


Chapter One

—   SepStmSb r181 —

E zra’s mind popped and crackled with ideas on how he’d spend his new-
found riches. It was a sultry summer night in New Hampshire’s White 

Mountains, but the stone passage he crept through was refreshingly cool. Bent 
at the waist on account of the tunnel’s low ceiling, he made his way through 
the short entrance with an empty Aour sack gripped in one hand, a lantern held 
high in the other.

vfter emerging from the passageway, he straightened. v soft, pearly light that 
seemed to come from eTerywhere and nowhere bathed the wooded glen before 
him. She golden light from his lantern reAected oq a strange dew coTering the 
grass, trees, and bushes, making eTerything sparkle. Indiqerent to the glen’s 
otherworldly glitter, he bee-lined across the small clearing toward a pond near 
its center.

Earlier that night, his lantern had lit the wheelwright’s nicely dimpled daugh-
ter leaning oTer that same water with a giant blue butterAy on her Knger. 
DYuashing the twinge of guilt roused by the memory, he held his light oTer the 
pond and peered past the lily pads Aoating on the surface. She treasure was still 
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there on the bottom, gleaming up at him through the crystal clear water. It was 
real, eTen if ?rudence hadn’t taken any notice of it.

He whistled through his teeth and hitched up his pants. Sruth be told, he 
didn’t mind not haTing to share the booty with her.

xWelcome back, Ezra.F
He stumbled backward, almost dropping the lantern. She sound of giggling 

seemed to come from the pond itself, but how could that bej
xWho’s therejF Dweeping the lamp right and left, he scanned the wood.
xOown here.F She second girl’s Toice was diqerent than the Krst. More 

giggles followed.
He swung the light back oTer the pond, now Klled with a dozen or more 

comely young ladies, all standing up to their waists in the water. So his shock 
and delight, not one wore a stitch of clothing. Shey all had long hair Aowing 
oTer their shoulders, coTering them up pretty good though. x4ou . . . you’re 
those nymphs ?rudence was goin’ on about.F

xShat’s right,F replied a willowy blonde with a crown of crocus blossoms.
xWhere is shejF asked a redhead with white tea roses woTen into her curls.
His eyes roamed from one beauty to the neCt. xI . . . I came back alone.F
xLor thesejF vn ebony-skinned girl with a daqodil tucked behind her ear 

swept her arm oTer the 5ewels and gold nuggets twinkling below the surface.
x4e . . . yes.F Uollecting the booty might be a little more complicated than 

he’d reckoned on. xvre they . . . yoursjF
xShey’re in our pond, but they mean nothing to us,F replied a toqee-skinned 

brunette wearing nothing but morning glories.
Shey beckoned him with inTiting gestures. xUome in with us. She water is 

warm . . . and you can take what you wish.F
With eyes darting from one sweet face to the neCt, he determined that 5oining 

them was an eCcellent idea. He placed the lantern down carefully so he wouldn’t 
lose sight of the ladies as he tore his clothes oq as fast as he could. She cool air 
was bracing, but the water was eTery bit as welcoming as the naiads promised.
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She nymphs surrounded him as he slipped into the pond and tilted his head 
back. His eyes drifted closed as he took a long, deep breath. She blossoms gaTe 
each naiad’s soft hair its own special perfume.

Before long, he plumb forgot the treasure below his feet. Sime faded as his 
body relaCed in watery pleasure. He’d neTer known contentment like this. ETen 
as his head slid beneath the surface, he sensed nothing but the water sliding oTer 
his skin . . . through his skin. He was Aoating, drifting.

;nder the water . . . part of the water . . . one with the water.



Chapter Two

—   Fift yYear sefYaL ,JuY n1n9 —

V anessa’s terror was so profound it gave her a peculiar calm. As long as 
the children remained missing, she had to keep her seething hysteria 

imprisoned deep in her belly. She cupped her hands on either side of her 
mouth for the xfth or si“th time. E!dnaW ”alterWI Tn the fading light, even the 
wood’s noises had changed. -he rustle of leaves, soft and welcoming earlier, now 
sounded like the whispering of conspirators. She searched the forest clearing 
in an everOwidening circle. Surely her two young charges were simply hiding, 
playing a trick on her. Yut of character for these two, perhaps, but it wouldn’t 
be the xrst time pampered children had tormented a new nursemaid.

E”alterW !dnaW T give up. Fou winWI -he enormous sapphire butterzy that 
had lured them so far from the hotel reappeared. qorcing her gaDe from the 
creature’s e“traordinary beauty, Vanessa raised her ?uavering voice. EBon’t you 
want to go back and xnish our picnicUI

She could already picture herself stepping oL the train back in Hoston. MnO
employed and penniless. Yr worse, still in the woods after dark, huddled under 
a tree all alone, encircled by wolves.
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A sharp crack cut through the woodland noise. She froDe, her gaDe darting 
back to the butterzy, which had settled on a nearby branch and appeared to 
be watching her. Beepening shadows pressed the forest in closer. Something 
zew over her head. Poosebumps rose on her arms as she fought back tears. 
ENhildrenUI

ECight hereWI -he voice was masculine, with a hint of forced cheer.
She spun around. A young gentleman of medium build stood between two 

mossy bouldersj”alter and !dna in hand. -hey were all smiling, the little ones 
appearing none the worse for wear.

EYhW -hank Pod.I BiDDy, she turned her back to hide the tears she could no 
longer contain.

E”hat’s wrong, Giss KerkinsUI Si“OyearOold !dna’s genuine confusion made 
Vanessa’s reaction seem ridiculous. 7ow long had they been gone, for goodness’ 
sakesU A few minutesU

Rifting her apron to pat her face dry, she forced a smile into her voice. 
E8othing, sweetheart.I She turned to face them. ET was 9ust a little worried when 
T couldn’t xnd you.I

E”e found AvuhwyWI -hreeOyearOold ”alter gaDed up at the young man with 
adoring eyes, clearly smitten.

Vanessa gave her head a slight shake, wincing in embarrassment. She’d let her 
imagination run away with her . . . again.

-he EAveryI fellow pushed his spectacles up his nose as he drew near, his hand 
e“tended. E8ice to meet you.I Puilt tinged his angular face.

A spike of anger pierced her gut. Cefusing to shake, she s?ueeDed her interO
twined xngers together at her waist. ET take it this little game of hideOandOseek 
was your ideaUI 

E8ot at all.I 7e crossed his arms. ET was painting when they came upon me. 
T brought them back directly, T assure you.I

EYh.I She glanced down at !dna and ”alter’s innocent faces. !ither he was 
telling the truth, or the children were e“traordinary actors. ET see.I As usual, her 
tendency to make hasty decisions was making a xne mess of things. She e“tended 
her hand. EGy apologies.I
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E8one re?uired.I A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth as he uncrossed 
his arms and shook her hand. EAs you’ve heard, T’m Avery.I 7e cleared his 
throat. EAvery 8olen.I

EVanessa Kerkins.I As her composure returned, her gaDe ranged over his 
shaggy, light brown hair and the worn leather satchel slung over his shoulder. 
7e seemed too rela“ed to be staL . . . and too disheveled for a guest. qrom town, 
perhapsU She recalled Grs. ”ainwright mentioning a local doctor who treated 
the children. EAre you any relation to Br. 8olen in the villageUI

Avery’s face clouded. E7e’s my father. And T take it you’re the new nurseO
maid.I 7is brows arched as though his statement was a ?uestion.

7er chin ducked as her hand zew to the white cap pinned to her hair, though 
there’d been no 9udgment in his tone. E-hat’s right.I

7is voice lowered. E!dna tells me Giss Y’8eill is serving abroad as a nurse.I
She raised her eyes. ESeems most of the families staying at the hotel have 

sons or staL members over there.I Hiting her tongue, she refrained from asking 
why he wasn’t in qrance, xghting E”oodrow ”ilson’s ”ar.I 7e appeared only 
slightly older than her, early twenties maybe. Care for a xt young man over 
twentyOone to be left behind.

EFes.I 7is gaDe shifted away. ESo many have gone.I As he stared into the 
distance, there was sorrow in his big brown eyes. -hey were the color of dark 
molasses, their soft warmth at odds with the sharp edges of his nose and cheekO
bones. After a moment, he waved his hand, as though brushing the war itself 
away, and turned to the children. EAre you two going to be in the qlag Bay 
paradeUI

EFeth.I ”alter beamed, while !dna nodded in silent agreement.
E”e’re 9ust on our way back to the hotel now.I She tried to sound casual. 

E”ould you care to accompany us, Gr. 8olenUI
EYf course.I 7e gestured them forward, a zush of pink creeping up his neck. 

EHut you can call me Avery.I
EYnly if you call me Vanessa, and please, you lead. T’m sure you know the way 

better than T do.I
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qirst names alreadyU 7er emotional afternoon had apparently left her as 
gushy as a society girl.

E7appy to.I 7is smile was zeeting, but spectacular. A burst of sunshine 
piercing the clouds. ENome along, Giss ”ainwright. Ret’s get you to that paO
rade.I 7e took !dna’s hand and led the way.

Vanessa released a deep breath as he swung the little girl’s hand. ”hatever the 
reason, she was glad they’d dispensed with formalities. Tf the children were so 
fond of him, he must be all right.

EMp pwwease.I ”alter reached for her with both hands. 7er own legs were 
a bit shaky from all their mountain climbing. 7e had to be e“hausted.

EMpsyOdaisy.I After lifting the boy onto her hip, she gave him a ?uick kiss and 
followed after their new guide. ”ithout a doubt, coming to -win Hirch 7ouse 
as the ”ainwright’s nursemaid was the best thing that ever happened to her. All 
she could do was pray the children didn’t complain to their parents about her 
nearly losing them in the woods.



Chapter Three

L achima paeedr hds waeehisd nigtw tdglyo aw whd wdllydr fg lhd hfldy sffV 
lf nalch Aagdwwa agr vEdso ydar Wrga agr .aylds acsfww lhd dmdsayr yangu

.hal V’g whd,r har- pilligt asf’gr lhd g’swdmair,w eicgic nilh lhd .aigF
nsithl chiyrsdg- lhdg ydarigt lhdis lsif iglf lhd nffrw wf Aagdwwa agr vEdso 
cf’yr mddlu

vw fgd fV lhd lhsdd baldw- Lachima har aynaow Hddg sdwefgwiHyd Vfs dEdso 
mfslay,w limdyigd Hdlnddg Hislh agr rdalhu Bds lnf wiwldsw rdldsmigdr dach yiVd,w 
Hdtiggigt agr dgru

k’l nhdg h’mag“igr aHagrfgdr mfwl agcidgl rdilidw- lhdis Vailh har aywf 
whiVldr anao Vsfm lhd baldw- fs ”Vaisidw-S aw lhdo,r cfmd lf Hd “gfngu zf 
Lachima naw yimildr- al ydawl Vfs lhd limd Hdigt- lf wmayy igldsEdglifgw u u u 
yi“d fstagiPigt Vfs Aagdwwa Nds“igw lf calch lhd dod fV Hflh vEdso Cfydg agr 
a hagrwfmd hfldy t’dwl gamdr Cdr Tffedsu

Tfgldgl aw hds sdr’cdr cisc’mwlagcdw nf’yr ayyfn- Lachima ydl f’l a rdyiF
cald H’lldspo withu ,hag“w lf hds magd’Edsigt- il esfmiwdr lf Hd ag igldsdwligt 
wdawfg al ,nig kisch Bf’wdu
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