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THERE ARE TOO MANY people who think that the only thing that's right is to get by, and the only thing that's wrong is to get caught. ~J. C. Watts

Obsessed by a fairy tale, we spend our lives searching for a magic door and a lost kingdom of peace.  ~Eugene O'Neill

You cannot be lonely if you like the person you're alone with. ~Wayne Dyer

[image: image]

“CAN'T THIS BUCKET GO any faster?” Will griped as Helen skillfully navigated the treacherous nighttime streets in their humble little silver Prius.  “Julia's expecting us!  What if she gets upset?”

Helen snarled at her husband as he sat back against the seat grouchily. “I’m going as fast as the law will allow,” she said, attempting to be patient.  “You don't want to get pulled over, do you?  That'd really slow us down.”  She sighed.  “I swear you've been spoiled by shadow-jumping, Will.  We'll get there when we get there.  Don't worry.  She won't start without us.  She understands.”

“I don't,” Will grumped, staring out at the night, crossing his arms across his bear-like chest.

“Relax, honey,” Helen chided.  “Enjoy the winter wonderland scenery.  Get used to it.  Until your gift comes back, this is just how it'll have to be.”

Will snorted and clammed up, staring listlessly at the scenery crawling painfully by at a snail’s pace.  

Ever since his shadow-jumping ability had begun to go wonky, he'd found out just how much he missed it.  It hurt not to be able to slip into shadow anymore.  He'd almost begun to feel at home there, in the space between spaces, able to go anywhere almost instantly, to shadow over to his friend's house quicker than a phone call, or whisk his wife away to the lake on a whim, or make a fast escape into shadow at a moment's notice, or just sneak away to be alone.  

In the past, his gift had saved all their lives many times.  Now...  Now, Will simply felt useless.  Worse than useless... he felt trapped.

The others had been having similar problems, but not quite like that.  His best friend Iain Axel still had his spirit-walking ability, and his medium-ship ability, but that had also begun to go strange.  The spirits he saw always seemed agitated, and he could never figure out why, and they wouldn't tell him.  It was as if they simply didn't want to talk to him anymore.  When they did, they only ever seemed to be angry, exasperated, infuriated with him, saying terrible things to him, making him cringe and shut down again.

Helen's telepathy had gone a little bit strange, too.  There were times when she couldn't seem to hear people's thoughts as clearly as she used to, but only got general impressions of thought.  But even so, it could still be useful.

Even Laura Axel's extra-sensory intuition was no longer reliable.  She kept getting the feeling of lurking danger, but could get no clear impression of it.  It was incredibly frustrating, for the more she tried to get a hold on it, the further away it slipped.  The muddled feelings and insights she did get were downright weird... sometimes ridiculous.  

It kept telling her to shy away from Julia, for one.  Which was ridiculous.  

After all, it was Julia. They all knew Julia.

What could possibly be wrong with her?
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AT LAST, WILL AND HELEN reached the Axel home and eagerly disembarked from their car, making their way to the door, shivering in the chilly night air.  Julia was there standing at the door, smiling prettily, waiting to welcome them in.  “Sorry we're late,” Will said hastily.  “The traffic was awful.”

Julia shook her pretty dark-haired head; her beautiful emerald green eyes sparkled.  “Think nothing of it, Will,” she said magnanimously, and issued them into the house.  “Come in, we're all downstairs.”

Sighing to each other with relief, they followed her inside and down into the basement, where Iain, Laura, and Storm sat sipping bottles of cow's blood and talking quietly amongst themselves.  Little Constance was safely asleep in her bed upstairs, curled up with Nurse Teddy, bundled up in blankets against the late winter chill just outside.

The others gathered together quietly, so as not to disturb Constance, and they all relaxed as Julia passed bottles of blood to Will and Helen.  “Thank you for coming,” Julia said to the two of them.  “I know how much you dislike winter driving.”

“No problem,” Will enthused, grinning broadly at her from the couch.  “You know there's nothing we won't do for you, Julia.”

Julia smiled softly down at him and sat down primly in the recliner.  The others leaned in to hear what she had to say.

She gestured to Storm.  “Go ahead, Storm.  Tell us what you've found out.”

Storm seemed to snap awake then, and all attention turned to her.  She cleared her throat and sat up straight.  “I've been in contact with my old friend Rune,” she said, “I think you all remember Rune.”  

As she spoke, her hand instinctively went up to her throat, as if to touch something that ought to be there, but wasn’t. Then she remembered that all her lovely stones and crystals hung lower, at her heart, and her hand moved down to them, fingering them absently.  “He's been researching the issue at Churubusco for us,” she continued.

“What?” Helen piped up in surprise.  “Churubusco?  We ended that investigation weeks ago.”

“I know,” Storm said patiently.  “But Rune... well... he likes to feel that he’s been thorough.  He continued to investigate, even after I’d told him we were done with it.”  

The others visibly drooped.  This wasn’t going to be as interesting as they’d hoped.  It was likely to be a long meeting.  Rune was, indeed, a thorough man.

Julia, however, did not droop.  Rather, she began to look slightly uncomfortable.  The others didn’t seem to notice this, but simply resigned themselves to listening to Storm.

“You’ve all heard the stories,” Storm went on, referring to her little green notebook.  “The ‘Beast of Busco’, first sighted in 1898 by a local farmer swimming in the lake.  Supposedly a giant turtle, nicknamed ‘Oscar’, never caught, despite numerous turtle hunts, despite even the lake being partly drained.  Various sightings were peppered throughout the next century, never proven, mostly claimed by non-locals.  Rumors began about animals disappearing in the area, again, never proven.”

“We know all that,” Will said boredly.  “We investigated Fulk Lake, remember?  There was nothing there.  No lake monster.  Nothing but some rusty old chains, used condoms and beer cans.”

“That isn’t the end of it, though,” Storm said, fixing him with a hard look.  He sighed, settled down again, and contented himself with sending lusty thoughts toward his wife.  

“According to Rune, there have also been numerous human disappearances linked with the lake,” Storm went on, and everybody perked up a little bit.  They hadn’t heard about that.  “The local authorities kept it very quiet for decades... but he found several cases of people disappearing in the area, men, women, children, with no apparent pattern.  Different age groups, different social classes, different races.  In just a fifty-year span, he found sixteen cases, never solved.”

The others looked at each other.  It was starting to sound more and more like they’d missed something big.  Maybe Fulk Lake was worth another look.

“The only common factor seemed to be the lake.  Each victim had spent some amount of time there.  One victim, a tourist by the name of Derek Shelley, had spent just one afternoon there picnicking.  When Shelley disappeared, it prompted the authorities to close off the lake temporarily.”

Laura leaned forward.  “I heard of him,” she put in.  “Wasn’t his disappearance attributed to the Lafayette Butcher?”

Storm smiled.  “But it was never proven,” she said, holding up a finger for emphasis.  “In fact, that was the one victim the Butcher denied in his final confession.  We didn’t look far enough, guys.”  She looked them each in the eye.  “The Beast of Busco is still around.”
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THEY ALL SUDDENLY STRAIGHTENED as a sleepy Constance approached the basement door and knocked.  Laura rushed up the basement steps to meet her daughter, who was groggily holding Nurse Teddy by the worn foot and dragging her blanket behind her.  “Mommy?” she said as Laura gathered her up.  

“Are you okay, honey?” Laura said.  “Did you have a nightmare?”

Constance nodded blearily.  “It was Chet,” she said as they came downstairs together.  “He kept waking me up.”

Iain opened his arms to receive Constance as Laura sat her down between them on the couch.  “Is Chet saying bad things to you?” he asked her, frowning as he wrapped his arms around her warmly.

Constance snapped awake when she saw Julia sitting regally in the recliner, and she quickly clammed up and snuggled close to her daddy.  “I dunno,” she said in a small voice.

Iain gazed over at Laura dourly.  It was bad enough that he was being beset by the spirits he was only trying to help... but now his daughter, a budding medium still just coming into her natural human gifts, was a victim too.  “That’s going too far,” he said, shaking his head angrily.  “I’m going to have a little talk with Chet, I think.”

Julia rose gracefully to her feet and approached the couch; the others reflexively perked up and followed her movements.

She knelt by Constance, who shrank back a little bit.  She wore a winning smile.  “Maybe what you need is a new charm,” she said in her lyrical, soothing voice.  She scowled.  “Oh.  I see you’re still wearing that ugly old thing,” she remarked, looking at the holey stone Constance wore strung around her neck.  

Ever since Constance had been fascinated and kidnapped by a deranged vampire the year before (and thank goodness wasn’t hurt in the ordeal), Laura had decided that the holey stone, which Storm had given to her long ago, should now go to Constance,  who had worn it faithfully ever since.  She never took it off.  It was almost part of her now.  

A tiny round stone with a hole naturally worn in it by water, it had proven effective against vampire influence before.  It had protected Storm for centuries.  Then, a few short years ago, it had protected Constance and then Laura from the influence of the ancient vampire
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