
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      ONYX WEBB

      Book 7

    

    




      
        Diandra Archer

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ok]
        

      

      
        
        Lust for Living Press is an imprint of

        COURAGE CRAFTERS, INC.

      

        

      
        Copyright  2018 by Richard Fenton & Andrea Waltz.

        All rights reserved.

        ISBN 978-1-947814-06-6

        Except as permitted under the United States Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means, or stored in a data base or retrieval system, without the written permission of the publisher or authors.

      

        

      
        DISCLAIMER:

        This book is a work of fiction. And while some real locations, historical events, company names and easily recognizable public figures have been used, the story is strictly the product of the authors’ imaginations. Beyond that, any names and/or resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
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        Episode Thirteen: The Slave Quarters

      

        

      
        Koda and Tank are involved in a terrible accident at the executive airport, leaving Tank dead and Koda on the verge.  While Koda’s life hangs in the balance, Mika’s financial crisis forces her to steal from Declan Mulvaney.  Onyx Webb gets a visit from her old friend Sister Katherine, who is still reeling over the murder at the school for girls and eventually leaves Crimson Cove on a mission of revenge.  Things take a turn for the better for Stan Lee when he leaves the farm with his settlement and finds the ideal home in Charleston, next door to the Mulvaneys, and the perfect job with the Savannah PD.

      

        

      
        Episode Fourteen: Katherine’s “To Do” List

      

        

      
        While Koda lies in a hospital bed in Orlando deep in a coma, Declan and Bruce hold a funeral for Tank.  Mika’s troubles continue, and she kicks Robyn out of the penthouse at 55 West.  Katherine Keane’s plan to kill Stan Lee goes awry when she accidentally goes to the wrong farm house.  As Onyx deals with Katherine’s fate, she ends up saving a family by taking the energy from a man who was about to harm them.  The Leg Collector crimes begin happening in Savannah, with Leo Igler on the case and Stan Lee as his dutiful photographer.  While the Mulvaneys continue to build their empire, Bruce falls for Nisa when he and Declan end up at a motorcycle shop in Daytona Beach.

      

        

      
        Episode Fifteen: Out of the Darkness

      

        

      
        Stan Lee’s perfect job comes to an end when he is forced to murder Detective Leo Igler after the detective makes a chance discovery that the killer has been Nahum all along.  After moving to Portland and being hired by Bruce Mulvaney, lawyer Alistar Ashley is assigned to get the lighthouse and surrounding land from the current owner, Onyx Webb.  Declan and Detective Stormy Boyd come to an understanding about each other and Stormy reunites Declan with some items from his past.  Mika deals with a major panic attack as her money problems deepen.  Koda finally emerges from his three-week-long coma.
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        Episode Sixteen: The Autistic Savant

      

        

      
        Stan Lee follows Nisa Mulvaney to Myrtle Beach and abducts her from a bar.  Newt Drystad, a young autistic savant with a talent for solving serial murders, starts working for Agent Pipi Esperanza at the FBI on Nisa Mulvaney’s disappearance.  Koda emerges from his coma.  Mika, still in financial trouble, rushes to the mansion to steal another valuable from Declan’s study—a rare book this time—and is confronted by Stormy Boyd.  Onyx Webb and her lawyer, Alistar Ashley, continue their friendship as he visits with her one night a week for many years.

      

        

      
        Episode Seventeen: Death Comes in Threes

      

        

      
        Newt and Pipi get called off Nisa Mulvaney’s case, but from all the evidence conclude that she was likely abducted and that her return was not probable.  With Kara’s help, Stan Lee finally faces the truth that he accidentally gave Nisa too much ketamine when he abducted her and she died that night.  Koda leaves the hospital to recuperate at the mansion with Robyn by his side. Koda and Robyn enlist the help of Gerylyn Stoller to search for Juniper.  Declan confronts Mika about her thievery and they end up blackmailing each.  Onyx Webb is forced to deal with Clay Daniels III when he sneaks into the lighthouse to frame her with drugs.  Nathaniel presses Olympia to solve his murder by confronting Declan Mulvaney.

      

        

      
        Episode Eighteen: Journey Into Loll

      

        

      
        Koda and Gerylyn go into Loll while Robyn watches helplessly in the living plane at the mansion.  After Pipi shortens the trip to Portland to meet with the sheriff of Crimson Cove, Newt and Pipi stop in Oklahoma City and Pipi is killed in the bombing of the federal building. Pipi miraculously turns up at the Dallas FBI office and her working life with Newt is restarted.  Alistar Ashley goes for his last visit with Onyx after his wife Kizzy discovers he “invested” all their money into the lighthouse, and his car is annihilated in a fiery crash on his drive back.    After Abigale Dietz is given Claudia Spilatro’s 1953 film (where Claudia accuses Onyx Webb of murdering Hell Daniels), she and her brother decide to hold the Onyx Webb Film Festival.
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        “People are so concerned with eternity and life after death. If only they were a bit more concerned with life before death.”

      

        

      
        - Onyx Webb

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            This Episode Dedicated to the Loving Memory of:

          

          Karen Bishop

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Quiet, kind, and caring.

        Generous with her time and her praise.

        Karen was the best of us.

        Onyx has lost a fan, but our loss runs far deeper.

        We have lost a friend with an editor’s eye for detail who challenged us as authors to communicate more clearly and write more quickly—and as human beings to start each morning with an open heart, and end each evening with the belief that tomorrow will be an even brighter day.

        Wherever it is in the universe that you lay your head tonight, we are certain it is a place of peace, love, and serenity—surrounded by stunning quilts and lighted by the love of those who cared for you most.

        It has been said that we do not understand death until it lays a hand on the shoulder of someone we love. If we did not understand the true nature of death when we began writing this series, we most certainly understand it now.

      

        

      
        -Richard Fenton & Andrea Waltz

        Orlando, Florida

        August 11, 2016

      

        

      
        This book written primarily to music by:

        Damian Rice

        Evan and Jaron

        Jackie Evancho

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Episode 19

          

          The Hot Pie

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SUPAI, ARIZONA

          

          AUGUST 23, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Very impressive,” Graeme Kingsley said after Quinn Cole finished walking him around the Juniper Canyon Spa & Resort.

      Graeme was an ex-NFL linebacker who played three seasons with the Washington Redskins before he returned to his home in Australia, where he played rugby for seven years with the Sydney Roosters. After two years of retirement, Graeme was bored silly. To fill in his time, he started his own business as a personal trainer. Thirteen years later, Graeme Kingsley was one of the most sought-after personal trainers in the world.

      “Take a seat anywhere,” Quinn said. “Just not too close to the waterfall.” Graeme sat in one of two hand-carved mahogany chairs, while Quinn lowered his enormous frame onto the sofa.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve been asked to audition for a job,” Graeme said.

      “Is that what you think this is? An audition?” Quinn asked.

      “Isn’t it?” Graeme said.

      “Okay, let’s say it is. What are the six keys to weight loss?” Quinn asked.

      “For weight loss? Well, I know the first five. Stop eating so damn much,” Graeme said, ticking off each word on his fingers as he said them.

      Quinn smiled. “Okay, what’s the sixth?”

      “Stairs.”

      “I hate stairs,” Quinn said.

      “Yeah. Everyone hates stairs, mate—especially the first fifty flights of the morning,” Graeme said. “But they learn to get over it.”

      So far, so good, Quinn thought. He not only needed a trainer who knew his stuff, but he also wanted someone who wasn’t afraid to speak his mind. “How much do you think I weigh?” Quinn asked.

      Graeme looked Quinn over. “How close do I need to be?”

      “Within two,” Quinn said.

      “Within two? That’s easy, mate,” Graeme said. “You weigh too damn much.”

      “I’d appreciate it if you took this seriously,” Quinn said.

      “I just did,” Graeme said. “But, you want a number, do you? How tall are you, five-eleven?”

      “I’m six-one,” Quinn said.

      “Sorry, mate—you used to be six-one. But there’s this thing called gravity, so now you’re five-eleven. And, for the record, I didn’t take a twelve thousand-kilometer bird-fly for a job I’m not serious about. Now, to answer your question, right now you’re a bit north of four hundred pounds. I’d say 406.”

      Quinn nodded. He’d weighed himself an hour earlier. He was 407. “Go on.”

      “Your fat percentage is forty-three, maybe forty-four,” Graeme continued. “BMI is over forty. Blood sugar is nine, maybe ten. Blood pressure—with meds—145 over a hundred. Without meds, you’d be dead already. Cholesterol is tricky because of genetics. Tell me about your parents.”

      “My mother was a drunk, and my father was a prick,” Quinn said.

      “Let me rephrase,” Graeme said. “Any history of health issues in the immediate family? Mother, father, sister, brother? Anyone die early?”

      Quinn went silent for a moment before responding. “No.”

      “Do you smoke?”

      “No.”

      “Ever?”

      “Never.”

      “Drugs?”

      “Does caffeine count?”

      “No.”

      “Then no.” Quinn decided not to mention the year and a half he was hooked on cocaine.

      “Do you drink?” Graeme asked.

      “A lot.”

      “Before noon?”

      “No.”

      “Hard liquor?”

      “I drink like Billy Joel,” Quinn said. “Bottle of red, bottle of white—”

      “All depends upon your appetite?” Graeme asked.

      “You like music?” Quinn asked.

      “I like people who don’t screw with me,” Graeme said. “How about you tell me what it is you want, and I’ll tell you if I can deliver.”

      Quinn nodded. “I’m an obsessive-compulsive who jumps from one addiction to another and sometimes back again. In the last thirty years, I’ve been addicted to cocaine, caffeine, alcohol, gambling, video games, overeating, overspending, wheat, television, Diet Coke, gummy bears, you name it. Sometimes I have multiple addictions. The only addictions I haven’t had are Internet porn and Star Trek—but if I live long enough, who knows? Right now I’m thinking about trading in my food addiction for an addiction to physical fitness.”

      “That easily?” Graeme asked. “I mean, can you just exchange one for the other like flipping a switch?”

      “No,” Quinn said. “I’ve been searching for the on-switch for nine years. I finally found it. What I need is someone like you by my side so I don’t kill myself in the process.”

      “Are you under the care of a doctor?” Graeme asked.

      “Physician or psychiatrist?”

      “Either.”

      “Yes,” Quinn said.

      “Which?”

      “Both.”

      “So, do you want to tell me what happened?” Graeme said.

      “To me? Nothing happened to me,” Quinn said.

      “Seriously, Quinn,” Graeme said. “No one is as screwed up as you seem to be without there being some inciting incident. So what was it? Child abuse? Abandonment?”

      “It’s personal,” Quinn said.

      “Okay, I get it,” Graeme said. “Trust is earned. You can tell me about it when you’re ready.”

      “Does that mean you’ll take the job?” Quinn said.

      “Well, there is that pesky little thing called my fee, mate,” Graeme said. “Like I told you over the phone, I usually charge $15,000 for a six-week package, which includes three sessions per week. But that’s my fee down under. We’ve got an eight thousand-mile distance to consider.”

      “I thought about that,” Quinn said. “I want you to live here at the resort full time.”

      “For how long?”

      “Six months,” Quinn said. “I’m willing to pay you five times your normal fee—$75,000—and a private suite here at Juniper Canyon, plus all meals, unlimited access to all spa facilities, and two round-trip, first-class tickets to and from Sydney every six weeks.”

      “Any kind of performance bonus involved?”

      “Whose performance would it be based on—yours or mine?” Quinn asked.

      “Aren’t they one and the same?” Graeme asked.

      Quinn nodded. Graeme was right. “Yes, I’ll pay you an additional $100,000 for helping me lose 180 pounds in the next 180 days.”

      “You’re out of your mind,” Graeme said. “Seriously, Quinn—are you trying to kill yourself?”

      Quinn smiled but said nothing.

      It was the kind of smile that scared Graeme. It was also the kind of smile that made Graeme want to take the job. “I’ll need a signed waiver releasing me from all responsibility if you have a heart attack. Which you very possibly could at that pace.”

      “Fine,” Quinn said. “When do we start?”

      “Right now,” Graeme said. “Can you touch your toes?”

      “I don’t know,” Quinn said. “It’s been a while since I tried.”

      “Well, stand up and let’s find out.”

      Quinn worked himself off of the sofa and stood up, then he slowly bent forward, stopping when his fingertips were approximately three inches below his knees.

      Graeme nodded. “Well, it’s a start, mate.”

      Quinn extended his hand, and Graeme shook it. “Thank you, Graeme.”

      “So, I’ve got to ask,” Graeme said. “Once we get you back in shape, are you planning to start another fitness chain?”

      “You know about that?”

      “Of course,” Graeme said. “Who doesn’t know about Body by Quinn?”

      “I haven’t owned the chain for years,” Quinn said.

      “So I’m told, but I was in the Miami location a year ago,” Graeme said. “They still have your picture on the wall.”

      “Huh? How did I look?”

      “Dusty,” Graeme said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          SEPTEMBER 26, 2001

        

      

    

    
      George Dietz used his cane to make his way into the living room, where he found his son and daughter, Aaron and Abigale, sitting side by side on the sofa. George had remained hopeful that their plans wouldn’t be a complete loss but could tell by the worried looks on their faces that the news wasn’t going to be good.

      “So, did we have any luck?” George asked as he settled himself into his regular chair in the corner. Abigale burst into tears, unable to speak. Aaron shook his head and looked down at the floor.

      “This is all my fault,” Abigale said finally. “The Onyx Webb Film Festival was my idea. My God, we could lose the house.”

      “Hey, I’m the one who said we should do a national campaign,” Aaron said. “There’s enough blame to go around for everyone.”

      George had encouraged his children to be bold and take chances when they’d taken over the day-to-day operations of the theater when his health began to fail. Now that advice had backfired. He most certainly did not tell them to mortgage the house.

      But who could have known a group of Islamic terrorists was going to hijack planes and crash them into the twin towers just days after they’d placed non-refundable deposits for full-page ads in the nation’s largest newspapers and magazines?

      “The magazines—did you threaten them?” George asked.

      Aaron looked up. “Threaten them with what, Dad? That we wouldn’t run ads with them in the future? Everyone’s in such a panic. No one knows if there’s even going to be a future.”

      The kid had a point.

      George wished there was something he could say to make them all feel better. There wasn’t. “Well, the money is gone,” George said. “I say we let the ads run and see if anyone shows up. Who knows, maybe January will roll around and people will be looking for a diversion.”

      “Horror, Dad?”

      George shrugged. “I don’t know. I remember how people flocked to the theaters during World War II to see The Black Cat with Broderick Crawford and Bella Lugosi and Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde with Spencer Tracy and Ingrid Bergman. The Wolf Man with Lon Chaney came out then—heck, Horror Island, Invisible Ghost, The Picture of Dorian Gray—they all came out during the war. The House of Frankenstein with Boris Karloff was released in ‘44 and people went to the theater in droves.”

      Abigale and Aaron shot each other a glance. “I say we roll the dice,” Abigale said. “What choice do we have?”

      “It would be a shame to let such great art go to waste,” Aaron said, holding up the full-page ad scheduled to run in Entertainment Weekly in early November.

      Abigale and Aaron remained silent, waiting for their father’s reaction.

      “It’s a bit racy, don’t you think?” George asked thoughtfully, doing his best to avoid sounding negative. “And it really doesn’t look anything like Onyx—especially in that dress, if that’s what you want to call it.”

      “We’re going after a younger demographic, Dad,” Abigale said. “The ad agency says we need to target young males with raging hormones.”

      “Abby’s right, Dad,” Aaron said. “Teenage boys want sexy. They want slutty. They want to imagine themselves—”

      George held up his hand, cutting them off. George knew exactly what teenage boys imagined, especially when it came to Onyx Webb.

      He’d imagined it a few times himself.
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            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          NOVEMBER 23, 2001

        

      

    

    
      Stan Lee Mungehr leaned back in his favorite chair, flipping through the pages of the magazine he found in the girl’s backpack, wearing the most comfortable outfit he owned.

      Nothing.

      He lowered the magazine and peered over at the girl. “Don’t you think it’s ironic—a girl with a horror magazine in her backpack being taken by a serial killer?”

      The girl whimpered and closed her eyes, like a child playing hide-and-seek—as if she could make the world around her disappear.

      “That’s one of my pet peeves, you know,” Stan Lee said.

      “What—what is?” the girl managed.

      “People using the word ironic incorrectly. Like that Alanis Morissette song. There’s not one ironic thing in that song. Not one. Funny? Yes. Annoying? Sure. Coincidental? Absolutely. But ironic?”

      The girl tugged on her restraints for the hundredth time, even though she knew it was useless. She had to find a way to connect with the man, to reason with him. It was her only chance. “I’m from Great Britain,” she managed to say. “I’m here on holiday. My friend and I are—”

      “For example,” Stan Lee continued, “an old man wins the lottery then dies, right? What’s ironic about that? He’s old. That’s what old people do. They die. Something that is expected can’t be ironic. A black fly lands in white wine? That’s funny, annoying maybe—but not ironic. A guy gets a pardon from the governor, but the call gets there too late. Bummer. Rain on your wedding day? Bad luck maybe but ironic? Ironic would be deciding to have your wedding indoors because you’re afraid it might rain and then having the sprinkler system malfunction and drench everyone. Now that would be ironic. See the difference?”

      “My friend and I are going to the film festival,” the girl said. “It’s in Oregon.”

      “Oregon? Did you look at a map before you booked your ticket?” Stan Lee asked.

      Okay, good. Keep him talking.

      “The festival isn’t until January,” the girl said. “We flew in early, so we could backpack across the country and see the states.”

      “This magazine is good, well-written,” Stan Lee said.

      “Oh, do you like horror?” the girl asked, instantly realizing the stupidity of her question.

      Stan Lee glanced at the girl over the top of the magazine again. “You might find this strange, but actually—no, I don’t.”

      The girl released a breath. “What about movies? The festival looks like it’s going to be great. Maybe you could come with us.”

      Stan Lee nodded his head, as if he were considering the proposition. The girl obviously had no idea that her friend was already dead. From his perspective, there was no reason to have kept her alive—she didn’t match his tastes. Besides, she had tattoos all over her legs, something Stan Lee found disgusting. There was no way he could allow them into his collection. If he had the energy, he would bury the girl in the tunnel. Or he could just drop her body by the side of the road.

      “There’s an ad for the festival on the back cover,” the girl said. “Thousands of people are coming from all over.”

      Stan Lee flipped the magazine over and saw an ad with a headline reading:

      
        
        THE ONYX WEBB FILM FESTIVAL

        A 3-Day Event So Frighteningly Good                                                        It Took 60 Years to Put It Together!

      

      

      The festival was being held at the George Dietz Theater in Crimson Cove, Oregon, on January 11–13, 2002.

      “That’s the film festival we’re going to,” the girl said. “It looks fun, doesn’t it? Maybe we can all go together in your van.”

      “Be quiet,” Stan Lee said. “I’m thinking.”

      Oh my God, this might be working! the girl thought.

      “Onyx Webb,” Stan Lee said aloud. The name sounded so familiar. Where did he know that name from?

      Then Stan Lee remembered.

      Stan Lee dropped the magazine on the floor and began pulling on his prosthetics. Once they were on, he went to the back of the kill room and began moving boxes from the stacks of things that had accumulated over the years, obscuring his shrine.

      Finally, he cleared a path and pulled the drape back.

      There, in the center of everything, was the article he’d clipped from the newspaper at the library—the one with the two young girls standing at the World’s Fair with the giant Ferris wheel behind them.

      The first girl’s name was Katherine Keane.

      The second girl was Onyx Webb.

      “What do you think?” the girl asked. “Do you want to go?”

      “Yes,” Stan Lee said as he walked to the cabinet and opened the drawer. “The film festival sounds fascinating.”

      The girl released a long breath.

      Thank God.

      Stan Lee pulled a bottle of ketamine and a syringe from the drawer. “Unfortunately for you, I’ll be going alone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

          

          OCTOBER 30, 2010

        

      

    

    
      What was unthinkable a month earlier was now one of Mika Flagler’s few remaining options. She had to sell her house.

      Quick.

      Pressure from fellow Restoring Savannah Foundation board members to account for the funds Mika had taken was growing. And the situation with Declan—who’d caught Mika stealing personal belongings from his office—had made things considerably worse.

      The good news was Mika’s real estate agent had a hot lead.

      “They want to come by as soon as possible,” the real estate agent said.

      “Set it up for tomorrow,” Mika said. “Late in the afternoon like five or six.”

      “Okay, that will work.”

      “Vanilla or cinnamon?” Mika asked. Mika had read there were seven scents that were most effective when selling a house: orange, pine, basil, vanilla, cinnamon, lemon, and cedar. Currently, the house smelled like Tiny.

      “Vanilla or cinnamon what?”

      “Never mind,” Mika said. “I’ll be ready.”

      Mika hung up the phone and reviewed the check list of tasks that needed to be done before the house would be ready to show:

      Remove surface mold from walls with bleach.

      Check.

      Scrub the calcium water spots from shower door, using a mixture of one-part muriatic acid and six-parts water, scrubbed with superfine-grade steel wool.

      Check.

      Paint the kitchen and hallway walls, especially where Tiny tended to pee when she left him alone too long.

      Check.

      Paint the bedroom walls a neutral color to appeal to both sexes and replace the bedspread.

      Check.

      Buy new kitchen appliances from Williams-Sonoma since Mika’s current appliances were all outdated—and keep the receipts so she could return later.

      Check.

      Buy throw rugs to cover the damaged and discolored floor boards in the entry hall, the result of Tiny racing around the place.

      Check.

      In addition, Mika replaced every window covering in the house, spent $600 to have a student from SCAD re-stain the kitchen cabinets, and hired a landscaping service to mow the lawn later in the afternoon.

      Mika’s cell phone rang. She glanced at the number.

      Declan Mulvaney.

      There was no need to answer—Mika already knew what Declan wanted. He wanted his precious limited-edition copy of Ulysses back.

      One thing at a time, Mika thought.

      One thing at a time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PORTLAND, OREGON

          

          JANUARY 1, 2002

        

      

    

    
      oah Ashley hurled the microphone across the garage with such force it left a one-inch deep dent in the wall. The microphone didn’t fare any better.

      “Nice throw,” the band’s bass player said. “You’re paying for the new one.”

      “It’s my microphone,” Noah said, trying to calm himself down and thinking that maybe the band was a lost cause.

      “No, it was the band’s microphone,” the drummer said. “Remember when we agreed—?”

      “Yeah, I remember,” Noah said. “I also remember when we said any decision about a new lead singer would be made by everybody. And you want Alec Yost of all people?”

      Noah had nothing against Alec Yost personally. Alec was a legend in the Portland area, a musical talent who should have gone all the way to the top. In fact, Alec was Noah’s teenage idol—he still had one of Alec’s posters hanging on his bedroom wall. Had it not been for a poorly timed obscene gesture—and a few inappropriate comments hurled at runner up Justin Guarini—Alec would probably have won season one of American Idol.

      But in the ten years since imploding on TV in front of thirty-five million viewers, Alec Yost had jumped from band to band, always with someone or something else to blame for the group’s eventual break up.

      It was never Alec’s fault. Neither were the drugs.

      But Noah knew better.

      “Alec Yost is the perfect front man, Noah,” the lead guitarist said matter-of-factly. “He can sing—no, strike that—Alec can wail.”

      Noah understood what was being implied.

      “Okay, so Alec can sing,” Noah said finally. “But he’s got a drug problem and an even bigger attitude problem. And he’s a bad fit for a blues rock band.”

      Having its roots with musicians in the 1960s, blues rock was a blend of artists like Muddy Waters, Albert King, and Howlin’ Wolf, with a more aggressive sound by bands like The Rolling Stones, Jimi Hendrix, The Animals, Lonnie Mack, Grand Funk Railroad, and Noah’s favorite band of all time:

      Cream.

      From as early as Noah could remember, he and his grandfather had a running gag:

      “What do Eric Clapton and coffee have in common?” his grandfather would ask.

      “I don’t know,” Noah would answer every time. Then, they’d pause, and—with great fanfare—they’d yell out:

      “They both suck without cream!”

      Now Noah watched as the members of his band lowered their eyes or looked away. “Okay, what am I missing?”

      The drummer was the first to look up. “We’ve been talking about that, too. We’re thinking, you know, that—well, maybe it’s time to make a change.”

      “A change? A change to what?” Noah asked. “What, you guys want to switch to contemporary rock?”

      “Actually, we were thinking of going in the direction of acid-punk-grunge,” the lead guitarist said. “Something that works with Alec’s voice and makes the most of his reputation.”

      Well, here it was. The day Noah feared had finally arrived.

      The band was attempting a coup.

      “Okay, fine,” Noah said, pretending to give in to put an end to the conversation. “Go ahead, call Alec Yost. But he’s not going to be interested.”

      “Shit, dude,” the drummer said. “You’re not getting it, are you? We met with Alec two days ago. We offered him the gig, and he said yes. It’s a done deal.”
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, after he’d told everyone to get the hell out his garage, Noah grabbed his guitar. Take advantage of the anger and pain, he told himself. A true artist never lets a painful moment go to waste.

      Noah tried a bunch of things, finally coming up with a chorus he felt good about:

      You wake up in the morning,

      and think it’s just another day,

      But then, without warning—

      your dreams get swept away.

      Maybe what I should have done

      Was stay there in my bed,

      And let the life I thought I had

      Remain safely in my head.

      Not bad, Noah thought. Now, it needed a title. How about, “Worst Day Ever”? Yeah, that summed things up pretty well.

      The choice of song titles was confirmed an hour later when two officers with the Oregon Highway Patrol knocked on the front door of the house and delivered the news.

      The car that had been hit by the tanker truck on Route 1 the night before was an Aston Martin.

      A silver 1964 Aston Martin DB5.

      Noah’s grandfather, Alistar, hadn’t checked into a hotel to avoid the storm as they’d assumed he had.

      His grandfather was dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            QUANTICO, VIRGINIA

          

          JANUARY 3, 2002

        

      

    

    
      Newt Drystad grabbed a quick lunch in the FBI commissary, where—as usual—he sat alone and spoke with no one. Nor did anyone speak to him.

      It wasn’t what Newt wanted, but it was what it was.

      Newt understood all too well the way people were with others who were different—like him with his autism—especially if the person was smarter and more successful. Add to that, after two years of increasingly blurry vision, he’d been forced to get prescription glasses with thick lenses that only made him look nerdier.

      Newt removed the black-rimmed plastic glasses and tucked them in his pocket, behind his plastic pen protector. Then he fastidiously unpacked his brown lunch bag.

      Sandwich first.

      Chips second.

      Pickle last.

      Several fellow agents came his way, carrying hot lunches on plastic trays, and—as Newt anticipated—they continued past and took seats at another table.

      Newt took a bite of his turkey sandwich and fantasized about how different things would be if he were the boss. If he were the boss, which he had no desire of ever becoming, people would be friendly to him all the time. On the surface at least.

      But that’s all it would be.

      Pretend.

      Newt’s only true friend in the world—besides his father—was his supervisor, Pipi Esperanza. But even with Pipi, Newt couldn’t help but wonder if their friendship was simply built on their need for each other.

      Newt’s success rate helped Pipi achieve her meteoric rise within the bureau. And without Pipi, where would Newt be? He sure in heck wouldn’t be living his dream of being an FBI profiler. His father still thought Newt should be using his unique gifts to do something important for mankind, like solving the problem of perpetual motion or cold fusion. In Newt’s mind, what he was doing—finding serial killers and removing them from society—was more important than anything else.

      Newt took another bite from his sandwich and opened a Ziplock baggie containing exactly nineteen Pringle potato chips—one for each year of his age. He wondered what it would be like to eat a hundred Pringles when he turned a hundred years old. Would they even still be making them then?

      Probably.

      Anything as addictive as Pringles would be around forever. As long as they kept using the holy trinity of fat, sugar, and salt, Pringles would be a top seller. And since Newt never seemed to gain weight, he didn’t care what they put in them as long as it wasn’t radioactive.
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        * * *

      

      Newt finished his sandwich, popped another Pringle into his mouth, and opened the case file he’d brought along.

      The case involved two British girls who’d been found a month earlier. The first body was discovered in the manger of a nativity scene outside a Baptist church in Manning, South Carolina. The second was found three days later tossed in a dumpster behind a gun store in Myrtle Beach.

      Though the girls had been found almost one hundred miles apart, there was no doubt they’d been killed by The Leg Collector. Each girl’s legs had been amputated from just above the knees—and each had anagrams scrawled on their torsos.

      Newt pulled the crime scene photos from each file and laid them side by side on the table, popped another Pringle into his mouth, and studied the details of each photograph.

      Besides their physical differences and the locations where the bodies were discarded, the one unique clue was the pictures on the girl’s foreheads.

      On the first girl’s forehead was a hand-drawn picture of a spider. The second girl’s forehead bore the drawing of a fly.

      Message sent.

      Message received.

      Six Pringles later, Newt shifted his focus to the anagrams written on each of the girl’s torsos. Newt wrote the first anagram on the outside of the file folder:

      
        
        BOMBAX TWELVE SNIFFILY

      

      

      Newt quickly determined there were only 123 possible combinations, but none of them jumped out at him. The bureau had developed software for the specific purpose of determining anagram combinations for any word or phrase, but Newt preferred to review the options in his head.

      Newt popped another Pringle and wrote the anagram found on the second girl’s body on the file, beneath the first:

      
        
        ECONOMICS GOVERNOR

      

      

      The bad news was there were even more combinations to consider—22,282 to be precise. The good news was one of the combinations immediately caught Newt’s attention:

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE OREGON

      

      

      Newt had been on his way to Crimson Cove, Oregon, once. It was the trip where he and Pipi had flown into Portland at the request of the town’s sheriff. The event was memorable for several reasons. The first was how the trip was stopped in its tracks because of the possible connection to ghosts. The second thing was that it was one day before Pipi would supposedly die in the bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City.

      Newt had an amazing memory when it came to numbers—but names were another matter entirely. What was the sheriff’s name again? Oh, yeah. Clay Daniels III. And his son, Clay IV, was there, too. A sharp kid, Newt seemed to recall. Smart. IV was smarter than III, that was for sure.

      Newt popped another Pringle in his mouth. Only five left now. Could he figure out what it meant in just five Pringles?

      Okay, so something was going on in Crimson Cove, Oregon, and—whatever it was—The Leg Collector wanted Newt to know about it.

      Newt had no idea what that something might be. And he probably wouldn’t until he figured out what the second anagram meant.

      Ten minutes passed, and the anagram remained unsolved.

      Newt left the final Pringle in the Ziploc baggie and sealed it. Per his internal rules, the last Pringle could not be eaten until the problem at hand was solved.
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        * * *

      

      Newt tossed his empty lunch bag in the trash and headed for the elevator. Behind him he heard someone call out, “Go back to your web, Spider Boy,” which was followed by the expected cacophony of giggles from other agents.

      It’s okay, Newt thought. Let them say what they want. Someday his theory about the similarities between spiders and serial killers would prove to be correct, and he’d have the last laugh.

      Besides, he kind of liked the nickname.

      Newt pressed the down button and then heard a girl’s voice behind him. “Ignore those guys. They’re Neanderthals.”

      Newt turned around and saw a petite brunette standing there. She was wearing a smart, school-girlish navy blazer, a starched white blouse, and brown tortoise-rimmed glasses.

      “Do I know you?” Newt said.

      “You do now,” the brunette said. “That’s how it works. My name is Maggie. I’m on loan from OSINT.”

      Newt knew OSINT was an acronym that stood for Outsourced Intelligence. Beyond that he had no idea what their function was. “Hi, I’m—”

      “I know who you are,” Maggie said. “Everyone knows who Newt Drystad is.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course they do,” Maggie said. “You know why no one talks to you?”

      Newt shook his head and waited.

      “Jealousy,” Maggie said. “And they’re scared of you. People are always afraid of things they don’t understand.”

      Newt released a nervous laugh. “What about you? Are you scared of me?”

      Maggie smiled. “Me? Why would the smartest girl at the FBI be afraid of the smartest guy at the FBI? So, are you going?”

      “Going? Going where?”

      Maggie pointed a pink-painted nail at the anagrams Newt had written on the outside of the file folder. “To the Onyx Webb Film Festival in Crimson Cove, Oregon.”

      Newt looked at the anagrams again:

      
        
        
        BOMBAX TWELVE SNIFFILY

        ONYX WEBB FILM FESTIVAL

      

        

      

      And then:

      
        
        
        ECONOMICS GOVERNOR

        CRIMSON COVE OREGON

      

        

      

      Unbelievable.

      And she’d solved it in seconds.

      Newt held out the Ziploc baggie containing the last Pringle. “Here, this is yours.”

      Maggie studied the bag for a moment. “What, did it fall on the floor or something?”

      “No, nothing like that,” Newt said. “It’s just that I always save the last Pringle until I solve the problem I’m working on, and you solved it.”

      “Huh? A single Pringle from a single guy,” Maggie said. “You are single, right?”

      Newt felt the blood rush to his face and hoped he hadn’t turned totally red. “Yeah, I’m not attached to anything—I mean, anybody.”

      “Okay, then I accept,” Maggie said, reaching out and taking the Ziploc baggie. “But two things. First, girls prefer chocolate. And second, ditch the pocket protector. Cute guys don’t need them to get a girl’s attention.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SUPAI, ARIZONA

          

          OCTOBER 30, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Quinn Cole was bent over, breathing heavy, sweat dripping from every pore in his body. “I need thirty more seconds.”

      “No, let’s go,” Graeme Kingsley barked.

      “I can’t breathe.”

      “God, you can be a whiney little joey,” Graeme said. “Remind me again—do I get my bonus for watching you rest?”

      It had been sixty-seven days since Quinn had convinced Graeme to assume the role of live-in personal trainer. Since then, Quinn was down seventy-one pounds, and his fat percentage was down from 44 percent to 33 percent—outrageous results by any standard.

      But Graeme expected no less. Quinn was obsessed with achieving his body transformation goal. As was Graeme.

      Graeme watched as Quinn pulled himself upright, just as Graeme knew he would. Even with seven years playing for the Sydney Roosters of the Australian Rugby League—and six working as a personal trainer to the rich and famous—Graeme had never met anyone who worked as hard as Quinn Cole.

      “I hate you,” Quinn said.

      “Yeah, well, if you don’t hate me at least twice each session then I’m not earning my money, am I? Now shut up and give me thirty kettle ball goblet squats,” Graeme said.

      The two-hour daily exercise sessions were just a part of the program Graeme had designed for Quinn. There were also daily psychological and mental reconditioning sessions to reprogram Quinn’s undisciplined thoughts and habits.

      Each morning Graeme had Quinn stand naked in front of a mirror and stare at himself for a full minute, asking Quinn to tell him what he saw. The first morning Quinn said, “I see a flabby, obese, tub of lard that can’t even touch his toes.”

      “Wrong,” Graeme said. “Pull your shorts up and meet me in the gym.”

      It wasn’t until day twenty-three that Quinn understood what Graeme wanted from him. “I see the strong, lean, athletic body I had ten years ago,” Quinn said.

      Graeme smiled. “Took you long enough.”

      Quinn’s daily exercises included time on the elliptical machine, power walking, swimming, the rowing machine, hiking, stair climbing, and Pilates. Cycling was not part of the program yet because Quinn was too large to sit on the seat for more than a minute at a time.

      Hydration also played a critical role in Graeme’s program, with minimum daily water consumption set at one half Quinn’s body weight in ounces—currently 165 ounces.

      Finally, there was the diet itself—designed as a detox program consisting primarily of 1,800 calories of fresh fruits and steamed vegetables.

      “I’m hungry,” Quinn whined.

      “Have a frozen grape,” Graeme said.

      The program was insane.

      And unsafe.

      And exactly what Quinn had asked for.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn had just finished a twenty-minute session on the rowing machine when the glass doors to the spa’s fitness center slid open and the resort manager entered with a folded piece of paper in her hand.

      “This was in your email. I thought you’d want to see this right away,” she said, handing the paper to Quinn.

      Quinn unfolded the paper.

      The message read:

      
        
        I made contact with Juniper. She said to tell you she knows who killed her. She also said to tell you that, in case you don’t believe it’s really her, she still has the gold ankle bracelet you bought in Myrtle Beach for her Sweet 16. Get here as soon as you can. -Koda Mulvaney.

        

      

      “We need to go to South Carolina,” Quinn said.

      “Sure,” Graeme said. “Why?”

      “It’s about my sister,” Quinn said.

      “I thought you said your sister was dead.”

      “She is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          JANUARY 7, 2002

        

      

    

    
      Qnyx was about as angry and depressed as she could remember being in her entire life—or death for that matter. There were multiple reasons.

      For one thing, the film festival being held by the Dietz family had attracted horror fans and amateur ghost hunters to the coast, many of whom were unable to secure overnight room accommodations, opting to pitch tents in the woods—a number of them near the lighthouse—restricting Onyx’s ability to move about on her own property.

      More distressing was the news of Alistar’s death.

      The two situations led Onyx to contact Clay Daniels IV and insist that he come visit her at the lighthouse.
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        * * *

      

      “There’s only so much I can do, Onyx,” Clay said, standing at the bottom of the spiral staircase inside the lighthouse foyer. To the best of his knowledge, this was the furthest inside the lighthouse any Daniels man had ever been. “A couple of kids pitching a tent in the woods is hardly a crime.”

      “It is when the woods in question are my woods,” Onyx said from the stairs above. “My father bought the extra land around the lighthouse specifically for this reason, so I wouldn’t have to deal with people encroaching on my home.”

      “The Dietz kids have put us all under extra pressure with this damn film festival,” Clay said. “Every hotel, motel, and KOA campsite is booked up for thirty miles in every direction.  Couldn’t you just—?”

      “No,” Onyx said. “I’m giving you fair warning, Clay. If anyone else encroaches on my property, I intend to pull out my shotgun and shoot them. Have I made myself clear?”

      “You don’t need to go shooting anyone to scare them off. You know that, right?” Clay said. “All you have to do is step outside in that mask and sleeve get-up of yours. I would think that would pretty much scare away most people.”

      “The people coming out here aren’t most people, Sheriff,” Onyx said. “Seeing me wearing my get-up as you call it is precisely what they’ve come out here for.”

      Clay released a long breath. “I’ll position a deputy at the edge of your property. Post some signs to let people know—”

      “The signs have already been posted,” Onyx said.

      “Well, at least there’s that,” Clay said. “Anything else?”

      “Yes,” Onyx said. “I’m sure you heard about the accident out on Route 1 on New Year’s Eve.”

      “Sure did,” Clay said. “Hell of a mess. Had us out there all night and most of the next day. Poor son of a bitch was fried to a crisp.”

      “Well, that poor son of a bitch was my lawyer,” Onyx said. “His funeral is Wednesday, and I need to attend. As I have no means of transportation, I’d like you to take me.”

      “The sheriff’s department isn’t a cab service, Onyx. You know I can’t—”

      “The video of Claudia making her wild claims about seeing me kill your grandfather—how did the Dietz kids get that?” Onyx asked.

      “Now, come on, Onyx,” Clay said. “I’ve explained this already. We were clearing out the storeroom, and it accidently got sent over.”

      “Accident or not, you owe me,” Onyx said. “This film festival mess we’re in—it’s your fault. You will drive me to the funeral.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour after Clay left, Onyx heard what sounded like someone scratching at the outside of the lighthouse door. Then the scratching stopped. Onyx stood still, waiting to see if she heard the noise again. This time it wasn’t scratching that caught Onyx’s attention. It was the meowing of a cat.

      Onyx cracked open the lighthouse door a few inches and saw the green eyes of a cat starring up at her.

      A black cat.

      In all the years Onyx had been at the lighthouse, she could not recall ever having seen a cat—black or otherwise. Wolves? Plenty. Cats? Never.

      “What are you doing here?” Onyx said.

      The cat’s scratching and meowing had gotten Onyx’s attention, and now all the cat would do was stare blankly at her. “You got my attention,” Onyx said. “So, what do you want? Food?”

      The cat remained silent.

      “Do you belong to someone?” Onyx asked. “Are you lost?”

      The cat was not wearing a collar.

      “Do you have a name?” Onyx asked, as if the cat was somehow going to answer her.

      The cat began purring, took a step forward, and rubbed itself against the skin of Onyx’s bare leg. To the best of her memory, it was the first time Onyx had touched a living thing—either animal or human—in half a century.

      Anything that remained alive afterward, that is.

      “You better come inside,” Onyx said.

      The cat remained where it was.

      “Okay, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Onyx left the door open a crack in case the cat changed its mind.

      It didn’t.

      Onyx made a mental note to add milk to the items she had delivered to the lighthouse two times each week. Milk and maybe a cat toy of some kind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PORTLAND, OREGON

          

          JANUARY 9, 2002

        

      

    

    
      Stan Lee did not travel often. Not this far at least and rarely by plane. In general, travel was a hassle. More than that, however, was the uneasy feeling Stan Lee got when he was too far from home. Like a spider who’d gotten too far from the safety of its web perhaps?

      Additionally, he hated waiting in lines—and being the last in line really irritated him. Like now.

      Stan Lee preferred using Hertz because of their Gold Plus Rewards program, which allowed him to go directly to his vehicle. Unfortunately, there were no vans available when he’d made his reservation. Now he was forced to stand in line at the counter and talk to an agent.

      He’d also been experiencing dry skin and chaffing on his stumps recently—a reality of life for all amputees—and even standing still had become uncomfortable.

      Stan Lee had applied a generous amount of vanilla skin lotion on the plane, which he mixed and bottled himself, using his mother’s homemade recipe. As usual, people turned and watched, their faces a mix of curiosity and disgust. He was tempted to cover his lap with a blanket but decided against it.

      Stan Lee was the one who’d endured the pain of having his legs ripped off by the farm reaper followed by a lifetime of discomfort. Screw them. They could watch.

      Stan Lee watched as a short Hispanic woman, accompanied by a tall, rail-thin young man wearing thick glasses, walked in his direction.

      The woman and kid looked familiar, but Stan Lee couldn’t figure out why. Then it hit him.

      It was Pipi Esperanza and Newt Drystad from the FBI.

      Stan Lee turned and faced forward, holding his breath and waiting for them to pass. They didn’t. Instead, they got in line behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, Stan Lee sat hunched behind the steering wheel of a dark green Toyota Corolla in the Hertz parking lot. Compared to a van, the Corolla was cramped and uncomfortable, bringing on periodic waves of claustrophobic panic—a side effect that lingered as a result of Stan Lee’s time in Dr. Lilith Pandor’s sensory deprivation program at the Dunning Asylum.

      Even thirty years later.

      But renting a van was out of the question. A van would have been too easily noticed. The Corolla was small and discreet. Stan Lee didn’t mind a little discomfort if it allowed him to follow the agents and figure out why they were in Portland. It certainly wasn’t to arrest him—if it were, they’d have already done it. No, there could only be one possible explanation.

      Son of a bitch, Stan Lee thought.

      The FBI had cracked the anagrams.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you want to do first?” Pipi asked from behind the wheel of the red Camaro convertible.

      “I didn’t think the bureau allowed us to rent sports cars,” Newt said as the chilly January wind rushed through his hair.

      “They don’t,” Pipi said with a smile. “Is it too cold for you?”

      Newt nodded. “Maybe we could put the heater on?”

      Pipi set the heater on high. “So, this is your trip. Take me through our agenda.”

      “I thought we should start by going out to the lighthouse,” Newt said. “See if we can interview Onyx Webb.”

      “What, we just knock on the door?” Pipi asked. “I’m told she doesn’t take kindly to unannounced visitors.”

      “Yeah, well she doesn’t take kindly to announced visitors either,” Newt said. “I’d rather try to catch her off guard.”

      “Okay. Your call,” Pipi said.

      When Newt went to Pipi with the idea of traveling to Oregon, he was surprised at how quickly she’d agreed. Now seemed like a good time to explore why.

      “I thought you said ghosts were strictly off limits,” Newt said.

      “Did I?” Pipi said. “Well, things change.”

      Yes, they do, Newt thought. But he decided not to push it. Not yet anyway. The primary reason he and Pipi were there was to determine why The Leg Collector had written anagrams that translated “Onyx Webb Film Festival” and “Crimson Cove Oregon” on the British girls’ torsos.

      Did he think they’d never figure them out? Perhaps. Or maybe it was the opposite. Maybe it was because he knew they would—and he wanted them to come.

      “And then?” Pipi asked.

      “Then we’ll go to the film festival.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

      

      

      Onyx stood inside the door of the lighthouse and glanced at the clock. Sheriff Clay Daniels IV was supposed to drive her to Alistar’s funeral.

      And he was late.

      Five more minutes passed until Onyx heard the patrol cruiser make the turn toward the lighthouse.

      Onyx stepped outside and locked the door, pulled up her black shoulder-length gloves, and adjusted her veil. Every inch of her had to be covered for there was no way for a 103-year-old woman to explain beautiful, flawless skin.

      At the last minute, Onyx reached in the pocket of her dress and found the pin her mother, Jofranka, had left her when she died—a gold, star-shaped pin with rhinestones at the points—and pinned it to the front of her dress.

      Onyx had considered not wearing the pin, fearing it was too festive and, therefore, inappropriate.

      The bigger question, however, was how appropriate Kizzy Ashley would feel it was for Onyx to be at the funeral in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee remained well back from the red Camaro, careful to make sure he wasn’t seen, which was difficult since Route 99 W. had been as straight as an arrow for the last fifty miles.

      When the Camaro made a left turn on Route 101 S. in Lincoln City, Stan Lee was pretty sure he knew where they were going. They were headed to Crimson Cove.

      Fifty miles later, the lighthouse came into view. A few miles after that, the Camaro’s right turn signal flashed and the car slowed.

      Where are they going? Stan Lee wondered. Is there a road there? If there was, he couldn’t see it. Then a patrol cruiser emerged from between the trees and turned left, driving in their direction.

      Rather than turn down the road, the Camaro made a sudden U-turn and followed the cruiser.

      The cruiser drove past Stan Lee—heading north, back in the opposite direction—followed seconds later by the red Camaro.

      What in the hell?

      Stan Lee waited until the two vehicles were a half-mile behind him and then quickly made a U-turn of his own, having no idea where the two cars were going. But wherever it was, Stan Lee was going too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

          

          OCTOBER 31, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Though it took her over an hour to find just the right one, Mika repainted the front door of the house an inviting autumn color called Gold Crest—swatch #132-C6— from Sherwin-Williams.

      Next, Mika carved two jack-o-lanterns using art templates downloaded from Martha Stewart’s website and placed one on each side of the freshly painted door.

      The fact that Martha had spent five months in a federal prison had never bothered Mika. White-collar crime wasn’t something to be ashamed of. On the contrary, Mika considered it a badge of honor. Seriously—if you didn’t get arrested at least once in your life, maybe you just weren’t trying hard enough.

      Mika had planned to spray the interior of the house with vanilla scent, but opted to go with Nature’s Garden pumpkin crunch cake fragrance oil instead. She poured several ounces of the oil in six ceramic warmer dishes, and lit the candlewicks beneath each. Had she read the label, she’d have discovered the oil was a 100 percent concentrate solution that should have been diluted before use.

      Mika also created a lovely Halloween display of ghost-shaped votive candles in a circle around the center of the dining room table, again with a fragrant pumpkin spice.

      At the last minute, Mika also decided to bake a few pumpkin pies for added effect. By the time she was done, the place smelled as if a pumpkin factory had exploded.

      Mika went outside, walked around a bit, and then went back in to gage the strength of the scent—which almost knocked her over. Whatever. It was too late to do much about it now.
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        * * *

      

      Mika glanced at the new wall clock she hadn’t been able to resist when buying the new comforter for the master bedroom.

      It was 5:00 p.m.

      The real estate agent would be there any minute with the husband and wife who wanted to take a peek at the place before committing to the sale—which, according to the real estate agent, was a done deal.

      Mika went to the kitchen and grabbed Tiny by the collar and led him toward the back door and then stopped. Why was she putting the dog out? Dogs were a good thing, right? They made a house a home. That’s what everyone said.

      Mika leaned forward and took a sniff to see if he smelled. If he did, she couldn’t tell. Everything smelled like pumpkin pie—Tiny included.

      Mika decided on a compromise and put Tiny in the laundry room. “Be a good boy for mommy, and I’ll let you pound that Dalmatian you’ve had your eye on down the block. Okay?”

      Tiny barked.

      The doorbell rang. Mika shut the door to the laundry room and glanced at her watch. It was 5:08 p.m. Showtime.

      Mika grabbed the apron from the kitchen chair and tied it around her waist and grabbed one of the pumpkin pies from the counter. When she opened the door, the couple would find her standing there, a pie in her hand and a smile on her face.

      In one hour, her financial problems would be gone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Television reporter Domingo Gutierrez waited patiently on the front porch to see if anyone was going to come to the door. The station’s policy about filming on private property was pretty clear: reporters were required to obtain permission to film from the property owner; otherwise, it was trespassing.

      Domingo turned and looked to his cameraman. “I don’t think anyone would object if we shot from the steps.”

      “No way, Jose,” the cameraman said from his position on the concrete walkway leading to the large front porch of the house. “I’m not risking a suspension and losing a week’s pay for a story about a dead blonde bimbo.”

      Domingo hated it when coworkers called him Jose. If he’d wanted to, he could file a harassment charge. But, as usual, he decided to let it slide. He also hated it when people referred to his one-time co-anchor, Skylar Savage, as a bimbo—blonde or otherwise. As far as Domingo was concerned, Skylar was a hero—a fallen comrade who’d died in the pursuit of a story.

      There was nothing nobler.

      “Let me knock one more time,” Domingo said to the cameraman, noticing what appeared to be orange paint on the knuckles of his hand. “If there’s no answer, we’ll shoot the segment from the curb and edit in some B-roll close-ups of the porch in post.”

      Domingo turned around and—before he could knock again—the door swung open. Standing there was what looked like a cardboard cutout of a character from a Norman Rockwell painting, smiling and holding a pumpkin pie.

      “Hello!” Domingo said. “My name is Domingo Gutierrez. I’m with channel—”

      “I know who you are,” Mika snapped. “What are you doing here? What do you want?”

      “We’re doing a report on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the murder of reporter Skylar Savage,” Domingo said. “We’d like permission to do our report from—”

      “No, no, no, no, no,” Mika said, spitting the words at the Hispanic reporter like bullets from a machine gun. Mika stepped onto the porch, and Domingo began backing away from the door. “You need to leave. Now!”

      “Are you getting this?” Domingo called back over his shoulder to the cameraman.

      “Every second of it,” the cameraman said.

      “Turn off that camera! I’ve got guests on their way,” Mika shouted, shifting the still-warm pumpkin pie from one hand to the other, realizing she’d failed to grab an oven mitt.

      As if on cue, Mika looked up and watched as the real estate agent’s black Cadillac Escalade pulled to a stop at the curb.

      Domingo turned to see what Mika was watching. A man opened the rear door of the vehicle and helped a well-dressed couple in their forties out of the vehicle, and they began making their way up the walk.

      “What’s all this, Mika?” the real estate agent called out, eyeing the reporter and the cameraman.

      Come on, Mika, think of something!

      “Uh, the local news is doing a segment on the most charming homes in Savannah,” Mika blurted, saying the first thing that popped into her head.

      The husband and wife glanced at each other. “Well, how wonderful,” the wife said with a beaming smile.

      “We’re doing a story on a murder that took place here twenty-five years ago,” Domingo Gutierrez said, motioning for the cameraman to redirect the lens at the couple. “The woman’s naked, dismembered body was found on the porch swing right over there. Any comment?”

      Mika was fairly certain that never in the history of the world had a smile disappeared from someone’s face so quickly.

      In a total fit of blind rage, Mika stepped forward and slammed the still-steaming pumpkin pie directly into Domingo’s face, the remaining portions of the pie splattering randomly onto everyone else.

      For a brief moment, Domingo seemed oddly pleased by the outrageous act, knowing intuitively that being hit in the face with a pie by an unhinged homeowner made for good television. But then Domingo screamed and dropped his microphone, clawing at his face in a desperate attempt to scrape off the steaming orange goo before it seared his skin.

      “I’m going to sue you!” Domingo screamed.
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          JANUARY 9, 2002

        

      

    

    
      The traditional funeral consisted of six parts—the death announcement; the buying of the casket; the wake, also known as the viewing; the funeral procession; the burial mass; and the post-funeral gathering of friends, family, and a plethora of strangers simply looking for a free meal.

      Kizzy Ashley was too distraught to handle any of it.

      As such, the bulk of the details surrounding Alistar’s funeral fell to Kizzy’s twenty-six-year-old grandson, Noah—which was going fine until Kizzy’s Irish Catholic mother, Sinéad, arrived.

      Sinéad had flown in from Belfast to support her daughter in her time of need. Which Noah found interesting since he’d never even met his great-grandmother before—apparently not even when his mother, Rainbow, died.

      “When I was a wee-one, the family would wake the body for three days to make sure the person was properly dead,” Sinéad said in an Irish-brogue accent so thick it sounded like she was talking with a shoe in her mouth. “First, the body was washed and covered in a white linen adorned with black ribbons. Everyone wore a black armband to warn the neighbors that you had good reason if you went dásachtach.”

      “We don’t need a wake, Mother,” Kizzy snapped. “Alistar was burned to a crisp. It’s not like he’s suddenly going to sit up and—”

      Kizzy stopped mid-sentence, overcome with emotion for the third time in the last five minutes.

      “Well, it wouldn’t hurt if we had hired a keener or two,” Sinéad said. “It’s important to show friends and family how much the man was loved and cared about.”

      “This is the family, Mom,” Kizzy said. “We’re it. It’s just us.”

      “A keener?” Noah asked.

      “Aye, a keener—someone hired by the family to cry and wail at the wake to lament the loss,” Sinéad said. “We also should make sure there is a pipe goin’ in here somewhere to smoke up the place—you know, to keep evil spirits from finding the deceased.”

      “No one is lighting a pipe, Mother,” Kizzy said. “And besides, Alistar hated smoking.”

      “Then the smoke can’t hurt him none now, can it?” Sinéad said. “I hoped you picked out a nice enough casket.”

      “Yeah, it’s nice,” Noah said. “We picked it out a few days ago when we picked out the burial plots.”

      “Well, at least there’s that,” Sinéad said. “Might you have a yard or two of black cloth lyin’ about anywhere?”

      “I don’t think so,” Noah said. “Why do we need—?”

      “To cover the mirrors, of course. To keep the dark forces from usin’ the occasion to creep into the house,” Sinéad said.

      “God damn it, Mom,” Kizzy snapped. “Alistar wasn’t even a practicing Catholic—he didn’t believe any of your ridiculous religious superstitions.”

      “Aye, all the more reason to take the proper precautions,” Sinéad said. “You know, Noah, every so often I catch a glimpse of your great-grandfather in the mirror. I’ll be doin’ my hair or puttin’ on my makeup, and—just for a second, there he’ll be. He’s been dead goin’ on twenty-two years, and he’s still lookin’ in on me, he is.”

      Kizzy let loose with an audible groan. “I’m going upstairs to get ready.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah and Sinéad waited until Kizzy disappeared at the top of the stairs before continuing their conversation. “The grieving process is a bumpy journey, Noah. Nerves wear raw and emotions run hot. And my daughter has never been good at dealing with things of this nature.”

      “My grandfather’s death has been very hard for her, Sinéad,” Noah said. “And I’m not sure she’s ever forgiven you for not coming when my mother died.”

      “Better we leave that conversation for another time,” Sinéad said. “The important thing now is that you and me find ways to take as much of the load from Kizzy’s shoulders as we can. Aye?”

      “You know, I’m not sure I get why you didn’t come either,” Noah said, pressing the issue. “I was very young, but—”

      “Young? You were a wee babe in a basket, Noah,” Sinéad said. “But since everyone seems against me, let’s get it out on the table, shall we?”

      Noah nodded and waited.

      “The reason I didn’t come is simple. It’s because we Catholics don’t condone suicide,” Sinéad said. “Comin’ to Rainbow’s funeral would have been doin’ precisely that.”

      “Suicide?” Noah said, confused. “What are you talking about? My mother died of—”

      “An overdose,” Sinéad said. “Yes, I know. But make no mistake, Noah—every time your mother stuck a needle in her arm she was committin’ suicide, just as surely as if she’d placed a gun to her head and pulled the trigger.”

      Noah felt his heart begin to pound in his chest. “She was going to rehab, Sinéad. They said she was trying.”

      “Oh, don’t I know it,” Sinéad said. “Where do you think the money for all that rehab came from? The tooth fairy, Noah? I may be from the land of Leprechauns, but even we know money doesn’t come from a pot ‘o gold.”

      “You paid for my mother’s rehab?”

      “In the beginning, yes,” Sinéad said. “But when it became clear that Rainbow was never going to stop, I had to cut her off. I hope you understand.”

      Noah wasn’t sure he did but decided to let it go. Maybe he’d misjudged her. Maybe Sinéad was more normal, caring, and level-headed than he’d given her credit for.

      “And that’s why you need to take me to a fabric store after the funeral, so we can cover these mirrors, you and me. The last thing any of us needs right now is to have some evil dark spirit slippin’ in and causing havoc.”

      Or maybe not.
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        * * *

      

      Just before the burial service was about to begin, Kizzy approached the priest. “Keep it short, Father,” Kizzy said and held out a hundred-dollar bill.

      “It is customary to do this at the end of the service, Mrs. Ashley,” the priest said, glancing around, pink tinges of embarrassment coloring his cheeks. “And the offering is usually provided in an envelope.”

      “I don’t have an envelope,” Kizzy said. “Do you want the money or not?”

      “Afterwards,” the priest said. “Please take your seats.”

      Despite the misty Portland weather, it was a no-frills service held outdoors at the grave site. Alistar’s casket was sitting on the ground before a few rows of folding chairs staged as if the mourners were about to watch a cello recital.

      The funeral home called it the Close to One You Love package. Kizzy chose it because it was the only package she could afford.

      Kizzy, Noah, and Sinéad were led to the front row of the seating area. Kizzy took the funeral program from her chair and shot a look at her mother.

      “What?” Sinéad said in a hushed tone. “You can’t have a proper funeral without a printed agenda, now can ya?”

      Kizzy glanced around and counted the number of attendees. There were twelve—including herself, Noah, and her mother. Who in the hell were these other people? Kizzy recognized none of them.

      A minute later, the priest launched into his sermon.
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        * * *

      

      Kizzy’s thoughts returned to the present, and she glanced at her watch. The priest had been going for twenty minutes and—according to Sinéad’s printed agenda—the funeral would not be ending anytime soon.

      Kizzy caught the priest’s eye and flashed the hundred-dollar bill and made a circular motion with her finger. Translation: You want the money, Father, then wrap it the hell up.

      “Let me close with his,” the priest said loudly. “We must understand that our heavenly father may have disposed of the container that was once occupied by Alistar Ashley’s soul, but—in the end—the trumpet shall sound and Alistar shall rise again, as shall we all.”

      The priest made the sign of the cross over the casket, as if Alistar’s body were inside, and Kizzy snorted. Alistar had often joked that when he died he wanted to be buried holding his Fender Stratocaster, with his fingers firmly on the G-chord. The only thing inside Alistar’s casket was a small cardboard box containing several ounces of ash—the little bit that was recoverable from the charred wreckage of the Aston Martin. What Alistar didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

      Besides, there was no way in hell Kizzy was going to bury a $25,000 guitar in her dead husband’s coffin. The guitar belonged to Noah. Beyond that and a few pieces of jewelry, there was little else of value to pass—

      Kizzy’s mouth suddenly dropped open.

      Off in the distance, at the top of a slight grassy incline, Kizzy saw a woman, dressed entirely in black, her face obscured by a black veil—something traditionally worn to a funeral by the bereaved wife.

      Or the deceased’s mistress.

      Kizzy couldn’t believe her eyes. It was Onyx Webb.

      The nerve.

      The priest stepped forward to offer his final condolences, but Kizzy pushed past him and started in the woman’s direction up the grass incline.

      As Kizzy got closer, she could see the outline of the lace mask covering half the woman’s face beneath the veil.

      “How dare you show up here?” Kizzy asked.

      “I wanted to pay my respect—”

      Kizzy’s slap caught Onyx flush on the side of the face. “It’s your fault I have no husband,” Kizzy said. “That I have had no husband for years because he was in love with you.”

      “Alistar was a friend. That is all,” Onyx said.

      “The only thing worse than someone who steals another woman’s husband is someone who lies about it when they’re caught,” Kizzy said.

      “Is everything okay?” Noah’s voice came from behind. Kizzy turned and saw Noah standing there.

      “Everything’s fine,” Kizzy said. “Let’s go.”

      “Hello, Noah,” Onyx said, extending a lace-covered hand to Noah.

      “What? Taking my husband wasn’t enough? Now you want my grandson?” Kizzy sneered. Kizzy grabbed Noah by the arm and pulled him away.

      “Who was that?” Noah asked as they walked back down the hill.

      “That’s the woman who ruined our lives,” Kizzy said. “And if you care about me at all, you will never have anything to do with her.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah took Kizzy by the arm and ignored the priest who looked like he wanted to talk and led her straight to the limousine and opened the door. After Kizzy climbed in, Noah said, “I’ll be right back.”

      “Where are you going?” Kizzy asked.

      “I said, I’ll be right back.”

      “You are to have nothing to do with that woman!” Kizzy shouted, but Noah was already on his way back up the grassy incline.

      But Onyx was gone.

      Noah reached the top of the hill and saw Onyx walking away. “Wait!” Noah called out.

      Onyx ignored him and kept walking. Noah broke into a jog, trying to catch up as Onyx headed toward the cemetery’s mausoleum.

      Noah was still twenty yards back as Onyx pulled on the handle of a large iron and stained-glass door of the brick building and disappeared inside.

      Seconds later, Noah pulled the door open and—

      Onyx was gone.

      Other than the crypts that lined the walls, there was a large, full-length mirror on the far end of the room.

      And a black veil lying on the floor beneath it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          OCTOBER 31, 2010

        

      

    

    
      After being airlifted from the bottom of the Grand Canyon, Quinn and Graeme took a jet from Lake Havasu to Chicago and then on to Charleston, where they were met by Bruce Mulvaney’s limousine and a man wearing a black bowler hat.

      “I hope our delays didn’t cause you too much of an inconvenience,” Quinn said to the driver after getting settled in the rear seat.

      “Not at all,” Stormy Boyd replied. “I had an errand to run, and that kept me busy.”

      Stormy did not go into detail since the errand involved taking the life of an out-of-town business traveler. It was something he’d been doing at least once a month since entering Declan Mulvaney’s employ.

      The first time happened quite by accident when Stormy had been asked by Declan to pick up a friend at the airport. While waiting at the curb in arrivals, a businessman simply climbed in the back of the limo, thinking it was for hire.

      Stormy—who hadn’t taken anyone for their energy in over a month—recognized the opportunity. Ten minutes later, Stormy dumped the man’s lifeless body in the far end of a hotel parking lot, returning in time to pick up Declan’s guest.

      This solved what had become a major problem—that being Stormy’s inability to source energy too close to the Mulvaney mansion. Two people had been found dead recently within a mile of the mansion—one a hitchhiker, the other a housewife at home in her bed—both of “natural causes.”

      Stormy was too smart to have done something so dumb. He was pretty sure it had been Gerylyn Stoller’s nephew, Reginald—if that’s who he really was—which presented a problem Stormy knew he would eventually need to address.

      Stormy put the limo in gear and pulled away from the curb. “Sit back and relax, gentlemen. We’ll be at the mansion in less than thirty minutes.”

      “What mansion?” Graeme asked. “I assumed we were going to a hotel.”

      Stormy glanced in the review mirror. “The Mulvaney mansion. I’ll get you settled into your rooms, and Koda will meet you for breakfast in the morning.”

      Graeme Kingsley went gray, as if he’d seen a ghost.

      “What’s wrong?” Quinn said.

      “Nothing, everything’s fine,” Graeme said.

      Which was clearly a lie.

      Stormy glanced in the review mirror again and studied the two men. They reminded Stormy of his favorite comedians from the 1930s, Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy. One tall and thin, the other obese and sweaty.

      Stormy raised the glass partition to give the men their privacy, knowing something was amiss.

      What was it? And then Stormy knew. It was their heart rates. Even with the glass partition up, Stormy could hear the differences in the sound of their heartbeats.

      Quinn’s heart was a steady eight-eight-beats per minute.

      But the other man, Graeme? A man in peak condition like Graeme should have a resting heart rate near sixty, but his heart was racing at a hundred-plus-beats per minute.

      Graeme was nervous.

      The question was, why?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PORTLAND, OREGON

          

          JANUARY 9, 2002

        

      

    

    
      Kizzy was angry at Alistar for dying. She was angry at her mother, Sinéad, for meddling in her affairs at such a difficult time in her life. She was angry at the priest for dragging things on after she’d specifically asked him not to. She was angry at Onyx for having the gall to show up at the cemetery. She was angry at Noah for chasing after Onyx after she’d specifically asked him not to. She was angry at herself for allowing everything to get to her.

      “Well, all things considered, I thought the event was lovely,” Sinéad said as she followed Kizzy and Noah up the steps to the house.

      “It wasn’t an event, Mother,” Kizzy hissed. “It was a—”

      Kizzy stopped mid-sentence when she saw the shards of glass laying on the stoop. Someone had broken the window next to the front door.

      Noah stepped past Kizzy and turned the knob.

      The door was unlocked.

      “Wait here, both of you,” Noah said. “I’m going to check it out.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “We’ll need a list of everything you can determine is missing,” the Portland police officer said. “And I’ll need the serial number for the guitar, with a detailed description—it’s the first thing they’ll try to sell. And a photo if you’ve got one.”

      Noah couldn’t believe it. Someone had broken in and stolen his grandfather’s most prized possession in the world. His Fender Stratocaster.

      “It’s like adding an insult to the injury,” Sinéad said. “Taking a man’s possessions from his castle—while he’s being laid to rest, no less. What has this world come to?”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, the list was finished:

      •	Pre-CBS 1954 Fender Stratocaster, serial number 203 (printed on the rear plastic tremolo cover), white alder wood body, brown maple neck, rosewood fretboard, and ivory dot inlays

      •	A silver money clip engraved with the letters AWA

      •	Misc. clothing items, both Alistar’s and Kizzy’s

      •	A $300 emergency cash fund Kizzy kept hidden in her top dresser drawer

      Fortunately, none of the band’s equipment—all of which was left in the garage—had been touched.

      Thank God for that.

      “So, when are you going to get around to tellin’ Noah and me who the woman was?” Sinéad asked.

      Kizzy tipped her wine glass and downed the last of the liquid. “What woman is that, Mother?”

      “I think Sinéad is talking about the woman you slapped up on the hill,” Noah said.

      “Oh, that woman,” Kizzy said. “Do we have another bottle of wine somewhere, or did the burglars steal that, too?”

      “I think you’ve had quite enough of the sauce,” Sinéad said. “So, tell us—was that her? The one you claim Alistar was shackin’ up with?”

      “What?” Noah said.

      “Yep, one and the same,” Kizzy said. “Onyx. Onyx Webb.”

      “Well, this Onyx woman, whoever she is, she takes a pretty good punch,” Sinéad said. “How old is she supposed to be? A hundred, you say?”

      It was strange, Kizzy thought. How, when she’d struck Onyx, the woman didn’t seem to even notice. She didn’t flinch. Or blink. And Kizzy had hit her hard. Stranger still was the way Onyx’s face felt against Kizzy’s hand. It felt soft. Spongy.

      “Why don’t I know about any of this?” Noah said.

      Kizzy set her wine glass down on the table and stood. “Because it’s none of your damn business, Noah. Nor is it yours, Mother. Now, if the two of you want to sit here until the wee hours of the morning, analyzing my personal life, have at it. But I’m going to bed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          JANUARY 10, 2002

        

      

    

    
      ewt and Pipi sat across from each other in a booth at a diner called Spilatro’s Place, which everyone said was the best restaurant in town—primarily because it was the only restaurant in town.

      Pipi pulled out her yellow notepad containing the list of the attendees at Alistar Ashley’s funeral the day before. “I show there were thirteen people at the funeral.”

      “It doesn’t matter how many times you count the names,” Newt said. “There’s always going to be thirteen. Now, if you want to run through them again we can—”

      Newt stopped mid-sentence as a waitress approached and poured each of them a cup of coffee. “Hey, I recognize you guys,” the waitress said. “You were at the funeral.”

      Newt glanced up and saw the girl’s face and immediately recognized her as one of the thirteen people on their list. “You knew Alistar Ashley?”

      The waitress shrugged. “A little, I guess. I mean, he came in the diner a few times over the years. I helped him get his car on the road the night he—the night of the accident. He was a nice man, tipped me twenty bucks for tightening a clamp.”

      Pipi read the girl’s first name off her badge and wrote on the pad next to the number eight. “What’s your last name, Ellen?”

      “Why, did I do something wrong?” the waitress asked.

      “No, nothing at all,” Newt said. “It’s just in case we want to talk to you again in the future.”
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        * * *

      

      A half hour later, Newt and Pipi had updated the list with everything they’d been able to piece together thus far, crossing out the names of the people they felt required no additional scrutiny:

      #1:  Pipi Esperanza

      #2:  Newt Drystad

      #3:  Kizzy Ashley

      #4:  Sinéad (Kizzy Ashley’s mother from Ireland)

      #5:  Noah Ashley, Alistar and Kizzy’s grandson

      #6 & 7:  Two of Alistar’s co-workers from a previous job

      #8:  Ellen Galvin, the waitress from Spilatro’s Place

      #9:  Onyx Webb

      #10: Sheriff Clay Daniels IV

      #11: The cemetery employee seating people

      #12: The priest

      #13: An old woman with a big bag

      They both knew how extremely unlikely it was that anyone at the funeral had anything to do with the reason they were there, which was to find The Leg Collector. But that was the nature of their job—dotting i’s and crossing t’s, hoping that in the end a thread would emerge—a thread that could be pulled on at a later date perhaps.

      But you never know.

      “We’re going to need to talk to Onyx,” Newt said.

      “I know,” Pipi said. “While we’re at it we can ask her what she and Kizzy Ashley were fighting about.”

      Besides Onyx, the person who intrigued Newt the most was the frumpy, gray-haired woman with the big bag hanging from her shoulder.

      The waitress returned and topped off Newt’s coffee. “You’re not drinking your coffee,” Newt said to Pipi.

      “I’ll get to it in a minute,” Pipi said, though Newt knew she wouldn’t. She never did.

      “Can I bring you guys the check?” the waitress asked.

      “Sure, but while I’ve got you here, can I ask you a question?” Newt said.

      “Uh, sure.”

      “Did you happen to notice the older gray-haired woman when you were at the funeral?” Newt asked.

      “You mean the one with the bag with the Ferris wheel on it?” the waitress asked. “Yeah, I saw her.”

      “Do you know who she is?” Pipi asked. “Is she a local?”

      “Nope, I’ve never seen—”

      “Wait, back up,” Newt said. “What did you say was on the bag?”

      “It was a picture,” the waitress said. “Of a Ferris wheel.”

      “Are you sure there was a Ferris wheel on the bag?” Newt asked. “I didn’t see anything printed on it. It looked plain.”

      “The Ferris wheel was on the back side of the bag,” the waitress said. “I noticed it as she was leaving.”

      “Did you see what kind of car the woman was driving?” Newt asked, hoping against hope.

      The waitress shook her head.

      “Okay, thanks. You can go,” Newt said finally.

      Pipi waited for the waitress to leave. “What is it?” she asked.

      “Do you remember when Nisa Mulvaney went missing?” Newt asked.

      “Of course, from the bar in Myrtle Beach.”

      “Right. And do you remember what Wesley Friel said he saw in the parking lot back behind the bar?”

      “Yeah, he said he saw an old woman next to—”

      Pipi stopped speaking.

      “Next to a van,” Next said. “And what was the woman holding?”

      “Oh, sweet Jesus,” Pipi said. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      Newt nodded.

      Both Newt and Pipi remained silent for the next minute, each of them deep in their thoughts, neither wanting to be the first to speak the words out loud.

      “We were thirty feet from The Leg Collector,” Pipi said finally. “Which one of us wants to be the one to put that in the report?”

      Newt was no longer listening. He was deep in thought, realizing that his hunch that Nisa Mulvaney had been abducted—and most likely murdered—had been correct.

      What he never saw coming, though, was that the man he’d been playing spider and fly with was the same person.

      Nisa Mulvaney had been abducted by The Leg Collector.

      And Newt had never considered the possibility.
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        From the Journal of Onyx Webb

        January 11, 2002

        The funeral for Alistar Ashley was held two days ago.

        It turned out to be a day of firsts.

        It was the first funeral I have ever attended, as I do not count my father’s burial as a funeral. Nor do I count the burial of my friend Katherine as a funeral either. In both of those cases, it was I alone who dug their graves and covered them with dirt.

        No priests were present.

        No eulogies were delivered.

        Standing at a grave with a shovel in one’s hands, with no other mourners in sight, can hardly be called a funeral.

        Can it?

        But there was another first as well.

        A first that has left me both terrified and excited.

        Even now, two days later, I find myself shaken by it.

        It happened while I was observing the funeral proceedings from my vantage point up on the hill. When I saw Alistar’s grandson...

        Noah.

        The last time I saw Noah Ashley, he was a baby still.

        He was in a basket that I carried to a church after I had taken the life of his drug-riddled mother in a cabin in the woods.

        Seeing Noah now as a grown man has had a profound effect on me. It is the first time I can remember feeling what can best be described as a stirring, or a flutter of the heart… a twinge of excitement felt only twice before in sixty years:

        Once when Ulrich approached me as I sat with my easel and paints on the banks of the Ponchartrain, and again when I encountered the man with whom I had the brief affair while performing at the Apache in Las Vegas.

        It was a feeling of hope.

        Of excitement.

        Of want. Yes, of want.

        It was the feeling having… feelings.

        But ghosts aren’t capable of such feelings.

        And yet, when I saw Noah at the funeral…

      

        

      
        I did.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PORTLAND, OREGON

          

          JANUARY 11, 2002

        

      

    

    
      Noah called the police department to see if there was any information about his grandfather’s stolen Fender Stratocaster.

      There wasn’t.

      Which put Noah in the position to do something he’d rather not do. Ask his grandmother for money. Serious money—$20,000 to be precise.

      Without it, he no longer had a band.

      It had been ten days since Alec Yost had replaced him as lead singer, diminishing Noah’s influence to the point that he’d considered quitting.

      But why should he quit? It was his band.

      He’d started it.

      But things like this happened all the time, right? Steve Jobs was thrown out of Apple. Ozzy was tossed from Black Sabbath. And Captain Bligh was tossed off the Bounty by Fletcher Christian in the most famous mutiny of all time. If it did happen, he’d be in good company.
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        * * *

      

      Noah was sitting on the edge of his bed, playing a blues-rock version of “Stairway to Heaven” on a twelve-string acoustic guitar, when his grandmother appeared at the door holding a cardboard storage box.

      “Your grandfather hated Led Zeppelin,” Kizzy said.

      Noah knew what his grandmother had just said wasn’t true. His grandfather loved Zeppelin—especially “Stairway to Heaven”—but thought portions of it may have been lifted from other artists. In any case, he wasn’t about to get into it right then.

      “What’s in the box?” Noah asked.

      Kizzy took a few steps inside the room and set the box on the edge of the bed. “It’s something your grandfather told me he wanted you to have, if anything ever…”

      Noah pulled the lid off the box and looked inside. It was filled with stacks of yellow legal pads, every page filled with his grandfather’s handwriting.

      “I don’t get it,” Noah said. “What is all this?”

      “Stories,” Kizzy said. “At least that’s what I was told. I’ve never really read any of it.”

      “Stories about what?”

      “Personal things she told him when he was out there with her at the lighthouse,” Kizzy said. “Alistar had some fantasy about publishing her story someday. He thought it would make a great TV series or something.”

      “She? You mean—?”

      “Onyx.”

      Noah stayed silent, unsure as to how deeply he wanted to probe into his grandmother’s personal life—especially now.

      “You don’t really think Grandpa was having an affair with Onyx, do you?” Noah asked. “You said she’s old, right? I mean, like really old.”

      “All I know is your grandfather lied to me about where he was every Friday night for years,” Kizzy said. “And where was he? With another woman—who he wasted our money on. What would you call it?”

      “So what am I supposed to do with this stuff?” Noah asked, motioning to the box.

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care,” Kizzy said. “Burn it for all I care. I wash my hands of anything to do with that woman. As far as I’m concerned, Onyx Webb can go to hell.”

      “I need $20,000,” Noah suddenly blurted.

      “Twenty thousand dollars?” Kizzy repeated. “What could you possibly need that much money for?”

      “It’s for the band,” Noah said. “We’ve been spinning our wheels for three years now, and if we’re going to get anywhere, we need to cut a demo.”

      “No.”

      “Grandpa must have had insurance, right?” Noah said, instantly regretting asking the question. But he was desperate.

      “Your grandfather had a $100,000 policy,” Kizzy said. “And I am willing to give you $20,000 of it—”

      Noah felt a sense of relief wash over him.

      “—but not for your music,” Kizzy said. “If you want to go back and finish college, or use it to learn a trade—like going to the Culinary Institute in Napa—I’ll give you the money. Otherwise, no. Your grandfather wasted years pursuing his musical fantasy, and he failed. Now you want to do the same thing? Well, I will not allow you to waste any more time or another dollar on your ridiculous dream of becoming a rock star.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah spent the better part of the afternoon rummaging through his grandfather’s notes, trying to make sense of the wide range of material, and confused about what exactly he was supposed to do with it.

      But when he reached the bottom of the box, Noah struck pay dirt. There, in a file folder held together by a large rubber band, were a bunch of song lyrics his grandfather had written.

      The songs weren’t good.

      They were great.

      Amazing.

      Noah glanced over at the clock on his dresser. The band—including Alec Yost—would be there soon. And Noah knew the songs were going to blow them away.
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        * * *

      

      Alec leaned against the wall, reading the last of the five pages of song lyrics Noah had selected from his grandfather’s file box.

      “Well?” Noah prompted.

      “Yeah, sure. These are great lyrics,” Alec said. “The problem is that we don’t need any more damn songs, Noah. We need money so we can cut a frickin’ demo.”

      “I know,” Noah said. “I was hoping to sell the Stratocaster, but—”

      “Yeah, well I was hoping to join a band where I didn’t have to do every damn thing myself for once. Can any of you sing, Noah? No? Can you play great lead guitar? No. Can you come up with the cash for the demo? No. So, tell me, Noah—why are you even in this band?”

      Noah was stunned, unable to respond.

      “That’s what I thought,” Alec said, turning to the other three band members behind him. “Grab your equipment, guys. We’re out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      In the last ten days, Noah had lost his grandfather, lost his band, and—more than anything else—lost his confidence.

      He needed to get out and go somewhere. Get on his bike and just ride. To the ocean maybe? Yes, that’s what he’d do. In the morning, he’d climb on his bike and ride to the Oregon coast.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          OCTOBER 31, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Declan Mulvaney’s sleep routine had always been pretty consistent. He went to bed by ten each evening and slept until five or six in the morning. It had been a number of years, however, since Declan had slept through the night without waking to make a quick trip to the bathroom to relieve himself—something to do with the storage capacity of the bladder, his doctor had told him once.

      Or reduced testosterone.

      Or the shrinking of the lining of the urethra.

      Or whatever.

      All Declan knew was that after he’d passed fifty, the days of getting eight hours of uninterrupted sleep were over.

      This morning was different, though. This morning he woke in serious pain. And when he went, he noticed his urine stream wasn’t the familiar light yellow. It was red.

      Blood red.
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        * * *

      

      Declan put on his slippers and made his way from the old section of the mansion, where his bedroom was, toward the hall that led to the newer part of the mansion that had been added on once his son made the decision to marry Nisa.

      Nisa.

      Declan was surprised how much it still hurt to think of Nisa, even though it had been seventeen years since she’d gone missing. And it pained him to think about the awful way he’d treated Nisa’s father, Kajika, for being an American Indian. Fortunately, Declan had come to his senses and salvaged the relationship before it was too late.

      Declan entered Bruce’s office and turned the light on. He looked over to the desk and was glad to see the computer screen was lit up since he still didn’t know how to turn the damn thing on. Bruce wanted to put a computer in Declan’s office, but Declan had refused.

      Truth be known, Declan had actually begun to enjoy “surfing the web” once Koda showed him how it worked. Now he was finding himself on Bruce’s computer more and more.

      In particular, Declan enjoyed watching videos of military personnel coming home and surprising their kids. As far as he was concerned, that was the best part of being on the Internet. That and funny cat videos—though he’d rather cut off his arm before admitting it to Bruce or anyone else.

      Declan sat behind the desk and typed “red blood in urine” and pressed the enter button. Two seconds later, there were eighteen million hits. He clicked on the tab for the Mayo Clinic and an article immediately appeared.

      The news wasn’t particularly bad: urinary tract infections, kidney infections, kidney stones, enlarged prostate, benign prostatic hyperplasia.

      Nor was it good.

      Microscopic urinary bleeding due to kidney disease. Or kidney injury, which it probably wasn’t. Declan thought he’d know if he’d been hit in the kidney hard enough to make it bleed. The same with strenuous exercise. He worked out, but…

      Glomerulonephritis, causing inflammation of the kidney’s filtering system. Or sickle cell anemia. Hereditary defects in the hemoglobin.

      Having no idea about his parents, Declan could not rule any hereditary reason for blood in his urine to be either in or out.

      Finally, there it was—the big C.

      Cancer.

      More accurately, cancers.

      Advanced kidney cancer, bladder cancer, prostate cancer—all usually in the later stages if blood was present.

      For the briefest moment, Declan felt sorry for himself, asking the question every cancer patient probably asked when they’d been given the diagnosis.

      Why me?

      The equally reasonable question was, why not me?

      Declan had made it to eighty-eight years of age with very few issues. He’d had his tonsils removed. Broke an arm once. He fought in World War II for eighteen months and returned home without a scratch.

      He had no reason to feel sorry for himself. He’d lived a good life. A great life. If Declan had believed in God, he’d be the first to say it was a blessed life—even with the years spent at the orphanage.

      Declan placed the cursor in the search box and typed “funny videos” and pressed enter. He needed to watch something funny.

      Son of a bitch.

      The first video was of Mika Flagler hitting a reporter in the face with a hot pie. The reporter was pressing charges. The DA had issued a warrant for Mika’s arrest.

      Declan laughed and started the video over.

      Declan knew that if he was going to get his first-edition copy of Ulysses back, he’d have to act quick. On the other hand, who cared? He didn’t need to go to the doctor to know the truth.

      He was sick.

      Declan hit play for a third time and watched Mika squirming and then hitting the reporter in the face with the pie. This time Declan laughed until he cried.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          JANUARY 12, 2002

        

      

    

    
      Abigale Dietz stood at the center of the stage in front of a packed house, allowing the excitement and relief to wash over her. It turned out her father was right: people did want a diversion after the horrors of 9/11—with, of all things, horror.

      “And now, without further ado,” Abigale said into the microphone, “it is my pleasure to introduce the founder of the Dietz Theater, and the man who shot much of the original footage you will be seeing today—my father, Mr. George Dietz.”

      Aaron Dietz helped his elderly father into a director’s chair, to the cheers of the audience, and Abigale handed him the microphone.

      “Thank you all for coming out,” George Dietz said into the microphone. “I could never have imagined sixty years ago that I’d be sitting here addressing you today.”

      “We want Onyx!” someone shouted to the cheers of other audience members.

      “Well, from where I’m sitting, I see about a hundred Onyxes,” George said, followed by a wave of laughter. “And, who knows, maybe one of them is the real Onyx Webb.”

      Onyx sat on the aisle, directly in the middle of the theater, amused by the spectacle of everything going on around her. Under normal circumstances, she’d have drawn stares going out in public—but the circumstances were anything but normal since almost every female in the theater was in costume—as Onyx Webb.
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        * * *

      

      Pipi Esperanza would have preferred to avoid declaring her position with the FBI to gain entrance to the theater, but since neither she nor Newt had tickets to the event, they were forced to flash their bureau ID to a kid at the ticket window.

      “Official business,” Pipi said, letting the kid study her picture for a moment.

      “There’s no seats left,” the kid said.

      Newt opened his wallet as well, realizing it was the first time he’d ever flashed his ID—other than to his parents, who weren’t nearly as impressed as he’d hoped. “Don’t worry. We’re just going to stand in the back.”

      When they got inside, Newt saw the kid was telling the truth. “How can a town this small support a six hundred-seat theater?” Newt asked.

      “I’m guessing there was no TV when it was built,” Pipi said. “They probably drew people from as far north as Tillamook and as far south as Coos Bay.”

      “Life magazine and the Hollywood Reporter each sent people to cover the trial,” George Dietz said from the stage. “So did RKO Radio Pictures, who did the newsreels that ran in theaters across the country on Saturday mornings. And, as it turned out, I was the first person called to take the stand.”

      The lights in the theater went down, and black-and-white footage from inside the courtroom began to flicker across the screen.

      For the next fifteen minutes, Newt and Pipi watched the screen as a young George Dietz recounted the events of the night he and his friends accidently caught the image of a ghostly figure in the cemetery. “When I placed my eye to the viewfinder and turned the focus knob, that’s when I saw her. It was the ghost of Onyx Webb.”

      The audience went wild. Newt leaned in Pipi’s direction and said, “Hey, do you know someone at the bureau named Maggie? From OSINT?”

      “Maggie? No, I don’t think so. Why?”

      “It’s nothing,” Newt said. “Forget I asked.”

      “Wait,” Pipi said. “Are you talking about the cute little brunette who is always prancing around in the school-girl navy blazer?”

      “I said to forget it,” Newt said.

      “Okay, but if you want I’m glad to ask around,” Pipi said.

      Newt shook his head, wishing he’d just kept his mouth shut. What did he expect Pipi to do anyway? Set up a date? “Do you see anyone who fits the profile?” Newt asked, changing the subject.

      “No,” Pipi said. “I hadn’t considered that everyone would be in costume. All we can do is eliminate people by height, weight, and sex.”

      “That’s the problem,” Newt said. “We know The Leg Collector has already disguised himself as a woman, plus he can do things to make himself look taller, older, and heavier. And I wish we’d been able to talk to Onyx Webb.”

      “We’ve been to the lighthouse three times,” Pipi said. “It’s not going to happen.”

      “Maybe she is a ghost,” Newt quipped.
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        * * *

      

      “I apologize for the interruption, your honor,” a voice said from the theater screen as an attractive woman—wearing a mask and an arm sleeve—burst into the courtroom. “My name is Onyx Webb, and I have come to clear my name.”

      For the fifth time in as many minutes, the audience in the Dietz Theater went crazy—with the exception of a single woman in an aisle seat, three rows in front of Onyx.

      It was Claudia Spilatro.

      Claudia had taken the train from Chicago several days earlier. It was the first time she’d traveled more than fifty miles from Chicago since she died. And unlike the moviegoers who surrounded her, Claudia had not come to see George Dietz’s little movie, even if she was one of the film’s stars. In fact, seeing her image on the screen in the theater her family used to own—glowing with the beauty and vitality of a woman in her mid-twenties—filled her with rage.

      Nothing had gone Claudia’s way in life, starting on the day she’d met Ulrich Schröder. From the very beginning, Claudia knew Ulrich was a lying scoundrel—but she was determined to make him her lying scoundrel. It should have been easy.

      In the end, Onyx had the last laugh.

      Onyx had passed at the age of thirty-nine. Claudia, on the other hand, hadn’t died until years later at the age of sixty-one.

      Onyx would be thirty-nine forever.

      Claudia would be old forever.

      Even with her flaws removed, there was no skin treatment in the world that could make a sixty-one-year-old woman look like she was thirty-nine—unless you were Raquel Welch or Catherine Deneuve perhaps.

      Claudia shook the thought from her mind. She hadn’t come all the way to Crimson Cove to relive her past—she’d come to deny Onyx of her future.

      Claudia watched the movie screen as the judge remanded her younger self into custody and the bailiff slapped handcuffs on her wrists—much to the delight of the audience who hollered and cheered around her.

      Okay, Claudia thought. Time to go. She already knew how the movie ended.

      Claudia stood and scooted past a man in a wheelchair parked next to her in the aisle and then headed for the exit, happy to get away from him. For one thing, she didn’t understand his costume. Worse still, he stunk of vanilla.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Noah stood at the back of the theater, scanning the darkened room for an empty seat, without luck.

      He’d started his day early, climbing on his motorcycle and taking Route 30 out of Portland heading northwest to Astoria on the ocean—then working his way down the Oregon coast through Cannon Beach, Tillamook, and Otter Rock—then stopping briefly for lunch in Lincoln City.

      Fifty more miles to the south, Noah spotted a lighthouse, with the setting sun glowing orange on the ocean behind it.

      Was this Onyx Webb’s lighthouse?

      Minutes later, Noah rolled into the small seaside town of Crimson Cove, which was jammed with tourists who were there for The Onyx Webb Film Festival.

      Weird.

      Noah looked again for a seat and then saw a gray-haired woman stand to leave. He quickly went down the aisle, sliding past a man in a wheelchair, and grabbed the empty seat before someone else did.

      The man in the wheelchair had long hair—a wig most likely—held in place by a red, white, and blue bandana. Clenched between the man’s teeth was a Tiparillo cigar. Then Noah noticed both of the man’s legs were missing from just above the knees.

      “Great costume,” Noah said. “Lieutenant Dan, right?”

      “Very good,” Stan Lee said. “The special effects in the movie were amazing. Almost made you think Gary Sinise had no legs, the way they had him swing them off the side of the shrimping boat like that. Me? I took the hard road and threw myself under a commercial farm reaper.”

      Noah’s mouth dropped open.

      “Hell, I’m just shitting you, Son,” Stan Lee said with a smile and holding out a box of candy. “Milk Dud?”
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        * * *

      

      After an intermission perfectly planned to coincide with the dinner hour—during which an additional four hundred hot dogs, 250 large sodas, and another hundred boxes of popcorn were sold at eight dollars a pop—the floor was opened up for Q&A.

      Clay Daniels IV leaned against the wall on the left-hand side of the theater, watching George Dietz revel in the glow of the attention he was getting. Clay had never thought much of George, but he had to admire how the man had managed to pack the house in a nowhere place like Crimson Cove, with people who’d come to see a movie about a ghost that didn’t exist.

      On the other hand, fanatics in any cult were like heroin-addicted zombies who would walk through fire for the next fix, Clay thought. After all, he’d flown to San Diego to attend his first Comic-Con in 1998 to meet his personal idol—comic book legend Stan Lee—and had gone back every year since.

      Clay watched as another of the many Onyxes in the room approached the microphone stand in the aisle and asked the question everyone in the theater was thinking. “So, Mr. Dietz, seeing as how you know Onyx—personally, I mean—I was wondering if you thought you’d recognize her if you ran into her face to face today?”

      George Dietz released a laugh. “I haven’t laid eyes on Onyx since her trial, and that was six decades ago. So I’m not sure if I would.”

      “But they say ghosts never age,” the masked Onyx at the microphone said. “If that’s true, she’d look the same as when you last saw her.”

      A murmur rippled through the audience as everyone waited on George Dietz’s reply.

      Clay leaned forward and took a closer look at the woman standing at the microphone. More specifically, he looked at the skin on the parts of her that were uncovered—her right arm, the right side of her face, and her legs. It was the skin of a young woman—certainly not that of a woman as old as Onyx claimed to be.

      Then Clay spotted the gold, star-shaped pin with rhinestones at the points—the same one-of-a-kind pin he recalled Onyx wearing at Alistar Ashley’s funeral three days earlier.

      “Yes, I probably would recognize her,” George said finally.

      “So, if I were the real Onyx, you’d know it?”

      “Perhaps,” George said. “But I come from an earlier time when gentlemen were gentlemen, and it was man’s duty to never kiss and tell.”

      The audience laughed.

      Clay exhaled.

      Stan Lee offered Noah more Milk Duds.

      Noah took them.

      Newt and Pipi exchanged glances and exited the rear of the theater—neither of them having seen anyone they believed to be The Leg Collector.

      George winked and smiled at Onyx.

      Onyx returned George’s wink and went back to her seat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          JANUARY 12, 2002

        

      

    

    
      Are you sure, Dad?” Aaron asked. “Abby and I are glad to stay and lock the place up.”

      George Dietz shook his head. “No, I’ll be okay, you two run along.”

      George knew he probably should have let the kids lock up the theater, but—truth be told—the Onyx Webb Film Festival had exceeded his wildest expectations, and he simply didn’t want the night to end.

      An hour later, with the cash counted and put away in the safe, George locked the doors of the theater and started toward his car—then stopped when he spotted someone standing in the shadows.

      “Who’s there?”

      A woman stepped forward. She looked familiar, but George couldn’t place from where. Then his eyes went wide. He knew who the woman was. She was older, but it was definitely her.

      “Claudia?”

      “Long time, huh, Georgie?” Claudia said, taking a second step toward him.

      “I—I was told you—”

      “What? That I died?” Claudia said.

      George swallowed hard and nodded.

      “Well, you heard right,” Claudia said. “Care to join me?”

      Claudia moved quickly toward him, and George staggered back, holding his arms up in an attempt to fend her off. But then—suddenly—Claudia was sent hurling through the air.

      George lowered his arms and saw it was the woman he thought to be Onyx from the Q&A session earlier.

      “Well, as it lives and breathes,” Claudia said, picking herself up off the pavement. “Oh, wait, bad choice of words. In any case, you look good for 104.”

      “Thanks,” Onyx said. “You look like shit.”

      “I say we do this here, right now. I’m sure George would enjoy watching me send your ass to another universe—or wherever in the hell it is we go next. Maybe we should have George go get his camera.”

      “Is that why you’re here?” Onyx asked. “To settle a score? Is this something you’ve thought about often?”

      Claudia’s eyes narrowed, and her face grew hard, as if she were considering rushing Onyx and scratching her eyes out. George cleared his throat. “Um, I really should be going.”

      “Yes, George. Go,” Onyx said. “This is between—”

      “We’ve got company,” Claudia said, cocking her head as if listening to some far-off sound.

      Onyx nodded. She could hear the kids, too. There were three of them—two boys and a girl talking and laughing. They were blocks away still, but moving quickly in the direction of the theater.

      “Another time then?” Onyx asked.

      “Count on it,” Claudia said, disappearing back into the darkness.

      George exhaled and leaned back against the wall, working to control the adrenaline coursing through his system. “I guess I should say thanks.”

      Onyx nodded. “Tell your kids this was it. There will never be another Onyx Webb Film Festival. If there’s another one, Claudia Spilatro will be the least of your worries.”

      “Understood,” George said. “But can I ask you a question?”

      “Quickly,” Onyx said. “The kids will be here in less than a minute.”

      “It was you that night, wasn’t it? In the woods?”

      “Yes.”

      George shook his head and laughed. “I was never really sure, you know? Do you have any idea how much that video changed my life?”

      “Your life?” Onyx said.

      “Both of our lives,” George said. “This isn’t coming out right.”

      “Just say it,” Onyx said, looking up the street to see the kids turn the corner.

      “I’m sorry for ruining your life,” George said.

      “Oh, George, you didn’t ruin my life,” Onyx said. “I ruined my life the day I ran off with Ulrich Schröder. Besides, George, by the time you filmed me in the cemetery that night, I was already dead.”
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      Onyx was sitting on the piano bench in the foyer of the lighthouse, petting the black cat that had appeared at her door six days earlier. The cat was curled up in her lap, asleep, deep in a dream.

      Chasing a mouse probably.

      Yesterday, Onyx had opened the door to find the cat sitting there with a dead mouse dangling from its mouth. The cat dropped the mouse at Onyx’s feet as if delivering a gift. Then the cat went inside and jumped on the piano bench, as if waiting for Onyx to play.

      It had been a long time since Onyx had played anything, and she really wasn’t in the mood—but the cat stared her down, virtually guilting her into it.

      Onyx sat down on the bench, lifted the fall, and placed her left pinky on the G note, middle finger on Bb, index finger on D and thumb on E—the four keys of the C9 chord—and pressed down. As expected, the piano was slightly out of tune, but the cat would never know.

      Now, what to play? March Funèbre? Beethoven’s masterpiece Für Elise?

      Onyx settled on one of Beethoven’s other masterpieces, The Moonlight Sonata. It was a song she loved not only for the music, but also for the story behind it.

      Beethoven had dedicated the song to his pupil, Countess Giulietta Guicciardi, in 1801—with whom he’d developed quite an infatuation. Beethoven wrote to a friend, saying: “I have met the most enchanting girl who loves me and whom I love in return.”

      In the end, Giulietta would marry another.

      Onyx knew the historical background of almost every classical composer, reading countless books on each one, the majority of which lined the walls all the way to the top of the lighthouse. It was perhaps the only good thing about being dead—she had all the time in the world for such pursuits.

      Then Onyx heard a car engine.

      The vehicle was still a half-mile away, but she recognized it immediately as Clay Daniels IV’s police cruiser.

      Onyx opened the lighthouse door and waited, making no attempt to cover herself. Clay saw her at the theater in a dress that had exposed one of her arms, her legs, and half of her face. If he wanted to out her, he would have done it already.

      Now there would be two men in Crimson Cove who knew the truth about her—which was dangerous. But she needed to move in the direction of truth. The lie had become too exhausting.

      Hopefully she wouldn’t regret it later.
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        * * *

      

      Clay climbed from the cruiser and took several steps toward the lighthouse before he noticed Onyx standing on the stairs—without her mask and sleeve—in a short-sleeved dress that stopped several inches below the knee.

      The beauty of the woman took his breath away.

      “It looks like we’ve crossed some kind of new line, you and me,” Clay said. “Does this mean you’re outing yourself?”

      “Do I want the world to know the truth? Absolutely not. But as far as the Daniels’ family, and I are concerned, our half-century game of cat and mouse has gone on long enough.”

      “Well, when it comes to the Daniels’ family, you’re looking at it,” Clay said. “And, if it weren’t for the ghost thing, I’d have already asked you to marry me.”

      “That’s very flattering,” Onyx said. “But I imagine that’s not the purpose of your visit.”

      “You’re right,” Clay said.

      “Well, come inside then and I’ll put on a pot of tea.”
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        * * *

      

      “I take it you haven’t heard about the missing kids,” Clay said.

      Onyx placed the red teacup and saucer on the table. “Missing kids? No, I haven’t. Sugar?”

      Clay declined the sugar and continued. “Three teenagers—two boys and a girl—last seen a few hours after the theater closed on Saturday night. Their friends got worried when they didn’t show up for breakfast. Or lunch.”

      An uneasy feeling of dread washed over Onyx. “Why do I get the sense this doesn’t end well?”

      “Because it doesn’t,” Clay said.

      “What happened?”

      “All three were found within a few yards of each other on the beach,” Clay said. “Dead.”

      “Natural causes?” Onyx asked.

      Clay nodded. “Yes. Just like the two teenagers found near the rocks in ‘95.”

      “Were they—?”

      “Gray? Yes. As if the life had been sucked out of them.”

      “It wasn’t me,” Onyx said flatly.

      “This time, you mean?”

      “What happened before was a mistake, Clay,” Onyx said.

      “A mistake? Well, that’s quite an understatement,” Clay said. “And these three? You’re telling me you had nothing to do with their deaths?”

      “That’s correct, but I have a good idea who did,” Onyx said.

      Clay remained silent, waiting.

      “It was Claudia,” Onyx said.

      Clay shook his head. “Claudia? Claudia Spilatro? From the movie? Hasn’t she been dead for years?”

      Onyx remained silent, waiting for Clay to process the information.

      “Oh,” Clay. “I see. So, you’re saying—?”

      “I saw Claudia outside the theater later that night,” Onyx said. “I’m guessing she killed the kids with the intent of making people think it was me.”

      “Well, it worked,” Clay said. “Where is Claudia now? Is she still in the cove?”

      “I don’t know, but I’ll try to find out,” Onyx said.

      “Christ,” Clay said. “Dealing with one ghost is a full-time job, now I’ve got two killers running around.” Onyx raised her eyebrows. “I’m sorry, Onyx. I didn’t mean that.”

      “Yes, you did,” Onyx said. “We can sugarcoat what I do to remain here all we like, but the truth is the truth—and a little truth may be just what this town needs.”

      Clay shook his head. “I’m not so sure about that. Too much truth might be just as bad as too little.”

      “What do you want from me, Clay?”

      “For right now, I want you to lay low and stay out of sight,” Clay said.

      “So, don’t do anything different,” Onyx said.

      “Exactly. Let me deal with the people in town,” Clay said. “And if anyone comes out here trying to take matters in their own hands, you call me. We can’t afford to have anyone else turn up dead, understood?”

      Onyx nodded. “You’re a lot like your great-grandfather, Hell. You know that? Same temperament. You even look like him a bit.”

      “Yes, about my great-grandfather…” Clay said, letting the words hang in the air.

      “You mean about Claudia claiming that I killed him?”

      Clay nodded. “Was she telling the truth?”

      Onyx nodded. “Yes, but not the whole truth. Hell knew who I was—and what I was—and came to me. He was dying. He asked me to end his suffering. That’s the truth.”

      Clay IV nodded. “And what about throwing his body from the cliff?”

      “That was Hell’s idea,” Onyx said. “He wanted it to look like a suicide—to protect me. Of course, neither of us had any idea Claudia was watching.”

      “I always assumed it was something like that,” Clay said. “Thank you for telling me. And one more thing. A couple of agents from the FBI are in town. I recognized them. My father called them out here in ‘95, but when they found out how the kids had died, they high-tailed it out of here.”

      “Interesting. Any idea why they’re here now?” Onyx asked.

      “Nope, not a clue,” Clay said. “But if I were a betting man, I’d lay odds it has something to do with you.”
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        “No matter what you think or how you feel when times are tough, life is a precious gift. Just how precious is it? Don’t worry. You know when you’re dead.”

        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Episode 20

          

          The Art Raid

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            This Episode Dedicated to:

          

          Peter Dinklage

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In addition to your amazing body of work as an actor, your 2012 commencement address to the students of Bennington College is not only one of the most honest and inspiring things we have ever seen, it is also living proof that, as you have been quoted saying… “A very small man can cast a very large shadow.”

        Find the full 28-minute version on YouTube. Watch the entire thing. You’ll be glad you did.

        And to the following

        Onyx Webb “Super Fans”…

        Sherry Fundin

        Denise Knowles

        Laura Davidson

        Without your support, Onyx                                        would cease to exist.

        Written primarily to music by:

        Supertramp

        In particular…

        “Breakfast in America”

        “Bloody Well Right”

        “Dreamer”

        “Take the Long Way Home”

        “Give a Little Bit”

        “Goodbye Stranger”

        “The Logical Song”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEW YORK, NEW YORK

          

          OCTOBER 26, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Olympia wasn’t happy about being forced into doing Nathaniel’s journalistic legwork, but all things considered, life was pretty good. She was healthy, happy, and finally making good money with the new show. Her Nielsen ratings were solid, she was trending on Twitter—whatever that was—and she finally had her own profile on IMDB. The picture was about eight years old, but that could be changed.

      Nathaniel, on the other hand, was dead.

      Nothing could change that.

      The question was where to start.

      In her dream, Nathaniel pitched a show about the only remaining survivor of the infamous Child Snatcher of St. Louis, who’d been taken and rescued during the World’s Fair.

      Her name was Onyx Webb, and Nathaniel was convinced Onyx was a ghost. Olympia did the math. Onyx was six in 1904, which would now make her 112 years old. Nathaniel was right—Onyx was either a ghost, or she took a lot of multi-vitamins.

      The key to everything was a photograph in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch that had the picture of the man Nathaniel insisted was his murderer—a police detective named Stormy Boyd.

      “He’s the one wearing the bowler hat,” Nathaniel had said.

      Olympia felt the best place to start was on the Internet since she had no desire to hop a plane to St. Louis—especially on her own dime.

      Olympia closed the door to her office and plopped in the swivel chair behind her desk. Then she typed “ONYX WEBB” into the browser and pressed enter. There were 428,568 results. How many Onyx Webb’s could there be?

      As it turned out, there were only two results that mattered. The first was a newspaper story from January 23, 1942.

      
        
        Onyx Webb Found Innocent in                                                                       Trial of the Century!

      

      

      Apparently, Onyx Webb was the OJ Simpson of her time.

      The article was long and detailed every aspect of the story:

      •	The murder of Onyx’s husband, Ulrich…

      •	Onyx’s escape from the hospital, though badly burned and half-naked, in the dead of winter…

      •	Onyx reappearing to defend herself at trial after being missing for three years…

      •	Star witness Claudia Spilatro’s admission of guilt and being taken into custody…

      •	And, finally, Onyx being found innocent of the crime and whisked off to her lighthouse by local sheriff, Hell Daniels.

      OJ ain’t got nothin’ on you, girl, Olympia thought.

      The second article was published in the February 2002 edition of Morbid & Macabre Monthly, a publication whose name was pretty much self-explanatory.

      The article was a review of the Crimson Cove Film Festival, celebrating the sixtieth anniversary of the Onyx Webb trial—the centerpiece of which was newly discovered footage of Claudia Spilatro’s claim she watched Onyx Webb murder the local sheriff and toss his body off the cliff to the rocks below.

      Olympia printed both articles and leaned back in her chair. Yes, the information was interesting—and she had to admit that Nathaniel’s instincts were right. Onyx Webb would have made for one great show. Maybe she could do the story herself on The Fudge Factor. But what good was any of this information as far as Nathaniel’s murder was concerned?

      She needed to find the article Nathaniel told her about—the one from the St. Louis Post Dispatch back in 1904.

      Olympia typed “St. Louis Post Dispatch Archives” into the browser and pressed enter.

      The good news was the Post-Dispatch had digital archives available in a searchable format online from the present day all the way back to 1874.

      The bad news was she’d have to buy a subscription.

      Olympia pulled her wallet from her purse and found her Fudge Factor American Express card. She was researching a possible show on a ghost named Onyx Webb, right? The show could buy the subscription.
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        * * *

      

      After trying a variety of word combinations and coming up dry, Olympia typed in “ST. LOUIS CHILD SNATCHER, ONYX WEBB” and pressed enter.

      Bingo.

      August 8, 1904. Front page, center photograph, above the fold. About the kidnapping of two young girls. Onyx Webb, age six, and Katherine Keane, age twelve. The girls were pictured with Andre “Catfish” Webb—one of the two rescuers—all three smiling for the camera, the giant Ferris wheel from the fair in the background.

      The second rescuer wasn’t as lucky. Shown in a separate photo and wearing a distinctive bowler hat was Detective John “Stormy” Boyd.

      The paper said he died at the scene.

      “You can run, but you can’t hide, Stormy Boyd,” Olympia said aloud. “Momma’s decided she wants a slice, and Momma always gets what she wants.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          NOVEMBER 2, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Quinn was champing at the bit to get the full details behind Koda Mulvaney’s fascinating but distressingly incomplete message about Juniper.

      While Quinn had dismissed Koda’s story about seeing a girl in a mirror that he was convinced was Juniper, something inside him hoped the story was true. Quinn also knew Koda’s trip to Juniper Canyon wasn’t some kind of financial squeeze-play.

      The Mulvaney’s had more money than God.

      And, if he were being completely honest with himself, Quinn also knew his sudden addiction to diet and exercise hadn’t been prompted by a desire to get healthy. It was about losing enough weight that—if the miracle story were true—Juniper would be able to recognize him. The last time they’d seen each other, Quinn was twenty.

      Juniper was sixteen, and—according to Koda—she still was. But Quinn had changed entirely.

      Inside and out.
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        * * *

      

      After sleeping in, Quinn made his way downstairs and found Koda in the mansion’s giant kitchen. “Hey, glad you made it,” Koda said.

      “Yeah, me too,” Quinn said. A moment later, Graeme sauntered in. “Graeme, this is Koda Mulvaney. Koda, this is Graeme Kingsley, my personal trainer.”

      Graeme and Koda shook hands, and Koda grimaced. “I thought Quinn was looking good. Now I know why. That’s one hell of a handshake.”

      “It’s from rugby, mate,” Graeme said. “My father was a garbo, and his father was a brickie. We work hard down under.”

      Koda glanced over at Quinn.

      “A garbo is a garbage man, and a brickie is a bricklayer,” Quinn said.

      “If you say so,” Koda said. “By the way, you look great. You must have dropped fifty pounds since I saw you last.”

      “Seventy-five,” Quinn said. “But I have a bad feeling about this week,” Quinn said, glancing over at the plates on the table, piled high with eggs, bacon, pancakes, and hash browns.

      “Who’s the fourth?” Graeme asked, pointing to the empty seat at the breakfast table. “Your father?”

      “No, my friend, Robyn—if she can drag herself out of bed,” Koda said. “My father stays in Orlando most week nights. Our business is headquartered there.”

      “But you all live here?” Graeme asked.

      “Long story,” Koda said.

      Graeme breathed a sigh of relief. He had three more days until the weekend came around, and Bruce Mulvaney showed up. “Quinn’s right, mate,” Graeme said, changing the subject. “This food won’t do. I don’t suppose you’ve got anything hiding in the kitchen that grows on trees?”
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        * * *

      

      Quinn polished off his second bowl of sliced strawberries and bananas with skim milk—watching in envy as Koda casually chewed on a piece of bacon—when Robyn entered the room.

      “What’s up, sleepy head?” Koda said.

      “Me, finally,” Robyn said.

      “Robyn is a bartender,” Koda said. “She’s used to getting home at three in the morning and sleeping until noon.”

      “I used to be a bartender,” Robyn said. “I’ve been dabbling in real estate. We’ll see where it takes me.”

      “Robyn, this is Quinn,” Koda said.

      “Oh, God! Quinn, it’s so nice to finally meet you.” Robyn walked to the end of the table and gave Quinn a big hug.

      Koda shot Robyn a look, hoping she wouldn’t elaborate in front of Graeme. Koda had no idea what Graeme knew—or what Quinn wanted him to know.

      “And I’m Graeme,” Graeme said, holding out his hand.  “Got any experience making strawberry smoothies at that bar of yours?”

      “Strawberry daiquiris are easy,” Robyn said. “Twelve ounces of strawberries, six ounces of rum, four ounces of lime juice, and five tablespoons of sugar. Serves six.”

      “I meant smoothies, as in the healthy kind,” Graeme said.

      Robyn shrugged. “You want healthy, you ditch the sugar and the rum. Virgins aren’t as much fun though, or so they say. Why?”

      “Any chance I could convince you to whip up two or three and tuck them in an esky for our workout later?” Graeme asked.

      “He means a portable cooler,” Quinn said.

      “We’ve got someone on staff who can do that,” Koda said. “Give me a list, and I’ll have the fridge in the gym stocked with whatever you need.”
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        * * *

      

      “What did you tell Graeme we were doing?” Koda asked as he and Robyn led Quinn up two flights of stairs to the second-floor guest room, where the darkened mirror was.

      “I gave him the day off. I don’t need to tell him anything beyond that,” Quinn said, stopping to catch his breath as they reached the top of the stairs. “If you think I’m breathing heavy now, you should have seen me during my first couple workouts with Graeme.”

      “Graeme’s an interesting guy,” Koda said. “I wouldn’t mind joining you for a session or two.”

      “No problem,” Quinn said. “Having two of us to focus on might keep Graeme off my ass.”

      “That tough, huh?”

      “You have no idea,” Quinn said. “But I can’t complain. It is why I hired him.”

      “I don’t follow Australian rugby, but his name seems familiar for some reason,” Koda said.

      “Graeme went to Auburn and played a few years for the Washington Redskins,” Quinn said. “Maybe—”

      Koda stopped dead in his tracks. That’s why he knew the name Graeme Kingsley.

      Auburn.

      His father’s knee.

      No wonder Graeme asked about his father.

      “What is it?” Quinn said.

      “No, it’s nothing,” Koda lied. It wasn’t nothing. Koda could only imagine the fireworks when his father found out Graeme Kingsley was staying in the house under his own roof.
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        * * *

      

      “Why is the mirror painted black?” Quinn asked when they entered the guest room.

      “It’s part of the process of self-hypnosis for going to the other side,” Koda said.

      “Are you saying—?”

      “No,” Robyn said. “We’re not going in. Juniper will be coming to us.”

      Robyn lit several candles while Koda got Quinn situated in one of the two chairs directly in front of the mirror. “Robyn, you sit next to Quinn,” Koda said.

      Robyn lowered herself into the chair next to Quinn as Koda turned off the lights.

      “I can’t believe I’m scared,” Quinn said.

      Robyn reached over and took Quinn’s hand. “There’s nothing to be afraid of, Quinn. It’s not dangerous,” Robyn said.

      “No, it’s not that,” Quinn said. “I’m afraid Juniper blames me for—”

      “Trust me, Quinn,” Robyn said. “Juniper doesn’t blame you for anything. She blames herself. She’s more scared to see you than you are about seeing her. That’s why she wants to see you—so she can ask for your forgiveness,” Robyn said.

      “My forgiveness?”

      “Yes. For not listening,” Robyn said. “Juniper blames herself for everything.”

      Quinn let go of Robyn’s hand and wiped his eyes. “What do we do?” Quinn asked, reaching back and taking Robyn’s hand again.

      “Nothing,” Robyn said. “We just wait.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          MAY 7, 2005

        

      

    

    
      Stan Lee set the vibrating timer on his Nokia flip phone for fifteen minutes, closed his eyes, and leaned back in the leather Versace recliner in the center of the room.

      Stan Lee discovered the secret room three years earlier after returning from the Onyx Webb Film Festival. He’d gone to hang several of the photos he’d taken, and his hammer went right through the wall.

      Just as there had been a secret door in the basement of the slave quarters leading to the tunnel, there was a secret door at the other end of the tunnel—leading to the basement of the Mulvaney mansion.

      At the time of the tunnel’s construction, however, the mansion was part of the original Stono Plantation, built and owned by one of South Carolina’s most infamous founders, Elijah Ravenswood. There was no way to be sure, but Stan Lee concluded the tunnel had been dug by Elijah Ravenswood’s slaves to move people—food and other household goods—between the two buildings without detection.

      Now, one hundred and fifty years later, the tunnel served another purpose, providing Stan Lee access to the basement of the Mulvaney mansion—more specifically, to a room where Declan Mulvaney kept his most treasured works of art.

      A very secret room, Stan Lee thought.

      Why on earth would all this art be hanging down here and not be on display all over the mansion? Stan Lee wondered.

      There could only be one answer.

      The art was stolen.

      To verify his hunch, Stan Lee took pictures of the art and spent hours identifying each piece in books at the library and on the Internet. Several pieces were listed on the FBI’s website as “officially stolen” by the Germans during World War II.

      Someone had been a naughty boy.

      In all, there were fifty-six works of art, including: Nativity with San Lorenzo and San Francesco by Caravaggio, Storm on the Sea of Galilee by Rembrandt, Chez Tortoni by Édouard Manet, View of Auvers-sur-Oise by Cezanna, Portrait of a Young Man by Raphael, White Duck by Jean-Baptiste Oudry, Landscape with an Obelisk by Govert Flinck, and The Concert by Vermeer.

      The value of the art ran from several million dollars each on the low end, all the way up to twenty million for others.

      The most interesting of the paintings was called Painter on the Road to Tarascon by Vincent Van Gogh. According to most art scholars and historians, the piece was believed to have perished in a fire during the bombing of Magdeburg by Allied forces. But there it was—hanging on the wall in Declan Mulvaney’s basement.

      A very naughty boy indeed.

      While there was little reason to believe he’d get caught in the secret art room, Stan Lee always set the timer as a precaution. The last thing he wanted was to accidently fall asleep and find himself being awakened at the point of a gun.

      Besides, taking precautions had always served Stan Lee well. Like wearing disguises, even when there was no reason to believe anyone would recognize him in a given place. Even on the job—like when he’d worked at the Savannah PD, posing as Sergent Elton Nahum—he’d disguised his ability to walk by using the wheelchair.

      He was so very clever.

      Stan Lee leaned back and imagined what it was like to be Declan Mulvaney, sitting in the chair surrounded by several hundred million dollars of art—without having to set a timer, with no fear of being discovered. And then, when he was done, walk upstairs into his $50 million mansion and go to sleep in his $10,000 bed.

      Stop it, Stan Lee told himself.

      The reason he took the near-daily risk of being caught in the art room was to enjoy himself and relax—not to torment himself over the things he did not have.

      But today, for some reason, Stan Lee found himself seething with anger.

      Declan Mulvaney had everything. Houses, cars, wealth beyond imagine. The freedom to buy what he wanted, eat where he wanted, travel anyplace he wanted—anytime he wanted.

      Declan had a family.

      Declan had celebrity.

      Stan Lee’s fiftieth birthday was nine months away, and what did he have to show for half a century on earth? He lived in the slave quarters of a plantation next door to the man he hated most in the world—Declan Mulvaney—a man who went down into his basement and sat in a leather chair surrounded by the world’s most valuable art treasures.

      And him?

      Stan Lee went down in his basement and surrounded himself with a collection of severed legs.

      “What did you think was in here?” a girl’s voice said from the far side of the room.

      It was Kara.

      “Go away,” Stan Lee said, not bothering to open his eyes.

      “No, seriously,” Kara asked, gazing into a glass display case, which—with the exception of eight little antique-gold egg stands—was empty.

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care,” Stan Lee said, closing his eyes. “I come here to relax, and you’re not helping.”

      “You know that’s not true,” Kara said.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “You come here to relax?” Kara said. “Come on, Stan. It’s me. You know I can’t stand by and listen to you lie to yourself.”

      “Okay, if you’re so smart—why do I come here?”

      “The reason you come here is to remind yourself how much you hate him,” Kara said.

      “Hate him? I don’t hate him,” Stan Lee said.

      “Oh, my god, listen to yourself!” Kara shouted. “Why can’t you face the truth?”

      “The truth about what?”

      “That you hate Declan, and you plan to kill him,” Kara said.

      Stan Lee remained silent.

      “Well?”

      “Go away,” Stan Lee said.

      “Well, then why not turn him in?”

      Stan Lee’s eyes snapped open. “Turn him in?”

      “Yeah, for the stolen art,” Kara said. “Drop a dime on his ass. I’m sure the FBI would love to know about the treasures in this room. They’d probably give him life in prison.”

      “Life? No way,” Stan Lee said. “Ten years maybe.”

      “The man is almost eighty, Stan Lee,” Kara said. “A ten-year sentence is a life sentence.”

      That was an interesting thought.

      He could call the FBI.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PORTLAND, OREGON

          

          AUGUST 23, 2005

        

      

    

    
      Noah parked his motorcycle in a spot on the street, something that was only possible because he was working the morning food-prep shift. Parking on the street in Portland’s Pearl District was almost impossible from noon on.

      Noah locked the bike with an ABUS wheel lock that cost more than the bike was worth and made his way to the rear door of P.O.S.H.—a restaurant that, ironically, had been enlarged when the owners purchased the space in which his grandfather’s law office was once located.

      P.O.S.H. was an acronym originated a century earlier when well-to-do passengers traveling between England and India would request cabins on the port side heading out, and the starboard side coming home—placing them on the shady and more desirable side of the ship.

      In the restaurant, the joke was that P.O.S.H. meant Pay Out or Stay Home. The cheapest items on the menu were the fifteen-dollar top sirloin burger and the twelve-dollar sweet potato fries.
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        * * *

      

      “How are things on the ark?” Noah’s coworker asked when Noah entered the enormous restaurant kitchen.

      “Same as usual,” Noah said. “Two of everything, and it smells like shit. You got the prep list?”

      “On the wall,” the coworker said.

      Noah scanned the list. “I’ll start on the Apple Miso dressing. You take the Chanterelle relish.”
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        * * *

      

      By noon, Noah and his coworker were significantly ahead of schedule and stopped to take a lunch break. The challenge was to make something outrageous using mostly leftovers.

      Noah turned on the grill and went to the fridge. He perused the contents and returned with an armload of ingredients. “Butter the grill, would you?”

      The coworker dropped a hunk of fat on the grill, which began sizzling immediately. “Nothing better than the sound of sizzling fat.”

      “Amen to that,” Noah said, tossing a series of eclectic items on the grill, including cooked lobster, pre-cooked lamb bacon, jalapeño peppers, and a handful of shredded extra-sharp English sheepshead cheddar. Next to that, he dropped six sunny hen eggs and let it all fry.

      When the eggs looked done, Noah folded everything together and scooped half of each on two toasted sourdough rolls covered with mayonnaise on one side and mustard on the other. Then he topped it off with chopped pickles, sliced avocado, and a small scoop of creamy coleslaw.

      Noah waited for his coworker to take a bite.

      “Well?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “It’s definitely missing something—oh, wait, I know—raw sea urchin. You’re slipping, man.”
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        * * *

      

      It was 2:30 p.m. when Noah ripped open a five-pound bag of onions, and grabbed his favorite knife.

      Noah’s instructor at the Culinary Institute had told the class no chef ever needed more than three knives:

      A large chef’s knife.

      A paring knife.

      And a bread knife.

      “The only person who will tell you that you need more than three knives is an amateur or a knife salesperson,” the instructor had said.

      The instructor was right.

      “You want me to put the radio on?” the coworker asked.

      “Yeah, whatever,” Noah said.

      Noah took his eight-inch chef’s knife with the lacquered, candy-red handle and placed the first onion on the cutting board. Fifteen seconds later, Noah was peeling, slicing, and dicing his way to the end of the shift.

      Then his coworker yelled over at him. “Hey, this is the song I was telling you about the other day.”

      Noah continued dicing and then keyed-in to the song lyrics:

      
        
        
        Noah made his promises, and pretended like he cared.

        Noah sold himself as brave then ran like he was scared.

        Noah made commitments, then quit when it got tough.

        Noah was the captain, but bailed when seas got rough.

        So where is Noah now, since he quit and went away?

        He’s cooking for posh hipsters with cash to throw away.

        Noah tossed his bandmates, into the proverbial ditch—

        But none of us care at all, cause now we’re f***ing rich!

      

        

      

      

      “That was the new hit single ‘Noah’s Gone’ off the debut album from the Alec Yost Band,” the announcer’s voice said over the radio.

      It wasn’t until Noah’s coworker took the knife from Noah’s right hand—and wrapped a wet towel around his bloody left—that Noah realized he’d sliced off two of his fingertips.
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            ORLANDO, FLORIDA

          

          NOVEMBER 4, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Bruce Mulvaney hated being interrupted when his office door was closed, and everyone in the office knew it—especially his executive assistant—so when the door swung open, he knew it must be some kind of emergency.

      “The Restoring Savannah Foundation needs you to attend an emergency board meeting,” his executive assistant said.

      “The foundation? What’s the emergency?”

      “They wouldn’t say, but I got the impression it had something to do with Mika Flagler,” the assistant said.

      Bruce shook his head. He had no idea what Mika had done now, but, whatever it was, it probably wasn’t good. Which was a shame. Bruce had always been on Mika’s side, especially in her quest to marry Koda.

      Mika was everything Koda wasn’t. Ambitious. Self-motivated. Driven. And, until recently, she’d been stable and reliable. But something had changed, that was for sure.

      Bruce had noticed that Mika behaving differently lately, especially when she was around the house. She was distant. Evasive. Bruce was also still a bit peeved how seldom she’d been at the hospital when Koda was in his coma. It seemed that Robyn had been there virtually every minute of the day, but Mika? Mika had been MIA.

      And now—whatever Mika’s problem was—it seemed to have impacted her position with the Restoring Savannah Foundation, a position Bruce had recommended her for.

      Bruce had blown off the previous two board meetings, but having the foundation on his side was important to MPI’s real estate business. He had to attend. “Yeah, tell them I’ll be there. When is it?”

      “Five o’clock,” the executive assistant said with a grimace.

      “Today?” Bruce shook his head. Whatever Mika did, it must be serious. “Cancel everything on my calendar after three.”

      “I already did.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

        5:48 P.M.

      

      

      Serious turned out to be an understatement.

      “How much do you figure is missing?” Bruce asked after he’d been briefed on the situation.

      “Something north of a million,” a female board member said.

      “A million dollars?” Bruce repeated. “How did you let this happen?”

      “You mean we, right?” an older male board member asked. “You’re a board member too, Bruce. In fact, you were the one who—”

      Bruce held up his hand, cutting the man off. “Yes, I recommended Mika for board membership. I’ll take the hit for that. But I don’t remember being put in charge of financial oversight, so be careful. Okay? Now, it’s obvious you need my help; otherwise, you wouldn’t have asked me to be here. So, what do you want of me?”

      “We want to have the next foundation banquet at your place in Charleston,” the female board member said.

      “My place? First off, have you all forgotten that the event is called the Restoring Savannah Foundation? Why would we want to hold it in Charleston?”

      “We’re thinking we could go after a different donor base,” the female board member said.

      “She means a donor base that doesn’t know about how badly we screwed up,” the male board member added.

      Bruce nodded. “It’s not the worst idea I’ve ever heard, but, as big as the mansion is, there’s no way to accommodate even half the number of people as we can have attend. The Forsyth Park—”

      “The Forsyth Park Hotel is out,” the female board member said. “We thought they’d been paid for last year’s event, but they hadn’t. Not only won’t they host the next event, but they’re filing suit against the foundation for the $225,000 they’re owed.”

      “Okay, so move it to another hotel,” Bruce said.

      The male board member shook his head. “Can’t do it. We’ve tried. The word’s out that we stiffed the Forsyth Park. No one will agree to work with us.”

      Bruce released a deep breath of resignation. “What date are you considering?”

      “We were thinking about moving it up to December 21,” the male board member said. “It’s only six weeks away, Bruce, but we need to raise cash quick if we want to head off this lawsuit.”

      “What are we doing about Mika?” Bruce asked.

      The male board member shook his head. “You can’t get blood out of a turnip, so what’s the point?”

      Bruce squinted. “What do you mean?”

      “According to our sources, Mika Flagler’s broke,” the female board member said.

      “Worse than broke actually,” the male board member said. “Mika’s upside down to the tune of a half mil.”

      “Christ,” Bruce said. “I had no idea.”

      “None of us did,” the male board member said. “We had our lawyer send a certified letter terminating Mika’s position on the board, relieving her from her role as the event chair, and requesting a response regarding the missing funds.”

      Bruce waited. “And?”

      “She won’t come to the door, assuming she’s home that is,” the female board member said. “For all we know, she’s hopped a plane to Argentina. And now, with the DA pressing assault charges…”

      “Assault charges? What are you talking about?” Bruce stammered.

      “Where have you been, Bruce? The news is everywhere. Mika hit a reporter in the face with a pie.”

      “A pie?” Bruce snorted. “The district attorney is bringing charges against Mika for hitting a reporter with a pie?”

      “The pie was fresh out of the oven,” the female board member said. “The filling was steaming hot. And it wasn’t just any reporter. It was Domingo Gutierrez from WTOC. He’s got first- and second-degree burns all over his face. He might be scarred for life.”
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        * * *

      

      Mika couldn’t wait any longer.

      Neither could Tiny.

      The dog had been walking in circles near the back door for over an hour, but Mika couldn’t take the chance of being seen by the neighbors. The last thing she wanted was the additional shame and embarrassment of being taken away in handcuffs.

      “Just go in the hall, boy, or on the kitchen floor,” Mika said. “It’s okay, boy.”

      Tiny woofed but refused to go.

      Well, at least one of them still had standards, Mika thought as she pulled the drapes back a few inches to see if it was dark enough yet. “Hang in there, boy. Just a few minutes longer.”
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        * * *

      

      Bruce found the limousine waiting at the curb and climbed in the back seat. “Airport, correct?” the driver said.

      “No, I’ve had a change in plans,” Bruce said. “I need to go to Monterey Square.”

      The driver didn’t look happy. The change in plans would probably make him late for dinner, but he did what he was trained to do: he smiled, and he nodded.

      “And take Bull Street, not Drayton,” Bruce said.

      Drayton was faster because it was a straight shot with no squares to navigate, but Bruce loved the way the houses looked at night with their lights on. Many of the homes had been restored to their original splendor, a direct result of the work of the foundation. Others had converted into bed and breakfasts and, in a few cases, museums—like the Andrew Lowe House and the Telfair Academy.

      Bruce knew that if he didn’t live in Charleston with his father, this is where he’d move. He certainly wouldn’t move to Orlando. Not that there was anything wrong with Orlando. He’d looked at places in Windermere, but it lacked the sense of history he wanted.

      The limousine reached Monterey Square, and the driver asked, “Anywhere in particular?”

      Bruce shook his head. “No, this is fine.” Bruce climbed out of the back and handed the driver a hundred-dollar bill. “I might be a few minutes. Just wait here.”

      Bruce glanced around and tried to orient himself. The square looked different in the dark, and it took a moment to remember which of the houses was Mika’s. Finally, he spotted the house with ornate ironwork and the wrap-around porch.

      As Bruce reached the top of the steps, his left foot went out from under him, slipping on the remains of several smashed pumpkins. Kids, no doubt, angry over not getting their treats a few nights earlier.

      The house was dark.

      Bruce banged on the door and waited.

      Nothing.

      Not a sound.

      Then Bruce heard a dog bark. As best as he could tell, it sounded like it was coming from behind the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          May 25, 2005

        

      

    

    
      Declan Mulvaney was many things, but a poet was not one of them.

      Declan was invited to speak at Arlington Cemetery on Memorial Day to celebrate the sixtieth anniversary of the end of World War II. As best as Declan could tell, the invitation had been extended for two reasons.

      The stated reason was because of Declan’s heroism during the war. The unstated reason was because Declan was rich.

      Admittedly, Declan had no idea which carried more weight, but, if forced to make a choice, he believed it was the latter.

      Money talked.

      History walked.

      Declan had served as part of the reconnaissance team that had discovered thousands of pieces of art plundered by the Nazi’s and hidden in a castle in Bavaria.

      Certain circles within the U.S. Department of War believed that many of Germany’s top military leaders—including possibly Hermann Göring—were hiding in the castle. As such, they recommended an all-out air campaign to level the place.

      Others believed the Neuschwanstein Castle was being used as a storage depot for plundered art. Walt Disney went to the White House and personally lobbied the president to save the castle—a structure so beautiful, Disney contended, that he planned to build a replica of it as the centerpiece for a future theme park.

      There was reason to believe both groups were correct, placing Franklin Delano Roosevelt in the unenviable position of making one of the most difficult decisions of the war: Bomb the castle and take out Hitler’s leaders, risking the irreversible destruction of thousands of humanities most valued treasures, or don’t bomb, saving the art but running the risk that Hitler’s top men would escape and continue their march toward world domination.

      The answer came down to intelligence. Were the Nazi leaders hiding out in the castle? Was Europe’s plundered art being stored there? Were both things true? Neither?

      That’s where Declan came in. He was chosen for the six-man advance team to scale the mountainous walls surrounding the castle and report the findings back to Washington.

      As difficult as the assignment had been, it was nothing compared to the task before him now—finishing the poem he’d started writing for the occasion weeks earlier.

      Honor pledged, and promises kept

      Your souls turned over to the night,

      While those you loved, they sat and wept

      O’er coffin draped: red, blue, and white.

      It wasn’t Shakespeare, but at least it rhymed.

      Declan put down his pen, having no idea that exactly forty-three minutes later his world would turn upside down, and the poem he was writing would be the least of his concerns.
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        * * *

      

      Declan learned something about the FBI that day. The first was that when they’d come to help—like they had twelve years earlier when Nisa went missing—they were quiet, discreet, and well-mannered. When they arrived with a warrant to search the premises, however, they were loud as hell and as mean as dogs.

      “Declan Mulvaney?” the agent holding the warrant asked.

      “Yes, may I ask what this—?”

      “No, you may not,” the agent snapped. “We have a warrant to search the premises. Please step aside.”

      Tank appeared behind Declan at the door.

      “That means you, too, sir,” the agent said.

      Declan made a hand gesture for Tank to comply, and the big body guard did as he’d been instructed.

      Tank counted the agents as they filed past into the house. “Fourteen,” Tank said. “I could have probably taken ten of them but fourteen? Fourteen’s a lot.”

      Declan didn’t know much about the inner workings of the FBI, but fourteen agents did seem like a lot—a complete matter of overkill, regardless of what they were looking for. To the best of his knowledge, no one in the house was doing deals with a Columbian drug cartel. What could they possibly be looking for that required such a show of force?

      Unless…

      Declan released a long breath and looked out the door to see a line of media trucks pulling up the driveway toward the mansion.

      “You want me to call Bruce and get him back here?” Tank asked.

      Declan shook his head. Bruce was in California finalizing a deal on a winery and interrupting him would serve no purpose. “No, just hang back and let them do what they’re going to do anyway,” Declan said.

      Declan went to his study and dialed his lawyer, who answered on the first ring. Declan rarely called the man, and only when it was extremely important.

      “Listen closely,” the lawyer said after Declan explained the situation. “Starting this second, you do not say another word, understood?”

      “Yes.”

      “Apparently not,” the lawyer said. “I mean, not even to me. Understood?”

      Declan stayed silent this time.

      “Good,” the lawyer said. “The FBI has the authority to search the premises, but only the areas specified in the warrant. With any luck, they search in places they’re not allowed to, which will give us the ability to get whatever they find thrown out in court—not that there’s anything to find, right?”

      Declan remained silent.

      “Good,” the lawyer said again. “Next, they do not have the authority to make you answer their questions. Most of these guys have backgrounds in law, and they’re trained to make people feel scared and guilty, so no matter what they ask, you stay as mute as Helen Keller. Got it?”

      Declan remained silent.

      “Good,” the lawyer said. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

      The lawyer hung up.

      Declan hung up the phone and an agent walked into the study.

      “Mr. Mulvaney, would you care to join me downstairs? I’d like to ask you a few questions about your art collection.”

      Declan remained silent.

      Declan knew he might be going to prison, but it sure in hell wasn’t going to be because of something he’d accidently said to the FBI.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PORTLAND, OREGON

          

          JULY 19, 2005

        

      

    

    
      Onyx glanced up at the sky and could tell that sunset was less than an hour away. She went to the caretaker’s house and grabbed a roll of medium-texture cotton stretched canvas, which she triple-primed herself with acid-free gesso.

      It took longer to prime the canvas itself—considerably longer—which was the point. Money had been tight for most of her 107 years on the planet, but she’d always had plenty of time.

      Onyx exited the caretaker’s house with the canvas roll under her arm, carrying the brass oil can in her other hand—the same oil can she’d carried to the top of the lighthouse every night since the day her father died fifty years earlier.

      It also happened to be the same oil can she’d used to bludgeon Ulrich over the head and douse him in oil before setting him ablaze. Of course, she had no idea Ulrich was still alive when she dropped the match on him.

      A second later it was obvious.
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        * * *

      

      Onyx climbed the 103 steps to the top of the lighthouse, counting each step as she went as if one day the number would be different—which it never was. And, as was the case for the past three years, the black cat followed her every step of the way.

      For several months after its arrival, the cat refused to go beyond the red-painted stair, making Onyx wonder if perhaps the cat was the reincarnation of Alistar Ashley. The cat had, after all, appeared on her doorstep mere days after Alistar’s tragic accident. Of course, Onyx had no way of knowing. She’d been dead for sixty-seven years and still did not know everything about being a ghost—what was she supposed to know about reincarnation?

      Onyx poured the lard oil in the lamp bowl and put a match to it, the flame igniting with a whoosh. Then she cut a two-foot by three-foot length of canvas from the roll and secured it to a thin wood board with masking tape and placed the board on the easel.

      Onyx gazed through the glass windows at the sunset developing before her and set about choosing the colors she wanted to use: diamond blue, colonial white, meadow mist green, vermillion red, soft marigold, almond flower, mustard seed, burnt sienna, golden glow yellow, and steel gray.

      To Onyx, there was nothing more beautiful than a sunset.

      She’d read about the technical reasons why the light at sunset was different than at any other time of day—how, because the sun was low on the horizon, the light passed through more of the Earth’s atmosphere—which caused the scatter effect of colored violet and blue light, permitting the vibrant colors of yellow, orange, and red to continue on their path to the eye.

      Per Onyx’s calculations, she’d witnessed over twenty thousand sunsets since she’d died. With the exception of a thin line of vermillion red that lasted for the final two or three minutes before the sea swallowed the sun, every sunset Onyx had seen was nothing more than shades of black, white, and gray.

      Onyx touched the tip of her paintbrush in the vermillion red paint and waited patiently for the moment when the sun first kissed the water before applying the stroke in a long vertical line on the canvas.

      Then the cat meowed.

      It wasn’t the standard I’m-hungry or please-pet-me meow. It was a groan of distress from somewhere deep in the animal’s belly—a warning kind of meow.

      Onyx looked down and saw that the cat’s tail was bushy and pointing down. “What?” Onyx asked. “If you make me miss my sunset—”

      Then Onyx noticed the cat was staring at the mirror.

      The cat released another guttural groan that turned into a hiss. Onyx set the paint brush down and took a step toward the mirror.

      And then she saw him.

      It was Onyx’s lover from Las Vegas. She hadn’t seen him since the final day of her trial sixty-plus years earlier. He was wearing the same double-breasted suit and gray fedora that she’d seen him in that day, standing in the back of the courtroom.

      “Is it really you?” Onyx asked.

      The man nodded. “Yes, it’s me.”

      “I saw you that day at my trial,” Onyx said.

      “Yes.” He took a step forward until his image was just behind the surface of the glass. “I came to see if you needed help, but it was obvious you were handling things just fine on your own.”

      “Why didn’t you stay?” Onyx asked.

      The man held up his hand, and Onyx saw the wedding ring on his third finger. “Oh, I see.”

      “Not all loves are meant to be,” the man said. “But we came close.”

      “I was carrying your child when Ulrich took me away from Las Vegas,” Onyx said. “I lost it. I had no idea I was pregnant, or that Ulrich was poisoning me.”

      “I know,” the man said softly. “I’ve seen her. She’s beautiful.”

      Onyx’s breath caught. “How could you—”

      “Her spirit,” the man said. “I saw her spirit.”

      Onyx nodded.

      “You need to cover your mirrors,” the man said. “When she comes, that’s how she’ll try to enter the lighthouse.”

      “Who? When who comes?”

      “You know who,” the man said.

      Suddenly Onyx understood. He meant Claudia.

      “You knew she wouldn’t stay away forever,” the man said.

      “Is that why you came? To warn me?”

      “No. I came because you asked me to come. Don’t you remember?”

      Onyx began to shake her head and then she remembered. A few nights earlier she was at the piano, playing through the set list she used to sing at The Apache on Freemont Street in Las Vegas—starting with “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes” and wrapping with her favorite song, “Moonlight Bay.” And she’d thought of him. She didn’t just think of him—she wished she could see him again.

      “I remember,” Onyx said. “Is that how it works? Is it possible to simply wish someone to you?”

      “Sometimes,” the man said. “Assuming the person you want to see hasn’t moved on.”

      “Can you come out of the mirror?” Onyx asked. “Can you come here into the room, here with me?”

      “Yes, but I’m not going to,” the man said.

      “But why not?” Onyx said, her voice tinged with hurt and desperation. “I’m so—all alone.”

      “Not all loves are meant to be,” the man said again, his image beginning to fade. “Nor are all lovers meant to be together.”

      Onyx nodded.

      “It won’t be much longer,” the man said, barely visible now.

      “What?” Onyx asked stepping forward and placing her hand on the glass. “What won’t be much longer?”

      “Love,” she heard him say, though she could no longer see him. “Love.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PORTLAND, OREGON

          

          OCTOBER 28, 2005

        

      

    

    
      The thought of having anything to do with Myron made Kizzy Ashley want to vomit. But what choice did she have? Alistar had left her between a rock and a homeless place. Now, even though she’d been the one to reach out to him for help, she was having second thoughts because of the size of the investment.

      “Fifty thousand dollars?” Kizzy repeated, taking a sip of red wine.

      “Yeah, well, buying in at the ground level isn’t cheap,” Myron said. “You got any vodka or bourbon around here?”

      Kizzy shook her head. “I’ve got red wine. It’s over on the counter.”

      Myron shook his head.

      Myron wasn’t a red wine kind of guy.

      “Alistar had insurance, right?” Myron asked. “You’ve got to have some cash left from that.”

      “Nothing close to what you’re asking for,” Kizzy said.

      “I thought you got like $100k. Where’d it all go?”

      “Well, for starters, I gave $20,000 of it to send your son to chef school,” Kizzy said. “I used the rest just to stay afloat.”

      Myron leaned back in his chair. “Well, you could mortgage the house.”

      “Mortgage the house? To fund a pot farm?” Kizzy said.

      “Well, shit, Kiz—if you weren’t going to cough up the cash, why’d you call?” Myron asked, pulling a cigarette from a pack of Marlboros and putting it between his lips.

      “Don’t light that,” Kizzy said. “I don’t want—”

      Myron pulled out a Bic lighter and flicked the button, put the flame to the tip of the cigarette, and blew a cloud of blue smoke toward the kitchen ceiling.

      Kizzy shook her head. “You are a piece of work, you know that?” Kizzy held her hand out. “Give me one of those.”
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        * * *

      

      For the next half-hour, Myron worked at convincing Kizzy her money wouldn’t be at risk. “I don’t know what you’re so afraid of. It’s a sure thing. You put up the $50,000, and me and my partners pay you the $50,000 back in ninety days. After that, you’re a 10 percent partner forever.”

      “Jesus,” Kizzy said, downing the last of her wine and pouring another glass. “I feel like I’m in an episode of The Wire.”

      “So, Noah’s still living here?”

      “Just until he gets a promotion and can afford his own place,” Kizzy said. “How soon would you need the money?”

      Myron knew Kizzy was in. Kizzy was no longer wondering if she was going to invest—she was asking questions about when.

      “The sooner I have the cash, the sooner I can get you your profit.”

      “Is there some kind of agreement we sign?” Kizzy asked.

      “An agreement?” Myron snorted. “You mean like a contract? That’s a good one.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah was a block from the house when he spotted the red Pontiac Firebird pulling from the driveway and driving off. He pulled the clutch in and released the throttle, slowing the bike, and kicked the gear shifter down. For a moment, Noah considered following the car to see who it was, but, in the end, decided against it. It was past midnight, and he was exhausted.

      Noah was no more than five feet inside the house when he noticed the smoke.

      “Grandma?” Noah called out.

      A moment later, Kizzy appeared around the corner, a glass of red wine in her hand.

      “Were you smoking?” Noah asked.

      Kizzy shrugged. “I have a cigarette every now and then. What’s the big deal?”

      It was obvious to Noah the wine in Kizzy’s hand wasn’t her first of the evening.

      “Who was that in the Firebird?” Noah asked.

      “The Firebird? What Firebird?”

      “The one that was pulling out of our driveway two minutes ago.”

      “It was a friend of your grandfather’s,” Kizzy said.

      “Are you seeing someone?”

      Kizzy let loose a laugh. “Well, that’s none of your business, is it? But if I am, let’s hope he’s got money since none of the other men around here seem to.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah climbed the stairs to his bedroom on the second floor of the house and got undressed, still trying to wrap his brain around the idea that his grandmother was dating someone.

      If she really was.

      Noah lowered himself down on the edge of the bed and grabbed his guitar, which he discovered was out of tune. When was the last time he played something? It had been so long he couldn’t remember.

      Noah set the guitar back down and grabbed the box with the stories his grandfather had written—stories told to him by Onyx Webb.

      Onyx Webb, the ghost of Crimson Cove.

      Noah was agnostic when it came to his belief in ghosts. Was it possible that ghosts existed? Sure, anything was possible. But probable? No. No more than aliens or Bigfoot.

      But Noah had to admit, the stories Onyx Webb had told his grandfather about her life were entertaining—scary, chilling, heartbreaking—and always mesmerizing.

      If half of what she claimed had happened to her during her life was true—ghost or not—the woman had lived a most extraordinary life.

      How old would Onyx be now? Noah wondered.

      He seemed to remember from the film festival that she was forty-four when she stood trial for her husband’s murder. In what, 1942? That would make her like—107?

      How old was the oldest person on earth? Noah wondered. She had to be close. If Onyx was still alive, that is. No, she couldn’t be alive still. She had to be dead.

      And if she was? That meant Noah could publish the stories. That was the deal his grandfather had made. Wasn’t it? Noah flipped through the box and found the contract. That was the deal.

      He could be sitting on a gold mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

          

          NOVEMBER 4, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Keep it down, boy. The neighbors will hear us,” Mika said in a hushed tone after Tiny barked the second time. Mika tugged on the leash, but Tiny held his ground and squatted for a second go-around. She really couldn’t blame the massive animal—after all, it had been fourteen hours since he’d last been taken out. “Dear God, hurry up.”

      “Boy’s got to do what they got to do,” a voice said from behind her. Mika spun around and almost screamed.

      It was Bruce Mulvaney.

      “Jesus Christ, Bruce,” Mika gasped. “What in the hell are you doing out here lurking around in the dark?”

      “I could ask you the same thing, Mika, but we already know,” Bruce said. “You’re hiding from the police.”

      “I am not. I’m walking the dog,” Mika said.

      “Okay, play it that way if you want,” Bruce said. “I came to see if I could help you out of your situation, but if everything’s fine…”

      Bruce turned and took several steps.

      “Wait,” Mika said.

      Bruce stopped, turned back, and saw something he’d never witnessed before. Mika’s head was down, her hands pressed to her face, unsuccessfully trying to hold back tears. Finally, she pulled herself upright. “Oh, Bruce, I am so screwed.”
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        * * *

      

      Bruce took a seat at the kitchen table, doing his best to keep the dog from jumping on him, while Mika poured two cups of coffee.

      “You can turn the lights on, you know,” Bruce said. “No one is coming to break down the doors at this time of night.”

      Mika flipped on the light switch, set the coffee cups on the table, and took a seat. She reached out and grabbed Tiny by the collar and forced him to the floor next to her chair. “So, where do you want me to start?”

      “Let’s start with the missing cash. Did you use money from the foundation account for personal use?” Bruce asked.

      Mika closed her eyes and silently nodded. Bruce knew more than she thought. The question was, did he know everything? Had Declan told him about the eggs and the book she’d stolen from his study? Probably not. Bruce wouldn’t be here to help her if he knew that.

      “Yes, it’s true,” Mika said, taking a sip of coffee and doing her best to act naturally. “I did borrow some money from the account.”

      “You borrowed some money? No, Mika, you didn’t borrow anything. You stole a million dollars.”

      “It was stupid, I know,” Mika said. “I thought I could—”

      “Why, Mika?”

      “I’m broke,” Mika said, pushing the coffee cup away.

      “Broke? How is that possible? You inherited $200 million, and you’re broke?”

      “It was six, Bruce,” Mika said.

      “Six?”

      Mika nodded. “I didn’t inherit $200 million. I exaggerated the amount a bit. It was only $6 million.”

      “Christ, Mika, you really are a piece of work.”

      “Did you come here to berate me or help me?” Mika asked.

      Bruce shook his head and released a breath. “So, is that why you were trying to sell the house?”

      Mika nodded.

      “How much equity do you have in the place?”

      “I don’t know, a million maybe,” Mika said. “But that was before Domingo Gutierrez decided to remind the world that a serial killer dumped a dead reporter on my front porch back in the ‘80s. Skyland something or other.”

      “Skylar Savage,” Bruce said.

      “Yeah, that’s it. It was big news apparently.”

      “Yes, it was.” Bruce remembered because in August of that year—only two months earlier—he had asked Nisa to marry him. His mind drifted, remembering how horrible Nisa thought it was. He also remembered laughing and telling her not to be silly—nothing like would ever happen to her, not as long as he was around.

      That was Halloween 1985.

      Eight years later, Nisa would go missing.

      “Hello? Earth to Bruce?” Mika said.

      “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do,” Bruce said, shaking off the memory. “Tomorrow morning, I’ll have my lawyer standing at your door at nine sharp. He’ll drive you to the DA’s office, and you’re going to turn yourself in. Then—”

      “Turn myself in?!”

      “Yes, Mika. That’s exactly what you’re going to do,” Bruce said. “The lawyer will arrange for an expedited arraignment and for bail to be set. You’ll be out in two hours without ever seeing the inside of a jail cell.”

      “You don’t understand. I can’t make bail.”

      “Yes, you can,” Bruce said. “Because I’m going to buy your house.”

      “What?”

      “For the full asking price,” Bruce continued. “That will give you enough to make restitution to the foundation. Then we’ll work on getting the assault charges dropped or reduced to a misdemeanor.”

      “And I can stay here?” Mika asked.

      “Until things get worked out, yes,” Bruce said.

      “Why are you doing this for me?”

      “Why not? Is there a reason I shouldn’t?”

      Mika thought about the situation with Declan again. She was right to have kept that part of things to herself—especially the part where Declan had already given her $100,000 to keep her mouth shut about the remaining Fabergé eggs.

      With any luck, Declan would keep his end of the bargain.
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        * * *

      

      Mika waited for Bruce to leave and then grabbed her cell phone and pressed the number for the fence who had Declan’s copy of Ulysses.

      Fortunately, he answered.

      “I’ve left like ten messages for you,” Mika snapped.

      “Yeah, I noticed. What’s up?”

      “What’s up is I need the Ulysses book back. Fast.”

      “No can do,” the fence said.

      “What do you mean, no can do?”

      “Someone broke into my crib and stole it. Ironic, huh?”

      “Do not tell me that,” Mika said. “I need that book back. Do you understand me?”

      “Yeah, well I need a set of twenty-inch gold-plated Diablo rims for my El Camino,” the fence said. “Come up with three grand for my spokes, and who knows? Maybe your book won’t be quite as stolen.”

      “You’re charging me to get my book back?” Mika huffed.

      “Nah, just think of it as a penalty for being such a bitch.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA

          

          MAY 30, 2005

        

      

    

    
      We resolve that their sacrifice will always be remembered by a grateful nation,” George W. Bush said to the applause of those gathered at Arlington Cemetery. “Every year on this day, we pause to remember Americans who have fallen by placing a wreath at the Tomb of the Unknowns, the names of which are known only to God, but whose courage and sacrifice will never be forgotten by our nation.”

      By the time the president was finished and Bruce Mulvaney found himself behind the microphone, the temperature had risen to sixty-two degrees. But the wind coming in from the Potomac at fifteen miles per hour chilled Bruce to the bone. Even an eight-year-old knows better than to leave the house without a coat. Hell, even George Bush had been smart enough to wear an overcoat.

      Bruce tugged on the lapels of his suit jacket with his left hand, the poem his father had written for the occasion flapping in the breeze in his right.

      “Let me begin by saying what a pleasure it is to be here today,” Bruce said. “Had I known I’d have to follow the president, I might have declined the invitation.”

      Bruce had hoped for a laugh, but none was forthcoming.

      “In reality, the invitation to speak was not extended to me, but—rather—to a true war hero, my father, Declan Mulvaney,” Bruce said, which was followed by mild applause.

      And a smattering of boos.

      This was something Bruce had been warned to expect, but it threw him nonetheless. The idea that veterans would boo a fellow veteran was unthinkable, especially on such a hallowed occasion. But the news coverage of his father’s arrest by the FBI had taken its toll on Declan’s public image.

      A month earlier, Bruce’s father—who was known as a successful business man and philanthropist—had quickly turned into the billionaire art thief. Declan had gone from hero to zero faster than you could say Rembrandt.

      “If I may, I’d like to read a poem my father penned specifically for this occasion,” Bruce said, which was followed by more booing.

      Okay, it was true that his father had a secret room in the basement of his home designed specifically for the purposes of hiding stolen art. And there was a chance he’d be going off to federal prison—perhaps for the rest of his life.

      But until a trial was held, and his father had been convicted by a jury of his peers—not simply in the media-biased court of public opinion—Declan Mulvaney was an innocent man. And a war hero. As such, they would damn well listen to the poem he wrote.
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        * * *

      

      Bruce glanced at his watch. He’d been invited to attend a luncheon sponsored by the NRA, and, as much as he supported second amendment gun rights, he simply wasn’t in the mood.

      Bruce managed to find the limousine that brought him to the cemetery, but, when he opened the door, he discovered a distinguished-looking gray-haired man sitting in the back seat.

      “I’m sorry,” Bruce said. “I must have the wrong—”

      “No, this is your limo,” the man said. “Climb in.”

      Bruce froze.

      “Don’t worry, Mr. Mulvaney,” the gray-haired man said. “I’m not with the mob—unless you consider politics to be organized crime.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            When Duty Called

          

          by Declan Mulvaney

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When duty called you questioned not

        As others slowed, you sped ahead

        Toward the fiery flame-throwers, hot—

        While others ran and hid, you bled.

      

        

      
        Regretting not the choice you made

        You took your place in line, and when

        Faced with bullet or live grenade

        You sacrificed for other men.

      

        

      
        Each time you took the harder road

        Your pack so heavy, the day so long,

        Yet helped to carry another’s load

        When the bugle sounded strong!

      

        

      
        Honor pledged, and promises kept

        Your soul turned over to the night,

        While those you loved, they sat and wept

        O’er coffin draped: red, blue, and white.

      

        

      
        You’ve found your final resting place,

        Within this sea of endless rows,

        Of brothers, brave, who kept the pace

        And sacrifice this nation knows.

      

        

      
        So turn your collar against the cold,

        Your valiant service, proudly done

        And take your place among the bold

        Who fought and died too young.

      

        

      
        What can we offer you this day?

        Mere words seem to pale beside

        The sacrifice you made for us,

        Now at our feet your souls reside.

      

        

      
        What can we offer? What can we say?

        With hearts as heavy as armored tanks

        We, here, head home—yet you must stay:

        With our tears… and our prayers…

        And our deepest thanks.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          JANUARY 1, 2006

        

      

    

    
      The irony of the situation was so thick Noah could cut it with a knife—pun intended. His need to come up with $20,000 had caused a very weird chain of events:

      1)	Four years earlier to the day, Noah had lost control of his band after being unable to come up with $20,000 to cut a demo record…

      2)	While Noah was at his grandfather Alistar’s funeral, someone stole his grandfather’s $20,000 Fender Stratocaster guitar, which would have been Noah’s…

      3)	Noah’s grandmother, Kizzy, offered him $20,000 from his grandfather’s insurance—providing Noah used the money to go to chef school, not for the band...

      4)	Noah’s tuition at the Culinary Institute in Napa and his cherry red-handled knife set, combined, came to exactly $20,000…

      5)	When Noah returned home, the only job he could find was working as a line cook at P.O.S.H.—a restaurant in the exact location where his grandfather’s law office used to be—at a starting salary of $20,000...

      6)	While at P.O.S.H., chopping onions and listening to his old band’s first hit song on the radio—a song about him—Noah sliced off the tips of two of his fingers. The bill for the ambulance and emergency care came to just under $20,000…

      7)	Kizzy hired a lawyer from his grandfather’s old law firm who threatened to sue P.O.S.H. for allowing employees to listen to the radio, thereby creating an unsafe work environment. P.O.S.H. offered to pay a $30,000 cash settlement if Noah dropped the suit, from which the lawyer took 33 percent, leaving Noah with $20,000…

      8)	While at the hospital, someone stole Noah’s motorcycle—for which he had no insurance. By pure serendipity, Noah saw an ad for a 2005, lava-red Harley-Davidson Fifteenth Anniversary Fat Boy with a big bore, fuel-injected 1550cc Twin Cam 95 engine and silver cast aluminum disc wheels in a magazine in the lawyer’s office when he went to get his $20,000 settlement check…

      9)	The MSRP on the bike was $22,349. Noah told the salesman he had exactly $20,000—take it or leave it. They took it.

      10)	Noah ran an ad in the newspaper and sold his chef knife set for $175, which he used to attend the New Year’s Eve bash at P.O.S.H. and get very, very drunk.

      It was New Year’s Day 2006:

      Noah Ashley was band-less…

      Noah Ashley was jobless…

      Noah Ashley was penniless…

      Noah Ashley was fingertip-less…

      Noah Ashley was knifeless…

      Noah Ashley was severely hung-over…

      But damn if he didn’t come away from the four-year ordeal with a box of handwritten stories about a hundred-year-old woman who lived in a lighthouse—and one hell of a Harley.
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        * * *

      

      Noah took three Advils and sat on the living room couch with his grandfather’s box of stories and an omelet made with New Year’s Eve leftovers slipped to him by the chef at P.O.S.H., who liked Noah and had no hard feelings over the lawsuit.

      Noah pulled all the papers from the cardboard storage box and separated the material in stacks by category:

      Stack #1: Stories about Onyx Webb

      Stack #2: Contracts between his grandfather and Onyx

      Stack #3: Songs his grandfather had written

      The biggest of the three stacks, by far, was the stack of stories—which were in no specific order. The earliest stories Onyx had shared with his grandfather were not necessarily the oldest. It was all a mishmash. The dates on the top of the pages were not the dates the events being described took place. They were the dates his grandfather had taken the notes.

      Putting the chapters of Onyx’s story in chronological order was going to require considerable time and effort, which actually made Noah happy he was unemployed.

      The truth was, Noah was relieved he no longer worked as a cook. He never wanted to be a chef any more than his grandfather had wanted to be a lawyer. Yet each of them ended up taking the wrong path—for exactly the same reason:

      Kizzy.

      In fairness, it wasn’t her fault. Not really. It was theirs. They’d been too weak to pursue their dreams. Millions of people had achieved great things in this world, and they were up against obstacles more daunting than his grandmother.

      In his grandfather’s case, it had been too late to do much about it. But not for Noah. Noah had a second chance to get it right—even if he was missing two fingertips.

      And if he could do something with the stories? Maybe he could raise enough cash to start another band. But nothing could be done until he answered the big question: Was Onyx Webb still alive?

      She had to be dead by now.

      Didn’t she?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEW YORK, NEW YORK

          

          NOVEMBER 7, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Olympia Fudge dialed the number she’d been given for Declan Mulvaney and waited. If she could establish a connection between the elder Mulvaney and Stormy Boyd, it would increase the credibility behind Nathaniel’s claim that the bowler-wearing ghost had been sent to kill him to hide Mulvaney’s secrets.

      The phone was answered on the third ring. “Mulvaney residence,” a deep voice said.

      “Yes, I’m trying to reach Declan Mulvaney,” Olympia said.

      “Mr. Mulvaney is unavailable,” the man said. “Might I ask what this is in regards to?”

      “No, you may not,” Olympia said, trying to regain control of the call. “It’s personal.”

      “Well, I am Mr. Mulvaney’s personal assistant and anything you say to me remains with me.”

      “Listen, jack. I’m a personal friend, and I’m pretty sure Declan isn’t going to be happy with the way you—”

      “If you’re a personal friend, why have you called on the main house line? Mr. Mulvaney’s friends call on his private line. Good day.”

      “Wait! Don’t hang up,” Olympia said. “I’m a reporter, okay? I’ve got a show on TV—The Fudge Factor with Olympia Fudge. I’m Olympia Fudge. And you are…?”

      “My name is John Boyd,” Stormy said.

      “Stormy Boyd?” Olympia said.

      “An old nickname, yes,” Stormy said.

      Olympia abruptly hung up the phone.

      Nathaniel was telling the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          NOVEMBER 10, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Stan Lee laughed so hard when he saw the video of Mika Flagler hitting TV reporter Domingo Gutierrez in the face with the pumpkin pie he literally choked and then proceeded to shoot chocolate milk through his nose all over his new HP laptop.

      Stan Lee got up and went to the sink, found a rag, and wiped down the laptop keyboard and surrounding areas of the kitchen table. Then he placed the cursor on the play arrow and tapped the built-in mouse.

      Again, he laughed so hard he could barely breathe.

      God, how he hated that bitch.

      A year earlier, Mika had given Stan Lee his big break—hiring him to perform as his alter ego character, the Southern Gentleman. She’d even invited him to attend the ultra-exclusive Black Midnight after party.

      He’d rubbed elbows with multi-millionaires.

      He smoked a $1,000 cigar.

      He drank a glass of 115-year-old Louis XIII from a black crystal Swarovski nocturne.

      Stan Lee had arrived.

      And this year she blew him off. Wouldn’t take his calls. Refused to return his messages.

      Stan Lee started the video over for the third time.

      Hysterical.

      It wasn’t until the fourth time he’d watched the video that he stopped laughing long enough to hear what the reporter was saying:

      “…The twenty-fifth anniversary of the murder of reporter Skylar Savage… her naked, dismembered body was found on the porch swing… right over there…”

      Stan Lee gazed at the porch in the background on the video. It really was the house where he’d dumped Skylar’s body.

      Stan Lee had forgotten many of the details about the women he’d killed. Actually, most of them weren’t really women—they were girls. Teenagers in many cases. But a few he remembered well.

      Juniper Cole, taken from near the fountain on the night of her senior prom. That was a lifetime ago, but he remembered it as if it had been yesterday. And he sure as hell remembered Skylar Savage.

      Skylar thought she was hot shit. Who knows, maybe she was. But she was stupid. Inviting the photographer from the Savannah PD to the bar at the Forsyth Park Hotel for a drink—to “pick his brain”—having no idea he was the killer.

      Stan Lee remembered taking Skylar back to the house in Charleston, wheeling her on the metal cart to the kill room, and showing her his leg collection.

      That’s what she wanted, wasn’t it?

      To know the truth.

      The big mistake Stan Lee made was accidently letting some of the photographs he’d taken of her that night while she was alive get mixed in with the pictures he’d taken the following morning, after she was dead.

      In the photos where she was dead, her eyes were black.

      In the photos where she was alive, the eyes reflected red. The camera flash had reflected off the blood in the capillaries of the eye, and back into the camera.

      Once Leo Igler and the coroner figured it out, they both had to die. Stan Lee disabled the generator at the morgue, leaving the two men in darkness—and set fire to the building.

      The clever thing he did, however, was take a body from one of the refrigerated drawers and put it in his wheelchair, along with his camera and his ID.

      Sergent Elton Nahum was now dead, too.

      Yes, Stan Lee had lost a great job as a result of his own sloppiness, but he was alive and free.

      Anyway, back to Mika Flagler.

      Stan Lee had just discovered where Mika lived.

      Admittedly, Mika was not exactly his type—but it had been a while since he’d killed anyone.

      Besides, what else did he have to do?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          DECEMBER 9, 2006

        

      

    

    
      The meeting took place in a conference room on the second floor of the Charleston Federal Courthouse on Broad Street, with eight people in attendance:

      Declan Mulvaney.

      Declan’s lawyer.

      The lead prosecutor from the Department of Justice.

      Three additional DOJ lawyers.

      The head of the FBI’s Stolen Art Division.

      And a court reporter.

      The first shot across the bow came from Declan’s lawyer. “Why do we have a court reporter here? My client has not agreed to be placed under oath nor is this a deposition.”

      “We agree,” the DOJ prosecutor said. “But so there are no misunderstandings later, it will be recorded.”

      Declan shrugged.

      “Well, friends, how about we cut to the chase,” Declan’s lawyer said. “My client is a busy man with no desire to spend all day being dragged through the mud by a bunch of civil servants.” The message was clear. Declan had no intention of rolling over like an obedient puppy dog.

      “Wow, I’m surprised,” the DOJ prosecutor said. “We were kind of hoping you’d want to hear the deal first, but if you’ve already decided to go to court, then there’s not much to talk about.”

      The prosecutor and all three of the government’s lawyers pushed their chairs back and stood in unison, almost as if it was a practiced move. Which it was.

      Declan’s lawyer pushed his chair back and stood as well.

      The only person who remained seated was Declan.

      “What’s the deal?” Declan asked.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Declan’s lawyer said. “We’re not taking a deal.”

      Declan put his hand on his lawyer’s arm, cutting him off. “Let’s hear the deal,” Declan said.

      Everyone returned to their seats.

      “You plead guilty to possession of stolen art in federal court, with cameras rolling, a public statement of willful forfeiture of the art in question, followed by eighteen months of house arrest with an electronic ankle bracelet,” the prosecutor said. “Plus, a reasonable amount of financial restitution.”

      “You’re out of your mind,” Declan’s lawyer said. “We can drag this thing out for the next ten years. I’ll file motion after motion until—”

      “How much restitution?” Declan asked, interrupting his lawyer.

      “Thirty million,” the prosecutor said.

      “No,” Declan said.

      “Thank God,” Declan’s lawyer said. “There’s no way my client is going to pay—”

      “The restitution is too low,” Declan said. “Make it fifty million, and I’ll take it.”

      “Jesus,” Declan’s lawyer said, shaking his head.

      “Okay, fifty,” the DOJ prosecutor said. “We can put you on a payment plan if you like?”

      “My client is bending over backward here,” Declan’s lawyer said. “Your sarcasm is not appreciated.”

      “You’ll have the whole amount in thirty days,” Declan said.

      One of the DOJ lawyers cleared his throat and pointed to something scratched on his legal pad. The DOJ prosecutor glanced at the pad and nodded. “There is one other thing. We’re going to need to know who sold you the art.”

      “That was a lot of years ago,” Declan said.

      The DOJ prosecutor laid his pen on a notepad and slid it across the conference table. “The name, Mr. Mulvaney, or no deal.”

      Declan picked up the pen and began writing. When he was done he slid the pad back to the DOJ prosecutor who read aloud: “The Schröder Gallery, New York. Lucas Schröder.”

      “Yes, he was the owner,” Declan said. “I don’t even know if they’re still in business.”

      “Well, if they are, they won’t be for long,” the DOJ prosecutor said.
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        * * *

      

      “God, that was beautiful,” Declan’s lawyer said after they’d gotten outside.

      Declan nodded.

      The meeting had gone off just as they’d hoped. Better in fact. They’d expected the offer to be thirty months, and the restitution amount to be at least $100 million.

      “And that thing with the increase from $30 million to $50 million? That was priceless! We can get that reduced, you know.”

      Declan shook his head. “No, leave it at $50 million.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” Declan’s lawyer asked. “You should be swinging from the lamp post like Gene Kelly.”

      “I’m a rat,” Declan said.

      “For what? Being an art lover?” the lawyer said.

      “No,” Declan said. “For literally being a rat. In the orphanage you never ratted someone out. Ever. But I just did to save my own skin.”

      “No, that’s where you’re wrong, Declan. You didn’t do it to save your skin—you did it to save your family.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          JANUARY 4, 2006

        

      

    

    
      Noah put on his helmet and climbed on the Fat Boy, which was, without a doubt, the most beautiful thing he’d ever owned. It wasn’t as beautiful as the Fender Stratocaster, but that belonged to his grandfather. It was never really his.

      Noah suddenly remembered one of his grandfather’s favorite sayings: “The pain passes, but the beauty remains.”

      Noah finally understood what he meant, making his left hand into a fist and squeezing it. True to his doctor’s word, the pain had passed. The tips were still a bit numb to the touch, but there was no pain.

      But the bike remained.

      All in all, not a bad trade—not that he’d want to do it again.
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        * * *

      

      The distance from the house to the Crimson Cove lighthouse was 160 miles—about three and a half hours on the motorcycle. But Noah didn’t mind. It was the first time he’d ridden any distance over a few miles, and every minute of the trip was a joy.

      Noah remembered making the trip once before. It was the day after he’d lost control of the band to their new lead singer, Alec Yost. Noah hopped on his old Suzuki and rode the entire day—first heading north to Astoria and then back down the coast until he saw the Crimson Cove lighthouse sitting majestically on the cliffs overlooking the Pacific.

      And then—quite by accident—Noah ended up at the Onyx Webb Film Festival.

      It was strange seeing the old black-and-white film clips of Onyx’s murder trial from the early forties. It was almost like watching a documentary on the History channel. And then there were the other two films made by George Dietz, the guy who owned the theater.

      The first film was of the woman in the cemetery at night, who George claimed was the ghost of Onyx Webb. The second was the statement by the Spilatro woman, Claudia, claiming she’d watched Onyx kill the local sheriff and throw his body from the cliff.

      As far as Noah was concerned, both films were bullshit.

      Onyx defended herself in court, and she sure didn’t look like a ghost. And as far as Claudia Spilatro was concerned, they arrested her for attempted murder and sent her away for twenty years. Anything she had to say was probably a lie.

      The only thing Noah knew for sure was that Onyx Webb was an extraordinarily beautiful woman.

      And the guy in the Lieutenant Dan outfit agreed.

      “That Onyx, she’s a badass,” Lieutenant Dan said as they left the theater that night. “I got a picture of her when she was six years old taken at the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair. Cute as a bug even then. How about you and I go get ourselves a beer?”

      Noah remembered pounding down a few pitchers of beer with the man and then—the next thing he knew—it was morning. He was in a motel room, lying on one of two twin beds, soaked in sweat—with no memory as to how he got there.

      Then Lieutenant Dan walked out of the bathroom wearing prosthetic legs rather than rolling out in his wheelchair.

      “We had ourselves some fun last night, didn’t we, sport?” he said. “I got an early flight back to Charleston, but you—you just take your time, you hear? Check out time isn’t until noon.”
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        * * *

      

      The road to the lighthouse was hard to see—more of a driveway than a road really. But Noah finally found it. He was still a good 150 feet from the base of the lighthouse when he heard the distinctive sound of a shotgun blast.

      Noah squeezed the brakes and the bike came to a stop—then he noticed a woman standing on the steps of the lighthouse, holding a shotgun. “Hello,” Noah called out. “Are you Onyx Webb?”

      “You’re on private property, whoever you are,” the woman called out. “It’d be best if you just turned yourself around and went back the way you came. I’ve got another shell in the chamber and several more in my pocket.”

      Noah climbed off the bike and pulled off his helmet.

      “My name is Noah Ashley,” Noah said. “You knew my grandfather, Alistar.”

      Noah watched as Onyx looked him over and then slowly lowered the shotgun. “Give me five minutes,” Onyx called back. “Then you may come in.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah pulled on the large lighthouse door and entered the foyer of the lighthouse. The inside of the structure was bigger than it looked from the outside. The walls were covered with paintings, and a grand piano sat in the center of the room.

      “I’ve got several ground rules for anyone who enters the lighthouse,” Noah heard Onyx say from somewhere above him on the spiral metal stairwell.

      “Let me guess,” Noah said. “The first rule of fight club is you don’t talk about fight club.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t worry. I know the rules, Onyx,” Noah said. “First and foremost, under no circumstances am I allowed to go beyond the red stair. Second, no recording devices. If I want to make a note, I can write it down on paper the way people did it back in the stone age.”

      “I see,” Onyx said. “So your grandfather spoke of me?”

      “No, he never said a word about you,” Noah said. “I wonder why that is.”

      “So how do you—?”

      “When my grandfather died, he left me a box of his notes,” Noah said. “I’ve been reading through them. It’s—riveting.”

      “Your sarcasm is noted,” Onyx said.

      “No, I wasn’t being sarcastic,” Noah said. “I think the things you shared with my grandfather are amazing. I’m reading every word, but there’s a lot more to go.”

      “That explains why you broke the third rule then,” Onyx said. “Your grandfather and I had an understanding. He was never to show up at the lighthouse unannounced. Technically, it was within my rights to have shot you for trespassing.”

      “How else was I supposed to contact you?”

      “The way people did it back in the stone age, Mr. Ashley,” Onyx said. “Written words on a piece of paper, dropped in the post with a stamp. I know the post office isn’t as efficient as it once was, but I believe it still operates.”

      “Yeah, well I just happened to be in the neighborhood,” Noah said.

      “The lighthouse is in a very remote location, Mr. Ashley,” Onyx said. “No one ever just happens to be in the neighborhood.”

      “Call me Noah.”

      “I prefer calling you Mr. Ashley.”

      “Yeah, well I prefer meeting with people who don’t hide themselves at the top of stairwells,” Noah said.

      “Very well, Noah,” Onyx said. “Are you a tea drinker?”

      “No, but I’ll take a Diet Coke or a Dr. Pepper,” Noah said.

      “I’m sorry. This is not a convenience store. I’m afraid your choices are limited to coffee or tea,” Onyx said.

      “That’s okay. I’m good,” Noah said.

      “Very well. Now, please tell me why you are here.”

      “The big question has been answered already,” Noah said.

      “Being…?”

      “Are you still alive?”

      “Well, aren’t you the charmer? Does a line like that work with the ladies these days?”

      “Only the ones who are still alive,” Noah said.

      “And what conclusion have you reached in my case?” Onyx asked. “Am I alive?”

      “That’s a good question,” Noah said. “I mean, 107 is pretty well up there—but I’m leaning toward yes.”

      “There are a lot of people around the cove who would gladly tell you otherwise,” Onyx said.

      “Yeah, I know. I was at the film festival.”

      “Oh, I see,” Onyx said. “What was your favorite part?”

      “The trial was cool, but the part where you killed the sheriff and dropped him off the cliff was gnarly.”

      “Gnarly?”

      “Outrageous, extreme, radical,” Noah said.

      “And what if it happens to be true?” Onyx said.

      “True that you killed the sheriff?”

      “No. That the people in town are correct—that I am indeed dead.”

      “Well, if you were, I could publish your stories,” Noah said. “Couldn’t I?”
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        From the Journal of Onyx Webb

        January 9, 2006

      

        

      
        Today marks the fourth anniversary of the day I attended the funeral of my friend and lawyer Alistar Ashley and watched as his casket was lowered into the ground and covered with dirt.

        That was also the day I saw Alistar’s grandson, Noah.

        My encounter with Noah was brief but memorable.

        So was meeting Alistar’s wife.

        I imagine the slap was hard enough to hurt. I wouldn’t know.

        Now, Noah has come to visit me here at the lighthouse.

        And I had the same feeling in the pit of my stomach.

        The feeling of want…

        The same twinge of excitement…

        The flutter of the heart…

        The stirring of emotion.

        The visit has filled me with both hope and fear.

        These feelings are so strong they have almost made me remember    what it was like to be alive.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          NOVEMBER 13, 2010

        

      

    

    
      I still don’t understand,” Quinn said. “What makes you think this time will be any different?” Robyn didn’t have an answer and looked to Koda for help.

      Koda sat in the chair next to Quinn and shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know, Quinn. We’re not experts in the paranormal or the afterlife. We just got pulled into it.”

      Quinn was starting to wonder if he’d misjudged the situation. Maybe Koda Mulvaney was crazy—or maybe this was some kind of sadistic game.

      Five straight days in a row the three of them had climbed the stairs to the second-floor guest room and sat there, waiting hours on end for Juniper to appear.

      As of yet, she hadn’t.

      Not once.

      “Why don’t I just take Quinn into Loll?” Koda asked.

      “No way!” Robyn said. “No one is going anywhere without Gerylyn being here.”

      Quinn pulled himself out of his chair and approached the mirror, placing the palm of his right hand against the painted glass—and his hand went right through it, all the way up to his elbow as if the glass was not even there.

      Quinn released an audible yelp, more from surprise than from any kind of pain, and he tried—without success—to pull his arm free from the glass. He tugged harder, but whatever it was inside the mirror refused to let him go.

      Koda stepped forward and grabbed Quinn’s elbow, pulling as hard as he could, but he could not pry Quinn’s arm loose either.

      Then—all of a sudden—whatever it was let go, sending Quinn and Koda flying backward to the floor. Koda jumped up and helped pull Quinn to his feet.

      “Oh my God,” Robyn said. “That’s a new one.”

      “No kidding,” Koda said. “What in the hell was that?”

      “I think it was a message,” Quinn said.

      “A message?” Robyn said. “A message from who?”

      “From Juniper,” Quinn said, holding out his hand. In the center of his palm was the gold ankle bracelet Juniper had been wearing the night she went missing.

      Seconds later, the ankle bracelet dissolved, leaving nothing but tiny grains of gold dust in the palm of Quinn’s hand.
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        * * *

      

      Robyn volunteered to stay in the guest room to monitor the mirror on the outside chance Juniper decided to appear, while Koda and Quinn went to the fitness center for their afternoon workout session with Graeme.

      With Koda’s recovery weeks ahead of where the doctors had projected, Koda made the unilateral decision to discontinue working with the physical therapist, opting for daily sessions with Graeme instead.

      Koda now wondered if he’d made the right decision. He’d never experienced anything as painfully exhausting as his work with Graeme—until each following morning, that is. He could only imagine what Quinn must have felt like the first few days after he started his sessions with the demanding trainer.

      “Hey, how’s my little roo doing?” Graeme called out when Quinn and Koda entered the fitness room. Koda knew the comment was directed at him, not Quinn. “Still got the DOMS?”

      DOMS was an acronym that stood for Delayed Onset Muscle Soreness, an effect that occurred twenty-four to forty-eight hours after strenuous physical activity that resulted in thousands of small, almost microscopic tears in the muscle—followed by mild inflammation and limited pain. Mild and limited, my ass, Koda thought.

      “Stop calling me roo,” Koda said.

      “No problem, mate,” Graeme replied. “As soon as you start acting like a grown-up boomer, I’ll stop calling you roo.” Graeme approached Quinn and asked, “What about you, Quinny Bear. You ready to go, or do you want to chuck another sickie?”

      “I was ready five minutes ago. I’m just waiting for you lovers to quit pashing on each other.”

      Graeme smiled. “Pashing? Not bad, Quinn. We may make an Ozzie out of you yet. Now, how about you two bludgers grab a kettle ball, and let’s tear some muscle.”
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        * * *

      

      When Koda and Quinn got back to the second floor of the mansion after their workout, they were surprised to find Robyn standing outside the guest-room door.

      Koda noticed the serious look on Robyn’s face. “Everything okay?”

      Robyn nodded. “I didn’t want you to just walk in without knowing.”

      “Knowing what?” Quinn asked.

      “Juniper’s back,” Robyn said.

      “That’s great,” Koda said. “Did you ask her where’s she’s been?”

      “Yes. She said she had to stay away because she was being followed by the Shadow People. She didn’t want to draw them here to the house if she could avoid it.”

      “What in the hell are you talking about?” Quinn asked.

      “We’ll explain it later,” Robyn said. “Right now, Juniper wants to see you, Quinn. Alone.”

      *     *     *

      Quinn kept his eyes lowered as he stepped into the guest room and pulled the door closed behind him. He realized that—while he’d fantasized about having the opportunity to see his sister one more time—he was completely unprepared to do it now that the chance had presented itself.

      “Hello, Quinn,” he heard a female voice say. His breath caught—he recognized the voice immediately.

      Quinn raised his eyes and saw her image floating in the mirror. There was a transparency to the image, almost as if she were on film or a hologram. But it was her. This wasn’t some cruel hoax or elaborate prank. There was no doubt in Quinn’s mind: it was Juniper.

      Quinn’s mind was instantly transported back thirty-one years to that evening—Juniper in the same pale blue prom dress she was wearing now.

      So young.

      So beautiful.

      So innocent.

      Quinn remembered how young he was, too, with no idea of the tragic event that lay ahead—and how it would change him forever.

      “Oh, Juniper, I, I—”

      Tears rolled down Quinn’s cheeks. He couldn’t finish.

      “Come closer, so I can see you,” Juniper said.

      Quinn walked slowly to the mirror, fearing that if he moved to quickly she’d suddenly disappear.

      Quinn reached his hand toward the mirror, and Juniper took a step back.

      “Sorry. We better not,” Juniper said. “Bad things happen when I get too much energy.”

      “Oh,” Quinn said.

      Juniper leaned forward, and her face came through the glass, and she looked Quinn over. “You look good. Older, but good.”

      Quinn smiled and shook his head. “You always were a good liar. I look like shit.”

      “Trust me, you look—”

      Juniper stopped mid-sentence and glanced over her shoulder. “I’m going to have to go.”

      “Because of the Shadow People?” Quinn asked.

      “Yes.”

      “What do they want?”

      “I’ll explain more the next time,” Juniper said.

      “When? When will I see you again?” Quinn asked.

      “Soon.”

      “Just tell me this—was it Wyatt?” Quinn asked.

      “Wyatt? What about Wyatt?”

      “Was Wyatt the person who killed you?” Quinn asked. “I’ve got to know. It’s important.”

      “No, of course not,” Juniper said. “What would make you even ask a question like that?”

      “Nothing,” Quinn said.

      Juniper glanced over her shoulder again. “They’re here. I’ve got to go now.”

      “Go,” Quinn said. “Be safe.”

      The mirror went dark and Quinn lowered himself into one of the two large chairs in front of the mirror, angry at himself for what he failed to say—that he loved her—and equally as angry for what he had said. He’d actually just told his dead sister to be safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          AUGUST 21, 2007

        

      

    

    
      Declan was seven months into his house arrest, wearing an ankle bracelet over a sock that itched like mad. But in the big scheme of things, he knew he’d gotten off easy.

      Martha Stewart had finished a five-month stint at the federal prison camp in Alderson, West Virginia, a year earlier—followed by a two-year term of supervised release during which she was forced to wear an electronic monitoring device, though Declan was pretty sure Martha had decorated hers. All for a measly couple hundred grand.

      Yes, Declan had gotten off easy.

      The big question that everyone wanted an answer to was: why did you do it? Declan had all the money in the world and could have purchased anything he wanted. So, why did it have to be that specific art?

      The answer wasn’t sexy, and it certainly wasn’t what people expected it to be. It wasn’t even what Declan expected it to be. He’d convinced himself that he’d bought the stolen art because he loved art, and that by owning it he could go downstairs to his secret little room, sit in his chair, and drink in the beauty anytime he wanted.

      The truth was Declan bought the stolen art because it once hung on the walls of mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, aunts, uncles, cousins—all of them loving the art—and loving each other.

      The art had hung in a home. It was part of a family.

      The two things Declan wanted most.

      As irrational as it sounded, owning the art helped fill an otherwise unfillable hole inside of Declan. In retrospect, of course, it would have been cheaper to see a psychologist.
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        * * *

      

      Bruce came out onto the back deck carrying two glasses of iced tea to find Declan peering through a pair of binoculars.

      “See anything new today?” Bruce asked.

      “Yeah,” Declan said. “A snail kite and a lark sparrow.”

      For Father’s Day, Bruce bought Declan the American Birding Association guide—complete with checklist—as well as Peter Pyle’s Identification Guide to North American Birds. Declan had spent six hours a day on the back deck ever since.

      It was the perfect hobby for house arrest.

      Two weeks earlier, Declan had filed papers claiming to have spotted a Bachman’s warbler, though—according to the book, the bird hadn’t been seen in the United States since 1962. A week before that, Declan was certain he’d spotted a Vermilion flycatcher, which turned out to be a run-of-the-mill cardinal.

      Declan’s conclusion was that bird watching was more art than science. But it filled up the time.

      “Dad, come sit,” Bruce said. “I want to run something past you.”

      Declan set the binoculars on the table and lowered himself into the chair opposite Bruce. “What’s up?”

      “Something happened in DC when I read the poem for you at Arlington,” Bruce began.

      Declan shook his head. “I should have never asked you—”

      “No, Dad, that’s not what I’m talking about,” Bruce said. “It’s something else. I got approached by someone who wanted to see if I was interested in running for senate.”

      “The senate? From South Carolina?”

      “No,” Bruce said. “Florida.”

      “Florida?” Declan repeated. “Maybe they’ve changed things, but I’m fairly certain you’ve got to live in the state you’re running in.”

      “Well, by the time of the election, I would,” Bruce said. “You know the building that’s going up across from our offices in downtown Orlando? 55 West? I’m thinking of buying the penthouse there. Put it in my name. That would give me residency.”

      “You’re serious about this?”

      Bruce nodded. “Yeah, why not? The biggest problem most candidates have is money, and we’ve got that handled. And money buys name recognition.”

      Declan broke eye contact with Bruce and looked off toward the trees.

      “What’s wrong?” Bruce asked. “You don’t think I’d win?”

      “It’s not that,” Declan said.

      “Okay, then what?”

      “Frankie warned me this was going to happen,” Declan said, shaking his head.

      “Frankie?”

      “Sinatra,” Declan said. “He called me early one morning. Woke me up. He said, ‘Tell your son running for office is a bad idea.’ That it turned out bad for Jack and for Bobby, and that I shouldn’t let you do it.”

      “When in the hell was this?” Bruce said. “Sinatra’s been dead for what? Five years?”

      “Nine,” Declan said.

      “Well, then how did Frank Sinatra—oh, no, please don’t say what I think you’re going say.”

      “Frankie called me from the grave,” Declan said. “Think what you want, but that’s what happened. And he told me to tell you not to run for office. And now you tell me you’re thinking about running for the senate. What do you call that?”

      “I call it sounding nuts,” Bruce snapped. “Is this like when you say you saw your mother standing at your bedside when you were a kid at the orphanage? It was probably just a nun.”

      “It wasn’t a nun,” Declan said. “You see, this is why parents should never tell their kids a god damn thing.”

      Bruce laughed and took a sip of his iced tea.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee looked out the kitchen window and saw Declan Mulvaney out on the rear deck of the mansion again. With the exception of a few stormy days, Declan had not missed a day of bird-watching in over two months.

      How ironic. In ten years, Stan Lee rarely ever saw Declan outside his house but after being sentenced to house arrest, the man was outside all the time.

      That Declan got off with only house arrest still galled him. And the fine? Fifty million was a lot to most people, but to Declan it meant nothing. Other than a new fascination with bird-watching, Declan’s life hardly changed at all. Maybe Kara was right. Maybe there was no way to hurt the man without actually hurting him.

      Physically.

      Stan Lee had never really considered killing Declan. Nor had he considered killing Bruce or Declan’s grandson, Koda. But maybe that was the only way to get to Declan. Taking Nisa sure shook things up. Killing Bruce or Koda would get the old man’s attention.

      Stan Lee grabbed his binoculars and slid the rear door open and went outside. He lifted the binoculars to his eyes and focused on the two men sitting there drinking iced tea. Stan Lee wondered what they were talking about. Probably some big business deal.

      It certainly wasn’t birds.
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        * * *

      

      Declan gazed across the expanse toward the house across the way and saw the man was outside again. Declan had never noticed the man much before—then again, he wasn’t really looking. “We should have gotten that prick out of there a long time ago,” Declan said. “We were lazy.”

      “We weren’t lazy, Dad. We were busy,” Bruce said. “There’s a difference. What was the name of the real estate woman who screwed us over? Logan something?”

      “Lullaby Logan,” Declan said. “They say she jumped off a bridge. You’d think the body would float up somewhere.”

      Bruce’s cell phone rang, and he answered it. “Yes, that’s good news,” Bruce said into the phone. “No, right away. Have the plane ready at eight in the morning and tell them I’ll be there by noon.”

      “What was that?” Declan asked, his binoculars pointed toward the slave quarters a hundred yards away.

      “You know that lighthouse in Oregon I’ve been trying to get my hands on for twenty years? It looks like the old woman is finally ready to sell.”

      “That’s good,” Declan said. “I think maybe the guy next door is a bird-watcher.”

      Bruce took the binoculars from Declan and pointed them at the house next door. Sure enough, the man was standing on his deck and looking through binoculars right back at them.

      “If he is, he must think you and I are birds.”
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        “If knowing every secret in the universe matters to you, your time on earth will be a disappointment. The number of secrets is infinite; the capacity to understand is not.”

        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death
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            This Episode Dedicated to:

          

          Matt & Ross Duffer

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twins who write and work together professionally as The Duffer Brothers, Matt & Ross are best known for their work on the series, Wayward Pines, and for creating the science fiction-horror series, Stranger Things. Yes, Diandra will be sending them a complete set of Onyx Webb books when the series is complete.

        And to the following

        Onyx Webb “Super Fans”…

        Imani

        Lieze Neven

        Tirza Campbell

        Without your support, Onyx                                        would cease to exist.

        Written primarily to music by:

        Aerosmith

        In particular…

        “Sweet Emotion”

        “Janie’s Got a Gun”

        “Living on the Edge”

        “I Don’t Want to Miss a Thing”

        “Dream On”
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      If there were three things Noah had learned over the previous eighteen months visiting Onyx at the lighthouse, they were:

      1)	Onyx was serious about the rules—all of them—especially the rule about never going past the red step on the spiral staircase…

      2)	Sitting on the metal stair could become extremely uncomfortable after an hour or two...

      3)	There was never, ever anything to eat.

      As such, Noah made it a habit to stop at Spilatro’s Place for lunch on the way to the lighthouse, usually getting a Caesar salad to go for Onyx. Onyx was not a fan of the restaurant, even though no member of the Spilatro family had been connected with the place for years. But she seemed to like their salads, so Noah kept bringing them.

      “Thank you, Noah,” Onyx said when he told her he’d brought her a salad. “That’s very thoughtful.”

      “Want me to bring it up there?” Noah asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Just leave it on the step. I’ll get it later,” Onyx said.

      Noah set the salad down and lowered himself on the red stair. “I finally finished organizing my grandfather’s notes by date, and there’s one period that you never said anything about. It’s the three years between the time you killed Ulrich and showed up at the trial in 1942. I was wondering where—?”

      “I have a bit of a problem,” Onyx said. “I was hoping perhaps I could get your advice.”

      “Sure. What’s the problem?”

      “The problem is money,” Onyx said. “It seems I no longer have any.”

      “What about my grandfather’s money?” Noah said.

      “Your grandfather was a very generous man,” Onyx said. “Without his help all these years, I’m not sure what I would have done. But now there is a sizeable tax payment due on the lighthouse. Should I be unable to come up with the funds, the state will foreclose.”

      Noah was speechless.

      “I’m not asking you for money, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Onyx said.

      “Okay, so what then?” Noah asked.

      “There is someone who has been trying to get his hands on this property for years,” Onyx said. “Have you ever heard of a man named Bruce Mulvaney?”

      “I’ve heard of Mulvaney Real Estate,” Noah said. “Is that who you’re talking about?”

      “Yes, they are one and the same,” Onyx said. “Bruce Mulvaney is the person who hired your grandfather to take the lighthouse away from me years ago. Bruce Mulvaney is the man who gave your grandfather the Aston Martin to come to work for him.”

      “Why have I never heard any of this?”

      “That is something you will need to ask your grandmother,” Onyx said. “The purpose of my bringing any of this up is I was hoping perhaps you could make a deal with Bruce Mulvaney for some small portion of the land surrounding the lighthouse, without having to sell the lighthouse altogether.”

      “Can’t you just call a real estate agent?” Noah asked.

      “Yes,” Onyx said. “But I trust you more.”

      “How much is the tax bill?” Noah asked.

      “This one is for $15,750,” Onyx said.
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        * * *

      

      Noah rode his Harley into town and went to the only office supply store in town to rent the only computer in town with Internet access. After that it only took a few minutes to determine a ballpark figure for the value of Onyx’s land.

      Which was worth considerably more than Noah thought.

      Noah went outside to get a cell phone signal. Eventually he got two bars and dialed the number for MPI in Orlando.

      Bruce Mulvaney wasn’t in.

      “Yeah, give Mr. Mulvaney a message. Tell him that Onyx Webb wants to talk to him about selling her land.”

      Noah left his cell number and headed back toward where he’d parked his bike. Before he could get there, his cell phone rang.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “That is good news,” Onyx said from somewhere up on the spiral staircase. Her voice sounded distant and weak. “When will you know if there is a deal to be made?”

      “He’s flying in tomorrow,” Noah called up the staircase. “He’ll be here at noon.”

      “I told you he’d be eager to entertain an offer,” Onyx said. “Be careful, though. He’ll present himself as sweet and charming, but beneath the cool exterior is a cunning businessman who will rip you to shreds if you allow it.”

      “Wait. Aren’t you going to talk with him?”

      “No, I’d rather you did it,” Onyx said. “I’m feeling a bit under the weather, as they say. I’m afraid you will be on your own.”

      Another challenge, Noah thought.

      Hopefully he was up to it.

      “I’m like, pretty exhausted, too,” Noah said. “I was thinking maybe I could sleep over in the caretaker’s house rather than ride home in the dark, just to come all the way back in the morning.”

      After a long silence, Onyx finally replied. “There is no electricity, so you would be without light or heat. And you’ll have to move things about to even find the bed. But, should you choose to stay, the key is under the flowerpot, and I believe there is a flashlight just inside the door.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah had no more than placed the key in the door to the caretaker’s house when he realized Onyx wasn’t kidding about the place being a mess. The flashlight was exactly where Onyx said it would be, and he switched it on.

      Fortunately, it worked.

      Noah pointed the flashlight down the hall. Things were stacked everywhere: paintings, art supplies, and endless stacks of storage boxes jammed with clothing and other personal belongings. And the place had a musty smell that almost made him gag.

      Covering his face with his shirt sleeve, Noah squeezed through the narrow path and followed it toward the bedrooms. He opened the first door, which turned out to be a bathroom. The next door he tried was what he assumed to be the master bedroom.

      When Noah opened the door and panned the flashlight beam around the room, he was happy to find it considerably cleaner and less cluttered than the rest of the place. And the bed was accessible, with only a few boxes and stacks of clothing that needed to be moved. All of this was good news because Noah could barely keep his eyes open.

      Noah tossed his wallet and keys on the nightstand and climbed on top of the quilted bedspread. He had no idea how long it had been since the sheets had been changed, and he had no desire to find out what variety of creatures lived near the beach in the summer.
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      When Noah woke up in the caretaker’s house, he could see the bedroom was not only cleaner than the rest of the house, it also looked newer. It was almost as if the walls were constructed of a different type of wood. Noah made a mental note to ask Onyx about it later.

      Noah sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He was in the same clothes from the day before and felt like taking a shower. Was there running water in the caretaker’s house? Onyx hadn’t mentioned it one way or the other.

      Noah knew where the bathroom was, having found it the night before. But there was no shower—only a bathtub. Noah was six the last time he took a bath, and he was pretty sure a rubber duck involved.

      The shower would have to wait.

      Noah went back to the bedroom to get his wallet and keys. But, as he did, he noticed several very old and weathered boxes stacked just inside the bedroom door. The side of the boxes read:

      
        
        
        Levi Strauss & Company

        San Francisco, Cal.

        Lot 501XXc / One Dozen

      

        

      

      Noah wasn’t entirely sure, but he seemed to remember hearing that vintage jeans were selling for a lot of money on eBay. Of course, nothing said the contents of the box matched the label. It could be a box of dishrags for all he knew.

      Noah pulled the box from the stack, set it on the bed, took a deep breath, and pulled the lid open.

      It contained blue jeans.

      1937 Levi Model 501 Denim Jeans.

      With the tags still on them.

      Noah went to the corner and grabbed the second of the three boxes and saw it was sealed.

      Noah used one of his keys and carefully sliced through the yellowed tape, and opened the box. The first box had eight pair of jeans inside. This box contained the full dozen. The third box did as well. Noah was looking at thirty-two pair of vintage Levi jeans.
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        * * *

      

      Noah parked the Harley at the curb and turned off the engine. He was tempted to tell Onyx what he’d found but decided to confirm the value of the jeans first. Which is why he was back at the office supply store. Fifteen bucks per hour to use their computer seemed ridiculous, but what choice did he have?

      Noah got to eBay’s website and typed “1937 Levi 501 Jeans” and pressed enter. Three seconds later, the results appeared.

      
        
        
        Current Bid: $22.00…

        Current Bid: $35.57…

        Current Bid: $26.88…

      

        

      

      Noah felt the air go out of him. The bids weren’t as high as he thought they would be. Not anywhere near as high. Disappointed, Noah carefully read the description of the jeans.

      Bingo.

      All three pair were reproductions of the original 1937 501s—not authentic originals.

      Noah went back to the search box and this time he typed in “Original Levi Strauss 1937 Lot 501XXc” and pressed enter again.

      The results appeared.

      Holy crap, Noah thought.

      Noah looked at his watch. It was 11:25 a.m. Bruce Mulvaney would be at the lighthouse in thirty-five minutes.
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        * * *

      

      Bruce Mulvaney pounded on the door of the lighthouse for the third time. For the third time no one answered. If this kid—Noah whatever his name was—was jerking him around, there would be hell to pay, Bruce thought.

      “You got the kid’s number, right?” Tank called out from his position leaning against the Lincoln Town Car. “Call him.”

      “I tried,” Bruce said. “There’s no signal.”

      When Bruce got the message that Onyx Webb was finally willing to sell, Bruce was ecstatic. Bringing Tank along was a last second thing. The San Francisco Giants were playing a three-day home stand against the Cubs at Candlestick, which was less than an hour away in the jet. Barry Bonds was on a home run tear, setting the record for home runs in a regular season a few weeks earlier. Bruce thought Bonds was probably juiced, but so what? Records were made to be broken, and who cared if a few steroids were involved.

      Though Tank was not technically on duty, he still insisted on renting a Lincoln Town Car and driving since he didn’t trust Bruce behind the wheel on a two-lane road next to a cliff.

      “It’s nice out here,” Tank said. “I could see coming to a place like this, breathe in some fresh air. Get a massage. Would you have a restaurant?”

      Bruce didn’t answer.

      “If you did, they’d be a captive audience,” Tank continued. “You could charge a hundred bucks for a steak, and what could they do about it? There’s nowhere else to eat.”

      Bruce remained silent. He wasn’t concerned with how much he could charge for a steak—he had to get the place first.

      Then Bruce and Tank both turned and looked up the road when they heard the rumble of a motorcycle approaching.
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        * * *

      

      Noah climbed off the Harley and approached the two men standing near a car at the base of the lighthouse.

      “Are you Noah?” Bruce said, extending his hand. “I’m Bruce Mulvaney. This is my friend, Tank.”

      The three men shook hands.

      “Good to meet you. I’m Noah. Noah Ashley.”

      Bruce grimaced. “Don’t tell me you’re Alistar Ashley’s kid?”

      “I won’t because I’m not,” Noah said. “Alistar was my grandfather, but he pretty much raised me.”

      “Alistar worked for me for a brief period,” Bruce said. “A very brief period. His first task was getting me this lighthouse. A task at which he pretty much failed. I was forced to fire him, but there’s no reason to hold a grudge. What’s your grandfather up to these days—if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “No, not at all,” Noah said. “He’s pretty much up to being dead. His Aston Martin was broadsided by an oil tanker about six miles from here, just north of Crimson Cove. Went off the cliff.”

      “Alistar went off a cliff? In my DB5?” Bruce said, the shock noticeable in his voice.

      “I’m pretty sure it was his Aston at the time,” Noah said.

      “See? I told you the roads were dangerous out here,” Tank said.

      “Well, I’m sorry to hear that,” Bruce said. “So, this is your meeting. What’s the deal?”

      “Well, that’s the thing,” Noah said. “There isn’t going to be a deal.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t understand,” Onyx said from the spiral staircase after the men were gone and Noah had come inside the lighthouse. “Why did you call off the deal?”

      “Do you know you have like $40,000 in vintage Levi blue jeans from 1937 over in the caretaker’s house?” Noah asked.

      “That’s ridiculous. Where would I get—?”

      Onyx suddenly remembered.

      Ulrich.

      “Yes,” Onyx said. “We were on our way up the coast, my husband, Ulrich, and I—and Ulrich bought a pair of denim jeans in San Francisco. He liked them so much, he ordered three more cases of them. I seem to remember they cost three dollars a pair. I also remember telling Ulrich what a wasteful fool he was. And now you’re saying those same pants are worth $40,000?”

      “Yeah, I just went to town and checked,” Noah said. “God only knows what else you’ve got packed away in there.”

      “It doesn’t seem possible,” Onyx said.

      “It is. And it means you don’t need to sell your land, Onyx—not any of it,” Noah said. “You need to have a garage sale.”
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      Bruce leaned back in his chair and took another sip of his scotch. He’d been saving the twenty-one-year-old single malt-bottle of Macallan whisky for a special occasion.

      Today was anything but.

      He opened it anyway.

      Ten days earlier, Bruce thought he’d finally won his twenty-year battle to get his hands on the lighthouse property in Crimson Cove, Oregon—only to have the place ripped from his grasp yet again. By Alistar Ashley’s grandson, no less. What was it with the Ashleys and their apparent obsession with helping Onyx Webb? Speaking of which: How old was the old bitty now anyway? Bruce seemed to remember she was in her mid-eighties back in the mid-1980s.

      Bruce took another sip of the Macallan, wishing the $500 whisky could wash the taste of failure from his mouth.

      It didn’t.

      Now Bruce had an even bigger problem on his hands.

      Against his father’s objections—including Declan’s ridiculous story about receiving a phone call from Frank Sinatra the day after the famous performer died—Bruce decided to move forward with his plans to run for the United States Senate.

      There was no reason to think it was going to be easy. But there was no reason to think it was going to be difficult either. Bruce had done his homework. He knew the amount of money it would take to win. He knew the number of months he’d have to spend campaigning. He knew the impact his absence would have on the business.

      The only thing Bruce hadn’t planned on was being blackmailed.

      The threat came in the form of a manila envelope sent to the house with the word “personal” handwritten on the outside. Inside were a half-dozen black-and-white photographs of his thirteen-year-old daughter, Krissy, who lived in Napa with her mother, Chloe.

      Krissy was not only Bruce’s daughter, she was also the evidence and physical reminder of Bruce’s infidelity—a mistake in judgment Bruce thought no one knew anything about.

      Not his father, Declan.

      Not his son, Koda.

      But someone had found out. And it was obvious what they wanted.

      The note that accompanied the photographs was a mere seven letters:

      DON’T RUN.

      Seven letters were enough.

      Bruce took another sip of the scotch and set the glass on the desk. Then he picked up the phone.
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t forget your coin,” Dane said from the door of Koda’s bedroom. “Coach won’t let you in the locker room without it.”

      “I know,” Koda said as he shoved several more items into his already over-stuffed duffle bag. “Grab it from the top drawer, will you?”

      The embossed bronze coin, given to every returning senior on the Syracuse lacrosse team, read:

      Wake up. Go to school. Go to practice.

      Play. Win. Celebrate.

      Repeat.

      Dane snickered and went to the dresser and opened the drawer. He knew damn well Koda would have forgotten it if he hadn’t reminded him.

      Koda knew it, too.

      Koda and Dane had bonded during a lacrosse match their sophomore year when a Dartmouth player slashed Koda across the face with his stick, leaving a two-inch gash that required eleven stitches. Dane pounded the guy into the ground and received an automatic three-game suspension from the NCAA for fighting.

      Koda’s scar was barely noticeable now.

      The friendship was stronger than ever.

      “Okay,” Koda said. “I’m ready.”

      “Cool,” Dane said. “You’re going to say goodbye to your dad and gramps, right?”

      Koda glanced at his watch. “No, it’s okay. Tank’s probably pissed that we’re as late as it is.”

      Dane shook his head. “Man, if I left the house without hugging and kissing my mom and dad, I’d never hear the end of it. Go and say goodbye. I’ll keep Tank occupied.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda said goodbye to his grandfather, who he found on the rear deck looking at some kind of bird through a pair of binoculars. Now, despite not wanting to, he was on his way to say goodbye to his father.

      As Koda approached the door to the office, he could hear his father on the phone.

      “They’re threatening to go public, Chloe.”

      Koda stopped a few feet shy of the office door.

      “They’re sending me a message that if I throw my hat in the ring, they’ll go public that I have a thirteen-year-old daughter in California. It’s blackmail, pure and simple.”

      Koda’s heart began to pound as he processed the words and realized what they meant.

      Fourteen years ago would have been 1993.

      The year his mother went missing.
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        * * *

      

      “You got everything?” Tank asked as Koda came out the front door of the mansion.

      “Yeah, Mom made sure I packed everything,” Koda said, handing Tank his duffle bag and climbing into the back of the limo.

      “I think he means me,” Dane said.

      “Well, thank God someone’s watching out for him,” Tank said, giving Dane a whack on the arm and climbing into the front seat of the limo.

      Dane climbed into the back with Koda and closed the door. “Hey, you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” Koda said.

      Tank adjusted the rearview mirror. “Koda, you say goodbye to your gramps and your old man?”

      “Great, now I have two mothers,” Koda said.

      If Dane or Tank said anything to him on the way to the airport, Koda had no idea what it was. All he could hear was his father’s voice echoing in his head.

      Thirteen-year-old daughter.

      Thirteen-year-old daughter.

      Thirteen-year-old daughter.
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      Loiza glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the headlights of the fourth and final van in the caravan pulling off to the side of the road behind them. He glanced down at the gas gauge to see there was still half a tank. All four vans were identical Chevy Express passenger vans with the same thirty-one-gallon gas tanks. They’d all filled up together. That couldn’t be the reason for stopping.

      Loiza also knew:

      No one in the band was hungry.

      No one needed to go to the bathroom.

      No one was tired and needed to take a nap.

      What was Magnus up to?

      Loiza turned off his headlights, pulled to the shoulder of the road, and watched as the two vans behind him followed his lead.

      “Why are we stopping?” a woman asked from the row of seats behind Loiza.

      “Stay here,” Loiza said. “Do not get out.”

      Loiza climbed out, shut the door, and began walking down the road toward the fourth van.

      The driver of the fourth van was Magnus Miller, who was new to the band. Magnus had been brought into the fold after Loiza spotted him skillfully picking the pockets of unsuspecting marks at the Illinois State Fair three months earlier.

      Magnus was not only a hard worker but also knew every scam there was—fortune telling, driveway blacktopping, roof repair, burglary, false insurance claims—and a few Loiza had never even thought of.

      Magnus was smart. He ran a good crew. And—like every other member of Loiza’s band of gypsy travelers—he was also dead. All of which Loiza now realized had blinded him into letting him join the band.

      It had been a mistake.
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        * * *

      

      Loiza was forty feet away when he heard the rear door of the van slam shut. A moment later, Magnus appeared from behind the van. Magnus saw Loiza and stopped dead in his tracks.

      “What are you doing, Magnus?” Loiza asked.

      “Nothing,” Magnus said.

      “Nothing? Why did you stop?”

      “I heard a noise,” Magnus said nervously. “A thumping sound coming from the back of the vehicle. I thought maybe it was a tire going flat.”

      “Stop lying,” Loiza said. “You can’t con a con.”

      “I’m not, Loiza. I swear,” Magnus said, backing away, his eyes darting briefly toward of a clump of Dogwoods. It was a millisecond, but it was long enough.

      Loiza scanned the darkness and saw a pair of feet sticking out of the bushes.

      Children’s feet.

      “I needed him!” Magnus shrieked.

      “You needed him?” Loiza repeated, as if asking for an explanation. But no explanation was necessary. Magnus was saying the child was not his first. And, like a heroin addict, Magnus had become addicted to the intoxicating energy that could only be found in the boundless spirit of an innocent child.

      “How many?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How many?!” Loiza screamed, stepping forward.

      “Five, six maybe,” Magnus said.

      “Six? Are you sure it’s only six?” Loiza said, taking another step forward.

      “Ten!” Magnus screamed. “No more than ten, I swear!”

      “You took ten children? Do you know what you’ve done?”

      “I’m sorry, Loiza,” Magnus said. “Please.”

      “The first one,” Loiza spat. “When did you take the first?”

      “Portland.”

      Loiza closed his eyes and exhaled.

      “We need to send him to the Kris,” a man said from behind Loiza. Loiza turned to see a group of band members gathered behind him.

      “I told you to stay in the van.”

      “He’s right,” a woman said. “There must be a trial.”

      “Fine,” Loiza said. “You want a trial? Let’s have a trial. Magnus Miller, is it true that you have taken—”

      As Loiza suspected he would, Magnus turned and raced off into the woods.

      “There’s your trial,” Loiza said. “Only the guilty run—and the guilty must perish.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

          

          NOVEMBER 5, 2010

        

      

    

    
      
        
        9:03 A.M.

      

      

      Per Bruce Mulvaney’s instructions, Mika Flagler was picked up a few minutes after nine in the morning by one of Bruce’s lawyers and driven to the Savannah courthouse, where she was met by the assistant district attorney.

      She was arrested, read her Miranda rights, and had all her personal property taken away—which consisted of her house keys, cell phone, a tube of flesh-colored MAC lip gloss, and her wallet.

      She was booked, fingerprinted, photographed, and—for reasons unknown—asked to provide a handwriting sample.

      Minutes later, Mika was arraigned, which was basically a reading of the charges against her—first-degree felony assault—and that was immediately reduced by the judge to a misdemeanor. Per the lawyer’s advice, Mika pled not guilty. Bail was set at $2,500, which Bruce had arranged to pay, and she was released on her own recognizance.

      The entire process, from arrest to release, took three hours and forty-three minutes. Mika had spa treatments that took longer.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        12:46 P.M.

      

      

      The lawyer led Mika out through the front doors of the courthouse and handed her a check for $16,243.57.

      “What’s this?” Mika asked.

      “The anticipated profit from the sale of your house,” the lawyer said, “less the amount you owe the Restoring Savannah Foundation, of course. As of this minute, Mika, you and the foundation are no longer connected. A press release announcing your resignation and thanking you for your service is being prepared as we speak.”

      “I don’t get it,” Mika said.

      “What don’t you get? You stole money and the foundation wants nothing to do with you. Be grateful and walk away.”

      “No. I mean, how does the sale on a house close in one day?”

      “It doesn’t,” the lawyer said. “Bruce felt it was best to get the foundation situation handled immediately. Against my advice, he’s fronting you the money. The rest is paperwork.”

      Mika nodded. She thought she could talk her way back into the foundation’s good graces, but it was clear that was not going to happen.

      “Bruce also instructed me to give you this,” the lawyer said. It was another check. This one for $50,000.

      “What’s this for?”

      “Living expenses until you get on your feet,” the lawyer said. “I told Bruce he was out of his mind, and he told me I should mind my own business and give you the check. So...”

      “Can you drive me to the bank?” Mika asked.

      The lawyer shook his head. “I get paid $800 an hour, Mika. Catch a cab.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        1:47 P.M.

      

      

      Mika called a limo service and was extremely pleased when it arrived and an attractive twenty-something male climbed out and opened the rear door for her. He had dark hair, blue eyes, high cheekbones, and an athletic build. He looked a lot like Koda in a driver’s uniform. If the man had a billion dollars, Mika would have asked him to marry her on the spot.

      “Where to, Miss?”

      “What’s your name?” Mika asked.

      “Clint,” the driver said.

      “Huh,” Mika grunted. “Take me to Wells Fargo at Bull and West York. Then I’ve got a few more stops to make. I hope you don’t have plans.”

      *     *     *

      1:59 P.M.

      Mika signed the check for $16,243.57 and handed it to the teller. “I’ll take this in cash.”

      It pissed Mika off a bit the way Bruce had taken over her finances in such a heavy-handed way. But having the foundation off her back was the important thing, wasn’t it?

      The teller counted out the cash. “Will there be anything else?” she asked.

      There was. She’d almost forgotten.

      Mika signed the second check and deposited the entire $50,000 in her checking account to cover her immediate expenses. With any luck, she’d get three months out it. Then she’d have to come up with something else. Of course, there was still Koda—providing she could find a clever way to deal with that God-damn, boyfriend-stealing bartender.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        2:06 P.M.

      

      

      Clint watched the bitchy blonde push through the front doors of the bank and glanced at the clock on the limousine dashboard. Damn, that was quick. When she said five minutes, she meant it.

      Clint tried to jump out and get the door, but the blonde was moving like a freight train on a mission and climbed in the back unassisted.

      “I’m starving,” Mika said. “What about you, Eastwood? Have you had lunch?”

      Did she just call him Eastwood? “No, ma’am. I usually don’t eat until—”

      “I love your little cap,” Mika said, cutting him off. “Does the limo company provide that, or did you go out and buy it on your own?”

      Clint’s smile faded. He hated when people made fun of his uniform. He felt stupid enough as it was without having to endure constant ridicule. If the job didn’t pay so well, he’d have quit for that reason alone.

      “I know! Let’s go to The Olde Pink House,” Mika said. “Lunch is on me.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        3:44 P.M.

      

      

      One hour and thirty-eight minutes later—following two arugula salads, two Low Country She Crab soups, an eighty-five-dollar, ice-chilled seafood tower, and two slices of key lime pie—Mika and Clint got back in the limousine.

      “Where to now?” Clint asked.

      Mika searched her wallet and found a piece of paper with an address scribbled on it. “You know a place called Racks & Rims on Magazine Street?”

      “The car accessory place near the airport? Yeah, I know it,” Clint said glancing in the rearview mirror. “Pretty seedy area. Why—?”

      “Long story,” Mika said.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        6:03 P.M.

      

      

      “Seriously, how much longer is this going to take?” Mika asked.

      It wasn’t enough that she’d been forced to pay $3,000 in ransom money to get Declan’s precious first-edition copy of Ulysses back. The fence also insisted Mika personally drive out to the accessory shop, pay for the new set of gold-rimmed wheels, and sit there and watch as the wheels were installed.

      Assumedly, he was teaching Mika some kind of lesson.

      Once the job was done, the owner handed Mika a package wrapped in brown paper and tied with string. “Here. He told me to give you this.”

      “That better be the book,” Mika snapped.

      “It’s a book?” the man said. “Bobby jacked you up for three large over a book? Shit, I’m in the wrong business.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        7:15 P.M.

      

      

      The limo dropped Mika at her house, and, though she would have given anything to climb right into bed, she had one more thing to do. Mika went upstairs and retrieved the box of Koda’s personal belongings—things she’d taken after she’d kicked Robyn out of the 55 West Penthouse in Orlando and cleaned out the place.

      Mika sold most everything over a month ago when she was desperate to scrape together some cash. Sofas, tables, chairs, computers, TVs, even the beds—Mika had sold it all. The only thing of any value she kept was the large abstract painting by “Onyx,” which was now hanging in her living room.

      Getting Koda’s personal items on eBay was considerably easier than she thought it would be. Writing the descriptions was the time-consuming part:

      Authentic Koda Mulvaney cuff links. Own a piece of the world’s sexiest man. Beautiful! .925 sterling silver. Engraved with Koda’s real initials (TWM). Starting bid: $50.

      It took a little over two hours to list all twenty-seven items. When she was done, Mika grabbed her cell phone and punched the main number for TMZ in Los Angeles. She knew better than to call Harvey’s private number.

      Harvey knew Mika’s voice all too well.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        10:15 P.M.

      

      

      Mika woke from a well-deserved hour-long nap. In just over thirteen hours, she’d been arrested, arraigned, righted her financial ship, had lunch, rescued Ulysses from the shredder, and framed Robyn for selling Koda’s things. One hell of a day for just about anyone.

      Mika felt light.

      Mika felt strong.

      Mika felt like dancing.

      Mika grabbed her cell phone and dialed. “This is your lucky night, Eastwood. Pick me up at my house at eleven, and ditch the uniform. Except the hat—definitely bring the hat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

          

          NOVEMBER 6, 2010

        

      

    

    
      
        
        3:43 A.M.

      

      

      Stan Lee took a left off W. Park onto Drayton and drove past the fountain in Forsyth Park for the second time. Seeing where he’d taken the Cole girl gave him a tingle—a tingle that had pretty much disappeared once he’d reached the age of fifty. Then again, it might have been the blood pressure medications he was taking. Or it could have been the ketamine.

      Stan Lee shook his head in disgust at having allowed himself to get hooked on the damn drug again. Whatever. Right now he was on a mission and needed to stay in the present and focus on the task at hand.

      Stan Lee made a left on W. Gordon and then an immediate right on Bull. This would be his third and final time making the loop around Monterey Square, past the Mercer Williams House. That’s where the famous murder by antique dealer Jim Williams took place back in the ‘80s. You could even take a tour of the house if you wanted.

      Stan Lee had taken the tour. He wondered if there might be a tour of his house someday. Twenty dollars to see the house, and fifty dollars to ride a metal hospital cart down the tunnel to see the complete leg collection. In any case, Stan Lee knew that—like Jim Williams—he’d never see a dime of it.

      Finally, Mika Flagler’s house came into view. As before, the place was dark, not so much as a candle flicker. If Mika was there, she was definitely asleep.

      Stan Lee pulled the van to a stop around the corner and turned off the engine. It was quiet. Not a soul on the street.

      Just the way he wanted it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        4:09 A.M.

      

      

      The glass cutter Stan Lee purchased from Walmart worked perfectly. The suction cup held the cut area of glass in place so it wouldn’t make noise falling to the floor. He reached in, unlocked the door, and entered.

      Shit, the gloves.

      Stan Lee dug out the gloves he’d brought and slid them on and wiped down the door knob.

      Okay, better.

      Stan Lee made his way through the darkness, careful to avoid doing something stupid like knocking over a chair. He eventually located the staircase and began the slow, careful climb to the second floor of the house.

      After the first few steps, Stan Lee was surprised to realize his heart was pounding, not from fear so much as excitement. He had no intention of taking Mika back to his house in Charleston—he was going to kill her here in her own bed.

      He wondered if this was how Katherine Keane felt, sneaking up the stairs of Judd Coker’s farm house. There was no doubt in Stan Lee’s mind the nun had intended to kill him that night, but she simply got lost in the dark. At least Stan Lee had the right house. The important thing now was to avoid doing something stupid and end up like the nun, blasted in the chest by a shotgun.

      Stan Lee approached the first door and slowly turned the knob in his gloved hand. He peeked in and saw the room was empty. Same for the second and third rooms. If Mika wasn’t in the fourth and final bedroom, she had to be on the third floor.

      Stan Lee didn’t have to bother opening the fourth door. It was open. And there she was, lying in bed. The covers entirely pulled up over her, warm and cozy.

      Out like a light.

      Stan Lee reached in his pocket and found the three-pound metal drilling hammer he’d bought the same time he’d purchased the gloves and glass cutter.

      Stan Lee took several long strides toward the bed and brought the hammer down hard on the back of Mika’s head, the sound of her skull crushing under the weight of the blow loud and ugly.

      How dare she not hire him for this year’s Restoring Savannah Foundation banquet? Stan Lee thought as he brought the hammer down a second time, and then a third and fourth, until there was nothing left of her above the shoulders.

      The hammer cost $15.87. The faux-leather fur-lined gloves, $22. The glass cutter, $36.22. Total investment: $74.09, tax included. Killing Mika Flagler?

      Priceless.

      Stan Lee stepped back and worked to catch his breath. Okay, better. What was the plan now? Oh, yes.

      Eat.

      Stan Lee dropped the bloody hammer on the carpet and went down to the kitchen to see if there was anything he could snack on. Except for a few sticks of butter and some dog food, he found the refrigerator empty. Damn it, he’d have to swing by an all-night McDonald’s, assuming he could find one.

      Maybe another hit of ketamine would help.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        4:22 A.M.

      

      

      Stan Lee was just about to leave when he decided to do a quick walk around the house to see if there was anything worth stealing. Thirty seconds later, he turned on the light in the living room and spotted the painting.

      A large, intense abstract with multiple colors splashed on the canvas, it looked like the artist lost his or her mind and painted the piece in an intense act of pure frenzied emotion. Stan Lee had loved the art collection in Declan’s secret room, but this was the most stunning thing he’d ever laid eyes on.

      Then he saw the artist’s signature scrawled in the lower right-hand corner of the canvas…

      Onyx.

      Thank God he’d brought the van.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        4:34 A.M.

      

      

      Taking the painting down without damaging it was the hard part, especially with gloves on—but Stan Lee wasn’t taking any chances. After that, it was simply a matter of carrying the canvas outside and putting it in the back of the van. Fortunately, sunrise wasn’t for another two hours, and the streets were still quiet.

      Stan Lee went back inside to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything. He’d read an article once that every criminal believed they’d thought of everything but still managed to leave ten pieces of evidence behind. As far as Stan Lee was concerned, anyone who left ten pieces of evidence behind was stupid, stupid, stupid.

      Stan Lee ran through his mental checklist, and everything looked good to him. He’d left the hammer on the bedroom floor. He’d dropped the glass cutter in the trash can, and he planned to take the gloves off once he was outside and drop them in the bushes. This way, if he got pulled over, none of the damning evidence would be on him or in the van.

      God, he was hungry still.

      Wait, what about the pantry? All houses had a pantry somewhere, right? It was worth a try, even if all he found was a box of crackers.

      Stan Lee glanced around the kitchen and saw two doors, one to the right and one to the left. Six of one, a half dozen of the other, he thought as he went to the door on the left and turned the knob.

      Stan Lee did not have time to think, let alone brace himself, as a gigantic gray dog came at him—knocking him backward and onto the floor. He tried to push himself away, but the dog was too fast and much too powerful.

      Stan Lee kicked the dog hard, and the massive beast yelped. He kicked at the dog again, but this time the dog was ready and chomped down on Stan Lee’s exposed ankle, sinking its big white canines into his prosthetic.

      Stan Lee used his arms to push himself backward on the floor as the dog pulled on his leg—ripping the prosthetic free. Stan Lee stood and watched the dog swing the prosthetic back and forth, as if the massive beast had caught a wild animal and was trying to shake it to death.

      A moment later, Stan Lee slipped out the door.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        10:22 A.M.

      

      

      Mika’s skull was pounding so hard it felt like someone hit her in the head with a hammer. What had she done? Then she remembered: she’d gone clubbing with the limo driver.

      Mika opened her eyes and found herself naked, lying in a pool of her own vomit next to the toilet in the master bathroom. How many clubs had they gone to? She pulled herself to her feet and staggered to the sink. She opened the medicine cabinet and shook three Advil from a bottle, turned on the faucet, downed the pills from water in her cupped hand, and splashed some of the cold water on her face.

      Mika steeled herself—then looked in the mirror.

      Dear God.

      Her eyes were bloodshot. Her hair was tangled and matted. Her lipstick and mascara were smeared so badly she looked like a raccoon who’d gotten trapped in a garbage can and had to fight its way out for its very survival.

      Mika closed her eyes and tried to piece together the previous evening’s events, starting with the limo’s arrival at eleven. She knew they’d gone to Millennial Madness, a dance club just out of town on East Oglethorpe. Then, after that…

      Nothing.

      Well, almost nothing.

      Mika did have a vague memory of being naked, wearing nothing but the limo driver’s cap, and riding him like Jessica Alba rode the mechanical bull in Sin City. What was his name? Cliff? Cleeve? Oh yeah. Clint.

      Mika turned and walked to the doorway and saw Clint’s black cap on the floor. Then she looked up and saw the form of a body curled up under the covers. He must have been a good lay for her to let him stay over—that or she was too drunk to even notice.

      “Okay, sugarplum,” Mika said, walking to the bed and pulling the covers back. “Time to rise and—”

      The scream that came from Mika’s mouth was so loud and piercing she was pretty sure all of Monterey Square must have heard it.

      Mika staggered backward away from the bed and sprinted down the hallway toward the staircase in a complete panic, knowing she needed to call the police but having no way to explain what happened. Getting rid of the body herself and cleaning the place up was out of the question.

      Wasn’t it?

      “Don’t even think about,” Mika said aloud as she raced down the stairs and entered the kitchen.

      And then she saw Tiny.

      He was laying in the middle of the kitchen happily gnawing on a prosthetic leg.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEW YORK, NEW YORK

          

          NOVEMBER 15, 2010

        

      

    

    
      The last thing Olympia Fudge wanted to do at that moment was hop on an airplane. She much preferred taping her show with an in-studio guest as opposed to going on location. But the on-location broadcasts got 30 percent higher ratings, and ratings were the name of the game. Nathaniel had taught her that.

      Olympia asked to do fewer on-location shoots, but the request fell on deaf ears. So she decided to lie, claiming to have developed a sudden fear of flying. She even went so far as to produce a fake doctor’s prescription for medication to treat her aerophobia—not realizing that aerophobia was the fear of drafts and fresh air.

      It didn’t matter—aerophobia, aviophobia, acrophobia—the answer was no. She had to fly. Or take a bus or the train.

      Olympia slid her carry-on in the overhead luggage compartment of the American Airlines flight from La Guardia bound for Santa Fe, New Mexico, and settled into the cramped coach seat. If Nathaniel were still there, they’d be up in first class drinking martinis and wiping their hands with a hot, wet towel.

      Nathaniel was a good negotiator because he knew his value. Olympia was a wimp. Worse than being a wimp; however, Olympia knew she was a fraud.

      The concept of The Fudge Factor was for Olympia—as a skeptical non-believer—to debunk the idea that ghosts were real. In essence, to play the role she used to play, only now without Nathaniel as her polar opposite. But performing her role was getting harder and harder.

      Because now she knew ghosts were real.

      Not only had Olympia watched Nathaniel cower in the corner of the room at The Open Arms Orphanage—being beaten by a stick swinging in mid-air by some invisible ghost entity—she was also now being haunted by Nathaniel himself. As such, delivering her trademark line, “This is Olympia Fudge, and I’m just keepin’ it real!” was becoming almost impossible to do. Yet in eleven hours Olympia would be standing in the famously haunted lobby of the La Fonda hotel in Santa Fe, New Mexico, and saying it again.

      She was a first-class fraud with a coach ticket.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SANTA FE, NEW MEXICO

      

      

      “The year was 1857,” Olympia said, taking a step toward the camera. “A gambler, whose name has been lost to history, ran from the doors of this hotel chased by an angry mob—let’s face it, is there any other kind? And, as the story goes, the gambler didn’t run fast enough. One rope, one tree, and one dead gambler later, the La Fonda joined the exclusive ranks of the most haunted hotels in America.”

      Olympia took another step forward and looked into the camera. “To this day, guests at this storied inn claim they’ve seen the shadow of a man swinging from a tree out in the courtyard. Is it true? Does the ghost of an unlucky gambler haunt the La Fonda? Well, over the next hour we’re going to find out because this is The Fudge Factor. And I’m Olympia Fudge—just trying to keep it real.”

      Olympia held her position, looking directly into the camera until the light turned from green to red and the director yelled, “Okay, we’re clear. Three minutes, folks. Three minutes!”

      “Where’s my cigarette?” Olympia said. “Come on now. I’ve got three minutes to smoke and—”

      A young girl ran up with a lit cigarette and stuck it between Olympia’s lips. She took a deep drag and then exhaled the smoke directly into the girl’s face.

      “Sorry, Ms. Fudge,” the girl said nervously. “It won’t happen again.”

      “I’m sorry, too, sweetie,” Olympia said. “I guess I’m just a bit on edge.”

      Olympia took another drag from the cigarette, held it out for the girl, and the girl took it back.

      “You see any ghosts?” Olympia asked.

      “Honestly?” the girl said. “Yes, I did.”

      Olympia shook her head. It looked like she was in for a long night.
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        * * *

      

      The long night Olympia feared didn’t materialize, and the broadcast went off without a hitch.

      Olympia said goodnight to the crew and made a beeline for the bar. She hung her purse on a hook near her knees beneath the countertop, climbed on a stool, and ordered a Cadillac Margarita with no salt on the rim. According to her doctor, salt caused water retention, and the seats in coach were tight enough as it was.

      Five minutes later, Olympia signaled for another drink.

      “I’ll have the same and put them on my tab,” the man called.

      Olympia turned and saw a good-looking, dark-skinned Hispanic man on the barstool next to her. “Well, aren’t you sweet,” Olympia said.

      “My name is Juan Espinoza,” the man said as the bartender set the drinks down in front of them.

      “Well, Juan, I’m on drink number two,” Olympia said. “That put’s you Juan behind.”

      Two hours and six margaritas later, the bartender announced last call and placed the check on the bar in front of Olympia. “The drinks are on him,” Olympia said.

      “Him?” the bartender asked. “Him who, ma’am?”

      “Him,” Olympia said, turning to her right and pointing to the empty barstool. “Hey, where did he go?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, ma’am,” the bartender said. “You’ve been the only person at the bar all night.”

      Five minutes later, Olympia was in her room, packing her bag. Five minutes after that, she was on the way to the airport.
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        * * *

      

      Olympia knew it was stupid to drink and drive, but she was rattled and had to get out of there. Besides, she had to return her rental car to the airport, which was only twenty minutes from the hotel, so driving made sense.

      Forty minutes later, Olympia found herself hopelessly lost on a dark two-lane road in the middle of nowhere, parked at a railroad crossing and waiting for a train to pass.

      Olympia pulled out a cigarette and lit it, knowing full well it was against the rental policy to smoke in the vehicle. She took a long, deep drag from the cigarette and exhaled. If they wanted to charge her extra for smoking in the car, that was fine with her—she wasn’t paying for the rental anyway. The network was.

      Olympia finished the cigarette and watched the train cars continue to roll by on the tracks in front of her. Finally, the train passed and the gates went up.

      “Damn, that was one long-ass train,” Olympia said aloud.

      “It’s harvest time for cotton and soybeans,” a man said from the backseat.

      Olympia jumped and looked in the review mirror to see Juan Espinoza staring at her.

      Olympia screamed and pulled on the door handle.

      It wouldn’t open.

      “The children should be here soon,” Espinoza said. “Ah, there they are. Do you hear the children?”

      “Wh—what children?” Olympia stammered.

      Then she heard them.

      Olympia glanced in the driver’s side mirror and could see a group of children coming up the road toward the car—all dressed in identical school uniforms, giggling and laughing.

      “This is where they died,” Espinoza said. “Right here on this spot, eleven of them sitting in a school bus stalled on the tracks. Watching the train coming at them faster and faster, with nowhere to go.”

      “What do they want?” Olympia asked.

      “They want you to understand, Olympia,” Espinoza said.

      “To understand? To understand what?”

      “What it’s like to die.”

      Olympia felt the car jerk and looked in the review mirror to see the children behind the car, their hands on the trunk, pushing it forward.

      Onto the tracks.

      “No, no, no,” Olympia said. “Why are they doing this? I didn’t do anything!”

      “Neither did they,” Espinoza said.

      Once the car was on the tracks, the children stopped pushing and began to sing:

      
        
        “Never laugh as the train goes by,

        For you may be the next one to die.
        They wrap you up in a big white sheet,

        Every inch, from your head to feet.
        Then put you in a little black box,

        And cover you up with dirt and rocks.”

      

      

      One of the children approached the open driver’s side car window. “Here it comes,” the girl said, pointing her small finger down the tracks. “The train is coming for you now.” Olympia looked out the window and could see a second train coming down the tracks, directly at her, as the children continued singing their song:

      
        
        “The worms crawl in, the worms crawl out,
        The worms play pinochle on your snout,
        They eat your eyes, they eat your nose,
        They eat the jelly between your toes.

        They eat your brains like a slice of bread,
        They eat you up once you are dead."

      

      

      The train was no more than 150 feet away when Olympia clawed at the seatbelt latch, and, with just seconds to spare, she climbed through the open window and dropped on to the tracks.

      A moment later, Olympia jumped backward and watched as the train slammed into the side of the rental car, pushing it down the tracks—followed seconds later by a giant fireball as the gas tank exploded into flames.

      Olympia looked around.

      Espinoza and the children were gone.

      The fact that Olympia had smoked a cigarette in the vehicle was no longer going to be an issue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SILVER SPRINGS, MARYLAND

          

          OCTOBER 11, 2007

        

      

    

    
      Newt Drystad was lying in bed reviewing data produced by the pattern-predictive computer program he’d written after The Leg Collector’s most recent victim had been found.

      The good news was Newt’s predictions for where the Leg Collector’s victims would be taken were getting closer and closer. The bad news was his predictions were still several miles off each time.

      Maggie came into the room carrying two steaming cups of espresso and set one on Newt’s nightstand next to a stack of case files. Maggie spotted a file on the top of the stack and took it.

      “You shouldn’t be looking at those,” Newt said.

      “Uh, huh,” Maggie said, ignoring him. “Drink your espresso before it gets cold like usual.”

      Newt prided himself on having zero addictions—other than espresso, that was. But after she basically moved in, she convinced him they needed a professional-grade La Marzocco GB5 espresso maker. After that, the addiction was set in stone.

      And he was addicted to Maggie. Okay, make that two addictions: Espresso and Maggie.

      And serial killers.

      Okay, three addictions—but he hadn’t had one of his major paralysis events in five years. All in all, a pretty good trade.

      “This a new case?” Maggie asked, looking through the file.

      “I said you shouldn’t be looking at that, Mags,” Newt said.

      “Says who?” Maggie asked. “Pipi Longstockings?”

      “It’s Longstocking,” Newt said. “There’s no s on the end.”

      “She’s only got one stocking? That’s weird. Where did the other stocking go?”

      “And Pippi Longstocking is spelled with two p’s in the middle.” Newt added. “P-I-P-P-I. Our Pipi—”

      “She’s not our Pipi,” Maggie said. “She’s your Pipi.”

      “I can’t believe you’re jealous of my boss,” Newt said.

      “I am not. I just hate how she tries to control every aspect of your life. Like, does she know I’m basically living here?”

      Newt didn’t answer.

      “See.”

      Newt wasn’t thrilled with Pipi’s constant involvement in everything he did either—but he understood why Pipi was the way she was. Pipi Esperanza had been responsible for Newt’s safety and welfare since he was ten. And—had Pipi not showed poor judgement by allowing Newt to stay in the car in Oklahoma City—Newt would have ended up dead while under her supervision.

      Newt was twenty-four now, but Pipi still thought of him as a kid. It was the nature of how their relationship began. And it would probably never change.

      Maggie flopped back down on her side of the bed and opened the file. “Jeez,” Maggie said a minute later. “Have you read this?”

      “Nope,” Newt said.

      “This is a time-sensitive case involving a murdered child,” Maggie said. “Why haven’t you—?”

      “My plate is full already, okay?” Newt snapped. “I’m working six active serial killer cases with a total body count over a hundred. One dead child, while tragic, is not a priority.”

      Pipi called Newt into her office earlier in the day, instructing him to look into the kidnapping and subsequent murder of an eight-year-old boy. Try as he might to worm his way out of it, Newt’s protests fell on deaf ears. He took the file but had no intention of working it.

      “But you took the file, so Pipi thinks you’re working it?” Maggie said.

      “I guess,” Newt said, flipping to the next page in the file he was reading.

      “There’s a term for what you’re doing,” Maggie said.

      “Let me guess. Passive-aggressive?” Newt said.

      “No, it’s called being a dick.”

      Newt laid his papers down. “If you’re so interested in the case, then why don’t you take it?”

      “I’m confused. Two minutes ago you chastised me for even looking at it, and now you’re suggesting I work it?”

      Newt shrugged. “You were going to work it anyway.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, despite Newt’s insistence she leave him out of it, Maggie briefed Newt on the basics of the case.

      “Eight-year-old boy named Zachary McWilliams was taken from his million-dollar home in York, Pennsylvania. Zachary’s body was found two—”

      “You mean his parent’s home,” Newt said, interrupting.

      “What?”

      “You said the kid was taken from his million-dollar home,” Newt said. “The kid is eight. He doesn’t have a million-dollar home. His parents may have a million-dollar home, but the kid doesn’t own shit. I’m twenty-four, and I’m still making payments on the La Marzocco espresso maker.”

      “You remember that part earlier when I called you a dick?”

      “I’m not trying to be a dick, Maggie,” Newt said. “I’m trying to make you a better agent. If you’re going to do a briefing, your words have to be accurate. That’s all.”

      “Okay,” Maggie said. “A male homo sapien named Zachary McWilliams, residing on planet Earth for eight circles around the sun, was taken from his parent’s million-dollar home in the township of York, Pennsylvania. Zachary’s now lifeless body was found two days later in a clump of bushes by the side of the road near Bentley Hills, Maryland.”

      “Better,” Newt said, realizing why the FBI was in on the case. The killer transported the body over state lines. “How was he killed?”

      “That’s the weird part,” Maggie said. “The coroner says the cause of death was natural causes.”

      And now Newt knew why Pipi wanted him involved.

      The killer was a ghost.

      “I’ve got a theory,” Maggie said. “What do you know about gypsies?”
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        * * *

      

      It took the next twenty minutes for Maggie to explain the details of her theory.

      “The first thing I did was log onto the FBI database to see how many other children have been kidnapped and killed east of Mississippi in the past five years,” Maggie said. “There were a lot. So I focused on the unique aspect of the murder.”

      “Natural causes?” Newt asked.

      “Exactly,” Maggie said. “Deaths from natural causes in children are extremely rare, but I found eleven.”

      “Eleven?” Newt repeated. “You found eleven kids who—?”

      “Yes. Eleven.”

      Newt leaned forward. “Over how long a period of time?”

      “Three months,” Maggie said. “The first was in Muncie, Indiana, in late July. Then they continue one every week or so through Ohio, Pennsylvania, New York, Vermont, and Maine. Then again, working south now, through New Hampshire, Massachusetts, New York and Pennsylvania again, the last being—”

      “York,” Newt said.

      Maggie nodded.

      “So we don’t have one dead boy. We’ve got a serial killer.”

      “Yeah, and you weren’t interested,” Maggie said.

      “Okay, so what’s the part about gypsies?”

      “I think whoever is taking the kids is part of a gypsy band traveling from state to state, pulling scams and doing whatever else gypsies do,” Maggie said. “When I say scams, I’m talking about pick-pocketing, bogus roof repair, and fake driveway blacktopping jobs where the paint washes away after the first rain. Running scams is the family business, as natural to a gypsy as eating and sleeping.”

      Newt was impressed.

      There was no doubt Maggie was right—except for the last part, of course. Whoever the gypsies were, chances were good that no eating and or sleeping were involved. Because the gypsy who killed Zachary McWilliams was a ghost.

      “Any idea where they’re going next?” Newt asked.

      “As a matter of fact, I do,” Maggie said. “They’re going to Lynchburg, Virginia.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Like you say, the best predictor of future behavior is past behavior,” Maggie said. “Based on everything they’ve done in the past, Lynchburg should be next.”

      “Okay. So when do they get there?”

      “Today. Tomorrow at the latest,” Maggie said. “There’s a chance they’re there already.”

      “How long will they stay?”

      “Two days, three max,” Maggie said.

      “Okay,” Newt said. “I’ll run it past Pipi.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEW YORK, NEW YORK

          

          NOVEMBER 17, 2010

        

      

    

    
      You quit? You quit what, smoking?” Nathaniel asked from the other side of the dining room table in Olympia’s apartment.

      “No, not smoking,” Olympia said, reaching for her cigarettes. “I quit the show.”

      “The show? Why?”

      “Because of people like you, Nathaniel.”

      “You quit because of gay people?”

      “No, not gay people,” Olympia said. “Dead people.”

      “Oh,” Nathaniel said. “What reason did you give?”

      “I told them that I no longer believed that ghosts weren’t real and that I could no longer participate in the charade.”

      “My God. Did you tell them about me?” Nathaniel said.

      “I hate to break the news, sugar, but everything isn’t about you,” Olympia said.

      “But you’re going to find the guy who killed me, right?” Nathaniel said. “I need you to prove Declan Mulvaney had me murdered to keep me quiet.”

      Olympia exhaled smoke and shook her head. “I don’t know, Nat. My nerves are shot. I’m not sure I can.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LYNCHBURG, VIRGINIA

          

          OCTOBER 12, 2007

        

      

    

    
      As expected, Pipi approved Newt’s request to travel to Lynchburg to pursue Maggie’s hunch. Pipi also approved Maggie going along, providing they got separate rooms, which was a ridiculous waste of bureau money since Newt and Maggie were basically living together.

      “The money doesn’t matter,” Pipi said. “Appearances do.”

      Because Lynchburg was only 180 miles from Washington, Maggie and Newt decided to drive rather than fly. By the time they got through security at Reagan National, they’d already be in Lynchburg—especially on a Friday when every lawmaker and lobbyist was trying to flee DC at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      “What makes you so sure they’re here and not in Richmond?” Newt asked as he and Maggie were checking into their rooms at the Craddock Terry Hotel in the heart of downtown Lynchburg.

      “Population,” Maggie said. “I ran a spreadsheet on the cities where the kids were taken from, and the average came out to 68,296. Richmond has a population of 208,000. Lynchburg is just under 71,000. It’s Lynchburg.”

      “How many keys would you both like?” the woman behind the desk asked.

      “Two for me,” Newt said.

      “None for me,” Maggie said. “I won’t be using my room.”

      “You won’t?” the woman said. “Then why—?”

      “We’re with the federal government, ma’am,” Newt said. “It’s our duty to waste as much taxpayer money as we possibly can.”
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        * * *

      

      Newt checked his watch. It was 3:38 in the afternoon. Sunset wasn’t until 6:43 p.m. That left them three good hours of daylight.

      “What exactly are we looking for?” Newt asked as he and Maggie pushed through the front doors of the hotel and walked toward Maggie’s red Audi Quattro. “I assume whoever we’re looking for won’t be wearing a sign that says, ‘I’m a gypsy.’”

      “Vans,” Maggie said.

      “Vans?”

      “Yep—vans, the gypsy wagon for the twenty-first century,” Maggie said. “White Chevy Express passenger vans in particular. Most people who get fooled by a gypsy scam don’t bother reporting it to the police, but the few that do almost always mention the people were driving Chevrolet vans.”

      “White Chevy vans.”

      “Yep, white Chevy vans,” Maggie said.

      “You’re sure?”

      “No,” Maggie said. “They could be Fords. I made a few calls this morning to police departments in cities that have been hit most often and got a pretty good picture of how they operate. By this time of day, they’ll be in residential areas, probably knocking on doors and telling homeowners they just finished doing a blacktopping job for a neighbor and have some leftover materials.”

      “Let me guess, 50 percent off?”

      Maggie started the engine. “Exactly.”

      “But it’s only paint,” Newt said.

      “Yep,” Maggie said. “First good rain and...”

      “So, let’s drive around and see what we see,” Newt said.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, Maggie and Newt had seen nothing. Only a few white vans, all of which were legit.

      “What now?” Newt asked.

      “We get something to eat and set the alarm for 3 a.m. Then we get up and drive around the outskirts of town,” Maggie said. “I’m thinking truck stops and roadside highway rest areas would be good places to look. They’ve got to gather somewhere to eat, fill their gas tanks, and sleep.”

      Gather? Probably.

      Fill their tanks? Every 450 miles or so.

      But eat and sleep?

      Never.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LYNCHBURG, VIRGINIA

          

          OCTOBER 13, 2007

        

      

    

    
      Since the moment Loiza caught Magnus dumping the boy by the side of the road, all he seemed to do was second-guess himself. First, he found himself second-guessing his decision-making skills since he’d been the one to allow Magnus into the band. Then Loiza found himself second-guessing the decision to leave the boy’s body by the side of the road. What if the body was found the next morning? The boy was a breadcrumb that would lead directly to them, and the authorities would be only hours behind.

      But it was too late now.

      What was done was done.

      Loiza instructed everyone to fill up their tanks outside Annapolis and drive straight through Annapolis, Baltimore, and Washington without stopping. Then they should meet up in Richmond at the Civil War Museum in Gambles Hill Park on the south side of downtown next to the river.

      But as they reached the outskirts of Richmond, Loiza started second-guessing himself again. Choosing Richmond was a bad idea. The city was too big. Too many eyes. Too many well-trained police.

      No, no, no. Richmond was all wrong. Damn it, he should have chosen Lynchburg. Lynchburg was a much better choice.

      Loiza pulled out his cell phone and made three calls, one to each of the other vans. Each call lasted less than five seconds. On each call, Loiza said the same seven words: “Change of plans. We’re going to Lynchburg.”
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        * * *

      

      It was a few minutes before 4 a.m. when Loiza pulled into the parking lot of a Food Lion grocery store a few blocks off Route 460 on the south side of downtown Lynchburg.

      “What are we doing here?” the driver of the second van asked. “Waiting for the store to open up? Why?”

      It was one hell of a good question. What was there to be gained by sitting in a grocery store parking lot?

      “Because I said so,” Loiza said.

      The man shrugged and went back to his van.

      No one ever second-guessed Loiza—not to his face at least. They didn’t have to, Loiza thought. He’d been doing a pretty good job of second-guessing himself all on his own.

      The last time Loiza felt this unsure of himself was…

      Loiza tried to shake the thought from his mind. But he couldn’t. The answer was contained in two words:

      Pendle Hill.

      That was the day in 1612 that Loiza executed his hair-brained plan to have his entire band of gypsies mistaken for witches and hanged so they, too, would be dead—and they could all walk the earth together forever as ghosts.

      “I died of the black death on the banks of the Seine in the year of our lord 1347,” Loiza told them, “and returned to this earth during the blackening of the sun in the year 1406. I have walked among the living ever since. I was here for the start of the Renaissance and watched Joan of Arc burn at the stake. I was here when Guttenberg invented the press on which our death notices were printed earlier this morning. I watched Michelangelo paint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. I watched the first performance of a play written by William Shakespeare. And this is the gift I offer to each of you—the ability to be here two hundred years hence. This is why I have brought you to Pendle Hill and sealed your fate, so that you, too, may stand witness to the many great and wonderful things to come. So that you shall—in death—experience life.”

      Then, one by one, they were hanged.

      Finally, it was time for Jofranka to be hanged. “Do ye have any last words for the gathered, witch?” the hangman asked.

      Jofranka remained silent and leaned forward, allowing the hangman to slip the noose over her head and tighten the rope around her neck.

      The hangman gazed at Jofranka for a moment, as if apologizing for his involvement in the affair. “Don’t look to me for forgiveness,” Jofranka told the hangman. “That is God’s responsibility, not mine.”

      Jofranka turned and fixed her gaze on Loiza. Loiza had never seen such hatred in the eyes of a person in three hundred years. Then Jofranka was hoisted skyward, her feet involuntarily kicking at the air as if they could find purchase on some imaginary ledge, until—eventually—she was still.

      “And now, ladies and gentlemen, we shall burn the one who calls himself the king,” the hangman said.

      Rather than having a noose dropped around his neck like those before him, Loiza was tied to a wooden stake and doused in lamp oil.

      The priest touched the torch to Loiza’s feet and stepped back quickly as his entire body was engulfed in a woof of searing hot flame.

      Loiza did not scream.

      Nor did he flail in pain as the onlookers had expected.

      Instead—once the ropes had finally burned away—Loiza silently stepped forward from the flames and walked through the crowd of horrified onlookers.

      Suddenly, Loiza found himself jarred from the memory by the sound of tires squealing into the parking lot and a flood of spotlights directed at the vans from a half-dozen police cars that swarmed around them.

      Being burned at the stake was nothing for a ghost who could feel no pain. The thing Loiza feared worst was happening now—in the parking lot of the Food Lion grocery store.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PORTLAND, OREGON

          

          JANUARY 11, 2008

        

      

    

    
      Noah didn’t think too much of it when his grandmother came home from the mall with shopping bags of new clothing a few months earlier. Or when she bought new furniture for the living room. But now Noah couldn’t help but wonder where the money was coming from.

      Something strange was going on.

      Since the day Alistar died, Kizzy had done nothing but complain about how broke she was, with the blame going to Noah’s grandfather. And rightly so. Alistar had done the unforgiveable by giving their life savings to keep Onyx Webb in the Crimson Cove lighthouse.

      Little did Kizzy know he was now visiting Onyx.

      There was a difference, however. Noah had no money to give the old woman, even if she’d asked—which technically she hadn’t. But he was lying about where he was spending his time. Like he was probably going to have to do again today.

      Noah pulled his jacket on and headed for the garage.

      “Where you off to?” Kizzy asked from the kitchen table, where she was flipping through a cruise line brochure.

      “Job hunting as usual,” Noah said.

      “Well, that would be nice,” Kizzy said, flipping to the next page. “Imagine that, getting a few dollars toward food and rent.”

      “You seem to be getting along okay,” Noah said. “New clothes, new furniture—now you’re going on a cruise?”

      “As a matter of fact, I might,” Kizzy said. “Your grandfather promised to take me to Tahiti once. Never did. What time should I expect you home?”

      Noah shrugged. “I don’t know. Midnight maybe?”

      “Really? Do they do job interviews that late?”

      Noah finally had enough dancing around.

      “Where have you been coming up with all this money, Grandma? Seriously? Your boyfriend?”

      “My boyfriend?” Kizzy said, closing the cruise line brochure and facing Noah.

      “Yeah, you know—Mr. Firebird, the smoker,” Noah said. “I see him leaving here every now and then. Even when I don’t see him, I smell him.”

      “Mind your own business, Noah.”

      “Fine, Grandma. You do the same.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah got to Crimson Cove an hour early, but he knew better than to show up early for his meeting with Onyx. He’d also learned to eat before he went since Onyx never had a damn thing to eat at the lighthouse. He wasn’t even sure she had a refrigerator.

      Noah parked the Harley at the curb outside Spilatro’s Place, the only decent restaurant in town, and took a seat in one of the booths.

      A waitress arrived with a menu, but Noah already knew what he was going to order.

      “Yeah, I’ll have the BLT on wheat, light mayonnaise, fries with extra ketchup, and a Diet Coke,” Noah said. “And bring me a chicken Caesar salad to go.”

      “Dressing on the side like always?” the waitressed asked.

      “Yeah, good memory.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah’s food had just arrived when he looked out the front window and saw a Crimson Cove sheriff’s cruiser pull to the curb. The sheriff got out and walked toward the restaurant and then stopped to look at Noah’s Harley. After a minute, the sheriff came inside and took a seat in the booth directly behind Noah.

      The waitress sauntered over. “Afternoon, Clay. Haven’t seen you in a while. Edgar has started to think you don’t like his food anymore.”

      “Nah, it’s nothing like that,” Clay IV said. “Just busy is all. Seems we got us a pot farm operating somewhere nearby. Parents complaining someone’s pushing over at the high school. You hear anything on the street about it?”

      “The street? Well, come to think of it, Clay—we did have a bunch of Crips and Bloods in here last week. Crips sat over there,” the waitress said, pointing to the far side of the restaurant. “The Bloods sat in the booth you’re in. Fighting over their territory, I assume. Good tippers, those Bloods. The Crips? Not so much.”

      “Your sarcasm is dully noted,” Clay said. “Bring me two cups of coffee. I got someone coming to meet me in a bit.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah was halfway finished with his BLT when a man with a chiseled chin, tan khakis, and highly polished shoes pushed through the front door of the restaurant. Noah didn’t know much about federal law enforcement, but something about the man had DEA written all over him.

      The DEA guy glanced around the restaurant and then went straight to the booth behind Noah and slid in opposite the sheriff.

      “Hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long, Clayton,” the DEA guy said, taking a sip of his coffee. “Coffee’s cold.”

      “That’s because you’re late.”

      “Well, I got caught up in traffic,” the man said.

      “That’s the excuse you gave me last time you left me twisting in the wind,” Clay said “And you and I both know there’s no traffic to get stuck in up in the cove, not this time of year at least.”

      “Well, you got me,” he said. “Truth is I was thinking of blowing you off entirely. So, what can I do for you—again?”

      “I’ve got a pot problem,” Clay said.

      “Well, that stuff is addictive, or so the department keeps telling us,” the man said.

      “You know what I mean,” Clay said. “I’m pretty sure someone has a farm somewhere not too far from here.”

      “Well, I’d be surprised if there wasn’t one,” the DEA guy said. “We helped take down three hundred in Oregon alone last year. Probably hit four hundred this year.”

      “How about you help me make it 401?”

      “Help you? How?”

      “The way you guys help everyone else,” Clay said. “I need a helicopter to do aerial thermal imaging to see if we can find where this place is.”

      The DEA guy laughed. “Seriously? You think the DEA is going to pay $25,000 on a thermal imaging run to catch some kid growing four plants down by the river? I’ve got cities ten times the size of Crimson Cove on a waiting list for two years for a helicopter. And they’re willing to foot the bill, too. You got $25,000 in your budget, and I’ll put you on the waiting list.”

      The DEA guy got up. “You want to find your pot farm, Clay? Look for people who’ve been buying lots of new stuff they wouldn’t otherwise be able to afford. Nine times out of ten, they’re up to no good. Cheaper than a helicopter, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah watched the DEA guy leave and finished his sandwich—the man’s words ringing in his ears.

      “Look for people who’ve been buying lots of new stuff they wouldn’t otherwise be able to afford. Nine times out of ten, they’re up to no good.”

      Noah tried to put the thought from his mind.

      It couldn’t be. Could it?

      How in the hell could his grandmother get involved in illegal activity like growing pot? It’s impossible.

      Unless…

      Noah closed his eyes and shook his head.

      Mr. Firebird, Noah thought.

      The smoker.

      That’s when Kizzy started having all the extra money to spend. Could his grandmother actually be involved in—?

      “Here’s your salad and the check,” the waitress said. “The salad is on me. Come back and give me a ride sometime, and we’ll call it even.”

      Noah nodded as if he was listening.

      He wasn’t.

      He was thinking about how he was going to keep his grandmother out of prison.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          NOVEMBER 20, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Bruce Mulvaney pulled his new 2010 Rolls-Royce Phantom through the gate and up the drive toward the mansion. The convertible was not a car he would normally have chosen for himself. Nor would he have chosen white. But when the $229,000 car was offered as a sweetener to get him to sign a real estate deal he’d already decided to do, he thought he’d give the car a try.

      This afternoon, however, the Phantom car was the last thing on his mind. Bruce’s thoughts were on the latest situation with Mika.

      Assaulting a reporter with a hot pie was stupid.

      So was stealing money from the foundation.

      But murdering a limo driver in her own bed?

      Now there was a distinct possibility the DA was going to charge Mika with first-degree murder. How much more of Mika’s shenanigans was he was willing to involve himself in?

      Mika was innocent, of course.

      Well, maybe innocent was the wrong word. Mika Flagler was anything but innocent. It took a while for Bruce to see it, but now he understood: Mika was a narcissistic, pathological liar. But bludgeoning someone to death? Bruce had a hard time believing it—plus the evidence didn’t add up:

      There was no blood on Mika’s clothing.

      There was no blood on Mika’s person. No microscopic blood splatter on her face, hands, or in her hair.

      The hole that was cut in the window next to the kitchen suggested a burglary, plus there was a stolen painting.

      And Mika’s dog, Tiny, was found chewing on a prosthetic leg, which had to have come from somewhere.

      More than anything, Bruce knew Mika was innocent when he saw the god-awful photos taken of her that morning. It was clear she’d found the body, panicked, and immediately dialed the police. If it had happened any other way, Bruce knew Mika would have taken fifteen minutes to put herself together.

      Bruce pulled the car to a stop in the drive and hit the button that raised the vehicle’s roof—then he saw something.

      Someone—or something—had been standing in the window of one of the second-floor guest rooms. Looking down at him. Watching. But when he looked up, whoever it was disappeared.

      Bruce knew Koda had several guests staying at the mansion, coming in and out. And then there was Robyn, who, for all intents and purposes, seemed to live with them now.

      But it wasn’t Robyn.

      Robyn was slight, 120 pounds maybe, and five foot five at best. Whoever this was, he was big and muscular—ominous by the very nature of his size.

      Bruce headed for the front door of the mansion, determined to locate Stormy Boyd and ask him for a detailed list of everyone who was staying in the house.
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        * * *

      

      Screw Stormy Boyd, Bruce thought as he punched his ten-digit password into the digital keypad on the safe in his office. Since when did he need to go to someone else to find out who was living in his house? Besides, isn’t this precisely why he’d purchased the Glock 9mm?

      Forty-five seconds later, Bruce reached the top of the stairs and approached the door to the guest room that faced the front of the house, directly above the front doors.

      Bruce reached up with his left hand and knocked on the door, the Glock in his right—safety off—with his index finger lightly squeezing the trigger the way he’d been taught.

      “Hey, who’s in here?” Bruce said loudly. “Whoever it is, come to the door.”

      Bruce waited and listened but heard nothing.

      “This is Bruce Mulvaney. I’m coming in.” Bruce turned the knob and opened the door. He glanced around the room but saw no one. But he did see something that disturbed him.

      Greatly.

      On the far side of the room were two chairs positioned directly in front of a six-foot-tall standing floor mirror, the glass painted black. Around the room were dozens of candles, and it smelled like someone had been burning incense.

      Bruce released a long breath.

      Damn it, Koda.

      Bruce wanted to believe that Koda’s infatuation with the occult and the supposed dead girl in the mirror thing was behind him. Obviously it wasn’t. Then Bruce heard a high-pitched squeak come from somewhere to his left—from the closet, he thought—like the sound of metal on metal.

      Someone was in the room after all.

      Bruce took several steps to his left, grabbed the handle on the closet door, and yanked it open—the Glock leveled at whoever was inside.

      “Don’t shoot, mate!” Graeme squealed, looking down the barrel of the Glock and holding his hands up in the air in surrender.

      “Who in the hell are you?”

      “Graeme,” Graeme said. “Graeme Kingsley.”

      Graeme Kingsley? Bruce recognized the name but couldn’t place where he’d heard it. Bruce studied the man standing in the closet for a moment—and then lowered the Glock.

      Now he remembered.

      November 12, 1983.

      Georgia Bulldogs vs. the Auburn Tigers.

      That’s why he knew the name. Graeme Kingsley was the guy who’d taken out both of his knees, ending any chance for a career in the NFL.
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        * * *

      

      Bruce brought out a second six-pack of Sierra Nevada Wet Hops, handed one to Graeme and kept another for himself, and then lowered himself into one of the chaise lounges on the back deck.

      “So, you were seriously scared that I’d find out you were here?” Bruce asked.

      Graeme took a long pull on his beer and nodded. “Scared shitless, mate. Quinn didn’t tell me where we were headed, and by then it was too late to get off the plane.”

      “And who is Quinn again?”

      “My client, Quinn Cole,” Graeme said. “Founder of Body by Quinn, but he sold out. Made a bloody fortune—not your kind of fortune, mind you, but enough to live pretty damn well.”

      Bruce nodded and kicked off his loafers, letting them fall to the wooden deck next to the lounge chair. “So, what does Quinn want with Koda?”

      “Wish I knew,” Graeme said. “He won’t tell me. All I know is that Quinn and Koda spend a lot of time up in that room—the one you found me in.”

      “Is that why you were up there?”

      Graeme shrugged sheepishly. “Besides working out and watching the tube, there’s not a whole lot to do here.”

      “Other than snooping around my son’s business.”

      “Like you, you mean?” Graeme said.

      Bruce took another swig of his beer. “Yeah, maybe so, but it’s my house.”

      “Got me there, mate,” Graeme said, polishing off his beer. “You mind tossing me another coldie?”

      Bruce handed Graeme another beer, his fifth. Bruce was one behind now, not that it was a competition.

      “Ever wonder how our lives would be different?” Graeme asked. “You know, if…”

      “If what? If you hadn’t gotten around Tank and made that tackle?” Bruce asked.

      Graeme nodded.

      “Not for a god-damn second,” Bruce said. “Now, ask me if I’ve wondered about who shot the laser in my eyes—and then in Tank’s—I’ve thought about that…”

      “What are you going on about?” Graeme said.

      “Someone in the stands blinded Tank with a laser,” Bruce said. “That’s how you got to me. Hell, that’s the only way you would have ever gotten to me with Tank covering my blindside.”

      “Are you crazy?” Graeme said. “There wasn’t any laser. I beat Tank around the outside, fair and square.”

      “Oh, you think so?” Bruce said, pulling himself up off the lounge chair. “Come on, I’ll show you.”
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        * * *

      

      Bruce rewound the film reel and let it play a third time. “Well?”

      “Jesus,” Graeme said. “All these years I thought—hell, my entire career was based on that play. And you never figured out who did it?”

      Bruce shook his head.

      “What about Tank?” Graeme asked. “What does he say?”

      “You don’t know, do you?” Bruce said.

      “Know what?”

      “We’re going to need more beer.”
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      Newt and Maggie got up when the alarm sounded at 3 a.m. and threw their clothes on. “I can’t believe I’m hungry,” Newt said as he slid on his Sperry Topsiders and grabbed his blue bureau-issued windbreaker with the letters FBI on the back in yellow.

      “You’re always hungry,” Maggie said, glancing down at the Topsiders. “Those aren’t regulation. You know that, right?”

      Newt shrugged. “We’re driving around in a car, Mags. It’s not like I’m going to be chasing someone on foot.”

      “You never know,” Maggie said.

      “Yes, I do,” Newt said. “I’m an analyst. I don’t run. Ever.”
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        * * *

      

      Newt and Maggie drove around the Lynchburg area for the next three hours, checking the parking lots of every truck stop and roadside highway rest area on or near the major routes that ran around and through the city.

      They also checked the main campus parking areas of Lynchburg College off Route 221, Sandusky Park in the nearby Turtle Creek area, Miller Park and Spring Hill Cemetery off Fort Street, the Chestnut Hills Shopping Center off the Lynchburg Expressway Business Route 29, and finally the area around Liberty University between Routes 501 and Route 460.

      Newt checked his watch. It was nearly 7 a.m., and he’d moved from being merely hungry to totally ravenous. “Hey, look, there’s a Food Lion over there. Let’s pull in and see if they’re open.”

      Maggie reluctantly steered the Quattro into the Food Lion parking lot and hit the brakes.

      “What?”

      Maggie said nothing, merely pointed through the windshield. There, at the far end of the lot, sat four identical Chevy Express vans.

      All four vans were white.

      “Which one of us wants to radio it in?” Maggie asked.

      Newt knew it was Maggie’s call to make. “The honor is all yours.”
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        * * *

      

      Pipi Esperanza’s helicopter landed in the parking lot of the Lynchburg Police Department on Court Street a few minutes after 10 a.m., where she was met by three people wearing three very different facial expressions.

      Maggie was all smiles, having pulled off an amazing feat of analytical perfection in the apprehension of the target suspects in just under thirty-six hours.

      Newt’s face was emotionless, wanting only to complete the task at hand so he could return to Quantico and go back to finding The Leg Collector and the other five active serial killers he was tracking.

      Pipi glanced down at Newt’s feet. “You know those aren’t regulation, right?” Pipi said.

      “I tried to tell him,” Maggie said, shooting Newt a look.

      The final person was the local police chief, who didn’t like the way the FBI had thrown its weight around since the apprehension of the gypsy band—even if it had been the FBI’s leg work that identified the suspects in his backyard.

      “Did you separate the king from the rest of the band?” Pipi asked the chief.

      “I know you’re supposed to be some kind of big shot up there in Quantico,” the police chief said. “But down here in Lynchburg, when you come over that river, you’re—”

      “Let me guess. You’re a big fan of the movie First Blood,” Pipi said.

      “As a matter of fact, I am,” the chief said.

      “Well, you must have never watched it all the way to the end,” Pipi said. “Newt, tell the chief how the movie First Blood ends.”

      “Which part?” Newt asked. “The part where the entire town blows up, or the part where the city loses its federal funding?”

      “Come with me,” the police chief said, releasing an exasperated breath. “He’s this way.”
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        * * *

      

      For most people, sitting in a cell for three hours with nothing to do would seem like an eternity. To Loiza—who hadn’t slept in over five hundred years—it was just another day.

      The door to the holding cell swung open, and Pipi Esperanza entered. Loiza tilted his head to the side, listening carefully. He heard nothing.

      Pipi listened but didn’t hear anything either.

      “This is unexpected,” Loiza said.

      “Not for me,” Pipi said. Pipi took a seat at the table opposite Loiza and pointed to the camera in the corner. “Don’t worry. I had them turn it off.”

      “Who are you?” Loiza asked.

      “My name is Pipi Esperanza,” Pipi said, pulling her ID from her pocket and laying it on the table.

      Loiza eyed the ID. “I see we’re moving up in the world.”

      “Who do you mean?” Pipi said. “Women? Latinos?”

      “No, I mean ghosts.”

      “Let’s start with who killed the boy,” Pipi said.

      “What boy?”

      “Bad start,” Pipi said. “You do know that the cover up is always worse than the crime.”

      “Is it really? So my covering up the killing of the boy is worse than the crime of the murder itself?”

      “Was that your way of saying one of your band did the crime, and all you did was help him get away with it?”

      “The man has been dealt with,” Loiza said.

      “Dealt with how?”

      “He was tried in the Kris by a jury of his peers,” Loiza said. “He was found guilty and dealt with in the most permanent way possible.”

      “Did you know?”

      “That he was taking children?” Loiza asked. “No, I never even suspected. Believe it or not, we do live by a code.”

      “Who? You gypsies?”

      “No. We ghosts.”

      Pipi nodded and pulled herself to her feet. “Yes, we do. Don’t we?”

      “So, is that it?” Loiza said. “Am I free to go?”

      “Only on two conditions,” Pipi said.

      “Being?”

      “First, this never happens again,” Pipi said.

      Loiza nodded. “You have my word.”

      “And, second, you and your band find legitimate work—no more of this, scamming little old ladies out of their money doing bad home repair and the like.”

      “I see,” Loiza said. “Are you familiar with the story of the golden nail, Agent Esperanza?”

      “No,” Pipi said, “But I’ve got an idea I’m about to.”

      “The tale is about the young gypsy boy who saved the life of Jesus,” Loiza continued. “As the story goes, there were four nails planned for use at Jesus’s crucifixion. Two nails were used for his hands, one nail driven through each, a third nail driven through both ankles to hold his feet in place, but there was a fourth nail most people don’t know about.”

      Pipi raised her eyebrows. “A fourth nail, huh?”

      “Yes,” Loiza continued. “A fourth nail, which was made of gold, intended to be driven through Jesus’s heart. But the night before the crucifixion, a young gypsy boy snuck out and stole the golden nail—so only three nails remained. Then God appeared. The boy was frightened because God had caught him in the act of thievery. But to the boy’s surprise, God told the boy that by stealing the nail he saved Jesus from having the nail driven through his heart. And from that moment forward, in exchange for the boy’s good deed, God allowed the gypsies the right to steal whatever they wanted, from whoever they wanted, for all time.”

      “Well, God is very forgiving and good about stuff like that,” Pipi said. “I don’t work for God. I work for the FBI.”
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      Have you got something you want to tell me?” Bruce asked as he entered the fitness room and approached Koda, who was in the middle of his afternoon workout session with Quinn and Graeme.

      Koda remained silent, something he’d learned to do whenever his father was in attack mode.

      “Okay, fine,” Bruce said. “Go ahead and play stupid.”

      “Maybe we should leave the two of you alone for a bit?” Graeme said. “Quinn and I can finish outside with some wind sprints. Right, Quinn?”

      “No,” Koda said. “Whatever this is can wait until we’re finished.”

      Bruce shook his head and exhaled. “Thirty minutes, my office,” Bruce said, then turned and left.

      “What’s that about?” Quinn asked.

      Koda ignored Quinn’s question and resumed doing his crunches. “Forty-six, forty-seven, forty-eight…”

      “There you go, mate,” Graeme said. “Maybe we should have daddy come down here and piss you off more often.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda stepped out of the shower and glanced at the clock. It had been forty-five minutes since his father had exited the gym in a huff. Good, let him stew, Koda thought.
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        * * *

      

      Bruce was on the phone when Koda arrived and watched as his son lowered himself in the chair on the opposite side of the desk. “I’ll have to call you back,” Bruce said and hung up.

      “Don’t stop making money on my account,” Koda said. “We’re the Mulvaneys. We can never have enough money.”

      “That’s funny coming from you,” Bruce snorted. “You’ve got a problem with making money all of a sudden? You don’t seem to have any problem spending it.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I saw the mirror in the upstairs guest room,” Bruce said.

      “Oh.”

      “Oh? That’s all you’ve got to say?” Bruce asked. “I thought we agreed you were going to put this nonsense behind you and get back to work.”

      “You’re right, Dad,” Koda said. “I don’t know what got into me. Oh wait, I remember—I died, and then I ran into Dane.”

      Bruce closed his eyes and shook his head. “You what?”

      “You see? That’s the problem,” Koda said. “I can’t tell you anything because—”

      “You’re fired,” Bruce said.

      “What?”

      “I’m letting you go,” Bruce said. “I need a reliable right-hand man in the office, and it’s obvious you have no intention of being that person. You had multiple chances, Koda, but—as of right now—you’re out.”

      “What’s next? You want me to move out and get my own apartment?”

      “No,” Bruce said. “But if you’re going to stay here, I want you to knock this mirror shit off, once and for all. And I expect you to be useful.”

      “Useful? You want me to take out the garbage? Mow the lawn maybe?”

      “I need your help with the Restoring Savannah Foundation dinner,” Bruce said.

      “No way. I want nothing to do with Mika,” Koda said. “Mika is nuts in case you haven’t figured that out yet. She’s attacking people with hot pie—and maybe worse, if you believe the news.”

      “Mika’s no longer involved with the foundation,” Bruce said. “The entire event has been dropped in my lap now. We’re going to hold it here—at the mansion—at the end of next month.”

      “Fine,” Koda said as he pulled himself to his feet. “Anything else?”

      Bruce shook his head.

      Koda took a few steps toward the door then turned back. “You know how we’ve always wondered if mom is dead? Well, I can lay that question to rest once and for all. She is.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda was leaving Bruce’s office when he was approached by Stormy Boyd. “There’s something I need to discuss with you, Koda,” Stormy said.

      “Right now isn’t a good time,” Koda said.

      “I’m afraid this matter is time sensitive,” Stormy said. “It involves your friend, Robyn.”

      “What about Robyn?” Koda said.

      Stormy pulled an envelope from his jacket pocket and handed it to Koda. Koda opened the envelope and removed a sheet of paper. “What is this?”

      “Those items were listed on eBay by someone who claims they belonged to you,” Stormy said. “Are they yours?”

      Koda shrugged. He wasn’t sure. The items looked familiar—a blue Bugatti shirt, a red-and-gray striped Armani necktie, a Montblanc pen—but they could have belonged to anybody.

      Then Koda looked at the next item, and his eyes went wide. “Son of a bitch. Those are the cuff links my grandfather gave me for graduation. How did you know about this?”

      “It was mentioned in the celebrity gossip section on TMZ’s website,” Stormy said. “A lot of things on the Internet are fabricated, but I thought it best to check it out.”

      “TMZ? What in the hell are you doing checking me out on TMZ?” Koda asked.

      “Your grandfather didn’t hire me to protect the house, Koda,” Stormy said. “He hired me to protect you, your father, and himself—in that order. It’s my job to be proactive—to detect threats to the family. It’s my job to know everything.”

      Koda nodded. “Were you able to find out who the seller is?”

      “Yes,” Stormy said. “That’s why I waited until Robyn left before—”

      “Are you saying Robyn knows the seller?”

      “No, Koda,” Stormy said. “I’m saying Robyn is the seller.”
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      Olympia finished taking off her makeup and doing her nighttime hair-care routine. Spraying oil sheen on her hair while it was still damp and then dividing it into individual sections and braiding, using small hair bands to hold the ends. Then she wrapped her head in a silk pillow case and climbed into bed. Maintaining her signature Afro was work, but it paid the bills.

      Olympia grabbed the TV remote and scrolled down to see what was on HBO.

      Ah, True Blood. Perfect.

      Olympia wasn’t in love with the show—but she did have the hots for Eric Northman. Played by Alexander Skarsgård, Eric Northman was one super-yummy hunk of good-looking white meat. Strong facial features, six-pack abs, ocean-blue eyes, and sharp vampire teeth, she wouldn’t mind letting the man sink into her—

      What in the hell was that?

      Olympia sat up and listened. Then she heard it again. It sounded like glass shattering in the other room.

      Olympia stood up and grabbed the baseball bat she kept near the side of the bed.

      BAM!

      “Okay, whoever is out there,” Olympia yelled. “You’ve got three seconds to get your ass out of my—”

      BAM! BAM! SMASH!

      It was obvious that the intruder wasn’t going to go away. Olympia tightened her grip on the bat, took a deep breath, and charged into the living room.

      There was no one there.

      Olympia went to the front door and checked knob. It was locked.

      Then Olympia saw the broken picture frames and shattered glass on the floor by the mantle. Every picture was of herself and Nathaniel. The others had remained untouched.

      “Nathaniel, did you do this?” Olympia called out.

      There was no response.

      “Nathaniel!”

      Still nothing.

      But Olympia didn’t need a response to know it was him. “Quit being a child, Nat,” Olympia called out.

      Olympia decided to leave the pictures where they were. She could clean up in the morning.

      Olympia tossed the bat on the sofa. When she got to the bedroom door, any remaining doubt that Nathaniel was the culprit was gone.

      Written on the wall above her bed were three words:

      Find My Killer.
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      Newt and Maggie were sitting in the chief’s office, drinking surprisingly good coffee. It wasn’t as good as what came from their home espresso maker, but it wasn’t bad—for a police station.

      The door swung open, and the chief of police entered. “Well, looks like she’s letting them go.”

      Newt and Maggie exchanged glances. “No, that’s not possible.” Newt said.

      “No? Here, come take a look,” the police chief said, walking to the window and pulling open the blinds.

      Newt and Maggie stood and looked out the window. Sure enough, there was a parade of gypsies exiting the station and heading to the curb, where a yellow school bus was waiting to take them back to their vans in the Food Lion parking lot.

      “What the—?” Maggie said.

      “Wait here,” Newt said. “I’m going to go talk to Pipi and find out what’s going on.”

      “No, let me do it,” Maggie said. “I’ve had the lead on this, so it’s my responsibility.”

      Maggie pushed past the two men and left the office.

      “She’s a ball buster,” the chief said.

      “Tell me about it.”
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        * * *

      

      Several minutes passed and Maggie hadn’t returned, so Newt decided to go see what was happening. After checking several offices and finding them empty, Newt walked toward the holding cells where he and Maggie last saw the gypsy king, the one they called Loiza.

      Newt opened the door and discovered he was in the wrong room. He was in the room that connected to it—the one on the other side of the two-way mirror.

      Newt looked through the mirror and saw Maggie and Pipi in the interrogation room sitting on opposite sides of the table. It didn’t take a lip-reading expert to tell the exchange between them was heated. The hand gestures alone told the story.

      Then—in the upper left corner of the room—Newt saw the video camera, which had been turned off. Newt stepped over to the control panel and turned the camera on, and the room filled with sound.

      “But it doesn’t make sense,” Newt heard Maggie say. “The man murdered a child, Pipi. An eight-year-old child.”

      “There are things you wouldn’t understand,” Pipi said.

      “Like what? Explain it to me.”

      “It’s above your pay grade, Maggie,” Pipi said. “Are we done?”

      “No, we’re not done,” Maggie snapped. “What am I supposed to tell Newt?”

      “I’ll handle Newt,” Pipi said.

      “Oh, really? Well, if you’re so good at handling Newt, then why did you ask me to get close to him in the first place?” Maggie said.

      Newt’s heart skipped a beat.

      “I asked you to get friendly and keep tabs on him,” Pipi said. “I never told you to sleep with him.”

      Newt felt the room begin to spin around him.

      Pipi rose to her feet and leaned forward until her face was only inches from Maggie’s. “Listen to me and listen good, Maggie. I plucked you from OSINT obscurity because you reminded me of myself—a girl filled with talent that was going to waste. Don’t think for one second that I would hesitate sending you back—because I will. You understand me?”

      Newt staggered back and dropped himself into a chair, working to catch his breath. Why hadn’t he seen it earlier?

      The way Maggie appeared at the exact instant someone called him Spider Boy in the lunchroom. Telling Newt he was the smartest guy at the FBI. Wearing that cute little outfit—an outfit Newt now realized was exactly to his tastes—an outfit Pipi probably picked out based on one of the many psychological profile tests the FBI required for employment. And, of course, how Maggie figured out the anagram so quickly. There were 22,282 combinations. He worked on it for an hour, and Maggie got it in seconds.

      She’d already seen the anagrams.

      Pipi had showed them to her.

      Oh God, it had been a set up from the very beginning.

      No girl like Maggie would be interested in a nerd like him.

      But they’d been together for five years. Had it all been a lie? Did she love him at all?
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until Pipi pushed herself away from Maggie that she saw the small red light on the video camera. When she came in to interview the gypsy an hour earlier, Pipi had turned the camera off.

      Now it was on.

      “We’re not finished,” Maggie said as Pipi started for the door. Pipi ignored her. Please be empty, Pipi thought.

      Pipi held her breath and pulled the door open to find Newt sitting in a chair, completely motionless.

      “Newt?” Pipi said.

      Newt did not respond.

      Pipi approached Newt and touched his shoulder. “Newt?”

      Nothing.

      Pipi shook Newt and said his name louder. “Newt!”

      Still nothing.

      “The Leg Collector,” Pipi said.

      Newt did not respond.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Maggie asked from the doorway.

      “John Wayne Gacy!” Pipi yelled.

      No response.

      “Is this the thing that used to happen when he was a kid?” Maggie asked.

      “Damn it, Newt. Wake up.”

      Newt was frozen.

      And then Maggie realized what Pipi already knew. Newt had heard the two of them talking. Newt knew what she and Pipi had done.
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      Getting fired hadn’t pissed Koda off anywhere near as much as he’d pretended it had. In fact, he was relieved—as if an enormous weight had been lifted from his shoulders. The only reason he took the job was because he was forced into it, and the only reason he hadn’t quit was because he wasn’t courageous enough to do it yet.

      The situation with Robyn was another matter altogether.

      Koda looked at his cell phone and saw that Robyn tried to reach him five minutes earlier. As tempted as he’d been to throw her out the minute Stormy showed him the eBay printout, he knew it was better to cool down first, which—after two days—he still hadn’t done. He knew he’d need to deal with Robyn’s betrayal at some point. Might as well be now.

      Koda pushed return call. “Hey, what’s up? I was looking for you,” Robyn said on the other end.

      “Meet me in my room in five minutes, okay?”

      “Sure.”
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        * * *

      

      In all the time Robyn had been staying at the mansion, Koda had never invited her to his room—not that it necessarily meant anything. Then again…

      It had been over a month since Koda had suggested that she was the reason he’d made it through the car accident. More than that, Koda had suggested he’d have remained in Loll—would have stayed dead—had it not been for her. And then after that?

      Nothing.

      After that, Robyn felt like she and Koda drifted back to simply being friends.

      Had she read things wrong? She didn’t think so. Then again, maybe her desire for the relationship to go deeper made her read more into things. But she didn’t think so.

      Robyn went to the closet and surveyed the limited wardrobe she’d brought with her from Orlando. There was nothing wrong with what she was wearing, but there was always something better.

      Robyn found a white cotton blouse she’d purchased five pounds ago and put it on. When she buttoned it, it fit just a bit tighter than it should have. Perfect.

      Now, a touch of lipstick and she’d be good to go.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Stormy Boyd held the rear door of the limousine open, and Robyn climbed in the back, doing everything she could to hold herself together and try to wrap her brain around what just happened.

      No, she didn’t recognize any of the items. What were they? His things being sold on eBay, Koda said. eBay? She’d never even been on eBay. Had she taken any of his personal belongings when she’d left the penthouse at 55 West? Of course not. How could he even ask that?

      Then Koda asked her to leave.

      No, he’d told her to leave.

      “Don’t bother packing,” Koda said. “I’ll have your stuff shipped to you. I considered selling your stuff on eBay, so you could see how it felt but being vindictive isn’t my style.”

      The limo had barely made it to the front gate before the tears finally came in deep, suffocating sobs. How could things go from being so good to being so bad so quickly?

      And then it hit her.

      There was only one possible answer.

      Mika.
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        “The best way to deal with matters of hate, jealousy, anger, fear, and regret is to be so busy living your life that you simply have no time for any of them.”

        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death
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      Declan woke in severe pain and peered at the digits on the clock glowing in the darkness. He pulled the covers back and staggered to the bathroom.

      Blood, again.

      As he expected.

      Declan flushed the toilet and turned back toward the bedroom. And then he saw the shadowy figure sitting in the chair in the corner of the room.

      “Who’s there?” Declan asked.

      “I think you know,” a familiar voice said. Declan hadn’t heard the voice in seventy years, yet he knew who it was instantly.

      Father Fanning.

      “Surprised to see me?” the dark form asked.

      “Surprised?” Declan said. “What do you want? Are you here for me?”

      A deep sigh emerged from the corner of the room. “You? Of course you think I’m here for you—the world revolves around you, doesn’t it? Actually, I’m here for the girl.”

      “The girl?” Declan asked. “What girl?”

      “The girl Koda saw in the mirror, of course. Juniper.”

      Declan didn’t respond.

      “You don’t know, do you?” Fanning said. “Juniper is here. In fact, you’ve got quite the collection of the dead hanging around the mansion. Let’s see: There’s Juniper, the one in the bowler hat, and the black man with the blind woman. That makes three right there. Oh, and now me—four. It’s almost as if you’re running a bed and breakfast for the deceased—a dead and breakfast, if you will.”

      “Why don’t you come out of the shadows and show yourself?” Declan said.

      “Oh, I am showing myself. Don’t you see that, Declan? This is what I am at my core—beneath the robes and the smile and the outstretched hand. This is what I’ve always been when the outer shell is stripped away. At least, it’s all that’s left of me now.”

      “Is that why you’re here for Juniper?” Declan asked.

      “Very good,” Fanning said. “Quite the ball of light that one is—young, innocent, full of energy—just my type.”

      Fanning shifted to the left and then the right, his motions jerky and uneven. “You know who killed her, don’t you?”

      Declan remained silent.

      “It was Stan Lee.”

      “Stan Lee?”

      “Yes, you remember Stan Lee, don’t you, Declan? Mary Ann’s boy—the one you abandoned at the Dunning Asylum when you picked up Bruce.”

      “You’re lying. Stan Lee is dead.”

      “Okay, have it your way,” Fanning said. “If you want, I can always take your confession while I’m here.”

      “Take my confession?” Declan asked, fighting off the urge to lunge at the shadow sitting in the chair.

      “Come on now. We go too far back to be playing games with one another,” Fanning said. “You’re sick. I can hear it in your breathing. I can smell it emanating from your every pore. I could take you now, if you’d like—end your suffering.”

      “I can take care of my own death, thank you.”

      “Ah, just as I should have expected. Putting on the brave face—acting strong,” Fanning said. “Everyone thinks they’ll be strong in the final minutes, but then the final minutes come and that plan goes right out the window.”

      “What do you want?” Declan asked.

      “You blame me for a lot of things, don’t you, Declan? My dalliances with the boys. But the truth is we all sin. Big sins, small sins. I spent many a night standing in the darkness of the dormitory after lights out, watching your bed sheets move up and down. Who were you thinking about? Let me guess. Sister Katherine? That’s every schoolboy’s fantasy, isn’t it? Having a nun drop to her knees for you.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Very well. Let’s leave masturbation off your list of sins and go straight to the big stuff. How many men have you murdered so far, Declan? Two? Three? Five? It’s okay if you don’t know the exact number. I’m sure God knows.”

      “Get the hell out of my house,” Declan said.

      A deep laugh rumbled from the dark form in the chair. “Until the next time then.”

      “There won’t be a next time,” Declan said.

      “Yes, there will,” Fanning said, his black form lifting itself out of the chair. “You’ll see.”

      Declan watched as the black form crossed the room and climbed into the mirror above his dresser.
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      I reviewed the list of items you wish to sell,” Onyx said from her position above Noah on the spiral metal staircase.

      “And?” Noah asked.

      “I have no qualms with letting go of most of it, but I still find it hard to believe any of this will bring much money,” Onyx said.

      “I remember you saying the same thing about the Singer sewing machine,” Noah said. “Do you remember what that sold for?”

      “Yes, Noah, I remember. $1,500.”

      “Yes. And what about the white dinner jacket?”

      “I only wanted to keep it for the nostalgia,” Onyx said. “I was here when it arrived from Bullock’s department store in Los Angeles. Ulrich put it on to model it for me, and I laughed at his foolishness.”

      “Like ordering thirty-six pairs of Levi’s?” Noah asked.

      “At least Ulrich could wear the Levi’s,” Onyx said. “But the dinner jacket? What was he going to use a dinner jacket for out here in the middle of nowhere—to trim the hedges?”

      “Yeah, well it sold for $700,” Noah said.

      “Yes, yes, you’re right,” Onyx said. “It seems that if a person lives long enough everything they own becomes a collector’s item.”

      “So, it’s okay for me to sell what’s on the list?”

      “I suppose,” Onyx said. “With the exception of the Victor Victrola, that is. That should stay, as it is not mine to sell. It belonged to the caretaker who lived here prior to us.”

      “The one who Ulrich murdered to buy the place, you mean?” Noah asked.

      “It was never established that Ulrich did the deed, but I have always believed it to be so,” Onyx said. “As did Hell Daniels.”

      “The sheriff.”

      “My, my, you really have been studying up,” Onyx said.

      “He was a big part of the film festival,” Noah said. “He’s also mentioned a lot in my grandfather’s notes.”

      “Yes, I’m sure he is,” Onyx replied, wishing she’d had the good sense to keep her mouth shut.

      “So, the Victrola?”

      “I said, it stays.”

      Noah grunted and crossed the Victrola record player off the list, knowing the machine would have brought a minimum of $2,500.

      Since discovering the Levi jeans seven months earlier, Noah had helped Onyx sell $18,000 worth of unused and unwanted items collecting dust in the caretaker’s house—allowing him to keep 25 percent of the proceeds for doing the work.

      Eventually they’d run out of items to sell, of course.

      And then?

      “Well, I’m off,” Noah said. “I want to get back to Portland before dark. Don’t forget your salad.”

      “Yes, Noah, I’ll come get it in a bit,” Onyx said. “You know you’re always welcome to stay in the caretaker’s house, should you wish.”

      “Well, maybe when the place is emptied out and we can get Orkin in there,” Noah said.

      “Orkin?”

      “The exterminators, Onyx—you know, to professionally fumigate the place,” Noah said. “The last time I stayed I got eaten by bedbugs or something. I itched for a week.”

      “That’s not possible,” Onyx said. “I’ve never had any such experience.”

      “Well, I did.”

      “I shall change the sheets the minute you leave, but I’m fairly certain your bites were obtained elsewhere.”
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        * * *

      

      Onyx waited for darkness to fall before opening the lighthouse door to discover Poe sitting like a sentry on the landing, its eyes trained on some invisible object in the darkness.

      “What are you staring at?” Onyx said. “Go inside and get warm.”

      The cat ignored Onyx and remained on duty.

      Though the cat arrived at the lighthouse after Alistar’s death six years earlier, Onyx didn’t name the animal until recently because she feared she’d become too attached to it. Then one day, as she climbed the lighthouse stairs, she spied the black cat among the thousands of books she’d borrowed from the Crimson Cove Public Library.

      In the story by Edgar Allen Poe, a man owns a beautiful black cat named Pluto, which he kills one night in a drunken rage. When the man’s house is destroyed in a fire, he becomes convinced it’s the cat’s doing. Eventually the man kills his wife and conceals her body behind a brick wall in the basement. When the police arrive, the man believes he is safe—until the sound of the cat screeching behind the bricks gives him away.

      Shortly after re-reading the book, Onyx began calling the cat Poe.

      “Very well, Poe, have it your way,” Onyx said.

      Onyx walked through the darkness to the caretaker’s house. Once inside, she located a set of clean sheets and took them to the master bedroom where Noah claimed to have been bitten by bedbugs, which—despite her protestations—he very may well have been.

      Ghosts do not sleep. As such, Onyx had never slept in the bed to know. And even if she had, she would have no way of knowing if a bug had bitten her.

      Onyx went to the base of the bed and grabbed the sheets, but, before she could pull them off, she heard Poe begin to wail and screech outside. What was that cat up to now? Onyx wondered. But when the screeching abruptly stopped, Onyx knew something was wrong.
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        * * *

      

      Noah was angry with himself for waiting so late to begin the ride back to Portland. He did not like navigating the narrow roads that hugged the cliffs, especially at night.

      And then he reached the roadblock.

      Noah slowed the Harley and came to a stop behind a line of cars that were being turned around by the police.

      A police officer was walking up to each car in the line one at a time and talking to the driver. Noah recognized the man as the sheriff from Crimson Cove, who he’d seen at Spilatro’s Place with the DEA agent several months earlier. Could they be doing a drug sweep of some kind?

      “What’s happening?” Noah asked when the sheriff finally got to him.

      “Rockslide,” Clay said. “Heavy rains lately. Creates lots of erosion. You’ll have to turn back.”

      It looked like he was going to be spending the night in the caretaker’s house after all.
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        * * *

      

      Noah slowed the bike in the darkness, looking for the narrow lane hidden among the trees that led to the lighthouse. He waited for a car to pass and turned on to the dirt road, the Harley’s headlight cutting a path through the trees.

      Noah approached the lighthouse, keeping the bike’s engine as quiet as possible so as not to wake Onyx if she’d already turned in for the night—though he had the sense Onyx didn’t sleep all that much anyway.

      There was no way Noah could have prepared himself for what he saw next. A hundred feet away on the lawn were two women in what looked like a fight to the death.

      The first woman was older, her head topped with a mop of unruly gray hair. In her sixties probably. She looked slightly familiar, but Noah did not know why.

      The other woman…

      Noah recognized the second woman immediately. She was younger—in her thirties perhaps—with long dark hair. She was stunningly beautiful.

      Noah had seen the woman many times, though never in person. He’d only seen her picture in newspaper clippings. And in old black-and-white film clips from her trial back in 1942.

      Noah wasn’t sure how what he was seeing was possible.

      But it was Onyx.
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      Juniper looks worse every time we see her,” Koda said from one of the two chairs in front of the mirror in the second-floor guest room.

      “And she’s been coming less and less,” Quinn said from the other chair. “She’s afraid of these Shadow People, whoever they are. Something about them being attracted to her when she gets too much energy.”

      “She’s afraid she’ll lead them here,” Koda said.

      The problem was clear, Koda realized: The more time Juniper spent around them—especially around Quinn, the person who loved her the most—the more energy she absorbed. The more energy, the more vibrant she appeared. Juniper’s only solution was to avoid them.

      Maybe she was right.

      “This is exactly what Dane said,” Koda said. “He said it was his fault for attracting them and bringing them into Robyn’s house.”

      “And who is Dane?”

      “My best friend from college. He was killed four months ago.”

      “If he was your friend, then why did—?”

      “Dane and Robyn were a thing for a bit,” Koda said. “It was the same situation with the Shadow People, so Dane decided it was best to stop coming.”

      Koda could tell this was not what Quinn wanted to hear.

      Koda and Quinn were frustrated that Juniper still had not told them everything she knew about who killed her. She’d told Robyn she remembered what happened to her, but they could never get Juniper to stay long enough to provide them with any details. All Juniper said was that it definitely wasn’t Wyatt Scrogger, which made Quinn sick to his stomach.

      Quinn’s one-time best friend had spent thirty years in prison for a crime he did not commit. This, too, would have to be dealt with—and soon. But what was Quinn supposed to do? Walk into the DA’s office and simply tell them to let Wyatt go based on the word of his dead sister’s ghost?

      Good luck with that, Quinn thought.

      However, if they could get Juniper to tell them who did do it, maybe there would be something the authorities could do.

      “Speaking of Robyn,” Quinn said. “Where has she been? I haven’t seen her in—”

      “She went home for a bit,” Koda said, cutting Quinn off.

      Moments later, the door to the guest room opened.

      It was Stormy Boyd.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You’ve been spying on us?” Koda said. “How? With cameras? Listening devices? Does my father know about this?”

      “No,” Stormy said. “But your grandfather does.”

      “My grandfather? I don’t believe you.”

      “Declan is the one who asked me to do it,” Stormy said, stretching the truth somewhat. Declan asked him to find out what was happening in the upstairs guest room, but he left it up to Stormy to figure out how.

      “You’ve got cameras in every room?” Quinn asked.

      Stormy shook his head. “No, just this room.”

      “For how long?” Koda asked.

      “Ever since Gerylyn Stoller’s visit several weeks ago,” Stormy said. “Now, are you gentlemen interested in knowing why I’m here?”

      They remained silent.

      “I know about your sister,” Stormy said to Quinn. “I know about her… situation.”

      “And?” Quinn said.

      “And I’d like to offer a solution—one you apparently have not considered,” Stormy said.

      Again, Koda and Quinn stayed silent.

      “The obvious solution is Juniper should leave Loll and stay here,” Stormy said.

      “Here?” Koda asked.

      “Yes,” Stormy said. “The next time you make contact with Juniper, tell her you’d like her to stay here with you in the living plane. Not to visit but to stay. Permanently.”

      “Is that even possible?” Quinn asked.

      “Yes,” Stormy said. He offered no further explanation.

      “How do you know this?” Quinn asked.

      “I’d rather not say,” Stormy said.

      “Yeah, well I’d rather you did. Now.” Koda said.

      Stormy remained silent, trying to decide how much he wanted to say. There was only one person in the world he’d ever come clean with: Declan Mulvaney.

      Admittedly, doing so had been liberating. But the thought of having two more people know the truth—two people with whom he had little history—was frightening. Funny, Stormy thought, a ghost being frightened to show itself to the living. Wasn’t it supposed to be the other way around?

      “Well?” Koda said.

      “My given name is John Edward Boyd,” Stormy said finally. “I was born in Louisville, Kentucky, on August 27, 1854, during a tornado—hence the nickname. I died on August 6, 1904, saving a girl’s life. My return to the living plane occurred during the appearance of Haley’s Comet in the summer of 1911, and I have remained here ever since.”

      “That’s hilarious,” Koda said.

      “Listen, my sister’s death is not a joke,” Quinn said. “I don’t appreciate…”

      Quinn’s words trailed off as Stormy removed his bowler hat and placed it on a nearby end table and pulled a wooden-handled folding jack knife from his pocket.

      “Here, take this,” Stormy said, holding the knife out to Koda.

      Koda took the knife. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      “Inspect it to see that it’s real,” Stormy said.

      Koda shrugged and pulled out the blade until it clicked and locked it in place. “Okay. Now what?”

      “Go ahead. Stab me,” Stormy said.

      “What? I’m not going to stab you,” Koda said. “You’re crazy.”

      Stormy expected this reaction. “Very well,” Stormy said, taking the knife from Koda’s hand and then plunging the blade into his own neck.

      Koda and Quinn gasped in horror but relaxed when they saw Stormy was still standing.

      Stormy slowly pulled the blade from his neck and laid it on the end table next to his bowler hat. “I have no beating heart,” he said. “I feel no physical pain, and I cannot be killed—because I am already dead.”
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        The story continues in

        Onyx Webb: Book Eight.

        In the meantime, we’d honored

        if you wrote a review.
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      With two previous #1 Amazon bestsellers to their credit, Richard Fenton & Andrea Waltz—writing as Diandra Archer—have had a burning desire to create a paranormal ghost series for as long as they can remember.

      Then, one day while walking around Lake Eola in the heart of downtown Orlando, the right idea struck. “The minute we came up with Onyx Webb—a ghost that would give anything for one more day of life, watching in torment while the living sleep-walk through life like ghosts—we knew we had it,” Andrea says.

      “The story lines for the major characters were created within a matter of days,” Richard adds. “But getting a collection of complex characters from mind to page—in a 10-book saga that spans more than a century, in an easy-to-consume format—was another matter entirely.”
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      When not traveling, Richard & Andrea can be found in Orlando, Florida—typing as fast as they can—with their ghost cat, Courage, at their feet.
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