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        Episode Sixteen: The Autistic Savant

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

        Episode Seventeen: Death Comes in Threes

        Newt and Pipi get called off Nisa Mulvaney’s case but from all the evidence conclude that she was likely abducted and that her return was not probable.  With Kara’s help, Stan Lee faces the truth: He gave Nisa too much ketamine. She was dead.  Koda leaves the hospital to recuperate at the mansion with Robyn by his side and enlists the help of Gerylyn Stoller to search for Juniper.  Declan confronts Mika about her thievery, and they end up blackmailing each other.  Nathaniel presses Olympia to solve his murder by confronting Declan Mulvaney.

        Episode Eighteen: Journey Into Loll

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

        After Quinn hires Graeme to help him lose 180 pounds, Koda contacts him 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 kills two girls from the UK and 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.  George Dietz and his kids hold the Onyx Webb Film Festival, 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 Restoring Savannah 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’ve been committing crimes around the country and were linked to the deaths of several children. After Pipi lets Loiza go, Newt learns that meeting Maggie was not accidental and had been a setup from the start.  Olympia has a run-in with more ghosts while on location in New Mexico 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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        “They say the only thing worse than death is the death of love. I cannot judge this to be right or wrong. While I know all too much about death, I know very little about love.”

      

        

      
        - Onyx Webb
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          The Onyx Webb Gallery

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedicated to:

          

          Stephen King

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Carrie. The Shining. Pet Cemetery.

        All amazing stories. A and equally amazing in terms of the influence they had on us, our storytelling, and our writing style. And when The Green Mile was released as a serial novel, I (Richard) would go to the grocery store every day to see if the latest installment had arrived. I was not only hooked on the story and but also on the serial novel format.

        Recently, when someone likened Onyx Webb to The Green Mile, we were beyond flattered.

        And to the following

        Onyx Webb “Super Fans”…

        Imani

        Lieze Neven

        Tirza Campbell

        Kathy A. Barber Doyle

        Galina Knyazeva

        Pamela Morton

        Laura Davidson

        Truman Gene Shelton

        Shelly Lubbers

        Terry Imes

        Gail Ashbrook-Meyer

        Without your support, Onyx                                    would cease to exist.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          NOVEMBER 22, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Juniper looks worse every time we see her,” Koda said from one of the two chairs in front of the mirror in the second-floor guest room.

      “And she’s been coming less and less,” Quinn said from the other chair. “She’s afraid of these shadow people, whoever they are. Something about them being attracted to her when she gets too much energy.”

      “She’s afraid she’ll lead them here,” Koda said.

      The problem was clear, Koda realized: The more time Juniper spent around them—especially around Quinn, the person who loved her the most—the more energy she absorbed. The more energy, the more vibrant she appeared. Juniper’s only solution was to avoid them.

      Maybe she was right.

      “This is exactly what Dane was talking about,” Koda said. “He said it was his fault for attracting them and bringing them into Robyn’s house.”

      “And who is Dane?”

      “My best friend from college. He was killed in Orlando over Fourth of July weekend.”

      “I’m sorry,” Quinn said. “If he was your friend, then why did—?”

      “Dane and Robyn were a thing for a bit,” Koda said. “It was the same situation with the shadow people, so Dane decided it was best to stop coming.”

      Koda could tell this was not what Quinn wanted to hear.

      Koda and Quinn were frustrated that Juniper still had not told them everything she knew about who killed her. She’d told Robyn she remembered what happened to her, but they could never get Juniper to stay long enough to provide them with any details. All Juniper said was that it definitely wasn’t Wyatt Scrogger, which made Quinn sick to his stomach.

      Quinn’s one-time best friend had spent thirty years in prison for a crime he did not commit. This, too, would have to be dealt with—and soon. But what was Quinn supposed to do? Walk into the DA’s office and tell them to let Wyatt go based on the word of his dead sister’s ghost?

      Good luck with that, Quinn thought.

      However, if they could get Juniper to tell them who did do it, maybe there would be something the authorities could do.

      “Speaking of Robyn,” Quinn said. “Where has she been? I haven’t seen her in—”

      “She went home for a bit,” Koda said.

      Moments later, the door to the guest room opened.

      It was Stormy Boyd.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ve been spying on us?” Koda said. “How? With cameras? Listening devices? Does my father know about this?”

      “No,” Stormy said. “But your grandfather does.”

      “My grandfather? I don’t believe you.”

      “Declan is the one who asked me to do it,” Stormy said, stretching the truth somewhat. Declan asked him to find out what was happening in the upstairs guest room, but he left it up to Stormy to figure out how.

      “You’ve got cameras in every room?” Quinn asked.

      Stormy shook his head. “No, just this room.”

      “For how long?” Koda asked.

      “Ever since Gerylyn Stoller’s visit several weeks ago,” Stormy said. “Now, are you gentlemen interested in knowing why I’m here?”

      They remained silent.

      “I know about your sister,” Stormy said to Quinn. “I know about her… situation.”

      “And?” Quinn said.

      “And I’d like to offer a solution—one you apparently have not considered,” Stormy said.

      Again, Koda and Quinn stayed silent.

      “The obvious solution is Juniper should leave Loll and stay here,” Stormy said.

      “Here?” Koda asked.

      “Yes,” Stormy said. “The next time you make contact with Juniper, tell her you’d like her to stay here with you in the living plane. Not to visit but to stay. Permanently.”

      “Is that even possible?” Quinn asked.

      “Yes,” Stormy said. He offered no further explanation.

      “How do you know this?” Quinn asked.

      “I’d rather not say,” Stormy said.

      “Yeah, well I’d rather you did. Now,” Koda said.

      Stormy remained silent, trying to decide how much he wanted to say. There was only one person in the world he’d ever come clean with: Declan Mulvaney.

      Admittedly, doing so had been liberating. But the thought of having two more people know the truth—two people with whom he had little history—was frightening. Funny, Stormy thought, a ghost being scared to show itself to the living. Wasn’t it supposed to be the other way around?

      “Well?” Koda said.

      “My given name is John Edward Boyd,” Stormy said finally. “I was born in Louisville, Kentucky, on August 27, 1854, during a tornado—hence the nickname. I died on August 6, 1904, saving a girl’s life. My return to the living plane occurred during the appearance of Haley’s Comet in the summer of 1911, and I have remained here ever since.”

      “That’s hilarious,” Koda said.

      “Listen, my sister’s death is not a joke,” Quinn said. “I don’t appreciate…”

      Quinn’s words trailed off as Stormy removed his bowler hat and placed it on a nearby end table and pulled a wooden-handled folding jack knife from his pocket.

      “Here, take this,” Stormy said, holding the knife out to Koda.

      Koda took the knife. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      “Inspect it to see that it’s real,” Stormy said.

      Koda shrugged and pulled out the blade until it clicked and locked it in place. “Okay. Now what?”

      “Go ahead. Stab me,” Stormy said.

      “What? I’m not going to stab you,” Koda said. “You’re crazy.”

      Stormy expected this reaction. “Very well,” Stormy said, taking the knife from Koda’s hand and then plunging the blade into his own neck.

      Koda and Quinn gasped in horror but relaxed when they saw Stormy was still standing.

      Stormy slowly pulled the blade from his neck and laid it on the end table next to his bowler hat. “I have no beating heart,” he said. “I feel no physical pain, and I cannot be killed—because I am already dead.”
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      Stan Lee waited as long as he could before contacting the doctor who’d handled his last prosthetic upgrade nine years earlier, fearing police might be on the lookout for someone who’d recently—and unexplainably—lost a prosthetic.

      It wasn’t simply paranoia. The idea that the police were pursuing the leg angle was not only possible—it was probable. Caution was in order. Working in Stan Lee’s favor, however, was the fact that he’d lost the leg in Savannah. His doctor was in Charleston. It was unlikely the FBI was involved.

      Fortunately, Stan Lee had kept his previous set of prosthetics tucked away, just in case he ever needed them.

      Just in case had finally arrived.

      Stan Lee parked the van in the lot at the medical center and thought about the moment he’d lost the prosthetic leg to the massive canine in Mika Flagler’s kitchen and released a laugh. It wasn’t funny at the time. Now it seemed hilarious—like something that might have taken place in an old Three Stooges episode—the dog with his teeth clamped around the ankle of the prosthetic.

      Had the dog had its teeth clamped on a real leg, the story would have been different. He’d be preparing for trial.

      When he’d gone to the house that night, Stan Lee had no intention of murdering the limo driver. He’d gone to kill Mika Flagler—high on ketamine and looking for revenge for being fired from hosting the Restoring Savannah Foundation charity event as he’d done the year earlier.

      Stan Lee had used a glass cutter to get in the house. Then he climbed the stairs, found Mika asleep in her bed, and crushed her skull with a series of furious hammer blows—only to find out the next day it wasn’t her.

      It was her limo driver.

      He was getting sloppy.

      Stan Lee scanned the parking lot for dark sedans with people sitting in them, assuming if the cops were staking out the place, that’s the type of vehicle they’d be in.

      He saw nothing.
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        * * *

      

      “So, how’d you lose the leg?” the doctor asked as he examined Stan Lee’s dry and cracked stumps.

      “Does it matter?” Stan Lee responded, immediately wishing he’d said something that didn’t sound quite so defensive.

      “Just asking,” the doctor said. “Do you use skin lotion? You’re very dry.”

      “Yes,” Stan Lee said. “I’ve tried everything. We talked about this at length the last time I was here. If you’d bothered to look at your notes, you’d know that.”

      The doctor leaned back, tilted his head down, and peered over his glasses at Stan Lee. “Have I said or done something to agitate you, Mr. Mattheus?”

      “Mattheus? My name is—”

      Stan Lee stopped, catching himself in the nick of time. What in the hell was wrong with him? he wondered. Glen Oren Mattheus was the alias he’d been using for over thirty years. Christ, he was mere seconds from blurting out his real name.

      “I apologize, Doctor,” Stan Lee said, keeping his voice slow and measured. “I’ve been under considerable stress lately, and it seems to have gotten the best of me.”

      The doctor remained silent and continued to peer over his glasses. “I’m going to prescribe something for you, Mr. Mattheus,” the doctor said finally. “Give me a minute, and I’ll take the measurements.”

      The doctor left the room and closed the door behind him.

      Stan Lee released a breath and leaned back in his chair, fully aware how close he’d just come to blowing the false identity he’d worked so hard to create.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee was getting nervous. It had been almost ten minutes since the doctor said he’d be right back. Where was he? Could he be calling the police? Maybe they—

      Stan Lee’s cell phone rang.

      The cell phone was used exclusively to field calls from people responding to his ads for his Southern Gentleman services. Should he answer? The doctor might return any moment.

      “Good afternoon,” Stan Lee said. “How may I help you?”

      “I’m trying to reach the Southern Gentleman,” a man said—it was a voice Stan Lee recognized immediately. It belonged to Koda Mulvaney.

      “This is he,” Stan Lee said, instantly slowing his voice and adding a noticeable Southern drawl. “What can I do for you, Koda Mulvaney?”

      “Impressive,” Koda said.

      “Oh, I never forget a voice,” Stan Lee said. “And lest you forget, we spent some time together at your shindig this past July Fourth. Before that we shared the platform at last January’s Restoring Savannah Foundation Ball. Or maybe you have forgotten?”

      “No, I remember,” Koda said. “That’s why I’m calling. I’d like to see if you’d be interested in serving as master of ceremonies again at this year’s event.”

      “I’m confused,” Stan Lee said. “Are you aware that Miss Flagler hired me for the event and then saw fit to fire me?”

      “Mika is no longer involved,” Koda said. “I’m running the event now.”

      “And what date did you say?”

      “It’s been moved up to the night of December 20,” Koda said. “Are you available?”

      “I see,” Stan Lee said, feeling a wave of anger rush over him. Who did these people think they were? One minute he’d been hired and then just as quickly he’d been discarded like an unwanted sofa at the side of the road. Was he simply supposed to say yes and bail them out? The sheer audacity of these people.

      “Breakfast,” Stan Lee said.

      “I’m sorry. What?”

      “Take me out for pancakes,” Stan Lee said. “We’ll talk, share a few laughs, and we’ll see from there.”

      “Let me get this straight,” Koda said. “You want me to take you out for pancakes?”

      “Only if you want me at your event,” Stan Lee drawled. “Otherwise, it looks like my calendar is completely full for the rest of the year.”
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      Koda was relieved glad tto have nailed down the breakfast meeting with the Southern Gentleman earlier that morning. Even if the guy was a creep, Koda needed him since he was the glue that would hold the entire evening together.

      Now Koda found himself in phone-hold hell. He’d already suffered through “The Girl from Ipanema,” “Raindrops Keep Fallin’ On My Head,” and Glen Campbell’s “Rhinestone Cowboy.” He felt like studio musicians were raping his ears.

      “Rhinestone Cowboy” wound down and Koda prayed for something decent, only to hear the opening strains of Roberta Flack’s “Killing Me Softly” work its way through the earbuds connected to his iPhone. There’s some irony for you, Koda thought.

      Koda suddenly found himself thinking about Robyn. If she were there, he’d tell her about this call and they’d end up laughing about it together for hours. There was something about Robyn’s laugh that…

      The hold music stopped and the woman from the catering company came back on the line. “Thank you for waiting. I ran the numbers, and we’re looking at $165 per person, inclusive of tax.”

      All Koda knew about Beatrice Shaw was that she’d been featured in the September issue of Southern Living magazine, and—if the photo was accurate—she liked to eat. With any luck, Beatrice also knew how to cook.

      “It sounds low,” Koda said. “People are paying $10,000 per seat to attend the event. People are gonna expect more than a piece of chewy chicken and soggy asparagus.”

      In truth, Koda couldn’t have cared less what the attendees thought. All he cared about was what his father thought.

      “I’d be happy to charge you more, darlin’, but it won’t make the food taste any better. It will only make it more expensive,” Beatrice said with a tinge of annoyance. “Maybe you’d like some time to think about it?”

      No, Koda thought. Time wasn’t going to help him make a better decision. Besides, time was the one thing he didn’t have. The Restoring Savannah Foundation event was only twenty-eight days away. Then a thought hit him.

      “Are you completely booked up for Thanksgiving?” Koda asked.

      “Of course, I am.. Thanksgiving is one of our biggest days of the year,” Beatrice said. “We’ve been booked for months.”

      “I’d like to have you cater our Thanksgiving dinner,” Koda said.

      “Thanksgiving is in two days, and as I said—”

      “Is that a no?” Koda asked.

      “Apparently, there’s been some misunderstanding,” Beatrice said. “I trained for three years with a James Beard Award-winning chef. I was featured in Southern Living magazine. Twice. I’m the Julia Roberts of Low Country catering. I don’t do auditions.”

      “You’re right. There has been a misunderstanding,” Koda said. “I was under the impression you wanted to handle the Restoring Savannah Foundation event for the 150 wealthiest people in Charleston and Savannah.”

      Beatrice went quiet.

      Koda remained silent, too. What was it his father told him when he was training him to sell? The first person to speak loses?

      “Fine,” Beatrice said finally. “I’ll send over a menu.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda checked his phone and saw a text from Quinn:

      
        
        Come to the second-floor guest room ASAP.

      

      

      It didn’t sound good.
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        * * *

      

      Koda wasn’t sure why he felt compelled to knock before entering the room, but he did anyway. Seconds later, Quinn cracked open the door and looked out.

      “You’re alone,” Quinn said. “Good.”

      Quinn opened the door and Koda stepped inside when he noticed something was strange about Quinn’s appearance. He looked pale. “What’s going on, Quinn? Are you okay?”

      “It’s okay. I’m fine,” Quinn smiled. “You’re the one we need to worry about.”

      We?

      “Hello, Koda,” a woman said from the opposite side of the room.

      Koda turned in the direction of the voice and saw a strawberry blonde in a blue prom dress sitting in one of the two large chairs.

      It was Juniper.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe you’re actually here,” Koda said from the chair opposite Juniper. “This entire year, from the day I first saw you in the mirror until now, it seems like a dream. I know this is a weird thing to ask, but can I touch you?” Even though Juniper was no more than three feet away, some part of Koda’s brain still needed to confirm she was real.

      “Yes,” Juniper said. “For only for a second or two. Otherwise I might drain too much of your energy.”

      “She’s right,” Quinn said. “I hugged her for a minute and almost passed out.”

      Koda reached out and took Juniper’s hand. Yes, she was real—as real as a ghost could be, that is. Then Koda began to feel a tingling sensation run up his arm and released her hand. “Why did you decide to finally come out?”

      “Because of what Quinn told me,” Juniper said.

      Koda looked at Quinn. “What did you tell her?”

      “Only what Stormy told us,” Quinn said. “That there is a way for Juniper to stay. Permanently.”

      Koda felt a wave of uneasiness coarse through him. Neither he nor Quinn had any idea what was required for Juniper to stay, and Stormy Boyd had not yet provided them with any details about remaining in the living plane.

      “Is it safe?” Koda asked. “To stay here, I mean. What about the shadow people?”

      Juniper remained silent.

      “Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it,” Quinn said. “The important thing right now is to find out what Juniper remembers from the night of the prom.”
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        * * *

      

      Juniper spent the next fifteen minutes telling Quinn and Koda everything she could remember aboutfrom the evening of the prom thirty years earlier.

      “He told me he worked for the police,” Juniper said, her head lowered and her eyes looking down at the floor. “He said he’d take me home. I trusted him.”

      “So, he was a cop?” Koda asked.

      Juniper shook her head. “No, he said he was a photographer for the Savannah Police Department. He was in a wheelchair.”

      Quinn looked to Koda. “That’s a pretty distinct description. How many crippled photographers in wheelchairs could the Savannah PD possibly have?”

      “Assuming the guy really worked for the police,” Koda said. “He could just have been—”

      “But he wasn’t crippled,” Juniper said.

      “What?” Quinn asked. “But you just said—”

      “I said he was in a wheelchair,” Juniper said. “I didn’t say he couldn’t walk. He’s an amputee. He uses prosthetics—both legs—from the knees down. The wheelchair was a fake out.”

      “So, he got you in the van,” Koda said. “Where did you go? Do you remember where he took you? What roads you took?”

      Juniper shook her head. “He must have drugged me. I don’t remember anything until I woke up and the woman was trying to help me escape from the van.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re telling us,” Quinn said, shaking his head in frustration. “What woman?”

      Juniper shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know who she was,” Juniper said. “She was helping me remove the straps from my wrists and ankles in the back of the van, and then he came back. I’m pretty sure he…”

      “He what?” Quinn asked.

      “I’m pretty sure he killed her.”

      The room went silent. Quinn closed his eyes and leaned his head back. “What happened then?” Koda asked finally. “Is there anything else you remember? Anything you saw?”

      “I remember getting out of the van,” Juniper said. “I was still really drugged up, so things are hazy. I do remember seeing a big house off in the distance—not just a house. It was like a mansion. Lots of light coming through the windows. I started walking across the lawn, the cold wet grass on my bare feet. I thought if I could get there, maybe someone would help me.”

      “But you didn’t make it,” Koda said.

      Juniper shook her head. “He caught up to me and grabbed me from behind. I’m sure he drugged me again. The next thing I remember I was…”

      Juniper looked down at her legs and went quiet.

      “What, Juniper? What do you remember?” Quinn asked.

      “I’m not going to say anything more,” Juniper said.

      It took a moment for Koda and Quinn to understand. Juniper didn’t want them to know how she died—what the man did to her.

      Especially Quinn.

      Quinn could never know the entire truth. It would crush him. He might never recover.

      “It was fast,” Juniper said finally.

      Quinn nodded and lowered his head so Juniper couldn’t see his eyes welling up.

      Juniper looked over at Koda. Unlike Quinn, Koda didn’t look away. Instead Koda nodded to let Juniper know he understood.

      Months ago, Koda hired Stormy Boyd to find out what he could about the missing girls in Savannah, and Stormy had shown him the file.

      The photographs of the girls with their legs missing.

      Stormy believed—though her body had never been found—that Juniper may have been one of the girls taken by the monster known as the Leg Collector. Juniper was right to not tell Quinn everything.
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      Stormy lifted the telephone receiver from the cradle and dialed the number he found on the Savannah Police Department website. Koda had told Stormy about Juniper’s claim that the person who’d abducted her was a photographer with the Savannah PD. Stormy offered to follow up and see what he could find out.

      “Savannah PD. Desk Sergeant Abernathy,” someone said on the other end of the line.

      “Yes, Sergeant, my name is—”

      “Crime in progress or general inquiry?”

      “Inquiry,” Stormy said.

      “Okay, tell me what you need, and I’ll direct your call to the appropriate person.”

      “My name is John Boyd. I handle security for the Mulvaney family,” Stormy said.

      “The Mulvaneys? You mean the billionaires? From Charleston?”

      “Yes,” Stormy said. “I’m trying to find out if there was a photographer who worked there in the late seventies or early eighties. He would have been in a wheelchair.”

      “Oh, yeah. I know who you’re talking about,” the desk sergeant said. “Sergent Elton Nahum.”

      “Oh, so he was a police officer, too?”

      “No, Nahum was a civilian,” Abernathy said.

      “So, you worked with him?” Stormy asked.

      “Not long. But before I go answering any more questions, I need you to tell me what this is about.”

      “Is he still there?” Stormy asked.

      “No, Nahum has been gone for going on twenty years now.”

      “He quit?”

      “Not exactly. Something like that. Nahum died on the job.”

      “How?” Stormy asked.

      “A fire at the coroner’s office. Detective Leo Igler, the coroner, and Nahum—all three of them trapped in the basement of the building late at night. Tragic. Now, what is this about?”

      “When did this happen?” Stormy asked, ignoring the question and pressing on. It was a technique he’d found helpful when he worked as a detective, and it still worked a hundred years later.

      “Let me put on my glasses, and I’ll tell you,” Abernathy said. “There, that’s better. August 17, 1990. They got a parade, twenty-one-gun salute, the whole nine yards. The city closed down Bay and Broughton for half a day.”

      “Can I get a copy of the file you’re reading from?”

      “File? I’m not reading from a file,” Abernathy said. “I’m reading straight off the big plaque they hung here on the station wall. Made them out to be heroes almost for doing nothing but being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
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        * * *

      

      Stormy sat in his chair processing what he’d just learned. The Savannah PD did have a photographer in a wheelchair—a man Stormy felt was most likely the infamous Leg Collector. But the murders continued well after August 1990. Which meant one of two things:

      Either Nahum wasn’t the Leg Collector.

      Or Nahum wasn’t as dead as everybody thought he was.
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      Tara Schröder kept her eyes glued to her hold cards, working to make sure she did not expose any of her poker tells. The good news was everyone had them if you watched closely enough. At this moment, it was the beefy fat-fingered man to her immediate left.

      Even before the cards were dealt Tara had identified three tells, starting with the flamboyant way he waved his money in the air like a Chinese fan to get the female dealer’s attention. The second thing was the way he tossed the cash on the table rather than hand it to her. The third was the near ear-shattering volume of his voice.

      Three tells in three seconds. And they told Tara that the man was a blowhard with an inferiority complex who hated women.

      “Deal ‘em up, sugar,” the man shouted. “The sun’s coming up, and I got roads to plow up in Queens.”

      The other person at the table was a mousey thirty-something female with brown hair and thick glasses. Maybe she was a third-grade schoolteacher handing out assignments and grading papers in suburban Toms River during the day, and drinking vodka and tonic while playing poker in Atlantic City at night.

      If the mouse had any physical tells, Tara hadn’t identified them yet. She did have a distinctive betting pattern—folding quickly when her cards were unfavorable and limping in with the minimum bet when they were strong.

      “Here’s a good one,” Mr. Beefy Fingers said. “What’s the difference between a large pizza and a poker player? A large pizza can feed a family of four.”

      Mr. Beefy Fingers slapped his hand on the table and several of Tara’s chip stacks fell over.

      Tara closed her eyes tightly, feeling the familiar sting from having been awake for thirty hours. Playing cards in a sleep-deprived state was nothing new. At least twice a week Tara closed the gallery at seven and made the 130-mile drive from Manhattan to the Trump Taj Mahal in Atlantic City. Eight hours later, she was behind the wheel, battling rush hour traffic for the next three hours, usually arriving minutes before the gallery’s posted ten o’clock opening.

      Definitely by eleven.

      Never past noon.

      Hey, it was her gallery. Her grandfather left it to her. If she wanted to be a few minutes late, she could.

      Tara opened her eyes and checked her cards for the third time. Which in and of itself was probably a tell. She had the nuts—a pair of aces—that matched two additional aces on the board. Four aces. A hand she could clean up with and then get the hell out of there with her winnings.

      The Mouse called Tara’s $500 bet—the schoolteacher’s biggest bet of the evening. Tara wasn’t concerned. She’d put the Mouse on a low straight draw since the other three cards on the board were a four, a five, and an eight. An eight-high straight was no match for Tara’s four of a kind.

      The question now was what would Mr. Beefy Fingers do?

      The beefy man smiled, grunted, and then tossed a brown $500 chip onto the table.

      Good, Tara thought. The more in the pot the better. She hadn’t had a big night in months. She was overdue for a bit of good luck.

      Then the beefy man pushed five stacks of white hundred-dollar chips into the center of the table. “And ‘cause I got a lot of kids to buy gifts for, I raise ten grand.”

      Steady, Tara thought, working hard to suppress a smile. Take easy, slow breaths. Relax your hands. Just look at your cards and pretend you’re concerned. Inhale. Stare blankly into space as if you’re thinking. Take your time. Count to five.

      “I got a full boat. You should fold,” Mr. Beefy Fingers said.

      Tara looked the man over. He was slumped in his chair, and his face was tight with concern. He was in trouble. He was bluffing.

      “I’ll call,” Tara said finally.

      Then the Mouse did the last thing either of them expected. “How much is in the pot?” she asked.

      The dealer counted the chips. “It’s ten thousand to you, Miss.”

      “Can I ask a question?” the Mouse said as Tara went about the task of restacking her chips.

      “Certainly, Miss,” the dealer said.

      “What do you call it when all the cards are in a row and they’re all from the same suit?”

      “That’s called a straight flush,” the dealer said.

      “Okay, that’s what I thought.”

      “And if I want to raise, I can do that still?” the Mouse asked.

      “Yes, ma’am,” the dealer said. “This is a no-limit table.”

      “Then that’s what I’d like to do,” the Mouse said.

      What? Tara thought as she watched the Mouse push her chips toward the center of the table.

      Then Tara looked at the community cards again.

      Ace of clubs.

      Ace of hearts.

      Four of spades.

      Five of spades.

      Eight of spades.

      Four, five, eight.

      Shit.

      All that time spent working Mr. Beefy Fingers, thinking he was the idiot at the table. While ignoring the Mouse. All that time worried about her tells, while the bigger issue was right there in front of her the entire time.

      The Mouse turned over her hold cards. She’d been sitting on the six and seven of spades the entire time.

      A straight flush.
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        * * *

      

      Tara slid behind the wheel of her BMW, pulled the door closed, and began pounding her fists on the steering wheel. Why had she come here again? She always lost.

      Well, not always.

      Tara was an excellent poker player, having learned how to play from her Grandpa Lucas when she was ten years old. And she’d won a lot of money over the years. The problem was that she simply couldn’t quit. No matter how far up she got, she couldn’t get up and leave.

      There was no escaping the truth—she was a compulsive gambler. The test she’d taken at her first Gamblers Anonymous meeting confirmed it.

      The test was called The Twenty Questions. Supposedly, if you answered yes to seven or more of the questions, you were a compulsive gambler. Tara had answered yes to seventeen of them, which immediately made her realize she needed to quit, so she did—she quit going to GA.

      If she had a dollar for every time someone told her she should go back to Gamblers Anonymous, she’d take the cash and go to the card tables to see if her luck had changed. It had to change eventually, didn’t it?

      Tara turned the key in the ignition, the BMW came to life, and for the briefest moment she thought about selling the car. Then she remembered the car was leased.

      Tara glanced at the clock on the dashboard.

      It was 7:40 a.m.

      If she drove like a bat out of hell and if it didn’t start snowing, she’d only be an hour late.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        MANHATTAN

      

      

      As Tara drove down Broadway toward the parking garage on West Forty-Sixth, she glanced down the street in the direction of the Schröder Gallery, which was several blocks further up on the left. With any luck, there would be an eager buyer waiting outside so she could get back some of the money she’d just lost.

      As it turned out, there were people waiting.

      Ten, to be precise.

      All of them dressed alike in blue windbreakers—with large yellow letters reading FBI on the back.
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      Declan woke in severe pain and peered at the digits on the clock glowing in the darkness. He pulled the covers back and staggered to the bathroom.

      Blood again.

      As he expected.

      Declan flushed the toilet and turned back toward the bedroom. And then he saw the shadowy figure sitting in the chair in the corner of the room.

      “Who’s there?” Declan asked.

      “I think you know,” a familiar voice said. Declan hadn’t heard the voice in seventy years, yet he knew who it belonged to.

      It was Father Fanning.

      “Surprised to see me?” the dark form that was Fanning said.

      “Surprised?” Declan said. “No. I never assumed it was over between us, Fanning. What do you want? Are you here for me?”

      A deep, rumbling laugh emerged from the corner of the room. “You? The world revolves around you, doesn’t it? Actually, I’m here for the girl.”

      “The girl?” Declan asked. “What girl?”

      “You don’t know, do you?” Fanning said. “Her name is Juniper. In fact, you’ve got quite athe menagerie of the dead hanging around the mansion. Let’s see: There’s Juniper and the one in the bowler hat and the black man with the blind woman. That makes three right there. Oh, and now me—four. It’s almost as if you’re running a bed and breakfast for the deceased—a dead and breakfast, if you will.”

      “Why don’t you come out of the shadows and show yourself?”

      “Show myself?” Fanning laughed. “I am showing myself. Don’t you see that, Declan? This is what I am at my core—beneath the robes and the smile and the outstretched hand. This is what I’ve always been when the outer shell is stripped away. At least, it’s all that’s left of me now.”

      “Is that why you’re here? F for Juniper?” Declan asked.

      “Very good,” Fanning said. “Quite the ball of light that one is—young, innocent, full of energy. I’ve been looking for her for a very long time.”

      “Is she the girl my grandson has been seeing in the mirror?” Declan asked.

      Fanning shifted to the left, then the right, his motions jerky and uneven. “I don’t know. Is she?”

      Declan remained silent.

      “You know who killed her, don’t you?” Fanning said. “It was Stan Lee.”

      “Stan Lee?”

      “Yes. You remember Stan Lee, don’t you, Declan? Mary Ann’s boy—the one you abandoned at the Dunning Asylum when you picked up Bruce.”

      “You’re lying,” Declan snapped. “Stan Lee is dead. Besides, how would you know?”

      “You’d be surprised at what I know, but have it your Okay, have it your way,” Fanning said. “You know, I’d be glad to take your confession while I’m here.”

      “My confession?” Declan asked, fighting off the urge to lunge at the shadow sitting in the chair. “Why would I—?”

      “Come on now, Declan. We go too far back to be playing games with one another,” Fanning said. “You’re sick. I can hear it in your breathing. I can smell it emanating from your every pore. I could take you now, if you’d like—end your suffering.”

      “I can take care of my own death, thank you,” Declan snapped.

      “Ah, just as I should have expected. Putting on the brave face—acting tough,” Fanning said. “Everyone thinks they’ll be strong in the final minutes, but then the final minutes come and that plan goes right out the window.”

      Declan said nothing.

      “You blame me for a lot of things, don’t you, Declan? My dalliances with the boys, for example. But the truth is we all sin. Big sins, small sins. I spent many a night standing in the darkness of the dormitory after lights out, watching your bedsheets moving up and down. Who were you thinking about, Declan? Let me guess, Sister Katherine? That’s every schoolboy’s fantasy, isn’t it? Having a nun drop to her knees for you?”

      “Shut up,” Declan said.

      “Very well, let’s leave masturbation off your list of sins and go straight to the big stuff. How many men have you murdered so far, Declan? Two? Three? Five? It’s okay if you don’t know the exact number. I’m sure God knows.”

      “Get the hell out of my house,” Declan said.

      A deep laugh rumbled from the dark form in the chair. “Until the next time then.”

      “There won’t be a next time,” Declan said.

      “Yes, there will,” Fanning said, his black form lifting itself out of the chair. “You’ll see.”

      Declan watched as it made its way across the room and climbed into the mirror above his dresser.
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      I reviewed the list of items you wish to sell,” Onyx said from her position above Noah on the spiral metal staircase.

      “And?” Noah asked.

      “I have no qualms with letting go of most of it, but I still find it hard to believe any of this will bring much money,” Onyx said.

      “I remember you saying the same thing about the Singer sewing machine,” Noah said. “Do you remember what that sold for?”

      “Yes, Noah, I remember. It sold for $1,500.”

      “Yes. And what about the white dinner jacket?”

      “I only wanted to keep it for the nostalgia,” Onyx said. “I was here when it arrived from Bullock’s department store in Los Angeles. Ulrich put it on to model it for me, and I laughed at his foolishness.”

      “Like ordering thirty-six pairs of Levi’s?” Noah asked.

      “At least Ulrich could wear the Levi’s,” Onyx said. “But the dinner jacket? What was he going to use a dinner jacket for out here in the middle of nowhere—to trim the hedges?”

      “Yeah, well it sold for $700,” Noah said.

      “Yes, yes, you’re right,” Onyx said. “It seems that if a person lives long enough everything they own becomes a collector’s item.”

      “So, it’s okay for me to sell what’s on the list?”

      “I suppose,” Onyx said. “Except for the Victrola, that is. That should stay, as it is not mine to sell. It belonged to the caretaker who lived here prior to us.”

      “The one who Ulrich murdered to buy the place, you mean?” Noah asked.

      “It was never established that Ulrich did the deed, but I have always believed it to be so,” Onyx said. “As did Hell Daniels.”

      “The sheriff.”

      “My, my, you really have been studying up,” Onyx said.

      “He was a big part of the film festival,” Noah said. “He’s also mentioned a lot in my grandfather’s notes.”

      “Yes, I’m sure he is,” Onyx replied, wishing she’d had the good sense to keep her mouth shut.

      “So, the Victrola?”

      “I said it stays.”

      Noah grunted and crossed the Victrola record player off the list, knowing the machine would have brought a minimum of $2,500.

      Since discovering the Levi jeans seven months earlier, Noah had helped Onyx sell $18,000 worth of unused and unwanted items collecting dust in the caretaker’s house—allowing him to keep 25 percent of the proceeds for doing the work.

      Eventually they’d run out of items to sell, of course.

      And then?

      “Well, I’m off,” Noah said. “I want to get back to Portland before dark. Don’t forget your salad.”

      “Yes, Noah, I’ll come get it in a bit,” Onyx said. “You know you’re always welcome to stay in the caretaker’s house, should you wish.”

      “Well, maybe when the place is emptied out and we can get Orkin in there,” Noah said.

      “Orkin?”

      “The exterminators, Onyx—you know, to professionally fumigate the place,” Noah said. “The last time I stayed I got eaten by bedbugs or something. I itched for a week.”

      “That’s not possible,” Onyx said. “I’ve never had any such experience.”

      “Well, I did.”

      “I shall change the sheets the minute you leave, but I’m fairly certain your bites were obtained elsewhere.”
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        * * *

      

      Onyx waited for darkness to fall before opening the lighthouse door to discover Poe sitting like a sentry on the landing, its eyes trained on some invisible object in the darkness.

      “What are you staring at?” Onyx said. “Go inside and get warm.”

      The cat ignored Onyx and remained on duty.

      Though the cat arrived at the lighthouse after Alistar’s death six years earlier, Onyx didn’t name the animal until recently because she feared she’d become too attached to it. Then one day, as she climbed the lighthouse stairs, she spied Tthe Bblack Ccat among the thousands of books she’d borrowed from the Crimson Cove Public Library.

      In the story by Edgar Allen Poe, a man owns a beautiful black cat named Pluto, which he kills one night in a drunken rage. When the man’s house is destroyed in a fire, he becomes convinced it’s the cat’s doing. Eventually the man kills his wife and conceals her body behind a brick wall in the basement. When the police arrive, the man believes he is safe—until the sound of the cat screeching behind the bricks gives him away.

      Shortly after rereading the book, Onyx began calling the cat Poe.

      “Very well, Poe, have it your way,” Onyx said.

      Onyx walked through the darkness to the caretaker’s house. Once inside, she located a set of clean sheets and took them to the master bedroom where Noah claimed to have been bitten by bedbugs, which—despite her protestations—he very well may have been.

      Ghosts do not sleep. As such, Onyx had never slept in the bed to know. And even if she had, she would have no way of knowing if a bug had bitten her.

      Onyx went to the base of the bed and grabbed the sheets, but, before she could pull them off, she heard Poe begin to wail and screech outside. What was that cat up to now? Onyx wondered.

      . But when the screeching abruptly stopped, Onyx knew something was wrong.
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      Getting an outside table at Poogan’s Porch was not easy, but Stan Lee wasn’t some local yokel—he was The Southern Gentleman, a Charleston tourist attraction in his own right—especially when he dressed in his white suit, black Panama hat, and Colonel Sanders necktie.

      The outside porch was just one of the many things he loved about Poogan’s Porch, a restaurant that specialized in Southern food in an unassuming Victorian townhouse on Queen Street.

      It was cold outside on the porch, though.

      Stan Lee liked the cold, but this was colder than what was comfortable, even for him. He took a sip of his coffee to warm himself. If he’d been thinking, he’d have insisted Koda take him to lunch rather than breakfast.
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        * * *

      

      The waiter braced himself against the biting cold and pushed through the door and went out on the porch to see if the man was ready to order. To the waiter’s surprise, the man asked to be moved to a table inside the restaurant.

      The waiter was more than happy to oblige. The goofy Colonel Sanders lookalike was the only idiot out there.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee glanced at his watch and saw he still had a few minutes before Koda was set to arrive, so he opened his copy of USA Today.

      Seconds later, Stan Lee found himself starring into the eyes of a person he hadn’t seen or heard from in several years—Special Agent Newt Drystad of the FBI.

      The article was titled:

      
        
        What Ever Happened to Spider Boy?

      

      

      Good question, Stan Lee thought.

      The answer, it turned out, was a nervous breakdown—the result of “an internal issue” a spokesperson for the FBI said. There was no additional information available, and none would be forthcoming.

      Standard FBI bullshit, Stan Lee thought.

      However, an independent journalist had tracked Spider Boy to the Commonwealth Hotel in Lynchburg, Virginia, where the young ex-agent had been living since leaving the bureau in 2007.

      Lynchburg, Virginia. Lynchburg was not all that far from Charleston, Stan Lee thought.

      Interesting.

      “Good morning,” a man said. Stan Lee looked up and saw Koda standing there.

      “Well, if it isn’t young Mr. Mulvaney,” Stan Lee said as he folded the paper and laid it on the table. He motioned for Koda to take a seat.

      Koda lowered himself into the chair opposite Stan Lee. “So, why am I here?”

      “Breakfast, of course,” Stan Lee said. “Like I said on the phone, I thought it would be nice for you and me to sit and chat over a short stack of buttermilk pancakes before I confirmed that I am was indeed available on the evening of December 20.”

      “So, you are available?” Koda said.

      “Yes, I am,” Stan Lee drawled. “But we do have one tiny little glitch we need to iron out. It seems my fee has risen just a tad since Ms. Flagler engaged me originally.”

      “Oh, so this isn’t really breakfast,” Koda said. “It’s a shakedown.”

      “As they say, one man’s shakedown is another man’s pay increase,” Stan Lee said. “But, yes, something like that.”

      “I’ve got $5,000 in the budget,” Koda said.

      “Do you know where the name of this restaurant comes from?” Stan Lee asked. “It’s the name of the owner’s dog, Poogan, may he rest in peace. There’s a headstone for the pooch outside. Did you know that? Little statue of the dog, too.”

      The waiter appeared. “Good morning, Mr. Mulvaney. Nice to have you back with us. What can I get for you and your guest this morning?”

      “I’d like the pancakes with two side orders of bacon,” Stan Lee said. “And make sure the bacon’s crispy, would you?”

      The waiter nodded and waited for Koda to order.

      “Just coffee,” Koda said, waiting until the server left to continue the conversation. “Listen. This is a charity event, you know that, right?”

      “Yes, I am quite aware of that.”

      “Then you understand I have a budget to stay within,” Koda said. “I’ve got $5,000 for a master of ceremonies. Take it or leave it.”

      “$10,000,” Stan Lee said.

      “No,” Koda said.

      “I’ll tell you what,” Stan Lee said. “Pay me $10,000, and I’ll donate half to the foundation.”

      “Which puts you back at $5,000,” Koda said.

      “Yes,” Stan Lee said. “I win, you win, the foundation wins. Isn’t that what you boys on Wall Street do when you negotiate your big deals? Make sure that everybody wins?”

      “I didn’t like some of the creepy things you said at last year’s event,” Koda said.

      “Then why are we talking?”

      Koda shook his head. “Fine, Whatever. So, is it a deal at $10,000. I need to ? We need to get the invitations out.”

      “Then Yes, it’s a deal,” Stan Lee said, pulling himself to his feet. “I’ll see you the evening of December 20.”

      “You’re leaving?” Koda asked. “What about your pancakes?”

      “The pancakes are for you,” Stan Lee said. “The only thing I hate worse than pancakes is crispy bacon.”
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        * * *

      

      Though Koda had no intention of staying for breakfast, the pancakes and bacon hit the spot.

      After he’d finished eating and was waiting for the check, Koda noticed the folded copy of USA Today on the other side of the table. Seconds later, Koda found himself starring into the eyes of a person he hadn’t seen or heard from in many years—Special Agent Newt Drystad of the FBI.

      The article was titled:

      
        
        What Ever Happened to Spider Boy?

      

      

      Good question, Koda thought.

      The answer, it turned out, was a nervous breakdown—the result of “an internal issue” a spokesperson for the FBI said. There was no additional information available, and none would be forthcoming.

      However, an independent journalist had tracked Spider Boy to the Commonwealth Hotel in Lynchburg, Virginia, where the young ex-agent had been living since leaving the bureau in 2007.

      Lynchburg, Virginia, Koda thought.

      Lynchburg was not all that far from Charleston.
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      Happy Thanksgiving,” Stormy said as he entered Declan’s bedroom and closed the door behind him. “I have a gift for you.”

      Declan was sitting up in bed, propped up by several pillows between himself and the large oak headboard, reading the morning paper. He folded the paper and laid it aside. “You got me a gift?”

      “No,” Stormy said. “It’s from Mika.”

      Declan raised his eyebrows. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Stormy handed Declan a FedEx overnight shipping box. “She insured it for $100,000, so it’s probably not chocolates.”

      “It could be a snake,” Declan said with a half-smile and pulled the flap open and carefully slid the first edition copy of James Joyce’s Ulysses from the box and set it on the nightstand.

      “I assumed you’d be a bit happier,” Stormy said.

      “Me too,” Declan said. “The first time I held this book in my hands I was literally overwhelmed with emotion. Now, all I feel is a bit of relief. Everything seemed important when I was younger, and now…”

      Stormy nodded but said nothing.

      “So, who all will be here tonight?” Declan asked.

      “Yes, well, I wanted to talk to you about that,” Stormy said.
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        * * *

      

      Stormy reviewed the list of the people who’d be at dinner at the mansion that evening, which came to nine—himself and Declan included, though Stormy had no intention of sitting at the table. It was hard enough for Stormy to hide the fact that he wasn’t eating at regular meal times, let alone Thanksgiving dinner.

      After Stormy rattled off all the names, there was one that Declan  he didn’t recognize. “Simon Prentice—who is he exactly?” Declan asked.

      “He’s Gerylyn Stoller’s publisher out of Philadelphia,” Stormy said. “He’s traveling with Dr. Stoller during her book tour. She asked if it would be okay to invite him.”

      “That’s fine,” Declan said. “You didn’t mention Robyn,”

      “Robyn is no longer here. Something happened between her and Koda, and she was asked to leave,” Stormy said without elaborating. Declan grimaced. Stormy sensed it was not because of the news about Robyn but something physical. “I think we should cancel the dinner.”

      “No,” Declan said.

      “I thought we had an agreement regarding being open and honest with each other,” Stormy said.

      Declan released a long breath. “Is it that obvious?”

      “For others, probably not,” Stormy said. “To me, yes.”

      “So, then you must understand that this may be my last Thanksgiving,” Declan said. “Is it too much to ask to be surrounded by friends and family?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Good,” Declan said. “Then that’s settled. Anything else?”

      “Yes. Koda and his friend Quinn have been doing a bit of entertaining of their own. Do you remember the girl Koda saw in the mirror in Savannah? Well, she’s staying in the second-floor guest bedroom. That makes three ghosts in the house at the same time.”

      “Four,” Declan said.

      “Four?”

      “Remember the priest I told you about? The one I bludgeoned to death with the two-by-four?”

      “Back in the 1930s?”

      “One and the same. He visited me last night,” Declan said.

      “This is not a good development,” Stormy said. “Did he say what he wanted?”

      “He seemed concerned about my health and offered to take my confession,” Declan said. “But it wasn’t me he’d come about. He said he was here for the girl.”

      “Juniper?”

      “Yes, Juniper.”

      “Did he say what he wanted with her?” Stormy asked.

      “Yes,” Declan said. “Something to do with her light.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          MARCH 14, 2008

        

      

    

    
      Noah was angry at himself for having waited so late to begin the ride back to Portland. He did not like navigating the narrow roads that hugged the cliffs.

      And then he reached the roadblock.

      Noah slowed the Harley and came to a stop behind a line of cars that were being turned around by the police.

      A uniformed officer walked up the line of cars, talking to each of the drivers. Noah recognized the man as the sheriff from Crimson Cove, who he’d seen at Spilatro’s Place with the DEA agent several months earlier. Could they be doing a drug sweep of some kind? The sheriff left the car in front of him and walked over.

      “What’s happening?” Noah asked.

      “Rockslide,” Clay said. “Heavy rains lately, creates lots of erosion. You’ll have to turn back.”

      It looked like he was going to be spending the night in the caretaker’s house after all.
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        * * *

      

      Noah slowed the bike in the darkness, looking for the narrow lane hidden among the trees that led to the lighthouse. He waited for a car to pass, then turned up the dirt road, the Harley’s headlight cutting a path through the trees.

      Noah approached the lighthouse, keeping the engine as quiet as possible so as not to wake Onyx if she’d already turned in for the night—though he had the sense Onyx didn’t sleep all that much anyway.

      There was no way Noah could have prepared himself for what he saw next. A hundred feet away on the lawn were two women having what looked like a fight to the death.

      The first woman was old and haggard, her head topped with a mop of unruly gray hair. Probably in her sixties. She looked slightly familiar, but Noah did not know why.

      The other woman, however—

      Noah recognized the other woman immediately.

      She was young, in her thirties perhaps, with long dark hair. And she was stunningly beautiful.

      Noah had seen the woman many times, though never in person. He’d only seen her picture in newspaper clippings. And in old black-and-white film clips from her trial back in 1942.

      Noah wasn’t sure how what he was seeing was possible, but he was entirely sure who the woman was.

      It was Onyx.
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        * * *

      

      Noah pulled the Harley forward another twenty feet, jumped off the bike, and lowered the kickstand. Noah pulled off his helmet and tossed it to the ground and took several steps toward the two women. “Hey!”

      “Stay out of this!” Onyx shouted.

      Noah did as he was told and stood helplessly watching as the gray-haired woman and Onyx circled each other like a couple of prize fighters engaged in a grudge match—the trees around the clearing acting creating a makeshift arena, the women’s shadows from the Harley’s headlight stretching out on the damp grass.

      “Good looking young man,” Claudia said. “Looks a bit like Ulrich, don’t you think?”

      “He’s nothing like Ulrich,” Onyx sneered, keeping her eyes glued on Claudia while taking a step to her rightleft.

      “I guess you’re right,” Claudia said, taking a step to her left left to counter Onyx’s movement. “Ulrich was so muscular. A real man. Remember how big Ulrich’s hands were? I sure do.”

      Onyx stepped forward with the swiftness of a cat lunging at its prey and slapped the older woman flush across the face—but, to Noah’s surprise, the woman didn’t yelp or cry out in pain. In fact, she didn’t so much as flinch—instantly reminding Noah of his grandfather’s funeral when his grandmother slapped Onyx.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Claudia said. “I’m going to have him all to myself in a few minutes. Right after I dispatch you to a better place.”

      “If it’s a better place, why didn’t you just stay there?” Onyx asked.

      “For the same reasons all ghosts come back,” Claudia said. “Unfinished business.”

      Noah watched in horror as the older woman lunged forward and smashed her fist into Onyx’s face, the punch landing so hard that Onyx was thrown backward off her feet to the ground. Onyx climbed to her feet and wiped a clump of wet grass from her hair.

      “I hope that’s not all you’ve got, Claudia,” Onyx said.

      Noah instinctively took a step forward and then stopped. Did she say Claudia? Claudia Spilatro from the film festival? It couldn’t be—certainly she’d be dead by now, Noah thought.

      Not just Claudia, Noah realized. They should both be dead by now. And that was the moment Noah knew.

      They were dead.
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        * * *

      

      Noah had seen fights that weren’t nearly half as brutal, where both fighters were bruised and bloody—noses broken, lips split, eyes swollen shut, faces disfigured—yet as far as he could tell, neither Onyx or Claudia had spilled so much as a single drop of blood. Not only that, neither woman seemed to even be breathing heavy. Actually, it didn’t appear as if either woman was breathing at all.

      Other than torn clothing, neither Onyx nor Claudia had so much as a scratch on them. But they were getting exhausted, as if the fight had worn them down like a couple of toys whose batteries were running out of energy.

      And their color.

      Both women appeared a chalky gray color, to the point they seemed transparent. You could almost see through them.

      Claudia lunged forward and delivered a sharp blow to Onyx’s midsection, but unlike the previous blows, Onyx didn’t stagger back. Instead, Claudia’s fist seemed to disappear several inches into Onyx’s stomach, as if going through her.

      Onyx pushed Claudia away, but with great effort. It appeared to Noah that the two women were no longer in a fight so much as engaged in a war of attrition.

      “You know how this ends, right?” Claudia said.

      “The only way it can,” Onyx said.

      “Kiss of death?” Claudia asked, taking a step forward.

      “Is there any other kind?” Onyx asked.

      “Let’s get to it—before we’re both gone.”

      “I’m waiting on you,” Onyx said.

      Noah had no idea what was happening. As  when Claudia and Onyx moved toward one another, reaching their transparent gray arms out and wrapping them around each other, each of them pulling the other into a tight embrace.

      Then both women pressed their mouths together.

      Noah watched in morbid fascination as the women placed their hands on the back of the other’s head, as if to ensure neither of them could pull away.

      And then what little color was left between them started shifting back and forth—like two TV sets, one with a color picture and the other black and white—with the color moving from person to person, oscillating back and forth.

      For a second, Claudia’s color would improve, while Onyx went appeared more and more gray. Then, seconds later, the color appeared to shifted from Claudia back to Onyx again, with Onyx looking more alive.

      Noah felt like he should rush in and try to break them up, but he was unable to move. Then he saw something.

      Even in the limited glow from the Harley’s headlight, Noah could see something in each of the women’s eyes.

      Onyx’s eyes were burning bright blue with determination—while Claudia’s had gone pale gray. Seconds later, what little color Claudia possessed made its way into Onyx, until—finally—there was virtually nothing left of her.

      A second after that, Claudia simply vanished.

      Noah stood there, his mouth hanging open, unable to speak. Onyx turned to Noah. She adjusted what was left of her tattered dress and put a few strands of messed up hair back in place.

      “Come inside the lighthouse,” Onyx said. “I’ll put on a pot of tea. Then I’ll explain everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah followed Onyx inside the lighthouse. Onyx lit several candles and then turned and faced him.

      Noah still couldn’t get over her. Her beauty. And her voice? He’d always pictured it belonging to an old, wrinkled, frail woman. Now that he saw what she really looked like, it occurred to him she never really sounded all that old and frail.

      “Noah? Did you hear anything I just said?” Onyx asked, interrupting Noah’s thought.

      “I can’t believe it. It’s been right in front of me the whole time. But I just couldn’t…”

      “Yes, all the rumors, the film festival, it’s all true. I am a ghost, Noah. I died in 1941 after I killed Ulrich. They were taking the lighthouse from me. I had to get back here. I… didn’t make it. It’s not a story you will find in Alistar’s notes.”

      “So, he didn’t know?”

      “No.”

      “Who does? Am I the only one?”

      “No. My daddy figured it out. A couple others know—people I trust.”

      “Would you ever have told me?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What an idiot. This is so crazy. And Jesus Christ, what’s the deal with that woman? Why were you fighting? Was she a ghost too?”

      “Noah, I know you have a lot of questions…”

      “Uh, yeah. The understatement of the century, but yeah, Onyx, I do. It’s so weird, though…” Noah paused, looking at Onyx.

      “What?” she said.

      “Because you always seemed so alive.”

      They stood there staring at each other. A million thoughts were running through Noah’s head. But only one thought was running through Onyx’s: will he stay with me?

      “I want to know how it works,” Noah said. “I want to understand. Tell me everything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          NOVEMBER 25, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Declan had no appetite when he finally joined the others for Thanksgiving dinner, thinking a drink might make him hungry. It didn’t. It only made his stomach hurt worse than it already did.

      Declan had pulled a bottle of 1926 Macallan from the cellar earlier in the day, a rare scotch he’d bought at auction from the wife of a Japanese business man who’d never gotten around to drinking it. What a waste, Declan had thought at the time. Now here he stood, holding the dead man’s whiskey in his hand, and himself only pretending to be drinking it.

      So, this is what it feels like to be a ghost.
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        * * *

      

      Beatrice Shaw didn’t want to be in the kitchen overseeing the catering of the Mulvaney family Thanksgiving dinner. But she’d wanted to cater the Restoring Savannah Foundation fundraiser for years, and she’d be damned if she was going to let Paula Dean swoop in and win the business. What did The Lady and Sons have that she didn’t?

      Besides sons, that is.

      Beatrice also decided to bring six helpers along with her for the afternoon. That meant, including her, there were seven people cooking and serving eight guests. She simply wasn’t taking any chances.

      When everything was ready, Beatrice directed each of the helpers to put on their serving mitts and grab a dish. The food was then carried into the dining room—which Beatrice had placed off-limits until that moment—and placed on an assortment of matts and trivets.
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        * * *

      

      “Where did you come up with the idea to have dinner catered?” Declan asked, putting his arm around Koda’s shoulder as Beatrice ushered them into the dining room.

      “I had to find out if she was any good before I committed to have her cater the Restoring Savannah Foundation event,” Koda said. “I also know you weren’t feeling well, and I figured the less work we all had to do, the better.”

      “You’re handling the event? When did that happen?” Declan asked, ignoring the comment about his health.

      “Right after Dad fired me,” Koda said.

      Declan pulled away. “What?”

      “Yeah, he didn’t tell you? He hired someone else to fill my spot as VP. He said he couldn’t wait any longer for me to recover. I guess dying doesn’t count as a serious illness.”

      “Don’t you worry,” Declan said. “I’ll talk to Bruce and—”

      “No, don’t,” Koda said. “The truth is I’m happy about it. I’m sorry, Grandpa, but I was miserable there. I hope you’re not disappointed in me.”

      “Disappointed?” Declan said as he wrapped his arm around Koda again. “The only way you could ever disappoint me is if you turned out to be like me—old and full of regrets with no time left to fix your mistakes.”

      Koda wasn’t sure what his grandfather was alluding to, but the moment didn’t lend itself to finding out as Koda noticed the overwhelming display of food on the dinner table. “I hope you’re hungry,” Koda said.

      “Famished,” Declan lied.
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        * * *

      

      In addition to the abundance of food and the amazing aroma that filled the room, Beatrice had executed the seating arrangements exactly as Koda had instructed. Attention to detail was a good thing.

      Declan was at the head of the table, then clockwise: Gerylyn, Reginald, Bruce, Simon Prentice, Graeme, Koda, and finally, Quinn.

      Bruce made his way around the table, pouring a dark red wine into oversized crystal goblets. “This is from the Napa Valley vineyard I’ve got an investment in. I’m interested in everyone’s opinion. I’m thinking of serving it at the charity event I’m hosting next month.”

      “I hope you haven’t invested too much time selecting wine for the event, Koda,” Declan said, allowing Bruce to pour him a glass, though he had no intention of drinking any. “It appears to me your father is interfering with your responsibilities.”

      “I’m not interfering, Dad,” Bruce said. “I’m simply taking my fair share of the workload.”

      “Yes, well in my day we called it meddling,” Declan said.

      “I haven’t gotten to the wine yet,” Koda said, looking over to the doorway where Beatrice Shaw stood watch over the proceedings. “I’m still working on hiring a caterer.”

      “Well, if the food tastes as good as it smells, I may never go back to Richmond,” Gerylyn said.
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        * * *

      

      By the time everyone had finished there was no doubt in Koda’s mind that Beatrice was his first and only choice to cater the foundation event—even if several people at the table ate very little.

      Or nothing at all.

      Though it was holiday, Quinn stayed true to Graeme’s strict calorie-restricted diet—which was a good thing. Had Quinn gone off his plan, Graeme’s workout would be even more brutal the following morning.

      Koda also noticed how little his grandfather had eaten. And how thin and frail he looked. Which worried him greatly. He would need to find out why.

      Koda also noticed that Reginald had eaten little, if anything, secretly dishing most of the food from his plate onto Gerylyn’s when no one was looking. That Which was the moment Koda realized Reginald was not Gerylyn’s nephew—he —he was Gerylyn’s husband.

      And he was a ghost.

      It was so obvious and yet Koda never stopped to consider it. Reginald was Raymond, the husband who’d been beaten to death by police at a protest rally in the early 1960s.

      Things were getting complicated at the Mulvaney mansion.

      “So, Simon, you’re a publisher?” Graeme asked.

      “Yes,” Simon responded. “Gerylyn’s new book is one of my titles—an enormous bestseller, I’m happy to say.”

      “An enormous crock, if you ask me,” Bruce said as he poured himself another glass of wine.

      “So, I take it you don’t believe in ghosts, Mr. Mulvaney?” Quinn said.

      “I apologize, but I’m a bit out of the loop,” Graeme said. “What’s the book about?”

      “It’s called Solstice Eclipse: Day of the Ghost Attack,” Gerylyn said.

      “I believe in things I can see,” Bruce snorted.

      “So, you’ve never seen a ghost?” Reginald asked.

      “That’s right,” Bruce said. “I don’t believe in nonsense, and I certainly don’t believe in peddling fear for profit.”

      “No, we just peddle land for profit,” Koda said.

      “As usual, my son is trying to make fun of me,” Bruce said. “But, yes, our family business is selling real estate, but at least we’ve made our fortune honestly.”

      “Take it down a notch, Bruce,” Declan said. “It’s Thanksgiving. No one here wants to talk business.”

      “You’re right, Dad, let’s talk about covering our mirrors so the ghosts can’t get in,” Bruce said. “When is this ghosttageddon supposed to happen again?”

      “The event will take place during the early morning hours of December 21,” Gerylyn said.

      “Why then?” Quinn asked.

      “That’s when the solstice eclipse happens,” Reginald said.

      “It’s a very rare event,” Gerylyn said. “The last time a full lunar eclipse fell on the day of the winter solstice was in 1638. You’d have to go back to before the birth of Christ to find the one before that.”

      “You said the morning of December 21?” Koda asked. “What time exactly?”

      “The event will peak at 2:38 a.m.,” Gerylyn said. “However, the records from 1638 are not specific as to when the ghosts will begin to make their way from Loll into the living plane. I’ve advised people to stay home and to cover their mirrors to protect themselves.”

      “Loll?” Graeme asked. “What’s Loll?”

      “Loll is the name given to the ethereal plane where ghosts wait before moving on,” Gerylyn said.

      “Wait, back up,” Koda said. “December 20 is the Dad, that’s the night of the we’ve scheduled the Restoring Savannah Foundation event. December 20.”

      “Then you must cancel it,” Gerylyn said.

      “Out of the question,” Bruce said loudly. “In fact, Ms. Stoller’s crazy theory has just given me an idea. We should capitalize on it. Koda, have the invitations been printed already?”

      “No, but—”

      “Let’s have some fun then!” Bruce said almost manically. “Let’s make ghosts the theme for this year’s event. We’ll call it The Solstice Eclipse Masquerade Ball—have people wear masks and dress up as ghosts to attend. Simon, this could be a great publicity opportunity for you and Ms. Stoller’s book.”

      “I agree. Are there any seats tickets still available?” Simon asked.

      “I think we’ve got a table or two left,” Bruce said. “Single seats are $10,000. Tables go for $75,000.”

      “Count me in for a table then,” Simon said.

      “You should reconsider,” Gerylyn said. “Koda, tell your father what a bad idea this is.”

      “Gerylyn’s right,” Koda said. “I don’t think—”

      “Koda, just do it,” Bruce snapped. “If this silly theory is getting the attention you all say it is, it’s smart marketing. Now, Simon, how about you and I head on out to the deck, drink some scotch, and smoke a cigar to celebrate? Anyone else want to come?”

      “Sure, I’m up for a nightcap,” Graeme said.

      Bruce stood and grabbed the bottle of 1926 Macallan off the bar. “You don’t mind if I take this with us, do you, Dad?”

      “No, Son, you enjoy it.”
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        * * *

      

      “I strongly advise against going forward with this event,” Gerylyn said after Simon, Bruce, and Graeme left. “Declan, certainly there must be something you can do to stop it.”

      “Bruce can be very stubborn, Dr. Stoller,” Declan said as he slowly pulled himself to his feet. “I’m afraid the apple didn’t fall very far from the tree in that regard. Now, if you will excuse me.”

      Koda stood and hugged his grandfather and then waited until Declan left the room.

      “I’m glad we’re finally alone,” Koda said. “Quinn and I have something we need to discuss—about Quinn’s sister, Juniper.”

      “Yes, certainly. Reggie, would you mind giving us a few minutes alone?” Gerylyn asked.

      “No, it’s okay,” Koda said. “Reggie can stay—or maybe it’s time we start calling you Raymond.”
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          NOVEMBER 25, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Christ, is everyone around here a ghost?” Quinn asked from his seat at the dinner table next to the young African-American man Gerylyn Stoller had been pawning off as her nephew.

      Gerylyn took Raymond’s hand in hers. “How did you know, Koda?”

      “I remembered the story you told Robyn and me on the jet after Dane’s funeral,” Koda said. “You said your husband was beaten to death by the police during a civil rights rally and told us how your parents reacted when they discovered he was black. Then tonight I finally noticed he never eats or drinks anything.”

      “Took you long enough, Colombo,” Raymond said.

      “Raymond, please,” Gerylyn said. “So, what is this about Juniper?”

      Koda and Quinn explained everything, up to the moment Quinn told Juniper she could stay in the living plane and she came out of the mirror and into the house.

      “Where is Juniper now?” Gerylyn asked.

      “She’s in the second-floor guest bedroom,” Koda said.

      “And you told her she could stay?” Gerylyn asked.

      “I did,” Quinn said.

      “Don’t blame Quinn. I’m the one who told them.”

      Everyone turned to see Stormy Boyd standing in the dining room doorway.

      “You told her she could stay?” Raymond said to Stormy. “I’ll bet dimes to donuts you didn’t tell her everything. Did you, Mr. Fancy Hat?”

      “No, not yet,” Stormy said. “But now that your little secret is out in the open, perhaps you’d like to be the one to tell her.”

      “Me?” Raymond said. “Why me?”

      “Look who’s trying to hide things now,” Stormy said.

      “I’m not trying to—” Raymond snapped.

      “I know about the hitchhiker, Reginald—I mean Raymond,” Stormy said. “And the housewife in West Ashley—the one you took less than a mile from here when you snuck out in the middle of the night.”

      “The hitchhiker was a druggie,” Raymond said defensively. “And the woman had terminal cancer. I was doing her a favor.”

      “Raymond, no!” Gerylyn said. “You promised not to take anyone until we returned to Richmond.”

      Raymond shrugged and leaned back in his chair. “What do you want me to say? I was low on energy, Geri. Hell, I was so low on energy I was afraid to come out of my room. I slipped out and took her. I don’t see the big deal.”

      Quinn’s mouth dropped open. “That’s how a ghost stays here? They have to kill people?”

      “Yes,” Stormy said. “But there is a code. A ghost only takes—”

      “Takes? Takes?” Quinn repeated. “Don’t try to soften it. You kill people. And you let me bring Juniper here without telling me?”

      “I should have told you earlier,” Stormy said. “But if you explain it to her the correct way—”

      “The correct way? There is no correct way,” Quinn said. “Juniper is the best person I’ve ever known. She would never even entertain the idea, let alone agree to it. Never.”

      Gerylyn stood and made her way around the table toward Quinn and placed her hand on his arm. “The important thing now is that Juniper be told the truth. It will be difficult, Quinn, but it will be better if it comes from you.”
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        * * *

      

      Juniper remained quiet once Quinn had finished giving her the devastating news.

      “Say something, Juniper,” Quinn said.

      “What’s there to say?” Juniper asked.

      “I’m sorry, June,” Quinn said finally. “I didn’t know, really. I had no idea.”

      Juniper leaned forward and gave Quinn a light kiss on the cheek. “I’d like to be alone to think.”
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        * * *

      

      Juniper knew she’d just lied. She had no intention of thinking about anything. What was there to think about?

      Juniper hunted around until she found a sheet of paper and a pen, then sat in one of the large chairs and wrote her goodbye note. When she was finished, she folded it and placed it on the table.

      “So, we finally meet,” someone said from behind her.

      Juniper spun around and saw the dark figure standing in front of the mirror. She knew it was the same figure she’d seen before, only never here—never in the living plane. Only in Loll.

      “Who are you?” Juniper asked.

      “I’m no one,” the dark form said. “I’m nothing. Part of the void, part the emptiness.”

      “What do you want?” Juniper asked.

      “What do you think I want?” the dark form rumbled. “I want you, Juniper. I want your light.”
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        * * *

      

      Quinn had just reached the bottom of the staircase when he heard what sounded like a scuffle, followed by glass shattering from the second floor above—where he had just left his sister.

      Quinn turned and dashed up the stairwell as fast as his legs would carry him, arriving at the door to the guest bedroom completely winded.

      Quinn turned the knob.

      The door was locked.

      “Juniper,” Quinn called.

      “Are you okay? Juniper!”

      Still he heard nothing.

      There was no response.

      Seconds later, Koda ran up. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” Quinn said. “The door’s locked.”

      Koda tried the knob and then took a step back. “Together, okay? On three. One… two… three…”

      Quinn and Koda rushed forward and simultaneously slammed into the door and it burst open.

      The room was empty.

      “The mirror,” Quinn said.

      Koda looked across the room and saw the tall standing mirror on the floor, shards of glass scattered everywhere.

      Then Quinn spotted the note on the table.
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      Maggie dreaded the first Monday of every month, and not because her boss at the FBI would challenge every one of her thoughts and theories—that was a given, and something she was completely used to now.

      What Maggie dreaded was the last five minutes of every meeting—the five minutes when Pipi Esperanza would undoubtedly ask for an update on the situation with Newt.

      As usual, there would be nothing new to tell. Newt wanted nothing to do with the FBI. He wanted nothing to do with Pipi. And he wanted nothing to do with Maggie.

      Especially Maggie.

      Maggie couldn’t blame Newt a single bit. She had betrayed him in the worst possible way, pretending their initial meeting was by chance, gaining his trust and friendship—which is all Pipi had asked her to do—but then Maggie had gone and complicated things by falling in love with him.

      God, it was worse than a typical teenage rom-com: Hot guy takes nerdy girl to the prom on a bet, falls for girl, and then she discovers the truth. The guy is crushed, but in the final scene of the movie, the girl forgives him and they live happily ever after.

      But this wasn’t a movie. This was real life. There would be no happily ever after. Newt hadn’t forgiven her, and Maggie was fairly certain he never would.

      Three years was long enough to wait.

      It was time to move on.

      Maggie looked down at the engagement ring on her finger and saw it was leaning to the side as usual. It had been two months since Matt told her to look up during the seventh inning stretch at the Nationals game and she saw the words “Maggie, Will You Marry Me? Matt” on the scoreboard. It was the last thing she expected. The next last thing Maggie expected to do was say yes, but with twenty-eight thousand people watching and waiting for an answer, she had to say something.
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        * * *

      

      “Tell me about the Grim Sleeper,” Pipi said after Maggie got settled in her seat on the opposite side of Pipi’s desk.

      “You want details or just a topline overview?” Maggie asked.

      “Topline it,” Pipi said.

      Maggie spent the next several minutes running through the basic history of the case, which she’d been involved with long enough to know by heart.

      Three years earlier, a twenty-five-year-old woman named Janecia Peters had been murdered in Los Angeles. An analysis of DNA found on the body linked the killing to at least eleven unsolved murders in the Los Angeles area, dating back to 1985. A $500,000 reward was announced for information that might help catch the killer. The case was also featured on America’s Most Wanted, the perpetrator being dubbed the “Grim Sleeper” due to the long period of inactivity between murders.

      On July 7, 2010, an arrest had been made.

      The suspect, fifty-seven-year-old Lonnie David Franklin Jr., was a mechanic who’d once worked for the City of Los Angeles in the sanitation department. And briefly for the police. Detectives used a piece of discarded pizza obtained by an undercover police officer who pretended to be a waiter at a restaurant where Franklin ate.

      The DNA was a match.

      “I know all that,” Pipi said. “Is there anything new?”

      “Yes,” Maggie said, looking at her notes. “The LAPD is planning on releasing 180 photos of women found in Franklin’s home.”

      “When?” Pipi asked.

      “A week from now, maybe ten days.”

      “Are these woman suspected victims?”

      “That’s what they want to find out. They’ve also got several hundred hours of video they aren’t going to release.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Nope,” Maggie said.

      “Okay, keep me updated,” Pipi said. “With that many photos, chances are good the LAPD will need more help.”

      Maggie stood up. “I’m on it,” she said, then turned and headed toward the door. Wait, wait, Maggie thought. Three… two… one…

      “I want you to go see Newt,” Pipi said right on cue.

      “I have,” Maggie said. “Nothing’s changed.”

      “Let me rephrase,” Pipi said. “I want you to go to Lynchburg and talk to Newt.”

      Maggie turned and stepped back to the desk. “Talk to him? And how do you propose I do that? The last time I tried—”

      “See, that’s your problem, Maggie,” Pipi said. “You tried to talk to Newt. This time I’d like it if you didn’t try to talk to him and actually did.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEW YORK, NEW YORK

          

          SEPTEMBER 9, 2008

        

      

    

    
      Prior to the FBI raid eleven months earlier, Tara Schröder knew virtually nothing about art plundered by the Nazis during WWII. Now, she’d learned more than she wanted to know—including the fact that her grandfather, Lucas Schröder, had played a central role in moving thousands of pieces of the plundered art from Europe to the United States.

      Many of the stolen works were those earmarked for Adolf Hitler’s never-realized dream of building a Führer Museum. Others were intended for high-ranking officials, including Hitler’s right-hand man Hermann Göring.

      But a rift between Hitler and Göring had created an unexpected opportunity for Lucas, who began making regular trips to Paris to meet with Göring starting in late 1941. Having gained Göring’s trust, Lucas was put in charge of placing values on the stolen art, directing the best pieces to one of Göring’s many secret warehouses in Paris and Berlin—warehouses that even Hitler knew nothing about.

      When the Allied Forces invaded in 1944, they found most of Göring’s hidden art repositories—but not all of them.

      Only Lucas knew of each location.

      After the smoke cleared, Lucas began shipping the art to the Schröder Gallery in New York, where it then found its way into the hands of private collectors—one of those collectors being billionaire Declan Mulvaney.

      The FBI understood Tara had nothing to do with the stolen art, but they didn’t care. The result was bankruptcy and closure of the gallery. Which was better than doing a stint at the Federal Correctional Institution in Danbury, Connecticut.
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        * * *

      

      Looks like it was a great gallery,” the FBI agent said as Tara handed him the keys to the door. “What kind of art did you sell?”

      “Besides stolen, you mean?” Tara said.

      “That’s not what I meant,” the FBI agent said.

      “I know,” Tara said. She reflexively touched her shoulder. “Damn it. Hang on, I forgot my purse.”

      “Alright, go. But make it quick.”

      Tara left the agent in the empty showroom and made her way to the office. It was completely empty except for an old office chair and the safe still sitting in the corner, the door hanging open as if to remind everyone who came in that there is nothing of value here anymore.

      Tara bent down to get her purse sitting next to the safe and peered inside. Gambler’s superstition? She was ashamed even as she did it, but then she saw something.

      She couldn’t believe it, but it was kind of hard to see inside. There was a manila envelope taped to the inside back wall of the safe. Whatever it was, it looked old.

      Tara grabbed the envelope and quickly opened it, still hunched over on the floor.

      There were two things inside:

      The first was a yellowed newspaper clipping from the New York Times—dated June 1933—about a showing held at the Schröder Gallery. The artist’s name was Onyx Webb. Tara didn’t need to read the article to know the show was a success because the other thing in the envelope was a thick stack of hundred-dollar bills.

      Tara heard footsteps coming down the hall and quickly shoved the contents of the envelope in her purse.

      “You ready?” the FBI agent asked.

      “Yeah,” Tara said, working to keep her voice steady. “I was just going to check the safe—you know, one last time, just in case.”

      “Look all you want,” the FBI agent said. “Our guys already checked it, and trust me—they don’t miss anything.”
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        * * *

      

      Tara was still shaking when she took a seat at the bar at The Lambs Club on West Forty-Fourth Street and ordered a pomegranate martini. The drink came, and she downed it in three quick gulps. Then she ordered another and headed off to the women’s restroom.

      Tara closed the stall door behind her and locked it. Then she put the seat down and sat on the toilet. She didn’t need to go. She needed to count the money.

      Jesus, Tara thought when she’d finished counting the stack of bills for the second time.

      It came to $12,000.

      Tara returned to her seat at the bar and quickly downed the second martini. If she hurried, she could beat the traffic trying to get out of the city for the weekend and be in the high roller room at the Taj Mahal by six.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LYNCHBURG, VIRGINIA

          

          DECEMBER 8, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Newt Drystad made the mile walk from the shoe store on Madison Street, where he’d been employed as the stockroom manager for the past three years, back to his room at the Commonwealth Hotel.

      A four-story brownstone near the James River, the Commonwealth was no doubt a handsome building once upon a time. But now, time had had its way with it—as time tends to do with everything.

      In the winter, the rooms were dank and drafty. In the summer, they were hot and humid. Newt didn’t care. For whatever reason, Newt found the place comfortable, even with its cheap, prefab furniture, and IKEA-hard bed.

      Like most hotels built in the late 1800s, the rooms were cavernous, while the bathrooms were ridiculously small—too small to swing a cat in, as his father described every time he’d come to visit.

      Newt would have preferred to stay at the Craddock Terry, of course, but the daily rate was way out of his budget. Even if he could afford the Craddock Terry, the memories of the time he and Maggie had spent there precluded it.

      So, Newt had moved up the street to the Commonwealth.

      Newt lived alone, and he liked it that way.

      He wasn’t dating and didn’t plan to.

      Other than his father, Newt had absolutely zero visitors. Maggie called and wrote him letters for a bit, asking if she could come down and discuss what had happened.

      There was nothing to discuss.
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        * * *

      

      Newt took the stairs to the second floor and went to his room. Once inside, he locked the door behind him and picked up his mail from the floor where the man at the front desk slid it sometime earlier that morning.

      It was a routine Newt had become used to. It was comfortable. Predictable. No surprises. Until the serial killer postcards started to arrive.

      The postcards were addressed to: Spider Boy, c/o The Commonwealth Hotel, Lynchburg, VA.

      The back of each card contained a riddle, and none of the cards were signed. They didn’t need to be. Who they were from was obvious. They were from him.

      The Leg Collector.

      On the front was a picture of Ed Gein, a serial killer who achieved infamy using the body parts of his victims to make furniture. The running joke within the FBI was that the director had once used the skin from a failed agent for a lampshade. Being a joke didn’t stop agents from glancing at the lamp on the director’s desk when called into his office.

      The riddle on the Ed Gein card read:

      
        
        The maker doesn’t want it.

        The buyer doesn’t need it.

        The user has no idea they’re using it.

        What am I?

      

      

      The answer was obvious.

      It was a coffin.

      The next card arrived the day after, the front of which had the picture of Ted Kaczynski, a.k.a. the Unabomber who killed three people by sending bombs to the victims from his shack in rural Montana.

      The riddle on the Kaczynski card read:

      
        
        What happens twice in a moment, once in a minute, but not at all in a thousand years?

      

      

      The answer was the letter M.

      The following day brought still another card, this one with the picture of Robert Shulman, who’d been convicted of murdering five prostitutes between 1991 and 1996. The message read:

      
        
        Which is faster, hot or cold?

      

      

      Hot, of course. You can catch a cold.

      The next four cards, in order, were pictures of: Robert Succo, who’d killed seven people in Italy, France, and Switzerland; Juana Barraza, a female wrestler who’d bludgeoned and/or strangled eleven people to death so she could rob them; and Richard Ramirez—a.k.a. the Night Stalker—who killed thirteen people in Los Angeles between June 1984 and August 1985.

      Newt took that day’s card and sat down on the edge of the bed. The front of the card had a picture of Huang Yong, a Chinese serial killer who’d murdered seventeen boys between 2001 and 2003.

      Newt didn’t bother reading or solving the riddle. Every riddle was so easy a child could solve it.

      A child.

      Which was the point of the messages. It was how the Leg Collector saw Newt now. As a child—which wasn’t that far off, providing Newt was taking his meds.

      Which he was.

      Even so, Newt couldn’t help but notice the Leg Collector’s hidden message—the one that was playing out from card to card.

      Ed Gein killed two people.

      Ted Kaczynski killed three.

      Robert Shulman, five.

      Robert Succo, seven.

      Juana Barraza, eleven.

      Richard Ramirez, thirteen.

      Huang Yong, seventeen.

      Newt knew another card would arrive tomorrow, this time with the picture of one of three people—Larry Eyler, Sergei Ryakhovsky, or Alexander Spesivtsev—each of which had murdered nineteen people.

      2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, 17, 19…

      All prime numbers.

      Arriving in order from lowest to highest.

      More cards were sure to come, with a growing number of victims for each.

      23, 29, 31, 37…

      This was a game to the Leg Collector. One he was playing for no other reason than to show how clever he was.

      Newt was tired of the game and refused to allow himself to get drawn in again. Newt chased the Leg Collector for seventeen years. Seventeen years was enough.

      Newt got up and dropped the postcard in the trash, and then went to the bathroom to take his evening meds—medications in addition to the pills he’d taken for years to control his tendency to slip into a frozen state. Taken together, they were seriously debilitating, so much so that in an hour—when the meds were at their peak—he’d have a hard time adding two plus two and getting four.

      That’s who he was now: A mathematical savant who could barely function. A genius who no longer wished to be one.

      A person who used to track and catch the world’s most dangerous serial killers, and now no longer could—nor did he care.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          NOVEMBER 11, 2008

        

      

    

    
      As I’ve told you a number of times already, I have absolutely no need for electricity,” Onyx said.

      “The caretaker’s house has it,” Noah said.

      “You may thank my father for that,” Onyx said, turning away and starting up the spiral metal staircase and leaving Noah alone at the bottom of the lighthouse.

      Over the previous months since learning about Onyx, Noah had found himself staying overnight in the caretaker’s house more and more and having electricity there was a must. But spending time in the lighthouse with Onyx by candlelight was getting old. How his grandfather had put up with it for all those years was beyond him.

      But there was one thing he and his grandfather, Alistar, would’ve agreed on. Onyx Webb was an amazing woman—dead or alive. And although Noah wasn’t sure how he felt about the way she got the energy she needed, he understood. Her life ended too soon, and her spirit deserved to continue—that, and God she was stunning.

      “A month from now, you won’t be able to live without it,” Noah called out, instantly realizing the stupidity of the statement.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Onyx said from up on the staircase.
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        * * *

      

      Onyx remained out of sight, atop the lighthouse, while Noah met the foreman of the crew sent by the power company.

      “See that red stair?” Noah said.

      “Yeah, what about it?” the foreman said.

      “No one goes past that red stair. The only place that needs power is the foyer area here in the lower portion of the lighthouse,” Noah said. “Got it?”

      The foreman shrugged. “We’re gonna be here five, maybe six hours. What do you want us to do if someone’s got to take a leak? Go in the woods with the bears?”

      Noah was tempted to say exactly that. “There’s a bathroom in the caretaker’s house,” he said instead.

      “Is that your Z4 Roadster out there?” the foreman asked.

      “Yeah,” Noah said. In truth, the car was his grandmother’s—another mysterious, out of the blue and out-of-character purchase that she clearly couldn’t afford.

      “Just curious,” the foreman said. “I was thinking of getting one myself, but for fifty grand I could buy a boat. Hell, out here, I could by a house.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, you can come down now,” Noah called up the metal staircase once the workmen had gone.

      Ten minutes passed and when Onyx still had not come down, Noah went out into the clearing and gazed up at the top of the lighthouse. “They’re gone, Onyx,” Noah called out through cupped hands. “Come down. I’ve got something to show you.”

      Noah went inside and began flipping through the stack of albums he’d brought from home, which was why he’d borrowed the car from his grandmother for the day. Eventually he found the record he was looking for and pulled it carefully from the sleeve.

      “Please don’t tell me that is permanent,” Onyx said from the base of the stairs.

      “What? The turntable?” Noah said. “No, this is my grandfather’s—one of the few things of his that didn’t get stolen.”

      “Well, I’m glad for that,” Onyx said.

      Noah set the record flat on the turntable, slid the speed selector to thirty-three, hit the power button, and—as he hoped—the vinyl disc began moving in circles.

      “I grew up listening to music on vinyl records on this record player,” Noah said. “I want you to listen to something.”

      Noah carefully lifted the tone arm and set the stylus on the record and the introduction guitar strains of Jimi Hendrix’s “All Along the Watchtower” began to flow through the Harman Kardon speakers and reverberated off the interior walls of the lighthouse foyer.

      “Do you hear it?” Noah asked.

      “Yes, Noah, it would be hard not to,” Onyx said. “I don’t suppose you could turn it down a—”

      Noah reached for the volume knob, but to Onyx’s chagrin—rather than turning the volume down—he turned it louder.

      Onyx watched as Noah closed his eyes—swaying subtly from side to side as he listened to some magical nuance in the music only he could hear.

      “Wait, there—there—did you hear that?”

      “What am I listening for?” Onyx asked.

      “The imperfections,” Noah said, opening his eyes. “The crackle and pops as the needle rubs up against years of play embedded in the dusty grooves of wax and the distortion from the subtle warping of the vinyl from heat and humidity. Today everything is done digitally, but digital music is sterile. They think they can make the sound perfect, but they don’t get it. Perfection by its very nature is imperfect. The only perfection that exists is imperfection. Music was never meant to be perfect. It was meant to stir emotion. The more perfect the recording, the less I care about it. Dust on a record album makes the music better. But the music industry seems hell-bent on shoving digital down our throats because it’s cheaper to produce and doesn’t cost anything to ship. But you watch, that’s going to change. Vinyl records are going to make a big comeback.”

      In truth, Onyx could hear the subtle cracks and pops as the needle worked its way down the vinyl groove ten times more than Noah could. Ghosts had exceptional hearing, so much so that she could hear the sound of a car engine starting from two miles away. But she found herself moved by Noah’s intensity and decided not to make a point of it.

      “Yes, I hear it now that you point it out,” Onyx said.

      It was the most passionate Onyx had ever seen Noah about any topic, and it was refreshing to see someone who cared so much about something. The only thing Ulrich ever cared about was smoking, drinking, gambling, and Claudia.

      But Onyx also found herself feeling the sting of jealousy course through her, wishing she could feel the kind of emotion Noah was describing.

      But she couldn’t. Jealousy? Anger? Regret? She felt each of these, sometimes daily. But joy? The kind of intense joy that Noah was describing?

      No.

      Onyx remembered feeling that way but did not feel it now.

      “I’m not a music snob,” Noah said. “Well, maybe I am—but I don’t care. Nothing is better than listening to music on vinyl. Just pulling the record out of an album’s inner sleeve is like foreplay to a true music lover. Just lowering the stylus down and hearing it touch the groove is an emotional experience—the musical equivalent of great sex.”

      Onyx had never considered herself to be a prude, but Noah’s comment about sex caught her off guard—mostly due to the casual way in which it was said.

      “I seem to remember Ulrich ordering a record album of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s first inauguration, delivered in March of 1933,” Onyx said. “He played it again and again on the old Victrola over in the caretaker’s house. We’d heard the speech broadcast live on the console radio in the living room of our apartment on West Forty-Sixth Street. I loved it there. We were just around the corner from the gallery Ulrich’s brother owned in Times Square. They wanted $125 per month for that apartment, but I got them to agree to ninety-five dollars with the electricity and water included.”

      “That’s crazy,” Noah said. “Ninety-five dollars to rent a place near Times Square? Parking spaces in Manhattan rent for like $1,500 a month.”

      “Inflation again, I imagine,” Onyx said. “My father tried explaining it to me when he was here. I still find it a mystery how the same item can fetch more money in the future simply because it is older.”

      “Come here, sit,” Noah said, lowering himself on the piano bench and grabbing a stack of albums.

      Onyx crossed the foyer and took a seat next to Noah and watched as he flipped through the albums on his lap. “My grandfather’s fingerprints are all over these records. There’s something about knowing he was young and in his thirties—like I’m about to be—when he bought these from Tower Records in downtown Portland.”

      “I’m sure it’s a wonderful place,” Onyx said.

      “Tower’s closed. Another victim of digital technology combined with public apathy. But it was a great place—a real record store where you could go and talk with people who knew and loved music. The store’s still there, but it’s empty. Just an empty shell of what it once was.”

      An empty shell of what it once was, Onyx thought. Noah could just as easily have been talking about her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          DECEMBER 9, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Stan Lee woke with a splitting headache. The kKetamine did that to him sometimes. The drug had moved from being periodic recreational fun to an addiction.

      He sat up on the edge of the bed, thinking he might throw up, and reached toward the nightstand for the glass of water he put there every night when he went to sleep. Stan Lee knew how important it was to stay hydrated when taking the drug, not to mention it helped with his constipation problem.

      There was no water.

      It wasn’t that the glass was empty. The glass was gone. “Damn it, Kara,” Stan Lee muttered under his breath. He was in no mood for games. With any luck, Kara hadn’t decided to play hide and seek with his prosthetics again.

      From time to time, Stan Lee would cut back on the quantity of the drug he consumed, but getting off it completely was out of the question. He simply didn’t want to. The K took him to places he could never get to otherwise—places of clarity and insight. Operating without it would be like the Beatles trying to write “Come Together” or “Blue Jay Way” without being stoned.

      Unimaginable.

      Stan Lee peered at the clock on the nightstand and tried to focus his eyes. Was it ten after ten? Or ten to two? Regardless, he had to get to work. He’d missed too many days already. If he missed any more, Leo would have his ass.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        IN SAVANNAH, GEORGIA...

      

      

      Stan Lee parked the van in the far end of the parking lot as usual, turned off the engine, and took a quick glance in the rearview mirror. He didn’t like what he saw.

      Christ, he looked twenty years older than he was.

      Thank God for makeup.

      Stan Lee reached over and opened the glove box, where he kept a jar of concealer. It was gone. Kara wasn’t behind it—he’d simply forgotten to get more. He was slipping.

      Slipping bothered him.

      Stan Lee opened the rear doors of the van, removed the wheelchair, and closed the doors, being careful to make sure no one saw him standing. The entire point of using the wheelchair when he went to work was to perpetuate the ruse that he was a crippled war veteran.

      Now, where was his photographer’s vest?

      Stan Lee searched through mounds of junk in the back of the van until he found it. It looked old and dusty.

      Whatever.

      It would have to do.
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Abernathy sat in his position behind the gray metal desk along the back wall of the station’s lower level, just as he’d done every afternoon for the past six years.

      The desk sergeant job was not a highly sought-after position. Abernathy couldn’t understand why. To him, it was perfect. And it kept him off the street, which made his wife happy. Walking a beat could get him killed. Working the desk only hurt his back.

      Abernathy did wish the position came with more respect. The job involved a lot more than simply providing directions to the bathroom and answering the phone. A week earlier, he was asked to write a press release about the department’s annual Toys for Tots gift drive. The week before that, he’d been put in charge of finding out how much it would cost to get the elevator working again.

      It wasn’t dangerous work, but someone had to do it.

      Abernathy glanced up and saw a man in a wheelchair roll into the station. The man looked to be in his mid-fifties, a bit heavy in the middle. He was wearing a tan photographer’s vest and had a camera in his lap. The man looked familiar.

      “Good morning,” the man in the wheelchair said. “Horrible traffic out there today.”

      “Horrible traffic out there every day,” Abernathy said. “Can I help you?”

      “That’s funny,” the man snorted and turned the wheelchair to the right and rolled past.

      Who in the hell is that guy? Abernathy thought. And where in the hell did he think he was going?

      Abernathy stood and watched as the man rolled to the back corner of the station to the broken elevator, the door of which was covered in yellow “do not enter” police tape.

      Seconds later, the man spun the wheelchair around and rolled back to the desk. “How long has the elevator been out? How in the hell am I supposed to get upstairs?”

      “Upstairs? Why would you want to go upstairs?”

      “Why would I want to go upstairs?” the man asked. “Because I work upstairs, jackass.”

      “No one works upstairs,” Abernathy said.

      “What in the hell are you talking about? I work upstairs with the detectives, with—”

      Stan Lee stopped mid-sentence when he saw the large plaque on the wall directly behind the desk.

      The plaque had a picture of three men: Det. Leo Igler, the coroner, and himself—Sergent Elton Nahum. In the picture, Stan Lee looked twenty years younger—because when the photo was taken, he had been twenty years younger.

      Stan Lee took a deep breath, realizing what he’d done. He’d woken up high on kKetamine, thinking he still worked for the Savannah PD.

      Jesus.

      “Thank you,” Stan Lee said and quickly spun the wheelchair around and began rolling toward the door.

      “Mister, are you okay?” Abernathy called out.

      Stan Lee didn’t answer, pushing through the front door into the bright afternoon sunlight and down the ramp as quickly as he could go until—at the bottom of the ramp—he lost control of the wheelchair and was sent sprawling on the sidewalk.

      Stan Lee jumped to his feet and picked up the wheelchair, carrying it as fast as his prosthetics would carry him, to where the van was parked at the far end of the parking lot. He had to get out of there before someone got his license plate.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until ten minutes later that someone came in carrying a camera, telling Abernathy they’d found it lying in the parking lot.

      And that’s when it hit him.

      Nahum.

      Abernathy spun around in his chair and looked at the plaque on the wall. Sergent Elton Nahum. Sitting there in his wheelchair—wearing the same tan photographers vest with a camera in his lap—the same camera Abernathy was holding in his hand at that very moment.
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        “It does not matter that you reach out to the universe. What matters is that you reach inside yourself.”

        The 3127 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death
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          Nathaniel Must Go

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          FEBRUARY 22, 2009

        

      

    

    
      Spilatro’s Place was far from the best restaurant Noah had ever eaten at, yet stopping there on the way to the lighthouse had become a ritual. The food was good—never outstanding yet never disappointing—comfort food that was indeed comforting, more for its consistency than its quality. Like McDonald’s in a way: not the best burger ever, but the same every time.

      So, Noah was taken aback when he went to open the door and found himself staring at a sign that read:

      
        
        Restaurant For Sale.

        Inquire Within.

      

      

      Interesting.

      Noah slid into his favorite booth along the window and moments later the waitress arrived with a menu—a menu he wouldn’t bother to open since he knew it by heart.

      “The usual?” the waitress asked.

      “Yep,” Noah said. “BLT on wheat, light mayo, fries, and—”

      “A chicken Caesar to go, dressing on the side, right?” the waitress said with a smile. She appeared to be in her late thirties or maybe early forties, with short brown hair, attractive in a Tomboy sort of way. The nametag pinned to her blouse read: Ellen.

      “No, Ellen,” Noah said. “No Caesar today. I was going to order a chocolate milkshake. Is it okay if I call you Ellen?”

      “Only if I can start calling you Noah instead of the cute guy in the booth by the window,” Ellen said.

      Noah smiled to be nice but dropped his eyes so she wouldn’t think he was interested. He wasn’t. “You know my name?”

      “You pay with a credit card sometimes,” Ellen said. “I noticed. And we met once, outside of here.”

      “We did?” Noah asked.

      “It was years agoago, at your grandfather’s funeral.”

      “You knew my grandfather?”

      Ellen shrugged. “A little. He came in every so often. He stopped in the night of the accident. I helped him get his car on the road. Kind of hard to forget. It was New Year’s Eve, and it was snowing. I heard about the crash the next morning.”

      “What do you mean you helped him get his car on the road?” Noah asked.

      “He broke down a few blocks away and came in to see if there were any repair shops open,” Ellen said. “There wasn’t, but I offered to help. It’s not every day a girl gets to work on a ‘64 Aston.”

      “You’re a mechanic?”

      “Jeez,” Ellen replied, exasperation clearly evident in her voice. “That’s exactly what your grandfather said. What is it with men that they never think a woman can fix a car?”

      Noah shrugged. “Probably for the same reason women think men aren’t capable of putting the toilet seat down.”

      “That’s because they aren’t,” Ellen said. “Anyway, he was a nice man, your grandfather. He gave me twenty bucks for tightening a clamp. I’m surprised no one told you. I explained it all to the FBI when they came in.”

      “The FBI?” Noah asked.

      “Yep. They came in later that same week during the film festival. A woman and younger guy, asking all sorts of questions. They took up a booth for an entire hour and only had coffee. Bad tippers. I always remember bad tippers. Speaking of which, you skipped out on a tab that same week.”

      “No way.”

      “Yep. Back during the Onyx Webb Film Festival,” Ellen said. “You came in with some creep in a wheelchair.”

      “Wow, I must have really gotten hammered,” Noah said. “I don’t remember that night at all.”

      “I’m not surprised, the way the two of you were pounding them down,” Ellen said. “Pitchers of beer, shots of Patron.”

      “Spilatro’s serves alcohol?”

      “Only at night,” Ellen said. “We have to keep the bottles out of sight beneath the counter until after five—some silly city ordinance going back to like the thirties or something. Let me get your order in.”

      Noah watched Ellen head off in the direction of the kitchen and then heard someone behind him. “I think you’ve got yourself an admirer.”

      Noah turned around to see the Crimson Cove sheriff in the booth behind him. “That’s your Harley, right?” the sheriff asked.

      “Yep, that’s my ride,” Noah said, holding up his left hand. “Cost me two fingertips and two years of my life to get it.”

      “Sounds like a good story,” Clay said. “Why don’t you come on over and tell me about it. Heck, I’ll even buy you lunch.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, you made friends with the sheriff,” Onyx said. “That’s nice.”

      “Actually, it was,” Noah said, not mentioning their conversation about the growing drug problem in the area—a problem he was pretty sure his grandmother, Kizzy, was involved in—though he still did not know how. “Did you know Spilatro’s Place is for sale?”

      “It is?”

      “Yep,Um hum,” Noah said. “I’m thinking of buying it.”

      “Oh, really?” Onyx said. “I didn’t realize you had an interest in going back into the restaurant business. Wouldn’t the cost of a restaurant be outside your financial means?”

      Noah remained silent.

      It took a few seconds for Onyx to realize what Noah was hinting at. “How much are they asking?”

      “Including the liquor license, $85,000,” Noah said. “There’s not a lot of money to be made selling bacon and eggs, but beer and wine? The place could be a goldmine.”

      “A goldmine, you say? Sounds like something Ulrich would have said,” Onyx quippedsaid, immediately regretting her words.

      Neither of them said anything for several seconds. Finally, Onyx spoke up. “Were you to go ahead with such a plan, would you need all of the money at once?”

      “They want $20,000 down, with the rest due in a year.”

      “I see,” Onyx said.

      Onyx knew $20,000 was the exact amount she had in her tax fund—and she knew Noah knew it, too.

      But how could she say no? Without Noah finding the Levi’s and being aware of their value, the account would have nothing in it at all. Worse, the lighthouse would be in the hands of Bruce Mulvaney.

      “Take the money from the tax account,” Onyx said.

      “Are you sure?” Noah asked a bit too fast.

      “Yes, Noah. I’m sure,” Onyx said.

      “Don’t worry, Onyx,” Noah said. “There’s no way this is a bad deal. You’ll see. And just so you know, this is loan. Okay? I will pay every penny back.”

      Again, it was precisely what Ulrich would have said.
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          DECEMBER 9, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Things had changed for Newt since the article about him ran in USA Today, and not for the better.

      Prior to the article, he was just another Lynchburg local.  No one looked at him. No one noticed him at all. Other than the occasional “hello” and “have a nice day” no one tried to engage him.

      Now people stared at him as he walked down the street. Overnight he’d become that freak who’d been hiding out in their little hamlet.

      Which, of course, was true. Newt just wished they didn’t know it.
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        * * *

      

      Newt slid his key in the lock, opened the door to his room, and stepped inside, desperate to lie down and take a nap before dinner. It was the meds, he knew. There was no other reason for a twenty-seven-year-old to be as tired as he always seemed to be.

      Newt took off his jacket and hung it on the hook behind the door, then stepped toward the bed and saw the toy.

      A Rubik’s Cube.

      Each side of the cube was a solid color—blue, yellow, red, orange, white, and green—which meant it had just been purchased, or it had been mixed up and then solved.

      Newt turned his head and saw a man sitting in the chair. He was younger than Newt. Chiseled features and mesmerizing blue eyes. People Magazine handsome.

      It was Koda Mulvaney.

      “Do you remember the day you solved that?” Koda asked, motioning to the Rubik’s Cube on the bed.

      Newt nodded. “Yeah. How did you get in here?”

      “Twenty bucks to the guy at the front desk,” Koda said.

      “Right,” Newt said. “Who needs keys when money can open any door?”

      “Something like that,” Koda said. “But waiting in here seemed like the best thing for both of us since we both share the same problem now.”

      “Being?”

      “Celebrity. A single front-page article can do that to a person. Steal your anonymity and rob you of your most valuable possession—your privacy—just like that,” Koda said, snapping his fingers for effect.

      Newt nodded and took a seat on the edge of the bed. “So, are you going to tell me why you’re here? I hope it’s not to solve another Rubik’s Cube”

      “No. I want to know how close you are to catching my mother’s killer,” Koda said. “I seem to remember you making me a promise that you were going to get whoever did it.”

      “I was ten years old at the time.”

      “Yeah, well I was six,” Koda said. “And I believed you.”

      “I’m not with the bureau anymore,” Newt said.

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Koda asked. “I don’t know how things work in your family, but in mine we take our promises seriously.”

      “I don’t know what is happening with your mother’s case, okay?” Newt said. “I’ve been out of the loop for three years.”

      “Well, I haven’t,” Koda said, holding up a manila file folder.

      “I’m not interested,” Newt said.

      Koda stood and tossed the file on the bed next to the Rubik’s Cube. “We’re having a party at the mansion on the twentieth. There’s an invitation inside. Ignore the $10,000 price tag. It’s on me. Maybe you’ll have something to tell me by then.”
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      Olympia drove slowly down the road, cursing herself for not having flown out of New York earlier. It was getting dark and driving in the dark freaked her out—ever since her experience with the ghost children at the railroad tracks in New Mexico.

      Olympia had made it forty years without ever seeing a ghost—then, overnight, her life had become a nonstop spook--fest.

      It started the night she and her co-host, Nathaniel Cryer, were doing a live remote from the lounge at the Forsyth Park hotel in Savannah to report on a piano playing by itself. That was the night Olympia saw the girl in the mirror.

      Next, Olympia looked on helplessly as an invisible entity swung a stick and beat Nathaniel, sending him to the hospital. Not long afterward, Nathaniel died and began haunting her, claiming yet another ghost—the man in the bowler hat, Stormy Boyd—had murdered him.

      The final straw, however, took place when Olympia was chased out of a bar in Santa Fe, New Mexico, by a ghost—only to end up being pushed onto a set of railroad tracks by a group of dead schoolchildren.

      That was it. Olympia had no choice but to quit the show she waited her entire life to get.

      But Olympia still had to deal with Nathaniel.

      In life, Nathaniel was a self-absorbed, tantrum-throwing drama queen who only thought of himself.

      In death, nothing had changed. Making noises, breaking things, appearing at her bedside while she was sleeping—constantly demanding she find his killer.

      Enough was enough.

      It was time for Olympia to get Nathaniel out of her life, once and for all.
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        * * *

      

      Stormy Boyd walked along the edge of the new fence that surrounded the perimeter of the Mulvaney estate. The fence was Stormy’s idea, but Declan agreed.

      Stormy decided on wrought iron, the most common type of fencing used by owners of large estates and government buildings, and was satisfied with how it looked.

      The fence company suggested a less expensive material—either aluminum or steel, which could be painted black to mimic the look of wrought iron—but Declan insisted on spending the extra money.

      The quote came in at $164 per linear foot, plus the cost of the gate, for a total $42,500. Plus the cost of the gold-painted spikes every four inches across the top of the fence for an additional $31,200.

      Not only was the six-foot-tall fence ornate and beautifully designed, it was secure.

      Which was the point.

      For the past forty years, what served as the gate were two decorative redbrick columns with a row of hedges on either side. The columns were constructed in 1858 just before the civil war. Stormy replaced all that with a sixteen-foot-wide, eleven-hundred-pound electric-operated gate with an attached guard shack from which the gate was controlled. They built the new gate right outside the columns at Declan’s request—he said he couldn’t see something that old get torn down.

      Stormy also had a sixteen-inch convex mirror installed outside the guard shack, which allowed the guard to see the fence line in either direction.

      The biggest disagreement was whether the fence should run all the way around the property or just down the front and sides, leaving the tree line in back unsecure. In the end, Stormy got his way and the fence was installed around the entire perimeter of the property.

      Stormy was pleased.

      The Restoring Savannah Foundation event was ten days away and would no doubt draw countless members of the media, as well as numerous onlookers and paparazzi.

      The fence wouldn’t solve all his problems, but it would make things more manageable.
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        * * *

      

      Stormy reached the front gate as the sun was breathing its last breath. He glanced at his watch. It was 5:17 p.m. Guests would be arriving between seven thirty and eight. Providing security in the dark presented its own set of challenges.

      Stormy watched as a car slowly made its way up the road. The car slowed even further and turned into the drive and pulled to a stop at the gate.

      The door opened and a black woman with a massive head of dark curly hair stepped out. “This is the Mulvaney estate, right?”

      “I’m sorry, but the Mulvaneys do not take visitors without an appointment,” Stormy said.

      “I’m not here to see the Mulvaneys,” the woman said. “I’m here to see you, Mr. Boyd. Or should I call you Stormy?”

      Stormy was momentarily caught off guard. “Me? What could you possibly want with me?”

      “My name is Olympia Fudge,” Olympia said. “I was hoping you could tell me what I need to do to get rid of a ghost.”

      Stormy remained silent. He wasn’t sure what to make of the woman. She looked familiar, but he couldn’t place from where. Whoever she was, she knew he was a ghost—and that concerned him. The list of people who knew was growing uncomfortably long.

      “Wait there,” Stormy said.

      Stormy walked over to the guard shack and stepped inside. He pressed the red button that controlled the gate, but it didn’t move. He pressed the button harder.

      Nothing.

      It was obvious there was a problem and a call to the manufacturer would need to be made first thing in the morning. The last thing Stormy could afford was for something like this to happen on the night of the Solstice Eclipse Masquerade Ball.

      That would be a disaster.

      Stormy exited the guard shack, walked to the gate, and grabbed the handle that allowed for the gate to be opened manually. He pulled on it again, but it didn’t budge. It was jammed.

      “What’s going on?” Olympia asked. Stormy did not answer her. Instead, he walked back to the guard shack and stopped beneath the round convex mirror and gazed up.

      Olympia looked on, wondering what the man was doing, then—suddenly—he was gone.

      “Over here, Ms. Fudge,” Olympia heard someone say from inside the car, and she swirled around. Olympia looked inside the car and saw Stormy Boyd sitting in the front seat.

      “Get in, Ms. Fudge, and ask your questions,” Stormy said. “Then I have a few questions of my own.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          MARCH 17, 2009

        

      

    

    
      How hard could it be to find a lighthouse?” Tara Schröder thought as she navigated her rental car down the narrow strip of highway lined with tall trees on both sides. What was the saying? You can’t see the forest for the trees? The same was apparently true for lighthouses.

      The only thing to do, Tara decided, was to head back to town and start over.

      By the time she arrived back on the small main street that ran through downtown Crimson Cove, Tara was famished. Certainly there was somewhere to eat other than the vending machine at the gas station.

      Eventually, Tara found what looked to be the only restaurant—a dingy-looking coffee shop-ish joint called Spilatro’s. With any luck, she could get a decent breakfast, along with a side order of good directions.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Coffee and a menu,” Tara said to the waitress behind the breakfast counter.

      The waitress—a woman wearing a name badge that read Ellen—brought the menu, poured the coffee, and pulled out a pencil and pad. “Know what you’re having?”

      “I’m not sure,” Tara said. “Any recommendations?”

      “Yeah, don’t eat here,” Ellen said.

      Tara laughed. Ellen didn’t.

      “No, seriously,” Ellen said. “Ever since the owner decided to sell the place, the food has gone straight downhill—not that it was on a hill in the first place.”

      “Is anything safe?” Tara asked.

      “You want safe, there’s a vending machine at the gas station. You wanna take a chance, go with the number three.”

      “Well, number three it is then,” Tara said.

      Ellen stepped to the kitchen window behind her and called out: “Got a three in the window, eggs over hard, burn the pig, and hold the hash browns.”

      “I like hash browns,” Tara said.

      “Not today you don’t,” Ellen said and walked off.

      “The food’s not that bad,” a man said from Tara’s right. Tara turned and saw a sheriff two stools down. “Besides, what’s a small town without a disgruntled waitress?”

      “Why doesn’t the owner fire her?”

      “Why? You want the job?” Clay asked.

      “No.”

      “Well, neither does anyone else,” Clay said, holding out his hand. “I’m Sheriff Clay Daniels IV. The Daniels men have run the sheriff’s office going on a hundred years.”

      Tara reached out and shook Clay’s hand. “Tara Schröder, the one and only,” Tara said.

      “So, Tara Schröder the first, what brings you to the cove?”

      “Other than possible food poisoning, you mean?” Tara asked.

      “Yeah, besides that,” Clay said, finding Tara’s sense of humor both charming and refreshing.

      “I’m trying to find the Crimson Cove lighthouse,” Tara said. “I’ve tried twice but can’t quite figure it out.”

      “The lighthouse isn’t open to the public,” Clay said.

      “I know,” Tara said. “I’m trying to find the owner—a woman named Onyx Webb.”

      “Really? Does Onyx know you’re coming?”

      “No,” Tara said. “I was hoping to surprise her.”

      “Surprise her, huh?” Clay said. “Everyone around here knows you don’t just show up at the lighthouse unannounced.”

      “Well, I’m not from around here, Sheriff. Besides, what’s she going to do? Shoot me?” Tara said with a laugh—laughter that died away once she saw Clay hadn’t joined in. “Oh, I see.”

      Clay pulled out his cell phone and pushed a button and then waited. He hung up. “Onyx isn’t answering. She’s probably up in her studio painting.”

      “She’s still painting?” Tara asked, surprised.

      “That’s about all she does,” Clay said. “Is that why you’re here? You want to buy paintings?”

      “No, I—”

      Ellen approached and set Tara’s food down on the counter. “Don’t mean to eavesdrop, but I’m off in an hour. I can take you out there.”

      “That’s okay,” Clay said. “I’ll haul her out there. She might need armed protection.”
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          MARCH 17, 2009

        

      

    

    
      Noah was not big on chopping wood, especially when he could have made a phone call and ordered a full cord of forest firewood for $255 and had it delivered. But Onyx would have none of it. Something to do with her father, Catfish, and how a man’s worth was measured by his work ethic.

      Noah also got the sense Onyx enjoyed watching him slave away in the mid-day sun with his shirt off. Or perhaps that’s what he wanted to think she was doing? Besides, if the offer he’d made to buy Spilatro’s Place went through, Noah knew that long workdays lay ahead. His work ethic would be on display seventy hours a week.
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        * * *

      

      Onyx was standing atop the lighthouse, watching Noah swing her father’s old axe in the clearing a hundred feet below her with great amusement. Noah had planned to order wood for the caretaker’s house, but Onyx gave him a speech about how her father would never have done such a thing. “Real men chop wood themselves with an axe,” Onyx had said.

      In truth, Onyx’s father had stopped chopping his own wood once he’d reached his seventies and discovered he could simply order it by phone and have it delivered.

      Onyx watched Noah wipe his forehead and look up toward the top of the lighthouse. Onyx waved and smiled. Noah waved back and then went back to swinging the axe.

      What Noah didn’t know wouldn’t kill him.
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        * * *

      

      “No wonder I couldn’t find the place,” Tara said from the passenger seat when Clay made a sharp right turn onto the dirt road hidden between the tall pines.

      “It’s another half mile,” Clay said. “Let me do the talking when we get there.”

      “She really is dangerous then?” Tara said. “I was hoping you’d volunteered because you were so taken with me you wanted to show me the town tonight.”

      “You’ve already seen the town,” Clay said. But she was right—he was taken with her and was embarrassed at how easily she’d seen though his offer to escort her out to the lighthouse.

      Clay pulled the cruiser to a stop about fifty feet from where Noah was standing with an axe in his hand. “Dear God, you weren’t kidding,” Tara said gazing through the windshield.

      “Don’t worry. That’s just Noah,” Clay said. “Come on.”

      Clay got out of the cruiser. Tara remained seated. “Hey, Clay,” Noah called out.

      “Hello, Noah,” Clay called back. “I’ve got someone with me who wants a couple minutes of Onyx’s time. You think she might be available?”

      “I don’t know. Depends on who it is and what they want,” Noah said.

      Clay motioned to Tara to get out of the car.

      Tara exited the cruiser and made her way to the front of the vehicle. “Hi there. I’m Tara Schröder,” Tara said. “I own—I mean I used to own—an art gallery in New York.”

      “Did you say Schröder?” Noah said.

      “Yes, my grandfather was Ulrich Schröder’s brother,” Tara said. “Onyx and my grandpa Lucas did business together. He held an opening for Onyx at the Schröder Gallery back in the 1930s—a very successful opening actually.”

      Noah shook his head. “I don’t think Onyx has any interest in talking to any relatives of Ulrich Schrö—”

      “It’s okay,” Onyx called out through the open window atop the lighthouse. “Please have Miss Schröder wait for me in the foyer. I shall be down shortly.”
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        * * *

      

      Tara took her place on the red stair and waited as Noah and Clay went outside as Onyx instructed.

      “So, you are Lucas Schröder’s granddaughter,” Onyx began from behind Tara her up the staircase.

      “Yes,” Tara said, fidgeting nervously. She had no reason to be anxious—other than the strangeness of sitting on a red stair and talking to a woman who would not allow herself to be seen and had a reputation for shooting visitors.

      “Lucas was a nice man,” Onyx said. “He was good to me—helped me at a time when I truly needed it. He was good to Ulrich, too, in his own way, though my husband could never could see it. Without your grandfather’s help, we’d have both been in the poorhouse. And you inherited the gallery from him?”

      “Yes, well, my father did,” Tara said. “I took over when my father passed, though I’m afraid I wasn’t the business person they were. That, and it seems I have a gambling problem.”

      “Oh, I see,” Onyx said. “And that is how you lost the gallery?”

      “No,” Tara said. “The FBI discovered that my grandfather was dealing in art stolen by the Nazis during World War II. The feds are like elephants when it comes to things like that—they never forget. But that’s not why I’m here.”
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        * * *

      

      Tara told Onyx about finding the $12,000 and read her the article about the night of the opening.

      “I had no idea about any of this,” Onyx said once Tara had finished. “And you’ve come to apologize?”

      “Apologize?” Tara repeated. “Apologize for what?”

      “For gambling the money away,” Onyx said.

      “I didn’t lose the money, Onyx,” Tara said, pulling an the envelope from her purse and laying it on the red stair. “That’s why I came here. To bring you the money.”

      Onyx remained silent for several seconds. “It turns out the apology is mine then. Ulrich was a gambler and, well—I’m afraid I misjudged you, Tara.”

      “No, you didn’t,” Tara said. “After I found the envelope, I went straight to the casino in Atlantic City, but when I got there I stopped in the women’s restroom. When I went to wash up, I caught my reflection in the mirror. I didn’t like what I saw, so I turned around and left. It seems I have no problem losing my own money, but not someone else’s. I didn’t even know you were alive until I Googled you.”

      “Googled me?”

      “It’s a way of getting information on people,” Tara said.

      “Like the phone book?”

      “Yeah, like a big phone book,” Tara said, realizing how sheltered Onyx was.

      “Allow me to split the money with you,” Onyx said. “It’s the least I can do for your trouble.”

      “I have a better idea,” Tara said. “These paintings in the foyer—they’re yours, right? You painted these?”

      “Yes.”

      “Would you be interested in selling some of them?”

      “No,” Onyx said. “They’re worth too much to me to let them go for the few dollars they’d bring.”

      “A few dollars? See that big one on the far wall?” Tara said. “I could get fifteen for that—less my 25 percent seller’s fee, of course.”

      “Fifteen hundred dollars?”

      “No, Onyx,” Tara said. “Fifteen thousand.”

      “I see,” Onyx said. “Inflation, I assume.”

      “Not just inflation,” Tara said, “You heard what the New York Times said, didn’t you? Your work is amazing. I can sell your paintings all day long—as fast as you can push them out. Are there others?”
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        * * *

      

      “What did you tell Onyx to get her to agree to sell some of her paintings?” Noah asked as he walked Tara and Clay over to the caretaker’s house. “I’ve been trying to get her to sell them for over a year now.”

      “I told her how much I could get for them,” Tara said.

      “How much are they worth?” Clay asked.

      “Depends on the dimensions of the canvas how big they are and when they were painted,” Tara said. “Why wouldn’t she come down from the staircase? Is she too old now to move?”

      Noah and Clay exchanged a glance.

      “It’s complicated,” Noah said as he opened the front door to the caretaker’s house and ushered Tara and Clay inside. “The paintings are down here.”

      Noah led Tara and Clay down the hallway toward the master bedroom, stopping at the guest room on the immediate left.

      Noah turned the knob, opened the door, and stepped back.

      “Oh, my God,” Tara said, gazing at row after row after row of painted canvases, stacked from ceiling to floor. “There must be a thousand canvases in here.”

      “You’re probably right,” Noah said. “Come on. I’ll show you the rest.”
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      Do I really need to wear that?” Stan Lee asked, afraid the light blue carnation made him look feminine. “I don’t want people to laugh at me.”

      “Yes,” Oma said as she pinned the boutonniere on the lapel of Stan Lee’s jacket and took a step back. “Oh, it’s lovely. The blue goes so nicely with your eyes. We need to get pictures of you and your date when she gets here.”

      The doorbell rang.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee found himself in the passenger seat of Jimmy Teagarden’s Ford F-150 pickup, squeezed in next to Jimmy’s girlfriend, Erin O’Connell, whom everyone at school referred to as Evil Erin. Stan Lee had no idea what Erin had done to deserve the nickname since he did not hang with the cool crowd. He assumed there had to be a reason for it. His date must be waiting for him at the school?

      “That’s a pretty flower, Stan Lee,” Erin said, drawing out his name so it came out as Stan Leeeeeeeeee.

      “Thanks,” Stan Lee said.

      “Light blue—that’s the color all the legless faggots are wearing isn’t it, Jimmy?” Erin asked.

      “So, Stan, you used to run cross country, didn’t you?” Jimmy asked. “Before your accident, I mean.”

      “Yeah,” Stan Lee said, looking down at his stumps hanging off the edge of the seat. What was he thinking going to homecoming in his shorts? Normally he would have wrapped the stumps in flesh-colored ace bandages, but he’d gotten distracted by Oma and Opa with their damn insistence on his wearing a boutonniere and taking their damn pictures.

      “Can I touch them?” Erin asked.

      “Yeah, I guess,” Stan Lee said.

      “Cool,” Erin said, reaching down and placing her hand on the stump at the end of his right thigh, just above where his knee would have been. “Oh, wow, that’s weird. It feels rough, like the outside of a cantaloupe. No, worse—like the outside of a coconut.”

      “I usually put lotion on them, but I forgot,” Stan Lee said, feeling like he needed to apologize for his dry stumps.

      “Oh, I’ve got some lotion in my purse,” Erin said. Erin dug in her purse and pulled out a plastic Jergens bottle and squirted a large dollop of white lotion into her hand.

      Stan Lee watched as Erin began rubbing the lotion onto his stump. “How does that feel, Stan Leeeeeeee? Good? I’ll bet it feels good.”

      “We’re here,” Jimmy said.

      Stan Lee looked up and saw the vehicle’s headlights cutting through the darkness of the high school parking lot. The pickup came to a stop next to a homecoming float. Then, through the windshield, Stan Lee saw a group of kids.

      Wearing masks.

      Waiting.

      Stan Lee had seen pictures of groups like this, dressed in masks and robes—lit up by the headlights of a pickup truck or the glow of orange flames dancing off a burning torch—waiting like demons in the dead of night for the victim to arrive.

      “What is this?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Have you ever been in a parade, Stan Lee?” Erin asked with a devilish grin.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee could not move. The duct tape used to hold him against the metal pole was digging into his wrists, the weight of his body pressing down hard on the scarecrow’s legs, the straw digging into his stumps like sharp nails.

      “Please, don’t do this,” Stan Lee pleaded.

      “What? You want us to let you go?” Erin said as she worked a hat into place on Stan Lee’s head. “We can’t let you go. Someone’s got to be the scarecrow.”

      A wave of laughter worked its way through the crowd of onlookers, their faces hidden behind their plastic masks. The masks were all of the same face. Someone Stan Lee recognized—but he couldn’t place from where.

      A girl.

      “Don’t worry,” Jimmy said as he pulled a plaid shirt around Stan Lee’s shoulders. “It won’t be that bad. How many people could be out there in the stands anyway? Five hundred maybe?”

      Another wave of laughter rolled through the group of students that had swelled to several dozen now.

      “Come on. We’ve got to hurry,” Jimmy said. “It’s almost time.”

      “Okay, okay,” Erin snapped. “Are you ready, Stan Lee?”

      “Please, please let me—”

      Then Stan Lee noticed the girl standing in front of him was no longer Erin.

      

      It was Kara.

      “Kara, please. Don’t do this to me,” Stan Lee said.

      “Me? Me do this to you?” Kara said. “I’m not doing this to you. You’re doing this to yourself. This is your dream, not mine.”

      Suddenly the float began to move and Stan Lee could see the high school band marching in front of him. They led the float through the back of the end zone out onto the football field, where hundreds of students filled the bleachers, cheering and laughing.

      Laughing and pointing.

      Stan Lee leaned forward and looked down to see what they were pointing at. He was naked from the waist down.

      Then everyone began to chant:

      
        
        Scarecrow, scarecrow, raggedy and worn,

        Your hat is old, and your clothes are torn.

        With arms and legs both made of hay,

        Out in the field, to keep the crows away.

        Stan Lee, Stan Lee, strapped to your pole,

        With legs of hay and a heart made of coal.

        Out in the field, pecked by the crows—

        Eating your eyes and pecking your nose.

      

      

      

      Stan Lee closed his eyes and concentrated, the way he used to when he was trapped in Dr. Pandor’s sensory deprivation chamber at the Dunning Asylum.

      Anywhere but here, Stan Lee thought.

      Take me away.

      Take me away.

      Anywhere but here.
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        * * *

      

      The searing pain of something tearing into the skin of Stan Lee’s cheek pulled him from his trance, and his eyes snapped open. Where was he? Stan Lee thought as he peered into the darkness, trying to get his bearings.

      He wasn’t in a cornfield, he knew that much. It looked like–grapes?

      He was in a vineyard.

      Stan Lee felt something moving near his head. He looked to the left and saw a large crow sitting on his shoulder, its head bobbing up and down. Stan Lee looked down. Gone was the metal pole from the homecoming float. He was now secured to a wooden pole with ropes tied around his arms and torso instead of duct tape.

      Just then, the crow on his shoulder sent its beak deep into his neck, and Stan Lee yelled. A second crow arrived—then a third—digging their claws into his skin and pecking at his face, neck, and chest. Several more birds arrived, swooping and diving around him, walloping his head with their flapping wings, cutting and tearing as he squirmed and screamed helplessly.     

      He had to get down. Now.

      Stan Lee pulled desperately with both arms and noticed the rope on the left was looser than on the right. He pulled as hard as he could until—finally—he worked his hand free. He then reached across and untied his other wrist, holding his head down as best he could to keep the swarming crows from pecking his eyes.

      Moments later, he dropped to the ground and began crawling through the vines, desperately trying to get away as the crows landed on his back and started to peck through his shirt.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee found himself completely naked, lying face down on the dirty in the tunnel floor.

      He pulled himself upright on his stumps and saw he was only twenty feet from the stairs that led to the basement. He began waddling in that direction—his stumps sending jolts of pain through him as he went.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Stan Lee arrived at the bathroom, he remembered most of the dream.

      He hobbled his way to the bathtub, turned on the faucet, and then got enough leverage to pull himself up—placing one hand on the sink and the other on the edge of the tub—and lowered himself into the water.

      He watched as the water turned brown from the dirt.

      

      And red with blood.

      Stan Lee reached over and grabbed his shaving mirror from the edge of the tub and looked at his reflection. Nearly every inch of his body was covered with cuts and scratches.

      From the birds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NAPA VALLEY, CALIFORNIA

          

          DECEMBER 11, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Chloe Archer dipped the cutting blades of the pruning shears in the bucket of isopropyl alcohol solution to sterilize the blades. The crew had already earthed the base of the vines to protect against potential frost. Now it was time to dig in and start clipping away dead vines and cutting back shoots so grapes would develop on the short stubs in the spring. It was an important job—one that only she and a few select employees could do.

      Her cell phone rang. Chloe glanced at the screen and saw it was Bruce. Again.

      Screw him. Bruce never returned her calls.

      He could wait.

      Chloe met Bruce Mulvaney at a Napa Valley wine event seventeen years earlier when she was working as the publicity manager for one of the valley’s major vineyards. Bruce had come to drink wine and network with Napa’s movers and shakers.

      Chloe introduced herself to Bruce and found him smart and charming. And he knew wine. More importantly, Bruce knew what he didn’t know. Chloe was tired of pompous wine snobs who came to events, sipped a cheap Syrah, and declared it a ninety-three out of a hundred with hints of musty pine and bashful marmalade—while simultaneously trying to slip their hands up her skirt.

      Bruce was different.

      Admittedly, Chloe was the aggressor. And, as the saying goes, one thing led to another. Nine weeks and two red lines on a plastic stick later, Chloe’s worst fear was confirmed.

      She was pregnant.

      Repeated calls to Bruce’s office went unreturned. Finally, at the end of May 1993, Chloe took the last few dollars from her checking account and flew to Orlando and caught Bruce just as he was leaving histhe office for the night.

      After a few hours of discussion, an agreement was reached. Chloe would have the baby. Bruce would quietly support them.

      Bruce went to the ATM, withdrew $3,000 and paid cash for a suite at a hotel in downtown Orlando, and handed her the rest of the money.

      And that was that.

      Several days later, Chloe saw the news on TV—Bruce’s wife, Nisa, had gone missing. The FBI was called in, but she never returned.

      Soon thereafter, Bruce bought Chloe the winery. This way Chloe could support herself and the baby from the profit of the business without Bruce having to make child support payments that might accidentally be discovered.

      The few times Bruce had visited the winery to see his daughter, Chloe introduced him as her business partner, Mr. Mulvaney.

      Krissy had met her father but had no idea.

      When Krissy turned ten, Chloe began pressuring Bruce to tell Krissy the truth. She deserved to know who her father was. Bruce said he’d think about it.

      He’d been thinking about it for six years.
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        * * *

      

      Chloe’s phone rang again. “I’m out in the vineyard,” Chloe said. “Let me call you back.”

      “I’ll only take a minute,” Bruce said. “I’ve got good news.”

      “What?”

      “I served our wine at Thanksgiving dinner, and everyone loved it,” Bruce said. “I’m making it the featured wine at the Restoring Savannah Foundation event. I’ll need sixty cases of the 2007 cab. The foundation will pay retail for it, of course.”

      “Only if I get to come and introduce it,” Chloe said.

      “What?”

      “It’s my wine, Bruce.”

      “It’s my wine, too.”

      “No, it’s not. Your money may be behind it, but I’m the one who makes sure the vineyard is sprayed every summer to fight off the red spiders and the moth grubs and the beetles. I’m the one who sits here twenty-four hours a day with a shotgun to scare off the raccoons and the crows. You know what I’m doing right now? It’s fifty-three degrees, and I’m out here with pruning shears, freezing my ass off.”

      “Fine,” Bruce said. “I’ll send you the details. But—”

      “Yeah, yeah, let me guess—not a word to anyone.”

      Chloe clicked off and smiled. It had taken sixteen years to find her backbone, but she was finally able to stand up to him.

      Her smile faded. Chloe looked in the distance and saw one of the scarecrows was missing from its metal cross.

      Chloe dropped the shears in the bucket and started walking in the direction of the empty stand. Then she spotted it. The scarecrow was lying face down on the ground about twenty yards away.

      As she approached the lifeless form, Chloe noticed that some of the vines had been ripped from their trellises. Who would have done this? Vandals? High school kids screwing around?

      Chloe approached the scarecrow and bent down next to it. Then turned it over.

      The scarecrow was simple: made of straw and wrapped in wires. The legs were uncovered. The  and the upper body was in a blue-and-white plaid shirt—which was covered with holes, hundreds of them—holes made by the pecking of birds.

      That birds pecked through the scarecrow’s shirt did not surprise her. What alarmed Chloe were the dark brown stains surrounding each of the holes—stains that hadn’t come from grapes. The grapes had been harvested months ago.

      No, these stains were something else.

      Chloe had cut herself enough times to know the color of dried blood when she saw it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PORTLAND, OREGON

          

          MAY 15, 2009

        

      

    

    
      When it rains, it pours, Noah thought as he looked out the kitchen window of his grandmother’s house and watched big streaks of water work its way down the glass. Noah dropped two halves of an English muffin into a toaster. Rain wasn’t unusual in Portland, of course. Only right now it was raining money, too.

      Lots and lots of money.

      It started when Noah discovered the Levi’s in the caretaker’s house, followed by a seemingly endless stream of additional items to sell, of which Onyx gave Noah a 25 percent commission.

      Then Onyx gave Noah the $85,000 he needed to buy Spilatro’s Place, followed by an additional $75,000 to remodel and upgrade the kitchen a bit. Noah felt awkward accepting the money, but Tara Schröder had been right. Onyx’s paintings were selling like mad and for amounts even greater than Tara had predicted.

      Then Kizzy walked in and tossed an envelope addressed to him on the kitchen table. “What’s this?” Noah asked as he spread butter on thea toasted English muffin and took a bite.

      “How would I know?” Kizzy snapped. “I didn’t even know you lived here anymore.”

      Kizzy had been pressing Noah to tell her where he was spending all his time, which he usually deflected by saying he was staying with friends. He finally decided it was time to tell her the truth. He was spending time at the Crimson Cove lighthouse.

      With Onyx.

      Kizzy didn’t take the news well. She considered Noah’s actions a betrayal—ranting that Onyx was a witch who had cast a spell on the Ashley men. “What bizarre hold does this woman have on you? Are you possessed, Noah? Like your grandfather was? If you’re living with the old tramp full-time now, maybe you could be kind enough to move the last of your stuff out of the house,” Kizzy said. “Your bedroom would make a great sewing room.”

      “I’m not living with Onyx,” Noah said, tossing his half-eaten muffin on his plate. “I stay over in the caretaker’s cottage sometimes, so I don’t have to ride home in the dark. But I will move out, if that’s what you want—as long as you stop lying.”

      “Lying? Lying about what?”

      “About whatever it is you’ve gotten yourself into,” Noah said. “What? Do you think I’m stupid? The new furniture. The clothes. The car. Come on.”

      “I have nothing to—”

      “You’re selling drugs,” Noah spat. “Don’t deny it. My guess is that you want my room so you can stack bundles of weed or have an extra room for the smoker, whoever the hell he is.”

      Kizzy closed her eyes and released a breath. “Stay out of things that don’t concern you, Noah.”

      “So, you admit it?”

      Kizzy turned and stormed from the room. Noah hadn’t planned on confronting his grandmother, but at least the topic was out in the open.

      Noah picked up the envelope and read the return address. It was from EMI—the record label that signed The Alec Yost Band.

      Noah grabbed the butter knife, wiped it with a napkin, and slid it under the flap and sliced open the envelope. Inside was a check for $41,557.23.

      The detail portion attached read: Songwriting Royalties.

      The money was for the two songs Alec had used on the band’s first album.

      When it rained, it poured.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          MAY 15, 2009

        

      

    

    
      “You must be very pleased,” Onyx said when Noah told her about the unexpected song royalties. “I would think $40,000 is quite a bit of money to be paid for writing a song.”

      “Two songs actually,” Noah said. “But I. And I’m not sure I feel right about cashing the check.”

      “And why would that be?”

      “Because I didn’t write them. My grandfather did.”

      “Oh, I see,” Onyx said. “In any case, not cashing the check would be ridiculous. Use the money for the restaurant. It’s what Alistar would have wanted. And, speaking of the restaurant, I saw the changes you’ve made.”

      “You did? When?”

      “Last night,” Onyx said. “I was out late.”

      “Oh,” Noah said. Being out late was Onyx’s way of telling Noah she’d taken someone the night before. “I thought you looked particularly healthy this morning.”

      Onyx was an exceptionally beautiful woman—so much so that sometimes Noah felt like she was from another world. Which, of course, she was.

      But after Onyx had taken someone, it was like God had sprinkled her with an extra touch of perfection that made her literally glow.

      Noah found it interesting that Onyx felt compelled to tell him when she’d been out late—her explanation being that because Noah witnessed the fight between her and Claudia, there was no need to hide it. Besides, she said, she didn’t want him to hear about it in the local paper.

      Noah thought it went deeper than that.

      As if telling him her deepest, darkest secrets made their relationship more normal somehow. Which, of course, it wasn’t.

      Onyx was dead.

      Onyx was a ghost.

      Noah had gotten used to being around Onyx, but to think that their relationship was normal? How could it be?

      “Come with me,” Onyx said walking toward the front door. “I want to take you somewhere.”
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        * * *

      

      “Where are we going?” Noah asked as Onyx led him down a narrow dirt path that hugged the edge of the cliffs. “This is dangerous, you know.”

      “Just stay to the inside, and you’ll be fine,” Onyx said.

      Noah continued to follow Onyx down the path until, eventually, they reached the beach.

      “Come here,” Onyx said, waving him over to a group of jagged rocks at the base of the cliffs.

      “What is this?” Noah said.

      “Besides being atop the lighthouse, this is my favorite place,” Onyx said. “It’s also the reason they call it Crimson Cove.”

      “I thought they called it Crimson Cove because of the sunsets,” Noah said.

      “Yes, well, that’s what the Chamber of Commerce would like you to believe, but the truth is far more—unpleasant,” Onyx said. “For hundreds of years these cliffs have attracted the hopeless and the depressed—those who have lost the will and desire to carry on.”

      “Jumpers,” Noah said, understanding finally.

      “Yes,” Onyx said. “The problem is that when people jump they think they’re throwing themselves into the sea, but the beach is wider than it looks from up above. They don’t make it to the water. They only make it here—to the rocks. It’s not until later that the tide comes in and washes them away.”

      Onyx allowed the words to hang in the air.

      “Crimson Cove,” Noah said finally.

      Onyx nodded.

      “Why did you bring me here?” Noah asked.

      “Because I wanted you to see where I met your grandfather and grandmother for the first time,” Onyx said. “It’s also where I saw your mother for the first time.”

      “My mother?”

      “Yes,” Onyx said. “She was young, just a teenager. The three of them had stopped here on their way up from San Francisco. They were going to pitch a tent for the night, but it got too dark to see so they climbed in their sleeping bags, right over there.”

      “You were eavesdropping on them?” Noah asked.

      “It’s hard not to eavesdrop, Noah. I hear everything. Right now, I hear animals walking through fallen leaves in the forest. I hear your heart beating. I hear people talking on the deck of that boat,” Onyx said, pointing to a pinpoint of light on the water several hundred yards offshore.

      “Okay,” Noah said. “But, again, why are you telling me this?”

      “I’m telling you this because there was a man out here that night—an evil man who meant them harm,” Onyx said.

      “So, you—?”

      “Killed him? Yes. I killed him,” Onyx said. “Had I not, I’m fairly certain he’d have killed both your grandmother and your grandfather.”

      “And my mother,” Noah added.

      “Probably,” Onyx said. “But not until after he’d had his way with her.”

      Noah said nothing.

      “But that’s not my reason for sharing this with you.”

      “Then what is?” Noah asked.

      “I want to tell you something else—something important,” Onyx said. “But I’m not sure you’ll understand.”

      Noah reached out and took Onyx’s hand in hisers and looked her directly in the eye. “Go ahead, Onyx. You can tell me anything,” Noah said. “It will be okay. I promise.”

      When they’d met, Onyx had two secrets. The first secret was that she was dead. It was a secret Noah discovered, yet he was still with her.

      The second secret was the more dangerous of the two. The secret she lacked the courage to share.

      If she told him, would she lose him?

      Perhaps.

      “Tell me, Onyx,” Noah said. “What is it?”

      Onyx looked down and saw that Noah was still holding her hand, and for the briefest moment she thought she could feel the warmth of his skin on hers.

      “I just wanted to tell you how important you’ve become to me,” Onyx said.

      Onyx could not lose Noah.

      Not now.

      The truth about her having taken his mother that night in the cabin so long ago would have to wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LYNCHBURG, VIRGINIA

          

          DECEMBER 11, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Newt found himself reviewing the information Koda Mulvaney had given him—grinding and processing it over and over in his mind—as best he could in his medicated state.

      There hadn’t been a new lead to follow in years, and now there was: Sergent Elton Nahum.

      It did not faze Newt that the information had come from a ghost who claimed to have been murdered by the one-time police photographer. Nor would it faze his old boss, Pipi Esperanza, since Pipi was a ghost herself.

      It had been fifteen years since the bombing of the Murrah Federal Building in downtown Oklahoma City, and Pipi hadn’t aged a day since. People would begin to notice eventually. What would she do then? Newt wondered.

      Not his problem.

      Catching the Leg Collector wasn’t his problem either, not any more—not since leaving his job at the FBI.

      But Newt was making it his job again.

      Enough was enough.

      Newt sat up in bed and decided to get dressed. Maybe a walk would relax him enough to sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Newt pushed through the front door of the Commonwealth Hotel and immediately spotted a dark blue Ford Taurus parked halfway down the block. The car stuck out like a sore thumb on the otherwise empty, desolate street.

      Someone was watching the building. That or his paranoia was ascending to a new level.

      Newt started up the street in the direction of the car. The car’s headlights came on and it drove off.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Newt turned the corner onto Commerce Street, a block from the hotel, and saw the blue Taurus sitting at the curb.

      Newt started up the street toward the car, but this time the car didn’t drive off. As he got closer, he could see someone was sitting behind the steering wheel. And he recognized who it was.

      It was Maggie.

      Newt approached the car, and Maggie rolled the window down. “Hello, Newt. You don’t seem surprised to see me.”

      “Why would I be? I made you an hour ago,” Newt said.

      “Well, I never have been any good at surveillance.”

      “Is that why you’re here?” Newt asked. “To surveil me?”

      “No, I’m here because Pipi’s worried about you,” Maggie said. She reached in her purse and pulled out a pack of Marlboro Lights, shook one loose, and lit it. “I’m worried about you, too.”

      “When did you start smoking?” Newt asked. “Or have you always smoked, and you just hid that, too?”

      “You’re angry about what happened. I don’t blame you—I’d be angry, too, if it were the other way around.”

      “I’m not angry, Maggie,” Newt said. “I moved from anger to apathy a long time ago.”

      “There’s a lot you don’t know. Can we please talk?”

      Newt remained silent. “There’s a Mexican place around the block on Main Street. Get a booth, somewhere in the back. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

      “Are you really going to come?” Maggie said.

      “Yes. There’s something I need to tell you.”
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        * * *

      

      Maggie waited in a booth in the back of the restaurant, sipping a margarita. She saw Newt come in and waved him over. Newt pulled his jacket off and slid in the booth opposite her, setting a manila file folder on the table.

      “You look thin,” Maggie said.

      “It’s the meds,” Newt said. “And I don’t have a car. But you know that already, don’t you? This isn’t the first time you’ve been here, is it?”

      “What makes you think—?”

      “No more bullshit, okay. You and Pipi have been keeping tabs on me all along.”

      “Okay, this isn’t my first time down.”

      “How many times have you been here?” Newt asked.

      Maggie took a sip of her margarita. “Officially? I come down every three months, per Pipi’s instructions.”

      “And unofficially?”

      “In the beginning, I was here every weekend,” Maggie said. “But when I realized you weren’t going to talk to me again, I cut back.”

      Newt nodded. “Tell Pipi I caught you and told you to never come back here again.”

      “Okay, if that’s what you want,” Maggie said. “Is that what you want?”

      Newt didn’t answer. Instead, he opened the file folder and slid a stack of postcards across the table.

      Maggie examined the cards. “Are these—?”

      “From him?” Newt asked. “Yes.”

      “You’ve been getting mail from the Leg Collector? For how long?”

      “A couple of weeks almost,” Newt said.

      “And you’ve been handling these?”

      Newt shrugged. “I don’t work for the FBI anymore, Mags. I get to open mail like the rest of the world without putting gloves on first. Besides, he never leaves prints.”

      A waiter appeared. “Another margarita?”

      Maggie nodded.

      “And you?”

      “Just water,” Newt said.

      Maggie waited for the waiter to leave and then flipped through the postcards again. “So, why is he sending them?”

      “Why else? He wants me to know he’s smarter than I am,” Newt said. “And right now, I’d say he’s right.”

      Maggie motioned to the file. “Is there more?”

      “That depends.”

      “Depends on what?” Maggie asked.

      “On if you intend to tell Pipi,” Newt said.

      “Newt, please don’t do this to me,” Maggie said.

      Newt shrugged. “Life is full of choices, Maggie.”
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        * * *

      

      Newt spent the next half hour telling Maggie about the police photographer without telling her where he got the information.

      “Do you really think this is the guy?” Maggie said looking over a Savannah PD employment record from the file.

      “Yes,” Newt said. “Now he’s on the run.”

      “The spelling of the name is strange,” Maggie said. “Who names their kid Sergent? Spelled wrong, no less.”

      “No one,” Newt said. “I think he backed into it—reversed engineered it from his real name. I think it’s an anagram.”

      “Of course,” Maggie said.

      Newt pulled a sheet of paper from the folder and slid it across the table. “I came up with thirteen possibilities.”

      Maggie looked at the list:
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      “There’s got to be more than thirteen,” Maggie said. “If we use my laptop—”

      “No,” Newt said. “He likes thinking them up in his head. That’s what we should do, too. Think like he does.”

      Maggie studied Newt’s face for a moment. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I called the Savannah PD.” Newt said. “It seems they’re in possession of a camera. Someone found it in the parking lot right after this guy visited the station. What I can’t figure out is why he would have done that.”

      “Done what?” Maggie asked.

      “Well, this Nahum character supposedly died in a fire years ago, and then, for some random reason, he suddenly rolled into the station in a wheelchair, dressed in the same outfit everyone there remembers him wearing back when he worked there, with a camera in his lap. Why? He’d managed to convince everyone he was dead—why do something to blow his cover?”

      “Yeah. It seems like an odd thing to do,” Maggie said.

      Newt’s mind drifted to the spider research and the crazy webs he remembered looking at when they were on a drug of some kind. “Anyway, someone finds the camera in the parking lot and, lo and behold, it has pictures of a girl on it—alive and then after she’d been killed. His latest victim presumably.”

      “How’d you get the Savannah PD to share all of this with you?”

      “I told them I was still working with the FBI,” Newt said.

      “You didn’t.”

      The waiter appeared. “Another margarita?”

      “God, yes,” Maggie said.

      “I’ll have one, too,” Newt said. “Cadillac rocks, no salt.”

      “I thought you couldn’t drink while taking your meds,” Maggie said once the waiter had gone.

      “I stopped taking my meds three days ago.”

      “Jesus, Newt,” Maggie said. “I can’t keep this from Pipi.”

      “Yes, you can,” Newt said. “You’re also going to get me copies of everything you’ve got on the case from over the last three years. And I need your laptop.”
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        * * *

      

      Maggie sat in the front seat of the Taurus, wondering if she was doing the right thing. Returning to Quantico and providing Pipi with an incomplete update was one thing—going back and flat-out lying to her was another.

      There was only one reason she’d even consider it.

      Newt.

      She not only believed in him, but she also still loved him. And after all she’d put him through, the least she could do is trust him.

      Maggie reached in her purse and dug around until she found her engagement ring and put it back on. There was no way she was going to tell Newt she was engaged.

      Not yet at least.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEW YORK, NEW YORK

          

          DECEMBER 12, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Olympia took her coffee from the kitchen into the living room and set it on the table and then went to the bedroom to get her cigarettes from the nightstand. When she returned, the coffee was gone.

      “Damn it, Nathaniel,” Olympia said aloud to the empty room. “Give a working girl a break, will you?”

      “Working girl? That’s a good one,” a man said from the other side of the room. Olympia looked over and saw Nathaniel standing in the doorway, holding her coffee cup in his hand—and he was completely naked.

      “Jesus,” Olympia said, momentarily diverting her eyes. But that’s what Nathaniel wanted, wasn’t it? To shock her. Olympia returned her gaze to the doorway, but Nathaniel was gone.

      “You know what’s funny, Olympia? There was a time when a cup of coffee used to bring me to life in the morning. Now? I can’t even smell it. Let alone drink it.”

      Olympia spun around to find Nathaniel standing directly behind her. “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m trying to get your attention,” Nathaniel said. Nathaniel held the coffee cup out for Olympia to take, but when she reached for it he let the mug drop from his hand—sending it to the hardwood floor—shards of ceramic and coffee flying in every direction. “Oops, looks like a coffee break.”

      Remain calm, Olympia thought. “You know, you could just say hello like normal people.”

      Nathaniel snorted and shook his head. “Yes, that is what normal people do, isn’t it? But maybe you’ve forgotten, Olympia—I’m not a normal person. I’m—”

      “What? Dead? That you’re dead?” Olympia snapped. “No, Nathaniel, I haven’t forgotten. I’m reminded of it every second of every day, thanks in large part to you and your petulant, drama-queen antics. Now, go put some damn clothes on, will you please? Then we’ll talk about anything you want.”
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        * * *

      

      As expected, Nathaniel wanted the same thing he always wanted. He wanted Olympia to find his killer—Stormy Boyd—the man in the bowler hat.

      Nathaniel had no idea that Olympia had found Boyd already. And she had no intention of telling him.

      Olympia wasn’t sure what she expected from her unannounced visit to the Mulvaney mansion three nights earlier. She hoped the man in the bowler hat would offer her advice on how to deal with the situation with Nathaniel, but she also didn’t expect it.

      Yet that’s exactly what happened.

      After Stormy appeared in her car, he listened to Olympia tell her story. When she left, she had hope—and a step-by-step blueprint for getting rid of Nathaniel.

      Now, considering Nathaniel’s most recent shenanigans, Olympia knew it was time for her to do more than hope the pesky spirit would simply go away.

      It was time to take some action.
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        * * *

      

      First, Olympia set about gathering all the things Stormy told her to get:

      
        	Garlic

        	Salt

        	Sage, incense, sandalwood, and pine needles

        	White candles

        	Energy stones, including crystal quartz, black obsidian, black tourmaline, and black onyx

        	A gold cross

        	A St. Michael’s medal

        	A small hand-held bell

        	Five to ten yards of black cloth, depending on the number of mirrors she had in her apartment

        	And a bottle of holy water

      

      “Are you sure I really need all this shit?” Olympia had asked Stormy while they sat in the front seat of Olympia’s car. “We’re talking about one scrawny gay ghost here, not an entire army of the walking dead.”

      “Do you want to get rid of the ghost, or don’t you?” Stormy asked.

      No answer was required. Olympia did as she’d been instructed and set about gathering the items on the list, which wasn’t all that hard since she lived in New York—what could a person possibly not find in New York?

      The answer was holy water.

      Olympia went to St. Peter’s, St. Patrick’s, St. Andrews—all with no luck. She even went to the Archdiocese of New York and came up empty.

      Eventually, Olympia checked the Internet and discovered a recipe for do-it-yourself holy water. Fine. She’d do it herself. How hard could it be? The answer was damn hard.

      For starters, Olympia needed consecrated salt since it turned out you can’t make holy water without making salt water first. Fortunately, Olympia already had the salt. All she needed to do was consecrate it, which required reading a specific benediction from the book of Solomon:

      
        
        “The Blessing of the Father Almighty be upon this Creature of Salt, and let all malignity and hindrance be cast forth hence from thee.”

      

      

      Next, the instructions said to get natural water that had been dipped by hand from a crystal-clear lake, stream, or river.

      Screw that.

      Olympia went to the fridge and retrieved a sixteen-ounce bottle of FIJI Water she’d bought from the Kosher Marketplace on Broadway on the Upper West Side. How much more natural could you get than a bottle of water from Fiji? Coming from a Jewish market had to be a bonus.

      Next, per the instructions, Olympia sprinkled the now consecrated salt into the FIJI Water while reading the words:

      
        
        “I exorcise thee, O Creature of Water, by Him Who hath created thee and gathered into one place so the dry land appeared, and… blah, blah, blah… who livith and reigneth unto the Ages of the Ages. Amen.”

      

      

      This was followed by still more prayers and then finally the purification of the water and cleansing of impurities and removal of demons. Olympia figured that at $7.95 a bottle, the water should not have any impurities, so she skipped the reading for that part. Removing of demons, however, seemed like a necessary step so she did that reading.

      Finally, it was time to conclude the ritual.

      Olympia added the last of the salt into the water and read the final prayer, which included comments about lurking enemies, the casting out of serpent’s venom, the dispelling of demons, sicknesses, blight, and protections against unwanted attacks.

      Next, Olympia took the black fabric and covered every mirror in the house and laid a line of salt across the floor by the front door. It seemed to Olympia she’d seen this done by Sookie in an episode of True Blood to keep Eric Northman from entering her house—which made no sense because Nathaniel was a ghost, not a vampire.

      Whatever.

      Then, per Stormy’s instructions, Olympia hung ropes of garlic over her doors and around her neck—along with the St. Michael’s medal and the gold cross.

      This was followed by the sprinkling of the holy water in the sign of a cross in front of every entryway, window, and at the foot of her bed—since Nathaniel seemed to enjoy standing there to watch her sleep.

      The final two steps involved placing the various crystals and energy stones around the apartment, followed by the lighting of candles and incense.

      Olympia did not do the smudging of sage around the apartment. She’d tested a small smudge on the wall and found it almost impossible to get off. Getting rid of Nathaniel was important, but she damn well wasn’t going to spend $2,000 to repaint the place.

      Now, it was time to address Nathaniel.

      “Listen up, sugar. I love you to death, but enough is enough,” Olympia said loudly, remembering Stormy’s advice to be confident and show no fear. “I don’t want to sound mean, but this is my house, not yours. It’s time for you to move along, sugar. Go on to the next place, wherever that may be. We can’t both live under the same roof. Do you understand? I need you gone. It’s time. I love you, but you need to go.”

      Olympia touched her cheek and was surprised to feel tears streaming down her face. She was doing the right thing, wasn’t she?

      Yes.

      She had no choice.

      Finally, per Stormy’s instructions, Olympia grabbed the bell off the dresser and rang it once. “Be gone, Nathaniel.”

      Olympia rang the bell a second time. “Be gone, Nathaniel,” she repeated.

      Then she rang the bell for the third and final time and collapsed in tears on the bed.
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      Noah flipped on the switch for the sign that had been installed that afternoon and waited to see what happened. What happened was the same thing that happened the previous three times—the sign came on, flashed a bit, and then went dark—along with every light in the restaurant.

      “It looked really nice for a moment there,” Ellen said. “What does the B&G stand for again?”

      “Bar and grill,” Noah said for the third time. In Portland’s Pearl District, the letters B&G would have required no explanation.

      “Why didn’t you just spell it out?” Ellen said. “Wouldn’t it have been a good idea to let people know it’s a restaurant?”

      “Don’t worry about it, Ellen,” Noah said. “People will be able to tell it’s a restaurant just by looking at it.”

      “I don’t know,” Ellen persisted. “The gas station has a sign that says gas station, and the pharmacy says pharmacy on the front of the building.”

      The front door of the restaurant swung open and the sous chef, Carlos, walked outside with a metal bowl filled with moist breadcrumbs, which he was kneading with his free hand. “I’m telling you, that fuse box is from, like, the stone age. I’ve never even seen glass fuses before.”

      Noah hired Carlos, who he’d met during his time at P.O.S.H., to be the restaurant’s sous chef—and not because Carlos was the person who’d wrapped the towel around his bloody hand and rushed him to the emergency room. It was because Carlos had skills that had been overlooked by a head chef who took great pleasure in relegating talented cooks to menial prep jobs for no other reason than to make sure they paid their dues. Screw the dues, Noah thought—either you could cook or you couldn’t.

      And Carlos could cook.

      Which was great because Noah had no intention of doing the cooking—he was the head chef in name only, opting to let Carlos run the kitchen anyway he saw fit. Noah’s job was to run the front of the house and see to the service side of things.

      “We never had this problem before,” Ellen said. “Of course, Spilatro’s never had a fancy sign—just that old neon thing in the window, half of which hadn’t worked in years. But we did have a sign over the door that said restaurant on it.”

      “What’s it going to be, Noah?” Carlos prompted. “You can have the sign, or you can have a restaurant with lights and a functioning kitchen. You can’t have both.”

      Noah closed his eyes and released a breath. Buying Spilatro’s Place might have been the biggest mistake of his life.  “Okay, let’s kill the sign,” Noah said. “I’ll call the electrician next week and get it figured out.”
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        * * *

      

      Though the grand opening wasn’t officially set to begin until seven, people started lining up at the door of the restaurant at six—which was a really good sign. By six thirty, there were forty people in line. By seven, the number had swelled to over a hundred, making Noah’s greatest fear—that no one would show up—a moot point. The problem now was figuring out how a staff of eight people was going to take care of this many diners.

      “Is there anything we can do?” Clay Daniels asked when he and Tara arrived at eight in the middle of the chaos.

      “Yeah,” Noah said. “Don’t order anything.”

      “We can help you clear tables if you’d like,” Tara offered.

      Noah glanced at the dining room, which looked like a nightmare episode of Gordon Ramsey’s Hell’s Kitchen. “Thanks, that would be great,” Noah said.
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        * * *

      

      It was a quarter past ten when Noah saw the red Firebird pull to the curb—the same Firebird he’d seen a half-dozen times driving away from his grandmother’s house late at night over the past year.

      Noah watched the man get out of the car. It was the first time Noah had seen him close up. He was thin and scruffy, in his mid-fifties, with several days of stubble and a disheveled look, as if he’d combed his hair with his fingers.

      Noah stepped back into the kitchen and watched through the window in the swinging door as the man entered the restaurant and went straight to the counter, which had been converted to a full-fledged bar during the remodel.

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

      “Can you make a Sex on My Face?” the scruffy guy asked.

      “I don’t know,” the bartender said. “What’s in it?”

      “Yukon Jack whiskey, coconut rum, peach liqueur, orange juice, cranberry juice—”

      “I’ll take this,” Noah said, emerging from the kitchen behind the bartender. “You’ll have to forgive us, but we just opened. We’re still trying to get our legs under us. How about settling for a beer this time?”

      “Yeah, sure,” the man said. “A Budweiser sounds good.”

      Noah pulled a bottle of Fat Tire Amber Ale from the fridge and set it on the bar. The man unscrewed the cap and took a long pull from the bottle. “This is a nice place. You’re Noah, right?”

      “Yep,” Noah said. “If you don’t mind, I’ve got—”

      “You know who I am?” the man said.

      “Yeah, you’re the guy who’s got my grandmother into something she has no business being involved in,” Noah said.

      The man nodded and took another sip of the beer. “Maybe so, but she’s a grown up. That’s all you know about me?”

      “I know you smoke too much,” Noah said.

      “You really don’t know who I am, do you?”

      “It’s probably best if you left,” Noah said.

      The scruffy man stood up and tossed a hundred-dollar bill on the bar. “Classy place. I’m happy for you, Son.”

      Noah placed the hundred-dollar bill in his shirt pocket, making sure it didn’t get mixed in with the rest of night’s take. He wasn’t sure what kind of tests existed for the presence of marijuana, but, if anyone knew, it would be Clay.
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        * * *

      

      An hour passed before it slowed enough for Noah to break free and find Clay, who was still playing the role of overpriced busboy. At least Clay was in street clothes and not his sheriff’s uniform.

      “I’ve got a favor to ask,” Noah said.

      “I don’t do dishes,” Clay responded, wiping his forehead.

      “No, it’s something else,” Noah said. Noah pulled the hundred-dollar bill from his shirt pocket. “Is it possible to have this bill tested for drugs?”

      “Sure,” Clay said. Clay touched the bill and then put his fingertip to his tongue. “Yep, it’s positive for drugs.”

      “What?”

      “About 99.9 percent of all hundred-dollar bills in circulation test positive for cocaine,” Clay said.

      “No, not cocaine,” Noah said. “Marijuana.”

      “Marijuana?” Clay asked, suddenly interested. “There’s been a massive increase of pot being peddled in the cove. Do you know something I don’t?”

      “Just test it, okay? If it comes back positive, I’ll tell you more then,” Noah said, handing Clay the money. “So, what, are you and Tara together? I mean like, together-together?”

      Clay nodded and smiled. “Yeah, she’s great, huh? They just don’t grow them like Tara here in the cove.”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until after midnight that Noah was finally able to lock the doors and join Carlos and Ellen, who were slumped in a booth, busy downing beers in celebration of the successful evening.

      In the next booth, Clay and Tara were inhaling a plate of crunchy coconut shrimp tacos Carlos had thrown together before shutting down the fryers for the night. “These sure were worth the wait,” Clay said licking his fingers.

      “Once the word gets around, you guys are going to be busy like this probably every night,” Tara said. “There’s nowhere to get food this good for a hundred miles—I know, I’ve tried. By the way, I told Onyx I’m going to open a Schröder Gallery in the Pearl District. We should ask her if she’d be interested in hanging a few of her pieces in here, too.”

      “I can’t imagine she’d be interested,” Noah said.

      “Don’t be so sure,” Tara said. “That’s how she started you know, back in the ‘30s—hanging her art in restaurants and coffee shops around New York on consignment. It’s how she met my grandpa Lucas.”

      “Noah, we’re going to need to hire at least three more prep people for the kitchen,” Carlos said. “I can’t run my ass off like that six nights a week. No one can.”

      “My God,” Ellen said as she finished counting her tips. “I made $211—in one night! That’s more than I used to make in two weeks. Do you really think it will stay that busy?”

      “It just might,” Noah said. “And if we get a working sign...”

      “Thank you, Noah,” Ellen said. Ellen leaned over and kissed Noah on the cheek. “For this kind of money, I’ll work every night of the week.”
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        * * *

      

      Onyx stepped onto the bottom rung of the rusted metal fire escape stairs that ran down the backside of the George Dietz Theater. It was a place she’d come many times in the past.

      From the roof, Onyx could see everyone and everything, yet no one could see her. Like it was atop the lighthouse.

      Several blocks away, Onyx could see the lights through the front window of Noah’s Bar & Grill. She could see everyone sitting in the booths by the window—laughing, eating, drinking beer—enjoying themselves as friends did after a hard day’s work.

      Why had she come there? Onyx wondered. So she wouldn’t feel so alone? Being here only made the loneliness worse. She was consumed by her loneliness. She was drowning in it. Worse still, she was tired of waiting for the happy ending she knew was never going to happen.

      Onyx had grown up believing in fairytale endings. But what ending did she get? Poisoned by a jealous rival, then mauled by a pack of wolves in the heart of a dark forest, destined to continue alone.

      What was it her father used to say? “Everyone who loves us is gonna leave us eventually, Jitterbug. Even our shadows are gonna run and hide when the darkness comes.”

      He was right, of course. As promised, he’d left her. As did Katherine. And Alistar. What made her think things with Noah would be any different?

      Onyx peered through the darkness and watched as the waitress leaned over and kissed Noah, and the emptiness inside her was immediately replaced by something else.

      Onyx had been wondering if she’d fallen for Noah. If she loved him. She was beginning to think maybe she had, but there was no way to be certain. Ghosts didn’t experience love. Or happiness. Or joy.

      But jealousy? Yes, they felt jealousy. Jealousy wasn’t love, of course. But to a ghost, it was the next best thing.
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      It had been a long time since Stan Lee had projected somewhere, but there was no doubt about it. He had traveled somewhere outside his body. Who owned that vineyard? He must have had a connection to it in some way—why else would he have traveled there?

      Whatever the connection was, Stan Lee didn’t have a clue. Wherever it was, it had been real—he had bird pecks and claw marks all over his body to prove it.

      Stan Lee opened the medicine cabinet and looked for the Bactine. There was none. There was no hydrogen peroxide either. When was the last time he’d shopped?

      But there was a small brown bottle of Mercurochrome.

      The memory of Oma putting Mercurochrome on a cut was almost as bad as the memory of having his legs ripped off.

      Stan Lee grabbed the bottle from the shelf, closed the medicine cabinet door, and looked at himself in the mirror. The next few minutes are not going to be pretty, Stan Lee thought. But what choice did he have? He couldn’t take the chance that the wounds would get infected. He’d read about how bird bites and scratches could get infected, spreading to the joints and lungs. Several of the bites and scratches had a red-blue tint to them already—a sign of possible infection.

      Stan Lee opened the crusty lid and pulled the reusable glass Q-tip tube coated in red liquid from the bottle. Then he took a deep breath and…

      Holy Jesus Mother of Christ that hurt, Stan Lee thought, breathing heavily and fighting through the intense stinging sensation until the pain subsided to a livable level.

      Okay.

      One down.

      Only a hundred more to go.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Stan Lee dropped himself onto the couch, his entire body covered with red-painted lines of antiseptic from the waist up.

      Stan Lee found himself thinking about the dream again. It was a dream, right?

      It had to be.

      Stan Lee knew he’d never attended high school. Oma and Opa had homeschooled him.

      And if he’d been lured to homecoming and strapped naked to a metal pole on a float dressed like a scarecrow, he’d sure in hell remember that. Wouldn’t he?

      Stan Lee found himself wondering what memories from his childhood were real and which were fiction.

      To what degree was he still in charge of his own mind?

      The thought chilled him to the bone.

      In any case, Stan Lee knew he’d astral projected himself to a vineyard and ended up taking the place of a scarecrow—that much was for sure.

      Okay, that’s it, Stan Lee thought.

      He had to get back in control of his life.

      It was time to get off the ketamine.
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      It took Quinn two weeks to accept the truth—he was never going to see his sister again. The note Juniper left made that clear.

      As Quinn suspected, there was no way on earth Juniper would agree to taking the life of another living being—not to mention having to do it again and again—just so she could stay.

      Quinn wanted her to but couldn’t blame Juniper for leaving. In fact, he was proud of her. For the brief time Juniper was alive, she was the best person he’d ever known.

      She still was.

      In addition to Juniper’s sudden departure, Quinn had to come to grips with the fact that Wyatt Scrogger had not killed his sister.

      Living without Juniper was the greatest pain Quinn had ever endured. The second greatest pain—the knowledge that he’d testified against Wyatt at trial and played an instrumental role in putting him on death row—was upon Quinn now.

      Suffocating him with guilt.

      Quinn knew that facing Wyatt would be difficult. But what other choice did he have? Quinn had abandoned Wyatt once. He could not abandon him again.

      Hence the decision to go see Wyatt on death row.

      Koda offered to go with him, but Quinn declined. He needed time alone to think about what he was planning to say, and the four-and-a-half-hour drive to Jackson, Georgia—three hundred miles to the westeast of Charleston—would give him time to come up with something.
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        * * *

      

      As much as Wyatt Scrogger wanted to express his true feelings about spending almost thirty years on death row, his lawyer made it clear that any outward show of hostility could hurt Wyatt’s most recent appeal—which was probably sound advice. But if Wyatt didn’t release at least some of the anger, he’d implode.

      Hence the idea for writing a book.

      Now, three years after he started, Wyatt was finally done. And none too soon. His fourth execution date was only eight days away.

      During his thirty years of incarceration, Wyatt’s lawyers had appealed his conviction numerous times on a variety of grounds. False arrest. Incorrect jury instructions. Improper admission of evidence by the judge. Exclusion of evidence by the judge. Lack of sufficient evidence. Juror misconduct. Sentencing errors. Ineffective counsel. Unethical acts by the prosecutor.

      Who said state-appointed lawyers didn’t earn their pay?

      Wyatt had also been granted five stays of execution, which is how he came up with the idea for the book title:

      
        
        Extended Staycation:                                                                                      My One Billion Seconds on Death Row

        by Wyatt Allen Scrogger

      

      

      Wyatt’s lawyer informed him that he could not profit from a book, even if he found a publisher.

      A law had been enacted after rumors that serial killer David Berkowitz—also known as Son of Sam, who terrorized New York during the summer of 1976—was shopping his story to publishers and movie studios.

      Wyatt didn’t care. He wasn’t interested in making money on the book. It was simply a release. Besides, where would he spend it?

      The book was divided into three parts:

      Part One: How Nice People End Up in Bad Places

      Part Two: Dealing with Life Twenty-Four Seven in an Eight-by-Ten-Foot Cell

      Part Three: Death Row Humor That Really Kills It!

      The first section of the book was the hardest since Wyatt couldn’t remember many details of the night of June 2, 1979, the night Juniper Cole went missing and was presumably murdered. What Wyatt did know was that he was no murderer.

      But he was a liar.

      For 11,507 days, Wyatt pretended he wasn’t angry. He acted like his date with the hangman didn’t bother him. He told others he’d found God and forgiven the people who’d testified against him and worked so hard to convict him.

      None of it was true.

      Wyatt was angry beyond words, so he said nothing. His impending execution date hung over him like the sword of Damocles. And he most certainly hadn’t found God. Besides, shouldn’t it be God’s job to find him?

      And speaking of forgiveness, screw them all.

      The DA, Cecelia Jaing, who railroaded him at trial…

      The judge, Susan Fullerton-Morse, who often fell asleep…

      The person who planted the evidence in his car…

      The jury who convicted him in less than an hour…

      And his friend, Quinn Cole, who testified against him.

      Yes, screw them all.

      Especially Quinn.

      Now, after almost thirty years, Quinn was coming to visit.

      Wyatt almost refused the visit but thought it might make a good addition to the final chapter. After all, in the end, that’s all Wyatt and Quinn’s friendship had ever been.

      A joke.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn was met by the warden, who escorted him to the room where the visit with Wyatt would take place. “Like I told your friend when he came up here in August, last-minute visits like this aren’t standard protocol.”

      “Does Wyatt know I’m coming?” Quinn asked, ignoring the man’s obvious displeasure.

      “Sure does,” the warden said. “Didn’t seem too pleased.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda had warned Quinn that Wyatt didn’t look anything like the pictures Koda had seen of Wyatt during his trial. But nothing could have fully prepared Quinn for the sight of the old man in the orange jumpsuit who was led into the room and seated on the other side of the large metal table.

      “You look good,” Quinn blurted, unable to come up with anything else.

      “That’s funny,” Wyatt said. “You look like shit. What did you do? Get trapped inside a Golden Corral and decide to eat your way out?”

      “You should have seen me two months ago.”

      “I sure hope you’re not here to sell me some Amway,” Wyatt said. “I’ve been plowing my entire prison paycheck into a retirement account. I think it’s all the way up to $19.23.”

      “I don’t have time for jokes, Wyatt.”

      “I do. You know, I’ve been thinking about asking the warden to let me do a special show for the other inmates before they punch my ticket. I’m thinking of calling it ‘Wyatt Scrogger: Live from Death Row!’ Here, tell me what you think. I called my lawyer the other day to find out about my appeal. He said I sounded funny. I said that’s because I’m calling on my cell phone. Funny, huh? You know what they call your last meal on death row? Ciao time. Get it?”

      “Stop it, Wyatt,” Quinn said.

      “No, wait, I’ve got more. They asked me what I wanted chiseled on my headstone—I said a map of the prison sewer system. They say the only thing that’s certain in life are death and taxes—in retrospect, I would have preferred taxes.”

      “Enough, Wyatt. I get it.”

      “You get it, Quinn? You couldn’t possibly get it unless you lived it.”

      “I saw Juniper,” Quinn said.

      Wyatt shook his head. “Oh, man, is that why you came here? To start spinning the same ghost in the mirror bullshit? Did Koda Mulvaney send you?”

      “It’s not bullshit, Wyatt. I saw her. We sat in the same room. I held her hand. We talked,” Quinn said. “Juniper told me what happened that night. How the guy took her from the fountain in Forsyth Park. I know what he did to her. And I know it wasn’t you, Wyatt.”

      Wyatt said nothing.

      “I’m going to help you get the hell out of here. I know the clock is ticking, but one way or another I’m going to get you out.”

      “Yeah, well, you better hurry,” Wyatt said. “In eight days, the State of Georgia is going to stick a needle in my arm, and it’s not a flu shot.”
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      Noah slid in the booth opposite Sheriff Clay Daniels, eager to hear what Clay learned about the hundred-dollar bill the guy in the Firebird had given him the night of the restaurant opening a month earlier.

      “Well?”

      “Good news, bad news,” Clay said. “Which do you want first?”

      “Start with the bad news,” Noah said.

      “My contact at the DEA said testing the bill for marijuana would be a waste of time.”

      “It took a month to not run a test?”

      “Yeah, well, you’re dealing with the feds,” Clay said. “Now, you want the good news?”

      Noah nodded.

      “The good news was they got a hit on the serial number,” Clay said. “The feds are slow, but they’re thorough. The serial number hadn’t even crossed my mind. Turns out the bill was among a batch of hundreds taken during an armed robbery of a KeyBank branch outside Spokane, Washington.”

      “Holy shit,” Noah said. “So, what does this mean?”

      “The DEA is going to want to interview you,” Clay said.

      “Me? Why?”

      “They’re going to need a description of the guy, what he said, stuff like that. They’ll probably want you to sit with a sketch artist, too. You didn’t happen to get the license plate, did you?”

      Noah shook his head. “Listen, Clay. I could be completely wrong, but I don’t think this guy is the bank robbing type. I think whatever he’s into, it’s drugs.”

      Clay nodded. “Yeah, that’s what my friend at the DEA thinks, too. Which is why they’re so interested. They think that whoever robbed the bank in Spokane used the money to fund a pot-running operation up north—but are buying the pot from a grower down here.”

      “So, if they get one—?”

      “—they get the other,” Clay said. “Two birds with one stone, that kind of thing.”

      Noah remained silent, thinking things through.

      “What is it?” Clay asked finally.

      “I’ve got a problem,” Noah said.

      “What?”

      “Well, I didn’t tell you everything,” Noah said.
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        * * *

      

      Noah explained to Clay how the scruffy man in the red Firebird had gotten on his radar in the first place.

      “So, are you telling me this man, whoever he is, is a friend of your grandmother’s?” Clay asked.

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Noah said.

      “Great!” Clay said. “All we need to do is talk to her and—”

      “No,” Noah said, shaking his head. “We keep my grand-mother out of this.”

      Clay leaned forward to make sure they weren’t overheard. “It’s not that simple, Noah. Withholding information from the DEA is a felony. A felony. You get caught, they’ll send you to prison. No, check that. You’ve involved me by telling me, Noah. They’ll send us both to prison.”

      Noah shook his head. “I don’t care,” Noah said. “I’ll talk to the DEA and give them a description, but I’m not saying a word to them about Kizzy’s involvement in this. And if you’re a friend, neither will you.”

      Ellen approached the table with a pot of coffee, but when she saw the intense looks on the men’s faces, she did an abrupt about face and scurried off.

      “FineOkay,” Clay said. “We’ll do it your way. But the sooner we wrap this thing up, the better. If you see the car at your grandmother’s house, get the plate number.”

      “I’ve been staying at the lighthouse most nights,” Noah said.

      “Okay, well, if he shows up here again, you call me on my cell phone,” Clay said. “Morning, noon, or night, okay?”

      Noah nodded.

      Clay shook his head. “I must be crazy.”

      “You’re crazy? I’m the one who’s living with a ghost,” Noah said.

      “Uh, speaking of Onyx…” Clay said, his words drifting off and left hanging in the air.

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, I kind of screwed up,” Clay said sheepishly. “It seems I accidently said something I shouldn’t have—to Tara.”

      “Oh, no, tell me you didn’t,” Noah said. “You told Tara—?”

      “We’d had some wine, and it just slipped out,” Clay said.

      Noah shook his head. “Onyx is going to flip. You know that, right? We can’t tell her Tara knows.”

      “Well, I’ve been thinking just the opposite. MThat maybe we should be proactive and go to Onyx and explain what happened.”

      “We?” Noah said. “When did this become a we thing?”

      “When you asked me to lie about your grandmother to the DEA,” Clay said.
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      By the time the FedEx package arrived with the case notes from Maggie, Newt had been off his meds for five days. His mind was clear. His math skills had returned. And, so far, he hadn’t slipped into one of his frozen states.

      Now, after reviewing Maggie’s files, it was time for Newt to make a list of facts and assumptions.

      Facts were ironclad data points that were indisputable and not subject to change. Assumptions were things deduced by the facts but were subject to change as more facts were discovered.

      Newt was a big fan of Sherlock Holmes, but Sherlock Holmes was fiction created by author Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Making deductions based on wit, logic, and observations—like body language—was highly overrated. Watching for signs of lying and/or honesty could lead one astray since bad deductions could still be gleaned from supposedly reliable facts.

      On the other hand, Sherlock Holmes was a master at the process of elimination, discarding improbable and illogical assumptions and, therefore, whittling down the number of possibilities that needed to be considered.

      The benefits of that could not be overestimated.

      For Newt’s computer program to produce an accurate prediction of where the Leg Collector would abduct his next victim, he could not allow himself to conflate the fact-based evidence with his assumptions—no matter how strong or obvious he felt the assumptions to be.

      Newt grabbed the files, a fresh box of black fine-point Sharpies, an empty legal pad, and a large glass of water.

      Then he began.
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        * * *

      

      First, the facts:

      Newt started with the most obvious data that was, by its very nature, indisputable: theThe Leg Collector’s victims.

      
        	Name

        	Marital status

        	Sex

        	Age

        	Race

        	Height

        	Weight

        	Hair color

        	Eye color

        	Where they lived

        	Point of abduction (if known)

        	Date and location the body was discovered

        	State and condition of body when found, positioning, and staging of the body

        	Other (including any physical abnormalities, birthmarks, killer “signature,” etc.)

      

      The first victim was Joselyn Knox: single, female, twenty-three, Caucasian, five feet six inches, 80.5 pounds, blonde hair, green eyes, taken somewhere between her home and a friend’s house. Her naked, legless body was found July 19, 1980, propped up against the base of James Oglethorpe’s statue in Chippewa Square.

      An additional calculation was used for determining Joselyn’s weight at the time of abduction since weight was an important marker in terms of the type of women the killer targeted—thin, heavy, average, etc.

      Joselyn’s body weight at the time of discovery was 80.5 pounds, which was adjusted to 122 pounds to compensate for the missing thighs, lower legs, and feet.

      The entire process had to be completed for all forty-two of the Leg Collector’s known victims.

      It was tedious work.
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        * * *

      

      Next came the risky part—the assumptions—the first of which were assumptions regarding the anagrams themselves.

      Newt felt the first three anagrams were the most important because they set the tone for everything to follow.

      The first three were:

      Victim #1: Joselyn Knox (anagram: “Spike Heel Tiger”)

      Victim #2: Deborah Deegan (anagram: “Athens Mortuary”)

      Victim #3: Martha Crowley (anagram: “Hellcat Fib”)

      So, what did the anagrams mean? There were hundreds of possibilities for each. In the end, Newt settled on:

      
        	Spike Heel Tiger = I Keep Their Legs

        	Athens Mortuary = Smarter Than You

        	Hellcat Fib = Call The FBI

      

      The implied messages were clear:

      The killer didn’t take their legs or remove them—he kept them. He collected them. As such, Newt believed something traumatic had happened in the killer’s background regarding legs—most likely his.

      Next, the killer perceived himself as smarter than other people, which was a good thing. Serial killers who thought they were smarter than everyone else were always tripped up because of their hubris.

      And, finally, the killer wanted the FBI chasing him—he thought they were playing a game.
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        * * *

      

      The big question for Newt was just how much weight to give to the information given to him by Koda Mulvaney—information supposedly provided by the ghost of Juniper Cole.

      The piano prodigy had gone missing on June 2, 1979—one year before the first known Leg Collector victim. Her body was never found. Therefore, there was no way to say definitively that Juniper was taken and murdered by the same person who killed the other girls.

      Except for her contention that she’d been abducted by a man in a wheelchair who worked as a photographer for the Savannah PD around the exact time the murders started—a.

      man who, supposedly died in 1990, but was And had been seen in the station alive just three week earlier—and d.

      And had dropped his camera with pictures of a victim on it.

      If Juniper Cole had been one of the Leg Collector’s victims—it also meant that an innocent man, Wyatt Allen Scrogger, was about to be put to death by means of lethal injection in eight days.

      Newt felt he was getting close to catching the Leg Collector, but now the clock was ticking.
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        * * *

      

      In the end, Newt decided to include Juniper Cole as one of the Leg Collector’s victims—an assumption that could radically alter the results calculated by the computer program Newt had created.

      The official name of the program was the Predictive Data Algorithm—PDA for short. Around the FBI everyone referred to it as DSP—the Drugged Spider Program.

      Newt had studied research on a spider’s ability to spin webs so perfect they could be considered art—like something created by Rembrandt or Michelangelo.

      However, when a spider was placed under the influence of a drug—marijuana, cocaine, caffeine, LSD, mescaline, morphine, Benzedrine—the webs were not so perfect. They resembled something that might have been spun by drunk, eight-legged versions of Picasso or Salvador Dali.

      Even so, no matter how random and distorted the webs appeared, there were predictable patterns embedded in them.

      Additionally, Newt also discovered that spiders typically spun their webs between midnight and four in the morning—the same times the Leg Collector had snatched the majority of his victims.

      Though Newt had spent hundreds of hours writing the program before his abrupt departure from the bureau three years earlier—prompting the infamous moniker, Spider Boy—the program had never fully been tested.

      Fortunately, Maggie had a copy on her laptop, which was now in Newt’s possession.
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        * * *

      

      It took eleven hours for Newt to load the data into the laptop, and thirty-nine seconds for the program to predict where and when the Leg Collector would abduct his next victim.

      Newt was not surprised to see the location.

      But he was entirely caught off guard when he saw the dates the computer predicted the abduction would take place.

      Newt had planned to write a lengthy report to back up the validity of the process he’d used and the predictive probability of the program’s accuracy.

      There was no time for a report.

      According to the program, the abduction would take place in the area around the Savannah College of Art and Design sometime in the next seventy-two hours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEW YORK, NEW YORK

          

          DECEMBER 14, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Two days passed without Olympia seeing any sign of Nathaniel. Stormy Boyd’s recommendations had apparently worked.

      Time to celebrate.

      Olympia pulled on her coat and locked the front door— careful not to break the line of salt, just in case—and caught a cab to Dean & Deluca on Madison at East 85th Eighty-Fifth Street. She grabbed a basket and made a beeline to the sushi counter in the rear of the store and found two of her favorite rolls: a volcano roll with fried soft-shell crab, avocado, and cucumber and a dynamite roll with yellowtail and shrimp tempura. Then she made her way over to the beer aisle in search of a large bottle of Sapporo.

      Olympia walked one block east to Fifth Avenue and then south a few blocks to the Metropolitan Museum of Art. She found a spot on the stairs that wasn’t covered in snow to sit down and eat her lunch—keeping the Sapporo in the bag to avoid getting in trouble for drinking alcohol in public—as if beer was alcohol.

      Wild Turkey was alcohol.

      Crown Royal was alcohol.

      Beer was a soft drink.

      Olympia took her time eating the sushi and then downed the last few drops of the Sapporo. Even though it was cold out, the sky was clear, and she felt warm and happy. She had finally solved the situation with Nathaniel.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, Olympia caught a taxi back to her apartment, only to have the cab driver stop four blocks short of where she lived because of a police barricade.

      “Gotta let you out here, lady,” the cab driver said.

      “Why? What’s going on?” Olympia asked.

      “I got no idea, but the road is blocked,” the driver said. “Ain’t no way to get you closer.”

      Olympia paid the driver, got out of the cab, and approached a cop. “What’s happening? I’ve got to get home. I live down there.”

      “Yeah? What’s your address?” the cop asked.

      “I’m in the Madison Arms building.”

      The cop shook his head. “That building is the reason we got all the roads blocked.”

      “What? What happened?”

      The cop shrugged. “I don’t know. People said the place suddenly started moving and shaking, like an earthquake hit it or something. Luckily, everyone who was home got out before it collapsed.”

      “Collapsed?” Olympia repeated in shock. “You mean—?”

      “Your building is gone, lady,” the cop said. “There ain’t nothing on that spot now but rubble.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          DECEMBER 31, 2009

        

      

    

    
      When Noah mentioned shutting down the restaurant from December 24 to January 2 to his employees, he thought he was going to have a mutiny on his hands. Then he told them he intended to pay them while they were off, plus a $500 holiday bonus for everyone who’d worked at the restaurant for three months or more.

      Suddenly everyone loved the idea.

      The person who loved the idea most was Noah himself, who felt more burned out than he ever had when he was working for someone else. Owning the restaurant was great, but the day-to-day workload was enormous. Thank God the place was making money. Working that hard and losing money would be unthinkable.

      “Looking back on it now, it was a good thing I slipped and told Tara about Onyx being a ghost,” Clay said as he and Noah sat at the kitchen table in the caretaker’s house drinking beer.

      “Yeah, but it could also have been a disaster,” Noah said.

      “I told you Tara was open-minded,” Clay said. “She watches all those ghost shows on TV and reads her horoscope first thing every morning. She told me that if I was a Taurus she wouldn’t have gone out with me.”

      “Did Tara sign the lease for the new gallery yet?” Noah asked.

      “Yep, it’s a done deal,” Clay said. “The grand opening is set for February 23, with the first two weeks devoted exclusively to paintings by Onyx. Tara thinks she can talk Onyx into attending opening night.”

      Noah downed the last of his beer and tossed the bottle in the trash with the others. “I’ll bet you twenty bucks Tara can’t get her to go.”

      “You’re on,” Clay said. “Speaking of done, is the food ready? I’m starved.”

      Noah stood, went to the oven, and looked inside. He’d thrown together some pepperoni and Asiago pinwheels, artichoke and feta cheese tarts, Brussel sprout pizza, and a bowl of spicy Queso Fundido with blue corn tortilla chips.

      “Five minutes,” Noah said. “You want another beer?”

      “Yeah, what the hell,” Clay said. “I’m off for the night and Tara’s doing the driving.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah and Clay entered the lighthouse, their hands filled with plates of appetizers for three.

      Unfortunately, Onyx could enjoy none of it, which broke Noah’s heart, knowing that she’d be forced to sit there politely and pretend it didn’t bother her. He knew it did. But the living had to eat. There was no getting around it.

      “Let me get one of those,” Tara said. She hurried across the foyer to take a plate from Clay and then looked around for a place to set it down.

      “The piano is fine,” Onyx said. “There’s no way to damage the wood any worse than it is already.”

      Tara set the plate on the piano and then took a bite of one of the artichoke and feta cheese tarts. “Oh, my God, these are so good,” she said. “You should serve these in the restaurant.”

      Noah shook his head. “Nah, they take too long to make, and it’s hard to get them to the table at the right temperature. Everything we serve has to hold up well under the heat lamp. Not all of our servers are as quick as they need to be.”

      “Are you talking about Ellen?” Tara asked.

      Noah shrugged. “No, not specifically. None of the people we’ve got are capable of handling the volume we’re doing. They all have this slow, coffee-shop mentality.”

      “Is she still leaving you notes and gifts?” Clay asked.

      Noah winced, wishing Clay hadn’t said anything in front of Onyx.

      “Ellen is leaving you notes?” Onyx asked. “You’ve never mentioned this before.”

      “It’s not a big deal,” Noah said. “She’s just appreciative of the job and the money she’s making.”

      “Just appreciative?” Tara said. “Come on, Noah. Ellen’s got the hots for you.”

      “The hots?” Onyx said.

      “Tara means Ellen likes him,” Clay said. “You know, as in likes him likes him.”

      “I can’t fire her,” Noah said. “I know I should, but the job is important to her. Besides, where am I supposed to find a replacement? There’s not much of a talent pool in the cove.”

      “Don’t knock the cove,” Clay said.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, Onyx, it’s your turn,” Tara said, pulling the Trivial Pursuit game card from the box. “What famous dance of the 1920s shared its name with a city in the southern United States?”

      “The Charleston, of course,” Onyx said. “It was all the rage during the Roaring Twenties, the young flappers dancing until dawn in the speakeasies around Chicago.”

      “I can see you dancing,” Clay said.

      “Sadly, Ulrich and I rarely went to such places. We didn’t have money for frivolous things like dancing and having fun. Then the stock market crashed. No one felt much like dancing after that.”

      “I don’t think you missed a single question, Onyx,” Tara said. “The Empire State Building, Marlene Dietrich, you knew every one of them.”

      “Well, I do have the advantage of having been there,” Onyx said. “Ulrich worked on the Empire State Building, and I met Marlene Dietrich.”

      “You met Marlene Dietrich?” Tara asked.

      “Yes,” Onyx said. “She was performing in Las Vegas at The Apache where I was waiting tables. Marlene was the most magnetic, audacious, and liberated woman I had ever seen. Strutting the stage in her top hat and silk stockings as if she owned the place. That was the night I decided to pursue a career as a singer—not that it went very far. It was also the night I stopped using the name Schröder as a symbol of my liberation. Sadly, I wasn’t smart enough to leave him for real.”

      “God, Onyx, I’m so sorry,” Tara said.

      “You, dear? Whatever in the world would you need to be sorry for?”

      “Just that someone from my family could put you through such horrible things,” Tara said.

      “Thank you, but Ulrich’s sins are not yours to bear,” Onyx said. “Besides, it was all so long ago now.”

      “Well, Onyx may have gone through hell,” Noah said. “But the good news is she’s on my team, and we won the game.”

      “Yeah, and remind me next time to bring the pop culture version,” Clay said. Clay glanced at his watch. “New Year’s is in fifteen minutes. Where’s the TV?”

      “There’s no TV at the lighthouse,” Noah said. “I’ve tried, but Onyx doesn’t want one.”

      “I have an idea,” Tara said. “How about we all jump in my convertible and take a midnight drive along the coast?”

      “Cool,” Noah said. “Where should we go?”

      “Onyx, why don’t you pick?” Clay said.

      “Well, I’ve always wanted to go to the Sea Lion Caves,” Onyx said. “But I can’t imagine they’d be open this time of evening.”

      “No problem,” Clay said. “I’m friends with the owners.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tara and Clay sat in the front seats of Tara’s 1957 lavender Chrysler Crown Imperial convertible—a vehicle left to her by her father—and Noah and Onyx sat in the back. The roof was down and the wind was whipping through everyone’s hair as Tara made a right turn on Route 101, heading south.

      “Are you sure you’re not going to be too cold back there with the roof down?” Tara called back over her shoulder.

      “No need to worry about me,” Onyx said.

      “I’ll be fine,” Noah said. “It’s a hell of a lot colder on the Harley at night than this.”

      Clay turned on the radio and searched for a station as Tara steered the Crown Imperial down the narrow highway, the headlights cutting a path through the darkness. The sky was clear, with an ocean of stars overhead, which was not the norm for the usually cloudy coast. “Is there anything more beautiful than this?” Tara said loudly.

      Noah turned and looked at Onyx in the seat next to him, knowing the answer to Tara’s question was yes—there was something more beautiful.

      Noah felt the stir of butterflies in the pit of his stomach. It wasn’t the first time either. He’d been experiencing the feeling more and more lately.

      Every time he was with Onyx.

      Onyx turned toward Noah, her face lit by the light of the stars, and that’s when he knew. There was no denying it any longer.

      Don’t ask permission, Noah thought. Just do it.

      Noah leaned toward Onyx and—

      “Red Firebird!” Clay shouted. “Noah, is that it?”

      Noah turned his head and saw the car just as it sped past, heading in the opposite direction. Son of a bitch, it was the car.

      “Yeah, that’s it,” Noah said.

      “Turn around, Tara!” Clay shouted.

      “Here? I can’t turn,” Tara said. “It’s too narrow. We’ll go over—”

      “Up there,” Noah said, pointing. “The parking lot at the Sea Lion Caves. Turn around there.”

      Tara swung the Crown Imperial into the parking lot and pulled the steering wheel hard to the left, making a tight circle, the wheels squealing against the pavement. “I don’t understand. What’s going on?”

      “Just head back north and catch that Firebird,” Clay said. “I’ll explain later.”
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        * * *

      

      “We need to get the license plate number,” Clay said once they’d spotted the Firebird’s red taillights up ahead.

      Onyx leaned forward and peered through the windshield.

      “There’s one number and one letter visible,” Onyx said. “The number nine and the letter H. The rest of the plate is covered in mud.”

      “He’s slowing down,” Tara said as the Firebird slowed to a crawl and turned right, disappearing through the trees.

      “Pull over,” Clay said.

      “Why are we following him, Clay?” Tara asked.

      “He’s suspected of running a drug operation,” Clay said. “I’ve been after him for over a year. Christ, I can’t believe I’m this close and—”

      “We can’t follow him. He’ll see us,” Noah said.

      “Let me out,” Onyx said. “He’ll never see me on foot.”

      “No way,” Noah said. “We’re not leaving you—”

      “This won’t be the first time I’ve spent a night alone in the woods,” Onyx said. “Go. Trust me,. I’ll be fine.”
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        “The universe does not care if you are beautiful. What matters is that you surround yourself with that which is beautiful to you.”

        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Episode 24

          

          That “K” Is One Bad Mother

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            QUANTICO, VIRGINIA

          

          DECEMBER 14, 2010

        

      

    

    
      You did what?” Pipi asked, glaring at Maggie, who was seated on the opposite side of the desk. “You gave Newt the Leg Collector files?”

      “Only for the last three years,” Maggie said. “And I let him borrow my laptop.”

      “Your laptop?” Pipi repeated. “God, Maggie. Newt doesn’t have clearance for those files. And your laptop? Do you realize how many FBI procedures you’ve violated?”

      “Yeah, Newt predicted you’d say that,” Maggie said calmly. “But before you go too far, don’t you want to ask me why?”

      Pipi remained silent.

      “Newt finished the program,” Maggie said.

      “The program?” Pipi repeated. “You mean the UPDA program?”

      Maggie nodded. “Yes, and it worked. Newt says he knows where the Leg Collector is going to abduct his next victim—well, within two square miles.”

      Pipi leaned back in her chair and shook her head.

      “And he knows when,” Maggie said.

      “Okay, I’ll bite,” Pipi said. “When?”

      “Sometime over the next three nights,” Maggie said.

      “No.”

      “No, what?” Maggie asked.

      “I assume Newt wants the FBI to deploy agents to stakeout these two square miles?”

      “Yes. Just the bars.”

      “Well, the answer is no.”

      “Newt said you’d say that, too,” Maggie said. “So, here’s where he said I’d have to threaten you.”

      “Threaten me?” Pipi said. “Threaten me with what?”

      Maggie reached in her purse and pulled out an envelope, which she laid on the desk.

      Pipi leaned forward, grabbed the envelope, and opened it. Inside was a single sheet of folded paper. Pipi unfolded the paper and read what was written on it.

      41995

      Pipi refolded the paper and laid it on the desk. “Did you look at this?”

      Maggie nodded.

      “Do you know what it means?”

      “No,” Maggie said. “But Newt said you would.”

      Pipi’s eyes narrowed, and she leaned forward. “Tell Newt he can have six agents for two nights. That’s the best I can do.”

      “Newt says it will take at least ten agents to cover all the possible locations,” Maggie said. “And he needs them for three nights, not two—plus they’ll need to rent cars. He says the Leg Collector will be on the lookout for anything that smacks of the federal government.”

      “Tell Newt he really pissed me off,” Pipi said.

      “That’s funny,” Maggie said.

      “What’s funny?”

      “Newt predicted you’d say that, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Maggie pulled out her cell phone on the way to her car to give Newt the good news. Whatever the number 41995 meant, one thing was for sure. It had scared Pipi Esperanza to death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          DECEMBER 15, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Koda sat in a large leather chair in his grandfather’s study on the other side of the desk from Declan. “Quinn’s been trying to meet with the governor, but he can’t get him to return his calls,” Koda said. “He’s out of options and thinking about going public with the story about Juniper and—”

      “No,” Declan said, holding his hand up. “Quinn will just look like a loon. I know the governor. He’ll just dig his heels in even more.”

      “That’s why I came to you,” Koda said. “I thought maybe you could call him.”

      “I could,” Declan said and Koda brightened a bit. “But I’m afraid my trying to convince him the story is true would have no greater chance of succeeding than Quinn’s efforts have.”

      “So, we’re screwed.”

      “Not necessarily,” Declan said. “There might be an even better way to convince him.”
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        * * *

      

      Declan waited for Koda to leave the study and then picked up the phone to call Stormy—then he changed his mind and set the phone back down. Instead, Declan reached in his pocket and removed the small plastic device Stormy had given him several days earlier.

      “A caregiver call button?” Declan had asked. “What would I need—?”

      “Just in case,” Stormy said.

      “In case what?” Declan snapped. “In case I’ve fallen and I can’t get up? Christ, Boyd, you’re treating me like I’m an old man on his death bed.”

      Stormy said nothing.

      Declan realized in that moment he might be able to fool the others, but there was no fooling Stormy. He was an old man. And he was on his deathbed. Well, not entirely. Declan still had the ability to pull himself together and make his way downstairs to the study or kitchen—when the pain was tolerable enough to allow movement at least.

      Declan pushed the button and waited, curious to see if the system worked the way Stormy said it would. Fifteen seconds later, Koda rushed into the study.

      “What is it? Are you okay?” Koda asked.

      Before Declan could answer, Bruce and Graeme came racing into the room. Followed seconds later by Quinn. Ironically, the only person Declan didn’t see was Stormy.

      “Goddamn it,” Declan said. “Why—?”

      “I gave receivers to everyone,” Stormy said from the corner of the room in front of the mirror.
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        * * *

      

      “What exactly did you tell them?” Declan asked Stormy once everyone had gone.

      “Only that you haven’t been feeling well,” Stormy said.

      “So, they don’t know that—?”

      “You’re dying? No.”

      Declan nodded and leaned back in his chair.

      “Well, now that we have that out of the way, what did you want?” Stormy asked.

      “I’d like you to add the governor of Georgia to the invitation list for the Restoring Savannah Foundation event.”

      “Very well,” Stormy asked. “Should I add the governor of South Carolina to the list as well?”

      “Yes, you’re right,” Declan said. “I don’t know Governor Haley very well, but the event is being held in her state. Thank you for suggesting it.”

      Stormy stood. “Anything else?”

      “Yes. I need you to find me a cassette recorder,” Declan said. “There must be one laying around here somewhere. And I’ll need a blank tape.”

      “Very well,” Stormy said. “And Declan—”

      “Yes?”

      “Next time you need me to run an errand, please use the phone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PORTLAND, OREGON

          

          JANUARY 3, 2010

        

      

    

    
      The only thing Noah liked about the plan to raid the illegal marijuana farm on the outskirts of Crimson Cove was that it was almost over.

      Against his better judgment, Noah let Onyx out of the car so she could follow the scruffy man in the red Firebird into the woods—as if there was any way to stop her. Once Onyx made up her mind to do something, all you could do was get out of the way.

      True to her word, Onyx returned to the lighthouse just before dawn to find Noah, Clay, and Tara awake and nervously waiting—which, in retrospect, Noah realized was never necessary. What could anyone possibly have done to Onyx anyway? Kill her?

      Not only was Onyx able to pinpoint the location of the pot farm, but she could also overhear several men discussing a large drug shipment scheduled to leave at dawn three days later—on a Sunday morning when the roads would be clear and the world would still be asleep.

      Armed with the information provided by Onyx, Clay convinced his contact at the DEA to execute a raid of the farm at four that morning. When asked how Clay found the farm, Clay lied and said he’d stumbled on it one day while hunting—telling the DEA he’d gotten the tip from a ghost was out of the question.

      Noah glanced at the clock on the kitchen wall. It was 6:10 a.m. All he could do was sit and wait for the phone to ring.
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        * * *

      

      The call Noah was waiting for didn’t come until just before eight. “So, it’s done?” Noah asked.

      “Signed, sealed, and delivered,” Clay said, the glee of the successful raid evident in his voice even over the phone. “Or, more accurately in this case, not delivered.”

      “Was the place as large as Onyx described?”

      “Bigger,” Clay said. “Definitely a complex operation with advanced hydroponics growing highly potent cannabis. Hundreds and hundreds of plants, both indoor and outdoor.”

      “What about my grandmother?” Noah asked. “Was there anything there that might be used—”

      “It’s too soon to know,” Clay said. “Just sit tight. I’ll do my best to keep her out of it.”
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        * * *

      

      Kizzy entered the kitchen a few minutes after nine to find Noah sitting at the table waiting for her.

      “Oh, so you’re home,” Kizzy said. “Please tell me you’re here to get the rest of your stuff out of here. Like I said, I want to use your room for—”

      “Sit down, Grandma,” Noah saidnapped. “We need to talk.”

      “I’m not lending you any money, if that’s what you want,” Kizzy said.

      “I don’t need money,” Noah said. “Now sit down.”

      Kizzy dropped herself in a chair. “Okay, Noah, I’m sitting. What is it?”

      “Three hours ago the DEA raided the pot farm you got yourself messed up with.”

      “Oh, God, Noah—do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

      “Yeah. I just saved your ass from going to prison with that chain-smoking asshole, whoever he is,” Noah said.

      Kizzy closed her eyes and shook her head. “Yeah, well there’s something I didn’t tell you. That chain-smoking asshole just happens to be your father.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

          

          DECEMBER 17, 2010 – 1:35 A.M.

        

      

    

    
      In all, Stan Lee had identified six types of girls that could be found in almost any bar. Bars were, of course, the absolute best place from which to abduct someone.

      Type #1: The Broke Girl—out of cash, begging with puppy-dog eyes for someone to buy her a drink...

      Type #2: The Drunk Party Girl—singing, dancing, and pounding down shots of whatever was in vogue at the time...

      Type #3: The Waiting Girl—a husband or boyfriend on the way…

      Type #4: The Working Girl (which came in two varieties): working, as in nine to five, and “working”—as in midnight to four…

      Type #5: The Angry Girl—upset about something, usually an asshole boyfriend—and sure to let everyone around her know about it…

      Type #6: The Sad Girl—upset about something, usually an asshole boyfriend, but keeping it to herself.

      Stan Lee had taken several girls from each of the six categories. But the easiest by far was type six.

      The Sad Girl.

      Sad girls had usually downed enough alcohol to make it hard to fight back, but not so much that they couldn’t walk.

      Unlike The Drunk Girl.

      Drunk girls were unpredictable and usually loud. They drew too much attention, and attention was always bad.

      Stan Lee wanted things to go as easy as possible, which is where sad girls came in. And fortunately for him, the bars around Savannah were filled sad girls.

      Maybe it had something to do with the South?

      No, it wasn’t the South. The reason there were lots of sad girls was because there were lots of asshole boyfriends.

      Thank God for assholes.

      The best thing about sad girls was that they were always looking down when they left the bar, as if searching the pavement for pennies, completely unaware of what was going on around them—or who was coming up from behind.

      The sad girl Stan Lee had his eye on tonight was a young blonde, sitting by herself at a corner table in a dive bar at the intersection of Abercorn and Hull, not far from the Savannah College of Art and Design. He’d just watched her finish her third drink. If she ordered a fourth drink, she’d stop being a sad girl and become a drunk girl.

      The girl opened her purse and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill.

      She was going to pay the tab.

      Stan Lee pulled out a twenty of his own and tossed it on the bar. Seconds later he was headed for the door.

      When she left the bar, he’d be outside in the van.

      Waiting.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The FBI agent assigned to the intersection of Abercorn and Hull was wedged behind the steering wheel of a red Camaro. He seemed to remember them being roomier when he was in his twenties. Either Camaros had gotten smaller, or he’d gotten bigger.

      He’d normally have been in one of the bureau’s standard-issue four-door sedans, but the agents selected to work the six locations around Savannah were instructed to rent vehicles that wouldn’t be made by someone suspecting a stakeout.

      The bar he was assigned to watch was called The Inkwell, a popular place among students pursuing degrees in journalism and creative writing at the local college. This was the third and final night of the assignment during which he was supposed to keep his eyes peeled for a man between the ages of forty-five and fifty-five—likely driving a windowless van and possibly in a wheelchair—showing an interest in young women.

      The killer would be looking for blondes with nice legs.

      The irony of the profile was that it pretty much described him, the agent thought. He was in his fifties. He liked young blondes, especially young blondes with nice legs.

      Hell, maybe he was the serial killer. If he’d been in the white cargo van parked behind him, he’d have fit the profile to a T.

      All in all, it wasn’t a half bad assignment—if it weren’t for his constant need to pee. A dozen cups of coffee from an oversized thermos could do that to a man.

      The agent looked at his watch. It was 1:35 a.m.

      He’d be damned if he was going to pee in a cup again.
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        * * *

      

      The FBI agent entered the bar he’d been surveilling and noticed the attractive blonde sitting alone in the corner. She was a perfect fit for the profile—the type he’d have hit on himself thirty years earlier.

      Great legs, too.

      But first things first. He had to find the men’s room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The agent pulled up his pants and fastened his belt and then went to the sink to wash his hands. His wife was a nurse who hadn’t been sick in twenty years, crediting her health to washing her hands for two minutes with hot water and soap anytime she used a public restroom. His wife was also a pain in the ass—but she was probably right about washing up.

      The agent exited the restroom a minute later, thinking how great it would be to have a bite of food and a quick beer before wedging himself back into the Camaro. And there just so happened to be an empty stool at the corner of the bar.

      The agent took a seat, ordered a basket of wings and a Sam Adams, and then turned to surveil the attractive blonde coed in the corner.

      But she was gone.

      The agent looked toward the front of the bar. From where he was sitting, he could see the red Camaro on the opposite side of the street through the window—and the empty parking space directly behind it, where the white cargo van had been.

      The agent rushed outside and looked up and down the street. The girl was nowhere to be seen.

      Nor was the van.

      The agent walked to the red Camaro and climbed inside, hoping he’d written the van’s plate number on the surveillance log.

      He hadn’t.

      The agent didn’t bother going back in for the wings and the beer. He’d lost his appetite.

      He knew he had only two options available to him: tell his supervisor exactly what happened or say nothing.

      It was exactly stupid moves like this that had caused him to be passed over for promotion after promotion.

      Saying nothing would be best.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          DECEMBER 17, 2010 – 3:23 A.M.

        

      

    

    
      It had been chilly in Savannah but the skies were clear. But now, as he approached the outskirts of Charleston, Stan Lee found it necessary to turn on the windshield wipers. Moments later, it was raining cats and dogs.

      A funny phrase, raining cats and dogs. There had to be something he could do with it. Let’s see, Stan Lee thought. Cats and dogs. A second later it hit him:

      It’s raining cats and dogs. I know—

      I just drove through a poodle.

      Stan Lee glanced back at the sad girl strapped to the metal table in the back of the van. “I just drove through a poodle. Get it?”

      The girl didn’t respond.

      Stan Lee would have been surprised if she had. He’d stuck her in the neck with athe syringe an hour earlier, injecting the blonde coed with enough kKetamine to keep her down until he got home.

      Speaking of kKetamine, Stan Lee knew he’d have to get into Charleston and score more Ketamine soon. He was almost out. He could go tomorrow, but he preferred to avoid buying drugs in the light of day.

      Or he could go right now.

      Stan Lee glanced at the clock on the dashboard. It was 3:23 a.m. He could drive into the city with no traffic, get what he needed, and be home with the girl before five—as long as he had her into the house before daylight, everything should be fine.

      The raindrops splattered in big drops, and Stan Lee turned the wipers to a higher speed and started to sing:

      

      
        
        “It’s raining, it’s pouring.

        The sad girl is snoring.

        She went to party

        The stupid little smarty,

        And won’t wake up in the morning.”

      

      

      A moment later, the rain suddenly stopped and Stan Lee turned the wipers off.

      
        
        “The rain stopped, it dried up.

        The sad girl is tied up.

        She walked from the bar

        But she didn’t get far,

        And she’ll never see the morning.”

      

      

      Then, just as fast as the rain stopped, he drove into another downpour. Stan Lee turned the wipers back on and continued with his song:

      
        
        “Here comes the rain again,

        Six, seven, eight, nine, ten.

        Can’t wait till she begs,

        Please don’t take my legs!

        She won’t be walking in the—”

      

      

      Stan Lee didn’t see the flooded section of road until it was too late. The front wheels of the van hit the water and sent it hydroplaning out of control—spinning, spinning, spinning…

      Stan Lee fought for control of the vehicle, desperately trying to keep from turning over, finally sliding to a stop next to the side of the road.

      Amazingly, the van was still upright.

      Stan Lee sat there—squeezing the steering wheel, his heart pounding out of his chest—then erupted into laughter.

      “Holy, shit! Did you see that?” Stan Lee said, turning to the girl in the back of the van. But she wasn’t there. The rear doors of the van were open and the girl—table and all—were gone.

      Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.

      Stan Lee opened the door and jumped out of the van, peering through the darkness. It was so dark he couldn’t see a damn thing. Then headlights. A vehicle was coming down the road.

      Stan Lee stepped behind the van and waited for the vehicle to pass. As it did, the headlights reflected off something along the side of the road on the other side of the street.

      It was the table.

      Stan Lee rushed across the street to the table, but the girl wasn’t on it.

      Stan Lee spent the next minute trying to find her but to no avail. How far had he skidded? Fifty feet? A hundred? She could be anywhere.

      Stan Lee knew he had to get out of there. He couldn’t afford to have someone stop, or worse, take down his license plate number. He grabbed the table, threw it in the back of the van, and slammed the doors closed.

      With any luck the girl was dead.

      Even if she wasn’t, she hadn’t seen his face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HOBOKEN, NEW JERSEY

          

          DECEMBER 17, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Olympia’s mother had always told her that—no matter how bad things seemed at any given time—there was always a bright side. All she had to do was look for it.

      Olympia ran through the possible checklist of things to be happy about:

      
        	She was alive.

        	She had her purse and her credit cards.

        	She had enough available credit to pay for a room at the Comfort Inn & Suites in Hoboken, New Jersey, while she waited for her insurance company to call her back.

      

      Hopefully she’d paid the most recent premium.

      Olympia was good when it came to paying her bills on time, but quitting the show had thrown her routines into disarray. She simply couldn’t remember.

      Olympia looked at the clock and saw it was 6:58 p.m. and turned on the TV to see what was being said about the incident involving her building. Olympia didn’t have to wonder if the story would be covered—it had led every local newscast for two solid days.

      As expected, the unexplained event was, once again, the first story covered.

      What was the reason for this bizarre accident? the news anchor asked. Substandard construction? Shoddy workmanship using poor materials? Improperly mixed concrete? Water erosion? Root damage of the building’s foundation? Bad architectural design? Timber rot? Insect damage? A natural gas leak? At least no one was killed!

      Wrong. Wrong. Wrong.

      Olympia knew the reason for the building’s collapse had nothing to do with any of the reasons that were being batted about. The building hadn’t collapsed. It had been destroyed.

      By Nathaniel.

      There was no doubt in Olympia’s mind.

      Hopefully her insurance covered ghosts.

      Olympia also wanted to give Stormy Boyd a phone call to let him know how bad things had gone. Was it her fault because she’d done something wrong? She had shortened some of the readings and made her own holy water—but it seemed more likely than not that Stormy had given her bad information.

      What if Nathaniel was a super ghost of some kind, immune to religious parlor tricks? Olympia had seen the Exorcist. Father Karras took a header down the back stairs, and Father Marin had a heart attack. They were ordained priests wearing church-issued robes who supposedly knew what they were doing, and a ten-year-old girl kicked their ass.

      Olympia was an ex-TV show host who’d made her own holy water with a recipe from the Internet. If Nathaniel was a super ghost, what chance could she possibly have?
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        * * *

      

      Olympia took a nap and then grabbed the Podcasting for Dummies book off the nightstand and opened it to where she’d left off earlier in the day.

      Chapter Two: “Getting the Gadgets You Need.”

      Olympia knew absolutely nothing about podcasts; therefore—when it came to podcasts—she was indeed a dummy. But she did know she was unemployed. And she also knew that podcasting was her only viable option for making a living—assuming she didn’t want to work at Burger King.

      After Olympia walked out on her show, she’d asked her agent to make some calls. No one seemed very interested in her.

      “You can’t walk out on a show and expect the world to greet you with open arms,” her agent had said. “Maybe you could launch a podcast.”

      Olympia had never been the entrepreneurial type, but the more she researched the subject, the more she saw the idea held some promise.

      Podcasts had been around for a decade in one form or another but until recently had remained at the fringe of the media world. But when one of Olympia’s favorite radio personalities, Adam Corolla, launched a regular weekday podcast the previous year, Olympia noticed—as did everyone else. Now, with Apple’s iTunes on board, the hurdle of distribution and process of finding an audience was significantly easier.

      If she did start a podcast, the only things Olympia would need would be a laptop computer, a decent microphone, and a killer first guest. And she had just the person in mind: Dr. Gerylyn Stoller, the blind paranormal researcher with a new book and a hot, newsworthy topic.

      Gerylyn Stoller was convinced there was going to be an apocalyptic ghost attack during the upcoming solstice eclipse.

      Olympia dug in her purse and found her cell phone. She went to Google, typed in “solstice eclipse,” and waited for the results to appear.

      Olympia clicked on the first result and saw the date and time of the eclipse. She hadn’t missed it.

      Olympia went to her phone directory and began scrolling through the numbers and held her breath.
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        * * *

      

      “I see,” Gerylyn said once Olympia finished telling the whole story behind her sudden departure from the TV show.

      “And now so do I—finally,” Olympia said. “I understand now that ghosts are real.”

      “Is that why you called?” Gerylyn asked. “Why do I sense you have another reason for reaching out to me?”

      Gerylyn Stoller may be blind, but she was also extremely perceptive.

      “There is another reason,” Olympia said. “I’m launching a podcast, and I’d like you to be my first guest. Is there any chance you’d let me interview you during the solstice eclipse?”

      “During the eclipse?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry, Olympia. I’m attending a charity event with my publisher that evening. It would be quite impossible—”

      “A charity event? Where?”

      “At the Mulvaney mansion in Charleston,” Gerylyn said.

      “Oh, my God,” Olympia shouted. “We could do the interview there. It’s perfect. Can you bring me as your guest?”

      “I’m afraid it’s not that simple,” Gerylyn said.

      “Please, Gerylyn,” Olympia pleaded. “I’m begging you to do this for me. If you had any idea what I’ve been through. I’ve lost everything. I’m living at the Comfort Inn in Hoboken, for the love of God. Please!”

      “Let me call you back,” Gerylyn said.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, Olympia’s cell phone rang.

      Olympia answered on the first ring. “Yes?”

      “I just spoke with my husband, Raymond,” GerylynOlympia said. “He’s agreed to let you attend the event in his place. You may come as my guest.”

      “Is he sure?”

      “Yes,” Gerylyn said. “I suspect Raymond was looking for an excuse not to attend, and you just provided him with one.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          FEBRUARY 23, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Noah handed Clay a package of plastic sheeting he’d purchased at the hardware store earlier the athat afternoon before. “Here, cover the piano with this, and I’ll start getting the paintings off the walls.”

      “Did they say how long it was going to take to finish painting the outside of the lighthouse?” Clay asked.

      “The rest of today and most of tomorrow morning,” Noah said. “I told them to do the foyer last.”

      “Are you having them paint the inside red, too?”

      “No, I’m having them paint the inside white,” Noah said. “Red seemed too intense and would probably make the place feel more claustrophobic than it already is.”

      “Speaking of being claustrophobic, have you gone to see your father in jail yet?”

      Noah shook his head. “I’d been told he was dead since I was born,” Noah said. “As far as I’m concerned, he still is.”

      Clay helped Noah pull one of Onyx’s larger paintings off the wall and carry it outside.

      “Well, you should think about it,” Clay said. “I’m guessing the reason he came to the restaurant was to see your success. For all you know, that might have been the best day of his life.”

      Noah looked up at the workmen who were perched on wooden platforms held by the temporary metal scaffolding, none of which had been erected until Tara and Onyx had left for the gallery opening in Portland.

      “I still can’t believe Tara convinced Onyx to go to the opening,” Noah said.

      “Well, Tara did have to lie a bit to get it done.”

      “Lie a bit? About what?” Noah said.

      “Tara told Onyx the gallery wasn’t open yet. That she was only taking her to see the empty space to get her opinion about the location,” Clay said.

      “Oh, God,” Noah said. “Onyx is going to freak.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        PORTLAND, OREGON

      

      

      “The gallery is already open?” Onyx asked from the other side of the hotel room. “You lied to me?”

      “Yes, Onyx, I lied,” Tara said. “I knew you wouldn’t come otherwise.”

      “You’re right, Tara. I wouldn’t have.”

      “Oh, Onyx. Please come. There will be hundreds of people, every one of them coming to look at your paintings. Your paintings, Onyx. This is opening night of the showing you missed so long ago. I did this for you.”

      “I’m not going,” Onyx said. “I can’t.”

      “You can’t or you won’t?” Tara asked.

      “Is there a difference?” Onyx asked.

      “Okay, Onyx. I can’t drag you there, and I’m not going to beg. You want to stay in the room because you’re too afraid to be with people who love your art, fine—sit here and sulk. There’s nothing I can do about it.” Tara walked to the door and then turned back. “In case you change your mind, there’s a dress and some shoes in the closet.”
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        * * *

      

      The opening was an invitation-only event with the doors scheduled to begin open at 7:00 p.m. seven. Tara had begged Noah to let Carlos cater the evening, which meant closing Noah’s B&G for the night. Noah agreed on the condition that Tara not tell anyone who provided the food. The last thing Noah needed was to have someone steal Carlos away from him.

      By eight, the gallery was mobbed, with a quarter of the paintings tagged with red “SOLD” signs.

      By nine, the food was gone—which was entirely by design. Tara wanted everyone drinking wine and champagne and not eating. Spending $15,000 for a painting wasn’t a big deal for the type of people she’d invited. Writing a check for $50,000 and up, though, usually required a certain level of intoxication.

      At 9:25 p.m. Tara recognized one of the whales on the invitation list. The woman was standing on the far side of the room, smoking a cigarette directly in front of one of the “NO SMOKING” signs Tara had installed around the gallery.

      What the hell, Tara thought. If Mika Flagler wanted to smoke, who was she to stop her?

      Tara grabbed two glasses of champagne and approached Mika from behind. “That’s a beautiful piece, isn’t it? Very intense, like you, Ms. Flagler—assuming what I’ve heard about you is correct.”

      Mika turned and looked Tara over. “Do I know you?” Mika asked, taking another drag off her cigarette and blowing smoke in Tara’s direction.

      “No, but I know you—by reputation at least,” Tara said. “I’m Tara Schröder. This is my gallery.”

      Mika turned away and gazed at the painting without responding.

      “Let me take this,” a woman said from over Tara’s shoulder. Tara turned to see Onyx standing there, breathtaking in the red Valentino dress she’d brought for her.

      Tara nodded and backed away.

      “When you look at this painting, what do you see?” Onyx asked Mika, stepping into Tara’s place.

      The painting was a multi-hued abstract—seventy-two-foot wide and forty-eight-foot high—with large splashes of both oil and acrylic paint covering the canvas in a frenetic cacophony of colors and emotion.

      “I see anger,” Mika said.

      “Very good, Ms. Flagler. Would you like me to tell you what was happening the day Onyx did this piece?”

      Mika turned and looked Onyx over. “Yes, please do.”

      “This painting was done late in the afternoon on December 23, 1937—two days before Christmas. Onyx had just discovered her husband was trying to poison her to death. To say she was angry is an understatement.”

      “Interesting,” Mika said. “What about the spider on the signature?”

      “Just childish whimsy,” Onyx said. “Nothing more.”

      “And you know all this because…?”

      “We do a lot of research.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          FEBRUARY 24, 2010

        

      

    

    
      I  can’t wait to tell Noah and Clay about last night,” Tara said as she made a hard right turn down the dirt road that led to the lighthouse. “Do you realize how much business we did?”

      “Yes, Tara, you’ve told me three times already,” Onyx said. “Almost $200,000.”

      “I couldn’t have done it without you,” Tara said. “You were amazing! You know, if you came to work full time…”

      Onyx turned and leveled a look at Tara. “There’s one more surprise I didn’t tell you about yet,” Tara said, pointing through the windshield. “Look.”

      Onyx looked through the windshield and couldn’t believe her eyes. The lighthouse was no longer white.

      It had been painted red.

      Tara pulled the Chrysler to a stop and turned the engine off and—as if on cue—Noah and Clay stepped through the lighthouse door and walked toward the car.

      “So, what do you think?” Noah asked, his arms outstretched towards the lighthouse.

      “I’m not sure,” Onyx said, getting out of the car and gazing at the red monstrosity reaching toward the sky in front of her.

      Onyx saw Noah’s shoulders slump forward and his head drop. He looked stricken.

      Onyx felt a wave of remorse coarse through her. She knew she could not take back the words, nor could she salvage the moment she had just ruined.

      “We’re going to run,” Clay said. “Come on, Tara.”

      Noah waited until after Tara and Clay had driven off before speaking. “You said the only color you could see—”

      “Is red, I know,” Onyx said. “I’m sorry. It’s just that the last man who tried to seduce me by painting a lighthouse was Ulrich, and that didn’t turn out so well.”

      “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m not Ulrich.”

      Noah turned and started walking toward the caretaker’s house and then turned back toward Onyx. “You’re a beautiful woman, Onyx. Maybe that makes you think every man is trying to seduce you. Some of us are just trying to make you happy. But now I don’t know. Maybe that’s just not possible.”
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        * * *

      

      Onyx waited several hours to see if Noah was going to come back to the lighthouse on his own. When he didn’t, she decided to go get him.

      “The place is emptying out nicely,” Onyx said when she found Noah in the guest bedroom of the caretaker’s house.

      Noah glanced up at her but did not respond.

      “Come with me,” Onyx said. “There’s something I want to show you.”

      Outside, Onyx asked Noah to carry the brass oilcan, which she’d filled to the top, and led him across the lawn to the lighthouse. Once they were inside, Onyx started up the spiral staircase, but Noah stopped when he got to the red stair.

      “It’s okay,” Onyx said over her shoulder.

      Noah stepped past the red stair for the first time and followed Onyx up the narrow staircase lined with bookshelves all the way to the top of the lighthouse.

      Once they’d arrived at the top, Noah walked to the window and gazed out at the ocean as streaks of vermillion and burnt orange spread out in lines on the horizon. Onyx poured the black liquid from the oilcan into the lamp and put a match to it.

      “This is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” Noah said, still gazing out the window.

      “I didn’t bring you up here to show you the view, Noah.”

      Noah turned around and realized he’d spoken a moment too soon. The ocean at sunset was beautiful, but it was nothing compared to the sight of Onyx standing there before him—her dress on the floor, around her ankles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PHILADELPHIA, PENNSYLVANIA

          

          DECEMBER 14, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Simon Prentice sat in an egg-shaped chair in the corner of his downtown Philadelphia office reading a six-hundred-page unsolicited manuscript and realized he was holding his breath. Was it the writing? No. The writing was simple with minimal description. Was it the genre? Simon loved supernatural thrillers, even if they were harder to market. But no. That wasn’t it either.

      It was the story.

      And the characters, each was fully fleshed out and totally believable—almost as if they were real instead of fictional. This was a work of fiction, right? Now Simon wasn’t so sure.

      Unlike most of the ghost stories he was sent, this book didn’t rely on cheap thrills. There was no graphic sex—the story didn’t need it. There was no reliance on the f-word. No blood-soaked slasher scenes—yet at times Simon could barely turn the page.

      Simon knew he’d have to act quickly. With any luck, the rights to the manuscript hadn’t already been sold to another publisher. He climbed out of the chair and went to his desk, then   and pressed the intercom button on his phone. “Yes, Simon?” the male assistant said.

      “Good, you’re still here,” Simon said. “Do we have extra seats for the charity thing at the Mulvaney mansion?”

      “No Simon, please,” the man said. “You said you planned to take me with you, remember?”

      “Well, plans change, sweetie,” Simon said. “I’ll make it up to you—I promise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

          

          DECEMBER 18, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Stan Lee knew that going cold turkey off the kKetamine would be the hardest thing he’d ever done, but recent incidents had convinced him he had no choice.

      First was when he woke in the morning, got dressed, and drove ninety miles to a job he hadn’t worked at for two decades. And losing his camera, which he thought might have had photographs of his last victim on it.

      Then the half-dream, half-astral projection incident. Being strapped naked to a pole on a high school homecoming float was enough to get his attention all on its own. Dreaming he’d been attacked by crows in a vineyard—then waking up covered with pecks and scratches—well, that was fubar.

      But the third incident had pushed him over the edge.

      Stan Lee had gone to Savannah to abduct his forty-third victim from the area around the local college. The next thing he knew, he was standing by the side of the highway near Charleston looking for the girl in the pouring rain. The next morning, he’d watched the news but there was no mention of a girl being found.

      Had he even taken the girl at the bar?

      He didn’t know anymore.

      Kara stood in the corner of the basement, watching Stan Lee pace. “So, what are you going to do?”

      Stan Lee looked up and saw Kara standing there. “Just perfect.”

      “What’s perfect?” Kara asked.

      “You being here. That’s what. You have a knack for showing up at the worst possible times, you know that?”

      “Just trying to help,” Kara said. “So, what are you going to do?”

      “The only thing I can. I’ve got to get off the K.”

      “Finally,” Kara said. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

      Stan Lee raised his left hand and gave Kara the finger before disappearing into the mouth of the tunnel. A moment later, he stuck his head out. “Are you coming?”

      “You want me there?”

      Stan Lee nodded.

      Kara shrugged. “Sure, why not? Watching you sweat and writhe in agony sounds like a ball of laughs.”

      “It won’t be that bad,” Stan Lee said, being careful not to trip on a tree root.

      “Bullshit, Stan,” Kara said behind him. “You’re going to go through hell.”

      “How do you know?” Stan Lee asked. “You’ve never gone cold turkey before.”

      “I’ve read up on it,” Kara said. “Nausea, dizziness, diarrhea—you’re in for one hell of a ride. How soon is the Mulvaney event? I’ll bet you can’t wait to finally have free reign of the place.”

      “I’ve been in the mansion before,” Stan Lee said.

      Kara snorted. “Sitting in Declan’s chair in the art room? Big whoop. Did you get the knife you saw on eBay?”

      Stan Lee nodded. “Yeah, it got here yesterday. I’m thinking I might take up whittling—you know, to calm my nerves after I go off the K.”

      Stan Lee pulled open the door to the kill room, switched on the light, and jumped back.

      There, in the middle of the room, was the silver table from the van—with the girl from the bar strapped to it.

      And she was alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ORLANDO, FLORIDA

          

          DECEMBER 18, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Bruce entered his office on the twenty-seventh floor of the SunTrust Building and turned on the light. It looked like a bomb had exploded and a sea of pink phone messages had fallen from the sky and covered every square inch of his desk.

      Taking time off had its drawbacks.

      Bruce had been out of the office for most of the week and hadn’t intended to come back to work until after Christmas, but he needed to tackle the backlog before it got any worse.

      Besides, the house was full of people—most of them connected to Koda in some way. Staying the night at the penthouse by himself almost sounded like a vacation.
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        * * *

      

      By noon, Bruce felt caught up enough to walk down the hall and invite his new vice president to lunch and then remembered it was a Saturday. He was the only person in the place.

      In truth, Bruce did not want to hire a new vice president—he wanted Koda to fill the role, but Koda had shown little interest. But as disappointed as he was over his son’s unwillingness to embrace his role in the family business, Bruce admired him for his courage and desire to go his own way.

      Twenty-five years earlier, when Bruce had blown out his knee and his dreams of a career in the NFL evaporated, he took the job because he felt obligated to do so. That’s what sons do, right? They do whatever their fathers ask.

      Not that Bruce had a bad life. He knew he was blessed to have been born a Mulvaney. But working in real estate? That was never his dream. If he could do it over again, Bruce would have stayed in football. He couldn’t play, but he could have gone into coaching. Or broadcasting.

      Imagine that, Bruce thought.

      He was actually jealous of his son.
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        * * *

      

      Bruce leaned back in his chair and stretched. He moved his head in circles to loosen the muscles in his neck and then glanced at his cell phone to see he had five messages—four of which were from Mika. Dear God, what did Mika want now?

      Bruce slid the phone in his pocket.

      Whatever Mika wanted, it could wait.

      Bruce got up and walked to the window. It was dark out now, and he could see the the neon sign from DJ’s Kres Chophouse neon sign glowing red on Church Street below him. Bruce glanced at his watch. It was a few minutes after elevenbefore ten—they’d still be serving dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Robyn finished running through her mental closing checklist, first making sure that all perishables were placed in the refrigerators. Next, she planned to tackle restocking the disposables—toothpicks, drink stirrers, straws, napkins, and the like—each of which needed to be replenished for the next day.

      One thing that did not need to be replenished were parasols—the small paper umbrellas commonly found in other restaurants. DJ’sKres was a chophouse, not some kind of tiki bar—though the pressure to start serving craft cocktails was growing all the time.

      Robyn bent down and tugged on the door handle of each refrigerator to make sure they were closed tight. When she stood up, she saw Bruce coming through the front door and her heart skipped a beat.

      He was alone.

      “Howdy, stranger,” Robyn said as Bruce took a seat in front of her at the bar.

      “Speaking of being a stranger, I haven’t seen you around the house for a while,” Bruce said.

      “I had to get back to work,” Robyn said without elaborating. She had no intention of discussing what had gone down between her and Koda—something she was still struggling to understand.

      Robyn made Bruce his drink and placed it on the bar. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Robyn said.

      “What?”

      Robyn motioned toward the front door of the restaurant.

      It was Mika.
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        * * *

      

      Mika slid into the empty chair at the bar next to Bruce without bothering to ask if it was okay to join him. “I left a slew of messages for you,” Mika said.

      “How did you know I was here?” Bruce asked.

      “I have great news,” Mika said, laying a piece of paper on the bar in front of Bruce. “I got a call from the detective bureau at the Savannah PD. I have been completely cleared of all charges in that nasty little limo driver thing. Isn’t that great? I think this calls for champagne. Don’t you?”

      “What is it, Mika?” Bruce asked. “I know you well enough to know you didn’t come all the way to Orlando for champagne.”

      “Me? I don’t want anything—except for a damn drink maybe,” Mika said, raising her voice.

      As much as Robyn wanted to ignore Mika, her professional standards wouldn’t allow it. “What do you want?”

      “I’d like to be in a bar where I didn’t have to see you,” Mika said. “But, alas, here I am. I’ll have a cosmopolitan and stay where I can watch you make it.”

      “Give me a break,” Robyn muttered under her breath.

      Mika waited until Robyn finished the drink and set the martini glass on the bar. “Okay, scurry along please,” Mika said. “Go clean something, or do whatever bartenders do when they’re not eavesdropping.”

      Robyn rolled her eyes and walked to the far end of the bar.

      “Okay, you got me, Bruce,” Mika said finally. “There is something I want.”

      “There always is,” Bruce said. “What is it this time?”

      “I heard through the grapevine the Restoring Savannah Foundation is having the charity event at your house—which makes absolutely no sense whatsoever,” Mika said. “But in any case, I’d like back in.”

      “Back in? Back in what?”

      “As the event chair,” Mika said. “The foundation got their money back, and I’m not getting charged with murder.”

      “Well, there’s something to put on your resume,” Bruce said, downing the last of the scotch from his glass.

      “So, you’re saying no?”

      “I paid your bail and kept you from getting indicted for embezzlement, Mika. I’m also letting you live rent-free in my multi-million-dollar house in Savannah. That’s it. That’s all I’m doing.” Bruce stood up. “Now, I’m going to the restroom. I expect you to be gone by the time I get back.”

      Robyn watched as Bruce turned his back on Mika and walked toward the restrooms at the rear of the restaurant and then walked over. “I know what you did,” Robyn said.

      “Know what?” Mika said sipping her cocktail.

      “The items on eBay,” Robyn said. “You took them from Koda’s penthouse at 55 West. I still don’t know how you made it look like the account was mine, but I’ll figure it out.”
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        * * *

      

      It was well after midnight before Bruce finished his steak and ordered one last drink. “Sorry for holding you up,” Bruce said. “Tell the kitchen I apologize for keeping them late.”

      “No problem,” Robyn said. “I’d just be home with the dogs, doing a lot of nothing, and Snuffy will be glad I brought home a bone.”

      “You know, I just thought of something,” Bruce said. “Can you get off for the night of December 20?”

      “What is that? A Tuesday?”

      “No, it’s a  Monday,” Bruce said. “We’re having a big event at the house.”

      For the second time in two hours, Robyn felt her heart skip a beat. “Yeah, sure I’d love to.”

      “Great,” Bruce said. “The base pay is $250 for the night, plus I’d be shocked if you didn’t walk away with at least another $250 in tips for the night. We can never have enough good bartenders.”
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        * * *

      

      Bruce rode the elevator to the thirty-first-floor penthouse at 55 West and placed the key in the door. He was exhausted and couldn’t wait to drop into bed.

      But there was no bed.

      Nor any sofas or chairs.

      The walls were bare.

      Someone had stripped the place to the bone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PORTLAND, OREGON

          

          AUGUST 10, 2010

        

      

    

    
      The saleswoman at the jewelry store waited patiently as Noah peered through the glass at the diamond rings neatly displayed on rows of velvet fingers in the case below.

      “You know what’s weird, Clay?” Noah said. “Being able to look at something so expensive and actually be able to afford it.”

      “What about that one right there?” Clay said, pointing to one of the more unique rings in the case. “That looks like something Onyx would wear.”

      The saleswoman pulled the ring from the case and laid it on a velvet pad. “This particular ring is a classic Edwardian, which was extremely popular during the art deco period of the ‘20s and ‘30s. It is set with—”

      “No,” Noah said without elaborating. The last thing Noah wanted was to give Onyx a ring that reminded her of the past—especially the years she spent with Ulrich back in the Roaring Twenties. “How about that one there?”

      “Yes, a lovely choice,” the saleswoman said, pulling the ring from the case. “This beautiful piece features two baguette-cut diamonds on each shoulder of a vivid green Colombian emerald held in platinum claw prongs—a total 1.35 carat weight. Richard Burton gave Elizabeth Taylor a ring very much like this one in the early ‘60s. It also has—”

      “Yes, that’s the one,” Noah said.

      “He means he wants to think about it,” Clay said.

      “No,” Noah said, waving Clay off. “I’ll take it.”
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        * * *

      

      Clay steered the cruiser out of the jewelry store parking lot and merged on the frontage road that ran parallel to the highway.

      “You never just say I’ll take it, you dope,” Clay said. “It makes it harder to negotiate.”

      “I didn’t want to negotiate,” Noah said. “I wanted the ring.”

      “Yeah, well, you could have still gotten the ring without having to overpay. How much did it set you back?”

      “$12,000,” Noah said.

      Clay shook his head. “The restaurant must be making more money than I thought.”

      “You have no idea,” Noah said.

      Since the very first day Noah’s B&G opened, the place had been mobbed every night. It was as if people out on the coast had never eaten upscale food before. The restaurant was even attracting foodies from Portland, which was flattering but increased the pressure to meet such high expectations.

      Noah knew it was a bad idea to share the restaurant’s sales and profit numbers with Clay. As much as he liked the man, Clay had proven he could not keep a secret. The last thing Noah wanted was for his sous chef to find out how much money Noah was making. If he did, Carlos would likely demand a significant increase in pay.

      “Noah, I know you’re crazy about Onyx. And I can see why. But have you thought this through? You know, about your life with—?”

      “With what? A ghost?” Noah asked. “I appreciate your concern, Clay, but I’m not naïve. I know what I’m getting myself into. Besides, all relationships have their challenges.”

      “Challenges?” Clay laughed. “One of you is alive, Noah, and the other one is dead.”

      “How far is the cabin?” Noah asked, changing the subject.

      Clay shook his head. “About 180 miles, give or take.”

      Going quail hunting with Clay and his friends was the last thing Noah wanted to do right then.

      He wanted to ask Onyx to marry him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HOBOKEN, NEW JERSEY

          

          DECEMBER 18, 2010

        

      

    

    
      If Olympia was going to be ready for the solstice eclipse charity event, she had a lot of shopping to do. Fortunately, next to sex, shopping was the thing she enjoyed most.

      Olympia followed the directions on the advertising brochure she’d taken from the front desk until she located the Newport Plaza mall on Marin Boulevard near the Holland Tunnel. She lit a cigarette and smoked it as she walked from her rental car to the door and then crushed it out and went inside.

      Olympia found the store directory and planned her agenda, which included:

      
        	Macy’s (a variety of clothing needs).

        	Victoria’s Secret (bras, panties, sleepwear, perfume).

        	Starbucks (venti iced skinny, sugar-free syrup, extra shot, light ice, no whip, hazelnut macchiato).

        	CVS (toothbrush, Advil, hair care products, disposable razors, shaving cream, and—while she was there—her birth control prescription since she’d missed several days already).

        	Sephora (mascara, concealer, eyebrow pencil, eye shadow, foundation, lash curler, makeup remover, and ten other things she probably needed).

        	Chick-fil-Aa (lunch—unless the line was horrendous like it usually was, in which case she’d go to Burger King).

        	The Cupcake Salon (Duh).

        	Sunglass Hut (sunglasses—the only pair she owned had been left in the house and were now buried under six tons of rubble).

      

      Then, after all that was completed, Olympia would tackle the tasks of buying a decent laptop and two microphones for the interview with Gerylyn Stoller.

      Lastly, Olympia needed a costume for the charity event—otherwise she’d be going as a sexy, black, homeless, washed-up TV show host with big hair.
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        * * *

      

      Coming up with a costume turned out to be easy. Olympia decided to go as herself.

      Well, not herself exactly but as the person she looked like and admired most in the world—Pam Grier—the actress who served as one of Olympia’s inspirations for continuing to wear her trademark afro.

      One of the biggest stars of the “Blaxploitation” era, during which black women appeared half-naked in music videos and the film industry forced most black actors into stereotypical roles as pimps and hoes, Pam Grier stood as the exception to the rule. At least as far as Olympia was concerned.

      The movie industry didn’t own Pam Grier.

      She owned it.

      Marvelous, mysterious, magnificent, and majestic, Pam Grier was black and beautiful—her shoulders pulled back and held high, and her hair piled even higher.

      That’s it, Olympia thought. All she I needed to do wasis tease her my hair and find a second-hand store to get some skintight clothes from the ‘60s, and she’d be I’m done.

      Olympia pulled out her cell phone and typed in “cheap retro clothes” and hit enter. There was a place on Washington. Perfect.
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        * * *

      

      Nathaniel Cryer stood amongst a group of parents in the children’s play area at the center of the mall, surrounded by a sea of screaming toddlers, watching Olympia look at her phone.

      A young boy ran up and yelled, “Boo!”

      Nathaniel looked down but said nothing. The young boy pulled his leg back and kicked Nathaniel directly in the shin.

      Nathaniel didn’t flinch nor did he yelp.

      The boy pulled his leg back and kicked Nathaniel again, harder.

      “If you do it again, I’ll eat you for dinner,” Nathaniel said calmly. The boy’s eyes widened, and he turned and darted off.

      Nathaniel knew he didn’t look very scary in his tan khakis and red snowflake wool sweater. But he could be scary if he wanted to be—.

      Iif he had a reason, and .

      When he had a score to settle.

      Hopefully Olympia understood that now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          AUGUST 12, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Oh, my God, I can’t believe I just told you that,” Tara said, placing her hand over her mouth. “Clay is going to kill me.”

      The day before, Clay let it slip while talking to Tara over the phone that Noah planned to ask Onyx to marry him. “Under no circumstances are you to say a word about this to Onyx,” Clay had said.

      Now Tara just had.

      “I see,” Onyx said, a thousand thoughts suddenly racing through her mind. “And when did you say Noah’s planning to do this?”

      “I’ve said enough already,” Tara said. “I mean, there should be at least a bit of a surprise.”

      Onyx remained silent.

      “Oh, the cat’s out of the bag anyway, right?” Tara said. “He’s planning to do it Friday night.”

      Onyx’s mind began racing once again. “What day is it today?”

      “It’s Thursday.”
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        * * *

      

      Once Tara left with the canvases she’d come for, Onyx got busy cleaning the lighthouse and generally putting things in order. Onyx had never thought of herself as a messy person—and she wasn’t. Not really. But years of living alone with no one looking over her shoulder had made her rather relaxed in terms of where she left things.

      This was not to suggest that Noah ever said a word about her housekeeping habits. He didn’t have to. Merely having him around made her more aware, as had been the case when her father lived with her. The difference was her father spent his nights in the caretaker’s house, as Noah had done for so long.

      Now, Noah spent his days—and nights—in the lighthouse.

      With her.

      Onyx glanced at the clock on the wall, which was another thing that had changed since Noah’s arrival. Until they’d begun living together, Onyx had no need for a clock. Now, mostly due to Noah’s work schedule, the clock seemed indispensable.

      It was a bit after seven.

      Sunset was still an hour away and there were several things Onyx wanted to do before heading out to walk the woods in search of energy.
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        * * *

      

      Onyx went to the caretaker’s house and found what she felt was an appropriate dress for the following evening, one that would go nicely with her mother’s starburst garnet broach, and then she headed back outside for her next task.

      To light the flame atop the lighthouse.

      Onyx filled the brass oilcan and began the ordeal of lugging the flammable black liquid up the 103 stairs to the top of the lighthouse. It was hard work—work that drained a fair amount of her energy—but something she did nonetheless. Like a cathartic religious ritual, it simply had to be done.

      It had also become a habit.

      Other than the night she’d gone to Portland with Tara for the gallery opening, Onyx had lit the flame every night for fifty-seven years without missing once.

      Recently there was a third reason for lighting the flame, one that was more practical than symbolic. As Onyx quickly learned, Noah slept without clothing—and it could get very cold in the lighthouse with the breeze coming in off the Pacific, even in the summer months.
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        * * *

      

      There was one last thing Onyx wished to do before leaving the lighthouse for the evening. Tara had become a good friend but there was much she couldn’t tell her. She needed to capture her current thoughts and feelings in her journal.

      Sometimes Onyx felt like her journal was a best friend—a friend you could tell anything to without the slightest bit of fear.

      Her journal never judged her.

      Onyx went to the piano in the lighthouse foyer where she’d made her journal entry the evening before and took a seat on the bench. Then she took her father’s fountain pen and dipped it in the bottle of Graf von Faber-Castell hazelnut brown ink Noah had given her for Christmas and began to write.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

          

          AUGUST 12, 2010

        

      

    

    
      I  feel like an ass,” Noah said for the third time.

      “Why?” Clay said. “Just because you ruined my hunting trip so you could propose to Onyx one day early?”

      Noah couldn’t tell if Clay was truly pissed at him, but he was glad to get the hell out of that small cabin. Holed up with five smelly guys who thought blasting defenseless fowl out of the air with double-barrel shotguns was fun was not his idea of a good time. What in the hell was he even thinking when he’d accepted the invitation?

      “I want to propose tonight because I have to work all weekend,” Noah said.

      “Hey, I’m just busting your chops,” Clay said. “I’m pretty glad to get out of there, too. Have you ever been anyplace that smelled worse than that cabin? God, it smelled like—”

      “—sautéed cat pee?”

      Clay released a loud laugh. “I was going to say ass, but sautéed cat pee pretty much nails it.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah stood in the clearing, cloaked in darkness, holding the ring and rehearsing the proposal in his mind—the only visible light coming from the flame burning atop the lighthouse.

      Chances were good that Onyx had heard Clay’s car coming up the road. Soon she would make her way down the spiral staircase to find him.

      Noah went inside and lit a candle and then went to the piano and took a seat on the bench.

      And then he saw the open journal.
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        * * *
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        FROM THE JOURNAL OF ONYX WEBB

        August 12, 2010

        I discovered today through slip of tongue that the man I have come to love intends to offer a proposal of marriage.

        If true, it shall be a first for me.

        Though I have been married before, my union with Ulrich did not start with a marriage proposal. Our marriage was the result of the condition laid down when Ulrich attempted to force himself on me while in route to Chicago. I made it clear that while a church wedding was not required, a trip to a justice of the peace indeed was.

        Without such a legal document, there would be no sex...

        Period.

        It was amazing how eager Ulrich was to tie the knot once this was fully understood.

        With Noah, it was different.

        Noah has never been aggressive, nor has he once tried to force himself on me. Our relationship has proceeded at its own pace, like a boat on a calm lake—taking its time to drift to its destination—the way all good relationships should.

        To the degree that Noah has seduced me, he has done so by simply being who he is…

        Thoughtful.

        Kind.

        Considerate.

        In the end, it was I who ended up seducing him.

        Imagine that! Maybe I have finally become the liberated, modern woman I envisioned myself becoming the night I watched Marlene Dietrich perform at The Apache.

        It only took seventy-seven years to get here.

        There is one problem that must be dealt with, however.

        The secret that remains unshared.

        Not that I haven’t wished to share it.

        I have.

        The day I took Noah to the rocks on the beach I fully intended to open myself to him and tell him the truth. To tell him everything.

        At the last moment, I lost my courage.

        I simply couldn’t tell him.

        I simply could not find words to explain what I had done.

        What words could I possibly use?

        I killed your mother, Noah. But don’t be mad.

        It was an accident… a judgment call.

        Your mother was doing drugs in a cabin, and I decided the situation was hopeless and that her death was inevitable.

        I did her a favor.

        You understand, don’t you?

        No.

        These are words that must never be spoken.

        They say that everyone has one secret that would break another’s heart if they knew of it. This is such a secret.

        The type of secret one takes to the grave.

        The one thing Noah must never know.
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        * * *

      

      Onyx was still on the far side of the clearing fifty yards away when she realized someone was inside the lighthouse. Whoever it was, they weren’t moving—but she could sense the person’s presence.

      Onyx climbed the steps to the lighthouse door and pulled it open, immediately seeing the lit candle on the piano.

      Then she saw Noah sitting there—with her open journal on the piano in front of him. Onyx took several steps forward. “You’re back early,” Onyx said.

      “You were never going to tell me?” Noah asked.

      “I tried, Noah. I really did.”

      “Well, maybe you should have tried harder.”

      “Yes, I know,” Onyx said, taking another step forward. “There was never the right time. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “You didn’t want to hurt me?” Noah said.

      Onyx remained silent, listening to the sound of Noah’s breathing and the sound of his heart pounding in her ears.

      “The contract you had with my grandfather is officially null and void. In fact, it has been since before it was written. Please be advised that I intend to publish your story.”

      Noah pulled the ring from his pocket and laid it on the piano next to the open journal. Onyx dropped to her knees and reached for Noah’s hand, but Noah stepped back. “Don’t touch me, Onyx. I think you’ve taken enough of my time and stolen enough of my energy for this lifetime.”

      “Noah, please…”

      “Goodbye Onyx,” Noah said, pulling his hand from hers. “As of this moment, you are not only dead to the world. You are dead to me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LYNCHBURG, VIRGINIA

          

          DECEMBER 19, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Newt couldn’t believe the program had been wrong—which meant that he was wrong.

      Ten agents, ten separate locations, eight hours a night for three straight nights. That was 240 agent hours, most of which had been paid at time-and-a-half—plus the cost of the rental vehicles.

      And no one saw anything.

      Not that success was ever guaranteed, of course.

      The Leg Collector could have shown up there, but made the agent.

      Or he might have shown up—not noticed the surveillance—but there were no girls who fit his profile and he simply went home.

      Or, as good and as accurate as Newt believed the program to be, it could have been off by a day or two in either direction.

      Or maybe Pipi had used a bunch of retirement-age knuckle-draggers who couldn’t have cared less if the they caught the guy or not. Maybe Newt should have insisted on using ten bright-eyed recruits from Camp Peary—the FBI training facility near Williamsburg—who were eager to get a leg up on the competition.

      Or…

      Or…

      Or…

      A million and one things could have gone wrong.

      Not only had he failed, Newt felt sick about having dragged Maggie into the middle of it.

      The only thing that was keeping Pipi from referring Maggie to the Office of Professional Responsibility was the fact that Pipi would be held equally responsible. Fortunately, Pipi’s sense of self-preservation was too strong to allow that to happen.

      The thing that gnawed at Newt most was the possibility that he’d made some stupid input error—typing in a six rather than a five or something equally mundane—which could have altered the prediction by two miles or three days.

      Going back through everything was pointless. Even if he discovered an error, he’d burned his one and only chance with Pipi. There was no going back. The opportunity had an expiration date on it, and the date had passed.

      Still, Newt felt compelled to know what went wrong.

      His phone rang. Newt glanced over and saw Maggie’s name on the caller ID. Not now, Newt thought.

      He had a lot of work to do.

      Over again.
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        * * *

      

      Newt finished re-inputting the data eleven hours later, just as the sun began peeking through the window. Then he held his breath and pressed enter. In less than a minute he would know if he’d screwed up.

      Newt exhaled when the results appeared.

      They were the same.

      Which didn’t solve anything really. But at least now he could let it go, knowing he’d done everything correctly and everything he possibly could.

      Newt poured himself a large glass of water and went about the task of packing everything pertaining to the Leg Collector into cardboard legal boxes.

      Newt stacked the boxes in the corner by the door and then grabbed his cell phone. He had twenty-three messages, all of them from Maggie. He needed to call her, but he was so tired he was afraid how he’d sound. He’d gotten less than an hour’s sleep in the last three days.

      Sleep first, then call.

      Newt heard footsteps coming down the hall and stopped to listen. Moments later, he saw the shadow of someone stopping at his door.

      Three letters slid across the floor and came to a rest near his feet. The mail would have to wait. He was too exhausted to read.

      Newt went to the bathroom, pulled his clothes off, and climbed in the shower. The hot water felt good. Five minutes later he was still standing there, letting the hot water stream over him.

      When he finally got out, Newt crossed the room, lowered the window shade, and collapsed on the bed in complete exhaustion without bothering to dry himself off.

      Less than two minutes later, he was snoring.
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        * * *

      

      Newt woke and sat up on the side of the bed. He looked at the clock and was surprised to discover he’d been out cold for almost eight hours.

      Newt got up, ate a power bar, and washed it down with a glass of water. He then picked up the mail from the floor.

      There were three pieces.

      The first was the monthly statement for the hotel room. The second was a letter from his mother. The third was the postcard he knew would be there.

      Unlike the previous thirteen postcards, this one did not have a picture of a serial killer.

      Instead, there was a poem.

      The poem read:

    

  


  
    
      
        
        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.

      

        

      
        For buried inside this well-mannered “Gent”

        Lay a soul that is wounded and damaged and bent.

        But with practice he’s mastered his lies, with a grin,

        That hides searing pain festering deeply within.

      

        

      
        How dapper, he thinks, as he polishes his spats,

        And fingers a choice from a collection of hats,

        Then grabbing his cane, his heart fills with glee,

        For he’s already found victim number three.

      

        

      
        A dishwater blonde, so much like the rest,

        With long slender legs that pass his strict test.

        Just living her life, minute by minute,

        Sans any thought this monster is in it.

      

        

      
        And the official response of the federal bureau?

        To send Spider Boy to save the young girl!

        How sad for the lad to be so unable,

        To rescue the damsel strapped to his table.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Newt sat on the edge of the bed and wondered why the card was different from the others. And why the poem, which seemed very…

      Personal.

      The only thing he could come up with was that it had something to with primes.

      
        
        2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, 17, 19, 23, 29, 31, 37, 41…

      

      

      This was the fourteenth card he’d received. What was so special about the fourteenth prime number—which was forty-three—to change the pattern?

      To the best of Newt’s knowledge, there were no known serial killers with forty-three verified victims.

      There was one with forty-two: Ahmad Suradji.

      And forty-five: Wang Qiang.

      And forty-eight: Alexander Pichushkin.

      And forty-nine: Gary Ridgway.

      But none with forty-three.

      Unless…

      The Leg Collector had forty-two confirmed victims. Was the Leg Collector telling him he’d killed another girl? Did this mean the number of victims was now forty-three? That’s why there was no photo of the killer. What was the Leg Collector supposed to do? Send a picture of himself?

      Newt turned the postcard over to see it had been postmarked on the final day of the FBI stakeouts. Either he’d taken the girl from somewhere other than where Newt had identified or the agents conducting the surveillance had missed him.

      Newt was betting on the latter.

      Newt reread the poem. There was something about it that bothered him—but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

      What wasn’t he seeing?

      In the all the time he’d worked with the FBI, Newt had never created the ubiquitous bulletin board like they do in the movies, showing every suspect, victim, location, vehicle, and piece of evidence connected by lengths of string or yarn. It was a real method. The bureau offered a three-day workshop on the topic. Some of the more detailed agents would often use different colored yarn to differentiate the various connections.

      Newt had always done it in his head.

      Should he look at everything again? The mere thought of it made him nauseous. But what else was he going to do?

      Newt looked at the clock. It was 4:25. But was it morning or evening? He honestly didn’t know.

      Newt walked across the room, raised the shade, and sunlight flooded into the room.

      Good. Office Depot was open until five.

      Newt looked around the room and calculated the number of cubic feet of space he had to work with. He was going to need several thousand feet of string and a hell of a lot thumbtacks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PORTLAND, OREGON

          

          OCTOBER 20, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Noah sealed the last of the manila envelopes and slid it in the backpack with the others. This would bring the number of book manuscripts mailed to publishers up to eighteen.

      Of the previous twelve publishing houses he’d mailed, seven had not responded—most likely tossing the 436-page typed draft in a stack with hundreds of other unsolicited manuscripts—or simply tossed it into the trash unopened.

      Five of the publishers had been polite enough to send rejection letters at least—one of which stated that while the writing was acceptable, the story was completely unbelievable. Noah found it hard to argue.

      Noah went downstairs and saw Kizzy was in her usual position on the sofa, smoking a cigarette and watching Days of Our Lives. Noah didn’t bother saying goodbye, knowing his grandmother would ignore him anyway. She was still livid with him for putting an end to her cash-cow income stream from the pot farm, never mind that it was illegal. Or that her partner in the endeavor was none other than his father—a man she and his grandfather had told Noah was dead.

      Kizzy would come around. Eventually.

      And if she didn’t? Whatever.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SHERIDAN, OREGON

      

      

      After Noah dropped off the manuscripts at the post office, he began the ride to the ocean. Today, however, he would pull the Harley into the visitor’s parking lot at the Federal Detention Center in Sheridan, Oregon, where his father was being held for a slew of state and federal drug trafficking violations.

      Noah told himself the only reason he was finally visiting the man was because Clay had pushed him into it.

      In truth, Noah had a lot of questions for Myron Kroll.
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        * * *

      

      “So, the prodigal son has come to visit,” Myron said as Noah sat down across the table from him in the prison visitorsvisitors’ area.

      “You obviously have no idea what prodigal means,” Noah said. “And don’t call me son. I’m not your son.”

      “You’ve got my eyes,” Myron said. Noah did not respond. “Okay, so why are you here?”

      “I want to know how you got your hooks into her,” Noah said.

      “Kizzy? I didn’t go to Kizzy. She called me,” Myron said. “She was low on gas, out of cash. Said she needed—”

      “I’m not asking about Kizzy. I’m asking about my mother. I want you to tell me how you got your hooks into my mother.”

      “Rainbow? What’s to tell?” Myron said. “Bow was young, empty, confused—you know, like every other teenage girl. She was new to the area and had no friends. She was easy pickings.”

      “Go on.”

      “Go on with what?” Myron said. “I sold drugs. She bought them. She got pregnant, had you, and kept using. Rainbow couldn’t handle her shit, and—well—you know the rest.”

      “No, I don’t know the rest,” Noah said. “That’s why I’m here.”

      Myron shrugged and sat silently.

      “What drugs did you sell her?”

      “The usual,” Myron said. “Started with pot, moved her to pills, then on to the hard stuff—heroine, crack. Why do you want to know all this? What does it matter? She’s dead, end of story. You don’t happen to have a cigarette, do you?”

      “Were you with her the night she died?”

      Myron shook his head. “Nah, she went out to the cabin alone.”

      “She wasn’t alone,” Noah said.

      “That’s right,” Myron said. “She took you along with her that night. Some mom, huh?”

      “So when she died, what? You just said screw it? I wasn’t your problem?”

      “No. That’s not how it went down,” Myron said, leaning forward in his chair. “I didn’t abandon you.”

      “Bullshit,” Noah said.

      “No, it’s not,” Myron said. “I’m probably going to spend the rest of my life in a six-by-ten cell, and I’m going to spend a lot of time regretting the shit I’ve done. But abandoning you? That won’t be one of the things I regret because I didn’t. I stepped up, Noah. But your grandmother and grandfather paid me to stay away. That’s the truth. Ask Kizzy.”

      “Are you telling me that after they found me in the cabin you tried to—”

      “Whoa, wait,” Myron said. “The cabin? I don’t know what crock of crap they’ve been serving you, Noah, but you weren’t found at the cabin. After Rainbow OD’d, someone took you from the cabin and dropped you off at a church. I’ve never been able to figure out who it was.”

      Noah stayed silent, drinking in what he’d just heard.

      There was only one person it could have been.

      Onyx.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LYNCHBURG, VIRGINIA

          

          DECEMBER 20, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Maggie held the cellphone to her ear with one hand and steered the vehicle with the other, the headlights of the Taurus cutting through the darkness.

      Again, the call went to voice mail.

      Maggie tossed the phone on the passenger seat without bothering to leave a message. She’d left at least twenty messages over the weekend without a single reply. Now she was worried sick. Driving to Lynchburg seemed like the only course of action available.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie parked on the street outside the Commonwealth Hotel and went straight to the stairway without bothering to check in with the grungy clerk reading a magazine at the front desk. Though she’d never been to the room before, she knew Newt’s room number from having FedEx’d him the Leg Collector files.

      Maggie found room 206 and knocked. “Newt, it’s Maggie. Let me in.”

      Maggie listened but heard nothing. She pounded on the door again, harder this time. Still no response.

      Maggie went back down the stairs and approached the clerk behind the front desk.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Yes, please ring room 206 for me.”

      “Uh, I don’t think 206 wants to be bothered.”

      “Really? How do you know that?” Maggie asked.

      “Because when I saw him, he said, ‘I don’t want to be bothered.’”

      “When was that?” Maggie asked.

      He shrugged. “Yesterday maybe? Or the day before.”

      “You’ve got a master key, right? Give it to me.”

      “I’m not allowed to.”

      Maggie held up her wallet and flashed her bureau ID at the man. “You are now.”
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        * * *

      

      Maggie slid the master key in the lock.

      “I’m going back downstairs,” the clerk said from behind her in the hallway.

      “No, stay put until I tell you to leave,” Maggie said.

      There could be any number of reasons why Newt hadn’t answered his cell phone. Some of them weren’t good.

      Maggie took a deep breath, turned the knob, and pushed the door open. The room was dark. “The switch is to your right,” the clerk said from behind her.

      Maggie reached inside and found the light switch—flipped it—and took a step back. Every foot of the room, from ceiling to floor, had been turned into a giant spider web made with string. Taped to the web in various places were photographs of the Leg Collector’s victims.

      “I’m leaving now,” the clerk said before walking off. Maggie ignored him, doing her best to wrap her mind around what she was seeing.

      Then,Finally, Maggie spotted Newt sitting cross-legged on the floor in the center of the enormous web—his eyes closed, wearing headphones—completely oblivious to what was happening around him.

      Maggie stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. “Newt,” she said loudly. “Newt!”

      Newt opened his eyes and pulled the headphones off. “Maggie? What are you doing here?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t be here if you’d answer your damn phone or checked your voice mail,” Maggie said. “What in the hell is this supposed to be?”

      “It’s a web,” Newt said.

      “I can see it’s a web, Newt,” Maggie said, shaking her head. “YGod, you look like hell, —you know that? ” Maggie said. “When’s the last time you ate or slept?”

      “What are you listening to?”

      “‘Hallelujah’ by Leonard Cohen,” Newt said. Newt pulled himself to his feet, trying not to disturb the strings running all around him. “I don’t know, y

      “God, you look like hell—you know that?” Maggie said. “When’s the last time you ate or slept?”

      Newt shrugged. “Yesterday sometime, I guess.”

      “Take a shower and get dressed,” Maggie said. “We need to get some food in you. Then you can tell me about this insane web of yours.”
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        * * *

      

      Newt finished his second cheeseburger and wiped the last of the bit of ketchup off his the plate with a french the last of his french fryies and popped it in them in his mouth.

      “Better, huh?” Maggie said.  “Now, So, explain that crazy tell me about this web of yours.”

      “What’s to explain? The problem with an evidence wall is that it’s two dimensional—height and width—which is fine for visualizing connections between people and places—”

      “—but it’s hard to build in the passage of time,” Maggie said. “That’s where the dimension of depth comes in.”

      “Exactly,” Newt said. “So, I started the web on one end of the room, running a string from floor to ceiling and stapling the earliest known information about the Leg Collector to that string. Then I worked from there, tying connector strings from one strand to the next when and where connections were made. I’ve tried everything else I could think of to catch this guy.”

      “It’s not just you, Newt,” Maggie said. “Pipi’s got forty special agents working the Leg Collector case. Forty. And none of them have come up with a damn thing. But I’ll tell you this—not one of them has an enormous, three-dimensional spider web in their office.”

      “What’s to tell?” Newt said. “I’ve tried every approach known to man to catch this guy and come up empty.”

      “So you thought building an enormous, three-dimensional spider web in your hotel room was going to help?”

      “Yeah, well, I figured that if No, not really, but I had to keep myself busy,” Newt said. “Besides, if we ever do catch this guy, they’re going to want to turn this into a TV series. Have you evern seen a serial killer movie or TV series that didn’t have a big wall of evidence?”

      They both laughed.

      “God, Newt, that’s why I fell in love with you,” I’m trying to understand you. I really am,” Maggie said.

      “What’s to understand, Maggie? I failed. Seventeen years and the only thing I know for sure is this guy is right—he is smarter than I am.”

      “Oh, it’s just you? There are forty special agents working the Leg Collector case, Newt. Forty. None of them has come up with a damn thing. Maybe it’s time you got off the pity train and—”

      Without warning, Newt leaned across the table and grabbed Maggie’s shoulders, pulled her toward him, and kissed her hard.

      She didn’t kiss him back.

      “I’m engaged,” Maggie blurted outsaid.

      “What?”

      “I said, I’m engaged, Newt. I’m going to get married.,”

      Maggie said.

      Newt looked down at the ring finger of Maggie’s left hand and shook his head. The ring impression on her skin was clearly visible.

      No wonder he couldn’t catch the Leg Collector, Newt thought. “See what I mean? AEven a half-assed agent with two months of an ounce of training would have noticed.
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        “Nothing in the universe is good or bad, big or small, hot or cold, up or down, right or wrong. The only thing that matters is the perspective of the observer.”

        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death
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        All your favorite characters are planning to be there.

        What about you?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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.”

      

      

      
        
          [image: TOP]
        

      

      
        
        When not traveling, Richard & Andrea can be found in Orlando, Florida—typing as fast as they can—with their ghost cat, Courage, at their feet.
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