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 Chapter 1 
 
    Sunday, May 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Shadow knows. 
 
      
 
    Alyson felt a tingling at the back of her neck as a blanket of fog enveloped her in a mist so thick she was unable to see more than a few feet in any direction. She’d been jogging when the fog rolled in and was eager to get home, but the feeling of being watched was so intense that she paused to listen. The heavy air chilled her face as waves crashed onto the rocks below and a foghorn sounded in the distance. Alyson closed her eyes and listened for a footstep, a breath, or some other sign that would indicate she wasn’t alone. After a moment she opened her eyes and peered into the haze. “Is someone there?”  
 
    Her question was met with silence. 
 
    Alyson looked down at her German shepherd, Tucker, who was standing at her side. She realized if there had been someone watching them Tucker would have sensed it and immediately launched into guard dog mode. She knew it wasn’t a good idea to jog after dark and should have turned back sooner, but she had a lot on her mind and had found comfort in the steady rhythm of her feet pounding the pavement.  
 
    Alyson turned around and started back the way she’d come, listening all the while for something that most likely wasn’t there. She’d had the sense of being watched for the past several days. She supposed it all began when she woke from a deep sleep a few nights before to the sound of whispering coming from an unseen corner of her dark room. For reasons she still didn’t understand, Alyson had been able to see ghosts ever since moving to Cutter’s Cove nine months before, but this was the first time one had spoken to her. The voice had simply said, “The Shadow knows,” over and over again.  
 
    The logical part of her mind told her that she was most likely being paranoid and really needed to learn to chill, while the cautious part reminded her that she was in Witness Protection and there were real people in the world who wanted to kill her. 
 
    Still, she reasoned, she’d been careful. There was little chance the Bonatello brothers had found her. She’d left her old life behind when her handler had arranged for her “death,” as well as the “death” of her mother. He’d changed their names and overall identities and moved them across the country to a tiny town on the Oregon coast. There would be no reason for anyone to suspect that Alyson Prescott was really Amanda Parker, that the heiress to millions would be attending a public high school in a small town that barely showed up on a map.  
 
    Alyson was nearing the spot known to locals as Dead Man’s Bluff on her return trip when she once again heard a sound from behind her. She paused. The heavy air was silent, yet somehow, she knew she wasn’t alone. 
 
    “If there’s someone out there show yourself,” she demanded. “I’m not in the mood for games.”  
 
    Alyson waited, but there was no response. She looked down at Tucker, who was waiting patiently beside her, and sighed. Maybe she was losing her mind. She was just about to continue when a shrill sound pierced the murky night. Alyson’s heart pounded in her chest until she realized the sound was her cell phone. She pulled it out of her pocket and looked at the caller ID. It was her best friend, Mackenzie Reynolds. “Hey, Mac. What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m sitting in front of your house wondering where you are,” Mac said in a tone that conveyed her annoyance so well that Alyson could picture her green eyes flashing in irritation as she twisted a lock of her long red hair around her finger in a move she’d come to recognized as heralding anger or stress.  
 
    “You’re at my house?” Alyson asked. She ran a hand through her long blond hair, pulling it away from her face before wiping the sweat from her brow. It was almost totally dark and the air surrounding her had cooled, but she was still hot from her run. 
 
    “We had a date,” Mac reminded her. 
 
    “A date?” Alyson bent over to relieve the tightness in her thighs. She touched her hands to her feet, then just hung there, releasing the tension in her lower back. 
 
    “Just five hours ago you said, ‘Hey, Mac, why don’t you come over at around six so we can work on our history project?’” 
 
    “Oh, that date.” Alyson stood upright and twisted from side to side. Mac’s boyfriend, Eli, had moved out of town a month ago, after his father had decided to move his business back to Los Angeles, where his older son, Devon, was in college, and Mac had been taking it hard. Alyson wanted to help her through this difficult time, so she was doing the best she could to keep her entertained and distracted.  
 
    “Where are you anyway?” Mac asked. 
 
    Alyson tried to peer through the fog. “I think I’m at Dead Man’s Bluff. The visibility is really bad, but I can hear the echo as the wave’s crash onto the rocks.” Alyson squinted to see into the distance. She took several steps toward the edge of the cliff to get her bearings.  
 
    “What are you doing at Dead Man’s Bluff? That’s miles from your house.” 
 
    “Tucker and I decided to go for a run.” Alyson jogged in place to keep warm. 
 
    “But, as I just pointed out, I was supposed to meet you at your house.” 
 
    Alyson couldn’t help but notice the tone of impatience in Mac’s voice. “Yes, I’m aware of that. I guess I got distracted.” 
 
    Mac let out a long breath. “Stay where you are. I’ll come to get you. You really shouldn’t be out by yourself.” 
 
    “I’m not by myself. I have Tucker. I’m perfectly safe. But a ride would be nice.” 
 
    “I should be there in a few.” 
 
    “Thanks. I guess I should have been paying more attention to…” Alyson paused as her voice caught in her throat. 
 
    “Alyson? Are you still there?” Mac asked, the tone in her voice changing from irritation to worry. 
 
    “There’s someone on the edge of the bluff. It looks like … Oh God, call 911. Someone was just pushed off the cliff.” 
 
    Alyson hung up her phone and ran toward the spot where she’d seen two people arguing. She looked around but couldn’t find evidence of the person who had just been standing there seconds ago. She tried to make out where the body had landed below, but the fog prevented her from seeing the bottom. 
 
    “Hello!” she called. “Are you there? Can you hear me? I’ve called for help. If you’re conscious just hang on.” 
 
    Alyson looked at the ground around her. There was no sign of a struggle. Strange; she was sure she’d heard a couple fighting before one of the combatants threw the other off the cliff. She heard faint sirens in the distance. Mac’s car pulled up seconds before three police cars and an ambulance arrived, lights flashing, sirens blaring. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Mac ran up and hugged her, two uniformed officers at her heels. “What happened?” 
 
    “I was talking to you; then I heard two people arguing. I looked toward the bluff and saw two people locked in a pretty intense struggle. Before I could say anything one person threw the other off the cliff. By the time I got over here whoever’d done the throwing was gone.” 
 
    “Grab the climbing gear and get some spotlights on the rocks,” one of the officers called to the others. Then he turned to Alyson and asked, “Is this where you were standing when you saw the incident occur?”  
 
    Alyson looked around. “No. I was over maybe ten to fifteen yards to my left, but I’m pretty sure this is where the two people were standing.” 
 
    “The two of you wait in your car while we have a look,” the officer instructed. 
 
    Alyson loaded Tucker in the tiny backseat of Mac’s VW and climbed into the front passenger seat to wait. Someone had pulled the police vehicles up to the edge of the cliff and bright spotlights were focused on the rocks below. Then two men outfitted in climbing gear rappelled down the steep cliff face. 
 
    “I wonder who it was.” Mac turned the key in the ignition and turned on the heater. “The victim, I mean.” 
 
    “I don’t know. It was dark, so I couldn’t really make out any features. It sounded like a girl and a guy arguing, though.” 
 
    “Could you hear what they were saying?” 
 
    “Not really.” Alyson held her hands up to the heater vent. “The whole thing happened so fast. One minute I was talking to you and the next I was watching some guy push his girlfriend over the cliff. At least that’s what I think happened; I can’t be completely certain. They just appeared, like by magic. I have no idea where they came from. I didn’t hear a car pull up and I’m pretty sure they weren’t already standing there when I ran past a few minutes before.” 
 
    “But you think they were boyfriend and girlfriend?” 
 
    Alyson paused, then said, “I don’t know. I’m probably just being dramatic, but something about the intensity of the moment made me think it was a lovers’ quarrel. No one can make you crazier than someone you’re in love with.” 
 
    Mac, who had cut her curly hair into a cute bob and was dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, glanced at the clock on the dashboard. “They’ve been down there quite a while. What do you think they found?” 
 
    Alyson inhaled deeply, then let out a long, slow breath. “The men who rappelled down haven’t come up and I don’t see an attempt to lower a stretcher, so I’m thinking a dead body.” 
 
    Mac took Alyson’s hand in hers. “I hate to say it, but I’m afraid you’re right. It’s a pretty good drop down. I don’t see how anyone could survive it.” 
 
    Alyson felt a tear at the corner of her eye as she tried to still her pounding heart. She’d only moved to Cutter’s Cove the previous August, so she didn’t know a lot of the people who lived there, other than the kids who attended the high school she did, so she most likely wouldn’t know the victim, but the thought that someone had just died left her feeling sad and uncertain. “Why do they call this Dead Man’s Bluff anyway? Have other people died here?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Mac reached across Alyson and opened the glove box. “I never thought about it before.” She pulled out a pair of gym socks and handed them to her shivering friend. “Here, put these on; your feet must be soaked.” 
 
    “Thanks. I guess I didn’t take into account the amount of mud last night’s rain would have caused when I decided to jog along the shoreline trail.” Alyson peeled off her previously white Nikes and damp sport socks and rolled Mac’s offering onto her feet.  
 
    “So you didn’t notice the people before you saw one of them being pushed from the edge?” Mac slid a stick of gum from the pack she found on the dashboard and offered another to Alyson. 
 
    Alyson folded the gum into her mouth. “No. It was so strange. One minute I was talking to you and the next they just appeared.” 
 
    “What do you mean, appeared?” Mac adjusted the air vents so the side windows would defrost. 
 
    “I didn’t see them the whole time I was talking to you and then poof, there they were.” Alyson glanced at the emergency response team. “It looks like they’re packing up.”  
 
    The ambulance and a couple of police cars pulled away. The officer who had spoken to them walked toward Mac’s car. Alyson opened the door and got out. “What’d you find?” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” the officer responded. 
 
    Alyson frowned. “Nothing?” 
 
    The man in the blue uniform looked annoyed. She was afraid he wouldn’t answer her question, but after a brief pause he explained, “We did a thorough search of the area. We didn’t find a body, blood, or any signs of a struggle. I’m not sure what you saw, but it wasn’t a person being thrown off the cliff.” 
 
    “But it was,” Alyson assured the dark-haired officer. “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Have you been drinking, miss?” 
 
    “Drinking? Of course not. I’m only seventeen. I was out for a run with my dog when my friend called me on my cell phone. I stopped to take the call and suddenly I saw two people on the bluff. It was dark and the fog was thick, but I’m pretty sure one was a man and the other a woman. I realized almost immediately they were arguing. I was looking directly at them when one person pushed the other off the cliff.” 
 
    “Did you see where the person who did the pushing went?” 
 
    Alyson narrowed her eyes. She tried to remember exactly how things had played out, but it was all so fuzzy. “No. As soon as I realized what had happened, I ran over to where they’d been standing, but the person who did the pushing was gone.” 
 
    The policeman closed the small notebook he’d been using to take down notes and slid it into his pocket. It didn’t take a genius to figure out he’d decided Alyson had either imagined or made the whole thing up. He took a closer look at her, then said, “It’s foggy. Sometimes your eyes can play tricks on you.” 
 
    “But I didn’t just see them; I heard them,” Alyson insisted. 
 
    He shifted his position, looking her up and down, as if trying to decide whether she was some kind of a nutcase. “If you heard the argument what did they say?” 
 
    Alyson tilted her head so she was gazing up to the sky. This whole thing was just too bizarre. The rescue team hadn’t found the body, but there had to have been one.  
 
    “Miss,” the police officer began once again, “do you or do you not remember what the two individuals on the bluff were arguing about?” 
 
    Alyson looked back at the officer. All she could do was answer honestly. “I don’t know. I know they were arguing, but I couldn’t make out the words.” 
 
    He just shook his head. “I’m sorry, miss. I don’t know what you think you saw, but there’s no body at the bottom of that cliff. I suggest you go home and get something to eat. You were out jogging and it’s starting to get cold; maybe you just got a little light-headed.” 
 
    “But…” Alyson started to argue. 
 
    “Don’t worry; I’ll take her home,” Mac promised the officer. 
 
    Alyson watched as he walked back to his squad car. She was certain she hadn’t imagined things. She couldn’t explain the missing body, but she knew someone had died here. Mac started her car as the officer’s pulled away. 
 
    “I’m not crazy,” Alyson insisted, turning to Mac for support. “I know what I saw.” 
 
    Mac pulled onto the coast road. “I believe you. I do. But maybe there’s another explanation for what you saw.” 
 
    “Another explanation? Like what?” 
 
    “You’ve seen ghosts and otherworldly beings before,” Mac reminded her. “Zachary, the gypsy at Halloween, our friend from the cemetery…” 
 
    Alyson frowned. “You think the people on the bluff were ghosts?” 
 
    “It would explain why they didn’t find a body. If the couple you saw were ghosts there would be no body to find.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…” 
 
    “Think about it,” Mac interrupted. “What other possible explanation makes sense? Unless you really were smoking a funny little cigarette before you took your run.” 
 
    “As if.” Alyson glared at Mac through the darkness. 
 
    “Just kidding. Let’s get you home and we’ll see if we can figure this out.” 
 
    Mac pulled onto the narrow road leading back toward the coastline. When Alyson was forced to give up her life after she and her best friend had witnessed a gangland murder, resulting in the subsequent murder of her friend, she’d thought she’d never be happy again. Not only had she been required to leave everything she’d ever known behind—including her father—and given up her identity but she’d given up her sense of security to the realization that very bad men wanted her dead.  
 
    Then she’d met Mac and her other new best friend, Trevor Johnson, and somehow the life she’d left behind now seemed like little more than a distant memory. Not that she didn’t still miss her father and her friends back in New York terribly, but Amanda Parker was gone and Alyson found she very much enjoyed the life Alyson lived. There were times when she’d wake up in a cold sweat after dreaming that everything she’d built here had been stripped away, but overall, she’d begun to settle into her new life and her old one was something she didn’t think about very often. 
 
    Mac chatted about school as she made the short drive to Alyson’s oceanfront home. Once they arrived, Alyson let Tucker out of the cramped backseat and entered the house, where she tossed a log on the fire she’d left smoldering. Her mother was out of town, so the house was quiet except for the steady ticktock of the grandfather clock on the second-floor landing. 
 
    “I’m going to take a quick shower and put on some clean clothes,” Alyson announced. “Help yourself to a snack. I’ll be right down.” 
 
    Alyson stripped off her sweaty clothes and padded into the shower in her private bath. She stood under the spray and tried to make sense of everything that had just happened. She’d been sure she was being watched, although Tucker hadn’t responded in any way, and she was certain she’d seen a woman thrown from the cliff, although the police hadn’t found her body. What in the heck was going on? 
 
    After Alyson washed and rinsed her hair she stepped out of the shower and wrapped herself in a large white towel. She combed her long blond hair straight and looked at herself in the mirror. She knew that in some small way she was still Amanda Parker, but she had long ago stopped feeling like an imposter playing a role.  
 
    Pulling on a pair of sweatpants and a large T-shirt, Alyson wiped down the bathroom and headed to the stairs. When she returned to the living room she found Mac had called Trevor and arranged for him to not only head over to Alyson’s house but to pick up pizza on his way.  
 
    “Great; I’m starving,” Alyson said as she turned on some music. 
 
    “I figured we could use an extra mind to help figure this out, and Trev always seems to be happy to be included. Are you feeling better?” 
 
    Alyson narrowed her eyes. “Yeah. I guess. I still think I saw something on the bluff, though, despite what the police said.” 
 
    “I know. And I believe you saw something too. I’m just not sure it wasn’t already dead.”  
 
    In the nine months Alyson had lived in Cutter’s Cove she’d seen a lot of really strange things. Maybe what she’d seen were ghosts, maybe they were something else, but one thing was for sure: in the end her visions turned out to be key clues in important mysteries. 
 
    Forty-five minutes later, Alyson, Mac, and Trevor were gathered around the kitchen table eating thick, cheesy slices of Pirates Pizza while Alyson filled Trevor in on exactly what had happened. 
 
    “Why is it,” Trevor plopped a large piece of pepperoni into his mouth, “that every creepy thing that happens in Cutter’s Cove seems to happen to you?” 
 
    Alyson shrugged. “Just lucky, I guess.” 
 
    “So what now?” Trevor helped himself to a second slice. “Are we supposed to do something about this encounter with the Twilight Zone or just wait to see if it happens again?” 
 
    Mac carefully picked the bell peppers off her second piece of Pirates Combo. “I think we should look into it, at least to the extent we can with the limited amount of information we have. Alyson may have stumbled across some isolated otherworldly encounter, but it might be a portent of something that’s yet to happen.” 
 
    “Okay; where do we start?” Trevor scooped up the neat pile of discarded toppings Mac had left on her napkin and put them on top of his own pizza.  
 
    “I guess we could try to find out whether anyone was ever thrown off that cliff in the past,” Alyson suggested. “Maybe I stumbled onto some kind of rerun.” 
 
    Mac set her pizza on her plate, wiped her hands on a napkin, walked over to the counter, and took her laptop out of her bag. She plugged it into a nearby wall socket and booted it up. Mac was not only Alyson’s best friend but a genius and computer savant of sorts. Given enough time, there was nothing she couldn’t hack into to retrieve information they might need. 
 
    “We can start by trying to get a list of murders in Cutter’s Cove.” Mac typed a few key words into a search engine. “Wow, there’s more than I thought there would be. Let’s see if we can narrow it down.”  
 
    Alyson watched as she continued to type. Mac was involved in an internship at a local software company, which allowed her to increase her skill level, but Alyson knew Mac wanted more. She wanted to expand her knowledge to the point where she could breech the few barriers that still eluded her, so she’d applied to a summer program for master hackers and programmers. It was difficult to be accepted into, but once in, the road ahead was usually paved with dollar signs.  
 
    “You going to finish that pizza?” Trevor asked Mac. 
 
    “No,” Mac answered. “I’m done. You can have it.” 
 
    Trevor smiled as he scooped up what was left of Mac’s dinner. There weren’t a lot of certainties in life, but Alyson knew this for sure: If food was available, Trevor would find room in his stomach to polish it off. 
 
    “Have you found anything?” Alyson asked after a pause. 
 
    Mac continued to type for a few more seconds and then nodded. “I found an obituary. Samantha Roberts, a senior at Cutter’s Cove High School, was found dead at the bottom of Dead Man’s Bluff on May 27, 1992. It isn’t known whether she met with foul play or simply slipped. No evidence of a struggle was found at the scene. It was reported by some of her classmates that she had recently begun acting strange and may have just jumped.” Mac looked up from the screen. “The rest of the article just lists her family members and talks about arrangements for a memorial service.” 
 
    “That was twenty-five years ago, almost exactly. Maybe, as I suspected, I did happen across a rerun,” Alyson concluded. 
 
    “Are there any other victims?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Let’s see.” Mac began typing again. “I went back two hundred years and cross-referenced strange deaths and Cutter’s Cove. I found several shootings, quite a few drownings, deaths by bludgeoning and strangulation, drug overdoses, and hey, a hanging in the town square. I guess I need to narrow my search a bit. Hang on. I’m going to search for deaths reported at Dead Man’s Bluff.” 
 
    Alyson dumped the pizza box and discarded paper plates and napkins into a white kitchen trash bag as she waited for Mac to narrow her search. She tied the red handle into a knot and set the bag near the back door.  
 
    “I’ve got one,” Mac informed them. “Andrea Jenner. Hey, that’s weird.” 
 
    “What’s weird?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “Andrea Jenner was found dead at the bottom of Dead Man’s Bluff on May 27, 1967. It was believed her death was an accident because no signs of foul play were discovered. Several family members reported that Andrea had been acting strange in the days leading up to her death.” 
 
    “Almost exactly fifty years ago.” Alyson scooted around behind Mac so she could see the screen. “See if you can find other deaths on May 27. So far we have reports of deaths in that spot twenty-five and fifty years ago.” 
 
    Mac typed in new search parameters. “There are, wow, there are several others dating all the way back to 1892.” 
 
    “Let me guess.” Trevor chimed in. “In 1917 and 1942.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “So why hasn’t anyone ever noticed this pattern before?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “All of the incidents were determined to be accidents or suicides. I doubt any formal investigation ever took place. In every case the victim was said to have been acting strange before her death.” 
 
    “They all saw what I saw,” Alyson realized. “I’m willing to bet they saw the murder, probably reported it, were accused of being nuts or on drugs or something, and then ended up dead at the bottom of Dead Man’s Bluff on May 27. I’m not sure why I’m so certain that it’s the entire sequence that repeats, but somehow I am.” 
 
    “Oh my God, that means…” Mac looked up from her computer. 
 
    “That if we don’t figure out what’s going on I might be the next victim to end up dead on May 27.” 
 
    “There’s no way I’m letting you anywhere near Dead Man’s Bluff on May 27,” Trevor asserted. 
 
    “Today is May 21. We have time to figure out what’s going on. Maybe we can put a stop to the cycle if we can find out why it got started in the first place. Mac, I need everything you can find about the incidents themselves, the victims and their movements on the days leading up to their deaths. Anything that will help us understand why the victims were chosen and exactly what happened to them. And see if you can get a look at the police reports. We need to know exactly what each victim reported and when. Did all the victims have a vision on the 21st?” Alyson turned to look at Trevor. “Trevor, go down to the newspaper and see if you can find out anything that may not have been reported on the Net. Hard copies of old newspapers, maybe magazine articles. Check the library archives while you’re at it. I’m going to go visit Booker. He seems to know everything about anything having to do with local history. We’ll meet back here tomorrow at around six.” 
 
    “I hate to bring this up, but we haven’t even gotten started on the project for our history final,” Mac pointed out. 
 
    “Maybe we could work on it at lunch tomorrow. Or after we meet tomorrow night. Plan to have dinner here. My mom’s out of town, but I’m sure I’m capable of whipping something up.” 
 
    “You’re here alone?” Trevor asked. “Oh, I don’t think so. One of us should stay.” 
 
    “I’ll stay,” Mac volunteered. “I’ll go home to get a change of clothes, then come back.” 
 
    “I’m fine. Really,” Alyson insisted. “No one has to stay. I have Tucker if anything strange happens.” 
 
    “There’s no way we’re leaving you alone.” Trevor was adamant. “If it doesn’t work out for Mac to stay I will. I’ll sleep on the couch.”  
 
    “I should be able to stay.” Mac got up and started to put her stuff back into her backpack. “I’ll go get my stuff. You can stay until I get back.” 
 
    “Guys, I’m not a baby. I’m perfectly capable of staying alone.” 
 
    “No, Trevor’s right,” Mac insisted.  “Who knows what happened to those girls in the days leading up to their deaths? One of us should be with you, at least until your mother gets home.” 
 
    “Okay, I give. If you want to stay, stay. But be warned: I snore.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. I’ve stayed over before,” Mac reminded her. 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t take this so lightly,” Mac scolded. “You have no way of knowing what happened to those girls. The vision you saw tonight may be the first of many.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. It’s just been a long time since I’ve had to be babysat.” 
 
    “If I was the one who saw the vision would you be leaving me alone?” Mac asked. 
 
    “No, I guess not.” 
 
    “Okay, then. I’ll be back in a jiff.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Monday, May 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day they met at their usual table in the lunchroom. It was franks and beans day, so most of the students were eating fruit and salads. 
 
    “You’d think the school could come up with a menu that didn’t include franks and beans,” Alyson complained as she sat down next to Trevor. 
 
    “Hey, I like them,” Trevor said, defending the school menu. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. They have protein and fiber, and I’m assuming those little green things in there are some type of vegetable.” Trevor stabbed one of the green things and held it up for inspection before plopping it into his mouth. “You should try it. It’s good.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll pass.” Alyson took the lid off her salad. 
 
    “What’d anyone find out?” Mac asked, taking a bite of her apple. “About last night’s nocturnal showdown, I mean.” 
 
    “I called Booker,” Alyson started. “He’s back from Europe, so I told him I’d stop by after school.” Booker was the nickname of a man who’d once been the school librarian but had since retired. He had an extensive library in his home and a keen understanding of most of the books contained therein. He’d helped them on previous cases by giving them the background they needed. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Mac volunteered. “Trevor can meet us at your house later.” 
 
    “And what delicacies do you have planned for our dining enjoyment?” Trevor asked Alyson. 
 
    “I’ve been told I do a mean grilled cheese.” 
 
    “You didn’t inherit your mom’s cooking gene, I see.” 
 
    “’Fraid not.” 
 
    “I’ll bring Chinese,” Trevor volunteered. 
 
    “Smart choice.” Alyson tossed her salad bowl into the trash can near the table. “I have many talents, but I’m afraid cooking isn’t one of them.” 
 
    “Girls these day spend all their time getting prettied up, but they’ve forgotten about the basics: cooking and cleaning.” Trevor leaned back and looked around the room, as if including the whole population in his statement. “When a man comes home from a long day’s work he expects to find a clean house and a hot meal.” 
 
    “Oh please.” Alyson kicked Trevor under the table. “You might want to step out of the fifties. Besides, I spend very little time getting ‘all prettied up,’ unlike some people, one of whom is approaching from five o’clock.” 
 
    Trevor turned just as Chelsea Green, head cheerleader and major pain in everyone’s backside, sat down next to him.  
 
    “Nice sweater, Mac,” Chelsea drawled in the sarcastic manner she’d perfected. “It’s so you. I have to say I admire your bravery. I can’t think of another person in the whole school who would have the guts to wear something so… colorful.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chelsea. That blouse you’re wearing is great too. It does wonders for your complexion. It’s not everyone who has the guts to wear something so close to their own skin tone. What do you call that, Coppertone orange?” 
 
    “Well, at least I have a skin tone. Pale is so out this year.” 
 
    “Did you want something?” Alyson asked Chelsea, interrupting the banter that always seemed to ensue when Chelsea and Mac were together.  
 
    Chelsea flipped her hair over her shoulder before she answered. “I saw you guys sitting over here and figured that, being the social outcasts you are, you might not have heard the latest scandal.” 
 
    “I can’t say we have. Do tell,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Hilary Baker just told everyone in home economics that Jessica Henderson is pregnant.” 
 
    “Jessica? Really?” Mac frowned.  
 
    “It seems some guy, whose identity is the best-guarded secret in Cutter’s Cove, got her drunk at Tommy Bilson’s party and knocked her up.” 
 
    “Jessica just doesn’t seem the type,” Mac murmured. 
 
    “According to Hilary, Jessica swears someone must have put something in her drink, but I think she’s just covering. I always did suspect the whole holier-than-thou image she tries to portray is fake.” 
 
    “I wonder why she’s protecting the guy,” Alyson said. 
 
    “Hilary thinks Jessica was so drunk she can’t even remember who it was she slept with and is too embarrassed to admit it, so she’s keeping her mouth shut.” 
 
    “Poor Jessica,” Mac sympathized.  
 
    “Didn’t anyone else at the party notice who Jessica was with?” Alyson inquired. 
 
    “I don’t know. Hilary didn’t say.” 
 
    “Jessica doesn’t seem like the type to drink a lot,” Mac asserted. “In fact, I’ve never seen her drink at all.” 
 
    Chelsea straightened the hem of her too-short skirt. “She told Hilary she only had one drink, but she has to be lying. No one gets drunk off one drink.” 
 
    “Unless it was spiked with something harder than alcohol,” Mac insisted. “It wouldn’t be the first time someone was slipped a roofie in a drink at a high school party.” 
 
    “If Jessica was drugged what we have is a case of date rape. Has she gone to the police?” Alyson wondered. 
 
    Chelsea shrugged. “I have no idea. Who knows what really happened? Maybe Jessica just got a little overly randy at the party and made up the whole thing about the drink. Maybe she’s even been sleeping with the father for months but made up the party story to cover her ass with her parents.” 
 
    “Maybe, but if she was date raped we might have a real problem on our hands. There could be other victims,” Alyson pointed out. “Someone should talk to her.” 
 
    Chelsea raised an eyebrow. “Why don’t you do it? You seem to like all that detective stuff.” 
 
    “I think I will. Does anyone know what class she has next?” 
 
    “Oh, she’s not in school. Try her house.” Chelsea jotted something down on a napkin. “Here’s her address.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll go by later.” 
 
    “Just keep in mind when you talk to her that people lie every day to cover up the nasty little messes they get themselves into,” Chelsea warned her. 
 
    “I will keep that in mind.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Alyson drove to the address Chelsea had given her after fifth period. She had computer lab during sixth but figured she could make up the work at home.  
 
    The house was a nice one, in the better part of town. Jessica’s parents obviously fell into the realm of Cutter’s Cove’s elite. The town was mostly middle class, made up of people in the tourism and fishing industries. There were a few, however, who made their money elsewhere and had migrated to Cutter’s Cove for its quiet seaside charm. Those families tended to settle on the north end of town.  
 
    Alyson rang the doorbell and waited. 
 
    “Can I help you?” A nicely dressed, middle-aged woman with streaks of gray in her blond hair opened the door. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Alyson Prescott. I go to school with Jessica. I’d like to see her if she’s available.” 
 
    The woman, who Alyson assumed was her mom, stepped aside and motioned Alyson forward. “Come in. I’ll check to see if she’s up for company. She stayed home from school sick today.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’d appreciate that.” Alyson looked around while she waited. Antique furniture, expensive artwork, picture windows overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Very nice indeed. One thing Alyson had learned since moving to Cutter’s Cove was that the line between the classes was distinct. There were a lot of families in the area who had moved to town when fishing was a major industry and now were barely making ends meet, living not far from others with money to spare who’d come for the proximity to the coast and the exceptional views that so many upscale homes enjoyed. 
 
    After a few minutes the woman came back into the entry where Alyson waited. “She said to go on back to her room. It’s the third door on the left.”  
 
    “Thank you. I’ll just be a minute.” Alyson walked down the wide hallway past perfectly made-up rooms decorated in shades of teal and gray. She knocked once, then opened the bedroom door when instructed to do so.  
 
    “Alyson, hi. Come in.” Jessica was sitting at her desk, fully dressed, working on what looked like homework assignments. “I’m surprised to see you here. I didn’t think you even knew where I lived.” 
 
    “I didn’t. Chelsea Green told me.” 
 
    “Oh. I see.” Jessica closed her notebook and turned to face her guest. “Chelsea told you. I guess my ‘secret’ is out.” 
 
    Alyson crossed the room and sat down on the edge of the bed. “Well, a version of it is out anyway. I know it’s none of my business. We barely know each other and I realize you have no reason to trust me, but I’d like to help if I can.” 
 
    Jessica looked her directly in the eye. “I trust you. Everyone knows you’re some kind of superhero or something.” 
 
    Alyson grinned. “Superhero? Is that what people say?” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “That appears to be your rep. You seem to know stuff and you’ve solved a lot of crimes. You found Caleb and returned his money to him. You rescued Spyder and V. You solved the mayor’s murder. People notice.” 
 
    Pausing, Alyson let out a slow breath. Superhero? She supposed she could live with that. Deciding to get to the point, she asked Jessica what was going on.  
 
    “Let’s sit over there and I’ll tell you the whole sordid story.” 
 
    Alyson followed Jessica across the room, then sat down on one of a pair of chairs that were arranged in front of a white-brick gas fireplace. 
 
    “A little over a month ago I went to this party. I don’t usually drink, but I’d just had this huge fight with my boyfriend, Steve, and decided to drown my sorrows. I had one drink. Just one. The next thing I knew, I woke up in Tommy’s bed completely naked. A few days ago I found out I was pregnant.” 
 
    “Did you… were you ever intimate with Steve?” Alyson watched the range of emotions that played across Jessica’s face as she struggled to continue. 
 
    “No. Actually, that’s what our fight was about. He thought it was time we took our relationship to the next level. I didn’t agree.” 
 
    “I see. Is there someone else you might have had a conversation with? Maybe hung out with? I guess what I’m stumbling over is whether you have any idea who you might have been with. Who the father might be?” 
 
    Jessica lowered her eyes. “No. I don’t remember anything. The night is a total blank between the time Steve left and I woke up in Tommy’s bed.” 
 
    “It sounds like you were a victim of date rape. There are several drugs that can cause exactly what you’re describing. Have you spoken to the police?” 
 
    Jessica sat forward and looked me in the eye. “No. My parents want to keep this quiet. I told my former best friend, Hilary, I was pregnant because I thought I could trust her. Big mistake. I’m sure the whole school knows by now.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “My parents want me to get an abortion, but I don’t know. It doesn’t seem right. What happened to me wasn’t my fault, but it wasn’t the baby’s fault either. He or she has a right to live. But when I think that some creep’s spawn is growing inside me, I want to cut it out myself. I don’t know what I’m going to do. My mom got permission for me to do home study until we figure it out.” 
 
    Alyson placed her hand over Jessica’s in a gesture of support. Her eyes softened as she lowered her voice. “What happened to you was unconscionable. I can’t even begin to imagine what you’re going through, but if you were raped other girls might be at risk too. Whoever did this to you might do it again. I know you’d like this to simply go away, but with your permission I’d like to look into it. If there’s a rapist in town we need to do something about it.” 
 
    Jessica hesitated. “I don’t know. My parents wouldn’t like it.” 
 
    “The decision is yours; I promise. If you tell me to back off I will. But I can be discreet, or at least as discreet as anyone can be when they’re investigating something like this.” Alyson jotted down her cell number. “Please think about it. Either way, call me to let me know.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll think about it. I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Is there anything else I can do for you?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “How’s your calculus?” 
 
    “Pretty good.” 
 
    “I have a couple of problems that are kicking my butt. Maybe you could help me?” 
 
    “I’d be happy to.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Alyson hurried back to school to pick up Mac before heading over to Booker’s. As usual, his huge colonial-style home was perfectly groomed and polished. A housekeeper, new because the old one had been caught stealing from Booker, ushered them inside and showed them to the well-stocked library. 
 
    Booker greeted them warmly. “I’m so glad to see you both. It’s been a while. Europe was lovely, but I did miss my friends. I heard you had quite the mystery to solve over Christmas. I was sorry to miss it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you missed it too, but we’ve got a juicy one for you now,” Mac promised. 
 
    “Then let’s get right to it. Coffee?” 
 
    “Sure; thank you.” Alyson and Mac both accepted cups. 
 
    “Alyson had a little incident the other day.” Mac sat down next to her friend on one of the overstuffed sofas in front of the fireplace. 
 
    “I do hope you’re all right.” Booker positioned himself in one of the wing-backed chairs to Alyson’s right. 
 
    “I’m fine. The incident was more of the spooky, psychological nature than the physical.” 
 
    Mac and Alyson proceeded to fill Booker in on the details of the event, as well as everything they’d learned from their computer session afterward. They tried to provide all the data without jumping to conclusions. Alyson watched Booker’s face as they spoke. She could see they’d piqued his interest.  
 
    “That’s some story. How can I help?” Booker asked. 
 
    “It occurred to us that the best way to stop the cycle is to try to figure out why it began in the first place and how the other victims became involved,” Mac said. “We found similar accounts dating back to 1892. We assume that represents the first event, although it’s possible there were others before that.”  
 
    “Every twenty-five years to the day, a girl dies under almost exactly the same circumstances. She falls to her death at the foot of Dead Man’s Bluff, without evidence of a struggle. All the victims were said to have exhibited strange behavior prior to their deaths,” Alyson added. “We’re wondering if there’s some type of curse, or maybe a trapped spirit, causing these deaths. The internet provided a very limited accounting of the incidents going back to 1892. We were hoping you could tell us more.”  
 
    “I’m happy to try. I have books and diaries dating back to the early eighteen hundreds. I’ll see what I can find. It would be helpful if you could print copies of the articles you found online.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Mac said. “Give me your email address and I’ll forward them to you. I went to the newspaper office during my free period but didn’t find much more than we already knew, but I made a search of old Cutter’s Cove High School yearbooks and came up with photos of the two most recent victims. They both had blond hair and looked amazingly like Alyson. There were no yearbooks going much farther back than that, so I couldn’t find pictures of any of the other girls.” 
 
    “Do you know if they had anything else in common besides blond hair?” Booker asked. 
 
    “They were smart; honor roll all four years. They also seemed active and popular; there were a lot of pictures of them.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can find. Are you able to come back tomorrow after school?” 
 
    “We’ll be here,” Alyson promised. 
 
    “I hope I’ll have some news for you by then.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As promised, Trevor arrived at six at Alyson’s house bearing gifts from the Chow Palace Chinese restaurant. “There’s something about little white boxes that make me feel all warm and fuzzy,” Trevor commented as he set the food out on the kitchen table. 
 
    “I hear ya,” Mac agreed. “Sometimes a little pork fried rice or broccoli beef is all it takes to set the world right on its axis.” 
 
    “This looks so good.” Alyson piled her plate with sweet and sour pork, fried wontons, and a golden-brown egg roll. “I’m starving. That salad at lunch didn’t do much to quell my appetite.” 
 
    “Did you talk to Jessica?” Trevor asked after everyone had filled their plate with Chinese goodness. 
 
    Alyson nodded. “She pretty much confirmed what Chelsea said. She went to a party, had one drink, and woke up naked in Tommy Bilson’s bed.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s harsh. Did she tell you who raped her?” Trevor picked up a piece of honey-covered shrimp with his chopsticks. 
 
    “No. I offered to help her find out what went down, but she’s afraid it will upset her parents. She’s going to think about it and call me tomorrow.” 
 
    “Is she planning to come back to school?” Mac bit into a crispy egg roll she’d dipped in Chow’s special sauce. 
 
    “No. She’s doing home study for now.” 
 
    “Good plan. The rumor mill is out in full force. I’m not sure how anyone can be expected to deal with something like this. Have you tried the shrimp chow mein?” Mac asked. “It’s to die for.” 
 
    “One of the guys said she had several sexual partners at the party and that’s why she isn’t saying who the father of her baby is,” Trevor informed them.  
 
    “If I were Jessica I think I’d change schools. The kids at Cutter’s Cove can be pretty brutal,” Mac commented. 
 
    “She’s in a tough spot,” Alyson agreed. “It’s rotten to have to choose between changing schools and facing the music at your old school, hoping the kids you’ve known all your life really are your friends.” Alyson’s phone rang. “Hang on. I want to get that. It might be Jessica.” Alyson ran over to the counter and picked up her cell phone. “Jessica, hi.” 
 
    “I thought about what you said,” Jessica said over the line. “My parents are against it, but I don’t want what happened to me to happen to anyone else. You have to look into this on your own, though. No police. If we report it to the police, the newspaper will get hold of it for sure.” 
 
    “Mac and Trevor usually help me with my investigations. I promise you they’ll be discreet. I have a better chance of finding out what happened if they work with me.” 
 
    “Okay. They seem cool, not the gossipy type. But no one else.” 
 
    “Agreed. I need to know everything you can tell me about that night. Mac and Trevor are here. Is it okay if I put you on speakerphone?” 
 
    Jessica hesitated but eventually agreed. “I went to the party with Steve Hanson. We’ve been dating for a little over a year. After we got there he started making noise about going upstairs. He hinted that he might like his birthday present this year to be of the intimate nature. I told him that I didn’t think I was ready for that, and even if I was, I certainly didn’t imagine my first time to be at some crowded party. He got mad and left. Tommy offered me a drink. I only took a few sips before I started to feel dizzy. I went upstairs to find a bathroom and the next thing I knew, I was naked in Tommy’s bed. I found my clothes and went home.” 
 
    “Was anyone still there when you left?” 
 
    “No. Everyone was gone. I didn’t even see Tommy, but I didn’t look for him either.” 
 
    “Do you think it was him? Tommy?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. He’s a big enough creep. But there were a lot of creeps at that party.” 
 
    “Can you make me a list of everyone you remember seeing there? I’m going to need to poke around a little. I promise I’ll be as discreet as I can.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can do that.” 
 
    “I have a meeting after school tomorrow. Maybe I could stop by after and pick up the list.” 
 
    “I’ll just text it to you,” Jessica offered. 
 
    “Even better.” 
 
    Alyson hung up. “Jessica’s really sensitive about this. I think she only agreed to let me look into it out of a sense of guilt that the same thing could happen to other girls. Her parents want her to have an abortion and forget all about it. We need to be extra discreet. I’m sure I don’t even need to say this, but we can’t discuss it at all except among ourselves.” 
 
    “Definitely. We’ll be secret-treasure secretive,” Mac promised. 
 
    “I really want to find the creep who did this to Jessica, but the timing couldn’t be worse. We have the Dead Man’s Bluff murders to solve and we only have six—make that five days after today—to do it. Maybe we shouldn’t split our focus,” Trevor suggested. 
 
    “I thought about that. I so don’t want to spend my summer vacation being dead. But this is important too. We’ll have to figure out a way to do both.” 
 
    “And homework and baseball,” Trevor reminded her. 
 
    “I didn’t say it would be easy.” 
 
    “I’m with Alyson,” Mac said. “I don’t want her dead either, but if a creep did this to Jessica, he’ll probably do it again.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Trevor gave in. “Luckily, the team has a bye this week, so we only have one game, and it’s an afternoon one.” 
 
    “Jessica is making me a list of everyone who was at the party, but I say we start with Tommy. Maybe Trevor should talk to him guy-to-guy. See what he knows. Jessica woke up in his bed; he must have seen something.”  
 
    “I’ll talk to him as well as a few others,” Trevor offered. “He’s in my history class. Guys like to brag about their conquests. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if our bad guy isn’t already bragging all over school.” 
 
    “Guys are disgusting,” Mac spat out. 
 
    “Hey,” Trevor defended himself.  
 
    “Not you; guys in general,” Alyson assured him. 
 
    “It would be so weird to be pregnant and not know whose baby it was.” Mac tossed an empty takeout container in the trash. “It’d be like having some alien growing inside you. Totally creepy.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine what’s going through her mind,” Alyson agreed. “I hope we can wrap this up quickly, for her sake. On another note, did you find out anything new about our mystery murder?” 
 
    Mac nodded. “I decided to expand my internet search and was able to come up with a few new bits of info, though I’m not sure any of it’s relevant.” 
 
    “Like what?” Alyson fed the leftover pork to Tucker, who had been waiting patiently for a treat. 
 
    “Repeating events aren’t totally unheard of phenomena. In a small town outside of Madison, Wisconsin, there’s a stretch of road where a fatal accident has occurred every February 29.” 
 
    “So every four years someone dies?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “Without fail, since 1952.” 
 
    “And the victims?” Alyson asked. “Are there any similarities?” 
 
    “Not that I could find. The really strange thing is that in every instance not only does the accident happen on the same stretch of road but all of them involved single cars. The vehicles appear to have simply gone off the road.” 
 
    “Remind me not to be anywhere near Madison, Wisconsin, next leap year,” Trevor declared. 
 
    “Any others?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “Several. There’s a small town in Scotland where every year on St. Mungo’s Day, someone drowns in the local lake. Legend has it a water devil is responsible for the deaths. St. Mungo is famous for miraculously retrieving the ring of the Queen of Scotland from the depths of the lake. It’s believed the kelpie is seeking revenge for the loss of his treasure.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s strange,” Trevor commented. “Twilight Zone strange.” 
 
    “I don’t know if a kelpie is responsible for the drownings, but it’s got to be more than a coincidence that the same thing happens year after year.” 
 
    “You’d think people would stay out of the lake on St. Mungo’s Day,” Trevor reasoned. 
 
    “You’d think.” Alyson nodded. “But maybe the victims were compelled to go to the lake. Like our victims on the bluff.” 
 
    “Which makes it sound like the victims, once chosen, really don’t have free will,” Mac pointed out. “The very thought fills me with a terror I can’t describe. What happens to Alyson if May 27 rolls around and we haven’t figured this out?” 
 
    “Alyson won’t be anywhere near the bluff on May 27,” Trevor vowed. “If I have to handcuff us together, I will.” 
 
    “Then you both might end up dead,” Mac said. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll handcuff us together and then handcuff us to something unmovable, like a car or a heavy piece of furniture.” 
 
    “Cars move,” Mac reminded him. 
 
    “Okay, furniture then; something big, like a bed.” 
 
    “While I appreciate your intention, the idea, if taken literally, is pretty kinky. Not to worry; we’ll figure this out. I wouldn’t want to damage my superhero reputation,” Alyson said with a wink. 
 
    “Superhero?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you? Jessica said I was a superhero because of all the mysteries we’ve solved. How cool is that?” 
 
    “Hey, how come I don’t get to be a superhero?” Trevor complained. “I help out with stuff.” 
 
    “I think you’re a superhero,” Mac offered in consolation. She turned back to Alyson. “Do we know anything else?” 
 
    “I think that does it for today.” Alyson hoped her friends would forgive her for the little white lie she was about to tell. “Oh, and my mom called and she’s coming home tonight, so no one has to stay with me.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure. She should be home any minute. In fact, I’m surprised she’s not here by now.” 
 
    “Well, okay. I do have a lot of homework. But call if you need anything. I can come back over.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine until she gets here. Don’t worry; I’ll call if anything spooky happens in the meantime. Now go home and exercise those brains. I can’t have us all flunking out of school.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    As soon as they were gone, Alyson loaded Tucker into her Jeep and headed to Dead Man’s Bluff. She wasn’t sure what she expected to find there; she just knew she felt compelled to return to the scene of her otherworldly experience. She parked along the side of the road, put on her hat and jacket, and headed to the edge of the bluff, Tucker at her heels. 
 
    She stood at the edge of the bluff and watched as the waves crashed to the rocks below. The almost-full moon shone down on the breaking surf, illuminating the foamy spray of the breaking waves. The air around her felt charged, heavy with the anticipation of impending doom. 
 
    Alyson heard the voice before the images of two people standing to her right appeared. 
 
    “Please, just tell me where it is.” The man grabbed the woman’s arm. 
 
    “It’s already gone.” 
 
    “Gone? Gone where?” 
 
    “I’ll never tell you; now let me go.” 
 
    “Why won’t you tell me? I don’t understand. You don’t want it anyway.” 
 
    Alyson saw the couple struggle. One minute they were locked in a tight embrace, the next one of the combatants was hurtling through the air to the rocks below. The person on the cliff yelled something as the body fell, but Alyson couldn’t make out the words. 
 
    As suddenly as they’d appeared, they were gone. Alyson looked over the edge of the cliff; the rocks below held no evidence of the violence that had just taken place. Everything seemed so normal. Tucker was sitting at her side, looking at her in expectation of continuing their walk. Seagulls flew overhead, waves crashed below. Whatever she had seen, whatever she had heard, was hers alone. 
 
    Alyson drove home and began preparing for bed. As she turned off the lights downstairs, she glanced out the window and saw a form in the distance. Alyson saw ghosts on what seemed like a regular basis, so she assumed this was simply a nocturnal guest from another realm. She’d turned to go up the stairs when something stopped her. A little voice in the back of her mind encouraged her to check it out, just to be sure. She pulled on her coat and called Tucker to her side. She grabbed the flashlight they kept on the shelf in the closet near the front door and headed out into the night.  
 
    When Alyson arrived at the spot where she’d seen the form she looked around, but if anyone had been there at all, they were gone. She shone the flashlight on the ground and gasped when she saw footprints. Fresh footprints, by the look of things. With all the rain they’d had, the ground was soft and muddy. 
 
    “Is anyone there?” she called. 
 
    She paused to listen, but all she heard were waves crashing in the distance. Deciding it might be better not to confront anyone who might have been watching her when she was alone in the dark without much of a weapon, she called Tucker and headed back to the house. She made certain to lock all the doors and windows and to set the alarm her mom had installed before going upstairs. Mindful of the footprints she’d seen, she drew her blinds before climbing into bed.  
 
    Alyson’s senses heightened, she tried to convince herself that she was perfectly safe, even if she had lied about her mother coming home that night. She needed to slow her breathing and focus on something other than the imaginary sounds that seemed to echo through the old house, as loud as a full symphony. She remembered the people on the bluff. She wondered what it was the killer had been trying to find. Maybe that death was the initiating incident and finding whatever had been lost would be the key to ending the cycle once and for all.  
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 5 
 
    Tuesday, May 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey, Trev.” Chelsea sat down next to him during first period science. “Did you do today’s assignment?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Could I copy it? Cheerleading went late last night and I didn’t get around to it.” 
 
    Trevor took a single sheet of binder paper out of his notebook and handed it to her. “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Chelsea started copying the assignment onto her own sheet of paper. “All of this extra practice has really been a drag, but it’ll be worth it when we totally rock at the game tomorrow.” 
 
    “You guys have a game tomorrow?” Mac asked from the table in front of Trevor and Chelsea. 
 
    “Yeah, in Portland. We leave right after fifth period.” 
 
    “I hate it when you have away games on weekdays,” Mac grumbled. “I like to be there to cheer you on.” 
 
    “We’ll be cheering in spirit,” Alyson added from her seat next to Mac.  
 
    “I’ll be there in person.” Chelsea leaned in closer to Trevor. “And all my cheers will be for you.” 
 
    “I heard Danny Long pulled a muscle.” Mac changed the subject. 
 
    “Yeah, he has a doctor’s appointment this afternoon, but if he’s not cleared to play tomorrow it looks like I’ll move to center field,” Trevor informed them. 
 
    “Oh, now I’m really disappointed I won’t be there.”  
 
    “Speaking of Danny, it just occurred to me that he might be the father of Jessica’s baby,” Chelsea speculated. 
 
    “Danny?” Alyson asked. “Why Danny?” 
 
    “Danny and Jessica used to have a thing before she started dating Steve. I’m not sure how serious it was on Danny’s part, but Jessica was really in to him. She came to all the games last year, and I saw them making out in the hallway more than once.” 
 
    “If they dated last year why would you think he’s Jessica’s baby daddy now?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Because I saw them in this intense conversation last week. It was after the game on Friday. They were out in the parking lot, and I’m not sure what they were talking about, but Jessica was crying.” 
 
    “Do you think they got together at Tommy’s party after Steve left?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Maybe.” Chelsea handed Trevor back his homework and scribbled her name on her own copy. “Danny’s a pretty hunk-o-licous guy and they do have a history. If I was going to rebound after a fight with my date, Danny’s the one I’d turn to.” 
 
    “Sounds like you might have a thing for Danny yourself,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Jealous?” 
 
    “Not in the least.” 
 
    “Class, can I have your attention?” Mr. Harris began. “Please pass your homework to the front of the class and turn your books to page 172.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    “What do you think of Chelsea’s theory that Danny might be the father of Jessica’s baby?” Mac asked Alyson as they changed classes. 
 
    “I don’t know. Jessica didn’t mention anything about Danny when I talked to her, but I guess it’s worth checking out.” 
 
    “What are you going to do? Ask her?” Mac stopped at her locker to exchange her science book for her English book. 
 
    Alyson got out her cell phone. “You know what they say; there’s nothing like a direct approach.” She dialed Jessica’s cell. “Jessica, hi. It’s Alyson. I need to ask you a really awkward question.” 
 
    “Awkward’s my life these days. What do you want to know?” 
 
    “I just talked to Chelsea Green. She seemed to think Danny Long might be the father of your baby. She said she saw the two of you having a pretty intense conversation after last Friday’s game.” 
 
    “Boy, the rumor mill is out in full force.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m afraid it is.” 
 
    “Remind me never to participate again. I guess I never stopped to think how it must feel to be involved in the juicy scandal of the week.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know this must be awful.” 
 
    Jessica let out a long breath. “Danny’s not the father. He’s too much of a gentleman to even be in contention. He’d never do what some scumbag did to me. I was talking with Danny after the game because he’d seen me lose my lunch in the garbage can behind C building that afternoon. He came over to see if I was okay, and for reasons unbeknownst even to me, I told him that I’d been sick a lot lately. He asked me if I had an eating disorder, but when I convinced him that, if anything, I’d gained weight during the past month, he dropped it. Then, when I saw him in the parking lot after the game, he said he’d been thinking about things and realized my symptoms were like those of his sister, Meg.” 
 
    “Who’s pregnant?” Alyson guessed. 
 
    “Exactly. He wanted me to go see a doctor, but I was still in denial at that point and insisted I couldn’t be pregnant, that I probably had a case of the flu. He was pretty persistent and finally got me to agree to go to the clinic on Saturday. The rest you know.” 
 
    “He wasn’t at Tommy’s party that night?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “You’re thinking he might have had a stronger reason than my having similar symptoms to his sister to believe I might be pregnant, but no, it wasn’t him. He wouldn’t. We dated for a while last year. I was really in to him. He knew I was willing to take our relationship to the next level, but he made it clear he was waiting for the right girl. Apparently, I wasn’t her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I had to ask.” 
 
    “That’s okay. Just figure out who did this to me and nail his ass. I don’t want anyone else ever to have to go through this.” 
 
    “I will. Take care. I’ll call you when I find out anything.” 
 
    Alyson closed her phone. “It’s not him. I guess we just keep trying. Let’s head over to the lunchroom. We have a lot going on right now and need to stay as focused as possible.” 
 
    Trevor scooted over at their usual table to make room for them. “What took you so long?” he asked. 
 
    “I had to make a phone call,” Alyson explained, setting her tray down next to his. 
 
    “About…?” Trevor fished. 
 
    “It’s not important, but I have some news. I had a dream last night. The couple I saw on the cliff the other night was arguing just like they were when I saw them. One of them—I think a man—was trying to get the other one—I think a woman—to tell him where she’d hidden something.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s why he killed her? Because she took something of his?” Mac squeezed a packet of ketchup on her fries. 
 
    “It seemed like it.” 
 
    “What would be worth killing someone over?” Mac wondered. 
 
    “The logic of the whole thing is lost on me. You kill the person who’s hidden your best toy and you’ve greatly reduced your chance of ever finding it,” Trevor puzzled. 
 
    “Yeah, I see what you mean. It doesn’t make sense.”  Alyson opened her blueberry yogurt. 
 
    “It was just a dream. Maybe it didn’t mean anything,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Maybe, but just in case, I think we should work that angle.” Alyson stirred the cup distractedly. 
 
    “First we need to definitively identify the couple involved. If we can’t do that we’ll have little hope of figuring out a motive,” Mac pointed out.  
 
    “Maybe Booker will have something.” Alyson stopped stirring and began to eat. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” Mac stared at Alyson with a frown on her face. “Did your mom make it home okay?” 
 
    Alyson cringed. She really hated lying to her friends, but sometimes it was necessary. “Her flight got delayed. She’s been in San Francisco at an art show. Her flight was booked, but it ended up getting canceled. Fog, I think. She called right after you left.” 
 
    “You should have called me. I would have come back,” Mac scolded. 
 
    “I was fine. See, here I am, still alive.” 
 
    “You had the dream,” Mac reminded her. 
 
    “It was a dream. Dreams can’t hurt you. I was never in any danger. Besides, maybe the dream will provide a clue we need to solve the whole thing. If the guy killed the girl because of something she hid, maybe we just need to find it and that will put an end to the cycle that somehow got set in motion.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I still wish you’d called.” 
 
    Alyson knew she probably shouldn’t have lied to Mac and Trevor, but both friends tended to be mother hens who would try to stop her from doing what she knew in her heart she needed to do. She felt as if she’d been chosen for some reason and it was important for her to see things through. 
 
    Alyson changed the subject. “Trevor, have you found out anything about Jessica’s baby? I followed up on the Danny Long lead, but that was a dead end.” 
 
    “Not really,” Trevor answered. “I talked to Tommy. He swears he didn’t know about any drugs at his party. He remembers seeing Jessica, but there were a lot of people, so he doesn’t remember seeing who she hooked up with after Steve left. He figured she went home early. When he found her in his bed later on, he slept in his parents’ room. He said he didn’t want to embarrass her. As far as he knew, she was there voluntarily.” 
 
    “I guess his story makes sense.” Alyson tapped her pen on her notebook cover in tune to the stress that was beginning to percolate inside her. “She has the drink and begins to feel dizzy. She goes upstairs in search of a bathroom. Whoever grabbed her must have done it while she was up there. He takes her into the bedroom, rapes her, and then sneaks off. No one would have seen them together unless they were upstairs at the time. Keep checking. Someone else must have been looking for the bathroom. I also have the list Jessica texted me. I’ll forward it to you.” Alyson took out her phone to do it. “I think we should divide up the names and talk to as many people as we can. Someone must have seen something. I’m also going to speak to Tommy. I know he told Trevor there weren’t any drugs at the party, but he’s the one who gave Jessica the drink. He might have lied to Trevor, but he won’t lie to me.” A look of determination crossed Alyson’s face. “I’ll catch up with you both later.”  
 
    Tommy wasn’t hard to find. Like most of the losers in the school, he tended to hang out in behind the strip mall just beyond the school’s boundaries. The day was overcast and damp and the smoke from the many cigarettes hung in the stagnant air. Alyson tried to hold her breath as she made her way through the thick haze. 
 
    “Tommy.” Alyson walked up behind him and looped her arm through his. “I need a word with you.”  
 
    “I’m kinda busy.” 
 
    “This won’t take long.” She pulled him away from his friends and around a corner, where no one else was lurking. “I guess you heard about Jessica.”  
 
    “Yeah, I heard.” Tommy blew rings of smoke into the heavy air. 
 
    “It seems someone drugged her, took her up to your room, and raped her.” 
 
    “Raped?” Tommy paled. He tossed his partially burned cigarette down to the cracked pavement and stomped out the flame with the heel of his boot. 
 
    “It would seem to me that the person who hosted the party where such a thing occurred would be in a heap of legal trouble if charges were pressed.” 
 
    “Legal trouble?” Tommy coughed. 
 
    “Don’t worry; you’re still a minor, so it’s your parents who’ll be in the most trouble because everything went down in a house they own. You’ll probably only end up in juvie.”  
 
    “Juvie?” 
 
    “It’s not exactly the state pen but probably not all that unpleasant. Here’s how it’s going to work: You’re going to help me find out what happened. You aren’t going to speak to anyone about this conversation or whatever you find out. If you refuse to help me or I find out you’ve been blabbing this all over school, I’ll be sure the police are informed about what happened that night. Are we clear?” 
 
    “We’re clear.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s try this again. At the party you handed Jessica a drink. She took a few sips and started to feel dizzy. I believe the drink was laced with something, probably one of the readily available date rape drugs. You handed her the drink. Did you spike it?” 
 
    “No. I swear. I had a couple of guys mixing drinks. In fact, they had drinks lined up on the bar. The one I gave Jessica was rum and Diet Coke. I told her what it was when I gave it to her.” 
 
    Alyson pulled her notebook out of her backpack. “I’m going to need the names of your bartenders.” 
 
    “A lot of people helped out, but I specifically remember seeing Jim Smith, Victor Brown, and Jason Sandalwood behind the bar.” 
 
    “You told Trevor that you found Jessica in your bed and thought she was there voluntarily, so you went to sleep in your parents’ room. What time was that?” 
 
    “Late; around three-thirty or four.” 
 
    “Who else was still at your house?” 
 
    “No one. I swear, I cleaned up a little, locked up, then went upstairs to go to bed. That’s when I found Jessica.” 
 
    “Was she covered up?”  
 
    “Yes. Well, partially. The covers had fallen to her waist, but she was lying on her stomach. It looked like she’d been tossing and turning.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think it was strange that she was all alone, naked in your bed?” 
 
    “I was totally wasted. I didn’t stop to think at all.” Tommy looked back toward the campus. “I really need to go. Fifth period is going to start in a few minutes.” 
 
    “I’ll let you get to class, but remember, this conversation never happened.” 
 
    “I got it. I swear. My parents will send me to military school if this thing gets out.” 
 
    Alyson patted him on the shoulder with an open hand. “Yeah, that’d be a shame.” 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alyson stopped by her locker before heading to fifth period. Her lack of sleep the previous night was beginning to catch up with her. Maybe she should skip PE and head over to the library for a nap in the stacks. The library would be deserted in the middle of the day, and no matter how hard she tried, she didn’t think she could muster the energy to hit a white ball over a net. 
 
    As she’d figured, the library was empty. Alyson found a table near the back corner of the room and sat down at a table. Crossing her arms, she rested her head on top and closed her eyes, welcoming even a few minutes of blissful unconsciousness.  
 
    Alyson. 
 
    She opened one eye and looked up, but there was no one else nearby. She frowned and put her head back down. Not only was she seeing things but, apparently, she was beginning to hear things as well. 
 
    Alyson, you need to go. The Shadow knows. 
 
    Alyson’s eyes popped open. She stood up this time and walked to the edge of the stacks. She knew she’d heard something. “Is anyone there?” she whispered. 
 
    Her inquiry was met with silence. She walked up and down the aisle, looking at each row of books, but she didn’t see anyone. Deciding she wasn’t as tired as she’d thought, she gathered her belongings and headed for the gym.  
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    “Did you talk to Tommy?” Mac asked as they drove to Booker’s after Alyson had finished school for the day and Mac had put in two hours at her internship. 
 
    “Yeah.” Alyson turned her Jeep onto the coast highway. “He’s standing by the story he told Trevor, but I got the names of the guys tending bar for him at the party. He said he just picked the drink up from the cups lined up. If he’s right, it sounds like someone randomly spiked the drink, which is a lot more frightening than if it had been spiked intentionally for Jessica.” 
 
    “Do you believe him?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Alyson turned on the windshield wipers as the rain that had been promised made its appearance. 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid he’s going to tip off whoever did it if he isn’t the culprit? If the guilty party finds out we’re snooping around, he’s bound to do whatever he can to cover up for himself.” 
 
    Alyson slowed as the rain began to come down harder. “No, he won’t talk. I explained to him how important it was that he not blab. I think he understood me.” 
 
    “I hope so. He doesn’t seem the type to care much about other people’s lives.” 
 
    “He may not care about other people, but he cares about himself. I just pointed out how much trouble he might be in legally if it got out that a violent crime took place at his house during a party where he provided alcohol to minors.” 
 
    “I suppose his parents could even be sued.” 
 
    Alyson turned off the highway and onto the road leading to Booker’s oceanfront home. “A lawsuit would be a very public thing, and I got the impression Jessica’s parents just want to make the whole thing go away.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re well known in the community. This must be uncomfortable for them. But still, you’d think they’d be more concerned about bringing whoever did this to Jessica to justice. My mom would be pounding on doors and demanding DNA samples if it had happened to me.” Mac adjusted the heater vent so it was blowing on the passenger side window to defrost it.  
 
    “I could see your mom doing that.” Alyson turned the windshield wipers up to the highest setting. “It’s really starting to come down.” 
 
    “I should have brought my raincoat. Or an umbrella.”  
 
    “There might be an umbrella on the floor in the back.” Alyson pulled into Booker’s long drive. He opened the front door himself as the girls ran up the steps. 
 
    “Were you waiting for us?” Alyson shook the rain from her jacket. 
 
    “I found out some quite exciting stuff. I’ve been anxiously awaiting your arrival.” 
 
    “What’d you find?” Alyson tried not to drip all over Booker’s hardwood floor as he led them down the hall to the library. 
 
    “Have a seat by the fire and I’ll show you.” 
 
    Booker picked up a manila folder from his desk and took out a yellowed piece of paper. “I found a newspaper article dated May 30, 1867. It states that the body of Whitney Lincoln, the wife of one of the area’s richest men, was found at the bottom of what’s now called Dead Man’s Bluff on May 27. She was pregnant with the couple’s fifth child when she disappeared a week earlier. When they found her body, the fetus was missing.” 
 
    “Missing?” Alyson poured a cup of coffee from the pot on a nearby table, beside a plate of cookies, and passed it to Mac. 
 
    “It appeared she had delivered the child before being killed.” 
 
    “And the child?”  
 
    “Never found.” 
 
    “Did the article say who killed her?” Mac picked up one of the still-warm cookies and broke it in half. 
 
    “A Native American man known only as Marcus. He was seventeen.” 
 
    “Why would he kill her?”  
 
    “At this point I don’t know. I’m still looking through diaries and other newspaper accounts. He was hanged in the town square the same day Mrs. Lincoln’s body was found.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like he got much of a trial,” Alyson said. 
 
    “He was a Native American living soon after the end of the Civil War. In those days he wouldn’t have had many rights.” 
 
    “I know this is going to sound strange, but I had a dream about the two people I saw on the cliff. This time I heard them arguing. The man was demanding that the woman tell him where she hid something. Do you think it was the child?” 
 
    “Why would she hide the child?” Mac asked. 
 
    “The newspaper article said Mrs. Lincoln was missing. Are we assuming she was kidnapped?” 
 
    “The article seems to indicate Marcus kidnapped and then killed her,” Booker said. 
 
    “If he kidnapped her and she delivered during her captivity, wouldn’t Marcus know where the child was?” Mac reasoned. “Something seems off. This guy was seventeen years old. Why would he kidnap a pregnant woman who had four children already? How did he even know her? It’s not like they traveled in the same social circles.” 
 
    “Maybe he worked for her or for her husband,” Alyson guessed. 
 
    “That would make sense,” Booker agreed. 
 
    “But why kidnap her?” Mac asked. “Was he after a ransom? I mean, a Native American kidnapping a rich white woman? It seems so risky.” 
 
    Alyson closed her eyes and tried to picture the scene from the night before. “I couldn’t see the people involved in the altercation on the bluff. It was dark and I couldn’t make out any distinct features. I do know the person who did the pushing was really intent on finding something the other person had. A Native American male kidnapping a white woman for ransom doesn’t jibe with the intensity of the conflict I witnessed.” 
 
    “Dreamed about,” Mac corrected her. “You dreamed about it.” 
 
    “Yeah, dreamed.” 
 
    “You didn’t dream about it,” Mac suddenly accused. “You went back to the bluff after Trevor and I left last night.” 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you lied to us.”  
 
    “Please, Mac. We’ll talk later. Right now, let’s see if we can make some sense of this. Does the article say what evidence they had to accuse Marcus of the kidnapping and murder in the first place?” 
 
    “No.” Booker handed the newspaper article to Alyson. “It just says he was hanged for the crime. At that time no evidence would have been necessary.” 
 
    “If Mrs. Lincoln’s death was the catalyst that started the deadly cycle we’re going to have to figure that out. If it was as cut and dried as a man kidnapping a woman, killing her, and being brought to justice, I doubt the cycle would have started in the first place,” Alyson insisted. “It seems to me the only way to stop the cycle is to find what was lost or right what was wronged, or something like that.” 
 
    “I’ll keep looking,” Booker offered. “Now that I have a date I know which diaries to focus on.” 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate that.” Alyson stood up. “We should go. Is it okay if we come back again tomorrow after school?” 
 
    “That would be fine.” 
 
    “We’ll keep looking too. Hopefully between all of us we’ll find something meaningful.”  
 
    Mac and Alyson ran through the still-pouring rain to her car.  
 
    “I’m sorry I lied,” Alyson said as soon as they were buckled in. “I knew you’d worry. I didn’t want that, but I need to find out what’s going on and what my part in it is. I can’t do that if I’m being babysat all the time.” 
 
    “Was your mom’s plane really delayed?” 
 
    “No. She isn’t due back until the twenty-eighth.” Alyson started the ignition and turned up the heater. 
 
    “I’m sorry if we’re stifling you, but we love you and don’t want to see you get hurt.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Those other girls ended up dead.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Trevor is going to kill you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Look, I get that you’re trying to do the brave thing, but let us help you. If you think you need to be alone to have the visions maybe we could use walkie-talkies to back you up or something.” 
 
    “You’re right. I shouldn’t have gone off on my own.” 
 
    “Okay.” Mac crossed her arms and sat back in her seat. “It sounds like you learned your lesson. I’m glad we had this talk.” 
 
    Alyson cracked a smile. “Yes, Mom.” 
 
    Mac chuckled. “I guess I did kind of sound like a mom, huh? How’d I do? My first mother-daughter talk.” 
 
    Alyson reached over and hugged her friend. “You did great. You’re going to be a great mom someday.” 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time they pulled up outside Alyson’s house Trevor was there waiting. The radio in his vintage Mustang was turned up so loud, Alyson doubted he’d even heard them arrive.  
 
    “Mac,” Alyson stopped her as she started to get out, “do you think we could not tell Trevor about my little field trip last night? We both know he’ll totally freak out and I so don’t have room for him in my bed. You know he’ll insist on staying over if we tell him.” 
 
    “Okay, but from now on, no field trips without backup.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Hey, guys, you’re late.” Trevor turned off the radio, got out of the Mustang, and met them at Alyson’s car.  
 
    “Yeah, we were at Booker’s and we lost track of time,” Mac said. “We’ve got a starting point now.” 
 
    “Let’s go inside, I’ll make you some of my world-famous grilled cheese sandwiches and we’ll tell you what we found out,” Alyson added. 
 
    Mac and Trevor followed Alyson into the house, where they were all greeted by Tucker, who acted like they’d been away for years, not just a few hours. Alyson let him out before heading into the kitchen to rustle up some dinner. It was still raining; soup and sandwiches felt just about perfect. 
 
    “They were probably sleeping together.” Trevor crumbled crackers into the tomato soup Alyson had heated up to go with the sandwiches after she’d let Tucker back in and they were all seated at the kitchen table. 
 
    “Sleeping together? He was only seventeen,” Mac said. 
 
    “Seventeen’s old enough, believe me.” Trevor stirred his soup so the crackers were all well coated. 
 
    “But why would a mother of four who was married to one of the richest men in the area be sleeping with a seventeen-year-old?” Mac placed several pickle slices on her toasted bread. 
 
    “Because she was the mother of four and the wife of some rich old guy,” Trevor said. “Think about it. You’re a pretty young thing who catches the eye of some old rich guy. You marry him for money and prestige, bear his babies, and keep his house. You’re set for life, but he doesn’t really satisfy you sexually. On the other hand, the young, virile ranch hand, or whatever he was, has been giving you the eye. You look in the mirror, wonder if after all those kids you’re still sexually attractive to men your own age, and a few shy smiles later you’re boots-up in the barn.” 
 
    “Trev, you should write romance novels ’cause that theory sounds like the chick flick of the week,” Mac teased. 
 
    “No, Trevor’s right,” Alyson said. “It makes sense. Mrs. Lincoln was having an affair with Marcus and she got pregnant.” 
 
    “With his child,” Mac guessed.  
 
    “She doesn’t want her rich husband to find out, so when she’s ready to deliver she sneaks off and has the baby,” Alyson continued. “She stashes the kid somewhere, Marcus comes along and wants it, but she doesn’t want the proof of her indiscretion to exist to mess up her life.” 
 
    “Do you think she killed the baby?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Killed it or maybe just stashed it away. She might have given it to someone traveling through or maybe even to someone from one of the trading ships that frequented the area.” 
 
    “So Marcus catches up with her and tries to get her to tell him where she stashed the baby,” Trevor continues. “She won’t tell him and they get into a struggle and he kills her.” 
 
    “But why kill her?” Mac asked. “With her dead, he’d never find the kid.” 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t mean to kill her,” Alyson suggested. “Maybe it was an accident.” 
 
    “Okay, say all of this is true,” Mac said. “How does that relate to the deaths that have happened since? Whose ghost is causing the endless loop, his or hers?” 
 
    “His,” Alyson concluded. “It’s always a female who dies.” 
 
    “Okay, then why?” Mac asked. “What does he hope to gain?” 
 
    “He’s reenacting the night the mother of his child died to try to come up with a different ending. He’s still trying to find the child,” Alyson guessed. 
 
    “That sounds like a possibility, but there’s still a lot we don’t know,” Mac pointed out. “Most importantly, how do we stop it? If it was a baby he was trying to find, he or she is way dead and thus not findable.” 
 
    Alyson rubbed her hand across her face. How did one solve an unsolvable puzzle? 
 
    “All well and good, but what you just concocted is only a theory,” Trevor reminded them. “We have no proof any of this is true. While exploring it may have merit, I think it would be a mistake to abandon all other possible explanations.” 
 
    “Trev’s right,” Mac agreed. “We should keep an open mind as we search for clues. We don’t even know for sure one of the ghosts on the bluff is Marcus. He was hanged for the crime, but that doesn’t mean he did it.” 
 
    “So we go see Booker tomorrow and hope he’s found something in one of his old diaries,” Alyson said. “Let’s go into the living room now that we’ve finished our culinary feast. I have Oreos for dessert. Anyone interested?” 
 
    “Got milk?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then grab the cookies.” Trevor opened the refrigerator door in search of the promised drink.  
 
    Alyson tossed a log on the fire as everyone settled in. Given the dreary conditions outside, it would be nice to make the room warm and cozy. Alyson enjoyed the rain, which was a good thing because Oregon received quite a lot of it annually, but tonight she could feel the urge to head to the bluff begin to build and really didn’t want to have to stand on the edge of the cliff in a downpour. 
 
    “I hacked into the police files regarding the most recent murders,” Mac informed them as they settled onto the sofa, “and I found something interesting. Copies of the exact same files were formally requested by someone twenty-five years ago.” 
 
    “Who?” Alyson tossed another log on the fire. 
 
    “Parker Gates.” 
 
    “Do you think he put together the pattern?” Alyson tucked her legs up under her body. 
 
    “He must have.” 
 
    “Do we know who he is?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “No clue.” 
 
    “Let’s see what you’ve got.” Alyson reached for the pile of pages Mac had copied that afternoon. 
 
    “‘Samantha Roberts. Found dead at the bottom of Dead Man’s Bluff on May 27, 1992. A thorough investigation yielded no signs of a struggle or foul play. She was found at approximately eight p.m. by a passing jogger.’” Alyson stopped reading. “That’s strange.” 
 
    “Why?” Mac asked. 
 
    “I’ve jogged up on Dead Man’s Bluff lots of times. The overhang is steep, really steep, and pretty far up. It was dark. I don’t see how the jogger could have seen the body. The other night when I thought I’d witnessed a murder I was looking intently over the edge and couldn’t see anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, but when you were looking there wasn’t a body,” Mac said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I couldn’t see anything anyway, not even the rocks below.” 
 
    “Maybe May 27, 1992, was a full moon,” Mac speculated. “The fog already had started rolling in on the night you were on the bluff. A full moon on a clear night might provide enough illumination to see a body lying on the rocks.” 
 
    “Maybe. Is there any way to find out the weather and phase of the moon on that night in 1992?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “Sure. I’ll check online,” Mac offered. 
 
    “While Mac’s doing that, I thought I’d get a soda. Does anyone want anything else from the kitchen?” Alyson asked. 
 
    Trevor spoke up immediately. “Do you have any popcorn?”  
 
    “I’m sure we do. Anything else?” 
 
    “Maybe some chips. Oh, and soda’s all around,” Trevor instructed. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a jiff.”  
 
    Tucker followed Alyson into the kitchen. “Hungry?” she asked the German shepherd as she waited for Orville Redenbacher’s to pop. 
 
    Tucker thumped his tail against the floor at the first sound of the electric can opener. 
 
    Alyson set his bowl on the laundry room floor before gathering all the requested items on a serving tray she’d taken from a cabinet next to the stove. Rummaging through the refrigerator, she added a block of sharp cheddar and a bowl of fruit to the tray. 
 
    “Wow, that’s strange,” Mac was saying as Alyson returned to the living room. 
 
    “What?” Alyson set the tray on the coffee table. 
 
    “It took a while, but I finally found the information I was looking for. It was raining on May 27, 1992. It must have been a pretty big storm too.” 
 
    “So how did the jogger see the body?” Trevor helped himself to a handful of buttery popcorn. “And, more importantly, why was someone out jogging in a storm? Is there any information about the jogger?” 
 
    “His name is Eric Thompson,” Alyson picked up from the police report. “A senior at Cutter’s Cove High. He was state champion in long-distance running two years in a row. I guess that could explain his willingness to jog in the rain. A lot of athletes are pretty committed to their sport.”  
 
    “Maybe. We should see if he still lives around here. If he does we should try to interview him,” Mac suggested. 
 
    “I get why Eric Thompson might have been out in the rain, but what was Samantha Roberts doing on the cliff?” Trevor asked as he sliced the block of cheese. “Most people don’t decide to take a stroll in a rainstorm. What else does the report say?”  
 
    Alyson sorted through the folder containing the files Mac had printed. “Oh,” she grimaced. “There’s a picture.” She handed it to Trevor. 
 
    Trevor frowned, then passed it to Mac. 
 
    “No, thanks. I’d prefer to keep my dinner on the inside.” 
 
    “You know, this girl really does look a lot like Alyson. Blond hair, petite, about the same age.” 
 
    “What else is in the file?” Mac opened a can of soda. “I downloaded and copied them while I was at my internship but didn’t have a chance to look at them.” 
 
    “The file was originally opened on May 21, 1992. Samantha was driving along the coast road when she saw a couple struggling. She said she pulled over just as she saw one of them fall over the cliff. She turned around, headed into town, and reported what she’d seen. As we already know, the police found no signs of foul play, but Samantha stood by her story.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Mac picked up a kernel of the still-warm popcorn. 
 
    “A passerby notified the police that a woman was standing in the pouring rain at the edge of the cliff late on the night of May 22. He offered her a ride, but she refused to leave. He notified the police because he was afraid she was suicidal. The woman was Samantha Roberts. The police conducted a series of interviews after her death: with her parents, friends, teachers.” 
 
    “Are there copies of the interviews?” Trevor asked. 
 
    Alyson sorted through the papers. “Her mother reported that Samantha had been having nightmares since she saw the couple. She had withdrawn into a state of depression. She couldn’t sleep, wouldn’t eat, and stopped hanging out with her friends. Mrs. Roberts had arranged for a counseling session, but Samantha refused to go.” 
 
    “Have you had any nightmares?” Trevor asked Alyson as he tore open a bag of Doritos. 
 
    “Dreams, but I wouldn’t call them nightmares. Of course I dream some pretty strange stuff on a pretty regular basis. It takes a lot to freak me out.” 
 
    Trevor took a handful of chips and passed the bag to Mac. “Witnessing what she thought was a murder on the cliff, having there be no body, then having dreams about it would be enough to send most people into a total tailspin. For Alyson, it’s just another day.” 
 
    “Is there anything else?” Mac asked. 
 
    “There are interviews with three of her friends,” Alyson answered. “They all reported that Samantha had become obsessed with the occult during her final days. She was convinced what she’d seen was somehow supernatural and the only way she was going to get the nightmares to stop was to figure out why she’d seen it. She began skipping school to hang out at the local occult shop.” 
 
    “Did Chan own it back then?” Mac took a chip from the bag. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I think it would be worth our while to pay him a visit.” 
 
    “Is that it?” Mac nibbled on the corner of the chip. 
 
    “Not really. Some other interviews that all say the same thing. There’s a lot of use of the words depressed and obsessed. One friend even thought she was possessed.” 
 
    “Do you think she could have been?” Trevor asked. “Possessed?  It would explain the total change in personality.” 
 
    “I doubt it, but at this point I’m not ruling anything out,” Alyson answered. 
 
    “What do we have on the other victims?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Andrea Jenner was found at the bottom of Dead Man’s Bluff on May 27, 1967. An anonymous caller reported the body. There were no signs of foul play and the police ruled it a suicide.” 
 
    “What else is in the file?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Another picture.” Alyson passed it to Trevor. “And oh, that’s weird. There’s another initial report dated May 21. Andrea said she witnessed a murder while walking her dog. She said she saw someone thrown from the cliff. As with Samantha, no evidence was found. There are also reports of her behavior as being depressed and withdrawn. As Samantha did, she had nightmares, strange visions, and voices in her head. She was found wandering alone on the bluff late at night three times between May 21 and 27. Her mother had planned to admit her to the psychiatric hospital in Portland, but Andrea died before she was able to do so. Her death was ruled a suicide.” 
 
    “Is there anything unique about her case as compared with Samantha’s?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Not really. In fact, it’s disturbingly similar.” 
 
    “I wonder why whoever called the body in did so anonymously,” Mac said.  
 
    “Maybe he didn’t just find the body at the bottom of the bluff. Maybe he was instrumental in putting it there,” Trevor suggested. 
 
    “Is there any information on the caller at all?” Mac asked. 
 
    Alyson sorted through the folder. “It just says that an anonymous caller notified the police department that the body of a white female was at the bottom of the bluff. The call came through at ten twenty-six and it was believed to be made by a male.” 
 
    “And the other police reports?” Trevor asked.  
 
    “Carly Reinhart was found dead on May 27, 1942, at the bottom of Dead Man’s Bluff by two fishermen. There were no signs of foul play, but it had been a stormy night, so the police ruled the death an accident. They figured she just fell.” 
 
    “Anything else?’ Trevor wondered. 
 
    “No, that’s it. No initial report of another murder, no interviews with family and friends.” 
 
    “If there was no initial report on May 21 do we think the pattern was different in this instance?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Not necessarily. Maybe she saw something but didn’t report it,” Alyson speculated. 
 
    “If you saw a murder why wouldn’t you report it?”  
 
    Alyson shrugged. “Maybe she wasn’t supposed to be on the bluff. Maybe she snuck off with her friends or boyfriend and she knew if she reported the murder her parents would find out. Maybe she’d been out drinking and didn’t want to call the cops. There are probably a lot of reasons why a teenage girl wouldn’t want to call the police.”  
 
    “So we have incidents dating all the way back to 1892 and Booker said there appears to be an initiating event in 1867. Are there any other police reports pertaining to these other occurrences?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “No, that’s it. If there were any records pertaining to the earlier deaths they weren’t there.” 
 
    “I’m not sure Cutter’s Cove even had its own police department back then,” Mac added. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Get a good night’s sleep and get back to work tomorrow. We’ll talk to Booker again and maybe try to track down Parker Gates and Eric Thompson. If we have time we can go have a chat with Chan. If he was around in 1992 he might remember something.” 
 
    “Maybe he can even help us figure out exactly what’s happening,” Mac added. 
 
    “Yeah, he knows a lot more about this kind of stuff than we do. Oh, did anyone find out anything more about Jessica today?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “Sort of,” Trevor said. “I overheard a girl in my history class saying she saw a group of guys—maybe five or six—hanging out in Tommy’s bedroom when she went upstairs to the bathroom during the party.”  
 
    “Did she say who they were?” 
 
    “No, she didn’t get a good look. The door was partially closed and most of the guys had their backs to the door. I heard her say one of them had shoulder-length blond hair with a purple streak.” 
 
    “Do we know anyone with blond hair and a purple streak?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “No, I think if I’d seen a guy with hair like that I’d remember,” Mac said. 
 
    “Okay, let’s see if we can find anyone else who went upstairs. They might have seen something if they were still there when Jessica went up.” 
 
    “Yeah, or one or more of them may have done the deed,” Mac added. 
 
    “Either way, let’s see if we can find out. Tommy gave me the names of the guys who were tending bar for him at the party when I spoke to him today: Jim Smith, Victor Brown, and Jason Sandalwood. Do either of you know them?”  
 
    “Jason’s in my English class,” Trevor said. “And while I’m not friends with Jim or Victor, I know who they are. I’ll talk to them tomorrow.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll just keep looking around and hope something falls into place,” Alyson said. 
 
    “Alyson told me on the way home that her mom decided to stay in San Francisco a couple extra days, so I’m going to stay the night,” Mac spoke up.  
 
    “Really, I don’t need…” Alyson started. 
 
    Mac cleared her throat. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” she acquiesced.  
 
    After Trevor left Alyson started putting on her shoes. “You know I have to go to the bluff. I might pick up a new clue. It occurred to me that maybe once the death scene begins on the May 21 it repeats every night until the climax on May 27. We only have four more nights to figure this out.” 
 
    “Okay, but I’m going with you. I’ll wait in the car. Bring Tucker, and those walkie-talkies you showed me a while back. That way I can hear what you do. And some binoculars. Maybe I’ll see something you miss.” 
 
    “Okay, but promise you’ll stay in the car. I’m not sure they’ll come if there’s an audience.” 
 
    “At least it stopped raining, and it’s not foggy tonight,” Mac commented as Alyson pulled up next to the trail leading to the edge of the bluff. “Be careful.” 
 
    “I will. Come on, Tucker.” 
 
    Alyson could feel the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end as she walked to the bluff. The surf crashing on the rocks drowned out the sound of her own beating heart. She knew they’d be here. She wasn’t afraid of them; she was afraid of herself, of getting sucked into the drama to the point where ultimately, she became a participant to its bloody ending.  
 
    She heard them before she saw them. The argument was the same. They appeared in front of her, repeating the death scene that must have been played out hundreds of times by now. He wanted something she’d hidden. She wouldn’t give it to him. In the last fraction of a second, as the woman was thrown mercilessly to the rocks below, she turned and looked at Alyson. 
 
    Oh my God. 
 
    Alyson froze as the images faded away. Was it always like that? Was the face of the victim always the mirror image of the observer? Or did Whitney Lincoln look exactly like her? Exactly, down to the nose, lips, and blue eyes.  
 
    “Did you see that?” Mac ran up behind Alyson, who was still staring at the spot where the drama had just played out. “She looked exactly like you. I saw her through the binoculars.” 
 
    Alyson frowned. “You saw them?” 
 
    Mac nodded. “It was just the way you said. One minute you were the only one standing there and then poof, they appeared.” 
 
    Alyson took Mac’s hand and led her back to the car. “The fact that you could see them seems significant. I see ghosts all the time, but as far as I know you never have.” 
 
    Mac paled. “You’re right. They were ghosts and I saw them. You don’t think that means I’ll be the next to die?” 
 
    Alyson opened her door and let Tucker in the back. Then she slid inside the car as Mac climbed into the passenger seat. “No, I don’t think you’ve been chosen. For one thing, I’m pretty sure I’ve already locked down that position, but for another, your hair is red and all the victims were blondes. I do think it’s important that they were visible to you, though. What exactly did you see?” 
 
    “I told you: I was watching you on the bluff and they just appeared. It all happened so fast. They argued, and then he pushed her down to the rocks. She looked exactly like you. I mean exactly. Did you know she had your face?” 
 
    Alyson turned on the heater. “I’d never been able to make out the features of the couple at all before tonight. Until I heard the voices last night, I wasn’t even completely sure they were a man and a woman.” 
 
    “Okay, this is freaky. We have to call Trevor. I know you don’t want his He-Man, protector-of-all-things-female instinct kicking in, but this is too strange to keep to ourselves.” 
 
    “You’re right, but let’s tell him tomorrow. I think the excitement is over for tonight. In the meantime, I’m going to see if Booker can track down a photograph of Whitney Lincoln. She was rich, married to an important guy; I’m sure there must have been a picture. Maybe a portrait; rich people used to do that, have portraits done.” 
 
    “Good idea. For now, let’s go. I’m freezing.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Alyson woke in the middle of the night. Mac was breathing softly in the bed next to her, but Tucker was awake and looking around the room. Alyson put a finger to her lips, indicating that he should be quiet. She led him out the door, down the stairs, and into the kitchen. She poured herself a glass of milk and then stood at the window, looking out to the spot where she’d seen the figure the previous night. She didn’t see anyone, but she couldn’t stop the chill that started low in her spine and worked its way up until it felt like someone was clutching her neck.  
 
    Alyson, you need to go. It isn’t safe. The Shadow knows.  
 
    She felt the words more than heard them. They were like a whisper murmured against her cheek, although there was no one else in the room. 
 
    “Why isn’t it safe?” Alyson said into the darkness. “Who’s been watching me?” Her question was met with silence. 
 
    She sat down on a nearby chair and closed her eyes, trying to focus her breathing. She needed to open her mind, free her thoughts, and let the words wash over her. Someone was trying to tell her something. She needed to listen. 
 
    Alyson, you need to go. 
 
    “Go where?” she asked. “Am I in danger? Who’s watching me? Have the Bonatello brothers found me?” 
 
    Alyson listened, but there was no reply. She sat there for a few more minutes before opening her eyes. She looked around, paused to check and recheck to make sure the door was locked, and then went up the stairs to bed.  
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 8 
 
    Wednesday, May 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning Alyson and Mac dragged into first period just minutes before the final bell. They sat down at the table in front of Trevor and Chelsea without saying a word. 
 
    “You guys look tired. Late night?” Trevor guessed. 
 
    “Yeah, you know, girl talk. One thing led to another and it was late before we got to sleep,” Mac answered. 
 
    “Speaking of girl talk,” Chelsea joined in, “you’ll never guess what I heard on my way to class this morning.” 
 
    “Do tell.” Alyson yawned. 
 
    “Preston Winkle is going around school telling everyone he’s the father of Jessica’s baby.” 
 
    “Preston Winkle? He’s such a…” 
 
    “Nerd,” Mac finished Alyson’s thought. 
 
    “Well, yeah, but I was looking for a nicer way to put it.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Preston doesn’t seem like the type to, you know, do the deed that would lead to a child,” Mac argued. 
 
    “Yeah, and even if he is the father, why would he be bragging about it?” Alyson wondered. 
 
    “Are you kidding? You bag a girl like Jessica and as a bonus get her pregnant. That’s currency,” Trevor explained. 
 
    “Currency?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “Yeah, like in terms of coolness points. Jessica’s quite a babe; lots of guys would like to feather her nest, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “‘Feather her nest’?” Alyson demanded. 
 
    “Let’s face it, proof of a night of passion with someone like Jessica is worth big points.” 
 
    “Guys are seriously disturbed,” Alyson concluded. “Besides, I don’t think what happened could be classified as a night of passion.” 
 
    “Jessica is such a fake.” Chelsea’s words were an accusation. “She goes around acting all virginal when in reality she’s hitting the sheets just like everyone else. I hope Preston is the father. It’d serve her right for going around acting all superior all these years.” 
 
    “Chelsea, that’s a horrible thing to say, even for you,” Alyson scolded. 
 
    “Hey, I just call ’em like I see ’em. So, are you going to the Cannery tonight?” Chelsea asked Trevor. “I heard they have a new band. Word is that most of the team will be there to celebrate the huge victory we’re going to get this afternoon.” 
 
    “No. I plan to put on some soft music, pour myself a robust cabernet, and curl up with my history book. Big test tomorrow. Did you forget?” 
 
    Chelsea rolled her eyes. “No, I didn’t forget, and there’s no way you would know one kind of wine from another. But seriously, you should blow off your homework and come with me. We both know we’re never going to need to know all the stuff this school crams into our brains.” 
 
    Trevor tilted his head and smiled. “I may not need to know it, but I do need to pass the class, and so do you. I seem to remember you flunked the last test. Two in a row won’t look good on your transcript.” 
 
    “I figure if I blow the test I’ll just pay Randy Banks to do one of Mr. Evans’s fascinating extra-point assignments.” 
 
    “Randy Banks does people’s homework?” Trevor asked, interest evident on his face. 
 
    “For the right price.” 
 
    Trevor raised a brow. “I’ll have to keep that in mind. But I think I’ll do things the old-fashioned way tonight and study.” 
 
    Chelsea shrugged. “Whatever. It seems like all you do anymore is sports, homework, and hang out with your loser friends.” 
 
    “You know we can hear you, right?” Alyson turned to Chelsea. 
 
    “Yeah, so? I swear, you guys spend more time in libraries than you do at the mall. Your social ranking has taken a real nosedive the past few months.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” Alyson tried to hide her smile. “I was so hoping to be prom queen this year.” 
 
    “Oh please. To be prom queen you have to be popular, like me. You have to have real friends and be involved in school activities, like cheerleading and student council.” 
 
    “Chelsea, you’re not on student council,” Mac reminded her. 
 
    “No, but I dated someone on student council. It’s practically the same thing.” 
 
    Alyson turned around, trying not to laugh. Chelsea really took her social standing seriously. If she’d only funnel that energy into something more productive she’d be president one day. 
 
    “So, Trev, about the rally today…” Chelsea returned her attention to Trevor. 
 
    “There’s a rally today?” 
 
    “Of course, silly. Fourth period, remember? The cheerleaders are going to rock the school. I know you can’t have forgotten. I’ve been talking about it all week.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that rally.” 
 
    “You’re coming, aren’t you?” Chelsea pouted. 
 
    “I guess I’ll have to,” Trevor answered. “I’m on the baseball team; I guess afternoon pep rallies are the price for athletic superiority.” 
 
    Chelsea frowned. “You make it sound like such a chore. The cheerleaders have been working really hard. I’d think you guys would be more appreciative of what we do.” 
 
    “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ll be there with bells on. Mac? Alyson? You guys coming?” 
 
    “For the chance to see you sporting bells? You betcha.” Mac smirked. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    The pep rally was held in the gym. Someone had hung blue and gray streamers from the rafters and giant speakers were placed strategically around the room. 
 
    “At least we got out of class.” Alyson sat down on the wooden bleacher next to Mac. “I got a text message from Jessica and called her on the way over. She remembered something from the party—or at least she thinks she did. She’s not sure if it’s a memory or a dream, but she had this flash of a shirt. It was blue, with some sort of gold symbol on the chest.” 
 
    “What kind of symbol?” 
 
    “She wasn’t sure. She said it was like a cross or an X. It was like a flash of memory, nothing more.” 
 
    “Well, there are a lot of blue shirts in here, considering the Pirates’ colors are blue and gray. Do you see anyone wearing something with a gold symbol?” 
 
    Alyson looked around the gym. At least half the school was wearing blue today. After the varsity team was seated, the junior varsity team filed in, followed by eight guys in blue shirts with gold swords crossed on their chests. 
 
    “Blue shirt with a gold symbol.” Alyson pointed. “Who are they?” 
 
    “The fencing team. I heard they’re going to do a demonstration. They’re trying to give some authenticity to their sport.” 
 
    “That must be the shirt Jessica remembered.” The varsity coach began to announce the team as Alyson dug a notebook out of her backpack. “Do you know their names?” 
 
    “Let’s see; the guy on the very end on the left is Ron Bramerman. The one with the blond hair three over to his right is Carl Langford, and that’s Ben Turner next to him.” 
 
    “I know Ben. He’s in our history class.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s him.” 
 
    “Isn’t that Preston Winkle?” Alyson asked Mac. “The guy in the yellow shirt near the door.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s him. You don’t think the rumors are true? Because if they are, ew.” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I intend to find out.” 
 
    “Oh, look, the fencing team is up. I didn’t even know we had a fencing team until I heard they were doing the demonstration today.” 
 
    “I’m not sure it’s all that popular a sport,” Alyson said. “Although they’re pretty good.” 
 
    “I heard they won some championship or title this year. I guess it’s only fair they get a little recognition.” 
 
    “As soon as they’re done, I’m going to sneak out to see if I can catch Ben. Maybe he knows which of his buddies went to Tommy’s party.” 
 
    “Okay. See you at lunch.” 
 
    As soon as the fencing team filed off the stage, Alyson made her way through the throngs of students who were rocking out to the cheerleader’s newest dance routine. Luckily, Ben was hanging out near the back of the gym, watching the show. 
 
    “Hey, Ben.” 
 
    “Oh, hi, Alyson.” 
 
    “I caught your show. You guys are really good. I had no idea we even had a fencing team.” 
 
    “Most people don’t; that’s why we did the demonstration. It’s a really physical sport; most people don’t realize.” 
 
    “Plus you get to wear those nifty shirts.” 
 
    “Yeah, they are cool, aren’t they? One of the guy’s moms designed them last summer. We’ve been wearing them all year, every day we have a meet, but I bet this is the first time you’ve even noticed.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m afraid it is. Sorry.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I didn’t get into the sport for the popularity.” 
 
    “This is going to sound like a strange question, but did you have a meet on the day of Tommy Bilson’s party?” 
 
    “Yeah. A couple of the guys went after we got back. We had a meet in Portland. We won, put us in first place in the state.” 
 
    “Congratulations. Do you happen to remember who might have gone?” 
 
    “Carl Langford went, and I think Rick Grimes. I’m not sure who else. Personally, I’m not in to the whole party scene.” 
 
    “I hear yah.”  
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    The trio met at their regular table for lunch. Trevor had talked to Jason, who’d been one of Tommy’s bartenders, during history. He said he and a couple other guys were mixing drinks, mainly rum and Cokes, and lining them up on the counter. He swore he knew nothing about any drugged beverages.  
 
    Trevor had a similar conversation with Jim and Victor and got a similar answer. They mixed three drinks: rum and Coke in blue cups, rum and Diet Coke in red ones, and rum and orange juice in yellow ones. A few of the partygoers had brought their own alcohol—mainly vodka and tequila—so the guys made other drinks on request. Victor told Trevor he’d seen a group smoking pot in the backyard; as far as he knew, that represented the only drugs at the party.  
 
    “What now?” Mac asked. 
 
    “I’m going to have a little talk with Preston as soon as I finish my salad,” Alyson revealed. “You guys ask around and see if you can get the names of any of the guys who went upstairs. Someone had to have seen something.” 
 
    “You don’t really think Preston could be the father of Jessica’s baby, do you?” Trevor tore open a ketchup packet and squeezed the contents on his hamburger. 
 
    “I doubt it, but I think we need to find out for sure. If he did take advantage of that poor girl while she was passed out he’s going to wish he hadn’t bragged about it after I get through with him.” 
 
    “Wow, Alyson, your testosterone’s showing.” Trevor salted his fries. 
 
    “You know it! I gotta go. Mac, let’s meet after school, and Trevor, I’ll see you after you get back from your game. Good luck, by the way. We’ll have a celebratory dinner at my house.” 
 
    “I’ll bring Mexican,” Trevor volunteered. 
 
    “Thanks, that’d be great.” 
 
    Preston wasn’t hard to find. He was sitting in the middle of the student square, surrounded by a gaggle of nerds of equal stature, bragging about the details of his night of sexual conquest. 
 
    Alyson straightened her spine and held her head up high as she marched over to where they were sitting. “Preston, can I have a word with you?” 
 
    Preston winked at her, which was a move he couldn’t pull off as anything more than pitiful and creepy. “Sure thing, honey. Come for a little of the Prestonator? Dates are stacking up, but I’m sure I can get you on the list. Say Friday?” 
 
    “Say now.” Alyson grabbed his scrawny arm and pulled him toward the metal shop. 
 
    “Ow, that hurts.” 
 
    “If what you’re telling people is true, you’ll have a fond memory of this moment as the one preceding the excruciating pain.” 
 
    “Excruciating pain? What’d I ever do to you?” 
 
    “Nothing yet.” Alyson stopped walking and turned to face her prey. “I’m going to ask you some questions and you’re going to tell me the truth. Did you sleep with Jessica Henderson at Tommy’s party?’ 
 
    Preston looked confused. “You’re mad about that? That I slept with Jessica? I didn’t figure you for the jealous type.” 
 
    Alyson put her hands on her hips. “Just answer the question. Did you sleep with Jessica?” 
 
    “Yeah, I slept with her.” 
 
    Alyson twisted his arm behind his back. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Preston let out a little yelp before answering. “Why, did she tell you I didn’t? ’Cause if she did maybe she’s the one who’s lying. She has her Goody Two-shoes reputation to protect.” 
 
    Alyson bent his arm just a little further. “Jessica didn’t tell me anything, but I know she was raped while she was passed out cold. Whoever did it is most likely going to go to jail for a very long time.” Alyson wasn’t certain this was actually true, but the threat of jail time had the intimidation factor she was looking for. 
 
    “Raped?” Preston paled. “I didn’t know; I swear.” 
 
    Alyson let go of Preston’s arm, but she maintained her stance close to his suddenly limp body. “I know you may be inexperienced, but even you would know if a girl was conscious or not while you were having sex with her.” 
 
    Poor Preston looked like he might cry. “I didn’t have sex with her. I swear. I’ve never had sex with anyone.” 
 
    “Then why are you telling people you’re the father of her baby?” 
 
    “Have you seen me?” Preston stretched his arms out so Alyson could get a good view. “I’m a total nerd. I thought being the mystery father everyone was talking about would make me cool.” 
 
    “God, Trevor was right. Guys are sick.” Alyson took a step back and raised her eyes in disgust. 
 
    “Hey, I told you the truth. I didn’t have sex with Jessica. You’re looking for someone else.” 
 
    Alyson lowered her gaze and looked him in the eye once again. She put her arm through his and gave it a squeeze. “I know. But now I need you to make a promise. Not everyone knows Jessica was raped and I don’t want it getting out. Tell anyone about this conversation and you’ll be wearing a sling to school.” 
 
    “I won’t say a word. I swear.” 
 
    “Oh, and you can tell your buddies out there that you were just kidding about the impending paternity thing.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Alyson let his arm go. 
 
    “You’re really strong. You look so small.” 
 
    “I work out a lot. I’m proficient in several of the martial arts too. I wouldn’t mess with me if I were you.” 
 
    “I won’t. Believe me, I won’t.” 
 
    Preston turned away, but Alyson stopped him. “Before you go…There was a group of guys hanging out in Tommy’s room during the party. Did you happen to see any of them?” 
 
    Preston nodded. “Talk to Derek Gordon. I’m pretty sure I saw him go upstairs.” 
 
    “Thanks; I will.” 
 
    Alyson looked at her watch. The bell was going to ring any minute. Her conversation with Derek would have to wait. On her way to her locker, she saw Carl Langford, from the fencing team, coming out of the library. 
 
    “Carl.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “My name is Alyson. I’m a friend of Ben Turner’s. I know this is going to sound weird, but I’m trying to help a friend who went to Tommy Bilson’s party. Were you there?” 
 
    “Yeah, me and a couple of the guys stopped by after our meet.” 
 
    “Do you remember seeing Jessica Henderson there?” 
 
    “Yeah. She was really wasted. I was kinda surprised. I’ve seen her at other parties, and she never seemed like much of a drinker. I hear she’s pregnant, which I also wouldn’t have guessed. You never really know people, huh?” 
 
    “Did you talk to her at all?” 
 
    “No. I think she went upstairs not long after we got there. We didn’t stay too long, but I don’t remember seeing her come down.” 
 
    “Do you mind telling me who else from the team went with you to the party?” 
 
    “Just Rick Grimes, Tony Wallace, and Josh Harding.” The bell for fifth period rang. “Sorry; I gotta get to class. Hope that helps.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Alyson met Mac after she finished school and Mac finished her internship and together they headed to Booker’s. Alyson supposed it might seem odd to a casual observer that a couple of teenagers spent so much time hanging out at the home of a retired librarian who was older than their grandparents. But Booker was smart and funny, and he seemed to really enjoy helping them with whatever mystery they were investigating at the moment. He spent a lot of time doing research, which was something they didn’t particularly want to do. 
 
    “I talked to Preston,” Alyson said as she drove along the coast road. “He’s not the father of Jessica’s baby.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.” 
 
    “He did give me the name of someone he saw go upstairs: Derek Gordon.” 
 
    “I know him. He’s a lowlife who hangs out with a bunch of other kids just like him behind the strip mall. He was caught gambling last year and suspended for a week. And I once saw him shooting bottle rockets at stray cats. I hate to say it, but he’s definitely the type to rape an unconscious girl.” 
 
    “I’ll have to have a little talk with him tomorrow.” 
 
    “Be careful; he’s kind of a bully. Maybe you should have Trevor do it.” 
 
    “Don’t forget about my martial arts training.” 
 
    “I know. You’re a badass, but seriously, Derek is a real bully.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll take Trevor with me when I talk to him. I also talked to Ben Turner, who directed me to Carl Langford. Seems Carl and three other guys went to the party right after they got back from their meet in Portland. It would stand to reason they still had their team shirts on, especially if they’re all as proud of them as Ben seems to be.” 
 
    “Did Carl see Jessica?” 
 
    “He said he did, but he didn’t talk to her. He said he saw her go upstairs, but he didn’t remember seeing her come down again. I’m going to try to talk to Rick, Tony, and Josh as soon as I get the chance. Maybe one of them saw something. Or even talked to Jessica that night.”  
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As usual, Booker had coffee and pastries on the coffee table. If there was one thing you could count on when visiting him, it was being welcomed and fed. 
 
    “Did you find a picture?” Alyson jumped right in as soon as they settled in. 
 
    “It took a while, but I managed to come across an old photograph of the portrait that hung in the Lincoln house in a book about local history.” Booker handed Alyson the large picture book. “She was quite young and pretty. And she looked a lot like you.”  
 
    Alyson looked at the photograph of the young woman with long blond hair, fair skin, blue eyes, and a trim frame. “Yeah, but not exactly like me. The face I saw last night was my own. All the dead girls have a similar build and coloring. Do you think they all saw their own face?” 
 
    “It would explain the intensity of their obsession.” Booker sat down on the sofa. “I must say, this whole thing is starting to worry me. All the other girls in this little drama ended up dead.” 
 
    “I know, but I’m being careful. And with my past experiences, I’m not as easily shaken as they were. Besides, I have Mac and Trevor attached at the hip during every waking hour. I’ll be fine, but I’d really like to figure this out to stop the cycle. Did you find anything else?” 
 
    “Yes, a diary. It seems the town gossip at the time of Mrs. Lincoln’s death wrote everything down for posterity. And I mean everything. There are endless pages full of torrid affairs, scandalous occurrences, and tons of speculation. In the middle of all the garbage, there are several enlightening passages concerning our own cast of characters.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I marked the pages.” Booker handed Alyson the diary, yellowed with age. 
 
      
 
    Whitney Lincoln showed up at Amelia’s ladies’ today. I can’t believe she had the nerve to show her face in that household. There has been speculation for months that Whitney is having an affair with Amelia’s husband, and right under her own nose. The little harlot has bedded half the men in town, and the other half she just hasn’t gotten around to yet. I see the way the men in this town look at her. They undress her with their eyes as she parades around like a trollop in dresses that fall well above her ankle. If her husband wasn’t so rich, the good women in this town would have driven her out long ago. 
 
      
 
    “Wow, that’s harsh. But if she was sleeping with everything in pants, why bother with a Native American?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “Keep reading.” Booker instructed. 
 
    Alyson turned to the next page he’d bookmarked. 
 
      
 
    Emma Tromberg told Eleanor Wright she saw Whitney Lincoln with a huge bruise on her cheek. Maybe her poor husband finally beat her, what with her whoring herself all over town. Emma said her own Phillip witnessed Barron Lincoln beat a house boy who was caught stealing food almost to death. It seems he can have quite a temper when provoked. It’s too bad he only left his young wife with a bruised cheek. I see the way my Bernard looks at her; maybe a broken nose or cracked cheekbone would ensure that good men like him won’t be tempted by the she-devil again. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like this gossip was a tad on the jealous side,” Mac observed. “Maybe her accounts of Mrs. Lincoln’s infidelities were born more out of jealousy than actual fact.” 
 
    “Good point,” Alyson agreed. 
 
    “Keep reading,” Booker urged. 
 
    Alyson turned to the next section. 
 
      
 
    They found Whitney’s body at the bottom of the bluff. Good riddance. A stable hand was hanged for the deed, but I doubt it was his action that ended the woman’s life. Any of dozens of women would be justified in pushing her onto the rocks. One cannot expect to commit all sorts of indiscretions and not incur the wrath of those you harm. It’s a shame about the baby, though. Last I saw Whitney, at the theater with her handsome husband on her arm, she appeared to be quite pregnant. At the time I wondered if the baby was even his. 
 
      
 
    “Are we thinking jealous husband or maybe some former lover’s jealous wife?” Mac asked. 
 
    “At first that’s exactly what I thought. Then I found this.” Booker handed Mac an old newspaper clipping. It was an etching of a very pregnant Whitney on the arm of a very handsome young man. She had her hand on his chest and was gazing up at him with something akin to adoration. 
 
    “The husband?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Yes. The picture was from an article about a charity event. The etching was made just two weeks before Whitney’s death.” 
 
    “This doesn’t look like a woman who’s cheating on her husband,” Alyson concluded. 
 
    “Nor does it look like a man who would kill his wife,” Mac added. 
 
    “It appears the town gossip may have produced a volume of fiction rather than fact. But she sure seemed to hate Whitney Lincoln,” Alyson said. 
 
    “I believe the one factual thing she wrote was that her husband had eyes for the young woman.” Booker passed a plate of brownies across the table. 
 
    “What about the bruised cheek? And the husband’s violent temper? Do you think she made that up too?” Mac asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure we’ll ever know. Men did tend to treat their wives like possessions in those days. He may very well have backhanded her if he became angry.” 
 
    “So what’s our theory now?” Mac asked. “If Marcus did kill Mrs. Lincoln, why? Our whole theory about her being pregnant with Marcus’s child goes out the window if she wasn’t sleeping with him. And if she had already delivered her baby before her death but it wasn’t with her, where was it?” 
 
    “Let’s review what we know,” Alyson suggested. “The original article we found stated that Whitney Lincoln was pregnant with her fifth child when she went missing. When her body was found a week later she had already delivered, but there was no sign of a child. A stable hand was accused of the murder and hanged in the town square. We assume Mrs. Lincoln was kidnapped before her death, but she may have just left to have her baby. The only logical reason for that is that the child wasn’t her husband’s.” 
 
    “I’ll keep working on it. Come back tomorrow,” Booker suggested. 
 
    “And I’ll go back to the bluff,” Alyson stated. “Maybe I’ll notice something new.” 
 
    “Be careful.” Booker placed a concerned hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “I think we have time to stop by Chan’s before we meet Trevor,” Alyson said as they went to the car. “He’ll be late because of the game, but I have a feeling he might know something new. He usually does.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea. Even if Chan didn’t own the shop when Samantha Roberts was hanging out there, he’s almost always good for some insight from the beyond.” 
 
    Chan owned the occult shop in the oldest part of Cutter’s Cove. Alyson and the others had first met him when he helped them find two missing friends. The shop sold a variety of items from eye of newt to crystal balls, but it was the man’s insight rather than the things he sold that kept them returning time and time again.  
 
    “It looks like he’s there.” Alyson pulled over on the street in front of the brightly lit shop. Various books, crystals, and mystical objects were strategically displayed in the large window. 
 
    “Yeah, the light’s on.” Mac unbuckled her seat belt and climbed out of the Jeep. 
 
    “Chan,” Alyson called as they walked through the door. 
 
    “It looks like he’s gotten in some new stuff since we were here.” Mac picked up a jar with what looked like cloven feet.  
 
    “Yeah, I think the display with the scary-looking statues is new.” Alyson picked one up and turned it over, trying to figure out what exactly it was supposed to be used for. 
 
    “Careful. I think that’s a fertility god,” Mac warned. 
 
    Alyson hurriedly set the statue back on the table. “Won’t be wanting one of those any time soon.” 
 
    “Alyson and Mackenzie. It’s so good to see you.” Chan walked in from the back room. “I’ve been expecting you.” 
 
    “You have?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “Of course. I’ve sensed a disturbance in your life force the past few days.” 
 
    “My life force?” 
 
    “I’ve been tracking it and monitoring the shadows since our first meeting.” 
 
    Alyson remembered Chan had made a similar reference to shadows the first time she’d met him. “Am I in danger?” 
 
    Chan placed a hand on my arm. “It’s not for you to worry about today. What can I do for you?” 
 
    Alyson glanced at her friend, who looked as freaked out as she felt, and Mac didn’t even know that someone had been following her. Of course the danger Chan could be referring to might have to do with the curse surrounding Whitney Lincoln. Deciding that was most likely, she explained the nightly appearances on the bluff and the information they’d uncovered about their origins.  
 
    “Samantha Roberts’s police reports mentioned that she’d become obsessed with the occult and used to hang out here. We weren’t sure if you owned the shop back then, but we thought we’d check. She died in 1992.” 
 
    “I remember her. She was seeing the same visions you have. She was certain the figures on the bluff represented a past life experience. I tried to tell her otherwise, but she was adamant. I finally referred her to a past life regressionist I know and trust. The woman confirmed that the incident on the bluff had nothing to do with a past life, but I don’t think Samantha believed her.” 
 
    “I can see why she thought that. The girl on the cliff had my face. My exact face.” 
 
    Chan paused before he answered. “While the woman on the bluff is not from a prior life, your energies are linked. The person who becomes part of this reenactment is not chosen randomly. Your life force has become entangled with that of the event itself. You must be careful not to let it overtake you, as it has the others.” 
 
    “Overtake?” Alyson felt her stomach drop. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “The unwilling participants in the drama enter the theater as observers,” Chan explained. “With the passage of time, the line between observer and participant is blurred. In the final act, the person becomes the victim and so meets with her own untimely death.” 
 
    “The other ghost throws the victim to her death?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Not physically. Spiritual beings don’t have form. It’s my belief that either the reenactment of the drama becomes so real that the victims simply fall to their death, completing the cycle, or the energy surrounding the reenactment somehow pulls another unwilling participant into its dimensional space.” 
 
    Alyson frowned. “So some guy is walking along, minding his own business, and the next thing he knows he becomes entangled in this supernatural force that causes him to throw a perfectly innocent girl off a cliff?” 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    “The police reports didn’t mention another person being involved.” 
 
    “If another person is pulled into the drama, he or she may not even remember what happened when the reenactment has run its course,” Chan explained. 
 
    “The jogger,” Alyson speculated. “Samantha Roberts’s death was reported by a jogger. He said he found the body while jogging, but we didn’t think someone just jogging by in the rain would have noticed a body below in the dark.” 
 
    “If he pushed her and somehow blacked out during the event, when he came to he would have been looking over the edge of the bluff,” Mac guessed. 
 
    “He probably didn’t even know how he got there. Could that really happen?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “Possibly,” Chan repeated. 
 
    “But the police reports state there were no signs of a struggle. If both the participants in the drama had human form, wouldn’t there be evidence of their presence?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Probably, which leads to the theory that the women simply fall in the middle of an otherworldly encounter,” Chan pointed out. “There’s more we don’t know about the event than we do. Either way, it’s clear that your energy has become entwined with the event itself.” 
 
    “How do we stop it?” Alyson asked. “How do we stop the cycle forever?” 
 
    “The answer is for you to know. Listen and you shall see.” 
 
    “Listen to what?” 
 
    “You’ll know.” 
 
    “You always say that.” 
 
    “It’s always true.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Alyson groaned. “But something more concrete would be helpful right about now. Like maybe a magic spell or a secret powder that fixes everything.” 
 
    “Magic isn’t the answer. The cycle was caused by human pain; only human understanding can break it.” 
 
    Alyson took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. She knew Chan well enough to be sure he would only tell her what he thought she needed to know. “Okay, thanks for your help. If you think of anything else or if you sense my life force getting all loopy, call me. You have my cell number.” 
 
    Chan looked into her eyes. “You can trust me, Amanda. For now, be well.” 
 
    “Amanda?” Mac asked when they got in the car. “He knows? For how long?” 
 
    Alyson paused before she answered Mac, the only person in the world who knew her secret other than her mother and her handler, Donovan. “Since the first day I met him. He knew, I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Wow. That must have freaked you out.” 
 
    “Big-time.” 
 
    “Have you talked to him about it? Explained how you became Alyson?” 
 
    “No. He didn’t ask. He probably knows. I’m pretty sure he knows a lot more than he lets on. It’s sort of creepy, but comforting at the same time.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that. It’s creepy that he knows all your deep, dark secrets. That he knows you better than you know yourself. But comforting that he seems to be looking out for you.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Once again Trevor was waiting when the girls arrived at Alyson’s house. He really was a good guy to not only bring them dinner but to be patient when they kept him waiting. 
 
    “Burritos are getting cold,” Trevor said, holding up a takeout bag.  
 
    “Sorry,” Alyson apologized. “We got held up at Chan’s. So, did you kick some butt?” 
 
    “There was butt kicking all around. Cutter’s Cove is now the only undefeated team in the league.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry I missed it.” Alyson unlocked the door and, after greeting Tucker, who had been waiting patiently all day for Alyson’s return, led them into the kitchen. 
 
    “Me too. It was awesome.” 
 
    “We’ll have to have a real celebration after your next game.” Alyson let Tucker out the back door. “Something that includes food of the nontakeout variety and conversation that doesn’t involve the words death, rape, or murder.” 
 
    “Was he helpful?’ Trevor asked. “Chan, I mean.” 
 
    “Sort of. We’ll fill you in as we eat,” Alyson promised. 
 
    She took out plates and napkins while Mac and Trevor chatted in the dining room. Once they all were seated they chatted while they dished up their plates and began to eat.  
 
    “Chan thinks a physical person might actually throw you off the bluff?” Trevor asked after Mac and Alyson had finished filling him in. 
 
    “Maybe; he wasn’t sure.” Alyson dipped a tortilla chip into the fresh guacamole.  
 
    Trevor took a giant bite of his burrito, chewed twice, and swallowed. “No problem, then. We stay away from the bluff and you’re safe. Right? It has to happen on May 27 or no death, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The drama has always played itself out, no matter what.” 
 
    “Maybe Trevor has a point,” Mac mused. “If we prevent the drama from unfolding the spell should be broken forever.” 
 
    “Possibly, but I sort of doubt it. I really feel like we have to resolve the conflict, meet the needs of whichever apparition is causing the loop in the first place. Can you pass me the salsa?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “We’ll do the homework, but you’re still going to stay away from the bluff until this is over,” Trevor insisted. “And you might want to skip the salsa. It’s really hot tonight.” 
 
    “I can’t. Stay away from the bluff, I mean. I think I’ll take your advice about the salsa, though.” 
 
    Trevor looked annoyed. “What do you mean, you can’t?” 
 
    “People tried to keep the others away from the bluff, but they failed. I think when the event occurs the specter takes over the body of the person who’s become a participant. The spirit needs the act to be completed. I’m afraid if I don’t go someone else will be pulled in. At least I know what’s going on.” 
 
    “But ...” Trevor started to argue. 
 
    “In fact, I’m going tonight and every night until we get this figured out.”  
 
    Trevor raised his hands in protest. “Oh, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I need to do this,” Alyson insisted. “I haven’t been in any danger so far and I don’t think I will be until the 27th. Each time I go I get some new information that can help us figure this out.” 
 
    “Each time?” Trevor frowned. “You’ve been back?”  
 
    “Twice,” Alyson admitted. 
 
    “Trevor,” Mac intervened before he could blow his top completely. “I know how you feel. I feel the same way, but I think Alyson’s right. If the cycle does need to be completed by the 27th and we keep Alyson away, some other innocent girl may end up at the bottom of the bluff. We need to stop the cycle altogether and the only way to do that is to see it through. Chan said the answer was with Alyson. That she needed to listen to know what to see.” 
 
    Alyson thought about the voices she’d been hearing. Maybe that was what she was supposed to listen to. “I have to try.” Alyson put her hand over Trevor’s. “I love that you want to protect me, but this is something I have to do.” 
 
    Trevor sat quietly, sorting through his emotions. “I’m going with you.” 
 
    “You both can. From a distance. I don’t want to upset the events that are unfolding by having anyone too close.” 
 
    “But if you get into trouble…” 
 
    “I won’t. I’ll take Tucker. So far the spirits haven’t seemed to mind his presence.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, they waited in Alyson’s Jeep near the road, outfitted with walkie-talkies, binoculars, and cell phones that had been predialed to 911. Alyson got out and walked to the edge of the bluff with Tucker. They stopped and waited. She could feel a light breeze on the back of her neck, even though the leaves on the trees hung perfectly still. She held her breath and listened. It wouldn’t be long now. 
 
    “You’ve hidden it.” 
 
    “I had to.” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “Please, you can trust me. No one will know.” 
 
    “He’ll know.” 
 
    “He won’t, I swear. I don’t know how you can do this.” 
 
    “We’re talking about my life. Everything I hold dear; my husband, my children. I can’t risk it.” 
 
    “What about me? My life?” 
 
    “Do you know what my husband would do to you if he found out? I’m trying to protect you.”  
 
    “I’m willing to take that chance.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not.” 
 
    “Won’t he wonder where it is?” 
 
    “I’ll tell him I lost it. I have to go now.” 
 
    “Please, just tell me where it is.” The man grabbed her arm. 
 
    “It’s already gone.” 
 
    “Gone? Gone where?” 
 
    “I’ll never tell you; now let me go.” 
 
    “Why won’t you tell me? I don’t understand. You don’t want it anyway.” 
 
    The couple struggled, and as before, the woman fell to her death. This time Alyson saw the woman try to jerk her arm free and in doing so fell backward. The man tried to grab her, but it was too late.  
 
    “He didn’t kill her. He tried to save her,” Alyson whispered. 
 
    Trevor and Mac came running up to Alyson, who stood staring out to sea.  
 
    “It started earlier this time. The dialogue.” 
 
    “Did you get a look at the second participant this time?” Trevor asked. “Are we sure it’s Marcus?” 
 
    “No, it’s strange. Except for the one good look I got at the face of the woman, who I assume is Whitney Lincoln, the images of the participants are blurry, almost distorted. But I saw the ending better, how it played out. The man had a hold of her arm and she tried to jerk it free and fell. He reached for her, but it was too late. He tried to save her; he didn’t kill her.” 
 
    “But he was hanged for it anyway,” Mac concluded.  
 
    “Do you think that’s the reason for the recurring event?” Trevor asked. “Is Marcus trying to exact retribution for his wrongful death?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Alyson looked at the spot where the drama had just played out. “I hope not. If that’s the case, I’m not sure how we can right this wrong. I’m hoping he just wants to know what happened to the child.” 
 
    “We don’t know that either,” Mac pointed out. 
 
    “I know, but at least finding out the fate of the child is possible. Undoing an unjust hanging, not so much.” 
 
    “Let’s go. It’s getting cold.” Mac said. “Maybe we’ll figure this out tomorrow.” 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Thursday, May 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alyson was lucky enough to run into both Rick Grimes and Tony Wallace on her way to first period the next morning. After a sleepless night, a bit of good luck was more than welcome. “Hey, guys. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?” 
 
    “If they’re quick. The bell is gonna ring in a few minutes and I already have a week of detention for being late last week,” Rick answered. 
 
    “I heard you guys were at Tommy Bilson’s party.” 
 
    “Yeah; so?” 
 
    “Do you remember seeing Jessica Henderson there?” 
 
    “No,” Rick said. “But Josh said he did. Said she was totally wasted. He went upstairs to use the can and found her passed out on the floor.” 
 
    “Said it looked like she just slid down the wall next to the bathroom,” Tony added. 
 
    “Yeah, she was pretty far gone that night,” Alyson acknowledged. “I’m trying to help her remember something she forgot. Do you know what class Josh has first period?” 
 
    “Biology, with Mr. Werner,” Rick told her. “Hope that helps, but I really gotta go.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks. Hey, I liked your demonstration at the rally yesterday.” 
 
    “Next meet’s Tuesday. You should come,” Rick called as he hurried down the hallway. 
 
    Alyson would have liked to track down Josh before class, but she barely made it to first period herself before the bell rang. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Mac whispered. 
 
    “Talking to Rick and Tony. They said Josh Harding saw Jessica passed out upstairs. He has biology just down the hall. I’m going to try to catch him after class.” 
 
    “You don’t think he did it, do you?” 
 
    “Probably not. But he might have seen something. It won’t hurt to ask. I don’t know him. Do you know what he looks like?” 
 
    “Yeah; I’ll go with you.” 
 
    After class Mac and Alyson hurried down the hall, trying to catch Josh as he came out of his class. Luckily, theirs had let out a minute early, so they made it there before the students dispersed.  
 
    “Josh,” Mac called as they ran down the hall after him. 
 
    He stopped walking. “Hey, Mac. What’s up?” 
 
    “This is my friend, Alyson. She wanted to ask you about Tommy Bilson’s party.” 
 
    “Do you remember seeing Jessica Henderson there?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I went upstairs to use the toilet and she was totally passed out on the floor. I helped her into one of the bedrooms. I figured she’d sleep it off. I got pretty drunk myself on one very forgettable occasion and woke up on the floor in the middle of the party. I always wondered why someone didn’t move me.” 
 
    “Was there anyone else in the room at the time?” 
 
    “No, it was empty.” 
 
    “Did you see anyone else upstairs?” 
 
    “There was a line for the bathroom by the time I got back. It must have been that key point when the beer everyone’d been guzzling hit at once. I waited for my turn, then went back downstairs.” 
 
    “Did you see anyone go into that bedroom while you were waiting?” 
 
    “No. Everyone just did their thing and went back downstairs.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks. I’d better let you get to second period. I wouldn’t want to make you late.” 
 
    “Hey, no problem. See you around.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Mac asked as they walked to their second-period class. 
 
    “I think he’s a nice guy who tried to help Jessica out. Once she was on the bed anyone could have gone into the room. It seems like whoever was in the upstairs bedroom at the time Jessica first went upstairs had cleared out by then.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Alyson stared out of the window at the ocean in the distance as she poked distractedly at her salad. It seemed her appetite had totally flown the coop.  
 
    “Are you going to eat that thing or are you trying to kill it?” Trevor asked. 
 
    Alyson smiled. “I’m definitely checking for deadness. You can never be too sure.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Alyson shrugged. “Just a little tired. My brain has a hard time shutting down at night. I keep thinking that if I think things through enough I’ll figure out a solution to this whole mess.” 
 
    “Are we talking about the mysterious murders or Jessica’s baby?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Both, actually.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve got some news on the Jessica issue,” Trevor volunteered. 
 
    “Spill.” Alyson set down her fork and gave him her full attention. 
 
    “I talked to a girl who was coming down the stairs in Tommy’s house just as Jessica was going up. She said she saw a group of guys in a bedroom and Derek Gordon was definitely one of them. She also said the guys had a lot of money lying on the bed. It looked like they were gambling.” 
 
    “Gambling?” Alyson asked. “Were there cards?” 
 
    “She didn’t see cards, only money and a piece of paper.” 
 
    “A paper?” 
 
    “She didn’t get a good enough look to know what was on it.” 
 
    “Okay, I guess it’s time for my conversation with Derek.” Alyson tossed her uneaten salad in the trash. She turned to Trevor. “Do you want to come?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” He stood up. 
 
    “Be careful,” Mac cautioned them. “Derek has an unpleasant personality.” 
 
    Alyson and Trevor found him hanging out behind the school, as predicted. He was with a group of students, some male, some female. “Let me do the talking,” Trevor whispered. He put his arm around Alyson’s shoulders and walked toward the group. “I think I have an angle that might work.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alyson agreed, putting her arm around his waist. 
 
    “Hey, Derek. Can I have a word with you?” Trevor asked the guy, who was dressed in black leather, a chain around his waist. 
 
    “Whatever you want, you can ask it here.”  
 
    “It’s kind of private.” Trevor pulled Alyson against him. 
 
    “Oh, I see. Okay.” Derek stood up. “Watch my stuff,” he instructed a girl with blue hair and multiple piercings. 
 
    Trevor kissed Alyson hard on the lips and told her to wait for him. Alyson started to protest, but the pleading in his eyes made her reconsider. 
 
    “Okay, pookums. Don’t be long.” Alyson waved. 
 
    “Pookums?” Alyson heard Derek say as they took a few steps away, though they were still close enough for her to hear. 
 
    “It’s a nickname.” 
 
    “What can I do for you?” Derek asked. 
 
    “My girl and I have been dating for a while and she’s great, but she’s a little shy in the intimate-contact department. I heard you were the guy to talk to about getting a little something that might loosen her up a bit.” 
 
    Alyson rolled her eyes. She hoped Trevor’s little lie didn’t end up all over campus. 
 
    “And who might have told you that?” Derek looked Trevor up and down, sizing him up. 
 
    “Just a guy I know. He said you had some stuff at Tommy’s party.” Trevor crossed his arms. Alyson assumed he was trying to look intimidating. 
 
    “I might have. But what I don’t get is why you’re wasting your time on her. I could hook you up with several less-shy chicks, if you know what I mean, and for a lot less money. The kind of thing you’re asking about is pretty pricey.”  
 
    “Oh, I can pay. I’m sort of attached to this particular girl, although maybe I’d better check with one of your satisfied customers to see if it’s really worth dipping into my college fund.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s worth it.” Derek looked toward Alyson. “If you’re really that into that particular chick, that is. I can’t believe how many guys are willing to pay big bucks just to get into some good girl’s pants.” 
 
    “Who’d you sell it to at the party?”  
 
    Alyson noticed Trevor was clenching his hands into fists.  
 
    “Oh, I didn’t sell it. I had another, more entertaining use for it.” 
 
    Trevor turned his head slightly. “Like what?” 
 
    “I put it in one of the drinks they were mixing and some buddies and I bet on who would get it.” 
 
    “If you randomly put it into a drink how did you know who got it?”  
 
    “We waited upstairs near the bathroom.” Derek leaned back against the warm surface of the cement wall. “We figured she’d be up eventually. The drug makes them feel loopy.” 
 
    “How’d you know a girl would get the spiked drink? It could have been a guy if it was random.” 
 
    “You know something, Conner actually bet it would be a guy. Thing is, we put it in a drink with Diet Coke, and generally speaking, guys don’t drink Diet Coke.” 
 
    “So what did the winner get? To have his turn with the victim?” 
 
    “Nah. The winner just got the money.” Derek ran a hand through his long hair. 
 
    “Who was the lucky girl?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Jessica something. I don’t know her, but one of the other guys did. She was totally wasted. Now, you want the stuff or not?” 
 
    “I’ll have to see if I can get some money together. Who else was in that little group?” 
 
    “You sure are asking a lot of questions.” 
 
    “Just curious.” 
 
    “If you want the stuff bring the money tomorrow.” Derek walked away. 
 
    “So he spiked the drink, but did he rape Jessica?” Alyson asked as soon as they were out of earshot. 
 
    “I don’t think so. I didn’t get that vibe. He seemed totally indifferent to Jessica.” 
 
    “If he didn’t rape Jessica who did? One of his gambling buddies?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Trevor put his arm around Alyson’s shoulders and started walking back to the cafeteria. 
 
    “What was with the kiss?”  
 
    “I had to sell the fact that we were a couple.”  
 
    Alyson looked at him suspiciously. “It wasn’t enough to just tell him we were a couple?” 
 
    Trevor shrugged. “Hey, I saw an opening to kiss a pretty girl and I took it.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Alyson was on her way to fifth period when she saw one of the girls who’d been hanging out with Derek digging through her locker. Taking a detour to her left, she headed toward her. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Alyson. I saw you a little while ago with Derek.” 
 
    “Is that a crime?” The girl continued to look through her stuff without raising her eyes. 
 
    “No. I just wondered if I could ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “I gotta get to class.” She grabbed a few books and slammed her locker door shut. 
 
    “It’s really important. I can make it worth your while.” Alyson pulled several twenty-dollar bills out of the pocket of her jeans. 
 
    The girl’s eyes, heavily lined in black pencil, focused on the cash. “I guess I got a minute. What do you want to know?” 
 
    “I saw you on the night of Tommy’s party,” Alyson lied.  
 
    “You a cop or something?” 
 
    “No. I was just curious about who else might have been in on the bet. I think my boyfriend might have lied about his involvement. He has a gambling problem and I’m trying to help him stay clean.” 
 
    “You were with that baseball player today, Trevor something. He’s your boyfriend?” 
 
    “No, he’s just a friend.” 
 
    “Well, unless you’re dating Conner Nelson, Greg Branson, Terry Black, or Wallace Friedman, I think your guy was telling the truth.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so glad. Thanks.” Alyson turned to walk away. “By the way, who won? The bet, I mean?” 
 
    “I did.” The girl smacked her gum and then blew a bubble that burst, covering her dark lips. Alyson couldn’t help but focus on the diamond tongue piercing as the girl licked her lips clean. 
 
    “Congratulations. And the others? Were there any consolation prizes, like a night with the victim?” 
 
    “Nah. I think I saw Derek talking to her boyfriend, though. Knowing Derek, he worked out a deal with him.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    The girl leaned in to whisper, “Like a little reward money for getting his girlfriend loosened up for him.” 
 
    “I see. I have to ask: Doesn’t it bother you that Derek drugged some unsuspecting girl? I mean, it could have been you.” 
 
    “It has been me. In the past, I mean. It’s a kick; you should try it. I’m sure Derek could hook you up if you’re interested.” 
 
    “I’ll keep it in mind. Thanks again for the info.” 
 
    “Hey, thanks for the bank. It’ll keep me in smokes and vodka for a week.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    After school Alyson met up with Mac as promised. Her head had been spinning ever since her conversation with Derek’s girlfriend. Why would anyone willingly let themselves be drugged? The whole thing was disturbing on so many levels. 
 
    “Earth to Alyson.” Mac was waving her hand in front of Alyson’s face. “Are you in there? I’ve been standing here for a while now.” 
 
    “Sorry. Something really upsetting happened this afternoon and I guess I’m a little distracted.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Get in the Jeep. I’ll tell you on the way.” 
 
    Alyson pulled onto the main street that ran in front of the school as soon as Mac buckled herself in. “When Trevor and I talked to Derek this afternoon, there were several girls there, including one with shoulder-length blond hair.” 
 
    “Did it have a purple streak?” 
 
    “No. It occurred to me that everyone assumed there were only guys in the room that night at the party, but what if one or more of the kids was a girl?” 
 
    “You think a girl would be in on a scheme to drug another girl?” 
 
    “Apparently so.” Alyson adjusted the rearview mirror. “I saw one of them on the way to fifth period and convinced her to talk to me.” 
 
    “How’d you do that? You didn’t hurt her, did you? ’Cause lately you’ve been a little big with your hands.” 
 
    Alyson turned onto the highway. “Actually, I paid her.” 
 
    “Good thinking. What’d you find out?”  
 
    “Well, first of all, she’s the one who won the bet, so our theory that the winner of the bet got the girl in addition to the money was wrong.” 
 
    “I can’t believe she’d even be part of drugging another girl.” Mac grimaced. 
 
    “That’s what disturbed me so much. She even said she’s taken the drug willingly. She said it was a real kick.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Horrible. I know.” Alyson pulled into the right lane.  
 
    “Did she know who raped Jessica?”  
 
    “Not for sure, but she suspected Derek tried to get Jessica’s boyfriend to reward him for loosening her up.” 
 
    “Steve?” Mac turned in her seat to face Alyson. “I thought he left after the fight.” 
 
    “I guess we should find out,” Alyson said. 
 
    “Do you think he’d do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know him, so I have no idea, but it seems as good a theory as any.” 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alyson pulled into Booker’s driveway and parked. She hoped he wasn’t getting tired of their daily visits. It did seem they might be taking advantage of his good nature and willingness to help. Mac knocked and a petite woman dressed in a black maid’s uniform answered the hardwood door. 
 
    “Hi. We’re here to see Booker,” Alyson said. “He’s expecting us” 
 
    “He’s in the library. Follow me.”  
 
    “Alyson, Mackenzie, come in, come in,” Booker greeted them as the maid ushered them into the room. “Coffee?” 
 
    “Sure; thanks.” Both girls sat down on the sofa and waited while he poured coffee into two matching china cups. 
 
    “I went back to the bluff last night,” Alyson began as soon as he’d finished serving them. “Again, I witnessed two people arguing, the culmination resulting in the death of the woman. This time, though, the argument began at an earlier point. Although it’s never explicitly stated, I believe what the woman hid was the child, her child.” 
 
    “I believe you’re correct about the child.” Booker went over to his desk and picked up a pile of papers. “On a recent trip oversees, I spent a great deal of time in the General Archive of the Indies in Seville, Spain. The library is the world’s largest repository of old records, maps, diaries, and other documents that pertain to the Spanish conquests and colonization, including in the Americas. It’s a wonderful place, full of musty old documents that reveal the intricacies of people and events that might otherwise have been forgotten over the centuries. I’m sure you’d find it fascinating. Of course almost all the documents are in Spanish. I don’t suppose you girls read Spanish?” 
 
    “I can get by.” Mac stirred some sugar into her coffee. 
 
    “I’ve studied French, but I’ve thought of expanding into Spanish.” Alyson poured milk into both cups. 
 
    “Oh, the museums of France…I spent an entire year in Paris doing nothing but exploring the richness and beauty of the great masterpieces. Most people simply walk through these great repositories in a single day, but when one takes the time to embrace the full essence, the very heart of what the artists were seeking to portray…well, let’s just say it’s truly a spiritual experience, regardless of your religious beliefs.” 
 
    “The General Archive of the Indies?” Alyson gently steered Booker back to the subject.  
 
    “Oh, yes. How I digress! Anyway, while I was there I enlisted the help of a friend who’s something of an expert on everything ancient and Spanish, and together we identified and copied as many documents as we could find that pertained to shipping and colonization along North America’s West Coast. I have piles of documents, all in Spanish. The task of weeding through them to find something relevant to our own situation is daunting. I did find a journal I believe could be important, however.” 
 
    “What about it?” Alyson moved to the edge of her seat.  
 
    “It occurred to me that the object of contention might have been the child after the last time we spoke. If Mrs. Lincoln was pregnant with a child who wasn’t her husband’s, she might try to dispense with the evidence, particularly if the child’s parentage was such that she couldn’t pass them off as her husband’s offspring.” 
 
    “If he was Native American,” Mac guessed. 
 
    “Yes. I doubt she would have killed the child, even if it did pose a danger to her way of life. It occurred to me that in those days the best way to dispose of a child would be to give it to someone who was only passing through the area.” 
 
    “You mean give it to someone from one of the trading ships,” Alyson guessed. 
 
    “Precisely. I’ve been weeding through documents almost since the moment you left yesterday, trying to find out which ships, if any, were in port at the time of the murder.” 
 
    “And…?” Mac broke off the corner of her croissant and popped it into her mouth. 
 
    “There were two ships during the time in question. If Whitney Lincoln went missing a week before her death, we’re looking at the week of May 20, 1867.” 
 
    “And the two ships?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “The Albatross and The Lark. The Albatross was in port from May 1 until May 26, The Lark from May 12 until May 25.” 
 
    “So Mrs. Lincoln could have given her baby away to someone from either ship,” Mac concluded.   
 
    “I didn’t find a lot of information on The Lark, but I did find the personal diary of the first mate of The Albatross. There are references to a merchant who was traveling south on the ship with his infant child.” 
 
    “Whitney Lincoln’s baby,” Alyson guessed. 
 
    “Possibly. Although there’s no way to know for certain if the baby was hers unless we can find more information. The journal indicates the merchant was traveling south, so I’ve been trying to locate a manifest that would identify the merchant and the port at which he disembarked. I don’t know if that will help us, even if I can manage to find the information. So far I haven’t come across anything that describes the child or how it came to be with the merchant.” 
 
    “So we don’t really know anything more than we did.” Alyson sighed. 
 
    “I wonder why Mrs. Lincoln didn’t just tell the man on the cliff what she’d done with the baby if it was safe and sound on a ship headed south,” Mac mused. 
 
    “Maybe she was afraid he would try to get it back. She seemed pretty adamant about keeping her secret.” Alyson tried to remember the argument she’d overheard. “She said ‘I’ll never tell you’ right before she fell.” 
 
    “Fell?” Booker asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Last night I was able to see more of the event,” Alyson explained. “Marcus, or whoever the second participant in the drama was, had Mrs. Lincoln by the arm. She jerked away and fell backward. He tried to save her, but he couldn’t. He didn’t kill her; it was an accident.” 
 
    “So Marcus was hanged for a crime he didn’t commit,” Booker concluded. 
 
    “Something just occurred to me.” Alyson stood up and began to pace. “Whitney Lincoln and Marcus were alone on the bluff. They argued and she fell. The newspaper account stated that Marcus was hanged that same day. How would the townsfolk even know Marcus was involved? Did he run into town and confess to the murder?” 
 
    “That’s doubtful,” Mac said. “Maybe she tore a piece of his clothing when she fell and they found it near the body. They may have identified it as Marcus’s and put two and two together.” 
 
    Alyson closed her eyes and tried to remember. “No, he had her by the forearm, but she never had a hold of him. She pulled back to free herself and fell.” 
 
    “Maybe there was a third party,” Mac speculated. “An observer.”  
 
    “Maybe. We need to see if we can get a better accounting of the events surrounding Marcus’s hanging. Where would we find copies of old newspapers?” 
 
    “Perhaps the museum,” Booker suggested. 
 
    “Of course. Mac and I will head over there. I’d appreciate it if you kept looking through the stuff you have here,” Alyson said. “I’ll call you when we’ve had a chance to look through their archives.” 
 
    “You realize we’re running out of time,” Mac reminded Alyson as they drove to the newly opened Cutter’s Cove Museum. 
 
    “I know. I feel like the answer is right in front of us. We’ve done the research; we just need to figure out how to use it.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    The Cutter’s Cove Museum had opened the previous November. After locating the last Cutter heir, Caleb Wellington, and returning the family fortune to him, he had graciously agreed to purchase an old brick building, which had been renovated, to house local displays. The initial artifacts came from the attic of the old Cutter mansion, the house Alyson and her mother had purchased several months earlier. Enlisting the aid of the Cutter’s Cove Historical Society, a call had gone out to everyone in town, requesting additional donations. The museum truly had become a labor of love for the entire community. 
 
    “I’m afraid we haven’t had a chance to organize everything that’s been donated,” the volunteer hostess told them. “The response to our request for old letters, diaries, and newspapers has been more overwhelming than we could ever have hoped.” She unlocked a door at the back of the building. “I’m afraid this room is a real mess, but you’re welcome to look around.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Alyson walked into the room, which was piled high with boxes overflowing with Cutter Cove’s history. 
 
    “This is going to be like finding a needle in a haystack.” Mac knocked the dust off the closest partially torn box. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Alyson took the lid off the box closest to her. “We should at least try. You start at that end and I’ll start here. We’re looking for boxes that contain documents from the 1860s. Boxes we’ve looked through can be stacked off to the side so we don’t keep looking through the same things over and over.” 
 
    Mac took several boxes and sat cross-legged on the floor. “There’s some really neat stuff in here.” She held up a stack of letters tied together with a ribbon. “These are from World War Two. They look like love letters. See, there’s a little heart drawn across the seal.” Mac held up an envelope. “I wonder what they say. Are they filled with verse after verse of flowery romance or an accounting of the horrors that must have been endured every day?” 
 
    “World War Two was quite a bit after 1867. We need to stay focused if we’re going to have any chance at all of finding anything,” Alyson reminded her. 
 
    “I know. I’ll focus.” Mac set aside the box of World War Two memorabilia. “It’d be neat to come back to look through all this stuff when imminent death isn’t driving the search. I’m surprised people donated such personal, intimate things to the museum.” 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe the letters are secret correspondence describing military strategy, masked as love letters,” Alyson theorized. 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “No, not really. Sometimes it’s fun to play what if, though.” Alyson set the box she had been looking through aside and reached for another. “This is going to take forever.” 
 
    They continued to search for several hours, finding many priceless documents but nothing pertaining to Whitney Lincoln. 
 
    “My back is killing me,” Mac groaned. 
 
    “I know.” Alyson looked down at her once-manicured hands, now blackened with decades’ worth of dust. “This is pointless. Let me finish sorting through this box and we’ll go. Maybe we can get Trevor to help us sort more tomorrow.” 
 
    “I found something earlier: an address for Eric Thompson, the jogger who found Samantha Roberts’s body. He lives up the coast. I thought we could pay him a visit tomorrow, while Trevor is at practice,” Mac said. “Maybe he saw something more.”  
 
    “That’s a good idea.” Alyson opened the lid of the final box she had pulled near her. “I could use a change of scenery.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to need a turn in your Jacuzzi when we get back to your house.” Mac arched her back, trying to work out the kinks. 
 
    “No problem. I guess we can go.” Alyson picked up a yellowed newspaper. “Wait; look at this. It’s dated April 25, 1867, about a month before Mrs. Lincoln’s death. Let me see what else is in this box.” 
 
    “Where did you find it?” Mac struggled to stand up. “I’ll see if there are others.” 
 
    “It was in the stack in front of the shelves. The one to the left of where you’re standing.” 
 
    Mac took a couple of boxes and resumed her position on the floor. 
 
    “I think I found it,” Alyson exclaimed. “A newspaper article on Marcus’s hanging.” 
 
    Alyson carefully spread it open so she wouldn’t tear the delicate paper. “This is the same one Booker had.” Alyson went back to sorting through the box. “Well, lookee here. I think we may have found a box of things that belonged to the Lincolns. Baby shoes, old photographs, miscellaneous paperwork, and,” Alyson held up a small book, “a diary.” She opened it. “Looks like Whitney Lincoln’s.” 
 
    “Wow, really? What does it say?”  
 
    “I haven’t had a chance to read it yet,” Alyson said. “There’s a lot of stuff in this box. We need to ask if we can take it back to my place.” 
 
    “The volunteer out front is new. I doubt she’ll let us just walk out with it.” 
 
    “I’ll call Caleb to get his permission. He’s the founder of this place and a member of the historical society, I’m sure he has enough clout to get us permission.” 
 
    After calling Caleb and obtaining permission to borrow whatever they needed, the girls loaded the box in which Alyson had found the journal, as well as several others that appeared at first inspection to be related, into the back of her Jeep and then headed back to her house to meet Trevor. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    “Have we got news for you,” Alyson blurted out a half hour later. 
 
    “On which case?” Trevor asked. “Jessica’s rapist or the murders?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “Do tell.” Trevor took a bite of the sandwich Alyson had picked up at the deli on the way home. 
 
    “About Jessica—I talked to one of the girls who were hanging out with Derek this afternoon. Turns out she was at Tommy’s party, in the bedroom. She gave me the names of the other guys who were there. To make a long story short, she seemed to think Steve Hanson might be the father of Jessica’s baby.” 
 
    “But I thought he left,” Trevor said.   
 
    “That’s what Jessica said, but maybe we should look into it.”  
 
    “I know he was frustrated, but to rape your own girlfriend? That’s cold. Why’d she think Steve was the bad guy?” Trevor asked. “Can you pass that tub of potato salad over this way?” 
 
    “She figured Derek would try to profit off loosening Jessica up.” Alyson picked up the takeout container and passed it to Trevor. 
 
    “But she didn’t actually see Steve with Jessica or have any proof that he was the guy?”   
 
    “No, what she said was pure speculation. We should check it out, though. See if he was even at the party after his fight with Jessica,” Alyson suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll ask around.” Trevor took a large scoop of mayonnaise-covered potatoes and eggs. 
 
    “In other news,” Mac took a small bite of her pickle spear, “we think we found Whitney Lincoln’s diary.” 
 
    “Really? That’s great. What does it say?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “We haven’t read it yet. We only found it after hours and hours of backbreaking searching. We brought it back with us. We’ll look at it after dinner.”  
 
    “I still need to head over to the bluff in a while. Before it gets too late,” Alyson reminded them. 
 
    “Are you sure?’ Trevor asked. “Maybe with the diary you won’t need to put yourself in danger to get answers.” 
 
    “I’m sure. You know I need to do this.” 
 
    “I guess, but I’m going on record as saying I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Opinion duly noted.” 
 
    “Let’s take a quick look at the diary first,” Mac suggested. “Maybe something in it will help you figure out what’s going on.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They cleaned up the dinner mess and went out to the living room. Alyson curled up on the sofa and started reading, while the others sorted through the boxes they’d brought to the house with them. The journal began two years before Mrs. Lincoln’s death. Alyson turned to the back of the book. 
 
    “The last entry is dated May 20, 1867,” she said. 
 
    “Just a little over a week before her death. What does it say?” Mac asked. 
 
      
 
    The pains have begun. My baby will be born any day. I’ve arranged for a midwife to see to the delivery. She has been well paid for her silence. I have arranged for my baby to be cared for. Although it pains my heart more than I can bear, I know this is the only way. Some mistakes cannot be undone; their consequences must simply be endured. Barron is away on business for a few days. It is for the best. He must never know of my betrayal. Stella will look after the children. I love them so. These past weeks I’ve struggled to come to this impossible decision, to give up ever knowing this precious life that grows within me, to remain in the lives of the four others I hold so dear. Each day as I watch them navigate their young lives, I store away memories to fuel my resolve. I embrace their enthusiasm as they play with uninhibited joy, I take pride in their dedication as they study, and I cherish their innocence as they sleep. I memorize the feeling of their arms wrapped around me in loving embrace and the smiles on their faces as I tuck them in at night. Giving my baby away to total strangers will be the most difficult thing I have ever done, but in the end, it’s something I must do, a penance for succumbing to the weakness of mind and body. 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like she left her home willingly,” Mac pointed out. “Marcus didn’t kidnap her.” 
 
    “So it would seem.” Alyson let the journal drop to her lap.  
 
    “It must have been so difficult to have to choose between one child and the others,” Mac sympathized. 
 
    “Or between a husband and a child.” Alyson thought back to the impossible choice her own mother had had to make less than a year before.  
 
    Mac looked up at Alyson, their eyes meeting in understanding. Mac silently conveyed a heartfelt sympathy that couldn’t be communicated verbally due to Trevor’s presence. She was aware that if anyone knew the true cost of impossible choices, Alyson did. 
 
    “What else does the journal say?” Trevor asked, completely clueless as to the emotional exchange taking place across the table from him. 
 
    Alyson turned the page to an earlier date. “‘April 12, 1867,’” she read. 
 
      
 
    Barron and I attended the theater tonight. It was such a magical night, full of love and laughter. Yet even as I felt his arms embrace me, and his kiss on my brow, my heart filled with dread over what is to come. There are moments in life when you are faced with a choice, a choice that will define your entire existence. I was faced with such a choice, and now I may lose all that is dear to my heart. If only I had that choice to make over again. If only I had foreseen the consequences of my actions. One moment of reckless abandon and lives are forever changed.  
 
      
 
    “I guess the affair theory was right after all,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Sounds like it,” Mac agreed. 
 
    “But it sounds like she really loved her husband,” Alyson insisted. “I wonder why she… you know… strayed.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s an entry that will tell us,” Trevor suggested. 
 
    “I feel sort of like a voyeur, reading the most intimate details of this woman’s life.” Alyson tucked her legs up beneath herself and snuggled into the sofa. 
 
    “Yeah, but aren’t you curious?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Of course I am.” Alyson turned back several pages. “‘November 2, 1866.’” 
 
      
 
    I’ve tried to fool myself, but I can no longer deny it. I am with child. I’ll have to tell Barron soon; he’s bound to notice. While I cling to the small flicker of hope that the child is his, I know in my heart it is not. He won’t suspect, at least not until the child’s birth.  What have I done? I am so frightened. I try to still my emotions so I can figure out what to do, but the fear I hold inside suffocates me and paralyzes any hope of rational thought. Barron will never understand, not that he should. How can I ask him to forgive me when I can never forgive myself? 
 
      
 
    “She must have been around three months pregnant then,” Mac calculated. “Go back three months to see if there are any entries.” 
 
    “‘August 13, 1866,’” Alyson read. 
 
      
 
    It is so hot I cannot bear it. Marcus came to tend the garden today. His red skin glistened under the heat of the sun. His muscles are greater than even those of my beloved Barron. I have seen his shy glances and know that he desires me as much as I do him. Barron has been away on business for over a month. I do not know if I can wait another month for his return. I know that my lustful thoughts are wrong, but still my mind wanders. I fear that my imagination is beginning to take on a life of its own. 
 
      
 
    “So Marcus is the father,” Trevor concluded.  “I think there’s a lesson to be had here about leaving your young, beautiful wife home alone with the hired help.”  
 
    “This is better than a romance novel. What else does it say?” Mac asked. 
 
    Alyson turned the page. “‘August 15, 1866.’” 
 
      
 
    Marcus is here again today. I believe this day is the hottest one we’ve had this summer. The heat makes my skin twitch as streams of sweat run between my bosoms and down my back. I long for a swim in the river. I can imagine the soothing feel of the cold water against my skin; the peaceful relaxation of floating on my back and watching the sky from under the canopy of trees that line the bank. Barron wouldn’t like it. He thinks swimming in the river is unladylike. Besides, I’m a weak swimmer and the currents are strong this time of year. Perhaps I shall see if Marcus would like to join me. He is strong and his presence will ensure my safety.  
 
      
 
    “Can you say denial?” Trevor blurted out. “I think she’s looking for something a little more intimate than a dip in the river.” 
 
    “Sometimes we can lie even to ourselves,” Alyson said.  
 
    “What happens next?” Mac asked. 
 
    Alyson turned the page. “‘August 16, 1866.’” 
 
      
 
    I have done something so horrible I can hardly bear to put pen to paper, but I must confess my sin, if only in this journal. I can never speak of this to anyone. Not ever. I don’t know what I was thinking. Well, truthfully, maybe I do know what I was thinking. The lies we tell ourselves are some of the greatest ever told. We convince ourselves our intentions are other than what they really are. We let ourselves believe the lie, but in the end, we must face the truth. I went for a swim yesterday. I invited Marcus along for protection from the strong currents. At least that’s the lie I let myself believe. At first it was so wonderful; we laughed and played like children. The coolness of the water against my skin filled me with energy I had not felt in days. I know what happened next is my fault. I let my desire rule me. Marcus is simple. He doesn’t always understand the consequences of his actions. Or maybe he does and this is but another lie I am telling myself. Either way, I let myself believe that a swim was only a swim when, in truth, I knew all along it would be so much more. I can never tell Barron. He would kill Marcus and turn the rest of his family out into the street. No, this secret is one I must take to my grave. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Trevor summarized, “Marcus somehow finds out that Mrs. Lincoln has had her child and goes to the bluff to try to talk her into telling him where she stashed it. They struggle and she falls.” 
 
    “We’ve seen that,” Mac agreed. 
 
    “So the question is, how can we use this information to make sure Alyson is still with us on May 28th?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “It comes back to whose unfinished business this is,” Alyson said. “What needs to happen for the cycle to end?” 
 
    “It must be Marcus’s,” Mac guessed. “He was hanged for a crime he didn’t commit.” 
 
    “How do we fix that?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “We still haven’t figured out why Marcus was accused,” Alyson said. “If Mrs. Lincoln is dead and they were on the bluff alone, who accused Marcus?” 
 
    “There had to have been someone else on the bluff,” Mac guessed.  
 
    Alyson looked at her watch. “It’s getting late. I need to get to the bluff. I’m going up to change into something warmer. Get the gear and I’ll meet you in the Jeep.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    The fog had started to roll in, creating an eerie feeling of isolation.  
 
    “We can’t see you.” Mac spoke through the walkie-talkie. “The fog’s too thick. We need to get closer.” 
 
    “No, I’m okay. Stay where you are and just listen.” 
 
    The sound of the surf pounding on the rocks below the edge of the bluff was the only evidence that the sea was nearby. The fog was thick, smothering. Alyson couldn’t see anything beyond her own arm. 
 
    “You’ve hidden it.” 
 
    “I had to.” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “Please, you can trust me. No one will know.” 
 
    “He’ll know.” 
 
    “He won’t, I swear. I don’t know how you can do this.” 
 
    “We’re talking about my life. Everything I hold dear; my husband, my children. I can’t risk it.” 
 
    “What about me? My life?” 
 
    “Do you know what my husband would do to you if he found out? I’m trying to protect you.”  
 
    “I’m willing to take that risk.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not.” 
 
    “Won’t he wonder where it is? Your husband.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him I lost it. I have to go now.” 
 
    “Please, just tell me where it is.” The man grabbed her arm. 
 
    “It’s already gone.” 
 
    “Gone? Gone where?” 
 
    “I’ll never tell you; now let me go.” 
 
    “Why won’t you tell me? I don’t understand. You don’t want it anyway.” 
 
    But she did, Alyson realized. Her heart was torn to shreds over the fact that she had to give her child away. “Oh God.” Alyson groaned as Whitney Lincoln fell over the side and Alyson dropped to her knees. 
 
    “Alyson!” Mac yelled through the walkie-talkie. “Are you okay? We’re coming; hang on.” 
 
    Alyson could hear them running toward her, but she couldn’t speak. The pain was too intense; she couldn’t catch her breath. She felt Whitney Lincoln’s love for her husband and other four children. She felt her anguish at having to give up the fifth. She felt her concern for Marcus. She felt her guilt that all this was her fault, that lives had been ruined forever because of her. In her final seconds, Mrs. Lincoln felt the pain and suffering of everyone she held dear. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Mac knelt beside Alyson. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around Mac and sobbed. She sobbed for Whitney Lincoln, for her abandoned baby, her motherless children, and her widowed husband. She sobbed for Marcus and his unfinished life. She sobbed for the death of dreams and an end to possibilities. And, finally, she sobbed for herself. It had been a while since she’d allowed herself to remember the agony of loss. Time healed all wounds, but the scars were with you forever. 
 
    “Alyson, you’re scaring me.” Mac was sobbing herself now. “What happened? Are you okay?” 
 
    Alyson pulled herself together. She sat back on her heels with her arms still around Mac’s neck. “I’m okay. I just need a minute. Let’s go back to the house and I’ll tell you everything.” 
 
    When they arrived at the house Alyson went up to her room to wash her face and pull herself together while her concerned friends waited downstairs. She looked at her own face in the mirror and saw Whitney Lincoln. “I understand,” she promised the apparition. 
 
    “Hey, everything okay now?” Mac asked as Alyson walked into the living room. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good.” 
 
    “What happened?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “Tonight, when I was watching the same events I’ve witnessed over and over, there came a point where I could feel all Whitney Lincoln’s emotions. The intensity of her feelings. She was in such pain. It isn’t Marcus causing the endless loop. It’s her.” 
 
    “Mrs. Lincoln? But why?” Mac asked. 
 
    “She wants forgiveness. She feels responsible for everything. She let her desires rule her behavior for one minute, and because of that she destroyed so many lives. Her abandoned baby, whom she loved so much; her motherless children, whose happiness meant more to her than life itself; and her widowed husband, who she loved with all her heart. And of course there’s Marcus; his death was needless and unjust.” 
 
    “Whose forgiveness does she want?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Her own. She needs to forgive herself so she can move on. She’s torturing herself, living the same day over and over, all the while praying for redemption from her guilt.” 
 
    “So how do we help her to find forgiveness?” Trevor asked. “How do we end the cycle?” 
 
    Alyson hesitated. “Through my understanding of her guilt, we ended the cycle. I don’t feel her presence anymore.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” Mac asked. 
 
    “I think we should proceed with our plans to visit with Eric Thompson tomorrow just in case, but yeah, I’m pretty sure.” 
 
    “How will we know? For certain?” Mac asked. 
 
    “We’ll go to the bluff tomorrow to see if they show up. If they don’t I think we’ll have our proof.” 
 
    Alyson knew they wouldn’t show up tomorrow; she understood what she needed to do so Whitney wouldn’t appear. But it wasn’t over. She still needed to get through the final scene of the script that had been repeating itself for so many years. She needed to be there on the 27th, so she needed her friends to believe she was safe. It was the only way she could finish what she needed to do. 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 13 
 
    Friday, May 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Toward the end of the school day, Alyson went in search of Steve Hanson, Jessica’s ex. She really wanted to finish helping Jessica before tomorrow night. Just in case. 
 
    Alyson found him rummaging through his locker. She continued to be amazed at how much junk people could cram into such a small space. “Steve?” 
 
    “Yeah?” He continued to sort through the mess. 
 
    “My name is Alyson. I’m a friend of Jessica’s.” 
 
    Steve stepped away from his locker to look at the petite girl standing next to him. 
 
    “If you’re a friend of Jessica’s how come I’ve never met you before? Jessica and I have been dating for over a year.” 
 
    “I’m sort of a new friend. I guess you heard what happened to her.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard.” 
 
    “I was wondering if I could talk to you about Tommy’s party. Jessica said she went with you, but then you had a disagreement and left.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right. I don’t see how it’s any of your business, though.” 
 
    “I’m sort of helping her look into the whole thing, trying to figure out exactly what happened.” 
 
    “She doesn’t remember?” 
 
    “Not much. I thought maybe you saw something that might help me.” 
 
    Steve hesitated. He looked around the hall, crowded with students hurrying to get to their next class. “Let’s go somewhere. Away from here.” 
 
    “How about the deli down the street? I seem to have skipped lunch.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll get my stuff and meet you there.” 
 
    “Can I order you a sandwich?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. Roast beef. I have to get a few things together, but I should be there in about fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Alyson sent Mac a text message, telling her where she was going in case Steve turned out to be a serial killer in a nice-guy costume. When she arrived at the deli she ordered a Diet Coke and a turkey sandwich for herself and a roast beef sandwich and an extralarge Coke for Steve. She took the food to one of the red-and-white-checkered tables in the back of the room, and Steve joined her a few minutes later. 
 
    “Thanks for meeting me,” Alyson began. “I hope you’re not missing anything important.” 
 
    “Trig. It’ll keep.” 
 
    “As I mentioned before, I’ve been helping Jessica try to figure out what happened the night of the party.” 
 
    “She really doesn’t remember?” he asked again. 
 
    “No. After you left Tommy gave her a drink, a rum and Diet Coke. She took a few sips and started feeling dizzy. She went upstairs to use the bathroom. The next thing she remembers is waking up in Tommy’s bed.” 
 
    “Oh God.” Steve rested his forehead and elbows against the cold Formica tabletop, wrapping his arms around himself as if to hide. 
 
    “I know this must be really hard on you. I found out Derek Gordon was the one who spiked her drink, but he said he wasn’t the one who raped her. I’m trying to help Jessica find out who the father of her baby is.” 
 
    “I am.” Steve looked up and stared at Alyson with agony in his eyes. “I am.” 
 
    Wow. Despite what Derek’s friend had said, she hadn’t seen that coming. 
 
    “I didn’t rape her, though. After the fight I went out in the backyard to cool off. There were some guys out there smoking pot and doing shots. I decided to join them for one round, but one thing led to another and I got stinking drunk. I went back inside to see if I could get some coffee when Danny Tyler told me Jessica was upstairs and she was asking for me. He handed me a shot and told me it was for luck.” 
 
    Steve leaned back against the red vinyl booth and closed his eyes. “I was really out of it. I went into Tommy’s room and Jessica was in his bed, waiting, I believed, to willingly have sex with me. She may not remember anything, but she wasn’t passed out, at least not completely. She looked at me and said my name. In my drunken and admittedly aroused state, I let myself believe it was an invitation. We made love, although rather sloppily given both our states. She was conscious, though; she even responded. Afterward I fell asleep or, more appropriately, passed out. I woke up several hours later and saw Jessica lying next to me. Little pieces of what had happened started to come back to me. At some point I realized Jessica might not have been as much of a willing participant as I’d thought.” 
 
    “You just left her there?” 
 
    “Yeah, I took the coward’s way out. I started to remember her responses and realized she was too drunk to have been a consensual partner.” 
 
    “So you left her, naked, in another guy’s bed?” 
 
    “I knew she’d be mad. I wanted to give her space to cool down. I never, ever imagined she wouldn’t remember any of it. I just figured she’d remember what happened, think I took advantage of her, and be royally pissed off.” 
 
    “You did take advantage of her.” 
 
    “I know. And I’m sorry. I’ve been sorry every day since then.” 
 
    “Okay, maybe the shot you were given was drugged also. Maybe you really did let yourself believe during the act that it was consensual. But what about after? It’s been over a month. Why didn’t you tell her what happened?” 
 
    “Up until this moment I thought she knew what happened. I didn’t know she didn’t remember anything. After that night she gave me the cold shoulder. I figured she was just mad about what happened and I decided to give her space. When I found out she was pregnant I tried hundreds of times to get hold of her, but she’s locked up in her house with Mama Bear to protect her. I’ve called and left messages, I’ve texted her, I’ve gone to her house only to be sent away.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to her.” Alyson looked at her watch; she still had an hour until she had to meet Mac and Trevor. “Wait here. I’ll call you to let you know if I can get her to agree to see you. Give me your cell number.” 
 
    “Thanks. I really appreciate this.” Steve jotted down his number. 
 
    “No problem. And Steve—Jessica’s really fragile right now. I’d use this time to think of what you’re going to say to her.” 
 
    “Yeah, I will.” 
 
    Alyson entered Steve’s number into her phone, then texted Mac to let her know she might be late but to wait for her. She called Jessica just to be sure she was home, then once again headed to her house. 
 
    Jessica answered the door dressed in a yellow, long-sleeved sweater and faded jeans. “Hey, Alyson. You said you had news?” 
 
    “Yeah. You’d better sit down.”  
 
    “That bad, huh?” Jessica walked through the house to her room and sat down on the foot of her bed. 
 
    “I’m not sure if you’ll be horrified by what I have to tell you or relieved.” Alyson sat down next to her. 
 
    “Oh, God. What is it?” 
 
    “I found out who drugged you. It was Derek Gordon.” 
 
    “Why would Derek Gordon drug me? Oh, God, he isn’t the father of my baby, is he?” 
 
    “No, he isn’t the father. It was a game; he and his buddies randomly spiked a rum and Diet Coke, then placed bets on who would drink it.” 
 
    Jessica paled. “That’s sick.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. After this is over, with your permission, I’d like to turn what I know over to the police. Drugging unsuspecting people at a party is serious stuff.” 
 
    “How do you know he’s not the father? How do you know he didn’t rape me after he drugged me?” Jessica began to sob. 
 
    “Because I know who the father is. He told me.” 
 
    Jessica looked up, tears streaming down her face. “Who?” 
 
    “It was Steve.” 
 
    Alyson watched a look of shock cross Jessica’s face. “My Steve?” 
 
    “Yes. He didn’t leave the party after your fight. He went outside and got stoned with some of his friends. When he went up to Tommy’s room you were already there, on the bed. He was led to believe you’d asked for him, that your participation was consensual.” 
 
    Jessica closed her eyes. I watched as a look of awareness crossed her face. “I remember. I was really out of it, so I’m not sure you could call my participation consensual, but I didn’t fight him. I may even have responded on some level. But why did he leave me there?” 
 
    “I think he should explain that to you. He wants to talk to you. He said he’s tried to get hold of you. He didn’t realize you didn’t remember what happened. He thought you were avoiding him because you were mad.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s left like a hundred messages.” Jessica got up and went over to the dresser and picked up a picture of her and Steve during happier times. “I really loved him, you know. I pictured us growing old together and having babies, just not in quite this way.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure he cares about you too. After I told him what happened…well, let’s just say he’s pretty broken up about it. He’s waiting for my call. I told him I’d ask you if you’d talk to him.” 
 
    Jessica ran her fingers over the picture. “Yeah, I guess we should talk.” 
 
    “I think that’s best.” 
 
    Jessica turned to Alyson. “Thanks for doing all this, for figuring this out for me. If you hadn’t pushed I might never have known. My parents want me to have an abortion, but if this baby is Steve’s and mine, I don’t see how I can. Maybe adoption? I guess I should talk to Steve.” 
 
    “You don’t have to figure everything out today. I think this is one of those big decisions. You know, the life-altering type. You should talk to Steve, talk to your parents, but in the end you should make your own choice. Whatever decision you make is one you’ll have to live with for the rest of your life. Take the time to make the one you can live with.” 
 
    “Thanks. That’s good advice.” 
 
    Mac and Trevor were waiting for Alyson near the parking lot at school. Trevor had heard about the trip they’d planned and decided to skip baseball practice to go with them. 
 
    “You talked to Steve?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I saw him on my way to the library and decided to ask him about the party. He’s the father of Jessica’s baby.” 
 
    “He raped her?” Trevor demanded. 
 
    “Not exactly. Get in and I’ll explain the whole thing.” 
 
    After turning onto the highway heading north, Alyson filled Mac and Trevor in on her conversation with Steve and her subsequent one with Jessica. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll work it out?” Mac asked 
 
    “I don’t know; they have a lot to deal with. But they might work it out. It must be a relief from Jessica’s perspective that her baby’s father is someone she cares about and not some creep.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he just left her,” Mac said. “I’m not sure I’d forgive that, no matter what his rationale.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about that. I think Steve’s a good guy, though, who made a really bad mistake.” 
 
    “Hormones can make teenage guys do crazy things,” Trevor agreed. “This isn’t the worst thing I’ve heard of an otherwise nice guy doing.” 
 
    “Really? Like what?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Sorry; I’d be breaking the guy code if I told.” 
 
    “Come on. We have a two-hour drive ahead of us. Change the names and tell us some stories.” 
 
    “Well, there was this one guy who had a crush on this girl. His best friend told him the girl of his dreams had been skinny-dipping in Wellman’s Pond. He told his friend he had it on good authority that the girl liked guys who demonstrated their manliness with outward displays of virility. He suggested that he should strip down and take a swan dive off that big rock on the north end of the pond. Not only did he take his friend’s advice but before he dove off the rock he beat his chest and yelled like Tarzan.” 
 
    “Are you making this up?” Mac asked. 
 
    “I swear it’s true, and there’s a video to prove it.” 
 
    “His friend taped it?” 
 
    “His friend invited twenty or so other friends to the live show, but yeah, he taped it.” 
 
    “It wasn’t you, was it? The naked Tarzan?” Mac asked. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t me, but it could have been. Guys in lust have no brains. It’s a scientific fact.” 
 
    “That statement at its core terrifies me in a way I can’t quite describe.” Alyson laughed. 
 
    “Tell us another one,” Mac demanded. 
 
    “Okay, but if you end up joining a convent after this don’t blame me. The journey into the male mind has many twists and turns.” 
 
    “So I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Okay; I know another guy who snuck into his girlfriend’s house while she was out with her parents. He had the brilliant idea that he’d hide in her closet and join her after she went to bed for the night. The problem was, he misjudged which room was hers and ended up in her parents’ room.” 
 
    “Please don’t tell me they…well, you know, while he was in the closet.” Alyson grimaced. 
 
    “Worse. He started off in the closet, but when he thought he had an opening he started toward the door. His girlfriend’s mother came back from the bathroom and he slid under the bed.” 
 
    “Oh my God. He was under there the whole time?” Mac asked.  
 
    Trevor laughed. “He was. I think he was pretty damaged after that. He broke up with his girlfriend because he knew he could never face her parents again. I think he might have ended up in a convent, or what’s the guy equivalent?” 
 
    “The priesthood. He joined the priesthood?” 
 
    “Probably not, but that’s what I heard.” 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Here we are.” Two hours later, Alyson pulled up out front of a two-story house that seriously needed a coat of paint. “I wonder if anyone’s home. I don’t see a car outside.” 
 
    “I guess the only way to find out is to ring the bell and see if anyone answers,” Mac said. “Everyone ready?” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s get this over with.” Trevor opened the back door and stepped onto the sidewalk. “You guys can wait here while I check it out.” 
 
    Trevor walked up the walkway and rang the bell. Several seconds later, a girl of around twelve opened the door. Trevor talked to her for a few minutes, then walked back to the car. 
 
    “Eric’s daughter said he’s still at work. He’s a gym teacher at the local high school. She said he’s either at track practice or in his office.” 
 
    “So do we try the high school?” Mac asked. 
 
    “We came all this way,” Alyson said. “If he’s busy we’ll wait.” 
 
    “Does anyone know where the high school is?” Mac asked. 
 
    “The daughter told me. Take a left at the next stoplight,” Trevor instructed. 
 
    Alyson followed Trevor’s directions. Pulling into the mostly empty parking lot, she parked near the track. Several students were running drills. Two adults stood off to the side, talking animatedly. 
 
    “One of them must be the guy,” Alyson guessed. 
 
    “Should we interrupt?” Mac asked. 
 
    “It looks like practice is mostly winding down,” Trevor observed. “I say we introduce ourselves and see if Eric is willing to speak with us now or if he prefers we wait.” 
 
    “What if he’s not willing to speak to us at all?” Mac asked. 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to convince him.” 
 
    Alyson, Mac, and Trevor got out of the Jeep and walked onto the field. They headed over to where the two men were standing and waited until one of them acknowledged them. 
 
    “Can I help you?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re looking for Eric Thompson,” Trevor responded. 
 
    “You found him.” 
 
    “Mr. Thompson,” Alyson began, “my name is Alyson Prescott. These are my friends, Mackenzie Reynolds and Trevor Johnson. We’re from Cutter’s Cove. We’d like to talk to you about something that happened twenty-five years ago.” 
 
    Eric looked at Alyson and frowned. “Bert, can you take over?” 
 
    “Sure, no problem.” 
 
    “Let’s go into my office,” Eric said. 
 
    He showed them to a small conference table and invited them to sit down. “It’s happening again, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You know about the cycle?” Alyson asked, taking a seat on one of the green folding chairs that were placed around the table. 
 
    “I do now. After…” he hesitated, “after the last time, a man named Parker Gates interviewed me. He explained that the death of the girl I found at the bluff was part of a series of incidents.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s happening again. To me, in fact,” Alyson explained. 
 
    “If what Mr. Gates told me was true you should leave town until the whole thing is over. The girls who have the vision end up dead.”  
 
    “I’d like to, but I can’t. If I leave someone else might get sucked in. At least I know what’s going on. Maybe I can end it.” 
 
    “How can I help you?”  
 
    “We’d like to ask you about the night you found Samantha Roberts. Exactly what you remember.” 
 
    Thompson took a minute to gather his thoughts before he began. “I was out for my daily run. I was state champion two years running and I trained every day, rain or shine. On that day it was raining, and I had my music turned up high. I was trying to block out how truly miserable I was feeling with water sloshing in my shoes and trickling down my back. Anyway, I was running along, totally into the groove, not even consciously aware of my surroundings. The next thing I knew, I was looking over the bluff and seeing a body.” 
 
    “What made you stop?” Mac asked. “Did you see something before that?” 
 
    “I must have. Maybe my subconscious saw something; I’m not sure. I really don’t remember. The whole thing was like a dream. One minute I was running and the next I was looking over the cliff at a dead body.” 
 
    “We’ve been researching this quite extensively,” Trevor said. “One of the theories we have is that every twenty-five years an event recurs that’s metaphysically linked to a past event. An event in which a woman is struggling with a man on the bluff and ends up falling to her death. We think it’s possible two innocent bystanders, a man and a woman, are pulled into the drama during each reenactment.” 
 
    “You think I killed that girl?” 
 
    “No, we don’t,” Alyson assured him. “If that’s what happens, the participation of the male surrogate is as involuntary as the woman’s. If someone is pulled into the drama—and we aren’t saying that’s the only possible scenario—but if it’s what happens, both the man and the woman would be victims. It’s possible neither would even remember what happened. It might feel like a temporary blackout.” 
 
    Thompson scratched his head as he thought about what Alyson had said. “I do remember something. Something I didn’t even realize until the next day. There was a scratch on my arm I had no idea where I’d gotten. I didn’t think much about it until Parker Gates came to see me.” 
 
    “Did you tell him about the scratch?” Alyson asked. 
 
    “No. I think I was afraid he’d read something into it and I’d be hauled off to jail for murdering that poor girl. I swear, I don’t remember anything. I have no idea how she ended up at the bottom of the bluff. I hope to God I had nothing to do with it, but after what you’ve said, I can’t be sure.” 
 
    “Thank you for talking to us. What you’ve told us will be our secret,” Alyson assured him. “I don’t know what happened that night, but even if you were pulled into the drama it wouldn’t have been your fault. I think whatever happened was totally under the control of the spirits replaying the event.” 
 
    “If you go to the police with what you know maybe they can stop it from happening,” Thompson suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe. Then again, maybe by figuring everything out we’ve already stopped it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Trevor asked as they drove back to Cutter’s Cove. 
 
    “It certainly sounds like he could have been recruited to play Marcus’s role. I wonder what would happen if there was no readily available guy,” Alyson said. 
 
    “I wonder who was involved in all the other incidents,” Mac mused. 
 
    “An anonymous caller reported Andrea Jenner’s body. Whoever found himself looking at a dead body must not have bothered to stick around on that occasion,” Trevor pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, and fishermen reported Carly Reinhart’s body,” Alyson joined in. “I wonder why these people didn’t just call the police if they really had no memory of their involvement.”  
 
    “It’s possible whoever found the bodies had police records and didn’t want to draw attention to themselves,” Trevor suggested. 
 
    “I wonder who this Parker Gates is,” Alyson said. “Any luck finding him. Mac?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I can keep looking. In fact, I’ll use my phone to poke around while we’re driving back.” 
 
    Mac started looking for any information she could find on Parker Gates. She’d been at it for over an hour when she exclaimed, “I think I have him. Parker Gates was class valedictorian for Cutter’s Cove High School in 1967.” 
 
    “The year Andrea Jenner died,” Alyson realized. 
 
    “Maybe he knew Andrea,” Mac guessed. “Then he saw the same thing happen to Samantha Roberts and started to wonder.” 
 
    “So he did his own investigation,” Trevor concluded. 
 
    “See if you can find out where he is now,” Alyson instructed. 
 
    “At least I have a name now. That’ll help,” Mac informed them. “It looks like he went to Harvard and got a law degree. He worked for a prestigious law firm in Boston until 1992.” 
 
    “The year Samantha Roberts died,” Alyson realized. “Then what?” 
 
    “That’s all I could find. I’ll keep looking.” 
 
    “You said he graduated from Cutter’s Cove High School. Maybe he still has family there. Check the phone directory for any Gateses,” Trevor suggested. 
 
    “Good idea.” Mac took a few minutes to change course. “Oh, I’ve got one: Brian Gates.” 
 
    “Give me the number and I’ll give him a call,” Trevor said. Then he dialed and waited. 
 
    “Hello, my name is Trevor Johnson. I’m trying to track down Parker Gates. I was hoping you could tell me how to get in touch with him. Yes, that would be great.” Trevor motioned for a pen and paper. “Thank you so much. Yes, you have a good day too. 
 
    “He lives in Portland,” Trevor told them. “He gave me his home phone number as well as his work number.” 
 
    “Try them both,” Alyson suggested. 
 
    “What do I say if I get hold of him?” 
 
    “Tell him the truth. He was interested in the case twenty-five years ago; maybe he still is,” Mac said. 
 
    Trevor called the first number. “Hello. I’m looking for a Parker Gates.”  
 
    He listened to the response before he continued. “My name is Trevor Johnson. I’m researching the deaths of Samantha Roberts and Andrea Jenner. I was hoping I could talk to you about the investigation you conducted twenty-five years ago.” Trevor tapped the end of the pen against his lap. “Yes, it’s happening again. Thanks, that’d be great. 
 
    “He wants to talk to us,” Trevor said when he hung up. “He gave me the address for his office, Parker Gates Investigation.” 
 
    “He’s a private investigator?” Mac asked. 
 
    “It would appear so. He said he’s working late and will wait for us. It’s not all that far out of the way from where we are now.” 
 
    Alyson merged into the next lane. “Let’s do this. Maybe we can put this mystery to bed once and for all.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Parker Gates’s office was in downtown Portland, where most of the businesses already had closed for the day. Alyson pulled up along the street and parked. She turned to look at the others before they got out. 
 
    “It looks like he’s here.” Mac noted the lights in the window. 
 
    “He said he’d wait,” Trevor confirmed.  
 
    “Okay, let’s do this,” Alyson repeated and climbed out of the Jeep, then waited for Mac and Trevor to join her on the sidewalk. They entered the building through the street-level front door. The décor was dark and masculine, with shuttered windows and low-level lighting. 
 
    “Mr. Gates,” Trevor greeted the weathered man. “I’m Trevor Johnson. These are my friends, Alyson and Mackenzie.” 
 
    “Please sit down.” He indicated the chairs across from his desk. 
 
    “Thank you for seeing us on such short notice,” Alyson said. 
 
    “No problem. Tomorrow’s the 27th. I realized the urgency when you called. How did you find out about my involvement anyway?” 
 
    “We borrowed the same police files you did in 1992.” Alyson left out the part about Mac’s hacking in to find the files in the first place. “We spoke to Eric Thompson today and he told us he’d spoken to you twenty-five years ago.” 
 
    Parker narrowed his gaze as he studied Alyson’s face. “You’ve been having the visions?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You should leave town. Tonight. Your life is in danger.” 
 
    “I know, but I can’t go. I’m afraid some other innocent girl will get pulled in if I do. At least I know what’s going on. I want to try to stop the cycle.” 
 
    He sighed and paused before seeming to come to a decision. “How can I help you?” 
 
    “We’re not sure exactly. We thought maybe you could tell us what you know. You checked out the 1967 police records in 1992. You must have had a reason,” Alyson said. 
 
    “On May 27, 1967, I was a high school senior on top of the world. I was the star pitcher on my baseball team, I was dating the prettiest girl in school, and I’d been named valedictorian. I was going East to start my college studies in Harvard’s prelaw program in the fall. The world was mine.” 
 
    Parker began to pace around the room. “I had been to a dance with my girl. A guy on the baseball team brought a flask of something strong to the dance and suggested we celebrate our most recent victory. After dropping my girlfriend off at home, I met him and a few other teammates in the park to finish off the night with a few drinks. After we finished our impromptu celebration I realized I was much too drunk to drive, so I started to walk home.” 
 
    “Along the bluff,” Mac guessed. 
 
    “Along the bluff. I was pretty wasted and I’m not sure what happened, but one minute I was swaggering my way home and the next I was looking over the edge of the bluff at a body below. I swear to you, I have no memory of anything that happened leading up to my looking over the bluff. I panicked. There were long scratches on my arms that hadn’t been there before. I was drunk, it was late, there was no one else around. I knew that if I called the cops they’d blame me for the girl’s death and my perfect life would be over.” 
 
    “So you made an anonymous phone call,” Trevor concluded. “You got on with your life and then, twenty-five years later, it happened again.” 
 
    He nodded. “At first I was haunted about what may have happened that night, but as time went on the memory dimmed. I finished school, made partner in a prestigious law firm, and married my high school sweetheart.” He continued to pace. “I first found out about Samantha Roberts’s death in the newspaper. Even though I hadn’t been back to Cutter’s Cove much since I graduated high school, I had a subscription to the local paper. When I read about Samantha’s death I took a leave of absence from my job and returned to town to investigate. 
 
    “I became obsessed,” Gates continued. “Ultimately, I quit my job, moved back to Cutter’s Cove, and spent every waking hour trying to figure out what had happened. I found the reports of the other deaths, but I never could figure out the why and the how. Eventually, my wife threatened to leave me if I didn’t drop the whole thing. It was too late to return to Boston—I had burned that bridge—so I decided to leave Cutter’s Cove but stay out west. At first I took a job in a law firm, but then I realized I liked investigating, so I opened this office. Even though I gave up the other investigation for the sake of my marriage, I’ve always wondered. When you called I realized I had to know what, if anything, you’d found out.” 
 
    “Quite a lot actually,” Alyson said. “Sit down and we’ll fill you in.” 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    Alyson made the solitary journey to the bluff for the sixth time in as many days. She knew they wouldn’t be here tonight. Whitney Lincoln had shown her everything she needed to know for tomorrow night’s final event. She’d momentarily considered skipping the walk tonight in favor of an early night’s rest, but she knew she had to make sure her friends believed the curse was broken, so she went through the motions.  
 
    Alyson walked to the edge of the bluff and waited. The sky was clear tonight, brilliantly displaying the grandeur of the starry night. Alyson looked for well-known markers as she waited for the event she knew wouldn’t come. The Big Dipper, the North Star, Cassiopeia, and other constellations, all dressed in their finery for professional and amateur astronomers alike to enjoy. 
 
    “Maybe they’re not coming.” She heard Mac’s voice through the walkie-talkie. “They usually show up right away.” 
 
    “We’ll wait another fifteen minutes just to be sure,” Alyson answered back. She needed her friends to leave tonight convinced beyond doubt that the curse was truly broken. If they suspected it wasn’t, there was no way they’d leave her alone long enough tomorrow for her to do what she knew she must.  
 
    Alyson wondered about the other girls. They’d felt the same compulsion to carry out the predestined event. She wondered what had gone through their minds as they made their way to the bluff. Unlike her, they hadn’t understood why they were called or the role they must play. Had they suspected they would die? Had they sensed the magnitude of their destinies? Or had they just mindlessly followed a compulsion too strong to resist? 
 
    Alyson looked into the night sky and said a silent prayer for each of her predecessors. She wouldn’t share their fate. She’d made a decision as a silent tear of mourning trickled down her cheek that she’d live and, in so doing, allow everyone to finally rest in peace. 
 
    “It’s been fifteen minutes,” Mac spoke through the walkie-talkie. “Do you think the curse is really broken?” 
 
    “Yes, I think it is. It’s over. Let’s go home.” Alyson turned and walked to the Jeep, Tucker at her side. 
 
    “I can’t believe it’s really over.” Mac expelled a sigh of relief as Alyson climbed in. “You must be so relieved. We need to call Booker. He’s been really worried.” 
 
    “Yeah, we will. In the morning. It’s late. I’m sure he’ll be asleep by now.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably. Are you okay?” Mac asked. “You don’t seem that happy. I’d think you’d be doing cartwheels of joy. This is a big deal.” 
 
    “I’m happy. Really. I’m just tired.” 
 
    “Let’s get Alyson home so she can go to bed,” Trevor said. “We’ll celebrate tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thanks, guys.” Alyson smiled. “I just need about twelve hours’ sleep before I can even contemplate cartwheels.” 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 15 
 
    Saturday, May 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday dawned bright and sunny. Alyson looked at her bedside clock. Eleven thirty-eight. Tucker sat on the rug next to her bed, waiting patiently for her to awake and let him out for his morning constitutional. 
 
    “Want to go for a run?” 
 
    Tucker barked in understanding. 
 
    She climbed out of bed and quickly dressed in gray sweatpants, a long-sleeved gray T-shirt, and her worn, muddy Nikes. Pulling her hair into a ponytail, she went into the bathroom to wash the sleep from her eyes and brush her teeth. 
 
    Feeling the rumble in her tummy from the dinner she had never eaten the night before, she grabbed a nutrition bar and headed out the door. Alyson nibbled as she stretched her tired muscles. Tucker romped in the yard as he waited. The air was light, birds sang, the sun shone, the waves from the nearby ocean crashed on the rocks below the cliff. It was an absolutely beautiful, perfectly normal Saturday afternoon. 
 
    Alyson began to jog along the cliff trail. The sun was warm on her back as she jogged past breathtaking views of the surprisingly calm Pacific. She breathed deeply as she tried to take in the peaceful serenity of the deserted bluff. The tension of the past few days faded away as she regulated her breathing and settled into a comfortable pace, the steady pounding of her feet on the hard-packed trail setting the rhythm.  
 
    Alyson let her mind wander as the miles passed beneath her feet. Surfers in wet suits floated idly on colorful boards, waiting for the waves that didn’t seem inclined to appear. Maybe she’d learn to surf. Trevor did; maybe he’d teach her. 
 
    She ran harder as fingers of doubt rushed to cloud her mind. She had no room for thoughts of death. She couldn’t allow her fear the tiniest entrance. Fear would turn to doubt and doubt would bring danger. She ran harder still as she tried to escape the demons that chased her.  
 
    Alyson felt her lungs burning and her heart pounding as she ran as fast as her legs would carry her. She ran past the bluff and up the hillside as the trail left the coastline and began to wind through the evergreen forest beyond. The thick canopy of trees blocked the sun, creating an eerie darkness more suited to Alyson’s mood. She slowed her pace slightly as the narrow trail became littered with debris from a recent storm. The farther she ran, the darker the forest grew, as only a hint of dappled sunlight peeked through. 
 
    She fell to her knees, tripping over a fallen tree branch partially hidden by discarded leaves of the vine maples that lived under the canopy of the giant evergreens. She sat back on the soles of her feet, taking huge gasps of air into her oxygen-starved lungs. Tears of apprehension streamed down her cheeks as the fear she’d been trying to deny gripped her chest, causing physical pain. She gave in to her tears, letting the anxiety that had been building for days find the release it so desperately needed. She cried until every last shred of trepidation had been released into the quiet sanctuary of the darkened forest, and then she got up and began to run home. This time her demons wouldn’t catch her. This time she would outrun the doubt that threatened to cripple her. 
 
    Alyson returned home, bathed in the sweat of her pilgrimage from uncertainty. The light on the answering machine was blinking in rhythm to the ballad of guilt that played over and over in her mind. She should have called her friends. She knew they’d be worried. They were supposed to meet, to celebrate their victory, and unwind from the insanity of the past week. Alyson touched the phone with one hand and then ignored it. She made sure Tucker had plenty of food and water before locking the door behind her and driving to the bluff for the last time. 
 
    Alyson knew her destiny, the role she was to play. She was sorry for lying to her friends, but this was something she had to do alone. She got out of the Jeep and walked slowly to the bluff. 
 
    “You’ve hidden it.” 
 
    “I had to.” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “Please, you can trust me. No one will know.” 
 
    “He’ll know.” 
 
    “He won’t, I swear. I don’t know how you can do this.” 
 
    “We’re talking about my life. Everything I hold dear; my husband, my children. I can’t risk it.” 
 
    “What about me? My life?” 
 
    “Do you know what my husband would do to you if he found out? I’m trying to protect you.”  
 
    “I’m willing to take that risk.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not.” 
 
    “Won’t he wonder where it is? Your husband.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him I lost it. I have to go now.” 
 
    “Please, just tell me where it is.” The man grabbed her arm. 
 
    “It’s already gone.” 
 
    “Gone? Gone where?” 
 
    “I’ll never tell you, now let me go.” 
 
    “Why won’t you tell me? I don’t understand. You don’t want it anyway.” 
 
    Whitney Lincoln stopped struggling and looked deeply into Marcus’s eyes. “You’re wrong. I want her very much. You have no idea how much doing this is like a sword cutting deep into my soul.” 
 
    She began to cry, silent tears, too searing to allow sound to accompany them. “I love that baby with all my being; my life will never again feel complete. I did what I had to do. I did the only thing that could be done, and that decision will haunt me every moment of my life.” 
 
    “I know.” Marcus wiped a tear from her cheek with the tip of his finger.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she sobbed. “You have no idea how deeply I regret everything that’s happened. I’ve destroyed so many lives. I never meant to hurt you. I never meant to hurt anyone. I’ll never forgive myself.” 
 
    “You must.” 
 
    “Must what?” 
 
    “Forgive yourself. Your guilt will destroy the very lives you seek to save. It is only in self-forgiveness that we can all find peace. I forgive you; forgive yourself.” Marcus placed his finger over her mouth. “Be at peace.” He leaned forward and replaced his finger with his lips. It was a kiss of life, a kiss of forgiveness. 
 
    Whitney Lincoln wrapped her arms around Marcus’s neck and kissed him back. She felt her sorrow and her pain, the loss of years and the loss of loved ones, and most of all the burden of unrelenting guilt fade away as their very souls faded into the light. 
 
    Alyson’s consciousness slowly returned as Whitney Lincoln’s faded away. She opened her eyes. There was a man standing in front of her. He wore jogging clothes and looked as if he’d just awoken from a bad dream. Alyson took a step back to put distance between them. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Alyson said. “You tripped and fell,” she improvised. “You hit your head and blacked out for a moment, but you should be fine now.” 
 
    The man looked around. “I blacked out?” 
 
    “Just for a moment.” 
 
    He frowned. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Just someone who was passing by. I need to go. Can I give you a ride somewhere?” 
 
    He placed a hand to his head. “No. I’m fine. Thank you for stopping.” 
 
    Alyson went back to the Jeep and got inside. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. The curse had been broken. She should be ecstatic, but all she felt was emptiness. She was about to start the car when her phone beeped, indicating she had a text. She assumed it would be Mac or Trevor, wondering where she was. She was surprised to see it was from Chan. You need to go. The Shadow knows. 
 
    Alyson closed her eyes. The danger she’d sensed was still there. She knew she needed time to figure out her next move, but for now all she wanted to do was to go home. When she arrived she saw her mom’s car in the drive. She wasn’t supposed to be home until the following day, but something told Alyson she was already aware of whatever it was Chan was warning her about. When she entered the house Alyson saw her mom sitting on the sofa talking with Donovan, her handler from the Witness Protection Program. 
 
    “They found me.” 
 
    Donovan nodded. 
 
    Mom got up and crossed the room. She folded Alyson into her arms and held her tight. “It’s okay. Donovan has a plan. We’re going to be okay.” 
 
    Tears streamed down Alyson’s face as she realized she was about to lose the life she’d created from the ashes of her past. 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alyson sat quietly in the backseat of the car with Tucker as the miles sped by. She could hear her mom and Donovan talking softly in front. Her heart ached so badly she thought she might die from the pain. She’d given up her life once and now she was being asked to do it again. 
 
    She thought about Mac and Trevor. She’d left them a message, letting them know she’d be out of town for a while. Mac would most likely guess what was really going on, but Trevor would never understand why she’d simply disappeared. Maybe she should have told him. She’d wanted to on so many occasions. In the back of her mind she’d always known that one day she’d share her identity with him, but now she’d never get the chance. 
 
    Alyson wanted to scream and cry and demand restitution for all she’d lost from the cruel universe, but all she could do was sit quietly staring out the window. It hurt too much to think. It almost killed her to feel. Numbness, she realized, was the safest response. 
 
    Tucker could sense her grief. He lay with his head in her lap, doing what he could to offer her comfort. Alyson didn’t know how she’d survive if she didn’t have him. She wasn’t totally clear on the specifics of Donovan’s plan, but apparently, they were going to drive around for a week or so to make sure they weren’t being followed and then he was going to take her to an old buddy of his, a retired Navy SEAL who he knew could and would protect her, until he was able to work out a more permanent arrangement.  
 
    “Are you hungry, sweetheart?” Alyson’s mom asked. “We can stop to grab a bite.” 
 
    “No,” Alyson answered, her voice devoid of emotion.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” her mom said with tears on her cheeks. 
 
    “No. I’m the one who’s sorry. You’ve given up so much. We’ve given up so much. Will it never end?” 
 
    No one answered. Alyson supposed it was because no one had an answer. When they’d moved to Cutter’s Cove from New York they thought they’d done everything right. They’d faked her death as well as the death of her mother. They’d cut ties with everyone, including her father. They’d changed their names and moved three thousand miles away. Amanda had died and Alyson had been born, and still the Bonatellos had found her.  
 
    Alyson thought that no matter how hard you tried to leave your past behind, there were shadows that lingered. Shadows that remembered who you were and what you’d done. Shadows that tied the past to the present in an unbreakable chain you could never really sever. Leaving Amanda behind and becoming Alyson had been the hardest thing she’d ever done, but she knew deep in her heart that leaving Alyson behind was going to be even harder. 
 
    Memories of the past nine months played across her mind as she remembered the friends who had welcomed the new girl in school. The friends who had fought for her and with her after it became apparent that when she was around all sorts of strange things seemed to happen. 
 
    Alyson glanced at the burner cell Donovan had given her for emergencies. He’d taken her old phone and destroyed it. He’d instructed her not to contact anyone from Cutter’s Cove and to only use the phone if it truly was an emergency. She knew the drill. Once she used it she must destroy it. They couldn’t take the chance it would leave a trace.  
 
    “Did you give this number to anyone?” Alyson asked Donovan. 
 
    “No. No one. And you can’t either.” 
 
    Alyson smiled as she looked at the front of the phone. There was a text from Chan, who must have used some sort of magic to reach her. It simply said: Trust.  
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