make you all some cocoa."

They moved into the living room and sat down in the seats they'd taken last time. Kyle pulled out what Ms. Huxley had given Jack as the other boy moodily looked around the room. He hadn't had a chance before since he'd been escorted straight into the kitchen, and now he found there was a wide assortment of oddities. Pictures with strange scenes of dark wooded lanes and ruins of old houses, cups with images of decay in filth-ridden cities. Mirrors were on all the walls and a cross was prominently hung on the back wall.

"Nana is a little strange with her decorating," Liz explained. "She painted most of the cups and pictures herself. She said the places and people around here gave her inspiration."

"Which people, dead or living?" Kyle teased.

"Both, actually." His joke died as Liz picked up the parchment. "Did Ms. Huxley give you this today?"

"Yeah." Jack suddenly didn't want to be in this room. He squirmed in his seat when he realized the macabre items reminded him too much of his grandfather. "It's just a map." His head ached, maybe it was all the stress.

"It looks a little more complicated than a map." Liz stared at the paper while Amanda took up the letter and Kyle grabbed the book for himself. Jack himself didn't feel much absorbed as they began comparing items and throwing out theories about the names and geography. They couldn't help but notice their friend's aloof attitude. Liz poked him in the shoulder. "Jack, when are you going to believe we're here to help?" Liz was both frustrated and hurt by his lack of faith. "What's it going to take? Amanda and I already saved your life, and from what I hear Kyle did the same."

Jack could only gather enough energy to shrug. They heard some clattering in the kitchen and Liz sighed.

"Since you don't want to help, could you go see how Nana's doing?" she pleaded with Jack. "Sometimes she tries to reach the top shelf without her step ladder."

"I guess." He got up off the couch and, with directions from Liz, wandered to the back of the house and into the kitchen.

Jack found Mrs. Withers looking in the oven. She quickly closed the door when she noticed him in the doorway.

"Did you need something, Mr. Erikson?" He was a little taken aback by the title. He'd never been referred to by his last name.

"I was just wondering if you did. Liz sent me in here to help." This was getting awkward, but she only smiled.

"That girl worries too much," she lightly scolded. "She needs to stop growing up so fast." Jack wasn't sure what to say. Most adults told kids they needed to do more growing up. She leaned in close to get a good look at the young man. "You certainly have your grandmother's eyes, young man."

"I do?" He blinked, and stopped himself from reaching up and touching them. "Wait, so did you know my grandma?"

"Oh yes, the town was smaller back then and everyone knew everyone else," she mused. "Your grandma used to visit the inn quite often, too, before she was married. It was always everyone's favorite haunt and she was no exception." The timer on the oven dinged and she interrupted them to remove a tray full of cookies. "These are a nice treat with the cocoa, don't you think?"

"Um, yeah." He wasn't interested in the food, he wanted answers. "So did she come into town and visit the inn a lot or just sometimes?"

"Come visit the town?" Mrs. Withers laughed as she scraped the cookies onto a plate. "Mr. Erikson, she was born and raised here." If someone had hit Jack with a truck right now he wouldn't have been as surprised. His mother had never told him his grandmother was a native of the town. She'd only mentioned something about her visiting the inn often. "From your face I'd say I gave you quite a shock," Mrs. Withers noted as she pulled out a chair. "How about a chair before you fall over?" Instead he fell into the chair.

"She lived here her whole life?" he whispered.

"Until your grandfather noticed her." Mrs. Withers smiled as she sat down opposite him with the plate of cookies. "She was a very pretty little thing, slim and a little pale like most of her family."

"Who was her family?" He'd never heard her maiden name.

"The Percival bunch."

Jack stiffened and his eyes widened. The name he'd found in the letter. The same family who had challenged the Fletcher family decision so many years ago to close off the wells. He belonged to that one, and no one had told him. Surely Ms. Huxley would have known his heritage, but she'd said nothing. His mom, likewise, had concealed this important detail. His grandfather he expected this kind of attitude of deceit, but not from so many others.

"Jack? Nana?" Liz entered the room and noticed her friend's ashen face. "Are you all right?" Her eyes looked over the cookies. "Nana, did you use the wrong recipe again?"

"He hasn't so much as touched them," she defended.

"I'm...I'm fine." He shakily stood to his feet, but Liz had to lean him against her before he fell to the ground. Suddenly he really wasn't feeling well. She pressed her hand against his forehead and frowned.

"Your head is really warm. Nana, can I borrow your car?" Her relation nodded and she half dragged him out of the kitchen. "You need to get back to the inn for some rest ASAP."

"I guess." Jack was feeling dizzy and lightheaded now. He thought it'd been the heat from the oven.

Kyle and Amanda sprang into action after they'd been told the situation. They grabbed all the research items, stuffed those and his bike into the station wagon, and zoomed off down the road in just a few minutes. Jack thought they were overreacting to his slight fever, but they wouldn't believe him when he assured them he was just fine. In a few minutes the car stopped in front of the inn. Kyle got his bike out while Amanda took his stuff inside. Liz followed Jack into the building, but she at least didn't insist on supporting his weight over her shoulders.

Jack was glad no one was around in the lobby, and he stopped his friends at the doors.

"I'll be fine now," he assured them as he took his stuff from Amanda's hands.

"You sure?" Liz looked like she wouldn't be satisfied until he was tucked in bed beneath a pile of blankets.

"I'm not feeling that bad, so you guys can go. I'll talk to you tomorrow or something."

"Where's your mom?" She was persistent, if nothing else.

"Probably doing some cleaning or something." Jack didn't know, but she had to be around. The car was still in the parking lot. He just wanted to be alone now, and his friends could see that reflected in his annoyed expression.

"Fine, we'll go, but we're going to be checking up on you," Liz threatened. She herded the others toward the door and she shot Jack one last scolding glance. "But keep care of yourself, okay?"

"I think I can do that." The girls didn't look back but Kyle turned at the last second when the door was closing behind him.

"We'll leave for now, but we'll be back!" Kyle dramatically promised as the door shut in his face. He could hear a groan and laughter, and then the car drove off. He was finally alone.







Chapter 3 - Conflicting Reports


For all of ten seconds there was peace, and Jack turned toward the stairs to go to his room for some rest. He jumped a little and the pile of stuff in his hands fell to the floor. Mr. De Rais was standing at the foot of the stairs. He hadn't been there before.

"Did I startle you?" de Rais asked as Jack scowled and reached down to pick up the items.

"Yeah, you did." Jack wasn't in good enough health to humor him.

"Are you feeling well?" De Rais moved to stand close to him. Too close for Jack's comfort.

"I'm fine." It was none of his business.

"Excellent, then you won't mind if you would like to take a short stroll with me outside?" Now Jack wished he would've told the truth. If he did so now, it'd make him look like he was lying. His mind also conjured up memories of Mr. Fletcher's warning to him to not be left alone with the elder de Rais. It was good advice dealing with this creep. The man interrupted his thoughts. "Surely it can do no harm, and I'm sure your mother would appreciate entertaining me on this simple whim." Jack shot him a glare. How dare he bring up his mother. "I've heard Tom and Ryan have had the pleasure of your leadership. Perhaps you would appease my foolish jealousy and allow me one trip with you?" Jack didn't like this, not one bit. "Must I beg?"

"What about the wild animal running loose?" He'd suggest dangerous chickens if it would get him out of this. "And there's those traps Mr. Smith was looking for. We never heard if he found them all or not." Or how many the dead man had set. "Besides, I think I'm starting to get a cold or something." To hell with saving face for this man. He wasn't worth it. "Kinda been feeling bad all day. I should probably get some sleep or relax or something."

"Maybe some fresh air would help your malady," he suggested. Jack could see he didn't believe him, and his next remark had a sarcastic tinge to it. "And I'm sure if it came on so suddenly, then it will pass as suddenly."

"I'd still rather just stay inside." It was a cold response, but de Rais wasn't a companion Jack wanted to have around. The man was almost as creepy as his grandfather, and the day was growing darker. "I'm really not feeling all that great."

Jack was thrilled when he noticed his mom round the corner upstairs and move out onto the landing. If Liz could see he was sick, she could, too, and then he could get out of this mess.

"What are you two doing down there?" she teased as she leaned over the railing. "Plotting things behind my back?"

"Actually, Jack had a grand suggestion to get some fresh air with me just now, but he's not sure about the safety." Jack's mouth dropped open at his brazen lie. "Perhaps you can convince him there's nothing to fear out there."

"I'm sure there's nothing to be afraid of, but you two want to go outside right now?" she asked as she moved down the stairs. "Isn't it a little dark and cold? It almost looks like it's going to snow."

"I'm sure we'll be fine close to the inn, and perhaps we'll get a glimpse of the first snow fall."

"Well, if you two are certain." Jack's eyes pleaded for his rescue, but de Rais walked up to Mrs. Erikson and gave her a hearty shake. He blocked Mrs. Erikson's view of her son. She couldn't see that he was sick.


"I knew you would be the voice of assurance, Emily." Now she was the one nervous. He was becoming entirely too friendly with her. "Now if you'll excuse us." He stepped back beside Jack and wrapped one of his heavy arms around his shoulder. Jack winced as his hand gripped his shoulder and he guided him toward the front door. The man smoothly took his stuff from his arms and set it on the front desk. "I'm sure we'll be back in a few minutes. Don't wait up!"

Jack wanted to scream as he was marched outside, but his foolish curiosity was getting the better of him. The doors shut loudly behind them. He felt like he'd been thrown out to the wolves, though Kyle would be a better companion than the lying creep next to him.

"Why the hell did you say that?" He tried to free himself, but the man's hold tightened. They stepped away from the inn and out onto the back lawn. Some of the clouds were low enough they'd spread out across the field and acted as fog. "You lied to her!"

"Well, some of it may have been a lie, but doesn't your mom's assurance give you more courage for our little walk?" He grinned down at his little captive.

"Yeah, it gives me more courage, and it's telling you to shut up." He had been forced to deal with a lot for the investors, but this was too much. They'd be gone in a few weeks, anyway, and his family would have nothing to show for their trouble.

"You're mother's aspirations mean a lot to you, don't they?" Jack froze at the implications. He held the purse string to their future, at least for now. They had the hope of the other investment firm, but a quick inflow of cash would be better. De Rais gestured to the area around them as they wandered down the lawn. "She has a lot of plans for this place. It'd be a pity to have them taken from her so quickly, don't you think?" Jack was speechless. The brazen liar was blackmailing him into taking this walk, and he didn't think the blackmail would end with this. De Rais loosened his grip on his shoulders. Jack took this chance to bolt clear of his arms. He turned to glare at the monster. "Are you judging me for lying, young master?"

"Stop calling me that," Jack demanded. His tone was icy cold.

"Stay on the topic, Jack," De Rais scolded as he slowly began to pace around his young companion. Jack wanted to run from this ring he was making around him, but he felt too sick and they'd walked into the deepest part of the fog bank. Even the back of the inn had vanished. "You have a lot of secrets in that young mind of yours." He stopped his pacing in front of the boy, and even in the dimness of the fog Jack could perfectly see his eyes. They almost seemed to glow against the fog. "You have questions you want answered and answers to questions you don't understand."

"What are you talking about?" Jack couldn't figure out what this man would know about his questions.

"Don't believe I'm some fool ignorant of the oddities surrounding this inn." He sounded almost insulted by Jack's question. He paused, then glanced around for a moment with a frown on his lips. Whatever it was, though, didn't bother him enough to keep him quiet. "You have questions about this place, your grandfather." He leaned in close and Jack turned his head away. "And even about yourself."

"And you've got all the answers?" Jack challenged. He hated to be so cliche, but the man was almost comically mysterious.

Jack couldn't dodge fast enough to avoid de Rais' hand as it shot out and roughly grabbed his jaw. He was pulled toward him so that their faces were barely a few inches apart. Jack's hands grasped his captor's arm and tried to pull him away, but it was as if he didn't even feel his efforts. His fever flared up, and he suddenly felt drowsy amidst all this cold and fog.

"You think this is a game, don't you? That your dhampir powers will keep you alive?" de Rais hissed as he shook him. Jack had no idea what that word meant. "You think that you can escape every trouble thrown your way and come out unscathed? What happens when your luck runs out and your grandfather isn't there to save you?"

"Then he'll know what to do."

De Rais' eyes widened and his head snapped to his right. Jack had never been so thrilled as when he saw his grandfather stepped out from the thick fog. De Rais' hand quivered for a moment before his smirk slid back on his face.

"I admire your faith, but he's still only a boy," de Rais argued. He glanced back at his captive with a strange, predatory look in his eye. "And you have kept your own grandson in the dark for too long, Pyre." He was scolding him, but the effort came to naught. Pyre didn't even flinch. De Rais instead turned his attention to the young boy. His voice dropped to a low whisper. "If you think my ability to lie is mastered, Jack, you should ask your grandfather what it means to deceive everyone. He's been at it for so long, I imagine he's forgotten what the word 'truth' means."

"Jack." The voice break through the dizziness in his mind. His grandfather held out his hand for Jack to come to him. "Wouldn't you rather be inside?" Would he ever, if he could just free himself from his enemy.

"But wouldn't you like to know what's going on?" As a show of good faith de Rais released him. "I only mean well for you, Jack." He didn't believe that for one moment, and de Rais looked genuinely hurt. That could have been part of his act, though. Jack was too confused to know the difference. "Wouldn't you like to know what your grandfather's been keeping from you? To have all the answers that he's selfishly kept for himself?"

"And you'd tell me about that stuff?" Jack's voice held a heavy note of disbelief. The offer was tempting, but he didn't quite buy it. He wouldn't believe if it his grandfather himself spoke the same words. The differences between the two adversaries were muddled at best. "What would you get out of it?"

" I have no reason to hide it." His silky voice slithered over his figuratively forked tongue. He could charm a snake out of its skin. "For instance, have you ever wondered about those glasses your grandfather wears?" Jack looked to them, and he was filled with a burning desire to know. Maybe it was the fever acting up, or maybe it was the temptation de Rais presented to him. "Day and night they never come off. Want to know what's beneath them?" Their conversation was interrupted by a slow, quiet chuckle. Pyre's shoulders shook until the mirth broke out into a loud, mocking laugh. De Rais scowled and Jack heard him emit a growl beneath his breath. "So afraid of him finding the truth that you mock us?"

"I only mock you, de Rais. You and your scrambling to grasp any information that will prove your delusions."

"You're always speaking in rhymes, Pyre." His composure returned, but there was still hesitation in the voice. Jack realized his grandfather held the upper hand in this dual of wits and secrets because de Rais was afraid. He was afraid of Pyre. "I'm sure your grandson was tired of them weeks ago."

"And you are pretending to speak for his wishes?"

"How about I say what I want?" Jack demanded as he pushed away from de Rais and moved to stand between them. He scowled as he glanced from one to the other. "Do either of you know what the hell you're talking about? Do any of you care what I have to say about any of this? I'm standing right here and you two are talking about me like I'm a million miles away." They made no move to interrupt him, and he wasn't finished. "With all this bullshit you both sound insane to me. You're rambling on about nothing and believing all of it."

"Jack, you're acting like a child," de Rais lightly scolded. His grandfather said nothing, but he was watching Jack "Surely you understand that I'm offering you the answers you want."

"Yeah, but what's the price?" Jack paused as he thought about that. There was something familiar about what'd he'd just said. He looked to his grandfather, and recalled the questions he had asked him down in the cavern. "What price...am I willing to pay?" he slowly repeated. His grandfather didn't move, but he had the feeling he nodded his head. "Would I be willing to give up my life?"

"Your life?" de Rais scoffed. "Nothing that dramatic, but there are definite benefits for your answers." His voice had lost its ring. There was only a hollow sound passing his lips. A waste of air. "You just need to ask and I'll be your servant." Jack glanced at him and scowled. There was something in his dark eyes he didn't like. De Rais saw his distrust and his mask slipped. "I offer you what you want, don't you see that? This isn't something you should throw away based on the words of someone like Pyre."

"Yeah, well, you talk a lot but you're full of bullshit. You'd even give Kyle a run for his money with all that crap." Jack smiled as de Rais tried to suppress his anger. "Nice offer, but I think I'll stick with the devil I know." He moved over to stand beside his grandfather. "He may not give me clear answers but at least he won't lie to me."

"Deceit can be as hateful as a lie. Remember that the next time he tries to give you advice." De Rais straightened himself and brushed a hand against his fine suit. "And Pyre, you might want to give the poor boy some answers. He's hungry enough to take anyone's offer."

"Blood will remain thicker than water," Pyre argued. "It's a lesson you should have learned a long time ago, de Rais."

"Yes, well, I haven't had as much time as yourself to learn all there is to know," he countered. He wouldn't let defeat ruin his mood for long, though, as his smooth smile slid back on his lips. "Perhaps I'll have a few lessons ready soon for you to learn." With a strange look in his eyes he cast one last glance at Jack before he turned and melted away into the fog.

Jack felt a heavy weight leave his chest, but his fever was still aching in his head. He glanced to his grandfather, but his focus was on where de Rais had disappeared. His mouth was set in a firm, thin line and in the darkness of the overcast sky his pallor starkly stood out.

"Let me guess, you're not going to tell me what just happened?" Jack wondered. His relation looked down at him without a word, and he sighed and rolled his eyes. "Maybe it wasn't a great idea to go with you. At least he wanted to give me something."

"You wouldn't have wanted it for the price he offered."

"How would you know? He didn't say what he wanted." His eyes narrowed as he leaned in close to his still grandfather. "Unless you know what he wanted." No reaction. "Do you?" No reply. Talking to him was like talking to a mute. "Strangers give more info than you do," he shot out. "Why didn't you tell me grandma was from here?"

That got his grandfather's attention. He snapped his head down to look hard at Jack.

"Where did you hear this?" he harshly questioned. Jack smirked. He had the upper hand now.

"Not until you tell me why no one mentioned that."

"It was never asked. Who told you?"

"That's not an answer, so you're not getting mine," Jack countered. He'd dangle his bone out as long as he could to get his answer. "Now why the hell didn't anyone tell me?"

"It isn't important."

"It's important to me," Jack shot back. "And if you didn't tell me, that means it's important to you, too, so why the hell didn't anyone mention that? Why the hell wouldn't it be important? Aren't there any of her family living around here?"

"They're all dead." That answer stopped Jack in his tracks. He was disappointed, but not undeterred.

"Who was her dad? Her mom? Hell, where's she even buried?" His grandfather grew quiet again, but he was having none of that. "Didn't you give a damn about her at all?"

"Don't ask stupid questions," he snapped.

"Then why the hell is her grave out there some place we can't visit because you won't tell us where she is?" Jack knew he was yelling, but he didn't care. This was too many secrets.

"You want to know where she is?" Pyre was at the end of his patience, also. Those bespectacled eyes reflected Jack's pale face with a fury on his face the young man couldn't hope to describe. "What importance could that have in your short, insignificant life?" He swept up to Jack and his face was an inch from his own. "What would it matter if you knew this small, foolish secret?'

"Because she wouldn't be visiting me if she weren't so lonely!"

For once in all the months he'd known his grandfather and all the





















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OPS/images/cover.jpg
THE CATATYS %

BOOKS 4-5

Heidi Willard






