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Chapter One

 


Emma Bishop’s father was king of the con men, and her mother, his queen. As the heir apparent, she’d learned every trick, including how to spot trouble an hour before it hit town. All her years since her escape at age eighteen had been legit, but you didn’t ever lose the skills you gained growing up in the life, or ‘on the grift,’ as it was known. Holloway Lodge, the estate grounds, this job, they were trouble. Pure. Plain. Simple.

The late October wind rattled trees like knuckle-bone chimes, and everything smelled dead. Not mountain fresh, not clean and healthy, but wet and dead and rotten to the core. Emma took the measure of the timber monstrosity that passed for a home from the safety of her car, and knew, deep down in every single one of her bones, coming was a bad decision. Staying was worse.

Here the air worried, and the land carried the stamp of sorrow and menace. For generations, the shadowy Adirondack great camp was a Vaughn family compound. Five years ago it became the scene of a sensational, unsolved murder, when the elder brother’s wife was killed. This spring death struck again, taking that same brother in a freak car accident. Tragedy was nothing new to the cursed line. Each generation Vaughn wives died under mysterious circumstances, and the sons found early graves as well. Few if any children were born, and when they were, trouble was their shadow. They had wealth, prestige and the mother-load of bad karmic debt.

She took a cleansing breath and tried to shake the heebie jeebies loose. When a tentative calm settled around her, she released the steering wheel and opened her psychic channels. Emma reached deep into the preliminary energy read, searching for truth and connection in the sinister undercurrents. Instead of picking up the more of the vibe, she ran head first into her own better judgment telling her to cut and run.

Initial impressions of doom aside, she needed to sort out her priorities. Emma bit back a frustrated curse and pressed the mental reset button. Whether a con or a legit gig, the start of a job was the start of a job. You either committed all the way or moved on. Half way never brought anything but disaster. The choice to engage always came down to the simple debate of risk versus reward. Was the game worth playing? Was the prize worth the danger?

If she wanted the kind of fortune and respect her boss, world renowned medium Eric Savitch commanded, then she needed Holloway Lodge and the unprecedented opportunity it offered. Eric was counting on her, she couldn’t let down the man who’d become her surrogate family. These were the reasons she took the job, these were strong enough rewards to shut out her fear and get on with things. If she ran, she may never get this chance again. If she ran, what was her word worth? The risk of loss was too great. On both counts.

Pushing off her earlier reservations, Emma climbed out of the car and shrugged into her coat. At least the driving rainstorms were at pause. She thought she’d dressed for the hostile climate, but what passed for warm and dry in the southern locale of New York City didn’t quite cut it in the great white north of the Adirondack high peaks. Standing against the night, she kept her eyes open and let her mind drift, riding the strange currents of energy as far as they’d take her.

The wind gained strength, stirring up the smell of sodden earth and decay. Malice radiated from the main building. The yellow light hazing through windows was swallowed by the darkness, leaving the wrap-around porch swathed in uncertain shadows. The sharp roof edges stood blacker than the evening gloom, creating a sinister presence that all but breathed.

How she could have been so wrong in her initial assessment of the job? Research was a mainstay for her. Somehow the place didn’t look as bad in the pictures she’d been given, or the ones she’d pulled up on the internet. Settling inside, calming her core as her boss called it, she tried to absorb, filter and spin out the psychic energy. She was the conduit. She was the guide. Mentally, she pictured the grounds, trying to pull in more of the ambient vibe.

To the left and right of the sprawling menace, small guest cottages hunched warily along the shore of a bottomless lake she knew existed, but could not see. Beyond would be the foundation remains of a large building that once housed a laundry to serve the estate, and had in more modern times been converted to a sumptuous guest annex before becoming a burned out grave. Farther into the woods were skeletal remains of derelict buildings. During the gilded age, an army of servants lived there while providing support to the active lodge.

Everywhere the marks of ghosts were present, and the thought gave Emma the kind of chill she couldn’t shake. When several moments passed without event, she breathed a sigh of relief and let the real world flood back into view. She squeezed the key fob and popped the trunk. The normal sound anchored her back into the firm safety of reality.

So what the place gave her the creepy-crawlies, she thought, hefting her suitcase from the trunk. So what evil choked the frigid air and the spirits of the wrongfully dead did anything but rest in peace. She was here to do a job no one else could seem to get done. This would make or break her in that next level of professional recognition, and she was gunning for the make and not the break.

Emma pulled out a large garment bag and slung it over her shoulder, slammed down the trunk, and popped the handle to her rollaway suitcase. The wind roared without mercy as she crossed the crunchy gravel drive. The sound grew strange and distorted. She cocked her head and listened closer. The wind died suddenly and all went still. Then, from nowhere and everywhere at once, a human cry filled the emptiness. The pitiful weeping fell from the mountain side, landing deep into the surrounding valley, where it shook the very earth. Electricity crackled along her exposed skin. She drew her arms to herself in protection. The weeping sound multiplied with echo upon echo, and though she crammed her hands over her ears to block the horror, it continued.

Focus, she told herself. Focus and forget the fear.

This whole communing with the dead thing wasn’t her forte, but she could bend her own talent enough at times to make connections. Emma lowered her hands and opened herself to the sensations, and as she did the sound gentled, became more distinct. Soft spoken words, whispers she strained to make out, teased on the edge of comprehension. The words repeated but she couldn’t catch the meaning no matter how she tried.

As fast as it had started, the spirit contact ended. The electric energy vanished, and the wind became the wind again, rustling mindlessly around the clearing that served as a parking lot. Breath heaved out of her lungs in a grateful rush. The psychic event was powerful. And promising. If she was that tuned into the spectral energies right out of the gate, the game was hers. If you survive, a small voice cautioned.

Grabbing the roll away handle, she approached the front entry with her shoulders squared and her senses open and ready. A shadow detached itself from the gloom on the porch and her heart leapt into her throat.

“Spooky, isn’t it?” The shadow had a man’s voice. A nice one at that. Deep and resonant, the kind of voice that could talk a woman into all kinds of crazy things.

She found her own voice and answered the darkness. “It’s the scene of a brutal, unsolved murder. Spooky is part of the package.”

“Some people say it was suicide.” The shadow stepped closer to an anemic swath of light, revealing a long body, wide shoulders, and a strong profile, but not much more in terms of detail. What was there, however, was promising.

“People say a lot of things about Jennifer Vaughn’s death. Murder at the hands of an obsessive stalker. Death at the hands of her jealous husband. Robbery gone wrong. I’ve even heard the Lakeside Ghost is responsible,” she countered.

“Eric said you’re always on top of your facts. Looks like he was correct. As to the theories, knowing the Vaughns and their history, any one is a good possibility.”

“That’s why I’m here, isn’t it? To help you figure it out once and for all?” She advanced as they talked, eager to get a better look. She couldn’t resist a good mystery, or a good man, two top runners on her fatal flaw list. She cleared the last shadows, and looked up the stairs at his silhouette. “I’m Emma Bishop.”

“Sam Tyler. I was wondering when you’d show.” He took the steps with an easy grace at odds with his brawny frame.

“The last storm slowed me down. I had to pull off into a diner parking lot on the outskirts of town for almost an hour until it finally let up enough to drive. Cell reception’s pretty sketchy. I tried calling a few times from the road but had no signal.”

“Meyerville’s a town that likes its mountains pure. They’re against too many cell towers. Dead spots all over town and the surrounding hills. Welcome to the outback.”

Sam reached for her suitcase and she let him take it, enjoying the chivalry as much as the wave of heat radiating from his solid body. The view held up pretty nice, too. He was old school man, ruggedly handsome with black, close cropped hair and cool gray eyes. The polar opposite of the overly groomed metrosexuals who were the steady fare in the circles she frequented.

He also wore ‘cop’ they way those men wore the latest fragrance from Dolce and Gabana. She knew from Eric’s email that the ‘ex’ in Sam’s ex-cop status was permanent, but some, they had it in the blood, the way the Vaughns had nothing but trouble. Taking away the badge didn’t take away the inner cop. Guys like Sam were the original white knights. Stick them back in the times of old and they’d be first in line to slay the dragon of the day.

He regarded her with a level gaze. “It’s been a bad season so far. Between the rain and early sleet, we've had road closings, mud slides, and fatality after fatality. I’m glad you showed up in one piece. I was worried.”

Emma found him instantly intriguing, and vaguely dangerous. A hold over from her old life. It didn’t do to get close to anyone, make yourself vulnerable. Casual, however, was completely acceptable. Which was good, because the way his muscled body filled out those faded jeans and that dark fisherman’s sweater held too much promise to pass up. “I’d worry more about living here than getting here.”

“I agree. It’s a perfect setting for murder. Remote, exclusive town, with primarily seasonal, rich residents, a token municipal police force, and no one for miles around this estate. There’s even an abandoned sanitarium on the other side of town. It’s a wonder more bodies haven’t turned up. It’s a killer’s dream.” On that cheerful note, he slipped the garment bag from her shoulder.

As they walked towards the stairs, she debated informing Sam of the spectral event she’d experienced. He’d hired her, after all. But he was still cop to the core, which meant skeptic. She’d have to prove herself all over again. Then again, it would be a good test. Tell him something minor, see how he took it, and determine if she could trust him for heavier things. “I’m amazed anyone voluntarily lives here.”

“We’re more expensive per square foot than Lake Placid. Older families, more swank, better pedigrees. No simulated bob sled rides, though, and Placid is closer to the good ski trails.”

“Meyerville has more ghosts,” she said, testing the waters.

“At least here at Holloway Lodge,” he replied, not missing a beat. “The Lakeside Ghost’s over in the center of town, by Rose Lake. So I guess you’re right. Might even be more. Meyerville’s a weird town.”

He had a disarming manner and seemed to be a very earnest man. If she told him the truth would he dismiss her out of hand? Mock her? She was used to it from cops, one of the reasons she hated working cold cases at all. He seemed so genuine, with that white sheen of good guy ringing him like a halo. She weighed the risks and figured Eric wouldn’t have stuck her with a jerk, especially on such short notice.

She stopped him on the porch as he reached for the door.

“I had an attempted spirit contact a few minutes ago.” When he regarded her again with that potent, unblinking gaze, seemingly clear of judgment, she continued. “The area’s hot, which is a good sign. I don’t normally get hits this quick, or this strong.”

“I don’t know much about this psychic stuff,” he started.

Her heart sunk a little, but Sam continued unaware.

“You’ll need to bring me up to speed, probably more often than not.” He appeared thoughtful as he considered his own words. “Eric says your unique background and particular set of psychic skills puts you at the top of your game. Between the two of us, if there’s anything else to find on this case, we’ll get the job done.”

He wasn’t one to rush to action, she thought. A man so self assured and sturdy he made her feel safe despite Holloway Lodge’s evil presence. Part of her wanted to sink into the safety, the rest of her recoiled at the thought. She took care of herself. The risks of leaning on someone were way too high. “I’ll explain what I do as we go. I have the crash course version, but you strike me as the type who likes the details.”

“Big picture’s always good, but it’s the little things that tell the most.” That whiskey smooth voice tickled her ears, turned up the heat in her blood another dangerous degree. “Connecting so quickly, it’s a good thing, right?”

“It’s a good thing.” Emma was off kilter and more than a little stunned by how open to her twilight zone he seemed. If he was playing her, she’d lost her edge. She’d need to be careful with this guy. “It is a little unusual for me, but the grounds amplify horror. I wouldn’t be surprised by anything that happens here.”

Sam tossed a challenging look back at the murky darkness. “I used to love this place when I was a kid. Ever since Jen’s murder, it creeps me out. Reminds me of a blind alley on a dark night—you think twice about going in, and you don’t drop your guard for a second.”

She liked him, she decided. He certainly took the edge off the fear. As to his ability in the cops and robbers department, according the information Eric had conveyed, he’d single handedly brought down a team of corrupt police and politicians operating covertly for years. It had ended his career, but cleaned out a poisoned squad. Then he stunned everyone by going back to his roots in software engineering. He designed a lucrative computer program designed to ferret out industrial espionage deep inside corporate computer systems, then used the money he made to go private with his own security concern, Lost and Found. Which meant the guy was gold in the crime and punishment area.

Super smart. Super cop. And worst of all, super hot. She needed to watch her step. “You and Jen’s husband Keith were close friends?”

“Closer than brothers. I’ve known him since kindergarten. We were inseparable until college graduation.”

What it was like to have that depth of history with someone other than a blood relative? Friends, especially best friends, were off limits for her as a child. She’d done better as an adult, but still, it was awkward, and her social circle was something she kept small and compartmentalized. Better not to think too hard on that, the thoughts were too uncomfortable. “What if we turn up something that pegs Keith as the killer?”

“Won’t happen. Keith was devoted to Jen. When you see some of the things I have to show you, you’ll understand.”

“Your loyalty is admirable. In this kind of inquiry, the best approach is with mind wide open. If you go in with too many fixed ideas of what is and what isn’t, you setting yourself up for failure.” She smiled at him, the same way she did with clients who weren’t being entirely truthful, either with her, or with themselves. “Perception is nine tenths of the law. And it’s often faulty. That may be why none of the psychics, shamans, mediums, and, cops, failed to turn anything up over the years.”

“You don’t like cops very much.”

Was she that transparent? She was losing her competitive edge. “Not usually. Lucky for you I do like white knights.”

Something shifted in his gaze. Transforming. Speculative. And predatory.

“I put you in the guest suite next to mine to keep you close. Things have been off here since Keith’s death last spring, and I don’t want to take chances. I hope that won’t be a problem.”

The light from the interior framed him perfectly in the doorway. He was a man pulled straight from some of her long forgotten dreams. They’d be sleeping with only a wall between them. Not a problem? Her earlier assessment was right on the money: this job was nothing but pure trouble. “No worries,” she lied, uncertain she was up to Holloway Lodge, and sharing close quarters as well as every waking, and sleeping moment with Sam Tyler.

He seemed ready to respond, then decided to keep his silence. But the hot look that briefly lit his grey eyes told her clearly she wasn’t the only one with a fast growing appreciation. Even her years on the grift couldn’t stop a blush from creeping across her cheeks. He moved the door open wider, allowing her to pass. “Ladies first.”

 

  

Chapter Two

 


Eric Savitch had warned Sam about Emma. She was damn good, he’d said. A psychic’s psychic. Mixed bag of skills, he’d said, and some other mumbo jumbo. She worked for him, weeding out all the potential clients who were scam artists, or, dangerous to his professional reputation. But she’d worked a number of cold murder cases, too. Worked them, and hated them. Hated cops. Hated the way they treated her, with skepticism and derision most times. Don’t piss her off, Eric said in dire tones. She may look small and fragile, but she’s hell on wheels and doesn’t take crap from anyone. She’ll walk out on you if you don’t take her seriously and treat her with respect.

Sam easily remembered the whole cautionary lecture, but there was one key piece of information missing. At no point had Eric warned him that in addition to being an out of the box psychic with an attitude, Emma Bishop was also beautiful. Not plastic Hollywood gorgeous. Hers was a more dangerous kind of beautiful. She had that combination of girl next door innocence and smoldering mysterious sex goddess, all rolled into a petite package full of more curves than the average man’s hands could safely handle.

He poured cold water from the coffee pot into the well and set it to brew the decaf Emma had requested. The way his blood ran hot, he should be pouring the water on himself instead. She didn’t need to be a complication unless he made her one, but when he’d followed her up the stairs to her suite it hit him that he’d never wanted a complication more.

The circumstances couldn’t be worse. She’d been a con artist growing up, certainly not the kind of woman he usually kept company with. On top of that, she was a psychic, something he wasn’t certain he believed in. Then again, he’d not been keeping company with anyone for quite a while.

This case was a problem at every turn. There was nothing left to go on. Maybe this psychic thing might work where everything and everyone else had failed. He was off script at this point with a game that was up for grabs. Sam hated flying blind. Maybe it was in his nature. Between being a computer geek and a cop, he was hooked on things like hard facts, data and evidence.

Working with a psychic would be a serious challenge. His unexpectedly strong attraction to Emma didn’t make things any better. He liked the easy curve of her smile, as much as he liked the other curves that graced her petite body. He liked the way she moved, a kind of glide that was all woman and made a guy take immediate notice. In fact, her whole package appealed to him, on the surface, and on a more primal level.

Sam tossed the marinated flank steak on the grill in the center of the island. It sizzled against the hot iron. He needed to watch himself with this one. She’d been around town a time or two, and still managed to give off an innocent look. Sam figured she’d perfected that image over time to give herself advantage. Even though she’d gone straight as soon as she reached adulthood, a con didn’t walk away from a life time of training. Emma Bishop knew how to work angles. While the fact kept him on his toes, it didn’t stop him from appreciating the results. He was a man, after all. A man gone a long time without the company of a woman.

Sam grabbed a cold beer from the mammoth fridge, popped the top and took a long swallow. He wanted her, for the psychic part, and for her internal bunko detecting abilities. And he wanted her for other reasons, ones that he’d never expected. Reasons that made this whole insane scheme way too problematic.

This situation was getting crazier by the minute. He’d bought into it when Keith was dying in the emergency room after they’d brought what was left of him in from the car crash. But in a weird way, after assessing the scant facts for himself, and living in the lodge, Sam had a feeling Keith was onto something when he demanded that Sam enlist Emma’s aid as the last hope to solving the impossible cold case. Sam had built every kind of program imaginable, run all the data, used his computer analytic skills along with his law enforcement training, and in the end, he was left with the same conclusions as his friend. Dead ends and angry dead required an unconventional approach.

“To you, Keith,” he said aloud to the cavernous kitchen, raising his beer. “Wherever the hell you are.”

“Thanks for making the decaf. Smells good.”

Emma’s musical voice startled him. He turned to face her, surprised she moved so quietly. She’d changed from the jeans and baggy sweatshirt into a pair of cream colored slacks and a clingy pink turtleneck in a fuzzy knit. Locking down his libido, Sam refocused. “It’ll be ready in a few.”

She hovered in the doorway, a thoughtful look on her heart shaped face. “Do you think Keith is haunting the lodge?”

Wow, she knew how and where to strike. Sam cleared his throat, uncomfortable and unprepared to share the real answer to her question. “He died at Albany Medical Center.”

“I read about the crash in the email Eric sent me. Where your body dies isn’t always a predictor of where your sprit haunts. Or so I’m told. Ghost hunting isn’t my specialty.”

“According to Keith’s journals, none of the ghost hunters managed to scare up any spirits. Some ‘debunked’ the lodge, said the ghosts were non-existent.” Sam steered the conversation towards something other than Keith. “A few thought they were too weak to pierce the veil between life and death.”

He picked up the tongs, turned the steak, and motioned to her to pull up a stool. It was strange to be talking about this situation, to say the words out loud to someone other than the thin air. It was cathartic and a little scary. Emma had a way about her that made it all too easy to talk. He’d hate to face her in an interrogation room.

“Keith logged a number of spectral incidents in his records. Why do you think the ghosts never showed for the professionals?”

Emma shrugged. Some of her honey blond hair spilled back over her shoulders. Light gleamed off the silky strands, making Sam want for all the world to run his fingers through them. Were they as soft as they looked? Softer, he bet.

“Some mediums say all the electronic equipment ghost hunters employ counteracts the energy spirits use to manifest.” She took up the middle chair and settled in. “There are a lot of alternate theories on how spirits work. Some say they use electrical energy to manifest, others say strong emotion. Some believe fear of the living can push them on or hold them back. Do you think ghosts hold your answers?”

A good question. “The evidence certainly doesn’t say much. I think at this point the only way to get the truth of what happened that night might be to shake down a ghost or two and see what we get.”

“Spoken like a cop.”

“Ex-cop.”

“Private cop. But still, a cop.” Her eyes sparkled with challenge. They were dark like rich chocolate. He’d always favored that combination in women, fair hair and dark eyes. Girl next door. Sex Goddess. He found himself wondering again which one she really was.

“Steak’s burning.”

“Right.” He tonged the cut of flank onto a stoneware plate and covered it with a glass pot lid to let it rest. She was distracting. He’d been alone too long. Not just here in the lodge, but in his life, to be hit so hard and so fast. Like a teenager with a killer first crush. Grabbing his beer, he leaned across the island. Not to catch her scent but to prove to himself he was more man than lustful idiot. “I intend to open the research and training branch of my investigation company, Lost and Found, on these grounds. I can’t do that until I put this case to rest. I need to know who killed Keith’s wife Jennifer. And if I can’t know that, then I need to believe it’s something that will never be known so I can move on.”

“Not too tall an order. What if I can’t do either?”

He refused to consider the possibility. Instinct told him he was close to the truth. That Keith had been close. Pride held him back from any thoughts of failure. “You want the book rights, help me figure it out. If you can’t, I move on to someone that can.”

This surprised a laugh out of her. It was genuine. And sultry. “I like honesty in a man.”

He wondered, and wanted to ask what else she liked. He bet they’d both have fun finding out.

Her pale cheeks colored with a light rose flush, as if she’d read his thoughts. She was interested. More than that, he realized, studying her closer. She was considering. At least he wasn’t the only one feeling the attraction. Who would be the first to stop fighting it, he thought idly, and what would it cost them both?

The tension of the moment stretched taut between them. Another second and he’d reach for her. The awareness shocked him back to reality. Sam pulled back and busied himself prepping the pan to sauté the mix of veg he’d cut earlier that day. “So this will be a true crime book?”

“Not the kind you’re used to.” She folded her hands and rested them on the island, keeping eye contact to a minimum. “I plan to write this more about the journey of a psychic and using esoteric energy to find truth, rather than the listing of sensational details you see in the true crime books. My first two articles were about psychic development and the use of those skills in solving cold cases. The book will be similar, only longer.”

He’d read them both. Keith had dog-eared the copies and made copious notes in the margin, by highlighted passages. They’d led Sam to Eric Savitch and then to her. “Why the pseudonym? Don’t you want to be famous like your boss?”

“I’m famous enough in the circles I travel.” There was a cold note to her tone. “Besides, I think you know my past. Not exactly something I want going public. The more my real face is out there, the less effective I can be at what I do for Eric and people like you. And the more chance I face of trouble from a life I had no choice in leading.”

He knew how damaging the past was, how it could hold you back from doing things you wanted, how it forced you to take other routes to live the life you needed. An authentic, true-to-self life. He knew it firsthand. It was why he became a cop, and, after he’d done what he thought was right, why he couldn’t be a cop anymore. It was why he started Lost and Found, and why a part of him still stayed lost in the mists of what was, and what would never be. Emma’s dubious past was a trigger point for her, if the glacial stare she aimed his way was any hint.

Sam cursed himself for backing her into a corner. He didn’t need her angry, he needed her on the job. He needed…his mind drifted and he corralled it back. Time for a more neutral topic. “How do you take your coffee?”

“Cream and two sugars. Real sugar.”

He fixed her a cup. “Most people like the fake stuff.”

“I had eighteen years of fake stuff. Real works much better for me these days. On all fronts.” She accepted the mug, and their hands brushed in the exchange. Electricity charged between them, and he jerked free before the heated contact did any more damage.

If things got any more real between them, he’d be dragging her up the stairs to his bed. What was wrong with him? Maybe it was the lodge. Living here made Keith obsessive and crazy. Was he next on the list? He uncovered the flank steak and quickly sliced it cross grain into long strips. “Your earlier connection sounded promising. Anything else hit you since you’ve arrived?”

“There’s a dense level of creepy. Evil saturates the air. Every few minutes I have the urge to run.” She drank some of the coffee and smiled up at him. “But no other formal incidents, or contact.”

“It used to be a great place to visit. I spent more time here with Keith through all the seasons than I did in my real home.” The memories fell on him, followed by the wave of sadness. Emma had pegged the current state of the lodge and there was no reason to argue or pretend things were otherwise. If they were, he wouldn’t be desperate enough to have her in residence. “When Jen died, all the life was sucked out of Keith, and the lodge seemed to follow suit. I should have noticed sooner. If I did maybe—”

“There’s a bigger evil at work here, Sam,” she interrupted. “I don’t think anything you did, or Keith for that matter, would have changed what’s present on these grounds.”

The cryptic revelation was startling. His internal warning radar went into high alert. Was she working a scam? Escalating to inflate her importance, or play up fear? “If you don’t mind me asking, what exactly are you basing that on?”

The minute the words were out he regretted them. She stiffened, squared her shoulders.

“Just a feeling.” Sarcasm dripped off each word like poison. “You’ll hear that a lot from me. I’m not a computer, or a suspect, and you can’t treat me like one. If you can’t deal with things that come outside the normal bounds of logic and convention, either find a way to get over it or tell me you can’t. Because if you can’t, I’m out of here, and you can find someone else. I’ll give you several recommendations for other psychics who are more accommodating.”

“Emma,” he held up a hand in peace. “I’m sorry. Cut me a break. This is new to me.”

“And strange,” she said.

“Very strange. I’m going to stick my foot in my mouth more times than once.” He rapidly dialed down his attitude, even though he still had his doubts. He couldn’t blame her for the reaction but she needed to cut him some slack. “I’m not just a cop, Emma, I’m a computer guy. It’s all logic and facts for someone like me. It’s how I think, and it’s hard to suddenly switch gears. I can’t have you threatening to jump ship with every stupid remark I make.”

Tension charged the air. For a long moment she stared at him, taking his measure, deciding. Under the scrutiny it became clear to Sam how important she was to him. He wanted her. Emma Bishop. Sordid past and all. Here with him, figuring this all out. And doing a whole lot more.

“We all have our blind spots. Even me. I’m asking you to take me on faith and we’ve only just met.”

“Let’s start over.”

“Dinner smells good.”

Her tone was carefully neutral as she changed topics. He wasn’t out of the woods yet, but saw the light and the clearing ahead. He wanted to relax but being so close to her had him too keyed up.

“Let’s hope it lives up to the promise.”

“So what are you, Sam? Cop, Private Eye, and Master Chef?”

Don’t forget Lover, he thought foolishly. Damn. She was under his skin. It happened that way sometimes. Where you connected fast, achieving flash point in less than three seconds. But it didn’t happen to him. Not until Emma. He returned to the countertop range, gave the veg a quick stir, and plated them.

“I live alone, and I enjoy a good meal. When I’m in my New York condo, I have a cook come in part time.” He moved the strips of steak next, and served up the meal. “He showed me a few tricks of the trade, and I went from there.”

“Versatile.”

“I try.”

“I appreciate versatile.” She held up her mug in toast. “Here’s to a new beginning. For us, and the case.”

He moved without hesitation. Clinked his bottle against the mug. “To new beginnings.”

The lights overhead flickered and dimmed.

Emma looked up and around. “More storms?”

“The Lodge went through several renovations in the last ten years. Not all the electrical was changed, and what was, wasn’t always done to code. Then Keith got his hands on it, mixing in his weird security system wiring. He was a great programmer, but no electrician. I’ve had guys in the last few months trying to correctly wire the place to something approaching code, but it’s a big property and a slow process.”

The strength returned to the lights, but Emma didn’t settle. “Is the kitchen up to code?”

“It’s on the way.”

“Why the need for the intense security system?” She tucked into the food, cutting the lean steak into smaller, bite sized pieces.

“Keith did a fair amount of his computer game designing up here. It’s a highly competitive field, with a lot of industrial espionage. But after Jen died, there were some incidents—break-ins that couldn’t be explained away. Local sheriff thought it was fans of the case. He wrote it off since nothing was taken. Keith wasn’t convinced. He had the front gates and perimeter security enhanced. Then he kind of went off the rails with the rest.”

Suddenly his appetite disappeared. How had he missed Keith’s slide into insanity? He’d helped him with the case on numerous occasions. He was Keith’s best friend. Best friends cared. They knew the score. Except he’d been too wrapped up in his own drama to recognize the truth. Too preoccupied to help. He’d failed, and it was that sense of failure more than anything that drove him now to get this settled.

“And you’re picking up where Keith left off?”

If she meant being crazy, he was beginning to think the answer was yes. “I made him a deathbed promise. I don’t go back on my word.”

“I bet not.”

They fell into companionable silence for a while, and he wanted to ask her what she was thinking on three different occasions. The memories of his friend passed, and along with them went the tightness in his chest. For the first time in a while Sam sensed an end in sight. He was no longer alone in his fight, no longer alone in the nightmare that was Keith Vaughn’s legacy to him. When he’d first entered into this arrangement he wasn’t certain he’d get any results. He was honoring a debt to a dead friend and trying to make sense of the madness settling in around him.

His expectations, if he had any, had been low. Now, he almost believed. Almost. A part of him still sat back, watching, waiting for disappointment and failure. That part warned him that a con’s first weapon is the ability to make a mark believe. But the rest of him was close to buying in. It was bad, and good at the same time, and he made up his mind that for now and the immediate future, he’d decide to let it be good and see where it took him.

“Thanks for making dinner,” she said, breaking the silence when her plate was nearly empty. “It was a long drive from the city and I was starving. If you get tired of being a private cop, you should hang your shingle as a personal chef.”

“You didn’t have anything at the diner?”

“The place was packed. Everyone was waiting out the rain and the kitchen was backed up. I decided to stay in the car.”

“I’ll take you one night. They make great meatloaf, and the best omelets north of Saratoga.”

They cleaned up together, their movements matched like they’d done this a thousand times. He set the dishwasher while she poured herself another cup of decaf and went to get more cream from the fridge. The rain had started up again mixed with dull flashes of far off lightning and hushed echoes of thunder.

“More storms?” Emma poured in the cream and returned the carton to the shelf.

“It’s a bad year.”

“So, Sam, where do we start?”

He had a lot of answers to that question, none of them he could say aloud. He grabbed another beer and closed the door. Standing beside her, he was wrapped in her floral scent. He leaned against the fridge, affecting a casual attitude at odds with the blood pounding in his veins. “How about I catch you up on the case. We can review the main points.”

“That’s a great idea.”

“I have an ocean of material you can review. Keith was meticulous with his data collection. I started at ground zero. Examined everything again, even build a few programs to sift the information. See if there were things missed, or new angles to examine.” And came up with zilch. Sam steeled himself against the thought of another failure. “I put together a basic package of case facts as they stand. I figure the weird stuff can follow.”

“It usually does,” she said, rewarding him with one of her genuine smiles.

He found himself smiling in return. It was a rusty motion, something he was out of practice doing, but once the mold cracked, it came free and easy. This time the warmth that ran through him had nothing to do with desire. A hot moment stretched between them. What would she do if he reached for her? Touched her bare skin. Kissed her even. Would she slap him and run for the door, or would she part for him and let him taste his fill?

His big head reminded the rest of him that she was here to do a job, not him. The moment turned awkward and he backed off.

“The stuff’s in the library.” Sam grabbed the shreds of self control he once prided himself on and strode out of the kitchen, leaving her to follow. He had to put some needed distance between them. Had to re-establish boundaries. Reason told him he couldn’t afford a complication like her, not with the plans he had in mind for his life as soon as all of this was cleared up.

It had been his experience, though, that reason and desire rarely had anything in common. A woman like Emma, complex and mysterious, wouldn’t be easy to resist, no matter what game plan he’d concocted for himself prior to meeting her. Since she’d flashed him that hot look on the porch, all bets were off.

 


~ * * * ~

 


She’d wanted him to do it. To kiss her. He was close enough. The intent was there. In the slant of his gaze, in the low purr of his voice. And when he didn’t, she fairly ached with the loss. Her lips tingled, disappointed with the lack of follow through. Her mind kept telling her he wasn’t her type, and warning her off a guy she’d known less than a few hours, but everything else in her had other plans.

Emma breathed a heartfelt sigh when he turned on his heels and stalked out of the kitchen. It was one part relief, one part longing. They could have some fun, and if the heat kept climbing at this rate between them, they certainly would. Would it stay just fun, though? His presence was still palpable. What would casual with a man like Sam Tyler really be? Could she keep it contained, the way she preferred all her relationships?

Once in the library she tried to get her bearings. It was hard to play it cool when you burned white hot for the guy not three feet in front of you. Playing games with fire always had a bad end. She knew that, told herself that she shouldn’t play with this particular flame. But as she grabbed a pen and legal pad from a rough hewn log console and curled into a corner of the tartan sofa, she knew she couldn’t lie. Given half the chance, one or both of them would strike that match. Knowing that, it then became a question of distraction. Would burning a while with Sam Tyler interfere with her plans, or would the heat be worth the risk?

“I read up on Jennifer’s murder on the internet this afternoon. People familiar with it say this case is hopeless.” She was the psychic part of the pair. The real detective work came from his end, and she was eager to find out what he’d made of the convoluted history and evidence. She put her pen to paper. Taking notes was a crutch, a way to focus on the case to avoid focusing on...other things.

He stood, legs braced wide, hands on his hips. Beside him, a large dry erase board balanced on a battered desk shoved up against one richly paneled wall. Pictures central to the cold case, a few crime scene shots of the guest lodge before and after the fire, and assorted other ephemera were taped to the white surface. Table surfaces and parts of the floor were covered with drifts of spiral notebooks piles, leather journals and what appeared to be reams of computer print outs. It reminded her of something from a TV detective show, and with the exception of the print outs and journals, was like most of the police departments she’d worked with over the years.

Sam, on the other hand, came straight from a fantasy. He wasn’t like any other cop she’d met, and certainly not like your average computer geek. How she was supposed to pay attention, stay on her game enough to pick up any stray energy, and keep her hands off him was beyond her at the moment.

“There’s very little evidence. The main suspect died before a real investigation started.” He’d pushed up his sleeves as he worked, revealing well shaped, entirely masculine forearms. Such a simple part of the anatomy, seemingly innocuous, but Emma found herself mesmerized by them. By him. “On the night Jennifer Vaughn died, four guests were in residence in the main lodge. The groundskeeper was also around. Keith had left for Lake Placid to meet one of his software developers about a programming problem. Unknown to all, a stalker Jen had met while doing charity work was hiding in one of the abandoned staff buildings. By the time Keith returned to the lodge, his wife was dead. Burned to a crisp along with the guest annex.”

Emma made a few preliminary notes while he talked, but nothing struck her. She worked herself down off the ledge of tight desire, coming somewhat close to a normal operating level in hopes it would open up the psychic channels more. Reviewing the information in her head, she knew it matched with what she’d learned on her own.

Sam continued the briefing, emotionless and mechanical in his presentation. “Prevailing theory goes: While the other two couples are sleeping or otherwise occupied, and Keith is in Lake Placid, Jen goes to the guest annex where she’s killed. Fuel taken from the boat house is used to light the place up. Between the fire, and the heavy rains, no evidence remained. She was identified from dental records.”

The lifeless statement of the facts unsettled her. The heinous crime certainly accounted for some of the sinister energy she picked up from the lodge, but not all of it. Pieces were missing. Giant pieces. Pieces that might not even belong to this particular puzzle. The thought that there was more going on stuck with her as he talked, so she jotted it down. She never knew where her odd bits would lead, and more often than not, these were the things that broke cases wide open. “The Vaughn diamonds went missing that night.”

“They did.” Sam tapped a picture of a cluster of priceless diamonds arranged in an antique choker setting. “The fire inspector thought they were scattered after the fire was put out, since the setting would have melted. Keith wasn’t convinced. Twice he brought in teams of seasoned archeologists. They sifted the site and surrounding area and found nothing. The insurance inspector believed they were stolen. The police were neutral on the topic.”

She absently chewed on the end of her pen. She tried to relax, to open her senses, but Sam’s proximity made it hard to concentrate. The word necklace repeated in her mind. Dim yet insistent. As if memory chanted, trying to wake a sleeping thought. “Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”

“The missing necklace has always been a major question in this case.”

“I sense it’s going to be important to our outcome.” She braced herself for his anticipated bad reaction.

To his credit, Sam’s expression didn’t change. “It wouldn’t surprise me. The necklace was worth a fortune. For it to go missing and never appear again, not even for sale as pieces on the black market, is very unusual. Keith paid off jewelry fences on both sides of the Atlantic to keep tabs on it, but nothing ever surfaced.”

“So, back to that night.” He faced the board, tapped a picture next to the one of Keith and Jennifer. “Keith and Jen were at a Saratoga fund raiser. They left early in the evening with two friends to come to the lodge. Keith’s brother Wesley, and his wife Audrey, were already at the lodge.”

“Was coming here part of the evening’s plans?”

“According to Keith, no. They wanted to party a little harder than was socially acceptable at the charity ball. Jen had an image to maintain, and when she wanted to cut loose, she did it in private. Up here.”

His voice was tight, his stance one of battle. An impression lanced into her consciousness. “Jen was a druggie.”

Now Sam’s expression changed. Not negatively, though. He looked curious, and maybe a little impressed. “Coke. She wasn’t overboard, but she was close. Keith didn’t like it, but couldn’t seem to stop her.”

“So Keith and his wife, along with two friends, left Saratoga earlier that night to come to the lodge and party a little more in depth.” A picture formed in her mind. She heard manic laughter. Emma closed her eyes and tried to pick up the essence with more clarity. “I see a lot of alcohol,” she said, as the vision slipped from her grasp. “Brandy, I think. Expensive.”

“The other couple was Keith’s lawyer and his wife. They were drinking brandy with Wesley and Audrey.” He shook his head. “Eric said you were good, but I’ve never worked with a psychic before. I didn’t realize how good.”

“Mileage varies. It’s an unpredictable talent.” She didn’t want to raise his hopes. He struck her as a man who’d suffered much disappointment in the last year.

“I’m dying to ask where you from the skill came from, or how you learned it. I’m sure you get those questions all the time and are tired of answering. Maybe if we get some downtime you’ll tell me? I bet there’s a good story in it.”

The switch, from stone-faced Sam reciting facts to excited Sam had a strange effect. His face transformed, the burdens and clouds lifted, and for a moment he was boyishly handsome. The impact startled her. So did the line of questioning. “Not many people ask me that directly. The sight, in many forms, comes down through my mother’s line. Seems one in every generation gets it. My grandmother had it, so did my aunt.”

“There’s more, I bet.”

“There always is.” Emma didn’t like the questions focused on her. “Maybe over coffee I’ll tell you the rest, when we’re not up to our eyeballs in ghosts and cold case crimes.”

“Fair enough. I’ll hold you to your promise.”

As sudden as it came, the change in demeanor vanished. Sam the cop was back in action. He pointed to a picture of a dark haired man with a weak chin. “That’s Mike Foyle. Keith and I grew up with him. He was like our third wheel. The woman in the background leaning against the car is his wife Lora.”

“Wesley and Audrey had arrived earlier. Were they at the fund raiser too?”

“No. It was Wesley’s weekend to have the lodge. Keith and the gang showed up later.”

Uninvited, she scrawled, linking the word to Keith and then to Mike Foyle. The earlier connection went dead, and she couldn’t get anything else. “Okay, so, we have Wesley and Audrey, Mike and Lora, Keith and Jen. Everyone’s having a party of some kind. Then Keith drives to Lake Placid.”

“He had a call earlier that night about a problem with a key piece of code. The developer flew up to Lake Placid, and they met to go over the problem. Keith was a genius with that stuff, and the game had an impending release date. He didn’t trust it to go over electronic media, even with encryption. Paranoia is rampant in the video game design business.”

Frantic energy tingled in her as he talked about Keith but it lead nowhere concrete. She noticed the three couples were all grouped together on the board. Then two other pictures, both of men, were grouped together.

“Who’s the guy with the bright red hair and the thousand yard stare?”

“Jen’s stalker.” Sam gave a curt nod at the picture in question. “George Mason. Mildly schizophrenic, totally paranoid and delusional. And a crystal meth addict. Jen had a restraining order against him. George followed her up here after she left the fundraiser. He hid in one of the abandoned buildings off towards the ravine. He’d been sending her mail that showed an escalation in his delusions and indicated a potential for violence.”

“Most people, police included, think he killed her.” Emma scrawled crazy stalker George on her note pad. A faint stir of energy teased at her. Not as strong as what she felt when Sam talked about Keith, yet enough to earn a place in her notes. “He was never convicted.”

“Five days after her death, he turned up in town, raving about demons chasing Jennifer in the woods and stealing her star. He had her evening bag on him but it was empty. When the locals arrested him they missed a concealed stash of meth. George got so lit up after the preliminary questioning, he went into cardiac arrest. Died before the deputies could open the cell door. The cops think he took the necklace as a trophy and hid it somewhere.”

Emma’s internal scam radar went off. She added more detailed notes in her own, cryptic shorthand. “That’s convenient, isn’t it? Crazy guy kills socialite, hides zillion dollar necklace, then offs himself. I wonder: did the arresting officers find the necklace on him and forget to let anyone know?”

“Keith had me dig into their financials. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

She wasn’t convinced. She’d sensed something important tied to the necklace. Maybe Jen was killed for that alone and the fire was a cover up. As to the cops and clean financials, there were ways to hide money so that even the best of investigators couldn’t find it. Her father had turned that skill into an art form. “Why were they so sure George Mason killed her?”

“They found a torn piece of the blouse Jennifer was wearing that night, as well as other stolen items he’d accumulated over time, stored at the shack George was using.”

“So why are we here? If George did it, what else is there for us?”

Sam smiled wanly. “He died before any investigation could get up and running. Keith was convinced someone else was responsible. I agree. Judging by the increase in weird things happening here, I’d hazard a guess, so do the spirits of Holloway Lodge.”

Emma considered the photos arrayed before her and the dotted red time line Sam had labeled ‘alleged’. A man who took nothing for granted, and focused on the details. No wonder he’d been such a good cop. A strange thought leapt out at her. He knew her sordid details. Would they be easy for him to dismiss, or would he eventually come to hold them against her?

She pushed it out of her mind. As if she’d even get anywhere beyond casual. First, all she did was casual. Second, even if she did more than that, it would never be with a guy like him. Men like Sam, when they got serious (and they always did), went for their own kind—upstanding citizens with squeaky clean history and boringly normal occupations. Woman like her, on the edge of propriety and the fringe of strange, weren’t keepers in that circle. “I’m glad you’re being open-minded.”

“I don’t have a choice,” he said, his voice heavy with grim determination. “George Mason, meth addict stalker, is too perfect. There were five other people on the grounds that night with opportunity and means. Any of them could have done it.”

And Keith, she thought. Don’t forget Keith. By all accounts he was mad for his wife, and her death had sent him over his own personal edge. He’d spent the rest of his days trying to reach beyond the veil of death to talk to the woman who took his heart to her grave. Love could easily inspire such devotion. Equally, mania, or guilt, could spur it on. Emma kept this theory to herself. “Other than George, the lawyer and wife, the brother and wife, who else was close by?”

He tapped the grainy photo of a hard faced man with a thick shock of white-blond hair. “Brad Heath, the caretaker. He was first to notice the blaze and call it in. He also got the lake pump set up and had it going when the fire trucks arrived. He cooperated with the investigation initially, but disappeared two nights after Mason died. Turns out he did a stint for burglary ten years earlier in Texas.”

Another set of alarms went off. And they had nothing to do with her psychic sense. “Why’d the Vaughns hire an ex-con?”

“Wesley hired him as part of a prison rehabilitation project he was working on. There was never a problem.”

“I’m not getting anything on the caretaker,” she said, scratching out a few more notes, “but I did get a mild charge from the stalker, Mason.”

Sam nodded, grabbed a dry erase marker, and made an asterisk next to Mason’s picture. For some silly reason this pleased her immensely. “So the family present at the time was cleared along with the lawyer and his wife?”

“Both couples insist Jen was alive and in the den the last time she was seen.”

There were few notes on her page and even less in the way of psychic connection. Her impressions had been plenty, but they were scattered. Nothing linked substantially. It rarely did at first. She shouldn’t be disappointed. In comparison to most cases, she was running hot. Emma decided to pursue another nagging line of thought. “Holloway Lodge was a family compound since the founding brothers first holed up here several generations back. Why’d you end up with it?”

Sam didn’t look uncomfortable with the sudden turn. In fact he looked defiant. “A while back, without me knowing, Keith put me in the will to get first crack at the place if he died. He knew I loved it since I was a kid. If he died, I was to be offered the place at fair market value. He even had an agreed upon appraiser named in the will. If I didn’t want it, the Lodge would go to his brother Wesley.”

“But he made you buy it, he didn’t will it to you free and clear. Why?”

“I’d never go for the free ride on the lodge. I’m worth almost as much as Keith. Half his first game company belonged to me. I don’t need a hand out.”

Emma resisted the urge to scribble down pride. Pride made a man hard sometimes. And vulnerable. Keith knew exactly what to do to lure Sam into his world so that even after his death, the mission to find Jen’s killer was carried on. She was impressed. He was a skillful manipulator, doing it now even from the grave. She wondered if Sam realized his best friend had used Sam’s pride and superhero complex to gain his own ends.

“The prominent Doctor Vaughn was cut out of the picture,” she said, moving on. Doctor Wesley Vaughn, the younger brother, was a psychiatrist to the rich and famous. According to her quick research he was as moneyed as his brother Keith, and more discrete than an international spy.

What motive would a filthy rich and very well respected physician have to kill his brother’s wife? Jealousy? Money? Emma had learned early on that for some people no matter how much money they had, it was never enough. He could have killed her and stolen the necklace, then found a way to move the stones. Keith may have searched, but there were a lot of rocks to overturn and he couldn’t have hit them all. “Who got what you paid for the Lodge?”

“It went to the estate, and ultimately Wesley. Compensation for not getting the Lodge I suppose.”

Emma scribbled a few dollar signs next to Wesley Vaughn. The money angle might still play out, but it didn’t sit right. Thinking about the necklace stirred up something but it was too intangible. The other information didn’t trigger any great psychic revelations. When they went through with the personal interviews more information would surface. If not, she’d turn to her tarot cards and other means.

A sad look came over Sam’s handsome face as he moved on to Audrey Vaughn’s picture. “Audrey was always fragile. She’d lost a baby a month earlier. Jen’s death broke her. She crawled into a medicated haze and never came out again.”

The shrink’s wife was over medicated and miscarried? She couldn’t begin to imagine the pain of losing a child. Did it play into what happened that night? Bad relationships often led to bad outcomes for those involved and those closest to ground zero.

Emma made a few notes and drew a line across the page. “Jen and Keith had reciprocal wills, I take it? All her assets go to her husband if she pre-deceases him, right?”

“Exactly.” Sam folded his arms and frowned. “I know where you’re going with this, Emma. Keith was richer than King Midas. Jen wasn’t born with a silver spoon. Grew up in foster care, and married into his money. She had nothing of her own to leave to him, and no relatives to worry about.”

“I’m not picking up anything on that line, Sam. Don’t worry. What about suicide?”

He scowled. “Not likely.”

“If she was using drugs, possible.”

“Possible,” he conceded. But it was obvious he didn’t like the idea too much. She didn’t either, but wasn’t ready to take it off the list.

“How about the security? Were there tapes, footage, anything like that?”

“The storms had caused a few power surges that blew the camera system during the week. They were waiting for a repair guy to come Monday. Everything was off line.”

“And if it was robbery? Pure and simple? Who then becomes a suspect?”

“Everyone in the world.”

“But you don’t believe it was an outside job.”

“I don’t know what to believe.” He looked to the board like an enemy he needed to beat. “I can’t accept five rational adults saw nothing, heard nothing, and did nothing, on the night she died.”

“Someone, and probably more than one someone, is lying. I don’t need a ghost to point that fact out. Neither do you.”

“If people are lying, and the case is cold and without evidence, the only way to break it wide open in an ‘admissible in court’ fashion is to get the liars to compromise or confess. That won’t be easy.”

A dark thought hit her: maybe he’d brought her here for her ability to find truth, and was using the ghosts and psychic thing as a cover. Takes a con to break a con, her father always said. And Dad was never wrong about things concerning lies. She knew she shouldn’t jump to conclusions, she should give the guy the benefit of the doubt. But old habits die hard. Rather than fall into a funk, she decided to back burner her suspicion and give Sam a chance.

“All it takes is one really good psychic lead.” She took a second and scanned her scribbles. “I don’t have anything definitive, but I plan on doing Tarot readings later on the key players as a start, and branch out from there. I have some other techniques I can try if we strike out there.”

Emma stayed perched on the edge of the overstuffed cushion. She wanted to get closer, maybe touch the pictures, but she didn’t want to risk more contact with Sam. He’d sent her into overdrive, and she needed to be calm if she was going to pick up lingering energy surrounding this chaotic mess of facts and, most likely, pack of lies. Sam was right about one thing: this wouldn’t be easy. “I see why everyone thinks the case is nothing but dead ends.”

He crossed to the sofa and sat down heavily beside her, brooding, as he considered her pronouncement. “I’d say it’s the perfect crime, except I don’t believe in perfect. Every killer makes a mistake, it’s up to us to find it. How about you? Picking anything else up?”

She was swamped with every nuance, his heat, his spicy male scent, the way he owned the space around him. Her focus went to hell in an instant. She needed distance if she was going to get anything. She all but scurried to the board, glad to escape his nearness.

“I’m primarily an energy reader. I sense currents mainly from objects, or ambient energy that remains in a geographic area. Sort of like finding a psychic fingerprint. I also use tarot cards to stimulate intuitive leaps.” She faced the information arrayed on the surface of the white board, the ‘facts’ as Sam probably called them. What truths sat buried beneath lies? What truths served to misdirect? “Some psychics can get information from touching photographs of people or places. I’m normally not so good with that form of psychometry, but I’ll give it a shot.”

Emma touched the caretaker’s photo with her left hand, grazing her fingertips across the glossy surface. Cold laced through her skin, into her blood. Startled, she pulled back, and a firm impression lodged in her mind.

“I think he’s dead. A long time dead, too. If I can touch something more substantial of his, maybe something made of metal, I might get a better read.”

“That would explain his disappearance. There’s nothing left of his personally, but he stayed in the caretaker cottage. We can check that out. Would it work?”

“It might.” Sam surprised her, buying into her announcement without argument. When she’d reported this kind of thing to cops on some of the cold cases, it was met with an expected heavy dose of skepticism, and often, outright insults, despite the fact that when proof emerged, she was always vindicated. Those experiences always made her doubt herself, made her feel wanting in some way. Her desire to be accepted surged strong, bringing with it all her old insecurities. It was infuriating. She’d thought she was over that silliness. She didn’t need someone else’s approval to be who she was but at the same time she couldn’t stop the desire to be taken on her word without question or insult. “I could be wrong, Sam.”

“We all could. When I’m into a case, I try not to censure myself or anyone else. Killers don’t normally operate in a box. Hunters shouldn’t either.”

“Hunters?” The curious phrase had her turning to face him. “Is that what we are?”

“You disagree?”

“No. I never thought about it quite that way.” So the white knight had a predator inside. Sam Tyler had layers. Dangerous layers. She touched the other pictures, but picked up nothing until she reached for Jen.

Heat seared through her fingers, arcing up into her arm. Acrid scents of charred wood and smoke choked her. With the smoke came an oily and pungent stench like rotten gasoline. Frightened by the force of the connection, she pulled away. The moment contact broke, she started coughing and gasping for air. Her throat constricted and panic set in. Sam was beside her in an instant.

“Breathe, Emma, that’s right. Slow it down. In through the nose. Out through the mouth.” His strong arms wrapped her in a warm embrace and held her fast as her legs gave way. “Come on, honey, breathe with me. That’s it. Real slow.”

She followed his lead, struggling for each breath. Finally, she found a balance and the panic eased. Next thing she knew, she was back on the sofa with a very concerned Sam holding her fast with equal measures of protection and possession.

“What happened?” More demand than question.

She blinked a few times to clear her vision. “Fire. So hot. I couldn’t breathe. The smoke.” A terrifying understanding lodged itself in her conscious mind. “Sam, she was alive when the guest lodge burned. She was alive, but she couldn’t move. She couldn’t escape. I don’t know why, don’t know what happened to incapacitate her, but I know that her killer covered her with fuel along with the rest of the room and burned her alive.”

She swallowed hard, her throat still raw. This contact was unlike any other she’d experienced. The power was unreal. If a spirit had sent these impressions to her with such visceral force, what else might they be capable of doing to the living? She’d heard tales from ghost hunters about spirits responsible for causing heart attacks in the living, or using energy like electricity to trigger fatal fires. She recalled the earlier issues with the kitchen lights, and shivered.

The gruesome crime made her skin crawl and the implications of what had happened terrified her. Only the safety of Sam’s strength held her fear at bay. Emma relaxed into him, taking advantage of what he offered. It was a more dangerous connection than her earlier desire. She knew she shouldn’t let up her guard. But she needed him, and he was there. Right now that was the only thing that mattered.

“The intensity of the connection, Sam. It’s dangerous. I think it means Jen’s still with us. If the spirit had moved on from the site, I’d get the connection, but not as potent.”

Sam’s mouth tightened into a thin line as he digested the information. “What are you telling me?”

“Finding a murderer may not be our only problem. The ghost of Jennifer Vaughn is here, and she’s just as dangerous.”

 

  

Chapter Three

 


Dangerous ghosts? How the hell was he supposed to keep her safe from dangerous ghosts? Up until a few weeks ago he didn’t even believe in ghosts. Silently he cursed. Everything had seemed so straight forward, and then she’d arrived. Thrown it all into a tail spin.

Emma was small, and fit perfectly in his arms. Holding her close brought out fierce protective urges that made him want to rip the house apart beam by beam until he found the thing that had tried to harm her, and beat it into submission. Except he wasn’t sure how you did that to a ghost. And he didn’t want to let her go. Not now. Maybe not ever.

“Do we need to fight this thing?”

“We can’t. Jen’s made her presence known. We’ll want to follow her lead. See what she has to show us. Try not to tweak her. Spirits don’t have the normal social and psychological boundaries, or capacity for rational thought. That much I know, which is why one with power and rage can be dangerous to the living.”

“We don’t do this if following her lead means more of the same for you. It’s too big a risk. I’ll call this whole thing off and level the property before I put you in harm’s way.” The raw emotion behind his words surprised him.

“You gave your oath to Keith. If he’s here too, and you decide to back out, you’re going to have serious trouble on your hands. Maybe even blood.”

Great. This couldn’t be easy, could it? No one else had made these kinds of warnings and predictions. Then again, no one but Emma had managed to pierce the barrier and brush up against the dead. He hated not knowing what to do. Hated feeling powerless. He closed his eyes, counted to ten. Took a deep breath. “What’s our next step?”

“Whatever we planned next. Now that we know she’s here, we know what to watch for. I know to be more careful.”

Cool air rushed between them as Emma eased back. He adjusted, following her lead. He did not, however, remove his arm from her shoulders. Touching her kept them connected. He reasoned that if he stayed connected, he’d keep her safe. “Eric didn’t warn me things would go down this way.”

“You never know how the game will play out. Mostly contact is light and ephemeral. Sometimes you get a lingering headache. Off and on, you connect with the victim and get a shadow experience, a second hand walk through of what happened to them. That’s bad. Real bad.”

She sighed, rubbed the bridge of her nose. “It’s not the worst part of working a cold murder case, though. The worst part is handling the disappointment and anger of the families when you don’t connect. On average you don’t connect way more times than you do. To see the last shreds of hope torn away, there’s nothing like it on earth. Those faces stay with you and haunt your dreams.”

“It was like that when we told the victim’s families for the first time, and then, twice as bad when they’d go to the morgue. Make the final identification. I know where you’re coming from.” Never, in a million years, had he thought someone like her, a psychic, went through the same hell as a cop. The revelation was humbling. “Eric said you hate these cases. Mostly he blamed the police.”

“The one-two punch. You go in wanting to help. Maybe family called you in. Maybe a lone cop, desperate enough to grasp at straws. You’re treated like a two bit hustler. And when you can’t produce, the smug superiority of the cops, and the desolation of the family make you want to dig a deep hole, crawl in and pull it shut around you.”

He’d faced down the derision of fellow officers. He knew how tight that thin blue line held together, and how brutal they were to outcasts. “When word first hit my precinct I’d outed fellow officers, even though these guys were a black stain on the badge and had killed more than a few good cops along the way, they turned a unified back. I was nothing. Worse than nothing. A rat.”

“You did the right thing.”

“I know. But I gave up everything that mattered to do it, and I didn’t realize what kind of price I’d pay afterwards. Most places, you bring in the bad guys you’re a hero. But your buddies, they wonder, why didn’t you keep this in the family? Give us a chance to fix it ourselves? You broke ranks so you’re damaged goods. Internal Affairs tries their hand at recruiting you, but even a rat doesn’t like to work with one.”

Where had those words come from? Deep, he guessed. He’d thought them a million times, but never spoken them to a soul. He remembered how often these thoughts plagued him afterwards, when he went through his ‘I hate people’ phase and buried himself into working out his issues through his computer and programming. It had made him a rich man a second time in his life, like the game company he’d formed with Keith back in college. It had liberated and healed him as well. But he never managed to completely erase the stain of personal failure he’d felt, even though he knew what he did was right.

“Would you do it again?”

“In a heartbeat,” he said without hesitation. “You pegged me earlier. Once a cop, always a cop. I couldn’t join a police force anywhere, since reputation travels, so I made my own. This way I can still keep outing the bad guys.”

“You have an over developed hero complex, Sam,” she said, a little mischief in her eyes.

“What’d you call me—white knight? Maybe I am some days.” If she knew the whole truth, including what he’d done to Angela, she might think otherwise. For once, he decided to forget the details, forget the plan for the future, and live in the moment. “Does it matter to you?”

“What girl doesn’t like a hero?”

As answers went, it was evasive. She did that, shift and slide like sand, easing out of corners. He didn’t want to push his luck. The horror and fear were gone. He had her beside him, thought he could keep her safe. It was enough for now. “I’ll remember that. Might come in handy.”

“You’d use my words against me?” she teased. “Not very heroic.”

“I promise you’d enjoy it.”

Emma’s breath caught. Proof she was thinking of the possibilities, same as him. “I believe you.”

“I’m not into lying.”

When she turned, the curve of her breast feathered against him and he all but lost it right there. “It’s been a long night.”

The longest in his recollection. Judging by the tight hitch in his pants, it was only going to get longer. Probably involve a cold shower. Maybe two.

“It’s almost midnight. We should call it here, pick back up in the morning.” He wanted anything but, however, her eyes were tired, it really had been a long day, and they’d both benefit from a strategic retreat. “You think you’ll be safe? I’m next door. All you need to do is yell. I’ll be there in a second. If you want, I can crash on the couch in the suite.”

“I’ll be fine. I promise.”

Accepting promises from former con artists was never a sound idea. He’d left sound ideas at the door step the minute he set eyes on her.

“Good enough,” he said, rising from the couch. He offered her his hand and she accepted, but once she stood, she put distance between them.

She lingered by the board, staring at Jen’s photo. “She was surprised by her death, Sam. Genuinely shocked. As if dying wasn’t supposed to happen to her.”

“Jen lived a fairy tale life.”

“And look where it got her,” Emma said. “I think it’s important, this surprised energy.”

That aroused his curiosity, which was way better than the other kinds of things she’d aroused. “If she was surprised, and had time to be shocked, maybe she had time to think.”

“And time to think might mean time to do something else.” Emma’s eyes sharpened, and she touched the picture again. Rubbed her index finger in a circular motion, ringing the head shot again and again. “She had time to think, time to process emotion, and time to do something, but what? What else did you do, Jen? What else do you want us to know?”

Sam held his breath, waiting for another catastrophic event. He was beginning to think that’s how the paranormal circus worked: three rings, all crazy, no waiting. But the theater for the night was done and gone. The walls didn’t leak blood, the windows didn’t rattle, and nothing went bump in the night.

“She did something, Sam, between the time she knew she was going to die, and the time she died. There was a substantial gap of time.” Emma stopped touching the picture. “We need to figure out what happened in that gap. We do that, we’ll know who killed Jen. And, we’ll know why.”

 


~ * * * ~

 


Holloway Lodge glowed weakly in the night. The kitchen. The library. The front porch. From the vantage point in the tree line, he observed in silence. Thinking. Wondering. The torrential rain beat down around him, falling from a merciless sky. Had he been a more superstitious man, he would draw the parallels between this season and the season he’d killed Jennifer Vaughn and think perhaps it was an omen of reckoning. There were similarities, yes, but his concern was not so much for what he’d done, as it was for the people inside the lodge. What they would do. What they might undo, or uncover.

He’d viewed the last five years as a paced marathon. Endurance, patience, they’d all been key. Why this time was different, he couldn’t say. But it was different. The woman’s arrival left him concerned. And Sam Tyler, living here, made it worse. This was not crazy Keith and his parade of freaks. Now there was a force at the lodge, with a defined mission, and the ability to see it through to the end.

A battle line had been drawn, one that would need crossing. Not now, but soon. To make a wrong move at this critical juncture was far more dangerous than making no move at all. Haste had once been his undoing, put so very much at risk, and destroyed something of great importance to him. He knew better this time. Still, he would take any steps necessary to stay safe. Hidden. Anonymous.

A brutal strike of lightning forked out across the surrounding mountain tops. For a moment he thought he saw someone standing at the bottom of the lodge stairs. A man. Looking directly at him.

He ducked back into the trees, but on a following flash of lightning, found the spot to be bare. A trick of the night, or imagination. The only living occupants of Holloway Lodge were tucked away in the library. He decided after a few more minutes of observation, he’d gain little more than catching a chill standing in the rain. It was time to leave. He had to plan, to make ready. And, perhaps, to kill.

 

  

Chapter Four

 


Emma woke to more rain and a headache pounding in her skull. She’d dreamed all night, sometimes of Sam, other times of racing the labyrinth of halls in the lodge with an unknown assailant in pursuit. A shower, a divine breakfast of perfect pancakes and fluffy scrambled eggs with dishy Sam, and a few aspirin chased by strong coffee managed to calm things down to a dull roar. Not enough to shake the sensation she’d had in the dream, though.

As they toured the main lodge Emma fought the urge to keep glancing over her shoulder. Rationally she knew they were alone in the place. Sam had confirmed that when she’d discreetly asked during the morning meal. Her gut, however, told her someone watched. Someone waited. Someone wished them ill. Someone... or, something.

The rustic themed carpet runners covering most of the hardwood floors swallowed their footfalls. Dark oak panels lined the hallway walls to shoulder height, increasing the feeling of somber isolation. Unconsciously, she strayed closer to Sam. A wave of his body heat brought her back to their encounter in the library. Remembering his rugged body pressed against her own made her want more. If she didn’t stop herself from thinking this way about Sam, they’d never finish the tour. She’d be hauling him back up the ornate craftsman staircase to her suite and pushing every button she could find to unleash the wild predator that lurked just below his sturdy façade.

Emma wasn’t sure why it was they’d clicked so fast. Maybe she’d have kept it under more control, but he’d gone and touched her. Comforted her. And made her an offer. When a door like that opened, she had a hard time coming up with good reasons not to walk through. Each moment with him was another step closer to that threshold. She wanted to tell herself it was casual. It was chemistry. And at the same time, little girl Emma, lurking deep inside, wanted the fantasy that was the noble, fierce Sam Tyler to carry her off to the castle and make her his queen.

Childhood dreams of Mr. Right shouldn’t plague her now, not when she knew Mr. Right didn’t exist. Adult Emma knew better than to believe in a keeper guy. Everyone had an agenda, and time revealed them, one by one. Every hero fell from grace, every lover fell out of favor. She was too modern and too smart to fall for someone’s lame promises of forever after. Telling herself chased the child back into the shadows, but it didn’t make her feel any better. Maybe more in control, but not better.

They turned a corner and cold energy slapped away the sinfully engaging thoughts of Sam. Emma shivered.

“Keith’s lair,” said Sam, stopping at the first door. “The den.”

“The last place anyone saw his wife alive.” That explained the chill. She reached for the door knob at the same time he did, hoping to get a read on the energy, and their hands brushed.

Skin to skin, desire raced through her rocket fuel fast. Emma’s internal temperature spiked off the chart. This was worse than butterflies, this was a dragon in the blood, uncoiled and in full flight, soaring on pure flame.

The comfort he openly offered and the sensual adventures she knew he could provide were a potent lure. He wasn’t just sexy, he was safety. Strong arms to hold you and keep danger at bay, a hell to pay attitude no matter what enemy he faced, Sam was the guy you wanted on your side. He was the guy she wanted, period.

She pulled back as if stung.

Sam surprised her with a low chuckle. “It’s okay, Emma. I don’t have cooties.”

“There’s a strange energy here in the hall, and I thought I might get a read off the door knob,” she said, embarrassment heating her cheeks. “You startled me. I should have waited for you to open it.”

His clear gray eyes were inscrutable. Did he believe her?

Tucking his thumbs into the pockets of his jeans, he nodded towards the door. “Give it a shot.”

Emma took a deep breath and clasped the ornate iron knob. Instead of the expected cold, there was heat. The scent of ashes followed. She closed her eyes, willing a vision to come. None of the rooms she’d seen so far, even Keith and Jen’s bedroom, had given up any secrets. She was hopeful this one was different, but no luck. Only the smell of ashes, and that was yesterday’s news. After a minute or so she stopped. Pushing too hard often acted as a block.

“There’s heat here but I can’t get any clarity”

Sam gave it a turn and frowned. “That’s weird. It’s locked.”

“Not by you?”

His face sharpened and turned fierce. “No. Not by me.”

“The ghosts?”

“Maybe.” He rattled the knob a second time. “Maybe not. The security system blew last night. An oak out front got struck by lightning. Took out the security relay and overloaded the system. It’ll be a few days and a hell of a lot of man power hours before it’s up to par again. That means someone could access the house and grounds and we’d never know. Except for a locked door that shouldn’t be locked.”

“That’s not good.”

“I have a couple guys headed up here to do a temporary system to keep the house safe, but all the stuff out on the grounds won’t be operational for a while.”

The notion that someone was in the house snooping around was more disturbing than ghosts locking doors. It made her stay at Holloway Lodge that much more dangerous and risky. And strangely, it made her decision to stay easier. If someone was snooping around, they had a reason. Worry. Worry they’d get caught. Worry she and Sam would find critical clues. Which meant Jen’s killer was very close. “Do you have a key?”

“I keep a ring up in my room. That way I’m certain no one can get to it without going through me first.”

“So if it wasn’t a ghost locking this door, it was a human .”

“All the windows are closed. I was on the porch this morning checking for storm damage. But, yes, it’s very possible”

Sam’s look darkened by the moment. She wouldn’t be surprised if he tried to break the door down. On a whim she touched the knob again. The same heat hit her but something new followed. Desperation. Emma turned the knob and it gave way.

“So it wasn’t human,” Sam murmured. “That’s a little freaky.”

“Agreed.”

The door swung open and Emma peered into the opulent room. Modern meets the Gilded Age, she thought. More rich paneling, custom built-ins, period light fixtures, rustic antiques and elegant contemporary furnishings floating on expensive carpets. And the fireplace dominating, holding court over it all. Even the dead animal heads mounted on either side seemed to fit. Only the great room rivaled it in scale and splendor. “Wow.”

“Jen had it renovated right after they married. It was her first project in the lodge. She had restoration experts in and an army of designers.” Sam stepped into the hushed silence and looked around. “She had an eye for beauty.”

Not just an eye, Emma thought, as she followed behind Sam. Beauty ran in her blood. Over the mantle a portrait stretched almost to the ceiling. Jennifer Vaughn, the subject of the piece, stared serenely over her kingdom. She was a fairy queen, delicate as gossamer and spun sugar, with a timeless beauty born of an ancient enchantment. “I see why Keith was obsessed with his wife.”

“Everyone she pulled into her orbit became obsessed to one degree or another.”

Emma detected a sour note in his voice. “You didn’t like her.”

He shrugged and stared back at her picture, silent for a long moment. “Jen was a burning fire in life. She consumed Keith. She was nice enough. But she took a lot of energy to keep occupied. She had trouble sitting still, just being. Like quiet was the enemy. The cocaine habit made it worse.”

“How was their marriage?”

“Solid. Keith worshipped her. She loved him like crazy.”

She left him standing pensive, while she moved around the masculine room. It was hard to get a vibe under the scrutiny of the portrait. With her back turned, Jen’s sharp green eyes bored a hole through her. There was something in here, but she’d need more time and study. Before she could relay that to Sam, his cell rang.

“Tyler here.”

Perching against the expansive desk, Emma watched Sam. The dark look returned.

“Mike, now is not a good time. What’s the issue with sticking to the original plan?”

Mike Foyle, Keith’s lawyer, Emma surmised.

Sam paused. “Fine. I get it. You want this solved like the rest of us.”

Another pause, then Sam said, “No, not here. We’ll do the first one where we planned. Later.”

He ended the call and put away the Blackberry. “Change of plans.”

Despite the unsettled atmosphere, she tingled when he said her name. “What’s up?”

“Mike can’t wait. He called to move the interview time up.”

Interesting. “When are we meeting him?”

“Half an hour, at Grimm’s Cafe in town. We won’t have as much time as I wanted. We’re meeting Stan Meyer today too. He’s the mayor now, but was the sheriff when Jen died.”

“Why the rush?”

“Says he wants this thing over and done. After the murder, he hit the bottle pretty hard. His law practice fell apart, along with his marriage. He got into recovery, and made do for a while selling real estate and doing the odd will or estate planning, but it’s been lean times. When I first pitched this to him he went wild. Thought it was his ticket back to a normal life. Now he’s itching to get things back in place, I guess.”

“He believes you’ll have luck figuring it out with a psychic, where everyone else failed? He sounds gullible.”

“I think he’s desperate. What I’d like to know is why. Its way more than this recovery thing he has going. Mike’s always been an operator.”

There it was again. That word. Desperate. “I’d like to know why myself.”

Before they left, Emma threw a glance back at Jen. Her serene smile looked like a scowl from this angle. She faced Sam, and before she could stop herself, words tumbled out of her mouth. “I know you’ve brought me in because I have a mixed bag of psychic skills. But is that the real reason I’m here?”

“You’re here because Keith thought you’d be the one to figure this out. And I agree.”

He turned and vanished into the hall. She had no choice but to follow. As far as answers went, it wasn’t much.

Would it be that big a deal if he wanted her more for her talent at smoking out con artists than for her more esoteric talents? She shouldn’t care, she should be beyond those old fears and insecurities. But for some reason it was important. Too important.

She needed it not to matter. She needed Sam not to matter. Emma had to prove to herself that the attraction was casual, that it held no power over her. Taking him up on his invite for some fun seemed nuts in the midst of all the horror of the lodge, yet it was exactly what she needed to shake the eerie vibe and prove that Sam Tyler was nothing more than a passing fancy.

 


~ * * * ~

 


Mike Foyle was a man who liked an audience. He played to her and Sam like a stage actor, jumping wide gaps with vigorous emotional energy. Emma knew far too many people like him, attention seekers who had to be the center of everything, twenty-four-seven. The behavior hid an internal neediness. She tuned into him the way she did the clients she assessed for her boss Eric. What was beneath the mask and the careful script, that’s what counted and that’s what she wanted to reach.

She’d sensed an undercurrent of desperation early on and she worked with that to see where it led while they talked. He hadn’t lied yet, not baldly enough for it to stand out, but he might just be a damn fine liar too. With all senses, psychic and otherwise, on alert, she locked onto her target as he answered questions and recounted his role in that fateful night.

“We were drinking brandy, me and the wife, Wes and Audrey. Not Jen. She watched her weight, so she had the usual fancy mineral water. Pellegrino. I remember because I spilled that stupid green bottle by accident and she was pissed. Keith was tied up on a business call a few minutes after he arrived. He didn’t get a chance to have anything.”

He closed his eyes in dramatic pause. When he opened them again, he stared at a point on the wall behind Emma. Like a man looking into a mirror, and not liking what he saw. “I ask myself every night. Why did I have to drink so much? Why did Lora? We should have stopped with the first bottle. When Keith left, we should have called it a night.”

“There was more than one bottle consumed?” Sam appeared surprised by the info. “The police report didn’t mention anything about more than one bottle.”

Mike spread his fingers wide, held his fleshy palms out in a gesture of helplessness. Five years ago based on pictures he’d been well built, but booze and depression had him running to fat. “No one asked me. It was pretty obvious how drunk we were. One bottle of brandy wouldn’t get four adults that wasted. Sheriff Meyer shoved my head in the toilet bowl to wake me up. Bet that wasn’t in the police report either.”

No, it wasn’t. Emma turned to Sam and gave him a questioning look.

“Jake was an unconventional sheriff,” he said in explanation. “Sort of a two fisted kind of guy. Mayor’s a better fit.”

“I thought he would kill me that night.” Mike expelled a great breath, sucked down more coffee, then laughed. It was an odd sound coming from a man his size. Squeaky, like a mouse. “I’d have been better if he had done me in. I lost everything that mattered. Coming back from that is an everyday struggle.”

“You were drinking brandy,” Sam refocused the topic. Smooth, Emma thought. The sentiment behind Mike’s statement was true, but his body language communicated a case of nerves. “Then what?”

“Keith had to leave for Lake Placid. Jen didn’t want him to go. They argued, but Keith left anyway. We finished the first bottle. Jen kept going to the den for more coke. Then it gets fuzzy.”

The truth in his words had not changed, but the level of desperation had. Emma decided to tighten things up. She wasn’t getting anything useful, not the way she’d tuned in at the lodge. “May I hold something of yours while we talk, Mike? Maybe your keys, or a watch?”

He slipped a little, his eyes widening and revealing fear.“Why?”

Sam jumped in. “Emma picks up vibes from all kinds of things. Maybe she’ll get some clarity.”

For a few seconds no one at the table moved. Mike had no choice but to take up the challenge, however, his hesitation spoke volumes to Emma. He had something to hide. Something he wanted to keep hidden.

“Yeah, sure,” he said cautiously. He pulled his keys from his pocket and slid them half way across the table. It was obvious he didn’t want to risk personal contact.

Emma palmed the keys. “Thanks.”

The contact gave her nothing new immediately, but holding them put Mike on edge. His voice got tight and he kept fidgeting. Sam didn’t give any sign that he noticed the change. He remained relaxed, acting like this was more a chat between old friends than an interrogation.

“I know it was tough on you and Lora afterwards.”

Mike was quick to nod. “You don’t get over something like that, Sam. She expected me to forget it. When I couldn’t, she divorced me, found God and ran off to Africa to be a missionary. Like it would fix what happened.”

“You stayed and faced things,” Sam said soothingly.

“Damn right I did. I cowboy’d up.”

“You ever hear from her?”

“She solicits donations from time to time.”

Sam shook his head. “I’m sorry, man, really. No one deserves that.”

“Damn straight.”

When a moment of silence had passed and Mike had calmed, Sam picked up again. “That night you guys were partying, did Wes and Audrey stay until you passed out?”

“I told you, it gets fuzzy.”

“Try taking me through it up to where it goes blank. Any detail you remember no matter how small may be critical.”

“It was so long ago.”

“I’m asking you as a friend, Mike. I really need your help.”

Emma loved watching Sam work. If he’d played for the other team, he’d have given Dad a run for the money in the game of the con.

Mike rubbed his jaw. Blinked a few times. Started running through the events list style, occasionally looking to Sam as he spoke.

“We were all getting bored and drunk. Lora and Jen decided to watch a movie. Wes left to make a call to a patient. He came back. Jen left to get some more coke. She came back. Did that a few times. We started on the second bottle of brandy. We put on a chick flick. I don’t remember the specifics after that, Sam. I’m sorry. The next thing I recall is Jake Meyer screaming at me while I gagged on toilet water. Everything in between is a black hole.”

“I can’t confirm times,” he added. “I know those things happened, I think they happened in that order, but I was really wasted. Didn’t they find Wes and Audrey asleep upstairs? They must have gone up at some point. You should ask Lou Preston. He was a deputy back then and the first cop to respond when the fire call went out.”

“Lou’s on my list.” Sam then took Mike through variations on the theme three times, but each line of questioning resulted in the same dead end. After they got into the second brandy bottle, Mike’s memory went blank. Not fuzzy, not confused, but dark and empty blank. Like someone flipped the off switch to a light, and didn’t turn it back on until much later that night. He’d said as much to Sam, and Emma agreed from what she picked up psychically.

She’d dealt with liars before, and she’d dealt with people who had memory gaps while on altered substances. The liars were usually obvious from body language or poorly constructed stories. Those with memory gaps invariably had memories she was able to pick up on. None had evidenced the complete lack of conscious activity as Mike. Spooky.

While the men continued, Emma concentrated on the keys and any ambient sensations. The buzz of activity in the cozy cafe provided a nice backdrop for zoning out. She tried a variety of techniques, but each one was a bust. For what it was worth, Mike had answered Sam’s questions with information he believed to be truthful. He could have left something out, however, and excluding wasn’t so much lying as it was evasion. But in his case, was that simple memory absence? More questions, too little answers.

She passed back the keys and Mike smiled toothily. “Hope you didn’t get the pin code for my bank account. Not that there’s much left. Vacation property and new construction aren’t selling so good right now.”

Emma smiled in return, the gesture just as phony. “Would you be open to coming to the lodge?” She went out on a limb with the question. Sam had told her he’d carefully scheduled interviews, outside and inside the lodge, and she hated to disrupt his schedule. Only everything about this sad tale was too scripted. Too rehearsed and rehashed. She decided it was time to shake and stir and see what rose to the surface. “I’d like to walk through things. The way Jen did. Maybe even hold a séance.”

Mike hid his shock well. Sam, not so much.

“Anytime,” the former lawyer said. “How are things going? Any new leads from the spirit world.”

Sam responded before she had a chance. “We’ve turned over a few new stones. It’s promising. Keith wasn’t crazy.”

He fell right into line with her ploy to mix up the game, which shocked her to no end. Super cop was quick on the draw. Good thing she had a decent poker face. Mike fixed her with a penetrating stare, revealing the man he used to be prior to hitting rock bottom, or maybe the man he still was, but kept hidden behind a façade.

“New stones? That’s good news. What kind of new stones?”

“Leads mostly,” Sam countered.

Mike turned on Sam. Tension reached a breaking point. “Tell me about them. Maybe it will jog a memory.”

“Once I have more information, I’ll share.” Sam’s firm response brooked no argument. “I plan to resolve this case once and for all. I don’t want to risk things by making mistakes early on.”

Mike nodded jerkily. The fight went out of him. “You always were the clever one out of our group. If anyone can figure it out, it’s you, Sam.” He stood, and nodded at Emma. “Nice to meet you Emma. I’m looking forward to getting together again.”

Sam stayed silent until he’d left. “Bad case of the nerves.”

“He’s hiding something.”

“You sure that’s not his inner lawyer throwing you off the scent?”

“I’m not picking up anything on the psychic wavelength, but my other skill set tells me he knows more. Unfortunately, it may not be relevant to Jen’s death, but he definitely has information he’s keeping to himself. I’d like to know is what the fear is about. Is he afraid of what he knows, or afraid of us finding out what he knows?”

“I was wondering the same thing myself. You’d have made a great cop.”

“It was bad enough me going legit. My dad would have dropped dead on the spot if I joined up with the enemy.”

“You still stay in contact with your family?”

“They’re my family. Dad relocated to Buenos Aires after my mother died, and gradually, the rest of the clan has migrated. We’re not super close, but we’re still close.”

She couldn’t read his look. The scrutiny made her uncomfortable. She was suddenly very aware of the wide chasm of differences between them. Sam, with the sterling past, present and future, was a world away from Emma with the murky past, murky present, and uncertain future. She swallowed the insecurity. She wasn’t Polly Pure, never would be, so screw Sam if that was an issue. “What’s next?”

“We visit the mayor, Jake Meyer. He’s picky about details and ran the investigation letter of the law. Right down to pulling in the state guys to process the scene.”

“Mayor Meyer?” The absurd name combination lifted her spirits and she smiled. “Let me guess, a descendant of the founding Meyer?”

“There’s descended Meyers everywhere in these parts. All straight talking, solid citizens as upright, and uptight as they come. Most are in the building trades but every so often one gets drafted into public service. As to Jake, don’t tease him. He’s liable to do something crazy. Before he was sheriff, he ran a division of the family construction company. If folks dumped stuff in his site trash bins, he’d go through the bags, find mail, and track them down. Then turn up at their house and show them the error of their ways.”

“That doesn’t sound uptight, that sounds vengeful and dangerous.”

“Semantics. Jake’s a take charge kind of guy.”

“And Meyerville made him Sheriff?”

“It’s a weird town.”

“I guess being the trash police gave him a taste for the life.”

Sam laughed deeply. Emma found it irresistibly sexy. “He was also an MP in the army. He’s big on rules, and sticking to them, no matter what his line of work. At least as mayor, he doesn’t carry a gun anymore.”

“You don’t think he was involved in any way?”

“Jake? Hell no. He’s so by the book he makes me look like a stone cold criminal. Besides, he doesn’t like to operate outside of business hours. If he was going to kill someone, it would happen Monday through Friday, between the hours of seven a.m. and three thirty p.m., and not during his half hour lunch.” Sam grinned back at her. “He probably shoved Mike’s head in the toilet that night more because he was pissed he had to get out of bed and deal with trouble, than he thought the guy had something to do with Jen’s death.”

“I’ll be on my best behavior.” The easy conversation and the warm atmosphere relaxed her. Being away from the oppressive malice of the lodge may have dimmed her psychic senses but it went a long way in restoring her energy levels and peace of mind. Sam’s company wasn’t hurting things either. She liked the lazy way he sprawled in the seat, owning the space around him. He had a pure and elemental maleness about him that was impossible to ignore. Or resist.

When she wasn’t fighting her attraction to him, or telling herself how wrong he was for her, it was very easy to fall into a comfortable place with him. In a way, he was like an old friend, except she’d known him less than a week, and other than Eric, she wasn’t sure she had anyone in her life ever who qualified as ‘an old friend.’

When had she become this sad? Had so much life slipped by her while she was working? After she finished with the Lodge and writing her book, she’d need to take a vacation and find a little more of a life. Maybe having such narrow focus explained why Sam loomed so large on her radar. Maybe it was time to change. It occurred to her then what a nice change Sam could make for her. Emma gathered her wayward thoughts close and shoved them away for later.

“Why are we seeing him? Is there something in particular you want me to focus on while we meet?”

“I can look at notes until the end of time, but they’re all from official interviews and reports. What we’re doing is more conversational. People reveal things in conversation. Inconsistencies. Things they forgot under the pressure of the police interview, or noticed but didn’t include in a report because it didn’t seem important at the time. Like the second bottle of brandy.”

“How do you think that will be important?”

“I don’t know. But it stands out to me so I’m going to follow it where it leads. Drunks aren’t noted for neatness. They drank two bottles of brandy. Why was only one found? And what happened to Jen’s Pellegrino bottle? If they were too wasted to notice someone get killed, then they were certainly too wasted to selectively clean the crime scene after the fact. Jake can act as a way for us to fact check. Who knows, maybe there’s something he tucked away in that keg head of his that will fall out now and help the case.”

“Wouldn’t the first cop on the scene be a better place to start for validation?”

“Lou Preston, deputy at the time, is sheriff now, and was the first cop to respond. We’ll see him next. He’s been playing possum with me and avoiding my calls. Jake will take care of that today. He owes me a few favors and I called one in about interviewing Lew.”

“I can’t even imagine what kind of favor a guy like Jake Meyer owes you.” Emma gave Sam an assessing look. “You played right along with that line about the séance. Without missing a beat or giving up a tell. You’d have made a good con.”

“What do you call going undercover for as many years as I did? No different from a long con, except I was on the right side of the law.”

That was an interesting take on things. Emma didn’t fail to notice the note of derision that crept into his velvet smooth voice. “Do you have any regrets about what you did?”

“No. But I was surprised by the aftermath.”

The pain that flashed briefly in his eyes as he spoke told her volumes that his laconic reply didn’t. Emma knew all too well what happened when a con was exposed. She’d lived a life of retreat in the wake of the disappointment and recrimination. For Sam, though, she suspected it was a one-time hit he’d taken, and he lacked the perspective to put it in place. The chasm she’d felt earlier narrowed, bridged by the unanticipated connection.

Emma took a risk and opened up, hoping to give Sam the benefit of her dubious experience. “We always moved quick after my parents finished running a con. But sometimes, not quick enough. The mark, you expect them to be angry and act out. You betrayed trust and worked them. What I learned over time, is that once people around you know you work scams, even if they’re for the right reason, they start to think ‘when am I next’, or ‘have I been played too?’. They think it’s only a matter of time before you turn on them, so they turn on you. Its self preservation. A part of human instinct. You learn not to take it personal.”

“Cops don’t like rats.”

“You didn’t do it for them, you did it for justice. That counts for more.”

“I hope you’re right.” His expression iced over. The tenuous connection between them broke. He pushed his chair back and stood. “Let’s get moving. We miss our appointment with Jake, he’ll come looking for us and we don’t want that brand of trouble.”

 


~ * * * ~

 


The meeting with Jake Meyer, the former sheriff, was a far cry from the encounter with Mike Foyle. Emma left feeling as though she’d been interrogated by the Feds, complete with glaring lights and rubber hoses. Except all the guy did was welcome them in, sit across a desk from them while they talked, make two calls, and then dismiss them. He was neither affable nor nasty, but he was direct, intense, and more than a little scary. Definitely not a man you wanted to cross.

Jake warned them both in no uncertain terms that any new evidence, the admissible-in-court kind or otherwise should be relayed to him immediately. If not, there’d be hell to pay, and he would show to collect the tab. He also denied a second brandy bottle, and admitted to waking Mike in an unconventional manner. Emma got a solid vibe from the man who looked like he stepped out of an ad for Soldier of Fortune magazine. She found no vacillation in his manner. No reason to suspect him of anything other than being a straight arrow with a dangerous streak.

Next, they attempted a meeting with Lou Preston, the current sheriff. A few minutes into it, though, he was called away to a fatal crash on the edge of town. Lou had all the markings of a man with ulterior motives and Emma knew a con artist when she saw one. She hoped the second shot at interview came soon because she knew she’d find gold.

Afterwards, they drove into Lake Placid for lunch at Lisa G’s, followed up by a meet with the crime scene technicians. They confirmed Jake Meyer’s statements and backed up the police report info. The techs also claimed only one brandy bottle, refuting Mike’s confused recollection of events. They debated the information as they drove back but gained no more understanding. Emma had a nagging feeling she was missing something, a key piece of the puzzle, but she failed to lock on what it was that seemed out of place.

By the time they returned to Holloway Lodge night had set in, along with another bout of driving rain. Sam heated up homemade lasagna, and they ate it in the library while pouring over Keith’s collection of journals. Emma was too exhausted to do any tarot readings so she tabled them for the next day, when they planned to tour the grounds. By one a.m., she’d had her fill.

“I don’t understand something.” She rubbed her bleary eyes and shut the last journal. “Why has every psychic and medium and ghost hunter failed, and why are we succeeding?”

Sam gave it a moment’s consideration. “Because we’re that damn good?”

“Not that I doubt my skills, but what I’m getting is nothing short of extraordinary. Some of the people Keith brought in are industry heavies. There’s no way I can compete with them in terms of spirit manifestation or contact, yet I come here, and I’m the super psychic.”

“Is that a problem?”

Emma stood and stretched. Around them both were the leather covered journals, remains of what amounted to the fruitless five-year effort of a dead man. “I’ve clicked on cases before, but something this strong makes me wonder why.”

“Keith researched you and Eric heavily. For some reason he thought you were the one to break the stalemate.”

It wasn’t the first time he’d mentioned this information. Now she took a new spin. “Did he tell you why?”

“No. He was actively dying from the car crash injuries when he told me. There wasn’t much time for long explanations.”

“Prior to me, no living person had any luck piercing the veil. Not even Eric, my boss. And he’s as good as you get in this business.” Emma paced, letting the information sink in. “Other than Eric, did you bring anyone in after Keith died?”

“I worked on piecing things together on my own. Other than meeting Eric I’ve had no other psychics out here. Where are you going with this, Emma?”

“For the first five years, the spirit or spirits of the dead can’t break through. In any way shape or form. That implies something held them back. Keith is the force trying in life to reach the dead, who are almost held prisoner by something.” She leaned against the wide library table as she strung together her thoughts out loud. “Keith finds someone he thinks can do the trick, for an unknown reason, and then he dies before he can enlist them. Several months pass, and you bring that person in. They connect instantly with what was essentially a psychic dead zone.”

Instead of the excitement she expected from him, Sam closed down.

“What are you driving at?” he asked suspiciously.

For a cop who was normally quick, Sam wasn’t catching on. “Keith is the change factor. He’s here, Sam. There’s no other explanation for why I can tap into the energy with such ease. I don’t get this boost when I’m off the grounds of the lodge. He took his force of will and his passion to the other side, and broke a hole through the veil.”

When he remained silent, it was her turn at suspicion. “You aren’t surprised?”

He shrugged noncommittally. “I didn’t think he was behind the sudden amp up in activity, or your strong connection. But I had a feeling he was hanging around.”

She shouldn’t be angry. She rapidly reviewed what he’d told her last night when she asked about Keith haunting the lodge. Technically he wasn’t lying to her, but he’d been holding out. “Were you planning to share this with me anytime?”

“If it became important, yes.” His jaw tightened, and his eyes narrowed. A man ready for a fight. A man afraid.

“Anything else you’ve been holding back? If there is, now’s a good time to spill.”

They faced off in stony silence, each waiting for the other to break. Emma didn’t understand what the big deal was, but for some reason Sam didn’t want to admit to knowing Keith was around. He admitted knowing the lodge was haunted. Did seeing or knowing a dead friend’s spirit was close at hand freak him out too much? The idea was silly to her, but to a man as grounded in day to day reality as Sam, maybe it was a huge problem. One more major difference between them.

“Emma, listen,” Sam started to say, but the lights flickered and then cut out completely, plunging them into black. “Give it a sec, it should come back on.”

As predicted the electricity fired up, but the force blew the bulbs in two of the wall sconces and the overhead ceiling fan. At the same time, Sam’s Blackberry rang. “Hold on a sec. It’s the house alarm. I had the guys set up a relay today while we were out.”

He glanced at the device. “Damn thing overloaded and shut down with the power surge. I was afraid of that. The electrician told me there were random power draws and shorts, as well as atypical power surges. He thinks the whole lodge needs a rewire. I should have had them set up a separate line and power source, but I wanted to make sure we’d have something on line tonight.”

Emma was too tired to fight. Too frazzled to worry about the burned out alarm. Storms, spirits, Sam, she’d had her fill. A good night’s sleep would improve everything. “I’m going to bed,” she announced and made for the door.

“Wait.” Sam grabbed her arm when she passed. “You’re right. I should have come clean.”

His firm touch sparked up the slow burn that had been building all day and night in his presence. Her senses went wild. She hated being close to him this way. Emma put her hand on his broad chest, stifled the urge to let it roam, and instead pushed back lightly. “You brought me here. You might want to trust me. I’m not a con anymore.”

Sam didn’t release her. He grabbed her other arm and pulled her close. Slanted a piercing gaze at her. Made her want to be held forever, even though she was spitting mad at the same time. “I’m trying to do the right thing. It’s hard when you don’t know what that is. I’m in unfamiliar territory.”

The moment spun out between them as tension and desire escalated. Her heart hammered against her rib cage. He must have heard it. Did he see what he was doing to her? Did he care? She drew an unsteady breath and locked eyes with him. “We’re both out of our element.”

The smile he flashed was boyish and at odds with the predator lurking in his eyes. “Do you forgive me?”

“Do you trust me?”

“I do.”

“Prove it. Tell me what’s really going on.” That would do the trick. If he told her, then he was worth her time and bother. If he held back, or worse, lied, she’d do the job she came to do, but other than that, write him off. She didn’t have time for players. “Tell me what you’re holding back.”

“Keith isn’t haunting the lodge, Emma.” Sam’s wide chest rose enticingly as he took a deep breath. “He’s haunting me.

 

  

Chapter Five

 


Sam held Emma close, waiting for her reaction. His fear surprised him. He expected some kind of derision or disbelief. Even from a psychic. He knew he sounded crazy and overly dramatic. It was why he never mentioned it out loud. But she’d forced his hand. Do you trust me? He didn’t have a choice. Not in this matter. How far would that trust stretch?

Enough to get this matter put to bed, maybe. Her body heat warmed him to his core as her scent wrapped him in a heightened state of awareness. Could that trust go far enough to sustain a kiss? Far enough to sustain casual sex, yes, but anything more?

Having her right on top of him all day and all night long had wrecked his self control as well as his ability to think in a straight line. He was rapidly approaching what he considered barking at the moon mad status.

She looked up at him, her dark eyes free of judgment. “How is the haunting manifesting?”

Couldn’t she take his word for it? Why the need for details. Sam let her go. Ran his hand through his hair and let out the breath he’d been holding. Tried to stop wanting her the way he did, while he attempted to sort out all the insanity running free in his head. It wasn’t an easy task. Between the raw burn of desire for Emma, and the fear he was finally going nuts, he was walking the wrong side of a razor’s edge.

“I see him in dreams. Before this I never dreamed. Now every night, there he is, looking at me the way he did the day I told him I was leaving programming to join the police force.”

“I take it that conversation didn’t go well.”

“We got over it, but at the time, no. We wound up brawling. Then getting drunk together.” He sat back down in the leather wing chair and stared off into the darkness of the multi-paned windows. “In the dream, it’s Keith mad as hell. Like I let him down. Screwed up.”

“You didn’t.” She started to say more but he cut her off. It was time for some truth to come out.

“I failed him, Emma. From time to time he’d asked me to look at a piece of the case, but I never pushed to come up and give it my full attention. I was too involved in Lost and Found. I never expected the company to expand the way it did, but it was my vindication. My own private way to make a police force that would accept me, to make up for the job I’d loved and lost.”

Hearing the words aloud, the ones he’d only thought in his darkest moments, echoed a loud judgment he had no chance of escaping. “I’m the guy who never screws up. I’m the guy who always does the right thing. Except for the one guy that mattered most to me. I let him down and now he’s dead and the best I can do won’t ever be good enough.”

“So he haunts you to remind you?”

“To keep me honest. To keep me on track. I waited months before I brought you in, even when I knew you were next on his list to involve.”

“What made you do it, Sam? If he’d haunted you for so long, why did you finally break down and do something you didn’t want to do?”

“I knew I had no chance in hell of solving this myself. The dreams were making me crazy. I thought I was going insane. So I talked to Eric. You were more than a psychic. And the house.” He looked up and around the room, waved an arm to indicate the enormity of the estate. “The incidents of weird things going bump and shuffle in the night were increasing. I knew it was time to take care of business once and for all.”

Sam left out the part about wanting her more for her bunko detection skills than her psychic talents. Keith wanted her for the psychic part, and practical Sam saw value in her other talents. He’d justified bringing her in by balancing practical against what he thought crazy. Seeing her psychic ability with his own eyes was winning him over to her ways. He told himself his desire to believe in her had nothing to do with his desire to take her to bed. “That’s why Keith is on my case and will be until we wrap this up. And I can’t get anything done with Lost and Found until I do. My life is on hold.”

That was the understatement of the year. His life had been on hold since he’d shot his former partner, Angela, but prior to Keith’s death, this was supposed to be his year. The year he put it all behind him. Took his investigation and security company to the next level, opened the training facility, handed over day-to-day operations management, and began to live again. That had been the plan. Once free of most of the obligations, he could work on fixing his heart and finding a good woman, and starting a family of his own. Part of that had worked out. A general manager was filling in short term to run operations, but only to free him up to hunt phantoms here at Holloway Lodge.

“Have you tried communicating with Keith? Asking the spirit to give you a break?”

“There’s no point. The break comes when we figure this out once and for all.”

Emma came to him, and put a delicate hand on his shoulder in a show of what? Solidarity? Affection? Pity? Fire raced through him from the touch. He shut his eyes for a moment, willing himself under control.

“Sam, I can’t begin to imagine what you’re dealing with right now. And I think anything I say isn’t going to be received. But for what it is worth, you did not fail. And you won’t fail. We won’t fail.”

He turned his face to hers. The dim lighting gave her a haunting look, as if she’d appeared out of a fairy’s mist and if he moved too suddenly, she’d vanish. His pulse quickened with need. He couldn’t recall wanting a woman more than he wanted Emma right now. He knew he could lose himself in her. In passion.

He knew the steps to take, the words to say, and he guessed he might know the right places to touch. He knew she was receptive to him. For one night he could escape the madness in the arms of a beautiful, willing woman and remember what it meant to be a sane, rational, man of flesh and blood. But that night wasn’t tonight. He owed her better than to use her the way an addict used a drug. “Go to bed Emma. I’ll clean up down here. We’ll start fresh in the morning.”

Her expression was too sheltered for him to read. Wordlessly, she left him to his own neurosis. For a few minutes he cursed himself, wondering when he’d turned into such a blithering idiot. He hoped nothing he said would make it into her book. He’d have to tell her that in the morning. She’d be pissed, but he needed to reset the boundaries. Except what would he do tonight, when the only boundary separating him from the woman he dreamed of more than the ghost haunting him was a single door away?

A strange chill worked into his bones. Sam had the sense of being watched, but he was alone. Very alone. He shook off the stupid notion, at the same time trying to shut out thoughts of Emma. Sleep was a joke right now. He turned back to the mountain of information. It wasn’t exactly comfort, but work offered the usual balm of shutting out his darker thoughts.

 


~ * * * ~

 


Emma left Sam when she wanted to stay and offer comfort and a whole list of other things she didn’t want to dwell on. She wanted to tell him to stop beating himself up, but she didn’t think he would listen. Not now, and not to her. Sam was a man of action and facts. If they managed a more substantial break in the case that might help him move forward. She detoured in the main hall for the kitchen, deciding to take some ice water up to bed. The lodge, despite the torrential rain, was dry inside and she was parched.

So far all they had was her belief that Jen haunted the place for vengeance, that Brad Heath the caretaker was most likely dead, that there was a dispute over the number of liquor bottles consumed and found the night Jen died, and that Sam was haunted in his dreams by Keith. Since Keith had yet to manifest, Sam’s dream could be an outgrowth of guilt. Emma wasn’t about to take up that delicate argument with him. He was torn over the entire issue and already thought he was half crazy. Her suggestion might come off as a confirmation for Sam and that would only throw gasoline on the flames.

She switched on the kitchen lights, and the modern room lit briefly, then went dark. Cursing, she flicked the switch a few times, and the lights finally caught. She grabbed a large cup and ice and filled it from the tap. Outside, rain fell in sheets. The contrast of temperatures caused the window to partially fog. Even though it was dark, Emma reached out and wiped off the condensation. The window was frigid to her touch, and no sooner had she wiped it clear, than the moisture built back up.

She nudged the faucet lever and cut the water, then with her free hand reached out to the window again. As she touched the glass pane the lights flickered with manic determination. The window fogged completely, and a face appeared. Emma froze. Her brain clicked into gear as her heart hammered in her chest. The condensate vanished and the face came in clear. Jen. Mouth moving in silent speech.

Emma laid her hand flush against the glass. She opened her senses but nothing came through clear. Whispers mostly. Hushed. Frantic. Worried. What was she saying?

Water ran off the window soaking her sleeve and chilling her skin.

Words formed in her head, linked together in rapid fire speech that garbled the intent. She pressed harder. The lights flickered faster. The kitchen looked surreal, a scene from a bad horror film. Emma closed her eyes and steadied her breathing. Her heart calmed. Sensation flowed through her every nerve. There was a pop, and then the barrier broke.

 “RUNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUN.”

The screaming voice in her head shattered her concentration. Emma pulled away, and the lights cut out. A frigid breeze blew by her. Cold water saturated her skin. She spun around in fear, overly conscious of being watched. Across the island the dark shape of a man stood in shadows. Malevolence radiated through the room. Her throat constricted. She tried to scream. The pots on the overhead rack rattled dangerously.

Emma backed up against the counter, struggling for breath. She was going down. Down deep. Somewhere dark and horrible and she couldn’t breathe. She was vaguely aware of dropping her glass as her vision dimmed. The shadowy figure advanced. Emma reached for her neck, trying to find what locked her up, but nothing was there.

“RUNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUN.”

The cry reverberated in her skull, propelling her into action. For a fraction of a second the hold on her released and she sprang forward. At the same time the pot rack broke free of its moorings and came crashing down. She dodged it by a hair, but slipped on the water and broken glass. As she went down she used her last free breath to release an earth shattering scream. Then the blackness claimed her.

 

  

Chapter Six

 


Even with Emma gone, Sam couldn’t focus. His brain jumped too fast to read for long stretches, so instead he studied the interior house photos taken the night Jen died. There was the single empty brandy bottle, clear as day. But it wasn’t the only thing he noticed this time. Mike had said he’d spilled Jen’s water bottle. Sam remembered her habits from social gatherings, she always had a Pellegrino bottle nearby and would pour the contents into a wine glass. If she was drinking Pellegrino, where was the glass?

He looked closer, searched them all and came up empty. There was nothing in the pictures of the great room that supported Jen drinking her signature mineral water. In fact, the number of glasses also came up short. No bottle. No glass.

He ran his hand through his hair and stalked away from the whiteboard. How had no one noticed this before? It was a huge gap. Five people, only four glasses, and those were brandy snifters. Not a wine glass in sight. Maybe Mike had not only spilled but broken the glass? Still, there’d be the Pellegrino bottle, and that wasn’t in any of the photos. Did it matter? Five people, one of them dead, one of them insisting they drank two bottles of brandy, yet only one bottle found on the scene. Details. It was always the details, especially the small ones, which broke a case wide open. Now all he had to do was figure out what they meant. If he found evidence, real evidence, he wouldn’t have to rely on Emma. He’d have something admissible in court.

Sam was about to dig out the police report file again when a breeze blew by him and iced him to the bone. He glanced over his shoulder thinking maybe a window was open but they were all latched tight. A strange sensation tightened his gut. It was the cop’s sixth sense. If he were in a dark alley, he’d have his gun drawn. He set off at a brisk clip for the main hall and saw the flickering lights in the kitchen go dark. Then Emma’s scream split the silence.

He ran to the darkened kitchen, hit the switch, and the lights came on full force. The room was a disaster. Pots and pans and the rack assembly were scattered. He found Emma on the other side of the island, unconscious on the floor. The window frame held jagged shards. Broken glass and water framed her, but she appeared to have no obvious cuts or bruises. His heart squeezed tight and his lungs locked up making it impossible to breathe. The fear that she might be dead struck him like an axe. He checked her pulse, called her name as he assessed for other injury. For some reason her clothes were soaking wet. On the third call of her name she roused.

“The voice said to run,” she gasped out. “God, my head hurts. What happened?”

Amnesia. A sure sign of head trauma. “I don’t know what happened.” His words came out angrier than he intended. Sam forced himself to be calm. “How do you feel?”

“Like I took a swim.” She eased up on her elbows before he could stop her and looked down towards her toes. “I’m all wet. Guess I did take a swim. Help me up.”

“I’m going to call an ambulance. Stay put. We don’t know how injured you are.”

“No way am I riding in an ambulance because I took a spill.” She frowned and a worried look came into her eyes. “In fact, I know this sounds crazy, but I don’t think my head hit the floor. I blacked out before it happened. Something broke my fall.”

“That’s impossible.”

She rubbed the back of her head with her hand. “No pain. No bump. The evidence speaks for itself.”

“You could have a concussion.”

She was moving again, trying to lever into a sitting position. To stop her, Sam scooped her up in his arms and carried her into the main entry.

“I’m fine, Sam. I need a change of clothes and a chance to sort out all the stuff in my head. I had some kind of vision but it’s all confused. I don’t need a hospital.”

“I’m taking you upstairs to get a change of clothes. Then we’re driving to the Adirondack Med Center emergency room in Saranac Lake. We need to get you checked out.” I need to get you checked out. If anything had happened to her because he pulled her into his mad little world he’d never forgive himself. Once in her bedroom, he set her gently on the sofa.

“You’re being overprotective,” she said. “I’m completely uninjured.”

Sam sat beside her. Smoothed her hair out. Cupped her chin. “When a doctor tells me there is no concussion, then I’ll accept your okay. This plan is not negotiable.”

Color flooded her cheeks. Her eyes sharpened. The protest was on her lips. Sam leaned down and silenced Emma with a kiss.

 


~ * * * ~

 


She wanted to argue. She wanted to fight. But the riot of sensations firing off with his kiss swamped her brain and sent her out to her own personal edge. Emma thought he’d be gentle and he was. But she never expected the pure heat of him, the strength mixed with control as he coaxed his way into her mouth.

Her insides turned to liquid flame. She reached her hands to his broad shoulders, pulling him closer. Sam’s response was a pure male sound of satisfaction followed by a ferocious turn to the kiss. He thrilled her to her toes. Hospitals, ghosts, they were last on her list. He was all around her. The scent of clean man. The potent desire. The fire it put in her blood. Sam filled her world.

He broke the kiss, leaving her breathless. “About those clothes?”

“You can’t sweet talk me, Tyler, I’m not that easy.” The hungry look to his eyes was all predator. “Did you think the kiss would lull me into cooperation?”

“The kiss was for me. I’ve spent far too long wondering about it and fighting it. Life’s too short not to take a risk or two.”

“Is that what I am? A risk?” Her blood rapidly cooled.

“We’re two very different people, from very different worlds. I bet I’m as much a risk for you as you are for me.”

Once again she found herself without argument. It was hard to hear the truth. Part of her wanted to preserve a forever after fantasy, even knowing as she did that she didn’t do long term. And that Sam did, but not with someone like her.

“I’m not a forever after kind of girl,” she said. “You don’t need to worry about any entanglements with me.”

The shift in him was subtle and curious. His eyes grew distant. His expression, unreadable. “Entanglements? Interesting word. What if I want an entanglement?”

“As long as it’s casual, it’s fine with me.” She forced a smile, wondering how they went from chasing ghosts to trading kisses to negotiating terms of engagement.

“Who hurt you in the past, Emma?”

“No one, and I plan to keep it that way.” She slipped past him on the couch and made for the bedroom door of the suite. She couldn’t bear this conversation, or her own duplicity, a moment more. “I’m freezing. I need a hot shower and dry clothes. We can compromise and go to an urgent care center. I saw a twenty-four hour one on the other side of town when I first drove in.”

She shut the door on him before he could protest more, then leaned back against it and took a deep breath. She tasted him on her lips. Smelled him all around her. She couldn’t escape. Not him. Not her desire for him. Emma scurried into the bathroom, and stripped down while the shower warmed. As the bathroom fogged with steam, she sat on the edge of the soaking tub and shut her eyes. What had she seen? What was Jen trying to tell her? And who was the dark shape in the kitchen with her?

Initially she’d thought it was a harmful spirit, but it had broken her fall, and protected her from the flying window glass. She was certain of it. A force beyond the ordinary had scattered the glass so none of it cut her or touched her. Jen might have been screaming a warning or reliving something that happened to her. But the spirit in the kitchen protected Emma from whatever caused the glass to blow. Then again, it had also taken her into a dreamlike state where she almost choked to death. Not exactly happy ghosty kinds of stuff. Unless there was another ghost?

Emma rubbed her tired eyes. It was confusing. She should be going to sleep, not to see some quack in the middle of the night. She should call Eric and run this by him. She knew she was getting into things beyond her understanding. Except she didn’t want to run for help. So far nothing had harmed her. Shook her up, put a spook into her, yes. She was safe, though, and as long as she was safe even if she was scared, she wanted to see this through to the end. It would make for one hell of a book, especially if she went solo on the whole of the operation.

But there were other reasons to keep this small for now. Bringing in other energy workers might sever the connection the ghosts had with the living. The wall would go back up and Sam would be at square one. He needed this to be over. It was the only way he’d forgive himself.

Emma climbed into the shower and let the hot water bring life back into her. She didn’t want to think about Sam or the kind of things he brought to life in her. She certainly didn’t want to consider him moving on without her. She realized it was silly. If she didn’t want a keeper what did it matter that he moved on? She was being irrational. Childish even. She needed to take him at face value and not vest herself in futures and dreams, and it would all work out fine. It always did when she followed that script.

Heat soaked into her bones as the water sluiced over her skin. She put her confusion and feelings for Sam aside and switched gears, replaying what she recalled of the spectral contact in her mind. More and more the fragments came to her, and by the time she toweled off she was able to piece together critical elements.

Jen was saying run, again and again. It might have been in warning, but to Emma it seemed as if the word had been bottled up somewhere and released inside an echo chamber. She sensed the word was linked to Jen’s death. That she’d had time to run from the killer. It reinforced an earlier perception that there was a gap between when Jen knew she would die, and when she died. The other spirit may or may not be Keith. There was no way to identify it or really guess its intent.

The manifestation was powerful. First she’d been choking. The initial sensation was something tight around her neck. Then it changed to more of a gag. She thought there was water all around her and she couldn’t escape. As if she was drowning and conscious of that fact. Reaching into herself, she tried to hone in her intuition around that. Sinking. Down. Hopeless. Those were the pervasive feelings. Probing it at brought more of the same so she let it go at that.

Emma took a break from the vision to dress. Rain slapped against the windows, rattling them in the panes, so she opted for a heavier wool sweater, jeans and a pair of thick socks. Performing the mindless tasks allowed her to rest briefly. She had finished donning her boots, when all at once, the sensations came back. This time with a vengeance.

Water was all around, pressing on her, cold, like a grave. She was going under. Emma struggled to hold onto the altered state as she pushed the limits of her psychic ability. A vision struck her, a ledge and the murky surface of Holloway Lake. Awareness spread through her in an instant. “A grave. That’s it.”

If what she thought she knew was true—

“Sam!” Emma screamed his name as she raced from the room.

She banged into his broad chest and his arms wrapped around her to keep her from falling.

“More ghosts?” he said, not without concern.

“Worse.”

“What can be worse than more ghosts?”

“How about their bodies?”

 


~ * * * ~

 


Emma’s revelation blew his mind. “Are you sure?”

“Heath’s in the lake. I saw it. I think I lived it too. Down towards the ravine there’s some kind of outcrop of rock. It’s a big ledge. The lake forms a deep basin beneath. His body’s down there. I think there’s more than one, but I can’t swear to that.”

He thought he had crazy before. He had no idea how crazy it was going to get. “Heath. In the lake.” He let go and took a step back. “How do you know?”

Emma look froze him solid.

“Never mind. I shouldn’t have asked.”

What was he supposed to do with this information? There was only one way to prove it. Get divers into the lake. He had a few on retainer he could call. Except if this was real, and that was a pretty big if, better to get the cops involved. Go by the book. His cop instincts came on line. “I’m taking a big risk if we check this out.”

“You brought me here for this, Sam. It’s your choice. Do what you want.”

They were at a standoff. If he didn’t follow through, he’d prove to her he didn’t trust her. Worse, what if there was fresh evidence and it went unfound because he didn’t believe her? And if he followed through and it was a bust? Then what?

Sam pulled out his Blackberry and speed dialed a number. After two rings a very angry Jake Meyer answered.

“What do you want at this hour, Tyler?”

“You said you wanted the authorities to know about any evidence, right?”

“What do you have?”

“Nothing yet. But I will. I’m calling in a dive team sent to search part of the lake.”

“Why the hell for?”

“My psychic tells me Brad Heath’s body is there.”

“You can’t do anything until daylight. It’s not safe.”

“I need someone to secure the scene so it’s all by the book.”

“You sound pretty convinced you’re going to find something.”

“You and I both had questions about Heath’s disappearance. It makes sense. Listen, if you get here and I’m not around, I’m at the urgent care just outside of Inlet.”

“Do I want to know what happened?”

“Let’s call it the tip off from the great beyond and leave it at that.”

Jake gave a sharp laugh. “Fine. I’ll roust the law and bring them to your place. I’ll call the Staties too. If we’re going straight with this, we’re going all the way. And Tyler, put on some damn coffee. The real stuff, none of that decaf crap.”

The line was abruptly cut.

Emma watched him with a guarded expression.

“Jake’s going to bring in the locals and the state. Meanwhile, we’re going to see a doctor.”

A small smile curved her lips and his heart did a double take. “You believe me.”

“I brought you here. Fighting you or stopping half way seems pretty stupid.” He hated the power she held over him. He prayed she’d never guess the extent of her effect. “So yes, Emma, I believe you.”

She threw her arms around him and hugged tight. The impact on his libido, and on his emotions, was ten thousand times worse than that kiss they’d shared ten minutes earlier. Tempted by the sweet taste of her and the edge of danger she represented, he kissed her again. She burned through him. He was hard and ready. He was crazy out of his mind for her. And he was worried about her. So many things, all rolled into one. It made the kiss hotter, the passionate need stronger.

He wanted to possess and to protect. To master her. To bind her to him. But how? She didn’t do forever after. She’d said as much and she wasn’t lying. And when the hell did it become a good idea to think long term about a former con artist who worked as a psychic? She certainly wasn’t the kind of women he’d planned for his own happy ever after. Not to mention he’d known her only a few days.

Logic didn’t stop him. Wasn’t even a minor speed bump on the road. He kissed her harder, as if to put his brand on her. To kiss away all memory of any men before him. Emma burrowed into his embrace. She was all woman. Soft. Sweet. A perfect fit. If he didn’t stop now, they’d never leave the house. Never leave the suite for that matter. Screw whatever he’d thought his happy ever after would be. He would take happy right here, right now, and to hell with all the risks.

This time she broke the kiss. “Sam, we keep this up, we won’t make the doctor.”

He liked the way her eyes were all hazy with desire. The way her pink lips glistened. A man could lose himself in a woman like Emma and never look for a way out.

“Right. Urgent care.” He had time for casual, but this was racing way out of control, way too fast, to be casual. When in history he’d fallen this hard this fast, he couldn’t recall. The ice grew thinner and thinner beneath his feet with each step. “Let’s go.”

“There are some things I need to tell you,” she started to say.

“Is it worse than multiple bodies in Holloway Lake?”

“I want to explain what happened to me in the kitchen. I heard Jen speak.”

“Did she tell you who killed her?”

“No.”

Wasn’t it like Jen to hold out? Sam laughed in spite of the situation. “You can catch me up on the way.”

 

  

Chapter Seven

 


Emma cleared urgent care as she had expected. They returned to the house afterwards, where she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. By the time she woke, it was mid-morning, and the circus had arrived. Ring one was the state police and dive team, and ring two, the local police with a noticeably absent Sheriff Preston. Ring three, the family: namely Wesley Vaughn and his wife Audrey. Presiding over them all was a cranky Jake Meyer.

It took a few hours to get everyone coordinated, and the entire time Emma felt naked and on display. She stood at the sidelines, observing, while Sam talked with the Mayor and the dive team. It was clear to her from the mix of furtive and outright curious looks from all assembled, they knew to some extent the tip came from her, and that she was a psychic. Not anyone of credible origin.

Frigid wind blasted across the wide rock ledge that stretched over Holloway Lake. Emma shivered and tried to burrow deeper into the warm folds of Sam’s anorak. Her meager coat was no protection against the arctic weather that had rolled in last night on the heels of the latest departing storm. Sam had insisted she wear one of his, and she was glad this was one thing she didn’t fight him on. The unique scent of him, clean male with a spicy hint of aftershave, gave her an illusion of protection that held her doubts at bay while she underwent the scrutiny and silent judgment of those around her.

Not that she wasn’t used to this kind of thing. If her vision proved false, if she’d read it wrong somehow, she’d have to endure a lot more than simple stares. The ridicule. Innuendo. Even though most of these people meant nothing to her, the jabs still hurt. She bristled in anticipation, hoping she wasn’t wrong. Hoping that she was here and connecting for a reason, and that her keys would open the right doors.

The book didn’t even matter at this point. That was furthest from her mind. Emma needed to prove to Sam she could do this. Prove he could trust her psychic skills. It shouldn’t be important to her, but it was. And because it was important it made her even more vulnerable to him. She hated that. Hated herself. Because she wasn’t strong enough to stop wanting Sam anyway, even if being around him made her so uncertain.

Sam finished up with the state police and the Mayor. That part of the team took a four wheeler down to shore where a boat waited. Soon, those divers would break the water’s surface, twenty five feet below the overhang’s jagged edge. What would they find? She reached out her senses and hit a wall. Emma retreated further into herself and the warmth of the coat.

He joined her as the crowd began to disperse. “Anything?” The concern was evident in the soft tone of his voice and the way he gently took her arm and stood so close. Like they were already lovers. The intimate proximity and the familiarity of his touch brought heat to life in her.

“I expected to feel something when we passed the burned remains of the guest annex. I certainly thought I’d get a hit up here. But nothing. Sorry. I’ll keep trying.”

“If bodies turn up on the dive, that’s good enough for a day’s work.”

The lightness in Sam’s words put her more on edge and reinforced the doubts she had about his ability to accept her and what she did. She sighed and turned towards the path. “I’m cold. Can we wait this out inside?”

“Sure.” He stayed close as they started walking the winding path through the woods that led back to the lodge.

“What were they saying earlier, when Jake kept looking my way?”

“I took care of setting everyone straight. No one’s going to give you a hard time.”

“I’m used to this, Sam. I can take care of myself.”

He was about to speak, then stopped. Up ahead Wesley Vaughn leaned against a large pine, waiting. His long legs were crossed and his body language was very casual for a man at the scene of at least one murder, and potentially more. With his boyish good looks and rugged outfitting, he appeared more like a model from an LL Bean catalog than a famous psychiatrist.

“Looks like we get a chance at interviewing Wes a little earlier than planned,” Sam said. “You ready for him?”

“Should be interesting.” They’d been introduced earlier that day, but it was quick and public, with no chance to interact beyond superficial greetings. In the brief moments she had the impression that Wesley was easy to talk to, difficult to get to talk. The years in his field made him a formidable opponent. She had the sense she’d need to go with her gut on him and not the normal tells that she relied on when interviewing the average person. Emma pulled herself together and braced for impact.

“Just like the old days,” Wesley said when she and Sam reached him on the trail. “I had hoped they were behind us.”

“They are,” said Sam. “This time it’s different. This time we’re checking the lake.”

Wesley smiled blandly. Nothing in his manner suggested that Sam’s comment riled him. He appeared calm, yet distant, like a man watching a play who had no stake in the performance or the outcome, only an interest in the process. “We had no need to last time. Jen died in the fire. We didn’t expect anyone went into the lake. It was only natural the police turned attention elsewhere. Though I wonder what they’d have found if they looked back then. And I wonder what they’ll find now, after so much time has passed.”

With that comment he turned his attention to Emma. His clear blue eyes were bright with intelligence and contained not a hint of guile or malice. “Heath in the lake. That’s quite an intuitive leap.”

Emma knew it was a challenge, yet it was issued in such a passive manner. She matched his bland smile and relaxed posture, mirroring him in a subtle attempt to build alliance. She doubted he’d fall for it, since it was a tool he himself probably used daily in his practice when counseling patients. She did it more so he didn’t see her as a threat. Anything to open a door to his particular truth, she thought. “This must be hard on you, after so many years to have to face the uncertainty again.”

“It’s harder on my wife,” he said, joining them on the path. “I wanted her to stay home but she insisted on coming. She had to see for herself. In fact, she was insistent to the point of being frantic.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, and looked down. “Maybe it will help her get closure. Sam, you know how hard it’s been on her since that night.”

Sam nodded, and they started the trek back to the lodge. “I take it things are the same?”

“We’re trying a new medication. Post traumatic stress disorder is a tricky thing. No one really understands how to treat it effectively, so you keep trying until you find the magic combination of therapy and medical intervention. Audrey has that along with several other issues that make treatment a challenge.”

Emma picked up an underlying current of anxiety. She wanted to think this was over his wife’s condition, but she realized it started when the burned out building that was Jen’s grave came into view. It wasn’t damning evidence, but it was a thread. She decided to see what the anxiety related back to: Jen’s death or Audrey’s problems. “You’re worried about her.”

“I guess I’m transparent. Yes. I’m worried.” The forest ended at the foundation of the ruins. Wesley abruptly stopped walking. “I was hoping not to get into this, but under the circumstances, I can’t pretend any longer. Audrey has been acting strange lately, even for her. Ever since Sam moved back here.”

Beside her, Sam tensed. “What are you getting at Wes? Strange how? And how does it tie back to what’s going on now?”

Instead of facing Wesley, Sam flanked him. Avoiding a confrontational pose often allowed people to open up more. She’d used the same technique herself many times in interview. She’d learned it from her father, a master at the art of getting people to spill their guts along with the contents of their wallets, bank accounts and family fortunes.

“Since you purchased the lodge and moved in, Audrey’s been furtive. Paranoid. I thought it was medications, but we changed them a few times, and still she kept it up. I have a practice to maintain. I can’t sit on her night and day, and she won’t have an aide around.” Wes reached into his olive colored barn coat and pulled out a medium sized envelope, which he handed to Sam. “I’m not proud to say it, but I hired a private eye to follow her. At first to make sure she wasn’t doing anything illegal, like buying street drugs or something of that nature. Jen got her hooked on coke and it was hell rehabbing her. It’s the real reason she lost the baby.”

Sam took the envelope and removed its contents. There were grainy pictures of Audrey, taken from a distance. Emma looked on as Sam thumbed through them, and Wesley continued to talk.

“She’s been meeting secretly with Mike Foyle. I believe they’re having an affair. When I asked her, she denied it. I didn’t show her the pictures, of course. Then, the day after Eric Savitch came to meet with you, she went to Albany and paid for a small storage locker. I have no idea what she keeps there.”

Emma searched for anything to hang onto with emotion and energy, but other than the anxiety, Wesley was a cipher. “Do you know where she has the key?”

“No. She must keep it on her at all times, though, because I’ve searched the house for it and can’t find it anywhere.”

Sam handed him the packet. “She and Mike go way back. This doesn’t look good, but it doesn’t prove anything either.”

“There’s more.” Wesley turned his back to them and gazed out at the lake’s murky surface. “In your voice mail message you asked me about the night Jen died. I know you read my statement. There’s something I need to clear up. Five years ago, I misspoke. Audrey and I did not go to bed together that night. I went up before her. She stayed with Mike, Lora and Jen. When I woke, she was in bed with me, and Jake Meyer was raising hell downstairs. But when I went to bed that night, I was alone. I have no idea what my wife was doing when Jen was killed.”

 


~ * * * ~

 


Anger boiled up inside Sam. Lies. It always came down to lies.

“You gave each other an alibi.” He grabbed Wes and spun him round. “What happened, Wes. Try the truth this time.”

“I gave the truth in my statement. All except the fact I went to bed before Audrey. I didn’t want it coming out about the recent drug abuse, or the issues we were having in our marriage.”

Sam took a few calming breaths. Processed the information. He wondered why Keith’s kid brother would implicate himself so obviously. He tried to decide if it was worth believing anything Wes said, and decided probably not. He glanced at Emma who watched them both with a guarded expression. “That means one of you could have killed Jen. You get that, don’t you Wes?”

“I didn’t think Audrey was capable of that kind of deception at the time.” He held up the envelope of photos. “I thought I was doing the right thing as her husband. Why would she kill Jen? She had no reason. They were friends.”

“Your brother died trying to figure out who killed his wife. While you were protecting yours.”

“I know,” was all the other man said in his defense. “I was wrong. I see that now. I need to set the record straight.”

Sam forced himself to get a grip. Wesley was an idiot, at best obstructing justice, and at worst, a potential killer. Before he could say anything else, Emma spoke up.

“You were having problems in your marriage?” she asked softly.

Wesley appeared to jump at the opportunity to talk. “I couldn’t get her pregnant. Many of the Vaughn men are sterile. We were in counseling, but it wasn’t helping. She started using coke with Jen, then had an affair. It wasn’t her first, another reason we were in counseling. I don’t know who with the man was, but she turned up pregnant. Then she lost the baby because of her drug use. We were trying to work things out. That night was supposed to be a new beginning.”

The information blew Sam away. This was not the picture he remembered from the past. But he’d fallen out of touch with the group. Maybe he’d let his perceptions cloud this investigation. Emma, with a fresh set of eyes, could see things he took for granted, or missed because of false assumptions.

He refocused his approach. “Do me a favor, take me through that night. What really happened. Step by step, as best you can recall.”

Wind chased around them. Even after all these years the ruins smelled smoky and disturbing. It wasn’t the perfect place for an interrogation, but it would do.

The younger Vaughn brother took him through the facts as he remembered, matching the statement with the only noted exception of the time Audrey came to bed. He could only confirm it was after he’d fallen asleep.

“Or passed out,” Wes added at the end.

“Passed out? What do you mean?”

“I felt weird. It’s why I went up early. I thought I caught a bug, but it came fast. I don’t remember falling asleep. Things are sketchy after I washed my face. It goes blank after that.”

Not too different from what happened to Mike. Details, then a black out, then waking with no memory. “Do you remember how many bottles of brandy were consumed?”

“That I know. Two. We drank both. I remember thinking I’d need to call the store to have more delivered as it was a staple of the bar.”

“And Jen?”

“She had mineral water, as always. Pellegrino.”

“The last place you saw her?”

“On the way to the den.”

“You never indicated the black out in your statement.”

“No one asked me. The deputy who took my statement seemed interested only in the bald facts, not how I felt about anything. It was all so chaotic that night.”

“It’s about to get more chaotic.” Sam saw Wes in a new light. And the case. There were more holes than he thought, and more chances that it a web of lies hid the truth of who killed Jen and why. More chances, too, that it was one of the five people present on the grounds the night she died. “Anything else you want to come clean with, Wes?”

“It was wrong, I know. I’m not asking forgiveness. Put yourself in my place. What would you do to protect the woman you loved?”

Without thinking, Sam looked at Emma. The reaction shocked him to his core. What would he do? Whatever necessary. Including breaking the law. He swallowed hard. “We should get back to the house. See if they found anything yet.”

“You seem to think they will,” Wesley said soberly.

“I do.”

The other man tucked his hands back in his pockets and rounded his shoulders against the elements. “Keith was right all these years, wasn’t he? To keep searching.”

“He was.” Sam’s Blackberry rang. He answered before it could ring again. Jake was on the other end.

“You need to get back here pronto, Tyler. Divers found something.”

“Any idea what?”

“Heath’s jeep, with remains of two bodies. Emma was dead right in her instructions. Get ready, you’ll both need to give statements.”

“I take it the case is no longer cold?”

“If those bones turn out to belong to Heath, the case gets reopened. If not, a new one starts because there’s way more going on here than a single missing handyman turning up dead in the water. No matter what it ends up being, your lake is now a crime scene.”

“We’re on our way.” Sam disconnected the line. Emma and Wes looked at him with morbid curiosity. Sam related the information from the call.

“This is starting all over again, isn’t it? Audrey won’t handle it well,” Wesley replied, visibly shaken. “I’ll need to break the news to her.”

It was strange to Sam, how a man could show such devotion to a woman who betrayed him. With all this new information, and finding the missing handyman’s body, he was seeing the case, and all the players from a new angle. As fantastic as Emma’s discovery, unless a killer confessed, they’d still need hard evidence and real facts for an arrest and conviction.

Knowing what he did now, Audrey’s role and her actions in the photos with Mike took on an ominous cast. Maybe this was the break he needed to finally get some real evidence, develop a real case, instead of all this skulking about and fooling with things that went bump in the night. “Do what you think you need to do. It’s going to be a long day for all of us.”

The Blackberry rang again. Sam glanced at the screen. Caller ID showed it was Jake. “What’s up?”

“Get Wes down here right now. We found Audrey unconscious on the great room floor. Had an empty pill bottle in her hand. I think she tried to overdose. Ambulance is on the way.”

 

  

Chapter Eight

 


Emma, Sam and Wes reached the house quickly. Audrey had roused by the time they’d arrived, but was groggy and barely coherent. The ambulance arrived about ten minutes later.

Wes fussed over the whole proceeding while the EMTs checked on Audrey and got her onto the gurney. She was conscious and more alert, and Wes determined she’d had a panic attack followed by a fainting spell. According to him, Audrey had them with increasing frequency lately due to some of her medications. He verified the pill bottle was at the end of its run, and at best, she had only one anti-anxiety pill available to use. She’d checked out okay with no injuries, but the EMTS were going to run her into the hospital for tests since she was growing agitated.

Emma couldn’t help but feel pity for Audrey, regardless of her role in what happened to Jen. Audrey had once been a beautiful woman blessed with the aristocratic features common to the old Saratoga families. She still had signs of the beauty but drugs and mania had wasted it. Her fearful black eyes darted back and forth in panic, like a trapped animal seeking escape.

When the EMTs prepared to move her, she tried to sit up, pulling wildly against the gurney straps. “He’s here. He was right behind you. He came to me. So angry! Tell them, please. Tell them I’m not crazy.”

“Easy dear,” Wesley said. He had a medical bag with him now, and from it, he produced a bottle and syringe. He began drawing up fluid from the bottle. “She’s cycling up for another panic attack. She sometimes acts out physically. I’m going to administer a small dose of valium to calm her down.”

The EMTs didn’t want to argue with the doctor. As if to reinforce what he said, Audrey became violent, thrashing in her hold. “He’s here,” she cried, tears flowing across her pale skin. “We can’t stop him. We can’t we can’t we can’t we can’t we can’t.”

The run of words reminded Emma of Jen.

“Who is he?” she said, stepping closer to the agitated woman. “Tell me his name.”

A strange energy came over the room. The air grew cold and still.

Audrey looked up at her with different eyes. “Where’s my necklace? Keith is angry. Need to find the diamonds. Need to find the truth.” She appeared to calm for a moment, catching her breath. Wes took the opportunity to grab the IV line and push the needle into a port. Audrey laughed eerily as the medicine raced into her veins. Then her face went slack, her eyes vacant.

“Run, Emma. Run.” Her voice was calm and clearly not her own. “He’ll get you. Like he got me. Run. Or die.”

Emma’s heart froze in her chest. The urge to flee was almost irresistible, but she forced herself to stay rooted to the spot. The rest of the crowd was too shocked to react. Emma recognized a channel when she saw it, and leapt at her one chance to speak with Jen face to face.

“Who is he, Jen? Name your killer.”

“Name him name him name him. You’re not safe. Runrunrunrunrunrunrunrunrun.”

Audrey’s eyelids fluttered and she groaned. “Wesley, take me home. I need my medicine. I need...” the rest of her words faded as the valium took effect and she drifted into a drug induced slumber.

Wesley looked at Emma, sizing her up. “You called her Jen.”

“She was channeling Jen’s spirit.”

“I can’t accept that,” he said. “She’s a delusional, sick woman. You can’t take what she said seriously.”

Emma knew this game intimately. If Wesley weren’t a person of interest in Sam’s investigation, she’d lay into him. Instead, she gave the appearance of acquiescence. For the moment. “You’re right. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have played into her delusion.”

“People don’t know how unstable she is.” Wesley appeared placated by her response. He didn’t seem to notice she was lying through her teeth. She’d found the chink in the cool exterior armor. Vanity driven by ego. He played at easygoing, but the need to save face, to appear in control in the crowd, revealed another side of him. Emma filed it away for future use. Wesley was either genuinely guileless or a consummate liar, and Emma believed no one was completely without guile.

“I’m going with her to the hospital. The police can take my statement later,” he said to Jake Meyer, and then to Sam, “We can finish our talk at another time. I need to get her settled, make sure she’s okay.”

Sam nodded, and the small piece of theater ended. Emma knew that the ‘straights’, as the normal people were called by many in the psychic community, would jump at any rational explanation rather than face the fact that there was more to the world than you could see or explain away rationally. The front parlor emptied, and soon she and Sam were alone. The furor died down, and fear set in.

“That was one hell of a warning from the other side.” Sam took her hands in his. The contact sent waves of heat surging through her. “Anytime you want out, say the word. I don’t want you getting hurt.”

Emma wanted badly to shrug the whole incident off, but the truth was, she was scared. She wanted to turn her back, but she couldn’t. Not this deep into things. “I’m in for the long haul. You know that.”

Sam’s arms came around her, sealing her in the safety of his embrace. She leaned into his warmth and strength, not caring that each time she gave in a little made it that much harder to walk away in the end.

Emma rested her head on his shoulder. “What comes next?”

“They’ll pull what they found out of the lake, send it to the crime lab. Have it processed. It will take time. The new evidence may be the break we need.”

Jake Meyer leaned into the room. “Got two deputies ready for statements.”

Emma pulled away from Sam, strangely guilty for the moment of stolen pleasure amidst the stark horror of the day. “Guess it’s a good thing I have an alibi for when Jen was killed and Brad Heath went missing.”

The Mayor’s stern expression remained unchanged. “It looks mighty suspicious, you knowing right where he was.”

“I’m here because I’m a psychic. I had a vision, same as in any other cold case I’ve worked.” Well, not quite the same, but he didn’t need the details.

“I agree completely, but you know the deal: cops are cops. Everyone’s a suspect. Everyone’s capable of committing the worst crimes. We like our evidence, chain of custody, and cold hard facts. The woo-woo stuff’s too hard to quantify, and there are too many quacks out there plying the trade. It’s just a statement of the facts, so don’t worry too much.”

It struck Emma that Jake Meyer still thought of himself as a cop. Same as Sam. Dependable men cut from a similar cloth, cops to the core regardless of what walk of life they found themselves in. His words relaxed her, soothed any ruffled feathers she might be sticking up in her own defense. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Jake nodded. “Before we go, either of you want to tell me what that stuff Audrey was hollering was all about?”

“Probably what Wes said,” Sam jumped in.

The mayor frowned deeply, etching craggy lines in his weathered face. “Let me tell you something that never leaves this room. When I was an MP I worked a murder. This Major got shot at Fort Gordon in Georgia. Key piece of intel disappeared. All ends were dead. What went missing was very important, so was the guy who got shot. The Army Criminal Intelligence Division brought in a psychic out of sheer desperation. All of it done on the classified side. I was assigned to guard her while she worked the case.”

Jake’s admission shocked Emma, but it explained why he acted on Sam’s say so alone in pulling in the state to search the lake.

“Long story short, she did the job, except she almost got killed in the process. She kept me in the dark about a few important details.” He folded his arms across his chest, radiating nothing short of sheer menace. “Don’t be stupid like that. If there’s more going on, now is the time to let me know. Not when it’s too late.”

Sam looked to Emma for guidance. She nodded, and Sam brought the mayor up to speed with the quick version of all the spirit activity taking place at the lodge. He also told him about Wes Vaughn’s concerns with Audrey’s strange behavior.

“I know it sounds crazy,” Sam finished. “But it’s the truth.”

Sam believed her. And what’s more, he went public with that belief. Something inside her shifted, something deep and intense. With it came a whole new level of fear: she was falling for him. Falling hard and fast with no safety net or way to stop her descent.

“You’ve made progress with crazy, I’d say it’s working for you,” Jake replied. “I don’t think this house is safe. Any chance I can talk you into moving into town until we clean this thing up?”

“We’re here until the end.”

“That’s what I thought. How about you let me post some deputies? Guys would like the overtime, money being so tight these days.”

Emma worried that the additional people on the grounds might block the energy, but there was merit to what Jake offered. Sam wanted his own men from his agency, Lost and Found, but concern over any implications of an improper investigation were very real.

In the end Sam agreed to deputies and they worked out a schedule, but Sam refused to stop his own investigation. The compromise went down hard, but Emma felt a glimmer of hope, knowing that at least on some levels her skills were recognized, wanted, and respected. Her reception in Meyerville was far different from her other experiences with law enforcement, just as her feelings for Sam were far different from those for any other man she’d ever met. So much was changing—her feelings, her psychic skills, all the things she believed to be true.

She should have seen at least some of this coming. Other than her sense of foreboding, though, none of this had materialized on her radar when she’d done a few readings prior to agreeing to accept the job. She smiled ruefully, thinking how foolish she’d been. Her boss Eric had a saying, that there was no one as blind as psychics attempting to read for themselves. She couldn’t turn back, but she was uncertain what future now lay ahead. Not the one she planned. And not the one she wished for in her dreams.

 

  

Chapter Nine

 


Giving her statement threw her a curve ball. The deputy was a little nervous, but completely professional. No snide remarks, nothing but direct questions with the occasional follow up probe. Sam was tied up outside for a while when she finished, so she grabbed an apple from the kitchen and headed up to her room to collect her thoughts and throw some tarot cards.

As she suspected earlier, the frantic energy of all the people on the grounds worked at cross purposes with whatever force amplified psychic vibrations at the lodge. Emma methodically read on each of the major players and found no surprises. Mike Foyle, the lawyer, was a wild mix of emotions, with a Tower in his base. That fit since his world had been turned upside down and had yet to turn upright.

Wesley Vaughn had mostly swords, the suit of air and intellect and of hidden conflict. At the center of his issues was a Queen of Cups, a woman Emma took to be Audrey. His concern for his wife and his obsessive behavior showed Audrey to be pivotal for him, secondary only to his massive ego. Audrey had a scattered reading, and the Tower, the card of total upheaval and destruction, appeared at the end of her spread instead of the beginning.

Weak undercurrents of worry tickled Emma’s mind as she read on the disturbed woman. She had several visions of mirrors—big, small, flashing in and out of her consciousness—as she completed Audrey Vaughn’s tarot spread. There was more to her then she showed the world. It made Emma wonder if the insane behavior was some kind of act. She slipped a card from the deck in confirmation, and it was the seven of swords. Emma smiled ruefully. Something was definitely going on behind the façade Audrey projected. Again, worry ate at her.

For confirmation’s sake she did a second spread on Audrey, using a different deck, and nearly identical cards surfaced. Emma made a few notes on the pad she’d used earlier in Sam’s briefing. She turned to Lou Preston, the sheriff, and the first card out was Death. It didn’t normally mean Death, just sweeping change, however, her fingers tingled when she touched the card and a shiver followed. The next few cards—ten of swords, three of swords, and the Tower—gave her a sense of foreboding.

Wondering if it simply indicated Preston’s involvement in Heath’s death, she pulled another card. The three of wands, picturing a merchant, his back to you as he looked out to other shores, gave her the impression he knew what had happened but was not directly involved. He looked the other way and had profited. Emma made a few more notes on this, hoping to mine the angle when they finally had a crack at the sheriff.

Last Emma did readings on the lodge, the spirits, and Brad Heath. Nothing unusual surfaced, but Heath’s reading gave her the same impression as Preston, that while not involved in Jen’s death, he had known, and profited. A conspiracy of silence, she thought, reshuffling the deck. The current sheriff and the caretaker knew something, and no doubt that got the caretaker killed.

That brought the crime very close to home, as Sam had surmised. Five people here on the grounds at the time of her death, none admitting to anything, but if her read was on target, at least one of them knew the truth...and was murdered as a result. And one additional person, the first one to respond to the crime, was also involved.

Emma sat back and folded her arms, considering each of the people at the house that night. Mike claiming ignorance, Wesley claiming his wife Audrey was not with him as he’d once said, Audrey’s recent secret meetings with Mike and the allegedly incriminating pictures. Lora off in another country doing missionary work, as if seeking atonement. Emma threw a spread on Lora, but came up dry. This left her pondering Audrey.

What motive could Audrey have to kill Jen? Did Jen know the father of Audrey’s dead child, maybe? Emma tossed a few more cards on motive, and came up with all wands. The suit of fire, covering passion, desire and will. Whatever Audrey felt for Jen at the time of the death, all those hot drives fired up the blood. Emma hoped she’d have a chance to talk to Audrey under better circumstances, to see if she could confirm what she saw in the cards.

Taking all that into account along with the spirit warning left Emma in a quandary. It was obvious a man was involved, because the spirit of Jen referenced a ‘him.’ And the necklace? Her first night here she had the connection to the word, and Audrey’s channeled information also referenced the necklace along with truth? Maybe if they found the necklace it would be in possession of the killer? More confusion. It made her head hurt. She put up the cards and drifted to the window. Outside, sunset approached.

She decided to tour the house again and see where the energy drew her. Before she could go her cell rang, the tone indicating her boss Eric.

“Hey chief,” she said, “checking up on me?”

“If I was, I’d ask my spirit guides. Cheaper than using the phone.”

Some of her headache began to recede. The familiar, friendly voice helped. She’d felt so alone and hadn’t realized what the isolation was doing to her state of mind. “I’m glad you called. I need a break. I’m at a dead end.”

“Cold cases are full of dead ends. Are you sure that’s what’s really bugging you?”

Most days she loved Eric like a brother, he never felt like a boss, but his uncanny psychic ability had a way of getting on her nerves sometimes. “Don’t go there.”

“I thought you’d like him when you saw him. Had a feeling.”

“Don’t be a cliché. It’s not Sam, it’s the case.”

“I’m in the airport right now,” Eric said with good humor. “I’m looking out at my plane, which has yet to board, and one of my spirit guides says to me, ‘Eric, your girl’s in trouble, give her a call, mate.’”

Emma groaned. For the hippest Medium on the psychic scene, Eric could be a serious dork. “None of your guides have an English accent.”

“It’s Australian.”

“It’s horrible,” but she laughed again as her mood began to lift. “I like him, Eric. Too much. We’d never work.”

“Because he used to be a cop?”

The many reasons tumbled through her mind, the avalanche gaining speed and power as they piled up. There was one that seemed to encompass the others, though, and explained her ambivalence and confusion best. “Because he likes neat packages and is afraid of coloring outside the lines and I live outside the lines in a very messy way. You know how that judgment makes me feel.”

“Are you certain he’s judging you? Or are you judging him?”

“I don’t know, but it is what it is. The physical attraction’s strong. He’d be good for a fling. Only he’s the kind of guy that likes long term and keeper style relationships.” Okay, now she was definitely being judgmental, but Sam came across to her that way and it was all she had to go on.

“Give yourself a chance to try a keeper. You might like it. Can’t live your whole life using disposables. For one thing, it’s not green.”

“You called me for counsel on my love life, Dr. Phil?” He’d done it before and been right. There was that waiter from the 21 Club, and the personal trainer-slash-actor she’d met on the flight to Miami last year. He’d nailed both of them and saved her from disaster with each. “Or is something else on your mind?”

“How’s the case? Do you need anything?”

“Everyone’s lying, for all kinds of unknown reasons. A guy’s dead they thought was alive. We found his body in the lake along with someone else we have yet to identify. I’m having serious spirit contact and visions but nothing adds up.” She gave him some more details but didn’t go too far. She didn’t want too much information to lead him. He was the professional medium and dealt with the dead on a routine basis, and often worked best with minimal facts. If anyone knew what to do next, it was Eric. “I need some direction. I was going to take a house tour again, check for any changes in energy.”

“That’s a good idea. You’ve had enough going on in a short period of time. There may be newer hot spots in places that were inactive. Try relaxing a little. Don’t push so hard. And if Jen is coming to you more than anyone else, then go to her. Find the source, go to it, and let it come to you. Also, increase meditation time to keep your head clear and your defenses up. Keep that amethyst on you that I gave you before you left the city.”




She’d left the stone in her suit case. Eric was big on crystals but unless stones were set in jewelry, or large enough for table top use during readings, to her they were a nuisance. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“You haven’t unpacked it, have you?” He snorted in mock disgust. “And Sam?”

Emma wished Eric here in person to help, or to go take a coffee break and kvetch session with, but it was just her, and Sam. And the ghosts. Outside the sky darkened.

“Fly safe,” she said, ignoring the question since there was no good answer, and preparing to hang up.

“Give him a chance Emma. And don’t penalize him for the things that make Sam who he is.”

“Hanging up now, chief,” she said, half joking as she disconnected. For once she was glad for the intensity of the lodge, it was a great way to take her mind of Sam. She wound her way through the house but most rooms remained as they had on her first time through.

Downstairs, the kitchen had a strong pull, but ultimately she found herself drawn to the study and the portrait of Jen. In the fading gloom of the evening, Jen was more ghostlike than ever. Was there a new desperation to her expression, or did Emma imagine that?

She reached out with her intuitive senses, but drew a blank. She wasn’t surprised. Things were sporadic at the lodge, coming on with great force then going cold for stretches of time. Maybe the spirits had to conserve energy, hoard it to break through to the living in a meaningful way? Despite all they had, to Emma there were more questions and gaps than answers. Each new event or contact only made the situation murkier. She resisted the urge to push hard, taking Eric’s advice to relax, to go to the source so the source could come to her.

“What did you do before you died, Jen?” she whispered to herself. “And what does your necklace have to do with your death?”

If the ghost searched still, did that mean it was hidden somewhere on the grounds? If that was the case, maybe the killer didn’t have it. So what good would finding the necklace do other than satisfy the ghost? Back to nonsense again. Pressure built in her skull but Emma held the frustration back until it died down to a dull ache. She was about to go grab her tarot cards and try her luck again when Sam materialized in the doorway.

“Most of the crowd has cleared out. This is going to be a long process. Want to hit the diner for some food? We can compare notes.”

He was solemn, sturdy and real man sexy in his faded jeans and rust colored henley. She’d follow him anywhere, she realized, admitting at last that she’d lost her edge. Dinner in a public place would serve to keep her on task better than an intimate dinner for two in the quiet solitude of the lodge. She needed space. Between them. Between her and the events. Anything to try and knit back the shreds of perspective and self preservation that were so fast coming undone.

“Sounds great. Let me grab a few things and we can hit the road.”

 


~ * * * ~

 


Lou Preston pulled the tab top to the Coors light, flicked off his police scanner, and took a long swallow of the ice cold beer. It was a hell of a thing, after so many years, a psychic’s tip leading the cops to Brad Heath. Lou didn’t believe in psychics. But this Emma Bishop, she spooked him the first time he laid eyes on her. He knew she’d be trouble. Something about the way she looked at him, like she could read all his sins printed plain as day across his chest.

He tipped the can again. Yep. Felt someone had walked over his grave the day she showed up with Sam Tyler in the station. And Sam, there was a whole other problem. Super-nerd turned super-cop couldn’t leave well enough alone. Had to be like Keith, digging into things he shouldn’t. Lou picked up the remote for the fire place and punched up a blaze. It cast an orange glow over his cabin’s sleek log walls. Most normal people would consider the brand new five bedroom six bath home a mansion, but here in swanky Meyerville, it was still poor man’s digs.

With all that Tyler had—fame, fortune, the lodge—you’d think he’d be smart enough to stick with that. But no, he thought crossly, he picked right up where Keith Vaughn left off. Men of privilege had time to screw around wherever, whenever and however they wanted. Guys like himself had to scrape by, work every angle, watch every step. Still, he’d managed to score and score big. Game wasn’t over yet, and no one knew how to play like Lou Preston. He’d set up his back door a long time ago, and this morning, he’d made ready should he need it. Nothing to do now but sit tight and let things roll out. Wouldn’t do to jump the gun.

His cell phone vibrated and he glanced at the number on the display. He’d expected it to be the mayor’s number again, or the station, or any of the deputies who’d been trying to raise him on his day off. He’d ignored them all. The minute he heard they’d be diving the lake Lou knew exactly what they’d find. This number surprised him. He fumbled for it, clumsy from the five beers he’d downed already.

“Audrey, it’s been a while,” he said.

“Lou, I saw him. I swear to god. They all think I’m crazy but I’m not. I saw Keith. He’s coming for us.”

She sounded high, and strung tight with anxiety. He hated it when she acted this way. Lou sighed deeply. “Keith’s dead. It’s okay, you were keyed up about them finding Brad Heath after all this time.”

“Brad,” she said softly, almost a question. “I didn’t see Brad. It was Keith. He’s back and he’s angry. We need to talk, Lou.”

Lights cut through the exterior darkness, flashing a wide swath through his custom windows as a car made its way up his drive. Normally he’d hang on her every word, but he’d been expecting someone to come out and roust him. Time for the show. “Audrey, I have to go. I’ll call you later. Take a pill and go get some rest, okay?”

He hung up before she could respond, and made a hasty retreat to the kitchen to stash the beer in the fridge. On his way back, he stopped in the half bath for a few shots of mouthwash. Even on his day off it wouldn’t do to be perceived as drunk. He’d played possum as long as he could. Now it was time to be the sheriff again. Thunder rumbled in the distance, signaling yet another storm. When would it end? He recalled thinking the same thing five years ago.

He opened the door and hit the lights to the parking area beside his three car garage, and was surprised to see Audrey’s cherry red corvette. She must have called him from the road. He had to clear her off before one of the deputies came to roust him, or worse, that prick Meyer. Lou came off the steps to meet her, wondering how he should play it after the last time they were together. When he reached her car, he found it empty. Backing away from the car he reached for the piece he kept in an ankle holster. He’d about made it when he heard the blast from a gun. A flash of hot pain registered through his system. Then everything went dark, and seconds later, dead.

 

  

Chapter Ten

 


The warm scents of comfort food and the embrace of bright yellow light and lively conversation eased Emma’s mind. She and Sam settled into a far corner booth, each ordering the manager’s special: meatloaf with mashed red potatoes and home-style gravy. When the waitress brought their drinks, a domestic beer for Sam and a vanilla coke for herself, he raised his glass.

“To diners. And meatloaf.”

She smiled, a willing victim of his killer charm. “To meatloaf.”

A blissful look came over Sam. “Doesn’t matter how many meatloaf recipes I try, none can compare to what you get at a good greasy spoon. It’s like they have fairy dust they add.”

“Calorically dense, sodium-laden fairy dust,” she added, glad for a neutral topic.

“When I was a cop, I lived in places like this.” Sam glanced around, a faraway look in his eyes. As if he saw a different time. A different place. “They still remind me of the force.”

“I grew up on the blue plate special.” Emma took a sip of her vanilla coke and sighed with appreciation. Perfect. Like the man seated across from her. She’d savor them both for as long as possible. “Diners were my constant, one of the few normal things I knew I could count on to be exactly the same. Even now, I’ll take good down home diner cooking over a Manhattan hot spot in a heartbeat. Especially if they serve fountain made vanilla Coke.”

“This place is owned by two Manhattan restaurateurs who moved up here to get back to nature.”

Judging by the studiously chic retro décor, and the fact the diner had a liquor license and featured New York State artisanal breads, Emma could believe that. Still, it had all the home comforts of the ubiquitous greasy spoon. “Are you going to make your home up here again, or just move your company?”

She wasn’t sure where the question came from. She should have started back on the case. But her mind and her heart were on more personal matters, and the setting seemed to support that. If she knew more about him it would be easier to stop judging the superficial, and give him the chance Eric suggested. Then she realized opening personal avenues with him would allow him to open them with her.

Panicked at the thought, Emma was about to retract her question, but Sam jumped in without missing a beat. It was too late, then. The door was open and there was no telling what would come out.

“I plan to sell the New York condo and buy a place in Saratoga,” he began. “Split my time between there and the lodge. I never felt comfortable down there anyway.”

“Why Saratoga?” If he was open to twenty questions, she was going to fit them in before the magic wore off and reality came stomping into view. Maybe wear him out before he threw his own at her.

He took a drink of beer, and shrugged. “I grew up there. It’s a nice area. Good place to raise a family.”

‘Raise a family’ sounded very immediate. To do that he had to have someone already on the hook. Disappointment stabbed through her. “So you’re seeing someone?”

“Not yet.” He stared at her for a long moment. “Solving Jen’s murder is the last thing on my plate. Once that’s done, I’m going to focus on what I’ve been missing. A big house. A wife. A family. Life’s too short. I’ve put these things on hold for too long.”

Emma’s throat tightened. She pushed her soda glass away as hope drained out of her. Sam was looking his fairy tale ending. This mythic woman he’d take as his wife could never be her, and that hit where it hurt most.

She could tell herself he was nothing more than a passing fancy, that she didn’t do forever, and didn’t want it with a man she’d known a few days. But she’d only be lying to herself. He had some weird power over her. She could see building a life with him. God, she was hopeless. “Sounds like you have it all planned out.”

“I was sidetracked for a while,” his deep voice held a curious note, as if he wasn’t quite as sure as he wanted to be about what he said, “but things have gone into high gear since you showed up.”

“You wanted to compare notes.” She tried to change to a topic that didn’t make her sick to her stomach.

Sam stretched his arm out along the back of the booth and pinned her with the hot look he seemed able to turn on at will and use with laser-like precision. “How about you Emma? What are your plans?”

When he looked at her like that, so focused, so predatory, every nerve in her body fired up to high alert. She fidgeted with the silverware. “I plan to help you solve this case, go home and write my book. Get on with things.”

“There will be more publicity, things we can’t stop now that the case is hot again. You won’t be able to hide out in Eric’s shadow.” His words had a prophetic ring. Emma hadn’t considered the case would take such a dramatic turn.

Before she could respond, he continued. “Besides, that’s not what I mean. Long term what do you plan?”

“Like white picket fence, prince charming, two point five kids kinds of plans?”

His lips curved in a sexy grin. Her heart began to pound. The sound was deafening in her ears. She only hoped the din of the patrons drowned it out before it reached him. Before it tipped him off to how vulnerable she was to his attack.

“I don’t know. Princes are in short demand right now. I run into a lot of toads. Maybe I’ll get lucky.”

“So you’re looking for a prince after all.”

Her attempt at humor hadn’t sidetracked him. He was a ruthless opponent. Emma’s heart swam in turbulent, unwanted emotions. “I told you, I don’t do that kind of thing.”

“Because you don’t want to get hurt.”

“A few good kisses don’t give you the right to grill me like this.”

His grin turned cocky. “So I’m a good kisser. Doesn’t that make me even a little bit of a keeper?”

That boyish charm came on strong, and her anger vanished. “Most men like casual. Why can’t you?”

“I’m not most men. I’m just wondering why you’re so guarded. I can’t believe a woman like you hasn’t been snapped up.”

“Are you proposing?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so.”

“You can’t deny we have something between us. I want to see where it leads. But I need to know more, I need to understand you better.”

“Women are supposed to be mysterious.”

“You told me I was still a cop. You know how cops are about mystery.”

Emma realized he had her trapped. She considered her routes of escape. There wasn’t much more of this she could take. She could try lying to Sam, but she suspected he’d know and only probe more. She could try to blow it off, or tell him to shut up, but he was relentless. The only way out of this was the truth. Not something she shared often. Not something she was sure someone outside of ‘the life’ would get. She decided to try.

“My mother and father had a deep love. I don’t doubt it for a moment. But when they ran certain scams, they’d be with other people. They’d act as if the other didn’t exist. In the life, illusion and truth blend until you’re not sure where one ends and the other begins.”

The words were stiff at first, and she spoke them in a hushed tone, worried someone might overhear. Reverting back to her cautious self, the kid on the grift who had to protect herself and her family and preserve the delicate web of lies no matter what. “When you run outside the law, live a certain way, you stay with your own kind. I left the life, but it stays with you. I don’t want to explain myself, or have to justify who I was. I don’t want to be with someone who will constantly question my integrity because of my past.”

“You don’t want to because you’ve been in that situation.”

“Early on, when a relationship turned serious and I’d have to own up to parts of my past, it created problems I decided were not worth the hassle. My other option is to do what the rest of my clan does, and stay within our own circle, but I’m not about to shack up with someone living the life I fought so hard to escape. Casual works. I’m not about to fix what isn’t broke.”

Speaking the truth out loud for the first time to someone other than Eric had a strange, liberating effect. A weight lifted from her, even as she waited for Sam’s judgment.

“Makes sense,” he said, holding his beer but not drinking. “Cops are the same. They stick with their own kind.”

With merely a handful of words, he’d dissolved the tension rising between them. Sam had a drink of beer, and Emma did the same with the coke, letting the liquid and the confession cool her blood.

“Since we’re sharing, why’d you become a cop? You attended a top technical college, founded a computer game company with Keith before you even graduated. You had a golden life, and you traded it in for the uniform. Why?”

“My mom died from breast cancer when I was twelve, so for most of my life it was just me and my dad. He owned a sporting goods store in downtown Albany, but to me, he was my hero. My last semester of college, the store got robbed. My father was killed over a couple hundred dollars. I graduated, and became a cop. Sounds like the plot of Spider-Man, but I felt I needed to do something real that made a difference. Inventing video games wasn’t real enough.”

So much made sense now. Why he fought the good fight and why he couldn’t stop fighting the good fight. “I’m sorry Sam. That’s terrible. When my mother died from an aneurism I thought my world would end.”

Sam covered her hand with his, and a bond forged with the contact. It stopped the fall of bad memories, allowing the good ones to gather instead.“It’s never easy, is it? Losing a parent. But when it comes suddenly...”

“There was no warning. One minute she was frying bacon for Sunday breakfast and next, she was gone.” She didn’t think often of that time, because when she did it was fresh like it happened only yesterday. “Doesn’t matter if it’s sudden, or you have warning. It still hurts.”

The waitress swept by for refills a moment later, and Emma pulled her hand back, but the bond remained.

“Keith didn’t talk to me for a while. He was furious. But he came around. When I left the force, he was there to help me pick up the pieces. He was the one who suggested I stay in the game with the programming and analytic skills. I owe him everything.”

“I like the company name—Lost and Found.”

“Keith’s idea. But it does fit the bill. We find things that have been lost: people, items, truth, information, if it’s missing, we go out and get it. There are some highly specialized contracts I’ve taken lately that require more than the usual resources, so I needed a bigger training and research facility.”

“And you chose the Meyerville backwoods?”

“I know it seems like the boonies, but actually, the Adirondacks are working on modernizing and getting high tech brain trust types of businesses up here. Besides, I needed a remote location. Many of the staff are contract employees who keep a low profile for a variety of reasons. The lodge and a town like Meyerville provide the level of anonymity and discretion they require.”

“Sounds like you work for the CIA.”

“If the check doesn’t bounce, sure, why not?” He gave an exaggerated wink, and Emma couldn’t help but laugh. She’d run the range of emotions with him in the few minutes of conversation, and somehow, it all ended up very comfortable. It made the pain of anticipated loss all the worse.

The waitress arrived with dinner and they tucked into the food.

Sam took a bite and moaned low in appreciation. “This meatloaf is worth killing for.”

Emma agreed. Something about the way meat, salt, breadcrumbs and thick brown gravy went together made her want to cry with joy. The lodge and its horrors seemed distant, a story in a novel she’d bookmarked and put down for a break.

Through the meal they talked on and off about his business, and what she did for Eric. She shared some stories of the crazier people she’d stopped from getting close to her boss, including an eighty year old would be stalker, and the male heir to a famous German brewery who thought Eric was the reincarnated patron of the family line.

They fell into a comfortable rhythm, the kind an old married couple would share, or friends of many years. But always on the edge was that tight awareness of sexual connection. She was falling, falling hard, falling fast. What pieces would be left afterward? She found she didn’t care, and that was a dangerous thing. She’d shelved her survival instinct. There was no more fatal a flaw.

 


~ * * * ~

 


After the meal they ordered pie, apple for her and strawberry rhubarb for Sam, along with a carafe of coffee. Emma went for the full octane, knowing there was a long night ahead of them. She filled her cup to the brim with cream and added two packets of pure sugar.

“We’re having coffee together,” Sam said, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “You know what that means.”

Emma stared blankly at him. “Dinner’s over?”

“It means I get to ask you how you got into the psychic gig.”

“The psychic gig?” The terminology made her smile.

“You promised. I’m holding you to that promise.”

Everyone always wanted to know, but there wasn’t anything special. Not to Emma’s way of thinking. Normally she kept her history to herself, but Sam had worn down her defenses tonight. “My mother’s family always has someone, each generation, who gets the gift. It comes in different forms, uses different tools. She’s half Ukrainian and story goes, generations back, visiting gypsies took liberties with an ancestor when the caravan rolled through town and that’s how the power got into the line.”

“Ancient gypsies.” Sam winked. “Intriguing.”

“If you can believe it. I’m not so sure it’s true. We are a bunch of professional liars.” Memories washed over her, days and nights learning with her Aunt Melanie and Granny Galena. “Anyway, the family has several scams revolving around fortune telling and sooth saying and all that hot trash. You learn early how to use crystal balls, tea leaves, tarot cards. How to fake a trance or spirit possession. But if you have the sixth sense, it shows for real”

She had an acute awareness of how long it had been since she’d felt like she belonged anywhere. Her family might have been crooked to the core, but they loved her without condition and never questioned her. Home was always a moving target, but with family around, she never missed that. Never had to worry about acceptance.

“I showed the signs, so I learned how to do it for real. Doing psychic readings was one way Dad would lure in marks, and a way to sus out what scam to get involved in as well. Gave him an edge and kept us ahead of the law more times than I can count.”

“Must have been hard, growing up that way.”

“It has ups and downs.”

“Why’d you leave?”

That one was easy. “I didn’t want to be a career criminal. Once I hit eighteen, I told my family I wanted out. They weren’t happy, thought I was crazy, but let me go. Everyone figured I’d try a legit life for a few months and then come back to the clan.”

“But you stuck with it.” There was admiration in his voice.

“I did. It wasn’t easy, either. Establishing my real identity, for one. Affording college. I never finished, you know. Eric found me junior year, doing readings out of a new age shop on the tip of Long Island. I had two types of valuable talents: being psychic, and being an excellent con-detector. I could spot the people trying to work him a mile away, knew the scams inside and out. He hired me away, and I never looked back.”

“See? Nothing epic.” Emma folded her hands and tucked the memories away with fondness. “No soap opera style story line with angry relatives trying to lure me back to a life of crime. No witches granting me special powers. I picked up the gift by accident of birth, and when I turned eighteen, decided to leave the family business and strike out on my own.”

“When you say it that way it does lack mystery, doesn’t it?”

She shrugged. “I’m not into drama.”

“Me either,” he said. “Everything we’ve dealt with, all the chaos I’m sure is to come, I wish it never happened. I wish we’d met without it. I’ll be glad when it’s over.”

Not trusting herself to speak to that topic, Emma merely nodded.

The fell to discussing the case again until the conversation came back to how much was still unknown.

Sam’s body language changed with the topic, growing stiff, uncomfortable. “This whole case has a bad vibe. Worse than when I first started. You’re right about a bigger evil. And I bet it has to do with the second body found in Heath’s car.”

“The picture’s changed.” And would continue to change. “We know the people present at her death have been lying. I wish we knew about what.”

“One of the five people present on the grounds the night Jen died factor into her death. Maybe more than one. I’d stake my reputation on that.”

The evidence was supporting him, at least on the surface. Evidence could be misleading, though. Sometimes taking a thing at face value was the worst mistake you could make. She hadn’t learned that being a psychic, but from her con artist father. Always look deeper, he’d told her. Don’t fall for the smoke and the mirrors, and don’t take what someone tells you to be true just because it seems convenient.

“Why do you think Wes was so accommodating with information about Audrey and Mike? Why change his story after so many years? What do you think he has to gain?”

“With Wes it’s hard to know. He’s always been one of those do-gooder crusader types. Save the whales, recycle garbage, rehabilitate criminals. Not a year goes by he isn’t knee deep in some cause or trying to set a social wrong to right. Maybe lying finally got to him. What’s your read on him?”

“My psychic read, or my con job read?”

“Either.” He was obviously interested, and Emma found it didn’t bug her that he wanted both opinions.

“Psychically, I don’t get much. He’s in a profession where he’s trained to keep himself neutral, so that may be the reason I’m blocked. Con job wise, I have to wonder why he’s so helpful.”

“Wes has always felt like a poser because the Vaughn line was started by a Canadian fur trader on the run from the law and has a weird history with a lot of dead brides. He always acted as if he had to prove himself better than his roots. Audrey comes from blue blood all the way back to English nobility. Marrying her got him the cachet he was looking for. The kind money can’t buy.”

Sam’s words hit home. Maybe she needed to set down this whole ‘prove yourself’ chip she carried around on her shoulder and get over it already. Trying to force acceptance was a losing game, and being hung up on that acceptance even worse. “You think Mike and Audrey are having an affair, or had one?”

“Mike likes women, they like him back. Audrey, though, that’s hard to figure. The pictures indicate clandestine meetings but we don’t know what’s really behind them. It bears more investigation.”

“Everything does.” She reflected on all the information gleaned in her readings. A strange sense of doom crept into her thoughts. “We need to put the pieces back together, try another angle.”

This pulled a laugh out of Sam. “You sound like a cop.”

“Cops and cons, same game, just different sides.”

Sam settled up and they walked back to the car. A cold rain started to fall fast from a bleak sky as they pulled out of the parking lot. The sense of foreboding intensified. “Is it ever nice up here, Sam? Do you ever see the night stars? Or the sun?”

“You need to know where to look.”

“We’re missing things in this case. They’re right in front of us, psychic clues and mundane ones, and we can’t see them.” Like the absent starts concealed in the canopy of night covering this isolated mountain town, she knew something was there, something critical and elemental, but knowing didn’t put it any less beyond her grasp.

“We’ll look again, and keep looking, until we find what we need.” He reached across and took her hand. This time his touch brought her neither ease nor excitement. The worry tugging at her wouldn’t let go.

When they pulled up to the Lodge, the land was hushed and tensed, as if the spirits and energy had coiled tight and waited to spring on some secret signal. Emma reached out psychically and found only a heavy void. She wished she had the same assurance Sam did. She wished this time his steady vibe could comfort her. But isolation cocooned her and the knowledge that somewhere a clock ticked, and time ran short, left her chilled to her soul.

 

  

Chapter Eleven

 


Sam struggled with the mix of feelings at war with the sensible part of his brain. He didn’t want to walk Emma to the library. He wanted to head up the stairs to the bedroom suite. Take her into his arms. Follow up on the promise of her touch, the taste of her kiss. She was broadcasting all kinds of mixed signals, which to him meant ‘back off and give the lady space.’ But he couldn’t stop the protective drives urging him to take her in his arms and keep her safe forever.

At some point he’d gone off the reservation with this one. Wanting a wife was one thing, but wanting a woman like Emma for a keeper challenged everything he knew and believed, made him realize things he thought were fixed were not so fixed after all. Could he live long term with a woman like her? Could he not?

Why was he even asking these questions a few days after meeting her? Wasn’t that stalker talk? Or maybe that’s how it was, when you met ‘the one.’ You knew, on some deep level, and you knew quick. Keith married Jen four months after they first met. Sam had never questioned how his friend knew Jen was the one, now he wished he had. Maybe there was some secret he was missing? Whatever it was, Emma had him all tied up inside and he didn’t have any desire to be untied. He was in too deep. That much was clear.

They’d returned to the library, the safest place he could think of, and way too crowded with junk for any impromptu liaisons to take place.

“So we need to change up the picture,” he said, watching her settle. He loved the way she moved, so light and feminine. The way she tucked her legs beneath her on the sofa and curled into the corner. What might have happened had they met without the cold case from hell hanging over them like an axe blade? Who was he kidding. Under normal circumstances their paths would never cross. Ever. Only the strange vortex of Keith’s determination to solve his wife’s murder could twist the ordinary course of fate enough to throw two such different souls together.

Emma grabbed her pad and pen from the side table. “Do we go with what we know or what we think?”

An innocent enough question, but one fraught with hidden land mines. He wanted to go with facts, and her Tarot readings and vibrations were not facts. Yes, they’d led to discoveries, but technically they didn’t fit the definition he knew. But he didn’t want to discount them, nor did he want to ruin the rapport he and Emma had going. “We go with both.”

She smiled, a simple curve of the lips that made his blood run hot and thick. God, not now. He needed to think. About the case. Not about taking Emma to bed and making love until neither of them ever wanted to think again.

Sam cleared his throat. When had he turned seventeen again, he wondered? Probably the minute he set eyes on Emma in the flesh. He pulled the photos down, erased the board, and stared at them because to look at Emma any longer would test his resolve and make it fail.

“Brad died, most likely the day he was supposed to have skipped town.” He put his picture back on the board, wrote down the date. “This was the first responder to the fire.”

“He’s an accomplice to the killer,” Emma said.

“And a lose end,” said Sam, writing ‘accomplice’ next to the caretaker’s picture. “So he has to die, with another unknown subject.”

He drew a box for the unknown subject. The case was getting stranger with each new piece of information, and supposition. What the hell really happened that night?

“Audrey is unaccounted for when Wes goes to bed.” Sam stuck her photo up, made a few notes. Then he put Mike and Lora nearby. “At some point Jen leaves for the den, and no one can account for her return. So both Jen and Audrey are running loose on the grounds.”

“So is Wes,” Emma said quietly. “He says he was in bed. Mike and Lora say they saw him leave the great room. But we know he lied about Audrey going with him, so he could be lying about everything else.”

Sam was impressed. Emma knew her business, both that of liars and of ghosts. “Looking at it this way, Audrey is most likely Jen’s killer, and Heath is probably her lover. Maybe Jen catches them, Audrey injures her, they set the fire to kill her and cover any evidence. Then Audrey kills Heath to keep him quiet. Maybe the other body is Heath’s girlfriend, which makes the motive jealousy.”

“Lou Preston knows something. And Jen’s ghost said she was killed by a man.”

“Fair enough,” Sam said, adding Lou’s name to the mix and steering away from the comment about channeling for the moment. “First guy on the scene. He sees something he shouldn’t. Audrey pays him to keep quiet. She has access to all kinds of money.”

“Where does Mike fit in?”

“Jake says the guy was legitimately stone cold passed out when he arrived. But here’s another angle: Mike and Audrey sneak off, Jen catches them, they kill her when she threatens exposure. Heath’s a witness, and helps them cover it up. So Mike’s the trigger man.”

“And the necklace?”

“Still here,” said Sam, putting forth a theory they’d talked about earlier. “Or with her killer. The ghost searches for it, we find it, maybe it leads us to the killer.”

Only George Mason’s photo remained off the board. Sam reached for it and stared at the stalker. “He said ‘a demon chased Jen and stole her stars’. Mason must have seen the killer, or at least the person who took Jen’s diamonds. The overdose of meth in lock up wasn’t an accident.”

“Which leads us back to Lou Preston.”

A conspiracy of killers and crooks. Friends killing friends. Covering it up. How many times had Sam seen that betrayal? Hell, he’d betrayed friends when he went undercover, and then rolled on the cops he’d called brothers. And the cop he’d called lover. Angela. She was playing him at the same time he played her. Did she really think he’d back down when she tried to kill him? He shook his head. People in desperate situations did what they needed to do to survive. He hadn’t killed her, but he’d put a bullet in her shoulder to save himself. The woman he pretended to love while under deep cover. So many lies. So many parallels.

“Everyone is lying,” he said, defeated. “When we get back some info on how Heath died and what’s in the car and who the other body is, we may be able to fill in the blanks better. Right now it’s looking like Mike and Audrey.”

“Why not Wesley Vaughn?”

A good question. Sam gave it some thought. “He had nothing to gain. He was making a fresh start with his wife. There’s nothing to indicate he was doing anything else, with anyone. Audrey was the one having an affair, and she implicated herself during her melt down. Besides, what would he gain from Jen’s death?”

Emma looked equally perplexed. “What if Jen knew something about him?”

“Wesley’s smart. If he were going to kill someone, it would be organized and neat. I doubt you’d find a trace of him anywhere in the crime. If Jen knew something, he would go after her at a time and place of his choosing. Remember, it was an unplanned visit to the lodge for Jen and the gang. Wes and Audrey had planned to be there. Add in drugs and alcohol, and you get impulse control issues.”

“That’s very clinical. Sometimes circumstance pops up and predators take advantage.”

“Keith leaving set it all in motion. It left Jen bored and coked up without supervision. It left two potential adulterers alone at a big lodge with nothing but time and opportunity to hook up. I wish I knew what part the missing brandy bottle and necklace played.”

Emma’s face darkened at the mention of the necklace. “A man killed Jen. I still don’t see how the necklace fits in, but it’s the key so I think we need to focus on that, and see where it leads us. The picture of this crime has changed many times, I think it will again before we really know what happened.”

“Then maybe we stop looking at pictures for a moment.” He wasn’t sure what to look at next, but what they had so far was getting them nowhere.

Glancing down at her pad, Emma said more to herself than him, “What if Jen hid the necklace? What if she did and it’s more significant than we initially thought?”

“Why would she hide it?” Sam wasn’t sure where she headed, but it was a different approach and right now, he was up for anything.

“The necklace is an expensive piece of jewelry, so it’s insured. If it goes missing, someone will look for it. Jen knows that. She was poor once, so she sees value in things people like Audrey and the Vaughn brothers would take for granted.”

“True, but what value is there in hiding the necklace?”

“If she knew a killer was coming for her and she couldn’t escape in time, she might be able to stash the necklace.” Her fingers traced circles on the paper, seeming to read information the eyes missed. “She stashes it why? To keep people searching? For what?”

“Evidence.”

Her head shot up. “Like?”

“Fingerprints,” Sam said, engaging in the exercise of creative thinking. “DNA? A scrap of fabric caught in the setting. Any one of those could lead us to a killer.”

“A picture of the killer would be even better.” She smiled lightly, a glint of mischief in her eyes. “Or a confession letter, signed and date stamped.”

“I’m reaching, I know,” he said. It was stupid, but they were playing a guessing game, so why not go wild? “A guy can dream, can’t he?”

“Maybe if this were television, or a b-movie, we’d score. In real life things are never that easy.”

“Okay, point taken.” He rubbed his chin, thinking through the unlikely scenario. “The DNA isn’t too far off, though. Maybe she had time to write a note?”

“So she includes the necklace with it as a way to authenticate the timing?

“It’s a stretch, but everything at this point is a stretch. I’d prefer that Jen didn’t hide the necklace, and that we find it with the killer.”

“It’s neater.”

“What I wouldn’t give for a little neat right now.” They were close to the truth. Sam knew it in his bones. He wished for more evidence than the word of a psychic. That didn’t stand up so well in court. It didn’t give you probable cause for a search. He wished it did, because Audrey’s mysterious storage locker might hold some hard evidence but without any probable cause, warrants and searches were out of the question. It was suspicious, even if it turned out to be nothing. Suspicious enough to drive Wes to look for a key, one he couldn’t find.

“Jen was coked up and not thinking clear. Most likely scenario was the necklace got lost in the shuffle. It could be at the bottom of Holloway Lake for all we know.” Still, he wrote some notes down on the board about the theory of the searching ghost, which earned another smile from Emma. “We need to shake Mike down, see if we can break his story. We need someone to start confessing, otherwise we’re right where we started. Square one, lots of leads, more dead ends.”

Emma rubbed the bridge of her nose. For some reason, Sam couldn’t tear his eyes away. She glanced up and caught him staring. He didn’t look away. The heat cooking between them was no secret. To lie about it, to pretend it wasn’t there, was more duplicity than he could stand.

“I could use a glass of wine.”

There was a surprise. “I didn’t think you drank. I figured psychics need a clear head.”

“My head’s been too clear. I’d like a little less harsh clarity, a little more warm fuzzy.” She took a deep breath and blew it out, saying more with that release of tension than any words could. Showing the strain that must have been building day by day. A strain she hid very well. “I’m a big fan of a good pinot noir every once in a while. And nothing beats a glass of port and a piece of dark chocolate for taking the stress out of the day.”

“You’re in luck. I have some Sandeman Reserve. No dark chocolate, though.”

“Sandeman’s my favorite port.”

Sam’s tension dissolved. Emma was right, there was way too much raw clarity, and no seeming escape. The case had escalated from zero to one hundred in a handful of days. And if the sexual tension between them got any tighter, the air would snap. They both needed a break. “Let’s go to the great room. I’ll get the fire going if you pour the port.”

 


~ * * * ~

 


Ten minutes after the case review, Emma was seated comfortably with Sam and a glass of dark, sweet port wine, watching a fire blaze away in the two story stone hearth in the sumptuous great room. For the moment, beside him, if she closed her eyes a little and didn’t think too hard, she saw Holloway Lodge as it once was: a classy get away done up rich and rustic. The beauty was seductive, the setting sublime when stripped of the dark past and recent bloody present. In the moment, it was perfect. If she didn’t dwell beyond the surface.

Sam slipped an arm around her shoulder and drew her closer. Another thing she couldn’t take past face value. Emma savored his nearness as well as the port. The rich sweetness of the wine mixed with Sam’s warmth, spreading relaxation to the very tips of her toes.

Thunder rumbled distantly and Sam stirred. “We used to toast marshmallows in the old fireplace when we were kids. Keith still did up until Jen’s remodel. After that, it was forbidden.”

Emma sighed, the perfection of her fantasy moment cracking with the reminder of why she really was at the lodge. Not because it was a romantic getaway with an exceedingly hot man who stirred her blood to boiling with a simple glance. Because she had a job to do, one rooted in disaster. One that once over, would see her on her way. “Jen had excellent taste.”

“Keith thought she should pursue interior design. She was behind every step of the planning, worked one on one with the architects and builders. Left no detail to chance.”

He lapsed into silence again. Flames licked at the dry logs, and sparks periodically blew forth in showers of light. Emma found herself wanting to stretch this break into forever.

Sam finished the small cordial glass of sweet wine and placed it on the split log coffee table. “I meant what I said at the diner. I wish we’d met under better circumstances.”

His velvet deep voice was resonant in the shadows, his words echoing her thoughts.

“Me too,” she said, unwilling to maintain pretense.

“When this is over, I’d like to try.”

“Try what?” The mellow vibe vanished. Anticipation and fear rose inside of her.

“Try us. When it’s over, let’s start fresh. You have to admit, the circumstances aren’t exactly ideal for romance.” He had a teasing tone now, and he’d moved so he was half turned and facing her. So he could see her and she couldn’t back away or slide easily from him. “Though I have to admit, regardless of circumstance, I want you. In my arms. In my bed. In my life. It’s really inappropriate right now.”

Emma’s pulse raced. As far as come-ons went, it was completely out of line and off the wall. But true. She felt the same way. “It is really inappropriate right now.”

He reached for her and before she knew it the port glass was on the table and out of his way. “As inappropriate as it is, I don’t give a damn. How about you?”

She should answer. Say no. Say something. But her brain had deserted her, and all her mouth could come up with was a tingling desire to kiss Sam again. Her blood ran hot enough to scorch the earth. Hotter than the sparks showering in the hearth. Hot enough to push her to an edge where everything fell away, all her caution, self-preservation, all the horror of the day, all the demands of the spirits, fell away to nothing. She couldn’t catch her breath. She couldn’t move. The moment consumed her, the choice she should be making lay abandoned. The barriers were gone, and she was as if naked before him, offered up and wanting.

A primal understanding passed between them. He brushed a lock of her hair back behind her ear. Traced the curve of her neck with a delicate touch. A shiver wracked her. Emma reached for him. Rested her palms on those strong, broad shoulders. Then, the space that held them apart dissolved. His mouth was on hers, his kiss relentless and promising. She twined her fingers behind his neck, arching in need and responding in kind. To hell with everything and everyone. For one moment she would take what he offered.

Sam growled low in the back of his throat. He bent her back against the couch, settling her into a perfect position for his taking. A perfect position for her enjoyment. He never missed a beat with the long kiss. But he left no secret either of his intentions and he stretched against her. The hard length of his erection brought out another shiver. A sweet tension built in her core. She moved against him mindlessly, seeking the thrill of friction and desire. His scent wrapped around her, so male and so very aroused. Breathing him in made her want more and more. Mixed with the drugging taste of his kiss, Emma drifted into another world of complete bliss.

A crack of thunder rattled the wall of windows. Sam broke the endless kiss. He leaned up on his elbows and surveyed her with the satisfied look of a conquering war lord. “Have I sold you on us yet?”

The boyish grin he flashed softened the fierce glint in his eyes and teased a laugh out of her. “It’s a start. I may need more convincing.”

The humor passed and he renewed his attentions, now planting kisses on her brow, the sensitive flesh of her ear lobe, along her collar bone. Nibbling, licking, tormenting. Sensation ripped through her. Nerves frayed under the onslaught. What was sweet tension amped up to desperate need. All those rules she used to follow had no more meaning, and she had no protection against him.

When he nuzzled her breast, blew hot breath against the knit sweater sending fire across the skin beneath, Emma cried out for release. She was lost. So very very lost in the world of passion he wove around them. And worse, she had no desire to escape. Instead she wanted more and more, until she found the center of this new and fantastic place.

 

  

Chapter Twelve

 


Emma was mobile flame, writhing hot and alive in his hands. Burning him to his core. Driving him mad with need. Sam’s erection was steel. Every nerve in his body stood at high alert. At some point he dimly cautioned himself about control. Then she’d cried out against him and moved her hips in a way that blew every fuse he had to dust. He wanted to be gentle. He wanted to be slow. He wanted her to think of only him. To need and want only him. To fall under his spell long enough for him to prove to her how good they could be together.

But desire had other ideas. It drove him like a mad man. She was soft and pliant. He devoured her, wanted more than her kiss. Wanted her in the most basic way a man wanted a woman who worked him into a primal heat: naked and beneath him. Sweaty and needy. Calling out his name. Giving over to the passion.

Sam shifted so he could slip his hand beneath her sweater, skim the flat hollow of her belly. Find the lace of her bra, the tender breasts beneath. Emma encouraged him with feminine sounds of approval and subtle moves, allowing him better access yet keeping him close. The blaze between them flared white hot. He wanted to strip them both bare, but some vestige of higher mind managed to hold him back.

“Want more?” Sam didn’t want to leave his next moves to chance. If she wasn’t ready, he’d rein it in. She was sending all the right signals, but it was important for him to be certain. For her to give the all clear. His heart pounded like a rocket launcher against his ribs. He couldn’t recall the last time he had this much trouble breathing. He was seventeen again, with all the uncertainty and awkwardness, all the wonder and aching desire.

Emma smiled up at him, her eyes half lidded, her skin flushed. “A virtuous woman would say no. I’m not feeling virtuous, though. So yes, Sam. I want more. A lot more.”

Blood roared in his ears as she spoke. Impossibly, he hardened more. It would be touch and go from here. He wanted to last, but he was in trouble and slipping fast, slipping in a way thinking of baseball scores and ice cold showers wouldn’t stop.

Sam dipped down to kiss Emma again but the vibration in his back pocket stopped him before he could bring his lips to hers. He froze, praying it was a mistake. A wrong number. It buzzed again, and he ignored it in favor of the kiss. In a few moments he’d ease her down onto the rug before the hearth and make love to her until her toes curled. The call rolled to voicemail, but moments later, the phone buzzed again.

“You should answer that,” she said, her voice sounding drugged. “It could be important.”

“Not more important than us.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said, “not as long as the case is active.”

The cell buzzed with renewed vigor. “And after?”

“We’ll see how convincing you are.”

“How am I so far?”

Emma slapped his arm playfully. “Don’t fish for compliments. Answer the phone.”

Cursing, Sam rolled up into a sitting position and grabbed the Blackberry. It was Jake Meyer. “This better be good,” he snarled into the phone.

“Lou Preston’s dead. Shot in the back out by his garage. Deputy found him when he drove by to drag him from his day off and loop him into the ongoing case.” Jake’s gravel hard voice rocked Sam out of a state of bliss back into the real world. “That good enough?”

“Any idea who did it?”

Emma sat up and watched with a mix of curiosity and dread, mirroring what he felt inside.

“No. Been out in the rain. Driveway’s new blacktop, so no tire tracks either. Whoever it was, Lou knew them enough to let them get close.”

Emma’s newest revelation was gaining credence. Lou was definitely involved in Jen’s murder, or in the cover up. “Anything I can do?”

The question was reflexive, too many years of being a cop died a hard, slow death. There was nothing he could do. He was a civilian. Idiot.

“Now that you mention it, yes,” Jake ground out. “We’ve got crap for evidence so far. State police techs are tossing the place. Can you bring your psychic by, see if she picks anything up? I don't like the rising body count of the last twenty four hours. I’m not too proud to use anything I can to keep it from climbing any higher.”

“Sure,” he said, never once thinking Emma would say no. She wasn’t that kind of person. When she committed to something, she went in with all she had and stayed to the end. “Why are you running this investigation? Aren’t you the mayor?”

“Not since Lou got himself shot. Emergency meeting of the town council got me back in the saddle, until we can get him replaced. I’ll see you in ten.”

The line went dead. Sam didn’t like the direction things were taking. The real killer was spooked, taking out the conspirators one by one. The last remnants of his desire cooled to ice. To Emma, he said, “Lou Preston’s dead. Shot in the back. Jake wants you out there, unofficially.”

“Tying up loose ends.” She stood, and straightened her sweater. “What is the mayor hoping for?”

“Acting sheriff. He has no evidence. He wants us to swing by, see if you catch any vibes.”

“I’m not a miracle worker. Things like what I picked up about the lake are rare. The exception, not the norm.”

The need to protect fired up. He knew how she hated dealing with the cops, how they often made her feel. He’d personally throttle anyone who tried to make her uncomfortable in any way. “He’ll take whatever you can give. If it’s nothing, that’s okay.”

Emma regarded him for a long moment. “Does he know that?”

“If he doesn’t, I’ll explain it so he understands. Don’t worry, Emma, I’ll keep you safe.”

“I know Sam. And that’s what scares me.”

 


~ * * * ~

 


The cold rain was relentless. Wind tugged at the umbrella Sam held for her as they stood over the spot where Lou Preston breathed his last. Behind them, bright lights sliced through the thick dark of the night. The expensive custom log home, newly built, was a strange grave marker for the civil servant, raising Emma’s con artist instincts more than anything else roused her psychic sense.

“Anything?” Sam’s voice was neutral, neither hopeful nor mocking. Off to the side Jake Meyer stood watching them in silence. The mayor turned acting sheriff appeared impervious to the weather and anything else that might rattle normal mortals.

“Same as earlier.” The feelings here weren’t as strong as at the lodge, but the energy had a similar quality. Sporadic, yet when information came through, insistent and focused. As if it broke through some kind of wall, hurtling through briefly, only to be pulled back by an unseen jailor. “I get red. The color. Like I’m looking at a wall of it. Candy apple red. Too bright. Obnoxious. Fast.”

“Maybe a car,” Sam offered.

Emma reached out, tried to drill down. “I can’t say. I get the same feeling by the front porch as here.”

Jake said, “It’s more than we’ve had. Likely it’s a car. If we assume Lou’s energy is what Emma’s picking up, then he’d be thinking like a cop. More literal than abstract. Someone drove in here in a red vehicle to do the job, I’ll bet.”

Emma was shocked speechless by Jake’s words.

So was Sam. His eyes narrowed. “You seem pretty good at this psychic detective stuff Jake.”

Jake’s expression was unreadable. “Not my first time to the dance.”

“Did Keith know that?” Sam’s voice was low and tight, his body coiled and ready to spring.

“Ease up Tyler,” Jake said. “Who do you think put him on to Emma?”

For a moment she forgot her surroundings and all the horror. Alarm bells from her old life rang out in her head. “What exactly is going on Jake? Why in the world would you know me?”

“Keith was running through charlatan after charlatan. I made a few calls. Tracked down some better qualified names.” He tipped his head and rain sluiced off the brim of his hat. “Eric and Emma came up, so I passed on the info is all. Someone had to help the guy. Everyone had pretty much written him off.”

Though Jake addressed both of them, these words were meant for Sam to hear. He used the same direct approach he’d used earlier to get Sam to open up about the full scope of what Emma had discovered. The message was clear: you screwed up once, don’t screw up again. Emma reached out, trying to probe Jake’s energy and gauge his intent, but she ran up against a stone wall.

“I shouldn’t have left him on his own with this mess,” said Sam. “I’m glad you reached out when you did.”

“You’re here now getting the job done. That counts for something,” Jake said. “It’s getting hot, Tyler. Watch your back.”

Emma gave up trying to pick up any of his energy. Jake was unusual: a man with secrets, and a will of iron that could keep out even a strong psychic. For now, it was enough that she and Sam had his support. But it left her curious about how much he actually worked with psychics beyond the one incident he’d mentioned.

She hugged her arms to herself. Reading her signals, Sam drew her close. “You feel up to trying the house, or have you had enough?”

Wrapped in the security of his strength, as well as the acceptance she’d been given by the small police department of this peculiar Adirondack town, Emma felt a depth of belonging she’d never known before. It came to her in a wave, threatened to overwhelm and drown her, but she was floating to the top, riding the crest. Supported. Safe. It was like a dream amidst the madness. The thing she’d so often craved, and wondered about, being given so freely. It took the edge off everything, including the disturbing idea that there were people watching her. People she didn’t know. Would never know.

“I’m fine.” She looked up at the house. “How’d Lou Preston manage to afford this kind of place on a civil servants salary?”

“Lou had a distant relative die. Turned out he was the guy’s only heir. Lou used the inheritance to buy the land and have the house built.”

Inheritance? No way. Lou got this house through pay off money. Her instincts on this stuff were never off. Her father had trained her too well. “I’d bet my reputation that this was a Dead Cousin Mildred.”

Both men looked sharply at her.

“Dead Cousin Mildred was a name my dad used for a special type of money laundering scam. It’s done when you want to get a pay-off to someone, but bury the source and make it appear legit,” she began by way of explanation. “Before I tell you how it works, let me ask you something, Jake. Did most of what Lou inherited come in the form of art, or coins. Perhaps antique furniture?”

Even the stony-faced Jake couldn’t hide the surprise at her announcement. “According to Lou, gold coins.”

“Textbook Aunt Mildred. The client needs to pay someone off, but wants to hide it. So they work with a shady lawyer, find someone who recently died without a will, without any immediately obvious tangible property or high amount of savings, and without relatives. Not hard to do, since certain attorneys specialize in this service. The lawyer suddenly turns up with the missing will, identifying the guy who gets the payoff as Dead Aunt Mildred’s long, lost heir.”

Sam nodded, understanding dawning in his gray eyes. Emma continued. “The inheritance is never liquid cash. Instead, named in the phony will are items that can be purchased for cash without a paper trail by the person who needs to make a pay off, and resold or cashed in by the person getting the pay off, like gold coins. The estate is closed out by the crooked lawyer, the items are liquidated, and the pay-off is complete and appears legit. When done right, it’s almost impossible to trace and it tends to float under the radar because of the guise of legitimacy attached to it. Classic money laundering.”

“Well I’ll be damned,” Jake said. “Let me guess, there’s a time factor too. Say a year or two after the event.”

Emma nodded. “You don’t want it too closely associated with whatever task generated the need for a pay off. Normally the probate can be stretched to about a year, so that’s often the waiting period to complete the laundering process.”

“I think it’s safe to assume Lou was involved in, or knew who was involved in, Jennifer Vaughn’s death.” Jake looked over to where they’d found the body. “And he’s dead because of that knowledge.”

Beside her, Sam tensed. “Why kill a guy you paid off who’d kept silent to now?”

“Tying up a loose end,” Emma said automatically. “If no one but Keith was investigating, the killer felt safe. But now bodies turn up, potential sources of new evidence. Chances are that evidence might lead back to Lou. Or, maybe Lou will want more money to keep silent.”

“It’s certainly a viable theory,” Sam countered. He turned to Jake. “Worth looking into.”

“We’ll be looking into a fair amount of things now, especially Lou’s finances. Follow the money beyond Dead Aunt Mildred. See where it really leads.” Jake stepped out to lead the way inside. “Like I said earlier, you both need to be careful.”

The interior of the log home was as well appointed as the exterior. Emma went through it, reaching out for any stray energy. When they’d completed the circuit and were back at the front entrance, she gave one final try. As before, she had only one clear impression.

“Fear,” she said to Sam and Jake. “Lou Preston was afraid. Not of someone in specific. It was more fear of an event. Maybe exposure. Loss. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was making plans to leave the country. When you have this level of fear, it triggers the fight or flight response, and I didn’t sense Lou was up for a fight.”

They talked a little more, mostly Jake giving them cautionary advice. When an evidence tech called for him, he bid them good night. Her curiosity about him had fired her up. Why had he been so ready to help Keith? Why had he believed Sam and acted on the say so of a psychic? Why did his eyes look sad when he thought no one was watching him? Emma had to know. She had to understand. If only to make sure this hard to read man wasn’t working an unknown angle, or playing into them for his own ends. As he left, they brushed arms accidentally. Emma seized the opportunity and reached out for anything to satisfy her curiosity and answer all her questions.

She hit an ice cold wall. Solid like steel. Then came the fleeting sensation of bone deep loss so powerful, it made her dizzy. Sam put a steadying arm around her shoulders.

“You okay?”

“It’s been a long night.” She and Sam walked to the car, and at the door, she paused. “Did something happen to Jake a while back? Did he loose someone important to him?”

“Jake married his high school sweetheart a year after they graduated. They were like some couple from a fairytale. We used to give him crap about it all the time, but we all envied what they had. She went on a ski trip one day with friends and took a fall. Six hours later she was dead. Bleeding in the brain.” Sam opened the door for her. “He never got over her. Joined the army for a while, came back home, but he’s never let her go.”

Emma thought about his words and her impressions. Jake carried the woman’s ghost with him the way Keith Vaughn must have done with Jen. It made sense, then, why Jake Meyer was so helpful. So accepting. Only someone who’d experienced a similar sudden loss would be able to empathize so easily.

There was more to this vacation town and the residents than she’d imagined. So much below the surface, it made her think about the people at the lodge the night Jen died. What unseen connections existed, what ties bound them that outsiders couldn’t see, or didn’t know of because they didn’t know the right questions to ask?

They drove to the lodge in silence. Emma was glad to get back to somewhere warm, where there was a soft bed, even if it was beneath the roof of creepy Holloway Lodge. At the door to her room Sam seemed reluctant to let her go.

They shared a long, searing kiss. The question was in his eyes. In his touch. In a thousand ways without speaking he asked her if she wanted him to stay the night. And she did. More than anything she did. But the day had wrung her dry, and her response to his touch when they were in the great room scared her. If she took him to her bed, she needed to be clear. Clear and ready for what would, and wouldn’t happen.

She broke away first. “Good night Sam.”

“I’m only a shout away.”

Emma slipped inside and closed the door, not trusting herself to speak anymore. She was no sooner inside than her cell rang. It was Eric, calling in response to the email she’d sent earlier.

“Hi.” She collapsed onto the sofa. “Thanks for getting back to me. I know how busy you are.”

Eric’s rich laugh echoed across bandwidth. “You sound like hell, all formal and worried. Anything new since the email?”

Emma caught him up on the situation. “I don’t understand this, Eric. The lodge amplifies everything. I’m connecting with ghosts instead of picking up general psychic impressions. What’s going on?”

“There are times a psychic’s power evolves. You lose acuity in one area and gain it in another. I saw this happening to you for the last year. That’s why I’m not surprised you’re connecting in a situation where no one else was able. When a psychic goes through that shift, they have a tremendous amount of wild power, and as a result can get hits where no one else is able.”

“What are you saying? I’m turning into a medium?”

“I don’t know what you’re becoming. It will take a year or maybe two before your shift is final. I’ve even heard of some psychics losing the gift. For a short time. And on one occasion, permanently.”

If it were true, she might no longer be useful to Eric. And she' d be out of a job. Her heart sank. There was no controlling the gift. You had it or you didn’t. It worked or it didn’t. Apparently, it could change and shift. And if it went away entirely? Then what?

Drained and exhausted by everything that had happened, and everything she could be facing, Emma wanted to find a place to hide and rest for a week straight, maybe more. From the ultimate loss of Sam to the potential loss of her current skills, there seemed no escape from unwanted change. “The spirits seem to be waiting for something. They’re not responsive the way they’ve been. Any ideas on how to lure them out?”

Eric gave her a few different suggestions but didn’t think they’d work. “If you sense energy building, and the spectral events have died down, it usually indicates they’re trying to conserve energy. Spirits do that when they’re trying to do something big that requires a reserve of power.”

Could the news get any worse? “Any way to tell what that might be?”

“Tarot cards, divination, maybe. But usually, no. It’s hard to fathom the agenda of the dead. They don’t work on the lines of logic, reason, and desire the way the living do. Be careful, though, I don’t like what you’ve told me. I suspect they’re saving energy to use against someone, or make a very big, very unmistakable display. You have angry spirits, they’re likely to act out against those they perceive have wronged them. You also have a killer on the loose. Stay sharp, Emma. You don’t want to be collateral damage.”

 

  

Chapter Thirteen

 


Three days passed without anything new. Three long, cold days Sam spent trying to squeeze information out of facts that wouldn’t come together conclusively, while trying to keep his hands off the sexy psychic. She seemed determined to keep him out of her room and at arm’s length. The minute the heat level amped up, she’d call a halt. Sam knew enough about women to read the universal signs. She was interested but cautious, so he resigned himself to following her lead.

He respected the distance, he even understood it, but hell if he liked it. With each passing day he’d convinced himself he could coax a long term commitment out of Emma. At least, one long enough to give him a chance to see if she could be The One. It was hard for him to picture his life without her. Strange the way she fit so well—in his arms, in his dreams for a future. He never figured himself falling for someone with a past like hers, but it had happened and he was going with it, where ever it led.

He watched her now as she worked with her tarot cards. She had almost the entire deck spread across the desk in the study. A deep frown marred her face. He wanted to kiss it away. He wanted this whole circus to be over and done so he could move on.

She rubbed her temples and stared at the desk like she expected it to start talking. “No matter what I do, it always comes out the same. Jen says a man killed her, but central to that death is a woman. If it weren’t for the woman, Jen would be alive.”

“A man and a woman are involved. We have three men and two women to choose from.”

“Except according to the cards and energy, the woman is a hidden force, or unknown. She’s the Moon.” Emma pointed to a card with a silvery disc floating in a moody sky. “Her identity is obscure, yet it is a Major Arcana influence, meaning it is powerful beyond the façade projected. This makes no sense.”

“That’s the understatement of the century,” he replied. “This whole case makes no sense.”

She gathered the cards with a practiced sweep and began shuffling with restless energy. “Has Mike called you back?”

“Not since he blew off our meeting to go hunting with his buddy. I left a voice mail, but they hunt some remote spots well out of cell range. He’s supposed to come back today.”

“The spirits are still quiet. After the way they acted when I first came, it’s unnerving. They’re waiting for something. I don’t like it.” She set the cards down. “How about you? Any more visits from Keith’s spirit?”

“Not since we fished the bodies out of the lake. It’s been radio silence.” It made him way happier than he was about to admit to Emma.

Sam ambled over to her and placed his hands on her shoulders. He traced the delicate collar bones, and instead of pulling away, Emma relaxed back in the chair. Tension coiled in her muscles. Gently he kneaded, feeling a surge of masculine pride when she sighed and closed her eyes.

“That feels great,” she purred. “You missed your calling.”

You’re my calling, he thought. “I have hidden talents. I’d be happy to show them all if you’re interested.”

This drew a light laugh from her. His gut tightened into a knot. Funny, the power of the right woman’s laugh. Way more potent than a touch. More like a promise of things to come. A flirty hint that could make a man wild. His fingers drifted, up the column of her spine, feathering into her silky hair. He bent lower. Inhaled her scent. Blood raced hell fire hot through his veins.

“I need to focus,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “You’re not making it easy.”

“We’ve been focused for three days straight and we’re no further along than we were. Maybe we need to chill for an hour or two. See the case with fresh eyes.”

Another feminine chuckle. “I’m almost afraid to ask. What do you have in mind?”

Nothing he could confess without scaring her off. Sam assessed his options rapidly and opted for the oblique approach. “Let’s hit the café in town. Grab some coffee and croissants. They make a raspberry chocolate chip that will melt your heart.”

“Not what I expected.” For a second Sam thought he’d miscalculated. Lost a prime opportunity. But then Emma stretched like a cat and smiled up at him. “Sounds great. Let me get my coat.”

Sam took a few minutes to talk to the lead electrician working on the worst of the wiring issues, then escorted Emma out to the SUV. Ten minutes later they were both comfortably seated with steaming mugs of Cappuccino between them, and croissants on the way. The café buzzed with life. The weather made folks stir crazy and they were out in droves, trying to shake off the blues with high test java and good company.

Emma’s worry lines eased as she sipped the foamy coffee and soaked up the atmosphere. Sam’s heart relaxed. He worried about her. About the strain she was under. This wasn’t the normal kind of case she worked. Dealing with nasty cops or angry family was one thing. An active killer up and running took tension to a whole new level.

Sam smiled across the table at her. “Better?”

“Way better.” She set down the mug. “I can’t get this phantom woman out of my head.”

“Maybe she’s the other body in Heath’s truck?”

“Seems likely but I wish I knew for certain.”

“Let’s look at this like cops,” he suggested. “We have a witness who claims to have been killed by a man, a man who’s still alive, since that witness told you he’d come for you too.”

“A ghost told me this, not a witness. They’re not always reliable reporters of information.”

“Neither are live witnesses. They lie all the time. But right now it’s what we have. Jen says a man is the killer. We have at least one dead man in that car. We don’t know about the other body yet, whether it’s male or female, so we’ll table it until later.”

“Okay, our witness tells us one thing. My evidence is telling me there’s a woman central to the murder, one who’s identity hidden. She’s an unidentified player.”

Sam raised a brow at the strange turn of phrase.

“It’s what my dad would call folks who might figure into a con but were unknown to him formally,” she said “They were always a big risk to a scam.”

She sipped more of her drink and picked the game back up. “Our unearthly witness tells us the necklace is missing and we think it’s key to solving things. We know at least three earthly witnesses have lied: Audrey, Wesley and Mike.”

“Two accomplices and potential murderers are also dead. Evidence doesn’t add up either. We are short one wine glass, one brandy bottle, and potentially a mineral water bottle, though that was probably put into the recycle bin,” he added. “So what do the lies of the original witnesses, the truth of our dead witness and the missing evidence suggest?”

“Multiple crimes,” she answered without hesitation. “I can’t picture Audrey killing Jen, and we know Audrey, so she’s not the hidden woman.”

“So maybe the unknown woman was murdered too? Maybe Audrey committed another crime that night?”

The barista dropped off the croissants. When she’d left, Emma followed his thread. “If there was another crime, then what? What are we missing?”

“Or what do we have that we’re not seeing because we’re too busy looking at things that don’t matter?” He bit into the croissant and savored the mix of butter, chocolate and tart raspberry. “Another thing I can’t duplicate at home.”

“This is heaven,” she said between bites. “A great distraction from all this madness.”

The flaky crust clung briefly to her lips. As she licked it away, Sam came apart. It was a distraction, yes, but a different kind of madness. Damn good thing he was seated with a table hiding his rebellious lower half. He had more than a few ideas about what heaven might be. They all involved her, but not any fancy desserts. He took a few rapid fire swallows of hot coffee, but it did nothing to distract him from her charms.

He was about to continue the line of conjecture, when he caught sight of Wes Vaughn. The man looked like he hadn’t slept in a few days. Sam waved a greeting and flagged him down. Thoughts of Emma were forced to the back of his mind as Wesley grabbed a chair and joined them.

“Sorry to interrupt, Sam. I saw your car as I was driving through town. I figured I’d talk to you direct instead of calling.” He nodded to Emma. “By any chance has Audrey been out to see you at the lodge?”

“No. Why?”

Wes’s eyes were blood shot, and tired lines fanned out from the edges. “The day she had the fainting spell at the lodge, she wound up signing out of the hospital a few hours later, against medical advice. I’d been called away by a patient with suicidal ideation. I’d have stopped her otherwise.”

He slumped back against the chair, defeated. “She didn’t come home until the next morning and was very agitated. She locked herself in our bedroom. Said she had a migraine and needed to be left alone. Then she vanished again last night, and I haven’t been able to reach her.”

Sam didn’t like what he heard. It reminded him of something he’d been a fool to forget. Before she’d gone off the deep end, Audrey had been a powerful mover and shaker in the Saratoga social scene. She was organized, intelligent, efficient. Moneyed and connected enough to carry out a killing, or pay someone like Brad Heath to do it for her. Emma’s mention of multiple crimes took root.

Emma stirred to life. “Why do you think she’d come back to the lodge?”

“I overheard a call this morning. I don’t know who she was talking with, but she was angry. She was yelling something about stopping things before they got out of control.” He stared down at his shoes. “I didn’t catch everything but I heard her say ‘I’ll go to the lodge.’ I assumed she meant Holloway. Though considering what she’s been doing with Mike, it could be anywhere. There are a thousand lodges in these mountains.”

Dismissing Audrey because she was mentally ill now, for a crime committed five years earlier when she was in full possession of her faculties, was a gross mistake. One Sam planned not to make again. “I’m sorry Wes, we haven’t heard from her today.”

Wes looked beat. Sam needed to strike fast, exploit the chink in the normally cool psychiatrist’s armor before it escaped him. He fell easily into the familiar interrogation mode. “You seem upset. Is there something else going on? Something you want to tell me?”

Emma sat back quietly, observing them both, her eyes alight with keen intelligence.

“I looked at her call log.” Wes laughed without humor. “Normally I respect privacy, but I was tired of being the last to know. Her repeated infidelity was too much to take anymore. I figured I’d find Mike’s number.”

A sense of dread stole over Sam. “Go on.”

“She called Lou Preston the night he died.” He cursed, then got himself under control again. “I don’t know who my wife is anymore. She’s having an affair with Mike, she places a call to a murdered sheriff. She disappears for long periods of time. She freaks when bodies are pulled out of the lake. And then there’s the storage locker in Albany. What’s going on, Sam?”

It was no wonder Wesley was rattled. Things weren’t looking good. “You think she’s involved in Lou Preston’s death?”

“Audrey couldn’t kill someone.” His raised voice stopped nearby conversation. More softly, Wes said, “at least, the woman I thought I knew couldn’t. I can’t speak for Mike. He’s always been a nut for killing animals. Not too far a stretch for that kind to make the leap to people.”

Spoken like a shrink. Before Sam could reply, his Blackberry rang. It was Jake Meyer. Sam excused himself and stepped into the rear alcove by the restrooms to take the call. Emma struck up a conversation with Wes, her mannerisms conciliatory and caring. She was picking up the game where Sam left off. She’d have made a great cop.

“Hey Jake, what’s up?”

“I shouldn’t be doing this, Tyler, but I feel I owe you and Emma for getting this case going again. Heath and his companion in the car were each shot by the same .38. Heath took it to the head, bullet remained lodged in the skull. His companion, a woman, best guess was shot through the heart. Bullet was lodged in the shoulder blade. Kind of a strange angle.”

“Who’s the woman?”

“Don’t know. We’re checking dental records, serious rush. There’s more.”

“There always is.”

“That same .38 was used to kill Lou Preston.”

Sam swore under his breath.

“Gets better. I ran a check to see who’s registered for a .38 locally. Wesley Vaughn turned up on the list. Only hitch: he reported the gun stolen three weeks before Jen got killed.”

Sam glanced back at the table. Wes was talking to Emma in earnest, his hands out of his pockets and resting comfortably on the table. For some reason that bothered Sam. “Vaughn is with me right now. Audrey’s missing in action. According to him, she’s off the rails. Made a call to Lou the night he died.”

“I’m pretty sure she was there at some point. Evidence techs found a prescription bottle for valium issued to her by the hospital dispensary right before she signed herself out that day. It had rolled underneath the couch. And she drives a red car. I’ve asked a judge for a warrant. For the house, her car, and the storage locker.” Someone’s voice sounded in the background, calling for Jake. “Hold on a sec.”

A moment later Jake was back. “According to my guys, Audrey’s home. Car’s in the drive. Let Vaughn know. Tell him to meet me at the house. I have a lot of questions for them both.”

It was starting all over again. But this time the truth was in reach. It had taken a psychic to open the door, but the evidence was leading the way. Evidence that was admissible in court. Evidence that could convict a killer, or killers. Retribution was so close, Sam could taste it. And so was his freedom from his debt to Keith. That brought him closer to the future he’d put on hold. And Emma.

Jake said, “You heard from Mike Foyle? I’ve been trying to reach him for questioning.”

“He went hunting a few days back with Ned Barker. Those guys hunt the deep woods, so they go off air. He’s supposed to come back today.”

“If you see him, send him my way. He’s on my list too. If Audrey looks good for this, and he’s been doing her behind Wesley’s back, chances are good Mike’s up to his eyeballs in this mess.”

Sam’s thoughts exactly. “He could be dodging us. Or could have skipped town.”

“Got a warrant for his place, too. Wesley gave me copies of the pictures. They’re pretty damning. If Mike’s gone running, we’ll know in a few hours. There’s a team from the state headed there right now.”

Sam’s nerves hummed with the adrenaline rush that always preceded the wrap up of a good bust. He hated to think his friends were involved in any of this, but like Wesley said about Audrey, he didn’t know her anymore. Sam realized he didn’t know any of them anymore either. Time had passed, people had changed, blood had spilled. Sam cut the call. When he reached the table again, Wes appeared if not calm, then grimly resigned.

Sam sat down and conveyed a scaled down version of events to Wes and Emma. He left out the part about Mike. Wes shuddered and dropped his head into his hands.

“The damn gun. Stupid stupid stupid.” He looked up again, and there were unshed tears in his eyes. “I was assisting the Albany police on a serial rape case. A few times I had to visit the rape crisis center for additional interviews, and had to park at a distance and walk. It’s a rough neighborhood. I was robbed at gun point. Audrey went crazy. She had me get a pistol permit and buy the thing. I hated it. Kept it in the glove box. I was relieved when it was stolen. I’m a doctor, for God’s sake. We’re healers, not killers.”

“Did you tell her it was stolen?”

“Her father was a big game hunter, all her brothers had guns.” He drew a ragged breath. “I didn’t want her to think I was a wimp. I never told her it was gone.”

Emma gave Sam a curious look. “And she never asked where it went after she pushed so hard for you to buy it?”

All Wes could do was shaking his head.

If she never asked, she must have known where it went, Sam reasoned. The loose ends were starting to tie together. He still didn’t know how things fit exactly, but the missing pieces were turning up and now it was only a matter of time. After five years, it was finally happening. “You should get home. Jake wants to question you both.”

“I’ll call our attorney.”

“That’s a good idea,” Sam said.

Wes didn’t bother with parting words, and stalked out of the coffee shop into the driving rain.

Emma watched him go, and for a while continued to stare at the front of the cafe.

“What is it?” Sam finally asked.

She turned back, distracted. “You’ll think I’m crazy.”

“Try me.”

“I saw a shadow following him. I believe it was Keith.”

 

  

Chapter Fourteen

 


“Keith’s following Wesley?” Sam appeared to genuinely entertain her idea, but Emma could tell he was still skeptical. “Maybe that explains why I haven’t been haunted in a while.”

“Don’t you find it strange that when Wesley’s gun was stolen, one Audrey forced him to buy, she never questioned the whereabouts?”

“Do you believe his story?”

“I didn’t get the sense he was lying, but it’s easy to twist the truth to your own ends if you’re good at that kind of thing. A psychiatrist would have a leg up over the average person in that department.”

“Still don’t trust him?”

“It’s not a matter of trust. We’re still short the missing pieces. I don’t want to form an idea too soon and get the picture wrong. That happened once before and it’s why we’re here now. I want to keep an open mind.”

Sam grabbed his cappuccino, a thoughtful look on his face. “I’m not going to lie to you Emma. I like the fact we’re turning up solid evidence. It’s a trail you can see, and touch, and admit in a court of law. I think we’re close to the end.”

That’s what she was afraid of. The illusion of closure was a powerful lure. He didn’t even seem to care that she’d seen Keith’s ghost. Manifestations were a huge deal according to Eric. It took tremendous efforts for spirits to do that. Emma’s mind was racing to figure what Keith wanted them to know. Did he follow Wes because the doctor was next on the killer’s list, or did Keith know something about Wesley that had yet to be revealed to the living?

Sam’s desire to cling to the obvious dug at her. “Physical evidence is great, but in the wrong context, it leads to the wrong decisions.”

His body tensed at her words. The divide between them widened a bit.

It was something that would always be present, something Emma had to decide she could handle, or not. She figured as long as he still trusted her, still gave her beliefs valid consideration, she could live with his cop’s skepticism and doubt.

“Mike’s involved,” he said, then went on to fill her in on the pieces he didn’t tell to Wesley Vaughn.

As she was listening, a thought struck Emma. “Isn’t Mike selling real estate?”

“He works for the guy he’s hunting with. The office is a few doors up the block.”

“Maybe the lodge Audrey was talking about is one of the listings? I noticed on the bulletin board when we came inside there are tons of vacation rentals and Wesley’s right, every second place is named ‘lodge this’ or ‘lodge that’.”

“Good thinking. If Mike was using vacant properties as a liaison point with Audrey, he’d need to use the ones listed with his own agency. That way, as the selling broker, he’d make sure he had the run of the place and wouldn’t be surprised by other realtors trying to show the property. Or by owners arriving unannounced.”

“I’d like to hear what Mike has to say now that all this information is coming out.” Emma’s intuitive radar fired up. “We need to get to him before the police do.”

“Let’s go check those listings. He should be back to town soon and if we’re lucky, we’ll catch him before Jake Meyer.”

They finished up, trudged out into the gloomy afternoon and walked the short distance up Main Street to the real estate office. In sunshine, or even a light dusting of snow, the town center would appear idyllic, with its measured blend of rustic elegance and historic charm. But under the current conditions, there was an ominous cast to shadows, and even the brightly painted Queen Anne Victorians failed to lift the spirits.

A bell sounded as they entered the office, and a burly middle aged man with a tan face and a plaid flannel shirt greeted them. For some reason, Sam’s expression turned dark.

“It’s been a while, Sam,” the man said, crossing the small front room. “Don’t tell me you’re here to sell the lodge?”

“No such luck, Ned. I thought you were hunting with Mike. You guys just get back?”

“I wish. The mother in law’s in town, so I’m on lock down this week. I’m only here because our secretary got the flu so I needed to put in the most recent listings myself.” He held out his hand to Emma. “Ned Barker.”

Mike was playing them. That explained Sam’s anger. Emma knew the lawyer was untrustworthy, but was he a killer?

Sam took care of introductions. “Emma’s in town a short while and may be thinking about a vacation rental, or potential investment purchase. Something with that lodge feel to it. What do you guys have in the listings?”

It took only ten minutes of small talk with Ned before they were armed with print outs from the multiple listing services of the agency listings with ‘lodge’ in the title.

They found Mike’s car parked in the drive of the third place on the list—a small ski chalet just outside of Saranac Lake, called Astorbrook Lodge.

“I was hoping I’d be wrong,” Sam said as he parked his SUV.

“Just because he went off the grid doesn’t mean he was part of Jen’s murder.”

“The evidence is mounting, Emma. Even you have to admit that.”

She was about to argue, but a shiver shook through her. Like someone walking across her grave. Sam’s Blackberry beeped, indicating an incoming text. He read it while she forced herself to get her bearings. She was dizzy. Sleepy. Confused. The sensations passed through her like an invisible wave. Jen’s mantra trailed behind them. Runrunrunrunrunrun. Sing-songy, a small child’s voice, no more than a sweet whisper.

Emma struggled to regain equilibrium, Sam put away the phone. “The body in the car with Heath belongs to Robin Taggert, the heiress to the Taggert Pharmaceutical fortune. She was supposed to have disappeared while clubbing in New York City right around the time Jen died.”

“The unknown woman,” Emma breathed. The waves ceased, leaving her cold. Her vision was still a little blurry so she rubbed her eyes. “I had contact, I think.”

She went on to describe quickly what she’d felt. Sam’s frown tightened until his lips compressed into a grim line.

“What’s wrong, Sam?”

“They found two sets of prints on the .38. One matched Audrey and the other, Mike. Audrey overdosed. She’s in a coma. They found a suicide note. Said she was ‘sorry’ for what ‘they’ did to ‘her’.”

Multiple crimes, and how many before they found the real killer? “Which her?”

“That’s what I’m going to find out. I think it’s time for an old fashioned police shake down.”

Sam got out of the car, but Emma held back a second. His words not only stung, they raised alarm bells. Now that the case was taking a more traditional turn, would he completely cut out the psychic side? She hoped not. It wasn’t only the case at stake, it was her heart. Emma climbed out and reluctantly joined Sam. He was arguing with Mike on the front porch of the A-frame dwelling.

Mike’s high voice carried across the clearing. “I didn’t kill anyone. Not Jen. Certainly not the Taggert girl. Come on, Sam, you know me! And Lou scared the crap out of me.”

They were toe to toe now. “Don’t screw around with me. Are you having an affair with Audrey, and were you having one with her when Jen died?”

Mike’s face twisted. He was a trapped animal. “Okay, yes, since last fall Audrey and I have been seeing each other. But that’s it. Nothing before then.”

“So you didn’t father her child? And when she’s asked, she’ll back you on that?”

The sideways glance of his beady eyes gave him away. He was lying. Emma reached out with her psychic senses, trying to intuit how Mike’s affair played into things. All she picked up was the lawyer unconscious on the couch. And then Jen, standing over him, laughing. She held a wine glass full of water and was pouring it over his head. Then, as it normally happened with her regular intuitive workings, the idea formed in her mind as if always there: Mike had made Audrey pregnant. Jen knew. Now Emma knew.

She joined the fray. “You fathered her child. Jen knew. She’s passed the information on to me.”

Mike viewed her with renewed panic, then fell to pieces. “It wasn’t my idea. Audrey was on the rebound from Lou. She couldn’t get pregnant. Wes shot blanks. Lou had a vasectomy during his first marriage. She came on to me and once it was done, she cut me loose.”

Sam looked ready to throttle his old friend. Mike’s hand began to shake with fear. Emma understood that fear. Sam’s veneer was gone, and the fierce predator was loose.

“I don’t suppose you have an alibi for the night Lou Preston was killed?”

“I was waiting for Audrey.” Sweat rolled down the lawyer’s florid face.

“Did she show?”

“She came the next two nights.”

“What started things up again?”

“Audrey and Lou were on again, off again since high school. She liked playing with men outside her social set. But life was hard on her lately. She needed a shoulder to lean on again. Lou wasn’t as sympathetic as he used to be. Guess he was tired of her. I helped her out. This has nothing to do with Jen, or that missing heiress.”

Emma processed the information along with Sam. The words rang true and opened room for reasonable doubt. She suspected they arrived at two different conclusions, however, and was proved right by what Sam said next.

“If you’re not guilty, then you need to get over to Jake and start with the real truth of what happened that night.”

“I get the feeling I’m being set up. I’m better off running.”

“I’ll go with you to see Jake. As long as you tell the truth, you’ll be fine.”

Emma knew, from years on the grift, nothing could be more wrong, because nothing was better at obscuring facts that truth turned inside out.

 


~ * * * ~

 


An hour later, in the front hall of the police station, she was proved right.

Sam came out of the Sherriff’s office, a dark look clouding his face. “The state evidence techs found the .38 at Mike’s place. Prints match his and Audrey’s.”

She stayed silent, waiting to see where he was headed. Hoping he would keep an open mind and keep pursuing both the mundane and psychic ends of the investigation. Dreading he’d declare the findings good to go, and bring things to yet another premature end.

“That gun killed Lou, and five years earlier, it killed Heath and a woman who was supposed to be in New York City, but was holed up in the Adirondacks.” Sam leaned up against the wall beside her. “Heath was the one who reported the fire, Lou was the first officer on the scene, and the guy guarding the only viable suspect at the time: the one who overdosed on meth while in lock up. That makes them both most likely involved in a cover-up, and loose ends for Jen’s killer. The facts are coming together.”

The facts were leading. And Sam was following. But the end wasn’t the right one, this wasn’t over, not until all the facts came in together in the right way. “What about the missing necklace? What about the missing brandy bottle?”

“My guess is Heath probably killed Jen on Audrey’s orders. Maybe Jen knew about Audrey’s affairs and was going to tell Wesley. I’m sure it was a crime of opportunity and not premeditated.” Sam stared straight ahead. She thought it telling that he wouldn’t face her. “Lou or Audrey or even Mike could have shot Heath. Robin Taggert ties to him, I’ll bet. He was known for fooling around with young girls, she was known for liking low rent men and fast times. Her father had a place a few miles up the road, so them meeting isn’t out of the question. She might have seen or heard something when Jen was killed and had to be silenced.”

Such a nice, neat story. Like her father would put together when running a con. Except it didn’t sit right with Emma. The necklace didn’t have a part, and that had always been the key. “So why kill Lou after all these years?”

“He wasn’t tight with Audrey anymore, so maybe she was worried he’d talk.”

So many loose ends. Didn’t he see? He had them tying in all wrong. “If I told you I had another vision and it explained what happened to Jen's water glass, what would you do?”

“I’d ask how it fits with what we know to be fact. If it fits at all. We were never sure the necklace or missing glass, or even the brandy bottle was pivotal. Seems that’s holding true.”

Emma couldn’t stand it any longer. She told him of the vision in a mad rush. The dismissive look in his eyes as she spoke said it all. A vision was interesting, something to get the mind thinking a different way about the case. But it wasn’t hard, cold fact. It wasn’t evidence. She knew the cause was lost but she asked anyway? “Now what do you think? Is your picture still the same?”

“We know that after he started the second brandy bottle, Mike knocked over the Pellegrino bottle. The remaining water in the glass Jen poured on him as he slept.” Sam spoke slow and clear. A patient, logical man making sense of things the only way he knew how—with reason. “All your vision tells us is that Jen didn’t drink much of her water, while the rest got hammered. She was awake after Wes and Audrey went to bed, and Mike passed out.”

His words were rational and made sense. The vision supported his story. Except, to her it didn’t. Her gut soured, and so did her mood.

“So that’s it? We’re done now? Case closed?” Defeat mixed with anger. Anger that after all they’d been through, he’d dismiss her so thoroughly. She’d really been played. And she had let it happen. “We just drop the necklace and the ghost, and all the other hanging details like missing glasses and bottles?”

Sam turned to her at last. He touched her shoulder, and she jerked free as if burned. “Emma, wait.”

“Save it, Sam. I get it. This is evidence. It’s way more important than hoodoo voodoo.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.” She stepped back and took a breath, tried to get her racing thoughts under control. She didn’t want to give him the benefit of seeing how hurt she was. She didn’t want to admit to herself either how much his turn had impacted her. It was her fault for trusting him too much, her fault for believing that maybe they had a shot. Her fault for falling for his lines, for falling for his touch, his kiss…

“Tell me one thing, and be truthful. I’ll know if you lie. If Jake agrees with you, will you pursue the psychic investigation portion of the murder any further? Will you keep looking for the necklace?”

“If Jake agrees, and thinks he can make this stick, we don’t need to go any further. We can close the case and move on.” He ran a hand through his hair, the jerky motion giving away his growing frustration. “I don’t understand why you’re so worked up. We’re done. It’s over. We can finally start fresh.”

His words were a bullet straight to her heart. She was about to unload when Jake opened his office door and leaned out into the hall.

“I need to talk to you Sam,” Jake said. “There are a few details I need to get straight.”

“Just a sec,” Sam said.

“Go.” Emma took another step back. Then one more. Distance gave her the ability to grab the threads of composure that were so frayed and raw. He believed in her as long as it was convenient, but when something better came along, he jumped at it. And why had she thought it would be any different? More, why had she let it matter? Why had she let him matter? He was a cop, of course he’d go for the facts and the fastest way to close the door on his last major problem case. “We’re done here.”

She turned and stormed out into the parking lot, not sure where she was going, but certain of where she wanted to be. As far away from Sam Tyler as possible. One more minute longer than necessary in his presence and she’d go mad. She felt physically ill. She broke the rules and let him in too close, now she'd pay. She knew she should head back to the lodge and try to finish the job, but the spirits weren’t speaking, not for three days running . And Sam was speaking loud and clear. The case was over. As far as she was concerned, she and Sam were over as well.

He followed her out, yelling her name, and caught up with her. “You should be happy. The case is near solved. Now, with good police work, Jen will get the justice she’s been denied all these years. This will make a phenomenal book. How is that a bad thing?”

The mere fact that she had to explain the real issue to him, that she felt things were not done, that he didn’t support her because there was a better game in town, was proof they would never, in ten million years, work. And then he threw the book in too, as if he even had a clue of how unimportant it had become in light of the case and her feelings for him. “It’s great. Fantastic. And for the record, not over. I don’t think you’re following the right lead. You’re missing pieces, and the picture you’re putting together with what you have is missing something important: the real killer.”

“The evidence is there,” he said tightly. By now she knew him well enough to recognize the armor coming into place. “Even you can’t ignore that.”

“Even me?” She laughed as her heart broke into sharp, jagged pieces. Cold rain misted around her, freezing her to the core. “And you wonder why I hate cops?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to come out that way.”

“Don’t apologize for what you believe to be true.”

“Can we talk about this later? Back at the lodge?” He tried to inject the boyish charm, but it didn’t work. It fell flat between them. “This isn’t the time or place.”

In that, she agreed. Nowhere was the time or place, because their time was up. And there was no place for them anymore. Using iron will, and years of life on the grift, she pushed her anger down and ran a con on the man she’d thought she could love. She let out a deep sigh, sloped her shoulders, all signs of acquiescence. She had to get away from him. “Go talk to Jake.”

He mistook her act for giving in, as she’d intended.

“Thanks.” He kissed her lightly on her head, and she burned as if branded.

The minute the door to the police station closed, Emma promptly found a deputy and bummed a ride back to the lodge. She’d give the spirits one last shot to give her what was needed to get the picture right. Then, she was getting the hell out of dodge. The sooner she could pack her bags and put this all in her rearview mirror, the sooner she could forget Sam Tyler and get on with her life.

 

  

Chapter Fifteen

 


Jake was talking but Sam had trouble concentrating. He knew he’d played things badly with Emma, but she was being unreasonable. Evidence was evidence. And her fixation with the necklace was crazy. Who knew what it meant? She herself had said spirits were unreliable. A trail of cold hard facts was turning up and leading the police straight in the direction of truth. What did she expect him to do? There were viable suspects with all the right things pointing in all the right ways at guilt.

“Tyler, you with me here?”

Sam refocused. “Sorry. What were you saying?”

“The evidence is good, but not good enough. We need Audrey’s story. According to Mike she’d shown him the gun years ago. She asked him to help her learn to use it. She’d only ever fired rifles.”

“If we believe Mike, then Audrey stole the gun from her husband.” Sam’s eyes were drawn to the copies of the old crime scene photos scattered on Jake’s desk. Mixed in with them were pictures of Lou Preston’s place, and the bodies pulled from Holloway Lake. “Why?”

“If she stole it she must have had a plan to use it for something.”

Sam heard the words but was having trouble with focus again. A chill breeze blew across his skin. The hair on the nape of his neck raised. Time slowed to a crawl. He saw Jake talking but didn’t hear the words. The brawny man was pointing to something, but Sam’s brain was hurtling in a different direction.

A photo on Jake’s desk held him fast. It was a picture from the first crime: the coffee table and surrounding rug with four drinking glasses and one brandy bottle. Between the anger at himself with how he’d handled Emma, his own desire to make all the evidence fit as neatly as possible, and the spirit visitation, something shook loose. If he believed Mike’s account, there should be two empty brandy bottles, an empty Pellegrino bottle on the floor, and a fifth glass. His cop’s instinct gnawed on the information as the picture burned itself into his brain.

Jake’s booming voice pierced the strange fugue state. “Tyler, what the hell is wrong with you?”

Sam ignored the question and grabbed the picture. “Mike was unconscious when you got on scene at the lodge, right? And Lora?”

“Dead drunk is more like it.”

“Was Mike wet prior to your dunking?”

That brought the sheriff up short. “Come to think of it, yes.”

If Emma’s vision was correct and Sam treated it like fact, Mike was either asleep or faking it before Jen was killed. This shed reasonable doubt on him being directly involved in her murder. Sam took another leap, merging Mike’s account of the night with Emma’s vision and then Wesley’s version.

“Emma had this vision, Jake. When I put it together with what we have, things spin in a different direction.” Sam gave a brief version of what Emma saw. It caught Jake’s interest.

“I’m listening,” he said, “where’s it leading you?”

It was a risk, following this line of, what did she call it? Hoodoo voodoo. But he took it anyway. Maybe saying it aloud, things wouldn’t seem important and he’d be more in favor of his original theory of the murder. Then again, maybe he’d see what Emma said was missing.

“Mike and Lora had the brandy from bottle one and more important, most of the contents of missing bottle number two. They both passed out. Wes and Audrey had some of bottle two, but Audrey didn’t go to bed with her husband and stayed up somewhere on the grounds. Wes passed out, without his wife in bed. Jen who didn’t drink from either bottle of brandy, and wound up not drinking most of her water, is also awake.”

“Those who drank from bottle number two passed out,” Jake said, making the same leap as Sam. “Those who didn’t, stayed awake. Then bottle two vanishes. Which makes me mighty suspicious about the contents. I’m thinking more than brandy was in that bottle.”

Like gears falling into place, everything started to mesh. Facts. Evidence. Visions. Intuition. And memory. “You know anything about that case Wesley helped the Albany Police department with five years ago? The serial rapist? Wasn’t Audrey involved too?”

“As I recall, some creep was using roofies on co-eds all over town, so it was hard for the cops to get any solid leads. Audrey was still dabbling in social work at the time and helping with rape crisis counseling. She hooked Wes up with the cops and he developed a profile. They caught the guy because of Wes’s help. Why?”

“Roofies. Of course. Freaking Rohypnol, why didn’t I think of this sooner?” Rohypnol could knock out a bull elephant, and left a drugged person with a form of amnesia. As if life had simply stopped happening at one point, creating the perfect black out scenario. “Someone on roofies would be in an unconscious stupor. Like how you found Mike. The case file contained voluntary blood alcohol screening results. Did anyone test for drug usage?”

“The Foyles, Wes and Audrey all admitted to being plowed. No one thought to test for anything exotic like a date rape drug or sedatives. You think someone slipped roofies into the brandy?”

“Someone drugged the brandy to make sure everyone was asleep. Roofies are a good possibility.” Sam shook his head. How had he missed something so obvious? “Someone wanted the partiers out of commission. Jen screwed up the plan. She was snorting coke and drinking water.”

“If we go with the line that someone wanted the people at the lodge drugged, then they may have attempted to drug Jen as well,” Jake added. “I bet they spiked her water.”

“It spilled, so between that and the coke, whatever trace amount of sedative she had in her stood no chance of working. Whoever killed her wanted her out of the way. That means she wasn’t a planned kill, she was an afterthought.”

“We’ve been stumped all these years because we’re looking at the wrong crime.” The sheriff swore and shook his head in disgust. “I always knew there was some weird angle to this case we’d missed. Damn it. You think Robin Taggert was the intended victim?”

The theory began to build, and Sam used evidence to put the picture together, treating Emma’s information as much as fact as well. “Here’s what I think I know. Someone had Robin at the lodge on the down-low. That New York City club thing was probably a hoax she cooked up to disappear without her father knowing what she was up to.”

“She’d had a history of doing that in the past, so I can buy it.”

“Jen’s party shows up at the lodge unannounced. They’re drugged so they don’t screw up whatever’s planned with Robin. Except Jen doesn’t do what she should and is awake. Taggert gets killed, and then Jen. Why? Because Jen witnessed Taggert’s murder.

Jake crossed the room and stared at the same photo that had grabbed Sam’s attention. “The night Robin was taken, one witness, a homeless guy, said she got into a dark SUV, acting drunk. The jeep fits the description of Heath’s vehicle. Maybe he gets a taste for her, seeing her around town. Follows her to the city, where he drugs her. She’s easier to abduct. He figures he can do her anywhere on the grounds as long as it’s just Wesley and Audrey. When the others show unannounced, he drugs them too. After he uses Taggert he kills her so she can’t identify him. Jen sees it and has to die too.”

“Then Heath would have stolen Wesley’s gun. The evidence points to Audrey as taking it, though we don’t know why. What links them and the gun?”

“Maybe Audrey’s also having an affair with Heath? Or, maybe she’s like Jen and doesn’t get as drugged up for whatever reason. She catches her boyfriend with another woman, and shoots her. Jen sees it, so Jen has to die, but in a way that doesn’t tie her death back to Audrey. Heath helps conceal the killing with a fire.” The sheriff thought aloud through the rest of a potential time line. “Audrey takes some Rohypnol to fit in with the rest of the crowd. Later, she has Lou Preston kill Heath and they hide his body and Taggert’s in the lake. The last place anyone would think to look since the focus is on the fire and Jen. Lou’s smart enough to wear gloves. That’s why we have Audrey and Mike’s prints and no one else’s.”

“Audrey was smart, but that’s a large amount of work to hide a murder in a short time frame.”

“She had Brad to help at first, then Lou, and Mike.”

“And the necklace? What happened to that?” As he spoke the words, he knew Emma was right. Missing pieces were the key. Not what they had at hand right now.

“You have a point.” Jake rubbed his thumb along the picture, lost to his own thoughts for a moment. “Chances are good there’s an outside party involved we haven’t come across. Bet they have the necklace.”

 


~ * * * ~

 


Things weren’t as neat as he’d thought. He had to run this by Emma. Get her to throw some Tarot cards or do her spirit stuff. Whatever. Even just bounce it off her to get her take on things. Sam couldn’t stop himself now from thinking about missing pieces, any more than he could stop the feelings Emma aroused in him. Emma was under his skin, in his blood. And more, she was right. “I need to talk to Emma. Can your questions wait?”

“Sure, but I saw her get in a car with one of the deputies. Probably back at the lodge by now.”

His heart locked up with fear. He had to get back to the lodge. Pronto. If he didn’t, she’d be gone. “I have to go.”

Sam tore out of the station and hit the road. He’d made a critical error. He should have trusted Emma and her instinct about the pattern of evidence. Forcing something to fit because it was the easy way out always screwed things up, but Sam had wanted it so bad to fit. He wanted it all to be over. But it couldn’t be over until all the truth was out. Even if it meant truth that wouldn’t stand up in a court of law. They needed to find the necklace. The final missing piece. That meant listening to the spirits.

He should have trusted her, and when he got his hands on her, he’d make her understand. Make her forgive. Then they’d put this thing to bed for real, and get the fresh start they both needed.

 


~ * * * ~

 


Emma stood in the parking area where she’d first had spirit contact. She tapped the energy and instead of usual malicious intent Emma felt a pregnant pause. Forces gathered strength and readied for release. And she planned to pull the trigger that would set them free.

The electrician’s van was parked alongside the stairs, but the other police car had gone, reassigned to one of the many searches that day. Between the small department and the help from the state police, resources were stretched thin. All she had to do was wait out the electrician, and she’d be alone. She could do what she needed to do, and hopefully get the information she needed. Then, she could leave.

Emma headed upstairs and packed her bags in record time, and lugged her stuff into the hall and down the stairs. It the foyer she paused, taking another read on the vibe.

“I want to help you,” she said aloud to the thin air. “Everyone but me thinks they have the truth. If I’m right, and you still need help, you need to do something and soon. If you don’t, I’m leaving and I won’t be coming back.”

Silence reigned around her. The air was thick with energy, but nothing happened. She waited for a count of twenty, torn over what to do next. She wanted to stay to find the truth. The real truth that would bring justice to the dead. On the other hand, she couldn’t stomach staying a moment more in Sam’s presence, and, even if she could, he’d declared the case over and done. This was his property, not public grounds. If he’d decided the game was over, the game was over.

“Fine,” she said to the air, “if you can’t help me, I can’t help you.” If the spirits were satisfied, then so was she. She owed it to herself and what remained of her professional and personal dignity to move on as quickly and quietly as possible.

The electrician ambled into the front hall as she gathered her bags

“I’m done for the day,” the sandy-haired man with the friendly face said. “This place is a mess. The main renovation wasn’t so bad, but who ever got their hands on the wires next was a menace. There are several areas of surges and hot spots I need to address tomorrow.”

She’d seen him around during the last few days. Based on the way he was relaying information to her, he must have assumed she was closer to Sam than a hired hand. She’d thought the same up until about half an hour ago.

“That’s great,” she said, not sure what else he wanted.

“Those original renovation plans really helped. I left them in the kitchen if Sam needs them. Can you tell him I’ll be back around noon tomorrow? I think I know what we need to do to fix things.”

“Sure.” A chill danced across her skin.

Emma leaned her garment bag against the rollaway suitcase and fought the urge to glance around. The sensation fanned out, teasing her nerves.

“Thanks.” He reached for the door. “One last thing. Be careful in the den with switches and plugs. The worst of the trouble’s in that room. I'll pull the wall paneling off tomorrow and see what’s going on. Until then, don’t touch anything in there.”

The lights overhead flickered. The electrician looked up and scowled. “Thought I’d fixed that already. One more thing to add to the list. Old houses are a nightmare.”

“I completely agree.”

She waited until the electrician climbed into his van before reaching out into the psychic net forming around her. Restless energy swirled to life, shaped into tumbling words.

Runrunrunrunrunrunrunrunrunrun.

Jen’s voice echoed inside Emma’s skull. The chant was a distant whisper compared with earlier occurrences. Yet more insistent. Plaintive.

Emma shrugged out of her jacket and walked slowly around the foyer. “What am I missing Jen? If you can’t tell me, then show me.”

RUNRURNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUN.

As the warning came, so did a sign from the spirit world.

More flickering lights, a ghostly runway guiding her on. Emma followed the lead to the kitchen. The spirits were hushed no longer, the lodge vibrating with unseen will and spectral energy. It spooked her despite her professional connection with the unusual. Spirits were unpredictable in general. Those in residence were also angry. Emma had to hope they were helping and not setting her up.

At least she was getting somewhere with communication. Perhaps they were impatient with the investigation progress and had conserved energy so they could manifest in a way that would lead Emma to the truth with more expediency? Given what Eric told her they could be up to, this was the most palatable and least frightening option. It helped to think that instead of more horrific options.

When she reached the room, the restored hanging pot rack shook vigorously, drawing her attention. On the island beneath were rolls of architectural plans detailing various renovations done on the lodge over the years. The sink window blew open, and a harsh wind sent the plans scattering.

Emma’s instinct told her to run, as the ghost had warned. Her pounding heart threatened to explode out her chest. But her sense of duty, and her curiosity pushed her forward. She had to see this through. Jen might be telling her to run. Someone else, Keith most likely, was leading her to the truth. A different truth than Sam’s evidence showed. Or maybe a version a shade or two off. If Keith was here, he must have left off shadowing Wesley to return to the lodge.

Kneeling, she reached for the plans. The top one was from Jen’s renovation, specifically the den. It made sense, since the electrician had been using them recently and planned to work on the den tomorrow. No new information there.

Digging further, she found two earlier versions of the den prior to Jen’s upgrades. She spread the plans out on the island not sure what she was looking for. She’d never read blueprints before and they made little sense as a result. She supposed it was too much to ask to have things spelled out.

Runrunrunrunrunrunrun. He’ll kill you like he killed me. Runrunrunrunrun.

Well. There were things spelled out. The litany repeated as if to make the point then hammer it home. Emma wanted to tune out the ghost, but it was impossible. Between that and the strange drawings, she couldn’t fathom what Keith wanted her to find. The sound of the front door opening startled her. Her pounding heart stopped dead and skipped a few beats. Jen’s drone ceased.

“Emma!”

Her heart picked the beat back up. It was Sam. Not some crazed killer. Or crazed ghost. Emma drew a shaky breath. “In the kitchen.”

Sam skidded into view. “You were right. There’s more to the picture than the evidence is showing.”

His eyes were different. Open. Unsheltered. The barriers were gone and he stood exposed to her.

“You discovered something,” she said simply, allowing him the opening he’d requested without words.

“I’m certain the missing brandy bottle held a sedative. So did Jen’s water bottle. Someone wanted everyone at the lodge drugged out of their minds.”

“Except Jen didn’t drink the water. Mike spilled her bottle and she dumped the water in her glass on him later.” She pictured the scene in her head and in the next instant figured out the rest. “Jen saw something she shouldn’t have, which is why she died.”

“I think she witnessed Robin Taggert’s murder.” The lights throughout the lodge flared wildly. Sam looked around. “Spooks are back?”

“In force. You any good at reading building plans?”

“What are we looking for?”

“I don’t know.”

“Okay,” he said, playing along. “We have several versions of the den. Let’s see what happened with each renovation, what we lost and what we gained.”

As Sam rearranged the plans to suit him, Emma shivered, suddenly cold. Glancing out the window, she noticed the rain had changed. The temperature had dropped enough to turn it to wet snow.

“Keith, Jen, help us. We want to help you, you need to help us.”

Emma closed her eyes, narrowing her psychic focus and mentally picturing the den. At once the world inside turned into a kaleidoscope. Manic laughter echoed in her head. Colors swirled. Her picture of the den morphed. She was outside now. The lake was to her right. Ahead was the guest annex. Intact. Lights on in the dark, an irresistible beacon.

Then she was inside the annex, a vortex of death pulling at her. A woman’s body on the floor, but not Jen’s. Fear ripped through her. Thoughts tumbled through cracks in her mind. Too fast to follow. It numbed her brain and sent her deeper into the vision.

She had to run. She had to go. Call Keith and tell him. Before she was caught.

RUNRUNRUNRUNRUN.

The cry startled her and the vision shifted. Emma saw the inside of the lodge now. Except it wasn’t now, it was five years ago. She was still Emma, looking on, and yet, she was Jen, living through the moment. Feeling what Jen felt. Impressions. Primitive drives. The base instinct for survival all animals possessed.

Cold. Wet. Scared. Run faster. Something was in her hands. Diamonds. Beneath it was something black. Small. Flat. Plastic. Like an ugly button. She sniffed. She couldn’t think straight. Her nose burned from the coke. No one woke when she screamed. She shook them, but they slept. Now what? Where were the car keys? She couldn’t remember. Her bag? The Den. Yes, in the den. Her heart was ready to burst. Hide. Hurry. Fast. Stash. The Den. He’s here. Oh God, he’s here. Nooooooooooooo. Pain burst alive in her skull and the vision dissolved.

Her eyes flew open. Sam was beside her, his face tight with concern.

Emma didn’t let the look derail her. She was here to finish a job, and then no matter what, she was going home.

“I saw it,” she said, “or some of it. I can’t be sure, so much was mixed up confusion. Jen was seriously high, Sam, tripping the light fantastic. She was a mess and because of it, she couldn’t get away in time.”

As Emma related her vision the lights switched on and off in slow cadence. Sam listened quietly, and at the end nodded his head.

“One thing is consistent, in everyone’s reports of the night, and in your vision: Jen kept going back to the den for her drugs. But there was no listing of cocaine found in any of the reports.” Sam glanced down at the plans again. “With everything else going on, I lost track of that fact. I bet she had a hidey hole in the den where she kept her stash. Keith never kept track of the renovations, so she could have put one in without him knowing.”

“She hid the necklace with that black plastic thing. I think it’s important, but I have no idea what it is.”

The lights flared up and then shut off in unison.

“Guess that means we’re getting hot,” said Sam.

There was barely enough light outside to see by, and the shadows ran thicker than ever at Holloway Lodge. Every so often Sam would try a switch as they made their way to the den. The closer they came, the more lights turned back on.

The den seemed darker than a room should be, especially with all the windows. Sam reached for the light switch and Emma grabbed his hand.

“The electrician said switches and lights are dangerous in here,” she said. “The wires are faulty and we shouldn’t touch stuff.”

Sam shrugged off the warning. “It’s a plastic switch. Nothing to worry about as long as I don’t take off the switch plate and try to hot wire the lights.”

As soon as he spoke the words sparks shot out of the plate and it blew off the wall. The overhead pot lights flared on and started to flicker, but didn’t go out. The switch remained in the off position.

“Okay, consider me warned.”

“What are we looking for?”

“Deviations. Things that are bigger than they should be or don’t match up to the plans.” He spread the blueprints on the desk and poured over them. Periodically he looked to the room for reference.

Emma was drawn to the painting, not the plans. Mysterious Jen with the chameleon expression, ever changing as she surveyed her kingdom. Always watching, waiting. Emma felt that the picture had a life all its own. She let her psychic mind reach out on that thread.

Sam’s voice drifted to her like a dream. “As near as I can tell, the walls all had a substantial build out with Jen’s renovation. If there’s a secret hiding spot, it’s most likely by the fireplace. The depth is most enhanced there, and the panel features are the most intricate.”

“She didn’t put it in the plans. She had a carpenter come in after the renovation to retrofit the compartment for her. She didn’t want anyone to know. Especially Keith.” The knowledge came back to her with strange ease, like any of her more mundane psychic revelations, and she reported it word for word as it channeled through her. “It’s not by the fireplace. Follow Jen’s gaze. She hid her stash where she could always keep an eye on it. It’s somewhere on the wall with the windows.”

Sam made short work of following Emma’s orders, but locating the exact spot and trigger took a while. In the end, they found the panel in the corner of the room. The small door, disguised as a wainscoting element, opened with the right amount of pressure. It revealed not just the remnants of Jen’s drug supply, but the Vaughn diamond necklace, and a memory card that Sam held up to her.

“Black plastic,” he said, holding up the black memory card. “Christmas came early. Someone was making home movies. I bet I’m getting the pictures of the killer I wanted.”

The lights flared, and cut off. The room fell dark. The floor creaked from the weight of the living, not the dead. And then a familiar voice spoke out.

“I knew you’d find it, Emma,” Jen’s killer said plainly. “The minute you directed them to search the lake, I knew your ability was real. It was only a matter of time before you found the one thing I’ve searched for over the last five years. Where Jen hid the proof.”

 

  

Chapter Sixteen

 


Emma’s blood ran cold. She spun round to find Wesley Vaughn standing in the doorway shadows. She couldn’t see his expression clearly, but the gun in his hand, aimed at her and Sam, caught her attention. “You killed Jen? Why?”

“For my wife. Absurd, isn’t it?”

She expected a crazy laugh, some sign of obvious insanity. Instead, Wesley Vaughn was cold and composed, and might as well have been discussing the change of rain to snow as an admission of murder.

Sam stepped out in front of Emma before she could respond. “What the hell did you do, Wes?”

“I did what I had to do. It was my weekend for the lodge. They never should have come. I tried my best to keep them all out of it, but Audrey and Jen went off the script.”

“What did Audrey do?” Sam took another step, blocking Emma from sight. She tried to get around him, but he kept her in place. Then she realized his phone was in the usual carrying spot: his back pocket. Between his size, her position, and the shadows, she was all but invisible to Wesley. Taking advantage of the moment, she slipped his Blackberry out, muted the call out sound, and used the phone log to dial Jake Meyer.

The call connected and Emma spoke loud and clear. “You don’t want to kill us, Wesley. Why did you murder Jen? None of this makes sense.”

“For once, it wasn’t about precious Jen.” Wes snorted in disgust. “I planned to pay Audrey back for sleeping around, to humiliate her as she’d done to me. Robin and I were having an affair and I’d set it up so Audrey would catch us in the act.”

“So now it’s Audrey’s fault,” Sam said. “That’s a crock.”

“I never realized Audrey’s depth of passion or insanity.” Wesley’s voice held a strange note of truth. “I’d been dropping hints for several months about my infidelity to prime the pump. She stole my gun with the intent to kill her rival. And that’s exactly what she did.”

A chill washed over her. Not from his words, but from the pronounced change in energy. The air grew tight. Emma peeked around Sam. Behind Wesley, shadows gathered. A thread of anger wrapped around them, an invisible web drawing tighter and tighter.

“Audrey shot Robin Taggert.” Emma spoke clear and slow, hoping Jake Meyer heard ever word.

Wesley proceeded on, unaware of her deception. “I was going to call Audrey at the lodge and lure her to the guest annex with the promise of adventurous sex. We were working on ‘spontaneity’ among other things and I’d led her to believe we were to role play one of her fantasies. I planned for her to find me with Robin.” He swore viciously then, cursing his wife.

“Robin and I met briefly in the parking lot. That’s when Audrey saw us. She took the gun from her purse and headed to the annex. Jen must have followed Audrey, only instead of charging in the front door like my wife, she snuck through the rear. She saw Audrey shoot Robin, and worse, knew it was on film.”

“I can understand the other woman angle.” Emma found herself drawn into the macabre story. As far as cons went, it had merit—if you removed the two murders. Wesley had found a younger, prettier woman with more money and a better pedigree. To throw her in his wife’s face on the weekend they were trying to repair their marriage would destroy a woman like Audrey. Trust a world-renowned psychiatrist to create something so devious and destructive. There was only one major, glaring, idiotic flaw that seemed very unlike the cold, calculating Dr. Vaughn.

“Why film it?”

“That was not part of my plan. Robin was one of my patients,” he said. “A nymphomaniac with a narcissist’s need for high risk scenarios and exposure. Her one demand for our performance was I had to film it for her. I knew it was stupid, but if I wanted this to work, I had to acquiesce to her demands. I planned to destroy the memory card later, when she’d tired of the game.”

Sam was right, the man was organized and savvy. Fate, however, had thrown a monkey wrench into his perfect plan. Dad always warned her about those kinds of things. Hope for the best, prepare for the worst. Doctor Perfect had the perfect Plan A, but failed one of the big tests of running a good con: he had no back up Plans B, C, and D. “So you killed Jen to keep her from talking? She was a mistake?”

Wesley’s body tensed at the accusation of his failure, and his voice took on a faraway tone as he relived that fateful night five years ago. “Audrey freaked when she realized Robin was dead. She panicked, and ran. I reacted fast. The wife I thought despised me, loved me enough to kill. I had to protect her so I strangled Jen, the only witness. Then I went after Audrey. In my concern for my wife, I didn’t squeeze hard enough, or long enough, though. Jen wasn’t dead. She came round, and ever the opportunist, used the time to grab the evidence of the murder. Not only is Robin’s death on film, Jen’s strangulation is there as well.”

Sam jumped back in. “By the time you got hold of her again, she’d hidden the necklace and the memory card.” He was in full on protector mode now. She sensed the awakening, felt the coiled tension in his body. She only hoped the gloom separating them kept the observant doctor from noticing. “The necklace was insured and she knew no matter what happened to her, people would keep looking for the diamonds. When they found that, they’d find the proof of what you’d done.”

“Even as strung out as she was, she was smart. I had no idea where she’d stashed it, inside or outside of the main lodge,” Wesley allowed. “When Keith was alive, it was easy to conduct searches. Once you moved in, and Emma arrived, things became more complicated. It then became a matter of watching and waiting, and tying up loose ends.”

Emma shivered again, and Sam kept talking, stringing out the play and buying them time. “Why drug everyone that night, Wes? Wouldn’t it have been easier to wait another day and play out your game with Robin and Audrey the next night when everyone was gone?”

“It was my night. Mine. I’d set the plan in motion, I wasn’t about to let a bunch of idiots interfere. Besides, Robin was supposed to leave for an extended vacation in Aruba the following morning. Given her sexual appetite, she would move on to another lover by then, and I’d have to lay my groundwork with a new woman all over. It would have worked fine if Mike hadn't spilled Jen's water bottle. I'd spiked it heavily since she was using cocaine that night. I'd also dosed her glass to be safe. After the police arrived, when no one was watching, I removed all containers with trace amounts of the drug.”

So much for doctors not being killers. Emma hoped Jake was on his way with the cavalry. She joined the conversation playing Sam’s game for time, striking Wesley at his weakest point by stroking his ego. “That’s very intricate. I can’t imagine the average person pulling something like that off, but you did. Brad Heath, and Lou Preston helped, didn’t they?”

“Brad,” he said, with obvious distaste. “I’d asked him to pick up Robin in the city. Audrey was known for her drugs and whoring ways. It ruined her job, but her family name made sure she stayed accepted in all the right circles. I wouldn’t manage such a similar fall from grace. I couldn’t be linked to Robin, a patient, so Brad was a beard. Besides, she liked the cloak and dagger stuff. It fed her grandiose delusions.”

While Emma felt bad for the poor murdered woman, she had to admit that Robin had as questionable a reputation as everyone else involved. That night was the perfect storm. A lodge full of people with impulse control issues, no boundaries, fewer morals, and the one person who had a modicum of sense leaving them all unattended. It was a wonder only two of them ended up dead.

Wesley warmed to his show and continued talking . “Brad came up with the idea to use fire to conceal Jen’s death. Lou was behind the wait to dump Robin’s body after the grounds were searched. They stored her at his house, then brought her back to the lodge. They both wanted money and were only too happy to help me take care of my problem for the right price. But Lou was an opportunist and greedy. He got rid of Heath afterwards along with Robin and took care of that meth freak, Mason. In the end it was one simple pay off for me.”

“Why kill Lou so many years later?” She breathed a silent prayer someone was hearing all this.

“Lou was a loose end. I should have killed him five years ago, but couldn’t at the time. Too many dead and missing, and the police get curious.”

“Audrey overdosed. She’s in a coma,” Emma countered. “Did you orchestrate that too?”

“No. Audrey has borderline personality disorder. It’s complex and not treatable by any medication. The Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome she acquired after the murders made it worse. I wouldn’t expect anyone to understand the depth of her troubles, or my trials as her husband. She finally went off the edge. If she comes out of it, no one will believe her over the trail of evidence I’d planted. She and Mike will take the fall. I’ll be free and clear.”

“How will you prove he had a hand in our deaths if he’s with the police right now?”

“It’s up to them to prove Mike’s guilt, not me. I’m going to leave part of the necklace behind. Enough to make it appear there was an outside accomplice. No one knows I’m here. Unlike the .38, this gun is unregistered. You and Sam will become another tragic cold case and the nightmare will be over for me at last.”

Sam swore. “Nice to see you’ve got everything planned out now. Wasn’t so easy back then. Five years ago it would have worked better if Jen and her party never showed up that night. Where’d you get the Rohypnol?”

“I’m a doctor, I have my sources. I planned to drug Audrey if she got out of hand after she caught me with Robin. That case I worked on with the Albany police gave me the idea. A date rape drug had a sort of poetic justice to it, since I’d felt completely violated by her infidelity.”

Emma angled the phone to catch more of the conversation. As if he’d read her thoughts, Wesley tilted his head and addressed her.

“What are you doing hiding behind Sam ? If it weren’t for you, the truth would never have been found. I owe you my gratitude.” He took another step. “Time’s up. Throw the memory card to me, Sam.”

“You’re only going to kill us anyway, so why don’t you do it and get the thing yourself?”

Sam’s bravado gave Emma the chance to slip the phone into her trouser pocket.

“That’s true. I’m a damn good shot. All I need is a little light.”

RUNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUNRUN.

Jen’s scream erupted in her head like a nuclear bomb. Emma put her hands over her ears reflexively, even though the sound was inside her skull. She stepped out from behind Sam, trying to escape the noise. Then, in the space of a handful of seconds, several things happened at once.

Wesley reached for the light switch. The temperature of the room dropped ten degrees. The dark coalesced into the solid and visible form of Keith Vaughn. Then the lights erupted, and electricity arced like lightning from the exposed switch panel. The stream of energy connected with Wesley Vaughn’s outstretched hand and pure electrical power surged through his body.

The murderous brother cried out in agony, convulsed with the force, and reflexively squeezed off several wild shots. Keith reached out a ghostly hand at the gun, sending the shots on skewed angles, blowing out windows all around them.

Emma screamed and Sam forced her to the ground behind the desk as the glass blew from the hail of bullets. Breath left her lungs in a whoosh as he fell, dead weight, on top of her. Wesley Vaughn continued to scream while the lights shattered and the electricity roared through him, shorting out his heart and eventually killing him. When all fell silent and dark, Sam rolled to the side of her.

“You okay?” he asked on a ragged breath.

“Yes.” She sat up with him. She smelled something funny. Coppery. “You’re bleeding.”

“One of the bullets hit me. Don’t worry, think it was a pass through.” He heaved himself up and looked around. Emma got to her feet and checked him head to toe. A stain spread out just above his heart. Half an inch lower and he’d be dead.

“You need a doctor,” she said, panic clogging her throat. “Where the hell is the sheriff?” Emma saw Keith looking over the dead form of his brother, but she didn’t care about the already dead. Her focus was on the living. She grabbed the desk phone and dialed 911.

Keith glided towards them. Emma shielded Sam, not sure what the spirit’s intent was at this point. The apparition held up a hand in peace. His mouth moved, issuing ghostly words that dusted her ears like a trick of the imagination. “Jen was locked in that night she died, stuck in fear. She couldn’t fully manifest. With her killer dead, I can set her free. We can both find peace at last. Thank you.”

Noisy footsteps sounded out in the hall. “Emma, Sam, you okay?”

Jake’s voice shook the rafters.

Keith’s ghost smiled down at them, then vanished as Jake and two more deputies spilled into the room.

The acting sheriff looked at the dead doctor and bleeding Sam and holstered his gun. “I was in my car when I got the call. Only five minutes away. Quick thinking. Though it seems you didn’t’ need me.”

“We need an ambulance,” Emma said “Please tell me you called one already?”

“Standard operations in a hostage situation. Should be here in a minute. Meanwhile I’ll grab the first aid kit.

“Here’s the evidence.” Sam struggled to lift his right arm. The effort cost him, and he staggered back into the chair.

“Sit still,” she said, as she held her hand against the wound to stop the blood. It didn’t seem like a gusher, but she didn’t know much about first aid or bullet wounds.

Sam looked up at her through bleary eyes. “I screwed up back at the police station. Let me make it up to you.”

The words were a direct hit to her heart. The last thing either of them needed to consider was rose colored futures. He almost died. Could still die. Emma shut down the thoughts, knowing panic would follow if she didn’t. “You’re suffering from blood loss and a bullet wound. This can wait.”

“Tell me you’ll give me another chance. That you’ll be here when I get back.”

She wanted to scream. She wanted to run. She wanted to be anywhere but here, holding her hand over his bleeding wound, while her own heart broke.

“Thank you for protecting me,” she said softly. “I owe you my life. When the bullets started flying, you took me down and kept me safe. I’ll never forget that.”

“Don’t forget me,” he muttered, his velvet voice dreamy and soft. “Promise.”

Never in a million years would she forget him or the fire they shared. She hated him for how he’d made her feel. And she hated herself for thinking they had a chance. “Promise.”

Jake returned with the first aid kit. “Ambulance is three minutes out. He’ll be fine. It will hurt like hell, take some rehab, but it’s a clean wound with a pass through.”

“You sound like you’ve experienced this first hand.”

“Not my first time to this dance either.”

Sam relaxed under Jake’s care, and Emma stayed close. She held his hand while Jake, and then the EMTs, treated him. She stayed in the operating room waiting area and talked with the surgeon who told her that despite the trauma, he was in safe waters and would make an excellent recovery. She even watched him for a while when he returned to the recovery area, until Jake showed up with coffee to relieve her shift.

“Long drive back to the city this time of night,” he said, handing her the giant cup of acid scented cafeteria sludge.“Figured you could use this.”

She felt uncomfortable, guilty even, but if she stayed to see him wake, it would only be worse. The coffee tasted as bad as it smelled, but it sent the needed pick up to the right spots. “How’d you know I was leaving tonight?”

“Woman gets a certain look in her eyes, means she’s feeling a lot of strong things. Sometimes it takes distance to sort it all out. A smart man learns to be step back when he sees it. You have that look right now. Like you can’t decide if you want to cheer to heaven Sam’s okay, or if you want to kill him yourself.”

There was no denying that truth. Jake Meyer was way too canny, bordering on spooky. Emma was starting to understand why most of Meyerville feared and respected him. “Thanks for the coffee. You’ll keep an eye on him? Make sure he heals up?”

Jake nodded. “Any messages you want me to pass along?”

Words swirled like a storm in her head and her heart. She shouldn’t say anything, just cut and run. But something made it out of the maelstrom and to the surface. “Tell him I’m sorry. What’s broke between us can’t be fixed by words.”

He sipped the coffee and slanted a curious gaze down at her. “Will do. Thanks for all the help. Mind if I keep your number on file?”

“Would saying no stop you?”

“Nope.”

“Take care, Sherriff.”

“That’s acting sheriff.”

He’d be permanent, whether he knew it or not. Didn’t matter how hard he’d fight it, either. That much she was sure of, the intuitive vibe coming through strong and clear. “We’ll see.”

Emma took one last look at Sam and left, hurrying to her car before she softened up any further and talked herself into staying one more day. She had to remind herself why she was leaving, coach herself that they had no future. They were too different and she didn’t think she could get over what she felt was his betrayal. Maybe it was petty. Maybe even a little childish, but he failed an important test for her, a test of trust. It was that chip on her shoulder again, but that chip was part of her. She needed his trust, or what actions she thought passed for trust, and Emma didn’t think she could put that need aside.

On the drive home it occurred to her a few times what she might be missing by giving up a chance to start over with Sam. But she squashed that ruthlessly by the time she’d reached Manhattan. What he wanted in a woman, she wouldn’t provide, because what she thought she needed in a man wasn’t in him. Or maybe in anyone. Happy for-ever-after with prince charming was a load of crap. There was only happy for now, in the moment, and then there were memories. That had always worked for her, and it would work now. The roller coaster ride of emotions she’d had with Sam was enough to last ten lifetimes, and while she’d miss the highs, the lows were too hard to handle and the pay off wasn’t worth the risk of playing the game any longer.

 

  

Chapter Seventeen

 


Five days later—New York City

 


Winter came early that year to New York. Snow fell in a soundless cloud from the sky, blanketing the city that never slept. It muted the noise and forced the pace to slow by a few steps. Emma abandoned her desk to stare out the window of the loft that housed Eric’s offices. The once familiar gray and white landscape was now curiously alien to her.

The city was her place, a home she’d made, but it felt different on her return. Or maybe she was different. It seemed a lifetime ago when she was surrounded by towering pines and leafless trees rooted in dark mountains and reaching into cold, clean air. She sat along the wide ledge and traced spirals in the window condensation. Part of her heart stayed in those forbidding mountains, and here, without that part of her, she wasn’t connected. She floated without anchor, wondering when the drift would stop and where she’d land.

Her main phone line buzzed. Emma ignored it, letting it roll to voice mail. It was hard to plug back into the old routine. Her anonymity was blown when the national papers spread news of the happenings in sleepy Meyerville. It wasn’t Jen’s solved murder that made fantastic headlines, but the fact that the cold case abduction and murder of the missing Taggert Pharmaceuticals heir had finally been resolved—and not by normal, earthly means.

The media hounded her daily, trying to discover if she had more cold cases lined up, and two of the big six New York publishing houses had sent emissaries offering her book deals. When she didn’t grant interviews, tabloids and bloggers invented their own content. Everyone was eager to get a piece of the action now. A piece of her. She’d earned the respect she’d craved, and with it, a reputation that followed her everywhere.

Emma’s book, her initial reason for taking the case and once her sole ambition, couldn’t seem to hold her attention. Her position with Eric had been compromised by her notoriety. He’d made no move to push her out, but she no longer worked at ferreting out the deceitful amongst his potential clients. Right now she was playing catch up with his backlog of appearance requests and assigning private meetings to other psychics on staff who’d now do what was once her main job.

She couldn’t see a future in this role, but wasn’t sure what future she could see. Or wanted to see. Her life had changed forever. She had fame, fortune to come, and had found a quick ticket to into the limelight. For any other person this would be the start of a wild ride on a fast moving gravy train.

For her, it was all wrong. Emma hadn’t realized how much she valued her privacy. Working under the radar had numerous advantages she hadn’t appreciated until they were gone. On the flip side, she hadn’t realized the relative insignificance of her shady past as far as the general public was concerned. Her entire upbringing was reduced to no more than a biographical quip about a childhood spent with an infamous con man currently living in exile in a country not too keen on extradition. The scandal of the missing heiress cold case far outshone Emma's sordid history.

The phone buzzed again and she let this call go untouched as well, opting instead to take a morning break. She was restless. Unsettled. Her job and her life and her skin no longer fit the woman who came down from those cold mountains five days ago. And part of that was Sam Tyler’s fault.

Try as she might, she couldn’t forget him, couldn’t get over him and move on the way she thought. In fact, she was beginning to wonder what it would take to move on. Even in the whirlwind of change, her affection and raw desire for him, day in and day, out was a nagging and unwelcome constant. Their brief affair haunted her in a way that left her no escape and no peace.

Despite her years of hard living on the grift, despite all the lessons learned, her little girl self had bought into the fantasy of Sam and her big girl self had bought into the reality of him, and that seemed to be all that mattered. She knew she couldn’t go on wishing he was a different man. If he was, she might not feel this way about him. But since he wasn’t a different man, she couldn’t trust him. Still she'd wondered, more than once in the dark and lonely hours of the long nights, if maybe she didn’t need to trust him all that much.

The office door opened, and Emma sighed. There was no escaping work or life today. She realized she’s gone from drawing spirals to hearts. She wiped away the evidence with an angry swipe of her hand before her visitor could see.

Eric lounged against the door frame. “Hate to bother you, Emma. Someone’s here to see you.”

“I don’t have any appointments booked today,” she said.

Eric had a good poker face, and was as much performer as he was psychic, but there was something about him, something in the air, that made her suspicious. “Who is it?”

“If I tell you, odds are good, you won’t agree to the meeting.”

Sam.

The restlessness in her vanished, replaced by a giddy excitement and hard case of the nerves. Both of which she found annoying. Yet keeping a smile from forming wasn’t easy work. “Why wouldn’t I agree to see him? He probably has the final contract conveying sole rights for the story to me. That’s my ticket to the big time.”

“You’ve ignored his calls all week.” Eric arched a dark brow. Dressed all in chic New York black, with his gypsy good looks, he was the devil incarnate, bringing her dangerous temptation and reading all her hidden desire. It sucked to have a master psychic as a boss some days. “Last night at dinner you refused to talk about what happened between you and all but cursed his name. I’m going out on the ledge and saying that isn’t a good sign.”

“I’m a professional.”

“He’s pretty banged up. Don’t hurt him anymore.”

“I wasn’t the one who shot him.” I wasn’t the one he trusted, either, she thought. Then again, she didn’t stick around to sort things out. She’d packed up and skipped town rather than risk any further emotional entanglements. Except those entanglements followed her south to New York City and had plagued her ever since. Maybe meeting in person would cut those ties, or give her the tools she needed to do the job down the road. Maybe she wanted to see him one last time. “Where’d you put him?”

“Across the hall in the gold conference room.”

Emma found Sam staring out the window at the unrelenting gray Manhattan landscape, as she’d done. He turned as she entered and the familiar tension sprang up between them. The longing, the draw, still there, fresh and potent. Playing hell with her resolve, and giving her something new to chew on: guilt. She shouldn’t have run out on him. She should have stayed until he woke. Said good-by. Instead, she’d indulged her bruised feelings and had a tantrum, acting like a spoiled kid who didn’t get a favorite toy.

Sam spoke first. “Thanks for seeing me on such short notice.”

His arm was in a sling, and he looked horrible. Shadows lined his eyes. His cheeks hollowed into deep crags and his body was rigid with pain and anxiety.

“You look like hell. Why are you here Sam?” You should be home. Resting. Safe. Healing. All the things she wanted to say she kept to herself.

“I screwed up. The one time I needed to trust you, I trusted what I thought was evidence. I should have been more balanced, given it time, rather than jumping to the conclusions you knew I’d jump to. You were right to leave me the way you did.”

Hearing the words she wanted to hear didn’t have the effect she’d anticipated. Instead of feeling vindicated, she felt small and mean. If she’d stayed at the station instead of running back to the lodge, Sam wouldn’t have been shot. The stupid hang up she’d carried around had nearly cost him his life. Seeing him now, it all became clear. A part of her softened.

“You’ve built two careers in your lifetime on hard data. It’s part of who you are. Besides, hard evidence is what you need to convict a killer. I should have waited for you at the police station. If I had, we’d have come to a compromise that worked, and you probably wouldn’t be wearing the sling right now.”

Her words surprised him into an awkward silence. Instead of speaking, he moved closer, closing the gap between them. When he spoke again, his voice was softer. Uncertain. A little vulnerable. “Maybe we both made some mistakes.”

“Things were...” she searched for the right word.

“Intense?” Sam smiled wryly. “Crazy? Hot?”

Tension lightened between them and Emma finally drew a breath. “All that. And more. I don’t know what you make of you Sam.”

“Feeling’s mutual.”

“Are you—okay? Should you even be here? You were shot. I’m no doctor, but that can’t be an easy recovery.”

“I’ll heal. You weren’t taking my calls. I had to do something. I couldn’t let you go.” He touched her now. Laid his hand on her arm. A feathering of his palm, a caress even, and yet everything neither would say was held in that single action. Like rain, the walls between them came down. “I couldn’t let us go.”

“Is there an 'us'?”

“I want to find out. I’m in, but I think still need to sell you on the idea. It’s only fair to warn you, I’m playing for keeps.”

Was it that easy? Forgive, forget, give a second chance, take a shot at happy ever after? She’d have to break free from go of a lifetime of teaching, training, learning to guard and watch and protect, if she accepted his offer. If she did there’d be no turning back, and no escaping a broken heart if she played the game and ended up rolling craps. She and Sam felt right, felt like a winner. Was she seeing what she wanted to see, or were they the real deal? The only way to find out was to join him. To believe they had a chance meant setting aside the differences, and that was no small task. “You’re taking a big risk on me. We come from two different worlds.”

“I’m suggesting we forget those worlds and give making our own world a shot.” Doubt crept into his eyes. “Give me time.”

“How long?” Three months? Six months? A year?

“However long it takes.”

Time. She could do that, right? “I’m taking a bigger risk on you, Sam.”

“I’ll make it worth your while.” He flashed his patented sexy grin. He’d missed his calling. He should have abandoned computers and police work for the grift, he’d have been king of the mountain with all his charms. Except there was truth behind the charm. Emma saw this, and knew: it was time. Time to let go. Time to move on. Time to love.

Sam took her hesitation for unspoken denial.

“I know I’m rushing things, but when I’m sure, I’m the kind of guy that doesn’t waste time. Forever’s really made up of minutes and moments and days. I don’t want to have any more of those without you by my side.”

So much shifted in those minutes Emma thought she might slide off the edge of the world if Sam wasn’t there to hold her steady. “You don’t live in Manhattan anymore.”

“I still have the condo. I’ve decided to locate Lost and Found on a different property in Meyerville. The Lodge has too much blood and bad memory. Permits and things all need to be filed again, it will give me the down time I’ve needed.” He released her and smoothed a strand of hair back behind her ear. The familiar warmth she’d missed flooded through her helping sell his case.

“Anyway, I have another proposition.”

“Risking your heart isn’t enough?”

“Jake told me what you said, and you’re right. What I broke is trust, and words won’t fix that. Action will. I want to have a branch of the department that looks at cases from fresh angles. Psychic, artistic, anything but conventional. I want you to develop and lead that department.”

Emma’s head began to spin. That solid ex-cop skeptic Sam, who prized normal evidence above all else, would want a psychic investigation branch tied to his pride and joy company, blew her mind. “This is real, isn’t it? You’re real.”

“I’m no expert in the love department. Or people for that matter. I work way better with computers, they’re easier to understand. But yeah, it’s real. I don’t want to lose it. Do you?”

“No.” The short time together, the risks, the uncertainties, they all faded away for her. They might not always agree, but Sam accepted her, as is, and she realized, she was ready to accept him too, the whole package—hot computer nerd, cop skeptic—whatever. She was ready.

“You should consider sales, Sam Tyler, because I’m buying, right now. Tell me where I sign.”

“Right here,” he said, leaning in for the kiss of a life time.
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~ * * * ~

 


“So, Doc, do you believe?”

Meg licked her dry lips. “You can’t expect me to believe in immortality.”

“Take a moment, think of everything you’ve seen tonight. Does it add up to any reality you’re aware of?” He sat down on the edge of the big bed and the mattress groaned beneath his bulk. “Have you ever seen the like? Of me, or them?”

The horrific scenes played through her mind, the macabre creatures, Gideon’s stabbing and survival.

“I’m a doctor. A scientist.” Her brain turned over the scenes again and again, and reason attempted and failed to supply answers. “There is no such thing as immortality.”

“There is.” He reached back onto the bed, grabbed his black T-shirt and shrugged into it, taking away the spectacular view. “There’s magic. There’s Old Gods. There’s feuds, wars, demons, creatures that go bump in the night. Boogey men exist. Nightmares are real. So am I, and I’m one of the guys who makes the dark a safer place. I’m one of the guys who works to keep the shadows to themselves, so the average mortal can go on with life and never worry too much about what’s really lurking just one step behind and slightly out of focus.”

“I can’t accept that, Mr. Sinclair.” If she did, it meant everything she thought she knew was suspect. It meant the anchor of science that kept her life from casting adrift was gone and that she was floating now in a storm she couldn’t control or even begin to understand. There was nothing Meg hated more than being out of control. “Please, let me go. Let me go home, I’ll forget all of this. I won’t tell the authorities.”

He cracked that half grin again, giving his harsh visage a suddenly boyish look. Then, before her very eyes, he faded into mist. The mist rose and swirled around her, carrying that scent she first experienced when she opened her balcony door to the sultry night. Every nerve in her body flared to life. Her skin electrified as the mist danced across her like a light, silken rain. Heat pooled low in her belly and for a moment she forgot her situation and surrendered to the delicious, alien sensation.

When the air around her thinned, she opened her eyes. He stood before her, looking down at her with hooded, sleepy eyes. “Still don’t believe?”

“You’re impossible,” she breathed, her throat tight and dry, her body hot and wet. “This is crazy.”

“I couldn’t agree more. But it’s the truth.” He reached out and brushed her cheek with his knuckle. “I’m immortal and I’m the only chance you have at staying alive in a very nasty, very deadly game.”
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~ * * * ~

 


As if she heard him speaking his indecent thoughts, she stirred, and turned to gaze at him. “Jack’s not the only one with a price.”

Kerr drew in a deep breath. Hugh looked suddenly alarmed. Jack grew more curious. What secret agenda did his little surrogate with the mysterious grey eyes hide that had everyone so on edge? He hoped it was suitably scandalous.

“That’s right, gentleman,” he said smoothly. “The lady has a price and it will be met. We are, after all, partners.”

Ramon appeared truly interested in this new turn of events. “You didn’t tell me this when I first approached you, Raine.”

She licked her pretty lips, a motion that made Jack’s blood run thick.

“I needed time to consider what it was I most wanted.” Raine’s voice was clear and strong. As she spoke, power and passion welled inside of her. He wanted to break the physical contact, but he couldn’t resist the lure of her. She called to him in a way he’d not heard in a very long time, and suddenly he wondered if he’d not gotten himself in too deep.

“I want the chance at knighthood.” She continued with her demands, her voice echoing into the quiet room, sounding distinctly like a glove being slapped across an enemy’s face in challenge. “If I’m to do this for the Covenant, they must make an exception to the rules. They must accept me to squire and give me the chance to prove my worth, earn my spurs and don the chains of fealty.”

Jack’s soul warmed over. Raine was playing brilliantly. He was hard-pressed not to jump up and clap. Her demand was far more outrageous than his own, one if met that would throw the Council of Wardens deep into the darkest, foulest scandal yet. Imagine that, a half-breed knight. He wanted to laugh out loud, to dance around the table, to kiss her for her audacity. He wanted to kiss her to satisfy his own longings, to know if she tasted as unpredictably wonderful as her spirit hinted.

Kerr began to shake violently, so much so, Hugh had to steady him. “No one will sponsor this vermin as squire,” Kerr bellowed. “We are the Wardens. We must protect the Eternity Covenant. We must be pure. Clean. Beyond reproach. The half-breed soul is stained with the taint. She’s nothing but a savage.”

Jack, never known in the first place for his self control, lost what little of it he’d managed to muster for today’s performance. “You’re calling us savage? You were born on the dirt floor of some mud-walled hovel and spent the first part of your mortal life killing villagers to ensure fertility in the fields. Now that is some seriously backwards, savage stuff. If anyone has a stained soul, I think it’s you, Druid.”

Kerr actually lunged for Jack, but Hugh held him fast by the shoulder. “I’ll see you damned for that,” raged the Elder Warden. “When this is all over, I’ll make you pay.”

Ramon seemed unmoved by it all. He smoothed out an imaginary wrinkle on his expensive suit, then cleared his throat again, silencing his counterpart. “I’d be happy to sponsor you, Raine. My paladin, Uller, will take you as squire.”

An uneasy silence fell over the room. Raine removed her hand from Jack’s. She nodded stiffly. “I accept your offer, Ramon Salazar. I assure you that you’ll not regret this.”

Kerr continued to sputter and rant. Jack sensed a dangerous change in the climate of the room. The demand was crazy enough, but Ramon’s rapid agreement was sheer insanity. A line in the sand had just been drawn, marking a war amongst the ranks of the High Wardens. Naturally, Ramon had been the one to etch it, but to do so easily spoke of other issues at work. Raine appeared untouched by it all, but her uncle held in check a barely suppressed rage, and Jack noted he could not meet his niece’s eyes.

“So we’re in agreement. Should we get down to the fine points, then?”

Salazar looked to Jack, then to Kerr, and a strange light came into his cold black eyes. “Jack, Raine, we’ll meet up later at my brownstone this afternoon to work out our particulars. If you’ll give us some privacy, Kerr and I have other matters to discuss.”

This confirmed Jack’s suspicion. Something was going on, something wild and juicy. Ramon looked up to no good right now. Jack itched to be back in the thick of it, something he’d never imagined possible. “Time’s wasting, Ramon. Let’s ink the deal.”

“Later, Jack. Plenty of time this afternoon.” There was a finality in the dismissal that didn’t allow for argument.

Jack shrugged. One door shut for now, but he’d find another. “Fine. So glad we could have this little reunion.”

Raine appeared equally as startled by the turn of events, but did manage to say a civil goodbye to her uncle and his crazy boss. She followed Jack into the antechamber.

With the last of his energy, he used the residual magic from the first spell to blow open the doors to the hall, and they walked by a stunned Wiggans and his security team. There was a good deal of ranting from Wiggans, resulting in an armed escort as they waited for, and then boarded the elevator. Raine stayed silent and stoic. Jack made some cracks to the security force, but they didn’t respond to his half-hearted attempts.

“I’m sorry you had to deal with that prize ass,” he said to Raine when they stepped outside the Warden’s building. The words came out stilted and sounded idiotic, but he felt he had to say something. He was trying to figure all the angles, including hers. “You were right to ask for the moon. You’re risking your life for them. They owe you.”

“I’m not doing it for them. I’m doing it for me.” She broke free of his hold and stepped clear of him as if he carried the plague. “Just like you, Jack. I’m in it for me.”
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