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        Episode Twenty-Five:

        Convergence

      

        

      
        Koda and Beatrice Shaw get ready for the Solstice Eclipse Ball.  Stormy Boyd is concerned with the mansion gate and brings the security team up to speed.  Onyx has come to accept that Noah is gone forever, but finds herself dealing with a new issue—Noah’s waitress, Ellen.  Wyatt Scrogger’s date with the hangman has finally arrived.  Olympia prepares to interview Gerylyn for her new podcast, while being followed by Nathaniel.  Though in pain, Declan records a message for Bruce and Koda.  At Kara’s urging, Stan Lee plans to kill Declan.  Newt and Maggie make the connection between the Leg Collector and the Southern Gentleman.  Chloe surprises Bruce by bringing their daughter, Krissy, to the foundation event.  Alec Yost gets bad news from his doctor.  Mika talks her way into the party as the Southern Ggentleman’s guest.

      

        

      
        Episode Twenty-Six:

        Dinner is Served

      

        

      
        The event is stunning. Dinner is served by the queen of Low Country catering, Beatrice Shaw.  Noah, Simon, and Gerylyn arrive late due to a winter storm.  Juniper returns to the mansion to get help from Gerylyn about the dark entity that is after her.  Declan’s pain worsens as the night continues.  Newt and Maggie stop for gas, and a robber hits Maggie over the head and steals her car, stranding them at the station.  Mika confronts Koda and faces the truth that she has no chance with him.  Kara convinces Stan Lee that it’s finally time to kill Declan.

      

        

      
        Episode Twenty-Seven:

        Blood Moon

      

        

      
        Stormy searches for Stan Lee.  Olympia uncovers a bedroom mirror, and chaos erupts when ghosts begin spreading into the mansion, taking energy from people and leaving them dead.  Bruce leads a group of people to the panic room.  Robyn and Tommy get Declan to the ambulance.   Koda sees his mother and gets closure about her death. Juniper rescues the governor and then confronts the dark entity (Father Fanning).  On the way to the hospital, Declan asks Tommy to end his suffering.  Stan Lee escapes through the hidden door in the old art room, steals Beatrice’s catering truck, and ends up running Mika down after she crashes Koda’s Lamborghini.

      

        

      
        Episode Twenty-Eight:

        Battle of Light and Darkness

      

        

      
        The big showdown between Juniper and Father Fanning reaches its climax, with Juniper’s light banishing Fanning’s darkness forever.  Pipi deals with the aftermath of the ghost attack and makes plans with Tommy, Newt, and Maggie for a cover up. They decide to say it was a gas leak.  Krissy discovers her mother is dead, killed during the ghost attack—and that Bruce Mulvaney is her father and Koda is her half-brother.  Gerylyn sleeps through the ghost attack.  Domingo gets the exclusive of a lifetime that requires him to lie.  Stan Lee trades Beatrice’s catering truck for kKetamine and successfully gets out of Charleston and heads for Chicago.  Onyx deals with Ellen, who is looking for Noah.  Newt and Maggie discover the secret tunnel.  Wyatt’s lawyer gives him two vials of GHB, which make him unconscious, halting the execution.   Noah flies back to Portland and burns Alistar’s notes and proposes to Onyx.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      “Each life is like a thread of a spider’s web, connected to the lives of others—imperceptibly, perhaps, but connected nonetheless—so much so that, when you touch the life of anyone, the whole universe begins to tremble.”

      –Onyx Webb
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            Dedicated to:

          

          Artists & Creators Everywhere

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Artists, musicians, sculptors, painters, actors, and especially writers—fiction, non-fiction, bloggers, whoever you are and whatever you create…

        WE SALUTE YOU.

        We encourage you to continue, no matter how long or hard the road may seem at times.

        We honor you.

        We understand you.

        We are you.

        And to the following Onyx Webb

        “Super Fans”…

        Shannon Mulligan

        Mona Trombley

        Penny Olson

        Debby Pettus Prow

        Monna Lainson

        Lori Schmitt

        Sammy Curtis

        Mike Rice

        Jackie Correa

        Merrilyn McGloin

        Eric Smith

        Deborah O’Callaghan

        This Episode Dedicated to:

        Jeff Bezos

        On May 15, 1997, an online bookstore operating at a loss went public on the Nasdaq in an IPO that valued a modest $438 million.

        Twenty years later to the day this is being written, that little startup is the world’s biggest retailer—online or off—and worth over $450 billion.

        Thank you, Jeff.

        Thank you, Amazon.

        Talk about changing the game...

        And to the following Onyx Webb “Super Fans”…

        Shannon Mulligan

        Mona Trombley

        Penny Olson

        Without your support, Onyx would                                          cease to exist.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        DECEMBER 22, 2010 – 10:41 A.M.

      

      

      NEWT DRYSTAD WAS distressed that his boss, Pipi Esperanza, had placed the majority of her efforts on covering up the ghost attack at the Mulvaney mansion—with virtually no resources dedicated to tracking the Leg Collector.

      “Don’t push it, Newt,” Pipi said when Newt challenged her.

      “Well, someone has to,” Newt said. “Statistically, we’ve got forty-eight hours, or the trail goes—”

      “I know the numbers, Newt,” Pipi snapped.

      To most people, two days doesn’t sound like a long time, but every FBI agent was acutely aware of the statistic, which stated that if a homicide wasn’t solved in the first forty-eight hours, the chances of an arrest dropped by 59 percent.

      The clock had been ticking for thirty-three hours—a big head start to give an extremely crafty adversary.

      Driving at a steady sixty miles per hour—minus a few hours for sleep and stopping for gas—Newt calculated the Leg Collector could be as far away as Dallas, Milwaukee, or Portland, Maine. Or anywhere in between. That was assuming he hadn’t jumped on an airplane, in which case he could be anywhere in the world.

      And they still hadn’t entered the tunnel.

      “Newt’s right,” Maggie said. “Why is it taking so long to get a warrant?”

      Pipi didn’t respond. She just turned and walked away.

      “Pipi!” Maggie shouted.

      “Let her go,” Newt said, grabbing Maggie’s arm.

      “I don’t get it,” Maggie said.

      “I do,” Newt said. “Pipi’s got a problem getting a warrant.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Maggie said. “We know the Southern Gentleman stabbed Declan Mulvaney and escaped through—oh, crap.”

      “That’s right,” Newt said. “Pipi sold the media on the story that Declan was knocked out by the gas and accidently fell on a dinner knife. There was no stabbing.”

      “And now, if she tells the truth, everything unravels,” Maggie said.

      “Exactly,” Newt said. “All lies come at a price, and now we’re paying it.”
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        * * *

      

      Six hours later, Pipi managed to pull a minor miracle—and enough strings—to get the search warrant signed by a judge. Pipi gathered the six people she wanted involved in the basement of the mansion. They included:

      •	Newt

      •	Maggie

      •	Special Agent James

      •	Special Agent Bond

      •	Stormy Boyd

      •	And herself

      “For the purposes of this search, Special Agent Drystad will be in charge,” Pipi said. “Newt.”

      Newt nodded and stepped forward. “First, I know waiting on the warrant has been frustrating for all of us, but it was the right thing to do. Taking the risk of having evidence tossed because we rushed in would have been a mistake.”

      Newt glanced at Pipi, and she nodded.

      “There are two assumptions we can make,” Newt said. “One, the tunnel leads to the house next door. And two, the suspect is no longer there—which doesn’t mean we don’t need to be cautious. Proper treatment of evidence is crucial, and there’s nothing that says the tunnel and/or areas in the house aren’t booby trapped.”

      “What, like a bomb or something?” Bond asked.

      Newt shrugged. “Anything’s possible.”

      “If I may, I’d like to suggest that I be allowed to go into the tunnel first,” Stormy said.

      Newt looked at Pipi and waited.

      “Thank you, Mr. Boyd,” Pipi said. “That’s very noble of you, but I will be leading us in. If Agent Drystad wants you to be second in behind me, I have no objection. Newt?”

      Newt nodded per the script—exactly as he and Pipi planned. If any of them were going to run into a booby trap, it should be the two people already dead.

      “Agent James will be responsible for documenting what we find as we go,” Newt said. James held up the camera he’d been given and nodded his understanding. “Bond, you’ll stay behind and guard the door to ensure no one enters the tunnel behind us.”

      “What?” Bond said. “Why does he get to go in, and I get left out here?” Bond asked, looking over at Stormy.

      “Is there a problem?” Pipi asked.

      “Yeah,” Bond said. “He’s not with the bureau. I don’t understand why he’s even here.”

      “Mr. Boyd is coming because he’s in charge of security here at the mansion,” Newt said.

      “That’s my point,” Bond said, turning to Stormy. “If he’s such hot shit, how did he manage to get forty people killed?”

      “That’s enough,” Newt said. “If you want to be reassigned, Agent Bond, that can be arranged.”

      “That’s okay. I’m good,” Bond said.

      After a few other minor details were covered, Newt instructed everyone to put on the rubber gloves they’d been given. Then he gave Stormy the go-ahead to pull the secret door open, and everyone turned on his or her flashlight. Pipi and Stormy carried them as well, despite seeing perfectly in the dark.

      Newt went in third behind Stormy, followed by Maggie and Agent James. To his chagrin, Bond remained behind.
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        * * *

      

      It took Pipi only a few steps into the darkness to realize she had just entered the kill room.

      “Dear God,” Stormy muttered behind her. “Why would he build it here? It’s literally butted up against the foundation of the mansion.”

      “I don’t think he did—build it, I mean. I’m guessing it was already here,” Newt said, shining his flashlight along the walls of the room.

      “Explain,” Pipi said.

      “The Mulvaney mansion was originally part of the old Stono Plantation, and the house next door was the slave quarters, right? It stands to reason that the plantations owners didn’t dig the tunnel. The slaves dug the tunnel.”

      “They probably used it to move back and forth, right under the plantation owner’ss noses,” Stormy added. “And if the basement was a root cellar, they were probably using it to steal food.”

      “So, the tunnel was here all along,” Maggie said. “The Leg Collector discovered it and made use of it.”

      “I’ve got a generator back here. Should I start it?” James said.

      “Yes, go ahead,” Pipi said.

      A few seconds later, the generator began to hum and the lights came on.

      Not a word was said for a full minute as each person took in the ghastly scene.

      Finally, Pipi broke the silence. “Everyone stay where you are as Agent James takes photographs.”

      James didn’t move.

      “Agent James? Photos?”

      James nodded, took a step forward, and vomited on the floor.
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        * * *

      

      The kill room wasn’t large, approximately twelve feet by twenty feet, with a ceiling no more than seven-feet high. Newt now understood how an NBA player felt in a room designed for people of average height.

      The floor was covered with gray stone pavers, like something you would buy from Home Depot. The entire set up was clearly a DIY job done by someone who didn’t know what they were doing.

      The stones at the far end of the room were no longer gray like the rest, but a deep rust color. The color of dried blood.

      It was not what Newt expected. He’d expected a clean, orderly crime scene—matching the profile of most organized serial killers.

      The room he was standing in was anything but.

      In the center of the room was a silver, medical-grade table. The cart had wheels that were caked with dirt. Lying on the floor near the base of the table were several two-inch-wide buckle straps, like something movers use to secure things to the inside walls of a truck.

      Or a Christmas tree to the roof of a car.

      Or a person to a table.

      A four-foot-tall metal tool kit with sliding drawers stood against the wall several feet away. It looked like something an auto mechanic would use.

      Newt waited as James took photos of the tool kit before opening the drawers.

      They were indeed filled with tools—none of which were designed to tune carburetors or change spark plugs.

      “Look at these,” Newt said to Maggie, pointing at several empty glass vials that would have held a liquid drug of some kind.

      “What’s back there?” Stormy asked, pointing at a black curtain near the rear of the room.

      Pipi motioned to James, and he snapped several photos. Then Pipi stepped forward and pulled the curtains open.

      Maggie turned and tried to understand what was in front of her. “What the—?”

      “It’s his shrine,” Newt said, walking over.

      The wall had photographs of Ferris wheels—the small kind from county fairs in the ‘50s and ‘60s. The kind with chairs you sat in while your legs dangled freely below.

      There was also a collection of old model Ferris wheels perched on shelves on the wall—probably antiques.

      Then there were newspaper articles, one with a picture of a giant Ferris wheel. It was the front page of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, yellow with age, from August 1904. The headline read:

      

      
        
        ST. LOUIS CHILD SNATCHER FOUND—                                                   TWO GIRLS SAVED, BUT KILLER ESCAPES

      

      

      

      Beneath the photo of the Ferris wheel was a photo of two young girls, one a bit older than the other. The caption read:

      
        
        Two lucky girls! Katherine Keane, age 12, of St. Louis (left), and Onyx Webb, age 6, of Louisiana, survivors.

      

      

      Newt didn’t know the Keane girl, but he recognized the other and shot Pipi a look. Pipi looked back at Newt but said nothing.

      Several blank spots were on the wall, suggesting something had been removed. Something with his real name on it, perhaps?

      Then there were photos of the women he’d taken. None were wide shots. They were all close-ups of their faces. Their eyes filled with fear.

      The before photos.

      Newt was familiar with every one of the women on the wall in front of him. But he recognized them from the after photos taken by the authorities. Once the Leg Collector was done with them.

      “That’s Juniper Cole,” Stormy said, pointing at one of the photos. “She was his first.”

      Under Juniper’s photo there was a small table with nothing on it. “What do you think was here?” Maggie said, pointing at the empty table.

      “I don’t know,” Newt said. “But whatever it was, he took it with him.”

      

      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        DECEMBER 22, 2010 – 11:18 A.M.

      

      

      

      BRUCE AND KODA MULVANEY sat on opposite sides of the desk in Bruce’s study, the desktop between cleared of everything except the cassette player.

      “Get the door,” Bruce said.

      Koda stood and went to the door. “How long do you figure the recording is?”

      Bruce shrugged. “I have no idea. It says it’s a sixty-minute tape, but that doesn’t mean he used all the tape.”

      Koda closed the door and turned the lock. Then he returned to his chair.

      “Did he say anything to you?” Bruce asked. “Do you have any idea what—?”

      “No,” Koda said. Bruce nodded. Then he reached out and pressed the play button.

      
        
        Hello, Bruce. Hello, Koda. I’ll assume you’re both listening to this together, which is my hope, because it’s something you both need to hear. The reason for this tape recording is a simple one. There are things I’ve always wanted the two of you to know, but I never had the courage to say. Not while I was alive at least. Which, since you are listening to this, I no longer am.

        By now you know I’ve been sick for a while, something I intentionally decided to keep from you both. I didn’t want my illness to be the focus of our final months together. Hopefully my decision has not angered you, and if it has, I apologize.

        There are things I’m about to say that you might find… surprising. Distressing, even. For that I apologize too. But they are things that need to be said, even if only in this cowardly manner.

        To understand the context of what I wish to tell you, I must start at the beginning of the story. At the orphanage.

        The best friend I’ve ever had was someone I met in the orphanage when I was thirteen. I’d gotten in trouble for disobeying one of the sisters, Sister Mary Margaret. Part of my punishment was no dinner. But after lights out, this kid I barely knew brought me a hunk of bread, and we became fast friends. I’m sure I’ve mentioned him from time to time. Uncle Tommy, I called him. Tommy Bilazzo. There’s a picture of him on the wall in my study.

        I had a reputation as a brawler in the orphanage, which is how I survived. No one messed with me. Tommy was the exact opposite. He was big enough to pummel anyone he wanted, but he’d never been in a fight. Maybe his size was enough. I’m not sure. I think it was more that he simply didn’t want to fight.

        In any case, Tommy and I made it out alive.

        Not everyone did.

        There was a kid once named Randy Iglewski. Randy was a student at Kemper Military Academy in Boonville about eight miles away. I’ve never seen a kid who cried more than Randy did when he got to the Open Arms.

        Then Sister Mary Margaret got her hooks into him and made him carry the stick. She forced this meek, sweet kid to be the Stick Boy. The Stick Boy’s job was to serve as Sister Mary Margaret’s enforcer. That was the role she’d assigned him, and he was too weak to fight back.

        Randy came to me and asked for protection, and I agreed to help him. Sister Mary Margaret didn’t take it well, and she made him disappear. One day he was there, and the next day he wasn’t. Sister Mary Margaret claimed he stole money from the orphanage Christmas fund and used it to run away.

        We all knew it was just a cover for the truth. She killed him. Tommy and I did the only thing we could think to do, which was to go to one of the good nuns—Sister Katherine.

        Sister Katherine was considerably younger than most of the nuns at the orphanage. She had a scar that ran through both of her lips, like she’d been hit with something. She tried to hide it with makeup, but it was still visible. Even so, she was very attractive—though that’s not why we went to her. We went to her because we trusted her.

        She said not to worry. That she’d take care of it—and she did. A few days later, Sister Mary Margaret drowned in the bathtub. The official cause of death was accidental drowning, but I knew better. The drowning was no accident. Sister Katherine murdered the old nun, and I loved her for it. Sister Katherine was, at that point, the only adult I’d ever met who’d kept their word. And it was the defining moment of my life.

        I remember thinking: Maybe that’s how things are handled. Maybe that’s how the world is made right. Maybe praying to God for intervention was a waste of time. Maybe the best way to solve a problem was the way Sister Katherine had. You solve it yourself.

        I’m sure you are wondering why I feel the need to tell you this. I have a reason, so please bear with me.

        A few years after that, the priest who ran the orphanage—Father Fanning—gathered all of us kids together to let us know we were being taken to the Boys Town movie premiere at the Ambassador Theater in East St. Louis. For most kids, it was the biggest day of their entire lives, Tommy and me included.

        Early into the movie, Tommy went to buy candy. Ten minutes later, he hadn’t returned, so I went looking for him. I finally found him in an area of the building that was under construction. He was being raped by Father Fanning.

        The sound of Fanning grunting and Tommy whimpering in pain was too much to handle. A feeling of rage unlike anything I’d ever felt before overwhelmed me. I grabbed a two-by-four from a stack of lumber, took several quick steps forward, and swung. Then I hit him again. And again—the final blow connecting with the side of the priest’s head, and he toppled over like a rag doll.

        He was dead.

        Then Sister Katherine showed up. She helped us dump Father Fanning’s body and gave us money to run away. Needless to say, if Tommy and I weren’t bonded as brothers for life before that, we were then.

        Am I ashamed of what I did? Do I regret taking the life of another human being? No.

        Fanning was pure evil, and I’m glad I bashed his skull in. Given the chance, I’d do it again without blinking an eye. You must stand up to evil. What is it they say? The only way evil can survive is when good men encounter it yet do nothing. And in the scope of the universe, I am a good man—compared to the likes of the Father Fannings of the world who prey on the innocent.

        Tommy and I ran to Chicago, and took a series of odd jobs—working in bowling alleys and amusement parks—until we drifted apart when I enlisted in the army after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. We didn’t see each other for another twenty years.

        Tommy had hooked up with a small-time Chicago mobster who went by the name Fat Sal. His crew included his muscle, Chuckie Bags, and a cocky little weasel named Phil Spilatro, who went by the nickname Milwaukee Phil. Phil was the grandson of Faustino “The Owl” Spilatro, who ran Las Vegas in the 1930s and ‘40s. Phil thought he was hot shit because he was connected.

        When I got back from the war, I drifted around for the next ten years until I lucked into my job as part of Frank Sinatra’s security detail, which I know you already know about.

        It was late November 1962. Frank, Dean, and Sammy were playing a small club called the Villa Venice. It was a small joint in Wheeling, Illinois, secretly owned by mobster Sam Giancana, who was a close friend of Frankie’s. That’s when I ran into Tommy again. It was also the night I met Mary Ann Mungehr.

        Mary Ann was a waitress who was working the event that night. She was also a single mother with a seven-year-old kid named Stan Lee. Stan Lee’s father, it turned out, was none other than Phil Spilatro. He’d gotten Mary Ann pregnant and never took responsibility.

        That night, Mary Ann ran into Phil at the club and confronted him, right there in front of everyone. It was one of the bravest things I’d ever seen, and I fell head over heels for her.

        Mary Ann was different from any woman I’d ever met. There was simply something about her that was hard to explain.

        Before the night was over, I pummeled the crap out of Phil, and both Mary Ann and I got fired for causing a scene in the club. Next thing I know, Mary Ann and I are sitting on a bus bench together, and she invited me for pancakes. I gladly accepted.

        The next six months with Mary Ann were some of the best I can ever remember. I was never happier.

        Then I screwed it up.

        By pure chance, I got a tip from a helicopter pilot that Walt Disney was looking to open a second theme park—this time in Orlando—and I hatched a plan to buy land down there, knowing I’d make a killing. But I needed cash.

        With no other options available to me, I went to Fat Sal Tombo, Tommy’s boss. He refused. At that stage in my life, no was not an acceptable answer. So I robbed Phil Spilatro, who was running cash on the night of the Sonny Liston fight with Floyd Patterson. I headed for Orlando, leaving Mary Ann behind, having no idea she was pregnant.

        I also had no idea it was going to take two years to execute my plan, during which I totally stayed away from Mary Ann so she wouldn’t know anything. The whole time, I convinced myself I was doing it to protect her. Looking back on it now, I realize I was doing it to protect the deal.

        I returned to Chicago a wealthy man with a stolen fortune, only to have what mattered most stolen away from me.

        After paying my debt to Fat Sal, Tommy told me that Phil Spilatro had murdered Mary Ann.

        And that she’d had a second kid. A boy she named Bruce after comedian Lenny Bruce.

        Yes, Bruce.

        You.

        People wonder why I never married. I now know the reason. It was because I never met anyone like Mary Ann—a woman whose life and love I traded for money. If I had only stayed…

        But at least I still had you.

        I know how badly a child wants to know their parents, Bruce, and I’ve robbed you of knowing anything about your mother. I rationalized not telling you about her because I survived knowing nothing about mine. It was extremely selfish.

        The truth is I’ve always been afraid that if I were to tell you about your mother, you’d go chasing after more information. And when you did, you wouldn’t like what you found.

        I am sorry.

        As if my decisions hadn’t impacted things enough, the next couple of things I did have reverberated through the rest of my life.

        I ended up killing Phil Spilatro in retaliation for what he did to your mother, and then I picked you up from the Dunning Asylum in Phil Spilatro’s Aston Martin DB5—yes, the same car I gave you for your twenty-first birthday. Unfortunately, I got there too late for Stan Lee, who died shortly after arriving there.

        I have now come to believe it was a lie.

        I believe your half-brother, Stan Lee, is still alive.

        Father Fanning, who has been visiting me here at the house ever since I was diagnosed, told me this. I know you don’t believe in ghosts, Bruce, but you’re wrong. They exist. I promise you, they do. Koda knows the truth. You will too someday, Bruce.

        I know absolutely nothing about my father. And the only thing I know about my mother was that she died during childbirth after being severely injured in the Sulphur Springs train wreck. Each person was eventually identified—all except for one. My mother. The only thing I’ve ever known about her was that she was wearing a red coat, and she was on her way to Chicago.

        One night at the orphanage, Tommy and I snuck out of our beds and stumbled our way in the dark to a cemetery not far from the orphanage. I told Tommy it was to see if he had the guts to do it, but in truth it was because I wanted to see if I could find my mother.

        There was no reason to think I’d find her that night. I didn’t know her name, so it was pointless to search the headstones. The reason I went was because two nights earlier I saw my mother for the briefest moment—standing at the foot of my bed—wearing a long red coat, just like I’d been told.

        She didn’t speak. She just looked down at me. All I really remember was her smile. But I knew it was her. With or without the red coat, I would have known it was her. And I remember what it was like wanting to find her that night.

        They say that history repeats itself, and by God if we Mulvaney men haven’t proven that one to be true. Me searching for my mother in a graveyard…

        You, Bruce, living your entire life knowing nothing about yours due to my selfishness…

        And then you, Koda, losing yours as well.

        Perhaps we’re cursed—a curse I’ve brought upon us perhaps. I don’t know.

        All I know for sure is at every turn I did what I thought was best… yet I fear it rarely was.

        All that’s left now is for the two of you to settle your differences. What a wonderful gift that would be for an old man in his final days on Earth.

        

      

      

      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        DECEMBER 22, 2010 – 12:22 P.M.

      

      

      

      NEWT WAITED UNTIL James photographed every inch of the kill room, and then gave the go-ahead to venture further down the tunnel toward the house.

      “Let me go all the way to the end of the tunnel, just to check it out,” Stormy said. “Then I’ll come back to get the four of you.”

      Newt glanced at Pipi, and Pipi nodded.

      “Don’t touch anything,” Newt said.

      Stormy nodded and headed into the tunnel.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes passed, and Stormy returned.

      “Well?” Pipi asked.

      “Runs about a hundred yards,” Stormy said. “Packed dirt floor the entire way. Nothing unusual, though.”

      “What’s at the end?” Maggie asked.

      “A door,” Stormy said.

      “Did you try it?” Newt asked.

      Stormy shook his head. “Didn’t have to. It’s open.”

      “But you didn’t go inside,” Pipi said.

      Stormy shook his head. “No.”

      “So there could still be some booby traps,” James said.

      “I doubt it.”

      “He’s right,” Newt interjected. “If he was smart enough to set a trap, he would have done it in the tunnel itself.”

      “So let’s do it,” Maggie said.
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        * * *

      

      The tunnel was narrow and cramped, approximately four-feet wide and six- to seven-feet high at most—not so low that Newt felt the need to duck, but low enough that claustrophobia started to set in.

      And the lack of lighting didn’t help.

      There were lights strung overhead running the length of the tunnel, assumedly powered by the generator in the kill room. But many of the bulbs were broken or burned out, making it necessary to use the flashlights to avoid tripping on tree roots that stuck out from the packed dirt.

      “The door is not far from here,” Stormy said, stepping over a nasty group of tree roots jutting from the ground.

      “Wait,” Newt said. He dropped to one knee and peered at the ground.

      “What is it?” Maggie asked.

      “I’m pretty sure these aren’t tree roots,” Newt said.

      Pipi crouched down to see what Newt found. “Let’s get this area taped off, and don’t anyone touch anything until we get photos,” Pipi said.

      “What is it?” Stormy asked, coming back toward the group.

      “Bones,” Maggie said.
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        * * *

      

      “See if there’s a light switch,” Newt said.

      “There’s one over here,” Stormy said. A moment later, the room filled with light and everyone looked around. The room was unremarkable, with brick walls and a cement floor. Except for an old wheelchair sitting in the corner, the room was empty.

      Not that Newt had any specific expectation for what should have been in the room. It could have contained anything. But empty worried him. Empty provided no clues. No data he could crunch. And it made him wonder if the house above them would be empty as well.

      “There’s a door over here,” Maggie said, pointing toward the corner.

      “Let’s get photos of this room first,” Pipi said.

      “It’s empty,” James said. “Why do we need—?”

      “Just do it,” Pipi said.

      James shrugged and walked to the center of the room and snapped a picture, and then turned to his right and took another, continuing the process until he’d made a complete circle. Then he took photos of the wheelchair from a variety of angles.

      “Thank you for humoring me, Agent James,” Pipi said.

      “No problem, ma’am.”
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        * * *

      

      The room behind the door turned out to be a dark room, filled with chemistry trays, tongs, development spools, film holders, a photographic enlarger, and other items one would expect to find in a photo development lab. The back wall had metal shelves from floor to ceiling, which were filled with various photo development chemicals. There were two stacks of unopened cases of formaldehyde stacked in the corner.

      Newt looked through a book on developing photos once at Barnes & Noble and was reasonably sure that formaldehyde wasn’t involved.

      After Newt exited the dark room and James went in to take photos, Pipi pulled Newt over to the side. “What do you make of things so far?”

      “Make of things?”

      “Profile wise, I mean. Is this what you expected?” Pipi asked.

      “Some things, yes,” Newt said. “He’s male, older than most serial killers, but that’s only because it took us so long to catch him. When we get upstairs, I think we’ll see he lives alone. He uses disguises in public, which I expected. I’m pretty sure we’ll find out he came from an unstable home, witnessed a violent act against a loved one or family member, experienced physical trauma—”

      “Well, we know for sure that he lost his legs,” Pipi said.

      Newt nodded. “Yeah, but there’s more to it. He suffered head trauma too. I know it. Something early when he was young, when he was still developing.”

      “What have you seen that you didn’t expect?” Pipi asked.

      “I expected him to be organized. Clean. Fastidious. The kill room was a pigsty.”

      “Which means?”

      “I don’t know yet,” Newt said.

      “It sounds like you’re empathizing with him,” Pipi said.

      “No, I’m just trying to understand him,” Newt said. “If I can understand him, maybe we can predict—”

      “I think there’s something you should see,” Maggie said walking up.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie led Newt and Pipi into the dark room. “What do you notice about the back wall?” Maggie asked.

      “If you’re talking about the formaldehyde, I already noticed that,” Newt said.

      “Did you try to pick up one of the boxes?” Maggie asked.

      Newt shook his head.

      “Well, I did,” Maggie said, walking to the back wall and taking one of the boxes from the stack. Then she turned around and threw the box toward Newt. “Here, catch.”

      Newt braced himself to catch the heavy box and was surprised to find it weighed virtually nothing.

      “It’s empty,” Newt said.

      “Yep,” Maggie said, a slight smile forming on her face.

      “So what?” James asked.

      “I’m guessing he used the formaldehyde, and then resealed the boxes,” Maggie said.

      “To look like they were full,” Newt said.

      “Okay, what am I missing?” Pipi asked.

      “The boxes are camouflage,” Stormy said.

      “Yep,” Maggie said, “To hide this…”

      Maggie turned and rapped her knuckles against the wall—which sounded hollow.

      It was another hidden door.
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        * * *

      

      Once the boxes were removed, Newt placed his hands on the wall.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to do that?” Stormy asked.

      “Trust me. If he’d wanted to blow us up, we’d already be dead,” Newt said.

      Newt leaned forward and pushed. The wall gave way and swung open.

      “Sweet Jesus,” James said.

      The question as to what the Leg Collector did with his victim’s legs had just been answered.

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        DECEMBER 22, 2010

      

      

      

      WHAT ON EARTH are you doing?” Onyx asked when Noah emerged from the shed with an old, rust-covered shovel.

      “Is this the best shovel we have?”

      Onyx was caught off guard by the question and found herself smiling—not because Noah asked about the shovel, but because he’d used the word we. Not you.

      We.

      It was a small thing, but sometimes the smallest things were the most meaningful. As were the small moments.

      Like this one.

      It was almost Christmas, and she was with Noah.  Eve, and she was with Noah. And there was no need to go shopping for a tree. They were surrounded by hundreds of them.

      Onyx sat on the lighthouse steps and watched as Noah placed the point of the shovel into the ground next to the front door of the caretaker’s house. The dirt was soft and wet from the previous night’s rain and went in easily.

      “I asked you what you were doing,” Onyx said.

      “It’s a surprise,” Noah said as he flung dirt to the side and pressed the shovel into the ground again.

      “You know I hate surprises,” Onyx said.

      “Don’t worry,” Noah said. “You’ll like this one.”

      “You’re not planning on killing me and burying my body,” Onyx said playfully. “You know that would be a waste of time, right?”

      “Yes, Onyx,” Noah said looking up. “I’m very aware of the fact that you’re already dead.”
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        * * *

      

      It took three hours for Noah to dig all twelve holes—six holes on each side of the door to the caretaker’s house—eighteen inches between each hole.

      Now Noah needed to drive into town, check on Carlos, and make the forty-mile drive north to the nursery in Lincoln City and get there before they closed.

      “What time will you be back?” Onyx asked with a touch of irritation in her voice.

      “Two hours, tops,” Noah said. “Go paint something, will you? Or play the piano. Keep yourself busy.”

      Noah leaned forward to kiss Onyx, but she turned her head to the side at the last second, and the kiss landed on her cheek. “I’ve been keeping myself busy for seventy years, Noah,” Onyx said.

      “Then two more hours isn’t going to make much of a difference now, is it?”
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        * * *

      

      Onyx felt the time dragging, watching as the sun lowered itself toward the ocean. Under normal circumstances, she’d have cut a piece of canvas from one of the rolls in the caretaker’s house and taken it to the top of the lighthouse to paint yet another sunset. Today she simply wasn’t in the mood.

      She didn’t want to paint.

      She wanted to spend time with Noah.

      Onyx looked at the clock, something she rarely did. After all, what was the point? But now she found herself counting the minutes, feeling butterflies in her stomach as the minute hand made its way closer and closer to the two-hour mark.

      And then she knew. She was in love.

      Really, honestly in love.

      Not simply in love with the notion of being love, but in love—as much as a ghost could be.

      

      
        
        ATLANTA, GEORGIA

        DECEMBER 22, 2010 – 1:13 P.M.

      

      

      

      WYATT SCROGGER’S LAWYER sat behind his desk, reading the morning paper—a significant portion of which contained articles about himself.

      And why he’d tried to kill his client.

      And speculation that the district attorney would be filing charges against him for his actions—even if they did save his client’s life.

      Whatever.

      The phone rang, and he answered it.

      “Yes?”

      “The prison warden just called,” the lawyer’s secretary said. “Wyatt has regained consciousness.”

      

      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        DECEMBER 22, 2010 – 1:29 P.M.

      

      

      

      THE SHOCK OF finding an entire room of severed legs floating in formaldehyde inside three-foot-tall glass containers had not worn off. But the group had to move along and get into the upstairs portion of the house.

      Pipi instructed Agent James to stay behind, photographing every pair of legs, paying special attention to the names written on masking tape, which had been stuck to the front of each glass container.

      One container was labeled Elva Kass Gray. Newt quickly realized the names on the containers weren’t the victim’s real names, but anagrams.

      Newt assumed Elva Kass Gray was Savannah news reporter Skylar Savage, whose legless corpse had been found posed on the porch swing of a house in Monterey Square.

      
        
        ELVA KASS GRAY

      

        

      
        SKYLAR SAVAGE

      

      

      Newt’s suspicion that the Leg Collector had taken a pair of legs with him was confirmed when the count of containers came up as forty-two. According to what he knew, there should have been forty-three sets.

      One set was missing.

      Probably those from the first victim.

      Juniper Cole.
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        * * *

      

      Newt’s initial observation that the Leg Collector was disorganized was further confirmed when he, Pipi, Maggie, and Stormy reached the top of the stairs leading from the basement to the first level of the house. It was right out of an episode of Hoarders. Junk was piled up everywhere, some of it in boxes, stacked up precariously high from floor to ceiling. Phonebooks, trash, newspapers, magazines, you name it. And the smell was atrocious, as if an animal climbed under one of the piles of junk and died there.

      The only thing missing were cats.

      “This is going to take a month to go through,” Pipi said.

      “We have no choice,” Newt said. “The one clue we need may be buried in here somewhere.”

      “Are you thinking he’s OCD?” Maggie asked.

      Newt shook his head. “No, I think it’s something else. Some kind of psychological disorder.”

      “Being obsessive compulsive is a psychological disorder,” Pipi said. “That’s what the D stands for.”

      “I mean as the result of something physical,” Newt said.

      “Like a blow to the head?” Stormy asked.

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      “Hopefully we can take him alive, so we can study him,” Maggie said.

      Pipi ventured down the hall and stepped in the kitchen, and then she stuck her head out. “You want to see something strange? Come here.”

      Newt, Maggie, and Stormy walked down the hall and turned into the kitchen and stopped. “Holy crap,” Maggie said.

      Everyone stood silently, taking in the scene around them. The kitchen was totally clean. Spotless. Not a dish in the sink, not a crumb on the floor—gleamingly immaculate. It was as if two people lived here, one of whom was a neat freak and the other an out-of-control pig.

      “Look over on the table,” Stormy said.

      Newt walked over.

      On the center of the kitchen table, propped up against a large plastic cup filled with Scrabble tiles, was an envelope.

      The front of the envelope had a single word written on it.

      Spider Boy.

      “Seems he knew you were coming,” Maggie said.

      Newt nodded. The spider and the fly, Newt thought. They were all standing in the spider’s parlor—only the spider was no longer there.

      The spider was on the run.

      But the game was still being played.

      

      
        
        MT. PLEASANT, SOUTH CAROLINA

        DECEMBER 24, 2010

      

      

      

      KODA STEERED THE yellow McLaren across the Ravenel Bridge, which connected downtown Charleston with the suburban city of Mt. Pleasant on the other side of the Cooper River.

      “And they didn’t say why they wanted you to come?” Robyn asked.

      “All they said was that it would only take five minutes, and it couldn’t be done over the phone,” Koda said.

      Koda followed the GPS until they reached the destination and parked at the curb.

      “Do you want me to come in with you?” Robyn asked.

      “Of course I do,” Koda said, leaning toward Robyn and giving her a kiss that lasted a bit longer than either of them expected.
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        * * *

      

      Special Agent Robert James greeted Koda and Robyn at the door. They’d come to know each other well over the last seventy-two hours since the ghost attack.

      “Thanks for coming,” James said. “Good to see you too, Robyn.”

      “What’s this about?” Koda asked as a feeling of nervousness swept over him.

      “Come down to my office,” James said. “I’d rather not discuss it in the lobby.”
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        * * *

      

      “We need a sample of your DNA,” James said once the three of them were inside the office.

      “My DNA?” Koda said. “What for? Am I a suspect of some kind?”

      James shook his head. “No, no, nothing like that.”

      “Then what do you need it for?” Robyn asked.

      “All I can say right now is that it’s important,” James said. “I wouldn’t have asked you to drive out here if it wasn’t.”

      Moments later, the office door swung open, and a woman in a white lab coat, wearing plastic goggles and rubber gloves, entered the room. The woman looked at James, and he nodded. The woman opened a small plastic bottle and removed a cotton Q-tip from the container.

      “I’ll be taking an oral swab to capture a sample of buccal cells from the interior of your cheek,” the woman said. “Four samples actually. Open your mouth, please.”

      Koda opened his mouth, and the female agent inserted the Q-tip, moving it back and forth several times against the inside of his cheek. Then she dropped it in the plastic container. She repeated the procedure three more times, sealed the container, and left.

      “That’s it,” James said.

      “I still don’t understand what you need my DNA for,” Koda said.

      “I wish I could say more,” James said. “We’ll contact you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s get out of here,” Koda said as he started the McLaren.

      “Yeah, I’m tired,” Robyn said. “I really need a nap.”

      “No, I mean, let’s get out of here,” Koda said. “Tomorrow is Christmas. Let’s go away—take the plane and just get the hell away.”

      “Okay,” Robyn said, taking Koda’s hand in hers. “Where should we go?”

      “I was thinking the Bahamas maybe,” Koda said. “Or Bermuda.”

      “Your plane. You pick.”

      Then Koda went quiet.

      “What is it?” Robyn asked.

      Koda remained silent.

      “If you’re worried about this DNA thing, I’m sure it’s nothing,” Robyn said.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Koda said as he put the car in gear and pulled into traffic. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      But he knew it wasn’t nothing.

      The FBI doesn’t ask for your DNA for no reason.

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        EARLY CHRISTMAS MORNING

      

      

      

      SURPRISING SOMEONE on Christmas morning was easy for most people—all you had to do was stay up late on Christmas Eve after the other person went to sleep, or you got up before they did that morning.

      But Onyx never slept.

      Which left Noah with only two options.

      Option one: Ask Onyx to leave the lighthouse for a while, which wasn’t going to happen. Or…

      Option two: Tell Onyx to stay at the top of the lighthouse and not look out the window until he said it was okay to come down.

      “Why? What are you doing?” Onyx asked when Noah told her to stay in the lighthouse until he said to come out.

      “I told you. It’s a surprise.”

      “And I told you I hate surprises.”

      “Yeah, well, too bad.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The moon wasn’t full like it had been on the night of the solstice eclipse four days earlier, but there was enough light for Noah to navigate his way to the caretaker’s house. Once inside, he turned on every light and opened the windows to get the rest of the light he’d need.

      Noah went to the shed and began taking the rose bushes he’d bought from the nursery several days earlier and dropped them in the holes he’d dug. Once he got all twelve in place, he shoveled the dirt back into the holes around the roots.

      Once the rose bushes had been planted, Noah went about the process of preparing the Christmas lights.

      Noah had no intention of stringing Christmas lights on the rose bushes until he discovered the rose bushes had no roses on them—and wouldn’t for several months.

      And he’d already dug the holes.

      And, contrary to Onyx’s outward protestations, Noah knew she really did like surprises—and what kind of surprise would the rose bushes be if there were no roses on them?

      That’s when he thought of the Christmas lights.

      The only problem with the lights was that only one out of every five bulbs was red. So Noah bought five times as many strings of lights than he needed, and spent forty-five minutes swapping lights from string to string until he had several that contained all red bulbs.

      Finally, Noah strung the lights with red bulbs on the rose bushes, connected them to an extension cord, which he ran into the house through a crack in the window.

      Noah turned off the lights inside the caretaker’s house and looked at his watch. It was 6:20 a.m. Sunrise was still an hour off.

      It was time to get Onyx.
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        * * *

      

      Noah made Onyx close her eyes as he led her by the hand through the door of the lighthouse into the clearing.

      “I can’t imagine what you’ve been doing,” Onyx said.

      “That’s the idea,” Noah said as he got her into position. “It wouldn’t be much of a surprise if you could.”

      “When do I get to open my eyes?” Onyx said.

      “Now.”

      Onyx opened her eyes and raised her hand to her mouth. The lights on the newly planted rose bushes glowing red in the darkness was one of the most beautiful things she’d ever seen.

      

      
        
        CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

        DECEMBER 27, 2010

      

      

      

      STAN LEE WASN’T SURE what motivated him to drive to the Dunning Asylum in Chicago, but now he was there.

      But Dunning wasn’t.

      The asylum was gone, replaced by a junior college, a mental health care center, and a cheesecake factory—not the chain restaurant, but an actual factory where cheesecakes were made—called Eli’s.

      Stan Lee stopped at a Dunkin’ Donuts on Narragansett Avenue. He was dressed in a pair of khakis, a down-filled coat, and a Cubs hat he’d bought at a gas station rest stop on the highway. The hat was 75 percent off, either because it wasn’t baseball season or because the Cubs hadn’t won the World Series in 102 years. Stan Lee was pretty sure it would be another century before they did.

      “What happened to Dunning?” Stan Lee asked the young girl behind the counter as she put his donuts in a bag and rang up the purchase.

      “Dunning?” she asked quizzically.

      “The asylum?”

      The girl shook her head and made no further attempt to continue the conversation. Neither did Stan Lee. She was a classic airhead—but she did have great legs.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee drove the van around the neighborhood one last time and was just about to leave when he spotted the tree. It was a tree he recognized—an enormous oak, probably a hundred years old. Bigger than when he’d seen it last, of course, but unmistakable nonetheless.

      Then he saw the gateway with the iron arch overhead, with letters across that said READ DUNNING MEMORIAL PARK.

      Stan Lee pulled the van to the curb and followed the concrete pathway into the park.

      The park itself wasn’t all that large, covering only a small portion of the twenty-plus acres the asylum originally occupied. Other than the entryway sign and a few concrete markers on the ground, there would be no way for anyone to know an asylum had once been there.

      “Thirty-nine thousand,” someone said behind Stan Lee. He turned around and found a woman who looked to be in her ‘70s standing there.

      “Excuse me?” Stan Lee said.

      “That’s how many people they say are buried here. Figured it out from the asylum records,” the woman said.

      “You seem to know a lot about the place.”

      “I should. I headed the committee to have the state dedicate this parcel of land as a memorial to the people who suffered and were abused here,” the woman said. She held out her hand. “My name is Grace.”

      Stan Lee took Grace’s hand and shook it. “Stan Lee,” he said, using his real name without thinking.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee sat on the sofa in Grace’s living room staring at the sunset while the woman made tea in the kitchen.

      “Do you take sugar?” Grace called out from the kitchen.

      “No, just a bit of cream. Light,” Stan Lee said.

      Grace returned carrying a tray with two teacups and a ceramic container filled with cream, which she set on the coffee table. “So, what’s your connection to Dunning?”

      “This is a big house,” Stan Lee said, ignoring the woman’s question. “Certainly you don’t live here all by yourself.”

      “I’m afraid it’s just me,” Grace said.

      “I see,” Stan Lee said. “Might I use your bathroom?”

      “Of course,” Grace said. “It’s directly down the hallway behind me.”

      Stan Lee stood and smiled and stepped past her.

      Then he stopped and turned back.

      It was amazing how easily the human neck could be snapped when you knew what you were doing.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee went to the kitchen and began searching through the cabinets until he found what he needed. There was one half-used roll and a second unopened roll. It was plenty, Stan Lee thought. It was amazing how much surface area you could cover with a two-hundred-square-foot roll of cling wrap.

      It was completely dark outside by the time he finished. Stan Lee found the woman’s car keys hanging on a hook near the kitchen door and went to the garage, keeping his fingers crossed that she didn’t drive a compact.

      His luck held. It wasn’t a van, but it would do.

      Stan Lee went back inside the house, took off his jacket, and hung it on a chair in the kitchen. As eager as he was to get the van off the street, he knew he’d be better off waiting to swap vehicles until the middle of the night when the neighbors would be sound asleep.

      “Speaking of sleep,” Kara said from the doorway. “When’s the last time you got some shut eye?”

      She was right. He was tired.

      And he felt safe in the house.

      Stan Lee set the alarm on his wristwatch for three in the morning and set off to find the bedroom. With any luck, the bed had a decent mattress. For the past six days, he’d driven from one small town to the next—three-hundred miles to the east, then four-hundred miles to the west—zigzagging in a pattern no one could possibly anticipate since he had no idea where he was going to spend the night either.

      Now, by pure chance, he’d ended up here—across the street from a lovely park on which once stood the scene of his childhood horrors.
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        * * *

      

      The wristwatch alarm went off, and Stan Lee bolted upright in the bed, momentarily unsure of where he was. Oh, yeah. He was in Chicago.

      Time to swap vehicles.

      Stan Lee went to the garage and opened the door, and pulled the woman’s SUV out to the curb. Then he pulled the van inside the garage and closed the door.

      The question now was, how long could he stay there?

      A day?

      Three?

      “Play it by ear,” Kara said from the hallway.

      Yes, play it by ear, Stan Lee thought.

      

      
        
        SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

        DECEMBER 31, 2010

      

      

      

      WYATT SCROGGER FOLLOWED his lawyer into the living room of the house and set his bag on the floor next to the sofa. “I’m the only person here,” Wyatt said.

      The lawyer nodded. “Eight thousand square feet. Seven bedrooms, 6½ baths—you’ve got the run of the place.”

      “Quinn’s not paying for this, is he?”

      “No. It belongs to Koda Mulvaney’s father, Bruce,” the lawyer said.

      “And it was just sitting empty?” Wyatt asked.

      “Apparently,” the lawyer said without elaboration, seeing no reason to tell Wyatt that the woman who was living in the house—Mika Flagler—had been killed in a hit-and-run several hours before his scheduled execution. He also decided to withhold the fact that a limo driver had been bludgeoned to death in the second-floor master bedroom several weeks earlier—nor did he mention that the legless corpse of newswoman Skylar Savage had been posed in the swing on the front porch.

      Wyatt nodded and looked around. “What was there?” Wyatt asked, pointing to a large empty space on the wall.

      The lawyer shrugged. “No idea. Probably a painting.”

      “Can you make a note about that?” Wyatt asked.

      “A note? Why would I—?”

      “I don’t want to be accused of taking anything is all,” Wyatt said.

      The lawyer suddenly got it. Thirty-one years behind bars had made Wyatt paranoid—and perhaps rightly so. In Wyatt’s world, being accused of doing something you didn’t wasn’t impossible. It was his reality.

      “I had a maid service come in a couple of days ago—clean up the place, put fresh sheets on the beds,” the lawyer said. “I wasn’t sure exactly what you’d want to eat, so I stocked the refrigerator with a little bit of everything. You want me to show you around?”

      Wyatt shook his head. “No, thanks. I’m good.”

      “I didn’t get you a car because of the driver’s license thing,” the lawyer said. “But as soon—”

      “That’s okay. I’m not going anywhere,” Wyatt said.

      The lawyer nodded.

      “You sure you’re not in any trouble?” Wyatt asked.

      “What? Why would I be—?”

      “For slipping me the GHB,” Wyatt said. “I can’t imagine they’re going to just let it slide.”

      The lawyer shrugged. “Yeah, the DA’s kicking up some dust, threating to have me disbarred. But that’s to be expected.”

      “I’m sorry,” Wyatt said.

      “Hell, don’t be,” the lawyer said. “My wife is hoping he will. Says it’s the only way to force me to retire.”

      “It’s a good thing I didn’t die,” Wyatt said.

      The lawyer laughed. “Yeah, wouldn’t that have been ironic—they probably would have given me your cell.”

      Wyatt snorted. It was funny, but it wasn’t.

      “I’ve got some good news for you,” the lawyer said.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Simon Prentice stopped by my office yesterday,” the lawyer said. “He’s offering $2 million for the rights to your story. I told you that you wouldn’t have to worry about money.”

      “I thought they only published fantasy and supernatural stuff,” Wyatt said.

      The lawyer nodded. “He used to. He said he’s taking his company in a new direction. I told him I’d let him know—that I had to see if you were interested.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Wyatt said. “What does $2 million come to? Per year, I mean?”

      “About $60,000, give or take,” the lawyer said. “The book deal has nothing to do with whatever settlement you’ll get from the state.”

      “I wrote my memoir already,” Wyatt said. “The warden has it, if he didn’t toss it in the garbage can.”

      “Yeah, well the story has a better ending now, doesn’t it?” the lawyer said.

      Wyatt nodded. “Tell him we’ll think about it.”

      “Okay,” the lawyer said. “Anything else before I go?”

      “No, I’m good.”

      The lawyer made his way toward the door.

      “Why did you do it?” Wyatt asked.

      The lawyer stopped and turned around. “Do what?”

      “You know what I’m asking,” Wyatt said. “Why did you give me the drugs to take?”

      “Because I knew they wouldn’t execute an unconscious man,” the lawyer said.

      “I know that,” Wyatt said. “I’m asking why you were willing to do it for me? You had to know a ton of shit was going to get dropped on you for doing it. We both know you’re going to get disbarred.”

      “Like I said, my wife—”

      “No, seriously,” Wyatt said. “I want to know. I need to know.”

      The lawyer nodded. “Why else, Wyatt? I did it because I knew you didn’t kill Juniper Cole.”
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        * * *

      

      Wyatt heard gunshots somewhere off in the distance and opened his eyes. He sat up and listened as the gunshots continued.

      Wyatt pulled back the covers, got out of bed, and walked to the window. He looked out as another round of fireworks exploded in the sky off in the distance, down by the riverfront.

      It was New Year’s Eve.

      Wyatt looked at the clock. It was 12:01 a.m. New Year’s Day. January 1, 2011.

      Wyatt had spent 11,356 days in prison doing one thing:

      Waiting to die.

      And in all that time he’d never cried. Not once.

      Not when his father came to the prison to tell him his mother died. And how he’d broken their hearts doing what he’d done to that poor, innocent girl.

      Nor did he cry when the warden told him that his father had put a gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger. Apparently neither of his parents had seen what his lawyer had.

      They’d both thought he was guilty.

      Wyatt looked over at his jacket hanging on the back of a chair in the corner of the room and felt the weirdness of the moment wash over him. He could walk over and put the jacket on, grab the keys to the house, and go outside—let the cold air hit his skin.

      Walk in one direction for more than ten feet before he had to stop and turn around.

      He could walk into a bar and order a beer if he wanted. Order a pizza with any toppings he wanted instead of being forced to eat what the prison was serving that day. What was today? Friday? Friday was dry meatloaf and instant mashed potatoes day.

      He could do anything he wanted.

      Go anywhere he wanted.

      Without permission.

      From anyone.

      He could take a shower if he wanted, without having to worry about someone sticking him in the back with a sharpened spoon.

      He was free.

      

      
        
        PORTLAND, OREGON

        DECEMBER 29, 2010

      

      

      

      ALLURE BRIDAL WAS a small bridal boutique on SW Yamhill in the heart of downtown Portland, not far from the art gallery in the Pearl District. They had a selection big enough for Onyx to find the perfect dress, but small enough not to overwhelm her.

      The bridal salesperson led Tara and Onyx to one of the private showing rooms. “Have a seat, and I’ll be back with some champagne,” the woman said through a big, white-toothed smile.

      Onyx waited for the woman to leave. “I don’t understand. What do we do?”

      “We? We don’t do anything,” Tara said. “We just sit here and drink champagne while the saleswoman brings in dresses she thinks you’ll like.”

      “I don’t drink champagne,” Onyx said.

      “Okay, so I’ll drink mine and yours,” Tara said. “Come on, sit. Relax.”

      Onyx took a seat on the sofa next to Tara. “Is this how it’s done for everyone? It seems like the type of service only a celebrity would get.”

      “Brides are celebrities,” Tara said.
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        * * *

      

      The saleswoman returned with a cart containing a bottle of Moët & Chandon champagne on ice and a selection of sweets, including apple and pear tarts, shortbread, almond cookies, and—as if that weren’t enough—a dark-chocolate fondue with marshmallows and strawberries for dipping.

      None of which Onyx could enjoy.

      The saleswoman opened the champagne and poured two glasses, handing one to both Tara and Onyx. “Now I’d say you’re a four?” the saleswoman asked.

      “She’s a two,” Tara said.

      “Wedding dresses tend to run small, so a four is a two,” the saleswoman said, flashing her white teeth again. “Any designer in particular you’d like to see?”

      “I’m really not sure,” Onyx said.

      “Surprise us,” Tara said, taking a gulp of her champagne.

      The saleswoman nodded and left.

      “What do we do now?” Onyx said.

      “Not a damn thing,” Tara said, dipping an almond cookie in the dark chocolate and taking a bite. “I pig out on sweets, drink your champagne, and then watch you try on a hundred dresses.”
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        * * *

      

      The saleswoman returned ten minutes later with a rack containing a selection of dresses, which she rolled into the sitting area. “Whenever you’re ready, feel free to start,” the saleswoman said. “I’ll come back and check on you in—”

      “I’ve got it from here,” Tara said. “I’ll let you know if we need you.”

      “It might be helpful if I—”

      “I said, I’ve got it,” Tara said. “Thank you.”

      The saleswoman smiled a closed-lip smile this time, annoyed at being dismissed, and disappeared.

      “Start on the left and work your way down the line,” Tara said. “I’ll let you know what makes the cut.”
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        * * *

      

      It took two hours, but Onyx finally exited the fitting room in a floor-length, mermaid silhouette gown by Kenneth Winston, with a dropped waist that flattered Onyx’s perfect figure.

      Tara’s mouth dropped open. “Wow,” Tara said.

      “You don’t think it’s too much?” Onyx asked.

      “Too much? For God’s sake, Onyx, it’s your wedding day. There’s no such thing as too much,” Tara said, pulling herself to her feet. “Now for the aisle test.”

      “The aisle test?”

      “Yes—to see how the dress looks from every angle.”

      “There’s not going to be an aisle, Tara,” Onyx said. “It’s a four-person wedding—you, me, Clay, and Noah.”

      “Five, if you include the harpist,” Tara said.

      “The harpist?”

      “Oh, God, I spilled the beans again!” Tara said. “Please don’t tell Noah I slipped. It’s supposed to be a surprise.”

      Another surprise, Onyx thought. Noah seemed to be full of them lately. “Don’t worry,” Onyx said. “I’m glad you told me.”

      Tara walked in a wide circle around Onyx, studying the dress from every angle.

      “Well?” Onyx asked.

      “You’re going to be the most beautiful bride to ever walk the planet,” Tara said.

      Ever since she was a little girl Onyx had dreamed of this moment. She would play dress up in clothes taken from her mother’s closet—clothes her father refused to discard because, other than memories and a few assorted trinkets and jewelry, it was all he had left of her. Those few things, and Onyx herself.

      That’s why her father had clung so hard to her, refusing to let her date men she hadn’t brought to the houseboat to stand inspection first.

      In that way, running off with Ulrich was as much her father’s fault as it was hers. Had he been more reasonable in allowing her to see men, she’d have already been married by the time Ulrich had come along.

      And she’d have been working on having a family with someone else.

      But that had been the problem all along, Onyx now knew.

      The secret her father hadn’t shared.

      That she mustn’t have children because of the risks of draining her energy to the point of no return.

      Literally, no return.

      People used the term dead and gone all the time. Someday, when you’re dead and gone…

      Onyx had been dead for over seventy years.

      But she wasn’t gone.

      She was here, trying on dresses—not just playing dress up, but buying a wedding dress that she was about to get married in.

      A dream come true.

      Finally.

      Tara grabbed a tissue from her purse and dabbed her eyes. “Oh, God, I’m crying already. I’ll probably cry the entire wedding.”

      The saleswoman returned and stopped dead in her tracks when she saw Onyx standing there in the dress. “Now that’s a dress,” the saleswoman said. “May I assume—?”

      “Yes,” Tara said. “And I’ll be paying.”

      “Tara, no,” Onyx said. “I’m fully able to—”

      Tara held up her hand. “No, the dress is on me. My gift,” Tara said. “How much is it?”

      “It’s $3,699, plus tax,” the saleswoman said, her white teeth flashing once again.

      Tara pulled out a massive wad of hundred-dollar bills and started counting them off into the saleswoman’s hand until she reached $4,0500. “The extra is for you,” Tara said. “For staying out of our way.”

      More teeth.
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        * * *

      

      Onyx changed out of the dress and walked with Tara to her lavender Chrysler Crown Imperial convertible. “I hope you’re not expecting me to drive,” Onyx said.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine,” Tara said. “Besides, if I drive us off a cliff I’d only be killing one of us. Right?”

      “I guess you’re right,” Onyx said as they got into the car.

      Tara went to start the car, but stopped—then turned and looked at Onyx.

      “You have found one great guy, Onyx,” Tara said.

      “I know.”

      “No, I mean really. Noah is handsome. He owns his own business. And he’s so… selfless.”

      “Right…” Onyx said, her words trailing off.

      Tara looked forward. “And so he really loves you.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Well, it’s just so nice that he’s willing to give up—you know, a normal life. Children, having a family, that whole thing, you know?”

      “Yes,” Onyx murmured.

      “Yeah, he probably doesn’t even want that stuff. I don’t even know what I am saying. Come on. Let’s go,” Tara said, starting the engine.

      Onyx looked away and starred out the car window, watching people crossing the street—going about their business, heading to work—living normal lives.

      Normal lives.

      “I’m sorry,” Tara said. “That’s just the champagne talking. Forget that I said anything, okay?”

      “Fine,” Onyx said. “Consider it forgotten.”

      But Onyx knew that what Tara had said was the truth.

      And the truth could not be brushed aside that easily—especially for a ghost.

      

      
        
        LANGLEY, VIRGINIA

        DECEMBER 28, 2010

      

      

      

      NEWT SAT IN a swivel chair with his feet up on the table, drinking the last of his third bad cup of coffee from the FBI commissary. He was surrounded by hundreds of photos of the Leg Collector’s house pinned to the walls of the conference room.

      Sitting on the conference table in front of him was a stack of interview notes that needed to be reviewed.

      To the left of the interview notes sat a foot-tall stack of magazines—a minor sampling of the thousands of magazines found at the house when they’d gone in. It hadn’t taken long to determine every magazine had two things in common:

      One, they contained articles about the Mulvaneys. Two, every picture of every woman had the legs cut out, which were found taped to the walls of the upstairs bedroom.

      On top of the interview notes was the envelope left for him by the Leg Collector—the one addressed to Spider Boy—which Newt had yet to open.

      Newt knew why he hadn’t opened it yet. It was because of what would happen once he did. He knew the moment he read the note his thoughts would shift into overdrive—then the frustration would set in, followed by anger, and finally self-doubt as to whether he was equal to the task of catching the bastard.

      Which wasn’t true, of course. Newt knew he was smart enough to catch him. Eventually. But fifteen years of failure was hard to ignore.

      It had worn him down.

      The only other thing on the table was the cup of Scrabble tiles the envelope had been leaning against. Every tile in the cup was tested for fingerprints. As Newt expected, no prints were found.

      Of course, there were thousands of prints all over the house. None were a match to any known person in the system. Not that Newt expected any matches to be found, but it would have been nice.

      Beyond that, the other interesting discoveries inside the house included:

      •	Binoculars hanging from a hook next to a window that looked out toward the Mulvaney property.

      •	Women’s clothing—blouses, dresses, sweaters, shoes, etc.—in the bedroom closet.

      •	Bras, panties, and scarves in the dresser drawers.

      •	Assorted mail in the hallway, including an electric bill, addressed to Glenn Oren Mattheus—which happened to match one of the names on the list of possible anagrams Newt had compiled a month earlier.

      The two most important finds, however, were:

      1.	A painting in the living room that matched the description of the painting stolen from Mika Flagler’s living room on the night the limo driver was bludgeoned to death in her bed.

      2.	A pair of older-model prosthetic legs, the kind used in the 1970s, in one of the bedroom closets.

      The painting in the living room confirmed Newt’s belief that the Leg Collector killed the limo driver in Mika Flagler’s house, which—when combined with Beatrice Shaw’s statement that the man driving her catering truck sped up just before hitting Mika in the middle of the road—bolstered his belief that she had been the Leg Collector’s target. Why the Leg Collector wanted to kill Mika Flagler was unknown and, quite frankly, immaterial.

      The old prosthetic legs found in the closet, however, were extremely promising—since the serial numbers were still on them.

      Very promising.
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        * * *

      

      The door to the conference room swung open, and Maggie came in with a cardboard tray containing two cups of Starbucks coffee and two muffins in one hand, and her laptop in the other.

      “Hey, sorry I’m late. I couldn’t bear the thought of another bad cup of coffee from the commissary,” Maggie said. “How long have you been here?”

      Newt shrugged. “I don’t know. A few hours.”

      “You never went back to the hotel, did you?” Maggie asked.

      “I wanted to get started,” Newt said.

      Maggie glanced at the stack of unopened files and saw the envelope—the one addressed to Spider Boy—sitting on top of the stack like a paperweight.

      “Get started my ass,” Maggie said. “You haven’t opened the envelope yet.”

      Newt remained silent.

      “It’s evidence, Newt. There could be a clue in there,” Maggie said.

      “There isn’t,” Newt said.

      “You don’t know that,” Maggie said.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Prints then,” Maggie countered.

      “You know we’ve got four thousand prints from the house already,” Newt said.

      “God, aren’t you curious?”

      “I already know what’s in the envelope.”

      “And what is that?” Maggie asked.

      “Bullshit,” Newt said. “Just more of his mental bullshit games designed to make me crazy.”

      “Well, it seems like it’s working,” Maggie said, placing a coffee cup in front of Newt.

      Newt said nothing.

      Maggie placed a muffin next to Newt’s coffee and quickly snatched the envelope away from him. Newt reached out and tried to grab her hand, but she was too quick. “If you won’t open it, I will.”

      Newt took a deep breath and released it. “Fine. Whatever.”

      “Spoken like a true member of the FBI,” Maggie said, holding the envelope up to her nose. “Vanilla. Nice.”

      Maggie stuck a pink fingernail under the flap and ripped the envelope open. She pulled out the card and saw a hand-drawn cartoon of a scared boy trying to get away from a giant spider in a web.

      The message was clear:

      The Leg Collector was the spider.

      Newt was the scared boy.

      “Well?” Newt asked.

      “Like you thought. He’s trying to screw with you,” Maggie said, holding up the card for Newt to see. When she did, she saw the handwriting on the reverse side of the card. “Who is Sam Loyd?”
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        * * *

      

      Born in Philadelphia in 1841, Sam Loyd was a well-known chess player, mathematician, and creator of puzzles and games. He also garnered immense scorn from the mathematics community for being a liar, braggart, and self-promotional hustler.

      But his puzzles were fun and challenging, and Newt had always enjoyed working them out—though he was usually able to do so in a matter of seconds.

      “What does the card say?” Newt asked.

      Maggie read the riddle from the card aloud:

      
        
        “When the hour and minute hands are at equal distance from the number six, what time will it be exactly?”

        -Sam Loyd

      

      

      It was a puzzle Newt had heard before, and he already knew the answer.

      “Do you know the answer?” Maggie asked.

      “8:18 and 27 9/13th seconds,” Newt said.

      “Okay,” Maggie said. “What does it mean?”

      “I’m guessing it’s a date,” Newt said. “8:18 and 27 9/13ths rounds up to 8/18/28.”

      “Or it could be a Bible verse,” Maggie said.

      “Thought of that. Nothing looks right.”

      “God, I hate that you can do that,” Maggie said.

      “You hate that I read the Bible?” Newt said.

      “No, not that you read the Bible—that you memorized the Bible,” Maggie said. “And the Koran, the Talmud, the Bhagavad Gita—”

      “I’ve got a good memory, so sue me,” Newt said.

      “Okay, let’s check birthdays,” Maggie said, opening her laptop and typing in Birthdays 8/18/28.

      A few seconds passed and then results popped up.

      “Okay, first result: Luciano De Crescenzo,” Maggie said. “Italian writer and film director. What am I looking for?”

      Newt shrugged. “Who knows? It could be anything—part of their history, where they were born, a quote.”

      “Well, here’s a quote,” Maggie said.

      “Read it to me.”

      “‘We are each of us angels with only one wing, and we can only fly by embracing one another,’” Maggie said. “Does that mean anything to you?”

      “Maybe,” Newt said. “What else is there?”

      “There’s one more here, but I can’t imagine the relevance,” Maggie said.

      “Who is it?” Newt asked.

      “Rosalynn Carter,” Maggie said.

      “Go straight to the quotes,” Newt said.

      “Okay, here’s one. ‘You must accept that you might fail; then, if you do your best and still don’t win, at least you can be satisfied that you’ve tried.’ Which of the two quotes do you think he wanted you to find?”

      “Both,” Newt said. “The first quote is his way of saying that he and I are kindred spirits—that each of us is broken and damaged somehow. And the second quote is his way of saying he thinks I’ll never catch him. That I’m going to fail.”

      “Wait a second,” Maggie said, getting up and walking out of the conference room. A minute later she returned holding a plastic Ziploc baggie containing a single Pringle, and dangled it in front of Newt.

      “You kept that?” Newt asked.

      “Well, it was kind of different,” Maggie said. “I couldn’t eat it, and it’s kind of hard to put in a scrapbook.”

      Maggie laid the plastic bag on the table.

      “You’re giving it back?” Newt asked.

      “Yeah,” Maggie said. “Under two conditions.”

      “What?”

      “One, you can’t eat it until you catch this asshole.”

      Newt nodded. “And condition number two?”

      “I get to be there to watch.”

      

      
        
        WASHINGTON, DC

        DECMBER 29, 2010 – 2:48 P.M.

      

      

      

      THE LIMOUSINE HAD been waiting at the curb in front of the Four Seasons in Georgetown for twenty minutes when Koda, Robyn, Bruce, and Krissy exited the hotel wearing heavy winter coats and climbed in the back.

      The vice president himself had briefed the limo driver. He wanted to make sure there were no hick-ups. “This funeral is a BFD,” the vice president said. “Don’t ‘f’ it up.”

      “The vice president offers his condolences,” the limo driver said once the four passengers were inside. “I will be at your service for the duration of your time here in Washington, so if there is anywhere you need to go, or would like to see while you are here, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

      “Thank you,” Bruce said. “Would you mind taking the Memorial Bridge over the river. It was one of the things my father loved most about DC, and I’d like my family to see it.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA – 3:32 P.M.

      

      

      “Wow,” Krissy said as the limousine came across the bridge and entered the Arlington National Cemetery. “This place is massive.”

      “And look at the wreaths,” Robyn said, tearing up and reaching in her purse for a tissue.

      “There’s a non-profit group that lays them every holiday season now,” the limo driver said. “The Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts help put them out. It’s a big job.”

      “How many wreaths do they lay?” Bruce asked.

      “This year’s the most they’ve ever done,” the driver said as the limo came to a stop. “The latest count is 245,000. It’s a shame that most of the people who come here will see something so beautiful on one of the saddest days of their lives.”
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        * * *

      

      The funeral service was longer than anyone could have imagined, due in large part to the vice president’s insistence that Declan be given a full honors graveside burial, including a casket team, color guard, bugler, firing ceremony, military band, military chaplain, and an escort platoon—despite the fact that it was freezing cold in the dead of winter.

      Fortunately, a temporary shelter had been provided near the graveside, with gas-powered heaters and rubber mats to keep people warm.

      The most emotional moment for everyone came during the twenty-one-gun salute, which consisted of seven riflemen firing three volleys apiece, followed by the playing of taps by the military bugler, and the formal folding and presentation of the flag by the officer in charge.

      “On behalf of the president of the United States, the United States Army, and a grateful nation, please accept this flag as a symbol of our appreciation for your loved one’s honorable and faithful service,” the OIC said. The flag was then handed to the vice president, who handed it to Bruce.
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        * * *

      

      Following the funeral, there was a reception at the Watergate Hotel, which was a five-minute drive from the cemetery. Bruce was grateful that between his assistant and the vice president’s office staff, every detail for Declan’s funeral had been covered. Although he continued to maintain a strong front for everyone, after everything that happened at the mansion and Declan’s death, he was in no condition to deal with anything—let alone plan a funeral.

      Bruce, Koda, and the girls arrived at the reception, and the vice president came in right after them.

      “So what exactly did Declan do in the war?” Robyn asked once introductions were made.

      “I have no idea,” Bruce said.

      “Whatever it was, it must have been something big,” Krissy said.

      “You really don’t know what he did during the war?” the vice president asked.

      “We know he was in the army, and that he served in World War II,” Koda said. “That’s about it.”

      “The war was something my father refused to talk about to anyone,” Bruce said. “I remember he was being interviewed by some reporter once who asked if he’d ever killed anyone in battle, and he took off his microphone and walked out of the studio. I think that was the last media interview he ever gave.”

      “Let me see if I can get you a copy of his service file,” the vice president said.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        GEORGETOWN, WASHINGTON, DC – 7:34 P.M.

      

      

      

      Koda found his father at the bar in the lounge of the Four Seasons. He had finished his first bourbon rocks and was getting started on the second.

      “I got your message,” Koda said, climbing onto the stool next to Bruce. “I thought the dinner reservation wasn’t until eight.”

      “It isn’t,” Bruce said. “I just thought this would give us a few minutes to talk alone before the girls come down. What are you drinking?”

      “I’ll wait until dinner,” Koda said.

      “Don’t make me drink alone,” Bruce said.

      Koda ordered a Tito’s rocks, and the two of them sat in silence until the drink arrived.

      “How are things with Krissy?” Koda asked. “She seemed a little more talkative this afternoon.”

      “Yeah, she’s opening up a bit,” Bruce said. “But she’s still devastated, which I expected, but she’s angry too.”

      “She has the right to be a little angry. Don’t you think?”

      Bruce nodded. “Yeah, I guess she does. And so do you.”

      “I’m over it,” Koda said, taking a sip of his vodka. “Besides, Krissy’s a good kid, and it’s nice not to be an only child for a change.”

      Bruce nodded and forced a smile, appreciative that Koda was extending an olive branch of sorts. “When did you know?”

      “The moment I saw her,” Koda said.

      “Not before?” Bruce said.

      “I suspected it since my sophomore year at Syracuse. I heard you on the phone around the time you were thinking about running for the senate. Were you being blackmailed or something?”

      Bruce nodded.

      “Who else knew?” Koda asked. “About Krissy, I mean.”

      “Other than Chloe? No one,” Bruce said. “Wait—that’s not true. Newt Drystad knew. The kid was like ten years old at the time, and he figured it out because of an ATM withdrawal. Can you believe that?”

      Bruce and Koda sat and drank in silence for a couple minutes. Koda finally broke the silence. “I saw Mom,” Koda said.

      “What do you mean?” Bruce said. “When?”

      “The night of the party during the ghost thing,” Koda said.

      Bruce set his drink down on the bar and turned in his chair. “Under normal circumstances, I’d assume you were screwing with me, but—”

      “I’m not,” Koda said. “It’s true. I really saw her. More than that, we talked.”

      Bruce stayed silent.

      “She said she forgives you, and that I should forgive you too,” Koda said.

      It was the first time since Declan died that Bruce finally broke down and cried.

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        JANUARY 15, 2011

      

      

      

      ONYX, HOLD STILL,” Tara said. “I’m not done.”

      Onyx was seated on a stool at the top of the lighthouse while Tara carefully applied a layer of mascara on Onyx’s lashes. “I’m tired of sitting,” Onyx said.

      “I know you are not used to a lot of makeup. Jesus, you’re so beautiful that you don’t need it, but it’s your wedding day. Noah is going to freak at how good you look.”

      “What time is it?”

      Tara looked at her phone. “It’s twelve thirty. You are walking out the front of the lighthouse at one sharp, and I will come out a minute before you do. Now stop moving.”

      “I hope it doesn’t rain,” Onyx said, staring out to the sea. As far as she could tell it was nothing but a typical overcast gray Oregon sky, but she feared the weather would turn nasty without a moment’s notice, as it often did on the coast—and especially in the cove.

      “It’s Oregon, but we’ll cross our fingers. Hopefully the gods will be watching. Now let’s get you in your dress.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah stood in front of the mirror in the bedroom of the caretaker’s house.

      “I hate ties,” he said, untying his tie for the third time and letting it hang down his chest.

      Clay paced by the front door. “The harpist should be here any minute. I am going to walk out toward the road and make sure she makes the turn okay.”

      “Hang on. Can you please do this?” Noah said, walking out from the bedroom and gesturing to the tie hanging around his neck.

      “A red tie?”

      “It’s for Onyx,” Noah said.

      “Oh, that’s right. I always forget about the color thing,” Clay said, taking the tie and skillfully making a perfect knot. “That’s why you did the rose bushes.”

      “Exactly,” Noah said, looking in the mirror once Clay finished the bowtie. “Nice. Who taught you?”

      “My dad. Who learned from his dad, who learned from my great-grandfather, Hell Daniels. Hell insisted his son, Clay Jr., know ten things that were to be passed down the line. Every year on my birthday I was not only made to recite them but also had to demonstrate proficiency in each.”

      “What were the ten things?” Noah asked.

      “Build a fire. Hang a picture. Shine your shoes. Tell a joke. Treat a snakebite. Read a book. Survive a bear attack. Catch a fish. And, as just demonstrated, tie a bowtie.”

      “Interesting,” Noah said. “But that’s only nine.”

      “Oh yeah, change a flat. Back in Hell’s day it was ride a horse, but my Dad changed it to fix a flat. No horses in the cove anymore,” Clay said.

      “I think I hear a car,” Noah said.

      “It’s probably the harpist,” Clay said. “Hang tight here, and I’ll get her set up. Then meet me out in the clearing five minutes to one.”
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        * * *

      

      Clay glanced at his watch to see it was one o’clock as he, Noah, Tara, and the harpist waited in the clearing. Then, per the plan, the lighthouse door opened, and Onyx stepped out. Everyone turned toward the lighthouse as the harpist—who was seated behind Clay—began to play “Here Comes the Bride.”

      “Wow,” Clay said under his breath.

      “I know,” Noah said.

      Onyx walked down the lighthouse steps, the train of her wedding dress trailing behind, and then walked across the grass and joined Noah, the two of them standing side by side in front of Clay. Then Tara took her position slightly behind Onyx and off to her right.

      Clay cleared his throat, put his shoulders back, and pulled on his belt buckle, which seemed to help him stand a little straighter somehow. Then he opened the Bible in his hands to a marked page, which held his script.

      Clay had performed several ceremonies over the years in the cove and had gotten pretty good, if he did say so himself. One time he’d even gotten a sixty-dollar tip from the father of a bride he’d just married. That was in addition to the free steak dinner served at the reception. They were one of the few wealthy families in the cove, so it was a good gig overall.

      Generally, Clay was invited to the reception and usually went unless he got a call on the police radio. Since he didn’t charge for his services, the free meal and couple of cocktails seemed like a reasonable trade.

      “We are gathered together today to celebrate the love of two people, Onyx and Noah,” Clay began. “Yes, today is a celebration. An important day in the lives of the bride and groom.”

      Clay paused for just a second and thought about his choice of the word lives. It wasn’t a faux pas exactly, but he hoped he didn’t have any more about life in his script. He hadn’t thought to study it before the ceremony.

      “A wedding is one of life’s greatest moments, the joining of two hearts. For this couple, out of the routine of ordinary life, the extraordinary happened. They met each other, fell in love, and are finalizing it with their marriage today.”

      More comments about life.

      Onyx didn’t appear to notice—or at least she didn’t seem bothered by it.

      “Now it’s time for your vows. You each have something you’ve written for the other?”

      Noah and Onyx both nodded.

      “Very good. Before we move to that step, remember today you enter as individuals, but you will leave here as husband and wife, embarking upon the grandest adventure of human interaction. The story of your life together is still yours to write. Those of us here to witness and celebrate your love and commitment on this day are eager to see how your story unfolds. And may your love never end.”

      Onyx glanced at Noah.

      “Now, will you please turn and face one another and join hands,” Clay continued.

      Noah and Onyx turned to each other, and Noah took Onyx’s hands in his.

      “Okay Noah, you go first,” Clay said.
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        * * *

      

      Noah let go of Onyx’s hands and reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out a folded piece of cream-colored notepaper. As Noah unfolded it, Onyx could detect a slight shaking of his hands.

      Noah looked down and began to read:

      “Onyx, today I get to become your husband. You become my wife. I will strive to give you the very best of myself, while accepting you—exactly as you are.

      I promise to keep myself open to you, to let you in to my innermost fears and feelings, secrets and dreams. I promise to grow along with you, to be willing to face change as we both change, keeping our relationship alive and exciting.

      I don’t know what the future holds, Onyx, but I know my future is with you. I will be with you in good times and in bad, with all I have to offer and all that I am in the only way I know how—completely and forever—as long as I shall live.”

      Immediately after Noah finished, Tara blew her nose. Onyx turned, and Tara waved her on to continue.

      Onyx turned back to Noah. She paused. Noah glanced nervously at Clay.

      “Onyx?” Clay said. “Are you missing your notes?”

      “I’m sorry. Was I supposed to—no, I have no notes.”

      “Okay then.” Clay gestured for Onyx to speak.

      Onyx looked at Noah.

      “Because of you, I have dared to live again,” Onyx began.

      “I do not take this decision lightly. Finding you feels like a miracle. I think about the events that transpired for us to meet. Was it coincidence? Or some grand plan? I don’t know the answers to those questions. I suppose that is what makes it a miracle.”

      Onyx paused before continuing.

      “Noah, I have been alone on my path for so long. I marry you knowing that we have chosen to follow a new path together, hand in hand. Whatever lies ahead, good or bad, we will face it together. Times may try us. And trust me, they will. Through it all, I pledge to honor, encourage, and support you through our walk together. When our path is difficult, I will stand by you and through our bond we will accomplish more than we could alone. When you’re sad, I’ll comfort you. When you are happy, I’ll share your joy. From sunrise to sunset and every darkened hour, I will love you. Through all the days of your life.”

      Noah took a deep breath and smiled at Onyx.

      “Very nice, both of you. Okeydokey, time to exchange rings,” Clay said.

      Noah pulled out Onyx’s ring from his front pocket, and Onyx raised her hand.

      “Repeat after me,” Clay said. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

      “With this ring, I thee wed,” Noah said, sliding the ring onto Onyx’s finger. Then Onyx turned to Tara. Tara handed Onyx Noah’s ring, and she turned back to face him. Onyx took Noah’s hand. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

      Clay cleared his throat, and Tara blew her nose one more time.

      “Through the exchange of these rings, you each accept each other as husband and wife now and for all time. The ring has no beginning and no ending, which symbolizes that the love between you will never cease. And now, by the power vested in me by the State of Oregon, I hereby pronounce you husband and wife. Noah, you may now kiss your bride.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After the ceremony, the group went inside the lighthouse for the reception. It was perfect timing. Immediately after Onyx and Noah kissed it started to drizzle, moving into a pouring rain. The harpist was invited but she left, explaining that she had to get home to her three children.

      Tara had decorated the inside of the lighthouse with white crepe paper streamers and had even gotten a small wedding cake from the local bakery. When Tara had asked for the smallest cake they had, the baker told Tara she’d give her the top tier that would be on most multi-tiered wedding cakes, complete with the little bride and groom plastic figurines on the top.

      Once they were settled inside, Clay popped open a bottle of champagne and poured four glasses.

      Noah handed a glass to Onyx as Clay poured a glass for Tara.

      “A toast!” Clay shouted. “To the bride and groom!”

      Everyone raised their champagne flutes to their lips and drank the golden bubbly liquid.

      Everyone but Onyx.

      Onyx stood and looked across the clearing at her father’s grave and thought about how much he’d have enjoyed being there for the wedding had he still been alive. How long had it been since he passed? Onyx thought. Fifty-seven years now. She used to bake a cake every year on his birthday but stopped several years earlier. Once Noah had come into her life. She knew she needed to work more on staying in the present, not spend so much time in the past—dwelling on things that were behind her.

      When was it that she stopped looking forward and begun only looking back? When she died? Of course. Then, for sure. But to a degree, she’d stopped looking forward even when she was still alive—with Ulrich. Even then she’d known the best years were behind her. Yes, it was Ulrich who drained the life from Onyx—even before she died—robbing her of the things that mattered most to a person.

      Love.

      Hope.

      And optimism.

      But now she had Noah, and the sense of hope and optimism that had been missing for so long had returned.

      Onyx had stopped looking back at her mistakes.

      She’d put the past behind her.

      At last.

      She was finally looking forward again.
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        “Every choice, large or small, matters more than you’ll ever know. In the end, your life will have been nothing more than a collection of your choices.”

        The 2731 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Episode 30

          

          Run, Stan Lee, Run

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        MAYVILLE, WISCONSIN

        JANUARY 16, 2011

      

      

      

      STAN LEE FELT a weird sensation as he exited Highway 41 and headed west on Route 33 toward Mayville—a place that was filled with so many memories, most of them painful.

      How long had it been? He’d left Mayville on his birthday, December 2, 1976. Stan Lee did the math in his head. God, was it really thirty-four years? That was a long time to have been away from the farm, never once bothering to find out what had become of his grandfather and grandmother. Was that normal? Stan Lee wondered. To pick up and leave the way he had, without even bothering to leave a note? He’d left Oma and Opa some money. That should have been good enough. Right?

      Stan Lee tried to recall how much money he’d left in the account but had trouble coming up with the amount.

      “You left $117,000 and change,” Kara said from the passenger seat of the 2006 pale blue Honda Pilot.

      Stan Lee shot Kara a look. “What?”

      “That’s how much you left the old geezers,” Kara said. “Exactly $117,322.87. Way more than I would have left, but you were feeling all generous.”

      “They raised me,” Stan Lee said.

      “Whatever.”

      Stan Lee turned his gaze back on the road, doing his best to ignore Kara.

      “Get off up there at the gas station,” Kara said, pointing at the AM/PM Mini Market on the left side of the road.

      “Why?”

      “Because I want cigarettes,” Kara said.

      “You don’t smoke,” Stan Lee said.

      “Oh, yeah. Says who? You?” Kara said.

      Stan Lee shook his head and directed the car into the parking lot. “What kind?”

      “Virginia Slims, menthol lights,” Kara said. “And get a lighter.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Stan Lee drove past Oma and Opa’s farm—or what used to be the farm. The farm, as he knew it, was gone, replaced by a corporate conglomerate that had swallowed everything for miles. The farmhouses and barns that once dotted the landscape were gone, as if a nuclear weapon had been dropped and leveled every inch of the landscape for as far as the eye could see. It didn’t help that the entire area was covered in snow, not soy.

      Were it not for a single house, Stan Lee wouldn’t have known he was even in the right place. It was the one next to Oma and Opa’s farm—the house belonging to the lawyer who represented him in court and won the multi-million-dollar settlement.

      Judd Coker.

      Stan Lee continued toward Judd Coker’s property and slowed as he passed the house, which was empty—a for sale sign posted in the front yard.

      “What are you doing?” Kara asked as Stan Lee turned the car into the driveway of the house. “You know there probably won’t be any heat or electricity, right?”

      “Don’t worry. We’re not staying,” Stan Lee said. “I just want to look around.”
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        * * *

      

      As expected, Stan Lee found the house was locked. That had never stopped him before, and it wasn’t going to stop him now.

      Stan Lee walked to the rear of the house and climbed the steps to the kitchen door and hit the window with his elbow— the glass breaking and dropping to the floor inside. Then he reached in and found the knob and unlocked it.

      Stan Lee stepped inside and closed the door behind him, the bottom of his prosthetics crunching on the glass.

      Stan Lee looked around and took in the scene. The furniture was older than he remembered, as was the refrigerator. Otherwise, everything was the same, right down to the wallpaper.

      The very first time Stan Lee had been in Judd Coker’s house, it was the night of the moon landing—July 1969—the same night Judd had shot and killed the nun in the upstairs hallway.

      The nun with the knife.

      Most people would think shooting a nun with a twelve-gauge shotgun, just because she broke into a house, was overkill—even if she was carrying a knife. Not Stan Lee. Stan Lee thought it was cool.

      Judd was a stud.

      Judd had bagged himself a nun.

      More importantly, Judd had killed a nun who’d come to Mayville to kill Stan Lee but had accidently turned up the wrong drive.

      “You ever figure out why the nun wanted to kill you?” Kara asked from the kitchen chair.

      Stan Lee nodded. “Yeah, because of the three girls I killed at the school that night—the three blind mice.”

      There was no doubt about it, Stan Lee knew. The nun had come for him, as evidenced by the nun’s to-do list that he’d found on the kitchen floor that night.

      
        
        Find Stan Lee’s address (Wisconsin)

        Good walking boots

        Leather gloves

        Bring the knife

        Bus ticket to Wisconsin

        Money for food and cabs

        Pack

        Store bag in locker at bus depot

        Mail letter to Onyx

        Kill Stan Lee

        

      

      Scrawled across the bottom of the napkin was Opa and Oma’s address. Fortunately, Stan Lee found the note and destroyed it before the police saw it, keeping him out of things.

      “I didn’t think nuns did that kind of thing,” Kara said. “Kill people, I mean.”

      “Yeah, well this nun was different,” Stan Lee said.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee reached the top of the stairs and gazed down the hall, the events of that night flooding his memory—including two details he either hadn’t recalled, or simply hadn’t put together—until that moment.

      The first detail was the envelope the sheriff had pulled from the pocket of the nun’s habit.

      “Did you check her pockets for ID?” the sheriff asked.

      Judd shook his head. “I most certainly did not.”

      The sheriff bent down, slid his hand in the pocket of the nun’s habit, and pulled out an envelope with an address written on the front. “Any of you know someone named Onyx Webb?” the sheriff asked.

      None of them did.

      The name Onyx Webb was meaningless to Stan Lee at the time—but not anymore.

      On the newspaper article on the wall in the kill room…

      At the Onyx Webb Film Festival…

      Her signature on the painting he’d stolen from Mika Flagler’s living room…

      It felt like Onyx Webb was everywhere.

      But it was the other thing that had him reeling.

      It was the knife.

      The nun had come with a knife—the same knife he’d used to stab Declan Mulvaney.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee stood in the window, smoking an unfiltered Marlboro cigarette and gazing out at the snow-covered landscape.

      “Did you get my cigarettes?” Kara asked from across the room.

      He did, but she could wait.

      “It’s all just coincidence,” Kara said. “You know that, right?”

      Stan Lee didn’t think so. He could tell himself it was a coincidence all he wanted, but he knew better. So many events a mere coincidence? Hardly. There was something else going on, but he had no idea what it was.

      “There’s no reason to be scared,” Kara said, as if reading his mind. “You’re the big bad wolf, Stan—not some old hag in a lighthouse.”

      Maybe.

      Maybe not.

      Stan Lee finished his Marlboro and dropped it to the floor, and then stepped on it. Then he fished in his jacket pocket and pulled out Kara’s Virginia Slims and lit one for her.

      Kara took a deep drag off her cigarette and exhaled the smoke.

      “Why?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Why what?” Kara asked.

      “You know what I’m asking,” Stan Lee said.

      “What? Why did I jump out in front of the reaper that day?” Kara asked.

      Stan Lee nodded.

      “Why do you think?”

      “I don’t know,” Stan Lee said. “If I knew, I wouldn’t be asking.”

      Kara took another drag from her cigarette and dropped it to the floor and stubbed it out with her toe. “I wanted to get your attention. Why else?”

      Stan Lee snorted and shook his head. “Yeah, well, there were better ways, you know—ways that wouldn’t have ended with me having my legs ripped off.”

      Kara shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not.”

      “Explain.”

      “Okay. Do you remember being at the asylum? We spent every minute together. You needed me. Needed me. And then what happens? You got rescued and started ignoring me, pushing me away. You and that stupid psychiatrist. One minute I was your BFF, and the next I was persona non-grata.”

      “That’s not true,” Stan Lee said.

      “Yes, it is,” Kara said.

      “So you decided to jump in front of the reaper?”

      “No, you decided to have me jump in front of the reaper,” Kara said. “It was all you. Everything is you.”

      Stan Lee looked away and gazed out the window again.

      He didn’t like the idea that Kara was imaginary. It made him feel alone. Scared.

      Stan Lee turned back and found the room was empty.

      Kara was gone.

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        JANUARY 21, 2011

      

      

      

      SIX DAYS WAS not a long time to be married, but it was long enough for Onyx to know she’d made a terrible mistake.

      The mistake wasn’t because she didn’t love Noah.

      She was.

      The mistake had nothing to do with the wedding itself. The wedding was perfect. It was small, just as her wedding to Ulrich had been—but very different, of course. So very different. There was nothing about her wedding with Noah that felt forced. Or rushed.

      When Onyx married Ulrich at the age of twenty-nine, she was running from things. From the bayou. From her father. From her boredom. From her fear that the life she’d lived until then was all there was—and all there would ever be.

      But with Noah, she was running to something.

      To happiness.

      To love.

      To him.

      Sometimes Onyx felt almost alive when she was with him. In those unguarded moments when she’d forgotten the truth of her reality—the reality that she was dead.

      But now, six days later, she was seeing things differently—all because of something Tara had said.

      “It’s so nice that Noah is willing to give up a normal life for you,” Tara said. “You know, having a family, that whole thing…”

      Onyx was stunned by the statement, but did her best not to show it, looking away and starring out the car window.

      “I’m sorry,” Tara added. “It’s just the champagne talking.”

      But it hadn’t been the champagne. It was what Tara really thought. Worse still, Onyx knew Tara was right. Things said in jest...

      “Forget I said anything.”

      But Onyx couldn’t forget. The truth was the truth. Some bells couldn’t be un-rung—especially wedding bells that Onyx shouldn’t have allowed to have rung in the first place.

      Onyx had been selfish in the truest definition of the word: putting her needs before Noah’s.

      Of course

      he would want to have children someday—children Onyx knew she could not give him. Not without running the risk of expending all her energy in the process and disappearing like her mother had, leaving Noah with a child and no wife.

      The question now was, what to do about it?

      Onyx glanced over at the bed where Noah lay asleep—yet another difference between them. His ability to drift off into hours of golden slumber, while Onyx could not. It had been so long since Onyx had slept she could barely remember what it was like. It reminded her of a famous line from Hamlet.

      “To sleep, perchance to dream.”

      That was the version most people quoted, but it wasn’t the complete, true text from the play. Onyx knew because she’d read Hamlet a hundred times. What Shakespeare really wrote was:

      “To die, to sleep—to sleep, perchance to dream—ay, there’s the rub. For in this sleep of death, what dreams may come?”

      Hamlet was asking himself if it’s better to give up and die rather than face his troubles. But Hamlet was frightened—frightened that even in death he would still never escape from his earthly problems.

      Onyx also knew that the beginning of that same speech from Hamlet began with the famous words “To be, or not to be.”

      Again, the words didn’t mean what people thought.

      Hamlet was asking if he should live or die.

      Onyx did not have that option. She was dead already. There was only one question for her now.

      To stay, or not to stay?

      Yes, that was the question.

      

      
        
        QUANTICO, VIRGINIA

        JANUARY 22, 2011 – 10:22 A.M.

      

      

      

      NEWT WAS SEATED in the conference room with his feet up on the table, tossing a tennis ball against the wall and catching it on its return—something he’d been doing for the past twenty minutes to help him relax.

      Newt was working his way through the list of items that still bothered him about the Leg Collector situation—first and foremost of which was the man’s real name. The only thing Newt knew for sure was that the Leg Collector’s real name contained the following seventeen letters:

      

      
        
        AEEEGHLM NNNORSTTU

      

      

      Newt knew the various ways the Leg Collector had rearranged them.

      

      
        
        GLENN OREN MATTHEUS

        GLENNA THOMSEN-TRUE

        SERGENT ELTON NAHUM

        SOUTHERN  GENTLEMAN

        

      

      

      He simply didn’t know which came first.

      Once Newt knew that, he would be able to answers the questions he’d been asking himself for seventeen years.

      Where did he grow up? Was there a specific event—or events—that caused him to become the way he was? In other words, how was he broken? No one cuts off the legs of forty-three women and preserves them in glass jars without something being broken inside.

      And how was the Leg Collector connected to the Mulvaneys? Whatever the connection was, it had to be a strong, compelling one. Why else would the man go out of his way to buy the house next door?

      Newt was also interested in the mystery surrounding Tommy Bilazzo—a.k.a., “Uncle Tommy.” Other than the fact that he and Declan Mulvaney went way back, they knew nothing else.

      A search in the FBI’s computers for the name THOMAS BILAZZO turned up nothing. The only thing Newt knew for sure was that the man was dead.

      Uncle Tommy was a ghost.
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes passed, and the door to the conference room swung open and Maggie came in.

      “No coffee?” Newt said.

      “I’ve got something better than coffee,” Maggie said as she pulled her hand from behind her back and tossed a manila file folder on the table at Newt’s feet.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Newt asked.

      Maggie nodded.

      Newt dropped his feet to the floor and snatched the file from the conference table and opened it. “What am I looking at?” Newt said.

      “It’s an invitation from Marquette University Medical Clinic to participate in a clinical test on the latest prosthetic leg technology in 1973.”

      “Okay,” Newt said. “There’s more, I hope.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Maggie said. “Get this. In addition to being provided a free set of prosthetics, participants were also given a four-year, free-ride scholarship to the university.”

      “That seems pretty generous,” Newt said. “I’ve never heard of a clinical test offering anything like that.”

      “Right,” Maggie said. “You ready for the punch line?”

      “Hit me,” Newt said.

      “There was no clinical test being conducted by the university at the time.”

      “That’s interesting,” Newt said.

      “Interesting? No, here’s what’s interesting,” Maggie said. “There was only one participant—Stanton Lee Mungehr from Mayville, Wisconsin.”

      Newt closed his eyes and pictured the list of possible anagrams he’d compiled a year earlier. The name was on the list, third from the bottom. He’d been lazy. He should have had someone run down every one of the names.

      “That’s how I found the Marquette connection,” Maggie said. “And guess what Stanton Lee Mungehr majored in.”

      “Sadism?” Newt said.

      “Funny,” Maggie said. “No, he got his degree in photographic journalism. Photography.”

      It fit, Newt thought. “How did he lose his legs? Do we know?”

      “Farm accident. That’s all I know so far,” Maggie said. “I’m still running down the details. But I do know who was behind the donated legs and the scholarship.”

      “I thought you said it was the university,” Newt said.

      “The university was just a front to hide the identity of the real donor—a woman named Emmeline Fausil-McCabe.”

      “And why did she—?”

      “No idea,” Maggie said. “That’s what we need to find out, among other things.”

      “Did you tell Pipi yet?”

      “No, not yet,” Maggie said. “I thought you’d like to do it. You are the lead on the case.”

      “No, it’s all yours,” Newt said. “You did the work. All I did was sit here and bounce a ball against the wall.”

      

      
        
        IN PIPI ESPERANZA’S OFFICE – 1:05 P.M.

      

      

      Newt sat back and let Maggie present what she’d learned to Pipi, just like he said he would. When he’d told her that she had done all the work, he really meant it. She deserved the limelight.

      Newt also realized whatever animosity he had been carrying was gone. Things between him and Maggie didn’t work out, and now she was going to marry a guy named Chad. Chad. But he wasn’t angry about it. As George Harrison had famously sung, all things must pass to live.

      The pain had finally passed.

      “Well, I’ve got some news for the two of you also,” Pipi said once Maggie finished. “The DNA results came back on the third body.”

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s Nisa Mulvaney,” Pipi said.

      Maggie’s mouth fell open.

      Newt didn’t flinch.

      “You don’t seem surprised,” Pipi said, looking at Newt..

      “I would have been surprised if it wasn’t her,” Newt said. “I always felt Nisa Mulvaney was one of his, even if he hadn’t left the body in public for us to find.”

      “So what’s next?” Maggie said.

      “Newt, you go to Wisconsin. Visit the college. See what you can find out.”

      “What about me?” Maggie asked.

      “I want you to work on—”

      “I’d like to go with Newt,” Maggie said, cutting Pipi off. “I think we’ll get a lot more accomplished with the two of us there.”

      Maggie and Pipi’s eyes met, and Pipi did everything she could to repress a smile. So much for Maggie and Chad, Pipi thought.

      “Fine,” Pipi said. “I’ll go down to Charleston and deliver the news to Bruce and Koda, while the two of you head north. Bring a coat. It’s freezing in Wisconsin this time of year.”

      

      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        JANUARY 24, 2011

      

      

      

      BRUCE MULVANEY’S PLANE landed in Charleston and was met by a limousine that took him directly to the FBI field office in the suburban city of Mt. Pleasant. He found Koda and Robyn sitting in the waiting area.

      “Did anyone tell you why we’re here?” Bruce asked.

      “Hello to you too,” Koda said.

      “Sorry,” Bruce said. He leaned forward and gave Koda a hug, and then shifted his attention to Robyn. He gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Hello, sweetheart.”

      “To answer your question, Dad, no—no one said a word,” Koda said. “They just said to be here.”

      “When we came down last time, I told Koda it was probably just routine,” Robyn said. “But now—”

      “Wait. What do you mean, when you came down last time?” Bruce asked.

      “I got a call to come here just before Christmas,” Koda said. “They wanted a DNA sample.”

      “What?”

      The hallway door opened, and Special Agent Robert James appeared. “Thanks for waiting,” James said. “Come into the office.”

      Bruce, Koda, and Robyn stepped forward, but James held up his hand. “Robyn, I’m going to have to ask you to wait out here. I’m afraid it’s family only this time.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bruce and Koda followed James into his office and found Pipi Esperanza seated in a chair waiting for them.

      “Good to see you both,” Pipi said, rising to her feet and shaking hands with Bruce and Koda. “I’m sorry if coming up here was an inconvenience.”

      “Well, that depends on why we’re here, doesn’t it?” Bruce said.

      “Please, everyone, sit,” James said, sliding into the chair behind his desk.

      Pipi and Koda took seats. Bruce didn’t.

      “Please take a seat, Mr. Mulvaney,” Pipi said.

      Bruce exhaled and lowered himself into the chair, clearly agitated. “Okay, I’m sitting.”

      “We’ve identified the man who lived in the house next door to yours—the one who stabbed your father and grandfather,” Pipi said. “His name is Stanton Lee Mungehr.”

      Bruce felt the blood drain from his face.

      Stanton Lee Mungehr.

      Stan Lee.

      The person his father mentioned on the cassette—his half-brother.

      “Does that name mean anything to either of you?” James asked.

      “No,” Bruce said. “Why? Should it?”

      “Are you sure?” Pipi asked. “Take a moment to—”

      “I said, we’ve never heard of Stan Lee Mungehr,” Bruce said. Pipi and James exchanged a look.

      Bruce felt like his heart was going to beat out of his chest, realizing Stan Lee had been living next door to them—right under their noses, stalking them—for thirty years. He also knew he should have shared the information from the cassette, but he wasn’t going to now.

      “What about you, Koda?” James asked. “Does the name Stanton Lee Mung—”

      “Jesus, you people just don’t quit, do you?” Bruce snapped. “We don’t care what his name is. All we care about is that you catch the bastard.”

      “We’re on it,” James said.

      The four of them sat in silence for several seconds, and then Pipi leaned toward Bruce. “There’s something else,” Pipi said. “We discovered three sets of remains in the tunnel. One of them belonged to a woman who went missing thirty years ago, a real estate agent named Lullaby Logan.”

      “What?” Bruce said. “I think I remember hearing she’d killed herself. Jumped from a bridge or something.”

      “And the others?” Koda asked.

      “The second set of remains was the upper torso of a young girl who went missing about the same time,” James said.

      “Juniper Cole,” Koda said.

      Pipi nodded.

      “You said there were three,” Bruce said. “Who was the third?”

      Pipi reached out and placed her hand on Bruce’s arm. “The third body is the reason we had Koda come down here and provide us with a DNA sample, Mr. Mulvaney. The third set of remains belongs to your wife.”

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        JANUARY 25, 2011

      

      

      

      ONYX FINISHED WRITING what she knew would be the final entry in her journal and placed the leather-bound book in her red keepsake box and slid the box deep into the corner of the closet where it would not be seen.

      Writing in the journal had become a less-frequent activity since meeting Noah, which made her realize the journal had been a way to express her feelings of longing and loneliness. With Noah there, she simply had little need for the journal.

      Now, however, the overwhelming feeling of sadness she felt created a desire to make the one final entry.

      Telling the truth, if only to herself, provided the cathartic release she needed before she did what was, until just a few days ago, unthinkable.

      She was going to leave Noah.

      Not because she wanted to—she didn’t—but because it was the right thing to do.

      For him.

      Now it was time to write the letter that—when Noah read it—would break his heart.
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        * * *

      

      Onyx exited the lighthouse, wearing a nightgown and in her bare feet. She left her wedding ring on the piano.

      Onyx looked out at the ocean and could see a storm on the horizon making its way to land. Onyx liked storms, if for no other reason than the realization that—like herself—even the sky felt the need to cry sometimes.

      Onyx turned and started across the clearing, heading toward the gravestones at the edge of the woods, using every ounce of her will to avoid looking back for fear she would change her mind. But just before she reached them, she heard the door to the caretaker’s house open in the distance behind her.

      “Onyx, where are you going?” she heard Noah call out.

      Onyx turned and saw Noah standing in the doorway. God, how she wished she could have gotten all the way into the woods without him noticing.

      Onyx didn’t speak. She didn’t have to say anything. She could tell from the look on Noah’s face that he knew something was wrong.

      “Onyx?” Noah said, taking several steps in her direction.

      Onyx took a step backward.

      “Onyx?” Noah said again. “Where are you—?”

      Onyx took another step backward and then another, until she was at the edge of the trees.

      “I will always love you,” Onyx said softly—too softly she knew for Noah to hear, but she said it nonetheless.

      Then she turned and entered the woods.
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        * * *

      

      “Onyx!” Noah shouted out as he sprinted across the clearing. By the time he reached the edge of the forest, she had already disappeared into the trees.

      Noah walked a few feet and scanned the forest. Onyx was nowhere to be seen. He began walking through the trees, the branches cutting into his arms as he pushed through them, small rocks and roots beneath his feet making every step unsteady and slow.

      “Onyx!” Noah yelled again.

      She was nowhere to be seen.

      Onyx was gone.

      

      
        
        MAYVILLE, WISCONSIN

        JANUARY 26, 2011

      

      

      

      YOU HAVE A beautiful house, Ms. McCabe,” Maggie said.

      “Thank you, and Emmeline will do just fine,” the petite seventy-four-year-old woman said from her seat on the sofa in the enormous living room.

      “It’s a very unusual house for the area,” Newt said.

      “By that, you mean it’s not a farmhouse,” Emmeline said.

      “Yes. It’s rather—”

      “Gaudy?” Emmeline said, finishing the thought. “My husband’s family had money, and they believed in spending it.”

      The house wasn’t really a house at all, but more like a castle that could just as easily been placed on the edge of a set of cliffs in the Scottish Highlands.

      The conversation paused as a young woman came in and placed a silver tray with a pot of tea and three cups on the coffee table. The woman poured tea in each of the cups and left.

      “We appreciate you taking the time to speak with us,” Maggie said.

      “I’ve often wondered when someone would show up inquiring about Stan Lee,” Emmeline said. “His full name was Stanton, named after his grandfather, but everyone called him Stan Lee—said together, as if one word. Stanley.”

      “What made you think someone would be coming to ask about him?” Newt asked.

      “Just a feeling,” Emmeline said, raising her cup to her lips and taking a sip of the tea. “Let’s just say that Stan Lee was clearly—troubled. Of course, with the things he’d been put through, how could anyone expect anything else?”

      “We’d appreciate it if you would tell us more,” Maggie said.

      “What do you want to know?” Emmeline asked.

      “Everything,” Newt said.
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        * * *

      

      “It was March, or maybe April, of 1955,” Emmeline began. “My best friend, Mary Ann, came to spend the night and—as young teenage girls are known to do—we snuck out after my parents had gone to sleep and took my father’s car into Milwaukee to see if we could get into one of the college bars. Neither of us were of drinking age, but things were fairly lax back then. Needless to say, we talked our way in and before we knew it, a couple of guys were, what is the term—?”

      “Hitting on you?” Maggie asked.

      “Yes, we were being hit on,” Emmeline said. “I may look like the old woman from the Titanic movie now, but back then I was quite the catch. So was Mary Ann. Anyway, there were two boys vying for our attention, buying us drinks and offering us cigarettes.

      “At one point, Mary Ann and I went off to the restroom to smoke a cigarette and draw straws to see which one of us was going to get first pick of the two boys. I won and picked Stuart. I had no idea he came from money, only that he had blue eyes that matched his sweater. Mary Ann ended up with the other guy, a weasel-faced jerk named Phil.”

      “Do you remember his last name?” Newt asked.

      “Yes, I do,” Emmeline said. “Spilatro. Phil Spilatro. He went by the nickname, Milwaukee Phil. He was from Chicago and claimed to be a mobster, which both Mary Ann and I thought was just big talk. Turned out to be true, though.”

      “You’ve got a good memory,” Maggie said.

      “Some things you never forget,” Emmeline said. “The events of that evening are seared in my memory.”

      “So what happened?” Newt asked.

      “What happened is that we both got pregnant—on the same night. Can you believe it?” Emmeline said. “Do either of you mind if I smoke?”

      Newt and Maggie shook their heads, and Emmeline opened a silver cigarette box sitting on the end table next to the sofa and lit a cigarette.

      “You were saying you both became pregnant?” Maggie prompted.

      “Yes,” Emmeline said, blowing a stream of smoke into the air. “Abortions weren’t the run-of-the-mill things they are today, and getting one was out of the question—especially for Mary Ann, who came from a very strict, religious German farm family. Anyway, Stuart stepped up and offered to marry me.”

      “And Phil Spilatro?” Newt asked.

      “He did what most guys would have done—he gave Mary Ann a fake phone number and disappeared,” Emmeline said.

      “So you each stayed and had the babies?” Maggie asked.

      “No, I’m the only one who stayed,” Emmeline said. “Mary Ann couldn’t bring herself to tell her parents the truth about what she’d done and having gotten pregnant. So one night she left a note telling them she was running away to be a dancer in Los Angeles, or New York, one or the other. In reality, Mary Ann had taken the midnight bus to Chicago to look for the father of her child.”

      Maggie and Newt remained silent.

      “I hope you have an appetite,” Emmeline said, stubbing out her cigarette. “I’ve arranged for finger sandwiches in the pool room.”
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        * * *

      

      Newt and Maggie sat at the edge of the indoor swimming pool, finishing the last of the egg salad and cucumber sandwiches, as Emmeline lit yet another cigarette.

      The indoor pool was covered in mosaic tiles inspired by a fifth-century mausoleum and surrounded by eight marble statues of Roman gods and goddesses. The ceiling was covered with blue and orange glass tiles, fused with gold inside that glittered constantly from the lights shining up through the water of the pool.

      Newt wiped his mouth with a linen napkin and gazed around the ornate setting. “When you suggested we’d be eating in the pool room, I assumed you meant billiards.”

      “Of course you did,” Emmeline said. “A full-sized replica of the Roman pool from the Hearst Castle is not something one expects to find in Mayville, Wisconsin.”

      “Did you and Mary Ann stay in touch after she left for Chicago?” Maggie asked.

      “Not initially,” Emmeline said. “But that was Mary Ann’s choice, not mine. I think she was afraid to tell me what was happening—how bad things were for her—because she was afraid I’d tell her parents the truth.”

      “Did they ask?” Maggie asked.

      Emmeline nodded.

      “How long after she left was it before you spoke with her?” Newt asked.

      Emmeline took a moment to think. “Probably two years or so,” she said. “She’d had Stan Lee and was working as a waitress, I believe. I could tell she was just hanging on. I offered her money, but she wouldn’t take it. She was too proud. After that, I lost touch with her, until one day, out of the blue, she called. She said she’d met someone—she wanted me to meet him.”

      Newt turned and looked at Maggie, hoping she’d keep the conversation going. “And did you? Meet him?” Maggie asked.

      Emmeline nodded and lit another cigarette. “Yes. But she didn’t want to come here to the house. We met at a place called the Shore Club in Lake Geneva.”

      “When was this?” Maggie asked.

      “1963,” Emmeline said. “I know because Mary Ann left in 1955, and Stan Lee was eight at the time.”

      “And the man she’d met, he was there with them?” Newt asked.

      “Yes, he was.”

      “And do you remember who the man was? His name?” Maggie asked.

      “Of course,” Emmeline said. “It was Declan Mulvaney.”

      Newt and Maggie shared another glance. “Are you sure?” Newt asked.

      “Yes, I’m quite sure,” Emmeline said, exhaling one last cloud of smoke before stubbing out her cigarette. “Men like that are hard to forget.”
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        * * *

      

      Newt and Maggie continued pressing Emmeline for every detail she could remember, bringing new revelations and filling in blank spaces neither of them knew existed.

      “So let me see if I have this straight,” Maggie said, looking at her notes. “You met Declan Mulvaney just the one time and never heard from Mary Ann after that.”

      “That is correct,” Emmeline said.

      “And the next time you heard anything about Mary Ann wasn’t until five years later?”

      “Yes, in 1968 when Stan Lee was discovered in that horrible place—Dunning, I believe it’s called,” Emmeline said. “It was quite a shock for Mary Ann’s parents, suddenly discovering their daughter had been murdered and they had a grandchild tucked away in an asylum without their knowledge.”

      “And then the accident happened?” Maggie asked.

      “Yes, the accident,” Emmeline said. “What a terrible state of affairs that was. The stress between Stuart and I became almost unbearable.”

      “How so?” Maggie asked.

      “I’m sorry, didn’t I say? American Harvester, my husband’s company, manufactured the defective window in the reaper. Being a businessman, my husband’s lawyers refused to admit guilt, forcing a courtroom battle for the ages—at least for a small town like Mayville. My husband’s company marched into court with an army of lawyers. Stan Lee’s grandparents hired a small-time local named Judd Coker, who ran his law practice out of an old farmhouse next to theirs. It was the classic David versus Goliath situation.”

      “And David won,” Newt said.

      “Yes, $2.3 million,” Emmeline said. “But not without a little help.”

      “What do you mean?” Maggie said.

      “I gave Judd Coker the information about the defective window bolts. Without that, my husband’s lawyers would have steamrolled them, and Stan Lee would have walked away with nothing—if he could have walked, that is.”

      “Is that why you arranged for the fake study at Marquette? So you could provide him with the prosthetics without your husband knowing?” Newt asked.

      “My, you have done your homework, haven’t you?” Emmeline said. “It seemed like the right thing to do, all things considered. Mary Ann was my friend, and I hated myself for not breaking my word and going to her parents with the truth. If I had…”

      “No one knows what to do in situations like that,” Maggie said. “I wouldn’t blame yourself.”

      “I’ve often thought about how unfair life can be,” Emmeline said, stubbing out her cigarette into the ashtray. “Two naïve girls sneak out in the middle of the night, and one of them ends up living in a castle, and the other one? Well, due to nothing other than chance, she got the short end of the stick.”

      Newt stood up and extended his hand. “We appreciate the time you’ve spent with us.”

      Emmeline stood and shook Newt’s hand and then Maggie’s. “It was no trouble at all. In fact, it was nice for an old woman to have visitors, if only for a few hours.”

      Emmeline walked Newt and Maggie to the front door. “Might I ask a question of the two of you?”

      “Certainly,” Maggie said.

      “Why did you come?”

      “As we said, to learn about Stan Lee,” Newt said.

      “Yes, I understand, but why?” Emmeline asked. “He must have done something to have attracted the attention of the FBI. No one comes to Mayville in the middle of winter without a good reason. Has he committed a crime?”

      “Yes,” Newt said. “We think he has.”

      

      
        
        ORLANDO, FLORIDA

        JANUARY 26, 2011 – 9:42 A.M.

      

      

      

      ROBYN WAS STANDING in the kitchen of the penthouse apartment rented by Mulvaney Properties International on the thirty-first floor of the 55 West building. Koda’s half-sister, Krissy, was sitting on the opposite side of the table drinking coffee.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a sixteen-year-old girl who drinks as much coffee as you do,” Robyn said, sliding another pod of Starbucks French Roast into the Keurig machine.

      “That’s because of my mom,” Krissy said. “She got me started.”

      “Oh,” Robyn said, wishing she hadn’t gotten Krissy on the subject of her mother, Chloe.

      “What about wine?” Robyn said.

      “What about it?”

      “I thought maybe that, you know—growing up around the winery…?”

      “I took a sip of the good stuff every now and then,” Krissy said with a sly smile. “But only red. I hate white.”

      “A girl after my own heart,” Robyn said, holding her coffee cup out to Krissy, who raised her mug and clinked it against Robyn’s.

      “They say that in certain countries, like Greece and Italy, kids get introduced to wine at the age of ten,” Robyn said.

      “Huh,” Krissy said. “They start late.”
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        * * *

      

      Robyn and Krissy sat at the table in silence for a few minutes. Krissy flipped through a Teen Vogue magazine, while Robyn worked the last of a crossword puzzle from the previous Sunday New York Times.

      Robyn put her pen down when she heard Koda coming down the hall.

      “Hey,” Koda said as he turned the corner and entered the kitchen. “You two are up early.”

      “It’s almost ten,” Krissy said.

      “Yeah, like I said, it’s early,” Koda said.

      “I thought the smell of coffee might get you out of bed,” Robyn said.

      “Is there anything to eat in this place?” Koda said, opening the refrigerator.

      “Sorry, Mother Hubbard,” Robyn said. “The cupboard is bare.”

      “I know that poem,” Krissy said. “I had to memorize it for a class assignment. ‘Old Mother Hubbard, went to the cupboard, to give the poor doggy a bone. When she went there, the cupboard was bare, and so the poor dog had none.’ There’s a lot more that comes after that, but that’s as much as I can remember.”

      “Still, that’s pretty good,” Koda said.

      Robyn smiled but said nothing, glad that Krissy didn’t remember the next few lines. “She went to the baker, to buy him some bread. When she came back, the dog was dead.”

      “You know what we need,” Robyn said.

      “Yeah, we need to hop in the car and go to Keke’s for pancakes,” Koda said.

      “No, I mean in general,” Robyn said. “We need a dog.”

      “No way,” Koda said, shaking his head. “My father—I mean, our father—would flip if we brought a dog up here. When we get our own place, maybe, but not here. He hates dogs.”

      “That explains why he never came to the winery,” Krissy said. “We’ve got six of them running around.”

      “Wait. Are you saying you’ve never had a dog?” Robyn asked.

      Koda shrugged and shook his head.

      “He had a goldfish,” Krissy said. “That’s it.”

      “How do you know that?” Koda asked.

      “You mentioned it when we were locked in the panic room,” Krissy said.

      “Huh.”

      “My God,” Robyn said. “Every kid has to have a dog. It’s part of growing up normal.”

      “Yeah, well…”

      “That’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard,” Robyn said.

      Koda and Krissy exchanged a glance, but neither one of them said anything.

      “Wow, that was a stupid thing for me to say,” Robyn said.

      “No, it’s okay,” Krissy said.

      “Listen, I think it’s time we all stop walking on eggshells around here,” Koda said. “Krissy’s mom was killed in a ghost attack. My mother’s body was found buried in the house next door to our mansion. Robyn’s sister-in-law is dying of cancer. For whatever reason, God decided to cater our little pity party, and he served up a tray of shit sandwiches. It’s just the way it is, and we’re all going to have to find our own way of getting over it.”

      The room fell into silence, and Krissy looked across the kitchen at Robyn. “Did the sexiest man in the world just say God was serving up shit sandwiches?”

      Robyn nodded. “Yes, he did indeed.”

      Krissy walked over and gave Koda a big hug. “And I thought you were cool before.”

      

      
        
        MAYVILLE, WISCONSIN

        JANUARY 27, 2011, 9:25 A.M. (CST)

      

      

      

      AFTER LEAVING THE home of Emmeline Fausil-McCabe the previous afternoon, Newt made the unilateral decision that he and Maggie would stay the night in Mayville.

      Now, sitting at breakfast in the Bob Evans on the outskirts of town, it was clear to Maggie there was something on Newt’s mind. “I hear the wheels turning in that head of yours,” Maggie said. “What are you thinking?”

      “Just tying up loose ends,” Newt said.

      “Let me get some more fruit, and we can talk it through.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, spit it out,” Maggie said as she stabbed a piece of cantaloupe and put it in her mouth. “What’s bothering you?”

      “I’m just trying to piece together the timeline,” Newt said. “We know Stanton Lee Mungehr was born in 1955. We think in Chicago, while his mother was looking for the guy who got her pregnant.”

      “Phil Spilatro,” Maggie said. “Go on.”

      “The next eight years are blank, other than Emmeline saying Mary Ann worked as a waitress and that she didn’t have much money,” Newt said. “Then, in 1963, she shows up in Wisconsin with Declan Mulvaney on her arm.”

      “Yeah?”

      “So why’d she bother?”

      “What? Bring him up there to meet Emmeline?” Maggie asked.

      “Yes.”

      “God, Newt, for as smart as you are, your lack of understanding women really amazes me sometimes.”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “Mary Ann and Emmeline were best friends from a small farming community and relative equals. Then, overnight, everything changes. Emmeline gets married to a rich guy, while Mary Ann gets abandoned. Emmeline moves into a big house and drives a Mercedes, while Mary Ann can barely make ends meet. Then Declan Mulvaney comes along, and she’s finally got the opportunity to show her best friend that she did okay too.”

      “But Declan Mulvaney wasn’t rich then,” Newt said. “I know, I Googled it. He didn’t start making his money until a couple years later.”

      “It wasn’t about the money,” Maggie said. “It’s about the guy. We’re only familiar with Declan Mulvaney as an older man, but even in his eighties you could tell he was very handsome.”

      “Mary Ann was trying to make Emmeline jealous?”

      Maggie shrugged. “I don’t know if that’s what she intended, but it worked. You heard what Emmeline said. ‘A man like Declan Mulvaney is hard to forget.’ I’ll bet Emmeline never slept with her husband again without thinking about Declan Mulvaney at least for a moment or two.”

      “You’re right,” Newt said. “I clearly have no understanding of the female psyche.”

      “Is that it?”

      “No,” Newt said. “We’ve still got to find out how Stan Lee ended up in the asylum at Dunning for three years, and I want to find out how his mother died—and if Stan Lee witnessed it.”

      “Does that mean we’re going to Chicago?”

      “Yes, but first I want to drive past the farm where Stan Lee lost his legs.”
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        * * *

      

      It took longer to find the farm than Newt assumed it would, but with good reason. The farm was no longer there.

      “Well at least we got to see where the farm used to be,” Maggie said.

      Newt ignored her and made a U-turn.

      “What now? There’s nothing to see, Newt.”

      Newt drove about half a mile, past acres of flat snow-covered farmland, until he reached what looked more like a driveway than a road and turned in.

      “What’s in here?” Maggie asked. “And turn on the heater, will you?”

      “No, it fogs up the windows, and I can’t see,” Newt said.

      “There’s nothing to see,” Maggie said, reaching to turn on the heater.

      “There,” Newt said, pointing through the windshield at what appeared to be an abandoned farmhouse. “That’s what we’re looking for.”
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        * * *

      

      Newt pulled the rental car to a stop, a hundred feet short of the farmhouse and turned off the engine. “You’ve got your gun, right?”

      Maggie nodded. “Of course.”

      “You might want to take it out.”

      “You don’t think…?”

      Newt shrugged. “Do it, just in case.”

      Maggie removed the gun from her purse and released the safety. Then they walked toward the front of the house and climbed the stairs. As expected, the door was locked.

      “I’ll bet you dollars to donuts this is Judd Coker’s house,” Newt said.

      “What does that even mean, ‘dollars to donuts’?” Maggie asked.

      “I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure I’m right,” Newt said. “Let’s check the back.”

      When they reached the rear of the house, Maggie stopped dead in her tracks.

      “What?”

      “The window,” Maggie said. Newt looked where Maggie was pointing and saw the broken windowpane in the kitchen door. “Jesus, is it really possible he was here?”

      Newt shrugged. “It looks like someone was.”

      When they reached the door, Newt slid his hand in through the window, found the lock, and opened it.

      “The glass is all on the inside,” Maggie said.

      Newt nodded. “Follow me,” he said.

      “Bullshit,” Maggie said, sliding in front of him. “I’m the one with the gun. I go in first.”

      “Good thinking,” Newt said.
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        * * *

      

      There was nothing extraordinary inside the house, except everything was old. Old refrigerator. Old furniture. Old wallpaper. Like an abandoned Hollywood TV set for Father Knows Best.

      Newt and Maggie reached the top of the stairs and looked inside each room as they went until they reached the final door at the end of the hall. Newt grabbed the knob with his gloved hand and pulled the door open.

      The room was almost empty.

      Across the room on the far wall, next to a partially open window, there was a sheet of notebook paper tacked to the wall:
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      “SLM,” Maggie said. “Stanton Lee Mungehr. He’s not trying to hide his identity anymore.”

      “He knew that if we found the house, then we already knew who he was,” Newt said.

      “You’ve got to admit, it’s not a half-bad poem,” Maggie said.

      “Yeah, if you’re into rip-offs,” Newt said. “The poem is a rewritten version of the song “Richard Cory” by Simon and Garfunkel. From the ‘60s. About a rich man who had everything but shot himself because he was miserable.”

      “Huh,” Maggie said.

      “But the Simon and Garfunkel song wasn’t entirely original either,” Newt said. “They took the idea from a poem by Edwin Arlington Robinson published in 1897.”

      “Okay,” Maggie said. “What does it mean? Something to do with being a copy of a copy maybe?”

      Newt shrugged. “Could be. Then again it might not mean anything—other than letting us know killing Declan Mulvaney wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment thing. “He watched him for thirty years before he did it.”

      “And he’s a smoker,” Maggie said. “Did we know that already?”

      “There were a couple of ashtrays in the house,” Newt said.

      “That’s right,” Maggie said.

      Newt squatted down and looked at the cigarette butts on the wooden floor. “Two brands,” Newt said.

      “What, you think he’s traveling with someone?”

      “Yes and no,” Newt said. “Yes and no.”

      “Maybe we should put out a BOLO,” Maggie said. “I don’t see what it can hurt.”

      Newt nodded. “Yeah, let’s do it.”

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        JANUARY 27, 2011

      

      

      

      CLAY TURNED THE police cruiser between the trees and drove down the narrow dirt road toward the lighthouse and was surprised to see Noah outside chopping wood.

      Clay pulled to a stop, turned off the engine, and grabbed a paper bag off the passenger seat and got out of the car. “You don’t look very sick to me,” Clay called out.

      Noah reached down and grabbed a piece of wood and stood it up on its end. “Who said I was?” he said, pulling the ax back and swinging it with his arms straight, the blade hitting the wood with a loud crack and splitting it down the center.

      “Ellen said you’d called out the last few days.”

      “What’s that?” Noah said, motioning to the paper bag in Clay’s hand.

      “Chicken soup,” Clay said. “From Ellen.”

      Noah shook his head and grabbed another piece of wood.

      “I’ve never chopped wood. Can you believe it?” Clay said. “Never even crossed my mind. Too much work.”

      Noah brought the ax down again, tossed it into the grass, and wiped his forehead. “Why are you here, Clay? And don’t tell me it’s to bring me soup.”

      “I thought you were sick. That’s all, really,” Clay said. “Where’s Onyx?”

      Noah shook his head and snorted. “Come inside. Have a beer.”
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        * * *

      

      Clay followed Noah into the caretaker’s house and down the hallway to the kitchen. Noah pulled two cans of Widmer Brothers from the fridge and handed one to Clay.

      Clay popped the top and took a sip of the beer. “So are you going to tell me where—?”

      “She left,” Noah said.

      “What do you mean, she left?” Clay asked. “Left for where?”

      “She’s gone, Clay,” Noah said, picking up a letter from the kitchen counter and handing it to Clay. “Here, see for yourself.”

      Clay held the letter in his hand and began to read:

      

      
        
        Dear Noah,

        By now you have probably figured out that I have gone. This letter is to explain why.

        Quite simply, I have decided it is time to stop clinging to a life that isn’t a life at all. Not really.

        The best part of my existence on earth was the years I spent alive, breathing air into my lungs and feeling rain upon my skin, watching the multi-hued colors of the sun turn from blue to purple to orange and then red, before being devoured by the night. Climbing into a warm bed beneath a soft blanket in anticipation of yet another day to come.

        For seventy years there has been none of that. No breathing of the air. No sensation of feeling. Only a few detectable scents and one recognizable color. There has been no going to bed at night, no waking up in the morning—every day little more than a shadowy memory of the life I once had and would never have again.

        Now, even with you, I know the life I’m living is a lie because it’s not really a life at all.

        I am nothing more than a ghostly shell of the person I once was, housing a heartbroken spirit that has spent the past seventy years dreaming of what life was—and what it can never be again.

        To be a ghost is to be in a constant state of remembering all the things you wished you could forget, and reaching out to touch the things you thought you’d never let get away—but then they got away anyway.

        My existence has become harder to understand with each passing day. The amount of time available to me is endless—yet no matter what, there will never be enough—and the emptiness inside of me takes up more and more space, weighing down what remains of me. So how do I explain my reluctance to release my grasp on what holds me here? It can only be that life is such a precious thing that one finds it difficult to let go—even after you are dead.

        I have long wondered if there was a meaning to life—and, if so, what that meaning was. I believe I found it while looking through my books one last time this morning. It was a quote by Kafka. He said: ‘The meaning of life is that it stops.’ I think perhaps Kafka was right. Maybe the most meaningful thing a person can do after walking the planet so long is to simply stop.

        Please know this:

        Every person is a ghost to some degree, each of us haunted by the idea that we have wasted our time on people and things that didn’t matter.

        That was never the case with a single minute spent with you.

        I wish you could have been my first love, Noah. If you had, maybe things would have worked out differently.

        I’m sure you’re wondering why I didn’t speak up earlier. And that’s fair. I know I should have. But I wanted to believe you were my soul mate so badly that I let myself go forward with the wedding against my better judgment. I now know I will never find a soul mate because soul mates are people who make each other feel alive. But what if one of you is dead? What then?

        Goodbye, Noah.

        Find someone else.

        Someone better.

        Someone alive.

        Love forever,

        Onyx

        P.S. Somewhere in the woods my bones lay scattered. Perhaps you can find it in your heart to bury what is left of me with my father, Katherine, and Poe. I know it is a lot to ask, especially under the circumstances, but ghosts are not allowed to bury their own remains.

        If not, I understand.

      

      

      “Ouch,” Clay said finally, handing the letter back to Noah. “What, you just woke up and she was gone?”

      Noah shook his head. “No, I saw her leaving.”

      “What did she say?”

      “Nothing. She just walked into the trees and disappeared,” Noah said. “The letter was on her easel at the top of the lighthouse.”

      Clay remained silent.

      “Onyx didn’t say anything to you, did she, Clay?” Noah asked.

      Clay shook his head. “No, she surely didn’t.”

      “I just don’t get it,” Noah said. “She seemed happy. I can’t imagine what came over her.”

      Clay looked away, a sinking feeling coming over him. It was the stupid thing Tara said. Tara had told Clay about the comments she’d made about Noah’s sacrifice and giving up his chance at having a normal life.

      “I think I might have an idea,” Clay said.
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        * * *

      

      “Jesus, Clay,” Noah said when Clay finished telling him what Tara said. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

      Clay shrugged. “I guess I just kind of hoped it wasn’t going to become a problem.”

      “Well, it was,” Noah said. “Shit, I feel like hopping in the car and giving Tara a piece of—”

      “Please, Noah, don’t,” Clay said. “She feels horrible already. Chewing out Tara for an honest slip of the tongue isn’t going to make the situation any better.”

      Noah shook his head and remained silent.

      “So, are you going to do it?” Clay asked finally.

      “Do what?”

      “The P.S. at the end of the letter.”

      “Bury her? Why should I?” Noah said, downing the last of his beer.

      “I don’t know,” Clay said. “Just seems like the decent thing to do. Can’t imagine someone I love scattered about like that.”

      “How about running out on someone you vowed to stay with forever?” Noah said. “Is that a decent thing to do?”

      “Yeah, I hear you,” Clay said, walking to the door. “Well, if you decide to go looking for her, it won’t be easy. My great-great grandfather, Hell Daniels, searched for Onyx’s remains back in the 1940s. Never found them. I looked once too. It won’t be easy.”

      

      
        
        OGALLALA, NEBRASKA

        JANUARY 29, 2011

      

      

      

      STAN LEE HEARD the whirring of a siren behind him and assumed it was a passing ambulance or a police vehicle chasing a speeder. It couldn’t possibly be him since he always used cruise control, and never set it for more than five miles an hour over the speed limit.

      He glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the black-and-white Nebraska State Patrol vehicle directly on his tail, its red and blue lights flashing.

      Son of a bitch.

      Stan Lee tapped the brakes, flipped the turn signal, and cautiously pulled to the right, the Honda Pilot’s tires crunching on the snow-covered gravel.

      Slow, deep breaths, Stan Lee thought as he placed his hands in the ten and two o’clock positions on the steering wheel the way police liked. Whatever it is, you can talk your way out of it.

      Stan Lee watched as a uniformed officer exited the patrol car and sauntered slowly toward the driver’s side door. “Lower your window, please,” the officer said.

      Stan Lee did as he was told and felt the freezing air rush into the car. “How can I help you, Officer?”

      “Driver’s license and registration, please,” the officer said. Stan Lee lowered the overhead visor, grateful he’d taken the time to ensure the vehicle registration was there and to have memorized the information.

      Stan Lee handed the registration to the officer. “Sadly, I seem to have left my wallet somewhere along the way. Maybe at the last hotel. I have no identification.”

      The officer did not respond and studied the registration. “I assume you are not Grace Kubileski?” the officer said.

      “That is correct,” Stan Lee said. “Grace is my sister. I live with her at her house in Chicago. She was kind enough to let me borrow her car.”

      “And you have no ID?”

      “As I said, it’s in my wallet, which I—”

      “Lost,” the officer said. The officer pulled out a small notepad and pen. “Name and address, please.”

      “Robert Kubileski,” Stan Lee said.

      The officer wrote the name on the pad. “Wait here.”

      The officer walked back toward the patrol car, and Stan Lee rolled the window up.
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        * * *

      

      Five minutes passed, and Stan Lee watched in the rearview mirror as the officer looked at the computer screen in the patrol vehicle and spoke to someone on his radio, probably dispatch.

      When five minutes became ten, Stan Lee finally started to panic. What in the hell was taking so long? Had the FBI issued a BOLO with his description? Just because he hadn’t seen himself mentioned on TV didn’t mean they hadn’t done it behind the scenes.

      “Just go,” Kara said from the passenger seat.

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

      “They know,” Kara said. “You’ve got to run.”

      “I said to be—”

      The patrol officer rapped his baton on the driver’s window, and Stan Lee jumped, his heart in his throat. He rolled down the window.

      “We were unable to reach your sister, Mr. Kubileski, but your plates are up to date and the registration is valid, so you’re free to go,” the officer said, handing the registration card to Stan Lee. “But you better get ID as soon as possible. Oh, yeah, and your left taillight is out. Consider this a warning.”

      “Well, thank you so much,” Stan Lee said. “I’ll get it handled immediately.”

      “There are a couple auto places up ahead in Ogallala,” the cop said. “If you don’t take care of it, you will get pulled over again.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’ve got to ditch the legs,” Kara said once they were driving down the road again. “It’s a miracle he didn’t notice them.”

      The glass container with Juniper Cole’s legs was too tall to stand up in the trunk of the Honda, so he’d placed them on the rear floor of the vehicle, covered in a blanket.

      “No, the legs stay.”

      “Well, I want to go on the record that having a pair of severed legs in the back of your car is a bad idea,” Kara said.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee got off I-80 on Route 26 North and headed toward the main business district in Ogallala. He pulled out his cell phone and searched for nearby storage rentals. There was a Store-It-Cheap not more than two minutes away.

      As much as he wanted to keep the legs, Kara was right. Keeping the legs with him was a terrible idea. What if someone broke into the car? Besides, he could come back whenever he wanted to retrieve them.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, if you don’t have much stuff to store, a five-by-five- unit ought to do it,” the man behind the counter said. “I’ve got a temperature-controlled unit with interior access on the first floor for forty-one dollars per month, and if you do a year, I’ll throw in a month for free.”

      “That’s okay,” Stan Lee said. “Six months is plenty.”

      The total, including the lock and sales tax, came to $249.82.

      Stan Lee paid cash.

      Five minutes later, the glass container with Juniper Cole’s legs was sitting on the concrete floor in storage locker B122, covered in the blanket.

      Stan Lee thought he’d feel bad leaving the legs behind. But he was surprised to feel nothing but relief.

      Like a load had been lifted.

      Like he’d just detached from his past somehow.

      He had no house.

      No job.

      No car—other than Grace’s stolen Honda, which wasn’t his.

      No belongings to speak of.

      Nothing.

      He was truly free.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, exhausted from dealing with the cop and the legs, Stan Lee decided it was time to stop and get a room.

      “Are you going out to see the lighthouse?” the girl at the motel check-in desk asked.

      “There’s a lighthouse in Nebraska?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Yep, there sure is. Up at Lake Minatare in the wildlife refuge near Scottsbluff. Fifty-five-foot tall. Best-kept secret in the state. Head up the 385 another twenty miles, and you can go see Carhenge too.”

      “Carhenge?”

      “Yeah, like Stonehenge but with cars,” the girl said. “It’s about two miles north of Alliance out in a big field. Not much to look at really. Just a bunch of old junkers painted gray, and stuck in the ground in a big circle like that place in France or wherever. They got some other scrap metal sculptures out there too.”

      Stan Lee was no longer listening. His mind was on the lighthouse. Not the one in Lake Minatare. The one in Crimson Cove. If ever there was a remote place to hide out for a while, Crimson Cove was it.

      And he really wanted to talk with Onyx Webb.

      Assuming she was still alive.

      

      
        
        ORLANDO, FLORIDA

        JANUARY 30, 2011 – 9:42 P.M.

      

      

      

      HOW LONG DO we plan to stay here?” Robyn asked from her position on the sofa, lying with her head on a pillow in Koda’s lap.

      Koda laid his book on the coffee table. “You want to go out? We can. It’s early. I can get the plane, and we can be in Miami before ten. Nothing gets going there before midnight.”

      “No, I mean get out get out—as in move,” Robyn said, sitting up.

      “What? I thought you loved Orlando.”

      “I do,” Robyn said. “I grew up here. It’s this apartment. It reminds me of—”

      “—Mika?”

      Robyn nodded. Then, to Koda’s surprise, Robyn started to cry. “Damn it. I promised I wasn’t going to cry over her,” she said, wiping her eyes with the sleeve of Koda’s T-shirt and laying her head on his shoulder.

      Koda lifted his arm and wrapped it around her. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      “God, how I hated her,” Robyn said. “I hated Mika so bad there were times I actually wished she was dead. And now—well, I can’t stop thinking about her dying out there on that road in the cold and all alone. I keep wondering what her final thoughts were.”

      “I know exactly what Mika was thinking about,” Koda said. “She was thinking about what she always thought about. Herself.”

      “Still,” Robyn said. “It’s so sad.”

      “I know what will fix this,” Koda said.

      “What?”

      “Carrot cake.”

      “From The Dessert Lady?” Robyn asked, her tone brightening.

      “Yep,” Koda said. “If you fly, I’ll buy.”

      “Deal,” Robyn said, standing up.

      “God, Dane used to love that damn carrot cake,” Koda said.

      Robyn nodded and smiled at the thought.

      She was thinking the same thing.

      “What do you want? Two slices or a whole cake?” Robyn asked.

      “Get a whole cake,” Koda said. “That way we’ll have some left over for breakfast. I think we’ve got milk in the fridge.”
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        * * *

      

      Robyn took the private elevator down to the lobby and pushed through the front doors of the 55 West building into the brick courtyard and walked east toward Church Street Station next to the old Cheyenne Saloon.

      Which was just past the railroad tracks.

      For the most part, Robyn stayed away from the tracks, where she watched Dane get hit by the train—and die—six months earlier.

      Six months and twenty-one days to be precise.

      A lot had happened since then. At the time of the accident, she and Dane had been a thing.

      A steady thing.

      Looking back now, it was hard to say they were in love. It might have been love. Or it might have simply been the giddy excitement and infatuation one felt in most new relationships.

      Robyn really didn’t know.

      All she knew for sure was that she was in love with Koda now and was certain he loved her too. It was real. The true love she’d always hoped to find one day. That she knew for sure.

      The other thing Robyn knew for certain was that she was tired of people dying around her. Or discovering the people around her were dead already.

      As was the case with Juniper.

      And Stormy Boyd.

      And Gerylyn Stoller’s husband, Raymond.

      And Tommy Bilazzo.

      And now Mason’s mother was dying—her sister-in-law up in Georgia. Robyn’s brother had been putting on a brave face, but they both knew the truth.

      How much death could one person handle? Robyn thought. Whatever the point was, she knew she was past it.

      Way past.

      Maybe that’s why Mika’s death had been weighing on her.

      And then there was Declan.

      Robyn still hadn’t told Koda the truth about what really took place in the ambulance—that his grandfather hadn’t died from being stabbed by the Southern Gentleman. He was taken by his friend, Tommy Bilazzo, at his own request. In some ways, it was the perfect way to die—to be in the arms of someone you loved and trusted, someone who was there to help you pass over.

      On the other hand, death was death—even if she now knew that death was never final. No one ever dies, not really—they just change form and become something else.

      Something different.

      Something new.

      The knowledge of that truth should have been enough to make her happy, Robyn thought. Maybe someday she would find peace in that knowledge.
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        * * *

      

      Robyn was on her way back from The Dessert Lady with the carrot cake, the street jammed with people now. The game between the Magic and Celtics had just let out at the Amway Center two blocks away. In minutes, the bars and restaurants would be packed too, and she was glad she went out when she did.

      Robyn looked down at the ground as she approached the railroad tracks once again, being careful not to trip. When she looked up, everyone was gone.

      The streets were empty.

      Not a soul in sight anywhere.

      Everyone simply disappeared. And then she saw him. Down the tracks about a hundred feet, standing in a sea of gray mist.

      It was Dane.

      “Hey,” she heard him say, even though he was so far away it should have been impossible to hear him.

      Robyn opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

      She didn’t know what to say.

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to say anything,” Dane said, as if reading her mind.

      Robyn instinctively took a step toward Dane, but he held up his hand. “No, it’s better that you don’t,” Dane said. “I just came to tell you that it’s okay. You and Koda—you’re good together.”

      Robyn nodded, and her eyes filled with tears.

      “I miss you,” Dane said. “And yes, I did love you. Know that. Now be happy. You deserve it.”

      “Wait,” Robyn called out. “I’ve got carrot cake. Your favorite. Koda’s upstairs. He misses you too.”

      Dane smiled, and his image began to fade.

      “No, don’t go!”

      Then Robyn felt a hand on her arm, and she heard someone behind her. Robyn turned and saw a man standing there. “Hey, lady, are you okay? You can’t stand on the tracks like this. It’s dangerous.”

      Robyn looked around and saw the streets were filled with people again. Then she turned back and looked up the tracks.

      Dane was gone.

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 4, 2011 – 8:38 P.M.

      

      

      

      NOAH TOOK A CHAIR from the kitchen and dragged it down the hallway, placing it next to the door. Then he grabbed Onyx’s old double-barrel shotgun, which he’d set there earlier in the day, and pointed it away from him since he was unsure if the gun was loaded.

      Noah had fired a pump-action shotgun before, but he was unfamiliar with a break-action model that needed to have the shells loaded directly into the chamber of the gun barrels.

      It took a moment to figure out how to open the gun, but he finally found the latch and lowered the barrels away from him. The gun was empty, so there was no need to discard spent casings. 

      Noah pulled two twelve-gauge shells from the box in the entry table drawer and slide one in each barrel. He brought the barrels back up and closed the break until he heard them click. Then he shoved an additional four shells in his pocket, along with a small flashlight, and sat down.

      Noah glanced at his watch. It was 8:38. If tonight was like the previous eight evenings, the howling would start in exactly six minutes.
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        * * *

      

      The howling started the night Noah showed Clay Onyx’s letter. And it always started at the same time. 8:44 p.m.

      Every single night.

      The first six nights, Noah tried to ignore it. Wolves could often be heard howling in the woods. There was nothing unusual about it. Until he noticed the howling began at precisely the same time.

      When the howling began on the seventh night, Noah went outside and saw a big gray and brown wolf standing next to the gravestones at the edge of the clearing, the animal’s features lit by the moon above.

      “Get out of here,” Noah yelled. The wolf stopped howling but did not move.

      When the howling began on the eighth night, Noah stormed outside banging a metal spoon on a large stockpot. Again, the wolf stopped howling but didn’t budge.

      This was the ninth night.

      Noah sat in the chair waiting and looked at his watch. It was 8:44. He stood, picked up the shotgun, and placed his hand on the doorknob.

      Seconds later, the howling began.

      Noah opened the door, took several steps outside, and pointed the gun toward the sky and pulled one of the two triggers. The wolf immediately stopped howling.

      A second later, the wolf began again, and Noah pulled the second trigger. The wolf went silent.

      Noah stood there, waiting to see what the wolf would do, and the wolf began howling once again.

      Enough was enough.

      Noah started across the clearing—the ground soft and spongy beneath his feet from a hard rain earlier in the day—dropping the barrels, discarding the spent shells, and loading the gun again.

      Noah got about fifty feet from the wolf and stopped. He planted his feet and aimed the gun directly at the wolf and pulled the trigger—both barrels at once.

      The wolf stopped howling but made no attempt to run.

      “Fine. You want to die? Have it your way,” Noah yelled and started walking toward the gravestones, reloading the shotgun as he went.

      With the gun reloaded, Noah stopped approximately twenty feet from the large gray beast and pointed the shotgun.

      And fired.

      A large chunk of Catfish Webb’s concrete gravestone behind the wolf exploded, shattering from the impact of the shotgun pellets.

      The wolf stood there, unharmed by the blast.

      The pellets had gone right through the animal.

      The wolf was a ghost.

      A moment later, the wolf turned and walked toward the trees. Then it turned back and looked at Noah, as if to say, “Well, are you coming?”

      Noah could barely see, so he pulled out his flashlight and stepped slowly into the woods.

      The wolf walked at a slow pace, as if knowing Noah was having trouble finding his footing in the dark, even with the flashlight. Finally, about forty feet into the woods, the wolf stopped at the base of a tall, hundred-year-old pine.

      “What?” Noah asked.

      The wolf stood there, looking up at Noah as if he were trying to send a telepathic message.

      “What?” Noah said louder this time, as if that was going to help.

      Then Noah watched as the wolf began scratching at the ground, gently at first and then harder. The wolf dug its claws furiously into the ground until finally it stopped and took several steps back.

      Noah stepped forward and looked into the hole and saw what the wolf was trying to show him.

      Bones.

      Then Noah understood.

      Onyx.

      Noah turned to look at the wolf, but it had disappeared.

      

      
        
        SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

        FEBRUARY 5, 2011 – 1:14 P.M.

      

      

      

      THE MAIN BALLROOM in the Forsyth Park Hotel was packed with reporters from all over the country. They were here for the press conference being held by Simon Prentice, who was announcing his new book deal with recently pardoned death row inmate, Wyatt Scrogger.

      Wyatt sat behind a narrow table with Simon on one side, and Wyatt’s lawyer on the other. Both the publisher and lawyer appeared thrilled to be there.

      Wyatt didn’t.

      “Wyatt, tell us in your own words what it feels like to be a free man after thirty years on death row,” Savannah reporter Domingo Gutierrez asked from a seat in the front row.

      “Scary,” Wyatt said. “Not Brooks-I’m-going-to-carve-my-name-in-the-rafters-and-hang-myself-Shawshank-Redemption scary, but it’s pretty damn weird being on the outside again.”

      “This question is for Simon. Is there a title for the book yet?”

      “Yes,” Simon said. “Cheating Death: An Innocent Man’s Story of Life on Death Row.”

      “How fast will it be released?”

      “Faster than my client was,” Wyatt’s lawyer quipped, followed by waves of nervous laughter from everyone in attendance.

      “Isn’t there a law that says a convicted felon can’t profit from the publication of a book?” someone called out from the back.

      “Yes, there is,” Wyatt’s lawyer said. “But since the governor of our great state has seen fit to provide my client with a full pardon, that law no longer applies. Wyatt is free to do whatever he pleases just like any other innocent person.”

      “Wyatt, tell us what it was like to be mere minutes away from execution?”

      “Oh, pretty much like any other day,” Wyatt said. “Except for maybe the part where I wanted to scream every ten seconds or so.”

      “It’s been reported that you were invited to appear on the Jay Leno Show, but turned it down,” a reporter asked. “Is that true? And if so, why?”

      “Yes, Wyatt was invited to be on the show,” Simon said. “But it’s too soon to be making the rounds. Trust me, when the book is ready for release, you won’t be able to turn the dial without seeing Wyatt’s face.”

      “But isn’t it true the book is already written? That you wrote it while you were on death row waiting to be executed?”

      “Yes, that is true,” Wyatt said.

      “So the book isn’t going to be a feel-good story about being released so much as a final message to those who stole thirty years of your life,” the same reporter asked.

      “Don’t worry,” Simon interjected. “The book will be plenty uplifting after we add the final few chapters, which will include this very happy ending.”

      “Wyatt, do you have any words of hope for the people you left behind on death row who are still facing execution?” another reporter asked.

      “Yes,” Wyatt said. “First, for your last meal, ask for the all-you-can-eat salad bar. Second, because most executions are held at night, ask for the death-by-solar-panel option. And, third, hire a lawyer who believes in your innocence and has access to good drugs.”

      “What did you have for your last meal?”

      “Barbeque pork ribs, with a side of GHB,” Wyatt said.

      The next question was directed at Wyatt’s lawyer. “How would you describe those final hours waiting to see if there was going to be a last-minute reprieve from the governor?”

      “A damn good day at the office,” Wyatt’s lawyer said.

      “Would you like to elaborate on that?”

      “Sure,” Wyatt’s lawyer said. “Any day a lawyer gets to stick their thumb in the eye of a broken system that railroads innocent people is an f’ing damn good day at the office.”

      “But you were disbarred, and isn’t there still a chance that you’ll be brought up on charges by the DA for your actions?”

      “Only if the governor and the district attorney are idiots.”

      “Is it true you’re suing the State of Georgia for $3 million?” a female reporter asked.

      “No,” Wyatt’s lawyer said.

      “So the reports that you’ve filed suit are wrong?”

      “No, the reports that we’ve filed suit are correct,” Wyatt’s lawyer said. “What’s wrong is the amount. We’re suing for $30 million.”

      The room filled with the sound of reporters murmuring to one another and writing furiously in the notepads. “That sounds like a ridiculously large amount,” Domingo said.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Wyatt’s lawyer said. “I read about a reporter who sued a woman for $1 million just because she hit him in the face with a pie. Oh, wait—that was you.”

      Every reporter in the room laughed. Everyone except Domingo.

      “Wyatt, have you spoken to your childhood friend, Quinn Cole? And have you forgiven him for putting you on death row in the first place?” Domingo asked.

      “The answers are no and no,” Wyatt said. “No, we haven’t spoken—and no, I haven’t forgiven him because he did nothing that requires my forgiveness.”

      “But he testified against you at—”

      “Let’s get something straight here, shall we,” Wyatt said. “Quinn got caught up in circumstances just like I did, and his testimony isn’t what put me in prison. Bad police work put me in prison. The jury put me in prison. The State of Georgia put me in prison. The system put me in prison. The person who framed me put me in prison. My own actions and stupidity that evening put me in prison. Not Quinn. Quinn Cole didn’t put me in prison. Along with my lawyer, Quinn Cole got me out.”

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 5, 2011 – 1:10 P.M. (PST)

      

      

      

      NOAH FOUND A pillowcase in the bedroom closet and grabbed an old rusted spade—the same one he’d used to dig the holes for the rose bushes just before Christmas—and headed for the woods.

      When he reached the edge of the clearing, Noah saw the damage to Onyx’s father’s headstone from the shotgun blast the night before—a large chunk of the front of the stone missing.

      In an odd way, Noah was glad that Onyx wasn’t there to see the damage.

      Noah walked straight into the woods, taking the same path from the night before, and found the tall pine with the hole beneath it. Then he looked in and saw the same thing he saw the night before.

      Bones.

      Onyx’s bones, picked clean by animals and decayed by the ravages of time—buried in the dirt for the past seventy years.

      Noah had asked Onyx about the night she died. At first Onyx resisted, but Noah pushed her. He wanted to know.

      Now he wished he didn’t.

      Noah tried to imagine what it was like for Onyx to have been sitting there at the base of the pine tree, badly burned—dehydrated, cold, exhausted—only to have the wolves come for her.

      Yes, it would have been better not to have known.

      Noah knelt next to the hole and took a closer look at the bones. Now, in the light of day, he could see that not all the bones belonged to Onyx. Some of the bones were clearly from an animal of some kind.

      The wolf from the night before.
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        * * *

      

      It took over an hour for Noah to recover all the bones from the hole and separate the human bones from the wolf bones. Once he was finished, Noah placed Onyx’s remains in the pillowcase and kicked the wolf’s bones back into the hole.

      Noah took Onyx’s remains to the edge of the clearing, where the gravestones were, and started digging. When he was done, the grave Noah dug for Onyx was not much bigger than the grave for the cat, Poe.

      Noah lowered the pillowcase into the hole, then shoveled the dirt back in on top of it.
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        * * *

      

      When he finished, Noah found himself thinking about the vows he had made to Onyx two weeks earlier.

      
        
        “Onyx, today I become your husband. You become my wife. I will strive to give you the very best of myself, while accepting you—exactly as you are.”

        Exactly as you are.

        Noah knew that’s what he needed to do now.

        He had to stop thinking of her as simply being gone.

        He had to start thinking of her exactly as she was.

        Dead.
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        * * *

      

      After Noah put the shovel away and got cleaned up, the phone rang. He didn’t answer it. He wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone, especially Clay—who, besides a couple people at the restaurant, was the only person who ever called the lighthouse.

      A minute later, the phone rang again.

      Again, Noah let it ring.

      When the phone started ringing for the third time, Noah realized whoever it was wasn’t going to give up until he answered.

      “Hello?” Noah said, irritated.

      “Well, finally,” Noah heard a familiar voice say. “I was about to think the sheriff gave me a bad number.”

      It was Alec Yost.

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 6, 2011

      

      

      

      THE RESTAURANT STAN LEE remembered from his previous visit to Crimson Cove was gone, replaced by an upscale little eatery named Noah’s Grille, which he assumed was owned by Noah Ashley, whom Stan Lee had met on two different occasions now.

      The first was during the Onyx Webb Film Festival nine years earlier. The second was just six weeks ago at the solstice eclipse party at the Mulvaneys.

      Worse still, Noah had recognized Stan Lee as the man dressed as Lieutenant Dan—the character from Forrest Gump—simply because he’d called him “sport” over the course of the evening.

      It was always the smallest things that tripped one up.

      The good thing was Stan Lee had driven into town in a completely different disguise—as a bearded trucker. He wore a blue denim shirt, green quilted vest, and a John Deere baseball cap he’d picked up at a Love’s Truck Stop while in Nebraska. For extra measure, he decided to use an exaggerated stutter when he spoke—something people would remember if asked about him later, another diversion.
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        * * *

      

      “Coffee?” Ellen asked as she approached the booth where the trucker was sitting, holding the pot out in front of her.

      “Y-y-yes, plea-please,” the trucker stammered.

      Ellen smiled and poured the hot liquid into the trucker’s cup. “Cream and sugar are on the table. You want a menu?”

      “Y-y-yes, th-thanks,” the trucker said.

      Ellen dropped a menu on the table. “Breakfast is over, but if you order quick I can still get you an egg burrito,” Ellen said.

      The trucker shook his head. “Lu-lunch is fi-fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee sat in the booth, taking in the scene around him and enjoying the cChipotle shrimp tacos, recommended by the waitress, Ellen, whom he seemed to remember from his previous visit to Crimson Cove. She looked older now, which, of course, she should—it had been nine years—but she wasn’t wearing the years well.

      Then Stan Lee saw a patrol vehicle pull to the curb, and he felt his muscles tense. It was the local sheriff.

      N-no reason f-for c-c-concern, Stan Lee stuttered to himself as the sheriff entered the restaurant and plopped down in the booth directly behind him. J-just act n-n-natural.

      Ellen approached and offered Stan Lee a refill, which he refused, and she placed the check on the table. “Take your time. I’m just leaving it for when you’re ready.”

      Ellen moved to the next booth and poured coffee into Clay’s cup. “Hey, Clay, it’s been a while. Catch any more pot growers lately?”

      “You say that like you don’t approve,” Clay said.

      “Maybe I don’t,” Ellen said. “Marijuana is a victimless crime, and it’s good for the local economy. Speaking of which, Carlos says business is off twenty percent since you decided to become Oregon’s version of Elliot Ness.”

      “Yeah, well, the law is the law, Ellen,” Clay said. “I don’t write them. I just enforce them.”

      “If you say so,” Ellen said.

      “You know Noah left for Los Angeles, right?” Clay asked.

      Ellen nodded. “Yeah, can you believe it? First Onyx left, and then he finds out his childhood idol is dying. That’s a lot for one person to handle.”

      “Yeah, life isn’t fair,” Clay said. “Are you guys going to be okay without him here? He told me he could be gone for a month or two.”

      “We’ll be okay, it being winter and all,” Ellen said. “If all this had happened in the middle of tourist season, that would be different. Noah told Carlos that he and Alec were going to do a cross-country drive. Is that what he told you?”

      Clay nodded. “Yep, pretty much. LA to Woodstock. Cool trip to take with a friend, if you ask me.”

      “So what’s happening with the lighthouse?” Ellen asked.

      “I locked it up this morning,” Clay said.

      “You want me to check on it?” Ellen asked.

      “No, don’t bother,” Clay said. “I drive by the place on the weekend. Make sure kids aren’t screwing around out there.”

      “So are you going to order something?”

      Clay glanced at his watch. “Nah, better not. I’m making dinner at the house for Tara tonight. I don’t want to ruin my appetite.”

      Ellen waited there silently and did not move.

      “Oh, hell, why not,” Clay said. “Bring me one of those bacon burgers with fries and a side of that aioli stuff. Oh, and a milkshake.”
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee sat in the booth behind the sheriff, trying to piece together what he’d just heard.

      Alec Yost was dying, and Noah Ashley was off on a cross-country trip with him that could last several months. And the Webb woman had moved out of the lighthouse.

      What amazing luck, Stan Lee realized. He’d just found the perfect place to hide.

      Stan Lee tossed twenty dollars on the table and slid out of the booth.

      “Have a good day,” Ellen said.

      Stan Lee smiled and nodded. “You-ta-ta-too,” Stan Lee said. Then he left the restaurant.
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t remember seeing him before,” Clay said after the trucker left.

      “Nope,” Ellen said, wiping the empty table. “Good tipper, though—for a trucker.”

      Clay looked through the window and watched the trucker walk down the sidewalk and climb into a blue Honda Pilot.

      “Not much of a truck,” Clay said.

      Ellen shrugged and slid into the booth opposite Clay.

      “What’s up?” Clay asked.

      “I wanted to say something about the situation between Onyx and Noah,” Ellen said.

      Clay waited.

      “I don’t appreciate you treating me like I’m stupid. Like I don’t have eyes,” Ellen said. “I know that Onyx isn’t 120 years old. I know she’s a ghost.”

      “I see,” Clay said. “How did you find out?”

      “I saw her,” Ellen said. “I went out there to talk to her one night about Noah. She stood in the shadows, but when I was leaving, I glanced back and saw her face in the moonlight.”

      “Okay.”

      “So, you’re not going to deny it?”

      Clay shook his head. “No, but I’d appreciate it if you kept it to yourself.”
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        “Show the universe what matters most to you, and the universe will show you… you.”

        The 3127 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Episode 31

          

          Dying to be Alive

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

        FEBRUARY 6, 2011

      

      

      

      NOAH’S FLIGHT LANDED in Seattle, and he caught a cab to Alec Yost’s pad, which turned out to be a five-bedroom, 6 ½-bath estate on Magnolia Bluff featuring 150 feet of unobstructed waterfront looking across the Puget Sound at Bainbridge Island.

      “Nice pad,” Noah said after Alec let him in the door, and he set his backpack down.

      “Yeah, well, when your neighbors are Bill Gates and Jeff Bezos, seven thousand square feet is laughable,” Alec said. “Come on in the kitchen. I’ll get you a beer.”

      “It’s eight in the morning, Alec,” Noah said.

      “Oh,” Alec said. “Well, have some milk then.”
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        * * *

      

      S0 how long have you known?” Noah asked once they were in the kitchen.

      “What? That I’m an alcoholic?” Alec said, taking a sip of his beer.

      “You know what I’m asking,” Noah said. “That you’re dying.”

      Alec nodded. “The day of the Mulvaney event. I was up at Mayo in Rochester, Minnesota, and had some tests done. I thought I was going to be in and out. The next thing I know I’m being told I have advanced HCC.”

      “HCC?”

      “Hepatocellular carcinoma,” Alec said. “Cirrhosis of the liver.”

      “Due to drinking?” Noah asked.

      Alec nodded and downed the last of his beer.

      “So is this a smart idea?” Noah asked, motioning to the row of empty beer bottles on the counter.

      “Seriously?” Alec said. “If you were dying of food, would you give up food?”

      “Booze isn’t food,” Noah said.

      “Yeah, if you say so.”

      “So, what’s the treatment?” Noah asked.

      “You’re looking at it,” Alec said, holding up his beer bottle.

      “Besides beer, I mean.”

      “There is no treatment,” Alec said.

      “None at all?”

      “None that I’m willing to put myself through,” Alec said.

      “Doctors make mistakes. Did you get a second opinion?”

      “They were the second opinion,” Alec said. “It’s no mistake. Nobody’s better than Mayo, right?”

      “How long do you have?”

      Alec shrugged. “Six months, more or less.”

      “Okay. I’ll have a beer.”

      Alec nodded and walked to the refrigerator. “That was a hell of a thing that night, wasn’t it? At the party, I mean.”

      Noah shrugged.

      Alec came back with a bottle of Fat Tire Amber Ale and handed it to Noah. “Come on, man. It’s not every day a person gets to see a ghost.”

      Noah said nothing.

      “What? What is it?”

      “Well, the party wasn’t my first experience with a ghost,” Noah said.
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        * * *

      

      “Wait—are you saying you’re married to a ghost?” Alec asked once Noah finished telling him about Onyx. “How does something like that happen? You get married, and one morning she rolls over in bed and says, ‘Oh, by the way, I forgot to tell you something. I’m dead?’”

      “No, I knew she was a ghost beforehand,” Noah said.

      “And you married her anyway?” Alec said. “Jesus, no one thinks the person they marry is going to be perfect, but being alive is usually a minimum expectation. How does that work anyway? You know…?”

      “How does what work?”

      “You know, all of it,” Alec asked, raising his eyebrows.

      “Sex?”

      “Well, yeah. I mean, is everything the same, or—?”

      Noah leveled a stare at Alec and remained silent.

      “Okay, sorry,” Alec said. “It’s just weird.”

      “It gets worse,” Noah said.

      “Worse? There’s something worse than being married to a dead person?”

      “Yep,” Noah said, taking a swallow of his beer. “She left me.”

      “She left you? What, for a dead guy?”

      Noah shook his head. “Very funny. No, she just wasn’t happy.”

      “Man, and I thought I had problems.”
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        * * *

      

      N0ah sat in a chaise lounge chair on the back deck of the house, watching ferry boats filled with morning commuters make trips back and forth from the island to the city. Alec was sleeping off his morning drinking binge in the chair next to him.

      Eventually Alec woke up.

      “So tell me about this road trip,” Noah said.

      “Not much to tell,” Alec said. “You, me, in a vehicle.”

      “What? We drive and laugh and get in trouble like in the movies?”

      “Pretty much, except you do the driving,” Alec said. “I’ll be passed out half the time.”

      “Wow, sounds like fun,” Noah said. “Why don’t you just hire a driver?”

      “I don’t want to hire a driver. I want to go with you,” Alec said. “Spend some time, get to know each other before I go down to the front desk and check out.”

      Noah stayed silent. It was not what he’d expected. Until that moment, he didn’t even think Alec really liked him.

      “Okay, so where are we going?” Noah asked.

      “Come on. I’ll show you,” Alec said.
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        * * *

      

      Noah followed Alec back inside the house and down the hall to one of the spare bedrooms. “Here’s what I had in mind,” Alec said, pointing to a large map pinned to the wall.

      Noah studied the map and followed the route—drawn with a red Sharpie—starting in Seattle and running across the country to New York.

      “South Dakota?” Noah said. “What in the hell is in South Dakota?”

      “Hell, man, South Dakota’s probably the coolest state in the country,” Alec said. “The Black Hills, Crazy Horse, Wounded Knee, Sturgis, Mt. Rushmore—Devils Tower from Close Encounters—tons of great shit.”

      “I’m pretty sure Devils Tower is in Wyoming,” Noah said.

      “Close enough.”

      Noah shrugged and returned his attention to the map. “Then what, straight to Chicago?”

      “Yeah, I’m thinking we spend a week or two sleeping all day and then spend all night in the blues clubs down in the city. Blue Chicago in the North River district. Rosa’s Lounge,  too. Lots of the legends have played there. Honeyboy Edwards, Homesick James, Pinetop Perkins. There’s also a few other places, like Kingston Mines and Fat Sal’s Freezer—real old-school stuff. We’ll do them all.”

      “I didn’t know you liked blues music,” Noah said.

      “No one does,” Alec said. “My voice is rock, so that’s where the money guys at the labels have always wanted to market me.”

      “My grandfather always talked about the clubs in Chicago,” Noah said. “I’ve always wanted to check them out.”

      “So that’s a yes?”

      Noah nodded and looked back at the map. “What’s in New York?”

      “Woodstock,” Alec said.

      “Bad news. Woodstock’s over,” Noah said.

      “I’m talking about the city, not the concert,” Alec said. “Levon Helm has a place up there.”

      Noah was very familiar with Levon Helm, the original drummer from The Band. Helm had been diagnosed with cancer—which, fortunately, was in remission—and Noah wondered if that played into Alec’s desire to go there.

      “Levon’s got a studio there called The Barn,” Alec said. “I thought maybe we could rent the place for a week or two, write some stuff together, make some music. What do you think?”

      “You want to write music? With me?” Noah asked.

      “Jesus, what do you think is going on here, man?” Alec said. “I’m not asking you to come with me to hold my hand while I die. I want to write music. With you.”

      “You want to write music with me?”

      “Yeah, dude. Of course.”

      “Why?”

      Alec snorted. “Hell, man, you’re one of the best songwriters I’ve ever met. The band’s biggest hits are all songs that you wrote, Noah. This house you like so much? The only reason I have it is because of your songs.”

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 7, 2011 – 7:24 A.M.

      

      

      

      STAN LEE SAT in the front seat of the Honda Pilot, watching strands of early morning light work their way through the trees.

      As much as he wanted to break into the lighthouse the night before, he needed to be sure it was empty. Not that he didn’t trust the sheriff, but—well, he didn’t entirely trust the sheriff.

      Paranoia, pure and simple.

      Every hour throughout the night, Stan Lee looked through the windshield at the lighthouse and neighboring building—which he assumed to be the caretaker’s house—and both structures remained dark.

      Stan Lee got out of the car holding a flashlight he’d bought at the Wal-mMart in Ogallala and worked his way through the trees until he reached several graves at the edge of the clearing.

      The headstone of the first grave was damaged, as if someone had hit it with a hammer. It read:

      Catfish Webb. Beloved Father. Passed, Oct. 3, 1955.

      The second headstone was much smaller. It read:

      Poe.

      The third was a freshly dug grave that was still unmarked.

      But the grave that interested Stan Lee most was the fourth one: Sister Katherine Keane. Lifelong Friend. Passed, July 20, 1969.

      July 20, 1969, Stan Lee thought.

      A sudden understanding swept over Stan Lee as he realized the young girl in the photo standing next to Onyx in front of the Ferris wheel at the St. Louis World’s Fair grew up to become a nun—the nun who’d come to Wisconsin and tried to kill him.

      What in the hell was going on here?

      Another coincidence?

      There was something else going on, only he had no idea what it was.

      Something bigger.

      Something cosmic.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee crossed the clearing and tried the door to the lighthouse, which—as expected—was locked. So was the caretaker’s house.

      Stan Lee walked around to the rear of the caretaker’s house and found a window large enough to climb through. Then, as he’d done at Judd Coker’s house, he knocked the pane out with his elbow. He reached in and undid the latch, lifted the window, and climbed in.

      Stan Lee found a light switch and flipped it on, happy to see the electricity was working. Then he switched the light back off.

      It was cold, but not unlivable.

      In the center of the room was what looked like a half-way decent bed, which he considered dropping himself into then and there.

      Stan Lee had no idea how long he intended to stay, but if he laid low on the weekends and avoided being seen by the sheriff when he came by, he could stay for a month. Maybe more.

      Which made him happy.

      Zigzagging around the country, sleeping in the car, and staying in cheap motels with bad beds had worn on him. In a weird way, being there made Stan Lee feel like he was home.

      But before he could rest, there was one other task that needed to be handled.

      He needed to hide the car.
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        * * *

      

      The sun had lifted itself further into the sky, the rays streaming through the windows enough for Stan Lee to see without the flashlight. He left it on the table in the front hallway and was unlocking the front door when he heard a noise.

      Stan Lee froze.

      And listened.

      Then he heard the sound again. Only this time he could tell what it was.

      It was the meowing of a cat.

      Stan Lee turned the knob and opened the door. There, sitting on the front mat of the caretaker’s house, was a black cat with big green eyes staring up at him.

      A black cat.

      Stan Lee didn’t believe in omens, but finding a black cat on the front porch unnerved him even more than he was already.

      “Scat,” Stan Lee said.

      The cat didn’t move.

      “Scat, I said,” Stan Lee said a bit louder, moving his foot toward the cat to scare it off.

      Again, the cat did not move. It just sat there with its big eyes boring into him.

      “Fine, let’s do it the hard way,” Stan Lee said. He took a step forward and swung his foot hard, and it went right through the creature.

      Then the cat simply disappeared.

      

      
        
        SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

        FEBRUARY 10, 2011

      

      

      

      KODA AND ROBYN finished having breakfast at Pie Society, a small British bakery on Jefferson Street in Savannah’s historic district, and climbed into the McLaren.

      “That was good,” Robyn said.

      “Yeah, wasn’t it?” Koda said. He started the engine, glanced in the side mirror, and pulled into traffic.

      “What time is your dad expecting us?”

      “Not for a few hours,” Koda said. “That’s why I got us out early. I want to show you something.”

      “What?”

      “Hold tight, you’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      Five minutes later, Koda pulled the McLaren to the curb outside a house overlooking Monterey Square.

      “What do you think of this house?” Koda asked.

      “This one?” Robyn asked, looking out the car window at a large three-story house with ornate ironwork on a wrap-around porch with a set of stunning French doors. “It’s beautiful. Who lives here?”

      “We do—if we want to,” Koda said. “You did say you wanted out of the penthouse.”

      “Is it for sale?”

      “Well, not exactly,” Koda said, pulling a set of keys from his pocket. “Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      Robyn followed Koda into the lower level of the house, drinking in the surroundings and wondering what Koda still wasn’t telling her.

      “It’s a bit over eight thousand square feet, with seven bedrooms and 6 ½ baths,” Koda said. “My father said it was designed by a famous New York architect in the 1850s.”

      “What is that smell?” Robyn said, wrinkling her nose. “It smells like pumpkins.”

      “You’ve got to admit it’s a terrific place,” Koda said, ignoring Robyn’s question. “At least it could be with a little work.”

      “A little work?” Robyn repeated, raising her eyebrows.

      “Well, you’re the one who said you wanted to try real estate flipping,” Koda said. “The market is tanked right now, and—”

      “What does your father have to do with this?”

      “He owns it,” Koda said.

      “And it was just sitting empty?”

      “Wyatt Scrogger was here for a couple of weeks,” Koda said. “But otherwise, yeah.”

      Robyn’s eyes narrowed. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Koda made a face and then dropped the bomb. “It was Mika’s house. My father bought it to help her out. He was letting her live here until she got back on her feet.”

      “Mika?” Robyn said.

      “Yeah, I know,” Koda said. “Living in Mika’s house, especially after all the shit she put you through, is probably not something—”

      Robyn suddenly burst out laughing.

      “What?”

      “I don’t care about Mika,” Robyn said. “God, Koda—it’s not like Jack the Ripper lived here or something.”

      Koda winced. “Well, there is something else.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah,” Koda said. “Remember that limo driver who was killed?”

      “That was here?”

      Koda nodded. “Yeah, in the master bedroom upstairs.”

      “Okay,” Robyn said. “It could be worse.”

      Koda winced again.

      “What? There’s something else?”

      “This is also the place the Leg Collector left that woman reporter, Skylar Savage,” Koda said. “Outside on the porch swing.”

      Robyn said nothing.

      “I’m sorry. It was a crazy idea,” Koda said. “Asking you to live in a house that—”

      “No,” Robyn said. “It’s not about me, Koda. This is about you. The same man who abducted and killed your mother left a dead body here. How could your father ask you to—?”

      “I’m not sure he knows all of that—maybe he does, who knows,” Koda said. “All I know is that he’s stressed out of his mind, coping with my grandfather’s death and problems at work—not to mention seeing Chloe die and dealing with Krissy. It’s a huge weight he’s carrying, so when he asked…”

      Robyn wrapped her arms around Koda and hugged him. “He’s not the only one who went through a lot lately. Call me selfish, but I’m only concerned with you—you and me.”

      Koda nodded and hugged her back.

      “I’ll leave it up to you,” Robyn said. “I have no problem staying here for a while and helping your dad get rid of the place. It’s really up to you. As far as I’m concerned, it’s just a house. Besides, we wouldn’t be here that long, right? What are we looking at? A few months?”

      Koda shrugged. “I don’t know. Six months, a year maybe.”

      “Well, if we do decide to stay here, I do have one condition.”

      “What?”

      “That wall,” Robyn said, pointing.

      “Yeah, what about it?”

      “It breaks up the natural flow of the room,” Robyn said. “If we knock it out, it will make the place look twice as big. That’s got to increase the value by at least $100,000 all by itself.”

      

      
        
        STURGIS, SOUTH DAKOTA

        FEBRUARY 13, 2011

      

      

      

      NOAH SAT BEHIND the steering wheel of Alec’s Hummer, while Alec studied the map in the passenger seat. They’d just left Devils Tower in Northeast Wyoming. As much as Alec had hoped to climb the mountain to the spot Richard Dreyfuss had reached in Close Encounters of the Third Kind, his physical state simply wouldn’t allow it.

      “According to the map, all we need to do is stay on the 14 East until we hit the 90, and then take that right into Sturgis,” Alec said. “After that, we can zing south down through Deadwood into the Black Hills National Forrest.”

      “Too bad it’s not August,” Noah said. “That’s when they have the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally.”

      “By August I might be gone,” Alec said. “Just passing through the town is enough to cross it off my bucket list.”

      “You know what no one ever puts on their bucket list?” Noah asked.

      “What?”

      “Buy a bucket.”

      Alec snorted. “God, I’ve never heard so many bad jokes from one person. You’re making me second-guess my decision to bring you along.”

      “Did I tell you the one about—?”

      “Yes, you did,” Alec said.
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        * * *

      

      As expected, Sturgis was a snow-covered ghost town, but Alec spotted a place called Crazy Horse Motorcycles.

      “Pull over here,” Alec said.

      Noah parked the Hummer, and they climbed out, the air brisk and refreshing. “You smell that?” Noah asked.

      Alec took a deep breath. “I don’t smell anything.”

      “Exactly,” Noah said.

      “You’re right. It’s nice,” Alec said. “Seattle used to smell like that, pine trees and nothing else. Not anymore. Too many people now. Too many cars.”

      Noah pulled open the door to the bike shop and let Alec inside.

      “I’ll be back in a minute,” Noah said.
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        * * *

      

      Noah walked across the street to a storefront with an FTD sign hanging in the window and went inside.

      “Let me guess,” an old man said from behind the counter. “A dozen red roses?”

      Noah was taken aback for the briefest moment, and then he saw there were at least ten people in the shop behind the man, all busy making flower arrangements.

      Tomorrow was Valentine’s Day.

      “You got it,” Noah said. “Can I get them to Oregon by tomorrow?”

      “All depends,” the old man said. “As long as there’s an FTD or 1-800-Flowers within thirty-five miles, there should be no problem. What’s the name of the city?”

      “Crimson Cove, Oregon,” Noah said.

      The man pulled a book from beneath the counter and flipped through the pages. “How far is Newport from there?”

      Noah had no idea what the exact distance was. “Not far.”

      “Then you’re in luck.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time Noah got back to the motorcycle shop, Alec was waiting in the passenger seat of the Hummer.

      “What, nothing worth seeing?” Noah asked, climbing behind the steering wheel.

      “It was a good shop, lots of Indians,” Alec said. “They’ve got a red-and-black ’58 Ariel Cyclone 650 for sale—if you’ve got $300,000 to burn.”

      “The one Buddy Holly owned?” Noah asked.

      “Same model, same production run, but no, it wasn’t the bike Buddy owned. The owner offered to let me test-ride it, but I’m just too shaky. I can barely hold a bottle of water, let alone work a throttle.”

      “Does that mean we’re skipping Wall Drug?”

      “Hell, no,” Alec said. “I want to get my picture taken sitting on that big jackalope statue they’ve got out front.”

      “Long way to have your picture taken on a plastic jackalope. You know that, right?”

      “Yeah, probably. What were you doing across the street?”

      “Nothing much,” Noah said.

      “Flowers for the ghost girl?” Alec said.

      Noah nodded and started the Hummer’s engine.

      “Tell me about her,” Alec said.

      “There’s not much to tell,” Noah said.

      “No, really, I want to know,” Alec said. “We’ve got eighty miles before we get to Wall. Now start talking.”

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 14, 2011 – 5:41 P.M. (PST)

      

      

      

      CLAY STRIPPED THE skin off a third avocado, removed the pit, and dumped it in the bowl. He glanced at the recipe. Roma tomatoes, cilantro, and an English cucumber. Good luck finding any of that in the cove.

      Under normal circumstances, he’d have shopped at Tom’s Grocery & Deli on Main Street in Crimson Cove. But the produce selection at the Price N’ Pride in Lincoln City was ten times better.

      Not that Clay cooked—he didn’t usually—but this was a special occasion, and he’d be damned if he was going to use mushy, overripe avocados.

      The occasion was Clay’s birthday—and not just any birthday. It was his fortieth.

      For most people, hitting forty signaled the halfway point of life, and if you were lucky and had good genes, maybe longer. But in Clay’s situation, forty could mark the end of the line.

      Because of the curse.

      If the curse continued as it had for every Daniels man for the last three generations—his father, his grandfather, and his great-grandfather—there was no guarantee Clay would be alive twenty-four hours from now.

      Clayton “Hell” Daniels died on his seventieth birthday, jumping from the cliffs to the rocks below.

      Hell’s son, Clay Daniels Jr., died on his sixtieth birthday, accidently shot in the woods while out hunting.

      And his son, Clay Daniels III, had fallen—apparently drunk—from the same place Hell Daniels had a half-century earlier.

      One person dying on their birthday was possible.

      But his son?

      And then his son?

      And now his son too?

      Each one, ten years earlier than the last.

      70.

      60.

      50.

      40?

      That remained to be seen.

      Clay still had six hours and nineteen minutes to go to find out.

      The origin of the curse itself was interesting—if the tale that had been passed down from generation to generation was accurate.

      It all started the day Clay’s great-great grandmother, Enid, bought a watch from a band of traveling gypsies in the early 1940s on the eve of her husband’s birthday.

      The gypsy wanted thirty dollars for the gold watch, which Enid considered an outrageous amount for the time—especially since she was dealing with a lying gypsy.

      Enid offered twenty dollars. The gypsy woman refused and tucked the watch back in the pocket of her coat. Enid told the gypsy woman she suspected the watch was not crafted with real gold.

      “You think it fake?” the gypsy woman spat. “Fine, have it for your offer.”

      But when the gypsy handed Enid the watch, she grabbed Enid’s hand tightly and said:

      
        
        Cursed is the one who cheats,

        So, one by one, man by man,

        Each who heads your cursed clan,

        Will die upon his date of birth,

        Each one minus ten- year’rs  worth:.

        Seventy, sixty, fifty, on—until the last is gone.

      

      

      Enid left with the watch, thinking the gypsy woman was crazy, glad to have made the better deal.

      Until Hell Daniels died on his seventieth birthday.

      Maybe the curse was real after all.

      Regardless, the watch remained in the family, passed from father to son. As was the curse.

      Clay was no longer in possession of the watch, having thrown it off the cliffs near the lighthouse and letting it wash out to sea.

      Did that remove the curse?

      Clay would know soon.

      He had received a birthday card from his mother a week earlier with a quote on the front that read:

      
        
        “Life begins at forty.”

        –W.B. Pitkin

      

      

      Inside was a recipe for Clay’s favorite dish—a tomato and avocado salad—ripped from the Martha Stewart cookbook in his mother’s kitchen.

      His mother loved that cookbook. The message was clear: she loved him more.

      Clay picked up his phone and dialed Tara’s number for the third time. Again, she did not pick up.

      Fine.

      If Tara didn’t want to have Valentine’s Day dinner with him, he would have dinner alone. And—with or without her—Clay was going to do it up right, with all his favorite foods. Tuna casserole. Cornbread. Martha Stewart’s tomato and avocado salad. A big slice of German chocolate cake—and an expensive bottle of red wine. Maybe two bottles.

      If this was his last full day on Earth, cost be damned.

      

      
        
        SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

        FEBRUARY 14, 2011

      

      

      

      WHAT ABOUT THE coffee table?” Robyn asked.

      Koda looked over from the opposite side of the room and shrugged. “I don’t care. It’s up to you.”

      Robyn pulled a red Post-it note from a pad and placed it on top of the table, adding it to furniture that would be taken out the following day and donated to Goodwill. Mika apparently had no immediate relatives and died without leaving a will.

      “Hey, it’s ten minutes to four,” Koda said, glancing at his watch. “Time for you to skedaddle.”

      “That’s just wrong,” Robyn said.

      “What? That I want you out of here for a while?”

      “No. For a young guy to use a word like skedaddle,” Robyn said. “My grandfather used to tell me to skedaddle. It’s weird hearing you say it.”

      Koda realized he’d gotten the word from his grandfather, and it made him smile. “Well, if you stopped lollygagging,” Koda said.

      Robyn shook her head and grabbed her purse. “When can I come back?”

      “Between six and six thirty,” Koda said. “Not a minute earlier.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda spent the next fifteen minutes dragging furniture from the living room over to the dining room on the opposite side of the house. When he was done, he was covered in sweat, but the room was empty.

      Five minutes later, the doorbell rang.

      Robyn was going to be very surprised.
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        * * *

      

      Robyn had not intended to be out of the house and had given zero thought about how to kill two hours. She could go to the mall but wasn’t really in the mood for shopping—or crowds.

      Then again, maybe she could take in a movie? She’d been hinting at it for weeks, but Koda didn’t seem interested.

      Robyn pulled to a stop at a red light and watched as people crossed the street in front of her.

      Including a man with a dog.

      A dog.
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        * * *

      

      “Of course,” the woman said from behind the counter at the humane society. “What size dog do you have in mind? Small, medium, or large? We’ve got the cutest caramel-colored toy poodle available.”

      “It’s for my boyfriend,” Robyn said. “I think I’m interested in something—”

      “Manlier?” the woman said.

      “I was going to say bigger, but yes—that too.”

      “Well, you’re in luck,” the woman said. “I have just the dog.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda held the front door open as a man wheeled a large glass case into the house. “Where do you want it?” the delivery guy asked.

      “Over there is good,” Koda said, pointing to the empty living room. “And leave enough space for someone to stand behind it.”

      The guy nodded and rolled the glass case into position and slid it from the cart onto the floor. “I’ll be right back with the chairs and screen.”
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        * * *

      

      Robyn got the big gray dog out of the car and led him up the stairs toward the front door of the house, and tied the dog’s leash to one of the iron posts that surrounded the porch.

      Robyn slid the key into the lock, but before she could turn the knob the door swung open and her mouth dropped open.

      Standing in the doorway was a young man dressed in a vintage theater usher costume.

      “Uh, who are you?” Robyn asked.

      “Allow me to help you to your seat, madam,” the usher said. The usher led Robyn into the living room, which had been converted into an old-fashioned movie theater, complete with a candy counter, popcorn machine, and a large screen that covered an entire wall. The other three walls were decorated with old movie posters. In the center of the room sat two large, leather recliners. At the back of the room a man was threading a reel of film into a projector.

      Then Koda stepped into the room. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”

      “I can’t believe you did all of this!” Robyn said.

      “You said you wanted to go to the movies, so I thought I’d bring the movie to you.”

      Robyn threw her arms around Koda and gave him a kiss. “Oh, what’s the movie?”

      “Woody Allen’s new one, Midnight in Paris,” Koda said.

      “Wait, that’s not out yet,” Robyn said.

      “It is when you know who to call.”

      Then they heard a dog bark.

      “Oh, my God, I almost forgot,” Robyn said. “I’ve got a surprise for you too. Wait here.”

      Robyn rushed back out the front door and came back with a massive gray dog on a leash.

      It was a dog Koda knew quite well.

      “You said you never had a dog, and, well—we’ve got all this space,” Robyn said. “He’s a rescue from the humane society. He’s a Great Dane, Newfoundland mix. They were going to put him down in four days if someone didn’t adopt him. Isn’t he great? His name is Tiny.”

      

      
        
        LINCOLN CITY, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 14, 2011 – 6:22 P.M. (PST)

      

      

      

      TARA STEERED HER car into the parking lot at the Chinook Winds Casino Resort overlooking the Pacific Ocean off Highway 101. Being a Monday, there were plenty of parking spaces close to the entrance. Instead, Tara pulled into an open space in the back row and turned off the engine.

      Tara rolled down her window and lit a cigarette, which she never did unless she was extremely nervous.

      Or gambling.

      Tara pulled a large manila envelope stuffed with cash from her purse and organized the bills by denomination. Then she did her count.

      When Tara finished, she was flabbergasted. She had managed to siphon $142,600 in cash from the gallery over the last six months. Not that she spent it all on gambling. She’d spent money on her rent and other expenses, gifts for Clay, and $4,500 on Onyx’s wedding dress.

      The rest she lost at the casino.

      Tara flicked the last of her cigarette through the open window and lit another.

      For most people, the excitement of gambling was only that—a bit of excitement. They could gamble for an hour or two, win or lose a few bucks, then head off to dinner or a movie.

      Tara was not like normal people; she knew that. She was a compulsive gambler, and her time going to Gamblers Anonymous meetings confirmed it. But she wasn’t like most of the degenerates she’d met in the program—not by a long shot. The stories Tara heard in meetings were heartbreaking. Stories of people stealing from their employers, filing for bankruptcy, losing their houses, getting divorced, going to prison.

      Tara had suffered none of that pain or embarrassment. Yes, she’d just taken money from her place of business to fund her gambling, but this was different. Tara was the owner of the gallery. Well, technically, she was a partner with Onyx. So, if she were stealing, she was stealing from herself. Half, at least. And maybe from the government a bit since she wasn’t paying taxes on the cash she’d skimmed.

      Tara’s cell phone rang.

      It was Clay.

      What did he want? Then Tara remembered the dinner.

      Clay had made a big deal about making dinner for the two of them at his house that evening. Some special occasion he said he’d tell her about when she got there.

      Oh, dear God, it was Valentine’s Day. Could Clay be planning to propose?

      Tara liked Clay. A lot. But did she love him? It was hard to say. Tara wasn’t entirely sure she knew what love was.

      If someone was in love, Tara imagined they would jump out of bed in the morning to see if the guy had called. And they’d spend every waking moment thinking about the person, wondering what they were up to, longing to see them. And then, at night, they’d fall asleep thinking about the person and drift off dreaming of them until morning.

      If that was love, then no—she didn’t love Clay. The only thing Tara loved that much was gambling.
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        * * *

      

      Tara was holding two spades, with two more on the board as part of the flop. All she needed was one more spade on the turn or the river to make a flush.

      Tara’s cell phone buzzed for the third time in the last fifteen minutes. She didn’t need to look to know it was Clay again. It felt like having a dog humping her leg.

      Tara hated neediness.

      The only thing Tara needed was a spade.

      The dealer laid the turn card on the table.

      It was the queen of diamonds.

      Tara ran through the math in her head again, the way her Grandpa Lucas had taught her. The probability of getting the card she needed on the river was fifteen to one—about a 6.5 percent chance.

      The math was not on her side.

      “What are you going to do, missy?” the man on Tara’s left asked. “Don’t make me ask the dealer to put you on the timer again.”

      “I’m all in,” Tara said.

      Screw the math.

      Lady Luck was way overdue.

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 15, 2011

      

      

      

      CLAY OPENED HIS eyes and was surprised to find he was still alive. Lying in bed, all in one piece.

      He was forty years and one day old. The curse was broken. Why? How? He didn’t know.

      Maybe the curse had been bullshit, with the last three generations of Daniels men dying on their birthday a mere coincidence.

      Clay didn’t know, and he didn’t care.

      The night before, Clay made dinner for himself and Tara. Tara was a no-show, s. So he locked up the place, ate his and Tara’s food, and drank a full bottle of wine.

      For the briefest of moments, Clay considered going outside to sleep in his cruiser, thinking he could fool the grim reaper. In the end, he decided that if death was going to find him, it could find him just as easily in either place.

      Besides, it was freezing outside.

      Whatever. He’d made it.

      Now about Tara.

      Clay knew there was something up with her, but Tara wouldn’t talk about it. At the same time, Clay had become preoccupied with the curse. Communication between them had broken down, each with their own problems.

      Now Clay’s problem was behind him.

      Clay picked up his cell phone and dialed Tara. She didn’t answer. The call went straight to voice mail. “Tara, it’s me, Clay. Call me.”

      Clay stood up and walked across the room and opened the drapes—and his mouth dropped open.

      During the night, a one-hundred-foot tall pine had fallen over and crushed his patrol car.

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 17, 2011

      

      

      

      ONYX STOOD BETWEEN two tall pines at the edge of the paved parking lot and gazed at the hospital in the distance. The parking lot was new. The hospital wasn’t.

      Onyx had been to the hospital many times, the first being seventy years earlier—the night she’d taken the old man who was on the verge of death.

      She even remembered the man’s name. It was Ben.

      Ben Greenwald.

      Onyx didn’t know the names of most of the people she’d taken. It wasn’t as if they had conversations before she took them. But in every case, she remembered the faces. Onyx most definitely remembered their faces.

      The look of surprise.

      The look of uncertainty.

      And yes, fear.

      That’s why Onyx remembered Ben Greenwald—even after all these years. The man was different from most. There was no uncertainty in his eyes. No quivering trepidation in his voice.

      Ben Greenwald was eighty-five years old. He was sick and in significant pain, even with the morphine drip turned to the highest level allowed. He was done with living.

      He was ready.

      Onyx had often wondered if the difference had been the man’s faith in a life after death. Is that what had provided him with such serenity? Or was it merely the desire for the pain to end?

      She didn’t know.

      Onyx had waited at the far end of the hallway that evening so long ago—watching as the night nurse finished her rounds, all the while detecting the ever-increasing scent of death thirty feet away in room 3B.

      When the nurse finally left, Onyx slipped into the room, seeing the face of the man she was going to take.

      And him seeing her.

      Ben Greenwald looked up and saw Onyx’s ghostly gray image floating near the doorway.

      “Are you an angel?” Ben asked.

      “Of sorts,” Onyx said.

      “And you’ve come to take me home?”

      “Yes, with your permission,” Onyx responded.

      “Permission?” Ben Greenwald said with a smile of gratitude and relief. “I’ve been waiting.”

      Yes, Ben Greenwald had been ready.
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        * * *

      

      Onyx stood near the stairwell door, waiting for the precise moment for the nurse to turn so she could slip into the intensive care unit at the end of the hallway.

      The nurse turned, and Onyx went in.

      Unlike Ben Greenwald, the girl in front of Onyx was young. Asian, with beautiful features—at least as far as Onyx could tell with all the tubes and tape holding the many needles that pierced her olive-colored skin.

      The girl was in a deep sleep from the meds, her eyes closed tight. She was still. Were it not for the beeping of the heart monitor, one would have assumed she was already dead.

      Onyx stood just inside the doorway, wondering what event had placed her there. It was not an illness—Onyx could easily detect an illness if one were present.

      No, it must have been an accident of some sort.

      Was it aA car crash?

      A fall?

      Onyx didn’t know.

      All she knew for sure was that the girl would pass soon, with or without her help.

      Onyx took a step forward and then stopped.

      What are you waiting for?

      Do it.

      But her feet wouldn’t move.

      And then, as if someone else were inside her head, she heard a voice say: You don’t need to go on, you know. You can stop. No one is making you stay but you. It’s time. You can let go if you want to. It’s time. You can let go. Just… let… go.

      

      
        
        CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

        FEBRUARY 18, 2011 – 10:52 P.M.

      

      

      

      THE PURPLE PIG was a restaurant in the 4800 block of North Broadway, which at one time was a mob joint frequented by none other than Al Capone. But the real action was happening down below in the basement, in a hidden club called Fat Sal’s Freezer.

      “How’d you find this place?” Noah asked as he and Alec descended the stairs and entered the smoky room.

      “You know that thing we did with the female background voices and the horns in the middle of “Racing the Wind”?” Alec asked.

      Noah nodded. “Yeah. I thought that was your best work.”

      “Well, this is where we recorded it,” Alec said as they found an empty booth in the back.

      “Here?”

      “Yep,” Alec said. “They rent the place out as a studio Monday through Wednesday when they’re closed. Best acoustics I’ve ever heard—something to do with the brick walls. They don’t build sound studios with natural reverb anymore. Everything’s plaster board and foam.”

      A beautiful African American waitress approached the table. “What can I get you boys to—holy shit, you’re Alec Yost!” the girl said.

      “Yes, I am,” Alec said, sliding a folded hundred-dollar bill across the table. “What’s your name?”

      “Shereen.”

      I don’t suppose you can keep it our little secret. I’d like to spend a quiet evening with my friend here.”

      “Deal,” the girl said, taking the cash. “What are you two drinking?”

      “Jack Daniel’s Black,” Alec said.

      “Same,” Noah said.

      “Just bring the bottle,” Alec said, tossing another hundred on the table. The waitress snatched the money and headed off.

      “I’m surprised,” Alec said.

      “About what?”

      “You’re going to drink with me,” Alec said.

      “I always drink with you,” Noah said.

      “Only beer,” Alec said.

      “Drinking beer is drinking,” Noah said.

      “Not to me,” Alec said. “Jack Daniels is drinking. Beer is maintenance.”
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        * * *

      

      True to her word, the waitress kept people from knowing a rock star was in the club, and Alec and Noah were able to enjoy a couple hours of music without being accosted by any fans.

      The band on stage finished the set and took a break, leaving the place quiet, other than the sound of people talking and laughing at their tables.

      Alec poured another couple fingers of Jack Daniels into his glass and held the bottle out for Noah, who waved him off. How Alec was able to put down so much whiskey with no outward signs of drunkenness was beyond Noah’s comprehension.

      “So you told me about how wonderful Onyx is,” Alec said. “What about the dark side?”

      “Meaning?”

      “Come on, Noah, you know what I’m asking,” Alec said. “We were both there at the party, watching ghosts drain the life from people before our eyes. It wasn’t pretty.”

      Noah did not respond.

      “Your girl, Onyx—she has to do the same thing, right?” Alec said, more a statement than a question. “That’s how she stays here—by draining the life from people.”

      “It’s not what you think,” Noah said.

      “It’s not? How is it not what I think?”

      “She has a code,” Noah said.

      “A code?”

      Noah grabbed the bottle and poured a shot of Jack into his glass and downed it. “Onyx only takes people who are sick and near death, and—”

      “Huh,” Alec said. “Maybe you could arrange for her to take me—that’s the word, right? Take. Why not call it what it is—killing. People take people to dinner, or to the mall. Code aside, Onyx doesn’t take people, Noah—she kills them.”

      “I’m going to assume you’re hammered,” Noah said.

      “Not really,” Alec said. “It was just a hard thing to watch is all. You ever get to see her take anyone?”

      Noah shook his head. Watching Onyx kill Claudia—who was already dead—didn’t count. Other than that, Noah had never witnessed her taking anyone.

      “Well, that’s good,” Alec said. “At least you drew the line somewhere.”

      Noah was on the verge of laying into Alec when the music began again. He turned his head and glanced over at the stage.

      And froze. “Holy shit,” Noah said.

      Alec looked toward the stage where Noah was staring. “Yeah, I forgot to tell you. Chicken Legs Washington is playing tonight. He’s a legend.”

      “No, not him. The man next to him on guitar.”

      Sitting on the stage was a thin, gray-haired man playing a white 1954 Fender Stratocaster, with a brown maple neck, rosewood fretboard, and ivory dot inlays. It was a guitar Noah knew very well.

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s my grandfather,” Noah said.

      “I thought you said your gramps was dead,” Alec said.

      “He is.”

      

      
        
        CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

        FEBRUARY 19, 2011 – 3:18 A.M.

      

      

      

      NOAH WAS IN the same booth he’d been in for the last six hours, the club looking very different now with the lights on.

      Noah tried to call Alec a cab back to the Stevens Hotel on Michigan Avenue, where the two of them were staying. There was no way Noah was going to let Alec behind the wheel. As expected, Alec fought him. Fortunately, the waitress who took care of them for the evening was conveniently going in the same direction. It would be interesting to see if she would still be there in the morning.

      Right now, however, Noah’s attention was focused on the man sitting in the booth opposite him—his dead grandfather, Alistar.

      “You would have liked your funeral,” Noah said. “It was nice. Sinéad came all the way from Ireland.”

      “Sinéad?” Alistar said. “I’m glad I missed it then.”

      “You couldn’t attend for two reasons, of course,” Noah said. “First, you weren’t actually dead. And, second, you were busy stealing things from the house.”

      “Correct on the first point. Wrong on the second. Technically, I didn’t steal anything. They were my things.”

      “Technically,” Noah repeated.

      “Listen, I understand if you’re angry,” Alistar said.

      “You understand if I’m angry?” Noah said. “We thought your car went off a cliff—with you in it. Do you have any idea how horrible it was getting the news?”

      Alistar nodded. “Yes, I imagine so.”

      “Where in the hell did you even get the idea for doing something so—so—?”

      “Radical?”

      “Yes, so radical.”

      “Onyx Webb.”

      “Onyx? Onyx told you to pretend to kill yourself and disappear?” Noah asked in disbelief.

      “Well, not in those exact words, but—yes—I got the idea from Onyx.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah listened as his grandfather explained how it was that his car went off the road and exploded on the cliffs below.

      “It started when I drove out to the lighthouse to tell Onyx it was over,” Alistar said.

      Noah felt like he’d just been punched. “So, you were having an affair with Onyx?”

      “An affair? God, no! Where did you get that idea?” Alistar asked. “From Kizzy?”

      Noah said nothing, relieved.

      “Yes, of course, it was your grandmother,” Alistar said. “No matter how many times I told her I wasn’t sleeping with Onyx, she could not let it go.”

      “You did spend a lot of time there, out at the lighthouse,” Noah said.

      “Onyx needed a friend, and I was that for her,” Alistar said. “It was nothing more, Noah, I swear.”

      “Okay. So you drove out to the lighthouse…”

      “Yes,” Alistar continued. “It was a Monday. I know because our normal get-togethers were on Friday, and Onyx hated it when I showed up unannounced. Onyx was upset because of the film festival, which had caused all kinds of problems for her. She had hoped I could put an end to it legally. I couldn’t.”

      “Okay.”

      “Then I told her it was my final visit out to see her,” Alistar said. “I explained that my going there had caused friction between Kizzy and me. I could tell how disappointed Onyx was, but I was determined to make a clean break and do whatever I could to repair my relationship with your grandmother, and if not going out to the lighthouse was the price, I was willing to pay it. Basically, I threw Onyx under the bus for Kizzy.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Noah said.

      “How could you? I never made it home to tell anyone.”

      “Right,” Noah said. “I see that now.”

      “Then, for whatever reason, my conversation with Onyx turned to my years as a musician,” Alistar said. “I don’t remember who brought it up, but I started recounting my early years, playing piano in the clubs here in Chicago. Onyx asked if I still played, and I told her I didn’t—that merely touching the keys made me ache for the life I’d given up—how I felt that had I stayed in Chicago, I would have had a career as a musician.”

      “Go on,” Noah said.

      “Well, Onyx was having none of it,” Alistar said. “She said that blaming Kizzy for my decision to become a lawyer was pathetic. She said that Kizzy may have pointed me down the path toward becoming a lawyer, but I was the one who chose to walk it. Her words cut me to the quick. If you knew Onyx, you’d understand how insightful the woman can be.”

      Noah remained quiet. It was obvious his grandfather had no idea about his relationship with Onyx.

      “Then Onyx said the words that really hurt,” Alistar said. “She said that maybe I’d become a lawyer to avoid finding out if I was as good a musician as I thought. And I realized she might have been right. Perhaps I’d given up on my dream of playing jazz out of fear. If playing music was truly what I wanted, why had I given up so easily? Why hadn’t I fought harder for my dream?”

      “Even if Onyx was right, that still doesn’t explain why you did what you did,” Noah said.

      “Perhaps not, but it played a big part,” Alistar said. “Onyx said it was our nature as human beings to take the easy road, the path of least resistance. The question was whether we could find the strength to fight our nature—to deny ourselves the shortest, easiest route—a path that we know deep in our hearts will only lead to temporary happiness.”

      “Onyx called you a quitter,” Noah said.

      Alistar nodded. “That’s when I told her it didn’t matter anyway. That even if I could summon the courage to follow my original dream, it was too late for me. Onyx said as long as there was a heart beating in my chest, it was never too late. But that I needed to get on with it. She said that every second I squandered was an affront to an unforgiving universe.”

      “So you decided to fake your death?”

      “No, not then,” Alistar said. “But an hour later, when the opportunity presented itself, yes—I took it. It wasn’t planned. Certainly, you don’t believe I sent a truck driver to his death just to fake my own?”

      “No, of course not,” Noah said.

      “Good. Because what happened was an accident, plain and simple.”
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        * * *

      

      “I was on my way home, driving through the town of Crimson Cove, and the Aston Martin broke down. I got out of the car with the snow falling all around me, and the only place that was open was the diner on Main Street.”

      “Spilatro’s Place,” Noah said.

      “Oh, so you’ve been out to the cove?”

      Noah nodded but decided not to elaborate.

      “Well, then you know what a desolate, out-of-the-way place Crimson Cove is,” Alistar said. “Anyway, by pure chance, the girl behind the counter knew a bit about cars. She turned a screw or two, and got the Aston started. I slipped her a twenty and went on my way, trying to beat the snow, which was coming down hard at that point.”

      “So you were back on the road again and…?”

      “And three miles out of town, the Aston Martin’s engine died again along a curve,” Alistar said. “I tried to use my cell phone, but there was no signal. So I got out of the car and walked a hundred feet or so up the road to see if I could get a signal, and—”

      Then Noah understood. “The truck came around the curve and hit the Aston Martin.”

      Alistar nodded. “Yes, a terrible thing to see happen—both vehicles going through the guardrail and off the cliff like that. But an accident, plain and simple.”

      “What about your body?” Noah said. “They said they found your body in the car burned beyond recognition.”

      “That is perhaps the worst part of what happened,” Alistar said. “As I was leaving Crimson Cove, just before the accident, I’d picked up a hitchhiker—a transient.”

      “Jesus, the hitchhiker was—?”

      “—in the car when the truck hit it?” Alistar said. “Yes, he was. But, as tragic as it was, it provided me with an opportunity. And I decided to make the most of it.”

      “How did you get back to Portland?”

      “I was lucky,” Alistar said. “I knew the area because I’d been out there so often, but also because that’s where your mother died—in a cabin a couple of miles from there. Fortunately, I had on a heavy coat and gloves and was able to get to the cabin before the snow made it impossible to walk. In the morning, I made it back to the road and hitched a ride into the city. That’s exactly how it happened.”

      “You realized that people would assume you were in the car,” Noah said.

      “Yes. For all intents and purposes, I was dead. I waited until the funeral was scheduled to start, and then broke in—making it look like a burglary. I grabbed the Stratocaster, my money clip, a few pieces of clothing, and $300 in cash we kept hidden in the top drawer for an emergency. I even grabbed some of Kizzy’s things for good measure. Then I caught a bus headed for Chicago.”

      “You were free to do whatever you wanted.”

      “Yes,” Alistar said. “In the most ironic way, dying had given me my life back.”

      Noah remained silent.

      “I suppose this is the part of the conversation where I ask you what’s new with you,” Alistar said.

      Noah shook his head and smiled, and then started to laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” Alistar said.

      “Funny? Nothing’s funny,” Noah said. “But we do have something in common.”

      “You mean besides music?”

      “Yes, besides music,” Noah said. “What we have in common is Onyx.”

      “So are you saying you met her?” Alistar said.

      “Met her? No, I didn’t just meet Onyx,” Noah said. “I married her.”

      

      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        FEBRUARY 19, 2011

      

      

      

      KRISSY SAT IN the passenger seat of Bruce’s Maybach, with Bruce behind the steering wheel. The idea that her mother’s business partner was her father still felt weird, and she knew getting used to it would take a long time. Krissy had yet to call Bruce Dad—except once when talking with Koda. She wasn’t sure she ever would.

      “So where are we going?” Krissy asked.

      “I’ve been asked to stop by the local FBI field office,” Bruce said. “Then I’m going to file for a permit to tear down the mansion.”

      “That sounds like a good idea,” Krissy said. “Tearing the house down, I mean.”

      Bruce nodded.

      “Why does the FBI want to see you?” Krissy asked.

      “That’s a good question,” Bruce said. “They aren’t very forthcoming with information. Ever.”

      “Then why don’t you tell them to cheese off?” Krissy asked.

      Bruce glanced over and shook his head.

      “It’s just an expression,” Krissy said. “You know, like—?”

      “Yeah, I get it,” Bruce said.

      Krissy looked straight ahead through the windshield, wondering why she was working so hard to test him. It wasn’t like Bruce had done anything to her—other than donate the sperm that made her mother pregnant and not say anything for the next sixteen years.

      It was strange. On one hand, she blamed him for her mother’s death—after all, her mother wouldn’t have been at the party if it weren’t for him. On the other hand, Krissy knew she wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for him.

      The world was complicated.

      And it pissed her off.
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        * * *

      

      Bruce took the bridge across the river and navigated to the FBI field office in Mt. Pleasant without using the GPS. He’d been there so many times he knew the way by heart.

      This time, however, Special Agent James didn’t meet Bruce.

      “Thank you for coming down, Mr. Mulvaney,” Special Agent Bond said, extending his hand.

      “This is my—my daughter, Krissy,” Bruce said.

      “Good to meet you, Krissy,” Bond said, shaking Krissy’s hand.

      “Where’s Special Agent James?” Bruce asked.

      “Out in the field,” Bond said. “Listen, Krissy—I’m going to need a few minutes with your dad. Alone.”
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        * * *

      

      “Coming down here is getting tiresome,” Bruce said as he lowered himself in the chair opposite Bond.

      Bond nodded and pulled a manila envelope from his desk drawer. The envelope was sealed with tape that read Top Secret, Department of Defense.”

      “What’s that?” Bruce said.

      “I have no idea, and I never will. It was couriered here by the DOD. I was told to allow you one hour maximum to read whatever is in it, and then have you reseal it with this tape before giving it back to me.” Bond set a roll of tape on the edge of the desk. “May I have your cell phone, please?”

      “My cell phone?” Bruce said. “What—?”

      “So you don’t take photos of the contents,” Bond said, holding out his hand. Bruce gave him the phone. “You people kill me,” Bruce said.

      “I’ll return your phone when you’re finished. You have one hour.”
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        * * *

      

      “What did they want?” Krissy said once she and Bruce were back in the car.

      “They wanted to show me your grandfather’s service file,” Bruce said as he started the car.

      “What was in it? Something bad?”

      “No,” Bruce said. “It was something good.”

      “Well, if it was something good, how come you don’t look happy about it?” Krissy asked.

      “Let’s get lunch,” Bruce said as he started the Maybach’s engine and pulled into traffic. “What do you like?”

      And then it hit him. He had a sixteen-year-old daughter, and he knew nothing about her. Bruce wasn’t even sure how much he knew about his son. Is that the way it is with all parent-child relationships? Bruce wondered.

      Maybe it was. But it wasn’t what he wanted.

      Not anymore.

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 19, 2011 – 11:26 A.M. (PST)

      

      

      

      STAN LEE DROVE the Honda Pilot down the dirt road toward the lighthouse, being cautious in case the sheriff happened to come by a day early. Just because the sheriff said he went to check on the lighthouse on the weekends didn’t mean he couldn’t come a day early.

      Fortunately, the coast was clear.

      Stan Lee grabbed the groceries he’d just bought at a store in Lincoln City, thirty miles to the north, and put them away. He was smart enough to stay out of the local stores, and this time he bought enough that he wouldn’t have to go out again for another week.

      When he was done, Stan Lee drove the car back into the woods and covered it with branches, as before. Then he walked back to the caretaker’s house.

      Stan Lee went into the kitchen and used a handheld opener to take the top off a can of tuna. He dumped the tuna into a bowl, added a bit of mayonnaise, and mixed it together. Then he spread the tuna on a piece of Wonder Bread, placed sliced pickles on top, and trimmed off the crust—exactly as his mother used to do.

      As he was sitting at the table eating his sandwich, Stan Lee grabbed the card from the vase of roses and read it for the fifth time since the flowers had arrived four days earlier.

      
        
        Onyx…

        I know you probably won’t be there to get these, but thought I should send them just in case. Happy Valentine’s Day…

        Love, Noah

      

      

      Stan Lee was having trouble wrapping his mind around the apparent relationship between Noah Ashley and Onyx Webb. He’d met Noah twice now—once during the Onyx Webb Film Festival here in Crimson Cove nine years earlier—and then again at the solstice eclipse party eight weeks ago.

      As best as Stan Lee could tell, Noah was about thirty years old. And, according to what he knew, Onyx Webb was well north of 110 by now. Bizarre to think that she was still alive at all.

      Stan Lee stood, took his dishes to the sink, and put the mayonnaise in the refrigerator.

      Was it possible the two of them were actually man and wife? Stan Lee shook the thought from his mind. It was unthinkable.

      But there was something going on between them. If it wasn’t a relationship in the sexual sense of the word, what was it? Maybe it was time to find out what was over in the lighthouse.
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        * * *

      

      The lighthouse door was locked up tight as a drum. Stan Lee knew this because he’d tried to open it several days earlier.

      Stan Lee went to the shed, which was unlocked, and rummaged around for a crowbar or something similar with which to pry the door open. There wasn’t one. But he did find an old rusted hammer, and a regular-head Craftsman screwdriver. At least Sears was still good for something.

      Stan Lee crossed the grass between the shed and lighthouse, his shoes slipping a few times as he went, and climbed the steps to the lighthouse door.

      Stan Lee inserted the head of the screwdriver in the crack between the door and the doorframe, just above the lock itself, hammered it in and pulled.

      At first it didn’t look like it was going to work—and if it did, it was going to take considerable time. But what else did he have to do?

      Stan Lee was a lot of things, but a quitter wasn’t one of them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took the better part of twenty minutes, but finally Stan Lee was able to pry the lock out of the door jam. A moment later, he was inside.

      The downstairs area of the lighthouse was dark, even after he’d turned the light on, so Stan Lee left the door open to allow light to come in from the outside.

      The inside was circular, as expected—the same shape as the lighthouse itself—with the only furniture being a grand piano in the center of the room. But what made the room interesting was the art that was hung on the walls.

      Large pieces, most of them. Each of them stunning in their own way. Spectacular sunsets and multi-colored abstracts, very much like the one he’d taken from Mika Flagler’s living room the night he’d bludgeoned the limo driver by mistake.

      That painting had been signed in the lower corner with a single word: Onyx.  As were the paintings hanging on the walls of the lighthouse before him now.

      There was no doubt about it—Onyx Webb had painted them all.

      Stan Lee felt a shiver run up and down his spine, unsure as to whether he should hum “It’s a Small World After All” from the Disney ride or the theme from the Twilight Zone.

      Do-do do-do, do-do do-do...

      Stan Lee noticed a large manila envelope lying on top of the piano and opened it. It was wedding photos—photos of Noah Ashley and a beautiful young woman with dark flowing hair in a wedding dress.

      Stan Lee recognized the woman immediately, though he had no idea how what he was seeing was possible.

      It was Onyx Webb.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Stan Lee’s curiosity was on fire now, his imagination running wild with the possibility that Onyx Webb was a ghost. What other logical explanation could there be?

      Unless the women in the photo was her granddaughter. Or great-great-granddaughter.

      Yes, that was a more logical explanation.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee walked to the bottom of the spiral metal staircase and noticed that one of the steps had been painted red. There must be a story behind that, Stan Lee thought.

      Then Stan Lee noticed the shelves, working their way up the lighthouse walls for as far as the eye could see, jammed tight with books. All the classics. Don Quixote. War and Peace. Moby Dick. The Great Gatsby—each was the property of the Crimson Cove Public Library, if the sticker on the spines were to be trusted.

      Borrowed but never returned?

      Stan Lee pulled a dusty copy of The Canterbury Tales by Geoffrey Chaucer from the shelf and opened it. The card from the library was still in the pocket. The last time the book had been checked out was 1947.

      Stan Lee had always wanted to read the classics but had never taken the time. TV was just too seductive. And easy. Reading a book was a rewarding experience, but at his core Stan Lee knew he was a lazy person. People who still read books were a rare breed—and becoming more rare all the time.

      God Bless the readers of the world.

      Stan Lee replaced the book on the shelf and began the long trip to the top of the lighthouse.

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 19, 2011 – 3:54 P.M. (PST)

      

      

      

      TARA GLANCED IN the Chrysler’s rearview mirror and saw the disaster that was her face. Eyes red and puffy, long black lines of mascara running down her cheeks. God, she was a mess.

      Tara knew that if she didn’t get control of her gambling, everything she worked for was about to go up in smoke.

      Again.

      Worse still, half the money wasn’t hers. It belonged to Onyx. Well, Onyx and Noah, now that they were married.

      And she’d lost most of it.

      Tara turned down the narrow dirt road and drove through the trees toward the lighthouse and wondered how many more paintings were left. Onyx hadn’t been painting as much lately—and Tara had been selling off the few that were left at a faster pace than usual.

      To support her habit.

      Tara parked the car and dug around in her purse for the spare key Onyx had given her two years earlier. Under normal circumstances, Tara would have called the lighthouse to warn them she was coming. But she knew that neither Onyx nor Noah was there—which was also partially her fault. At least the part that involved Onyx.

      Tara knew she’d been stupid to make a comment about Noah sacrificing his life for her. And giving up his chance at having a family. It wasn’t her place.

      Water under the bridge now, Tara thought. Something she couldn’t waste time thinking about. What mattered now was taking another group of canvases, getting them framed, and getting them sold as fast as possible to replace the money she’d lost.

      Jesus.

      Tara slid the key in the lock of the caretaker’s house, held her breath, and turned it.

      It opened.
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        * * *

      

      Tara went down the hall to the spare bedroom, the one used to store Onyx’s finished canvases, and opened the door. Fortunately, there was a sizeable stack of art to choose from, but most of the larger pieces—the stunning four-by-five-foot pieces that went for tens of thousands were long gone. All that remained were twenty-four-by-thirty-six-inch pieces and eighteen-by-twenty-four-inch pieces, which was okay. Tara knew she could find buyers. But it was going to take a lot more of them to bring in the money to replace the missing $150,000.

      Tara dropped to her knees and began sorting through the stack, choosing an equal assortment of sunsets and seascapes, the two subjects that sold the best.

      Then she heard the wood floor creak behind her.

      Tara paused and listened.

      Everything was quiet.

      Tara went back to the paintings and then heard what sounded like a footstep on the floor behind her.

      What—?

      The cord dropped around Tara’s neck so quickly she had no time to react. No time to get her hands up. No time to get her fingers under the cord. No time for anything but to glance at the prosthetic legs on the floor behind her, standing over her—pulling tighter and tighter—until everything around her went black.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee had been atop the lighthouse, reading Onyx’s journal, which he discovered locked in a red leather case. He had to know what was in it. Ironically, breaking into the lighthouse was no big deal compared to breaking into the keepsake box.

      Reading the journals stored inside was an even greater invasion of the woman’s privacy, but, in for a dime, right?

      After three hours of reading, Stan Lee understood.

      Everything.

      About Onyx Webb. About ghosts. And he understood now why the FBI hadn’t chased him, coming up with the ridiculous story about the supposed gas leak.

      There had been no gas leak—there had been a ghost attack, as evidenced by the gray, lifeless bodies Stan Lee had stepped over, scattered throughout the mansion.

      Yes, Stan Lee finally understood. And it shook him to his core. Then he heard the car coming.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee didn’t know who the woman was, or why she was there. Or why she had a key to the caretaker’s house.

      It didn’t matter.

      The only thing that mattered was that she was eliminated, which he’d just done.

      Stan Lee looked around for a purse but didn’t see one. So he went out to the woman’s car. Lo and behold, there it was on the front seat.

      Stan Lee opened the purse and found the woman’s wallet. Her name was Tara Schröder, and she lived in Portland. But what he was really looking for was her cell phone. With any luck, there was cell coverage out there. There was. He wanted to know who she called recently.

      The news was good.

      There was only one call made or received from the woman’s phone over the previous twenty-four hours.

      Stan Lee dialed the number and waited. A moment later, a woman answered. “Schröder Gallery. This is Marissa. How can I help you?”

      “Yes, Marissa. It seems your owner left her cell phone at my coffee shop a few minutes ago, and I’d love to return it to her. Do you have any idea where she may have been going today? Maybe I can drive it over to her?”

      “Hang on,” Marissa said. A moment later, she came back on the line. “No, no one has any idea where Tara is today. She’s off. Let me give you the address here at the gallery, and you can—”

      Stan Lee hung up.

      Chances were good that no one knew Tara Schröder had been going to the lighthouse.

      Good.

      Stan Lee liked it at the lighthouse, and he’d only begun to dig into Onyx’s journals. He didn’t want to rush off if he could help it.

      Now, what to do with the woman’s body?

      

      
        
        CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

        FEBRUARY 21, 2011

      

      

      

      BECAUSE FAT SAL’S was closed on Mondays, Alistar and Noah agreed to meet there at one for lunch. Neither knew the other was going to bring someone with them. Noah brought Alec, and Alistar brought his musical cohort, jazz and blues legend Walter “Chicken Legs” Washington—who had to be older than Alistar. He was at least in his mid-eighties.

      As it turned out, Chicken Legs got his nickname not because he had thin, boney legs—which he did—but because he’d served two years at Holman Correctional for stealing a bucket of fried chicken from a KFC outside Birmingham, Alabama, in 1958.

      The best part of the four of them being together was that all their secrets were out in the open.

      “So, let me get this straight,” Chicken Legs said. “Alistar faked his death, which I already knew. Rock star Alec, he’s dying because he drinks like I wish I still could. And Noah here is married to a ghost who ran out on him. That about it?”

      “Yeah, that’s about it,” Alec said.

      “Damn! How come all you white boys got better stories than me?” Chicken Legs said. All four men broke into laughter, and whatever remaining tension may have existed disappeared entirely.

      “So why is this place called Fat Sal’s Freezer?” Noah said.

      Alistar looked over at Chicken Legs. “You were here, Chick. You tell them,” Alistar said.

      “After I got out of the joint, I made my way up here to Chicago. The blues scene was catching hold, and I thought maybe I could make it playing guitar. Turns out I was wrong, so I got a job doing dishes right here in this building. At that time, The Purple Pig was owned by a local mobster name Sal Tombo, a big man—fatter than any man you probably ever saw—so big he could barely fit in a booth, even with the table pulled all the way out.”

      “So that’s where the name Fat Sal’s came from,” Noah said.

      “Um hum,” Chicken Legs said. “Lots of small time mobsters in and out of the place back then, every hour of the day. Even some of the big boys dropped in. Frank Nitti used to come in all the time. It was fun watching Fat Sal kiss Nitti’s ass. Most of ‘em just nickel and dime players, though. Like Chuckie Bags, who was Fat Sal’s muscle. And “Milwaukee Phil” Spilatro, little punk-ass kid used to run money up and down from—”

      “Milwaukee?” Noah said.

      “Don’t go being no smartass, not if you want me to finish the story.”

      “Sorry,” Noah said.

      “Anyway, where was I?”

      “Milwaukee Phil,” Alistar said.

      “Yeah, Philly, well he was connected to the Spilatro family from Las Vegas,” Chicken Legs said. “That made Phil untouchable. Only problem was, couple of guys broke the rules and screwed Milwaukee Phil but good. July 22, 1963. Yep, they screwed Phil but good.”

      “You remember the exact date?” Alec asked.

      “Be hard to forget,” Chicken Legs said. “That was the night of the Liston-Patterson fight. All the smart money was on Patterson, but Sonny Liston knocked Floyd out in the first round. I remember ‘cause I had two week’s pay on Patterson. Hurt like hell.”

      “What does this have to do with Milwaukee Phil?” Noah asked.

      “Phil was up north, making his rounds, picking up the money from the local bookies—then bringing it down here to the Pig where it was to be counted and split. But the money didn’t make it. Phil got robbed.”

      “By who, another mobster?” Alec asked.

      “Uh uh,” Chicken Legs said. “That would have set off a mob war, and nobody wanted that. Fat Sal thought it was an inside job, pulled off by one of his men, Tommy Bilazzo—and Tommy’s friend, Declan Mulvaney.”

      Noah and Alec turned and looked at each other. “Are you serious?” Noah said.

      “Serious as a heart attack,” Chicken Legs said.

      “So what happened?” Alec said.

      “What happened is Declan Mulvaney used the stolen cash as seed money to buy up land in Orlando before the mouse could get its hands on it, and he got rich.”

      “And Tommy?” Noah asked.

      “Fat Sal put a hit out on Tommy. I know because Chuckie Bags bragged about the job. Killed the man in his own apartment. Cut him up, stuffed the parts in suitcases, and tossed them in the lake out at Bachelor’s Grove—behind the old cemetery out there. Chuckie must have weighed the cases down with bricks, cause, to the best of my knowledge, those suitcases ain’t never come back up.”

      Again, Alec and Noah looked at each other. “Well, now we know how Tommy and Declan were connected,” Noah said.

      “Yeah, and how the Mulvaneys got their money,” Alec added.

      “What are you talking about?” Alistar said.

      “Nothing,” Noah said, signaling to Alec to keep quiet.

      “Well, you’re gonna want to hear the end of the story,” Chicken Legs said.

      “There’s more?” Alec asked.

      “Oh, yeah—and it’s going to curl your hair, but good.”
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        * * *

      

      The waitress from Saturday night came down with a tray of sandwiches and placed them on the table, winked at Alec, and left.

      “Oh, I see you met Shereen,” Chicken Legs said once the waitress had gone back upstairs. “Sweet thing, that girl. You tell her you’re dying?”

      “No,” Alec said. “Well, I could have. I was drunk.”

      “Well, you should—if you’re gonna see her again,” Chicken Legs said. “I know Shereen. She gets attached to people right quick. You know what I’m saying?”

      “Good to know,” Alec said.

      “You were about to tell us the rest of the story,” Alec said.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Chicken Legs said. “Tommy Bilazzo. One day, a few years after Chuckie Bags bragged about taking Tommy out—sometime in the spring of 1970, I think it was—I was in the upstairs kitchen doing dishes, and in he walks.”

      “Tommy walked into the restaurant?” Noah said.

      “Uh huh,” Chicken Legs said. “I saw him plain as day. He looked at me and put his finger up against his lips like he was tellin’ me to be quiet. I was scared out of my wits. I knew he had to be a ghost.”

      “Then what happened?” Alec asked.

      “Tommy asked if I knew where Sal and Chuckie were, and I told him they were downstairs doing inventory in the walk-in freezer. Tommy went downstairs. A few minutes later, Tommy comes up and tells me not to let anyone open the freezer until the next morning.”

      “Jesus,” Noah said.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Chicken Legs said.

      Alec leaned forward. “Tommy Bilazzo locked them in the freezer?”

      “Yep. Froze them two boys up like popsicles right over there,” Chicken Legs said, pointing to the corner of the club. “That’s where the freezer used to sit, right where the stage is now.”

      “And that’s why the place is called Fat Sal’s Freezer,” Alistar said.

      “Tommy Bilazzo wasn’t done, though. Couple days later, I read in the paper that Rocky Dredge was found dead in his bowling alley under mysterious circumstances—like all the life had been drained out of him. I knew it had to be Tommy. Rumor always had it that Rocky killed a pretty young dancer that worked for him. And not just any dancer. She was Declan Mulvaney’s girl. Revenge is what it was. The universe’s way of saying, gotcha!”   

      “What about Milwaukee Phil? Tommy get him too?” Noah asked.

      “You know, he disappeared way before Tommy came back. No one had any idea about Phil and the sad truth was, I don’t think anyone cared all that much to go lookin’.”

      Alec and Noah exchanged another look but said nothing.

      “Welcome to Chicago,” Alistar said.

      “Now that I told you the whole story, let me ask you boys something?” Chicken Legs said.

      “Sure,” Noah said.

      “Ali tells me the two of you play music—that right?”

      “Yeah, a bit,” Alec said.

      “Well, how about the two of you join us for a set on Friday night?” Chicken Legs asked. “Nothing too fancy, just jam a bit, the four of us.”

      “Don’t you have other acts lined up?” Alec said.

      “Chick owns Fat Sal’s,” Alistar said. “And most of the buildings for two blocks in every direction.”

      “No shit,” Alec said.

      “How’d you manage that?” Noah asked.

      “One nickel at a time,” Chicken Legs said. “There’s a lot a person can do with a stack of nickels and a bit of patience. One day I’m washing Fat Sal’s dishes—the next, I’m signing payroll checks. Now these scrawny little chicken legs of mine can do just about anything they damn well please.”

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 23, 2011

      

      

      

      ONYX WALKED DOWN the beach—along the water  beneath the cliffs—wondering why she hadn’t taken the girl. Though she already knew. She’d listened to the voice in her head. It was time to let go. Like Ben Greenwald, she was done. 120 years was long enough.

      She was ready.

      Onyx stopped and looked up toward the top of the cliffs to take one last look at the lighthouse.

      So many years she’d fought to keep it, to protect it—her most valuable possession—but now the truth hit her like a sledgehammer. She had never possessed the lighthouse.

      It had possessed her.

      This was not to say the lighthouse wasn’t a place of meaning.

      It was.

      The lighthouse was the place she’d felt the happiest since having left the bayou…

      It was the place she’d finally stood up to Ulrich…

      It was the place her father had died in her arms and had been laid to rest, along with her best friend, Katherine, and Poe…

      It was where she’d met Alistar Ashley, her unlikely protector for almost twenty years…

      And, finally, it was the place she’d married Noah, promising to be with him for the rest of his life. But now? Now it was just a thing, like any other thing—a stack of bricks covered in paint with a metal staircase winding 103 steps up to a flame she would never light again.

      Onyx had decided to let the lighthouse go.

      And, in an odd way, it was letting go of her.
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        * * *

      

      Onyx walked for what felt like hours until she heard the barking of seals off in the distance.

      From the caves.

      In all the years she’d inhabited the cove, the Sea Lion Caves were the one place she’d never gone.

      She’d almost gone, with Noah and Clay and Tara—the night they’d taken the drive in Tara’s car, the four of them with the top down and their hair blowing in the wind.

      Onyx couldn’t feel the cold air on her skin the way the others could, but she could imagine it.

      She’d had such experiences when she was alive.

      That’s what life was about.

      The small moments.

      Simple moments of joy like that one.

      The sound of the seals barking and waves crashing on the rocks grew louder as Onyx approached the caves.

      No one would find her there, deep inside the caves, away from even the tourists who stopped in day after day.

      It was a place where she could sit and be alone.

      And wait.

      That’s right, the voice in her head said again. You don’t need to go on. It’s been long enough. There’s no reason to stay any more. It’s time.

      It’s time.

      It’s time.

      

      
        
        PORTLAND, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 24, 2011

      

      

      

      THE IDEA THAT Tara missed her date with Clay ten days earlier didn’t bother him. It should have, but it didn’t. If he had died from the curse, he really didn’t want Tara getting caught in the possible crossfire.

      But now Tara was refusing to return his calls altogether.

      Clay’s greatest fears were confirmed when he drove to the gallery in Portland and was stunned to see the walls virtually void of art.

      “Where are all the paintings, Marissa?” Clay asked.

      “I don’t know,” Marissa said. “Ask Tara.”

      “Okay, is she here?” Clay asked.

      The girl shook her head.

      “Do you know where she is?” Clay asked.

      “No idea,” Marissa said. “Do you? She didn’t come in to sign checks for payday, and I’ve been covering all her shifts. People are pretty upset.”

      “Huh? Have you tried calling her?”

      “We would, but she doesn’t have a phone,” Marissa said.

      “What do you mean, she doesn’t have a phone?”

      “She lost it. Some guy called. He said he found it in a coffee shop. I tried telling him to bring it here, but he hung up on me. Jerk.”

      Something was wrong, Clay thought.

      Very, very wrong.

      Clay needed to swing by Tara’s apartment.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        LINCOLN CITY, OREGON

      

      

      

      Clay didn’t find anything out of the ordinary at Tara’s apartment, except for a stack of unopened mail—one piece of which was a letter from a casino, and he opened it.

      “Congratulations, Ms. Schröder! Your frequent level of play entitles you to…”

      Damn it, Tara.
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        * * *

      

      Clay drove to the Chinook Winds Casino Resort off Highway 101 in Lincoln City and walked directly to the card room.

      “Has anyone seen this woman?” Clay asked, flashing Tara’s photograph.

      “What, you a cop or something?”

      “No,” Clay lied.

      “Yeah, I know her,” another dealer said.

      Clay released a long breath and shook his head. “How often does she come in?”

      “Lately? Not much,” the dealer said. “I think she’s tapped out. Took a bad beat a couple weeks back. Holding a couple of spades, with two on the board. Just wouldn’t fall.”

      “How much did she lose?”

      “On that hand? About $13,000, give or take,” he said. “I felt sorry for her.”

      “If she comes in here, I want someone to give me a call,” Clay said, handing his card to each of the dealers.

      “I thought you said you weren’t a cop,” the second dealer said.

      “Today I’m just her boyfriend,” Clay said. “She comes in, you call.”

      Clay handed each dealer twenty dollars and left.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

      

      

      Clay drove to Noah’s Grille and parked his deputy’s police cruiser at the curb. He’d been driving the car since the fallen pine tree had totaled his car ten days earlier. His deputy wasn’t happy about being forced to drive a rental while the city council debated if the town would get a replacement, or try to buy a used vehicle from a government auction.

      Clay wanted something new, but he wasn’t going to fight with the city council over it, knowing it was a fight he wouldn’t win.

      “Anyone seen Tara?” Clay asked once inside. No one had.

      And then Clay had a realization. If Tara was selling Onyx’s art to fund her gambling, maybe she’d gone out to the lighthouse to get more canvases.

      The chance of her being there at that moment was slim, but Clay had run out of options.
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        * * *

      

      Clay parked the cruiser and walked toward the caretaker’s house, glancing around to see if anything looked amiss.

      Nothing did.

      He approached the door and tried the knob. It was locked. Which wasn’t an issue since Clay had a key.

      Clay pulled out his key ring and immediately realized the problem. He’d left the key to the caretaker’s house on the key ring with his totaled cruiser. As was the key to the lighthouse.

      “Tara,” Clay called out. “You in there?”

      There was no response.

      Clay walked to the window and pressed his face to the glass, trying to get a look inside. And then he saw it. Sitting on the floor in the entryway. A canvas tote bag.

      The bag itself was unremarkable, but the image on the side of the bag wasn’t. It was a Ferris wheel.

      A week earlier the FBI had issued a BOLO asking law enforcement agencies to be on the lookout for a man, also known to disguise himself as a woman, with prosthetic legs. Clay got a lot of BOLOs, but he remembered this one because it was strange—the last line saying:

      The suspect is known to have an interest in photography and Ferris wheels.

      Ferris wheels.

      Clay walked to the cruiser and grabbed his radio and made a call to the dispatcher.

      “Yes, Clay, what’s up?” the dispatcher said.

      “Not much,” Clay said louder than necessary. “I just stopped to check on the lighthouse. Nothing out of the ordinary.”
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee waited until the sheriff had driven off, and then went to the front window and looked out.

      “See, I told you he might come by during the week,” Stan Lee said, knowing he’d dodged a bullet. “We need to pack up and go.”

      “Why?” Kara asked. “You heard him on the radio—‘nothing out of the ordinary,’ he said. We’re safe here for a few more days at least.”

      Stan Lee nodded. She was probably right.

      Probably.

      But he couldn’t stay at the lighthouse much longer. It was getting dangerous. Stan Lee knew he needed to move on soon.

      

      
        
        SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

        FEBRUARY 24, 2011

      

      

      

      WHAT DO YOU mean he’s planning to tear down the mansion?” Koda asked after Krissy told him about the trip she’d taken with Bruce to Charleston. “When did this happen?”

      “Like, five days ago,” Krissy said. “Didn’t you know?”

      “He said he wanted to tear the house down, but I thought he was kidding,” Koda said.

      “We went to see the FBI too,” Krissy added.

      “Really?” Koda said. “Why?”

      “Something to do with Declan,” Krissy said. “Bruce introduced me to the FBI guy as his daughter when we got there.”

      “Huh. That’s good, right?” Koda said.

      “Yeah, I guess,” Krissy said. “It was weird, but kind of nice.”

      “And he applied for the permits already?”

      “Yep,” Krissy said. “Which means we have a problem.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What do you mean, what do I mean?” Krissy said. “I’m talking about the eggs.”

      Krissy was right, Koda thought. There were still five Fabergé eggs hidden in the secret drawer in his grandfather’s study. They were going to have to get them out before the bulldozers and wrecking balls leveled the place.

      

      
        
        CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

        FEBRUARY 25, 2011 – 2:32 P.M.

      

      

      

      ONE WEEK EARLIER, Alec asked Shereen to keep his being at Fat Sal’s quiet. Now he was asking her to do just the opposite.

      “I need a favor,” Alec said from the bed in his hotel suite at the Stevens.

      “Of course, baby. What is it?” Shereen asked from the bathroom as she finished applying her makeup.

      “I want to get the word out that I’m playing at the club tonight.”

      Shereen stopped and walked back into the bedroom. “Chick asked you to perform with him at the club?”

      Alec nodded. “Yep, me and Noah.”

      “Wow, I didn’t know you did anything but hard rock stuff.”

      “There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” Alec said, wondering if this might be the right time to tell Shereen he was dying.

      “Okay, I’ll help get the word out,” Shereen said. “But I need to warn you—people come to Fat Sal’s for the music. So you better be damn good at singing the blues, not just wailing.”

      “I don’t wail,” Alec said.

      “Yeah, well, tell that to the people who turn out just to watch you fall on your ass.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        2:22 A.M.

      

      

      Fat Sal’s Freezer was packed beyond capacity. So much so that everyone was worried the fire marshal would show up and close the place. Fortunately, the show went on as scheduled—and was received better than anyone expected.

      After the show, Alec, Noah, Shereen, Chicken Legs, and Alistar sat at a table as the evening was finally winding down.

      “That was some real fine music, boys,” Chicken Legs said. “For a couple of minutes out there, I almost forgot the three of you were white.”

      “You knocked them dead,” Shereen said, leaning in and giving Alec a kiss on the cheek. “Sorry I questioned you this morning. You were amazing.”

      “The two of you should consider staying in Chicago for a while, assuming Chick will have you,” Alistar said.

      “Hell, yeah,” Chicken Legs said. “You boys got a regular gig here long as you want to stay.”

      Noah glanced over at Alec. “I don’t think that’s going to work,” Noah said. “Alec and I are heading to New York in a few days. Right, Alec?”

      “Well, about that,” Alec said. “I’ve been thinking about staying here in Chicago.”

      “What about Woodstock?” Noah asked.

      “Plans change,” Alec said. “Why don’t you stay here with me for a bit? We can rent out the studio. Lay down some tracks together.”

      “No, I probably should get back,” Noah said.

      “To what, man?” Alec said. “You said so yourself, there’s nothing to go back to but an empty lighthouse.”

      Alec was right. There was nothing waiting at home. But the voice in the back of his head told Noah he needed to go home.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure you need to go?” Alistar asked once he got Noah alone.

      Noah nodded. “Yeah, it’s time.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I liked having you here,” Alistar said. “Can I assume that all this is strictly between the two of us?”

      “What? You mean being alive? I won’t say a word to Kizzy, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “It’s not for my protection,” Alistar said. “It’s for your grandmother’s. There was a $100,000 insurance policy, which I assume she collected on. If the insurance company finds out I’m still alive, they’ll come after her for it. And I’m guessing the money is already spent.”

      Noah nodded. Kizzy had enough problems as it was.

      “There’s one thing I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Noah said.

      “What’s that?”

      “How long did it take you to figure out Onyx was a ghost?” Noah asked.

      “Not too long,” Alistar said. “A few years.”

      “And you never said anything to her?”

      “I considered it Onyx’s secret to tell, but she never did,” Alistar said.

      “Like you and Kizzy never told me about my father?”

      Alistar said nothing.

      “I met him finally,” Noah said. “We had some good father-son time, Myron and I,” Noah said. “We didn’t play catch or anything. He was in jail.”

      “I’m sorry, Noah,” Alistar said. “Your grandmother and I did our best to shield you from the truth—from him—by not giving you the details about who he was. We thought we were doing the right thing.”

      “You know what gets me?” Noah said. “The secrets. The feeling of betrayal when you find out the truth about something.”

      “We all have our secrets,” Alistar said. “Alec hasn’t told Shereen he’s dying yet, has he? Secrets. I faked my own death. Chicken Legs has never told anyone about jumping bail in Alabama. Even you, Noah. Everyone has their secrets.”

      “Me? What secret do I have?” Noah asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know—maybe the fact that you took my songs from the box I left you and put your name on them?”

      Noah shook his head. “I thought you were dead.”

      “Doesn’t make it right,” Alistar said. “Did you tell Alec the songs were mine?”

      Noah remained silent.

      “Like I said, we all have our secrets,” Alistar said.

      “I gotta go,” Noah said, standing up.

      “One more thing,” Alistar said. “Did I ever tell you the story about how your grandmother and I ended up in Portland?”

      Noah shook his head.

      “It was the night of the moon landing—July 20, 1969,” Alistar said. I was sitting on the sofa in our apartment in San Francisco, getting ready to watch Neil Armstrong climb down the ladder, when all of a sudden I had an insatiable urge for a candy bar.”

      “For a candy bar?”

      “Yes. But not just any candy bar. It had to be a Zagnut bar,” Alistar said. “I jumped up and told Kizzy I’d be back in a bit, and raced down to the grocery store. They were out of Zagnut bars.”

      “Why didn’t you just get something else?”

      “That’s the thing,” Alistar said. “I didn’t want anything else. It had to be a Zagnut bar. So I went to a 7-Eleven. They were out too. I went to four different places, and no one had them. And then I ran out of gas.”

      “Huh, sounds like a lot of work for a candy bar.”

      “Wait, I’m not done,” Alistar said. “So I walked and walked and walked until, finally, I see a Standard gas station. It was closed, but outside the door was a candy machine.”

      “Let me guess,” Noah said. “It was filled with nothing but Zagnut bars.”

      “No,” Alistar said. “It was empty except for a single Zagnut bar.”

      “That’s kind of weird,” Noah said.

      “Yes, it was,” Alistar said.

      “It’s an interesting story, but why are you telling me all of this?”

      “Because the story isn’t over yet,” Alistar said. “I bought the candy bar. But when it came out of the machine, there was no candy in it.”

      “It was empty?”

      Alistar shook his head and stood up. He pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and opened it. Then he pulled out an old folded newspaper ad, yellowed with age.

      Alistar handed the clipping to Noah.

      “What is this?” Noah asked.

      “It’s the ad for the debate contest I entered, held by a law firm in Portland. First prize was a full scholarship to law school—which I won. That’s how I got into law school.”

      “Okay. Why are you telling me this?”

      “Turn it over,” Alistar said.

      “What?”

      “I said, turn it over.”

      Noah turned the clipping over and saw the coupon printed on the reverse side:
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      “I don’t understand,” Noah said.

      “I didn’t either—not until now,” Alistar said. “I always thought my need for a candy bar that night was so that I’d see the ad about the contest—but now I know it wasn’t. The newspaper clipping inside the candy wrapper was never meant for me. I think it was meant for you.”

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 25, 2011 – 11:07 A.M. (PST)

      

      

      

      CLAY SAT AT the small metal desk in the patrol office and documented the timeline of events for the previous eighteen hours:

      2/24/2011:

      •	3:12 p.m.

      Went to the Schröder Gallery in Portland looking for Tara. Was told a man called claiming to have found Tara’s phone and then hung up.

      •	3:38 p.m.

      Stopped by Tara’s apartment and spoke with her landlord, who hadn’t seen Tara for at least a week. At least a week of unopened mail in box.

      •	5:52 p.m.

      Drove to the Crimson Cove lighthouse on the outside chance Tara was there. Spotted bag through window with Ferris wheel motif on it. Remembered BOLO. Made radio call saying nothing was out of the ordinary.

      •	6:30 p.m.

      Came back to the patrol office, reread BOLO. Called phone number and left message.

      •	6:54 p.m.

      Received return call from FBI Special Agent Newt Drystad. Was instructed to put a man at the end of the road to monitor anyone in or out. Told not to approach suspect, only to follow. Asked to make detailed timeline of events (this document).

      

      •	7:10 p.m.

      Sent deputy sheriff to lighthouse with instructions as outlined above.

      •	8:48 p.m.

      SWAT team from FBI Portland office arrived, assumed control of operation. Deputy sheriff replaced by SWAT team, who have the lighthouse surrounded.

      •	9:19 p.m.

      Instructed by SWAT to resume normal duties as town sheriff. Went home to sleep.

      2/25/2011:

      •	7:04 a.m.

      Arrived back at patrol office.

      •	7:10 a.m.

      Updated timeline.

      •	8:03 a.m.

      Received call that Special Agent Drystad’s plane had landed in Lincoln City and was on his way to Crimson Cove.

      Clay intentionally left out the part about stopping by the casino the previous afternoon. As far as Clay was concerned, Tara’s gambling was none of anyone’s business.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later the door to the office opened, and Clay looked up to see a tall, lanky man in his late twenties and a young, sharply dressed woman.

      “Sheriff Daniels, good to see you again,” Newt said, extending his hand.

      “Yes, you too,” Clay said. “What’s it been, fourteen years?”

      “Fifteen years, ten months, seven days,” Newt said.

      “That’s right,” Clay said. “You’re the numbers guy.”

      “You two have met before?” Maggie asked.

      “I’m sorry, Sheriff,” Newt said. “This is Special Agent Maggie McCord. Maggie, this is Sheriff Clay Daniels. Pipi and I met the sheriff when he was just starting, working under his dad, who was the sheriff at the time. Sorry to hear about your father.”

      “I appreciate that,” Clay said. Newt didn’t bother to mention Pipi coming back to Crimson Cove during the Onyx Webb Film Festival, and Clay decided not to bring it up. The focus at that moment was the man hiding in the lighthouse.

      “Did you make a timeline of events?” Newt asked. Clay nodded and handed the report to Newt.

      Newt and Maggie looked it over. “Who’s Tara?” Maggie asked.

      “My girlfriend,” Clay said.

      “When’s the last time you saw her?” Newt asked.

      “A week, ten days maybe,” Clay said.

      Newt and Maggie shot each other a look. “Which is it, a week or ten days?” Newt asked.

      Clay stopped and thought. “Thirteen days,” Clay said finally.

      “So, you haven’t seen or talked to your girlfriend for thirteen days? Were you fighting?” Maggie asked.

      “Not really. She blew off a dinner and never returned my calls—I figured when she was ready, we’d talk,” Clay said.

      “Okay,” Newt said. “What about strangers? Any new arrivals in town? Anything stick out?”

      “Only one,” Clay said. “A trucker. Saw him at a place in town, Noah’s Grille. Used to be Spilatro’s Place on Main Street.”

      “You must get a lot of truckers passing through,” Maggie said. “Why did this one catch your attention?”

      “Maybe it was the outfit,” Clay said. “He was wearing a quilted vest and a John Deere baseball cap, and he had a big beard. It was almost as if he was trying to look like a trucker instead of actually being a trucker. You know what I’m saying?”

      Newt nodded. “Anything else about him? Did you see his legs? Did he walk funny?”

      “Not that I noticed,” Clay said. “Other than the fact that he wasn’t driving a truck.”

      “What was he driving?” Maggie asked.

      “Mid-sized vehicle of some sort. Honda, I think,” Clay said. “Oh, and he had a stutter.”

      Newt and Maggie gave each other another look. “Sounds like it could be our guy,” Maggie said.

      “Any way this guy might have known the lighthouse was empty?” Newt asked.

      Clay closed his eyes and shook his head.

      “What?” Maggie prompted.

      “I think that’s what we were talking about when he was there at the restaurant. That both Onyx and Noah were gone and wouldn’t be back for a while.” Clay said.

      “This is good. I have a good feeling about this,” Maggie said.

      “You want to take us out there?” Newt asked. “To the lighthouse.”

      “Sure, but I got the idea the SWAT commander didn’t want me involved,” Clay said.

      “That’s probably true,” Maggie said. “Local FBI guys are like that, but SWAT isn’t in charge—Newt and I are.”

      “Okeydokey,” Clay said. “Just let me grab my hat.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        12:09 P.M. (PST)

      

      

      Clay Daniels was right. The unit commander of the SWAT team, who had been dispatched from the FBI’s Portland field office, was an idiot. Fortunately, Newt knew the best way to gain control of the scene was to emasculate the man in front of his team.

      That’s where Maggie came in.

      “I know my men,” the chisel-jawed, jarhead SWAT commander said when Newt informed him they were taking control of the scene. “They don’t like to take orders from little boys sent from DC.”

      “Yes, you’re probably right,” Newt said. “That’s why I’m asking my partner, Special Agent Margaret McCord, to run this operation. And Sheriff Daniels will assist.”

      Newt turned and glanced over at Maggie and Clay, who both looked surprised by the sudden delegation of authority. Especially Clay. But, as Newt knew she would, Maggie stepped forward and addressed the man.

      “We won’t be giving orders to your men. You will,” Maggie said. “But effective now, you report to us, Agent Bennington.”

      “That’s Special Agent Bennington,” the man said.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Maggie said, glancing over at the members of Bennington’s SWAT team. “We all know how special you are. Don’t we, boys?”

      Several of the men snickered and looked away. Bennington turned red as a beet and then spun on his heels and stormed off.

      “Too much?” Maggie asked under her breath.

      Newt smiled. “For this guy? It was perfect.”
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        * * *

      

      After a few minutes of licking his wounded ego, Bennington returned and briefed Newt, Maggie, and Clay.

      “At present, we’ve got twenty-two agents surrounding the premises,” Bennington began. “Five on each side of the perimeter, approximately a half mile apart, plus four out here on the main highway. We’ve also got three on the ground with binoculars, all eyes on the structure.

      “Structures,” Clay said. “There’s the lighthouse and the caretaker’s house. Three, actually, if you want to count the shed.”

      Bennington nodded. “That’s right. There’s three structures.” Then, turning to Clay, “Thank you, Sheriff.”

      Clay smiled and nodded. “Glad to be of help.”

      “If my count is right, that comes to seventeen,” Maggie said. “You said there are twenty-two?”

      “Yes. We have three down on the beach below the cliffs—dressed as civilians—in case he can see down there from the top of the lighthouse—and two in the trees with sniper rifles if that’s the way we decide to go.”

      “No,” Newt said. “We’re taking him alive. Do you understand me? We’re taking him alive.”
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        “The differences between us matter less than the ways in which we are the same, for in the end we come to understand we were all connected by the same frail web called life.”

        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Episode 32

          

          Sunset

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 25, 2011 – 6:29 P.M. (PST)

      

      

      

      SIX DAYS HAD passed since the woman had entered the caretaker’s house unannounced, forcing Stan Lee to take drastic measures—drastic for the woman at least. Whoever Tara Schröder was, it was obvious she knew Onyx well enough to have a key to the place.

      After Stan Lee strangled the Schröder woman with the phone cord, he dragged her body out to her car and placed it in the trunk. Then he pulled her vehicle into the woods and parked it next to the Honda Pilot, covering it with branches and leaves as well.

      Stan Lee considered packing up and going, but Kara talked him out of it. “Relax, Stan,” Kara said. “No one’s going to miss her for a few days at least.”

      Stan Lee decided Kara was probably right.

      Then the local sheriff showed up looking for her the previous afternoon. Again, Stan Lee felt the urge to run. And again, Kara talked him out of it.

      But now—twenty-four hours later—Stan Lee found himself in a state of total panic.

      Something told him he had to go.

      Now.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee shoved the last of his clothing into the suitcase on the bed. Then he went down the hall and gathered his toiletries from the bathroom.

      “What about the paintings?” Kara asked.

      “What about them?” Stan Lee said.

      “You like them,” Kara said. “You should take them with you.”

      She was right, Stan Lee thought, looking over at the stack of canvases in the corner of the room. He should take them with him—not just because he liked them, but because he knew he could sell them if he ran out of money.

      Stan Lee crouched down and began flipping through the canvases, sorting them into two stacks—one stack for the paintings he thought would sell best, and a second stack for those—

      “Jesus, dumbass,” Kara said. “Take them all—you can sort through them later.”

      Stan Lee nodded. Kara was right, as usual.

      Stan Lee grabbed the entire stack of canvases and carried them down the hall and placed them on the floor next to the front door.

      And then he saw the bag.

      The bag with the Ferris wheel on it was sitting beneath the table in the entryway.

      How long had that been there?

      Was it there yesterday when the sheriff came by and looked in the window?

      If it was…

      A feeling of dread overwhelmed Stan Lee, the panic building inside him. If the sheriff saw the bag, then he might know…

      What if the radio call saying there was nothing out of the ordinary was just a ruse? What if he knew? What if the sheriff made a call to the FBI?

      “What if, what if, what if,” Kara said. “Jesus, Stan, get a grip.”

      Stan Lee walked over to the window and peered out. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

      If they were there, they were there.

      There was nothing he could do about it now

      

      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        FEBRUARY 25, 2011 – 9:37 P.M. (EST)

      

      

      

      KODA AND KRISSY sat in the McLaren, gazing at the heavy metal chain in the headlights. It wrapped around each side of the mansion’s front gate, holding the gate closed. Next to the chain was a sign that read:

      Warning! No Trespassing!

      Federal Bureau of Investigation.

      “We can always climb on the hood and jump the fence,” Krissy said.

      Koda glanced up at the sharp metal spikes along the top of the wrought-iron fence. “Uh, I don’t think so.”

      “We could go in town and get a ladder?”

      “In a McLaren?” Koda said.

      “Well, we’ve got to get the eggs out of there somehow,” Krissy said.

      She was right, of course. Leaving priceless Fabergés in a house that was about to be destroyed was out of the question. So was asking the FBI for permission to go in and get them.

      “Wait. I have an idea,” Krissy said. “Isn’t there supposed to be some kind of tunnel running to the mansion from the house next door?”

      Yes, Koda thought.

      There was indeed.
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        * * *

      

      Koda pulled the McLaren to a stop in the driveway outside the house next door and turned off the engine.

      “We might need a flashlight if the electricity is off,” Krissy said.

      “Yeah, maybe,” Koda said.

      “The FBI has signs up here too,” Krissy said.

      Koda nodded. He knew they were going to be trespassing no matter which way they got in. But they had to do it. “Come on.”

      As expected, the front door was locked, so they went around to the rear of the house. The back door was locked too. “We’re going to need something to break the window,” Koda said.

      Krissy reached down and pulled off one of her shoes. “Here, use this.”

      Koda took the shoe and hit the window. The pane shattered easily. He handed the shoe back to Krissy and reached through the broken window to unlock the door.

      “Stay behind me, just in case,” Koda said.

      “In case of what?” Krissy asked.

      “Just do it, okay?”

      Krissy worked to hide a smile. Koda was doing the protective big brother thing, even if he didn’t realize it.

      Krissy thought it was funny.

      It also felt good.
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        * * *

      

      “With any luck, the electricity is still working,” Koda said as he reached out for the light switch.

      It wasn’t.

      “We’re going to need a flashlight,” Koda said.

      “Told you,” Krissy said.

      “Yeah, whatever. Come on.”

      Koda and Krissy turned around and stopped cold. There was a man standing in the doorway. He was wearing a pair of brown canvas pants that ended just below the knee and was without a shirt.

      “What do you want?” the man asked.

      “Uh, we—we were just looking around,” Krissy said.

      “There’s nothing here,” the man said. “They came and took it all away. The plantation too. Most everything is gone.”

      Then Koda understood.

      “You work here, right?” Koda said.

      “Used to. Long time ago.”

      “What are you doing?” Krissy asked quietly. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “What’s your name?” Koda asked the man.

      “Jemmy.”

      “Jemmy,” Koda repeated. “The truth is we’re looking for the tunnel.”

      “Over to the plantation house?” Jemmy asked.

      “Yes,” Koda said, nudging Krissy in the arm with his elbow.

      “Uh, yeah,” Krissy said. “We’d really appreciate it if you could show us the way.”

      Jemmy remained quiet, looking them over.

      “The tunnel is downstairs,” Jemmy said. “It’s dark down there. Wait here. I’ll fetch a lantern.”

      Jemmy disappeared from the doorway, and Krissy spun around and glared at Koda. “Holy crap—is he what I think he is?”

      Koda nodded.

      Jemmy was a ghost.

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 25, 2011 – 6:51 P.M. (PST)

      

      

      

      AGAINST EVERYONE’S BETTER judgment, Maggie insisted on getting a look at the lighthouse. “Where can I get a pair of binoculars?” Maggie asked.

      The SWAT leader removed the binoculars from his neck and handed them to her. “I wouldn’t get much closer than thirty yards,” Bennington said. “There’s not a lot of foliage this time of year. And take my radio.”
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        * * *

      

      While Maggie went on her recon mission, Newt and Clay sought refuge in the front seat of the patrol cruiser.

      “That Maggie is a ball buster,” Clay said.

      “Yeah, tell me about it,” Newt said.

      “I mean that in a good way, of course,” Clay added.

      “I assumed that.”

      “You mind if I ask you a math question?”

      “Shoot,” Newt said.

      “What is the probability of a man dying on his seventieth birthday?” Clay asked.

      “What year are we talking about?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yes. Life expectancy at the time of Christ was thirty to thirty-five years, so dying at seventy was extremely rare,” Newt said. “Today it’s 76.2, so the odds increase significantly.”

      “Early 1940s,” Clay said.

      “Height and weight?”

      “Average.”

      “Suicide?”

      Clay stopped to think about the answer, knowing Hell Daniels had asked Onyx to take him on his birthday. He decided not to go there. “Cancer,” Clay said.

      “Assuming there is an equal chance a person will die on any given day from birth until age one hundred, the chance of dying on an individual day is one in 36,500,” Newt said.

      “Okay,” Clay said. “Now, let’s say that man had a son who died on his sixtieth birthday.”

      “How?”

      “Hunting accident,” Clay said. “And then his son died falling off a cliff on his fiftieth birthday.”

      “Seriously?”” Newt asked.

      Clay nodded.

      “Your father?” Newt asked.

      Clay nodded again.

      “I’d say about one in fifty trillion—give or take ten trillion,” Newt said.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “So, when do you turn forty?” Newt asked.

      “I just did eleven days ago,” Clay said.

      “Congratulations then.”

      “A pine tree did fall on my car, though,” Clay said. “Completely totaled the thing.”

      “Maybe it was the car’s time to go, not yours,” Newt said.

      “Well, it did have a lot of miles on it.”

      A moment later, Bennington approached the cruiser and rapped his knuckles on the window. Newt lowered the window, letting a brisk blast of cold wind into the vehicle.

      “Here,” Bennington said, handing the radio to Newt. You’ll want to hear this. It’s Special Agent McCord.”

      Newt pushed the button on the side of the radio. “Maggie, it’s Newt. What’s happening?”

      “We’ve got a couple of cars out here,” Maggie said on the other end of the radio. “A light blue Honda Pilot with Illinois plates, and a lavender-colored, mid-‘50s model Chrysler with plates from New York. Both are covered up with branches.”

      “Okay, get me the plate numbers, and we’ll run them to see who they belong to,” Newt said into the radio.

      “I can save you some time on one of them,” Clay said. “The lavender Chrysler Imperial belongs to Tara.”

      Newt nodded and placed his hand on Clay’s arm. Both men knew what finding Tara’s car meant.

      A moment later, Maggie’s voice came over the radio again. “Uh, we have movement here.”

      Bennington reached in through the window and took the radio back from Newt. “Say again,” he said.

      “I said, we have movement. The suspect is on the move,” Maggie said. “He’s out of the building and headed toward the woods.”

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 25, 2011 – 7:04 P.M. (PST)

      

      

      

      WITHIN SECONDS OF receiving Maggie’s call over the radio, Newt and Clay were out of the cruiser and making their way toward the woods. “I know these woods like the back of my hand,” Clay said. “Let me lead.”

      Newt nodded and fell in behind Clay, the two of them weaving their way through the trees toward the lighthouse.

      “I said, we have movement,” Maggie said again over the radio.

      Newt pushed the button on the radio. “Maggie, it’s Newt. How far away is he from you?”

      “A hundred yards,” Maggie said. “He’s headed directly toward me.”

      “Are you still where the cars are?” Newt asked.

      “Yes,” Maggie said. “He’s getting closer. I’m turning the radio off.”

      “No,” Newt said. “Maggie?”

      There was no response.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie turned off the radio, laid it on the ground, and knelt behind the back of the Honda Pilot. From her position, she could see the man was carrying something—and he was coming straight toward the vehicles.

      The man was too close for Maggie to go anywhere. She’d have to stay put behind the Honda.

      At least she had her gun.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee had as much as he could carry—suitcase in one hand, and a mound of painted canvases under his other arm. He knew it would take at least two more trips and realized it would be easier to pull the car up to the caretaker’s house.

      Stan Lee got to the spot in the woods where the vehicles were hidden and wondered which of the two he should pack up. The Honda Pilot was probably the better choice since it was more non-descript than the Chrysler convertible—though the convertible would certainly be more fun.

      No, the Honda was the better choice. Besides, the woman he’d strangled—Tara Schröder—was in the convertible’s trunk.

      Yes, it had to be the Honda.

      Stan Lee walked around to the rear of the Pilot and was just about to set the suitcase down when he saw something lying on the ground.

      It was a walkie-talkie.

      Then he heard a sound behind him, off to his right.

      Without turning to look, Stan Lee swung the suitcase as hard as he could.
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        * * *

      

      “Over there,” Clay whispered when he spotted the vehicles up ahead. Then they saw Maggie sitting on the ground, blood pouring from a gash on the side of her head.

      “Maggie!” Newt called out, racing to the back of the vehicle.

      “I’m okay,” Maggie said, touching the side of her head where blood was trickling down her face. “The son of a bitch got my gun.”

      “Which way did he go?” Clay asked.

      Maggie shook her head. “I think he went back toward the house, but I’m not sure. I had him and then—”

      “Just relax,” Newt said.

      “Relax? This is the second time someone got my gun from me. Son of a bitch!”

      “You two stay here,” Clay said, snatching the binoculars from the ground. “Don’t move.”

      Clay took off for the lighthouse, and Maggie looked around her on the ground. “Goddamn it.”

      “What is it?” Newt asked.

      “He got the walkie-talkie too.”
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee raced through the trees as fast as his prosthetics would carry him, across the clearing and up the stairs into the lighthouse—which he figured had to be the safer choice since it had virtually no windows.

      If the woman knew he was there, then others probably did too. Probably FBI. Maybe an entire SWAT team. He couldn’t be sure. Maybe snipers with rifles trained on the building at that very moment.

      Why didn’t he listen to his gut? Stan Lee wondered. He should have packed up and hit the road within minutes of strangling the woman. What had he been thinking?

      “Idiot,” Stan Lee said aloud to the empty room.

      At least he had the woman’s gun. Better still, he had her radio.
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        * * *

      

      SWAT leader Bennington was livid—not that he had two plain-clothes agents running around in the woods, but because he’d allowed them to go. Not that he could have stopped them anyway.

      The problem was the possibility that a trigger-happy member of his team might accidently mistake a friendly for the suspect.

      Bennington grabbed a radio from one of his guys. “This is Team Leader,” Bennington said into the radio. “Be aware that we have two agents in the woods in civilian clothes, and a local sheriff in uniform. Do not fire unless given an order from me. We are to take him alive. I repeat, do not fire unless ordered.”

      “How very nice of you,” a voice came over the radio.

      It was a voice Bennington did not recognize, and he felt a chill run up his spine.

      “Who is this?” Bennington said into the radio.

      “This is the man with a radio and a gun.”
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        * * *

      

      Clay made his way through the woods to the edge of the clearing and crouched down behind one of the headstones. He raised the binoculars and looked through them, turning the lens knob until the caretaker’s house came into focus.

      The door to the caretaker’s house was open, but he couldn’t tell if anyone was inside. He redirected his focus to the lighthouse. The door was closed tight.

      Which meant absolutely nothing.

      Until he saw movement, he’d just have to stay put.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee stood in the foyer of the lighthouse, the panic overwhelming him again, his thighs weak and shaking. He walked over to the piano and sat down on the bench, holding the radio in one hand and the gun in the other.

      Stan Lee gave himself credit for his fast action in swinging the suitcase the moment he saw the radio on the ground and assuming the agent was behind him. He’d swung his arm and the suitcase caught her flush on the side of her head, and she went down like a sack of potatoes. He had the gun out of her hand before she could get her wits about her.

      He grabbed the radio too.

      Those were the good things. But then there were the mistakes. First, he’d made the mistake of not leaving four days earlier. Second, he should have shot her.

      “You’re forgetting mistake number three,” Kara said from the opposite side of the lighthouse foyer.

      “Yeah, what’s that?” Stan Lee said.

      “Coming in here instead of the caretaker’s house.”

      Stan Lee glanced around the curved concrete walls that surrounded him and realized Kara was right. He’d trapped himself inside the lighthouse. There was nowhere to go but up the stairs to the top, or out the front door where he’d be a sitting duck if a sniper wanted to take him out.

      Neither choice was a good one.

      If he stayed here, it would only be a matter of time before he got hungry or thirsty and walked out the front door with his hands over his head.

      There was only one thing to do. He had to make a run for the caretaker’s house and hope the order to hold fire was still in effect.

      

      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        FEBRUARY 25, 2011 – 10:10 P.M. (EST)

      

      

      

      WATCH YOUR STEP,” Jemmy said as he led Koda and Krissy down the narrow wooden stairs to the basement, using an old oil lamp to light the way.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Koda could see the room was empty. “What was in here?” Koda asked.

      “Over here,” Jemmy said, ignoring the question. “Here, hold the lamp, and I’ll get the door.”

      Koda took the lamp and held it up as Jemmy stepped over to the wall and pressed his hands against the wood and pushed.

      The door swung open.

      “That’s cool,” Krissy said.

      “Be careful,” Jemmy said. “Ground is covered with tree roots and loose rock.”

      “Aren’t you coming?” Krissy asked.

      Jemmy shook his head.
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        * * *

      

      At the far end of the tunnel, Koda and Krissy entered another empty room.

      “What do you think was here?” Krissy asked.

      Koda had a pretty good idea but didn’t answer.

      “Oh,” Krissy said finally.

      “The doorway is over here,” Koda said, holding up the lamp. “Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      As expected, the inside of the mansion was completely empty, the furniture removed weeks earlier.

      “You grew up in this house, didn’t you?” Krissy asked as they made their way down the hall toward Declan’s study.

      “Yeah,” Koda said.

      “This has got to feel pretty weird then,” Krissy said.

      Koda nodded.

      “Are you okay with it being torn down?” Krissy asked. “You could try to stop your dad from—”

      “No, I’m glad he’s doing it,” Koda said. “I wish I’d had a bit more warning maybe, but it’s the best thing for everyone. The study is up here on the left.”

      Koda and Krissy entered the room and—as with the rest of the mansion—it was completely stripped of furniture. The bookcases were empty, as were the walls. Everything was gone.

      “Where did they take it all?” Krissy said.

      “Storage somewhere,” Koda said. “Here—hold the lamp.”

      Koda handed the oil lamp to Krissy and went to the section of the wall where the drawer was hidden.

      Koda took a deep breath and pushed on the panel.

      It opened.

      The Fabergé eggs were there—all five of them, sitting on the shelf in a row, gleaming in the light of the lantern.

      “God, they’re beautiful,” Krissy said from behind Koda. “What are we going to carry them in?”

      “Good question,” Koda said. “Our pockets, I guess.”

      Krissy released a loud laugh.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know,” Krissy said. “It’s funny. The two of us sneaking through a haunted house—holding an oil lamp given to us by a ghost—with like $100 million worth of Fabergé eggs in our pockets.”

      “$100 million?” Koda repeated.

      “I Googled it,” Krissy said. “If they’re what I think they are, they’re part of a collection that went missing in the 1940s when the Nazis invaded Russia.”

      “And they’re worth $100 million?”

      Krissy nodded. “At least.”

      “God,” Koda said. “That’s a lot of money, even for us.”

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 25, 2011 – 7:19 P.M. (PST)

      

      

      

      CLAY CROUCHED BEHIND the headstone, still peering through the binoculars—first at the caretaker’s house, then over to the lighthouse, then back again—when Newt raced up and knelt next to him.

      “What’s happening? Anything?” Newt asked.

      “He’s in one of the two buildings, but I don’t know which,” Clay said and passed the binoculars to Newt. “How is Maggie?”

      “Two of Bennington’s guys came and got her,” Newt said. “She’ll be okay. I think she’s more embarrassed that he got the drop on her than anything.”

      “It was a pretty nasty gash, though,” Clay said. “Might leave a scar.”

      Newt peered through the binoculars.

      “You see anything?” Clay asked.

      “No, nothing,” Newt said. “Wait, wait—I think the door to the lighthouse is opening. Yes—damn it. He’s making a run for the caretaker’s house. Yep, he just went inside.”

      “Good,” Clay said. “Radio Bennington. Tell him to make sure his guys hold their fire.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I know every inch of that house,” Clay said, standing up and taking his weapon out of its holster.

      “I don’t know, Clay,” Newt said. “Maybe we’re better off if we just let the SWAT team do their—”

      Newt didn’t bother finishing the sentence. Clay was already making his way across the clearing toward the lighthouse.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee paced the hallway of the caretaker’s house, being careful not to pass in front of the windows. He clutched the gun in one hand and the radio in the other.

      Sunset was about twenty minutes away. When it finally got dark, maybe he’d make a run for it. It was his only chance. If he could just get to—

      Suddenly the radio crackled, and he heard a man’s voice. Not the same man from earlier, but a younger, softer voice.

      “Stanton Lee Mungehr,” the man said.

      Stan Lee froze, the sound of his name catching him off guard. His full name. His real name.

      “Sergent Elton Nahum,” the man continued. “Glenn Oren Mattheus. Glenna Thomsen True. What name are you using now? Elga Mortensen Hunt? What name do you want me to use?”

      Stan Lee knew who it was now.

      It was Spider Boy.

      Stan Lee pushed the button on the side of the walkie-talkie. “Well, well. If it isn’t Special Agent Newt Drystad. Nice to speak at last.”

      “You didn’t answer the question,” Newt said. “What should I call you today? The Leg Collector maybe?”

      Stan Lee pressed the button. “How about we go with Southern Gentleman.”
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        * * *

      

      Clay crossed the clearing toward the caretaker’s house on a straight line. He assumed the man in the caretaker’s house was afraid to be near a window, which meant he wouldn’t be looking out one either.

      So far, so good.

      Then Clay reached the front of the house, forgetting about the rose bushes Noah planted.

      Clay worked his way through the bushes, gun in hand, as the thorns tore at his legs. Once free of the bushes, he neared one of the windows and heard voices.

      Clay stopped and stilled himself.

      The guy was talking to Newt over the radio.

      Whether Newt intended to provide a distraction or not, Clay would use it to his advantage.
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        * * *

      

      “So, what do you want to talk about?” Newt said over the radio.

      “Me? Nothing,” Stan Lee said. “You initiated the contact. What do you want to talk about?” Stan Lee released the button and waited.

      Silence.

      Thirty seconds passed, and still nothing.

      Then Stan Lee understood. It was a game, and there was only one rule. Whoever spoke first was the loser.

      Well, it sure in hell wasn’t going to be him.

      Another thirty seconds went by, and Stan Lee began to pace. Thirty seconds after that, he pushed the button. “Okay, Spider Boy, you win. You want to talk, let’s talk. How about we talk about you and your pathetic excuse of a career?”

      Stan Lee released the button and waited. Again, he was greeted by silence. So that’s how it was going to be, huh?

      Then Stan Lee heard the click of a gun behind him and froze.

      “Don’t move,” a man said from behind him. Stan Lee had no idea who the man was—only that it wasn’t Spider Boy.

      “Oh, don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere,” Stan Lee said, remaining completely still.

      “Here’s how this is going to go,” Clay said. “You’re going to lower your hands and drop the gun and the radio on the floor. Then you’re going to turn around very slowly. Understand?”

      “Yes, I understand,” Stan Lee said in a calm voice.

      “Okay, do it now.”

      Stan Lee lowered his hands and dropped both items on the floor. Then he slowly turned around until he could see the local sheriff with his gun drawn and trained on Stan Lee’s chest. “Where’s Tara?” Clay said.

      “Tara?”

      “Yes,” Clay said. “The woman whose car is parked in the woods.”

      “You can’t shoot me, you know?” Stan Lee said, taking a step backward toward the front door. “You heard the FBI’s orders. They want me alive.”

      “Take another step and find out just how much I don’t care,” Clay said. “Now answer me. Where’s Tara?”

      “Oh, Tara?” Stan Lee said, taking another step backward. “Come with me, and I’ll show—”

      Then, without warning, Stan Lee spun around and bolted for the door.
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        * * *

      

      Newt stood up and tossed his radio on the ground, having no intention of engaging in conversation with the man inside the caretaker’s house. He knew the silence would drive him crazy—then send him into a rage.

      Which would give him plenty of time to cross the clearing.

      As Newt got nearer to the house, he noticed the shed.

      There, just inside the door, was a shovel.

      Perfect.

      Newt grabbed the shovel and made his way to the front of the house and waited just outside the door.

      He didn’t have to wait long.

      Three seconds later, the door flew open and the Leg Collector came running out.

      Newt swung the shovel, which caught the man full force directly in the chest—so hard that it literally knocked Stan Lee out of his prosthetics and sent him flying back into the house.

      Clay appeared in the doorway just as six members of the SWAT team came racing across the clearing, guns drawn, and a helicopter appeared overhead—spotlight shining down on the front of the building.

      “Wow,” Clay said. “Just like in the movies.”

      “That’s the FBI for you,” Newt said. “Not always on time to solve the crime, but always there to take the credit.”

      “Do you want me to read him his rights?” Clay asked.

      “No,” Newt said. “But it would be great if you could cuff him.”

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        FEBRUARY 28, 2011

      

      

      

      YOU’RE BACK ALREADY?” Clay said, surprised to hear Noah’s voice on the other end of the line. “I thought you said you and Alec were going to be gone for two months or something.”

      “The plan changed,” Noah said.

      “Plans tend to do that sometimes,” Clay said. “Where are you now?”

      “I’m standing outside the lighthouse, looking at a sea of yellow police tape that says Do Not Enter all over it. I asked you to watch the place, not seal it closed.”

      “Not my doing,” Clay said. “The FBI did that.”

      “The FBI?” Noah said.

      “Meet me at the restaurant in twenty minutes, and I’ll explain everything,” Clay said. “No, better yet, why don’t you come here to the station.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah sat in a hard metal seat in Clay’s office, opposite Clay, who was sitting behind the desk.

      “Well?” Noah said, clearly agitated. “What the hell is going on?”

      “Well, there’s been a bit of excitement since you’ve been gone,” Clay said. “A guy discovered the lighthouse was empty, and he decided to call it home for a couple of weeks.”

      “I thought you were going to look after the place,” Noah said, leaning forward, his eyes narrowing.

      “I did,” Clay said. “That’s how I discovered he was hiding out there.”

      “Hiding out? What do you mean, ‘hiding out’?”

      “The guy was a murderer,” Clay said. “He killed Tara.”

      “Wait, what? Tara’s dead?”

      Clay nodded.

      “Oh, my God. Jesus, Clay. I’m sorry.”

      Clay nodded. “FBI says the guy was a serial killer. Someone they’d been after since the early 1980s. Cut off their legs and kept them as trophies.”

      “Are you talking about the Leg Collector?”

      “Yep, that’s the one,” Clay said. “His real name was Stanton Lee Mungehr. Went around the South as some kind of Colonel Sanders lookalike. Called himself—”

      “—the Southern Gentleman.” Noah closed his eyes and shook his head, and then leaned back in his chair. “Jesus, Clay. You remember that thing I went to in Charleston just before Christmas?”

      “You mean that party where everyone died from the carbon monoxide leak?” Clay said.

      “Yeah,” Noah said. “I was there with him at the party.”

      “You’re shitting me?” Clay said. “Now that’s just plain weird. I mean, what are the chances, huh? You fly to a party where the guy happens to be, and then—a few months later, the same guy ends up out here hiding in your lighthouse.”

      “What are you suggesting, Clay? That—?

      Clay held up his hand. “Noah, I’m not suggesting anything. But you do have to admit, the likelihood of those two things happening—we just entered Twilight Zone stuff here.”

      Noah leaned back and went silent.

      “What else aren’t you telling me?” Clay asked. “I feel like there’s something missing.”

      Noah shrugged his shoulders. “No, that’s all I can tell you.”

      “That’s all you know, or that’s all you can tell me?” Clay said. “Big difference.”

      Noah went silent again, weighing whether he should tell Clay what happened at the Mulvaney mansion. Clay already believed in ghosts. But if he told Clay the rest of the story, he’d have to share the part about the cover up. No, he was better off keeping quiet.

      “Can’t say,” Noah said finally.

      Clay nodded. “You’re going to have to call the FBI, Noah. They’re going to want to talk to you.”

      “Yeah, I imagine they will,” Noah said. “The Southern Gentleman, where did they take him?”

      Clay shrugged. “Can’t say.”

      “Don’t know, or can’t say?”

      “Both,” Clay said.

      And then Noah really understood. “Pipi Esperanza.”

      “Who?” Clay asked unconvincingly.

      “Don’t play stupid, Clay,” Noah said. “Pipi Esperanza, deputy director of the FBI. Latina woman, short dark hair. Her fingerprints are all over this thing.”

      Clay nodded. “Yeah, she was here. Not till the last minute, though. Came in on the helicopter and flew his ass straight out of here. She imposed a total media blackout. That’s why there was nothing on the news about any of this. I got the sense they were taking him to one of those black site things—you know, where they waterboard you and keep you awake for three straight days to make you talk.”

      Clay and Noah sat in silence for a minute.

      “I’m really sorry about Tara,” Noah said finally.

      “Yeah, thanks,” Clay said. “I hope it was fast.”

      “Did he…?”

      “Cut off her legs like the rest? No, she was lucky. He only strangled her. Found her in the trunk of her car in the woods.”

      “What about the gallery?” Noah asked.

      “I shut it down yesterday,” Clay said. “What do I know about art?”

      Noah nodded. “So, am I going to be able to get in the lighthouse?”

      Clay shook his head. “Not until the FBI says it’s okay to pull down the tape.”

      “What am I supposed to do, rent a room somewhere?” Noah asked.

      “Let me make a call,” Clay said. “In the meantime, you can bunk with me.”

      

      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        MARCH 1, 2011

      

      

      

      ONE MOMENT BRUCE was standing on the mansion’s lawn watching the construction crew move the wrecking ball into position—the next he was watching a parade of six law enforcement vehicles turn into the drive and head toward the house.

      “What in the hell is going on?” Bruce asked when the South Carolina Highway Patrol officer got out of his car.

      “I’m afraid I’ve been given orders to shut you down,” the officer said.

      “Shut what down?”

      “The demolition,” the patrol officer said.

      “On whose authority?” Bruce asked. “I’ve got a permit—”

      “Not any more, sir,” the patrol officer said. “It’s been revoked as of 7:20 this morning. You need to cease and desist this demolition, or you will be arrested.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s not a historical landmark. It’s my house,” Bruce said, seated at the conference table in his lawyer’s downtown Charleston office. “How can something built in the late 
      1960s—”

      “The additions were built in the ‘60s, but the main plantation house was built in the 1850s,” the lawyer said. “Can you say antebellum?”

      “What about the house next door?”

      “The slave quarters?” the lawyer asked. “Not a chance. That tunnel between the houses—that’s part of the Underground Railroad. You don’t get any more historic than that. Not to mention the fact that you don’t own it, Bruce. I can’t believe they even issued the permit to raze it in the first place.”

      “Do we know who filed the papers to stop the demolition?”  Bruce asked.

      “Yeah, but you’re not going to like it.”

      Bruce waited.

      “The Restoring Savannah Foundation,” the lawyer said.

      “That’s not possible,” Bruce said. “I am the Restoring Savannah Foundation.”

      The lawyer shook his head. “Not any more apparently. Thirty-nine people died in your house, a bunch of them fellow board members. That puts you on the outside looking in, my friend.”

      “Wait a second,” Bruce said. “How can the foundation have standing and file suit in South Carolina in the first place? They’re a Georgia nonprofit.”

      “They hired a lawyer here in South Carolina.”

      “Damn it,” Bruce snapped. “Who did they hire?”

      The lawyer said nothing.

      “Shit,” Bruce said. “They hired you? They can’t do that—that’s a conflict of interest.”

      “Yeah, well, that would be true if I was still your lawyer.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying the partners had a meeting and decided it was in the firm’s best interest to stay clear of the impending lawsuits over the gas leak,” the lawyer said. “Pretty hard to do business in a small town like Charleston if you’re defending something like that.”

      

      
        
        WASHINGTON, DC

        MARCH 9, 2011

      

      

      

      LOCATED IN THE southeast corner of the District of Columbia, St. Elizabeths Hospital was built in 1855 by the federal government to house a growing population of indigent, mentally ill residents. At its peak, the facility housed eight thousand patients and had a fully functioning medical-surgical unit. Now it was little more than an empty shell, run by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security.

      “Ham and cheese sandwich, chips, and lime Jell-O,” the agent said as he placed the tray on the floor inside the door.

      “How long do you plan to keep me here?” Stan Lee asked. “I’m fairly certain my rights are being violated.”

      “It might be a good idea to eat it all this time,” the agent said. “You won’t be getting anything else to eat until morning.”

      “I’d like to send a message to—”

      “No,” the agent said. “Outgoing communications are not allowed.”

      “Tell Spider Boy the fly is ready to talk,” Stan Lee said.

      The agent said nothing and left.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The agent walked to the end of the hall and entered a small side room where Newt Drystad sat doing a crossword puzzle. “He asked for you, just like you said he would.”

      Newt closed the book of crossword puzzles and put his pen in his pocket.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow afternoon,” Newt said. “Don’t feed him anything else until I tell you it’s okay. Understood?”

      The agent nodded. “What do I say if he asks for you again?”

      “Tell him you delivered the message,” Newt said.

      

      
        
        PORTLAND, OREGON

        MARCH 10, 2011 – 11:45 A.M. (PST)

      

      

      

      NOAH WALKED INTO the living room of his grandmother’s house and found Kizzy in the exact same spot he’d seen her last—lying on the sofa in a wrinkled nightgown, smoking a cigarette. “They moved your father, you know,” Kizzy said. “While you were gone. Transferred him to the Oregon State Penitentiary outside of Salem.”

      “Myron’s not my father,” Noah said.

      “Whatever you say,” Kizzy said as she stubbed out the cigarette she was smoking and lit another. “Not a good place, the penitentiary—lots of mentally ill patients in there—rapists, drug addicts, gang members.”

      “Then he should fit right in,” Noah said.

      “You should visit him,” Kizzy said. “The DA is thinking about charging me as an accessory to the crime of drug trafficking. Did you know that?”

      “Is that why you’re smoking and drinking yourself to death?”

      “They’ll probably put me in a cell right next to your father.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not going to happen,” Noah said.

      “Oh, really? What, did your friend the sheriff tell you that? He’s the one who got me into this situation in the first place.”

      “No, Kizzy—you’re the one who got yourself into this mess,” Noah said. “No one else.”

      “Thanks for the support,” Kizzy said.

      “God, if Grandpa could see you now…”

      “Well, he can’t. Can he?” Kizzy said.

      Noah released a laugh and shook his head.

      “What’s so funny?” Kizzy snapped.

      “Life,” Noah said. “That’s what’s funny. Life.”

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        MARCH 10, 2011 – 2:17 P.M.

      

      

      

      ELLEN HAD JUST finished her lunch shift when she saw someone walk in that she hadn’t seen in the restaurant for a long time.

      Noah.

      “Hey,” Ellen said. “Long time, stranger.”

      Noah nodded. “Yeah. Is Carlos in the kitchen?”

      “Food doesn’t cook itself,” Ellen said.

      “Ask him to come to the office, will you?”
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        * * *

      

      “Wow, I was beginning to think you were never coming back,” Carlos said, taking a seat in the small office.

      “I’m not,” Noah said.

      “Uh, that doesn’t sound good,” Carlos said. “What’s up?”

      “I know I dumped a lot on you over the last few months,” Noah said. “I abandoned you. I’m sorry.”

      “No sweat,” Carlos said. “It’s the restaurant business. Comes with the territory.”

      “Well, it shouldn’t,” Noah said.

      “That’s okay. We’re cool, man,” Carlos said. “So what’s this about you not coming back? Please don’t tell me you’re gonna sell the place. We’ve just got things working on all cylinders.”

      “I’m not selling the restaurant,” Noah said. “But I am taking on a partner.”

      “Oh, man,” Carlos said, shaking his head. “Who you selling to?”

      “To you,” Noah said.

      “What?”

      “I want you to be my partner, Carlos,” Noah said.

      “That’s a generous offer, Noah, but financially—I doubt I could swing it.”

      Noah pulled a sheet of paper from his jacket pocket and handed it to Carlos.

      “What’s this?” Carlos asked.

      “A partnership agreement,” Noah said. “Look it over and make sure the terms are agreeable to you.”

      Carlos unfolded the paper and read it:

      Partnership Agreement:

      
        
        I, Noah Ashley, sell 50% ownership in Noah’s Bar & Grille to Carlos Menendez for the sum of $1.

      

      

      “What? No,” Carlos stammered. “You can’t be serious.”

      “You got a dollar?” Noah said.

      Carlos nodded.

      “Well, give it to me,” Noah said.

      Carlos pulled a dollar from his billfold and handed it to Noah.

      “I get free shrimp tacos whenever I want, right?” Noah said as he signed the paper.

      “What? Of course,” Carlos said. “I can’t believe it. I own a restaurant.”

      “Half a restaurant,” Noah said. “And the day-to-day operations fall on you. I’ll be here when I can. That okay?”

      “Yeah, no problem,” Carlos said.

      “Good,” Noah said standing up from behind the desk. “Come on. Let’s go tell the crew.”
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        * * *

      

      After Noah and Carlos shared the news with the staff, Ellen approached Noah. “Hey, can I get a minute?”

      “Yeah, sure,” Noah said. “I wanted to talk to you too. When do you get off?”

      “I just did,” Ellen said.

      “Good. Let’s go for a ride.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah and Ellen climbed into the red Firebird. Noah had been driving it since he’d returned from the Mulvaney event and proposed to Onyx.

      “Whose car is this?” Ellen asked.

      “My father’s,” Noah said, making a U-turn and heading down Main Street away from the restaurant.

      “The sleazy drug dealer?” Ellen said. “Oh, God, that was rude.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Noah said. “That’s what he is.”

      Ellen remained silent for a minute, obviously embarrassed.

      “What was it you wanted to talk about?” Noah asked.

      “I wanted to tell you I’m sorry for how I acted a few months back—when you went on your trip,” Ellen said. “There’s no excuse for my behavior.”

      “It’s okay,” Noah said. “I don’t hold it against you.”

      “Yeah, well, I also went out to the lighthouse and made a fool of myself with Onyx too,” Ellen said.

      “You did?”

      Ellen nodded. “Yeah. She was surprisingly nice to me, even though I didn’t deserve it. That was the night I found out the truth—about, you know...”

      Noah nodded but didn’t pursue it.

      “Anyway, that’s what I wanted to tell you,” Ellen said. “And I’m sorry that things didn’t work out for the two of you—and, no, I’m not hitting on you again.”

      “Everything between us is cool, Ellen, really.”

      Ellen nodded and looked out the window. “Where are we going?”

      “The lighthouse,” Noah said.

      “Oh.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah pulled the Firebird to a stop in front of the lighthouse and turned off the engine.

      “Why are we here?” Ellen said.

      “I needed a ride out here because I’m getting rid of the Firebird,” Noah said.

      “What, you’re selling it?”

      Noah shook his head. “No, I’m giving it to you.”

      “Me? Why?”

      “Because it needs work, and I know you’re good at that kind of thing,” Noah said.

      “Oh, my God, Noah, thank you! I sure didn’t expect this.”

      “I’ve got something else kind of unexpected to tell you,” Noah said. “But I have to swear you to secrecy first. If I tell you this, you have to promise not to tell anyone. I mean, not a soul—not Carlos, not anyone.”

      “Sure, okay,” Ellen said.

      “You remember helping my grandfather get his car running the night he died?” Noah asked.

      Ellen nodded. “Of course. I felt terrible.”

      “Well, here’s the thing—he didn’t die.”

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      “He wasn’t in the car,” Noah said.

      “But—but, I went to the funeral,” Ellen said. “There was a body in the car. The police reports said when they found the car—”

      “He picked up a hitchhiker,” Noah said. “That’s who was in the car when the tanker truck hit it and went off the cliff.”

      “So if he’s alive, where is he?”

      “I can’t tell you that,” Noah said.

      “Okay,” Ellen said warily. “So suppose I believe you. Why are you telling me this?”

      “I thought you deserved to know—in case there was any part of you that felt at all responsible for what happened that night.”

      “That’s so crazy,” Ellen said. “I’m glad you told me. Seriously, you’re not just saying this to—”

      “No, Ellen. I’m not making it up,” Noah said. “Alistar Ashley is alive.”

      

      
        
        SUPAI, ARIZONA

        MARCH 11, 2011

      

      

      

      THE HIKE FROM the bottom of the Grand Canyon to the upper rim took Quinn Cole less time than he expected. He planned for the hike to take ten hours and had completed it in nine.

      Now all he could think about was eating.

      Quinn walked another mile until he found a small roadside diner and ordered a cheeseburger and a chocolate shake.

      He’d earned it.

      The previous August, Quinn hired Graeme Kingsley to help him achieve the outrageous goal of losing 180 pounds in 180 days. He’d lost 186, bringing his weight from 407 to 221 pounds. His fat percentage went from 44 percent to 13 percent, and his blood pressure was now a consistent 124 over 78—without meds. All in seven months.

      Quinn accomplished what he’d intended, trading an addiction to food for an addiction to physical fitness. In all, he’d paid Graeme Kingsley a bit over $200,000, including the bonus he’d promised, plus travel.

      It was worth every penny.

      He’d shed himself of something else too. Three days earlier he sold the Juniper Canyon Resort & Spa to a thirty-one-year- old Internet billionaire.

      For $22 million.

      Quinn finished his meal and dropped a twenty on the table for the nine-dollar bill and went outside. Then he pulled out his cell phone and dialed Graeme. It was time to get back in the health club business and start living again.

      

      
        
        WASHINGTON, DC

        MARCH 11, 2011

      

      

      

      MR. MUNGEHR IS not a happy camper,” the agent said when Newt entered the office in the basement of St. Elizabeths Hospital.

      “Really? What happened?” Newt asked.

      “Well, for one thing, he threw one of his prosthetics at me when I brought him dinner last night,” the agent said. “And he’s threatening to sue.”

      “Who did he say he wanted to sue?” Newt asked.

      “Everyone,” the agent said.

      “No, specifically,” Newt asked.

      “Specifically? Let’s see—you, me, the FBI, the federal government, the president.”

      “He wants to sue me?” Newt asked.

      “Yep. You especially.”

      “Good, we’re getting somewhere,” Newt said.

      “So are you going in to see him?”

      “Soon,” Newt said as he turned and walked to the door. “He threw a prosthetic at you?”

      “Sure did.”

      “Did you take the leg away from him?”

      “No. Why, should I?”

      “Yeah. Better yet, take them both.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        QUANTICO, VIRGINIA – THREE HOURS LATER

      

      

      

      Newt was sitting behind his desk when Maggie stuck her head in the door. “St. Elizabeths on line one.”

      Newt nodded and picked up the phone. “This is Special Agent Drystad.”

      Newt listened.

      Nodded.

      “No, not today,” Newt said. “Tell him I’ll be there tomorrow. Yes. Thanks.”

      Newt hung up the phone and looked over at Maggie.

      And smiled.

      “He cracked?” Maggie asked.

      “Like an egg,” Newt said.

      “You’re going over tomorrow?”

      “No. Now that the egg has cracked, let’s let him fry until Wednesday.”

      “Do you want me there?” Maggie asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” Newt said. “Make sure you wear that red skirt of yours.”

      “The short one?” Maggie asked.

      “Yep,” Newt said. “The more leg you can show, the better.”

      

      
        
        NEW HAVEN, CONNECTICUT

        MARCH 14, 2011

      

      

      

      OLYMPIA COULDN’T BELIEVE how sick she felt, and the timing couldn’t have been worse. It was the first day of her new job, working on-air at a small AM talk station in New Haven, Connecticut. A certain amount of nervousness was to be expected. But the uneasiness she was feeling was way beyond the normal first-day jitters.

      She was literally sick.

      But that’s what happened when you were pregnant.

      Olympia placed the headphones over her ears and looked through the glass at the producer in the adjoining booth.

      Relax, Olympia said to herself as she listened to the final few seconds of an ad for a men’s clothing chain. Everything is going to be fine.

      The commercial ended.

      The bumper music came on.

      Olympia watched as the producer counted down to her cue on his fingers.

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      The red On Air light lit up.

      The producer pointed at Olympia through the glass.

      And she promptly threw up all over the microphone.
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        * * *

      

      To Olympia’s surprise, the station manager was extremely sympathetic when she finally reappeared from the bathroom.

      “Hey, I remember my first day,” the station owner said. “Don’t worry. You’ll come along.”

      “It’s not nerves,” Olympia said. “It’s morning sickness.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, well in that case, you’re fired.”
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        * * *

      

      Olympia dropped herself on the sofa in the living room of the small studio apartment she rented on the outskirts of New Haven—specifically to be near the new job she’d just lost—and began to cry.

      She did not want to call Graeme. It wasn’t his problem. But what was she supposed to do? She’d just lost the only job she could find.

      Nathaniel had warned her about this. “When the TV people are done with you, they don’t just let you go,” he’d said over drinks back when he was still alive. “They take you to the top of the Empire State Building and throw your ass over the railing. Watch. You’ll see.”

      Olympia reached over, grabbed her purse, and dug around until she found her cell phone. She wiped her eyes with her sleeve, and found Graeme’s number.

      As expected, the call went through to voice mail.

      Olympia waited for the beep.

      “Hey sugar, it’s me—Olympia. How’ve you been? Good, I hope? Well, listen, I got some news. It seems I’ve got myself a baby kangaroo growing in my pouch, and since you’re the only man I’ve been with, I’m thinking it’s probably yours. Call me.”

      

      
        
        WASHINGTON, DC

        MARCH 18, 2011

      

      

      

      STAN LEE WAS lying on the concrete slab in the room that had served as his home for the past twelve days, thinking about the various ways he intended to torture Newt Drystad if the opportunity ever presented itself.

      Even though he knew it never would.

      When you’re locked in a room in the basement of a building in God knows where, fantasies of taking a pair of pliers to the man who put you there were all you had.

      Stan Lee heard footsteps echoing off the concrete walls in the distance and sat up. He felt naked without his prosthetics, and his stumps ached worse than he could ever remember. They were dry and cracked to the point of bleeding. He learned early on that asking for lotion was pointless.

      Making sure he didn’t get what he asked for was part of the game that was being played.

      The footsteps grew louder. How many people? It was more than one person. That he could tell for sure.

      Then the door opened and in walked two people: Newt Drystad, and a woman in a skirt, with long slender legs that shined and shimmered in the florescent lighting as if she’d just rubbed baby oil on them.

      Well played, Stan Lee thought.

      “Well, if it isn’t Spider Boy,” Stan Lee drawled, using his well-practiced Southern Gentleman accent.

      “Let’s go,” Newt said. “We’ll come back when Mr. Mungehr has come to grips with the reality of his situation and found some manners.”

      Newt and Maggie turned and headed for the door.

      “Wait—I apologize for my rude behavior,” Stan Lee said quickly. “Please, Special Agent Drystad, continue.”

      “This is Special Agent Margaret McCord,” Newt said.

      “Ah, yes—Agent McCord,” Stan Lee said. “How nice to see you again. The last time I had the pleasure you were lying on the ground bleeding. Am I to assume your firearm was returned to you without too much nasty red tape?”

      Maggie did not respond.

      “I’m curious,” Stan Lee said. “Does Agent McCord say anything, or is she here strictly as bureau eye candy?”

      “Do you know why you’re here, Mr. Mungehr?” Newt asked.

      “By here, you mean, here—locked in a cold, empty room in an abandoned building, as opposed to having been booked, fingerprinted, and brought before a judge?”

      “Yes,” Newt said.

      “I think I can guess,” Stan Lee said. “Are we about to play Let’s Make a Deal?”

      “That depends,” Newt said.

      “On…?”

      “On how helpful you’re willing to be,” Maggie said.

      “You want to study me, is that it?” Stan Lee said.

      “See, I told you he was smart,” Newt told Maggie.

      “And if I were to agree, what’s in it for me?” Stan Lee asked.

      “What’s in it for you?” Maggie said. “Nothing, Mr. Mungehr. Not a goddamn thing.”

      “Then I’d rather go to trial,” Stan Lee said. “I’ll take my chances in a court of law before a jury of my peers.”

      “He thinks he has a choice,” Maggie said. “It’s kind of cute in a pathetic sort of way.”

      “Have you ever heard the story of ‘The Lady and the Tiger’?” Newt asked.

      “Regale me,” Stan Lee said.

      “Well, this barbaric king finds out his daughter has fallen in love with a peasant. As a punishment, the king makes the man stand in front of two doors. Behind one door is a beautiful lady who the man will be allowed to marry and live happily ever after with. Behind the other door is a hungry tiger who will maul the man to death.”

      “Quite the dilemma,” Stan Lee said.

      “Yes, to say the least,” Newt said. “But here’s the thing. Just before the man chooses which door to open, the princess learns which door has the tiger behind it and which has the lady. Which presents her with a problem of her own. Does she tell the man she loves to choose the door with the beautiful woman, which would spare her lover’s life but make her miserable—or does she send her lover to the tiger?”

      “Okay,” Stan Lee said. “I give. Which does she choose?”

      “Well, you see, that’s the thing,” Newt said. “The story has no ending. It ends right there. It’s up to each person to decide what he or she thinks the princess would do.”

      “And what does this have to do with me?”

      “You are the man in the story, Stan Lee,” Newt said. “But there is no beautiful woman. There are two doors, each with a tiger behind it. There are no good choices for you here. No matter which door you choose, you end up alone in a very dark place.”

      The room filled with silence. Remain quiet, Newt thought. Give it time.

      “When do I get my prosthetics back?” Stan Lee said finally.

      “You don’t,” Newt said.

      “What about a trade?” Stan Lee said.

      “You have nothing to trade,” Maggie said.

      “Oh, don’t I now.”

      Newt knew what was coming next. At least he hoped he did. “Yes,” Newt said. “We’ll do a trade. Legs for legs.”

      “And vanilla lotion,” Stan Lee said. “I’ll provide you with the recipe.”

      “Jergens, take it or leave it,” Newt said.

      “And if I say no?”

      “You won’t,” Newt said. “I know you better than you know yourself, Stan Lee.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “How soon do I get to meet your friend?” Newt asked.

      “Friend? I have no friends.”

      “Sure you do,” Newt said. “You know who I’m talking about—the girl. The one who smokes the Virginia Slims. I assume the Marlboros were yours.”

      Stan Lee glanced over in the corner at Kara, who shook her head and placed her finger over her lips.

      “Is she here right now?”

      “I’m tired,” Stan Lee said. “Bring me my legs, and I’ll get you that address. Oh, and one other thing…”

      “What?” Newt asked.

      “Please give my apologies to Wyatt Scrogger for the past thirty years of false incarceration,” Stan Lee said. “Tell him to enjoy his freedom, and that I said the next thirty are on me.”
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        * * *

      

      “What just happened in there?” Maggie asked as she and Newt climbed into her car in the parking lot.

      “What do you think just happened?” Newt said. “He admitted something we already suspected. That Wyatt Scrogger was framed—and he did it.”

      “No, not that—I’m talking about the leg thing.”

      “Oh, that,” Newt said. “We made a trade.”

      “A trade? For what?”

      “We give him his legs back, and he tells us where he hid Juniper Cole’s.”

      “Good going,” Maggie said as she leaned in and gave Newt a kiss on the cheek. Then she held up her left hand and waited. Newt did not respond. “God, Newt—you are like the least observant FBI agent ever.”

      “What? You mean the fact that you’re not wearing your engagement ring?” Newt asked. “I noticed you weren’t wearing it like three weeks ago.”

      “You did not.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “When?”

      “When we were on the stakeout in the woods in Oregon,” Newt said.

      “Did you notice or were you watching to see if I was still wearing it?”

      “I was watching,” Newt said.

      “For how long?”

      “Not long,” Newt said. “Only like every day.”

      “Does that mean you and I are…?”

      “What? A thing again?” Newt asked.

      Maggie nodded.

      “I don’t know,” Newt said. “That depends on what happened to Chad. Did you let him down easy?”

      “Yes, Newt,” Maggie said.

      “So he definitely knows it’s over?”

      “Yes, he knows,” Maggie said.

      “That’s good,” Newt said. “There’s nothing worse around DC than a hanging Chad.”

      “You know what, it’s stupid jokes like that that made me fall in love with you in the first place,” Maggie said.

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        MARCH 19, 2011

      

      

      

      ONYX SAT ON a large rock deep in the interior of the enormous cavern, watching the waves crash on the rocks near the entrance to the Sea Lion Caves. She’d been there for almost a month, just sitting.

      And waiting.

      Waiting for the end to come.

      Onyx held up her hand. She was so transparent now that she could see the gulls flying over the water through her skin.

      It wouldn’t be long now, she knew—a week perhaps, or maybe only days. Onyx didn’t know for sure. She’d never let herself get this close before.

      Would the end be like it was when she died the first time? Where she found herself looking down at her own body? Or would she simply be…

      Gone?

      Onyx assumed it was the latter, which was fine.

      It was time to let go—to become whatever the universe wanted her to be next. Was it possible that embracing her own death was the most important thing she would ever do?

      Then again, maybe there was no such thing as death. Maybe there was simply a change of worlds. And, if that was true, how would she ever know if she kept clinging to this one?

      Onyx thought about all the time she’d spent afraid of death. Which made no sense. She was already dead. She needed to have faith that the universe had something else in store for her.

      Something better.

      Maybe that was the key to everything. Maybe the only way to become what you’re destined to be is to let go of who you were.

      But that didn’t mean it wasn’t hard.

      Dying was hard.

      What was it her father used to say? That the hardest thing and the right thing were usually the same thing.

      Her father used to tell her how precious time was, and that she must use it wisely. “Time is a strange thing, Jitterbug. On one hand, time is free, yet on the other, it’s priceless. You never really own it, but you can do anything you want with it. You’re not allowed to save any of it up, but you can spend it. And once you’ve lost it, you ain’t never gonna get it back. Of all the gifts on God’s green earth, time is the thing we long for the most, yet—somehow or other—it always ends up being the thing we use the worst.”

      Maybe that’s what bothered Onyx the most.

      She’d been given the gift of so much time—more than most. Yet, deep down, she feared her life never amounted to anything. Other than a few paintings, what mark had she left on the world?

      What legacy had she created?

      She’d walked the earth for more than 113 years, yet it was if she’d never even existed.

      A few more days, though, and none of it would matter.

      Just a few more days.

      

      
        
        NEW HAVEN, CONNECTICUT

        MARCH 20, 2011

      

      

      

      OLYMPIA WAS LYING on the sofa, mindlessly flipping through the pages of People magazine, when her cell phone rang. She snatched the phone from the coffee table, and her shoulders sagged. It was her mother.

      Olympia let the call go to voice mail, tossed the magazine on the coffee table, and closed her eyes. Things always looked better after a nap.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Olympia had only been asleep for a few minutes when she heard someone knocking on her door.

      She knew who it was too.

      It was the landlord.

      The woman was going to be disappointed when she found out Olympia still didn’t have the rent.

      “I’m coming,” Olympia said loudly as she pulled herself off the sofa and made her way to the front door. But when she opened the door, no one was there.

      Then Olympia glanced down and saw a stuffed animal sitting on the doormat.

      A kangaroo.

      “Hello, love,” Graeme said, appearing from around the corner of the building. “So we’re having a kangaroo, are we?”

      

      
        
        WASHINGTON, DC

        MARCH 21, 2011 – 2:16 P.M.

      

      

      

      DOES HE UNDERSTAND what he’s signed up for?” Pipi asked from behind a gigantic glass desk in her new office at the main FBI headquarters.

      Newt glanced at Maggie and looked back at Pipi. “Yes,” Newt lied.

      “You’re a terrible liar,” Pipi said.

      “Well, I may have given the impression that he has no options,” Newt said.

      “Good. He doesn’t,” Pipi said.

      “I used the ‘Lady and the Tiger’ story,” Newt said.

      “So why did they move you to DC?” Maggie asked Pipi.

      “They’re grooming her for director,” Newt said.

      “Really?” Maggie said.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Pipi said. “For right now, our focus has to be on the Leg Collector.”

      “We’re not calling him that anymore,” Maggie said.

      “He’s Mr. Mungehr from now on,” Newt said. “It’s the name he likes the least.”

      “Okay. Well, I need the two of you to put your thinking caps on. We’re not going to be able to keep him at St. Elizabeths—not permanently at least.”

      “Why? I thought Homeland Security owned—”

      “They do, but they’re selling the property to the Washington Wizards.”

      “The basketball team?”

      Pipi nodded.

      “They’re planning on turning the property into a practice facility.”

      “Bad timing for us,” Maggie said.

      “How soon?” Newt asked.

      “I don’t know—they’ve just started talking, but we shouldn’t wait,” Pipi said.

      Newt already had an idea on a possible location, but decided to hold off sharing it. There was no reason to bring it up until he checked out the viability of the location.

      “Is that it?” Maggie asked.

      “No,” Pipi said. “There is one other thing.”

      Newt and Maggie exchanged a glance. Historically, whenever Pipi said there was one more thing, it was never good.

      “It’s about Beatrice Shaw,” Pipi said.

      Newt and Maggie exchanged another glance and waited.

      “I wanted to give you a heads up that we’re going to arrest her later this afternoon,” Pipi said. “And we’ve tipped Domingo Gutierrez at HLN on the time and place.”

      “A public perp walk?” Maggie said in disbelief. “For Beatrice Shaw? The caterer?”

      “I thought Domingo Gutierrez worked in Savannah?” Newt asked.

      “He did,” Pipi said. “HLN snatched him up after we gave him the exclusive on the gas leak story at the Mulvaneys. He’s national now.”

      “Wait—back up a second,” Maggie said. “Why are we arresting Beatrice Shaw? What in the hell did she do?”

      “Nothing,” Newt said.

      Pipi nodded. “Newt’s right. Partially at least. We found her stolen catering truck. A ring of low-level drug dealers in Charleston was using it. They claim they took it in trade for $500 in cash and fifty vials of liquid—”

      “—ketamine,” Newt said, finishing the sentence.

      Pipi nodded. “The catalytic converter was missing from the vehicle. They swear they got it that way, and we believe them.”

      Newt nodded but said nothing.

      “Jesus, will someone please tell me what in the hell you’re talking about?” Maggie asked in exasperation.

      “Newt?” Pipi said.

      “The deputy director is telling us that Beatrice Shaw illegally removed the catalytic converter from her catering van—most likely for the purposes of getting better gas mileage. Am I warm?”

      “Yes, keep going,” Pipi said.

      “After Stan Lee stole the van and hit Mika Flagler, he drove into Charleston and traded it to the drug dealers, assuming they’d chop it up and sell the parts. But they didn’t,” Newt said.

      “You’re getting hotter,” Pipi said.

      “So when the van was found—missing the catalytic converter—it presented an opportunity,” Newt said.

      “An opportunity for what?” Maggie said.

      “An opportunity to explain the gas leak,” Newt said. “Catalytic converters control a vehicle’s emission of carbon monoxide, nitric oxide, and toxic hydrocarbons. If the engine is left running on a vehicle that has had the catalytic converter removed, the exhaust is deadly.”

      “But we know that’s not what happened,” Maggie said.

      “Maggie,” Pipi said. “Thirty-nine rich, white people died at a charity event at the Mulvaney mansion. The media isn’t going to let the story go until they find someone to blame.”
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        * * *

      

      “I still don’t like it,” Maggie said once they were back in the car. “Serving Beatrice Shaw up on a platter like that?”

      “She served herself up when she decided to get three more miles per gallon,” Newt said.

      “God, Newt, when did you become so hard?” Maggie said. “The woman’s going to lose her business—her life will be ruined. Who is going to hire her to cater a party after being accused of killing people for better gas mileage?”

      “Don’t worry,” Newt said. “After the media gets tired of the story, Pipi will arrange to have the charges dropped and Beatrice will walk.”

      “Yeah, maybe so,” Maggie said. “But I still don’t have to like it.”

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        MARCH 23, 2011 – 3:22 P.M. (PST)

      

      

      

      IT WAS HARD for Noah to say he felt good about things right now, but he did feel lighter with so many loose ends tied up—especially the decision to give day-to-day control of the restaurant over to Carlos.

      Noah was done with his grandmother too. She’d made her bed by hooking up with a drug dealer, and she would just have to lie in it. Noah wasn’t going to save her. Nor did he plan to visit his sleazeball sperm-donor father in prison again, which was why he’d given Myron’s Firebird to Ellen. The sight of the car in the driveway was enough to turn his stomach.

      The question now was, what to do about the lighthouse?

      Noah felt no affinity for the lighthouse. It was a building like any other—bricks and wood, iron and glass. Nothing more.

      Without Onyx.

      Onyx loved the lighthouse with every fiber of her being—as if it were a living, breathing thing. Only now did Noah understand why. It was because she herself no longer was.

      So why should he stay?

      There was no reason.

      Not without her.
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        * * *

      

      Noah held his breath and then opened the door to the shed, praying his motorcycle was still there. He hadn’t been in the shed since he’d returned from the trip with Alec. For all he knew, the bike was gone—or had been impounded by the FBI as evidence.

      Noah exhaled.

      The lava-red Harley-Davidson Fat Boy was there.

      The bike wasn’t like other things. It was hard to explain, but seeing it filled him with joy. If that’s how Onyx felt about the lighthouse, then he understood.
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        * * *

      

      Noah rode south down the coast for thirty miles or so, past the city of Newport, and then turned the bike around. He wasn’t riding to get anywhere. He was simply riding to ride. And to think.

      But what was there to think about really? He’d already made up his mind. He was going to sell the lighthouse and leave Oregon. He knew that already, even before he’d climbed onto the motorcycle.

      All he was doing was delaying the inevitable.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I’ve got a lot going on here, Noah,” Bruce Mulvaney said on the other end of the line. “I don’t have time to get jacked around.”

      “I’m not jacking you around,” Noah said. “I want to sell the lighthouse.”

      “What about Onyx?” Bruce asked. “She’s not going to suddenly decide to change her mind this time, is she?”

      “No, Bruce. Onyx won’t be involved this time,” Noah said. “You’ll be dealing with only me. Onyx is gone.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize…”

      “There’s no need for you to feel bad,” Noah said. “Onyx had a long life. So how do we go about this?”

      “I’ll arrange for an appraiser to come out there. In the meantime, pull all the paperwork together—property tax records, original title, anything you’ve got—and FedEx it to my office in Orlando,” Bruce said. “Once I have everything, I’ll make you a fair and reasonable offer that’s good for both parties.”

      “Okay,” Noah said.

      “And, Noah—I am sorry to hear about Onyx,” Bruce said. “She was feisty, but I always respected her, even if I never got a chance to meet her.”
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        * * *

      

      After he hung up the phone, Noah realized finding the paperwork for the lighthouse might not be as easy as it sounded. There was no way of knowing what documents Onyx had or didn’t have, let alone where she kept them. Noah had never asked.

      The only thing Noah knew for sure was that the papers weren’t in the caretaker’s house. So assuming Onyx kept everything, they had to be over in the lighthouse—which was still sealed off with Do Not Enter tape.

      Noah had finally been given approval to enter the caretaker’s house, but not the lighthouse itself. He could call Clay but decided against it.

      It was better to beg forgiveness than ask permission.
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        * * *

      

      Noah grabbed the key off the hook and headed to the lighthouse. He pulled the yellow tape down, unlocked the door, and went inside.

      Noah turned on the light. “Holy shit,” Noah said. It looked like the aftermath of a party—dirty plates with food crusted on them, half-finished cans of soda on the piano, an empty pizza box—and the place smelled like smoke. It was so bad he might need a cleaning service before allowing the appraiser inside.

      As best as Noah could tell, there was nowhere Onyx would have kept papers in the downstairs area of the lighthouse. Unless she’d placed them inside the piano bench, which Noah thought unlikely—but he had to check.

      As expected, the area inside the seat contained nothing but sheet music and several white lace doilies. If the papers were here, they would have to be at the top of the lighthouse.

      Noah began the long, 103-step trek up the spiral metal staircase. He noticed some of the books had been pulled from the shelves and set on the stairs, as if someone had stopped every so often to read them but hadn’t bothered to put them back. Noah assumed it hadn’t been someone from the FBI.

      It had been the Southern Gentleman.

      The thought that the man had been in the lighthouse made Noah’s blood boil.

      When Noah reached the top of the staircase, he saw an even bigger mess than the foyer. Thank God Onyx wasn’t there to see what the man had done.

      It looked like burglars had ransacked the place. Papers strewn everywhere. More half-finished plates of food. Cigarette butts crushed out on the floor.

      Noah hated it when people said they felt like someone “violated their space” but now he understood.

      And then Noah saw Onyx’s red leather keepsake box on the table in the corner, the lock pried off of the front. Next to the keepsake box was Onyx’s journal.

      Lying open.

      Noah walked over to close the journal, but as he did, he saw what was written on the page:

      

      This will be my final entry.

      For the past months, I have been as close to happiness as I can ever remember.

      There is but one problem. I can’t stop thinking about what Tara said when we were shopping. And now I find myself realizing Tara was right.

      I have not had Noah’s best interests in mind. I have been selfish.

      It’s one thing to steal the remaining hours or days from someone whose life is ending, which I have done countless times over the years. But it is another to steal the best years of someone’s life… -someone who you claim to love.

      Noah has so much life ahead of him. How is it fair to expect him to spend it with someone who is dead?

      The answer is obvious.

      It is not.

      Noah deserves better.

      Then Noah saw the last two lines on the page, and his heart almost stopped.

      Perhaps it is time to go sit with the sea lions, watch one last sunset, and finally just let go.

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        MARCH 23, 2011 – 6:27 P.M. (PST)

      

      

      

      NOAH THROTTLED THE engine on the Fat Boy and pushed the gear shift upwards with his toe, moving from second to third gear as he raced south down Highway 101 toward the Sea Lion Caves.

      Why hadn’t he thought of the Sea Lion Caves earlier? He should have—because of the coupon his grandfather had given him at the club in Chicago.

      He should have known the stupid story about the candy bar was important. That it meant something.

      Everything meant something.

      “It’s an interesting story, but why are you telling me all of this?” Noah said.

      “Turn it over,” Alistar said.

      Buy One Admission. Get One Free.

      The Sea Lion Caves.

      Open every day until sunset.

      But that wasn’t all. There was an expiration date at the bottom of the coupon.

      Expires: March 23.

      No year. Just the date.

      March 23.

      Today.

      “I don’t think the clipping inside the candy wrapper was meant for me,” Alistar said. “I think it was meant for you.”

      Noah shifted into third gear and glanced at the sun as it worked its way toward the ocean, thinking about the night the four of them were on their way to the Sea Lion Caves on New Year’s Eve.

      Him, Clay, Tara, and Onyx. The four of them in Tara’s convertible, driving down the ocean in the moonlight—the car’s headlights cutting a path through the darkness—an ocean of stars overhead, the wind whipping through their hair.

      “Is there anything more beautiful than this?” Tara said loudly. “Where should we go?”

      “I’ve always wanted to go to the Sea Lion Caves,” Onyx said.

      Noah looked at Onyx in the seat next to him and felt the stir of butterflies in the pit of his stomach. It was the moment he knew he was in love with her.

      Onyx had 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.

      Noah turned to kiss her—but then Clay spotted Myron’s Firebird, and the moment was gone. They never got to the caves that night. But Noah was sure Onyx was there now.
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        * * *

      

      The Sea Lion Caves were a system of connected caverns just above sea level, accessible through a building that housed a ticket counter and a gift shop. When Noah entered, the gift shop was empty. But there was a man behind the cash register.

      “Evening,” the man said. “If you’ve come to see the sea lions, you’re just in time. We close in twenty minutes.”

      “No problem,” Noah said, pulling his wallet from his back pocket. “How much?”

      “It’s nine dollars.”

      Noah pulled a ten-dollar bill from his wallet and laid it on the counter. Then Noah laid the coupon next to the money.

      “Huh,” the man said. “I haven’t seen one of these in years.”

      “I assume it’s still valid,” Noah said. “Seeing that there’s no year on the expiration date.”

      “Yep,” the man said. “Funny story about that. The owner assumed the typesetter at the newspaper would add the year automatically, and the newspaper set the type as requested. Simple communication error. Most of life’s problems come down to that, don’t you think?”

      “So it’s still good?”

      “Yeah, but you’re alone,” the man said.

      “Good point,” Noah said—though he knew he wouldn’t be alone once he got down to the caves.

      Onyx would be there.
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        * * *

      

      Noah took the elevator down to the lower observation area of the caves, the smell of sea salt and sea lions filling the air—something he knew Onyx would not be able to detect.

      He glanced around and saw that he was alone.

      Good.

      Noah climbed over the guardrail where tourists stood to watch the sea lions lounge on large rocks and walked carefully toward the mouth of the cave. Fortunately, it was low tide and the waves were relatively calm, the only noise was the occasional protest from one of the sea lions.

      “Onyx!” he shouted.

      There was no response.

      “Onyx, I am pretty sure you’re here. Don’t ask me how I know that, but I do.” Noah paused before continuing. “I’m guessing you’re going to be pretty angry, but I read your journal again. I didn’t intend to, which is a long story—but I did. The point is I understand. I know everything now. How you feel. Why you left. About what Tara said. I know it all.

      “But you need to know something. Tara was wrong. I don’t need a conventional life. That’s not what I want. I figured that out being with you. I will never have a regular life. So don’t think your sacrifice will make me get a house in the suburbs, 2.5 kids, and a mini-van. It’s not happening.”

      Noah waited and felt a sudden anger swell inside him.

      “Listen, I know you think you’re doing the right thing. And you probably think you know better than me. Maybe you do. But what about fate, Onyx? What about that? I don’t think there are accidents anymore. The universe doesn’t make mistakes. Fate might control who walks into someone’s life, but we decide who we let walk away. And I’m not letting you walk away. You hear me? I’m not going to let you walk away so easily.”

      Noah stopped. He let the words hang in the air for a moment.

      “Oh, there’s one other thing you should know,” Noah said. “I saw my grandfather—Alistar—in Chicago. He’s alive. Can you believe that? He didn’t die in an accident. He wasn’t in the car when the truck hit it. Now he’s living his dream playing music in this jazz club in Chicago. And do you know why? Because of something you said. You told him that as long as a person had a beating heart, it was never too late to live your dreams. He told me you said that every second a person squanders not pursuing what they really wanted was an affront to an unforgiving universe.”

      Noah turned and looked out at the sun as it sunk beneath the water, the last strands of crimson stretching across the horizon before they would turn to orange, then yellow, and then be gone entirely.

      “Well, do you know what my dream is, Onyx? My dream is you. And I’m telling you right now that the story doesn’t end with you wasting away in a cave with sea lions, goddammit. It ends with you coming home, back to the lighthouse. My dream is having you by my side—the two of us together. With you making tea, and me sitting there, watching you paint another sunset. And, yes—my dream ends with you watching me get old and eventually dying—with you holding my wrinkled hand in yours. And then, Onyx—then—you can do whatever you want. Then you can let go. Then you can move on to whatever the universe has in store for you. But not now.

      “I need you, Onyx Webb. Come home to the lighthouse—to our lighthouse—where you belong. You may no longer be alive, Onyx, but you make me feel alive. I know it’s selfish of me to ask, but come home. Do it for me. Please, please come home.”

      Noah paused and waited, thinking maybe Onyx would step from the shadows of the cave.

      Praying she would.

      After a minute, his heart sank.

      Onyx did not appear.

      Maybe she was really gone.

      Maybe he’d simply been too late.

      

      
        
        WASHINGTON, DC

        APRIL 1, 2011

      

      

      

      MAGGIE WAS AT her desk making a list of the personal miles she’d driven in her FBI-issued vehicle so the bureau could deduct the appropriate amount from her paycheck. The entire process was ridiculous because of the lost productivity. But what was she supposed to do? She worked for the federal government.

      Her cell phone rang, and she answered it. “Special Agent McCord speaking.”

      “It’s James. We’ve got a problem.”

      Maggie’s heart sank. “Don’t tell me. There’s nothing there.”

      “No, there’s something here,” James said. “Unfortunately, it’s not the girl’s legs. All that’s here are a bunch of cars.”

      “What is it? A dealer’s lot?”

      “No, it’s a place called Carhenge.”

      “What?”

      “Carhenge, like Stonehenge in England, but instead of stones—”

      —they’ve got cars.”

      “Exactly. There’s thirty-nine American-made automobiles arranged in a big circle, trunk-end down in the ground—each of them painted gray like big rocks.”

      “Are you sure you’re at the right place?” Maggie said.

      “It’s 2151 County Road 59, Alliance, Nebraska,” James said. “That’s what we plugged into the GPS, and this is where it took us.”

      “Did you look inside the cars?”

      “No, Special Agent Bond and I have been playing pinochle for the last three hours,” James said. “WOf course we looked in the cars. I’m telling you the legs aren’t here.”

      

      
        
        ORLANDO, FLORIDA

        APRIL 9, 2011

      

      

      

      NEWT TOOK THE elevator to the penthouse on the thirty-first floor of the 55 West building in downtown Orlando, where Koda met him at the door.

      “You didn’t have to come all the way down here,” Koda said. “We would have flown up there.”

      “No problem,” Newt said. “It’s nice to get away from DC.”

      “Come sit,” Koda said, motioning to the sofa. “I thought you worked out of Virginia?”

      “We did,” Newt said. “We just moved over this week.”

      “My dad should be here any minute,” Koda said. “Listen, I’d like my sister to sit in with us, if that’s okay.”

      Newt took a moment, thinking about the risks of bringing yet another person into the loop. The more people who knew what they were doing, the more likely the information could leak—maybe not intentionally, but an accidental slip was just as bad.

      “Is it absolutely necessary?” Newt asked.

      “No,” Koda said. “I’m just trying to do everything I can to integrate her into the family. You know she was at the house that night, right? She already knows everything.”

      Not everything, Newt thought.

      None of them knew everything.
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        * * *

      

      Bruce, Koda, and Krissy sat in a row on the living room sofa, with Newt in a chair directly opposite them.

      “We got him,” Newt said straight out without fanfare or preamble. “The man who killed your wife, Bruce—and mother, Koda—is in custody.”

      “And my father,” Bruce said.

      “When did this happen?” Koda asked. “I didn’t see anything about it on the news.”

      “And you won’t,” Newt said. “That’s why I wanted to come here and talk to you in person. We’re handling the situation a little differently.”

      “Oh, please don’t tell me you’re going to offer this asshole a deal?” Bruce snapped.

      “The federal government will not be pursuing charges against Stanton Lee Mungehr,” Newt said.

      “So he’s not going to stand trial?” Krissy said.

      “That’s right. There will be no trial.”

      “Why not?” Krissy asked.

      “Because of the ghosts,” Koda said. “They can’t afford the chance that he might take the stand and blow the cover story.”

      Newt nodded. “That’s part of it, but not the entire reason. The other part is selfish, in that I want to study him. To determine how a serial killer becomes a serial killer.”

      “I already know how. They’re born that way,” Bruce said.

      Newt shook his head. “No, they’re not. People become serial murderers for one of two main reasons: physical trauma and/or emotional trauma. Heredity is not a factor.”

      “Well, based on that I should be a serial killer,” Bruce said. “Hell, in this family, we all should.”

      “It sounds like you’re saying all of this isn’t his fault?” Koda asked.

      “Not at all,” Newt said. “But there’s more to be gained by keeping him alive and in our control than finding him guilty and then killing him.”

      “For you maybe,” Bruce said.

      “I hate Stanton Lee Mungehr with every fiber of my being,” Newt said. “But my role in the bureau requires me to be pragmatic. We’ve been presented with the opportunity to find out what makes one of the worst serial killers in history tick—something that will give us an edge when it comes to catching the next one—and the ones after that. When you put aside your anger and your hurt, certainly you can understand that.”

      “So that’s it? We’re supposed to set our emotions aside, and he escapes justice. Just like that?” Bruce said, shaking his head.

      “Who said anything about escaping justice?” Newt asked. “Just because we don’t hang a guilty sign around his neck or give him the death penalty doesn’t mean he won’t suffer. That’s what you want, right? For him to suffer?”

      Bruce, Koda, and Krissy all remained silent.

      “He thinks he’s getting the better of us—and, in the short run, maybe he is—it’s the long term that matters. I know his profile. Wait, check that. I wrote his profile. I know everything there is to know about him. I know things about him even he doesn’t know. His entire sense of self-worth relies on his ability to control and dominate another human being to feel powerful and important. Right now, he thinks he’s winning—because he’s still getting a lot of attention. He thinks he still matters. He thinks he’s getting headlines and that the world is talking about him. But eventually, Stan Lee will realize the truth. In a year or two, he’ll wish he’d gotten the electric chair.”

      “I want to see him,” Bruce said finally.

      Newt nodded. “I was fairly sure you’d ask.”

      

      
        
        NAPA VALLEY, CALIFORNIA

        MAY 23, 2011

      

      

      

      BRUCE AND KRISSY made their first trip together to Krissy Vineyards in Napa. The good news was that the winery had continued operating in Chloe’s absence without skipping a beat—due in large part to how everyone pulled together after her death.

      The bad news was they didn’t much like the idea of Chloe’s business partner, Bruce Mulvaney, taking over—a man who they considered “just a money guy” with no idea about wine.

      “Let me handle things,” Krissy said when she and Bruce got to the winery. “Okay?”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, Krissy had everyone gathered in the main house.

      “First, I wanted to say thank you to everyone for everything you guys have done over the last five months,” Krissy said. “The winery would have shut down without you, and I know my mom would be so happy.”

      Krissy paused, her eyes suddenly welling with tears. She took a deep breath and continued.

      “Next, as I’m sure you are aware, my mother’s business partner—Bruce Mulvaney—will be taking over the day-to-day operations of the winery,” Krissy said. “Bruce is committed to maintaining the standards of excellence my mother demanded of everyone, including herself. So I would like to think each of you will give him the same respect and loyalty.”

      Again, the workers nodded, but said nothing.

      “Lastly, as a token of our appreciation, Bruce will be writing everyone a bonus check of $5,000 for helping us through this difficult period.”

      Suddenly there were smiles all around. Krissy turned and looked at Bruce, who smiled and raised his eyebrows in apparent surprise.

      “Oh, and one more thing,” Krissy said, walking over and putting her arm around Bruce’s waist. “Bruce Mulvaney is my father.”

      

      
        
        SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

        JUNE 5, 2011

      

      

      

      SO, WHAT DO you think?” Robyn asked when she and Koda finished painting the final portion of the living room.

      “Honestly? It looks amazing,” Koda said. “If anyone had told me a year ago I’d paint the inside of a room by myself, rather than hiring someone to do it, I’d have told them they were nuts.”

      “Teal, no less,” Robyn said.

      Koda nodded. “Yeah, you were right about the color. It looks great in here with the wall knocked out too—opened the whole room.”

      “Livable?” Robyn asked.

      Koda glanced around and nodded. “Yeah.”

      “So?”

      “So, what?”

      “So I’m asking if you want to live here?” Robyn said. “You and me.”

      “I thought we were just helping my dad get it ready to put on the market?” Koda said.

      “Yeah, I know. But after doing all the work—doing it together—it just feels like ours,” Robyn said. “This place is better than any fantasy house I ever dreamed of owning. I’m not sure I want to let it go.”

      “Even though it was Mika’s?”

      Robyn nodded.

      “And even with all the—?”

      “Yeah. I can’t explain it, but the idea that so many things happened here, in this space, well—it kind of gives it a sort of charm.”

      “A creepy charm,” Koda laughed.

      “So, are you going to tell me the real reason we took a couple months refurbishing this house?” Robyn said.

      “What do you mean? I told you, we’re helping my dad—”

      “Stop it, Koda,” Robyn said. “We both know you could have made a phone call and hired someone to handle it.”

      Koda nodded. “You’re right. I could have.”

      “So, why did you have us do it?”

      “I guess I thought that with everything that’s happened we needed something to focus on other than ghosts and dying.”

      Robyn nodded. “That’s what I thought. So, do you think your dad would let us buy the place?”

      “Buy it? If I tell him we want it, he’ll just transfer the title over to us,” Koda said. “You’re going to have to get used to being married to a billionaire.”

      “Well, maybe that’s because I’m not married to a billionaire,” Robyn said.

      “Yet,” Koda said.

      Robyn eyed Koda for several seconds. “Was that a proposal?”

      “I didn’t know I had to propose,” Koda said.

      “I’m easy, Koda, but I’m not that easy,” Robyn said. “If you want to get this girl, the holy trinity of proposal activities will need to be involved.”

      “The holy trinity?”

      Robyn nodded. “Yes. An amazing dinner, an exceptional bottle of wine, and a very big ring.”

      

      
        
        KEY WEST, FLORIDA

        JUNE 13, 2011

      

      

      

      TOMMY BILAZZO SLID into the corner booth of his favorite restaurant, a small Cuban joint six blocks from his house that catered mostly to locals. A moment later, a young girl with pink hair placed a cup of coffee and a slice of key lime pie in a to-go container on the table, smiled, and left.

      The smile was because she’d gotten to know Tommy intimately—not because they were sleeping together, but because she’d been bringing him the same cup of coffee for over fifty years. Because they were both dead. It doesn’t get much more intimate than that.

      Many famous people have called Key West home at one time or another—President Harry Truman, railroad tycoon Henry Flagler, Tennessee Williams, Ernest Hemmingway—the list went on and on. Remarkable people, each seeking something.

      Maybe that’s what Tommy liked about Key West. The rich mix of ethnicities and diverse careers, hobbies, and lifestyles. Cigar rollers. Fishermen. Photographers, philanthropists, and pirates. Freethinkers and non-thinkers. Tourists and treasure hunters who’ve come to scour the sea bottom for sunken galleons filled with gold and jewels.

      Gay. Straight. Dead.

      All of it made Key West the perfect place to blend in and hide from the world. And from yourself.
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        * * *

      

      The small bell on the door dinged, and Tommy looked up to see a biker-type. His arms covered in tattoos.

      The biker looked over and nodded. Tommy nodded back.

      The man wasn’t a ghost. The tattoos were a dead giveaway (no pun intended). Tattoos didn’t take on a ghost’s skin. Something to do with coming back as the most perfect version of yourself, Tommy assumed.

      The man was probably a drug dealer.

      Which was none of Tommy’s business.

      Tommy went back to swirling his spoon in his coffee cup, and then heard the bell ding again. This time when he looked up he saw the man he’d been waiting for—a man in a dark suit and a bowler hat.
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        * * *

      

      “Interesting place,” Stormy Boyd said, sliding into the booth opposite Tommy.

      “Yeah, that’s Key West,” Tommy said. “First time down?”

      Stormy nodded.

      Tommy signaled the waitress with the pink hair, and she walked over to the booth.

      Stormy nodded and then went still. He couldn’t hear the girl’s heartbeat. “How long?” Stormy asked.

      “1922,” the girl said.

      “How?”

      “I drowned,” the girl said. “What about you?”

      “World’s Fair in 1904,” Stormy said. “I made a pact with God to trade my life for a dying girl, a bit younger than you. I don’t think I realized the sacrifice I was making until it was too late.”

      “Too bad there wasn’t a guy like you around when I needed him,” the girl said with a half-smile. “What can I get you?”

      “I’ll have the same.”

      “I see why you like it down here,” Stormy said as the girl trotted off. “What percentage of the people do you think—?”

      “—are dead? I dunno. Higher than most.”

      Stormy nodded. “What about you? How’d you go?”

      “Me? How’d I die?” Tommy asked. “Typical mob hit—shot, chopped up, and put in suitcases. So, what did you wanna talk about?”

      “I was thinking about moving down this way—perhaps hanging out a shingle.”

      “Private dick?” Tommy asked as the waitress set another cup of coffee and slice of key lime pie on the table in front of Stormy.

      Stormy nodded but said nothing.

      “Why you tellin’ me this? You don’t need my permission to set up shop,” Tommy said. “Hell, down here you don’t need anyone’s permission for anything.”

      “I wasn’t asking permission,” Stormy said. “I wanted to know if you wanted to be my partner.”

      “That’s a flattering offer, but I ain’t gay.”

      “Well, I am,” Stormy said.

      “Huh,” Tommy said. “You ever come out?”

      “I just did,” Stormy said.

      “Not before?”

      Stormy shook his head.

      “Why not earlier?” Tommy asked.

      Stormy shrugged. “Being gay a hundred years ago wasn’t quite as fashionable as it is today—not the kind of thing one shared with the public, telling the truth could get you killed.”

      “But you were already dead,” Tommy said.

      “Once you start telling a lie, it’s hard to stop,” Stormy said, lifting his coffee cup to his lips and pretending to take a sip. “But you know what I mean, don’t you?”

      “So, this private eye thing?” Tommy asked, ignoring the comment. “What would we do? Stakeouts and shit?”

      Stormy nodded. “We are particularly well-suited for stakeouts. Don’t you think?”

      “Never thought about it before, but yeah—not needing to sleep is a definite asset,” Tommy said. “Besides, I ain’t got nothin’ else planned for the next one hundred years.”

      “Good,” Stormy said. “I’ve got a question.”

      “Shoot.”

      “Why the pie?” Stormy said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I get why you order the coffee,” Stormy said. “I do the same thing when I’m out in public, but why the pie?”

      “There’s a homeless guy about two blocks from here,” Tommy said. “He likes key lime pie, especially for breakfast.”

      “Well, then it’s his lucky day, isn’t it?” Stormy said, then slid his pie across the table, allowing his hand to linger on the table.

      Finally—after nearly a century of denial, Tommy reached across the table.

      

      
        
        WASHINGTON DC

        JULY 21, 2011

      

      

      

      PIPI ESPERANZA KNEW it was time to clean up the last of the mess that had been created by the ghost attack at the Mulvaney mansion eight months earlier. Loose ends were dangerous—even the thinnest overlooked thread could tangle you up.

      There was also the upcoming announcement.

      Pipi picked up the phone and dialed.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s up?” Maggie asked when she entered Pipi’s office.

      “Let’s wait for Newt,” Pipi said. “He’ll be here in a minute.”

      “I’m going to grab some coffee then. You want anything?”

      Pipi did not respond.

      “Sorry,” Maggie said. “Habit.”
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        * * *

      

      Maggie returned to Pipi’s office five minutes later with two cups of coffee in a cardboard tray and found Newt and Pipi smiling and laughing. “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing,” Newt said.

      “Yeah, it’s nothing,” Pipi said, holding back a laugh.

      “Doesn’t sound like nothing,” Maggie said, clearly irritated.

      “I’ll tell you later,” Newt said.

      “Like hell you will,” Pipi said. “Private conversations are called that for a reason.”

      “Yes, Director,” Newt said.

      “Director?” Maggie said, taking the chair next to Newt.

      Pipi nodded. “Yes. Effective September 15. Not a word to anyone, understood? The president will be making the announcement in a few weeks.”

      “So what are we talking about this morning?” Newt asked.

      “I wanted to let you know we’re dropping the charges against Beatrice Shaw,” Pipi said.

      “It’s about time,” Maggie said.

      “Yeah, well, her arrest served a greater purpose,” Pipi said.

      “If you say so,” Maggie said, taking a sip of her coffee.

      “I do say so,” Pipi said. “Sometimes sacrifices have to be made for the greater good.”

      “When?” Newt asked.

      “Soon,” Pipi said. “In the meantime, there are a few things I need the two of you to do for me.”

      “Why do I get a feeling I’m not going to like this?” Maggie said.

      “Because you’re not,” Newt said.

      “He’s right,” Pipi said. “You probably won’t.”

      “I’m not breaking the law,” Maggie said.

      “You had your service weapon taken twice in less than a year, and I kept both events out of your file,” Pipi said. “You’ll do whatever I ask you to do.”

      Maggie went silent.

      “What is it?” Newt.

      “I need for the two of you to clean up everything to do with the ghost situation at the Mulvaney mansion,” Pipi said. “And I mean everything. Scrub the files of any report that mentions anything of a paranormal nature. Everything has to point to the gas leak. And there can be nothing that suggests we took Stanton Lee Mungehr into custody. Oh, and I want all physical evidence collected gone—like the knife Mungehr used to stab Declan Mulvaney—everything has to get cleared out.”

      Maggie leaned forward. “I don’t see the reason—”

      “Pipi’s saying that once the announcement has been made, there’s going to be scrutiny over everything she’s ever touched. She needs to know there’s nothing that can trip her up, right?”

      Pipi nodded.

      “Okay,” Newt said. “But there’s one thing you need to know.”

      “What?” Pipi asked.

      “I told Bruce Mulvaney I’d let him see Stan LeeMungehr,” Newt said.

      “How does Mulvaney even know we have him?” Pipi said.

      “We told him,” Maggie said.

      Pipi shook her head. “Jesus Christ.”

      “I had to,” Newt said.

      “No, you didn’t,” Pipi said. “You didn’t have to—you wanted to.”

      The room went quiet.

      “Fine,” Pipi said finally. “You take care of the loose ends like I asked, and you can take Bruce to see him. But total secrecy at all times.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are we really going to do this?” Maggie asked once she and Newt left Pipi’s office.

      “I’ll do it,” Newt said. “There’s no reason to get your hands dirty.”

      “No, I’ll help,” Maggie said. “But I want to know one thing.”

      “Okay.”

      “What were the two of you laughing about when I came in the office?” Maggie asked.

      “Oh, that?”

      “Yes, Newt, that.”

      “I told Pipi you and I were back together,” Newt said.

      “You told Pipi we’re a couple again?”

      “Yep.”

      “Why?”

      “That waySo she Pipi knew she no longer didn’t hadve to transfer Chad to Fargo anymore,” Newt said.

      

      
        
        ST. LOUIS, MISSOURI

        AUGUST 2, 2011

      

      

      

      THE HEAD CURATOR of the St. Louis World’s Fair Museum climbed the ladder and reached out to adjust the spotlight on the glass case below. Then he climbed back down and checked to see if he’d positioned it properly. Yes, it was perfect.

      The item in the case was a six-inch knife. Engraved on the blade were the words First Place, Landers, Frary & Clark Hunting Competition, 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair.

      The knife arrived in a box in the mail several days earlier. There was no card or letter inside.

      Just the knife.

      No return address.

      The only indication of where the knife came from was the Washington, DC, postmark.

      The curator gazed at the knife and shook his head in wonder. The knife was weathered and worn, as if it had been places. Seen things. Been used.

      Where had it been for the past the 107 years? In whose hands had the knife been held? How had it been used? Did someone hunt with it? Kill a deer maybe? These were questions that would probably never be answered.

      The only thing the curator knew for sure was that the knife was one of the most extraordinary donations they’d ever received.

      “Your travels are over,” the curator told the knife, as if it could somehow hear him. “Welcome home.”

      

      
        
        MIDLOTHIAN, ILLINOIS

        AUGUST 20, 2011

      

      

      

      VIJAY SHARMA WAS sitting in a chair in his trailer having his makeup done when a production assistant ran in and told him the news. “We just found suitcases filled with bones!”

      “A suitcase filled with bones?” Sharma said.

      “No. Three of them—three suitcases, each with bones in them!”

      In a matter of seconds, a run-of-the-mill on-location broadcast from a cemetery had turned into the chance for a ratings bonanza.

      Sharma desperately needed a hit. His show—How Stupid Can You Be?—hadn’t had anything over a 2.9 Nielsen since the premier episode almost two years earlier. Sharma thought viewers had tuned in to see him that night. They hadn’t. They’d tuned in to see the sexiest man in the world—billionaire playboy, Koda Mulvaney.

      Now he had bones. And if there was one thing he knew from twenty years in TV, it was that the only thing better than a sexy body was a dead one.

      “Show me,” Sharma said.
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        * * *

      

      Bachelor’s Grove Cemetery was located near the city of Midlothian, Illinois, thirty miles south of Chicago and well-known for its history of ghost sightings and paranormal phenomenon.

      Originally built in 1834, the cemetery was abandoned long ago, which made it the perfect make-out spot for teenagers. And as everyone knows, nothing makes a girl slide closer to a boy than a good ghost story. After that, anything could happen—including ghost sightings—the most famous of which was reported by Sheldon Newkirk and his underage girlfriend. Her name was withheld for obvious reasons.

      Newkirk insisted that, while the couple was sitting and talking in his car at the edge of the lake, an apparition walked out of the water and approached their car. When pressed for a description, all the couple could say was that the man was very large. And wet.

      That was in the spring of 1970. After that, reports of sightings increased considerably. As did the number of teenagers making out in the cemetery.

      All of which gave Vijay Sharma the idea to challenge six young couples to sit in their cars in the cemetery overnight, with Sharma roaming the area and providing the play-by-play.

      Now, as luck would have it, one of the production interns spotted a suitcase floating in the water only feet from the shore. When he waded out to pull it ashore, he discovered it was tied to two additional suitcases.

      Sharma looked down at the three open suitcases. “Dear God, we’ve got three dead bodies,” Sharma said with glee. “Let’s get someone over here to start filming.”

      “I don’t think there are three bodies,” the intern said. “See, one case has a skull in it. Another has the feet. I think it’s one person who got chopped up and put in three cases.”

      “Even better,” Sharma said.

      “So what about the kids?” the production assistant asked.

      “Send them home,” Sharma said.

      “Uh, shouldn’t we call the police?” the intern asked. “I mean, unless whoever this is chopped themselves up, we’ve got a murder here.”

      “You’re right,” Sharma said, looking up at the darkening sky. “We need to call the police. But not until the sun goes down. Flashing police lights are a lot more dramatic in the dark.”

      

      
        
        BALTIMORE, MARYLAND

        AUGUST 24, 2011

      

      

      

      AS INSTRUCTED, BRUCE, Koda, and Robyn stood near the elevators on the lower level of the parking garage at the Sheraton Inner Harbor Hotel, which was where they’d been instructed to stay.

      “What do we do now?” Robyn asked.

      “Nothing,” Bruce said. “We wait.”

      Seconds later, a windowless cargo van pulled to a stop and the door slid open. A man in a dark suit and sunglasses sat in the passenger seat.

      “Get in,” he said.

      Bruce, Koda, and Robyn climbed into the van.

      “Put your seatbelts on,” the man said.

      “This thing looks like a prisoner transport,” Robyn said under her breath as she clicked her seatbelt closed.

      “It is,” the man said.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        WASHINGTON, DC

      

      

      “I hope the ride over wasn’t too bad,” Newt said when the van arrived in the underground garage of St. Elizabeths Hospital.

      “It seems like a lot of trouble for secrecy,” Bruce said. “None of us intend to say anything to anyone.”

      “Yes, I’m sure you don’t,” Newt said. “No one intends to slip on a wet floor either, but accidents happen. Come on, and watch your step—there’s a lot of debris in the hallway, and some of the lights are out.”
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        * * *

      

      Bruce, Robyn, and Koda followed Newt through a labyrinth of dingy, litter-strewn hallways, the building obviously abandoned for some time.

      Newt stopped outside a closed door and knocked once, paused, and then knocked three more times.

      A moment later, a man in a military-style uniform opened the door and the four of them entered. “In or out, sir?” the man asked.

      “Out, please,” Newt said.

      The man nodded and exited the room, closing the door behind him.

      The room was empty except for a row of metal folding chairs facing a wall, which was covered with a curtain. “Have a seat, and I’ll explain the rules.”

      Bruce, Koda, and Robyn sat down.

      “Mr. Mungehr is in the room on the other side of a mirrored wall behind this curtain. He is restrained. Bruce will be the only one going in. Koda and Robyn, you will stay here in these chairs for the entire meeting, which you can watch through the two-way mirror. You’ll also be able to hear the conversation,” Newt said, pointing at a set of speakers above the mirrors. “Are there any questions?”

      “Yes,” Bruce said. “How long have I got?”

      “Thirty minutes,” Newt said. “This will be the only time you will ever see Mr. Mungehr again. Make it count.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t suppose you’ve got a cigarette?” Stan Lee asked after Bruce had settled into the chair across from him.

      “I don’t smoke,” Bruce said. “But you know that already, don’t you? From all your years of watching.”

      “Yes, I know everything—brother.”

      “We’ve got thirty minutes,” Bruce said. “Let’s not waste it with childish insults.”

      “You’ve got thirty minutes,” Stan Lee said. “I’ve got all the time in the world.”

      “Where are your legs?” Bruce asked.

      “Out in a corn field,” Stan Lee said. “How’s the knee?”

      “I meant your prosthetics,” Bruce said.

      “They took them away,” Stan Lee said.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. You should ask Special Agent Drystad,” Stan Lee said.

      “So is that why you kill women and take their legs?” Bruce asked. “Is that why you do it? Because you lost yours?”

      “Everyone collects something,” Stan Lee said. “What was it Declan collected? Oh, yeah. Stolen art. I’m the one who turned him in, you know. The tunnel led from my house straight into the hidden art room in the basement. But you know that now, don’t you?”

      “Tell me about my mother,” Bruce said.

      “Is that what you want to spend your precious thirty minutes talking about? Mommy?”

      Bruce remained silent.

      “What’s to tell?” Stan Lee said. “She was a stripper raising two boys, and she died too young.”

      “Keep going.”

      “No,” Stan Lee said. “I want to ask you a question. If you answer it honestly, I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

      “What?”

      “How did it feel watching Declan die? Sadly, I had to run and didn’t get to stick around to enjoy it.”

      “You are one sorry excuse for a human being, aren’t you?” Bruce said.

      “That isn’t an answer to my question,” Stan Lee said. “Tell me how it felt, or it’s going to be a quiet twenty-six minutes.”

      “Devastating, like I’d been stabbed myself.”

      “Good,” Stan Lee said. “So what do you want to know about your mother?”

      “Anything. Everything. What she was like,” Bruce said. “How she died. Did she love my father?”

      “Yes, we both did. When Declan came into our lives, I thought the man hung the moon,” Stan Lee said. “Everything in my life got better when he arrived. For a time.”

      “For a time? What changed?”

      “What changed? What changed is that he abandoned us.”

      “He left to pursue a business opportunity in Orlando.”

      “Call it what you want, Bruce. He left without any way to reach him—for two years. She was alone with a new baby. You. With no job and no money.”

      “So how did you get by?”

      “She took a job working at a bowling alley that was also a strip club,” Stan Lee said. “That’s how Rocky Dredge got his hooks into her.”

      “Dredge? He’s the one who killed her?”

      “You know about that?”

      “Declan left a tape when he died,” Bruce said. “I know about everything.”

      “You don’t know everything,” Stan Lee said.

      “What don’t I know? Tell me.”

      “You’re named after Lenny Bruce. Did you know that?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Were you there when she was murdered?” Bruce asked.

      “Yes,” Stan Lee said. “So were you.”

      “I was?” Bruce said, clearly shocked. “I don’t remember.”

      “How could you? You were only two years old,” Stan Lee said.

      “How did it happen?” Bruce said.

      “It was my tenth birthday. I remember we got a box in the mail. Gifts from Florida. From Declan,” Stan Lee said. “A game. Scrabble. And Superman comic books. And a heart-shaped necklace for her. She asked me to help her put the necklace on. Then Rocky showed up.”

      “Where was I?” Bruce asked.

      “You were over in the corner in your crib.”

      “Go on.”

      “Rocky thought she’d taken money from him. They fought. I tried to get him off her, but he was too strong. He punched her, and she went down. Hit her head, and that was it.”

      “My crib, was it red?” Bruce asked.

      “We bought it at a Salvation Army store. I painted it. You remember the crib?”

      Bruce nodded. “And I think I remember you too.”

      “You remember me?”

      “Yes,” Bruce said. “I had a mobile with paper spiders. Right? You used to read to me? Itsy bitsy spider crawled up the water spout…”

      “Yeah, well you cried a lot, and I had to do whatever I could to shut you up,” Stan Lee said.

      “What happened to us after that?” Bruce asked.

      “They took us to the orphanage out at the Dunning Asylum,” Stan Lee said.

      “And what then?”

      “Declan came for you, and he left me behind,” Stan Lee said. “That’s what. He abandoned me again.”

      “That’s not what happened,” Bruce said, shaking his head.

      “Yes, it is,” Stan Lee said. “I stood in the window and watched him carry you to the silver sports car and drive off with you.”

      “He asked for you. The people at the hospital told him you were dead.”

      “That’s a lie,” Stan Lee said.

      “Damn it, he tried to get you. Jesus, is that why you killed him?” Bruce said, standing up, his chair shooting out from behind him. “You killed him for nothing? For something he didn’t do?”

      Stan Lee remained quiet.

      “And what about my wife? What about Nisa?” Bruce said, his face turning red. “Why did you kill her? Just to get back at me?”

      “Yes,” Stan Lee said.

      “But why? What did I do to you? What did Koda do to you? We didn’t even know you existed.”

      “Admit it, Stan Lee. You fucked up,” Kara said from the far corner of the room.

      Stan Lee turned and glared at Kara.

      “What are you looking at?” Bruce asked.

      “He’s right, you know,” Kara said. “All those years—the hatred, the stalking—and for what? For nothing.”

      “Shut up,” Stan Lee said to the empty corner of the room.

      “Who are you talking to?”

      The door opened, and Newt stepped into the room. “I think we’re done here,” Newt said, grabbing Bruce by the elbow. “Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      “Jesus Christ! He’s nuts, isn’t he?” Bruce said once he and Newt joined Koda and Robyn on the other side of the two-way mirror. “He was talking to some invisible person.”

      “Her name is Kara,” Newt said. “She’s his tulpa.”

      “His what?” Koda asked.

      “His tulpa,” Newt said. “Kara is an entity Stan Lee created for coping with the world around him. The tulpa can act independently from him—a parallel consciousness with its own free will and emotions and complex personality—separate from Stan Lee’s entirely.”

      “Kids have imaginary friends,” Bruce said. “Not adults.”

      “Yes, normal children who have the capacity to assimilate into the world grow out of it,” Newt said. “But in Stan Lee’s case, that assimilation never took place. It got interrupted—first by seeing his mother murdered, and then the trauma at the asylum. My best guess is that’s the moment Kara took over. This is the reason we didn’t want to go to trial. We need to study him. No other serial killer like him has ever existed.”

      “He was wrong,” Robyn said, interrupting the conversation.

      “Wrong about what?” Koda asked.

      “He thinks he killed Declan,” Robyn said. “He didn’t.”

      “Yes, Of course he did,” Bruce said. “I was there. I saw him—”

      “You saw Declan get stabbed. You didn’t see him die,” Robyn said. “I did. I was there. Declan didn’t die from being stabbed.”

      “What are you talking about?” Koda asked.

      “Declan’s condition stabilized in the ambulance,” Robyn said. “But he asked Tommy to—to—”

      “To what?” Bruce said.

      “To take him,” Robyn said. “The way ghosts take people—like they did at the party.”

      “But why?” Bruce asked.

      “Declan was sick, Bruce. He was dying,” Robyn said. “He was tired of being in pain, so he asked his best friend to take him. And Tommy did.”

      

      
        
        OGALLALA, NEBRASKA

        SEPTEMBER 2, 2011

      

      

      

      STEP RIGHT UP, all you hungry treasure seekers!” the auctioneer shouted as the manager of the Store-It-Cheap rental facility took a power saw to the lock on the metal roll-up door behind him. “You never know what hidden gems might be waiting on the other side!”

      “Jesus, Bill, this ain’t Storage Wars,” one of the three people gathered in the hallway said. “It’s just me, Fred, and Susan—and Susan is with Fred. Get on with it, will you?”

      Moments later, the saw finished buzzing its way through the lock. “Okay, let’s see what we have,” the auctioneer said.

      The manager grabbed the handle and rolled the metal door all the way up, revealing a virtually empty unit.

      Except for one thing.

      A blanket was covering something sitting on the floor in the middle of the room.

      “The bidding will start at five dollars,” the auctioneer said.

      “Damn it, Bill, how in the hell are we supposed to know how much to bid if we can’t see anything but a damn blanket?” Fred said.

      “Not my problem, Fred,” the auctioneer said. “That’s the idea of the thing—you take your chances. Sometimes you get lucky, and sometimes you get squadoosh.”

      “Fine. I’ll bid five dollars.”

      “Do I hear ten? Ten dollars? Who knows what treasure may be hidden beneath? Do I hear—?”

      “It’s Ogallala, Bill,” Susan said. “Now, Fred is offering you five dollars. Do you want it or not?”

      The auctioneer shook his head. “I’m just trying to make a living here, folks. Sold for five dollars to Fred and Susan.”

      “Well, go on and uncover whatever it is,” the manager said. “I’ve got paperwork to do.”

      Fred walked over, grabbed the corner of the blanket, and pulled it away. Everyone gasped when they saw a large glass container with a pair of severed legs floating in the liquid inside it.

      “Dear God, Almighty,” the manager said. “The auction is cancelled. I think we’re going to need to call the police.”

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        SEPTEMBER 10, 2011

      

      

      

      THE OBITUARY FOR the passing of George Dietz ran on page three of the Crimson Cove Gazette. The paper said he died of old age, with his two adult children—Aaron Dietz and Abigale Dietz-Sloan—at his bedside.

      Page six had an interview with Aaron and Abigale about the future of the Dietz Theater. “We want to assure the residents and fellow merchants of Crimson Cove that the Dietz Theater will continue operating exactly as it has for over half a century. Our father would have wanted it that way.”

      Despite filming Onyx roaming the woods seventy years earlier, George was a good guy. His kids, however, were opportunists. They would undoubtedly find some way to capitalize on their father’s passing.

      As if on cue, Clay turned the page and saw their full-page ad.

      
        
        In Honor of Their Father’s Passing, Aaron and Abigale Dietz are pleased to announce the Seventieth Anniversary Onyx Webb Film Festival!

        January 19 – 22, 2012

      

      

      Clay closed the paper.

      It was time for a trip out to the lighthouse.
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        * * *

      

      Clay pulled the cruiser to a stop fifty-feet from the caretaker’s house, which looked dark. Clay could hear music drifting from the lighthouse, though, so he walked in that direction.

      He climbed the stairs and stood outside the door, but waited before knocking—listening to see if he could hear voices.

      He didn’t—only the music.

      All alone, unknown they find me,

      Memories like these remind me

      Of the girl I left behind me,

      Down on Moonlight Bay.

      The song sounded old. Nothing he recognized.

      Clay knocked on the door and waited. A few seconds later, the music stopped. Then the door opened.

      “Clay,” Noah said. “What’s up?”

      “Well, hello to you too,” Clay said. “You going to invite me in?”

      “What can I help you with, Clay?” Noah said.

      “I see the roses are blooming again,” Clay said, motioning toward the bushes by the caretaker’s house. “Nice when you can get two blooms out of them. Too bad Onyx isn’t here to see them.”

      “Is that what you came all the way out here for? To talk about roses?”

      “No, I surely didn’t,” Clay said. “Actually, I came out to deliver some news.”

      “News? About what?” Noah asked.

      “George Dietz passed away,” Clay said.

      “Okay.”

      “There’s more,” Clay said. “The Dietz kids, Aaron and Abigale, are planning a Seventieth Anniversary Onyx Webb Film Festival in January.”

      Noah said nothing.

      “Last one they had was ten years ago for the sixtieth,” Clay said. “One hell of a mess, that was—couple thousand people flooding in from all over, making a mess, out late partying.”

      “So stop them,” Noah said.

      “Wish it were that easy,” Clay said. “People are going to be camping out down on the beach, traipsing through the woods all hours of the day and night, trying to see if they can get a glimpse of Onyx.”

      Noah said nothing.

      “You haven’t seen Onyx lately, have you?” Clay asked.

      Noah pointed over Clay’s shoulder to the row of headstones on the far edge of the clearing. “She’s right over there, Clay. I see her every day.”

      Clay glanced over his shoulder at the graves, and then back at Noah. “Come on, Noah. You know what I’m asking.”

      “Yes, I do,” Noah said.

      “Killings have picked up again,” Clay said. “A few out by the Sea Lion Caves. Couple more up north in Lincoln City, and down south near Newport.”

      “What do you care?” Noah asked. “None of that is in your jurisdiction.”

      “You’re right. Technically, it’s not,” Clay said. “But anything that happens in or around the cove tends to get my attention.”

      “Sometimes things are better left alone,” Noah said. “At least between friends they are.”

      “Is that what we are, Noah?” Clay asked. “Friends? You don’t come to town. We haven’t so much as had a beer in six months.”

      “I appreciate the heads up, Clay. I really do,” Noah said. “Thanks for coming by.”

      “You’ll let me know if you want to grab a beer sometime, huh?”

      Noah remained silent.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Clay said. “Well, if you get lonely out here, you’ve got my number.”
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        * * *

      

      Noah waited for Clay to leave and then went to the shed and located the pruning shears. He cut one of the red roses and brought it to the kitchen inside the caretaker’s house.

      Noah pulled a bud vase from the cabinet and rinsed it out, and then filled it with water. Next, he pulled a knife from the drawer and carefully cut the stem at a forty-five-degree angle to keep it from resting flat in the bottom of the vase, which would prevent the flower from drinking water and opening.

      Noah walked from the caretaker’s house over to the lighthouse and went inside.

      Then he started up the stairs, noticing the single red step—the paint faded now, worn with age—which, as always, made him smile. His grandfather took fifteen years of notes on that step—notes Noah destroyed in five minutes by setting them on fire.

      Finally, Noah reached the top of the spiral metal staircase, and set the bud vase on the table next to the easel.

      “That was Clay,” Noah said.

      “I know,” Onyx said, gazing through the lighthouse window at the setting sun as she applied a vermillion red line of paint to the canvas. “I heard.”
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            EPILOGUE...

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NEW YORK, NEW YORK

        SEPTEMBER 19, 2011

      

      

      

      OLYMPIA FUDGE GAVE birth to a seven-pound, four-ounce baby girl at NYC Health + Hospital in Queens, New York, with Graeme Kingsley by her side. They named the baby Imani Olivia Fudge. Graeme and Olympia planned to marry but hadn’t found a convenient date.

      
        
        DESOTO, MISSOURI

        SEPTEMBER 22, 2011

      

      

      

      THE INVESTIGATION INTO the bones discovered during the construction of the new Mulvaney House in DeSoto, Missouri, had finally been completed.

      The five primary findings were:

      1)	The bones uncovered were human.

      2)	The total number of bodies recovered stood at

      3)	 seventeen.

      4)	All seventeen of the deceased were male.

      5)	Analysis of the bones led to the determination that all seventeen bodies were buried on the property somewhere between 1920 and 1940.

      6)	Only three of the seventeen bodies had been positively identified: Richard Abney, Leland Spooner, and Randall Iglewski.

      Because of the completion of the criminal probe, the property was now cleared for construction to resume.

      

      
        
        RICHMOND, VIRGINIA

        SEPTEMBER 28, 2011

      

      

      

      IN THE WAKE of Gerylyn Stoller’s inaccurate prediction of a ghost outbreak during the solstice eclipse, the University of Richmond withdrew funding for her parapsychology research—leading to the announcement of Dr. Stoller’s immediate retirement.

      Gerylyn turned her attention to a new book, this time focused on her calculation that a similar ghost invasion would take place during the coming solar eclipse in August 2017. Gerylyn’s publisher, Simon Prentice, had not yet determined if they were going to publish the work.

      

      
        
        CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

        OCTOBER 4, 2011

      

      

      

      ALEC YOST PASSED away from complications of hepatocellular carcinoma—commonly known as cirrhosis of the liver—at NorthShore Hospice in Skokie, Illinois.

      While in Chicago, Alec recorded a double album, Live from Fat Sal’s Freezer, with Walter “Chicken Legs” Williams on guitar and an unnamed musician on piano.

      Their single, “Moving Fast on Deadman’s Curve,” was the number one release on iTunes for the week of September 4 – 10, 2011. Alec left his entire $31.4 million estate to the Mulvaney House Charities.

      

      
        
        PORTLAND, OREGON

        OCTOBER 10, 2011

      

      

      

      KIZZY ASHLEY PLED guilty to drug possession with the intent to distribute. Due to her age, the judge reduced the sentence, and she was given five years of probation and fined $14,300 by the State of Oregon.

      

      
        
        PITTSBURGH, PENNSYLVANIA

        OCTOBER 23, 2011

      

      

      

      EIGHT HUNDRED PEOPLE jammed into the main ballroom at the Marriott Hotel in downtown Pittsburg to attend Paul and Ingrid Luckner’s Messages from Beyond workshop. It was based on the true story of the devastating loss of their son, Dane—who was hit by a train in Orlando, Florida, the previous summer—and with whom they’d claimed to be in regular contact with ever since.

      

      
        
        LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

        NOVEMBER 4, 2011

      

      

      

      AFTER QUIETLY SEEING each other for several months, Carlos and Ellen flew to Las Vegas, where they were married at The Little Chapel of the Flowers. Unfortunately, Carlos lost their entire honeymoon bankroll playing blackjack at The Stratosphere, leaving them with just enough money to get two Double-Doubles, an order of fries, and a chocolate shake at In-N-Out Burger before catching a cab back to the airport for the flight home.

      They were already planning a return trip to Vegas before the flight took off—not to gamble, but for the burgers.

      

      
        
        ATLANTA, GEORGIA

        NOVEMBER 13, 2011

      

      

      

      QUINN AND GRAEME announced a deal they’d made with the governor of Georgia to base their new company headquarters in Atlanta. They planned to open a total of twenty-two Kingsley Cole Workout Centers across the state.

      Koda Mulvaney invested $5 million for a 15 percent share of the company.

      

      
        
        WASHINGTON, DC

        NOVEMBER 25, 2011

      

      

      

      IN A PRESS release issued on the Friday after Thanks-giving, the Department of Justice announced it dropped all charges against Beatrice Shaw for her involvement in the deaths of thirty-nine people in Charleston, South Carolina, eleven months earlier.

      Behind the scenes, Beatrice was offered a $250,000 compensation payment from an unnamed government agency on the provision that she did not speak with the media. Beatrice took the money and immediately began making plans to relocate her business to New Orleans, where she was not as well known.

      

      
        
        BURBANK, CALIFORNIA

        DECEMBER 23, 2011

      

      

      

      EXACTLY FORTY YEARS to the day of Juniper Cole’s appearance on the Tonight Show with Johnny Carson, Wyatt Scrogger appeared with current host Jay Leno.

      The other guests on the show that evening included ex-NFL quarterback and TV announcer Terry Bradshaw and musician Chris Isaak, who performed “Blue Christmas.”

      Though not a planned part of the show, Leno offered Wyatt the rare honor of doing several minutes of standup.

      Wyatt politely declined.
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            GET ENTANGLED

          

          www.OnyxWebb.com
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        To all those who helped make the Onyx Webb series possible—and, in doing so, helped Onyx “come to life”—we offer our deepest gratitude.

        -Richard & Andrea

        (Diandra Archer)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Diandra Archer…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        With two previous #1 Amazon bestsellers to their credit, Richard Fenton & Andrea Waltz—writing as Diandra Archer—have had a burning desire to create a paranormal ghost series for as long as they can remember.

        Then, one day while walking around Lake Eola in the heart of downtown Orlando, the right idea struck. “The minute we came up with Onyx Webb—a ghost that would give anything for one more day of life, watching in torment while the living sleep-walk through life like ghosts—we knew we had it,” Andrea says.

        “The story lines for the major characters were created within a matter of days,” Richard adds. “But getting a collection of complex characters from mind to page—in a 10-book saga that spans more than a century, in an easy-to-consume format—was another matter entirely.”
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        When not traveling, Richard & Andrea can be found in Orlando, Florida—typing as fast as they can—with their ghost cat, Courage, at their feet.
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KING DECLAN

Whenever Kin9 Decldn rode his carridge to town,
We poor pcoPle on the pavement woul gaze at hiw.
For he was d 3entlcmdn, from sole to crown—
Handsome, clean £avored, and imperially slim.

And King Declan was always quite dreaged;
Yet, oh so polite dand humdn to us when he talked.
How he luttered my mother’s pulse when he stdyed,

And glowed dnd Sleamed dand Shttered when he walked.

And Declan was oh so rich. Richer than a kmg!
5choalm3 himself in life and every social grace.
Until the boy that mattered became his evergthmg
And | was left to rot in that dungeon of a place.

Prince Bruce got everything, without the slishtest Fi&ht!
While 17 | was locked away, in a state of constant hell.
Not one tedr wds shed for we, or the dgony of my phght.
Now the King’s been mdde to pdy and bid a fond Farewell.

-5IM
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