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Whispers On The Wind
Prologue
Steady now . . . Smoothly, feel the translation approach, glide from one into the other. Slide along, down, wait for the point. Keep the pattern. No fear. No wavers. Come with me, meld, hold, and push!
There! She’s there! Joy, satisfaction, elation crackled through the members of the Octad. Zenna, we come! Fricka! Hold the surround and gather . . . now!
And over. We are through. Stay tight. Vanter, repel the storm! It comes too fast! The static! Pain! My people! No! Falling away into the noise, the clutter, the spinning maelstrom of the tempest. Oh, hold, please, hold with me!
Reaching, searching, finding . . .Nothing. None to touch, none to perceive. Gone, all gone, swirling away, scattered, lost in the vortex . . . Alone. Alone. Alone. But for that. There! Again! The small warmth. The soft touch. Not Zenna. But . . . safety? Kahinya, help me. Guide me in.
“I’m coming!” Reach out. Reach out. Clasp and. . . hold!
Chapter One
Lenore tossed, disturbing the covers, and the man’s hands pushed the comforter back, molding her shape as he followed the flowing curves to the flare of her hips. “Come to me, come to me,” he whispered, trailing his fingers over her bare shoulders. He spread her hair across the pillow, then drew one long, curling tress down her chest, feathering the tip of the curl around her breasts, over her nipples.
She murmured a plea. As his touch stroked upwards, caressing the undersides of her breasts, her nipples hardened, ached. His breath fanning over them did nothing to ease the sweet pain. She wanted . . . She needed . . . He must . . . Her soft moan became a demand. Her body arched. She heard herself begging for his mouth, his lips, his tongue, for all the pleasures his touch promised.
And something deeper, some need, to be filled by him . . . .
“Yes, yes. Come to me,” he said again and she kicked back the sheet, the ancient, heavy quilt, heat scorching her body from within as the touch of his hands seared her skin from the outside. His light stroking smoothed over her abdomen, leaving a subtle trail of flames in its wake, fire that grew and grew until it threatened to incinerate her where she lay. It traveled down one leg to the tips of her toes. She burned all over and rolled face down as if obeying an unheard request. Even that did not quench the flames.
The sensual assault continued over her back, fingertips walking lightly up her spine, filtering through the thickness of her hair, kneading her scalp. Flat, hard palms spread over her back, massaging expertly, pressing her into the mattress, spanning her waist, fingers sliding under her hipbones, lifting slightly, down her legs to her knees, parting them. Hot breath fanned across the small of her back, over her buttocks as the man knelt by her, surprising, teasing with tiny, intermittent kisses, shocking little nips of teeth. His ministrations sent wave after wave of incomparable sensation coursing through her, leaving her teetering on the verge of a climax she knew would be of shattering proportions.
She ached for it, needed it. It was too much to bear, going so far without completion. Within, her barren womb contracted, begging for . . .for his seed? Yes! Fill me, her soul cried. Mate with me. Give me your child.
The craving became a hunger knowing no end, and dimly she recognized it as one having long eroded her, and that only this man could feed it. A baby to hold, a child to love. The logical outcome of these intense feelings, of the union yet to come. The need left her gasping, aching, all but weeping with urgency.
With an inarticulate cry, she rolled to her back. She strained to make out his face, but he was nothing more than shadows and soft sounds, tantalizing caresses of hands whose strength she could only imagine from the exquisite restraint of his touch. She tried to reach out to him, but her arms lay heavy at her sides, her fingers pressing into the sheet.
Blunt nails raked down one leg. “Lenore . . .Lenore. Come.” His fingers tracked up the other leg, seeking out the soft skin on the inside of her thigh, exploring in widening circles, close, but never quite close enough, tantalizing her with promises of fulfillment that ended just short of fruition.
“Please . . . please,” she moaned as she lifted her knees instinctively, let her legs fall apart in response to his knowing invasion. “Jon . . . touch me! I need you.”
“Yes,” he murmured, one finger sliding in, parting the wet, swollen folds that protected her entrance. “I need you too. But . . . come to me.”
Lenore shuddered as he withdrew his touch and backed from her, fading into the night, leaving only a beckoning hand for her gaze to follow and then, that, too was gone.
“No!” she cried out, snapping to a sitting position, managing now to lift her weighted arms, reaching for him.
Clammy sweat beaded her face, trickled between her breasts, chilling her as she awoke from the dream, despite the thick, warm flannel gown she wore. Her chest pumped up and down frantically, too hard, with the force of her breathing, and her heart hammered uncomfortably, audible in the silent, empty bedroom, which she occupied alone.
Empty? Of course. Finally, with difficulty, she brought herself back from the edge. “Stop it, stop it,” she said to her crazed libido. “It was only a dream. It wasn’t real.”
She switched on the light, just to be sure she was alone. The patchwork quilt lay in an untidy heap near the foot of the white-painted iron bed where she had pushed it. A bentwood rocker held a worn teddy-bear. The dresser and highboy both wore white crocheted scarves made by some distant ancestor of her friend Caroline’s. This room, where she and Caroline had slept as girls on vacation from boarding school, had, even then, been like a museum display entitled “Late-Twentieth Century Girl’s Room.” Now, though the bunk beds in the room they’d shared had been replaced by a double bed, it still looked so innocent and virginal that she felt momentarily ashamed of her eroticism.
She poured a glass of water from the carafe on the nightstand and gulped it down before pouring another, and sipping. Her hands shook. The glass rattled for a moment against her teeth. Quickly, she set it down though her thirst was unslaked.
She stared at her reflection in the dressing table mirror, seeing a perfectly ordinary female face on which the residue of distress and frustration mingled with bewildered hurt. She carefully composed her features, reminding herself that the dream had been no more real than any of the others that had plagued her over the past three years. It—and those during the two nights preceding this one—had simply been different manifestations of the same problem: She wanted a baby.
She shoved a hank of hair off her forehead—dark brown hair with what could only be termed—if one were being kind, “body”—certainly not “curl”. It was cut in a short, practical style that needed a salon only once every six to eight weeks for a trim. With a frown, Lenore recalled how, in the dream, the man had teased her breasts with her own long, curling locks.
“Good Lord!” she groaned, leaning forward, grasping the covers and dragging them back up over her. A reminiscent shudder of need coursed through her. She lay down, legs and arms rigid. “You’re depraved, Lenore Henning!”
I am not! another side of her argued. She was a mature, sensible woman; an accountant who knew that two plus two always made four—not four and a half, not three and a bit, but an indisputable four.
There were immutable truths in this world and she accepted them gladly; they kept life in balance. Truth. Reality. Constants.
Tides rose. Tides fell. Seasons came, seasons went. People were born, they grew up, they grew old, and they died. It always had been so. It always would be so. And she’d do well to stick to the truths that had so-far governed her. There was no place in her life for chimeras that came out of the night to disturb her sleep with images like something out of the Kama Sutra. Not that she’d ever so much as seen a copy of it, but she’d heard of it.
Snaking one arm out from beneath the covers, she switched off the light, hoping sleep would come again.
Hoping for the dream?
Oh, yes . . . No!
Yet . . . she rolled restlessly to one side. What if, she thought with an anticipatory shudder, what if this time, the dream goes all the way?
Oh, hell! If it did, she wouldn’t survive it, that’s what. She’d die right there in the front upstairs bedroom of the old, two-story log house she and Caroline owned. She could imagine her friend arriving eventually to discover her skeletal remains under the covers. The autopsy couldn’t possibly show she’d died of an excess of lustful pleasure. But she had to laugh as she imagined her skull grinning from ear to ear.
“Fool,” she muttered. “You’re not just depraved, you’re deprived, that’s all. Go on back to Frank. That should take care of the problem.”
Frank? Hah! Fat chance. Breaking with him after a four-year-long relationship had been a relief. There’d been no spark left, no real connection, if indeed there ever had been. Whatever. There’d certainly never been any Kama Sutra-like imagery. Not like there was with . . . Jon.
Jon? She sighed and flopped to her back again, linking her hands behind her head. So now he was Jon. Not “John”, but “Jon,” as if it were short for Jonathon. And how could she know that? She couldn’t, except . . . she did. She knew it as well as she knew two-plus-two. Strange, though, the night before, and the one before that, her phantom hadn’t had a name. It was only tonight she had called him Jon and had known the rightness of the name. Jon . . . She drew a deep, tremulous breath that shuddered out on the whispered sound of his name. “Jon . . .”
Her need was as real as he was illusory.
She’d have taken a cold shower, but she knew it would be no more effective than it had been on either of the two previous nights. Besides, early May in the high Canadian Rockies was no time to be taking a cold shower in a barely heated house and she was wide awake anyway without that. She was too aware of her body, of every tortured nerve ending, for her not to be fully awake. Lord above! She imagined she could still smell the man’s scent on the pillow beside hers, though it remained as pristine and undented as when she had gone to sleep in the double bed.
This whole damned phenomenon must, she decided, be part and parcel of the burnout syndrome, though not one the doctor had suggested she might encounter. Tears, depression, anger, bizarre behavior—such as breaking up with Frank—if Frank’s opinion were to be taken into account—sleeplessness, and unexpected bursts of manic energy followed by the kind of exhaustion that had sent Lenore to her doctor in the first place. Those, the doctor had said her patient could continue to expect with greater frequency unless she took a serious break from mental stress.
She’d ordered two months rest, minimum, adding that if Lenore were a man, she’d recommend something physical and mindless such as chopping wood. She’d suggested one of the back-to-basics communes that had sprung up in the fifty years since the millennium. Lenore, though, was too much of a loner to want that. Besides, here, in this old house, she was about as back to basic as she could get. The place wasn’t even powered by a household Ballard Cell, for heaven’s sake!
Stacking the pillows behind her, Lenore hitched herself up and leaned back. “Is enjoying wild sex with a stranger a back-to-basic requirement?” she muttered, then wondered if talking aloud to herself came under the heading, “bizarre behavior.” Likely.
And he was a stranger. Even dead asleep, she knew she was begging a man she’d never met before to continue his erotic seduction. In her dreams, though, it didn’t feel like bizarre behavior. Then, it felt damn good, better than any real-life encounter she’d experienced in all of her thirty-seven years. That being the case, how could her imagination conjure up something like what she’d been experiencing?
It simply made no sense.
But neither did lolling around staring at a ceiling now tinged with pale shafts of light spreading themselves from the tops and sides of the chaste white eyelet curtains over the dormer window.
Tucked up against the western slopes of the Rockies, the log house received dawn later than the valley floor below where the Fraser River ran. Daylight entering her west-facing room meant it was long past the time she normally arose.
It was definitely time to get up.
And chop wood?
She just might do it. If physical exhaustion would eradicate the symptoms of mental exhaustion, it would be worth it.
Stepping off the rag rug and crossing the cold floor, Lenore whipped back the curtains, rolled up the shade, and leaned on the sill, gazing out over the land, idly picking at chipped paint.
The sight before her dispelled the last vestiges of the dream.
Golden light sparked the snowcaps of the Cariboo Range that formed a wall on the western side of the valley, gilded the dark tips of evergreens and spread like melted butter down the slopes toward the river. Smoke, blue-gray and lazy, arose from chimneys in the town along the riverbanks. Didn’t anyone use fuel-cells up here, even now? When they were young, she and Caroline had called place and everything in it, “The Time-Warp”, though both had loved their summers there with Caroline’s grandparents, Grandma and Grandpa Francis. It had been a welcome relief from the relentless regimentation of boarding school.
The sense of being in a time-warp increased when a woman emerged from a house and began pinning clothing to a line where it would dry in the breeze. Now there was a back-to-basic woman if there ever had been one. A convoy of three transport trucks took turns passing each other on a long, straight stretch of highway, then a car and a pickup zipped past those, northward bound. She smiled, empathizing with the pleasure she knew the drivers would be taking in the freedom and individualism of controlling the speed and behavior of their own vehicles, here, far from the dictates of the traffic-controlling glideways of more populated zones.
The river, also northward bound, shimmered as it moved. It swept up the valley until it turned in a vast arc far beyond, where the Cariboo Range parted conveniently to let it slip through. There it turned west, and south, to continue its journey to the Pacific, fed by snow-melt from mountain range after mountain range along its way.
A week ago, when she’d arrived, patches of melting snow had lain along the sides of roads where plows had stacked it throughout the winter just past. Now, even that was gone, though behind the cabin, a thick bank of it remained in deep tree-shade, clear, cold water trickling slowly from it as it melted to form a tiny rivulet.
That rill ran to the year-round stream from which the house drew its water supply. In turn, the stream emptied into an even brisker creek that bubbled and danced, jumping in exuberant spurts in its rock-strewn bed, beside the narrow, twisting track leading down from the constricted bench where the cabin stood. Eventually, it spilled into the Fraser and in time, joined the spreading fan of mud and silt reaching far out into the Strait of Georgia, five hundred klicks away near the northern end of the Cascadia Corridor. There, it evaporated, rose in the form of clouds which condensed and fell as rain, as snow, to melt and trickle into the rivulet, which ran to the stream which became the creek which added to the river and evaporated, again and again and again.
Always, that thought had pleased her when she and Caroline had set little bark boats afloat in the creek and watched them bob away—to the ocean, the girls had been sure. There was a pleasing, satisfactory continuity in it she had recognized even as a child, a child with few roots and those tenuously planted.
That sense of continuity was what she’d come here for, not unsettling dreams that could never be fulfilled. What she needed was that beautiful, peaceful sense of eternal cycles spinning slowly, slowly, like the very earth on which she lived.
This was a good place to be and she was grateful that Caroline let her come here whenever she chose.
She swung the window wide and sucked in a breath of the thin, crisp mountain air. Maybe that was half her problem right there—the thin air. Oxygen starvation did weird things to people. She’d adapt in a few more days. All she had to do was concentrate on the normalcy of life as it really was, not let herself dwell on ridiculous dreams and fantasies.
A tractor on the valley floor worked a field with a plow. Gulls and crows followed it in a wheeling cloud as if a celestial hand sprinkled salt and pepper over the land. In scattered clumps among the fields, along the roadsides, and around the ranch houses, deciduous trees stood almost quivering with eagerness, flaunting the new yellow-green of quickening life.
Possibly, that was the other half of her problem. Spring, to say nothing of a biological clock that had come too damned close to trapping her into a relationship that had utterly no meaning to her. It continued to tick away, and each spring its alarm rang more and more sharply in her soul. Though never like this.
Lenore sighed and shoved herself back from the window. It was time to put erotic dreams behind her with the night and get on with the practical pursuits of the day. What was needed here was a serious dose of the pragmatism that had served her all of her life. Dreams were for the weak of mind. Fantasies, for fools. And she was neither.
First thing after breakfast, she’d scrub the kitchen floor then she’d immerse herself in some good, escapist fiction.
Later on, she’d spend an hour—at least an hour—working on the afghan she’d started crocheting years ago. She’d bake bread. She thought she remembered how, and if she didn’t, downstairs was a collection of museum quality cook-books. She might even turn on her compad, which she hadn’t done once since her arrival. If the doctor had had her way, Lenore wouldn’t even have brought it. Leaving it behind, though, would have meant cutting herself off much too thoroughly.
With plenty to occupy her, she would not spend even one minute thinking of a bronze-skinned stranger named Jon, with golden hair and grass-green eyes and broad, muscular shoulders.
What?
Bronze skin? Golden hair? Green eyes? Dammit, it had been dark in the night! He had been nothing more than a shadowy shape, a soft whisper, sure hands, and hot breath. He’d had no form, no color, no substance beyond those hands.
From the top dresser drawer, she selected a good firm bra for her full breasts, cotton panties that came right up to her waist, and thick socks. Not the garments of a fanciful woman. Not the garments of erotica. They were her clothes, the kind she always wore, good quality, practical, they lasted. They provided value for money.
And that, she decided, stomping down the stairs to make herself a good, practical, warm breakfast of cooked cereal, was what was important in life. Getting good value. Nobody ever got that from a dream
~~~
Burning . . . Pain. Swirling dark, welcoming, warming . . . .
No! Must hold, focus, concentrate. Bones to knit, blood to stanch, wounds to heal too large too deep too big for one alone . . . Help me. Help me. Where are you? I ask so little. A small, warm point of light. Return, return!
No one. Nothing. Sleep and heal and let the swirling dark glide in . . . I must not die! Kahinya, seek help. Seek . . . Zenna!
~~~
Jonallo! Zenna clutched mentally at the Kahinya encircling her neck as, for an instant, one brief, heart-wrenching moment during a risky translation, her brother Jonallo’s presence swept through her senses, stunning her. So strong was it, she nearly lost her focus, came perilously close to sliding out of the already unsteady link she had maintained, aided by her amplifier, with the criminal B’tar.
Then, agonizingly, the fleeting connection with Jon was no more. Had it, even for that split second, truly, been?
On the ground again outside the house she shared unwillingly with her captors Rankin and B’tar, she resumed her corporeal form. In that first instant of full, Earthly awareness, she saw her three-year-old daughter, Glesta running toward her, tawny hair streaming behind her, stubby legs pumping, a glad smile on her face. Zenna caught an equally glad sob in her throat as the only reason she obeyed Rankin and B’tar’s dictates flew into her arms.
Chapter Two
“Damn, that hurts!” Lenore slammed the heavy axe into the chopping block, tugged off the oversized and stiff leather gloves—all she’d been able to find—and sucked on a blistered palm. Crunching numbers for a living did not lead to tough hands.
The blisters, which had developed over the past hour, popping up on the pads at the base of her fingers, had now broken, which effectively put an end to her wood-chopping and made stacking the product of her toil a task for another day. But at least she was tired, she thought, kicking off her boots at the back door, then bending to stand them neatly on the mat in the corner. Maybe tired enough to sleep the night through without dreaming.
Placing both blistered palms against the small of her back, she stood erect, groaning. That hurt too.
She unbuttoned her heavy flannel shirt, shrugged out of it, working her shoulders to try to relieve the stiffness and pain between them. The unaccustomed labors of the day had definitely taken their toll.
In the kitchen, she took three loaves of fully risen bread and slid them into the hot oven before adding two sticks of wood to the fire. She smiled, recalling the astounded expression on ‘ Worth’s face when she asked for yeast in the small, community store where she picked up supplies when she needed them.
“You’d better get out of this valley, and fast,” ‘ had said. “You’re turning into another Jane McQuarrie!” As if Jane was the only person in the valley who baked bread. But, on reflection, Lenore realized Jane might well be.
The kitchen stove had been burning all day, meaning there would be plenty of water heated by the coils running behind the firebox for a nice long soak in the century-old claw-footed tub. Maybe fuel-cells weren’t all that necessary after all. After all, weren’t chunks of wood, in their own way, fuel-cells of a sort?
Bubbles, she thought, heading for the bathroom. Lots and lots of bubbles. Even a hard-working, practical woman deserved the solace of a bubble-bath now and then.
The hot water stung her hands, and it would take more than one soak in a bath to ease the twin aches in lower back and between shoulder blades, but she had to start somewhere. She lay back on the warm slope at the end of the tub, stretching her toes out to keep herself from sliding right under the water. She closed her eyes, drawing in the scent of the perfumed bubbles, mingled with the aroma of slowly baking bread.
Ah . . . Heaven.
She had no idea how long she lay there before the water began to cool, but she knew she should stir herself and get out of the tub. She tried, against the weight of lethargy, to sit up, but it took too much effort. Besides, what was the hurry? There was no one to want the bathroom, no one to make any demands of her, no insistent compad chime, no doorbell, no traffic sounds to disturb her.
~~~
Bathe it, sooth it, cloak it in calm. Strength ebbing . . .No, focus, tighten, aim and . . .there! Is done. Rest now. Breathe. And . . . reach again. The next. Cloak, surround, ease. Good. Once more . . . cannot. But must. She, the strongest essence, must be well, whole, to help. Tighten, reach, touch and . . .done. Ahh. The swirling, welcome dark to drift . . .
~~~
As the aches in her back floated away into the popping bubbles, the smarting of Lenore’s hands turned to a delicious warmth that soaked up her arms, into her shoulders, down her spine and through her legs, softening her muscles, leaving her totally relaxed. She entered a state of perfect peace filled with the faint popping of bubbles in the warm water, the scent of baking bread, the scent of the forest moss, the soughing of the trees and the distant crackle of the fire glowing, sending dancing light against the cavern walls. . . .
Cavern? Her lids fluttered as she tried to open them, but their heaviness daunted her and she let herself drift, knowing, wanting to know only the warmth of the water, the comfort of the tub. Peace.
Just a few more minutes, she thought dreamily. Another five, anyway. The water, oddly, seemed warmer now, as hot as when she’d first run it. How strange . . . .
She sensed his presence—his energy and promise—even before hard lips covered her startled cry. His kiss, unlike any kiss she had ever experienced, filled her with heat. A hard body slid intimately between her legs, slippery with soap and warm water. A hard hand pressed against the back of her head, keeping her face above water and a hard, determined tongue dipped into her mouth. She sighed, accepted the stroke of that tongue against hers, sucked on it, tasted it and found it to her liking. Her heart-rate climbed. He demanded her tongue, received it, toyed with it, treasured it, then returned it to her safekeeping. Her hands, cupped over warm, taut skin covering muscular shoulders, trembled.
“Yes,” he whispered, lifting his golden head. “Come to me.”
Lenore shifted her legs, drawing him deeper into the cradle of her thighs, seeking his heat, his hardness, opening for him. “I’m here, I’m here,” she said, her voice ragged. “Please, don’t make me wait.”
“Come,” he said again. “Hurry. I need you.”
She arched her back, her hands gliding down over his sleek, bronze hide, nails digging into his tight buttocks. “Now!” she gasped. “Now, Jon!”
“Now!” he whispered and then he was gone.
Lenore gasped and sat up, water spilling down over her aching breasts. She looked at her nipples, touched them, feeling their hardness. Her breasts felt fuller, her body pulsed with unfulfilled need. Her legs trembled. Reaching down, she pulled the plug to let the water, cold now, bubbles just a memory in scum, drain out. How long had she been caught in the fantasy that time? She had not—she was certain she had not—been asleep.
It was as if she had been . . . She frowned, disliking the connotations of the word that came to mind. Possessed.
She shivered. Was that what was happening to her? Was there an unfriendly—or perhaps an overly-friendly—spirit trapped with her in the cabin? Her sensible, pragmatic side wanted very badly to pooh-pooh the notion, but the image had been so strong, the physical sense of touch so real, a hitherto unknown side of her shook with fear of the supernatural.
She struggled to regain control of her senses. Supernatural be damned! “There’s no such thing as ghosts,” she said, standing up so fast she sent water slopping everywhere.
Isn’t there? The question seemed to come from way down deep in her mind, but still, she snorted with disgust. She glanced at herself in the mirror. Dammit, she did not believe in ghosts. Nor did she believe in hauntings. There was nothing wrong with the cabin; ergo, the fault lay within herself.
“So leave,” she muttered. “Doctors aren’t infallible. Clearly, mine doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”
Burnout or no burnout, what she needed was to get back to her own home, her job, her responsibilities. Those, surely, would keep her mind off weird, erotic fantasies.
Though the question remained, would returning home permit the other dreams to recur, the ones in which a small child came to her, seeking companionship and love and . . . connection? Or the one in which she experienced being the mother of the child, afraid, not so much for herself, but for her daughter, whom she felt was threatened in some way.
She closed her eyes and the same feelings were there as had been each time she awoke from one of the mother dreams. She felt sick, disoriented, head reeling and heart aching. Those were bad feelings, yes, but they were never worse than when the dream was that of the little girl herself, when it seemed she came right into Lenore’s mind, demanding attention. From those dreams—that dream, for it seemed to be the same one, recurring, she awoke feeling bereaved, yearning to go back into it and find the child, to cuddle her close and accept the loving trust that was offered with such joyful expectation of having the feelings returned.
That one, much as she disliked admitting it even to herself, had come when she was sure she was wide awake, sitting at her desk in her office in the Crompton Building in the center of Sector Seattle. It had happened at other times, too, such as when her car was locked onto the glideway across Puget Strait, or when she was walking in the park near her home. The damned little kid with her curious questions, her bright observations and her strange insistence that Lenore come and play.
It was, of course, the child she ached to have and never would. Hence the intense feelings of loss and privation when the vision ended.
Opening her eyes, she shook off the memories of those dreams and figments of her weird imagination. Deliberately, seeking normalcy, she looked at the pale peach bathroom walls, at the electric baseboard heater—another relic of times past—powered by the turbine in the stream above the cabin. The stack of towels on the vanity, her cosmetics placed neatly on a glass shelf under the mirror—all were such prosaic items. The toilet, complete with fuzzy lid and tank covers, remnant of the tenure of Caroline’s long-dead grandmother, had no place in a fantasy, she thought as she stepped from the tub, grabbed a towel and rubbed her skin briskly.
She folded the towels she had used, hung them squarely on the rail over the baseboard heater, slipped into her flannel nightgown, which she covered with a terrycloth robe, and went to the kitchen to check on her bread.
It wasn’t until she had shoved her hands into oven mitts to remove the loaves, beautifully golden-brown, the exact shade of Jon’s hair, that she realized something else was terribly, eerily awry.
She set the last loaf down on the cooling racks she’d laid out, took off the oven mitts and stared at the palms of her hands.
“What the hell?” she said, sinking down onto a hard wooden chair, suppressing the scream that rose up tight in her throat. “What in all the flames of hell is going on?”
Lenore struggled to shake off debilitating terror as she stared at the undeniable but inexplicable. Not so much as a trace of a blister showed on the palm of either hand. She prodded the resilient pads of flesh at the base of her fingers. There was no tenderness, no torn skin where blisters had broken. No angry red flesh beneath. No slow seeping of fluid. Nothing. Her hands were as they had been before she began chopping wood.
Standing again, though her knees felt weak and almost numb, she bent and touched her toes. Her back didn’t hurt, either. Not a twinge. She swung her arms. Her shoulders were fine, feeling strong and limber.
“That,” she said loudly, finding some courage in the sound of her own voice, despite the tremor of apprehension she wished were not present, “is some great bubble bath!” She wanted, very badly, to believe what she said, to find in the bathroom some magic elixir that she might have poured by mistake.
It was, however, the exact same brand she always bought, the exact same bottle she had brought with her. She had not accidentally used something her friend might have left behind on a previous visit, something exotic from one of globe-trotting Caroline’s Asian treks. There were no toiletries in the bathroom besides the ones she, Lenore, had carried up the mountain with her.
She had known that, of course. She just hadn’t wanted to admit it. She sighed and sat down on the fake-fur cover of the toilet lid. “What is going on?” she said again. “What in hell is happening to me?”
Shaking, Lenore pulled her robe tighter around her, feeling an unexpected chill in warm bathroom.
“Food,” she said. “You’re lightheaded from lack of food.”
She was also, she thought, incredibly thirsty. Something, the altitude, maybe, or the dry climate, had made her crave liquids terribly the past few days. The thirst was greatest when she awoke from one of her dreams, she realized, wondering if there could be a connection.
Her stomach growled. Hunger, like thirst, had been her constant companion for the past few days—almost since her arrival. That must indicate the doctor’s prescription of rest and relaxation was working. Ordinarily, when she was depressed or stressed, food was the last thing on her mind. Loss of appetite was simply one more of the symptoms that had driven her to seek professional advice.
Her stomach growled again and a vision of a thick, juicy steak, a mound of mashed potatoes and gravy floated before her eyes. Lord, if she started to eat like that, she’d weigh a ton before she left. The McQuarries had stocked the cabin for her with a wide variety of real meat from their private stock—pork, beef, chicken, ham, none of that bogus stuff made from soy beans and seaweed that was available to the vast majority of the world’s population. If she ate even a quarter of that bounty she might have to take on the entire woodpile, she thought, slamming the bathroom door behind her.
In the kitchen, she ladled herself out a bowl of stew from the pot she’d left simmering all day on the back of the stove. It did contain meat, though not in great quantities. She sliced into a hot, steamy loaf knowing it was much too soon to do so, but craving the new bread despite its turning doughy at the touch of the knife. She slathered on butter, a treat she could not resist, watching it melt, then set the slices on the side of her plate.
She ate hungrily, draining two glasses of milk with her meal, telling herself that ghosts did not exist, therefore, she hadn’t experienced that episode in the tub, where she had actually felt the man’s physical body, run her hands over his back, dug her nails into his buttocks. It had not happened any more than the fantasy of having a little girl’s voice in her head had ever happened, or that of a frantic mother. All had been hallucinations.
Likely, she thought, shoving her empty plate away, she’d hallucinated the wood-chopping, as well. And the blisters, she decided, checking her hands again.
Sure. That was it. She really had fallen asleep in the tub—it was another manifestation of that extreme lethargy she’d complained about to the doctor. And sleeping, she’d dreamed of the wood-splitting, dreamed another encounter with the bronze-skinned man.
There would, of course, be ample proof of that. All she had to do was go outside and assure herself that the neatly racked cords of dry poplar remained intact in their round, unsplit state. The axe would still be where the last wood-splitter—likely Angus McQuarrie—had hung it on the wall of the shed. She probably hadn’t even ridden Mystery to town and back today and then left him to wander and nibble at the sparse grass between the cabin and the forest.
Although she knew she was right about what she would find outside, she still had to fight reluctance to go out there and prove it to herself.
Slowly, she walked to the back door where she stuffed her feet into her boots again, dragged a jacket on over her robe. Outside, she wrapped her arms around herself as she stared at the shed. The axe was stuck into the chopping block. A freshly split pile of wood lay in an untidy heap beside it, off to one side of an incomplete cord of sawed logs, which had, earlier in the day, been intact.
With a sick feeling, she remembered she had planned to restack the split wood in a few days’ time when her hands healed.
She paced to the small barn and found it empty. She turned when Mystery trotted up, whickering in the pale light of the newly risen moon. She backed him into his stall, where he went willingly, and tossed his head before hopefully nuzzling her pocket.
It felt normal, tending the horse. He felt real, he smelled real, he sounded real. This, she hoped, was not another delusion, but it was getting to the point where she couldn’t tell. Maybe, she thought, filling Mystery’s feed box with the mixture Angus, who looked after him when neither she nor Caroline was here, had prepared, maybe none of this is real and I’m safely locked away in a padded cell somewhere.
She stood and stroked the horse’s neck while he munched. “I don’t know, Mystery,” she said. “I just don’t know.”
One thing she did know, though, was that she was not spending another night in the house after this one. She’d leave this minute, except she knew negotiating that track down the mountainside in the dark wouldn’t be a sensible move, and she prided herself on being sensible at all times.
“At first light,” she told the horse, “as soon as it’s safe to ride, we’re out of here.”
This night, sensible or otherwise, she planned to sleep not one wink at all.
And when she heard, felt, sensed, a voice saying, “Come! I need you!” she fought it off with every erg of effort she could muster and strode back inside, locking the door firmly behind her.
~~~
Angus McQuarrie, lying beside his comfortably plump wife in his big, comfortable bed, in the warm, comfortable ranch house on the flat valley floor below Lenore’s cabin heard the plea, too. He stirred, woke, and sat erect.
He stumbled from the bed, grabbed his pants and struggled into them. Reaching for his sweater, he knocked over a statue of Elvis, standing on the dresser. It fell to the floor and bounced, waking Jane, who rolled over and waved her hand in front of the light, turning it on.
“What are you doing?”
“Got to go out. I know where it is. I know, this time. I know!”
She picked up the glasses she had affected the day their first grandchild was born, declaring that she wanted to “look like a proper granny”, even though everyone, even in this old-fashioned little backwater had corrective surgery each time their sight deteriorated in the slightest. Hell, he’d been lasered three times himself! Glasses got in the way. Through the thick lenses, Jane peered at the readout in the base of the lamp. “Angus, it’s after midnight. You’re not going anywhere. Come back to bed.”
His compulsion was too strong to withstand. “I can’t. I saw it.” He shook off her hand and tugged on his socks. “I saw the place. We’ll be rich, Jane. Rich, I tell you.”
“Oh, Angus, you’ve had that dream again, haven’t you?” Sounding weary, disturbed, she followed him into the kitchen, her voluminous nightgown flapping around her ankles. He shouldn’t have told her about the dreams of the last few nights. She believed it was nothing more than his crazy, life-long belief that there was gold just waiting for him up in the mountains, if only he could figure out where to look. “There is no mother-lode,” she insisted, “no gold. You’ve tapped on every chunk of rock in a hundred klick radius. You’ve panned every stream for the past forty years. There is no gold in or around this valley.”
“There is. It’s there. There’s a cave of some sort. I have to go there. I’ll find the gold where I find the cave. Now let me go, Jane.”
He fought for possession of his hand so he could zip on his high-topped boots. “Jane!”
“All right, all right.” Now, she sounded resigned. “But have something warm to drink, first. You need your strength if you’re going prospecting in the middle of the night. And let me pack you something more to supplement your emergency rations. If I know you, you could be gone for days.” It was true. He had taken other prospecting trips and stayed away longer than he intended. And he knew Jane was right when she gave a puffing, annoyed sigh. “But don’t you realize it’s spring, now, with plowing and planting to do?”
Momentarily, he resented her disapproval. “Not this time, Jane! This time, I know where it is.” Angus closed his eyes for a second, swaying, seeing the vision growing sharper, clearer, until Jane clamped his hand to the back of a chair, steadying him. He looked into her worried, tired eyes, magnified by the lenses of her spectacles and softened. “Jane . . . when I bring it home to you, you’ll see what a waste of time trying to wrest a subsistence from the soil of this valley has been. No more plowing. No more planting. No more working ourselves into our graves.”
“Come on, now,” she argued gently, as if he were sick. “It hasn’t been such a bad life, farming here, has it? Just sit down for ten minutes. The gold will wait, and you need food and drink.”
At the thought of food and drink and the strength it would impart, he felt the terrible pressure to move abating, easing just enough that he gave himself permission to sit, to watch her make a big pot of tea. “Yes,” he said. “Food. Drink.”
She set a mug of tea before him and when he picked it up and sipped, found it strong and sweet and creamy, just the way he liked it. He slurped. She served him big wedge of homemade chocolate cake and handed him a fork.
“You get outside of that, then if you still feel like going for a hike, I’ll cook you a proper breakfast and make some sandwiches to take along. Is your emergency pack up-to-date?”
Angus nodded, and ate, then started gulping his second cup of tea as the scent of frying ham filled the kitchen.
~~~
Nancy Worth’s eyes popped open so fast she thought her lids might suffer whiplash. “What?” she said, peering into the dim light shining through the bedroom door from the bathroom. She always kept a light on a night—a habit left over from when her mother lay sick and often needed her help. She realized she was sitting erect, her heart thundering hard. Not a great one for self-analysis, she wasn’t quite sure if it was fear or excitement that had brought her so thoroughly awake.
I . . . need! I . . . need! The words somehow impressed themselves on her consciousness. What did she need? Not to go to the bathroom. Not to see Peter. Not food but . . . A drink of water.
She tossed back her light throw and stumbled from her bed, bare feet slapping on the warmth of the floor as she headed for the light beaming from the bathroom across the hall. There, not even bothering with a glass, she put her mouth under the faucet and gulped greedily. At last, standing erect, she wiped her wet face with the end of a towel, gripping the front of the sink with both hands, almost gasping for breath.
Come. Come to me. It seemed that a voice implored her from . . . somewhere. Where, she didn’t know, couldn’t know, but in that voice there was a hint of some kind of promise. She swayed, eyes squeezed tightly shut, struggling to understand what that promise might bring her. It was that which made her heart pound with excitement, excitement mingled with not a little fear.
For one brief instant, she flashed on a scene she had envisioned before, a cruise ship on a sea so blue it hurt the eyes to gaze upon it, on islands she suspected were Grecian, though she had never once been to Greece. She had never been anywhere, but if she obeyed the dictates of that voice imploring her to seek, to find, she would behold the wonders of Greece, she would know the magic of seeing her dreams come true.
She opened her eyes and turned, strode from the bathroom of the safe, boring home she had shared for so long with her parents, but now shared with no one and nothing but her fantasies. Leaving it behind, she stepped outside into the night, following, following, following . . . she knew not what, but knew with as great a conviction as she knew her own name, that she had no choice.
Chapter Three
“Come to me!” The cry was urgent. It echoed through the empty room. Lenore started, dropped her crochet hook atop her work and stared at the familiar room, walls she had known and on occasion, helped scrub, helped paint, helped hang pictures on. “Lenore! Come!”
This time, there were no sensual overtones. There was no physical touching, no heart-stopping seduction. And this time, it was no dream-time fantasy; she was fully awake, fully aware of who she was, where she was.
She was also fully, totally terrified.
All the hairs on the back of her neck stood erect. Every follicle on her arms and legs prickled. Her gaze darted frantically around the room, at the chintz sofa and chairs, at the pot-bellied heater where flames licked behind the glass door. She strained her eyes, looking for shadows on the walls, shadows that did not match the shapes of the old, comfortable furniture, shadows she did not cast herself.
There was nothing that did not belong, besides the voice, still echoing.
In her ears? Or in her head?
“Who are you?” she demanded, shooting to her feet, her fists clenched at her sides. “Where are you? What do you want from me?” Oh, God, what am I doing? I don’t believe in ghosts!
“Jon. I am Jon,” came the reply. Again, her eyes shifting rapidly, nervously, she sought substance to put behind that voice, tried to determine the direction from which it might have come, something, anything, on which to focus.
“Do not be afraid. I am Jon,” the voice came again, soothingly this time, deep, resonant, vitally masculine. “You know me.” Once more, she wondered if the words had been spoken aloud, or had they simply sounded in her mind?
Wherever the voice came from, whatever its means of transmission, with it, with the latest utterance of his name, came an odd lessening of her fear, and then, as suddenly as it had arisen, it was gone.
She smiled. A sense of serenity flooded her. Yes. He was Jon. She knew Jon. She trusted him. His name held the promise of union—and more. It offered love—love in the purest, most spiritual sense, love in the most carnal sense, love in every way that love could be offered, and she yearned for it, all of it, every aspect, every nuance, with him.
The very air, holding the sound of his name, offered a pledge of what their joining could bring. She smiled dreamily as she cupped her hands over her lower belly as if to cradle, to hold safe, the treasure that was not yet granted, but would be, but only if she—
“I need you,” he said again, the sound of a whisper on the wind. “You must come. We have great need of each other.”
“Yes,” she said aloud, taking a step toward the door. “I must come to you.”
The sound of her voice in the stillness of the room shocked her. She fought, suddenly, to dispel the aura of rectitude and strength and potency that had surrounded her, the sense that if she were with him, all would be well.
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