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      It was a given that a fifteen-year-old boy left to his own devices in the country would get into trouble.

      Grant Laurent was no exception.

      Today it was hot as the devil, so he had done what any reasonable teen would do. He had gone down to the murky, smelly Mississippi River bank to hunt frogs.

      He’d been successful, too. He had a big son-of-a-bitching bull frog in his burlap bag. It kicked and squeaked, but he’d let it out soon enough. He wasn’t cruel. He had good plans for it, though, before he set it free.

      Hell, his cousins would probably want to eat it. Northerners—and yes, Natchez was the north compared to New Orleans—were strange people.

      Walking along the road leading away from the river toward the house, he slung the sack over his shoulder and whistled a nonsensible tune.

      He was the only one outside. Everyone else was inside, avoiding the hottest part of the sunny day. But not Grant. Grant was a man with a purpose. And today’s purpose was to send his sister squealing.

      A flock of blue birds fluttered from one of the old oak trees, taking flight into the cloudless sky.

      That was definitely one of the benefits—few as they were—to spending summers up here in the country. There was far more to get into.

      His parents packed up the whole family and traveled here every year for the three or four hottest months of the summer.

      Mother was deathly afraid of contracting the yellow fever. Father’s parents had both died from it before Grant was even born, but it left a lasting impression on Mother.

      Following the bend in the road, he could see the house up ahead. A huge three-story house with tall white columns from ground to roof. He personally preferred his town home in New Orleans with the courtyard right in the middle, but this was the style out here in the country.

      A cool breeze swept through the trees, sending the moss flying like silver flags on a pirate ship.

      He shivered. This was full on June. There should be no cool spells. Maybe a little cool in the mornings, but that burned off quick enough.

      There were some dark clouds banking in the southwest. If they were in New Orleans, he’d say there was a hurricane coming in. But they were much too far inland for that.

      He shrugged it off and kept walking.

      It made no difference to him. He had his frog and he was happy.

      As he rounded another bend, he noticed that there was a layer of mist coming in. The kind of mist that sometimes lingered over the Mississippi River early in the mornings.

      Now that was weird.

      He stopped and looked behind him, but the mist was everywhere. And he was alone.

      He took another step, but something invisible seemed to push back, keeping him from going any further.

      He would have expected something like this in New Orleans, but it was the first time he’d encountered anything other than the mundane up here.

      Intrigued, but like most fifteen-year-old boys, not afraid of anything, he turned around again to see what he could see behind him.

      He couldn’t see anything other than the mist, but it was what he didn’t see… didn’t hear… that was most interesting.

      He didn’t hear anything at all. No steamboat whistle. No dogs braying at squirrels. No birds.

      He slowly turned back around, ready to get on to the house now.

      Enough was enough already.

      His feet froze to the ground, this time of their own accord.

      A girl, about his age, stood not more than three feet in front of him.

      The wind whipped at her long black hair. She stood perfectly still, not bothering to sweep it out of her eyes.

      She was wearing nothing but a pair of short blue pants that left her legs scandalously bear all the way down to a pair of white shoes. Her top was equally risqué. A tight light blue material that left her arms bare. The scooped neck accented her bosom.

      He took in all of this with a split-second glance, but it was her eyes that enchanted him.

      Big green eyes framed with thick dark lashes. Her skin was white as snow and her lips red and plush.

      She was frowning at him from that beautiful face.

      He just grinned in response. Confronted with such beauty looking at him with adorable consternation, there was nothing else he could do.

      The mist swirled at their feet, but they were alone in a cocoon of silence.

      Then the wind stopped blowing her hair. It just stopped.

      The moss in the trees around us still blew in the wind, but within their little bubble, there was no sound. No wind. Nothing but mist swirling at their feet.

      They tried again to take a step forward. Managed one step.

      He swallowed the emotion that overwhelmed him and took another step forward.

      If she was really there, he wanted to touch her. To feel her.

      She, too, took a step forward and now they were standing merely inches apart.

      She looked up at me with her beautiful green eyes, framed with long thick lashes, her mouth parted ever so slightly. Her breathing was shallow as though she had just run a long distance. And he felt much the same way.

      “I can’t…” He held up a hand, palm out, unable to get his thoughts formed into words. “Are you real?”

      She held her own hand up, her palm facing, but not touching, his.

      “I’m real,” she said.

      They stood there with our hands held up as though they stood on two sides of a window, able to see each other, but unable to actually touch.

      But it wasn’t enough. Would never be enough.

      He wanted to actually touch her.

      To know that she was real.

      “As am I,” he said, searching her eyes.

      Then unable to stop himself, he pressed his hand forward, clasping her fingers in his.

      She was real. She was so very real.

      Now that he had touched her, he couldn’t get enough.

      He lifted his other hand, with every intent of taking her other hand, too, but that did not happen.

      She began to fade.

      Her fingers slipped out of his. He leaned forward, trying to keep his grip on her.

      But the girl quite simply faded away.

      The mist receded along with the wind and the cool breeze. A steamboat blew its familiar horn on the river behind him and a dog brayed.

      His burlap sack had fallen to the ground and the frog escaped.

      But he no longer cared.

      All he cared about was the girl who had just vanished in front of his eyes.
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      I was only here to get the cat.

      And take care of a few of Grandpa Jonathan’s financials.

      The house was clean, but it just smelled… well… old. Musty really.

      I was used to the antiseptic scent of the hospital where I worked. So much so that anything else smelled dirty.

      The furry white cat jumped on top of the breakfast table as I pulled the lid on a can of cat food and set it there in front of him. I didn’t care if he ate on the table.

      But he just sat there and blinked at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      The cat meowed.

      “Oh. Alright.” It took me a minute to find a saucer to dump the cat food into it. I slid it over. The cat dove in, like he hadn’t eaten in days.

      Kit Kat. That was his name. Kit Kat sounded like a girl’s name to me, but who was I to judge.

      As the cat lapped up his food, I put my hands on my hips and looked around the kitchen, trying to decide what else needed to be done.

      I had vowed to never set foot here again.

      But my siblings were unreachable.

      My sister, Sophia, had disappeared eleven years ago, never to be found.

      Just another reason for me to hate this place.

      And now my other two siblings, Cameron and Mackenzie, wouldn’t answer their phones. Straight to voice mail. Both of them.

      What if it was important?

      It was important.

      Grandpa would be spending a month in rehab.

      His assistant… caregiver… Tracie… had called me in tears.

      Grandpa had left specific instructions that I was the one to be called in case of emergency.

      Maybe because I was a doctor. Maybe because the other ones couldn’t be reached and Grandpa knew it.

      I’d asked Tracie to take the cat, but she said no. And no, she didn’t know anyone else who could take care of him.

      That’s what happened when a person lived thirty minutes out of town.

      You had no friends. And if you did have friends, they weren’t going to spend half a day driving out to feed a cat everyday.

      For an entire month.

      Out of options, I’d driven here from Atlanta just to get the cat.

      Just because I didn’t want to be here was no reason for the cat to starve while Grandpa was in rehab.

      I needed to try to see Grandpa, but what I really needed to do was to get back to Atlanta.

      So I had a couple of other things to do, then I was going to throw the cat in his carrier and head out of here.

      I had my reasons for not wanting to be here at the Becquerel estate. It had nothing to do with my family. Nothing to do with Grandpa.

      And it had everything to do with an experience I’d had when I was just fifteen years old.

      An experience I’d had in the mist.

      I’d never told a single soul.

      But I’d never forgotten it.

      And never would.
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      The soil up here in the northern part of the state was good. I couldn’t complain about that.

      The little cotton plants were just now starting to peek up through the soil. Seeing that was my favorite part of the whole planting process. To me it was magical how the little seeds knew how to find their way out of the dirt so they could start growing into big productive plants.

      Also, here in mid-March, the weather was still bearable. Pleasant even. I removed my hat to run a hand through my hair, the warm sun beating down on my head.

      My horse, Fair Flax, shifted beneath me crinkling the leather of my saddle.

      He shook his head at the mournful wail of a steamboat’s horn as it passed. He’d heard the sound his entire life. Even down south. Maybe it was his way of greeting the boat.

      I waved.

      Didn’t know if they could see me or not, but I waved anyway. It was the neighborly thing to do.

      Somehow I’d gotten the reputation of being standoffish.

      I couldn’t figure out what was wrong about a man wanting to keep his head down and doing his work.

      I didn’t gamble or drink much or visit Natchez Under the Hill.

      And I didn’t dance with every marriageable girl in the county.

      In fact, when I did attend a ball or picnic out of family obligation, I rarely danced at all.

      Contrary to common belief, not every eligible bachelor was in need of a wife.

      Now. What I could complain about was only having two acres for my cotton fields.

      How exactly was a man supposed to make a success of himself with only two measly acres?

      But since I did not want to be an ingrate, I kept my mouth shut about it and had been asking around to see if there was some nearby land I could purchase.

      Waiting around to see what my father was going to do as far as dividing up his property between himself and his three sons was one thing. But I was not getting any younger.

      The other thing I could complain about was being up here in north Mississippi to begin with.

      Our plantation home outside of New Orleans had burned to the ground. Father’s property to be technical. So he’d sold the land and the townhome to pay some debts.

      There was supposed to be enough money left over to build a house on my mother’s dowry land up here.

      But Father, it seemed, at least to me, had all but decided to just live with Uncle Samuel and his wife.

      Made since though, because my brother Nathan had built a home of his own for his wife and family. My other brother Andrew was doing the same. In the meantime, they lived here in the main house, but that wouldn’t last for long.

      My sister had a husband to take care of her and they lived in town.

      That just left me.

      I was accustomed to managing thousands of acres. Now I was down to two. Two acres.

      Next year was going to be different.

      I would figure something out.

      I had not always been the serious one, I mused, as I turned Fair Flax around to head for home.

      I’d actually been the mischievous one until that day long ago.

      That had been the last summer I’d spent here until now.

      That was the summer I’d seen the girl in the mist.

      It had changed the way I saw the world.

      It had changed everything about me.

      And I had never told a living soul.
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      I had everything ready to go.

      I was ready to go.

      I’d found a cat carrier in the back of Grandpa’s closet and it sat out in the foyer ready for me to stick Kit Kat in there and go.

      After Kit Kate finished eating, he’d disappeared, so unfortunately, I could not go until I found him.

      Since he didn’t go outside, it shouldn’t be a problem.

      “Kit Kat,” I called. “Time to go.”

      No answer, of course.

      I called him like I would call a dog. Tapped my lap and called “Here Kitty Kitty.”

      The cat could be anywhere. This was, after all, a three-story house.

      We’d never had pets to speak of when we were growing up. Had a hound dog outside one time, but never had a cat.

      I pulled out my phone. Checked the time.

      If I didn’t get on the road soon, I would hit rush hour traffic.

      Might as well eat something now so I wouldn’t have to stop later on.

      Grandpa had a well-stocked refrigerator. Guess we had Tracie to thank for that.

      If only she could accommodate a cat, she’d have been my new favorite person.

      I pulled out a bag of ready-made salad mix and tossed it into a bowl. Sliced a tomato and a cucumber. There. Instant salad. Even easier since I didn’t eat salad dressing.

      I sat down at the table to eat.

      Kit Kat stopped in the doorway. Licked his front paws.

      “About time you showed up,” I said. “Ready to go?”

      While I finished my salad, the cat finished his bath.

      Ready to go now, I washed my bowl and put it away.

      Then I went in search of Kit Kat. I searched for thirty minutes, then gave up and went to sit on the sofa in the parlor.

      The whole point of driving over here was to get the cat. I couldn’t very well leave without him.

      Maybe I could get him to come out by feeding him again.

      I went back into the kitchen and opened another can of food.

      Even emptied it out onto a saucer.

      But no cat. Not this time.

      Apparently Kit Kat was only interested in food on his terms.

      I put my hands on my hips and waited for five minutes.

      Checked the time again.

      There was no way I was going to get back to Atlanta at a decent time tonight.

      Sitting on the couch again, I made some calls. Asked my assistant to reschedule everything for tomorrow.

      Tomorrow I would start again.

      Taking my phone and my phone charger, I went upstairs to what looked like the guest room.

      The house was eerie and quiet without Grandpa here.

      Without anyone here.

      It was too big and too creepy.

      I didn’t like it.

      I put on my pajamas, t-shirt, and some UGGs slippers.

      But before settling in, I went back downstairs to check all the doors again. This old house had far too many doors for my blood.

      One door in front and one in back would have plenty for me.

      Finally satisfied that everything was secure, I went back upstairs.

      Kit Kat sat in the middle of the bed.

      “We’re leaving tomorrow,” I told him. “Don’t think we’re not.”

      He just blinked at me.

      I had time to figure out a new plan of attack to get this cat in his carrier.

      I even thought about putting him in his carrier now. While he was sitting right here, but I couldn’t do that to the little guy.

      He was probably wondering where Grandpa was.

      Right about now, I was wondering where Cameron and Mackenzie were.

      I pulled out my phone and dialed their numbers again. One, then the other, while I absently rubbed the cat’s ears. He rolled over on his back and purred.

      Both went straight to voicemail.

      Tomorrow, since I was still here, I’d go see Grandpa. Find out what he knew.

      Surely he knew where the hell they were.

      They stayed in touch with him, so he would know.

      I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to the old house creak and groan.

      As I wondered if it would ever go to sleep, I wondered the same thing about me.

      Kit Kat, on the other hand, curled up right next to me and went to sleep.

      I sighed.

      Damn it.

      The little cat was stealing my heart.

      And my heart had only been stolen one other time.

      A memory that I did a pretty good job at keeping buried deep in my brain, but being here brought back the memories.

      Just more evidence that I needed to get out of here as soon as possible.
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