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        Episode Nineteen: The Hot Pie

        After Quinn hires Graeme to help him lose 180 pounds, Koda contacts Quinn with an urgent message to come to Charleston to see Juniper.  Mika’s attempt to sell her house goes bad when she assaults a news reporter with a hot pie.  Stan Lee leaves for the Onyx Webb Film Festival.  Newt gets help solving several anagrams from an attractive agent named Maggie.  Noah, Kizzy, and Kizzy’s mother Sinead attend Alistar’s funeral—which Onyx also attends.  The Onyx Webb Film Festival is attended by an eclectic collection of characters, including Noah, Stan Lee, Newt, Pipi, and Onyx herself!

        Episode Twenty: The Art Raid

        Koda, Quinn, and Robyn continue their vigil waiting for Juniper, who finally emerges from Loll.  Stan Lee discovers a secret door to Declan Mulvaney’s hidden room filled with stolen art and notifies the FBI, leading to Declan’s house arrest.  Olympia continues to deal with Nathaniel’s ghost and pursuit of Stormy Boyd.  Bruce helps Mika out of trouble with the Foundation and the hot pie incident.  Noah revisits the stories left behind by his grandfather, Alistar, and connects with Onyx Webb.  Onyx gets two new friends to keep her company: a black cat and, more importantly, Noah Ashley.

        Episode Twenty-One: King of the Gypsies

        Noah offers to help Onyx sell some land to Bruce Mulvaney, but he discovers boxes of vintage Levi jeans in the caretaker’s house and calls the deal off.  Newt and Maggie track down the gypsies who’d been committing crimes around the country and were linked to the deaths of several children. Pipi lets Loiza go.  Newt learns meeting Maggie was a setup from the start.  Olympia has a run-in with more ghosts and quits her show, while Nathaniel pushes harder for her help.  After a night of partying with her limo driver, Mika wakes up to discover him bludgeoned to death in her bed—and Tiny downstairs in the kitchen gnawing on a prosthetic leg.  Koda believes Robyn is behind the eBay auction of his things and kicks her out of the mansion.
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        Episode Twenty-Two: Tara Schröder Arrives

        Juniper tells Koda and Quinn who killed her.  Stormy outs himself as a ghost.  Koda meets with the Southern Gentleman and hires him to MC the Solstice Eclipse Ball.  Tara Schroder arrives in Crimson Cove, befriends Onyx, and opens a gallery in Portland.  Declan has a run-in with Father Fanning’s dark spirit.  Claudia appears and fights with Onyx to the death—as Noah watches.  Thanksgiving at the Mulvaney mansion attracts an eclectic assortment of guests, both alive and dead.  Juniper discovers what it takes to stay in the living plane.  Newt begins receiving cards from the Leg Collector.

        Episode Twenty-Three: Nathaniel Wears

        Out His Welcome

        Noah and Sheriff Clay Daniels connect, and Noah later opens a restaurant in Crimson Cove.  Olympia asks Stormy Boyd for advice on how to get rid of Nathaniel’s ghost, but things go badly and Nathaniel destroys her house.  Maggie and Newt reconnect. Maggie goes out on a limb and gives Newt the FBI’s most recent Leg Collector files.  The man with the red Firebird comes to the grand opening of Noah’s new restaurant. Unbeknownst to Noah, his waitress—Ellen—starts taking an interest in him.  Stan Lee’s addiction to ketamine gets wildly out of control, causing him to astral project to a cornfield.  Bruce agrees to let Chloe introduce her wine at the Solstice Eclipse Ball.

        Episode Twenty-Four: That “K” Is One Bad Mother

        Maggie tells Pipi about Newt’s prediction and his demands that she provide surveillance.  Clay and the DEA bust Myron’s pot farm. Noah then discovers from Kizzy that Myron is his father.  Robyn is invited to tend bar at the Solstice Eclipse Ball.  Olympia decides to start a podcast and lands Gerylyn Stoller as her first guest and an invitation to the Solstice Eclipse Ball.  Noah buys a ring and intends to ask Onyx to marry him but then discovers Onyx’s secret—that she killed his mother.  Stan Lee abducts a girl right under the nose of Newt’s FBI sting and gets away with it, despite his ketamine addiction being totally out of control. Stan Lee decides he must go cold turkey.
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        “It is said that the sun loved the moon so much it allowed itself to die at night, so the moon could live. But what if the sun changed its mind and stopped loving the moon?

        What then?”
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            Dedicated to:

          

          Victor Fresco, Creator of  The Santa Clarita Diet

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Every now and then we see something that is so clever and so witty it makes us scream, “Why didn’t we think of that!” The execution of this series is flawless in every way.

        P.S. Episode 27 was especially difficult for us to write (as you’ll understand shortly), and The Santa Clarita Diet gave us the periodic break we needed, as well the opportunity to laugh.

        And to the following

        Onyx Webb “Super Fans”…

        Elaine Hadfield

        Angie Peterson

        Darla Fowler Tarpey

        April Rosenthal

        Edith Faye Kosloski Butler

        Julie Baswell

        Rebecca Ward

        Bessie Okray

        Stephanie Arnold

        Kerry Rodriguez

        Nansi Edsell Smith

        Chloe Reid

        Without your support, Onyx                                    would cease to exist.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE FOLLOWING EVENTS TAKE PLACE BETWEEN 4:31 and 9:15 P.M. (EST),

        DECEMBER 20, 2010,

        ON THE EVE AND MORNING

        OF THE SOLSTICE ECLIPSE.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        4:31 P.M. EST

        MPI OFFICES, ORLANDO, FLORIDA

      

      

      BRUCE MULVANEY WASN’T sure he’d made the right decision by going to the office on the day of the Restoring Savannah Foundation event—certainly there would be things Koda would want help with—but he’d allowed several things to slip his mind.

      The first was his new tuxedo, which he had shipped to the office rather than to the house. The second reason was the last-minute gift idea he had for the attendees at that night’s charity event.

      The inspiration came several weeks earlier while having lunch with a prospective client at the Bohemian Hotel. Bruce had complimented the man’s cuff links, which were custom-made by combining eighteen-karat white gold with scrap metal from an AK-47 assault rifle the man found buried in the mud on a hunting trip to South Africa.

      In truth, the cuff links were the most God-awful things Bruce had ever seen, but they gave him the idea to commission a jeweler to make solstice eclipse cuff links—and in the case of the females, solstice eclipse earrings—each with the acronym RSF for the Restoring Savannah Foundation in gold leaf script in the center.

      There would be eighty-three men and sixty-seven women at the Restoring Savannah Foundation event. To play it safe, Bruce got a quote for ninety sets of cuff links and seventy-five sets of earrings from a jeweler at The Mall of Millennia. The cuff links cost $134, and the earrings cost $107—per attendee and on a rush basis. They were scheduled to be delivered to the office in the afternoon.

      The total outlay was just over $20,000—an amount equal to that collected from only two attendees at the per-person donation of $10,000.

      Under normal conditions, every cent collected from attendees would have gone directly to the foundation, but with the money saved by holding the event at the mansion rather than at a hotel, the expense was a wash—plus the gifts would be remembered long after the evening had passed.

      ABM, Bruce thought. The three most important letters in the world of business: Always Be Marketing.
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        * * *

      

      After lunch, Bruce met with his new VP of sales, who was clearly excited about having been invited to attend the Restoring Savannah Foundation event. The excitement abated when Bruce dropped the bomb that he’d have to pay the full $10,000 for the ticket. And no, expensing the cost was out of the question.

      “Maybe attending the dinner is a bad idea,” the VP said. “You know, it might be uncomfortable having me there with Koda and all. I am the guy who took his job.”

      Bruce couldn’t believe it. The event was an opportunity to rub elbows with 150 of the most powerful people in Charleston and Savannah, and the little weasel was trying to get out of attending.

      Bruce was tempted to fire him on the spot, but he had too many hours invested getting him up to speed in the position and didn’t feel like hunting for a replacement.

      “Don’t worry about Koda,” Bruce said. “My son is thrilled to be out. In fact, he’d probably buy you a drink if it wasn’t an open bar. Now, let’s get going—the plane’s waiting.”

      
        
        4:46 P.M. EST

        THE MULVANEY MANSION, CHARLESTON

      

      

      KODA MULVANEY LOOKED at his watch and felt his stomach turn. He was up to his proverbial ass in event-planning alligators—and the alligators were snapping. At least the wine had finally arrived. Koda had yet to meet the woman from the winery who was responsible for introducing it to the attendees.

      When Koda hired Beatrice Shaw to handle the catering, he’d mistakenly assumed she would handle everything, which was not the case—as Beatrice pointed out one week earlier.

      “Let me make sure I understand,” Koda said. “Turkey, salad, coffee—?

      “That’s mine,” Beatrice said.

      “Dinner plates, bread plates, water glasses, wine glasses, coffee cups, silverware—”

      “Yours,” Beatrice said. “Plus, tablecloths, napkins, centerpieces, sugar holders, butter dishes, bread baskets, decorations, flowers, water pitchers, wastebaskets, garbage bags, bags for dirty linens, cleaning rags, and paper towels—also yours. Understand?”

      Koda rubbed his eyes and groaned.

      “If you can cook it, eat it, or drink it, it’s my responsibility,” Beatrice said. “Kitchen to stomach is me—including the things needed to cook and serve. You know, chaffing dishes, tongs, serving spoons, spatulas, cutting boards, plastic wrap, foil—that’s all mine.”

      “Salt and pepper?” Koda asked.

      “Mine,” Beatrice said.

      “Salt and pepper shakers?”

      “Yours,” Beatrice said. “You make sure the salt and pepper shakers are there, and I’ll make sure they’re filled. And that goes for butter dishes and wine glasses too.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I never kid when it comes to catering,” Beatrice said with no trace of a smile.

      “This is nuts,” Koda said.

      “Yeah, well, welcome to my world.”

      After his conversation with Beatrice, the reality of the situation finally hit him. Koda went to his father and suggested they hire a professional event planner. “I did,” Bruce said. “You.”

      Koda glanced at the list of things that still needed to be done as a man in a delivery uniform approached. “I’ve got two hundred black tablecloths in the truck out back—a hundred 90-by-90-inch circular and another 60-by-120-inch rectangular. Where do you want them?”

      “I ordered a hundred total. Fifty of each,” Koda said.

      “Well, I got two hundred.”

      “I’m not paying for two hundred,” Koda said.

      “No problem,” the man said, walking away. “I’ll take it up with Beatrice.”

      “Beatrice isn’t in charge of tablecloths,” Koda called out. “I am.”

      
        
        5:05 P.M. EST

        OUTSIDE THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      STORMY BOYD STOOD in the guard shack, concerned about the gate.

      The gate had jammed several times recently, and though the manufacturer had come out twice to make necessary repairs, it was acting up again.

      If the gate jammed in the open position, anyone could get in. Jamming in the closed position was just as bad since no one could get in. Or out.

      The low temperatures hadn’t helped things either. It had not gotten past fifty degrees in over a week. At present, it was thirty-eight degrees outside. Close to freezing, which wasn’t good—especially for mechanical gates.

      Stormy pulled out his cell phone to see if the gate company had returned his call.

      They hadn’t.

      At least the six temporary security guards he’d hired for the night had arrived on time.

      Stormy spent a considerable amount of time during the week trying to find a security company he felt comfortable with, deciding finally on Acme Protection Services. APS’s website said they offered reliable, hand-picked employees—many of whom were retired cops and ex-military personnel—trained to perform a variety of functions, including fixed post security and roving perimeter patrol.

      The APS website also went on to list the variety of items its dedicated teams were trained to look for, including weapons, alcoholic beverages, thermoses, and kegs—none of which seemed like things multi-millionaires and billionaires would smuggle into an event.

      The important thing now was for Stormy to spend some time making sure the six-person staff understood its real objective for the evening.
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        * * *

      

      Stormy approached the temporary security team as they waited for him in front of the Mulvaneys’ multi-car garage.

      The first guard was approximately five feet four inches and considerably overweight. The second guard was nervous and jittery. The company hired him a week earlier, and this was his first day on the job. The third was ex-military, having served three tours in Iraq and Afghanistan, and kept referring to the evening’s event as “the mission.” The fourth man was in his mid-seventies and looked like he weighed about the same amount. The fifth man couldn’t stop yawning. The final man was a woman.

      Stormy had nothing against women—it just wasn’t what he’d asked for—and he felt a wave of frustration wash over him.

      Again, like the situation with the gate, it was too late to do anything about it now.

      Stormy chastised himself for his own sloppiness. Allowing this to happen with 120 years of law enforcement and private detective experience was inexcusable. But that’s what happened when you tried to do everything by yourself. At least they were all in uniform and had both guns and badges.

      
        
        5:47 P.M. EST (2:47 PST)

        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

      

      

      ONYX WEBB CARRIED Noah’s turntable from the lighthouse to the caretaker’s house and placed it in a box in the corner of the guest bedroom with the rest of Noah’s things. Four months was long enough—Noah wasn’t coming back—and looking at it day in and day out served no purpose.

      Seventy years from now, would Noah’s things still be here, Onyx wondered—packed away in dusty boxes in the caretaker’s house like Ulrich’s things had been?

      The thought unnerved her, and it wasn’t just the prospect of Noah never returning. It was the idea that another seventy years would pass and—unlike Noah, who’d found the courage and strength to move on—Onyx would still be there, hanging on like aging starlets clinging to their glory days.

      At least they had glory days to cling to, Onyx thought.
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        * * *

      

      Onyx went to the shed and located the shotgun. Finding a box of shells was another matter. Perhaps there were some in the lighthouse.

      When Noah had been staying there, Onyx felt no need to have the shotgun at the ready as she’d done for so many years after her father passed. Something about having a man around made her feel safe, which she assumed was the same for most women.

      The exception, of course, was Ulrich.

      The irony was not lost on Onyx. It was always the people who said they were there for you who turned out to be the ones you needed to guard yourself from.

      In Noah’s case, the fault was all Onyx’s. Other than taking the liberty of reading her journal, there would be no blaming Noah for what happened—for her sin—actually, two sins.

      The first sin was killing Noah’s mother, Rainbow, in the cabin that night. The second was not telling Noah the truth when she had the chance. But that’s how people always got in trouble, wasn’t it? The cover up was always greater than the crime.

      Onyx knew that wasn’t true, of course. Taking a life—no matter how close that life was to ending—was the greater crime. The second crime simply led to her punishment.

      In any case, Onyx knew it was time to let it go.

      As best she could.

      Breakups are like broken mirrors. Sometimes it is best to leave the pieces where they are rather than cut yourself trying to pick them up.
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        * * *

      

      The night before, Onyx saw someone standing at the edge of the clearing staring at the lighthouse. A woman.

      Onyx thought she knew her. It was the woman from Noah’s restaurant, Ellen. Why would she be here? Looking for Noah?  He must have left without telling them where he’d gone.

      Wherever Noah had gone off to, it was none of Onyx’s business. The woman watching the lighthouse, however, was.

      This happened before—a woman standing in the clearing watching the lighthouse at night—right before Christmas 1937.

      The woman back then was Claudia.

      Onyx had dispatched Claudia not once, but twice. The first time legally, sending the brazen home-wrecker off to prison. The second time was of a more physical nature, sending Claudia off to the ethers—or wherever one went in the end.

      Now Onyx was dealing with this woman.

      Onyx located two shotgun shells in the drawer of an end table and slid them into the shotgun and placed it inside the lighthouse door.

      Onyx was tired of women coming after her men—even if Noah was no longer hers.

      
        
        6:04 P.M. EST

        JACKSON, GEORGIA

      

      

      WYATT SCROGGER’S FINAL DAY on Georgia’s death row was a comedian’s gold mine for material. Unfortunately, it was material he’d never get the chance to use.

      In twelve hours, the joke would be on him.

      Wyatt was escorted from his cell on death row with other condemned inmates to a cell in the death house—an isolated, single-cell complex where state-ordered executions were carried out.

      The new cell had two doors.

      The first door led into the cell. The second door led into the room where Wyatt would be strapped to a gurney and receive the lethal injection that would end his life the following morning.

      “Welcome to happy hour,” the guard said, glancing at his watch. “Cocktails will be served at six.”

      “Good one,” Wyatt said, knowing the cocktails in question were of the lethal variety. “You work on that a long time?”

      The guard pulled out a plastic bag and held it open.  “Shoelaces. Take them off and place them in the bag.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re on death watch. Gotta make sure you don’t kill yourself before the state is ready to kill you.”

      “Well, who can argue with that?” Wyatt said as he untied his shoelaces and dropped them in the plastic bag.

      “Now your underwear.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “We’ve had guys hang themselves with less,” the guard said.

      Wyatt shook his head and let his prison-issued pants drop to the floor. “So, after a month in battle the commander tells the troops he’s got good news and bad news. The good news is everybody was to get a change of underwear. All the soldiers began to cheer. Now for the bad news. Smith, you change with Adams. Barnes, you change with Thompson.”

      The guard didn’t laugh.

      Wyatt removed his underwear and dropped them in the bag.

      “Can I get a pen and some paper?” Wyatt asked.

      “Nope,” the guard said. “Last guy who asked for a pen stabbed himself in the neck.”

      “Crayons then?”

      “Nope,” the guard said. “No pens, no papers, no books, no TV, no nothing.”

      “Any word on my book?” Wyatt asked.

      “I said, no books.”

      “No, I mean the book I wrote.”

      “No idea,” the guard said. “You’ll have to ask the warden.”

      “What am I supposed to do to keep myself busy?”

      “You could always nap,” the guard said and then turned to leave. “I’ll be back in an hour to escort you to your physical.”

      “My physical? You’re shittin’ me.”

      “I shit you not,” the guard said. “The state’s not allowed to put an inmate to death if they’re not in good enough condition.”

      “I wish I’d known that earlier,” Wyatt snorted. “I’d have taken worse care of myself.”

      “You got any more questions before I leave?”

      “Yeah. How many times have you been through this?”

      “Through what?”

      “The death process.”

      The guard paused. “I don’t know. I got transferred here in 2006, so my first was Hightower in June 2007. After Hightower, there was Lynd, Osborne, Alderman, Newland, Mize, McClain, Ford, and Rhode. What does that make? Eight?”

      “Nine,” Wyatt said.

      “So, nine then.”

      “Must be hard, what you do,” Wyatt said.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “You remember all the names—in order,” Wyatt said.

      “I remember the faces too,” the guard said. “Someone has to.”

      Wyatt nodded. “Which one was the hardest?”

      “I don’t know,” the guard said. “Ask me tomorrow.”

      

      
        
        6:28 P.M. EST

        THE DOUBLETREE HOTEL, CHARLESTON

      

      

      OLYMPIA FUDGE TOOK her recording equipment to the desk and plugged in the battery charger. Then she opened her suitcase and began putting her clothes on hangers, which she then hung on the edge of the metal rod in the shower. Once everything had been hung, she turned the shower on as hot as it would go and shut the door behind her—something she’d learned from Nathaniel when they traveled together on location.

      “The steam removes the smell from the garments and the wrinkles drop right out,” Nathaniel said when he’d showed her the trick. “But no more than five minutes, princess. More than five minutes and you’ll end up with mold-growing mildew deep in the fibers of the wool.”

      Those were good days, Olympia thought. Back when she and Nathaniel were still friends. Before he was murdered. Before he’d decided to make her life a living hell.

      Olympia set the alarm clock on the nightstand for five minutes and stepped out on the balcony to have a smoke.
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        * * *

      

      Olympia heard the alarm beeping, stubbed out the cigarette, and went back inside. When she opened the shower door, steam billowed out of the room and she stepped back quickly, careful not to let the steam hit her afro. The last thing she wanted to do was go to a costume party with a head of lazy hair.

      Olympia glanced at the alarm clock.

      She needed to get dressed and go.

      Olympia slid on her tight-fitting yellow spandex pants and pink bikini halter top and looked in the mirror. Wait, the outfit wasn’t complete without the sawed-off shotgun.

      Olympia grabbed the shotgun and assumed the pose she remembered Pam Grier making on the poster for the movie Coffy. “That’s right,” Olympia said to herself in the mirror. “You are the biggest, baddest revenge-seeking bitch to ever hit this city.”
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        * * *

      

      NATHANIEL CRYER stood on the other side of the mirror in Olympia’s hotel room and watched his ex-television show co-host primping and preening over herself like a self-conscious peacock.

      To Nathaniel, the ridiculous blaxploitation movie costume made Olympia look like a cheap hooker. At least she hadn’t forgotten everything he taught her and took the time to steam her clothes.

      “You look like a twenty-dollar hooker, girl,” Nathaniel mouthed on the other side of the mirror. Then he watched as Olympia stuffed the shotgun into the bag with her podcast equipment and headed for the door.

      Nathaniel was impressed with one thing, though. Olympia had the street smarts to buy a sawed-off shotgun for a hundred bucks from a hoodlum in a Charleston alley. When he was alive, Nathaniel had a hard time scoring weed at a Guns N’ Roses concert. It seemed like a lot of work to put the finishing touches on a ball costume, but he admired her attention to detail.

      A costume party, Nathaniel thought. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been to a costume party. Sounded like fun.

      

      
        
        6:42 P.M. EST

        DECLAN MULVANEY’S BEDROOM

      

      

      DECLAN MULVANEY PULLED two pair of formal shoes from the closet and laid them on the bed. The first pair was brand new. The second pair was older—soft, broken-in, with small, virtually imperceptible cracks in the patent leather from years of wear.

      Declan took a pen and wrote the word donate on a piece of notepaper and dropped it in the box with the new shoes.

      This was not a night for new shoes.

      Let someone else break them in.
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        * * *

      

      Declan was sitting on the edge of the bed polishing his shoes, wearing nothing but a pair of boxer shorts, when he heard a knock at the door.

      “Who is it?” Declan said as loud as he could. Even the force of calling out caused considerable pain in his midsection.

      “It’s me, Koda.”

      “Come in,” Declan said.

      The door opened and Koda slipped inside, but he stopped cold when he saw how thin and frail his grandfather looked. “Hey, how are you feeling?”

      “Good enough to shine my shoes,” Declan said. “Why?”

      “Nothing,” Koda said. “I don’t know. You just seem to be moving a bit slower lately, and I thought—”

      “I’m eighty-eight years old, Koda,” Declan said, cutting Koda off. “When a man hits my age, he moves slower. Don’t read any more into to it.”

      Koda said nothing.

      He knew his grandfather was lying.

      “The real question is how are you doing?” Declan said. “I’ve got to imagine the stress of throwing this shindig is a bit overwhelming.”

      “You’re sick, aren’t you?” Koda said.

      Now it was Declan’s turn to stay silent.

      “Tell me,” Koda prompted. “If there’s something—”

      “Come sit,” Declan said, patting the bed next to him with his hand.

      Koda walked over and took a seat.

      “The end comes for all men,” Declan said finally. “But don’t worry. There is still a lot of miles left on this old jalopy.”

      Koda wrapped his arm around Declan, and they both fell silent.
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        * * *

      

      Declan waited for Koda to leave and then dropped the freshly polished tuxedo shoes on the floor and slid his feet into them, not bothering to put on socks.

      For some men, wearing dress shoes without socks was a fashion statement. For Declan, it was something else—something with a deeper meaning. Socks were hard to come by in the orphanage. And if you were lucky enough to get your hands on a pair, you saved them for winter.

      Winter.

      Declan hated winter when he was young. It was a harsh and menacing season.

      Winter was bleak.

      Barren.

      Like the end of one’s life.

      Interestingly, Declan now found winter to be the opposite. Winter was welcoming somehow.

      Tomorrow was the first day of winter, and Declan was ready for its arrival.

      Declan stood, crossed the room, and lowered himself slowly into the chair behind the desk. Then he inserted a blank cassette tape into the recorder he’d asked Stormy Boyd to get for him.

      Declan looked at his watch.

      He had almost an hour before he needed to be downstairs to greet the governor. An hour should be enough for a man to confess his sins.

      

      
        
        6:51 P.M. EST

        DOWNTOWN CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

      

      

      STANTON LEE MUNGEHR parked on Rutledge Avenue, one block north of Calhoun Street, and climbed out of the van. He disliked the inconvenience of his plan, but what other option did he have? Driving over to the Mulvaney mansion in the van was out of the question—as was walking over.

      Telling Koda he had errands to run and wanted to be picked up here at the tailor shop was the best option—even if it meant leaving the van on the street downtown for the night.

      Stan Lee glanced at his watch. The tailor closed in ten minutes.

      He best be on the move.
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        * * *

      

      The tailor brought the white suit out on a hanger in a clear plastic bag. “Do you wish to try it on?”

      “Yes, please,” Stan Lee said. He took the suit into the fitting room and pulled the drapes closed behind him, pleased that he’d used the alias Southern Gentleman for the purposes of dealing with the tailor. He couldn’t use Glenn Oren Mattheus, which was the name he used to purchase the house. Sergent Elton Nahum was out too—even if the Nahum alias was literally a dead end. Anything that could be linked to him—direct or otherwise—was dangerous.

      Stan Lee was off the ketamine.

      No more mistakes.
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        * * *

      

      Three minutes later, Stan Lee emerged in the suit and stepped in front of the mirror.

      “What do you think?” the tailor asked. “Are the pants to your liking this time?”

      Yes, the pants. That was the reason Stan Lee brought the suit to the tailor in the first place—the result of having asked the medical facility to make his new prosthetics an inch longer than the previous set.

      Stan Lee had done the same thing the previous three times he’d had his prosthetics replaced—making him four inches taller than when he’d first moved to Charleston. Instead of five feet ten inches, Stan Lee was now six feet two inches.

      Who didn’t want to be six feet two inches if they could?

      The problem was the additional four inches were all in his legs, making them out of proportion with his torso. It also made it a bit more difficult to walk, almost like he was on a springy set of stilts.

      “Yes, the pants look better,” Stan Lee said, admiring his reflection in the mirror. “Does the coat look okay to you? The length, I mean?”

      The tailor stepped behind Stan Lee and looked in the mirror. “Perfect, sir.”

      Stan Lee knew the tailor was lying, but let it go. What was he supposed to do? Kill the man? An interesting thought, but good tailors were hard to find.

      “Shall I bag the garment for you?” the tailor asked.

      “No, that’s okay. I’ll wear it out. I’m on my way to an engagement,” Stan Lee said.

      “Oh, how very nice for you,” the tailor said excitedly. “You are getting engaged!”
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee exited the tailor shop and stood in the doorway of the building. The limousine should be there any minute. God, it was cold, Stan Lee thought. There should a law against it getting so cold south of the Mason-Dixon line.

      “Forget something?” Stan Lee heard a female say from behind him. He didn’t bother turning to see who it was. He already knew.

      It was Kara.

      “Leave me alone,” Stan Lee said.

      “I asked you a question,” Kara said. “Have you forgotten anything?”

      Damn it, she was right.

      The knife.

      He’d left it in the van.

      Stan Lee exited the shelter of the doorway and walked up the street to where he’d parked the van and climbed inside.

      The knife had been an unplanned purchase—well, not entirely.

      Stan Lee had gone on eBay in search of an inexpensive bone-handled pocketknife. He got the idea from watching the man in the bowler hat whittling on the back deck of the Mulvaney mansion. It was hard to tell exactly what the man was making—even through his high-powered binoculars. It appeared to be a duck. Or a deer maybe. In any case, Stan Lee thought it might be a good hobby—especially after getting off the Ketamine.

      That’s when Stan Lee stumbled on the knife. Not just any knife, but the knife the nun had on her when she’d come to Wisconsin to kill him.

      Stan Lee recognized it immediately—the big brown handle, the steel blade sharpened razor-thin over the years—the same knife lying on the floor next to the nun in Judd Coker’s upstairs hallway. The engraved inscription removed any remaining doubt:

      First Place Hunting Competition,

      1904 St. Louis World’s Fair

      How the nun’s knife ended up on eBay, Stan Lee had no way of knowing.

      All Stan Lee knew was he had to have it.

      Three days of bidding and $285 later, the knife was his.

      Now, where in the hell had he put it?

      “Look under the seat,” Kara said.

      Stan Lee slid his hand beneath the driver’s seat and searched around until he felt the leather sheath that held the knife and pulled it out.

      “Headlights,” Kara said.

      Stan Lee turned his head and saw a vehicle coming up Rutledge Avenue toward the tailor shop. It was a limousine.

      “Don’t let him see you coming from the van,” Kara said. “Walk around the block and come up from the other side.”

      Yes, that was a good idea.

      It would take a few minutes, but the limo wasn’t going to leave without him, was it now?

      
        
        6:55 P.M. EST

        LYNCHBURG, VIRGINIA

      

      

      NEWT DRYSTAD WALKED back to his hotel room, turned on the light, and looked at the enormous web that filled every square foot of the room. He had to admit, it did make him look a bit insane.

      Newt closed the door behind him and took off his jacket. On any other day, he’d have tossed his jacket on the chair or the bed, but he’d pushed both into the bathroom, so he tossed it in the corner.

      That’s when he saw the postcard lying on the floor.

      The one with the poem.

      Newt had run out of staples, so he’d taped it to the string. It must have fallen off.

      Newt bent down, picked up the postcard, and read it again.

      A Fine Southern Gentleman

      A fine Southern Gent came strolling along,

      Smiling a smile and singing a song.

      Holding a door open wide for a belle,

      Who has no earthly idea she is headed for hell.

      Newt’s heart began to race.

      There was something about the poem that bothered him, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Now he knew what it was.

      It was the title: A Fine Southern Gentleman.

      Newt had seen the words somewhere before.

      But from where?

      Then Newt remembered. It was on the invitation Koda had left for him—to the charity event.

      Newt began frantically searching the strings of the web stretched about the room until—finally—he found it. Newt snatched the invitation off the string.

      He read the invitation from the top down and then he saw it:

      With your master of ceremonies…

      The Southern Gentleman.

      It was an anagram.

      
        
        S-O-U-T-H-E-R-N    G-E-N-T-L-E-M-A-N

        S-E-R-G-E-N-T   E-L-T-O-N   N-A-H-U-M

      

      

      Newt grabbed his cell phone and dialed the number Koda Mulvaney had given him.

      The call went straight to voice mail.

      “Koda, it’s Newt. I know who the Leg Collector is. It’s the Southern Gentleman. Do not let him in the house. Do you understand? Sergent Elton Nahum and the Southern Gentleman are the same person.”

      Then Newt hung up the phone and dialed Maggie.

      
        
        7:04 P.M. EST

        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

      

      

      BRUCE MULVANEY STEPPED into the elevator on the third floor of the newer section of the Mulvaney mansion—the portion he added when he married Nisa—and pushed the button for the first floor.

      It was after seven and guests would be arriving soon.

      At least he was already dressed.

      The elevator door opened, and Bruce stepped out into a sea of servers buzzing about like worker bees, rolling carts of food from the rear of the house toward the kitchen, preparing the bar, and doing a hundred other behind-the-scenes tasks.

      The grand foyer and open floor plan of the first floor in the new section of the mansion was transformed into a stunning ballroom. Bruce looked at the sea of tables and plush black high-backed chairs. The table linens were entirely black, while the place settings all appeared to be sterling silver. Were those Riedel wine glasses? White tulle was draped in ghost-like fashion all over the walls and doorways. The chandeliers were just low enough to set the mood. Black-and-white candles and a massive centerpiece of roses were at every table. It was just creepy enough to match the theme of the night—and it was perfect.  

      It looked like Koda was going to pull off the event of the year, and he couldn’t have been more proud of his son.

      It was obvious that Koda had the talent to achieve anything he put his mind to—he simply didn’t have an interest in real estate. Bruce couldn’t blame him.

      Bruce could rattle off a list of things he’d rather be doing. Running a vineyard. Producing movies. Owning a sports team. A dozen other things. Buying and selling land wouldn’t crack the top ten.

      “Well, there you are,” a woman said from behind him.

      Bruce turned around and saw Chloe standing there. What Bruce didn’t expect was to see Chloe’s sixteen-year-old daughter, Krissy, standing next to her. Bruce could see his and Chloe’s features in her easily. She had Chloe’s button nose but his eyes and height—like Koda.

      “You remember Mr. Mulvaney, don’t you?” Chloe said.

      “Yes, of course,” Krissy said. “The money man.”

      Bruce released a nervous laugh. “Could I have a moment alone with your mother, please?”

      “Sure. Um, can you tell me where Koda is?” Krissy asked.

      “Try looking in the kitchen,” Bruce said, pointing down the hall. “He’ll be busy. Tell him I said he should put you to work.”

      “Cool,” Krissy said.

      Bruce waited until Krissy hurried off. “What in the hell do you think you’re pulling, Chloe?”

      “What? You knew I was coming.”

      “Bringing her here,” Bruce snapped.

      “Her? In case you forgot, that her happens to be your daughter,” Chloe said loudly.

      Bruce remained silent as a server walked past, and then he leaned in and grabbed Chloe by the arm. “I know who she is,” Bruce said. “I just can’t believe you had the audacity to bring her here to the house—tonight of all nights.”

      “Relax,” Chloe said, pulling her arm away from Bruce’s grasp. “No one’s going to make a scene, except for you maybe—like you’re doing right now.”

      Bruce took a deep breath and released it. “We talked about this, Chloe.”

      “Yes,” Chloe said. “But I’ve decided the time for talk is over. You tell her that you’re her father or I will. And don’t waste too much time. In case you couldn’t tell, Krissy has a crush on her brother.”

      
        
        7:07 P.M. EST

        DOWNTOWN CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

      

      

      GRAEME KINGSLEY WAS peeved. First, because Koda asked him to drive into Charleston to pick up the master of ceremonies for that evening’s charity event, and second because he’d agreed to do it.

      Graeme kept his hands clamped tightly to the steering wheel of the limousine and peered through the darkness, the wipers moving quickly from side to side, slapping away raindrops as they hit the glass.

      If the temperature dropped any further, the rain would turn to snow—which could pose a problem since Graeme had never driven in snow before.

      Nor did he have a valid driver’s license.

      Nor did he have insurance.

      Or a permit to work in the United States.

      The last thing he needed was to get in an accident in a $100,000 Mercedes limousine without proper documentation and end up getting deported.

      Graeme glanced at the clock on the limo’s dashboard. He was late, but the destination was only a few blocks away. A minute later he saw the tailor shop on the right side of the street and pulled to the curb.

      Graeme saw no one. “Okay, mate, where are you?” Graeme said aloud to himself.

      Graeme turned on the radio and a rap song came on. Ugh. Graeme turned the dial again.

      Rihanna.

      Double ugh.

      He turned the dial.

      Lady Gaga. Gaga was okay, but he hated the song that was playing.

      He turned the dial again.

      Justin Bieber.

      Graeme would have loved to slap a rugby ball in Justin Bieber’s hands and give the tattooed wanker a five-second head start before driving the little Canadian headfirst into the sod.

      Graeme turned the radio off.

      The music in the states was bloody awful. Check that. Music was awful everywhere today.

      What ever happened to the music you used to be able to find on the radio by real bands, like Midnight Oil? Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds? Men at Work?

      Men at Work, now there was a band.

      There was no getting around it. Graeme missed Australia. He wanted to go home.

      As soon as he got Quinn to his weight loss goal, he was going to take his $100,000 bonus and—

      “Jesus!” Graeme yelped. Graeme turned in the seat and saw the man in the white suit standing at the passenger side window. Graeme lowered the window.

      “My apologies if I gave you a fright,” Stan Lee drawled. “I think you’re here for me. I’m the Southern Gentleman.”

      
        
        7:10 P.M. EST

        THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      ROBYN STOOD AT one of three temporary prep tables, cutting lime wedges and placing them in large Tupperware bowls, wondering why she’d agreed to work the bar at Bruce Mulvaney’s charity event.

      Robyn didn’t need the money. And she sure in hell didn’t need the humiliation. There was only one explanation why she’d come.

      Robyn watched as Bruce Mulvaney stepped off the elevator and immediately became embroiled in a heated conversation with the woman who was providing the wine for the event.

      Robyn grabbed a bottle of the Krissy Vineyards Meritage from the bar and poured a bit in a wine glass. The woman had uncorked the bottle for the servers to taste, so they could answer questions about it and talk it up throughout the evening—always a classy move.

      Robyn raised the glass and tilted it, allowing the wine to roll toward the edge of the glass. The color had good depth and density, bordering on a deeply saturated purple as if it might have been a Syrah or Zinfandel. Then she gave the glass a good swirl and watched as the legs ran down the sides of the glass. Nice. Then she raised the glass and tested the nose, taking several seconds to identify the various aromas of the wine.

      Impressive, especially for the fifty-dollar retail price point.

      By the time Robyn set the glass down, Bruce and the woman were gone. There was no doubt about it, though—something was up between them.

      The question was, what?

      
        
        7:12 P.M. EST

        LYNCHBURG, VIRGINIA

      

      

      NEWT HEARD A knock on the hotel room door and threw it open to see Maggie standing there. It was obvious she had been crying, but there was no time to address that now.

      “I know who he is,” Newt said. “Better still, I know where he is.”

      “What are you talking about?” Maggie asked.

      “He made a mistake,” Newt said.

      Newt handed Maggie the invitation to the Restoring Savannah Foundation charity event and the most recent postcard from the Leg Collector. “What do you see?” Newt asked.

      Maggie looked at the invitation, and her eyes went wide.

      “The Southern Gentleman?”

      “Want to guess what Southern Gentleman is an anagram for?” Newt asked.

      “Oh, my God. It’s him—we know who he is.”

      “Better than that. We know where he’s going to be—this time for sure.”

      “At the Mulvaneys’ party.”

      Newt nodded. “You’ve got to call Pipi. I left Koda Mulvaney a voice mail, but I don’t know if he’ll get it in time. We need Pipi to send a team of local agents to the house. And we’re going to need a plane.”

      “A plane? Do you have any idea how pissed off Pipi is at you right now? At us.”

      Newt knew Maggie was right, and if he were being honest, Pipi had good reason. Newt talked Maggie into getting him the Leg Collector files for the three years he’d been away from the FBI—as well as Maggie’s laptop—violations of bureau regulation, not to mention federal law.

      The most egregious offense, however, was that Newt had Maggie blackmail Pipi by giving her the note with the numbers 41995 written on it.

      The numbers stood for April 19, 1995—4/19/95—the date of the bombing of the Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City—which Newt knew would get Pipi’s attention.

      It did.

      Pipi deployed ten agents for three straight nights to watch every bar in a two-square mile area of Savannah, where Newt’s computer program predicted the Leg Collector would strike next—a prediction that turned out to be wrong.

      Being wrong about the stakeout was one thing. People made mistakes all the time. Incorrect predictions were forgivable. Blackmailing the assistant director was something else entirely.

      They could not depend on Pipi for help.

      Of course, Maggie had no idea what the numbers 41995 meant. Even if she did figure out the numbers were the date of the Oklahoma City bombing, Maggie would have no idea why the date would strike terror into the heart of her boss—enough to cause Pipi to change her position and do what Newt asked.

      “How far is Charleston from here?” Newt asked finally.

      “Probably four hundred miles or so.”

      Newt glanced at the clock. It was a few minutes past seven. “Okay, we’ll drive.”

      “Drive?”

      “What other option do we have, Maggie?” Newt said. “We can’t just sit here. It’s night. The roads will be wide open. At eighty miles per hour, we can be there by midnight. And call Pipi anyway. Even if she won’t help, at least she won’t be able to say we didn’t try to keep her in the loop.”

      
        
        7:19 P.M. EST

        THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      KODA HAD FINISHED placing the name cards at each table according to his seating chart and was on his way back toward the kitchen when he turned the corner and slammed into a young girl.

      She was about sixteen, give or take a year—a big girl. Not heavy, though. But tall. Athletic.

      Like he was.

      Like his father was.

      She had blue eyes too. Like theirs.

      “Hey, Koda!” the girl said with obvious excitement. “My God, it’s really you.”

      “Yep, it’s really me,” Koda said. “And you are—?”

      “Oh, sorry,” Krissy said, extending her hand. “I’m Krissy Archer. My mom and your father are business partners. I’ve always wanted to meet you, and—”

      “I’m sorry—what did you say?” Koda asked.

      “I said I always wanted to meet you.”

      “No—the other part about your mom and my dad,” Koda said.

      “Oh, yeah. My mom is the owner of Krissy Vineyards, which she named after me. It’s in Napa. Your dad is the money guy—like an investor or something,” Krissy said. “Your dad said you might need some help, so here I am.”

      Here she was.

      Sixteen.

      And there was definitely a family resemblance.

      Koda’s mind drifted back to the day he and Dane were home getting their stuff ready to go back to school. Koda had forgotten something and went back in the house—and accidently overheard his father speaking to someone on the phone.

      “They’re threatening to go public, Chloe,” Koda had heard his father say. “They’re sending me a message that if I throw my hat in the ring, they’ll go public that I have a daughter in California. It’s blackmail, pure and simple.”

      “Our names go together really well,” Krissy said.

      “What?”

      “You know. Krissy? Koda? They both start with the letter K, almost as if they were meant to go together. Cool, right?”

      “Yeah,” Koda said. Cool.

      
        
        7:22 P.M. EST

        BETWEEN SAVANNAH AND CHARLESTON

      

      

      MIKA FLAGLER EXITED I-95 onto Route 17 toward Charleston and immediately felt a change in mood, as if someone had flipped her happy switch to the off position.

      She realized why.

      Tomorrow was the first day of winter. God, how she hated the cold and darkness of winter. It was twenty minutes past seven, and it had been dark for two hours already. And it was freezing outside, with warnings of black ice on the roads.

      The only thing Mika hated worse than winter was being poor. Mika wasn’t poor. Poor would have been an upgrade.

      Mika was dead broke.

      Again.

      Every penny Bruce loaned her was already gone. She’d even taken a payday loan against the equity in the Audi. A payday loan for God’s sake. How much lower could a person go? She had to spend an hour in the shower scrubbing the poverty from her skin after she’d left the place.

      Add to that the stress of layering designer garments that weren’t meant to go together, and—well—it was simply too much for one person to handle. No wonder bears went into hibernation. Yes, that’s what she needed: six months of emotional hibernation.

      And to get Koda back.

      
        
        7:24 P.M. EST

        ATLANTA, GEORGIA

      

      

      THE GOVERNOR OF GEORGIA sat behind his desk, signing the stack of bills in front of him as fast as he could. He’d been briefed on what was in them earlier—now it was a matter of putting pen to paper. With an average expenditure of $6 million per bill, it was expensive ink.

      An aide stuck his head in the door. “The helicopter is here, Governor.”

      “Ten minutes,” the governor said without looking up.

      The aide disappeared.

      The governor signed another bill and wondered why he’d allowed himself to get roped into attending a damn fundraiser—a costume party no less. But he had to go.

      Had to.

      The fact that the Mulvaneys lived in South Carolina and not in Georgia was immaterial. They were powerful. They were connected. Most of all, they were wealthy enough to stroke a check for a sizeable donation at election time—and in politics, money was the name of the game.

      And the Mulvaneys had lots of it.

      The aide stuck his head in the door again. “The helicopter is waiting, Governor.”

      “Is it planning to leave without me?” the governor asked.

      “No, sir,” the aide said sheepishly.

      “Then tell them to wait.”
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        * * *

      

      The governor signed the last of the bills, capped his fountain pen, and returned it to his desk drawer.

      He’d spent a lot of money over the previous six years with that pen—none of it being his, of course. OPM. Other People’s Money. That’s what made powerful people powerful. They knew how to get the most from OPM.

      The governor stood up and put on his tuxedo jacket. God, how he hated dressing up—especially as himself.

      Playing governor all day was hard enough. Now he had to go out and play governor all night, even though he really should be staying right where he was. In the office next to the phone.

      A man was going to be put to death, after all.

      And where was he going to be? At a $10,000-per-plate fundraiser, eating caviar and drinking expensive champagne.

      What a world.

      The aide stuck his head in the door a third time. “Governor, what do you want me to tell the pilots? They’re—”

      “Five minutes,” the governor said.

      The aide disappeared.

      The Mulvaneys had power because they had money. The governor had no money to speak of, but he damn well could make a helicopter wait another five minutes if he wanted to.

      At least there was that.

      Now, where in the hell had he put that stupid mask?

      
        
        7:27 P.M. EST

        RICHMOND, VIRGINIA

      

      

      DR. GERYLYN STOLLER sat in the departure area of the Richmond airport, listening to the cacophony of sounds that surrounded her. A baby crying off to the left. A husband bitterly complaining about spending another Christmas with his wife’s parents off to her right. Christmas music playing overhead. When one lived in darkness, sound of any kind was appreciated.

      An announcer’s voice informed passengers about more flight delays due to the bad weather.

      Gerylyn didn’t mind that Simon’s plane was among those forced to circle in the sky above as snowplows worked the runways enough for the planes to land.
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        * * *

      

      SIMON PRENTICE SAT in the back of his private jet, sipping from a glass of scotch and peering out the window at the snow-covered landscape. He’d been delayed an hour getting out of Philadelphia by the blizzard and was now circling the Richmond airport waiting to land so he could pick up his bestselling author, Dr. Gerylyn Stoller.

      In a few hours, Simon would have another author in his stable—Noah Ashley—and a new book series that would make him even more money.

      And then there were the cable rights.

      New authors were easy to take advantage of, and Simon knew it. That’s why he’d brought the publishing contract with him. All Simon had to do was get a few drinks in Noah Ashley and hand him a pen.

      
        
        7:45 P.M. EST

        CHARLESTON EXECUTIVE AIRPORT

      

      

      NOAH ASHLEY FELT stupid. He’d been sitting in the waiting area of the Charleston Executive Airport for the past hour, dressed in a tuxedo and holding a masquerade mask like he was on his way to meet Tom Cruise and Nicole Kidman at an erotic orgy.

      Now, due to bad weather up north, the man he was waiting to meet—a publisher named Simon Prentice—was delayed another forty minutes.

      Noah’s cell phone buzzed.

      Another text from Ellen.

      WHERE IN THE HELL ARE YOU?

      It was the fifteenth text message he’d received from her that day, each one a bit more hostile than the last.

      Noah had no idea what Ellen’s problem was. They weren’t dating. Had he said something to make Ellen think he was interested in her? They’d met for coffee a few times, but that was about it.

      Did she think they were a thing—like in a relationship of some kind? Was she one of those psycho women people talked about?

      God, that’s all he needed, Noah thought as he slid his cell phone back in his pocket without typing a reply.

      
        
        7:47 P.M. EST (4:47 PST)

        ROCHESTER, MINNESOTA

      

      

      ALEC YOST TOOK a long drag off his cigarette and continued pacing. What in the hell could be taking so long? He needed to get to Charleston for a midnight gig at the home of Declan Mulvaney.

      Without being paid.

      The other members of the band were not happy about working for free, but Alec was indebted to Declan Mulvaney in more ways than he could count.

      Screw them.

      It was the Alec Yost Band, and he was Alec Yost.

      Alec put his cigarette out on the sole of his shoe and lit another, just as the door opened and the doctor entered.

      “You don’t mind if I smoke, right?” Alec said.

      The doctor said nothing and walked across the office, taking a seat behind his desk. “Have a seat, Alec.”

      “I’m fine,” Alec said. “I’d rather stand.”

      “Okay,” the doctor said. “Well, it’s not good.”
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        * * *

      

      Alec staggered forward and dropped hard into the chair. “The tests could be wrong,” Alec said.

      “They’re not,” the doctor said.

      “Hospitals make mistakes,” Alec said.

      “Not ours,” the doctor said. “And never with something as serious as hepatocellular carcinoma.”

      Alec bit his lip. The doctor slid a box of tissues across the desk. Alec shook his head and pushed the tissues away. There was nothing rock n’ roll about Kleenex.

      Son of a bitch, Alec thought. After years of struggling in obscurity, he finally had it all.

      Wealth.

      Fame.

      And now cancer.

      “Do you have any questions?” the doctor asked.

      “Only one,” Alec said. “How—?”

      “It’s hard to say,” the doctor started. “In a best-case scenario, you’re looking at six months, maybe a year.”

      “No,” Alec said. “I was going to ask if there was a back way out of here.”

      
        
        7:56 P.M. EST

        THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      STORMY PULLED OUT his cell phone to see if the gate company had returned his calls. They hadn’t.

      It was well after normal office hours now, and Stormy knew everyone at the company was probably gone for the evening. Maybe it was the weather. Maybe they had lots of customers having problems because of the frigid temperatures.

      Not that Stormy could feel the cold.

      Stormy slid the cell phone back in his pocket and walked down the driveway toward the front-gate security guard shack to see if the gate was still operating correctly.

      “How’s the gate doing?” Stormy asked the elderly security guard, who was busy checking invitations and allowing cars onto the mansion property.

      “Fine,” the old man said. “Hey, why aren’t you wearing gloves? It’s freezing out here.”

      “I’m fine,” Stormy said.

      “Nonsense,” the old guard said, pulling off his gloves and holding them out to Stormy. “Here, you take these. I’ve got an extra pair in my car. I’ll fetch them on my break.”

      Despite not needing them, stormy took the gloves from the elderly guard. It was better not to make a fuss. In fact, it was a good lesson. He needed to be more careful about blending in when he was dealing with the living.

      Stormy finished putting the gloves on and then spotted the silver Audi coming down the road. It was a car he knew all too well.
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        * * *

      

      Mika clutched the steering wheel in the darkness, wondering why she hadn’t left earlier, until—finally—she saw the mansion coming up on the left side of the road and slowed the Audi. Then she saw the line of cars waiting at the mansion gate, having their invitations checked by security guards.

      Worse than that, an enormous wrought-iron fence surrounded the property. When in the hell did they do that? Then Mika saw the answer in the form of a man wearing a bowler hat.

      Stormy Boyd.

      Mika did not have an invitation. Talking her way past Stormy Boyd was unlikely. And the fence was too high to climb—especially in a butterfly ball gown from the Stella McCartney fall 2009 collection.

      She was screwed.

      Unless…
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        * * *

      

      “See that car there?” Stormy said to the elderly security guard.

      “The silver coupe?” the old guard asked.

      “Yes. Keep your eye on the woman behind the wheel,” Stormy said. “She’s trouble.”

      “Yes, sir. Who is she?”

      “Mika Flagler,” Stormy said.

      “Mika Flagler? Isn’t she the lady who hit the reporter in the face with a pie a few months back?”

      “One and the same,” Stormy said. “Make sure she does not get in, understood?”

      The elderly security guard nodded and watched the Audi drive past without stopping. What in the hell was she up to? the guard wondered.

      
        
        8:01 P.M. EST

        THE KITCHEN AT THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      BEATRICE SHAW COULD not have been happier. Everyone she hired showed up on time and in uniform. The ovens were heating. The food had arrived. The tables were set. The refrigerated truck—which had broken down twice the previous week—was operating perfectly. The ice, alcohol, beer, and wine was in place, and the bartenders seemed to know what they were doing—especially the girl, Robyn from Orlando. Finding people who took directions but also knew how to take charge was rare. With any luck, she might be able to convince Robyn to come work for her full-time.

      But that was something for later.

      Beatrice had to stay focused on feeding 150 of the most powerful people in Charleston and Savannah, who would soon be eating her culinary creations and asking who was responsible for the magnificent evening.

      But right now, Beatrice was focused on something different: Where in the hell was the missing container of soup? She searched every inch of the kitchen twice. How was it possible to lose a five-gallon container of bright-orange pumpkin soup?

      Could it still be in the truck?

      Beatrice glanced at her watch. She could send someone to go check again, but she’d done that once and they came back empty-handed.

      She’d have to go outside, behind the house where the catering truck was parked, and look herself.
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        * * *

      

      The catering truck was a 2004 GMC W5500 diesel engine cab, with a sixteen-foot Morgan reefer body with diamond-plated flooring and a partial swing rear door. Best of all, it had removable shelving inside that provided great storage flexibility when catering various-sized events.

      Though the truck was six years old and had accumulated 136,000 miles, it was still a source of pride as it was the first of three Beatrice purchased while building her catering fleet.

      Beatrice climbed on the rear step bumper and pulled herself inside. Though the refrigeration had been turned off hours earlier when the truck had been unloaded, it was still chilly inside.

      Beatrice walked down the center aisle, shoving aside what should have been empty cardboard boxes to test their weight. Any box that still contained food would be noticeably heavier than the others.

      They were all empty.

      Then Beatrice noticed a lone box on the floor near the rear of the unit and dropped to her knees. She grabbed the box and gave it a pull. It was heavy.

      Beatrice opened the box lid and—lo and behold—it contained the missing container of pumpkin soup. If you want a job done, you’ve got to do it yourself, Beatrice thought.
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        * * *

      

      CHLOE ARCHER was standing at the island in the center of the kitchen with a glass of red wine in her hand waiting for Beatrice Shaw to return.

      “Can I help you?” Beatrice asked as she entered the kitchen and set the box with the soup on the counter.

      “Yes, I’m Chloe Archer, owner of Krissy Vineyards. I’m here with the wine for the evening.”

      “I’m glad to see you got here early,” Beatrice said with an edge of sarcasm. “I’ve been fretting all afternoon about—”

      “Yes, I’m sure you have,” Chloe said, cutting Beatrice off. “But, as you can see, here I am.”

      “You know, normally—as the caterer—it is my responsibility to pair the wine offering with the food to ensure maximum compatibility.”

      Chloe expected to receive a bit of pushback from the woman and was ready for it. “Of course, and I appreciate your willingness to allow my wine to accompany your amazing food. Is that a sriracha glaze on the turkey?”

      “Why, yes. You have a good eye. Do you cook?”

      “Me? Cook?” Chloe said, taking a sip of wine. “Dear God, I only wish I had your talent—but I do know bold, inventive cooking when I see it.”

      Beatrice smiled broadly.

      Beatrice had no idea that Chloe had asked a member of the kitchen staff about the reddish glaze on the turkey five minutes earlier, knowing full well it would help her bond with the persnickety caterer.

      “Well, we’re both in the same boat, aren’t we?” Beatrice said.

      “Oh? What boat is that?”

      “Gals whose future depends on having the Mulvaneys like us,” Beatrice said. “If we do a good job of pleasing the Mulvaneys, the future is unlimited.”

      Chloe took a big gulp of wine, gritted her teeth, and said nothing.

      
        
        8:04 P.M. EST

        THE MULVANEY MANSION

        OUTSIDE THE MAIN GATE

      

      

      MIKA DROVE PAST the gate at the Mulvaney mansion and up the road about forty yards and then parked the Audi alongside the wrought-iron fence.

      Mika locked her purse in the trunk, taking nothing with her but a single tube of lipstick and her MAC compact. Then she placed the car keys on top of the left front tire of the car and started walking back toward the mansion’s front gate.

      Mika bypassed the line of cars that were waiting and walked directly to the guard shack to a uniformed security guard who looked to be at least eighty.

      Stormy Boyd was nowhere to be seen.

      This was going to be a piece of cake.

      “Excuse me, sir. I’m one of the invited guests, and I’ve had the most horrible thing happen,” Mika said breathlessly. “My Maserati had a flat tire about a mile up the road and—”

      “Do you have an invitation?” the guard asked.

      “Well, no,” Mika said. “You see, I was in such a rush I left my purse in the car.”

      “Sorry, miss, without an invitation—”

      “Listen, you Homeland Security wannabe,” Mika snapped. “Do you know who I am?”

      “Yes, Ms. Flagler,” the elderly guard said. “I have been given very specific instructions that you are not to be let in.”

      “Well, maybe I’ll just stand here and wait for you to die of old age,” Mika said. “By the look of you, that shouldn’t be much more than twenty minutes tops.”

      “Insult me all you wish, Ms. Flagler—hit me with a pie even, if you think that will help—but you’re not getting into this party.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mika stepped away from the guard shack and felt herself shaking with anger. Seconds later, she was having a difficult time catching her breath.

      By the time Mika got back to her car she was completely unable to breathe. Somehow, she managed to get in the car and retrieve the paper bag she kept in the glove box for just such an occasion.

      This wasn’t the first time Mika had hyperventilated.

      The events of recent months had taken her to the point that her doctor had recommended she spend a few weeks at a spa for relaxation—like she had the money for such extravagance. Mika was having trouble feeding Tiny, and her doctor recommended she traipse off to a $6,000-per-week health spa, resulting in heart palpitations and a severe attack of vertigo.

      Mika hadn’t gone back to the doctor since.
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        * * *

      

      It took a full five minutes for Mika’s breathing to return to normal and to regain her composure. So, what now? Mika wondered. The thought of driving back to Savannah on twisty roads in the dark was enough to make her heart start racing again. She had no cash and her credit cards were so maxed out she couldn’t even get a hotel room.

      What was she supposed to do?

      Sleep in the car?

      My God, this must be the bottom people talk about, Mika thought. She sure hoped so.

      Falling any further was unimaginable.

      Then Mika saw a limousine coming down the road toward the mansion. Not any limousine—the Mulvaney limo.

      Mika bolted from the car and ran into the middle of the road, waving her arms frantically in the air. “Stop! Stop!” Mika screamed.

      The limousine skidded to a halt on the icy pavement, and Mika hurried to the driver’s side of the vehicle.

      The driver powered the window down. “Crikey!” Graeme said. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

      “Let me in!” Mika yelled.

      “Let you in?” Graeme said. “In the limo? I don’t even know who you are.”

      “I do,” Stan Lee said from the rear seat of the limo. “This is Mika Flagler. Whatever are you doing in the middle of the road, Ms. Flagler?”

      Mika leaned in through the window and saw the Southern Gentleman sitting in the back seat. “Oh, my God, it’s you! What are you doing here? I thought I fired you.”

      “Indeed, you did, Ms. Flagler,” Stan Lee said. “But, as you can see, I have been re-retained as the evening’s master of ceremonies. The bigger question is what are you doing here in the middle of the road?”

      “I’m trying to get into the party,” Mika said.

      “Are you saying you do not possess an invitation to this evening’s festivities?” Stan Lee drawled, enjoying the moment.

      “It’s a long story,” Mika said.

      “If you’re not invited, there’s nothing we can do,” Graeme said. “Stand back, please. I’m rolling up the window now.”

      “No, wait,” Stan Lee said. “Let’s say I was to allow you to join me as my guest for the evening. What’s in it for me?”

      “I don’t know,” Mika said. “Whatever you want.”

      “Whatever I want?” Stan Lee repeated. “Well, coming from a fine Southern belle such as yourself, Ms. Flagler, that sounds like an offer a Southern gentleman would be a fool to refuse. You are free to join me.”

      “Thank you,” Mika said, turning to walk to the passenger side of the limo.

      “No, Miss Flagler,” Stan Lee said. “Join me here in the back. I will do my best to warm you up.”
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        * * *

      

      The elderly security guard waved the limousine forward and Graeme rolled the window down. “I’m Graeme Kingsley, the Mulvaney’s house guest.”

      “Yes, I remember you, Mr. Kingsley,” the security guard said. “I’ll need to see the invitations for your guests in the back.”

      Stan Lee hit the power button to lower the limousine’s rear window and handed the guard his invitation.

      “Very well,” the guard said. Then the guard saw Mika by Stan Lee’s side. “I’m sorry, but she can’t come in. She doesn’t have an invitation.”

      “Of course, she does,” Stan Lee drawled. “Ms. Flagler is with me. As you can see, my invitation clearly states The Southern Gentleman, plus one guest.”

      “Yeah, I’m his plus one,” Mika said and held up her middle finger towards the guard.

      

      
        
        IN LOLL

      

      

      JUNIPER COLE KNEW it was no longer safe for her to stay in Loll. The problem was the light she radiated from spending so much time in the living plane—touching people, hugging Quinn and Koda and Robyn.

      Now a dark force was chasing her.

      Juniper encountered it just after Quinn finished telling her the truth—that to remain in the living plane she would have to take the lives of others to stay alive.

      The news was devastating. But she wasn’t surprised.

      She should have known.

      “Say something, Juniper,” Quinn had said.

      “What is there to say?” Juniper asked.

      Juniper then leaned forward and gave Quinn a light kiss on the cheek and did something she still regretted, telling Quinn she wanted to be alone to think.

      It was a lie.

      She had no intention of thinking about anything. What was there to think about? Taking someone else’s life to extend your own existence—a dead existence, no less—was unthinkable.

      Juniper hunted around until she found a sheet of paper and a pen and then sat in one of the large leather chairs and wrote a note to Quinn, knowing that if she said goodbye in person, Quinn might ask her to stay.

      No matter what Quinn said or did, the answer would be the same.

      Quinn could ask a thousand times and the answer would always be the same.

      No.

      Their code was designed to justify acts that were clearly unjustifiable in any world in which Juniper wished to be.

      Juniper finished the note and placed it on the table. When she looked up, there he was—the dark force, the shadow man.

      Waiting.

      For her.

      “Who are you?” Juniper asked.

      “I am no one,” the dark form said. “I’m nothing—part of the void, an extension of the emptiness.”

      “What do you want?” Juniper asked.

      “What do you think?” the dark form rumbled.

      “I don’t know,” Juniper said.

      “Of course, you do,” the dark form said. “I want you, Juniper. You and your light.”

      Juniper rushed forward and slammed herself into the dark entity with all the force she could muster. Caught off guard, it grabbed her by the arm while stumbling backward and slamming full force into the mirror.

      The next thing Juniper knew she was back in the grayness of Loll, and the dark entity was nowhere to be seen.

      But Juniper knew he was there.

      Lurking in the shadows—a shadow himself blending in with the darkness like black paint on an all-black canvas—waiting patiently for another chance to emerge.

      Juniper knew she couldn’t stay in Loll. It wasn’t safe. The darkness made it impossible for Juniper to hide. She had to move on. But how?

      And to where?

      She needed help from someone who could tell her what to do. And the only person Juniper knew who might be able to do that was the blind woman—Gerylyn Stoller.

      Yes, that was her only option.

      Gerylyn might be able to tell her what to do. Which meant she had to go back to the living plane.

      She had to go back to the mansion.

      
        
        8:03 P.M. EST

        THE SAUNA ROOM AT THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      QUINN COLE STEPPED out of the sauna next to the gym on the lower floor of the Mulvaney mansion and walked straight to the scale, dropped his towel, and climbed on. He weighed 273 pounds. The day Quinn hired Graeme Kingsley to be his personal trainer—on August 23 of that year—he tipped the scale at 407.

      Quinn dropped 134 pounds in 120 days.

      If Quinn lost another forty-six pounds in the next sixty days, he’d hit his goal of losing 180 pounds in 180 days. In doing so, he’d also owe Graeme an additional $100,000 bonus. It was a bonus Graeme intended on earning, and Quinn intended to pay.

      Quinn grabbed a fresh towel and headed back to the sauna. Once inside, he wiped the face of the clock with the towel to see what time it was and then sprinkled some water on the hot rocks and settled himself on the wooden bench. He needed to drop another five pounds if he wanted to button the tuxedo he rented for the evening.

      It was just after eight. Dinner wasn’t until nine. He had plenty of time.

      Unlike Wyatt.

      Quinn had failed Wyatt completely. With any luck, the governor would show up as planned, and Quinn could convince him that Wyatt was an innocent man.

      It was the last chance Quinn had for anything resembling redemption.

      

      
        
        8:06 P.M. EST (5:06 PST)

        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

      

      

      ONYX STOOD NEAR the window at the top of the lighthouse, painting yet another sunset on the cove.

      As with the previous 26,283 sunsets, the only color Onyx could detect was crimson red, like the name of the cove itself. The other colors she would paint from memory.

      Other than a single thin line of crimson red—a color present in every painting Onyx had ever done—the other colors were nothing more than varying shades of gray to her.

      Like her life had become after Noah left—every day the same, little more than different shades of gray.

      All those years spent with Ulrich, working to pretend that she loved him—when deep down she knew she didn’t—had been hard. Now spending her days pretending that she didn’t love Noah when she really did turned out to be even harder.
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        * * *

      

      Onyx finished the painting a few minutes after the sun sank into the depths of the ocean and darkness began eating away the final bits of sunlight in the distant sky.

      Like every other painting, Onyx would give it to Tara to sell. Tara would describe the painting in the most romantic terms—how the artist mixed and shaded each hue to enhance the impact on the human eye, as if each color was an ingredient in an exotic dish at an overpriced restaurant.

      Tara’s arrival had been nothing short of a miracle. Yes, Onyx had reservations about Tara’s past gambling problem—especially after dealing with Ulrich’s gambling in Las Vegas and subsequent stealing from the mob.

      Onyx shuddered at the memory of the Spilatro brothers catching up with them at The Palace hotel in San Francisco, with Ulrich tied to that chair, covered in blood.

      In retrospect, Ulrich deserved that and more. She should have let them have another five minutes before stepping in to save him.

      Now Onyx was no longer concerned with Tara. Tara had assured her that she had her gambling under control, and Onyx had no reason to doubt her.

      The only woman Onyx was concerned with now was the woman from the restaurant.

      Ellen.

      Onyx walked to the other side of the room and looked out the window across the clearing, in the direction of her father and Katherine’s graves.

      No one was there.

      For now.

      
        
        8:15 P.M. EST

        OUTSIDE YANCEYVILLE, NORTH CAROLINA

      

      

      MAGGIE DROVE SOUTH on Route 86, having left Lynchburg an hour earlier for Charleston. Newt studied the GPS map on Maggie’s cell phone. “Take the 158 east toward Roxboro, and then we’ll drop onto the 501 south toward Durham.”

      Maggie flipped on the turn signal and took the exit as instructed. Other than brief discussions about things like which road to take, she and Newt hadn’t really talked since they’d left Lynchburg.

      “I’m surprised you have to keep checking the GPS,” Maggie said. “You used to be able to glance at a map and memorize the entire thing in a second or two.”

      “I took my meds before we left.”

      “You did? Why?” Maggie asked, though she thought she knew the answer. He’d taken them because of her.

      “Tell me about this guy you’re going to marry,” Newt asked.

      “You think that’s a good idea?” Maggie asked.

      Newt shrugged. “I’m not sure. Do I know him?”

      Maggie shook her head. “No. He started after you quit.”

      “So, he works at the bureau?”

      Maggie nodded.

      “And that’s how you met?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is he any good?” Newt asked.

      “You mean is he smart?” Maggie asked.

      “No, I’m asking if he’s good in bed,” Newt said sarcastically.

      “Yes, he’s smart,” Maggie said. “Not as smart as you, but, then again, who is?”

      “Do you live together?”

      Maggie shook her head.

      After another long silence, Newt asked the question he’d wanted to ask for three years. “Why did you do it?”

      “Why does anyone get engaged? He asked me and—”

      “No, not that,” Newt said. “I mean the plan you and Pipi concocted. You pretending to like me so she could keep tabs on me.”

      “You’re right, Newt. Pipi used me, and I went along,” Maggie said. “But, believe it or not, Pipi cares about you.”

      “No,” Newt said, shaking his head. “There’s only one thing Pipi cares about, and that’s keeping her secret.”

      “What secret?” Maggie asked.

      “Nothing. Forget I said anything.”

      “No way,” Maggie said. “You brought it up. What secret?”

      Newt knew he was trapped. “Do you remember the note I gave you to use as leverage against Pipi?”

      “Yeah, I remember.”

      “Did you look at it?”

      “You didn’t seal it.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Newt said. “Have you figured out what 4-1-9-9-5 means?”

      Maggie shook her head. Newt was surprised. He thought for sure Maggie would have worked it out.

      “When you showed Pipi the note—how did she react?”

      “She looked scared,” Maggie said. “What is it about 4-1-9-9-5 that—”

      That’s when it hit her. Until then Maggie had only read the numbers on the paper, but now—saying it out loud—it was suddenly obvious. It was a date.

      April 19, 1995—4/19/95.

      “Oklahoma City?” Maggie said.

      Newt nodded.

      “The bombing of the Murrah Federal Building.”

      Newt nodded again.

      “What are you saying?” Maggie asked.

      “I’m saying that your boss—the deputy director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation—is dead. Pipi Esperanza is a ghost.”

      Maggie looked straight ahead, concentrating on the road and trying to process the insanity of what Newt was saying.

      “Do you really think Pipi wandered around the streets of Dallas and Houston in a state of amnesia? For three years? Come on, Maggie. Think about it.”

      Maggie said nothing.

      “Oh, and how about this. Do you remember when we arrested the gypsies for killing the boy? Why do you think Pipi allowed Loiza and his group to walk?”

      “God, I hope this is the meds talking. You want me to believe that Pipi is a ghost? You sound completely insane.”

      “Insane, huh? Okay, I’ll prove it to you.”

      “Prove it to me? How?”

      Newt grabbed Maggie’s cell phone and flipped through the directory until he found Pipi’s number and pressed call.

      The call went straight to voice mail.

      “Pipi, this is Newt. I’m with Maggie, and I told her that you’re a ghost—that you’ve been dead for the past fifteen years. Along with me, that makes two people who know the truth now. If you don’t want me to add the director to the list, call us back.”

      Newt hung up the phone.

      “You’re out of your mind,” Maggie said.

      “Yeah, well, we’ll see.”

      
        
        8:19 P.M. EST

        MCLEAN, VIRGINIA

      

      

      PIPI ESPERANZA HAD just finished seeing a movie, having taken a rare sick day. Ghosts never got sick, of course, which was exactly why she needed to take a sick day every now and then. To never call in sick would be tantamount to hanging a sign that read ghost around her neck.

      Pipi sat around most of the day, reading books and watching television. Then, despite having called out ill, she found herself catching up on bureau paperwork. It had to get done sometime.

      Eventually, Pipi decided to head out to a movie.

      The movie turned out to be bad—but what happened afterward was worse.

      As she was walking to her car, Pipi heard loud groans coming from a vehicle several rows behind her. An elderly man was having a heart attack, and she couldn’t let the opportunity pass.

      She should have.

      Seconds after she finished taking the old man, Pipi looked up to see a college-aged woman standing there, staring at her through the windshield.

      The girl took off running.

      The code should have been enough for Pipi to let her go, but the fear that the girl could identify her was too great.

      Pipi jumped from the car, leaving the old man slumped over the steering wheel, and took off after the girl.

      The girl raced down the line of cars, darted between two SUVs, and knelt to hide herself. For several seconds Pipi had lost her.

      Pipi stopped and went still.

      Listening.

      Somewhere in the distance she could hear a man and woman laughing. Far away—a hundred yards or more.

      Not her.

      Then Pipi heard someone breathing off to her left. Heavy breathing, filled with fear.

      The girl.

      Seconds later, Pipi was on her.

      “I didn’t see anything,” the girl said. “Honest I didn’t.”

      “I know,” Pipi said. “I know.”

      Pipi didn’t want to take the girl, but she had no choice.
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        * * *

      

      Pipi made her way back to where her car was parked, careful not to be seen by anyone else, climbed into the front seat, and slammed the car door closed.

      Why had she been so reckless? Taking someone from the parking lot of the Tysons Corner Mall? What was she thinking?

      Pipi’s cell phone rang, and she fished it from the glove box. The call was from Maggie.

      After all the shit that Maggie had pulled recently—giving her files and laptop to Newt against bureau regulations—leading to his failed, massively expensive stakeout—there was no way Pipi was going to answer the call.

      Maggie was on Pipi’s shit list.

      Whatever Maggie wanted, it could wait.

      
        
        8:32 P.M. EST (5:32 PST)

        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

      

      

      ELLEN GALVIN STEPPED to the computer terminal and tapped the appropriate buttons for the food order—another thing that was better since Noah Ashley had purchased the restaurant. Generally, Ellen wasn’t a fan of change, but every now and then some changes turned out well.

      Ellen hit the send button, and seconds later she heard Carlos barking the now familiar “order in” alert to the rest of the kitchen.

      Ellen got along well with Carlos, which wasn’t the case for some of the regular diners who still couldn’t grasp the idea that a Hispanic was cooking their dinner instead of clearing the tables. Minorities in positions of power and authority were something you saw in big cities like Portland and Seattle—not in the cove. But they were learning to get over it since Carlos’s shrimp tacos were to die for.

      The only person in town having trouble getting over something seemed to be Ellen herself—that thing being Noah.

      She and Noah had been dating for months—no, strike that—they’d been a couple for months. Yes. That’s what they were—a couple. Then, without a word as to where he was going or so much as a kiss on the cheek, Noah had flown off to South Carolina.

      “Who is Noah seeing in Charleston?” Ellen had asked Carlos.

      “I’m not Noah’s babysitter,” Carlos said. “And how do you know he went to Charleston?”

      Ellen didn’t answer.

      The only reason she knew where Noah went was because she’d followed him to the airport.

      It was obvious that Carlos was covering for Noah.

      That’s what men did, wasn’t it?

      Ellen reached under the counter and dug her cell phone out of her purse to see if Noah responded to her last text message.

      He hadn’t.

      Enough was enough.

      WHERE IN THE HELL ARE YOU? HOW DARE YOU LEAVE WITHOUT TELLING ME WHO YOU’RE SEEING? THIS IS NOT THE WAY A MAN TREATS SOMEONE HE LOVES!!!

      Ellen read the message and then thought better of it. The last thing she wanted was to come off too strong, so she deleted the final two sentences.

      WHERE IN THE HELL ARE YOU?

      There, that was better.

      

      
        
        8:36 P.M. EST

        OUTSIDE THE MULVANEY MANSION 
        ON THE BACK DECK

      

      

      KODA COULDN’T BELIEVE the number of hoops that he needed to jump through for the governor of Georgia’s helicopter to be permitted to land on the Mulvaney property. This included signoffs from federal, state, city, and local zoning commission officials.

      Then the United States Forestry Service got involved.

      “The helicopter isn’t landing in a forest,” Koda told the agent who came to the house to survey the landing site. “It’s landing in our backyard.”

      “Your yard is your yard, but do you see those woods?” the Forestry official said. “Those woods are our woods, and your backyard butts up against our woods.”

      Translation: Koda would need a permit from the USFS. Koda threw up his hands and went to his grandfather for help.

      “Damn it,” Declan said. “If I had purchased the lot next door like I should have years ago, we wouldn’t have to pay the fines every time someone set down.”

      “The fine?” Koda asked.

      “You haven’t been trying to get approvals, have you?” Declan asked. “Just land the helicopter, pay the damn fines, and be done with it.”

      “How much are the fines?” Koda asked.

      “I have no idea,” Declan said. “Whatever they are, they’re not enough to run around kissing bureaucratic ass over.”

      Good information to have known a week earlier.
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        * * *

      

      Declan, Koda, and Bruce waited on the back deck as the governor of Georgia’s helicopter set down on the lawn. “You look thin, Dad,” Bruce said. “You feeling okay?”

      Declan shot Koda a look. “I’m fine, Bruce,” Declan said. “A bit tired perhaps. Nothing to be concerned about.”

      Once the rotors stopped, Koda grabbed Declan by the arm and helped him down the deck stairs to the lawn, with Bruce trailing behind. “You’ve got to let him know what’s going on,” Koda said quietly.

      “I will,” Declan said. “When the time is right.”

      The governor came across the lawn, keeping his head ducked out of caution like people did in the movies—even though the rotors were no longer turning.

      “Declan Mulvaney,” the governor said with a broad smile. “How very wonderful to see you. Thank you for the invitation.”

      “You know my son, Bruce,” Declan said. “But I’m not sure you’ve met my grandson, Koda.”

      “Only from television,” the governor said, reaching out and shaking Koda’s hand. “That ghost stuff you got yourself involved in was a hoot. What’s that guy’s name? The one who tricked you so badly? Voodoo something or other?”

      Vooubasi, Koda thought, but didn’t say.

      “What do you say we get you inside so your security detail can relax a bit,” Declan said, taking the governor by the arm. “Besides, there’s someone I want you to meet.”

      
        
        8:40 P.M. EST

        ON DEATH ROW, JACKSON, GEORGIA

      

      

      DOMINGO GUTIERREZ CIRCULATED through the crowd outside the prison trying to locate one intelligent protestor to interview, but he wasn’t having much luck. Then, as if on cue, the crowd launched into the same inane chant they’d been repeating all evening:

      Hey, hey, Georgia state,

      Killing is a form of hate.

      Hey, hey, Governor Ted,

      Why not fry yourself instead?

      That Wyatt Scrogger was scheduled to die of a lethal injection, as opposed to the electric chair, was unimportant. What mattered was that the slogan rhymed and could be recited by people with no more than a fifth-grade education.

      Eventually, Domingo spotted the type of protestor he’d been searching for—a young, college-age female with a big smile, holding a sign that read, Marry Me, Wyatt!

      Domingo pointed at the girl and the cameraman turned in her direction.

      “Excuse me,” Domingo said, holding his microphone in front of the girl. “Why have you come here tonight? What are you hoping to achieve with your protest?”

      “Oh, my God!” the girl exclaimed. “You’re the pie guy! Wow, those scars are really nasty.”

      Domingo reflexively brought his gloved hand to his cheek. Though most of the inflammation and swelling was long gone, the scars from the second- and third-degree burns were still visible.

      The impact the scars were having on his career—combined with the emotional distress from the constant attention—was enough to pursue a multi-million-dollar lawsuit against the Flagler woman once his remaining fractional ablative laser treatments were completed.

      Fortunately, Mika Flagler was loaded.

      “Tell me in your own words why you’ve decided to brave freezing temperatures to come out and protest here tonight,” Domingo tried again.

      “Why?”

      “Yes,” Domingo said, getting frustrated. “What are you hoping to achieve?”

      “I don’t want to achieve anything. I just wanted to get on TV. Hi, Mom!” she said, waving into the camera.

      
        
        8:53 P.M. EST

        THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      OLYMPIA COULDN’T BELIEVE she’d been so stupid. So preoccupied with her costume for the charity event, she’d forgotten the batteries and battery charger for the recorder in the hotel. Now, going back to get them, she was a full hour late. Worse, she missed cocktail hour.

      Was there anything worse than missing cocktails?

      It turned out there was.

      Olympia was no more than five feet inside the ballroom when she realized the other mistake she’d made. The event wasn’t a costume party in the Halloween sense of the word. It was a masquerade ball—a formal one at that—with men in tuxedoes and women in gorgeous, full-length gowns.

      The place was a sea of wealthy people dressed in the latest Gucci and Giorgio from their most recent trip to Manhattan. Olympia was wearing a pink halter top and skin-tight yellow spandex pants, with her hair piled high on her head like a 1960s street walker straight out of a Quentin Tarantino movie.

      And carrying a sawed-off shotgun.

      Olympia was just about to turn and dash from the room when a handsome young man in a tuxedo and a masquerade mask approached. “Good evening, madam. If I might have your invitation?”

      Run…

      The tuxedoed usher took the invitation from Olympia’s hand and glanced at it. “I see you’re at table three, Miss Fudge. Very nice, right up front near the stage. Shall I check your shotgun, or would you prefer to keep it?”

      Last chance, girl…

      “I’ll keep it,” Olympia heard herself say. She was staying, and she was keeping the gun. If things got any worse, she might need it to shoot herself with it.

      
        
        8:55 P.M. EST

        THE BAR IN THE REAR OF THE BALLROOM

      

      

      QUINN ARRIVED DOWNSTAIRS later than he intended, spending extra time in the sauna to shed enough water weight to fit into his tuxedo. Now all he had to do was get through the evening without eating anything—but he sure in hell was going to have a drink.

      Quinn went to the bar and asked for a glass of red wine.

      “One glass of Krissy Meritage for the incredible shrinking man,” the female bartender said.

      What an odd thing to say, Quinn thought—until the bartender lifted her masquerade mask, and he saw her face.

      It was Robyn.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” Quinn asked.

      “What does it look like?” Robyn said as she poured Quinn’s wine and set it on the bar. “I’m tending bar and making big tips.”

      “Did Koda ask you to—?”

      “No, Bruce did,” Robyn said.

      Quinn shook his head, realizing how demeaning it must have been for her to go from being Koda’s houseguest to hired help. “So, what happened between you and Koda? He wouldn’t talk about it.”

      “Too bad. I was hoping you could tell me.”

      From behind him, Quinn heard Declan call his name. Quinn turned and saw Declan standing there with a man by his side.

      “Quinn, I’d like to introduce you to the governor of Georgia. Governor, this is Quinn Cole,” Declan said. “I’ve put the two of you together for dinner.”

      The governor reached out and shook Quinn’s hand. “Quinn Cole? Why do I know that name?”

      “Probably because of the two hundred messages I’ve left over the last month,” Quinn said. “You’re a hard man to reach.”

      “Damn it, Mulvaney,” the governor snapped. “This wasn’t an invitation for dinner. It was an ambush.”

      Declan grinned and slapped Quinn on the shoulder. “He’s all yours, Quinn.”
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        * * *

      

      Declan waited for Quinn and the governor to walk off toward their table before he turned his attention to Robyn.

      “Hello, Robyn,” Declan said. “I thought that might have been you.”

      “I was hoping you wouldn’t notice,” Robyn said.

      “Really? Why is that?”

      “I don’t know. It feels a little awkward.”

      “Then why did you come?” Declan said.

      Robyn didn’t answer. She didn’t have to. They both knew why already.

      Declan reached out and placed his hand on Robyn’s. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. The universe has a way of working things like this out all on its own.”

      
        
        9:05 P.M. EST

        THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      STAN LEE CLIMBED the steps to the stage and positioned himself behind the podium, which he really didn’t need since he had no notes. All his bits were memorized—including several new pieces he’d written specifically for the evening. It was time to be the Southern Gentleman.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. For those of you who do not know me, I am the Southern Gentleman, and I shall be your master of ceremonies for the evening.”

      Stan Lee waited for the applause to die down before continuing, something he’d learned over the years as a public speaking professional.

      
        
        
        “One year ago, I had the pleasure of addressing you on this festive and all-important occasion, a night in which you will be entertained by yours truly, enjoy perfectly cooked culinary creations—catered by none other than the Low Country queen of catering, Ms. Beatrice Shaw—and then poured enough alcohol to loosen your tongues and wallets for the benefit of the Restoring Savannah Foundation.”

      

        

      

      Stan Lee took a sip of water and waited for the applause to die down before continuing:

      
        
        
        “This year is a bit different from last year in several ways. First, we find ourselves as guests of the Mulvaneys, who have so graciously opened their home to us all. And second, we are sitting here a few mere hours from the solstice eclipse—the first since the year 1638. I know, I Googled it.”

      

        

      

      The audience laughed.

      
        
        
        “Now, if the predictions are true—we shall all be attacked by a flood of ghosts from the beyond. I, for one, plan to lock myself in the bathroom.”

      

        

      

      The laugh-line drew the exact response Stan Lee had hoped for. Again, he waited patiently for the laughter to quiet.

      
        
        
        “Before that, let me share a few helpful recommendations for the gentlemen in the room in the form of a poem I have penned specifically for tonight’s event.

        “A Southern gentleman will open a door

        whenever he encounters a Southern belle.

        And if she’s pretty and quite a lady,

        he helps her off with her clothes as well. I’m sorry. Did I say clothes? I mean coat.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda stood at the back of the room, watching the Southern Gentleman deliver his opening, pre-dinner monologue. Koda just wished the man would hurry it up. Dinner was already five minutes behind, and Beatrice was having a conniption fit in the kitchen.

      Declan walked up and stood next to Koda. “Where’s Dr. Stoller? I haven’t seen her.”

      “She’s on her way,” Koda said. “She got caught in the storm in Richmond. She’s flying down with Simon, her publisher. You met him at Thanksgiving.”

      “I remember,” Declan said as the Southern Gentleman continued from the stage…

      
        
        
        “A Southern Gentleman knows to take a chair

        with his back turned to the television set.

        Including Saturday, when the games are on.

        Even if he’s placed a rather large bet—unless, of course, the Gamecocks or the Bulldogs are playing—in which case this rule does not apply.”

      

        

      

      The room erupted in laughter.

      “Is this the same guy who did the event last year?” Declan asked. “The one you said was creepy?”

      “Yep. I would have hired someone else, but I ran out of time,” Koda said.

      “Well, people seem to like him,” Declan said as Stan Lee continued delivering his remarks.

      
        
        
        “A Southern gentleman watches the weather

        and is prepared for a sudden rain.

        And he never tries to guess a belle’s weight—

        Lest not if he wants to walk normally again.

        “A Southern gentleman always knows better

        than to forget his Southern etiquette.

        For a Southern belle, she can hold a grudge,

        and make sure that you don’t get a bit.”

      

        

      

      “Don’t look now, but here comes Warren and Bunny Whitlock,” Bruce said. To Bruce’s relief, the well-dressed couple walked past without stopping.

      “Headed to the bar obviously,” Koda said.

      “What have you got against the Whitlocks?” Declan asked. “They give big to the foundation.”

      “It’s not Warren. Warren I can stomach,” Bruce said. “It’s that obnoxious wife of his, Bunny. God, I hate that woman. She wears her fur coat in the middle of summer just so people know she’s got money.”

      Declan squinted, gazing across the room. “Is that Mika?” he asked, pointing a finger at a table up near the stage.

      Koda looked to where Declan was pointing. “Where?”

      “Sitting next to the woman dressed like a hooker with the big hair,” Declan said.

      Koda saw the black woman Declan was talking about. Then he saw Mika. “Jesus, what in the hell is she doing here?”

      “I can assure you, it wasn’t my doing,” Declan said. “Mika and I have been having quite the tug-of-war lately. She knows better than to come anywhere near me.”

      “Tug-of-war? Over what?” Bruce asked.

      “I caught Mika stealing things from my office and selling them,” Declan said.

      Bruce shook his head. “Seriously?”

      “Yep,” Declan said.

      “Where is she?” Bruce asked.

      “Over there, next to the hooker with the afro,” Declan said pointing.

      “You hired a hooker?” Bruce said, shooting Koda a look. “When I put you in charge of entertainment—”

      “No, Dad, I didn’t hire a hooker,” Koda said.

      “I don’t see Mika,” Bruce said.

      “Look to the hooker’s left,” Declan said.

      The woman turned and Koda was finally able to get a good look at her. “Grandpa, that’s not a hooker,” Koda said. “That’s Olympia Fudge from the TV show.”

      Bruce looked to where Declan was pointing and finally saw her. “Yep, that’s Mika,” Bruce said with a laugh.

      “What? You think Mika being here is funny?” Koda asked.

      “No, but you do have to give her points for persistence,” Bruce said. “When Mika wants something, she’ll lie, cheat, and steal to get it.”

      
        
        
        “Here are a few final tips that every Southern gentleman must know should he wish to keep a Southern belle happy…

        “Send lots of flowers and chocolates too.

        Pick up your things, and try not to curse.

        And dear God Almighty, whatever you do,

        don’t let yourself get caught in her purse!

        “So, let us now, Southern gentlemen all,

        escort every belle on a bended arm.

        And should those pesky ghosts show up?

        Let us hope they will do us no harm!”

      

        

      

      And then, as if on queue, every light in the giant room flickered, causing a wave of nervous laughter to erupt.

      “Very spooky—nice touch, Son,” Bruce said before walking away.

      Declan turned to Koda. “Was that something you arranged?”

      Koda shook his head. “Nope.”

      “I was afraid of that,” Declan said.

      9:05 P.M. EST

      
        
        JUST OFF THE MAIN BALLROOM

      

      

      BEATRICE SHAW STOOD in the hallway, just around the corner and out of sight of the dinner guests, waiting to hear the magic words from the Southern Gentleman as he finished up his introduction.

      What didn’t the man understand about being off the damn stage by nine?

      At least the champagne was already poured.

      Beatrice glanced behind her at the line of masked servers, each doing their best to balance four shredded brussel sprout and beet salads on their arms. At least the Southern Gentleman did a decent job of plugging her services, which was $200 well spent.

      Suddenly, without warning, every light in the house flickered and went out.

      Then, as quickly as the lights went out, they came back on, eliciting a wave of nervous laughter from the guests. If the dimming of the lights was a planned part of the evening, it was news to Beatrice.

      Seconds later, Beatrice heard the words she’d been waiting for: “Ladies and gentlemen, dinner is served.”

      It was about damn time.

      Beatrice turned, stepped out of the way, and mouthed: “Go. Go. Go.”

      
        
        9:07 P.M. EST

        DECLAN’S TABLE IN THE BALLROOM

      

      

      QUINN COLE WAS grateful to Declan for placing him at table #1—not because it was up front near the stage, but because the governor of Georgia was sitting there as well, which Quinn knew had not happened by chance.

      It was clearly Declan’s doing.

      The next step now was up to Quinn.
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        * * *

      

      Declan looked on as Quinn made his case for Wyatt Scrogger’s innocence.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Cole,” the governor said once Quinn finished. “There’s nothing I can do.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Governor, and we both know it,” Quinn said. “There is something you can do. In fact, it’s something you can do that no one else in the world can do—other than the president.”

      “If you’re suggesting I pardon the man who abducted that Georgia peach and did God knows what—”

      “That young Georgia peach you’re referring to happens to be my sister,” Quinn said.

      “Your sister?”

      Quinn nodded.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that,” the governor murmured. “Well, that being the case, why are you lobbying me for a pardon?”

      “Or a commutation,” Quinn said.

      “A pardon. Clemency. Nothing simple about granting either one,” the governor said. “Same duck, different feathers. One gets me into trouble. The other gets me into more trouble. Now, explain why you’re going to bat for Wyatt Scrogger.”

      “Because Wyatt didn’t do it,” Quinn said.

      “He didn’t do it?”

      “That’s right,” Quinn said. “Wyatt’s innocent.”

      “Innocent? Well, hell, Mr. Cole—why didn’t you say so sooner? Imagine that, an innocent man on death row. Learn something new every day.”

      “But he is,” Quinn said.

      “Okay, Mr. Cole,” the governor said, turning in his chair. “I’m all ears. Tell me how you know Wyatt Scrogger is innocent. Can you offer me a shred of proof, or am I supposed to take your word for it?”

      Quinn remained silent.

      “As I thought.” The governor leaned back as a waiter approached and set a salad plate in front of him. The governor glanced at the salad and then grabbed the waiter’s arm. “Pardon me. Are those brussel sprouts? And what’s that with them—beets?”

      “Yes, sir,” the waiter said. “Tossed in a light vinaigrette and olive oil with pine nuts and a hint of saffron.

      “Well, take it back to the garden or wherever the hell it came from,” the governor snapped. “See if the chef can whip up some normal food—like some fried green tomatoes maybe? If he balks, tell him it’s for the governor.”

      The waiter nodded, removed the plate, and scurried off.

      “Well, it’s nice to see someone got a pardon tonight,” Quinn said.

      “How’s that?” the governor said.

      “When you grabbed the waiter’s arm—you said, pardon me,” Quinn said. “See how easy that was?”

      Quinn watched as the governor turned redder than the beets. “My constituents won’t stand for it,” the governor said finally.

      “You mean voters,” Quinn said. “You mean your voters won’t stand for it. That’s what it’s all about, isn’t it, Governor? An innocent man is going to die tomorrow morning, and all you can think about are votes and fried green tomatoes.”

      The governor pushed his chair back and rose to his feet. “I’m going to go powder my nose. With any luck a plate of fried green tomatoes will have arrived—and Declan will have arranged a seat for you somewhere else.”

      The governor shot Declan a look, threw his napkin on the table, and stormed off.

      Declan looked at Quinn. “I understand you’re upset, Quinn, but insulting the governor isn’t going to help your cause.”

      
        
        9:15 P.M. EST

        THE CHARLESTON EXECUTIVE AIRPORT

      

      

      SIMON PRENTICE WAS used to cold weather, living in Philadelphia for twenty-plus years. Before that, he’d spent time in Chicago and Minneapolis—each of which was colder than hell. But the brutal winds that ripped at Simon’s face caught him off guard.

      “If I had any idea the weather would be this bad, I’d have worn a parka,” Simon said as he led Dr. Gerylyn Stoller across the tarmac toward the airport building. The only downside to flying in a private jet was not having the Jetway.

      It was cold for Charleston, Gerylyn thought.

      Unusually cold.

      Simon pulled the door open and guided Gerylyn into the warmth of the airport building and looked around. There was a handsome young man in a tuxedo sitting alone in the waiting area, looking at his cell phone.

      There he is, Simon thought.

      
        
        9:24 P.M. EST

        INSIDE THE MULVANEY BALLROOM

      

      

      STAN LEE WAITED until the main course—a red wine-lacquered turkey with sriracha-infused butter glaze, along with a Greek acorn squash stuffed with diced leeks, honey-roasted sweet potatoes, and chipotle-roasted baby carrots—had been delivered to the last table before stepping behind the podium.

      “Hello, belles and gents, it’s me again, your master of ceremonies—the Southern Gentleman.”

      Stan Lee waited until he had the room’s attention before he continued. “One of the things I admire about Southerners is our ability to accept the truth about things. Like the truth about who won the Civil War. We did. And the truth that all foods are better after a few minutes in a deep fryer. They are. And the truth that we talk slower than Northerners—but its only to give them time to keep up.”

      Stan Lee waited for the laughter to come and then pass before continuing.

      “The funny thing, though, is our unwillingness to face the truth when it comes to how much we weigh. There, we seem to run from the truth. For example, the truth is that most of us had to go on a diet so we could fit ourselves into our tuxedos and gowns for this evening. In my case, I went on the three-day tailor diet—I took my suit to the tailor and, three days later, it fit like a glove. Fortunately, obesity doesn’t run in my family—come to think of it, no one runs in my family.”

      The room quickly filled with laughter.

      “So, ladies and gents, if you find yourselves bustin’ at the seams this evening from eating too much of the fine Southern cuisine you’ve been served, keep these wonderful truths in mind:

      First, you’re not getting fatter—you’re simply getting easier to see. Second, being a bit plump has traditionally been a sign of wealth throughout the ages. And, finally, the more you weigh, the harder it is for you to be kidnapped.”

      The laughter in the room grew to a peak now, along with the clinking of knives and forks against china plates as people dug into their food.

      “With that said, it is my pleasure to introduce Ms. Chloe Archer, master winemaker and owner of Krissy Vineyards, located in a magical place called Napa Valley where they produce not only wine, but also Sommeliers who come to teach us silly Southerners about how to drink it. What Ms. Archer doesn’t know is that down here, south of the Mason-Dixon, we don’t need a vintage chart to drink wine—all we need is a corkscrew. Heck, if the wine is new enough, we don’t even need that.”

      Stan Lee waited for the laughs to die down and then went for the big finish:

      “Perhaps Ms. Archer will provide us with a few tips on storing wine while she’s here, though they say that if you store your wine properly, it improves with age. Well, I don’t know about y’all, but I don’t improve with age—I improve with alcohol—which is where Ms. Archer comes in. Ms. Archer?”

      9:24 P.M. EST

      THE MULVANEY BALLROOM

      CHLOE ARCHER ROSE from her seat next to Bruce, climbed the steps of the stage to a smattering of applause, and placed herself behind the podium. “Well, aren’t you the charmer? Nothing says welcome more than an old white man dressed like a plantation owner.”

      Stan Lee’s face grew red as the people in the room went wild with laughter. Chloe turned her attention to the audience. “Admittedly, I don’t know much about the South—but I do know wine. And I do know a bit about men. I’ve always found men to be like wine. They start out as grapes, and then it’s up to us women to stomp the hell out of them until they become acceptable dinner companions.”

      The women in the room howled with laughter as Stan Lee climbed off the stage and took the empty seat next to Bruce.

      “She’s a handful, that one is,” Stan Lee said.

      “Tell me about it,” Bruce said.

      “Life is too short to drink bad wine. Don’t you agree?” Chloe said from the stage. “The right wine is like bottled poetry. And when paired with the right food, wine is like love and laughter, lipstick and mascara, campfires and marshmallows, football and fall.”

      Chloe looked out to the sea of faces and knew she had their attention now.

      “The wine you’re drinking tonight is Krissy Vineyard’s 2007 vintage Meritage. I’d originally intended serving a cabernet but changed my mind to something more fruit-forward when I learned that turkey was on the menu. A blend of 70 percent cabernet sauvignon grapes, 15 percent merlot, and 15 percent petit verdot—built around black fruits with hints of toast, oak, spice, sweet tobacco, and dark leather—this reserve wine is light on tannins yet retains a seductively long finish.”

      “She’s good,” Stan Lee said to Bruce.

      Bruce nodded, his eyes on Chloe—seeing the same thing he’d seen in her when they’d met for the first time on his trip to Napa seventeen years earlier.

      “My life is about two things—my daughter and my winery,” Chloe said. “I get up in the morning, kiss my girl, then spend the day in the sun-kissed vineyard where the weather forecast is always 100 percent chance of happiness. And, finally, a quick word about our label. The art was done by my talented artist daughter, Krissy, for whom the winery is named. Krissy, stand up.”

      Krissy stood to a round of polite applause.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee paid no attention to the girl—who, under normal circumstances, would have been just his type. Instead, he was transfixed by the bottle of wine on the table.

      The label featured the silhouette of a scarecrow—with a large black bird sitting on the arm, pecking away at it.

      Stan Lee knew exactly how the scarecrow felt.
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        9:42 P.M. EST

        OUTSIDE THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      STORMY BOYD STEPPED through the front door of the mansion and started down the drive toward the front gate.

      Then stopped.

      The damn gate.

      It was stuck again, only now it was in the open position, which was obvious as there were three security guards busy struggling to pull it closed. “What is that?” Stormy asked as he approached, pointing at a portable propane space heater on the ground next to the base of the gate.

      “It’s a space heater,” the female guard replied.

      “I can see that,” Stormy said.

      “We were thinking the chain might be frozen,” the elderly guard said.

      Stormy knew the gate wasn’t sticking because of the temperature. “That’s not the reason. It’s been jamming on and off since the day it was installed.”

      “Well, if that’s the case, then why didn’t you call—?” the female guard started.

      “We have,” Stormy snapped. “They’ve been out here a dozen times.”

      “A dozen times? Then why didn’t you insist they replace the damn thing?” the elderly security guard asked.

      It was a good question, Stormy thought. What in the hell had he been thinking?

      Stormy felt a shudder go through him, and it wasn’t from the cold. It was the kind of shudder one felt when they knew something bad was coming but had no idea what it was.

      Or how to stop it from happening.
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        “If fulfilling your mission on earth truly matters, why have you yet to even start? And don’t say it is because you don’t know your mission. You have always known.”

        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Episode 26

          

          Dinner Is Served

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE FOLLOWING TAKEs PLACE BETWEEN 10:03 P.M. (EST), DECEMBER 20, 2010

        and 1:47 A.M. (EST), DECEMBER 21, 2010

        AT THE START OF THE SOLSTICE ECLIPSE.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        10:03 P.M. EST

        SIMON’S TABLE IN THE BALLROOM

      

      

      FERNANDO RITCH WAS busy telling his third story in a row when he spotted his publisher, Simon Prentice, coming toward the table—followed by a blind woman who Fernando knew to be Dr. Gerylyn Stoller and a young man he assumed to be Simon’s author du jour.

      “Simon, you finally made it!” Fernando exclaimed.

      Zaneta Lawrd, another of Simon’s authors, was sitting to next to Fernando. Every square inch of her was covered by a tattoo of some sort. Neither author wrote under their real names.

      Both Zaneta and Fernando had agreed to attend because Simon was footing the bill for the evening. Authors never passed up a free meal, especially when being served in the home of a billionaire real estate tycoon.

      “Yes, we were beginning to think you’d been eaten by one of Fernando’s dreadful creatures,” Zaneta said.

      “Nothing quite so exciting, I’m afraid,” Gerylyn said as Simon helped seat her. “Just a bit of snow.”

      “You know Dr. Stoller, but you’ve yet to meet my latest literary find,” Simon said. “Fernando, Zaneta, this is Noah Ashley.”

      “Oh, my, I don’t think I’ve ever heard Simon introduce anyone as a literary find,” Zaneta said. “You must have written something truly special.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Noah said, taking his seat.

      “Come now,” Fernando said. “If Simon is salivating over your property, it must be something quite extraordinary.”

      “It’s just a ghost story,” Noah said.

      The conversation paused as a waiter arrived with three dinner plates and set them on the table. “Dinner is a red wine-lacquered turkey with sriracha-infused butter glaze, accompanied by a trio of sides, including Greek acorn squash stuffed with diced leeks, honey-roasted sweet potatoes, and chipotle-roasted baby carrots,” the waiter said. “May I get you anything to drink from the bar?”

      “Absolutely,” Noah said. “I’ll have gin with a splash of tonic.”

      “I’ll have the same,” Simon said.

      “So, Noah, you’re a drinker?” Zaneta said.

      Not really, Noah thought. He rarely drank. But if he was going to get through the night with these two pompous authors, he’d make an exception.
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        * * *

      

      “So, tell us, Noah—who is your protagonist?” Zaneta asked.

      “You mean like my main character?”

      “Yes, the hero of your story,” Fernando said. “What do they want? Every character in a story must want something, even if it’s as simple as a glass of water.”

      “Fernando is quoting Vonnegut,” Zaneta said, taking a sip of her wine. “If you’re going to quote someone, Fernando, you must provide proper attribution—especially Vonnegut.”

      “Fernando writes in the style of Vonnegut,” Simon said. “Zaneta’s style is somewhat more trendy—a mixture of Alice Sebold and Tom Wolfe.”

      “I don’t write in a style,” Noah said. “Onyx told me the stories, and I wrote them down.”

      “Stories? So, it’s a series then?” Zaneta said.

      Noah had no answer, so he said nothing.

      “Well, you must have a protagonist,” Fernando said. “Certainly, you’ve studied Joseph Campbell and the hero’s journey—no one writes anything these days without running their story through the hero’s journey paradigm.”

      “And who is Onyx? A co-author?” Zaneta asked.

      “That’s Noah’s hook,” Simon said. “Onyx is a ghost who has been dead for seventy years. She’s the one who tells the stories.”

      “Oh, my, how clever,” Zaneta said. “I wish I’d come up with that. Watch out, I might steal it.”

      “Don’t even think about it,” Simon said. “I’m taking this one all the way to TV.”
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        * * *

      

      Dessert arrived—a delicious dish of roasted pears with espresso mascarpone cream—and the conversation turned back to writing, which was of no interest to Noah. Story structure, plot points, character development, tone, themes—it not only bored him but also felt manipulative somehow. Their conversation made writing seem dirty. Couldn’t a story simply be a story?

      The bigger problem, however, was the growing feeling that he was making a mistake by selling to Simon Prentice. Not that Simon was a bad guy—he wasn’t. And the money being offered was enough to set Noah up for a long, long time.

      It was Simon’s plan to turn Onyx’s story into a TV series. Having the story published in a book seemed okay somehow. But for her story to be on television? It seemed far too—public.

      Noah suddenly wished he could stand up and leave, regretting that he even came.

      “Noah Ashley?”

      Noah looked up and saw a woman standing there with a bottle of wine in her hand. “I thought that was you,” Chloe said.

      “Chloe Archer!” Noah said, pulling himself to his feet. “What are you doing here?”

      Chloe held up the bottle of Krissy Vineyards Meritage and smiled.

      Noah knew Chloe from the time he’d spent at the Culinary Institute of America in Napa.

      “Come to the kitchen with me,” Chloe said. “Let’s talk.”
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        * * *

      

      “What’s it been, seven years?” Chloe asked when they’d gotten to the kitchen.

      “Yeah, at least,” Noah said as Chloe grabbed a couple of glasses and poured two inches of wine into each.

      “How did you end up connecting with the Mulvaneys?” Noah asked.

      “Bruce Mulvaney is my silent partner in the winery,” Chloe said.

      “You never told me that,” Noah said.

      “Yeah, well, it was pretty much hush-hush back then. The last I heard you were at P.O.S.H. in the Pearl.”

      Noah held up his hand, and Chloe saw the scars on his fingers. “It looks worse than it is. Besides, I have my own place now—Noah’s Grille in Crimson Cove.”

      “Crimson Cove? Bruce has been looking to buy land up there for years, some lighthouse. Oh, don’t tell me—?”

      “Yeah, I’m the guy who helped kill the deal,” Noah said. “I was hoping to get through the night without running into him.”

      “Small world,” Bruce said from the doorway.

      

      
        
        10:10 P.M. EST

        UPSTAIRS BEDROOM AT THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      JUNIPER STEPPED THROUGH a mirror in a bedroom in the newer portion of the mansion—an area she’d never been in before. The pictures on the wall were of a young Koda and his parents, presumably.

      Juniper thought the dark-haired woman looked familiar, but she couldn’t place from where.

      Outside the room in the hallway, Juniper saw an elevator door. Elevators were easy and conserved energy, but getting face to face with people in such close quarters was dangerous. Someone could recognize her. It wasn’t likely, of course, but why take the risk?

      Juniper took the stairs down to the first floor and immediately encountered a man wearing a tuxedo with a woman in a stunning ball grown on his arm. They were wearing party masks.

      That’s right, Juniper thought. It was a masquerade party.

      Juniper was already in a dress, which was good. Now she needed a mask.

      Juniper worked her way toward the front of the mansion and found two young men standing near the entrance. Each were in tuxedos and, like the couple in the hall, they were wearing masks.

      “Excuse me,” Juniper said. “Do you know where I might be able to get a masquerade mask?”

      “We had some, but they’re all gone,” the first young man said.

      Juniper scrunched her face. “I don’t suppose—?”

      Before she could finish asking, the second young man had his mask off and held it out. “Here, miss, take mine.”

      “Are you sure?” Juniper asked. “You won’t get in any kind of trouble, will you?”

      “I’m sure it’s okay,” the young man said. “If anyone asks, I’ll just tell them I was helping a damsel in distress.”

      Juniper smiled and dropped her eyes.

      Oh, he had no idea.

      Juniper didn’t bother asking for directions to the ballroom. All she had to do was follow the noise.
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        * * *

      

      Juniper stood in the back of the room opposite the stage and scanned the room until she spotted Gerylyn Stoller, which—even though she was wearing a mask—wasn’t all that hard.

      All she had to do was look for a white-haired woman.

      With a cane.

      Juniper considered going to the table, but—again—she didn’t want to take the chance that she’d be seen. Especially by Quinn. Later, perhaps. But not yet. Which left two options.

      One: Wait for Gerylyn to go to the restroom, which could be minutes or hours away.

      Two: Have someone deliver a message for her. And now Juniper knew exactly who she could get to do it.
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        * * *

      

      Even though she’d been blind for her entire adult life, Gerylyn still found it uncomfortable to eat in front of others—more specifically, strangers. Fortunately, Simon understood and took it upon himself to acclimate her to where the food was on her plate.

      “Turkey and stuffing is at twelve o’clock, squash at three, sweet potatoes at six, and carrots at nine,” Simon said. “Water is on the top right, and there’s a delicious-looking piece of cornbread on a side plate at two o’clock. Do you want me to cut the turkey?”

      “No, I’ll be fine,” Gerylyn said. She sensed someone had walked up behind her, and she turned her head. “Yes?”

      “Ms. Stoller, there’s a young lady out in the hallway who has asked to speak with you.”

      “A young lady? Who?”

      “She said her name is Juniper.”

      
        
        10:22 P.M. EST

        THE MANSION BALLROOM

      

      

      KODA STOOD AGAINST the wall in the rear of the ballroom and watched as the musical trio he’d hired executed a seamless segue from “Creep” by Radiohead to a pretty decent version of “Everlong” by the Foo Fighters.

      There was only one problem.

      No one was dancing.

      It only took a few seconds for Koda to realize his mistake. When the band provided him with a list of the type of music they often played, he’d checked all the songs that he liked.

      The problem was that Koda was twenty-four years old, while the guests were all in their fifties and sixties. A few were in their seventies and eighties.

      Making matters worse, a few guests had already made an early exit due to the weather. His father would be livid if everyone cleared out because they didn’t care for his music selection—especially before the big solicitation of donations to the foundation.

      Koda made a quick trip to the stage and approached the piano player from behind. “Let’s change things up a bit,” Koda said.

      “Something newer?”

      “No, no. Older,” Koda said. “You know, classics. Songs that everyone will know like—”

      “Sinatra? Elvis? Maybe some Elton John?” the piano player asked.

      “Slow Elton is fine,” Koda said. “No ‘Benny and the Jets.’”
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        * * *

      

      Koda returned to his spot against the back wall and watched as the trio on stage launched into an easy-listening version of “Your Song” by Elton John, followed immediately by Ella Fitzgerald’s “Someone to Watch Over Me.”

      Five minutes later, the dance floor was jammed to capacity.

      Another disaster diverted.

      A young man wearing a mask approached. “Mr. Mulvaney?”

      “Yes.”

      “I was sent to find you.”

      “By who?”

      “Ms. Stoller. She said you need to come see her immediately,” the young man said.

      “Did she say what it was about?”

      “No, sir. But she doesn’t seem very happy.”

      
        
        10:28 P.M. EST

        KEY WEST, FLORIDA

      

      

      TOMMY BILAZZO SAT on the living room sofa and studied the invitation. He had a decision to make. He wasn’t much for parties, especially when they required formal attire—and costumes, no less—but Declan was reaching out to him. After all this time, there had to be a reason.

      Tommy thought he knew what it was. No one lived forever.

      Well, not most people at least.

      Tommy had kept his distance from Declan for forty years, the only exception being in the late ‘90s when he’d run into financial problems—mortgaging his Key West property to chase a hot stock tip, a computer company called Dell—right before the stock took a nosedive. It was a financial mistake from which Tommy could not recover without Declan’s help.

      More accurately, Declan’s money.

      Asking for the money wasn’t all that hard. After all, Tommy had played a major role in the Disney land scam that led to Declan’s wealth, a portion of which was rightly his. What Tommy feared was that reconnecting with his childhood friend would result in Declan wanting to see him.

      Was it time to tell Declan the truth?

      He’d have to wait and see how things played out.

      If Tommy learned one thing since the day he’d returned from the dead, it was that secrets tended to weigh more and more every year they went untold—until one day they were simply too heavy to carry.

      The invitation said cocktails were at eight and dinner would be served at nine. There was no reason to rush.

      Ghosts don’t do cocktails, and they never eat dinner.

      
        
        10:34 P.M. EST

        THE MULVANEY MANSION BALLROOM

      

      

      DECLAN WAS STANDING in the back of the room sipping a ginger ale in hopes it might ease his pain when Quinn walked up.

      He looked stricken.

      Declan took one last swallow of his ginger ale. “I know. The governor refuses to do anything.”

      Quinn nodded.

      “He wants to know what proof I have that Wyatt is innocent,” Quinn said.

      “Seems reasonable,” Declan said. “Why don’t you tell him?”

      “That’s the problem,” Quinn said. “The proof is—”

      “—your dead sister,” Declan said.

      “How do you know that? Did Stormy Boyd tell you?”

      Declan nodded, which was a lie. Declan learned of Juniper from a different, darker source.

      Father Fanning.

      But Declan had no intention of bringing the dead priest into the conversation.

      “So, you believe me,” Quinn said.

      “It doesn’t really matter what I believe,” Declan said. “But, yes, I believe you. Let me ask you this. If Wyatt didn’t do it, then Juniper must know who the real killer is. Correct?”

      Quinn nodded. “It’s a cop who used to work for the Savannah PD—a dead cop.”

      “The man being dead doesn’t help your cause,” Declan said. “Have you got anything else connecting the cop to Juniper’s murder? Any tangible proof?”

      Quinn remained silent.

      “I see.”

      “I trust your judgment, Mr. Mulvaney,” Quinn said. “Tell me what you think I should do.”

      “The only thing a person can do,” Declan said. “Tell the truth and hope it’s enough.”

      “The governor won’t talk with me anymore,” Quinn said.

      “Well, we’ll see about that,” Declan said.
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        * * *

      

      The chairs on each side of the governor were empty as Declan and Quinn approached. Declan slid into the chair on the governor’s left, and Quinn into the opposite chair on the man’s right.

      “It looks like I’m being ambushed again,” the governor said.

      “I’ve given you a lot of cash over the years,” Declan said. “And I have rarely bothered to call favors. But I am now. I want you to listen to what Quinn has to say with an open mind. Understood? Don’t forget, not every donation was in the form of a check. Some of it was in bags of unmarked one-hundred-dollar bills, as I recall.”

      “I’m sure you know the story about the frog and the scorpion, don’t you, Declan?” the governor asked, his eyes narrowing. “You sting me—”

      “—we both drown,” Declan said. “Yeah, well the problem with that, at least for you, is that I don’t give a shit.”
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        * * *

      

      It took Quinn ten minutes to methodically detail each of Juniper’s visits and what she remembered—the most important fact being that the person who took her was not Wyatt Scrogger.

      “You done?” the governor asked finally.

      Quinn went quiet.

      “So, let me see if I’ve got this right. The reason you know Wyatt Scrogger is innocent is because your sister told you so. Your dead sister, Juniper. She’s the one who told you. Wait—I know what this is. This is one of those Candid Camera things,” the governor said, looking around the room. “I’ll bet you’ve got a camera on me right now, don’t you? There, I see it, right there in the corner.”

      
        
        10:37 P.M. EST

        FRONT ENTRANCE OF THE MANSION

      

      

      KODA WENT TO the front entrance of the mansion and saw Gerylyn. Then he noticed the person standing with her, and his mouth dropped open.

      Juniper raised her mask.

      “What’s going on? Does Quinn know you’re here?” Koda asked.

      “No,” Juniper said. “I’d rather not upset him.”

      “She’s here because of your recklessness,” Gerylyn snapped.

      “Me?” Koda said. “What did I do?”

      “It’s not what you did,” Gerylyn said. “It’s what you didn’t do. I warned you at Thanksgiving that, should you decide to go forward with tonight’s event, it was imperative that you cover every mirror in the house. Well, it seems my advice fell on deaf ears.”

      “I know,” Koda said. “But my father—”

      “Excuses won’t protect you, nor will it protect any of your guests,” Gerylyn said. “What time is it now?”

      Koda looked at his watch. “It’s past ten thirty.”

      “Good, there’s still time to get the mirrors covered,” Gerylyn said.

      “Now?” Koda said. “I’ve got a million things to do still. Do you have any idea how many rooms there are in the mansion? How many mirrors there are?”

      “Well, that’s something you should have thought of earlier while you had the chance,” Gerylyn said.

      “I don’t think covering the mirrors matters now,” Juniper said. “I’m pretty sure the dark entity is already here.”

      “The dark entity?” Koda asked.

      “He’s been following me—here and on the other side,” Juniper said. “I’m pretty sure he’s already here.”

      “We’ll deal with him later,” Gerylyn said. “Right now, let’s focus on the mirrors. Koda, is there anything in the house we can use? Any old bolts of material laying around perhaps?”

      “We have sheets. Pillow cases. Oh, wait—I know what we can use,” Koda said. “Juniper, stay here with Gerylyn. I’ll be right back.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda grabbed the frozen handle on the rear of the catering truck and yanked it upward, releasing the latch, and then rolled the door into the up position. With any luck the tablecloths were still there.

      Fortunately, they were.

      What he needed now was some help.

      
        
        10:43 P.M. EST

        CHARLESTON INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

      

      

      ALEC YOST WOULD have preferred to have flown back to Los Angeles, where he bought a home after the band’s first album went two-times platinum. But a commitment was a commitment—especially when the commitment was to Declan Mulvaney.

      Alec had to go.

      But it didn’t mean he had to go sober.

      Alec exited the first-class section of the American Airlines 727 with nothing but his guitar, hoping no one would recognize him—not that Charleston was a hot spot for a paparazzi stakeout.

      The decision to tell the band to go home had been an easy one. Alec wanted to be alone. He didn’t tell them why, only that it was a small group and he could handle the gig on his own.

      Alec’s reputation as a hard-edged, wild-eyed punk rocker was highly overblown—something he’d manufactured—smoke and mirrors.

      All things being equal, Alec preferred doing toned-down acoustic performances like the one he decided to do that evening.
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        * * *

      

      Alec stepped through the sliding glass doors and was hit with a blast of freezing wind. Fortunately, the limo was only a few feet away.

      Arranged for the entire band, the limousine was enormous, complete with a plasma screen television, DVD player, and surround-sound Sony Play Station. It had everything but a dance floor.

      Most importantly, it had a bar stocked with enough alcohol to keep a bachelor party going for hours. Alec opened the cabinet and saw there were two bottles of Jack Daniels. He leaned over and tapped on the glass partition, and the driver lowered the window.

      “Yes, how can I help you, sir?” the driver asked.

      “How long will it be until we get there?” Alec asked.

      “Under normal circumstances, twenty minutes,” the driver said. “But with the icy roads, it could take an hour.”

      Alec nodded and leaned back. Two bottles of Jack. A one-hour trip.

      It should be just about enough.

      
        
        10:45 P.M. EST

        AT THE BAR

      

      

      OLYMPIA WASN’T SURE she should have another drink. What was this—her third? Or was it going to be her fourth?”

      “What can I get you?” the masked female bartender asked.

      “I don’t know,” Olympia giggled. “Surprise me.”

      “Do you know how to make a greyhound?” Graeme Kingsley asked from his place in line behind Olympia.

      Olympia turned and saw the tall and muscular man standing there.

      Yowza, Olympia thought.

      Speaking of greyhounds…
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        * * *

      

      Robyn stood behind the bar, her identity shielded by the mask, and poured two ounces of Tanqueray Gin and four ounces of freshly squeezed grapefruit juice into a silver cocktail shaker.

      As tempted as Robyn was to lift her mask and say hello to Graeme, her desire to maintain her anonymity won out. She had no desire for anyone to tell Koda she was there, fearing an unwanted confrontation in front of everyone.

      “Do you have any syrup?” Graeme asked.

      “Heavy or light?” Robyn asked.

      “Make it a light kiss,” Graeme said.

      “Shaken or swirled?” Robyn asked.

      “Swirled, of course,” Graeme said with a smile.

      Robyn added a small squirt of simple syrup to the cocktail shaker, gave the container a few good swirls, and then poured the contents into a glass over ice—adding a pre-cut grapefruit wedge as the final touch.
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        * * *

      

      Olympia didn’t take the drink—she didn’t even notice it was there—she was too busy staring at Graeme and running through her mental checklist.

      Handsome. Check.

      Muscular. Check.

      Sexy Australian accent. Check.

      Heterosexual. Dear God, please.

      Graeme took a step forward and grabbed Olympia’s drink from the bar, raised the glass to his lips, and took a sip. “Not bad.”

      “You can say that again,” Olympia said.

      “I’m Graeme Kingsley,” Graeme said, handing the drink to Olympia.

      “I’m Olympia. Olympia Fudge.”

      “Oh, I know who you are,” Graeme said. “I’ve had my eye on you since the minute you walked in the door. And I’ve seen you on the telly.”

      “Oh, you have, have you,” Olympia said, batting her eyelashes.

      “I’m staying here at the mansion,” Graeme said. “What do you say I take you on a quick tour of the place?”

      “Really? While you’re at it, is there any chance you might be able to find me a decent dress so I can change out of this costume?”

      “Now why would you want to go and do that, love? You look magnificent just the way you are.”

      That was it. Olympia had already decided she was going to find an empty room, lock the door, and ride the Australian’s tight little kangaroo buns until dawn. Unfortunately, it became clear her plans would have to wait when Koda Mulvaney walked up.

      “Graeme, I need your help,” Koda said.

      “Okay, mate, whatever you say,” Graeme said. “Can Ms. Fudge tag along?”

      “Absolutely,” Koda said. “I need all the help I can get.”
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        * * *

      

      Robyn watched as Koda led Graeme and Olympia from the room, grateful for the mask and wondering where they were off to.

      Then, just like before, the lights flickered.

      Something wasn’t right. Robyn felt it in her bones.

      
        
        10:59 P.M. EST

        THE MIDDLE OF NOWHERE, SOUTH CAROLINA

      

      

      WE’RE ALMOST OUT of gas,” Maggie said.

      “Good,” Newt said.

      “You’re a strange bird, you know that?” Maggie said. “I just said we are almost out of gas, and you said good. I can’t think of a single situation where running out of gas could be good.”

      “I’m hungry, that’s how,” Newt said. “I can’t justify asking you to stop for food, but if we have to stop for gas anyway, then I can grab something to eat without putting us behind schedule, hence—”

      “—being almost out of gas is good.” Not only did Newt understand standard conjectures in algebraic cycles and could calculate Pi to a million digits without a calculator, he was good at simple things too.

      Like getting gas.

      “Oh, no,” Maggie said. Maggie and Newt peered through the windshield at a sea of flashing lights from a mass of police cars and fire trucks. “What—?”

      “Stay here,” Newt said, unfastening his seat belt. “I’ll go check it out.”
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        * * *

      

      “Apparently, a tanker truck overturned on the railroad tracks in the center of downtown Florence,” Newt said once he’d returned to the car. “They’re afraid it’s going to blow. We need to turn around and go back.”

      “Go back? How far?”

      “About four miles,” Newt said looking at the GPS on Maggie’s cell phone.  “Then we should be able to find a way around the city. I figure we’ll lose fifteen to twenty minutes, tops.”
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        * * *

      

      Maggie and Newt found the road they needed and exited the highway. “Make a right,” Newt said. Several miles later, Newt instructed Maggie to make another right. “Stay on this for ten miles or so until we’re well south of Florence, and then we can get back on the highway.”

      Simple enough.
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        * * *

      

      “Which road do we turn on to get back on the highway?” Maggie asked after they’d driven for what seemed like a longer time than it should have taken to pass the city.

      “We passed it about five miles ago,” Newt said. “I decided we can keep going this way.”

      As if on cue, a bell dinged indicating low fuel.

      “Don’t worry,” Newt said. “We’ll see a gas station in a bit.”

      Maggie clutched the steering wheel and leaned forward, peering into the darkness—as if by doing so, she could will the vehicle forward without running out of gas.

      “There on the left,” Newt said, pointing at a Chevron sign off in the distance. “See, I told you.”
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        * * *

      

      The gas station was small, but at least it was open. Maggie pulled the car to an island, and they both got out. “I’m going to hit the bathroom while you pump the gas. I’ll meet you inside to grab snacks for the road,” Newt said.

      “Why do I have to pump the gas?”

      “Because you have a heavy winter coat, and I only have this thin jacket,” Newt said.

      “It’s not that cold, you wimp,” Maggie said as Newt walked away. “See, I’m not even wearing my coat, and I’m fine.”

      Newt did not respond.

      Maggie slid her credit card into the slot, then placed the pump in the gas tank and watched as Newt disappeared into the restroom.

      A minute later, the pump clicked off at 18.8 gallons. Maggie knew the Taurus had a nineteen-gallon tank. Newt was one lucky bastard. Another five miles and they would have been stranded in the middle of nowhere.

      Maggie replaced the pump and went inside the station. There was no one behind the counter.

      There were no customers either.

      “Hello?”

      No response.

      Maggie stepped toward the counter and saw the cash register drawer was hanging open. She leaned forward a bit further and saw the clerk lying in a pool of blood on the dirty tiled floor.

      Oh, shit…

      Then everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      Newt was standing at the restroom sink, washing his hands in the coldest water he’d ever felt in his life, when he heard tires squealing outside.

      Newt dried his hands and opened the restroom door in time to see the taillights of Maggie’s car disappearing in the darkness.

      What in the hell was happening? Had she decided to leave him there? Maggie could be a hothead sometimes, but he found it hard to believe she was so mad about nearly running out of gas that she decided to leave.

      Newt stepped outside into the cold wind and looked around. There was one car in the parking lot—an early 1990s white Chrysler LeBaron—parked in the same spot as when they’d arrived.

      Newt walked to the front of the gas station and looked through the window and saw Maggie lying on the floor.

      
        
        11:09 P.M. EST

        DECLAN’S BEDROOM, UPSTAIRS

      

      

      DECLAN KNEW HE’D made a mistake by not bringing his pain medication with him. Now he was forced to climb the stairs back to his room, which caused even more pain—a veritable catch-22 if ever there was one.

      When Declan was first diagnosed with end-stage renal disease, he was offered three options. The first was dialysis. The second was a kidney transplant, which he was told was unlikely due to his advanced age.

      Declan chose door number three.

      Declan chose to do nothing.

      Like most men, Declan convinced himself he’d be able to handle the pain—no matter how bad it got. The last few weeks had proved him wrong. There was nothing he could do now, even if he wanted to do something.

      Declan felt another jab of pain in his lower back so sharp it felt like someone had stabbed him with a knife.

      He winced.

      Declan pulled the bottle of pain medication from the drawer of the nightstand and shook four pills into his hand. He placed two of the pills in his pocket and then went to the bathroom and downed the remaining two with water from the sink.

      Part of him was tempted to drop back into bed and call it a night, but something in the back of Declan’s mind told him he was supposed to go back down. He owed it to his family to be there, didn’t he?

      Besides, what if this was the last party he’d ever attend? If it was, he didn’t want to spend it asleep. He had forever to do that.

      As Declan was about to turn off the light, he saw two things he’d forgotten to bring down with him. The first was the cassette tape he’d made for Koda and Bruce. The second was the emergency response button Stormy insisted he keep on him at all times.

      Upsetting Stormy Boyd was always a bad idea.

      

      
        
        11:14 P.M. EST

        THE MULVANEY MANSION BALLROOM

      

      

      KODA GLANCED AT his watch to see it was already past eleven. The night was half over. Things had gone well. Luckily, it only took him, Graeme, Olympia, and Juniper fifteen minutes to run around the mansion covering all the mirrors with tablecloths. Three more hours, and he’d have pulled it off. There was only one thing standing in his way.

      Where in the hell was Alec Yost?

      Koda had spent several years traveling the world with some of his favorite bands. They were all very extremely creative, eccentric, and—in many cases—very demanding.

      Kanye wanted a barber’s chair, four small Yoplait Yogurts, and one bowl of assorted nuts in his dressing room. Taylor Swift wanted three boxes of Kraft Macaroni and Cheese, one bag of red licorice Twizzlers, and one pint of Ben & Jerry’s Chocolate Chip Cookie Dough ice cream. Paul McCartney insisted on halogen floor lamps with a dimmer switch, twenty dozen clean white towels, and no leather seats in the limousine that picked him up from the airport.

      Interestingly, Alec Yost demanded nothing.

      Not even to be paid. He’d agreed to perform for free as a favor to his grandfather.

      How his grandfather and Alec knew each other was a mystery. When Koda asked, all Declan would say was that the two of them had met many years earlier. How it was that the two of them knew each other, Koda didn’t care. Getting a performer like Alec Yost—with three hit records over the last few years—was a major coup for Koda and for the foundation.

      The only thing Koda asked was that Alec be on time.

      So much for that.

      Koda looked across the room. His grandfather’s chair was empty. Koda knew Declan was sick—how sick, his grandfather wouldn’t say. Whatever it was, it was worse than Declan was letting on.

      No matter how busy he was trying to keep everything together at the party, Koda knew he had to find his grandfather and see if he was okay.

      
        
        11:16 P.M. EST

        THE MULVANEY MANSION BALLROOM

      

      

      MIKA SAT AT A TABLE watching Koda on the other side of the room. She was waiting patiently for the opportunity to get him alone.

      She had to talk to him. She had to make him understand how much she loved him—even if she didn’t.

      Mika was broke.

      And broken.

      She owned nothing. Everything connected to her was rented, stolen, or leased. She wasn’t sure she had enough gas to make it back to Savannah.

      Then Mika saw the Southern Gentleman coming toward her. Oh, God, did he see her?

      Since she arrived, half of Mika’s time had been spent stalking Koda—while the other half had been spent trying to avoid the Southern Gentleman, even if the creep had helped get her into the event.

      Mika ducked down and pretended to be picking something up off the floor, and the man in the white suit went past without stopping.

      Mika released a breath.

      Koda had mentioned how the Southern Gentleman creeped him out at last year’s Restoring Savannah Foundation event, but Mika hadn’t noticed it then.

      She did now.

      There was something about the way he looked at her that sent shivers down her spine. When he’d placed his hand on her leg in the limousine, Mika literally found herself recoiling as if a spider was touching her. And the overwhelming smell of vanilla—like he’d just come from a twelve-hour shift at the Yankee Candle Factory. What was that about?

      Then Mika watched Koda walk out of the room. This might be her chance. It might be her last chance.

      
        
        11:22 P.M. EST

        DECLAN MULVANEY’S STUDY

      

      

      DECLAN ENTERED THE STUDY and made his way to the safe. Not bothering to turn on the lamp, he used the light from the hallway to guide him to the wall safe behind the big oak desk. The desk had been in the house when he’d purchased the place fifty years earlier—a carved behemoth so large Declan had no earthly idea how the previous owners had gotten it in the room. Which was why it was still there.

      Declan did not particularly like the desk. But he had no idea how to get it out without tearing down a wall out. And, so it remained—like him, a fixture so a part of the place no one knew how to get rid of it.

      Declan spun the dial on the safe several times around to the left before stopping on the first number:

      Nine.

      Then he spun the dial to the right, past the next number once before stopping at it the next time around:

      Fourteen.

      Declan turned the dial to the right.

      “Thirty-eight,” Father Fanning said from somewhere behind him, completing the combination.

      “An important date,” Declan said.

      Declan turned around and peered into the darkness, his eyes finally focusing on the dark form sitting in the chair on the other side of the desk.

      “Oh, is that how you think of it?” Fanning said. “I think of it as the day you murdered a priest.”

      Declan wasn’t surprised Fanning was there. He knew the dead priest was lurking around the house, keeping himself hidden—shrouded in darkness like a bad memory. It was only a matter of time before he’d show himself again.

      “Your buddy is here,” Fanning said.

      “My buddy?”

      “Yeah, you know—Tommy. Young little Tommy. My favorite of all. Tommy’s got a secret to share with you tonight.”

      “What’s that?” Declan asked.

      “I don’t want to spoil the surprise. I’ll let Tommy tell you himself.”

      “You can leave now,” Declan said.

      “Leave? Don’t you want me here? For the final moments?”

      “No.”

      “The final moments—those last, precious seconds when you realize it’s over. That there is no more. No more time. No more doing. No more life. Come on, admit it—you’re scared. Scared to death. There’s no shame in it.”

      “I’m not scared,” Declan said. “I’m too old and tired to be scared—especially of you.”

      Suddenly the room filled with light, and Declan saw Koda standing in the doorway. “Who are you talking to?”

      Declan glanced back at the chair where the dark form had been sitting a second earlier.

      It was empty.

      “No one,” Declan said coming from around the desk and turning out the light. “Come on, let’s get back to the party.”

      Koda stepped into the hallway and saw a woman coming toward him. A mask hid her face. Then he recognized the dress, covered in silk monarch butterflies flapping their wings in the breeze as she walked.

      It was Mika.

      “There you are,” Mika said, smiling.

      “How did you get into the party?” Koda snapped.

      “Well, it’s nice to see you too,” Mika said, stepping forward to give Koda a kiss on the cheek. Koda made no attempt to kiss her back.

      “I know,” Koda said.

      “Know? Know what?”

      “I know it was you who put my things on eBay,” Koda said. “You had me thinking it was Robyn, but now I know it was you.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Mika said. “I would never steal anything from you or your—”

      Mika stopped when Declan stepped from the darkness of the study into the hallway.

      “Hello, Mika,” Declan said.

      
        
        11:24 P.M. EST

        THE MULVANEY MANSION BALLROOM

      

      

      STAN LEE WAS irritated. After being gracious enough to have helped Mika Flagler get into the event as his date for the evening, the woman had the audacity to ditch him. And he wasn’t imagining things. Even now, as he walked toward her table, she pretended to be looking for something on the floor to avoid him seeing her.

      He’d had enough.

      “Kill her,” Kara said from behind Stan Lee as he got in line at the bar.

      Stan Lee nodded. He’d tried once before, but it ended badly—with his prosthetic leg in the mouth of Mika’s Great Dane, or whatever kind of breed Cujo was.

      “I can’t kill her here,” Stan Lee whispered.

      “Sure you can,” Kara said. “Just wait until she goes to the bathroom and slice her rich little throat. That will teach her.”

      It’s too dangerous, Stan Lee thought.

      Kara stepped out from behind Stan Lee and began flapping her arms up and down and clucking like a chicken.

      “I’m not chicken,” Stan Lee said quietly. “I’m simply not stupid enough to do it here and risk getting caught.”

      “That makes no sense,” Kara said. “You’re going to kill Declan, aren’t you? What’s the difference?”

      The difference was that getting caught killing Declan would be worth the risk. Killing Mika wasn’t.

      “Look, there she goes,” Kara said. “Follow her!”

      Stan Lee reached down and felt the knife in his pocket. He could follow Mika, he thought—just to see if the opportunity presented itself.

      “What can I get you?” the bartender asked.

      “Nothing,” Stan Lee said and then stepped out of line.

      Kara was right. Mika Flagler was a bad person who’d treated him poorly. She deserved to die.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee followed Mika into a portion of the mansion he’d never been in before, which was an odd feeling. He’d lived next door to the Mulvaneys for over thirty years now—following them when they went to fancy restaurants in Charleston for dinner—watching them eat so many times he knew their favorite meals. Watching them through binoculars for hours on end as they moved about the mansion doing mundane things, having no idea they were being observed.

      Yet, walking through the portions of the house now, Stan Lee realized that—in so many ways—he didn’t know them at all.

      Not really.

      What bothered Stan Lee most was that in all the time he’d lived next door, the Mulvaneys had never walked over to knock on the door to say hello. And, as rich as they were, they’d never so much as sent a fruit basket or Honey Baked Ham for the holidays. The only time he’d ever heard from them was after he’d bought the place out from under their noses. They sent the realtor, Lullaby Logan, over to see if he was willing to sell the house so they could build their precious heliport.

      The gall.

      Stan Lee came to the end of the hall and stopped when he heard voices. Familiar voices.

      “Hello, Mika,” Stan Lee heard a man say. Stan Lee didn’t need to see the man to know it was Declan Mulvaney.

      “Declan,” Mika said. “What a surprise.”

      “Don’t believe anything she tells you, Koda,” Declan said. “Mika’s been stealing things from my study. I had Stormy check out her finances. She’s broke. On the edge of bankruptcy. Everything about her is a lie.”

      “We had a deal,” Mika snapped.

      “Yeah, well the deal’s off,” Declan said. “There’s nothing you can say to anyone that can hurt me now.”

      “How about that for a kick in the skirt,” Kara said quietly from behind Stan Lee. “Mika Flagler is—”

      “—penniless,” Stan Lee whispered.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here before someone sees us,” Kara said.

      “So, we’re not going to kill her?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Nah,” Kara said. “It’s better to leave her alive. Being poor for her has got to be worse than being dead. I say we leave her twisting in the wind.”

      
        
        11:27 P.M. EST

        PAMPLICO, SOUTH CAROLINA

      

      

      WHAT HAPPENED?” Maggie murmured as she slowly opened her eyes and saw Newt kneeling over her.

      “I was hoping you could tell me,” Newt said.

      Maggie reached her hand back and winced as her fingers touched a knot on the back of her head the size of an egg.

      “Do you remember anything?” Newt said.

      “Not really. I came inside and—”

      Then Maggie remembered leaning over the counter and seeing the man on the floor. “The man behind the counter. Is he—?”

      “Dead?” Newt asked. Newt nodded and helped Maggie to her feet. “Did you happen to get a look at who hit you?”

      Maggie shook her head. “I need Advil.”

      Newt grabbed a bottle of Advil off a shelf and opened it, shaking three of the salmon-colored pills into Maggie’s hand. Then he grabbed a bottle of water from a refrigerated case. “Where’s your phone?”

      Maggie swallowed the Advils and shook her head. “I left it in the car.”

      “And your purse?”

      “It’s in the car.”

      “And your coat?” Newt asked.

      “My coat isn’t the problem,” Maggie said. “He got my gun.”

      Newt shook his head and pointed to the window. Maggie looked out the window and saw that her car was gone. “Well, that’s just great,” Maggie said. “They must have a phone here, right?”

      “I already checked,” Newt said. “Ripped from the wall.”

      “God, this feels like a bad movie,” Maggie said. “Do we even know where we are?”

      “Somewhere south of Florence, South Carolina,” Newt said. “The last town I remember on the map was Pamplico—but we could be anywhere.”

      “So, Einstein, what do we do?”

      “There’s a car out front,” Newt said. “I’m assuming it belongs to the guy behind the counter.”

      Newt stepped behind the counter, looked down at the man, and saw the bullet holes—two of them. One was to the chest, which Newt surmised was probably the first shot, fired over the counter to take the man down. The second bullet hole was in his forehead, most likely fired from behind the counter to make sure he was dead. Maggie was lucky to have come away with only a big bump and a bad headache.

      “Try not to disturb the crime scene,” Maggie said.

      Newt shook his head. “Seriously?”

      Newt slid his hand into the man’s left pant pocket. The keys weren’t there. There was nothing in the other pocket, either.

      “They must be in his coat,” Maggie said.

      Newt and Maggie spent the next five minutes searching the gas station, including the back office, but came up empty. The clerk’s coat was nowhere to be found.

      “Maybe it’s in the car,” Maggie said.

      It was unlikely, Newt thought, but worth checking out anyway.

      “I’ll go,” Newt said. “You stay here.”
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        * * *

      

      Newt opened the door and stepped outside into the howling, freezing wind and walked quickly to the white LeBaron. He tried the door. It was open. Newt slid into the front seat and checked the ignition. No keys. He checked over the visor and then the glove box. The keys were in neither place.

      Newt looked over the seat into the back of the car. Other than an array of empty candy wrappers and a few discarded soda cans, the car was empty.

      Newt glanced at his watch. It was nearly 11:30, and they were still over a hundred miles from Charleston, with no way to get there.

      They were screwed.

      
        
        11:34 P.M. EST

        THE MULVANEY MANSION BALLROOM

      

      

      STORMY TOOK OFF his bowler hat and set it on the table in the hallway and then pulled out the masquerade mask he’d been carrying in his pocket all evening and put it on.

      Wearing the mask made Stormy feel uncomfortable—like a thief who didn’t want to be seen for what he really was.

      Maybe that’s why he didn’t like the mask. Because deep down Stormy knew that’s what he really was.

      A thief.

      Not a righteous thief—someone who stole a loaf of bread to feed his family…

      Not an opportunist who stumbled upon something accidently left behind by someone else and took it for his own…

      Not a cat burglar or bank robber even.

      No, Stormy was the worst kind of thief.

      A murderer.

      Someone who took the life of another for no other reason than to prolong his own so-called life in the living plane.

      Stormy tried to chase the thought from his mind. There was no point in dwelling on it. Besides, he knew the truth. He was going to continue taking lives, justifying his actions by telling himself he was following the code, taking only those who were sick, dying, suicidal, and truly evil.

      And, every now and then, the person who didn’t appreciate the amazing gift they’d been given.
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        * * *

      

      Koda was sitting at a table in the back of the room, grabbing a bite of the dinner he was unable to eat earlier when he was avoiding getting drawn into some inane conversation with someone he didn’t know. They always wanted to talk about about the last thing he wanted to talk about.

      Himself.

      Then a man walked up. So much for finishing dinner.

      “He’s here,” the man said.

      It took a moment for Koda to realize who the man was. “Stormy? I almost didn’t recognize you.”

      “That’s what masks are for.”

      “It’s just that I’ve never seen you without the bowler hat.”

      “I thought it better to avoid attracting unnecessary attention to myself,” Stormy said. “Anyway, I wanted to let you know that your musical act has arrived.”

      “The Alec Yost Band is here?”

      “Yes, well partially. Alec is here, but he’s alone.”

      “Where’s the rest of the band?

      “He didn’t say,” Stormy said. “I’m not sure he’s capable. Mr. Yost is—let me put this as delicately as I can—stinking drunk.”

      Koda released a breath and shook his head. “Do you think he’s going to be able to perform?”

      “I’m not entirely sure he’s able to stand.”

      
        
        11:37 P.M. EST

        OUTSIDE DEATH ROW, JACKSON, GEORGIA

      

      

      DOMINGO GUTIERREZ WAS pissed. The warden had agreed to be interviewed for the eleven o’clock news. Then, at the last minute, he canceled—leaving Domingo standing there with a limp microphone in his hand like an impotent octogenarian.

      “Well, where in the hell is he?” Domingo screamed into his cell phone.

      Domingo listened.

      “What do you mean, the warden can’t go on TV because he can’t reach the governor?”

      Domingo listened again, and his eyes widened.

      “Say that again.”

      Domingo hung up and turned to his cameraman. “Come on. We’ve got to get to the van.”

      “We’re done for the night?” the cameraman asked, confused.

      “No, we’re not done,” Domingo said with a broad smile that made the burn scars on his cheek wrinkle like the skin on a Chinese Shar-Pei. “We’re going to Charleston.”

      “Charleston? What’s in Charleston?”

      “The governor,” Domingo said.

      “Are you telling me the governor left the state on the night of an execution?”

      That’s right, Domingo thought. Not only had the governor left the state on the night of an execution when he should have been sitting at his desk, he left to go to a party.

      A party.

      While Wyatt Scrogger was spending his final hours on death row, the governor was hob-knobbing with the rich—eating caviar and drinking champagne.

      To hell with these idiot protestors.

      The story was in Charleston.

      
        
        11:39 P.M. EST

        ON STAGE IN THE BALLROOM

      

      

      THE SOUTHERN GENTLEMAN stepped behind the podium and clinked a spoon against an empty drinking glass to get people’s attention—something he’d learned the first time he delivered an after-dinner speech.

      Breakfast gatherings were the easiest. Luncheons never posed a problem either. But after dinner was hardest for only one reason.

      The booze.

      At least the people gathered in the ballroom in front of him were rich alcoholics who knew how to hold their liquor and followed the rules of public decorum—not like the hecklers he had to endure when speaking to sales groups and conventioneers.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re a few minutes away from the highlight of the evening—a special midnight performance by the Alec Yost Band. But before that, I’m told we have a bit of business to attend to. So, if you will, please put your hands together for the host of this evening’s Restoring Savannah Foundation event—Mr. Bruce Mulvaney.”

      Bruce climbed the steps to the stage and waited for the applause to subside. He’d intended to speak right before Alec Yost took the stage, but when he saw that people were leaving early due to the weather, he had no choice. It was impossible to get donations from people who had left for the evening.

      Bruce also intended to have Koda by his side as he worked the crowd, but Koda was nowhere to be seen.

      “Thank you all for coming out on such a brutally cold evening. As you probably have guessed, this is the moment where I remind everyone about the joy of giving,” Bruce said, which elicited a bit of laughter and a polite round of applause.

      Then Bruce launched into his prepared remarks:

      “They say the decision to give money to a charity, with no expectation of a return on that investment other than the feeling of joy one gets by doing so, is 80 percent emotional and 20 percent rational. So, let me say this: A hundred years from now, after we’re all dead and gone, people will visit the cities of Charleston and Savannah with no idea who any of us are—or that we were even here. But as they drive down the tree-lined streets of our fair cities, they’ll gaze up and think, ‘Look at that building. How magnificent!’ And the building they’ll be looking at will be one of the structures you helped restore through your kindness and generosity a hundred years earlier—meaning tonight. So I ask you all to keep that in mind as you decide what number to write on your check—and how many zeroes to put behind it.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda entered the ballroom and watched as two scantily clad young women wearing masquerade masks worked their way through the room with empty ice buckets in which patrons dropped their donation checks. Following the women were two tuxedoed men handing out the special donor gifts Bruce had made by the jeweler.

      Koda looked at his watch.

      What?

      He and his father had agreed to solicit donations at midnight, when everyone had gathered to see Alec Yost perform. It was obvious that Bruce had moved the schedule up.

      Crap.

      Koda had come to the ballroom hoping to do the exact opposite—to move things back and fill in some time until Alec Yost had a chance to sober up.

      Koda climbed the steps to the stage and tapped Bruce on the shoulder as he watched the exchange of checks and gifts. “Dad?”

      Bruce turned. “I was looking for you. Where have you been?”

      “Alec Yost is here,” Koda said.

      “Good.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe not.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “He’s drunk out of his mind,” Koda said. “I’ve got Stormy pumping coffee into him back in the kitchen.”

      Bruce shook his head and released a breath.

      “Pardon me for eavesdropping,” the Southern Gentleman drawled from behind Bruce, “but I think perhaps I can help.”

      “How?” Koda asked.

      “Stalling a crowd when things go awry happens to be one of my specialties,” the Southern Gentleman said. “That is why you paid me, right? To use my skills as a master of ceremonies?”

      Koda and Bruce exchanged a glance.

      “We need to stall at least thirty minutes,” Koda said. “Do what you’ve got to do.”

      Five minutes later, Koda regretted the decision.

      
        
        11:44 P.M. EST

        ON STAGE IN THE BALLROOM

      

      

      KODA AND BRUCE stepped off the stage and watched as the Southern Gentleman stepped behind the podium and, once again, got the room’s attention by clinking a piece of silverware against an empty glass.

      “A little while ago I was sitting with two lovely southern belles in the back of the room. One of the women said, ‘For our fifth anniversary, my husband bought me a five-carat diamond ring.’ The second woman said politely, ‘Well, isn’t that wonderful.’ Then the first woman said, ‘For our tenth anniversary, he took me on a ten-week cruise around the world.’ Again, the second woman smiled politely and said, ‘Well, isn’t that wonderful.’ Then the first woman said, ‘And when we reached our twentieth anniversary, my husband bought me a twenty-thousand-square-foot mansion.’ Once again, the other woman uttered the same four-word phrase: ‘Well, isn’t that wonderful.’

      “‘So, what did your husband do for you?’ the first woman asked. ‘Oh,’ the second woman said, ‘My husband sent me off to finishing school.’

      “‘Finishing school?’ the first woman said. ‘Why would he do that?’

      “That’s when the second woman said, ‘It was so I could learn to say, “Well, isn’t that wonderful” instead of “screw you, bitch!”’”

      Stan Lee stood back and watched as the room erupted in laughter, as he knew it would. Once the laughter quieted down, Stan Lee dug into his humor tool kit and launched into a series of memorized jokes about the weather.

      “Now, let me address the situation with the inclement weather we’re experiencing. I’ve heard a few of you sharing your concerns over how you’re going to get home in the sleet and the cold. And, I admit, it is indeed cold. It’s so cold; in fact, I noticed that a few of the lawyers in the room had their hands in their own pockets. The good news is it’s so cold the wind will freeze your face in mere seconds—which will allow some of you to cancel your next two Botox treatments. Heck, I even saw a few trees out back chopping themselves up for firewood.”

      The reaction was perfect. Everyone in the room laughed hard, even though the jokes were aimed at them. But then the Southern Gentleman said something that didn’t make Koda laugh at all.

      “Now, it is with great pleasure that I introduce our next speaker of the evening, Mr. Koda Mulvaney. Perhaps on this night of the eclipse and ghosts and goblins, young Mr. Mulvaney will regale us with a detailed account of his recent brush with death this past summer.”

      Stan Lee turned and smiled at Koda.

      Koda did not smile back.
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        * * *

      

      Being asked to speak was the last thing Koda expected—or wanted—especially after having bombed his talk at last year’s Restoring Savannah Foundation event. Did he do this on purpose? Koda wondered as he approached the podium.

      “Can’t be any worse than last year—now can it, sport?” Stan Lee said quietly and then stepped away.

      That confirmed it. The Southern Gentleman was doing this intentionally. Why would he be intentionally going out of his way to humiliate him? Koda had no time to think about it.

      “Well, what a surprise,” Koda said into the microphone. “They say that if giving a speech makes you nervous you’re supposed to imagine the people in the audience naked. Well, I don’t mean any disrespect, but some of you scare the hell out me—even with your clothes on.”

      To Koda’s surprise, the room broke into laughter and he felt himself relax.

      “We all know how the tabloids put things in their headlines designed to get people’s attention in the checkout aisle so they can increase sales,” Koda continued. “Well, as far as I’m concerned, anyone who spends their time reading the tabloids deserves to be lied to.”

      Once again, the room filled with laughter, and Koda felt himself relaxing even further.

      “Now, I admit, there have been a few wild headlines written about me over the years,” Koda said. “You might have seen some of them. Koda Mulvaney gets engaged. Never happened. Koda Mulvaney’s leg bitten off by alligator and hops to the hospital on its own to be reattached. Koda Mulvaney attends sex orgy with one hundred of the world’s most beautiful models. Yes, I admit it. I was there—but there’s no way it was over fifty.”

      The room exploded in laughter.

      Koda owned them now, and he knew it.

      “Speaking of the tabloids, some of you probably read that I died this past summer,” Koda continued. “Well, as it turns out, that one was true.”

      The room went immediately silent.

      “People have a lot of questions about death, which is understandable. And, until now, I’ve avoided answering any. But maybe this is a good time to tell you what I know about death—and what I don’t.

      “First, I’m sure you’ll all be pleased to hear that there is life after death—if you want to call it that,” Koda continued. “It is a place I have been. What is this place like? It’s not like this world. It’s very gray. It’s not the kind of place you’d want to go on vacation. It’s not a place I’d recommend.”

      Other than a bit of nervous laughter, the people in the room remained silent, hanging on Koda’s every word.

      “There is one positive thing about dying,” Koda said. “It’s the appreciation you get for life—and an understanding for what’s important and what is not. Until I died, I didn’t understand. I never really had an appreciation for basic things—things like love, honesty, and kindness. I used to think life had to be lived at full speed. I no longer feel that way. Now I feel just the opposite. That life needs to slow down.

      “People always say you’ve got to take time to stop and smell the roses. Well, I have a question for you? There are a dozen roses in the centerpieces on every table in this room. Let me see a show of hands of those who took the time to smell the roses this evening?”

      No hands went up.

      “That’s okay,” Koda said. “Neither did I, and I know better. But you see that’s the problem. We get caught up doing other things. Our lives are busy. I get it. My life has been busy too, especially lately planning this event.”

      A few snickers were heard.

      “But let’s be honest,” Koda continued. “Most of us in this room have more money than we can spend, yet we spend the majority of our time in the pursuit of more money. Now, don’t get me wrong—there’s nothing wrong with money. God knows, we Mulvaneys like making it, and we like spending it. But don’t you think it’s just a tad ironic that when we reach the end of our lives, we’d gladly give every dollar we own for more time—time we traded away for the money in the first place?”

      The room went totally silent.

      “I’d like you all to do me a favor. If you would, please reach out and take a rose from the centerpiece—and don’t worry, the thorns have been removed.”

      Everyone in the room did as Koda instructed.

      “Now, lift the rose and take a moment to smell it.”

      Koda waited as the people in the room lifted their roses and smelled them.

      “You don’t need to have your limousine get hit by a tanker truck and flip upside down in a lake and drown to appreciate life,” Koda said. “You can do it the easy way. You can simply decide to stop and appreciate life. And you can make that decision right now, tonight, right here in this room. Because one of these days it is going to be your last day. And if you think life is precious now, just wait until you’re dead.”

      
        
        11:51 P.M. EST

        FRONT ENTRY OF THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      OLYMPIA STEPPED THROUGH the front door of the mansion and froze.

      Literally.

      If she had any common sense, she’d have brought the recording equipment in with her when she arrived earlier in the evening. It had been cold then, but now it was freezing out. The kind of cold that penetrated your skin and dried your sinuses to the point of causing a nosebleed. The kind of dry cold that made Olympia feel that if she stayed outside for any length of time, her eyes would freeze in the sockets and suck the last drops of moisture from her body.

      Olympia had the sudden vision of Jack Nicholson in the final scene of The Shining, lying there frozen to death in the snow in the maze outside the lodge. And Jack had clothes on. She was wearing nothing but a halter top and skin-tight polyester stretch pants.

      Olympia spun around and hurried back inside. Going to the car was bat-shit crazy. She’d be better off giving someone ten bucks to run out and retrieve the recording equipment for her.
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        * * *

      

      “There you are,” Graeme said when he found Olympia standing in the front entryway of the mansion. “I hope you’re not trying to ditch me for some other bloke.”

      “No, I’ve got an interview arranged with Gerylyn Stoller for my new podcast.”

      “Podcast?”

      “Yeah, it’s like a radio show, only it’s digital.”

      “When will you be done?” Graeme asked. “I was hoping we could finally take that tour of the house, if you catch my drift.”

      “I should be done in an hour or so,” Olympia said.

      “Meet here at one o’clock then?”

      “Should I bring my gun?” Olympia asked.

      Graeme held up his arms and flexed his biceps. “You bring yours, love, and I’ll bring mine.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Nathaniel stood at the top of the stairs, looking down at Olympia and Graeme flirting with each other in the entryway. Nathaniel thought it was embarrassing the way she was fawning over him like a horny schoolgirl.

      On the other hand, if the Aussie was gay, he’d have been all over him too.

      
        
        11:56 P.M. EST

        IN THE DOWNSTAIRS FITNESS CENTER

      

      

      QUINN TOOK THE elevator down to the fitness center to make the call. It was quiet down there. The last thing Quinn wanted was for Wyatt to hear music and people laughing in the background.

      Quinn pulled out his cell phone and dialed the warden’s direct line at the prison in Jackson, Georgia. “Hello, you’ve reached the warden’s office.”

      “This is Quinn Cole,” Quinn said.

      “The warden’s not here, Mr. Cole.”

      “I’m not calling for the warden,” Quinn said. “I’m calling to see if you can arrange for me to speak with Wyatt.”

      Silence.

      “I’m here with the governor,” Quinn said. “He’s not going to grant a pardon. I want to be the one to tell Wyatt.”

      “Hang on.”

      Quinn waited what seemed like an eternity and then finally—

      “He won’t take the call,” the warden’s assistant said.

      “Okay, thanks,” Quinn said.

      The line went dead, and Quinn sat down on one of the workout benches. He was in no mood to rush back to the party.

      
        
        FOUR PAST MIDNIGHT

        IN THE MANSION BALLROOM

      

      

      AFTER SURVIVING THE speech, Koda still had a problem. Alec Yost was nowhere near ready to go onstage, and the trio Koda hired had wrapped their three-hour set and was packing up to leave.

      “Are you guys interested in $1,000 to play an extra hour?” Koda asked, holding out the neatly folded cash between two fingers.

      The piano player smiled and took the money. “Give us ten minutes for a smoke break, and we’re all yours till one fifteen.
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        * * *

      

      Juniper stood in the corner of the ballroom and watched as the band left the stage, the room suddenly feeling empty without music filling it.

      Then she eyed the piano.

      How long had it been since she played?
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        * * *

      

      Juniper climbed the steps to the stage. The piano was smaller than the Blasius & Sons grand she’d played in the upstairs lounge at the Forsyth Park Hotel, where the prom had been the night she’d been taken—June 2, 1979.

      A lifetime ago for her brother.

      The blink of an eye for her.

      Juniper lowered herself on the piano bench and ran through her mental checklist.

      Make two tight fists…

      Open fingers and stretch them out…

      Relax fingers completely…

      Place fingers on keys in starting position…

      Form a dome with fingers curved…

      Breathe in…

      Breathe out…

      Be magnificent.
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        * * *

      

      “I thought you didn’t want Quinn to know you were here,” Koda said from behind Juniper on the stage.

      “I couldn’t resist,” Juniper said. “Besides, I think it’s better if Quinn and I talk one more time. We really didn’t have a chance to say goodbye to each other.”

      “So, you’re leaving still,” Koda said.

      “Yes,” Juniper said.

      Koda said nothing.

      “She’s waiting for you, you know.”

      “Who?”

      “Who do you think?”

      Koda looked out at the roomful of tables—many of them empty now—and saw Mika sitting there in her garish butterfly dress.

      “Mika?”

      “No, not Mika,” Juniper said, releasing an exasperated breath and pointing her finger toward the back of the room.

      “Her.”

      Koda looked to where Juniper was pointing and saw the brunette behind the bar and felt his stomach flip over on itself, followed by a flush of heat.

      Even with the masquerade mask he knew it was her.

      It was Robyn.

      Koda felt a wave of emotions wash over him.

      Joy that she was there.

      Worry over how she felt about him.

      Hope that perhaps he had a chance to fix things.

      Fear that his behavior had been unforgiveable.

      Juniper leaned forward and pulled the microphone toward her. “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s time for this evening’s highlight, the lover’s dance.”

      Koda looked across the ballroom and saw that Robyn was looking directly at him now.

      “Go already,” Juniper hissed. “Go.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda stepped off the stage and wove his way through the sea of tables—directly past Mika, who stood up as if Koda was coming for her—then continued to the bar at the back of the room.

      “I didn’t think you knew I was here,” Robyn said.

      “I didn’t,” Koda said. “I just found out.”

      “Oh.”

      “I know it wasn’t you who put my stuff on eBay,” Koda said.

      “I should be mad as hell at you,” Robyn said.

      “Yes, you should,” Koda said. “I’m sorry. I’m an idiot.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “I’m also in love with you,” Koda said, holding out his hand.

      “Wait. Did you just say—?”

      “Come on, everybody’s waiting for the big dance,” Koda interrupted.

      Robyn looked stunned. “What? No. I can’t go out there dressed like this,” Robyn said. “Besides, what if someone takes a picture, and it leaks to the tabloids?”

      “I don’t care,” Koda said. “They can take all the pictures they want.”
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        * * *

      

      Mika sat and watched as Koda took the female bartender’s hand in his and the two of them made their way to the dance floor as everyone in the ballroom looked on, trying to figure out who the girl was.

      Mika already knew.

      It was Robyn.

      The girl in the powder blue gown at the piano began to play, and Mika watched as Koda and Robyn began to dance.

      Mika saw the look on Koda’s face. The smile. He looked happy. It was a look she had never seen before.

      The finality of the situation finally sunk in. Koda was gone—and so was his money.

      At least there was always Bruce.

      “I wonder who the lucky girl is,” a woman said to her husband at the table behind Mika.

      Mika downed the last of her cocktail and stood up. “She’s a bartender,” Mika said. “From Orlando.”

      
        
        12:18 A.M. EST

        OUTSIDE THE MANSION GATE

      

      

      MIKA GOT TO where her car was parked and couldn’t believe it. The Audi was gone.

      “Are you responsible for this?” Mika hissed when she got back to the guard shack.

      “Responsible for what?” the elderly security guard said from his chair in front of a portable space heater.

      “For the fact that my car is missing!”

      “Oh, that,” the old guard said. “No, but I did see the people who took it.”

      “You saw someone taking my car, and you let them do it?” Mika snapped. “What kind of security guard are you?”

      “An old one,” the man said with a smile. “That, and they had papers.”

      “Papers? What do you—”

      “They were from a repo company,” the old guard said. “Said they followed you all the way from Savannah. Now, if you don’t mind closing the door. You’re letting the cold in.”
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        * * *

      

      Mika hobbled her way up the frozen asphalt, her four-inch Jimmy Choos sliding out from under her with every step, until she reached the house.

      Two minutes later, Mika was in the garage. She pushed the button for the automatic door, removed her high heels, and tossed them in the back of Koda’s black Lamborghini. Then she climbed behind the wheel.

      Mika didn’t have to look for the keys.

      They were in the ignition, where Koda always left them.

      Mika started the engine and put the vehicle in gear. If Koda wanted to have her arrested for stealing his car, so be it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mika hit the gas as she approached the front gate, which, fortunately, was open. There was no way she was going to let the old security guard stop her.

      The guard stood inside the guard shack and watched as Mika whizzed past. He made no attempt to stop her.

      Mika turned left and started in the direction of Savannah, tears of humiliation starting to roll down her face. She’d been beaten in every way imaginable.

      She was broke.

      She was exhausted.

      Worse than anything, though, she’d been beaten by a bartender. A bartender. She literally could not imagine things getting any worse.

      And then she saw the road sign, which read 17 East—which meant she was heading toward downtown Charleston. She meant to take the 17 West, back toward Savannah. She needed to turn around.

      Mika shifted gears, took her foot off the clutch, and pressed the brake…

      Rule one when you hit black ice is to remain calm.

      Rule two is to lift your foot off the accelerator.

      Rule three is it to avoid hitting the brakes.

      Rule four is to avoid turning the steering wheel, which could send the vehicle into an uncontrollable spin.

      If Mika had ever known the rules, she’d clearly forgotten.

      It’s funny what goes through someone’s mind in the final few seconds before an accident. In Mika’s case, it was the thought that she was in a black car, spinning out of control in the blackest stretch of road one could find.

      On black ice.

      Then everything went black.

      
        
        12:23 A.M. EST

        IN THE MANSION LIBRARY

      

      

      OLYMPIA CLIPPED THE microphone to the front of Gerylyn Stoller’s dress and then checked to make sure the batteries were fully charged.

      “Explain to me again about this pod show?” Gerylyn asked from her chair opposite Olympia.

      “It’s a podcast. Instead of being on radio, people listen on the Internet. This one is also special because of tonight’s eclipse,” Olympia said as she went about the task of checking the volume levels. “I’ll upload it right after we finish so people can listen right away, but they can also download the show digitally and listen to it in the gym or wherever.”

      “And why is that preferable to a regular radio show?”

      Olympia didn’t want to lie. But she also didn’t feel like telling the truth—that she’d run out on her show and couldn’t find any other way to make a living.

      “It’s not better or worse,” Olympia said as she fought back tears, glad the elderly woman couldn’t see. “It’s just different. And they say it’s the future, so—”

      “That’s okay, dear,” Gerylyn said, reaching out and taking Olympia’s hand. “I’ve lost my share of jobs too. Whatever comes of the interview, I’m honored to have been your first guest.”

      “Thank you, Gerylyn,” Olympia said. “Now, if you’re ready, we’ll get started.”

      Then Olympia pressed the record button.
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        * * *

      

      Olympia and Gerylyn were about five minutes into the recording when Olympia decided to do what she did best, which was to play the skeptic—even though she’d become a true believer when it came to ghosts.

      “Let’s get real for a moment, Dr. Stoller,” Olympia said, shifting gears. “You don’t really believe there is going to be some kind of ghost attack, do you?”

      “Yes, I do,” Gerylyn said. “And my research suggests the attack is going to happen tonight.”

      “Okay then,” Olympia said. “Exactly where is this supposed attack going to take place?”

      “That I cannot say,” Gerylyn said. “I only know that it will likely happen in a very narrow geographical region somewhere in the United States.”

      “How wide an area will be affected?”

      “Not much,” Gerylyn said. “Less than a square mile most likely.”

      “I don’t understand,” Olympia said. “You’ve been promoting your book for the last six months, telling people to cover their mirrors—no, not just to cover them, but smash them to pieces. But the attack is only going to happen in one tiny place?”

      “Yes, that’s correct.”

      “But you’ve been advising people all over the country to smash their mirrors.”

      “Is that a question?” Gerylyn asked.

      “Well, aren’t a lot of people going to have broken an awful lot of mirrors for nothing?” Olympia said.

      “Better safe than sorry.”

      “I see,” Olympia said. “So, why don’t you tell my podcast listeners how this eclipse plays into things?”

      “The eclipse set to happen this evening is the first total lunar eclipse to occur on the day of the northern winter solstice since the year 1638,” Gerylyn said. “The last time this happened, according to my research, a portal was opened and there was an attack of ghosts—the dead onto the living.”

      “And when does the eclipse start?”

      “The penumbral—the partial shadow at the beginning of the eclipse—starts at 12:27 a.m., eastern standard time.”

      Olympia glanced at her watch. It was after midnight already. “And that’s when the ghosts show up?”

      “No, they won’t come that early,” Gerylyn said. “It will take another hour before the eclipse moves into the next phase. That’s when the tear will start to widen, letting light from the living plane penetrate through and be seen by those residing on the other side. That is what will attract them.”

      “The tear?”

      “Yes,” Gerylyn said. “The tear in the fabric between the living plane and the place where the dead are waiting to move on. We call it Loll.”

      “So, when is the tear?” Olympia asked.

      “When the umbral begins, when the innermost and darkest part of a shadow begins, when the light source is completely blocked by the earth,” Gerylyn said. “At 1:32 a.m. That’s when they’ll begin to pass over.”

      “I’m kinda wishing I studied your book better,” Olympia said. “Can’t ghosts show up at any time?”

      “Of course,” Gerylyn said. “Ghosts have been crossing from the other side into the living plane for as long as the earth has existed. Only now, during the solstice eclipse, the numbers will be far more overwhelming.”

      “Well, folks, that’s it for this first episode of my new podcast—which is so new I haven’t even named the sucker yet. But that don’t matter—you know who I am. I’m Olympia Fudge—I’m still hot, I’m still black, and I’ve still got a terrific rack. So join me next week when we’ll be talking paranormal smack. Until next time, keep it real.”
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        * * *

      

      Olympia leaned over and pushed the stop button on the recorder. “That was great!” Olympia said.

      Gerylyn did not respond.

      “What’s wrong?” Olympia asked.

      “It’s going to happen here.”

      “What is?”

      “The tear,” Gerylyn said. “It’s happening here, tonight, at the house.”

      “What? How can you be sure?” Olympia asked. “You said yourself, it could happen anywhere.”

      “Let’s just call it a feeling.”

      

      
        
        12:48 A.M. EST

        PAMPLICO, SOUTH CAROLINA

      

      

      COME ON, NEWT, do something,” Maggie said. “Use that genius of yours, and get us the hell out of here.”

      Two hours had passed since Newt and Maggie stopped for gas, and they were still stranded at the station, with no phone, no money, and a car with no keys. Neither of them had winter coats, and the weather was rapidly heading toward sub-freezing temperatures, which made walking out of the question.

      And not a single car had driven by.

      “Can’t you come up with anything?”

      “I’m good with math, and I have a photographic memory, Maggie,” Newt said. “I’m not MacGyver.”

      MacGyver.

      It had been a long time since Newt had even thought about the show. During his early autistic years when Newt would go into one of his frozen states, his parents would sit him down on the sofa with them and his sisters, and they would watch TV. One of the shows they watched religiously was MacGyver.

      Newt loved watching MacGyver because it was such a creative show. Detailed. Duct tape and gum. Ammonia and Morse code—a mixture of chemistry, physics, math, and human ingenuity.

      Best of all, the gags on the show were real.

      They worked.

      Even the most outrageous things MacGyver did could be replicated in the real world. Shorting out a missile launch timer with a bent paper clip. Taking an electric battery and bailing wire to zap someone when they placed their hand on a metal doorknob. Using a TV tube, a battery, and jumper cables to cause an explosion.

      Jumper cables.

      Newt closed his eyes.

      “What are you doing?” Maggie asked.

      “Be quiet. Give me a minute.”

      Newt kept his eyes closed and held up his hand. Maggie went silent.

      In his mind, Newt watched as MacGyver patched the holes in the radiator of a Jeep, with nothing but paste made with water and egg whites. Then he dumped water in the radiator—and then he hot-wired the car.

      Newt was four years old when he watched the episode, but thanks to his gift he remembered it in total detail. The car in the episode wasn’t a Chrysler LeBaron, but it was from the same basic era.

      Newt rewound the scene in his mind and watched it again.  Finally, he opened his eyes. “We’re going to need a pair of wire cutters and a roll of electrical tape.”

      
        
        1:07 A.M. EST

        UPSTAIRS BEDROOM AT THE MANSION

      

      

      THAT WAS A quick tour,” Olympia whispered, looking up at the naked Australian on top of her, a tinge of disappointment in her voice.

      “Not to worry, love,” Graeme said, rolling onto his back. “We Aussies tend to get the first one out of the way pretty quick.”

      “Oh,” Olympia said.

      “That’s right, love,” Graeme said. “The tour is just getting started.”

      

      
        
        1:18 A.M. EST

        IN THE BALLROOM

      

      

      IT DIDN’T SEEM POSSIBLE as far as Koda was concerned, but Alec Yost—who had been so drunk an hour earlier he literally could not stand—managed to take the stage.

      “Good evening. My name is Alec Yost,” the rocker said quietly into the microphone to the applause of the forty or so guests who were still there. “This is one of my favorites. I hope you enjoy it.”

      Then Alec began to play.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Noah sat in the back of the room and watched in amazement as Alec Yost performed a low-key acoustic set he didn’t know Alec was capable of. Gone was the outrageous rocker Noah had grown up idolizing, replaced by a somber, thoughtful person no one had ever seen before. The audience was mesmerized.

      “He’s good, isn’t he?” the Southern Gentleman drawled from the seat to Noah’s left.

      “Yes, he is,” Noah said as Alec shifted from a cover version of “Wild Horses” by the Rolling Stones to a song Noah knew all too well.

      “What’s this one called?” Stan Lee asked.

      “‘Noah’s Gone,’” Noah said.

      “Isn’t that your name?”

      Noah nodded.

      “So, the song is about you?” Stan Lee asked.

      Noah did not answer him, listening as Alec sang the lyrics:

      Noah made his promises and pretended like he cared.

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

      Noah made commitments, then quit when it got tough.

      Noah was the captain but bailed when seas got rough.

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

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

      Noah tossed his band mates into the proverbial ditch—

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

      “Ouch,” the Southern Gentleman said. “That’s got to fry your bacon, doesn’t it, sport?”

      Sport.

      It had been bugging Noah all night—the feeling that he knew the Southern Gentleman from somewhere. Now he remembered. “Lieutenant Dan,” Noah said.

      “Say what?” Stan Lee asked.

      “That’s where we met before—at the Onyx Webb Film Festival,” Noah said. “You were in a wheelchair dressed like Lieutenant Dan from Forrest Gump.”

      Stan Lee froze.

      “Yep, that was you,” Noah said.

      “I’ve got no earthly idea what you’re talking about, sport,” Stan Lee said.

      “There, you did it again.”

      “Did what?”

      “You called me sport,” Noah said. “That’s how I remembered you. We went out for drinks after the show. Remember?”

      “I’m afraid you’re suffering from a bad case of mistaken identity,” Stan Lee said as he pulled himself to his feet. “You have a good night now.”

      Noah watched as the Southern Gentleman stood up and walked away.

      No, he wasn’t mistaken. It was the same guy.

      
        
        1:33 A.M. EST

        OUTSIDE, BEHIND THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      WE CAN GO BACK IN if you’re cold,” Juniper said as she and Quinn walked across the frosty grass behind the mansion.

      “No, I’m fine,” Quinn said.

      “How did you know it was me?” Juniper asked. “The dress?”

      “No,” Quinn said. “It was the song. Chopin’s Nocturne, op. 9, no. 2. You played it the night you went on Johnny Carson.”

      “You remember that?”

      “December 23, 1971,” Quinn said. “You were only eight. Even then I knew how special your gift was—what a gift you were.”

      “I don’t know how I would have survived without you.”

      “That’s the thing, Juniper. You didn’t.”

      “You’ve got to let it go, Quinn,” Juniper said. “It wasn’t your fault. None of it. You hear me? None of it.”

      Quinn nodded, then stopped and looked up at the sky. “The eclipse is supposed to start soon.”

      Juniper gazed up at the clouds. “I don’t think there’s going to be much to see with the clouds.”

      “You didn’t bring me out here to talk about the eclipse or the weather, did you?” Quinn said.

      Juniper shook her head. “No.”

      “I know what you’re going to say,” Quinn said. “You’re not staying.”

      Juniper nodded.

      “It’s okay,” Quinn said. “I already knew.”

      “What’s going to happen with Wyatt?” Juniper asked.

      Quinn didn’t answer.

      “There’s nothing you can do?”

      “I’ve done everything I can,” Quinn said. “The governor won’t listen.”

      “What if I talked to him?” Juniper asked.

      Quinn stepped back and looked at Juniper. “We can’t do that.”

      “Do what?” Juniper asked. “Expose me? You want the governor to believe you. Well, here I am. For God sake, Quinn, let me help. I’m dead, but that doesn’t mean I can’t do something good.”

      “I’m still not sure you’d be able to convince him you’re a ghost,” Quinn said. “He’s an incredibly stubborn ass.”

      “It’s worth a try,” Juniper said. “Do you know if he’s still here?”

      Quinn nodded.

      “Okay, then let’s do it,” Juniper said.

      Juniper grabbed Quinn’s hand, and they started back toward the mansion—

      Then Juniper stopped dead in her tracks.

      “What is it?” Quinn asked.

      “The mansion,” Juniper said. “I know this. I’ve seen it before.”

      “Of course you have. You’ve been here—”

      “No,” Juniper said. “I’ve only been inside. This is the first time I’ve seen it from the outside.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, God,” Juniper said as a chill ran through her, one that had nothing to do with the weather.

      Juniper spun around and gazed off in the darkness toward the house next door. “Do you see that house next door?”

      Quinn peered into the darkness. The house was a good one hundred yards away and barely visible. “Yes. What about it?”

      “That’s where I was murdered,” Juniper said. “There, in that house.”

      Then it all came back.

      Juniper remembered waking up, strapped to the table in the back of the van. Getting one hand free and banging on the side of the van. The rear door opening. The woman helping her out of the van.

      There were still a few blank spots in her memory, but she remembered stumbling in her bare feet on the wet grass toward the lights of a house in the distance.

      No, not a house.

      Bigger than any house Juniper had ever seen.

      A mansion.

      The Mulvaney mansion.

      “I saw the mansion the night I was killed,” Juniper said. “It was this mansion. I was running from that house.”

      “Wait. Are you sure?” Quinn asked.

      Yes,” Juniper said. “He caught me and took me back. I was killed there, Quinn—in that house. We’ve got to get back inside and find Koda.”

      
        
        1:37 A.M. EST

        THE MANSION BALLROOM

      

      

      QUINN AND JUNIPER entered the ballroom, and Juniper spotted Koda standing at the back of the ballroom, watching Alec Yost perform for the remaining guests.

      “Where’s Robyn?” Quinn asked as he and Juniper approached Koda.

      “Gerylyn was exhausted. She took her upstairs for the night,” Koda said. “What’s going on?”

      “We need to tell you something,” Juniper said.

      “Juniper remembers where she was murdered,” Quinn said jumping in.

      “Oh, my God! Where?” Koda asked.

      “You might want to sit down first,” Quinn said.

      Koda could see the grave looks on their faces and waited.

      “The house next door,” Juniper said.

      “What are you talking about?” Koda said. “The house next door to where?”

      “Here,” Quinn said. “The house next door to the mansion.”

      
        
        1:39 A.M. EST

        THE OTHER SIDE OF THE BALLROOM

      

      

      DECLAN ENTERED THE ballroom after walking the governor out to the back deck to see him off. Getting the man to agree to pardon Wyatt Scrogger had been a long shot. As expected, the governor wouldn’t budge. Only a divine act of providence could save the innocent man from the gallows now.

      Declan was just going to head to his room when the Whitlocks walked over. “Nice job on this evening’s event,” Warren Whitlock said, reaching out and shaking Declan’s hand.

      “My grandson deserves all the credit.”

      Bunny Whitlock extended a gloved hand. “We’d stay longer, but—”

      “You don’t have to explain, Christine,” Declan said as he held the overly made-up woman’s hand. “The weather out there is horrible.”

      “It’s because of our Salvadorian nanny,” Warren said.

      “Yes,” Bunny said. “It used to be you could threaten to call immigration if you wanted these people to work overtime. Now they call the IRS threatening to expose us for not having paid taxes on their wages. And do call me Bunny. Warren is the only one who calls me Christine—and only when I’ve exceeded the limit on our American Express black card, which has no limit.”

      “It’s a world gone mad, Bunny,” Declan said.

      “I notice you still didn’t get the property next door for that heliport you wanted,” Warren said.

      “Bruce is the one who wanted a heliport, not me,” Declan said.

      “Tell me, Declan,” Bunny said. “However did you manage to snag Alec Yost for the evening? That must have set the foundation back a pretty penny.”

      “To the contrary,” Declan said. “Alec is performing for free this evening. Rest assured, every penny of your donation will go to the foundation.”

      “Free? How did you manage that?” Warren asked.

      “It’s a long story,” Declan said. “Let’s just say Alec is like a son to me. I’ve done some things for him over the years, and he was kind enough to return the favor.”
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        * * *

      

      “Did you hear that?” Kara asked standing next to Stan Lee several feet behind the husband and wife who were saying goodnight to Declan. “That’s why they wanted the house—to tear it down so they could land helicopters.”

      Stan Lee didn’t answer. He was absorbing what he’d heard Declan say to the couple, and his stomach tightened.

      Alec Yost was like a son?

      A son?

      What was he? Stan Lee thought. Hadn’t he been like a son to him?

      “What are you waiting for?” Kara said. “He’s right there. You’ve got a knife. You’ve got to do it now.”

      “Maybe we should wait for a better time,” Stan Lee said.

      “A better time? What are you talking about?” Kara asked. “There’s never going to be a better time than this.”

      Maybe she was right.

      “Do it!” Kara shouted.

      Stan Lee put his hand inside his suit coat and gripped the handle of the knife, but then thought better of it. There were too many people around. Killing Declan now would be more than murder—it would also be suicide.

      “Do it,” Kara repeated. “If you don’t, I will.”

      And then Stan Lee saw her.

      A young girl in a blue dress on the other side of the room—a dress he knew extremely well.

      A dress he’d taken off the first girl he’d killed at the house, not long before he removed her legs and placed them in the glass jar.

      A dress he still had, folded neatly and sealed in a plastic bag hidden in the wall of the house. He’d used the girl’s panties and shoes to frame Wyatt Scrogger.

      Juniper had been Stan Lee’s first—at least that’s what he considered her. He’d killed three prostitutes before—as practice. But she was the first he’d spent any real time with.

      Talking.

      Getting to know her.

      Before he killed her.

      Juniper was special.

      And there she was, standing with Koda Mulvaney not more than fifty feet way—looking exactly the same.

      Stan Lee didn’t know how it was possible, but it was her.

      He was looking at Juniper Cole.

      Either that, or her ghost.
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        * * *

      

      Juniper had just finished telling Koda what she’d remembered—that she had been murdered in the house next door to the mansion—when she saw him.

      “Oh, my God. That’s him,” Juniper murmured.

      “What?” Koda said.

      “That man over there. The one standing near your grandfather,” Juniper said. “That’s him.”

      Koda and Quinn looked across the room to where Declan was talking to Warren and Bunny Whitlock. “The man in the black overcoat?” Koda asked.

      “No, the man behind him. The man in the white suit,” Juniper said.

      Koda shifted his gaze and saw the Southern Gentleman standing directly behind the couple. “The Southern Gentleman? What about him?”

      “That’s him,” Juniper gasped. “That’s the man who murdered me.”

      Koda shook his head, confused. “Wait, Juniper. I thought you said the man who killed you was a photographer for the Savanna PD?”

      “I know, but that’s him. I recognize him.”

      “Maybe you’re wrong,” Quinn said. “It’s been thirty years. Maybe—”

      “No,” Juniper said. “He’s older, and he’s wearing a disguise. But it’s him. I’ll never forget those eyes.”

      Koda suddenly flashed on the memory he had as a kid, sneaking outside with the new Meade telescope he’d gotten for Christmas. He set it up and tried to look at the stars, but he didn’t know how to focus it. So he lowered the telescope and pointed it at the house next door—and that’s when he saw the man, standing at the window smoking a cigarette—looking back at him through a pair of binoculars.

      And he remembered seeing the man’s eyes. Even at the age of six Koda sensed something sinister in them. Something evil.

      Koda looked at the Southern Gentleman, standing there behind the Whitlocks.

      His hair was white like Colonel Sanders. And he had a white moustache—all part of a disguise.

      The Southern Gentleman turned and looked in Koda’s direction and their eyes met.

      The Southern Gentleman smiled.

      Jesus.

      Koda took a step toward his grandfather, Quinn following closely behind. Then Bunny Whitlock, standing next to Declan, screamed…

      “He’s got a knife!”

      Then—a long, slow-motion second later—Koda watched as the Southern Gentleman took a step forward and plunged a knife into Declan’s stomach.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee wasn’t entirely sure what had just happened. One moment he was standing there, talking to Kara, and then it was like what happens when you’re driving somewhere, and suddenly it’s…

      Later.

      Stan Lee suddenly became aware of his surroundings, as if he’d been gone for a moment and now he was back—seeing the knife dangling in his hand...

      Covered in blood.

      Stan Lee looked down and saw Declan Mulvaney on the floor, clutching his stomach. Then he looked up and saw Koda Mulvaney racing across the ballroom in his direction.

      “Go!” Kara shouted. “Run!”

      Stan Lee dropped the knife and bolted.

      
        
        1:41 A.M. EST

        THE MULVANEY MANSION BALLROOM

      

      

      SOMEBODY CALL AN AMBULANCE!” Koda yelled when he saw Declan on the ground clutching his stomach in pain.

      “He just—he just came out of nowhere and stabbed him,” Warren Whitlock stammered. “I couldn’t stop him. There, there was nothing I could do.”

      Quinn and Juniper got there seconds after Koda, and Juniper dropped to her knees on the floor. “What can we do?”

      Koda looked down at Declan, who was clutching his stomach—blood from the wound seeping between his fingers. “Napkins,” Koda said. “Get me some napkins.”

      Quinn nodded and pushed his way through the circle of people who were gathering to see what the commotion was about.

      “Grandpa, can you hear me?” Koda asked.

      Declan could only groan.

      Alec Yost pushed his way through the throng of onlookers and dropped to his knees next to Koda. “Christ, what happened?” Alec asked.

      “The Southern Gentleman stabbed him,” someone said from the crowd. “I saw it too. He suddenly pulled out a knife and lunged.”

      “Has anyone called an ambulance?” Alec asked frantically.

      Koda remembered the emergency call button Stormy had given him and pulled it from his pocket and pushed it.

      A large man stepped forward from the crowd. “Yes, I called them,” the man said, removing his mask and letting it fall to the floor.

      Koda looked up and recognized the man instantly.

      It was a face he’d seen a thousand times—never in person, but in a picture—an old black-and-white photograph hanging on the wall in his grandfather’s study. What struck Koda was that the man looked the same as he did in the photo—a photo that had been taken at least fifty years earlier.

      The man knelt down next to Koda. “You don’t know me, Koda. I’m a friend of your grandfather’s. I’m—”

      “—Uncle Tommy?” Koda said.

      Tommy Bilazzo nodded.

      “What do I do?” Koda said, tears welling in his eyes. “I don’t know what to—”

      “You’re doing great,” Tommy said. “Keep pressure on the wound, just like you’re doing. I’ll go out front and direct the ambulance when they get here.”

      Koda used the sleeve of his shirt to wipe the tears off his face and then looked to Quinn and Juniper. “Have you seen Robyn?”

      Quinn and Juniper shook their heads.

      “Find her for me,” Koda said.

      Juniper nodded and took off running. “He’s going to be okay,” Quinn said unconvincingly.

      Koda looked down at his grandfather who looked pale and was barely moving, and he wished he could believe him.

      

      
        
        1:44 A.M. EST

        IN THE SECURITY ROOM

      

      

      STORMY WAS SITTING in the security room, reviewing the closed-circuit TV monitors, making sure guests weren’t venturing into areas of the mansion that were off limits to anyone but family. As best as he could tell, there were only two such people—Graeme Kingsley, who was officially a houseguest with an assigned room on the second floor—and Olympia Fudge.

      Stormy felt no need to watch the Australian and Olympia having sex—though he could have, if he’d wanted to, since every room in the house had a camera secreted in it somewhere. He’d told everyone the rooms were private with no cameras present.

      Which was a lie, but a lie told with good intent.

      The truth was Stormy could not protect the Mulvaneys without knowing what was happening behind closed doors—especially with the number of spirit forces moving about the house. Like the dark entity that Declan told him about—the priest he said he’d murdered.

      The priest worried Stormy.

      Stormy was even more concerned once he’d seen the tape from one of the priest’s visits to Declan’s room—how the priest’s very presence drained the light from his surroundings.

      And the energy out of Declan himself.

      Stormy knew about Declan’s illness. And he was sure the illness was taking its toll on the man. But he also knew the priest’s continued presence in the house was escalating Declan’s rapidly deteriorating condition—literally sucking the last of Declan’s energy from him by simply being there.

      Stormy was also certain the priest was in the house at that moment, lurking in the darkness—a part of the darkness—which was the cause of the repeated flickering of lights. Stormy had yet to see the priest’s dark form on the video, but he didn’t need to see it.

      It was a good time to check with the security guards, Stormy thought. He needed to make sure the gate was still operating properly—

      Then the buzzer in his pocket vibrated.

      Stormy looked at the screen on the far left of the panel and saw a group of people huddled around a man lying on the floor.

      It was Declan.

      
        
        1:44 A.M. EST

        IN ONE OF THE MANSION HALLWAYS

      

      

      “YOU DID THIS!” Stan Lee said over his shoulder to Kara as he hurried down a hallway in a part of the mansion he’d never been before—lost like a rat in a maze.

      “Settle down,” Kara said from behind him.

      “Settle down? You stabbed Declan Mulvaney in the middle of the ballroom. In front of fifty witnesses!”

      “I stabbed him?” Kara snapped. “Color me stupid, Stan, but I’m not the one with blood on his hands.”

      Stan Lee looked down and saw his blood-soaked hand and realized she was right. He stabbed Declan. But he had no recollection of it.

      Suddenly, the door on Stan Lee’s right opened. The man in the bowler hat stepped into the hallway, and the two men collided into one another. Stan Lee could tell the security man looked distraught.

      “Do you know what happened in the ballroom? To Declan?” Stormy asked breathlessly.

      Oh, my God, he knows. “Uh, yes, he—someone stabbed him,” Stan Lee blurted.

      “Stabbed him?” Stormy repeated. “Who would—?”

      “I don’t know,” Stan Lee said, noticing that Kara was standing next to Stormy now. Kara motioned at Stan Lee’s blood-soaked hand, and he quickly moved it behind his back. “But it’s bad. You’d better get up there right away.”

      Stormy turned and bolted away down the hall.

      “Jesus, Stan,” Kara said. “That was close. We’ve got to get out of here. What about—?”

      Stan Lee suddenly had an idea.

      The tunnel.

      “Now you’re thinking,” Kara said. “Do you know how to get there?”

      Stan Lee wasn’t sure. He was disoriented. And the only time he’d used the secret door in the art room was from his end of the tunnel, never from inside the house. The big question was, had Declan sealed it off?

      “Of course, he didn’t, stupid,” Kara said. “They don’t even know the secret door is there. If they did, they’d have found the tunnel long ago, and you’d already be in prison.”

      Kara was right, of course, Stan Lee thought.

      How could he function without her?

      
        
        1:47 A.M. EST

        SECOND-FLOOR GUEST BEDROOM

      

      

      GRAEME WAS STANDING in front of the mirror, running a brush through his hair and admiring his good looks as he and Olympia prepared to return to the party after their little tryst.

      “It’s nice to see a man with a healthy sense of ego,” Olympia said from the edge of the bed as she pulled on her yellow spandex tights. “You know we’re supposed to keep the mirrors covered, right?”

      “What? You don’t think I can protect you from some scrawny-ass poltergeist?” Graeme asked over his shoulder.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought too,” Olympia said. “Right before a scrawny-ass poltergeist leveled my apartment building.”

      Graeme picked up the black tablecloth off the floor and threw it over the mirror. “Happy?”

      “Yes, on multiple levels,” Olympia said.

      Suddenly, Graeme felt the emergency buzzer in his pocket begin to vibrate. “Oh, crikey.”

      “What is it?” Olympia asked.

      “Something’s happened to Declan.”
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        “In matters of karma, the universe is excruciatingly fair. What goes around does indeed come around. But you must understand: the universe is under no obligation to ensure it comes around to you.”

        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death
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        THE FOLLOWING EVENTS TAKE PLACE BETWEEN 1:48 and 3:17 A.M. (EST),

        DECEMBER 21, 2010.

        THE HEIGHT OF THE SOLSTICE ECLIPSE.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        1:48 A.M. EST

        IN THE BALLROOM

      

      

      GRAEME KINGSLEY PUSHED his way through the crowd of people and found Koda kneeling on the floor, his hand pressed against Declan’s stomach. Bruce and Alec Yost were kneeling next to Koda.

      “Is he conscious?” Graeme asked.

      Koda shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      A moment later, Stormy arrived. “What happened?” Stormy asked.

      “Someone stabbed him,” Bunny Whitlock said. “I was standing right there when it happened.”

      “Stabbed him?” Stormy repeated in disbelief. “Who stabbed him?”

      “It was the Southern Gentleman,” Warren Whitlock said.

      “Son of a bitch,” Stormy said. “I ran into him in the hallway, but I had no idea he—”

      “Go find him,” Bruce barked. “Do not let that bastard get out of this house.”

      Stormy nodded and raced off.

      “Where’s the damn ambulance?” Bruce snapped.

      “It should be here soon,” Koda said. “Uncle Tommy is waiting out front for them.”

      Bruce shot Koda a confused look.

      “Later,” Koda said.
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        * * *

      

      Olympia saw the gathering and worked her way through the circle of onlookers and stopped next to Graeme. She looked down and saw Declan on the floor—and the blood. “Holy crap, what happened?”

      “Pants,” Graeme said under his breath.

      “What?”

      “Pants,” Graeme said, slightly louder and pointed his finger.

      Olympia looked to where he was pointing and felt the blood rush to her face. In her hurry, Olympia had managed to put her yellow spandex tights on backward, which in and of itself wasn’t a disaster. The problem was they were also inside out—with the tag hanging out a few inches below her belly button like a white rectangular tongue.

      “Oh, God,” Olympia said. “I’ll be right back.”

      
        
        1:48 A.M. EST

        BASEMENT OF THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      THERE HAS TO BE a stairway to the basement,” Stan Lee said aloud, even though Kara was nowhere in sight. That didn’t mean she wasn’t there. She was there somewhere—ever present, visible or not—camping out in his head like a deranged girl scout hanging near the doors of the supermarket, determined to get a badge for selling cookies to otherwise innocent shoppers.

      Except when he needed her. When Stan Lee needed Kara, she disappeared faster than David Copperfield.

      Stan Lee turned yet another corner and still saw nothing resembling a stairway. But there was a door at the end of the hall.

      Stan Lee felt like he’d been traveling in circles, opening so many doors he could no longer remember which he’d tried and which he hadn’t.

      “Only one way to find out,” Kara said from behind him.

      A minute earlier Stan Lee was desperate for Kara’s help.

      “Screw you and your Thin Mints,” Stan Lee snapped.

      “Why are you ranting about cookies?” Kara asked.

      Stan Lee ignored her and walked straight to the door without acknowledging her further.

      Stan Lee turned the knob and pulled the door toward him and breathed a sigh of relief.

      Stairs.

      Stan Lee flipped a switch on the wall and a bulb at the bottom of the staircase illuminated. Standing directly beneath the light—at the bottom of the stairs—was Kara.

      “Well, are you coming or not?”

      
        
        1:49 A.M. EST

        MANSION SECURITY ROOM

      

      

      STORMY ENTERED THE security room and slid into the chair behind the closed-circuit TV console. With any luck the bastard hadn’t—

      Son of a bitch, there he was!

      Stormy looked at the number on the screen. Number seventeen.

      Camera #17 was in the hallway toward the rear of the original plantation house. The TVs had no sound but Stormy could tell the man was talking to someone. Who could he be talking to? Beatrice Shaw? One of her workers?

      Stormy glanced at one of the other TV monitors and saw that Beatrice and the few workers that remained were all in the main kitchen in the newer part of the mansion.

      Then Stormy watched as the Southern Gentleman walked to the door at the end of the hall and opened it. He headed down the staircase and disappeared from the TV screen.

      Stormy not only knew where the Southern Gentleman had gone, he knew he was trapped.

      The only thing at the bottom of the stairs was an underground root cellar—an area Declan Mulvaney had once used for his stolen art collection before being arrested by the federal government. It was now used for storage of various odds and ends.

      But Stormy could no longer see the Southern Gentleman. When Stormy arranged for the closed-circuit cameras to be installed, he hadn’t bothered placing one down there. Why would he? The room was rarely used. More importantly, it didn’t lead anywhere.

      It was a dead end.

      Which meant that if he could get there in time, he had the bastard trapped.

      
        
        1:50 A.M. EST

        SECOND-FLOOR GUEST BEDROOM

      

      

      OLYMPIA WAS MORTIFIED. It was one thing to sneak upstairs with Graeme, take off her clothes, and have a romp beneath the sheets. They were adults, and it was no one’s business but their own. It was entirely something else to go back down with her pants inside out so everyone at the party would know about it.

      It could have been worse, of course.

      The thought made her shudder.

      Olympia pulled the yellow tights off, turned them right-side out, and then bent over to work her way back into them. Then Olympia walked over and pulled the black cloth from the mirror to triple-check that the rest of her was put together properly, and—

      “Holy shit!” Olympia screamed.

      There was a man inside the mirror, starring back at her. Standing behind the man were other people, all of them peering through the mirror at her.

      Just then the man stuck his face through the glass into the room, and Olympia staggered back and fell on the bed. Then she watched in horror as the man stepped through the mirror entirely—followed immediately by several others.

      “Who are you? What—what do you want?” Olympia stammered.

      The ghosts did not answer.

      Olympia glanced around for something to defend herself with and spotted the sawed-off shotgun. It wasn’t loaded, but the ghosts didn’t know that. She quickly rolled off the bed and grabbed it.

      “Don’t come any closer,” Olympia said, pointing the gun at the ghost. “You do, and I’ll shoot your ass!”

      The man lunged forward, and Olympia instinctively pulled the trigger and BAM! The gun fired, sending the ghost flying back. Jesus, Olympia thought. The gun had been loaded the entire time.

      The ghost looked down at the hole in its chest, and then back up at Olympia. Well, so much for that plan, Olympia thought.

      A second ghost stepped forward, and Olympia pulled the trigger for the opposite barrel. The shotgun issued another blast that sent the second ghost staggering back.

      The two ghosts exchanged a glance and then lunged forward.

      Olympia bolted for the door, shotgun still in hand—and ran smack-dab into the chest of yet another ghost, and Olympia started screaming.

      “Calm down,” someone said from the doorway.

      Olympia turned and saw a man standing there. “Nathaniel?” Olympia said.

      “Hello, darling,” Nathaniel said as a ghost rushed at the two of them. Nathaniel redirected it with a shove, using the ghost’s own momentum to his advantage and sent it crashing head first into the door jam. “You tried to kill a ghost with a shotgun? Didn’t I teach you anything?”

      “I’m sorry, Nat, I just—”

      “We’ll talk later,” Nathaniel said, punching another ghost in the face and sending it reeling back. “Get downstairs and warn everyone. I’ll hold them off for as long as I can.”

      
        
        1:51 A.M. EST

        IN THE BALLROOM

      

      

      CLEAR A PATH!” Bruce shouted when he saw two emergency medical technicians enter the ballroom. The first EMT was a large, beefy female pushing a rolling gurney. The second was a slightly built male who didn’t look big enough to lift a sack of potatoes let alone pick up a grown man.

      With them was a large man who struck Bruce as a doppelganger for Dan Blocker, the actor who used to play Hoss Cartwright on Bonanza—which, of course, he wasn’t. Dan Blocker had been dead for nearly four decades, tragically dying of a pulmonary embolism in his early forties.

      This man also looked extremely familiar.

      Everyone stopped for a moment as what sounded like gunshots rang out from the second floor. “What was that?” Quinn asked.

      “Back away, please,” the male EMT said as he took a knee next to Declan and began checking his vitals, while the female EMT set a portable medical kit on the floor and popped it open.

      “You’re Bruce, right?” the man asked. “How’s Declan? Has he come to? Did he say anything yet?”

      Bruce shook his head. “Who are you?”

      “I’m an old friend from way back—Uncle Tommy.”

      Bruce wasn’t sure how old of friends his father and “Uncle Tommy” could possibly be since he didn’t look a day over forty.

      “Okay, let’s get him out of here,” the female EMT barked. “Is he able—?”

      The EMT stopped mid-question when hysterical screams erupted from the staircase in the back corner of the ballroom. A black woman with an afro came down the stairs in her bare feet, holding a shotgun and flailing her arms.

      “Ghosts! Ghosts!” Olympia screamed. “Everyone needs to get out!”

      “Jesus, Koda,” Bruce snapped. “You picked one hell of a time for theatrics.”

      Olympia glanced over her shoulder up the staircase. “Oh, God, they’re coming! Run for your lives!”

      “This isn’t a show, Dad,” Koda said. “This might be what Gerylyn warned us about.”

      “But we covered the mirrors,” Quinn said. “How—?”

      Everyone watched as Olympia reached the bottom of the stairs and sprinted across the room toward them. A mass of transparent figures slowly came down the stairs behind her.

      Olympia reached the group of people surrounding Declan. Everyone stood transfixed—too confused to understand what was taking place. Then the reality of the situation set in—followed by a wave of panic as the gray figures reached the bottom of the stairs and began moving in their direction like an army of gray, lifeless soldiers.

      “Run, Bunny!” Warren Whitlock screamed. “Run!”
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        * * *

      

      The last flicker of hope that what was happening was part of an elaborate show was quickly extinguished when Warren Whitlock bravely stepped forward and encountered the first ghost to arrive at the circle of guests.

      The ghost grabbed Warren by the tie, pulled him toward it, and placed its mouth over his. Several seconds later, the people standing close by released a collective gasp as the ghost—now filled with color—dropped the millionaire’s gray, lifeless body to the floor and walked off.

      Another ghost grabbed the male EMT, who tried to push it away but was unable to escape. The ghost placed its mouth over the EMT’s mouth and—

      Everyone scattered, running in every direction, screaming.

      One of the gray figures came directly at Bruce, but before it could get to him, Tommy stepped forward and hit it squarely in the face—his hand penetrating the ghost and disappearing a few inches, as if punching a marshmallow—and the spirit staggered backward, momentarily stunned.

      “Is there a place you can hide?” Tommy asked.

      “We’ve got a panic room,” Koda said.

      “Good. How many people does it hold?”

      “I don’t know,” Koda said. “Dad?”

      Bruce didn’t answer, his eyes darting back and forth on the utter chaos that was enveloping the ballroom.

      Tommy grabbed Bruce by the shoulders and shook him. “Bruce, are you listening? How many people can you fit in the panic room?”

      “It’s designed for six,” Bruce said finally. “But it can fit eight if necessary.”

      “Okay, good,” Tommy said. “The two of you grab another six people and get them in there as fast as you can.”

      “But, what about—”

      “Your old man? Don’t worry,” Tommy asked. “I’ll get him to the ambulance. You take care of the others.”

      Bruce nodded.

      “And, hey,” Tommy said. They come at you, punch them a good one in the kisser, okay? It stuns them.”

      “How do you know all this?” Bruce asked.

      “Later,” Tommy said.

      “I’ve got to go find Robyn,” Koda said.

      “No,” Bruce said. “You come with—”

      “I’m going to find her,” Koda repeated. “Quinn, Juniper, Olympia, Graeme, go with my dad. I’ll meet you at the panic room.”

      “What about me?” Bunny yelped. “I’m all alone!”

      Bruce realized they were going to be in trouble if too many people knew where they were going. “Yeah, Bunny, come on—but don’t say anything to anyone else.”

      “Guys, we need to get him out of here now,” the female EMT barked. “I’m going to need help.”

      “I’ll stay,” Graeme said, turning and punching an oncoming ghost in the face and then kicking it hard in the stomach and sending it flying backward.

      “Yeah, go,” Tommy said and turned to Bruce. “Trust me, Bruce, I’ll take care of your dad.”

      
        
        1:52 A.M. EST

        ACROSS THE BALLROOM

      

      

      SIMON AND HIS two authors, Zaneta and Fernando, were about thirty feet from the others, watching the chaos unfold.

      “You’re the publisher, Simon,” Fernando shrieked. “Do something!”

      “Wake up, Fernando,” Zaneta said. “We survive this, we’re set for life. This is the greatest story ever.”

      That’s when Simon noticed Bruce Mulvaney leading a group of people from the ballroom.

      “Okay, you two. Follow me.”

      
        
        1:53 A.M. EST

        MAIN ENTRANCE HALLWAY

      

      

      IT HAD TAKEN ROBYN considerably longer than she thought it would getting Gerylyn settled in her room for the night, and she was sure Koda was wondering what happened to her.

      What a day. Starting with her arrival at the mansion in the afternoon to fulfill her role as bartending day laborer, only to end the night having the prince kneel and slide the glass slipper on her foot.

      Having grown up in Orlando, Robyn had been to Disney World so many times she’d lost count. And every time she made it a point to walk through Cinderella’s Castle, wondering what it would be like to live a fairy tale life.

      But she’d never really thought it would happen to her.

      Maybe fairy tales do come true.
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        * * *

      

      Even before Robyn reached the bottom of the stairs she knew something wasn’t right. She could hear what sounded like fighting and people shouting. Alec Yost was no longer playing. He couldn’t possibly be done already.

      One of the guests appeared at the bottom of the stairway and then started up the stairs toward her. The man looked frightened out of his mind.

      “Don’t go down there!” the man spat as he ran past her up the stairs, his face white as a sheet. A moment later, Robyn felt like the blood had drained from her body.

      At the bottom of the stairs she saw Graeme and a female EMT rolling a gurney with a man on it. It was Declan, and he was covered in blood.

      “Graeme!” Robyn yelled. “What happened?”

      Graeme stopped and looked up the stairs, but before he could answer, several gray figures appeared.

      Ghosts, Robyn thought. But why—? And then she remembered the solstice eclipse and what Gerylyn Stoller had been warning everyone about.

      Two of the ghosts rushed the female EMT, and she dropped to the floor. Graeme managed to get one of the ghosts off her, but the second one sucked the life out of the EMT before Robyn’s eyes. The woman never stood a chance.

      A third ghost came at Graeme from the opposite direction. Robyn started down the stairs to help—but before she could get there, a large man grabbed the ghost and hurled it headfirst into the wall, and it scrabbled away.

      The big man looked up the stairwell at Robyn. “You’re Koda’s girl, right?” the big man asked.

      “Uh, yeah,” Robyn said, taking a second to process the question—it was still strange, thinking of herself as Koda’s girl.

      “I’m Tommy. We need your help getting Declan to the ambulance.”

      Graeme scrambled to his feet and held his hand out to Tommy. “Thanks, mate.”

      “Yeah, well, we’re not out of here yet,” Tommy said, shaking Graeme’s hand as Robyn hurried down the stairs to the bottom of the landing.

      “What can I do?” Robyn asked.

      “You think you can help us get Declan to the ambulance?” Graeme asked.

      Robyn nodded.

      “Good,” Tommy said. “You two push the gurney, and I’ll run interference.”

      “What happened?” Robyn asked as she grabbed the front of the gurney and looked down at Declan’s frail frame—shocked at how pale he was.

      “Some bastard stabbed him,” Tommy said.

      “Stabbed? Who would want to—?”

      “The Southern Gentleman,” Graeme said.

      
        
        1:54 A.M. EST

        HALLWAY LEADING TO THE PANIC ROOM

      

      

      SIMON, ZANETA, AND FERNANDO hurried across the ballroom and caught up to the group being led by Bruce Mulvaney and then silently fell in behind them.

      “Where’s he taking us?” Fernando asked.

      Simon had no idea. Wherever it was, it had to be better than staying in the ballroom where the gray spirits were attacking most of the others. “Just keep moving,” Simon whispered.

      A second later, Simon saw a ghost appear from a doorway on their left and went straight for Zaneta, who was at the end of the line.

      Simon looked back and saw the ghost begin sucking the life from his author. Well, there goes about a million bucks, Simon thought as he watched the ghost drop Zaneta’s limp body to the hardwood floor.

      Then Simon saw another ghost appear in the doorway and begin walking up the hallway toward them—toward him since he was the last person in the single-file conga-line working its way down the hallway.

      Simon hated to do it. Fernando was a friend. Well, not a friend, really, but a colleague. But what choice did he have?

      Simon put his foot out and tripped Fernando, sending him sprawling on the ground—then he quickly stepped over him.

      It worked.

      The ghost that had its sights on Simon a second earlier turned his attention to Fernando.
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        * * *

      

      Bruce slowed to a stop and opened the door to his study and then led everyone inside. Then he walked to the closet and began moving hangers until he found the exact hanger he was looking for. And pulled on it.

      Everyone watched as the back wall of the closet swung open like an enormous door.

      “Very nice, Bruce,” Bunny Whitlock said. “The GAFFCO 200. I’m impressed.”

      The safe room was a GAFFCO 300, Bruce knew—but there was no time to get in a pissing match with Bunny Whitlock of all people—someone he generally detested. Why he’d allowed himself to get talked into letting Bunny come with them was a mystery. Bruce made a mental note to hit the woman up for a much bigger donation to the foundation—assuming they managed to live through the night.

      “Okay, everyone in,” Bruce said, noting exactly who he was letting in the room and doing a head count as they entered.

      1.	Quinn Cole. Quinn was Koda’s friend who’d been living in the house for over a month now.

      2.	Quinn’s friend, the girl in the blue prom dress—the one who played the piano when Koda danced with Robyn—whose name he did not know.

      3.	Publisher Simon Prentice. When did he show up?

      4.	Bunny Whitlock. Jesus.

      5.	Olympia Fudge, the TV show host.

      6.	Noah Ashley, who Bruce was surprised to see at the event—apparently connected to Simon Prentice somehow.

      7.	Plus himself.

      That made seven—plus the ones still coming, including:

      8.	Koda…

      9.	Robyn…

      10.	Graeme…

      Would the man known as “Uncle Tommy” be coming, too? If so, that would make eleven.

      Six was ideal. Eight people in the safe room was pushing the limit. But eleven?

      “We lost Alec,” Noah said suddenly. “I thought he was with us. I’ve got to go back for him.”

      “We don’t have room,” Bruce said.

      Noah glanced around the inside of the panic room. “It looks big enough to me,” Noah said. “I’m going.”

      “I can’t promise how long I can keep the door unlocked,” Bruce said, but he was talking to himself. Noah was already gone.

      If Noah came back with Alec Yost, that would make twelve.

      When it came to safety and protection, Bruce had spared no expense. Smart locks. Fingerprint-sensitive keypads. Motion-activated proximity sensors. Wireless security cameras. The Mulvaney safe room had it all. After all, what good was having $20 billion if you weren’t alive to spend it?

      The only thing they had resisted was the installation of a large, underground bunker, opting instead for the smaller, hidden panic room—accessible through doors disguised as closets—one entrance in Declan’s study and a second in Bruce’s.

      The walls inside the room were made of sixteen-inch-thick bullet-and-bomb-proof metal with the entry door fitted with electromagnetic locks. A door in the floor of the room provided access to a supply of food and water large enough to feed eight people for thirty days in case of a prolonged disaster. There were also eight gas masks in case of a gas or chemical attack—or a fire with smoke that might get in.

      Eight.

      Then Bruce remembered Krissy and felt the air go out of him.

      A moment later, Bunny Whitlock tapped Bruce on the shoulder. “Do you happen to have any club soda in here?”

      “Club soda?”

      “Yes,” Bunny said. “I seem to have gotten a few drops of blood on my fur.”

      
        
        1:55 A.M. EST

        HALLWAY LEADING TO THE BALLROOM

      

      

      STORMY RETURNED UPSTAIRS angry and confused. He was convinced he had the Southern Gentleman trapped in the old root cellar basement of the mansion—but when he got down there, the man had vanished into thin air. It wasn’t possible.

      There was nothing anyone could have done to prevent an attack like this. Even if he’d had used airport-style metal detectors or wands—which was out of the question, based on the stature of the attendees—there was nothing to stop someone from picking a knife up off the table. It was a dinner, after all. Each guest had a set of silverware.

      Including a knife.

      No, the stabbing was not his fault. But letting the bastard get away? Yes, that was entirely on him. With any luck, the ambulance had arrived quickly, and Declan was on his way to the hospital without delay.
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        * * *

      

      Stormy turned the corner and stopped dead in his tracks, unable to believe his eyes. The ballroom floor was littered with dead bodies.

      Stormy spotted a man standing in the center of the ballroom with his back to him. “Hey, what happened here?”

      The man turned around and looked at Stormy as if in a daze. “Where am I?” the man asked.

      It only took a second for Stormy to know the man was not one of the guests—and why he was disoriented. Stormy had also felt lost and confused when he’d first returned to the living plane.

      The man was a ghost.

      From the looks of the number of dead bodies on the floor, the man hadn’t come alone.

      “I didn’t mean to do it,” the ghost said, looking down at the gray lifeless body of a woman lying on the floor at his feet. “I just followed the others and did what they did. I’m sorry.”

      “Where are the rest?” Stormy asked.

      The man didn’t answer.

      “How many of you were there?” Stormy asked. Again, the ghost didn’t answer.

      Stormy felt a tap on his shoulder and spun around to see Koda standing there.

      “Sorry,” Koda said. “Did you find him? The Southern Gentleman?”

      Stormy shook his head.

      “Okay, we’ll worry about that later,” Koda said. “Have you seen Robyn?”

      “No,” Stormy said. “Where is everyone else?”

      “My dad took a group to the safe room,” Koda said. “Besides that—?”

      “There’s a panel of closed-circuit TVs in the safe room,” Stormy said. “Maybe we can find Robyn that way.”

      Koda nodded and motioned at the ghost standing in the middle of the room. “What’s his story?”

      “Guilt,” Stormy said. “He did what we all do to stay here—ghosts, I mean. The only difference between him and the others is he feels guilty about it.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda and Stormy hadn’t gone more than a hundred feet when Koda saw the woman he’d been searching for his entire life.

      It was his mother.

      “Get to the panic room, Stormy,” Koda said. “I’ll meet you there in a minute.”

      
        
        1:56 A.M. EST

        THE LAWN BEHIND THE MANSION

      

      

      THE GOVERNOR PULLED the collar of his coat tighter around his neck and cursed himself for not bringing a hat and gloves. But the weather in Atlanta was reasonably warm, at least compared to what was happening there in Charleston.

      “How much longer?” the governor asked, strapped into the back seat next to the Georgia State Patrol officer assigned to accompany him for the night. “I thought we were ready to go.”

      “We were—ten minutes ago,” the pilot said over his shoulder. “But the temperature has dropped, and unless I’m 100 percent sure the rotors aren’t frozen…”

      “Maybe it’s best if we go back inside, governor,” the patrol officer said.

      “Screw it,” the governor said. “I’m going back inside and having another drink. Come get me when we’re cleared to fly.”

      
        
        1:57 A.M. EST

        IN THE MANSION KITCHEN

      

      

      BEATRICE AND CHLOE were sitting in the kitchen, enjoying the last remaining bottle of Krissy Vineyards Meritage and talking shop, when a woman appeared in the doorway directly behind Beatrice.

      It took only a second for Chloe to determine there was something not quite right about her—starting with the dress she was wearing. It was pale gray and looked old, not old as in tattered and torn, but the style itself—like something from the puritan ages.

      On its own, the dress wouldn’t have been enough to cause Chloe concern. But the dress wasn’t the only thing that was gray. Her hair was gray. Her face was gray. Her arms and legs were gray.

      And Chloe realized she could see right through the woman.

      Transparent like a ghost.

      Chloe stood and took a step back, pointing at the doorway. “Uh, Beatrice, I think we have a problem.”

      Beatrice swiveled her hips in her chair and shrieked in horror.

      The ghost took a step forward.

      “Run!” Chloe screamed.
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        * * *

      

      The patrol officer was completely caught off guard as Chloe and Beatrice came rushing in his direction and then continued past him and the governor trailing behind.

      “Hey—”

      A moment later the officer saw what the two women were running from, but he was too stunned to react. The ghost woman was suddenly there, pulling him toward her and placing her mouth over his.

      The governor watched helplessly as the color drained from the officer’s body and seemed to literally transfer into the ghost. A moment later, the woman let the officer drop to the floor at the governor’s feet.

      The governor shrieked and took off running.

      
        
        1:58 A.M. EST

        LAWN BEHIND THE MANSION

      

      

      CHLOE AND BEATRICE pushed through the rear door of the mansion, finding themselves shivering in the bitter cold wind on the rear deck.

      “What in the hell was that?” Beatrice asked.

      “I don’t know, but we can’t hide out here very long,” Chloe said. “We’re going to need to find somewhere—”

      “I know where we can hide,” Beatrice said, pointing at her catering truck.

      “Will it be warm enough?”

      “Have you got a better idea?” Beatrice said. “We can always go back inside with the bride of Frankenstein.”

      Chloe nodded, and they started down the ice-covered stairs of the deck to the lawn—and then they heard a man screaming from somewhere in the darkness. The screams were coming from the direction of the governor’s helicopter. Then they saw a man running toward them—with three ghosts chasing close behind.

      
        
        1:59 A.M. EST

        INSIDE THE PANIC ROOM

      

      

      STORMY ARRIVED AT the panic room and was met by Bruce at the door. “Did you see Koda?”

      “Yes,” Stormy said, pushing past him and sliding behind the chair at the CCTV console.

      “Well? Where is he?” Bruce asked. “He should be—”

      “He’s still searching for Robyn,” Stormy said. “He said to tell you he’d be here as soon as he found her.”

      Bruce shook his head.

      Stormy flipped a switch and the panel of twelve screens came to life, and everyone gathered around to watch the monitors.

      It seemed there were ghosts everywhere, roaming the hallways, killing people at random—one on one and in packs, swarming over their prey until the person was overwhelmed and literally had the life sucked from them.

      “Wait,” Bruce said, taking a step forward and pointing at one of the screens. “Where is that? Outside?”

      Quinn glanced at Juniper, who bit her lip and looked away as three ghosts caught up to a woman who was running across the mansion’s back lawn, trying to get away.

      “Who is that?” Olympia asked.

      “My God, it’s Chloe,” Bruce said quietly.

      Bruce staggered back a few steps and placed his hand against the wall, doing his best to steady himself.

      “Are you talking about the wine woman?” Bunny Whitlock asked from a chair on the opposite side of the panic room. “And I was planning to call her in the morning and order several cases.”

      “I swear, Bunny, if you say another word I’m going to come over there and lay you out,” Bruce said.

      Bunny went quiet.

      “Oh, no,” Quinn said, his attention focused on another screen with a man in a heavy coat being followed by several ghosts. Quinn looked at Juniper. “It’s the governor. If he dies, Wyatt doesn’t have a chance in hell. I’ve got to go help him.”

      Quinn started for the door of the panic room, but Juniper stepped in front of him. “No, I’ll go,” Juniper said. “I’ve got nothing to lose.”

      
        
        2:00 A.M. EST

        OUTSIDE THE MANSION’S FRONT DOOR

      

      

      GRAEME AND ROBYN pushed the gurney with Declan on it toward the ambulance, which was slow going because of the frozen pavement. Tommy followed behind as protection.

      Tommy raced ahead the last few yards and opened the rear doors of the ambulance. “Here, give him to me,” Tommy said, grabbing the gurney with Declan on it and loading it into the ambulance.

      A male ambulance driver, who looked no older than a college senior, turned in his seat and looked in the back of the vehicle. “Who are you people? Where is May? Where is Constantine?”

      “They’re not coming,” Tommy said. “Get back here and help me get him strapped in.”

      The ambulance driver unbelted himself and joined Tommy in the back of the vehicle. “What do you mean, they’re not coming? Where are they?”

      “Crikey,” Graeme said, looking over his shoulder.

      Everyone turned and looked toward the front of the mansion and watched as a group of ghosts poured out through the front door and were coming in their direction.

      The driver’s mouth dropped open. “Oh. My. God.”

      “Get the vehicle started,” Tommy barked. “Graeme. You think you can handle them on your own?”

      “Sure, mate, no problem,” Graeme said.

      “Good. Robyn, hop in,” Tommy said.

      “What?”

      “It’s too dangerous for you to go back,” Tommy said.

      “He’s right,” Graeme said.

      Robyn nodded, and Tommy reached out one of his big hands and lifted her inside seconds before the ghosts arrived—and Graeme slammed the rear door of the ambulance closed.

      Tommy pounded on the inside wall of the ambulance and the vehicle lurched forward.

      “Do you think he’s going to be okay?” Robyn asked.

      “Yeah. I’ve known Dec for a long time,” Tommy said looking down at his unconscious friend.

      “No, I meant Graeme,” Robyn said.

      Tommy shrugged. “Nothing we can do about it now,” Tommy said as Robyn looked out the rear window of the vehicle and watched as Graeme took off running in the direction of the mansion’s garage. Several of the ghosts changed direction and took off after him, while the rest continued down the drive after the ambulance.

      
        
        2:01 A.M. EST

        AT THE MANSION’S FRONT GATE

      

      

      THE ELDERLY SECURITY GUARD was on his hands and knees on the frozen pavement, pointing a flashlight at the chain that controlled the gate—which was, once again, stuck in the open position. “Hand me that Phillips head screwdriver,” he called out to the overweight security guard, who was seated in the security shack in front of the portable gas space heater eating a Pop-Tart.

      “Which one is the Phillips again?” the overweight guard asked.

      “You don’t know what a—just bring me the entire toolbox.”

      The overweight guard zipped his jacket, came out of the shack, and set the toolkit on the ground. “I don’t know why you’re bothering. Other than the ambulance, no one has shown up here in three hours. By the way, did anyone say who the ambulance was here for?”

      “That’s above my pay grade,” the elderly guard said as he turned the screwdriver.

      “Probably some rich person ate too much caviar, and now they’re having a very expensive heart attack,” the overweight guard said, swallowing the last of his Pop-Tart. “Here, let me show you how I fix things at home. It works on just about anything.”

      The overweight security guard reached into the toolbox, pulled out a hammer, and swung it hard into the side of the gear box of the gate.

      The gate started moving.

      “There, see! I’m a genius—”

      Both men stopped and looked up to see a pair of headlights coming down the drive in their direction, followed immediately by the sound of the ambulance’s sirens.

      “Quick!” the elderly guard screamed. “Hit the stop button!”

      The overweight guard rushed into the shack and pressed the button but to no avail. “It’s not working!” he called out.

      The elderly guard stood up and moved out of the way just in time. The ambulance came speeding through the closing gate with inches to spare.

      “Wow, that was close,” the elderly guard said breathing heavily.

      The overweight security guard didn’t answer. He was busy peering at something in the darkness—four transparent figures coming down the driveway in their direction.

      “Who in the hell are they?”

      
        
        2:02 A.M. EST

        MANSION HALLWAY

      

      

      KODA WALKED TOWARD his mother, but when he got within about fifty feet of where she was standing, she turned and disappeared down a side hallway.

      Koda ran to the end of the hall, but when he reached the corner, there were two ghosts coming his direction. Koda ducked into a doorway and waited until they passed before stepping back into the hallway.

      Finally, he found her again, standing on the staircase.

      Nisa climbed the stairs, and Koda followed her until she entered one of the guest bedrooms.

      SECOND-FLOOR GUEST BEDROOM

      Koda entered Graeme’s guest bedroom half expecting it to be empty but found his mother there, waiting for him.

      “Hello, Koda,” Nisa said.

      “It’s really you.”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought I saw you once before—in Loll,” Koda said. “You ran away from me, and I couldn’t find you.”

      “Yes, I know,” Nisa said.

      “Why didn’t you wait?”

      “Your condition was too fragile after the accident,” Nisa said. “That, and I was afraid that if we spoke you might have wanted to stay.”

      Koda nodded.

      “It wasn’t your time.”

      “You look the same as you did the last time I saw you,” Koda said. “You’re even wearing the same clothes you were wearing that night.” Like Juniper in her prom dress, Koda thought.

      “That’s how it works,” Nisa said.

      “Why are you here?” Koda asked.

      “You have a lot of questions. Just like you did when you were little,” Nisa said.

      Koda remained silent.

      “I’m moving on.”

      “Moving on to where?”

      “I don’t know,” Nisa said. “I only know I’m leaving, and tonight is the last time we’ll see each other.”

      “You didn’t run away, did you?” Koda asked.

      “Is that what you’ve thought all these years?”

      “I—I didn’t know what to think,” Koda said. “Maybe it was better than thinking about—”

      “The alternative?” Nisa asked.

      Koda nodded.

      “So, what do you think now?” Nisa asked.

      “I think you were murdered,” Koda said.

      Nisa remained silent.

      Koda finally had his answer.

      “I have a favor to ask,” Nisa said. “I need you to tell your father I forgive him.”

      “Forgive him? Why? I don’t.”

      “Oh, Koda. Don’t you know that—”

      “That what? That forgiveness is a gift you give to someone if you care about them?”

      “In part,” Nisa said. “Yes, forgiveness is a gift you give to help ease another person’s pain, but it’s also a gift you give yourself. The anger you’ve been carrying all these years isn’t only killing your father—it’s hurting you. If you don’t forgive him, that anger will eventually destroy you both. Is that what you think I want?”

      Koda remained silent, trying to understand something that seemed impossible with everything he knew.

      “He had an affair,” Koda said.

      “Yes, I know.”

      “And still you can forgive him?”

      “You’d better go,” Nisa said.

      “No, not yet,” Koda said, his eyes welling up with tears. “Just another minute.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll never be far,” Nisa said as she leaned forward and kissed Koda on the cheek. “My true love, my son—so handsome and grown up. Just the way it should be.”

      Then Koda watched as his mother turned and stepped into the mirror—disappearing into the glass to the other side.

      
        
        2:03 A.M. EST

        IN THE SERVANT’S AREA OF THE MANSION

      

      

      THE GOVERNOR OF GEORGIA found a storage closet filled with vacuum cleaners and other equipment, squeezed himself inside, and pulled the door closed. It was pitch black, but he dared not turn on the light. What if a ghost saw light coming from beneath the door? No, he’d just stay there, locked in the dark until the police came.

      The police would come eventually.

      Wouldn’t they?

      Then the door began to shake. Gently at first, as if someone was pulling on the door handle—then harder, morphing into a violent rattle.

      “Governor, are you in there?” a girl asked from outside the door.

      It didn’t sound like a ghost, but it could be. What did he know about ghosts and their possible trickery?

      “Governor, if you’re in there, open the door,” the girl said again. “If I found you, they’ll find you too. Open the door.”

      Whoever it was, she was right.

      The governor opened the door to discover a young strawberry blonde in a blue prom dress standing there.

      “Do I know you?” the governor said. “You look familiar.”

      “Come on,” Juniper said. “I need to get you to the safe room before they close the door.”

      
        
        2:03 A.M. EST

        THE MANSION GARAGE

      

      

      GRAEME WAS SURROUNDED. Hiding in the garage seemed like a good idea, but there was one thing he hadn’t considered.

      Every car had review mirrors inside them.

      He was cornered.

      It didn’t seem possible that a full-sized ghost could squeeze itself through a rearview mirror. Then again, Graeme didn’t believe in ghosts. He’d gone along to cover the mirrors in the house because he had been roped into it. Now he wished he’d taken the task more seriously. Graeme knew he could take on three ghosts at a time, but if his count was correct, the ever-tightening circle of ghosts that surrounded him had eight ghosts in it.

      Fighting was out of the question. He needed to find another place to shelter himself until the madness died down.

      The limousine, Graeme thought.

      Yes, that could work—in particular because it was equipped with bullet-proof glass. Graeme knew about the glass because Bruce had made a point of showing everyone the vehicle’s numerous safety features when the Cadillac Escalade arrived several weeks earlier. Short of the rocket-propelled grenade launchers, the limo was identical to the one the Secret Service used to protect the president.

      Even if there were a hundred of the transparent creatures pounding on the glass, they couldn’t get in.

      Graeme charged at the two weakest links in the chain of ghosts and broke through easily. Now all he had to do was outrun them to where he’d parked the limousine after picking up the Southern Gentleman in Charleston. With any luck, the ghosts hadn’t made their way inside that too.
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        * * *

      

      The ghosts were fast, but Graeme was faster. And the limo appeared empty as he’d hoped.

      Graeme jumped into the limo, quickly locked the doors, and breathed a sigh of relief. Seconds later, he saw a hand coming at him through the rearview mirror.

      Graeme reached up and ripped the mirror off the inside of the windshield, with the gray ghost-hand still protruding from it, and smashed it against the center console.

      The hand disappeared.

      Then the eight ghosts who were chasing him, plus five more they’d picked up along the way, surrounded the limousine. Then all thirteen ghosts stepped forward and began pounding their fists against the bulletproof glass.

      
        
        2:04 A.M. EST

        DECLAN MULVANEY’S STUDY

      

      

      KRISSY HATED ALEC YOST—and not only his music. She hated him. Personally. Not that she’d ever met him. She hadn’t. But she did read a lot. Teen. People. Cosmo. And the tabloids. So, while she didn’t know-him know him, she knew all about him.

      From the things she’d read and what she’d seen on TMZ, it was clear to Krissy that Alec Yost was a rude, self-entitled, misogynistic douche bag. And the things he said about Beyoncé?

      Unforgiveable.

      So, when she heard he was finally going to take the stage and perform, Krissy grabbed her iPod and took off for a walk around the mansion. Which was how she ended up sitting in a big leather chair in the corner of Declan Mulvaney’s study, listening to 30 Seconds to Mars with her feet on a bookcase—and fantasizing what it would be like to be married to Koda Mulvaney.

      Krissy had read in the tabloids how Koda Mulvaney was a close personal friend with Jared Leto, another serious crush of hers. Jared, with his sharp features. And vibrant blue eyes. What she wouldn’t do to travel on a plane with Koda and Jared, seeing the world, going to clubs, and visiting the museums of the world.

      Fat chance of that happening.

      From the second they’d come in contact, Koda treated her like a twelve-year-old schoolgirl. Barely acknowledging her, brushing her aside.

      Oh, well. What did she really expect?

      Krissy sat up and, as she did, she pulled her foot away from the bookcase and a secret drawer popped open. She glanced around to make sure no one was around and then pulled the drawer open to see what was inside.

      It was filled with eggs.

      Krissy studied art, and she knew instantly what they were. They were Fabergé eggs. Six of them lined up on a tray.

      They were stunning. Ornate. Maybe the most beautiful things she’d ever seen in her life.

      Though she knew she shouldn’t, Krissy reached in the drawer and removed one of the eggs—a gold-encrusted crystal piece with deep purple emeralds—and held it up to the light.
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        * * *

      

      Koda was still reeling from the conversation he’d had with his mother, but he needed to keep moving. His father wouldn’t keep the room open forever—not even for him. There were the others he needed to consider.

      Koda knew there were two ways to get to the panic room. The first was the closet in his father’s study in the newer wing of the mansion. The other was through a hidden door in his grandfather’s study. He chose the second route, which was closer.

      But when Koda got to Declan’s study, Krissy was there. She stood on the other side of the room with her back to the door. “Krissy,” Koda said.

      Krissy didn’t respond, and then Koda realized why. She was wearing headphones.

      Koda crossed the room and tapped Krissy on the shoulder. Krissy spun around—startled—and something fell to the floor at Koda’s feet.

      It was a Fabergé egg.

      Koda recognized the egg immediately. It was one of the eggs from his grandfather’s art collection—before the FBI raided the place and confiscated everything. Apparently, they’d missed the eggs—that or his grandfather had hidden them intentionally.

      “Oh, my God!” Krissy shrieked, removing her ear buds. “I can’t believe I just—oh, God, I broke it! I broke a Fabergé!”

      “It’s okay,” Koda said. “Don’t worry about it. I broke one, too, when I was a kid.”

      “But—but—that must have been worth—”

      “A lot,” Koda said. “Listen, that’s not important. We’ve got to get to the panic room—now.”

      “The panic room?” Krissy said, still flustered. “Why? What’s wrong?”

      Koda suddenly realized Krissy was completely oblivious to everything that was going on. “I’ll explain on the way.”

      Koda stepped behind Declan’s desk and tipped the picture of the man he knew to be Uncle Tommy to one side, and the entire bookcase swiveled, revealing the secret passage.

      “Wow,” Krissy said. “Rich people have a lot of secret stuff going on.”

      You have no idea, Koda thought.

      
        
        2:05 A.M. EST

        IN STAN LEE’S KILL ROOM & TUNNEL

      

      

      STAN LEE OPENED the drawer to see if there were any leftover vials of ketamine, though he knew there wouldn’t be. He’d done a full sweep when he went cold turkey after being violently pecked by the birds.

      At least he knew where he’d gone to now. Krissy Vineyards in Napa Valley, the connection his half-brother, Bruce.

      Stan Lee didn’t want to have another out-of-body experience like the last one if he could at all help it. On the other hand, if ever there was time for a hit of special K, this was it.

      Maybe there was some left in the drawer in the kill room? Okay, get a hold of yourself, Stan Lee thought. There’d be time to get more drugs later. Right now, he needed to grab a few essentials and get the hell out of there. It was only a matter of time before they found the tunnel.

      Stabbing Declan Mulvaney in his own house in front of fifty people—what had he been thinking?

      The answer was simple. He hadn’t been thinking. It was all Kara. She was the one who’d done it, not him. That’s why he couldn’t remember anything. One second he was thinking about doing it—the next, it was over. No memory of the act itself.

      What a waste.

      Forty years fantasizing about the moment he’d get his revenge, and he didn’t even get the satisfaction. Now, he’d be on the run for something he didn’t even remember doing.

      Stan Lee went over to the wall and started pulling down the framed pictures of Ferris wheels he’d taken over the years and put them in a box.

      “What are you doing?” Kara said.

      Stan Lee turned and saw Kara sitting on the silver table he used to strap the girls down while he amputated their legs. “What do you think? I’m gathering my things so I can get out of here.”

      “You’re kidding me, right?” Kara said.

      “I’m not leaving without my photographs.”

      “Take the negatives, dumb shit,” Kara said.

      Damn it, she was right, Stan Lee thought, making a mental note to grab the negatives from the dark room when he got to the basement of the house. That left only one thing he really needed from the kill room section of the tunnel.

      Stan Lee walked over and pulled back the curtain, exposing the area he kept the three-foot-tall glass jars with the women’s legs in them.

      “Take a good look, Stan,” Kara said. “This is the last time you’re going to see any of them, so drink it in now while you can.

      “Oh, no, you’re not thinking about bringing them with you, are you?” Kara said. “My God, you really are out of your mind.”
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee rolled the cart with the glass jar containing Juniper Cole’s legs down the dirt tunnel, careful to avoid hitting any of the exposed tree roots along the way.

      They might get everything else, Stan Lee thought, but they sure in hell weren’t getting his most-prized trophy—especially after the events of the evening.

      Stan Lee had always known there was something special about Juniper, and not because her legs were the first he’d successfully amputated and managed to keep. It was something about her attitude. Her poise. Unlike him, Juniper was centered somehow.

      Stan Lee remembered how Juniper fought the urge to scream or cry or pull on her restraints. Not like the others who whimpered and begged—like Skylar Savage from the local news station. God, what a whiny little thing she turned out to be.

      But not Juniper.

      Juniper cried when it happened, sure. Who wouldn’t? But beyond that, she’d refused to show him the thing he wanted to see most: fear.

      Stan Lee also remembered asking Juniper what her middle name was. It was Ann, without an e on the end—just like his mother’s. Juniper Ann Cole. Mary Ann Mungehr.

      That made her special too.

      Stan Lee had never met anyone like Juniper before—and he’d never met anyone like her since.

      And now, he’d seen her again. Tonight at the party—standing there in the same blue prom dress she’d been wearing the night he took her from the park near the fountain.

      Back from the dead.

      
        
        2:05 A.M. EST

        INSIDE DECLAN’S AMBULANCE

      

      

      THE AMBULANCE REACHED the main road outside the mansion gate and the driver looked back. “What in the hell just happened back there?” he asked.

      Tommy and Robyn exchanged a look. “When we get to the hospital, we’ll talk,” Tommy said. “Right now, let’s worry about—”

      “May and Constantine, are they—dead?” the driver asked, shaken and doing his best to keep his eyes on the icy road and his hands firmly on the steering wheel.

      “Have you got medical training, or do you only drive?” Robyn asked.

      “I’m a trained EMT.”

      Smart girl, Tommy thought. “Let’s switch places,” Tommy said.  “You come back here and tend to him, and I’ll drive.”
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        * * *

      

      The EMT pulled on a pair of disposable rubber gloves and then tossed a pair to Robyn.

      “I’m not trained to—”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll show you what to do,” the EMT said, grabbing a pair of scissors and cutting open Declan’s tuxedo shirt.

      “Okay,” Robyn said nervously, pulling the gloves on.

      “First, get that bowtie off his neck,” the EMT said as he collected various items from a set of metal shelves secured to the ambulance wall. Whatever had taken place inside the house must have happened very quickly since removing the bowtie to ensure the victim could breathe would have been one of the first things May and Constantine would have done.

      Robyn undid the knot on Declan’s bowtie, pulled it from beneath his collar, and tossed it on the floor. “Okay, it’s off.”

      The EMT used a pair of scissors to cut open Declan’s tuxedo shirt and then wiped his abdomen with a cloth to reveal the stab wound—which was bigger than he hoped, measuring approximately 1¼ inches wide.

      “What’s your name?” the EMT asked.

      “Robyn.”

      “Okay, Robyn, here’s what I need you to do,” the EMT said, handing Robyn a piece of sterile gauze. “Place the gauze over the wound and press down on it with your left hand, like this, to slow the flow of blood. Now, place your right hand here and press hard. We want to cut off as much blood coming through the artery from his heart. Got it?”

      Robyn nodded and did as she’d been instructed.

      “There’s an intersection coming up. Do I need to make any turns?” Tommy called back.

      The EMT leaned over and looked through the windshield. “No, not yet. We’ve still got a good eight miles to go.”

      “Okay,” Tommy said.

      The EMT listened to Declan’s breathing and watched his chest for movement. “His respiratory condition is good. How old is he?”

      Robyn shrugged. “I’m guessing he’s—”

      “He’s eighty-eight,” Tommy called from the driver’s seat.

      “Is he going to be okay?” Robyn asked.

      The EMT ignored the question as he placed a blood pressure cuff around Declan’s left arm, continuing the process of taking his vitals. Just because a stabbing victim was breathing, and their pulse was strong did not mean their condition couldn’t take a sudden turn for the worse.

      The ambulance fishtailed slightly, and the EMT and Robyn both lost their balance. “Sorry, icy roads,” Tommy said.

      The EMT leaned in and secured the Velcro strap on the blood pressure cuff and placed a stethoscope on Declan’s chest.

      Declan’s blood pressure was a hundred over sixty-four, which was lower than the EMT had hoped—but it was a hell of a lot better than zero over zero.

      “Mr. Mulvaney, can you hear me?” the EMT said loudly. There was no response—which, in and of itself, wasn’t surprising. One of the main ways a human body dealt with pain was to shut down various internal activities—including the brain. In other words, unconsciousness was nature’s morphine.

      “Here’s some fresh dressings,” the EMT said, handing Robyn a sizeable stack of white cotton gauze.

      Robyn pulled the bloody gauze away and placed the fresh gauze over the wound and pressed down.

      Declan released an audible groan.

      “Okay. It looks like he’s regaining consciousness,” the EMT said as he pulled a blanket from a shelf and opened it. “Robyn, I’m going to cover him up to keep his body temperature from lowering. Keep your hands right where they are and keep pressing, okay?”

      Robyn nodded.

      A moment later, Declan opened his eyes and looked up at Robyn. “Look who it is,” Declan said. “My favorite girl.”

      
        
        2:06 A.M. EST

        INSIDE THE PANIC ROOM

      

      

      KODA ENETERED THE panic room with Krissy in tow and saw the relieved look on Bruce’s face.

      “Thank God,” Bruce said. “We had two ghosts come into the study in the past two minutes. Fortunately, they didn’t find the panic room. Now, let’s get—”

      “What about Juniper?” Quinn said.

      Koda glanced around the panic room. “Yeah, where’s Juniper?”

      “She went to get the governor,” Stormy said over his shoulder from his seat at the TV console.

      Noah and Alec rushed into the room, each of them breathing heavily. Alec was holding his guitar.

      “You went back for your guitar?” Krissy said.

      Alec shrugged and collapsed in the corner.

      “Did anyone see Graeme?” Olympia asked. “Don’t even think about closing that door until Graeme gets back.”

      “Let me see if I can find them,” Stormy said as he scanned the screens in front of him.

      “Two minutes,” Bruce said. “They get here in two minutes or—”

      “Wait! What about my mom?” Krissy said. “Where’s my mom?”

      The panic room suddenly went silent, with several people exchanging knowing glances.

      “Your mom is safe,” Bruce lied.

      “I see Juniper,” Stormy said. “She’s coming this way, and she’s got the governor. Now, let me see if I can find Graeme.”
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        * * *

      

      “Glad to see you’re alive, Governor,” Quinn said after Juniper led the ashen-looking man into the panic room.

      “Where in the hell is Declan?” the governor snapped.

      “My father was attacked and has been taken to the hospital,” Bruce said.

      “Attacked? How?”

      “With a knife,” Bruce said.

      “By the Southern Gentleman after you’d gone out to your helicopter,” Koda said.

      “The Southern Gentleman? That’s ridiculous! The man’s an icon. Why would he attack Declan?” the governor asked. “I don’t believe it.”

      “What about ghosts?” Quinn asked. “Do you believe in them now?”

      The governor didn’t answer.

      “Stormy, any sight of Graeme?” Bruce asked.

      Stormy shook his head.

      Bruce placed his finger on the optical scanner and began punching numbers into the keypad.

      “No,” Olympia said. “We’re waiting for Graeme.”

      “Graeme’s a big boy. He can take care of himself,” Bruce said.

      Olympia walked to the corner of the room and grabbed the sawed-off shotgun and pointed it at Bruce. “I said, no. We’re waiting for Graeme.”

      “Put that down,” Bruce said. “We all know the gun isn’t loaded.”

      “Oh, yeah? Tell that to the last two ghosts I blasted.”

      If Bruce wasn’t sure the gun wasn’t loaded before, he was certain now. “The last two ghosts you blasted? It’s a double-barrel shotgun. That means it’s empty.”

      “Fine,” Olympia said, tossing the gun on the floor. “I’m going to look for Graeme. Screw yourself.”

      Olympia turned and walked out of the safe room, and every eye turned to Bruce.

      “That was her choice to leave,” Bruce said. “Now, anyone else want out before I lock the door?”

      “I, for one, am glad she left,” Bunny Whitlock said. “It can get pretty stuffy in here, so the fewer people the—”

      “Shut up, Bunny,” Bruce said.

      “Once you lock the door, how long do we have to stay in?” Simon asked.

      “I’ll set the timer for four hours,” Bruce said.

      “So, we’d be locked in until six?” Noah asked.

      “Two plus four is six,” Alec said.

      A moment later, the lights flickered.

      Then they went out entirely.

      “Relax, everyone,” Stormy said in the darkness. “The safe room has an emergency generator. The lights will come back on in just a moment.”

      Ten seconds passed and—as promised—the emergency generator kicked on, bringing the lights in the room to a level about half as bright as they had been.

      A moment after that, the closed-circuit TVs came back on as well. “What in the hell is that?” Noah said, pointing at the screen in the center of the console.

      Everyone came over to look at the dark form in the center of the ballroom. “My, God, it looks like Bigfoot,” Simon said.

      “I know what it is,” Juniper said and then turned to Quinn. “Quinn, I’ve got to leave.”

      “Leave? Why?”

      “I know what it is,” Juniper said. “It’s the dark entity I met in the upstairs bedroom. It followed me here, and it isn’t going to leave until it gets what it wants.”

      “What does it want?” Koda asked.

      “Me,” Juniper said. “It wants me.”

      
        
        2:08 A.M. EST

        INSIDE DECLAN’S AMBULANCE

      

      

      ROBYN WISHED SHE could wipe her tears away, but she needed to keep her hands pressing on Declan’s stab wound and chest.

      “I don’t remember getting to the ambulance,” Declan said as the EMT shined a light in his eyes.

      “Graeme and I took you,” Robyn said. “With Tommy.”

      “Tommy? Tommy’s here?”

      “Yeah, Dec, I’m here,” Tommy said over his shoulder from behind the steering wheel of the ambulance.

      Declan grimaced in pain. “Maybe I’m pressing too hard,” Robyn said to the EMT.

      “No, keep applying pressure,” the EMT said as he pulled open one of the supply cabinet drawers. “I’ll give him some morphine for the pain.”

      “Fanning said you were there at the party,” Declan said through gritted teeth.

      “Fanning? You telling me that dirt-bag priest was there tonight?” Tommy asked.

      “Yeah. He seems to have a problem letting go of the past,” Declan said, forcing a smile.

      “Yeah. He’s the gift that keeps on giving, huh?”

      “He told me you had a secret you wanted to get off your chest,” Declan said.

      “He did, did he?” Tommy said, clutching the steering wheel.

      “Yeah, but don’t worry about it,” Declan said. “I already know.”

      “You do?”

      “You could have told me earlier, Tom. It wouldn’t have changed anything between us.”

      “What do you think—?”

      “I know you’re gay, Tom,” Declan said. “I came down to Key West after you called asking for the money, and I saw you.”

      “What?”

      “I saw you through the curtains—with the man you brought home,” Declan said. “I’m telling you, Tom—it’s okay.”

      Tommy shouted back at the EMT, “Hey, could we switch back again? I need to talk to my friend.”
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        * * *

      

      “Come here where I can see you,” Declan said after the ambulance driver returned to his place behind the wheel.

      Declan watched as Tommy Bilazzo’s large form appeared, towering over him.

      “I’m not gay, Dec,” Tommy said. “I’m dead.”

      “Come closer,” Declan said, and Tommy kneeled next to Declan and took his bloody hand in his.

      “I’m right here,” Tommy said. “Long time, huh?”

      “Better late than never. You look exactly as you did the last time I saw you.”

      “There’s a good reason for that,” Tommy said. “The last day we saw each other is the day I died.”

      “How?”

      “Chucky Bags,” Tommy said. “I went to my apartment to grab my stuff, and he was waiting for me.”

      “So, that’s why you never came down to Orlando?” Declan asked.

      “Yeah, that’s the reason.”

      “What about Bags?”

      “Don’t worry. I got Chuckie good,” Tommy said. “And Fat Sal too. The last thing each of them saw was my ugly mug before they left this earth.”

      “Good,” Declan said. “You did them, and I did Phil for killing Mary Ann. What a den of thieves, huh?”

      “Yeah, about Phil Spilatro,” Tommy said, letting his words hang in the air.

      “What about him?” Declan said.

      “The guy who killed Mary Ann—well, it wasn’t Phil,” Tommy said. “It was that strip club slime ball, Rocky Dredge.”

      “But you told me it was Phil,” Declan rasped.

      “I lied.”

      “So, why’d you lie?”

      “Because Phil had it out for me—for both of us really—and I didn’t have the balls back then to do it myself.”

      “You knew I’d take care of him.”

      Tommy nodded. “Yeah. I’m sorry, Dec.”

      Declan remained silent for several seconds. “It’s okay, Tom. Phil deserved it. We both know it.”

      “So, Dec, who did this to you?”

      Declan grimaced in pain. “It was Stan Lee.”

      “Stan Lee? Stan Lee, who?”

      “Mary Ann’s kid,” Declan said.

      “What? Why?” Tommy asked.

      Declan closed his eyes. “I thought he was dead. That’s what they told me when I went to Dunning for him and Bruce. Now I know—”

      “Are you sure? It’s been, what forty years? You could be wrong.”

      Declan shook his head. “No, I’m sure. It was him.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Suddenly, Robyn realized what she’d just heard. “Declan, are you saying the Southern Gentleman is Bruce’s half-brother?”

      Declan coughed and then nodded. “Yes.”

      “And Bruce has no idea?” Tommy said.

      Declan shook his head. “I never told Bruce anything about his past.”

      “Even Mary Ann?” Tommy asked. “Bruce doesn’t even know who his mother was? Or about Stan Lee?”

      Declan shook his head.

      Robyn leaned back, realizing that if the Southern Gentleman was Bruce’s half-brother...

      He was also Koda’s uncle.

      She also realized that while the two men she was sitting with were truly good men—and they were also murderers.

      

      
        
        2:10 A.M. EST

        MCLEAN, VIRGINIA

      

      

      PIPI ESPERANZA’S CURIOSITY finally got the best of her, and she grabbed her cell phone. As mad as she was at Maggie for her bad decisions with Newt, professionalism dictated she listen to Maggie’s voice mails.

      Four of them now.

      Five minutes later Pipi was left looking at the notes she’d taken while listening to Maggie’s voice mails. The short version of Maggie’s ramblings:

      The Leg Collector went around Charleston and Savannah performing under the alias the Southern Gentleman. Before that, he disguised himself as a police photographer named Sergent Elton Nahum—since deceased, but not really—and who was scheduled to serve as the master of ceremonies at an event hosted at the Mulvaney mansion in Charleston.

      Tonight.

      Pipi put her pen down.

      The messages were scattered. More than that—they sounded insane.

      The question was: why would they go out of their way to spin such a ridiculous story? Was Maggie trying to intentionally set Pipi up for another embarrassment at the bureau? Was Maggie trying to get her fired? Pipi wondered. Or was Newt orchestrating this out of a sense of revenge?

      It didn’t matter.

      Pipi wasn’t falling for it.

      Just how stupid did Newt and Maggie think she was?

      
        
        2:13 A.M. EST

        STAN LEE’S HOUSE

      

      

      STAN LEE WENT room to room and gathered the things he wanted to bring with him and set them near the front door of the house. He then went back to the bedroom and took off his white suit for what he knew would be the last time. He was surprised at the strong feeling of loss.

      When he was forced to stop being Sergent Elton Nahum because Detective Leo Igler discovered his mistake with the photos, he felt nothing. Nahum wasn’t important to him. And that he would no longer be able to maintain his identity as Glenn Oren Mattheus—the name under which he’d purchased the house—didn’t bother him either. For that matter, he didn’t even care when he abandoned his real identity as Stanton Lee Mungehr years earlier in favor of his various aliases.

      Besides, it’s not like he was alone in his use of fake names. People used different names to hide all the time—especially celebrities.

      Elton John’s real name was Reginald Kenneth Dwight. Jennifer Aniston was born Jennifer Linn Anastassakis. And Michael Caine, one of Stan Lee’s favorite actors, was really Maurice Joseph Micklewhite.

      And then there were the various aliases celebrities used to make restaurant and hotel reservations. Tom Hanks liked using Johnny Madrid. Kid Rock used the name of Batman’s sidekick, Dick Greyson. George Clooney used Arnold Schwarzenegger, who Stan Lee thought would be a good candidate for an alias himself. And Marilyn Monroe—who was born Norma Jeane Mortenson—used Zelda Zonk.

      And then there was Kara—nose-up-in-the-air, I’m-so-much-smarter-than-you-are, fictional-cartoon-star Kara. Even she used an alias.

      Anyone who read comic books knew that Kara, whose full name was Kara Zor-El, a.k.a. Supergirl—last survivor of Argo City after the explosion of the planet Krypton—had adopted a secret identity.

      Linda Lee Danvers.

      Fake people pretending to be other people—using names that weren’t really theirs—for no other reason than to hide, Stan Lee thought. How was what he’d done any different?

      But then there was the Southern Gentleman, the performer in the white suit who had worked so hard to fit in with society. Who garnered respect and applause from people far richer than he could ever hope to be. People who he made laugh with his wry wit and clever words.

      Not being the Southern Gentleman was…

      Crushing.

      Stan Lee went to a dresser, opened the top drawer, and found a bra. He stuffed it with socks and put it on. Then he went to the closet and found a lavender sweater he’d purchased for 70 percent off at JCPenney during their annual spring sale and pulled it on.

      Now he needed a skirt.

      Stan Lee found two skirts in the closet and pulled them out. One was black. The other was white, with a tone-on-tone houndstooth pattern woven into the fabric. He held them both up and looked in the mirror.

      “Go with the black,” Kara said from the doorway. “No one wears white after Labor Day, especially in the middle of a blizzard. You’ll stick out like a sore thumb.”

      Stan Lee tossed the black skirt on the floor and pulled the white skirt on.

      “You’re an idiot,” Kara said. “And a bad dresser.”

      “You said it yourself, Linda,” Stan Lee said. “White will stick out like a sore thumb. The only thing anyone will remember if they’re questioned will be the skirt, not my face.”

      Kara shrugged. It made sense somehow. “Grab a coat, Stanton. It’s cold out.”
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee grabbed as many things as he could carry and opened the front door of the house—and then he remembered.

      The van was in Charleston.

      “Damn it, damn it, damn it,” Stan Lee said. “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” What in the hell was he going to do? He couldn’t call a cab. He had too much stuff to bring. Not to mention the glass jar with Juniper’s legs. Excuse me, would you mind putting these legs in the trunk? I’m a good tipper.

      Damn it.

      “You know what you’ve got to do, right?” Kara asked from her position sitting on the glass jar filled with formaldehyde. “You’ve got to go back and steal a car.”

      “Go back to the mansion? Are you insane?”

      “Think it through, Stan,” Kara said. “What other option do you have?”

      
        
        2:14 A.M. EST

        IN THE AMBULANCE

      

      

      DECLAN GRIMACED, HIS face etched in pain.

      “Can’t we go any faster?” Robyn asked.

      “We’re less than two minutes out,” the ambulance driver said over his shoulder. “I’m not going to get this close only to run off the road now.”

      Declan leaned forward and grabbed Tommy’s arm and pulled him closer to him. “There’s something I haven’t told you too.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Tommy said. “You’re dying.”

      “No,” Robyn said. “He’s going to be okay.”

      “No, Robyn, he’s right. I’m dying,” Declan said.

      Tommy didn’t want to admit it, but he had sensed it all along. The stab wound was bad but survivable. But he was also ill and would be dying soon regardless.

      “I could have fought, but not for long,” Declan said. “I don’t want to put the people I love through that. I don’t want Bruce and Koda’s final memories to be of me bedridden—a bag of bones, unable to eat or drink on his own, soiling himself—before someone from county came to carry what was left of me out to the curb.”

      Declan turned his gaze to Tommy. “I’d rather get it over with—for everyone’s sake. You understand, don’t you, Tom?”

      Tommy knew what was coming next. It wouldn’t be the first time a dying person had asked to be taken.

      “You mean now?”

      Declan nodded.

      “You sure about this?”

      Declan nodded again.

      Tommy nodded back.

      Declan reached out and took Robyn’s hand in his. “You were always the one. You know that now, right?”

      Robyn nodded, tears spilling onto her cheeks.

      “There’s a cassette tape in my coat pocket,” Declan said. “Make sure Bruce and Koda get it. Everything they need to know is on it.”

      Robyn nodded. “I will.”

      Declan released Robyn’s hand and looked over at Tommy. “They say when you pass over your family is there waiting for you in the light,” Declan said. “Were your parents waiting for you?”

      Tommy shook his head. “No. Doesn’t mean yours won’t be.”

      Declan nodded. “It would be nice, though. Every orphan’s dream to know.”

      Tommy nodded.

      “Should I be scared?” Declan asked.

      “Scared? You serious, a man like you?”

      Declan reached out his hand, and Tommy grabbed it and held it tight. “Remember what we used to say to each other back at The Open Arms?”

      “Best friends to the end,” Declan said.

      Tommy nodded and smiled and then leaned forward to deliver a final kiss of eternal friendship.

      
        
        2:22 A.M. EST

        IN THE AMBULANCE AT THE HOSPITAL

      

      

      THE AMBULANCE DRIVER steered the vehicle into the emergency bay at Bon Secours St. Francis Hospital. “We’re here. How’s he doing back there?”

      Tommy ignored the question and took Robyn by the shoulders. “They’re gonna have a lot of questions when you get to the hospital,” Tommy said. “Robyn, you listening?”

      Robyn nodded. “Yes, I hear you.”

      “Good. Now the less you say, the better,” Tommy said. “You were asked to help get Declan into the ambulance, and he died on the way. That’s all you know. Understand?”

      Robyn nodded.

      “Good.”

      “What do we do now?” Robyn asked.

      “I’m going back to the mansion,” Tommy said.

      “I’ll come with you,” Robyn said.

      “I’m afraid that’s not going to be possible,” Tommy said. “I ain’t gonna be taking a taxi.”

      
        
        2:28 A.M. EST

        AT THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      STAN LEE HATED the idea of going back to the mansion—a place from which he’d just escaped. Worse still, he couldn’t sneak through the yard cloaked in darkness and find a car to steal. He had to go back into the house through the tunnel.

      Because of the Mulvaney’s new fence.

      Stan Lee made his way to the kill room, found a claw hammer, and began removing the nails he’d used to seal the secret door from his side—which turned out to be a lot of work for nothing.

      Once he removed the last of the nails, Stan Lee gently pushed on the door and it swung open a foot. He listened but heard nothing. Dead silence.

      So far so good.

      Stan Lee swung the door open a bit more and stuck his head inside. It was so dark he couldn’t see a thing, so he went back and grabbed a flashlight.

      Stan Lee stepped through the secret door into what was once Declan’s art room—which was now nothing more than a storage area for unused household items and holiday decorations.

      With the flashlight beam to guide him, Stan Lee climbed the stairs to the first floor and was surprised to find the mansion empty and dark.

      Where was everyone? Stan Lee tried to gauge how long it had been since he stabbed Declan and fled. Forty-five minutes, maybe? Could everyone have left so quickly?

      Stan Lee took a moment to get his bearings to determine the shortest route to the mansion garage and then started down the hallway—and promptly tripped on something and went sprawling to the floor. Stan Lee pointed the flashlight behind him and couldn’t believe his eyes.

      It was a body. A dead, gray body.

      What the hell was going on?

      Stan Lee pulled himself to his feet and continued until he reached the end of the hall, and when he turned the corner, he found several more dead-bodies. He stepped over the bodies and followed the flashlight beam until he found the front door of the mansion and walked outside, only to find another dead body.

      This was getting creepy, Stan Lee thought.

      Even for him.

      Stan Lee looked to the left and saw the limousine in the circular drive. Too noticeable, he thought. Instead, he turned to the right and headed in the direction of the garage.
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        * * *

      

      The good news was when Stan Lee got to the garage the door was wide open. The bad news was he couldn’t find the keys to any of the vehicles. They must be inside somewhere.

      Which meant his only other option was the limousine.

      With any luck, the keys were in it.

      Stan Lee exited the garage and crept along the front of the mansion to where the limousine was parked, covered in a layer of light snow. To the best of his recollection, the only other time it snowed in Charleston was the winter of 1989, ten years after he’d arrived.

      Stan Lee walked slowly on the icy pavement to the limousine and tried the driver’s side door handle. It was locked. He took his hand and wiped snow off the glass and peered inside to see the keys dangling from the ignition.

      The door on the passenger side must be open, Stan Lee thought, and he made his way around the limo and tried the handle. Again, the door was locked.

      Damn it.

      Why would someone lock the keys in the car? Then Stan Lee saw the man sleeping in the back of the limo.

      He was screwed.

      Stan Lee slowly backed away from the car and then remembered something. There was a catering truck out back earlier in the evening. Could it be there still? It was worth a look. Other than calling for a cab, bludgeoning the driver, and taking his car, Stan Lee was out of options.
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        * * *

      

      Beatrice Shaw was curled in a ball shivering. She’d been hiding in the refrigerated compartment of the catering truck for over half an hour, wondering when it might be safe to come out. Were the ghosts gone? If that’s what they were. They must have been ghosts, Beatrice reasoned. What other explanation could there be?

      Beatrice decided to give it five more minutes, but then—

      She heard what sounded like the door to the catering truck open. Oh, God—they were there. The ghosts were there.

      Then the truck’s engine started.

      A moment later, the vehicle began to move.

      
        
        2:31 A.M. EST

        AROUND THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      OLYMPIA HAD BEEN sneaking around the haunted mansion in the dark for twenty minutes—ever since she opted to leave the panic room in search of Graeme—and had yet to see a single ghost. Maybe they were hiding. Maybe they’d gone back to this Loll place Gerylyn talked about. Or maybe they’d all gone full-Elvis and had simply left the building.

      And then Olympia thought she saw one. An older woman in a white skirt who quickly passed by at the end of the hallway.

      Olympia felt the hairs on her neck stand on end and her heart pounding as the adrenaline of her autonomic fight-or-flight response kicked in. Fighting was out. And as far as flight went, where was she going to go?

      In the end, Olympia picked a third option: follow.

      Olympia tiptoed her way to the end of the hall and peeked around the corner just in time to see the woman in the white skirt exit through the mansion’s large front door.

      Olympia went back the way she came and made her way to one of the front rooms and gently pulled back the drapes, only to discover the windows were shuttered—probably due to the storm. Then Olympia heard a knocking from the next window and discovered a shutter had come loose, which allowed her to look out between each slap of the wood.

      The woman was nowhere to be seen. Suddenly, she passed directly in front of her. The woman’s back was to the wall; otherwise, she’d have seen Olympia for sure.

      Whoever the woman was, Olympia decided she was real and not a ghost. And it appeared she had prosthetic legs.

      Olympia watched in fascination as the woman walked to the limousine parked in the driveway, looked inside, and hurried away.

      That was weird, Olympia thought. It was as if the woman saw something inside the limousine—something she didn’t like.

      What could it be? Olympia wondered. She couldn’t imagine, but the reporter in her wanted to know.

      Dressed in the same yellow Spandex tights and halter top she’d been wearing all evening, Olympia opened the mansion’s large front door and felt the blast of frozen air hit her. Dear God, don’t let yourself get locked outside, Olympia thought.

      Olympia spied a coat rack near the doorway. At the bottom of the coat rack was a brass stand filled with umbrellas.

      Olympia grabbed a wool coat and pulled it on and used one of the umbrellas to keep the door ajar.

      Being careful not to slip on the slick asphalt in her high heels, Olympia made her way across the driveway to the limousine, which was lightly dusted in snow. Then she used her hand to brush the snow off the window and peer inside.

      Olympia felt her heart leap. There was a man lying fast asleep on the limousine’s rear seat.

      It was Graeme.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Graeme was doing his best to stay warm, having curled himself in a ball in the rear of the limousine, when he heard something knocking on the window. The damn ghosts are back, Graeme thought. Crikey. Then he heard someone call his name.

      Graeme rolled over and looked through the window. It wasn’t a ghost. It was Olympia.

      Graeme unlocked the door and pushed it open and Olympia climbed inside the limousine. “Quick, close the door,” Graeme said. “There are ghosts all over the place.”

      “Not anymore,” Olympia said. “I’ve walked the entire place and haven’t seen a single ghost for almost twenty minutes. There is some creepy-ass woman lurking out there, though.”

      “Where is everyone else?” Graeme asked. “Did they get to the panic room?”

      Olympia nodded.

      “Why aren’t you with them?”

      “Why do you think? I had to come find you. Protect your boney-kangaroo ass from the—”

      Graeme pulled Olympia toward him and kissed her hard.

      “Don’t go making the moves on me, not out here,” Olympia said, pushing Graeme away. “It’s too damn cold to be thinking about—”

      Graeme pulled Olympia toward him and kissed her again, wrapping his arm around her and grabbing her butt cheek and squeezing it.

      “Well, maybe it’s not that cold.”
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        * * *

      

      Graeme and Olympia were deep into each other when they heard a vehicle driving past.

      “Who is that?” Olympia said.

      Graeme lifted his head and looked out the limo’s back window. “Looks like the catering truck.”

      “Could you see who was driving?”

      “No,” Graeme said.

      Olympia wasn’t sure why she’d asked. But she had a feeling it was the woman in the white skirt.

      
        
        2:33 A.M. EST

        THE MULVANEY MANSION BALLROOM

      

      

      JUNIPER SPENT TWENTY MINUTES walking around the mansion trying to decide what to do next. There was no doubt in her mind why the dark form was there.

      It was there for her light, whatever that meant.

      Fanning had told Juniper as much when he confronted her in the upstairs guest bedroom on Thanksgiving evening. Juniper surprised him that time by rushing him and sending him flying into the mirror with her—back into Loll.

      But Juniper knew she’d been lucky. She’d caught Fanning off guard. This time he’d be ready and not so easily overtaken.

      Juniper approached the end of the hallway, and—as she did—she could hear Fanning’s voice coming from the ballroom.

      Juniper peeked her head around the corner and saw Fanning standing at the far end of the room. There were also six transparent figures wandering around aimlessly, as if lost.

      “Listen up, you worthless flatliners,” Fanning said. “Innocents, line up on the left. Deviants, please line up on the right.”

      None of the ghosts moved. Instead, they just stood and stared off into space.

      “Just like the orphanage. No drive, no desire. And no respect for directions,” Fanning said as he bent down and picked up a bloody knife from the floor. “Anyone want to claim a well-worn, extremely bloody knife? No? Okay. Finders keepers, loser’s weepers.”

      Juniper stood in the back of the room and watched as the dark entity worked its way in a jerky motion toward the stage and climbed the steps.

      “Where are you, Juniper?” Fanning said. “Come out, come out, wherever you are. I know you’re here. What’s it going to take to lure you out of hiding? I could say Beetlejuice three times, if you want.”

      Juniper turned the corner and stepped from the darkness and waited silently until Fanning saw her.

      “Oh, there you are. Welcome to the haunting,” Fanning said. “I knew you’d come eventually.”

      “Really? Why?” Juniper asked.

      “Because you’re predictable—as predictable as the shining of the sun on a clear summer day.”

      “I see you’ve brought your legion of fans with you,” Juniper said, motioning to the gray spirits walking aimlessly around the room.

      “Them?” Fanning said with a laugh. “I could have recruited a whole army of darkness if I’d wanted to. This is nothing more than a skeleton crew of misfits—either too stupid to find energy or too weak to fight the others to get their fair share before everyone was gone. So many people spend their existence living in the margins—in the gray areas. Dull, gray people living dull, gray lives.”

      Fanning worked his way back down the steps and stopped twenty feet from Juniper. “Ever notice how gray and lifeless the dead look after they’ve passed? That’s how they are on the inside too. Just as dead. Just as gray. But not you, Juniper—no, look at you. Bright, colorful, a ball of light. Why is that? How many people did you have to suck the energy from to get that beautiful color in your cheeks? Two? Three? Ten?”

      “Whatever color I have is from hugging the people I love and who love me in return. I would never take someone else’s life. Not ever.”

      “Yes, that’s what they all say at first,” Fanning said. “But just you wait. When faced with the prospect of moving on to the great unknown, you’ll become just like everyone else.”

      “No, I won’t because I’m not staying.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “You know why,” Juniper said. “I’m here because of you. You’re the one who drew me here.”

      “I feel honored,” Fanning said as he made a sweeping motion with his arm. “Nice digs, don’t you think? Me, I prefer a simple cabin in the woods. Where is everyone? Hiding in their little panic room?”

      “It must be hard,” Juniper said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Having to spend your existence in eternal darkness,” Juniper said.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Fanning said. “I’ve been on the nightshift so long it’s hard to imagine things any other way. You must know that all God’s creations were born of darkness.”

      “Oh, really?” Juniper asked.

      “Of course—plants born from seeds that lay in the darkness of the soil. Animals created in the darkness of their mother’s wombs until pushed out into the world. Humanity born from the ashes of the dark ages of man. The universe itself born from dark nothingness.”

      “‘In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was formless and void, and darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was moving over the surface of the dark water. Then God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light, and it was good’—right?” Juniper said.

      “Close enough,” Fanning said. “I’m impressed. You know your Bible.”

      “That’s as far as I got,” Juniper said. “Is this going somewhere?”

      “Yes, Fanning said. “You see, when God saw the light, he separated the light from the darkness. God called the light day, and he called the darkness night.”

      “Okay, I get it. You’re the night. I’m the day. Is that your point? Because if it is, most people are there already. Move on. Can we please cut to the chase?”

      “The point is the darkness is more important than the light,” Fanning said. “The darkness was here first. God made light out of darkness in the same way he made woman out of man. You need me for your very existence. Without the darkness, the stars don’t shine.”

      “If darkness is so wonderful, why not simply revel in it? Why do you have this fixation on my light?”

      “Why else?” Fanning said. “Because you have it, and I don’t. But without my darkness, your light is meaningless.”

      “What are you saying? That we need each other? I hate to break it to you, but darkness doesn’t define me,” Juniper said. “I refuse to let my life, however short it may have been, be defined by the darkness of anyone. Especially you.”

      “But that’s where you’re wrong,” Fanning said. “Don’t you see? Pain, pleasure. Up, down. Black, white. Light, dark. They all define each other. None of them exist without the other. Face the facts, Juniper: I make you possible.”

      Juniper stayed silent.

      “Now, if it were up to me, I would drown the world in my darkness, so that everyone could experience the beauty and wonder of it,” Fanning said. “But…”

      “But?”

      “But a new day is upon us—a day of total eclipse—and, sadly, one of us has to go.”

      “You keep referring to my light. I don’t have a light,” Juniper said.

      “Oh, but you do. You just don’t realize it yet.”

      
        
        2:35 A.M. EST

        MCLEAN, VIRGINIA

      

      

      PIPI FINALLY BEGAN second-guessing her decision to ignore Maggie’s voice mails. Maggie would never set Pipi up. Neither would Newt. She was being a stubborn idiot—which just so happened to be the area in which she received the lowest scores on her most recent Five Factor Biodata Inventory.

      Interestingly, the bureau had once again allowed Pipi to submit the results of her latest physical from a private doctor rather than be examined by a bureau doctor in a controlled environment. In short, they’d determined she was prone to extreme stubbornness and temperamental outbursts—but had failed to detect she was dead.

      Pipi grabbed her cell phone and dialed Maggie. A few seconds later, a man answered.

      “Hello?” a man said.

      Pipi’s heart fell.

      “Who’s this?” Pipi asked.

      The connection went dead.

      Uh, oh. Not good.

      Pipi redialed, but this time the call went directly to voice mail. Pipi didn’t bother to leave a message.

      She quickly scrolled through her contacts and was relieved to see she still had Koda Mulvaney’s cell phone number programmed into her phone from the last time they’d spoken. She pressed call. With any luck...

      “We’re sorry. The number you have dialed has been disconnected or is no longer in service.”

      Pipi hung up the phone and dialed the main line at the FBI emergency switchboard. She was going to send a team of agents to the Mulvaney estate. And she was going to need a plane for herself. And she was going to have to find out who in the hell had answered Maggie’s cell phone.

      
        
        2:37 A.M. EST

        INSIDE THE PANIC ROOM

      

      

      EVERYONE INSIDE THE panic room stood in a semi-circle, quietly watching the confrontation between Juniper and the dark form unfold on the closed-circuit TV screen.

      “Can you turn up the sound?” Quinn asked. “I can barely hear them.”

      Stormy had intentionally left the sound on the lowest setting possible, which meant that he could hear the sound with no problem—but the others couldn’t.

      “Are you sure, Quinn?” Stormy asked. “This may not be something you want—”

      “Turn it up,” Quinn said. Stormy glanced at Koda, and Koda nodded. Stormy turned the sound dial for the ballroom camera and the sound came on.

      
        
        2:39 A.M. EST

        IN THE BALLROOM

      

      

      THE MAN WHO murdered you was here tonight. Did you know that?” Fanning said.

      “I know,” Juniper replied. “It was the same man who stabbed Declan Mulvaney, the one calling himself the Southern Gentleman. So what?”

      “So what? That’s a strange reaction. You do hate him, don’t you?”

      “Hate him? Why would I hate him?” Juniper asked.

      “For taking your one and only life.”

      “Hating him would only make him more important than he thinks he is. He was a sad, pathetic man. My hating him would only bring more hate into the world.”

      “So, you forgive him then?”

      “Yes,” Juniper said. “Hate can’t drive out hate. Only love can drive out hate.”

      “Another pithy quote from your infinite book of useless wisdom?”

      “Martin Luther King.”

      “You have a great awareness of the world,” Fanning said.

      “I had good parents,” Juniper said.

      “Ah, so she does lie,” Fanning said. “Maybe you’re not as perfect as you pretend.”

      Juniper did not reply.

      “Oh, did I just poke a nerve?” Fanning asked.

      “My childhood has nothing to do with anything.”

      “Oh, doesn’t it? Show me the person whose childhood didn’t shape who they became, and I’ll show you—no one.”

      “So, my parents sucked,” Juniper said. “I had my brother.”

      “Ah, yes. Your brother Quinn. I’ve studied him a bit,” Fanning said. “Which Quinn came tonight? Thin Quinn? Fat Quinn? Poor Quinn? Rich Quinn? Quinn the jackal, who testified against his best friend and put him on death row?”

      “Shut up,” Juniper said.

      “Where is Quinn now, Juniper?” Fanning asked. “Hiding? Never there when you need him most, that brother of yours.”

      “I said to shut up,” Juniper repeated.

      “Where are you, Quinn?” Fanning called out. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

      Juniper clenched her fists into tight balls and held them out in front of her and screamed, “Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!”

      Suddenly, without warning, arcs of electricity began jumping back and forth through the air from one fist to the other.

      “Nice to see I finally got a rise out of you,” Fanning said. “Now you know—you really do have the light in you.”

      Juniper was shocked at what had just happened.

      “I hope you’re not feeling ashamed,” Fanning said. “It’s good to show your anger.”

      “I’m not angry,” Juniper said.

      The dark form shook its head. “If you say so. But those looked more like lightning bolts than rainbows. If I had lived your life, I’m sure I’d have some hostility inside me too.”

      “You seem to enjoy talking about my past so much. Why don’t we talk about you?” Juniper said. “What happened to you to turn you into such a monster?”

      “Nothing,” Fanning said. “I’m just a bad person.”

      “No, you’re not a bad person, Fanning,” a man said from the doorway at the side of the ballroom. “You’re evil.”

      “If it isn’t my favorite choir boy,” Fanning sneered as Tommy Bilazzo stepped from the shadows. “Where have you been, Tommy? Running around with your old school chum, Declan? He’s dying, you know.”

      “Don’t worry about Declan,” Tommy said. “Declan’s gone.”

      “Gone? As in, gone, gone?” Fanning said. “Sorry I missed it.”

      Tommy walked across the ballroom and stopped next to Juniper. “You doin’ okay, kid?”

      Juniper nodded.

      “Don’t worry about Juniper,” Fanning said. “She can handle herself.”

      “Still the same, huh? Picking on helpless kids. Maybe I’ll give you the chance to pick on someone your own size.”

      “I hope you’re not referring to yourself,” Fanning said. “You might be big, Tommy, but you’re still weak. You always were. I think Juniper would probably put up a better fight than—”

      “Stop it, both of you,” Juniper said.

      “Sorry, can’t do that,” Tommy said. “He started it. Now it’s time for me to finish it.”

      

      
        
        2:47 A.M. EST

        FBI SATELLITE OFFICE, CHARLESTON, S.C.

      

      

      THE CALL FROM the special agent in charge of the FBI field office in Columbia, South Carolina, was cryptic at best. “Can you repeat that, sir?” the groggy FBI agent asked from the warmth of his bed.

      “I said, get three men and hightail it to the Mulvaney mansion,” his superior barked. “Do you know where it is? I’ve got the address if—”

      “No, sir, that won’t be necessary,” the agent said, wiping the sleep from his eyes and glancing at the clock. It was a quarter past three. “What exactly is the purpose of the—”

      “The purpose is to protect the Mulvaneys. Beyond that, who gives a shit?”

      “Yes, sir,” the agent said. “Is there a situation in progress?”

      “Maybe,” the special agent in charge said. “The phones are out, so we can’t make contact. Just get there.”

      The agent walked to the window and pulled back the drapes. “We’ve got weather going on here, sir, so it could take a while to get there.”

      “Oh, okay,” the agent said. “I’ll just call the deputy director and tell her you can’t get there because it’s cold outside. Is that what you want me to—”

      “Wow, look at that,” the agent said. “It just cleared up.”

      
        
        2:56 A.M. EST

        INSIDE KODA’S LAMBORGHINI

      

      

      MIKA DRIFTED IN AND OUT of consciousness, as if in a bad dream—a dream where she’d been in a car accident and was hanging upside down in her seat belt…

      In Koda’s black Lamborghini.

      In the middle of the woods.

      Somewhere.

      How long had she been there? Minutes? An hour? Hours?

      She didn’t know.

      Mika wiped her eyes and read the clock.

      2:56.

      But she was hanging upside down. Which meant it was…

      9:52.

      Which made no sense. If it was 9:52 in the morning, it should be light out.

      Or did 2:56 mean 2:56 because both she and the clock on the dash were upside down?

      Screw it, Mika thought. What time it was didn’t matter. The important thing was to get out of the damn car and get help, or she was going to freeze to death.

      Mika followed the seat belt with her hand down to the buckle release and prepared to push the button, knowing she was about to fall on her head.

      
        
        3:04 A.M. (12:04 PST)

        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

      

      

      ONYX STOOD ON her father’s gravestone at the edge of the clearing, gazing up at the sky, and watched the moon slowly making its way back into view after having been eaten by the shadow of the Earth.

      Onyx had always been drawn to eclipses. As such, she rarely missed one, coming down from the lighthouse and standing in the clearing like she was now.

      But this eclipse was even more special than most.

      This eclipse was occurring on the night of the winter solstice. The last time that happened was 1638—an eclipse during which her mother had returned to the living plane. The last eclipse to occur on a solstice before that was before the time of Christ. It was one of the many things Onyx had learned from her mother’s journal.

      Not that a ghost couldn’t return to the living plane at other times. They could. Onyx was living proof.

      Well, she was proof at least.

      But there was something about an eclipse that made passing back over easier.

      Which made it a dangerous time for the living.

      Onyx didn’t understand why sitting outside near the graves made her feel better. But it always did.

      Catfish Webb’s gravestone was one of three at the edge of the clearing. The second belonged to her childhood friend Katherine Keane, whose life had been saved by a detective from St. Louis who’d made the ultimate sacrifice on her behalf.

      The third grave was small, belonging to her cat Poe, who’d been killed by Claudia Spilatro for no other reason than to vent her rage at Onyx.

      The image of finding Poe on the wet grass, the cat’s eyes gazing up at her—lifeless—was seared into Onyx’s memory. Even now it made her seethe with anger.

      To take the life of a human in the final stages of life was unjustifiable, though Onyx had been doing that for over seventy years. But to hurt a child or an innocent, helpless animal? It was beyond her comprehension.

      Perhaps there was a special place in hell for anyone who could commit such an unforgiveable act. She hoped so. And if there was, Onyx was sure Claudia was there.

      The ironic thing was Onyx could forgive Claudia for having tried to kill her. Multiple times. But she would never forgive her for killing Poe.

      Now Onyx was preparing to defend herself yet again. From another woman. The waitress.

      Ellen.

      Onyx was certain she’d seen Ellen standing at the edge of the clearing a few nights earlier. And she knew why she was there.

      Noah.

      What Ellen didn’t know was that if she returned, Onyx would be sitting by the graves in the darkness beneath a moonless sky.

      Waiting.

      
        
        3:09 A.M. EST

        ROUTE 17, EAST OF THE MANSION

      

      

      MIKA HAD NO IDEA how long she’d been out after being released from the seat belt and falling upside down. The important thing was she was free.

      But she was still freezing.

      Mika knew she needed to get to the road, get someone’s attention, and get to a hospital.

      Because the driver’s side of the Lamborghini was crushed in, she was forced to crawl through the shattered windshield, shards of glass tearing at her bare knees as she went.

      Once out of the car, Mika pulled herself to her feet and did a quick inventory of herself. As best she could tell, she had no broken bones. Well, other than her face maybe. It felt like someone had taken a metal pipe and hit her directly across the bridge of her nose.

      Mika looked inside the car and picked up a piece of broken glass from one of the car’s shattered side mirrors and stood near the one working headlight. Jesus. Her face was completely swollen and covered in dried blood. She touched her nose with her free hand and winced from the pain. She was going to need plastic surgery—that was for sure.

      Again, that was a consideration for later. Right now, she needed to get her bearings, find the road, and get someone’s attention.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee knew better than to speed with the roads as icy as they were. He glanced at the speedometer to see he was going fifty miles per hour and took his foot off the gas, reducing the speed. The last thing he needed right now was to have an accident.

      And then he saw the woman standing in the middle of the road. She was waving her arms, which made her look like a giant monarch butterfly trying desperately to take flight.

      Stan Lee was too far from the woman to see her face, but he didn’t need to. He knew who it was from the dress.

      It was Mika Flagler.

      “Do it,” Kara said from the passenger seat.

      “Should I?”

      “After all the things that bitch has put you through?” Kara said. “Hell yes.”

      Stan Lee pressed his right foot on the gas and the catering truck surged forward. Three seconds later, the butterfly finally took flight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mika found herself on her back in the middle of the road, gazing up at the blackness of the sky and wondering why the truck hadn’t stopped. It might have been her imagination, but it was almost like the truck had picked up speed.

      Mika tried to lift her head but couldn’t.

      Then a woman appeared, wearing a lavender sweater and a white skirt.

      “Mom?” Mika said. “Is that you?”

      “Yes, Mika, it’s Mommy,” Stan Lee said soothingly. “Is there anything I can do for you, dear?”

      “Would you tell me a bedtime story?” Mika asked.

      Stan Lee shot Kara a look, and Kara shrugged. “What the hell?” Kara said.

      “Sure, I’ll tell you a bedtime story,” Stan Lee said.

      Mika felt tears of joy rolling down the sides of her face. It had been so long since she’d seen either of her parents, and now—when she needed her most—her mother had come to put her to bed.

      “Once upon a time, there was a king who was exhausted from the rigors of ruling the kingdom,” Stan Lee said. “So, one night, the king snuck out of the castle with his sword, wearing nothing but his colorful night shirt. The king walked and walked all night until—at sunrise—he spied a meadow filled with beautiful flowers.

      “The king sat on a rock and pondered the beauty all around him. Then a bee buzzed past and sat on his shoulder. ‘Oh, you think my robe to be a flower!’ the king said and then cut off a piece of his robe. ‘Here then—have a bit of it!’ More bees appeared, and the king was delighted, cutting more and more of his robe and tossing small pieces of fabric into the air. ‘Here, bees! More flowers for you! Take them, take them all!’

      “Then, as if by some magical force, the pieces of fabric began to flutter, becoming the colorful silken wings of a thousand butterflies floating into the sky. The king looked down at his robe, now torn and tattered, but he didn’t care. He had just created the most beautiful sight—a sky filled with butterflies.”

      Mika tried to move her arms, but they were dead weight—as were her legs. She looked up toward the sky, which was indeed filled with butterflies.

      Then a lightness Mika did not know was possible filled her, and she lifted from the ground and followed the butterflies into the light.

      “Nice story,” Kara said. “You make that up yourself?”

      Stan Lee shook his head. “No, it’s a story my mother used to tell me.”

      “It’s nice—in a creepy sort of way.”

      “You think I should move her from the middle of the road?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Gee, I don’t know,” Kara said. “Would she move you?”

      She had a point.

      
        
        3:13 A.M. EST

        ROUTE 41, 10 MILES SOUTH OF

        PAMPLICO, SOUTH CAROLINA

      

      

      YOU DIDN’T THINK I could do it, did you?” Newt asked from behind the steering wheel of the white Chrysler LeBaron.

      “What? Jumpstart the car?” Maggie said. “Of course I did. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have challenged you to do it.”

      “I bet your fiancé couldn’t do it.”

      “Let’s not go there,” Maggie said.

      “Fine,” Newt said. “But I’ll bet he couldn’t—unless his name is MacGyver.”

      “I think it’s better if we leave Chad out of it,” Maggie said.

      “Chad? His name is Chad?”

      “Newt, please.”

      “Let me guess. He went to Princeton, lives in Georgetown, wears nothing but Brooks Brothers button-downs with brown shoes and striped rugby shirts with white collars from LL Bean. Does he pop the collar up when you’re out at his parents place in Martha’s Vineyard? Dear God, please tell me he doesn’t smoke a pipe.”

      Maggie remained silent.

      “Well?”

      “He never wears brown shoes,” Maggie said. “They’re cordovan. And, no, he didn’t go to Princeton.”

      “Yale?”

      Maggie did not respond.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      “What? What did you think?”

      “Nothing, forget it,” Newt said.

      “No, you started the conversation—so let’s finish it.”

      “Okay,” Newt said. “It just seems obvious that—”

      “Look, there’s my car!”

      “What?”

      “There, up on the right,” Maggie said.

      Newt followed the headlight beams up the road and, sure enough, Maggie’s car was parked on the side of the road.
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        * * *

      

      Newt turned the LeBaron’s headlights off and pulled to a stop approximately fifty feet behind Maggie’s sedan. He put the vehicle in park and left the engine running. Just because he got it started once was no guarantee he could do it again.

      Maggie grabbed the door handle. “No, I’ll go. Don’t forget, he’s got your gun.”

      “That’s why I should go,” Maggie said. “This is my fault and my responsibility.”

      “Fine, we’ll go together.”

      Maggie approached the car from the passenger side and bent over to stay out of sight as best as possible, while Newt did the same thing on the opposite side of the car.

      When Maggie reached the front passenger door, she raised up slowly, looked inside, and saw the man asleep on the front seat of the vehicle—using her coat as a blanket to stay warm.

      Newt looked at Maggie through the driver’s side window and shrugged, as if to ask: what do we do?

      Maggie held up three fingers.

      Then two.

      Then one.

      Maggie and Newt grabbed the door handles on each side of the vehicle and—fortunately—both doors were unlocked.

      The man sat up, totally shocked—and, when he did, Maggie saw the gun on the seat and lunged for it.

      So did the man.

      But before he could get to the gun, Newt reached in and grabbed the man’s shirt collar from behind and yanked him from the vehicle.

      Maggie raced around the vehicle and found Newt and the man wrestling on the ground. Maggie pointed the gun at the man’s face. “Move and die,” Maggie said.

      The man froze.

      “Where’s the other gun?” Maggie asked.

      “I don’t have another—”

      Maggie stepped forward and kicked the man in the face and sent him flying back. “Where’s the gun, asshole?”

      “It’s under the seat,” the man said.

      “How’d you know he had another gun?” Newt asked as he pulled the gun from under the front seat of the car.

      “The clerk at the gas station,” Maggie said. “He had to have shot him with something.”

      Damn, Newt thought. If he were MacGyver, he would most certainly have thought of that.

      
        
        3:17 A.M. EST

        INSIDE THE PANIC ROOM

      

      

      ALL TEN OCCUPANTS of the panic room were gathered behind Stormy Boyd at the bank of closed-circuit TV monitors, watching events unfold in various parts of the mansion—including the ballroom where Juniper and the man who’d identified himself as Uncle Tommy were facing off against the dark entity.

      Bruce and Koda made eye contact, and Bruce wrapped his arm around Koda. “Good job tonight. I’m proud of you,” Bruce said.

      “Yeah,” Koda said. “It was definitely a Restoring Savannah Foundation event people won’t soon forget.”

      “Not the dinner,” Bruce said. “I meant everything you did to help save people.”

      “Like Krissy?” Koda asked.

      Bruce nodded and began to tear up.

      “Uh, you might want to turn off the screen on the left,” Noah said quietly to Stormy over his shoulder.

      Stormy glanced to his left and saw the screen for the camera mounted outside the front door happened to be pointed toward the windshield of the limousine.

      “I can’t turn off a single monitor,” Stormy said. “Not without turning them all off.”

      “Don’t turn it off on my account,” Krissy said. “I’ve been on the Internet. It’s not like I’ve never seen porn.”

      Koda removed his tuxedo jacket and draped it over the screen.

      “Too bad,” Bunny Whitlock said. “I haven’t seen that much good sex since the private detective I hired caught my second husband with his mistress.”

      “Shut up, Bunny,” Bruce said. “Stormy, is that as loud as the volume will go?”

      Stormy turned the volume knob all the way to the right, and Fanning’s voice rumbled through the speakers.

      “Sure, Tommy, if that’s what you want,” Fanning said. “You want to see what lies beneath?”

      “I already know,” Tommy said. “Have you forgotten that I’m just as dead as you are?”

      “Did he say he was dead?” Quinn asked.

      No one in the panic room responded.

      “You’re going to love hell. It’s such a wonderful place of joyous misery. Just say the word, and we’ll go. Just you and me, together again—alone—like the good old days.”

      “Well, if you ever stopped talkin’,” Tommy said.

      Then everyone in the panic room watched as a layer of what looked like the fog of an early San Francisco morning began rolling across the ballroom floor.

      “What is that?” Simon asked. “Is it smoke?”

      “It looks like the mist they do on stage at rock concerts,” Krissy said.

      “It could be a gas of some kind,” Quinn said.

      Bruce looked around the panic room and did a final head count. It was exactly what he’d feared.

      “Don’t worry,” Koda said. “The panic room is supposed to be airtight, but we’ve got masks just in case. Right, Dad?”

      Bruce did not respond, and it became obvious to everyone there was a problem.

      “How many masks do we have?” Koda asked.

      “Eight,” Bruce said. “We have eight.”
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        “Thoughts don’t just matter. They are matter. In the same way that the moon tugs on the oceans, the gravity of your thoughts have pulled both things and people into your life.”

        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Episode 28

          

          Battle of Light and Darkness

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Where there is light, there is shadow, so don’t spend your life cursing the darkness. It is impossible to have one without the other.”

        –Onyx Webb

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE FOLLOWING EVENTS TAKE PLACE BETWEEN 3:13 A.M. and 8:39 P.M. (EST)        ON DECEMBER 21, 2010.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        3:13 A.M. EST

        ROUTE 17 EAST, OUTSIDE CHARLESTON

      

      

      BEATRICE WANTED DESPERATELY to open the metal door of the refrigerated compartment she was hiding in and see who took her catering truck, but her fear of being discovered was too great.

      Certainly, it couldn’t be a ghost.

      Could it?

      Whoever it was, they were driving erratically, tossing her from one side to the other without warning. With nothing to hold onto, all Beatrice could do was place her hands against the cold metal walls to steady herself.

      The vehicle began to slow, and Beatrice thought she heard a man say, “Should I?”

      Whoever it was, they weren’t alone, Beatrice realized.

      Then the vehicle accelerated, and she heard a loud thump. Apparently, they’d hit something. A deer, maybe?

      A second later, the vehicle slid to a halt—throwing Beatrice forward headfirst against the front wall of the compartment.

      Beatrice heard the door open.

      Then silence.

      Had both people gotten out, or just the one? It didn’t matter. She had to take a chance eventually.

      Beatrice cautiously pushed the metal door open and peeked out to see if the second person was still in the truck. They weren’t. She was alone.

      Beatrice pulled herself to her feet and looked through the windshield of the truck. Lit by the vehicle’s headlight beams, Beatrice saw a gray-haired woman in a white skirt and lavender sweater standing in the middle of the road.

      Then Beatrice saw what they’d hit.

      It was a woman, lying motionless in the middle of the road.

      Dear God, they’d killed someone.

      Beatrice hurried to the back of the truck and opened the rear door, careful to be as quiet as possible, and lowered herself to the icy road, wishing she had grabbed her coat when she ran from the house. But there hadn’t been time.

      Maybe she was safer staying in the truck?

      No, just go, she thought. Run to the woods and get away. You can deal with everything else later.
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        * * *

      

      Life was filled with surprises, Stan Lee thought as he stood in the middle of the icy road, looking down at the blonde socialite’s lifeless body, her eyes wide open and staring up toward the dark sky.

      He’d gotten to kill Mika Flagler after all.

      “Nice story,” Kara said. “You make that up yourself?”

      Stan Lee shook his head. “No, it’s a story my mother used to tell me.”

      “It’s nice—in a creepy sort of way.”

      “You think I should move her from the middle of the road?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Gee, I don’t know,” Kara said. “Would she move you?”

      Kara had a point.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee walked back to the catering truck, climbed inside, and immediately noticed the rear door of the truck was open. Could it have been thrown open from the impact of running Mika over?

      Unlikely.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Kara asked.

      Yes, he was.

      Someone had been hiding in the truck—and there was only one person it could be.

      Beatrice Shaw.

      Stan Lee climbed out of the truck and returned to the middle of the road, following the headlight beams into the dark sea of trees.

      “I know you’re hiding out there somewhere, Ms. Shaw,” Stan Lee said loudly. “Don’t worry. I’m in too much of a hurry to go traipsing off into the woods after you. You’re safe for now. But if you say a word to anyone about having seen me, I will come back and fillet you like a freshwater trout. I’ll place a knife into your neck on a diagonal, right behind your ear, and slide the blade all the way down to the bone. We understand each other?”
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        * * *

      

      Beatrice stood behind a tree, listening to the woman—and realized it wasn’t a woman at all.

      It was the Southern Gentleman. Dressed like a woman. As if the night wasn’t bizarre enough already.

      
        
        3:16 A.M. EST

        INSIDE THE PANIC ROOM

      

      

      THERE ARE TEN of us in here, but only eight gas masks?” Simon Prentice said with a tinge of anxiety as he watched the gray fog roll across the ballroom floor on the security monitors. “That means two people are going to have to—”

      “There’s no reason to panic,” Koda said, cutting him off. “The safe room is airtight, with its own ventilation system.”

      “Then why do they provide the masks?” Alec asked. Koda shot him a look. Alec shrugged his shoulders. “Hey, I’m just saying what everyone is thinking.”

      “I won’t be needing one,” Stormy said.

      “Why?” the governor stammered. “Wait. Are you—are you saying—?”

      “A ghost? Yes,” Quinn said.

      “What?” Bruce said. “But you look—?”

      “Like a normal person?” Stormy said.

      “I think this is a Titanic situation,” Bunny said.

      “A Titanic situation?” Bruce asked.

      “You know, women and children first,” Bunny said.

      “I don’t want a mask just because I’m a girl,” Krissy said. “Maybe we should draw straws—you know, like on Falling Skies when they had to choose who would go on the dangerous mission to—”

      “I’m the goddamn governor of Georgia,” the governor said. “I’ve got ten million people counting on me for leadership. I’ve got to—”

      “The governor’s right,” Quinn said. “And I’m counting on him to pardon Wyatt Scrogger when we get out of here, so he has to get one.”

      “Who in the hell is Wyatt Scrogger?” Bruce said.

      “Okay, how about this?” Bunny said. “I’ll give $1 million to the first person willing to go without a mask so the rest of us can have one.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Bunny,” Bruce said.

      “No, no—this is a good idea,” Alec said. “Make it $3 million, and you can have my mask.”

      “$2 million,” Bunny said.

      “Done,” Alec said.

      Bunny pulled out her checkbook. “Does anyone have a pen?”

      “God, you’re such a douche,” Krissy said.

      “Me? I just gave up my mask,” Alec said.

      “Yeah, for $2 million,” Krissy said. “What a hero.”

      “Now that we’ve got that handled, could everyone just shut the hell up?” Quinn asked. “I’m trying to hear what my sister is saying.”

      “Your sister?” the governor asked. “You mean the girl who saved me is—?”

      “Yeah,” Koda said. “That’s Quinn’s dead sister—the one you didn’t believe him about.”

      “Christ,” Bruce said. “Is there anyone around here who isn’t dead?”

      
        
        3:18 A.M. EST

        IN THE MANSION BALLROOM

      

      

      SURE, TOMMY, IF that’s what you want,” Fanning rumbled. “You want to see what lies beneath?”

      “I already know what lies beneath,” Tommy said. “Or have you forgotten that I’m just as dead as you are?”

      “You’re going to love hell, such a wonderful place of joyous misery. Just say the word, and we’ll go. Just you and me, together again—alone—like the good old days.”

      “Well, if you ever stopped talkin’, maybe we could get on with it,” Tommy said

      “Making me mad is not a good idea,” Fanning said as a layer of fog began rolling across the ballroom floor.

      “Look, he does special effects too,” Tommy said in Juniper’s direction.

      “Child’s play compared to the things waiting for you in hell,” Fanning said. “You’d like hell. It’s a veritable carnival of souls down there.”

      “I’ll pass.”

      “No, seriously. Come on down sometime,” Fanning said. “I’ll introduce you to the devil’s daughter. She’s just about your age, Tommy—give or take ten thousand years. I’m sure the two of you would get along famously. Good times, that one is. Sassy.”

      “You talk a lot,” Tommy said.

      “Don’t get me mad,” Fanning said. “Remember the things I made you do when you were a bad boy?”

      “I’m not scared of you anymore, Fanning.”

      “That’s okay,” Fanning said. “I don’t care if you’re scared of me. What you should be scared of, though, is God.”

      “God? You might want to try something else,” Tommy said. “It’s pretty hard for me to be afraid of something I don’t believe in.”

      “Interesting,” Fanning said. “After all those years having your knuckles rapped by Sister Mary Margaret, and you came away a non-believer?”

      “No. You’re the reason I don’t believe in God,” Tommy said. “How could any kind of God ever allow something as evil as you to exist?”

      Fanning chuckled. “You couldn’t be more wrong if you tried. You say my existence proves there is no God? To the contrary, I’m proof of his existence and his perfection.”

      “His perfection?”

      “It’s a truth no one wants to acknowledge—that God, in all his wisdom and unlimited understanding, created good and evil. He had to, don’t you see? Everything in the universe is about balance. You’ve been pondering why God allows evil to exist? God doesn’t allow evil to exist—he created it. I’ve been trying to explain this to young Juniper here, but—”

      “He thinks God created evil,” Juniper said.

      “Of course, he did. God created everything—joy, happiness, the universe, life, heaven, hell—all of it is God’s doing,” Fanning said. “But make no mistake—the same God also created death, destruction, disease, depravity, poverty, crime, corruption, torture, murder—all of it. He had to.”

      “You’re out of your mind,” Tommy said.

      “It might be better not to push him,” Juniper said quietly.

      “Juniper’s right. You don’t want to push me. Besides, I’m not finished,” Fanning said. “So when you find yourself asking God why evil and agony exists in the world, know they exist because when God created the world, he wanted it to be perfect. People curse the darkness, never taking the time to realize that God created the darkness. He had to. Without the darkness, how could the stars possibly shine?”

      “So that’s your purpose?” Tommy spat. “To provide the world with darkness?”

      “Yes.”

      “And we’re supposed to accept your darkness as something good?”

      “No, not good,” Fanning said. “But absolutely necessary.”

      Tommy and Juniper exchanged glances.

      “I would think the idea of darkness being good would make you feel better,” Fanning said.

      “Yeah, why is that?”

      “Because of all the people you’ve killed,” Fanning said. “You and that buddy of yours, Declan. How many have the two of you killed? Five? Eight? Help me out here, Tommy. I’ve lost count.”

      “The only people Dec and I ever offed deserved it,” Tommy said. “Only scumbags like you.”

      Fanning remained silent.

      “So are we gonna get this thing on or what?”

      “Are you sure this is the stand you want to take?” Fanning asked. “Aren’t you scared?”

      “Scared? Why should I be?” Tommy said. “You can’t kill me, or have you forgotten? The dead don’t die.”

      “You think you’re tough, Tommy? Ten minutes in hell, and you’ll be crying for Mama. Oh, wait, you never even met your mother, did you?”

      “Shut up,” Tommy said.

      Tommy took a step toward Fanning, but as he did, long black tentacles of darkness reached forward and wrapped themselves around Tommy’s shoulders, pushing him down to the floor on his knees.

      “Stop it!” Juniper said. “Let him up.”

      “I almost forgot how much I liked the look of you on your knees,” Fanning sneered. “Do you feel your shame, Tommy? Do you remember your sins?”

      “Being a victim is nothing to be ashamed of,” Tommy said. “I understand that now. I have no shame or guilt over the things you did to me or made me do.”

      “Of course you do,” Fanning said. “I remember you more than any of the others. Do you think about us, Tommy? Together?”

      “No, I just think about watching Declan bash your fucking skull in,” Tommy said.

      Juniper watched as more long tentacles of darkness grew from Fanning’s form and began crawling up the walls and across the ceiling, enveloping the entire room in blackness.

      

      
        
        3:19 A.M. EST

        ROUTE 17, OUTSIDE CHARLESTON, 
        SOUTH CAROLINA

      

      

      AND THAT’S ALL the deputy director said?” Special Agent Gregory Bond asked from the passenger seat of the Ford Taurus as it raced down the icy road.

      “Yep. Get to the Mulvaney mansion, stat. That was the entire directive,” Special Agent Robert James said from behind the steering wheel. “Oh, and that the phone lines were down.”

      “The phone lines? Great,” Bond said. “You should have pressed for more information. You know that, right? God only knows what we’re getting ourselves into. That’s it?”

      “The Mulvaneys were having a party of some kind,” James said. “I’m telling you that’s all I know. So quit asking.”

      “I’ll quit asking if you slow the hell down,” Bond said. “Do you have any idea how icy these roads are?”

      “The deputy director was very specific when she said to get there stat. You do remember what stat means, right?”

      “I remember what alive means—that’s what I remember,” Bond said, pulling out a pack of Newport menthol cigarettes and digging in his pocket for matches. “Man, it’s dark out here.”

      “How can you smoke that menthol shit?” James asked as he steered around a curve—and then slammed on the brakes, sending the Taurus into a 150-foot skid before coming to a stop at the side of the road.

      “What the—?”

      “Didn’t you see that?” James asked.

      “See what?” Bond asked, catching his breath.

      “There was a body lying in the middle of the road!”

      “Bullshit,” Bond said.

      “Oh, yeah?” James said. “Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      The two FBI agents stood in the middle of the ice-covered road looking down at the blonde woman’s body on the ground, her dead eyes gazing up at the night sky.

      “Someone had to have hit her,” Bond said. “And recently.”

      “Stella McCartney,” James responded.

      “What? Are you saying you know her?”

      “No, the dress,” James said. “Stella McCartney, the fashion designer—it’s from her fall 2009 collection.”

      Bond shot James a look.

      “No, nothing like that,” James said. “My wife wanted me to buy her the same dress for her birthday, but the damn thing was like $9,000.”

      “So whoever she is, she’s got money,” Bond said.

      “Didn’t you say there was some kind of function happening at the mansion?” James asked.

      “Yeah. Restoring the city or something. She must have been one of the attendees,” Bond said. “But why is she out here in the middle of nowhere—and without a coat?”

      “You see a purse anywhere?”

      “No,” Bond said.

      “Well, let’s get her in the car and—”

      “No way. We don’t have time,” Bond said.

      “What? We’re just going to leave her here?” James asked.

      “Our directive is to haul ass to the Mulvaney mansion and protect the Mulvaneys. Does she look like one of the Mulvaney men to you?”

      Agent James remained silent.

      “Come on. We’ll call it in on the way,” Bond said. “Stella’s not going to get any deader.”
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        * * *

      

      Beatrice Shaw was huddled in Mika Flagler’s wrecked Lamborghini, doing her best to keep warm and cursing herself for getting out of the catering truck. The temperature inside the refrigerated compartment was fifty-eight degrees, which seemed cold at the time.

      Maybe there was a blanket or something in the trunk, Beatrice thought. She should have looked before she wedged herself in the small area inside the vehicle that hadn’t been completely crushed.

      Beatrice slid to her left, trying to avoid cutting herself on the shards of broken glass that covered virtually every inch of the car’s interior. And then she saw the two men standing over Mika’s body in the center of the road.

      “Hey! Hey! Over here!” Beatrice yelled. “Help! Over here!”

      The men couldn’t hear her.

      Then she saw them turn and walk off.

      “No, no, no, no, no,” Beatrice repeated aloud to herself. She had to get to them before they left. If not…

      Beatrice pressed her hand down to get leverage and felt the searing pain of glass as it cut into the palm of her hand, but she kept going. It was better to be bloody and alive than frozen to death like a hundred-pound bag of ice. Seconds later, Beatrice managed to free herself from the vehicle and pull herself to her feet.

      Beatrice ran toward the road, screaming as she went. “Hey, wait! I’m here! Help me! Help—”

      Beatrice reached the road just in time to see the rear taillights of the car pulling away and driving off into the distance.

      
        
        3:24 A.M. EST

        INSIDE THE MANSION BALLROOM

      

      

      “I SAID TO let him up!” Juniper said. The black tentacles extended from Fanning across the room and wrapped around Tommy’s shoulders, holding him down on his knees.

      “He likes it there. Don’t you, Tommy?”

      “I said, let him up!”

      “Or what?” Fanning asked as more black tentacles extended from his dark form and crawled up the walls and across the ceiling.

      “Are you going to love me to death?”

      “Why do you hate yourself so much?” Juniper asked.

      “You think I hate myself?” Fanning responded.

      “Of course you do,” Juniper. “No one could be so evil to another person without hating themselves. Why else would you carry the burden of your hatred and self-loathing for so long?”

      “What about your hatred?” Fanning asked.

      “I have no hatred,” Juniper said.

      “Interesting,” Fanning said. “Then how do you feel about the man who killed you?”

      “Let Tommy up, and I’ll tell you how I feel about him,” Juniper said.

      “Very well,” Fanning said. The black tentacles lifted from Tommy’s shoulders, allowing him to get back up on his feet.

      “You think you’re tough, don’t you?” Tommy said.

      “Be quiet,” Fanning said. “Another word out of you, and I’ll do more than make you kneel before me. Now, Juniper, the man who killed you. You forgive him, I take it? And what? You want to send him love and a box of chocolates?”

      “I send him love and forgiveness because that’s what human beings do when they know someone is hurting and in pain. Like you.”

      “You think I’m in pain?”

      “What was it that happened to you? How did you allow yourself to become so filled with hatred you could hurt a child?”

      “This isn’t about me,” Fanning said.

      “It’s all about you. Everything in your selfish, pathetic life has always been about you. Your robes and your cross are nothing but a costume—a false front used to hide behind—to hide the immense hate you must be filled with.”

      “You know nothing,” Fanning bellowed.

      “Yes, that’s it,” Juniper said. “What happened to you?” That’s what I want to know.”

      “What is this? You want me to kneel in your confessional now?”

      “No,” Juniper said. “I’m not asking you to admit your evil deeds. What I want is to know the evil that was done to you that made you this way.”

      Juniper felt the room begin to shake and vibrate around her. A large painting behind her fell off the wall and crashed to the floor.

      “Tell me,” Juniper yelled. “What happened to you? Tell me. Tell me. I’m listening!”

      “Good, show your anger,” Fanning said. “Send me your anger. Send me your hatred. Send me your rage.”

      And that’s when Juniper understood.

      What was it Fanning said before? Are you going to love me to death?

      Things said in jest were often the truth hiding in plain sight. Yes, that was it.

      The thing evil feared most.

      “That’s it, isn’t it?” Juniper said.

      “What?”

      “That’s why you want my light? You don’t want it for yourself at all, do you? No. You want it so you can destroy it—destroy it because you fear it.”

      “You know nothing.”

      “No, I think I do,” Juniper said. “You don’t want to possess the light because you covet it, but because you hate it. You fear it. Why do you fear it, Fanning? Why? What is it about love and caring and kindness that scares you so much?”

      “I said to—”

      Once again, the room began to shake and vibrate, so violently that more paintings dropped from the wall to the floor and the glass flower vases started exploding, shards of glass and water flying in every direction.

      Juniper felt a surge of energy swell from deep within her, a feeling unlike anything she’d experienced—a power unlike anything she’d ever experienced before.

      Then she realized the vibrations weren’t coming from Fanning. They were coming from her.

      Juniper raised her arms and held her clenched fists out in front of her, as she’d done before—the bolts of light dancing between her fists. “You were right. I do have the light inside me,” Juniper said.

      The previous time, Juniper worked to contain the light—to push it down inside her.

      This time would be different.

      This time she would let it out.

      
        
        INSIDE THE PANIC ROOM

      

      

      “What is she doing?” Quinn asked as Juniper raised her arms and held her clenched fists out in front of her and bolts of light began dancing between her fists.

      “You want my light?” Juniper’s voice came through the speakers in the panic room. “Fine. Here it is. Take it!”

      The bolts of light between Juniper’s clenched fists grew bigger and brighter—until the light was so intense that everyone in the panic room had to turn and look away.

      A second later, sparks began to shoot from the security monitors.

      “Get down!” Stormy yelled, and everyone dropped to the floor as all twelve of the screens exploded, sending shards of glass flying in every direction.

      
        
        3:28 A.M. EST

        ROUTE 17, OUTSIDE CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

      

      

      THE FORD TAURUS drove past the Mulvaney mansion without stopping, not because the two FBI agents were being cautious, but because the building was so dark they literally didn’t see it. A half-mile later they realized their mistake and turned around.

      “There, up on the left,” Bond said from the passenger seat.

      Agent James took his foot off the accelerator, and the vehicle slowed as they approached the mansion’s front gate, which was open. “This doesn’t look good,” James said.

      “No, it doesn’t,” Bond said, looking at the dark building. “You think we should drive up to the house or park out here and walk in?”

      “I say we park here and walk in,” James responded.

      “Have you got flashlights?” Bond asked.

      “Yeah, in the trunk.”

      “Good, we’re gonna need them.”
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        * * *

      

      The two FBI agents grabbed flashlights from the trunk, turned them on, and followed the beams of light toward the front gate.

      Then they both stopped.

      “Holy shit—I’ve got a body here,” Bond said when the flashlight beam landed on an elderly man in a security guard uniform lying face up on the drive.

      “There’s another one over here,” James said as the beam from his flashlight illuminated a second security guard.

      “I’ve got two more over here,” Bond said, shining his flashlight across the mansion’s expansive lawn. “I’m thinking we should wait until—”

      Suddenly, a blinding burst of light came through the windows of the mansion, so bright that each of the agents raised their hands to shield their eyes.

      Then, out from the light, the agents saw a woman and a man running toward them.

      “She’s got a gun!” Bond yelled, drawing his weapon.

      Then he raised his gun.

      And fired.

      The bullet tore through the black woman’s shoulder, and she dropped to the ground.

      The man behind her screamed. “You shot her!”

      Agent James raced up the drive to the woman lying on the ground, kicked the shotgun away, and trained his gun on the man. “Get on your knees, and keep your hands where I can—”

      “It’s a prop, damn it. It’s not loaded,” the man said as he dropped to his knees on the icy pavement next to the woman. “Get an ambulance! We need an ambulance!”

      A second later, the light emanating from the windows of the house grew even brighter—then, as if a bomb had been detonated inside the building, every window in the house blew out.

      
        
        3:34 A.M. EST

        ATLANTA, GEORGIA

      

      

      IT DIDN’T SEEM possible, but no one was able to locate the governor. No one.

      Word had it the man had flown off to a fundraiser, but no one in his office would say where the event was being held. Or they simply didn’t know.

      Either way, the situation was unacceptable.

      His client, Wyatt Allen Scrogger, was scheduled to be put to death by lethal injection in exactly two hours and twenty-four minutes. The appeals process was finished. The only chance to save Wyatt’s life was a commutation or full pardon from the governor himself—and the man could not be reached.

      What made matters worse was the sickening feeling he had that Wyatt Scrogger was innocent of the crime.

      The lawyer glanced at the picture of his wife and daughter on the edge of his desk. Was he actually going to go through with what he was thinking of doing?

      Doing so would almost certainly get him disbarred—or worse, land him behind bars.

      But what choice did he have?

      The lawyer reached over and opened his desk drawer and removed an envelope containing two small glass vials of GHB, which he’d obtained from a client he’d once defended in a date rape case.

      Used recreationally in small doses, the colorless and odorless drug caused euphoria. Higher doses between 3,500 to 7,500 milligrams induced nausea, dizziness, and unconsciousness. Amounts over 7,500 milligrams could kill someone.

      The lawyer opened the envelope, removed the two vials of GHB, and slid them in the pocket of his pants.

      The distance from the lawyer’s office in Atlanta to the prison in Jackson where Wyatt was set to die was precisely 49.7 miles. At night, with no one on the roads, the drive would take less than an hour.

      
        
        3:56 A.M. EST

        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

      

      

      STAN LEE PULLED THE CATERING TRUCK to the curb behind his white van, where he’d parked it the night before. It felt like a lifetime ago, though it had only been ten hours.

      The street was deserted due to the early hour and the weather. He was glad.

      Stan Lee opened the rear door of the van and then went to the catering truck and started transferring the boxes of belongings he’d taken from the house. Last, but not least, Stan Lee retrieved the cylindrical glass jar containing Juniper Cole’s severed legs.

      Stan Lee looked in both directions to make sure no one was coming and transferred them to the van, using bungee cords to secure the container, and locked the vehicle.

      The question now was, what to do with the catering truck? The police would be looking for it once it was reported stolen—if they weren’t looking for it already.

      Stan Lee had given the question some thought and had come up with what he considered a good plan.

      “Well?” Stan Lee said in the direction of the empty passenger seat. “You got an opinion? No?”

      Kara did not answer, nor did she show herself.

      “So, that’s the way it’s going to be, huh?” Stan Lee said to the empty seat next to him.

      Stan Lee started the engine and pulled the catering truck away from the curb. It was obvious Kara did not approve of his plan to trade the catering truck to the drug dealers for ketamine.

      
        
        4:16 A.M. EST

        ROUTE 17, OUTSIDE CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

      

      

      DOMINGO GUTIERREZ made great time for the first 275 miles of the 290-mile trip from Jackson, Georgia, to the Mulvaney mansion in Charleston.

      A few miles from Charleston, however, when Domingo and his cameraman took the 526 South to bypass downtown Charleston, the weather went from clear and in the mid-forties to below freezing with swirling winds and blinding snow.

      And when Domingo attempted to call his producer at the station with an update on his estimated time of arrival to schedule a broadcast time, there was no cell signal at all.
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        * * *

      

      They took the exit for Route 17 heading west, and the cameraman slowed the broadcasting van to twenty miles per hour.

      “This is ridiculous,” Domingo snapped. “I moved to the South to avoid weather like this.”

      “Cool your jets, Dom,” the cameraman said. “We’ll be there in plenty of time for the six o’clock broad—holy shit!”

      The cameraman jerked the steering wheel hard to the left, throwing Domingo out of his seat and to the floor, and skidded to a halt in the center of the road.

      “Jesus Christ!” Domingo screamed.

      “There’s a woman in the middle of the road,” the cameraman said.

      “What? Who would be walking out here at—?”

      “Not walking. She was on the ground. I think she might be dead. Come on. I’ll show you.”
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        * * *

      

      Domingo followed his cameraman down the road until they reached the body, and he raised his hand to his mouth in shock.

      “Oh, my God—is that who I think it is?” the cameraman asked.

      “Yep,” Domingo said. “It’s Mika Flagler.”

      “How in the—I mean, what are the chances? Isn’t she the chick you threatened to kill?”

      “No,” Domingo said. “I mean, yes, it’s Mika Flagler—but I threatened to sue her, not kill her.”

      “Thank God! Help!” a woman shrieked from the edge of the road behind them. Domingo yelped in surprise, and both men spun around.

      “Who in the hell are you?” Domingo asked, his heart beating out of his chest.

      “I’m Beatrice Shaw,” the woman said. “She was hit by my catering truck.”

      “Where’s the truck?” the cameraman asked, looking around.

      “I wasn’t driving. The truck was stolen from the party I was catering at the Mulvaney mansion.”

      “That’s where we’re headed,” Domingo said.

      “You’re going to the Mulvaney mansion?” Beatrice asked. “Why?”

      “To interview the governor,” Domingo said.

      “I don’t think that’s going to happen,” Beatrice said. “There’s a good chance the governor is dead.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The ghosts,” Beatrice said. “I’m pretty sure they got everyone. You might be looking at the only person at the party to have made it out alive.”

      
        
        4:21 A.M. EST

        OUTSIDE THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      THE PILOT LOWERED the FBI helicopter onto the lawn in front of the Mulvaney mansion, careful to avoid setting down on one of the many dead bodies strewn about the place.

      “Wait here,” Pipi Esperanza said from the rear seat.

      “You got it,” the pilot said, switching off the engine.

      Pipi opened the door and lowered herself to the snow-covered grass, where she was met immediately by Maggie and Newt.

      “I tried to reach you,” Pipi said.

      “It’s a long story,” Maggie said.
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        * * *

      

      Two agents in blue jackets with FBI stenciled on the back in big yellow letters were waiting at the gate.

      “Who’s in charge here?” Pipi asked.

      “I am, ma’am. Special Agent Robert James. And this is Special Agent Gregory Bond.”

      “Wait. You’re James, and you’re Bond?” Pipi asked. “You’re shitting me, right?”

      “No, ma’am,” James said.

      Pipi shook her head. “Well, I don’t care if your names are Frick and Frack. All I care about is that you understand two things. First, you’re not in charge anymore. I am. Got it?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” both agents said in unison.

      “And second, stop calling me ma’am. I’ve got a title, and it sure in hell isn’t ma’am.”

      “Yes, Deputy Director Esperanza,” both men said in unison.

      “That’s better,” Pipi said. “This is Special Agent Maggie McCord and Special Agent Newt Drystad.”

      Maggie turned her head and shot Newt a look. Newt shrugged but didn’t correct her. Pipi either made a slip of the tongue, or he’d just been rehired.
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        * * *

      

      Pipi entered the guard shack and found Olympia seated in a chair holding her shoulder. It was wrapped in gauze from a first-aid kit in the guard shack.

      Graeme jumped to his feet.

      “Sit down,” Pipi snapped. “Ms. Fudge, is it? I’m Deputy Director Pipi Esperanza with the FBI. I apologize for—”

      “Apologize?” Olympia said. “Your jackboots here put a bullet in me for no reason, and you apologize? I’m thinking about suing the federal government for racial bias.”

      “I can assure you there was no racial bias,” Agent James said.

      “Over a hundred rich white people at a party, and the police put a bullet in the only black person there?”

      “She was running toward us with a shotgun,” Agent Bond said.

      “It was unloaded,” Graeme said.

      “There was no way to know that, ma’am—I mean, Deputy Director,” Agent James said. “We reacted in accordance wi—”

      “Stop!” Pipi said loudly. “Were you carrying a shotgun, Ms. Fudge?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “You’re lucky Agent Bond decided to plug you in the shoulder,” Pipi said. “If you had come running down the driveway toward me with a shotgun, I’d have put two in your forehead.”

      Pipi turned to the two FBI agents. “Did either of you Einsteins think to call an ambulance?”

      “There’s no signal,” Agent James said. “We’re thinking the cell tower is out because of the storm.”

      Pipi pulled out her cell phone and saw there was no signal.

      Terrific.

      “How many agents do we have on scene at present?” Pipi asked.

      “Eight,” Maggie said. “We positioned one on each side of the property, two in the back, and two in the front. Plus, James and Bond here.”

      Pipi nodded. “What’s the story with the media van over there? Please tell me they haven’t been broadcasting.”

      “They tried, but as with the phones, there’s no satellite connection,” Newt said.

      “Well, thank God for small favors,” Pipi said.

      “The media guys also have a woman with them,” Agent James said, opening his notebook. “A local caterer named Beatrice Shaw, who they picked up by the side of the road where Ms. Flagler was struck and killed with Ms. Shaw’s catering truck.”

      “She was at the party,” Olympia said.

      “Well, she’s not partying anymore,” Agent Bond said. “We saw her dead in the middle of the road on the way here.”

      “Jesus, this keeps getting worse and worse,” Pipi muttered. “This woman, Beatrice Shaw—she was inside the house when the attack took place?”

      “That’s what she says,” Agent James said.

      “And did she say who perpetrated the attack?” Pipi asked.

      “I’ll tell you who perpetrated the attack,” Olympia said. “Ghosts. That’s who. Ghosts—lots of them.”

      “Ghosts?” Agent James said. “You’re saying the attack was the result of paranormal activity?”

      “Paranormal activity?” Olympia repeated and burst out laughing. “Uh, yeah—if you call a hundred ghosts coming to a party uninvited through a mirror and then sucking the life out of everyone in sight paranormal activity, then yes—there was a bit of paranormal activity.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Agent Bond said.

      “No, she’s telling the truth,” Graeme said. “They came in a few minutes after Declan Mulvaney was stabbed.”

      Newt looked over at Maggie and raised his eyebrows.

      “Wait, what?” Maggie said. “Someone stabbed Declan Mulvaney?”

      “Does anyone know Mr. Mulvaney’s status?” Pipi asked.

      “Yeah,” Olympia said. “His status is he got his ass stabbed by Colonel frickin’ Sanders.”

      “The Southern Gentleman?” Newt asked.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Graeme said.

      “And no one’s been inside yet?” Pipi asked.

      “We weren’t comfortable doing anything until we determined what caused the explosion,” Agent James said. “Blew out every window in the place.”

      “There was an explosion?” Pipi asked. “When?”

      “Right after the light appeared,” Agent Bond said. “About an hour ago.”

      Pipi shook her head. “Ms. Fudge, how many people would you say are inside the house still?”

      “Dead or alive?”

      “Both.”

      “Dead? I’d say twenty, maybe thirty,” Olympia said. “Plus, another ten or so inside the panic room.”

      “Okay, that’s good to know,” Pipi said. “Exactly who is inside the safe room?”

      “Bruce and Koda Mulvaney are in there, plus a few others,” Olympia said. “I don’t know who some of them are. Oh, and the governor of Georgia.”

      “The governor of Georgia is in the safe room?” Maggie asked in disbelief.

      “Didn’t I just say that?” Olympia said.

      “Jesus,” Pipi said.

      “Do you know if there is a time lock on the door?” Newt asked.

      “Bruce said something about the place being locked up for four hours, but what do I know?” Olympia said. “I wasn’t inside when they locked it, was I? I was out here getting my ass shot up by you all.”

      “For the record, we’ve also got a guy handcuffed in the back seat of the Chrysler LeBaron over there under arrest for murder,” Newt said.

      “Murder?” Pipi said.

      “A store clerk in Pamplico,” Maggie said. “It’s a long story.”

      “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do,” Pipi said. “Agent Bond, since the phones are out, I want you to drive to Charleston and find out the status on Declan Mulvaney’s condition. Take Ms. Fudge here with you for whatever additional medical attention she might need. Understood?”

      Bond nodded.

      “I’ll go with them too,” Graeme said.

      “Fine,” Pipi said.

      “Agent James, you take the perp from the back of the LeBaron over there and drop him off somewhere.”

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care,” Pipi said. “County jail, the local sheriff, Dunkin’ frickin’ Donuts, wherever—just get him the hell out of here. And we’re going to need the SWAT team.”

      “Information about Declan Mulvaney being stabbed is bound to leak to the media, if it hasn’t already,” Newt said.

      Pipi nodded. “Maggie, you’re in charge of shutting the media down when they get here.”

      Maggie nodded.

      Then Pipi turned to Newt. “Newt, we need to talk.”

      
        
        4:29 A.M. EST

        INSIDE THE PANIC ROOM

      

      

      HALF OF THE people in the panic room—Bruce, Quinn, Bunny, Simon, and the governor—had finally dozed off, the events of the evening exhausting them. The remaining five—Koda, Alec, Krissy, Noah, and Stormy—sat around quietly.

      Finally, Alec broke the silence. “You called me a douche bag earlier,” he said to Krissy. When she didn’t respond, Alec reached his foot out and kicked her in the leg.

      Krissy removed her earbuds and looked up. “What?”

      “You called me a douche bag earlier,” Alec repeated. “Why?”

      “Because you are.”

      “Yes, I know you think that,” Alec said. “I want to know why. It’s not all that often I get to meet with people who hate me up close. Tell me why I’m a douche. I’m interested.”

      “Okay. Because of how you treat people,” Krissy said. “The things you’ve done to people are disgusting.”

      “Like?”

      “Like what you did to Casey Bling at the Chateau Marmont hotel after the Grammys,” Krissy said.

      “What did I do?”

      “You don’t remember? You kicked her out of your room, naked, with nothing but a dessert plate to cover herself,” Krissy hissed. “And how you dragged the valet attendant behind your car half a mile down Sunset?”

      “Those are great stories,” Alec said. “I’d hate me too—if any of what you just described had happened.”

      “Of course it happened,” Krissy said.

      “Really? Why, because you read it?” Alec asked. “Last week I read they found survivors living in a pocket of air on the Titanic, and that John Gotti’s ghost was running the mafia—though, after tonight, I’m thinking that one could be true.”

      Krissy went silent.

      “The only thing the tabs care about is making money from gullible people like you, giving you sensationalism and sex. No one wants to read about my real life. It’s boring. So they just make shit up.”

      “He’s right,” Koda said from the other side of the panic room. “After my accident, one of the tabloids said I died and was replaced by a robot clone.”

      “You mean you’re not a robot clone?” Noah asked.

      “I don’t mind people hating me,” Alec said. “And I’ve done some shitty things in my life, trust me. But it would be nice if, just once, people hated me over things that I’d actually done.”

      “You mean like extorting $2 million from a frightened woman so she could have a gas mask to save her life?” Krissy asked.

      “Oh, yeah, about that,” Alec said, pulling the check from his pocket and handing it to Koda. “Here, this is for you.”

      “For me?”

      “For Mulvaney House,” Alec said.

      “Oh, my God—I just figured it out,” Koda said. “That’s why you agreed to perform tonight at no charge. You’re a Mulvaney House kid.”

      Alec nodded. “Mulvaney House number three, Portland.”

      “I’m sorry,” Krissy said. “I had no idea. What happened to—?”

      “Car accident,” Alec said. “I was nine. If it weren’t for Declan Mulvaney, I’d have grown up a ward of the state. Declan was like a father to me. He believed in me, told me I’d be a great person someday—stayed in contact even after I turned eighteen. Supported my career in music.”

      Noah leaned toward Alec. “Is that where you—?”

      “—got the money for the band’s demo? Yeah. I called Declan, and he sent me a check for $25,000, no questions asked. So when he called and asked me to come tonight, of course I said yes.”

      “Turns out I’m the ass,” Krissy said.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Alec said and reached for his guitar. “So now that you know I’m not a total douche, what’s your favorite song of mine?”

      “I like ‘Noah’s Gone,’” Krissy said.

      Alec looked over at Noah. “I don’t play that one anymore. What else?”

      “How about ‘Nothing Left to Lose,’” Krissy said.

      “Good choice,” Koda said.

      “Want to hear the acoustic version of the song?” Alec asked. “The way it was originally written before I put my punk-rock spin on it?”

      “Yeah, that would be cool,” Krissy said.

      Alec held the guitar out toward Noah. “Well, here’s the guy who wrote it. Ladies and gentlemen, all the way from Crimson Peak, Oregon. Give it up for Noah Ashley.”

      “Crimson Cove,” Noah said, taking the guitar and dropping the strap over his head.

      “You mean you’re that Noah?” Krissy said.

      “Yep, I’m that Noah.”

      
        
        4:33 A.M. EST

        ON THE MANSION LAWN

      

      

      SO, LET ME guess,” Newt said. “You want to know about the guy in the back of the LeBaron?”

      “Not really,” Pipi said. “You and I have bigger things to talk about.”

      “Yes, we do,” Newt said. “I take it you listened to the messages Maggie left?”

      “I’m here aren’t I?”

      “I was right about the Leg Collector being here tonight. He is the Southern Gentleman,” Newt said. “Do you realize how close we were?”

      Pipi nodded. “Any idea why he stabbed Declan Mulvaney?”

      “I have a few theories formulating. It’s complicated.”

      “When aren’t things complicated with you?” Pipi asked.

      Newt nodded. “So does this mean I’ve got my job back?”

      “That’s up to you,” Pipi said.

      “I’ll want three years of back pay,” Newt said.

      “Yeah, in your dreams,” Pipi said.

      “We’ve got a lot of repairing to do,” Newt said. “Trust is earned, not given.”

      “Speaking of trust, I don’t appreciate you telling Maggie that I’m a—”

      “—a ghost?”

      Pipi nodded.

      “She has to know some time,” Newt said. “I figured it out. She will eventually too.”

      “How long have you known?” Pipi asked.

      “Long enough.”

      “How?”

      “Well, let’s see,” Newt said. “After surviving a virtually un-survivable bomb blast, you supposedly spent the next three years homeless, living on the street and in shelters—though no one remembered seeing you. Then you reemerged looking the same as you did the last day I saw you. No, check that—not the same—better. Perfect, flawless, with skin like Jennifer Lopez after a spa treatment. And you’ve got no crow’s feet around the corner of your eyes. You ever see someone who’s been living on the street? Three months is enough to age the average person five years. You came back looking younger and better than ever. Then there’s the fact that you’re never hot or cold, never eat, and never drink the coffee you pour—though I must admit, adding cream and sugar is a nice touch. You want me to go on?”

      “Who else knows?” Pipi asked. “At the bureau, I mean—besides Maggie.”

      “First off, even though I told Maggie, she doesn’t believe it,” Newt said. “And beyond that, my best guess is no one. People are too focused on keeping their jobs to focus on you. That, and they’re afraid of you—so even if they thought it, they’d never say anything.”

      “But you figured it out,” Pipi said.

      “We spent a lot of time together, remember? I knew you long before you became deputy director, so you don’t scare me. You disappoint me sometimes, but you don’t scare me.”

      “I’m sorry, Newt,” Pipi said. “What I did using Maggie to monitor you was wrong, but I only—”

      “—did it because you cared about me?”

      Pipi nodded.

      “Maggie really did love you, you know,” Pipi said.

      “She’s engaged.”

      “Chad?” Pipi said. “Chad couldn’t think his way out of a paper bag.”

      Newt remained silent.

      “I need your help getting through this mess,” Pipi said. “We’ve got six dead on the lawn, and God only knows how many we’ve got inside. Dead rich white people are big news.”

      “Especially when the last name is Mulvaney,” Newt said.

      Pipi shrugged. “It is what it is.”

      “What about the Leg Collector?” Newt said. “Every minute we spend here is another minute he’s putting distance between himself and us.”

      “First things first,” Pipi said. “If the truth about what happened here tonight goes public, we’re all screwed, and the chances of catching the Leg Collector goes down to zero.”

      
        
        4:41 A.M. EST

        DEATH ROW, JACKSON, GEORGIA

      

      

      WYATT SCROGGER’S LAWYER was late.

      Wyatt looked at the clock on the wall, amused at the simultaneous necessity and cruelty of the device.

      After thirty-one years of trials and appeals, the days of counting the days until his execution were gone now—replaced by counting the hours and the minutes.

      One hour and nineteen minutes to be precise.

      4,740 seconds.

      Wyatt heard the key enter the lock and felt a moment of hopefulness, which was replaced seconds later when the door swung open, and he saw the look on his lawyer’s face.

      “Nothing?” Wyatt said.

      The lawyer shook his head. “Don’t worry,” the lawyer said. “There’s still a chance we’ll locate him.”

      Don’t worry.

      It was funny how often his lawyer used the phrase don’t worry, Wyatt thought as the lawyer waited for the guard to leave and lock the door.

      “We can’t find the governor,” the lawyer said. “No one can. The last anyone heard, he was off to a party in Charleston—but something must have happened. The governor isn’t answering his cell phone, and the place where the party was being held is in lockdown of some kind.”

      Wyatt lowered himself down on a metal cot. “So it’s over.”

      “Not necessarily,” the lawyer said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “How much do you trust me, Wyatt?” the lawyer asked quietly.

      “With my life,” Wyatt said. “Do I have any other choice?”

      The lawyer nodded and reached into his pocket. “If I’m not back by five thirty, take these,” the lawyer said, placing the two small glass vials in Wyatt’s hand.

      “What are they?”

      “Just do it,” the lawyer said.

      

      
        
        4:47 A.M. EST

        ALL-NIGHT DINER, CHARLESTON

      

      

      “COFFEE?” THE WAITRESS asked.

      “Yes, please,” Stan Lee said in a slightly raised voice that made him sound a bit like Julia Child. “And a menu.”

      Stan Lee waited for the waitress to leave and then pulled out his cell phone to see how long he had until sunrise.

      Sunrise wasn’t until 7:18 a.m. Good, Stan Lee thought. Plenty of time to eat breakfast.

      To Stan Lee’s surprise, the drug dealer gave him $500 for the catering truck, which he assumed would be chopped up and sold for parts. He didn’t care what they did with it. All Stan Lee cared about was getting the catering truck off the street where it wouldn’t be seen. As a bonus, the drug dealer gave him enough vials of liquid ketamine to last him a good month or two.

      Stan Lee looked out the window onto Broad Street and suddenly realized how much he was going to miss Charleston—and how much he was going to miss being the Southern Gentleman. The Southern Gentleman was at the core of his identity.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee ordered breakfast and, when it arrived, he dug into his canvass bag—the one with the picture of the Ferris wheel on the side—and grabbed a vial of the ketamine. When he was sure no one was looking, he opened it and poured the clear liquid on his hash browns and began singing:

      Ketamine and ketchup, ketchup and ketamine,

      Tastiest darn combo that you’ve ever seen.

      They make you happy, they make you high…

      Then pretty soon, you’re off to sleep—bye-bye.

      Not bad for off the top of his head.

      Stan Lee knew the ketamine was a bad idea, but after he found the vial in his sock drawer, he simply couldn’t resist. And after what he’d been through, he deserved a little treat.

      “You think that’s smart?” Kara asked from the other side of the table.

      Stan Lee did his best to ignore her, but he knew it was useless. If he didn’t answer, she’d just keep yapping at him until he gave in.

      “What do you want?” Stan Lee asked quietly.

      “I want to know where we’re going,” Kara said.

      “Chicago,” Stan Lee said.

      “Chicago,” Kara repeated. “Big city, easy to get lost in. They’ve got a Ferris wheel there—down at Navy Pier.”

      “Yes, I know,” Stan Lee said, dropping his voice when the waitress walked by.

      “Good disguise, by the way,” Kara said. “A frumpy female in her mid-fifties. Totally forgettable.”

      Stan Lee knew Kara was starting to be a problem. She was getting a mind of her own. Taking over at will, making him feel out of control.

      “She got a name?”

      “Emlen Hunter-Gaston,” Stan Lee said.

      Stan Lee watched as Kara counted the letters and did the anagram in her head. “Nice. Clever.”

      Kara leaned forward and reached for a piece of bacon, and Stan Lee slapped her hand away. “Get your own.”

      “Is everything okay?” the waitress asked as she walked up from Stan Lee’s left.

      Stan Lee turned and smiled. “Yes, everything’s fine. Just shooing a fly off my plate.”

      
        
        5:09 A.M. EST

        INSIDE THE PANIC ROOM

      

      

      WE’VE GOT ONE more hour to kill until the auto-lock releases, and we can get out of here,” Bruce said.

      “Assuming it’s safe,” the governor said.

      “Why don’t we play a slumber party game?” Krissy asked.

      “What, like Pictionary?” Simon said.

      “Sorry, we don’t have a flipchart in here,” Koda said.

      “Thank God. I hate that game,” Bunny said. “I don’t suppose you’ve got a bottle of gin hiding away anywhere.”

      “Bunny wants to play spin the bottle,” Alec said.

      “No, I want to play drink the bottle,” Bunny said.

      “I say we each name our favorite horror movie,” Alec said.

      “Seems appropriate enough,” the governor said.

      “I’ll go first,” Noah said. “Stir of Echoes.”

      “Great movie,” Koda said. “Maybe Kevin Bacon’s best movie ever.”

      “You’re forgetting Footloose,” Simon said.

      “What about you, Simon?” Krissy said. “What’s yours?”

      “Blair Witch Project,” Simon said. “That movie scared the living shit out of me.”

      “Warren took me to that,” Bunny said. “The camera moving around the whole time made me sick. I never saw the end. I was in the bathroom throwing up.”

      “Okay, Bunny, you’re up,” Simon said.

      “Rosemary’s Baby,” Bunny said. “Scariest movie ever. Mia Farrow, John Cassavetes, Ralph Bellamy. Now that was a movie.”

      “I never got that. It was nothing a quick trip to Planned Parenthood wouldn’t have solved,” Alec said.

      “Gross,” Krissy said.

      “I agree,” Quinn said. “Taking the life of a child is never appropriate.”

      “Even when the child is the devil?” Bunny asked. “If ever there was an excuse to have an abortion…”

      “Okay, Mr. Governor. What’s your favorite?” Alec asked.

      “Damien: The Omen,” the governor said.

      “It’s just called The Omen,” Simon said.

      “No, I’m talking about the second one. The Omen II,” the governor said.

      “The one with William Holden?” Simon asked.

      “Yes,” the governor said. “I had quite a crush on Lee Grant.”

      “Not me,” Simon said. “I had a crush on William Holden.”

      “So you’re gay?” Bunny asked.

      “Irreparably,” Simon said. “Either that, or I have terrible taste in women.”

      “Shame,” Bunny said.

      “Why is that a shame?” Simon asked.

      “Bunny needs a new husband, and you looked promising,” Bruce said, his eyes still closed.

      “We all handle grief in our own way, Bruce,” Bunny said.

      “So you’re picking a sequel, Governor?” Noah asked.

      “Yes, but there’s a reason. A bunch of the scenes in the sequel were filmed at a military academy in Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, where I was enrolled as a cadet. They used cadets as extras. Remember the scene where Damien is being challenged in the classroom by the teacher?”

      “Yeah, I remember that,” Noah said. “Best scene in the movie.”

      “I’m the fourth cadet from the left,” the governor said.

      “Bubba Ho-Tep,” Alec said.

      “What?”

      “Bubba Ho-Tep,” Alec repeated. “Elvis Presley faces off against an Egyptian mummy in a motorized wheelchair. Best horror film ever made.”

      “Okay, Stormy, it’s your turn,” Koda said.

      “It’s hard not to think back to the 1930s, perhaps the greatest period in horror films. The Wolfman, Dracula, Frankenstein, The Mummy—all in black and white. Back then, of course, you had to go to a movie theater to see them,” Stormy said.

      “I agree,” Simon said. “Black-and-white movies were the best. The scene in Psycho where Anthony Perkins stabs Janet Lee to death in the shower. Name me a scene in any movie scarier than that?”

      “Okay, Koda, it’s your turn,” Krissy said.

      “Easy,” Koda said. “Pet Sematary.”

      “I forgot about Pet Sematary,” Noah said.

      “I walked through a pet cemetery once up in Lily Dale, New York,” Koda said. “When my best friend, Dane, died.”

      “I read about that happening,” Krissy said. “Dane decided to have his ashes buried in the pet cemetery next to his dog’s grave. Or is that just more tabloid lies?”

      “No,” Koda said. “That one is true. You’d think it would be creepy, but it wasn’t. It was nice. Comforting. I’m thinking about doing the same thing—if I ever get a dog.”

      “You’ve never had a pet?” Noah asked.

      “I had a goldfish when I was six, but I’m thinking of getting a dog when all this is over,” Koda said, turning to Quinn. “You’re up, Quinn.”

      Quinn shook his head and then relented with a heavy sigh. “Fine. The Ghost and Mr. Chicken,” Quinn said finally.

      “I remember that movie,” the governor said. “With Don Knotts, right?”

      Quinn nodded. “Dick Sargent was in it too—the guy from Bewitched. It came out in the mid-‘60s, but they played it on TV a lot after that. Basically, it was a comedy. Movies like Psycho are far too real for me. The idea of watching someone being murdered for entertainment never seemed right to me—after Juniper, I mean.”

      The room went silent.

      “Hey, don’t stop on my account,” Quinn said. “What happened to Juniper was a long, long time ago. I’m fine. Really.”

      “So who does that leave?” Alec asked.

      “Me and Mr. Mulvaney,” Krissy said.

      “Go ahead,” Bruce said.

      “Okay,” Krissy said. “The Ring. That’s the scariest movie I’ve ever seen.”

      “You’re right,” Alec said. “When that girl crawls out through the television screen…”

      “Okay, Mr. Mulvaney,” Krissy said. “You’re the last one. What’s yours?”

      “I’m not playing,” Bruce said.

      “That’s not fair,” Krissy said. “Everyone else—”

      “I lied to you earlier,” Bruce said. “I told you your mother was safe, and it’s not true. Your mother is dead.”

      “What?”

      “Your mother is dead,” Bruce said. “We watched it happen on the TV monitors before you got here with Koda.”

      “No,” Krissy said, her eyes filling with tears.

      “It’s true. I’m so sorry, sweetheart,” Bruce said.

      “And you all knew?” Krissy said, tears streaming down her face. “You all knew, and no one said anything?”

      “There’s something else I haven’t told you,” Bruce said. “I’m your father.”

      
        
        5:17 A.M. EST

        OUTSIDE THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      MAGGIE WATCHED AS Special Agent Gregory Bond’s Ford Taurus pulled to the edge of the road near the front gate of the mansion.

      “Did you get Ms. Fudge to the hospital?” Maggie asked as Bond got out of the car and walked toward her.

      “Yeah,” Bond said. “She whined and complained all the way there, ranting and raving about suing the bureau for discrimination.”

      “You did shoot her,” Maggie said.

      Bond shrugged and said nothing.

      “Who’s that in the car?” Maggie asked, pointing at the dark-haired woman in the passenger seat of the Ford Taurus.

      “Robyn something-or-other,” Bond said, pulling out his notebook. “Hang on. I’ve got it here in my notes.”

      “I don’t care what her last name is,” Maggie said. “I just want to know why you brought her here.”

      “She was with Declan Mulvaney when he passed.”

      “Oh, shit. Declan Mulvaney is dead?” Maggie said.

      “Yep, I confirmed it with the hospital,” Bond said. “I figured someone would want to talk with her.”
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        * * *

      

      “Robyn, is it?” Maggie said as she climbed into the Ford Taurus and shut the door closed behind her. “I’m Special Agent Margaret McCord with the Federal Bureau of Investigation, but feel free to call me Maggie. I understand you were with Mr. Mulvaney when he passed?”

      Robyn nodded.

      “Was this at the hospital?”

      Robyn shook her head. “No, it was in the ambulance on the way there.”

      “What time was this?”

      “Uh, I’m not sure.”

      “Approximately,” Maggie said.

      “Three hours ago—two thirty, maybe quarter to three? Everything happened very fast.”

      “Did you happen to see the attack?” Maggie asked.

      Robyn shook her head. “No, I was upstairs. Do you know that Mika Flagler’s body is in the middle of the road about a mile from here?”

      “Ms. Flagler is not a priority right now,” Maggie said. “Now explain to me how you ended up in the ambulance?”

      “I want to see Koda,” Robyn said.

      “I’m afraid that isn’t possible,” Maggie said. “We have yet to make contact with any of the people inside the house.”

      “Why?” Robyn asked in disbelief.

      “Standard operating procedure dictates that we have a full and complete understanding of what we’re up against before we send a team inside,” Maggie said. “That’s why I’m asking you so many questions, Robyn. Now tell me about the attack.”

      

      
        
        5:36 A.M. EST

        OUTSIDE THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      PIPI ESPERANZA GAVE the SWAT commander the go ahead to enter the mansion at 5:36 a.m. with a three-pronged set of objectives:

      Secure the building.

      Protect survivors.

      Arrest suspects.

      As tempted as she was to go in with them, she didn’t. It was better if no one could say she manipulated the process—even if that’s exactly what she knew she was going to have to do eventually.

      
        
        5:47 A.M. EST

        OUTSIDE THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      AFTER ELEVEN MINUTES of waiting what felt like thirty, the SWAT commander emerged from the mansion and reported the status of the operation to Pipi.

      “The location is secure, Deputy Director,” the SWAT commander said.

      “How many dead do we have?”

      “I don’t have an exact count yet,” the SWAT commander said, “but I’m guessing around thirty or more. Most of them were found in the mansion ballroom. I’ll have a definitive number of casualties soon.”

      “What about survivors?” Pipi asked.

      “Only two so far,” the SWAT commander said. “Dr. Gerylyn Stoller, who was found sound asleep in a second-floor bedroom. As a side note, she’s blind.”

      “You said there were two.”

      “The second person might actually be a suspect,” the SWAT commander said. “Big guy. Found him just sitting in a chair in the middle of the ballroom with bodies lying all around.”

      “Maybe he’s just in shock,” Pipi said.

      “No, he’s aware of what’s going on. He’s not cooperating. Refuses to give his name or answer any questions.”

      “Does he have ID?”

      “No, we checked. Nothing.”

      “Okay, good job,” Pipi said, and the SWAT commander seemed to relax. “Is there anywhere we can set up a command center?”

      “It’s a thirty-room mansion, ma’am. Take your pick.”

      
        
        5:59 A.M. (2:59 PST)

        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

      

      

      IT WASN’T UNTIL three in the morning, but the waitress finally returned. As Onyx knew she would. Love made people do crazy things, like stand in the middle of the woods in the middle of the night. Or sometimes it was just the person who was crazy. Onyx didn’t know which category Ellen fell into.

      Onyx stood near the graves at the edge of the clearing and heard the car engine getting closer and closer. Then the car stopped, and the engine died.

      Onyx stepped back into the forest so she would not be seen. Even so, she had on her mask and sleeve. The truth about who and what she was had been revealed to Clay and Tara but would not be extended Ellen.

      Onyx heard Ellen’s footsteps and watched as she made her way across the clearing toward the lighthouse.

      “Can I help you?” Onyx said.

      “Jesus!” Ellen said, jumping back and turning toward the trees. Ellen seemed to stare right at her, but Onyx knew Ellen could not see her.

      “Onyx?”

      “Why are you here?” Onyx asked.

      “I—I’m looking for Noah,” Ellen said. “He left and didn’t say anything. He flew to Charleston, but that’s all I—”

      “Your name is Ellen, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Listen, Ellen, I know you’ve been out here before—looking for him. Please don’t pretend this is your first visit to the lighthouse.”

      “Okay,” Ellen said. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to come out where I can see you.”

      “You have to understand something about men,” Onyx said, ignoring the request for her to show herself. “When a man wants you, you’ll know it.”

      “Well, I’m sure you don’t know the full story,” Ellen said. “Noah is a very private person, so I doubt he told you about us—about him and me. We’re together. We’re very close.”

      “I see,” Onyx said. “The two of you are a couple. Is that what you’re saying?”

      “Yes,” Ellen said.

      “And you’re so close that Noah went away and didn’t tell you where he was going—or when he’d be back?”

      Without warning, Ellen burst into tears and covered her face with her hands. Her shoulders began bouncing up and down with her growing sobs.

      Onyx rolled her eyes. What was it with women anyway? With their neediness and inability to accept reality. Then again, Onyx felt immense sympathy for Ellen. For the longest time, she was Ellen. Just as needy. Incomplete as a person unless she had the love and attention of a man. But damn it if she wasn’t tired of women showing up in the clearing outside the lighthouse trying to steal her men.

      “I’m sorry,” Ellen said. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I was crazy to come here.”

      “Calm down, Ellen. It’s okay,” Onyx said. “And stop crying. Crying doesn’t solve the problem.”

      Ellen heaved a giant sigh and wiped her face, which was now streaked with black mascara lines. “You’re right. I really am sorry. I just thought that if I could talk to him—”

      “You said he flew to Charleston,” Onyx said.

      “Yes, but I thought maybe he lied—that he was avoiding me, and that he was here. You’re not lying to me, are you? He’s not really here, is he?”

      “No, Ellen, Noah’s not here. But wherever he is, it’s his business. When a man leaves without telling a woman where he’s going, it means he’s not interested. Do you understand? Noah’s not interested in you.”

      Ellen remained silent for several seconds.

      “It’s time for you to stop concentrating on Noah, and start concentrating on yourself,” Onyx said. “And let me tell you from experience—you don’t need a man to be whole and happy.”

      “Yes, I know you’re right,” Ellen said. “You know what’s crazy, Onyx?”

      “What?”

      “I actually thought—I don’t know why, but I thought maybe Noah was in love with you.”

      It was Onyx’s turn to go silent.

      “It’s just, well—he always talks about you so much. The truth is I was jealous. I’m sorry.”

      “No, Ellen,” Onyx said. “Noah and I are not a thing.”

      “Okay.”

      “Go home, Ellen. Make some tea,” Onyx said. “Then get some sleep. Things will look better in the morning. I promise. Things always look better in the morning.”

      Ellen remained silent and then finally spoke. “Don’t worry. You won’t see me here again.”
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        * * *

      

      Onyx waited behind the trees until Ellen’s car drove away, and then she stepped out into the clearing near her father’s grave.

      A part of Onyx wanted to be angry with Ellen for her audacity to come there as she had, but she couldn’t. Love made people do crazy things.

      Then Onyx thought about the things she’d just said:

      When a man leaves without telling a woman where he’s going, it means he’s not interested.

      It’s time for you to stop concentrating on Noah, and start concentrating on yourself.

      You don’t need a man to be whole and happy.

      Then she realized she wasn’t giving advice to Ellen at all.

      She was giving advice to herself.

      
        
        6:06 A.M. EST

        BRUCE MULVANEY’S STUDY

      

      

      THERE WERE FOUR people in Bruce Mulvaney’s study waiting for the panic room to open: FBI Special Agent Robert James, Special Agent Gregory Bond, Robyn, and Tommy—who was still handcuffed and seated in a chair. As much as Robyn wanted to talk to Tommy, she knew she’d have to wait until they were alone.

      Exactly when the automatic time lock on the panic room door would open was anybody’s guess. But if Olympia Fudge was right, it could happen at any time.

      At 6:06 a.m., it did.
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        * * *

      

      The governor of Georgia was the first person through the door, followed immediately by Quinn Cole, who was looking at his cell phone. “The cell tower is up,” Quinn said. “Make the call, Governor.”

      The governor looked at his watch. “It’s too late.”

      “You don’t know that,” Quinn said. “Make the damn call!”

      The governor shook his head, but he took the phone and walked to the corner of the room.

      The next people out of the room were Noah, Alec, Simon, and Bunny, followed by Krissy, who pushed past them and made a beeline for the door. Agent Bond intercepted her before she could get there. “I want to see my mother,” Krissy said with tears running down her cheeks.

      “No one leaves this room until the deputy director says you can,” Agent Bond said. “Now please take a seat.”

      Stormy Boyd exited the panic room next, followed by Bruce and Koda. Koda saw Robyn and raced across the room to where she was standing. “Thank God, you’re here!” Koda said, wrapping his arms around her. “I looked all over, but—”

      “I was with Tommy in the ambulance taking your grandfather to the hospital,” Robyn said.

      “How is he?” Koda asked.

      Robyn opened her mouth but found it impossible to say anything. Instead, she simply shook her head.

      Koda looked across the room at his father.

      Bruce didn’t even need to ask.

      The look on Koda’s face said it all.

      
        
        6:07 A.M. EST

        DEATH ROW, JACKSON, GEORGIA

      

      

      THE WARDEN STOOD next to the gurney in the execution room and watched as two EMTs hovered over Wyatt Scrogger, who was lying motionless on the floor.

      Per the state’s standard execution protocol, two guards went to remove Wyatt from his cell fifteen minutes prior to his scheduled time of execution. But immediately upon entry, they knew something was wrong. He was behaving oddly—he seemed giddy, euphoric, almost as if he were drunk.

      By the time the guards walked Wyatt down the hallway to the execution room, his speech was slurred and his eyes began darting from side to side. Seconds later, he began sweating profusely. Then he started vomiting—followed by a complete loss of control over his bodily functions.

      Moments later, Wyatt collapsed unconscious on the floor.

      The EMTs were called and confirmed what seemed obvious at that point.

      He wasn’t faking it.

      Wyatt’s body temperature had dropped from 98.6 to 95.4, and his breathing had slowed to less than fifteen breaths per minute, placing him perilously close to cardiac arrest.

      The warden looked at his watch. They were already eleven minutes behind the scheduled time of execution. And, by state law, they were not allowed to execute an unconscious or otherwise impaired inmate. What a cluster, the warden thought.

      Then the phone rang.

      It was the governor.

      

      
        
        6:08 A.M. EST

        BRUCE MULVANEY’S STUDY

      

      

      YOU’RE NOT GOING to believe it,” the governor said. “The execution was delayed. It seems that Wyatt Scrogger became violently ill, and he’s still alive.”

      Quinn stepped over to an empty chair next to where Tommy Bilazzo was handcuffed and lowered himself into it.

      “Quinn, what’s wrong?” Koda asked. “You should be happy. You did it, man. You saved Wyatt.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Quinn said. “It’s Juniper. She’s gone.”

      “No, you’re wrong,” Tommy said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You see any lights on in here?” Tommy asked.

      Everyone glanced around and realized Tommy was right. There wasn’t a single light on in the room—yet the room was bathed in light.

      “I walked around the house after the thing with Fanning, and you know what? Every light bulb in this whole place exploded when your sis took him down. Your sister took down the darkest evil I’ve ever seen, and she did it with the goodness that was in her. With her light.”

      “I don’t understand,” Quinn said.

      “Don’t you get it?” Tommy said. “There’s no electricity in the house, and sunrise ain’t for another hour. But look around. The place is glowing with light.”

      “He’s right, Quinn,” Koda said. “Juniper isn’t gone. She’s everywhere. She’s everywhere.”

      

      
        
        6:09 A.M. EST

        IN THE MANSION LIBRARY

      

      

      THE SWAT COMMANDER walked into the library at a brisk pace and stopped when he saw Pipi was talking on her cell phone.

      “Hang on,” Pipi said and lowered the phone. “What is it?”

      “Two pieces of good news,” the SWAT commander said. “The first is that we’ve got cell reception again, which I see you already know. The second is the panic room door opened.”

      “How many were in there?” Pipi asked.

      “Ten.”

      “What about Bruce and Koda Mulvaney?” Pipi asked.

      “Yes, they were both in there,” the SWAT commander said. “We’re holding all of them in the study for now.”

      “What about the deceased?”

      “We’ve taken the bodies out on the back deck as you instructed.”

      “Final count?”

      “Thirty-nine, ma’am.”

      Pipi shook her head. “Okay. Bring the suspect here to the library, okay? I want to talk to him before we do anything else.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        6:13 A.M. EST

      

      

      The SWAT commander brought Tommy into the mansion library and sat him in a chair opposite Pipi. “You want me to stay?” the SWAT commander asked.

      Pipi shook her head. “No. I’ll be okay.”

      The SWAT commander nodded and left the room.

      “Are these cuffs really necessary?” Tommy asked.

      “I don’t know,” Pipi said. “The only reason you’re wearing them is because you refused to identify yourself. Innocent people tend not to hide things.”

      Tommy did not respond.

      A few seconds later, Pipi realized how quiet it was in the room. Deadly quiet, in fact—with not so much as a heartbeat between them.

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah, I was wondering how long it would take you,” Tommy said as Pipi walked behind him and removed the handcuffs.

      “So what’s your name?” Pipi asked.

      “Tommy. Tommy Bilazzo. I’m an old friend of the family.”

      “I take it you were here in the house tonight when the attack took place.”

      “Yeah, I was here. For the beginning and for the end at least,” Tommy said. “We both know what happened in the middle.”

      Pipi nodded. “Why didn’t you leave? You certainly could have. There are plenty of mirrors in a mansion this big.”

      “I stayed because I thought maybe I could help,” Tommy said.

      “Help? Help how?”

      “You got a big problem on your hands here,” Tommy said. “This many dead people are going to be hard to explain—especially this many dead rich people. There’s going to be a lot of scrutiny.”

      “Yes, I’m quite aware.”

      “I’m sayin’ the truth isn’t gonna be good for any of us,” Tommy said. “Not you. Not me. And not the family.”

      “Is that your concern?” Pipi asked. “The family?”

      Tommy nodded. “Yeah. Things are gonna be hard enough on Bruce and Koda as it is, losing Declan the way they did. Now you got the media gathering out front. You’re gonna have to tell them something.”

      Pipi nodded. “I’m open to suggestions.”

      “I’m thinkin’ a gas leak could work,” Tommy said.

      “Hang on. I’ve got two other people I want in on this.”
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        * * *

      

      “A gas leak?” Maggie said after she and Newt had been brought into the library and updated on the plan.”

      Tommy shrugged. “Thirty is a lot of dead people to explain, dying all at once no less. It’s either a gas leak or someone spiked the punch with cyanide. Cyanide is a juicy story, and something the media will keep chasing. But a run-of-the-mill gas leak…”

      “All those problems go away,” Newt said.

      Tommy shrugged. “Hey, accidents happen.”

      “He’s right,” Newt said. “If we don’t provide a plausible explanation, the media will never let go of it. Like with OJ Simpson and JonBenét Ramsey, they’ll be doing cable specials about what really happened here tonight for twenty years.”

      Pipi nodded. “The key thing now is containment,” Pipi said. “Is there anyone else outside of this building who knows what really went down?”

      Newt and Maggie took a minute to think. “Yes,” Maggie said. “Olympia Fudge. She was taken to the hospital to have her gunshot wound treated, along with Graeme Kingsley.”

      “And the caterer, Beatrice Shaw. She’s out in the van with the news people from Channel 6 in Savannah,” Newt said.

      “We need to get them all in here before we go out with our version of what happened,” Tommy said.

      “The media people too?” Pipi asked. “I got the impression they didn’t arrive here until afterward.”

      “Beatrice Shaw is a chatterbox,” Maggie said. “I was only with her for five minutes, and I wanted to blow my brains out. I’m sure she’s given the song and verse about every harrowing detail of what happened. Letting them stay in the news van together was a mistake.”

      “That’s okay,” Tommy said. “You’re gonna need someone from the media with you from the inside anyway,” Tommy said. “Offer this guy, what’s his name?”

      “Domingo Gutierrez,” Newt said.

      “Offer this Gutierrez guy an exclusive, but only if he goes along with the gas leak angle,” Tommy said. “And one more thing.”

      “Now what?” Pipi asked.

      “About Declan. You gotta nip the idea that he got stabbed in the bud.”

      “Okay. Why?” Pipi asked.

      “Coincidences don’t sell well,” Tommy said. “People don’t like coincidences, especially reporter-types. If you don’t kill the stabbing angle, you’ll have two stories goin’—the first being that a billionaire got stabbed to death at his own party—”

      “—and a second story about thirty people dying from mysterious gas leak,” Newt said, nodding his head.

      “Yeah, it’s too big of a coincidence, both of those things happening in the same place and the same time,” Tommy said.

      “You’re suggesting everyone died from the gas leak,” Maggie said. “Including Declan?”

      Tommy nodded.

      “But fifty people saw him get stabbed,” Pipi said.

      “For starters, forty of those fifty people are dead, so they ain’t talkin’,” Tommy said. “The other ten have been locked in the panic room for four hours.”

      “You’re forgetting the people at the hospital,” Maggie said. “God only knows how many people saw Declan Mulvaney arrive. I wouldn’t be surprised if someone hasn’t already sold photos to TMZ. We can’t simply rewrite the facts.”

      “Sure, you can,” Tommy said. “You’re the f’ing FBI. Make something up.”

      “Wait. Am I missing something here?” Maggie said.

      “What’s that?” Tommy asked.

      “We’re doing all this to cover up what really happened, right?” Maggie said. “Does anyone want to explain what really happened? You’re not buying Olympia Fudge’s ghost story, are you? You know she makes a living hyping this kind of nonsense, right?”

      Pipi and Newt remained silent.

      “Oh, you’re shittin’ me,” Tommy said. “She doesn’t know?”

      Pipi shook her head.

      “I tried to tell her, but she didn’t believe me,” Newt said.

      “Tell me what?” Maggie asked. “The ghost thing, you mean?”

      Once again, no one spoke.

      “Oh, God—are you saying Newt was telling the truth?” Maggie said.

      Pipi nodded and held out her hand. “Go ahead, take my pulse. See for yourself.”

      Maggie hesitated and then placed her fingertips on Pipi’s wrist. Maggie’s eyes grew wide, and she stepped back and lowered herself into a chair.

      Newt considered telling Maggie that Tommy was a ghost too, but he decided it was better to help her understand the truth one ghost at a time.

      

      
        
        6:26 A.M. EST

        IN THE MANSION LIBRARY

      

      

      PIPI ESPERANZA SAT behind a table in front of the group seated before her, writing the names of each person on a legal pad.

      Pipi counted the names on the list:

      •	Pipi Esperanza

      •	Tommy Bilazzo

      •	Stormy Boyd

      •	Gerylyn Stoller

      •	Bruce Mulvaney

      •	Krissy Archer

      •	Quinn Cole

      •	Noah Ashley

      •	Alec Yost

      •	Beatrice Shaw

      •	Bunny Whitlock

      •	The governor of Georgia

      •	Simon Prentice

      •	Koda Mulvaney

      •	Robyn

      Fifteen.

      The SWAT commander and Special Agent James stood at the back of the room, one on each side of the door, like sentries.

      Sixteen, seventeen.

      Newt and Maggie stood along the wall at the side of the room.

      Eighteen, nineteen.

      “I have to leave,” Beatrice said. “I have a business to—”

      “No one is going anywhere,” Pipi said.

      Just then Special Agent Bond entered the room with Graeme Kingsley and Olympia Fudge.

      Twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two.

      Twenty-two—that’s a lot of characters to have in one room at the same time, Pipi thought.

      “Good to see you, Ms. Fudge,” Pipi said. “How’s your shoulder?”

      “It’s got a hole in it. That’s how it is,” Olympia said, gesturing to her arm hanging in a sling and glancing around the room. “What is this, an Amway meeting?”

      “Take a seat, Ms. Fudge,” Pipi said.

      Pipi waited as Olympia and Graeme took seats, and Agent Bond joined James and the SWAT commander at the back of the room. “It’s a complete media frenzy out there,” Bond said. “I felt like a rock star showing up for a concert.”

      “Okay,” Pipi said. “Let’s get started.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s been a long night, and I imagine most of you are exhausted and eager to get on with your lives,” Pipi said. “But there are a few things we need to discuss—a few things we need to get straight first.”

      “This is ridiculous,” the governor said, rising to his feet. “I’m the governor of Georgia, damn it.”

      “Yes, and I’m with the federal government, which provides your state with $10 billion in federal funding that can be taken away like that,” Pipi said, snapping her fingers.

      The governor sat back down and went silent.

      “As I was saying, I know you’ve all been through quite an ordeal, but the important thing now is that we come to an understanding of what exactly took place here last evening.”

      Alec Yost snorted. “You think?”

      Pipi ignored the comment, knowing the next words out of her mouth were going to cause a stir.

      “The purpose of this meeting is to reach an agreement as to what each of us—each of you—will be saying to the media.”

      “I don’t understand,” Bruce said.

      “About the gas leak,” Newt said, taking a step forward from his position against the wall.

      The room filled with noise as everyone tried to process what they were being told.

      “The gas leak?” Koda said. “What gas leak?”

      “The one that killed thirty-nine people in your home last night,” Pipi said.

      “What about the ghosts?” Krissy said.

      “There were no ghosts,” Pipi said.

      “They’re trying to whitewash what happened to make the story more palatable,” Bunny said.

      “If that’s the case, you can count me out,” Simon said. “Dr. Stoller predicted a ghost attack would happen on the night of the solstice eclipse, and by God, it did. The book sales for the sequel are going to be enormous!”

      “That’s the stupidest idea for a cover up I’ve ever heard,” the governor said. “Who in their right mind would believe a gas leak killed—?”

      “The better question is, who in their right mind is going to believe there was a ghost attack?” Tommy said, interrupting the governor.

      “I agree,” Stormy said, jumping in as he and Tommy had planned. “People who read the tabloids, maybe, but everyone else? Anyone who walks out of here and tells the media there was a ghost attack is going to be made a laughing stock. But if we all stick together…”

      “I’m afraid that they’re right,” Gerylyn Stoller said. “There’s no benefit in telling the truth, and a lot of bad things can happen if we do.”

      “Christ, this is a new one,” Alec said. “The politician wants to tell the truth, and the person who stands to make a bundle telling the truth wants us all to lie.”

      “He’s right, Gerylyn,” Simon said. “There’s a lot of money at stake here.”

      “I don’t care about the money,” Gerylyn said. “I’m more concerned about the general panic that could occur if people know the truth. I’ll go along. It was a gas leak.”

      “What about the man who stole my truck and ran over Mika Flagler?” Beatrice said. “Or was that a gas leak too?”

      “What?” Koda said. “Mika Flagler’s dead?”

      “Yes,” Beatrice said. “She was run over with my catering truck by the Southern Gentleman,” Beatrice said.

      “That’s crazy,” Bruce said.

      “It’s true. The Southern Gentleman stole my catering truck and ran her over in cold blood,” Beatrice said.

      “You saw this?” Koda asked.

      “Yes,” Beatrice said. “Well, no, actually. I was hiding in the back of the truck when he did it. But then he stopped to talk to her while she was dying, and I escaped into the woods. Only he was dressed like a woman.”

      “Like a woman?” Newt asked.

      “Holy shit,” Olympia said. “That’s who I saw walking through the house. I thought she looked kind of masculine.”

      “Describe her,” Newt said.

      “He was wearing a white skirt and a lavender sweater—or light blue maybe. It was hard to tell because it was dark,” Beatrice said. “Oh, and because he was wearing a skirt, I could see his legs.”

      “What about his legs?” Newt asked.

      “They were fake,” Beatrice said. “You know—prosthetics.”

      “I’m going to need you to sit with a sketch artist, Ms. Shaw,” Pipi said.

      “There’s one more thing,” Tommy said. “Regarding Declan…”

      “What about him?” Bruce said.

      “The media is going to ask about the stabbing,” Tommy said. “When they do, the answer is no.”

      “No?” Bunny said. “Of course he was stabbed. I was standing right there. I have blood on my mink coat to prove it.”

      “She’s right,” Robyn said. “There are people at the hospital who saw the stab wound—the ambulance driver for sure. How are you—?”

      “Due to his advanced age, Mr. Mulvaney was the first person at the party to succumb to the noxious gas and collapsed at his table,” Pipi said. “When he did, he accidently fell on his steak knife. That is going to be the official statement from the FBI, and I’ve already spoken to the county coroner, who has confirmed the cause of death to be gas poisoning. Also, our forensics team will confirm the large explosion was the result of—”

      “Let me guess. The gas leak?” Alec said.

      “Jesus, you people think of everything, don’t you?” the governor said.

      “The FBI exists to protect the public,” Pipi said. “Sometimes the ends justify the means.”

      “If you say so,” Alec said.

      “When do we get our phones back?” Noah asked.

      “And I want to see my mom,” Krissy said.

      “Soon,” Pipi said. “Now I want to make sure we are all in agreement that there were no ghosts.”

      The room was silent.

      “Good,” Pipi said. “And just in case anyone here decides to change their mind, please remember the FBI has considerable resources at its disposal.”

      “Like what?” Simon asked. “You’re going to have us audited by the IRS?”

      Pipi didn’t answer.

      She didn’t have to answer.

      “Listen,” Bruce said. “I don’t care what you tell the media. All I care about is that you get the asshole who killed my father.”

      “Don’t worry, Mr. Mulvaney,” Pipi said. “We’ll get him.”

      “Yeah, where have I heard that before?” Bruce snapped. “Oh, yeah, I remember—from you. From you and your boy wonder here when my wife went missing. How’s that investigation coming along?”

      Pipi said nothing.

      Neither did Newt.
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        * * *

      

      Pipi pulled Newt and Maggie out in the hallway and could tell immediately that Newt was thinking about something. “Don’t let what he said get to you,” Pipi said.

      “No, it’s not that,” Newt said. “But he is right. I did make a promise I was unable to keep, but there’s something else.”

      “What?” Pipi asked.

      “I think we’re making a mistake letting them all walk without debriefing each of them, individually that is,” Newt said. “Beatrice Shaw and Olympia Fudge both saw the Leg Collector dressed as a woman, and if they hadn’t brought it up on their own, we’d have no idea. God only knows what else people saw that could be important to us.”

      “That could take all day,” Maggie said. “I can’t imagine any of them are going to be too happy about it.”

      
        
        6:52 A.M. EST

        ON THE FRONT LAWN OF THE MANSION

      

      

      DOMINGO GUTIERREZ AND his cameraman would have left an hour earlier had the FBI not taken the keys to the van.

      And their camera.

      And his cell phone.

      Now there were twenty other media trucks camped outside the front gate of the mansion, none of which were stupid enough to go along with the FBI’s demands.

      To make matters even worse, the story about Mika Flagler had hit the airwaves—even though he’d been first on the scene. And a fellow reporter from his own station just broke the story that the governor pardoned Wyatt Scrogger a half hour earlier.

      Had he just stayed put at the prison…

      Then there was a knock on the side of the van.

      “Domingo Gutierrez?” Special Agent James asked.

      “Yeah?”

      “The deputy director wants to see you,” James said. “Come with me. And your cameraman too.”

      
        
        9:02 A.M. EST

        ALEC YOST’S LIMOUSINE

      

      

      THANKS FOR WAITING,” Noah said as he climbed into the back of the limousine waiting in the circular drive outside the Mulvaney mansion.

      “What are friends for,” Alec said, motioning for the driver to go.

      “Look at this zoo,” Noah said as they crept through the gauntlet of reporters straining to see who was inside the limo. Finally, they cleared the mansion’s front gate and turned onto the main road. “They’re like animals.”

      “Tell me about it,” Alec said. “Put the divider up, will you?”

      Alec and Noah waited until the smoked glass partition closed before continuing. “So are you okay with this gas leak story?” Alec asked.

      “Honestly? I was relieved when I heard it,” Noah said.

      “Relieved,” Alec repeated. “That’s an interesting reaction.”

      “They’re right,” Noah said. “Telling the world that ghosts exist—that they walk among the living and kill people to get energy is a heavy load for the average person to carry.”

      “Sounds like you’ve given this some thought,” Alec said.

      Part of Noah felt like telling Alec about his relationship with Onyx. But another part felt that it would be a violation of her trust—even if they weren’t a couple anymore. Noah decided to keep it to himself. “I’m just saying it’s better to sweep the whole thing under the rug than open a can of worms with the truth,” Noah said.

      “If you say so,” Alec said.

      “Let me ask you a question,” Noah said.

      “Yeah. Shoot.”

      “When I got in the limo, you said we were friends,” Noah said.

      “Did I?” Alec said.

      “You said, ‘That’s what friends are for,’” Noah said. “Is that what we are? Friends?”

      “It was a figure of speech,” Alec said. “Then again, you did save my ass in there last night.”

      “Yeah, well, going back for your guitar was a stupid thing to do,” Noah said. “But it wasn’t so stupid you should have died over it.”

      Noah noticed an instant change in Alec’s demeanor and could tell something was on his mind. “What’s up with you? You want to tell me something?”

      “It’s nothing,” Alec said.

      “No, really. If there’s something—”

      “Let’s just enjoy the ride to the airport,” Alec said, leaning back and closing his eyes. “Okay?”

      Noah knew something was going on but decided not to push it.

      
        
        10:25 A.M. EST

        FRONT DOOR OF THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      BUNNY WHITLOCK WAS the last person to be debriefed by the FBI. When they were finished with her, Bruce walked her to the front door of the mansion and helped her on with her coat.

      “I imagine the party didn’t go exactly as you planned,” Bunny Whitlock said. “But I want you to know I still had a lovely evening—even though we each lost someone.”

      “You don’t strike me as all that upset,” Bruce said.

      “Of course I am, darling,” Bunny said. “But you must understand. Warren was my fifth husband. I learned to stop caring after my third. But Declan was your only father. Contrary to my demeanor, I do feel terrible about their deaths. Especially Declan’s. Declan was a wonderful man. In retrospect, if I had better sense, I’d have ditched Warren years earlier and—”

      “Please, Bunny, don’t—I’ve had enough trauma for one day,” Bruce said.

      “Yes, I imagine you’re right,” Bunny said. “The thought of my being your step-mother is deeply disturbing to me as well.”

      
        
        2:28 P.M. EST

        BASEMENT OF THE MULVANEY MANSION

      

      

      STORMY POINTED HIS flashlight down the stairs that led to the basement as Newt, Maggie, Koda, and Robyn followed behind, each with a flashlight of their own. Though the rest of the house was lit, the basement was completely dark.

      “And this is a dead end?” Newt asked. “There’s no way out other than the stairs?”

      “That’s right,” Stormy said.

      “And you’re sure he didn’t come back up?” Maggie said.

      “I’m positive” Stormy said. “I checked the tape. He didn’t come back up.”

      Maggie swept her flashlight around the walls of the room, stopping the beam of light on a door in the far wall. “Where does that lead?”

      “Nothing much. Just storage,” Koda said.

      “Show us,” Newt said.
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        * * *

      

      Koda led the group through the door and stopped once everyone was in the center of the room.

      “Like I said, nothing in here but junk,” Koda said, his flashlight pointing at an old bicycle and several stacks of boxes.

      “Expensive paneling for a storage room,” Maggie said.

      “This used to be my grandfather’s viewing room for his art collection,” Koda said.

      “You mean his stolen art collection,” Newt said.

      “I didn’t realize you knew about that,” Koda said.

      “We’re with the FBI,” Maggie said. “The Mulvaney art bust is one of the most iconic moments in bureau history.”

      “Right up there with Pipi Esperanza’s miraculous survival of the Oklahoma City bombing, I imagine,” Stormy said.

      Maggie and Newt made eye contact, but neither one of them responded.

      “Don’t try to deny it,” Stormy said. “A ghost always knows. We have very sensitive hearing. We can hear someone’s heart beating from across the room. We can also hear when a heart isn’t beating.”

      Newt nodded. “How long have you—?”

      “—been a ghost?” Stormy asked. “Since I died during the World’s Fair in St. Louis in 1904, though I didn’t return to the living plane until 1911.”

      “How did you die?” Robyn asked.

      “From a momentary lapse in judgment,” Stormy said. “I decided to be a hero by saving a dying girl, and I was the one who ended up dead.”

      “Sounds like something to be proud of to me,” Newt said.

      Stormy shrugged. “Pride is one of the seven deadly sins.”

      “Any chance the Southern Gentleman is—?”

      “A ghost? Trust me, he’s not a ghost,” Stormy said. “And even if he were, there’d be no way out of here.”

      “I thought ghosts could walk through walls,” Maggie said.

      “When they’re in their most transparent state, you’d be correct,” Stormy said. “But when they’re fully formed and energized, the only way out would be through a mirror.”

      “There are no mirrors down here,” Koda said. “I know. I checked earlier.”

      Newt walked around the edge of the room, pointing his flashlight along the baseboard of the walls and behind stacks of boxes. “Has there been any kind of construction or remodeling work done in here lately?”

      “Not since I’ve been here,” Stormy said.

      Newt continued sweeping the flashlight across the floor and then something caught his eye.

      A barely visible line.

      A line of dust.

      “Look at this,” Newt said.

      Stormy pointed his flashlight in the direction Newt was pointing and saw the same line of dust.

      “I see it,” Maggie said. “It looks like somebody slid a box across the floor.”

      “Perhaps,” Newt said.

      “You know what it reminds me of,” Robyn said. “It reminds me of the way they indicate where the doors are on a floor plan—”

      “—with a line coming off the wall at an angle,” Stormy said, finishing her sentence. “Christ.”

      Newt nodded and followed the line of dust until it ended at the base of the wall. “Who wants the honors?”

      “You do it,” Stormy said. “You’ve been chasing him longer than I have.”

      Newt nodded and placed his hand against the wall, pushing on the wood paneling. A moment later, a latch released and the secret door opened.

      “Son of a bitch,” Koda said.

      “What do we do now?” Maggie asked.

      “The only thing we can do,” Newt said. “We go to the head ghost and arrange for a warrant.”

      

      
        
        5:05 P.M. EST

        WILLIAMSBURG, KENTUCKY

      

      

      STAN LEE WAS EXHAUSTED. So when he spotted the Super 8 Motel on the outskirts of Williamsburg, Kentucky, fifty miles north of Knoxville, he figured he’d put enough distance between him and anyone who was looking for him in Charleston. He felt reasonably safe, but there was no way of knowing what they’d discovered about him. Being cautious, he parked the van in the lot behind the motel and walked around to the front of the building to the office.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee tossed his bag on the bed, pulled the drapes shut, and turned on the TV. He’d listened to several accounts of the evening’s events while driving—now he wanted to see what the major networks were saying.

      The hotel was cheap, but they had cable so he had his pick of channels. Every station was leading their five o’clock coverage with the shocking news that thirty-nine of Charleston and Savannah’s rich and famous perished at the Mulvaney mansion as the result of a tragic gas leak—which Stan Lee knew was a blatant lie.

      Beatrice Shaw had hidden in the catering truck, and she sure as hell wasn’t hiding from a gas leak. But what—or who—was she hiding from?

      Whatever it was, the FBI didn’t want the public to know—which suggested the truth would frighten people.

      Interesting.

      CNN replayed the clip of Domingo Gutierrez—the nightly news anchor from neighboring Savannah—breaking the story earlier that morning. This was followed by a brief statement from FBI Deputy Director Pipi Esperanza, followed by Q&A in which she evaded, deflected, and revealed nothing new. The FBI woman was well-trained.

      Then Stan Lee spotted someone on the screen he had not expected to see—Spider Boy.

      What in the hell was Newt Drystad doing there? As far as Stan Lee knew, Newt was no longer with the FBI. Did this mean he was back? More importantly, did Newt Drystad’s presence at the mansion mean he’d made the connection between the Southern Gentleman and the Leg Collector?

      “What can you tell us about the person who stabbed and killed Declan Mulvaney?” a reporter on the screen called out.

      “I’m glad you asked,” Pipi said. “Reports that Declan Mulvaney was the victim of a knife attack were erroneous—and those media outlets who jumped on the story without waiting for the truth should be ashamed of themselves.”

      The gathered media released an audible gasp.

      “The only reporter who waited to get the story correct was Domingo Gutierrez of station WTOC-TV in Savannah. On behalf of the FBI, I would like to personally thank Mr. Gutierrez for his professionalism and high standards in service of the truth.”

      Pipi turned and nodded her thanks to Domingo, who beamed in return.

      Stan Lee sat on the edge of the bed watching the TV, and his jaw literally dropped. The FBI had completely erased him from the story. But why?

      What in the hell were they up to?

      
        
        8:39 P.M. EST (5:39 P.M. PST)

        PORTLAND, OREGON

      

      

      THE PROCESS OF getting from Charleston back home to Portland was longer and more frustrating than Noah could have imagined—starting with missing his flight. And since there were no seats available on a nonstop flight from Charleston to Portland on any airline because of the Christmas holiday, the only option was a connecting flight through Atlanta.

      It would have been easier connecting through hell.

      Twelve hours after Alec’s limo dropped him at the Charleston airport, Noah arrived at PDX. The only good thing about the long ordeal was that it gave him a chance to think.
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        * * *

      

      Noah entered the living room and found Kizzy lying on the sofa, smoking a cigarette and watching TV, in the exact same position she’d been in when he’d left the day before. For all he knew, she’d never moved.

      “I need to borrow your BMW,” Noah said.

      “Good luck,” Kizzy said without looking up.

      “What do you mean?”

      “They repossessed it for non-payment,” Kizzy said, taking a drag off her cigarette and crushing it in the ashtray. “Thanks to you, the feds have frozen all my accounts. So much for the deal you made to keep me out of things.”

      “What about the Firebird?” Noah asked.

      “That’s funny,” Kizzy said, lighting another cigarette. “One minute you want nothing to do with your father, and then suddenly you want to drive his car?”

      Noah crossed the room and took the matches from Kizzy’s hand. “Just tell me where the keys are.”
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        * * *

      

      Onyx heard a car engine as a vehicle made the turn off the highway down the narrow road toward the lighthouse, and she walked to the window. A few seconds later, she saw the car’s headlights dancing through the trees as it approached. Whoever it was, it wasn’t someone she recognized.

      Then the red Firebird came into view. It was the same car Clay spotted the night the four of them—she, Noah, Clay, and Tara—were on their way to the Sea Lion Caves.

      Onyx knew the vehicle belonged to Noah’s father, who had been arrested for running the illegal marijuana operation in the forest. According to Noah, the man was in federal prison. Had he been released? If so, why was he here?

      The car door opened and the driver got out, and Onyx’s heart leapt when she saw the driver.

      It was Noah.

      Onyx was as happy as she could ever remember being. He looked more handsome than ever, his face lit by nothing but the light of the moon. He looked older too. Like he had aged somehow.

      Onyx watched as Noah walked to the back of the Firebird, opened the trunk, and pulled out a cardboard box. Noah carried the box to the center of the clearing, took the lid off the box, and turned it over. Hundreds of papers fell from the box onto the ground.

      “What are you doing?” Onyx called down from the lighthouse window.

      Noah threw the box aside and went back to the trunk to retrieve a second box. “These are your stories,” Noah said. “Everything that you told my grandfather. Everything he wrote down.”

      Noah carried the second box of papers and dumped them on top of the first. Then he went to the Firebird and grabbed a can of lighter fluid.

      “I realized that life is short, Onyx,” Noah said. “No one knows that better than you, of course. And I’ve made a decision.”

      Noah opened the can of lighter fluid and began squirting the liquid all over the papers. “You have no idea what I’ve been through the last forty-eight hours, Onyx. I think even you would be surprised by some of it. Maybe I’ll tell you some time. But right now, I’m done with the past. I am done with your past—and my past. I only care about one thing, and that’s our future. Together.”

      Noah pulled Kizzy’s matchbook from his pocket and ripped a match off and lit it. Then he dropped the match on the pile of papers. A second later, the pile exploded with a whoosh.

      “Onyx, I love you,” Noah said, looking up at the window—only to see that the window was now empty.
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        * * *

      

      A moment later the lighthouse door flew open, and Onyx ran down the stairs and across the clearing toward him. Then she threw herself into Noah’s arms and buried her face into his neck.

      “I’ve missed you more than you can ever know,” Onyx said.

      Noah pulled her head up and kissed her. Then he took a step back and dropped to one knee.

      “Onyx Webb, will you marry me?”
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        “The true wonders of the universe can be seen in three ways: through the lens of a telescope, the lens of a microscope, and—when it matters most—the lens of human understanding.”

        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE END IS NEAR.
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        We’re sure you’re wondering...

        Will Koda confront Bruce about Krissy? Will he tell Bruce he spoke to his mother’s ghost? And fulfill his mother’s wishes to forgive his father?

        Will Robyn tell Bruce and Koda the truth about what happened in the ambulance?

        How will things work out for Krissy now that she knows her mother is dead—and that Bruce Mulvaney is her father? And that Koda is her half-brother?

        Will Newt finally catch the Leg Collector? Or will Stan Lee escape and continue taking legs... and lives?

        Is there a future for Newt and Maggie?

        What will become of Gerylyn now that she knows her prediction about the solstice eclipse was correct?

        Now that the governor has pardoned Wyatt, will Wyatt live long enough to enjoy his newfound freedom?

      

        

      
        Can Stormy forgive himself for allowing the murder of Declan Mulvaney to happen on his watch?

        Did Nathaniel perish while trying to hold off the onslaught of ghosts, or was he able to escape?

        What will become of Beatrice, Bunny, Alec, Domingo, Raymond, Kizzy, Ellen, Clay, and Tara?

        What is on the cassette Declan recorded before he died?

      

        

      
        Most Importantly...

        What will happen with Onyx and Noah?

        Will Onyx finally find the peace and happiness she’s wanted for so long?

      

        

      
        These questions and more will be answered

        IN BOOK 10, THE STUNNING CONCLUSION                     TO the ONYX WEBB series.
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            GET ENTANGLED

          

          www.OnyxWebb.com
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        The story continues in

        Onyx Webb: Book Nine.

        In the meantime, we’d honored

        if you wrote a review.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Diandra Archer…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        With two previous #1 Amazon bestsellers to their credit, Richard Fenton & Andrea Waltz—writing as Diandra Archer—have had a burning desire to create a paranormal ghost series for as long as they can remember.

        Then, one day while walking around Lake Eola in the heart of downtown Orlando, the right idea struck. “The minute we came up with Onyx Webb—a ghost that would give anything for one more day of life, watching in torment while the living sleep-walk through life like ghosts—we knew we had it,” Andrea says.

        “The story lines for the major characters were created within a matter of days,” Richard adds. “But getting a collection of complex characters from mind to page—in a 10-book saga that spans more than a century, in an easy-to-consume format—was another matter entirely.”
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        When not traveling, Richard & Andrea can be found in Orlando, Florida—typing as fast as they can—with their ghost cat, Courage, at their feet.

      

      

      
        
          [image: down]
        

      

    

  

images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





cover.jpeg
// MINTW

LT
XK TR

BOOK NINE

1 DIANDRA ARCHER Z
p% B2






images/00002.jpeg
BOOK NINE





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg
Krissy Vineyards

2007 Napa Valley
Estate Meritage






images/00009.jpeg





