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        “What if, while we’re gazing up at the stars and marveling at the greatness of the universe, the universe is gazing down on us and marveling at ours?”

      

        

      
        - Onyx Webb

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Episode 16: The Autistic Savant

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLLEGE STATION, PENNSYLVANIA

        JANUARY 29, 1989

      

      

      Newt Drystad was the middle child in a middle-class family in the middle of Pennsylvania—beyond that, there wasn’t an ordinary thing about him. An autistic-savant with genius-level math skills, Newt suffered from SPMD—Selective Paralytic Mutism Disorder—a rare condition that placed the young boy in periodic states of suspended animation, where he would not speak or move unless led by the hand.

      His condition was so rare that doctors gave it its own name—Drystad’s Daiquiri—likening Newt’s “cocktail” of conditions to the popular frozen drink.

      Early on, when Newt slipped into one of his frozen states, he could be stimulated by mathematical games and puzzles. Like the day Newt’s father came home from the university with a Rubik’s Cube.

      “Look at this, Newt. It’s a game.”

      As was often the case, Newt glanced up but was otherwise non-responsive. Newt’s father waved the colored cube in front of Newt, then gave it a number of twists before placing it in his son’s hand.

      “Can you get it back to where it started?”

      Several seconds passed, then Newt twisted the cube—twist, twist, twist, twist, twist, twist, twist, twist, twist, twist, twist, twist, twist—then let it drop from his hands to the floor.

      Each side was a solid color again.

      Once again, Newt’s father mixed the cube up and handed it back to his son. This time, however, he glanced at his watch.

      The standard-size Rubik’s Cube had forty-three quintillion possible combinations. The current world record for solving the puzzle was one minute, nineteen seconds.

      Sixteen seconds later, Newt dropped the cube to the floor.

      He was five years old at the time.
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        * * *

      

      A year later Newt stopped communicating altogether. For the next two years, nothing anyone tried could reach him. The doctors ran out of ideas and threw up their hands. The family feared their young son was lost to them forever.

      Then Newt’s father took him to see The January Man.

      Released in January 1989, The January Man was a cop-chases-serial-killer movie starring Kevin Kline and Harvey Keitel. To the extent that Psycho was one of the best serial killer films ever, The January Man was on the opposite end of the movie spectrum. Film critic Roger Ebert called it one of the worst movies of all time.

      Unaware of the poor reviews, Newt’s father took his son to a Saturday matinee while his wife spent the day with their two girls.

      “Do you think it’s a good idea to take an eight-year-old to an R-rated movie?” Newt’s mother asked.

      “I don’t think it matters,” Newt’s father said. “For all we know, Newt doesn’t even know he’s in a theater, let alone paying attention to the movie.”

      But then, in the middle of the movie, Newt turned to his father and said, “All the dates are prime numbers.”

      Newt’s father was dumbstruck. It was the first time Newt had spoken in almost three years. “What?”

      Newt put his finger to his lips. “Shssh!”

      Moments later, Kevin Kline explained that the victims were all killed on dates that were prime numbers. Newt tapped his father on the shoulder and whispered, “He doesn’t know about the buildings yet.”

      “The buildings? What building?” Newt’s father stammered, his voice catching in his throat.

      “Each building marks a position on a map, a constellation,” Newt said. “Each murder is like a star. When you connect them, they become Virgo.”

      Again, Newt was right.

      The buildings where the victims were murdered formed the constellation Virgo when connected on the map.

      But when the movie was over, so was the conversation. Newt shut down during the closing credits.

      On the way home, Newt’s father stopped at a video store and rented every serial killer movie they had. When he got home, he gathered the entire family in the living room and inserted Manhunter into the Betamax player.

      Newt’s mother was not amused. “What are you doing? We can’t watch this with the girls in the room.”

      “Just watch.”

      Ten minutes into the film, Newt started talking—and talked for the next two hours without stopping—while his sisters danced around the living room and his parents held each other and cried.

      For reasons beyond anyone’s understanding, Newt’s fascination with serial killers had unlocked his mind and his body.

      Why?

      How?

      The Drystads didn’t care why.

      All they knew was they found a way to reach their son.
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        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        MARCH 10, 1986

      

      

      Alistar banged on the enormous lighthouse door with the heel of his hand, flecks of red paint falling off with each strike—the wood raw and weathered, as if it hadn’t been painted in fifty years—and was surprised to find himself feeling nervous. Not about meeting Onyx, though.

      The nerves were the result of having told Kizzy that he was going to play cards with friends from his old law firm. Telling his wife that he was going to spend the evening having tea with a bankrupt old woman in a lighthouse seemed odd somehow. He also had not yet shared that he’d quit MPI and was going to go out on his own, starting his own firm.

      “The door is unlocked, Mr. Ashley,” Onyx called from somewhere inside. “You may enter and wait for me in the foyer.”

      Alistar pulled the large door open and entered the sparsely decorated lower level of the lighthouse. The only features of the room were the paintings lining the walls, an unlit fireplace, a baby grand piano, and a spiral iron staircase painted black. There were also bookshelves lining the walls that seemed to go all the way up into the lighthouse.

      “I assume you drink tea?” Onyx’s voice came from the spiral staircase above him.

      “Of course,” Alistar responded. “I’m British.”

      “Very well. I shall bring down a cup of Earl Grey with some sugar and cream. Do you see the red step on the staircase, Mr. Ashley?”

      Alistar glanced over and noticed that one of the iron stairs had indeed been painted red. “Yes, I see it.”

      “You may wait for me there,” Onyx said. “But do not go past that point.”

      Alistar found the directive a bit odd—but then again, everything about the eccentric old woman was odd.

      To occupy his time, Alistar spent the next several minutes perusing the art that lined the walls. Most of the pieces were wildly vibrant abstracts, stunning in appearance, though not really to his taste. Others were true-to-life depictions of the lighthouse, nature, the cove, trees, and sunsets. Each of the paintings was signed with a single word.

      Onyx.

      Alistar walked over to the piano and raised the keyboard cover. He placed three fingers over the keys of the C-chord and pressed down. The piano was perfectly in tune, making him think the old woman must play. He’d have to ask her.

      A minute later, Alistar heard a teapot whistle, followed by footsteps on the metal spiral staircase. “Turn your head for a moment, will you please, while I deliver your tea?” Onyx said from the staircase.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m an old woman, Mr. Ashley, and I don’t care to repeat myself if I don’t have to,” Onyx said. “Do you see the piano?”

      Alistar turned his head in the direction of the piano. “Yes, I see the piano.”

      “Good, now keep looking at it until I tell you otherwise,” Onyx said.

      Doing as he’d been told, Alistar kept his eyes on the piano and listened as he heard Onyx come down the spiral staircase, followed by the sound of the china teacup and saucer being set on the metal step.

      “Very well, Mr. Ashley, you may now take your seat.”

      Alistar turned and saw the red teacup and saucer sitting on the red stair. Apparently “take your seat” meant that he should “take his stair.”

      “Do you play?” Alistar asked as he took a sip of tea, noticing the distinct vanilla aroma. “The piano, I mean?”

      “Yes, when I’m in the mood,” Onyx said. “And you?”

      “Not for a long time now,” Alistar said. “When I first came to the States, my mother took me to hear Muddy Waters at the Zanzibar Club in Chicago. All the great blues artists played there. Joe Willie Wilkins, Bo Diddley, Bobby Lee Burns. Pinetop Perkins was my favorite, though. Greatest blues piano I’ve ever heard.”

      “And that’s when you began playing?”

      “Yes,” Alistar said. “These paintings, you did these?”

      “Why don’t we establish a few ground rules for our meetings, Mr. Ashley,” Onyx said. “First and foremost, under no circumstances will you be allowed to go beyond the stair where I’ve set your tea.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because this is my lighthouse, and I make the rules,” Onyx said. “Second, no recording devices shall be used in my presence at any time. Should you wish to make a note of something, write it down on paper the way it used to be done.”

      “May I use a ballpoint pen?” Alistar said. “Or must it be a feather quill dipped in ink?”

      “Third,” Onyx said, ignoring the comment, “you are never to show up at the lighthouse unannounced. These rules are, as those in the profession of law might say, non-negotiable. Have I made myself understood?”

      “Aren’t you being a bit assumptive, Ms. Webb?” Alistar replied. “I don’t recall agreeing to any visits beyond this one.”

      “True enough,” Onyx said. “But should we continue to meet, these are my rules. Also, you may call me Onyx if you wish—but as long as you are acting as my legal representative, I shall continue to refer to you as Mr. Ashley.”

      “Very well. So, what would you like to talk about, Onyx?” Alistar asked.

      “Start by telling me more about yourself, Mr. Ashley. I know only that you are a lawyer, and I know you are from England, but where exactly?”

      “Have you heard of Birmingham?” Alistar asked.

      “Yes. Several hours north of London, I believe.”

      “Northwest, actually, but yes. Have you been?” Alistar asked.

      “Oh, no, Mr. Ashley,” Onyx said. “My travels have been limited to this country, but I am a voracious reader. And you were born there in Birmingham?”

      “I wish,” Alistar said. “Birmingham is one of two bookend cities, the other of which is Wolverhampton. I was born in the dodgy of the two.”

      “Dodgy?”

      “I apologize,” Alistar said. “Dodgy is British slang, meaning run down. It’s somewhere no one wants to be from.”

      “I see,” Onyx said. “And what lay between these bookends, Mr. Ashley?”

      “Sadness and stolen dreams,” Alistar responded dryly. “Black country, they called it, after the soot that covered the workers at the end of a twelve-hour day down in the mines that dotted the landscape for as far as the eye could see.”

      “And your father worked in one of those mines?”

      “Yes, until the day the sirens went off, indicating one of the mines had collapsed,” Alistar said. “I ran home to find my mother sobbing on the kitchen floor.”

      “I buried my father twenty-two years ago, and the pain is with me still,” Onyx said.

      “Yes, well at least you have a grave to visit,” Alistar said. “My father was buried so deeply in the earth his body could not be brought to the surface. How can a person be expected to rest in peace when interred in the place they spent their entire life trying to escape?”

      “But his son escaped,” Onyx said. “At least there is that.”

      “Yes, there is that.”

      “Before we continue, I really must thank you for what you did,” Onyx said. “Paying the taxes, as you did. It is perhaps the nicest thing anyone has done for me in thirty years. But I’m not sure how I will be able to ever repay you.”

      “We will deal with the repayment later,” Alistar said. “For now, let’s leave it at that.”
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        ORLANDO, FLORIDA

        SEPTEMBER 26, 2010

      

      

      Koda Mulvaney’s first words after emerging from twenty-three days in a coma were not what Mika had hoped for. In her fantasies, Mika would rush out to the gathered media in the front of the hospital and share Koda’s first words after regaining consciousness:

      “I love you, Mika,” Koda whispered…

      “I’ve been dreaming of you, Mika,” Koda declared…

      “Let’s get married, here and now,” Koda insisted...

      There was no script in Mika’s head for “Where’s Robyn?”

      The doctors, on the other hand, were ecstatic. “What were his exact words?” a doctor asked.

      “It was hard to tell,” Mika said. “He mumbled something about robbing something.”

      “Robbing something?” a second doctor repeated.

      “He mumbled?” the first doctor asked, the concern obvious on his face. “Could you understand him clearly? Or were the words slurred, as if he were drunk?”

      “No, he didn’t slur,” Mika said, knowing she was trapped. “It might have been more like, ‘Where’s Robyn?’ ”
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        * * *

      

      The Lincoln Town Car dropped Robyn at the front entrance to the hospital slightly after ten the next morning. Robyn fought her way through the throng of fans and media into the building lobby. Fortunately—because no one knew who she was—they ignored her.

      Robyn took the elevator up to Koda’s floor and found Bruce and Declan seated in the hallway.

      “Thanks for sending the plane,” Robyn said. “How is he?”

      “Right now he’s asleep,” Declan said. “And don’t thank us—we should be thanking you for coming.”

      “I mean, how is he?” Robyn said.

      “It’s too early to tell what long-term impact his drowning will have, but they’re very positive with what they’ve seen so far,” Bruce said. “Right now, the doctor is concerned that the only thing he wants is to see you.”

      “Do you have any idea why?” Declan asked.

      Robyn shook her head. “I have no idea. Where’s Mika?”

      “I thought it best that the two of you not be here at the same time, so we sent her away,” Declan said. “She got extremely agitated that Koda kept asking for you.”

      “I’ll bet,” Robyn said.

      “Is there a problem between you and Mika?” Bruce asked.

      “You could say that. Two weeks ago, Mika showed up at Koda’s apartment and told me to get out,” Robyn said. “That’s why I was staying up in Georgia.”

      “Why were you staying at 55 West?” Bruce asked. “Are you and Koda seeing each other?”

      “I don’t think that’s any of our business,” Declan said.

      “That’s okay. The answer to your question, Bruce, is no,” Robyn said. “Koda and I are good friends, nothing more. He was simply helping me out by letting me stay there.”

      “In any case, Mika has no right to do what she did,” Declan said. “I’m telling you, Son, the girl is trouble.”

      Bruce dropped the subject, as did Declan—but he planned to let Mika have it when he saw her next.
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        * * *

      

      At 11:20 a.m., Koda opened his eyes.

      “Hey, mister,” Robyn said, standing next to the side of the bed. “You wanted to see me?”

      Koda nodded and motioned for her to come closer, and Robyn leaned forward.

      “What is it?” Robyn asked.

      “I saw Dane,” Koda said loud enough for everyone to hear.

      “What is he talking about?” Bruce asked.

      Robyn shook her head and shrugged. “You saw Dane?” Robyn asked.

      Koda nodded.

      “Where?” Declan asked. “Where did you see Dane?”

      Mustering all the energy he could, Koda raised his arm and pointed to the far side of the room.

      “In there,” Koda said.

      Robyn, Bruce, and Declan all looked to see what Koda was pointing at.

      He was pointing at the mirror.
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        * * *

      

      Koda’s doctors were pleased when they heard the clarity of his speech for themselves. It told them that any brain damage he’d suffered was minimal. On the other hand, Koda’s insistence that he’d met with a deceased best friend—inside a mirror, no less—was disconcerting.

      “Lack of oxygen to the brain always results in some level of hypoxia,” one of the doctors said after Koda had drifted back to sleep. “When the supply of oxygen to the brain is cut off for longer than five minutes, neurons in the brain begin to die. There may be memory loss, learning difficulties, problems with motor skills and coordination. That his speech is so clear, however, is a very good sign.”

      “During the first week of his coma, Koda experienced significant spasticity,” another doctor said. Spasticity was a central nervous system disorder that caused Koda’s muscles to constantly tighten and contract. “Each contraction momentarily woke Koda’s brain. Fortunately, the baclofen we injected into Koda’s spinal canal relieved most of the spasms, but he didn’t get more than two or three minutes of uninterrupted REM sleep for several days.”

      “I’m far more concerned with infections,” a third doctor chimed in. “We must remember: the limousine didn’t go into a chlorinated swimming pool—it was submerged in dirty, stagnant pond water. Koda’s lungs were not only filled with water, they were filled with microscopic, soil-borne organisms that can attack the nervous system. In a worse-case scenario, these organisms could still make their way to his brain.”

      The energy drained from the room.

      “The good news is there have been none of the obvious, outward symptoms yet—fever, vomiting, seizures, and the like,” the first doctor said in an attempt to lighten the mood. “We’ll know if he’s in the clear in the next two weeks.”

      “But this can all be treated,” Bruce said. “You said it yourself, his speech is clear. This is all temporary, right?”

      It was a question none of the doctors would answer.
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        QUANTICO, VIRGINIA

        MARCH 24, 1991

      

      

      Like most young recruits, Pipi Esperanza dreamed of making a name for herself as a special agent in the FBI’s ViCAP unit.

      The Violent Criminal Apprehension Program, ViCAP, was created in 1985 for the purpose of linking serial homicides with killer profiles and behavior patterns. Unfortunately, three years after joining the FBI, most of Pipi’s time was spent getting coffee for the director and doing filing. So much for being special.

      Then Silence of the Lambs came along.

      In a rare moment of cooperation, the bureau allowed portions of the film—starring Anthony Hopkins as Hannibal Lecter and Jodie Foster as young FBI trainee Clarice Starling—to be shot at the FBI Academy in Quantico, Virginia.

      Pipi was invited to be an extra.

      After its release, the movie’s success proved to be a recruiting bonanza for the FBI, which saw the number of applicants triple. But it wasn’t good for the agents working there already. Though the character was fictional, Clarice Starling’s success at tracking down an important serial killer placed every agent under enormous pressure to become the organization’s next darling.

      Damn that Clarice.

      Then Pipi started getting the letters. She thought they were cute but also annoying since it was her job to deal with them.

      Sent to the FBI by a ten-year-old boy named Newton Drystad, the letters offered advice for their unsolved serial killer cases. Pipi knew Newt was young because of the handwriting. She knew he was ten because of the P.P.S. on the most recent letter—which meant he was only eight when he started writing.

      But the latest letter changed everything.

      

      March 11, 1991

      
        
        To Whom It May Concern:

        I have been following The Dallas Ripper case and believe your agents are on the wrong track. Based on currently available information, it is clear that:

        - The killer is male with an overprotective mother, perhaps a schoolteacher or nurse, probably from the Amarillo area.

        - He killed small animals, but probably kept them. Have your agents cross-reference all taxidermy schools in a 500-mile radius of last killing.

        - You should also check arrest reports between 1945–1955, as he most likely was arrested for petty crimes as a teen (maybe even assault).

        - The killer is not stupid, like the papers think. Probably the opposite, pre-med perhaps? Check for drop outs at medical schools in Texas and Oklahoma, 1948-1955. In any case, he will have falsified a college/medical degree to impress people.

        - Married, divorced; twice possibly.

        - Gunshots to back of head suggests inability to look victims in the eye due to low self-esteem.

        Please reply. I am available to assist.

        Newton Drystad, Tusseyville, PA

        P.S. I believe the label “Dallas Ripper” being used by the media misses the point. The killer isn’t a “ripper”; he’s a collector. Eyes?

        P.P.S. Please don’t let the fact that I am 10-years-old stop you from accepting my help. I know what I am talking about.
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        * * *

      

      Pipi almost fell off her chair.

      The bureau had just arrested Charles Frederick Albright for the murder of a part-time prostitute. He’d apparently killed two other women before this one. In all three cases, the medical examiner’s reports indicated the killer had removed the victim’s eyes and taken them—a fact that had not been released to the media.

      The kid had been correct on almost every detail—right down to the falsified medical degree found hanging on Albright’s apartment wall.

      Pipi checked the envelope again. The letter was postmarked on March 12—ten days before the FBI had identified the suspect.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Pipi had reviewed every one of Newt Drystad’s previous letters—letters she’d simply filed and ignored. More often than not, his profiles were right on the mark. And he’d done it only with information available to the public.

      Pipi looked up at the plaque she’d hung on the wall behind her desk when she’d first joined the bureau.

      It read:

      
        
        Some people were born to be serial killers.                    Others were born to catch them.

      

      

      Pipi knew that—with Newt Drystad’s help—her career within the FBI was about to change. For whatever reason, the young boy had been put on the earth to catch killers.

      And she was the one who’d found him.
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        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        APRIL 19, 1986

      

      

      “Enough about me,” Alistar said on his fourth trip out to the lighthouse, sitting on his red step with his red teacup. “Tell me about yourself, Onyx, and how you came to be living in this drafty old lighthouse.”

      “For a moment I thought you were going to say dodgy lighthouse,” Onyx said.

      Alistar laughed. “Don’t worry, Onyx. I know better than that. Now, please—tell me your story.”

      “Oh, I’m afraid you wouldn’t find anything about my life very interesting, Mr. Ashley.”

      Alistar remained silent, sipping his tea.

      “Very well,” Onyx said. “I grew up in a houseboat on the northern banks of the Pontchartrain, not too far from the city of New Orleans.”

      “I’ve heard of Lake Ponchartrain,” Alistar said.

      “Not Lake Ponchartrain,” Onyx said. “The Ponchartrain. My father used to make the point that the lake wasn’t a lake at all but an estuary.”

      “The difference being?”

      “I’m certain I have no idea,” Onyx said with a laugh. “All I know is that, to me, it was big and blue and wet, with endless marshes and wetlands packed with sturgeon, paddlefish, snapping turtles, and alligators. And it didn’t matter where you were—when you looked up there were giant gulls and brown pelicans soaring overhead and bald eagles decorating the moss-draped cypress like Christmas ornaments. The haunting beauty of the bayou was so intoxicating, my father vowed he’d never leave.”

      “So why did he?” Alistar asked.

      “Who says he did?”

      “The gravestone,” Alistar said. “I noticed it on my way out, that first day after you fired the shotgun at me.”

      “Very observant,” Onyx said. “For the record, I did not intentionally discharge my shotgun at you. It was an accident.”

      “And that would be your defense had you killed me?”

      “Am I on the witness stand, Mr. Ashley?”

      “And the grave next to it?” Alistar asked.

      “A dear friend,” Onyx said.

      “Tell me,” Alistar said.

      “Another time perhaps,” Onyx said.

      “Very well,” Alistar said, choosing not to press. “My attention is yours. Tell me what you wish.”

      “My father was a great man,” Onyx began. “Don’t get me wrong—Daddy could be stubborn. In many ways he was the most difficult person I’ve ever known. But everything my father ever said or did, he did out of love. Things weren’t like they are today, where you run down to the corner store and buy what you need. Life was hard, but my daddy was harder. I consider him the best man to ever walk this earth.”

      “Tell me more,” Alistar said.

      “Well, first and foremost he was French Cajun. His name was André, but he never answered to that, except with my mama. In the bayou he was known as Catfish Webb, earning his living trapping catfish deep in the marsh. Built his own slat traps from cypress and white oak.”

      “I thought people in the bayou hunted alligators.”

      “They hunt a lot of things in the bayou, Mr. Ashley. Elk, pheasant, rabbit, bear, wild boar, snake, catfish like my daddy. But people hear stories about alligators because they’re big and dangerous.”

      “Bears are big and dangerous,” Alistar said.

      “True, Mr. Ashley,” Onyx said, “but have you ever heard of anyone making an expensive purse or belt from a bear?”

      “I see your point,” Alistar said. “If you loved the Bayou so deeply, why did you leave?”

      “In retrospect, I probably shouldn’t have,” Onyx said. “But, as what tends to happen with young restless women…”

      “They fall in love?” Alistar said.

      “Yes, Mr. Ashley. But in my case, I did not fall in love with a man. I fell in love with the blissful notion of being swept off my feet by a man. I fell in love with the idea of being in love.”

      “So, did you and your husband get a divorce?”

      “Of sorts,” Onyx said. “Ulrich died.”

      “I’m sorry,” Alistar said.

      “And I am not,” Onyx said.

      “I see,” Alistar said. “Is that why there’s no grave for him?”

      “No,” Onyx said. “There is no grave for Ulrich because after I bludgeoned him with an oil can and set him on fire, there was little of the man left to bury.”

      Alistar released a loud laugh, then quieted down when he realized Onyx wasn’t joking. “My heavens. You’re serious.”

      “Yes, Mr. Ashley. It turns out that when lovers die in the movies, they call it romantic. When it happens in real life, they put you on trial for murder.”

      “And you’re telling me this because…?”

      “You are a lawyer, Mr. Ashley. It stands to reason you have access to state records and would learn of it eventually anyway,” Onyx said. “Better to have it come from me.”

      “When was this?” Alistar asked.

      “January 1942,” Onyx said. “Six weeks after Pearl Harbor.”

      “And you went to prison?”

      “No,” Onyx said. “The judge determined my actions were done in self-defense. I have lived here ever since.” Onyx had no desire to elaborate further—to do so would only complicate matters.
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        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        OCTOBER 4, 2010

      

      

      The air-ambulance helicopter transferring Koda Mulvaney from the hospital in Orlando to the Mulvaney mansion in Charleston was led by a helicopter from the Florida Highway Patrol. Following behind were six more helicopters, representing various national media outlets, and a Cessna airplane pulling a banner advertising a law firm.

      “So this is how OJ felt,” Bruce said. “Only we’re in a green helicopter rather than a white Bronco.”

      Three days earlier, the first of the leaked photos hit the tabloids. Pictures of Koda in his hospital bed. Pictures of Koda taking his first steps. Pictures of Koda shuffling down the hallway with his ass hanging out of his hospital gown.

      This was followed by a People Magazine cover story titled:

      
        
        “Koda Mulvaney: The Sexiest Miracle Alive!”

      

      

      The tabloid article that pissed off Bruce most featured a photo of Declan and Robyn helping Koda out of his hospital bed. The caption read: “Where’s Bruce?”

      Next to the photo was a picture of Bruce, photo-shopped with a red-and-white striped Where’s Waldo? hat.

      Enough was enough.

      Koda demanded to be released so he could continue his rehab at home. Against their better judgment, the doctors signed off on three conditions:

      One: Because the Mulvaney mansion was twelve miles from the nearest hospital, one doctor and one nurse was required to be on-site at all times.

      Two: Koda needed to get four hours of rehabilitation therapy each day to ensure he regained his mental and physical functions.

      “What’s the third condition?” Bruce asked.

      “The staff wants to throw Koda a being released party,” the doctor said. “They’ll be crushed if they can’t say goodbye.”

      Before being rolled out the back entrance of the hospital, Koda was brought into a room decorated with balloons and streamers. A large cake was presented with purple frosting script that said: We’re glad to see you go!

      No one was entirely sure how they meant it.

      “I know I’m probably supposed to say something witty,” Koda said. “I hope thanks is enough, even though I know it never will be. I want to be eternally grateful for my gratitude.”

      The doctors were right, Declan thought. It was going to be a long road to recovery.
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        * * *

      

      Per ambulance helicopter protocol, Koda was lying flat on his back—strapped to a gurney—looking straight up at the interior ceiling.

      “I’m going to need wheels,” Koda said.

      Bruce shot Declan a look. It was obvious that—despite the agreement upon which Koda had been released from the hospital and allowed to recover at home—he wanted to return to his normal life. They would have to work at reigning him in.

      “Mika is at the house,” Bruce said. “When you’re okay to go out, she’ll drive you. Or we will.”

      “And Robyn said she’ll be driving up on Thursday,” Declan said. “We’ll put her in the upstairs guest bedroom in the main building.”

      “She’s staying?” Bruce asked. “I’m not sure having Robyn and Mika at the house at the same time is such a good idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Mika was a mile from the Mulvaney mansion when she saw a teenage girl holding a sign:

      
        
        Jesus Saves. Koda is Living Proof!

      

      

      The girl peered into Mika’s car as she drove past. She obviously not read the paper or watched the news to know Koda was being brought in by helicopter.

      Idiot.

      Mika rounded the curve doing seventy miles per hour and then slammed on the brakes when she saw the swarm of people lining both sides of the road—again, the majority young girls—holding even more signs. “I Love You, Koda!” “Marry Me, Koda!” “Have My Baby, Koda.”

      The final sign was held by a woman next to the private drive leading up to the mansion. She was wearing a bikini, a snorkel mask, and swimming flippers. The sign read:

      
        
        I Want to Drown in Your Blue Eyes!

      

      

      Mika rolled down the passenger-side window and yelled, “If you want to drown, what’s with the snorkel gear?” The world was filled with idiots—how else could you explain it?

      Mika approached the guard gate at the edge of the drive. She did not recognize the man. Worse, he did not recognize her and asked for ID.

      “I’m Koda’s fiancé, Mika Flagler. I don’t show ID, ever,” Mika said, then hit the gas and headed toward the house where she was met by Stormy Boyd.

      “We have security for a reason, Ms. Flagler,” Stormy said as Mika climbed out of her Audi.

      “Yes, I’m sure you do,” Mika said, annoyed at his comment. She was uncomfortable around the man. Maybe it was the bowler hat. Maybe it was because she felt like he was always watching her.

      Because he was.

      Stormy was always watching everyone.

      “When will they be here?” Mika asked.

      “Twenty minutes,” Stormy said.

      Good, Mika thought. Twenty minutes was ten more minutes than she needed.

      Mika ran into the house and went straight to one of the upstairs bathrooms that looked out over the driveway. She gently pulled the drapes back a few inches. Stormy Boyd was in the same position on the drive out front, back turned to the house, listening to a handheld radio.

      She had to go now.

      Mika went back down the stairs as fast as her cobalt blue Manalo Blahniks would carry her, and then made a beeline for Declan’s office. With any luck the door was unlocked.

      It was.

      Mika checked the cabinet where the eggs were stored first, just in case it was unlocked.

      It wasn’t.

      Mika crossed the room and held her breath. She needed the desk drawer to be unlocked.

      It was.

      But there was nothing in it. The drawer, which was usually stuffed with papers and other miscellaneous items—including the key to the cabinet that held Declan’s Fabergé egg collection—was empty.

      This is bad, Mika thought. Very, very bad.

      Mika had just returned from Sip ‘n Smoke Napa, an annual gathering of wine, whisky, and cigar connoisseurs co-launched by herself and Bruce. Then Bruce bailed at the last minute because of the Koda thing. The ball fell entirely in Mika’s lap.

      And she’d dropped it.

      The worst part was she was counting on using the profits from the event to replace the funds she’d borrowed from the Restoring Savannah Foundation event in January. Members of the foundation board were beginning to ask questions. Vendors were demanding to be paid. It was a mess—a mess she was hoping to fix with another of Declan’s eggs.

      Or two.

      Mika closed the desk drawer and glanced around the study. What else could she take? She needed $50,000 to get to the end of the month.

      In front of her, on the desk, was a bronze Tiffany lamp with an iridescent gold Favrile and Damascene shade. Mika had checked the lamp out online to determine its value, which was $20,000.

      Not enough.

      There was a Picasso on the wall, directly behind Declan’s desk. Like he wouldn’t miss that.

      Signed baseballs, a collection of Lalique animal sculptures, several limited-edition Montegrappa pens—even if she took it all, she’d still come up short.

      Especially after the fence took his cut.

      What about the rug? The rug was an antique Persian Tabriz that had to run somewhere north of $100,000. Don’t be ridiculous, Mika thought. What was she supposed to do? Roll it up and put it in her purse?

      Then she saw the books.

      Mika knew nothing about books, but Declan had bragged on a few of them in the past. But which ones? She’d already snatched a cracked egg—the last thing she needed now was a worthless book.

      Catcher in the Rye? Too recent. The Walking Dead? Way too recent to be worth much. The Gospels of Henry the Lion? It looked old, but Mika had no idea what its value might be.

      Then Mika saw a book she thought she remembered Declan talking about. Ulysses by James Joyce. 1922. Mika pulled the book from the glass display case and opened it. Yes, it was a first edition, and it was signed.

      Mika slid the book into her purse.

      “Can I help you, Ms. Flagler?” a man’s voice came from the doorway.

      Mika looked up to see Stormy Boyd standing there, glaring at her. “No, I was just trying to find a tube of lipstick I lost.”

      “Among Mr. Mulvaney’s books?”

      Mika did not respond.

      “I’m not sure what the rules were before, Ms. Flagler, but let me explain them to you now,” Stormy said. “Visitors are free to enjoy the public areas of the mansion. Mr. Mulvaney’s personal study is not a public area. Please be assured that this breech will be reported.”

      “Maybe you and I have gotten off on the wrong foot,” Mika said, softening her tone. “I’d love to know the story behind your hat. It’s a bowler, correct?”

      “Save your breath, Ms. Flagler. The Mulvaneys may be trusting people who can be easily deceived. I am not. And, regarding my hat, I would be delighted to sit down and tell you all about it someday. But, as they say—if I did, I’d have to kill you.”
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        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        MAY 18, 1993

      

      

      Nisa Mulvaney’s heart was pounding so hard when she left the house she thought it was going to beat out of her chest. She’d never been so angry at Bruce. Or felt so humiliated.

      She’d asked for one simple thing.

      Be on time, just this once.

      Nisa knew she had to leave. But when she got to the garage she remembered her Mercedes was in the repair shop. Then she saw the key in the ignition of the Porcupine.

      The Porcupine E90 was the motorcycle Declan Mulvaney had come to see at her father’s shop in Daytona eight years earlier. When Declan didn’t buy the bike that day, Bruce bought the super-rare motorcycle for the full $600,000 her father was asking—then gave it to Declan for his sixtieth birthday.

      Nisa turned the key, musing at the irony. The bike that had brought them together was now her vehicle for getting away.

      The last thing Nisa saw when she reached the end of the drive was her father and Declan, running after her and waving for her to come back.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        MYRTLE BEACH, SOUTH CAROLINA

      

      

      An hour later, Nisa slowed the Porcupine to a more reasonable, seventy miles an hour. As she entered the city limits of Myrtle Beach, the adrenaline from her anger—and from pushing the bike past 110 miles an hour in the darkness—had worn off. All she felt now was exhaustion.

      It was past 11:30 p.m. as Nisa cruised down the main drag of the resort community. She spied a bar called Wesley’s Chaise Lounge, which looked to be open still. If ever a drink was in order, Nisa thought, it was tonight.

      Nisa parked the bike near the side of the building where it had less of a chance to be noticed and went inside.

      It only took a second for Nisa to tell that Wesley’s Chaise Lounge was safe. And boring. Not that she was looking for a biker bar or anything, but this place?

      Nisa threw her purse on the bar and took a seat as a burly man in his mid-sixties approached. “Kitchen’s closed, and the bar closes in twenty minutes, so if you want something to drink…”

      “It’s not even midnight,” Nisa said.

      “Yeah, well, new zoning laws kicked in first of the year,” the bartender said. “Back in the day, Wesley’s Dancing Bare used to be the busiest bar on the beach. Now the city wants to be more family friendly, and the Dancing Bare has been reduced to this.”

      Nisa cocked her head to one side. “Did you say Wesley’s Dancing Bear?”

      “Yep, that’s what we were called before we became the Chaise Lounge,” the burley bartender said. “I’m Wesley.”

      “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “Nope. Why?”

      “My mother used to work here. This is where my mother and father met,” Nisa said. She glanced around, then looked back to Wesley. “Where’s the bear?”

      “The bear?” Wesley said, and then laughed. “This was the Dancing Bare, sweetie—B-A-R-E—as in, girls dancing with no clothes on. Bare, get it?”

      Nisa shook her head in disbelief.

      “Your mother used to work here, you say? Who’s your mother?”

      “Bebe Burlock.”

      “Bebe Burlock?” Wesley said. “Bebe was one of my best dancers. As I recall, she ran off with some crazy Injun.”

      “Kajika.”

      “That’s right, Kajika,” Wesley said. “Crazy-ass Indian. Always rambling on about opening a bike shop in Florida or somewhere.”

      Nisa was thunderstruck. Her father had been a drunken Indian? And her mother had been a stripper? Maybe Declan had been right about them after all.

      “Small world, huh?” Wesley said. “Tell your mom Wes sends his regards. So, what are you having?”

      Nisa reached in her purse and laid a hundred-dollar bill on the bar. “Shots of tequila, and keep ‘em coming.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wesley Friel regretted the decision to serve Nisa so much alcohol in such a short period of time. She looked on the verge of passing out. Fortunately, there was a cot in the office she could sleep on until she sobered up in the morning.

      Wesley placed the last few empty beer bottles in a plastic bag and carried it out the back door to the trash. In the corner of the lot was a woman with a large bag over her shoulder, standing next to a white van. “We’re closed,” Wesley called out, and the woman climbed into the van and started the engine.

      Wesley locked the back door and went to the office to do some paperwork. Ten minutes later, Wesley found himself thinking about the frumpy woman in the parking lot. Then he found himself wondering if he’d locked the front door. Normally that was the first thing he did right at midnight.

      He walked through the bar to the front door and—sure enough—it was unlocked. He turned the key and pulled on the handle to make sure it was secure. It was only then, when Wesley turned around, that he noticed the girl at the bar was gone.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

      

      

      Stan Lee turned the van’s headlights off fifty yards from the house, driving slowly and peering through the darkness to see if anything was happening next door. Except for a light or two, everything seemed quiet. Apparently the Mulvaney’s had no idea anything serious had happened.

      Stan Lee pulled up to his house, turned off the engine, and listened. Not a sound from outside or from the back of the van. He felt comfortable that he’d injected the 120-pound woman with enough of the tranquillizer to keep her unconscious.

      He swung open the rear door of the van.

      Yes, she was still out. Which was good. He’d learned over the years that it was always easier to get a woman in the house when she was unconscious.

      Fifteen minutes later, Stan Lee rolled Nisa into the kill room at the end of the tunnel, fifteen feet underground.

      Stan Lee glanced at his watch. It was 3:20 a.m. She should have been awake by now. He checked for a pulse but couldn’t find one. Shit. She was in cardiac arrest.

      Stan Lee ran to the cabinet and grabbed a bottle of epinephrine and a syringe. He tried to get the point of the needle into the bottle, but his hands were shaking so badly he stuck himself twice in the process.

      Finally, he was able to draw the liquid into the syringe. Then he plunged the needle into Nisa’s thigh.

      Come on, breathe.

      Breathe.

      Breathe.

      Breathe.
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        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        MARCH 15, 1991

      

      

      When Alistar agreed to have tea with Onyx Webb for the first time five years earlier, he did it out of sympathy—that and guilt for having used his law license for something so despicable as to have the elderly woman evicted from her home.

      What Alistar hadn’t expected was how important the visits would become, even with the discomfort of sitting on the cold spiral staircase where he could not see her. Not only was it strange, it was—if he was being honest—a bit creepy. Yet he’d continued to come. Why?

      “What shall we talk about today?” Onyx asked after they’d settled in and had begun drinking their tea.  When Alistar did not respond quickly, Onyx knew something was weighing on the man. “I detect a certain listlessness in you, Mr. Ashley. Is something on your mind?”

      Alistar was always surprised at Onyx’s intuitive ability to read his moods, even without the benefit of facial expressions and body language. “Is it that obvious?” Alistar asked.

      “It is.”

      “My daughter, Rainbow, died of a drug overdose fifteen years ago. Today.”

      “I’m sorry,” Onyx said.

      “Unfortunately, we came to understand that addictions are not like other illnesses. They can’t simply be cut out or cured. Rainbow didn’t have the strength to fight it, and I’m not sure Kizzy and I were of much help.”

      Alistar had mentioned Rainbow before, here and there, but never went into detail about her death. Nor had he spoken much of his grandson, Noah. He never spoke about Kizzy all that much either. The conversations were almost always about Onyx and little else.

      “Certainly you don’t blame yourselves?”

      “Oh, but we do,” Alistar said. “Even though we failed Rainbow, we adopted Noah and raised him as our own. With any luck, we’ll do a better job this time around.”

      “How old is Noah now?” Onyx asked.

      “Noah is sixteen,” Alistar said.

      “And the father?” Onyx asked.

      “I’m his father,” Alistar said. “Listen, Onyx, would it be okay if we postponed our talk today. Perhaps—”

      “Do you have a picture of your daughter?” Onyx asked. “I’d love to see it.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Perhaps you could leave it on the step,” Onyx said. “I will return it on your next visit.”
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        * * *

      

      Onyx waited until the Aston Martin’s engine started and the car drove off before going down to retrieve the photograph Alistar had left on the stairs.

      When she saw it, Onyx felt sick.

      On the left side of the picture stood Alistar. On the other side, opposite him, was a woman Onyx assumed to be Alistar’s wife, Kizzy. And there, in the middle—between the two—was a teenage girl. Onyx recognized her immediately.

      There was no doubt about it. Onyx never forgot the face of someone she had taken.

      Onyx had been in the woods when she detected the scent of a drug addict on the road to certain death—the unmistakable odor of disease and hopelessness. But she hadn’t noticed the child in the car seat in the corner of the cabin until it was too late.

      Onyx now knew the girl she’d taken that evening had been Alistar and Kizzy’s daughter. And the child she’d found and taken to the church was their grandson, Noah.
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        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        OCTOBER 6, 2010

      

      

      Robyn passed through the gauntlet of people with signs and was let through at the gate to the mansion. She wasn’t sure how Koda did it, having to be in a state of dodging young girls and dealing with the constant media frenzy. It was rumored that Celebrity Planet paid $100,000 for the photos secretly taken of him at the hospital.

      Robyn had about as much access to Koda Mulvaney as anyone lately but had never so much as considered taking pictures and selling them. Mika on the other hand? Robyn would never put anything past Mika.

      Twenty minutes later, after getting settled in one of the mansions eleven guest rooms, Robyn was escorted to the exercise room by the Mulvaney’s head of security, an overly formal man in an odd-looking hat, named Stormy Boyd.

      “Koda is just finishing his physical therapy session, but he wanted you brought down when you arrived,” Stormy said.
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        * * *

      

      Exercise room was a misnomer. It was more of an exercise facility, almost as large as the health spa Robyn belonged to, and with every piece of equipment imaginable. Two treadmills, a stationary bike, an elliptical machine, a stair climber, a Nordic Track, free weights and assorted Nautilus machines.

      There was also a punching bag and an ice bath.

      Koda was lying on his back on an exercise mat, the physical therapist holding up one of his legs into a stretch. If the girls outside could see this, Robyn thought.

      “Who’s the boxer?” Robyn asked.

      “My grandfather,” Koda said. “Watch out, he’s got a mean right hook.”

      “So I’ve heard,” Robyn said. “I like the exercise room. How much is the membership?”

      “This? This is nothing,” Koda said. “You should see Ryan Phillipe’s gym. It’s two stories, with a spa and a pool with underwater speakers—all very Zen-like. And don’t even get me started about Mark Wahlberg.”

      The therapist carefully lowered Koda’s leg. “Good job, Koda. You’re done for the day. Tomorrow, same time?”

      Koda nodded.

      Robyn waited for the therapist to leave, then said: “Okay, I’ve got to ask—what’s with the creepy guy with the hat?”

      “Stormy? He’s a friend of my grandfather’s,” Koda said. “I don’t know the whole story, but it’s got to do with the land deal that started everything, and my grandfather trusts him. He does come off a bit formal.”

      “You think?” Robyn said. “When he opened the door to the gym, it felt like I was being shown to my box at the Met.”

      Koda laughed and got up off the mat.

      “Your speech sounds good,” Robyn said. “You should have heard how you sounded the first few days after the coma, you were a real mess.”

      “Really?”

      “Oh my God. Slurring your words, saying things in the reverse order, like ‘I’ve got to the bathroom go.’ People were starting to call you ‘Yoda’ rather than Koda.”

      “I hope no one got it on tape.” Koda said, grabbing a three-ring binder off the floor.

      “What’s that?”

      “This? This is the drip,” Koda said. “The Daily Rehabilita-tion Protocol—a checklist of every activity I’ve got to complete to continue my rehab at home.”

      “So, what’s the next thing in your book?”

      “Nothing,” Koda said. “It’s just you and me for the next two hours.”
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        * * *

      

      The weather was perfect outside—low ‘70s and virtually no humidity—so Koda arranged to have mimosas served on the back deck for him and Robyn.

      “I can’t believe you’re allowed to drink,” Robyn said. “Doesn’t it conflict with your meds?”

      Koda took a sip of his drink and set it on the table. “Mine is non-alcoholic. I decided to stop drinking anyway.”

      “Really?”

      “I figured I hadn’t had a drink in twenty-three days while I was in the coma, so why waste the good start?”

      “But mine’s got alcohol, right?” Robyn asked.

      “Oh, yeah,” Koda said with a smile.

      “Excellent,” Robyn said, picking up her glass and taking a good-sized sip of the drink. “It’s been one hell of a week.”

      “Tell me,” Koda said.

      “No way, mister. I’m here for you, not the other way around,” Robyn said. “Do you remember the first words you said to me when I got to the hospital?”

      “Yes. I told you I saw Dane.”

      “Right. But then, suddenly, you didn’t want to talk about it.”

      “I know. I decided it was a bad idea to say more with everyone around,” Koda said. “Besides, I thought there was a chance I’d been hallucinating.”

      “So, did you see him or not?” Robyn asked.

      Koda nodded. “Yeah, I saw Dane. And Juniper Cole, too.”

      Robyn took another slug of her mimosa and leaned forward. “So, tell me.”

      “It was dark—foggy sort of. I was standing on Church Street, and I saw Dane standing off in the distance on the other side of the tracks near the 55 West building.”

      “Where he got hit?”

      Koda nodded. “I started walking in his direction, but my legs felt strange—disconnected almost, as if they didn’t belong to me, like in one of those dreams where you try to get somewhere but just can’t seem to make progress. But then I heard Dane’s voice. I turned, and there he was, standing as close to me as you are right now.”

      “Dane spoke to you? What did he say?” Robyn pressed.

      “He said, ‘You’re not supposed to be here.’ He said it like I’d just crashed a party or something, like I wasn’t invited. Then he asked me if I could remember what happened. At first I couldn’t, and then suddenly I did. I remembered hanging upside down in the back of the limo—the water pouring in, rising. I was scared. Beyond scared. I remembered the water reaching my eyes, and knowing that any second it would be—”

      Koda paused. “Then Dane said he was sorry. That he’d made a mistake, visiting you at your house.”

      “Because of the shadow people?” Robyn said.

      “Yes,” Koda said. “Gerylyn was right. You were in great danger staying there. And I think that’s why I lived.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Robyn—I was dead,” Koda said. “And I know this is going to sound strange, but it felt comfortable. There was a part of me that wanted to stay there.”

      “So, why did you come back?” Robyn asked.

      “For the same reason anyone goes anywhere,” Koda said, taking Robyn’s hand. “They have a reason.”

      It took Robyn a moment to understand what Koda meant.

      He meant her.
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        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        MAY 19, 1993

      

      

      Nisa Mulvaney sat strapped in a wheelchair, her wrists bound tightly to the armrests. Her feet were also bound. The duct tape over her mouth kept her from uttering a sound.

      She wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Now, if you promise not to scream again, I’ll pull the tape off your mouth,” Stan Lee said. “Okay?”

      Nisa’s eyes were locked on Stan Lee, filled with a combination of confusion, shock, and rage.

      “Tell me again why you brought her here?” Kara said from behind Stan Lee.

      “Ignore her,” Stan Lee said. “Kara tends to get jealous whenever I bring a girl home, even if they’re not staying long.”

      “I’m telling you, this was a mistake,” Kara said. “We don’t need the heat this is going to bring down on us.”

      “Shut up,” Stan Lee said over his shoulder.

      “Hey, it’s your funeral,” Kara said.

      Stan Lee stepped forward and grabbed the edge of the tape. “This might sting a bit,” he said, then ripped the tape from Nisa’s face with one quick pull, taking out a clump of her hair in the process.

      “Maybe she’s not so bad after all,” Kara said when Nisa refused to yelp in pain. “I mean, that had to hurt.”

      “Who are you?” Nisa asked.

      “You don’t know?”

      “Would I ask if I knew?” Nisa said.

      “She’s got a point, Stan,” Kara quipped.

      Stan Lee looked down at Nisa in the wheelchair. “How are you feeling?”

      “Whoever you are, you’ve made a big mistake,” Nisa said. “My husband is Bruce Mulvaney, a very wealthy and powerful man in Charleston. He’ll never give up looking for me.”

      Stan Lee laughed. “I’ve known Bruce a lot longer than you have. Hell, I was changing his diapers before you were even born.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You wouldn’t,” Stan Lee said as he walked over to the cabinet and found a half-used bottle of ketamine.

      “You do realize it’s only ten in the morning, don’t you?” Kara said.

      “What are you, my mother?”

      “What?” Nisa said. “Who are you talking to?”

      Stan Lee turned his attention back to the wheelchair. “I think it’s interesting that you said Bruce would keep looking for you because he had power and money. The thing you didn’t say was that he loved you.”

      “Of course he loves me.”

      “He does? Really?” Stan Lee asked. “I know he owns you, but does he love you.”

      Stan Lee drew 100 mg of the drug into the syringe, a small fraction of the amount he’d given Nisa the night before. He only wanted enough to calm himself—not to knock himself unconscious or accidently OD.

      “Where am I?” Nisa asked, her eyes darting around the room. “What is this place?”

      “Time to break it to her, Stan,” Kara said over Nisa’s shoulder, from behind the wheelchair.

      “My name is Stan Lee Mungehr,” Stan Lee said. “I live next door.”

      “Next door? Next door to who?” Nisa asked, confused.

      “To you, Nisa. To the Mulvaneys,” Stan Lee said, sticking the needle into his arm and injecting the ketamine. “I’m your neighbor.”

      “Look, she’s speechless,” Kara said. “Show her how clever you are with your names.”

      Stan Lee tossed the syringe in a trash can, then stepped over to his collection of board games and grabbed an old Scrabble game. He sifted through the wooden tiles until he found the seventeen letters he needed and placed them in the lid of the box.

      “You can’t believe the number of names you can make from just seventeen tiles,” Stan Lee said, arranging the letters, then setting the box lid in Nisa’s lap.

      The tiles spelled:

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

      

      

      “This is my full, given name. For over ten years, though, I worked under a different name, as a photographer for the Savannah Police.”

      Stan Lee rearranged the letters until they spelled:

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

      

      

      “I realize Sergeant is spelled wrong, but—then again—I was a kid when I made it,” Stan Lee said.

      “I was there with him when he made it up,” Kara said. “In the Dunning Asylum with Dr. Pandor. We got even with her, didn’t we, Stan?”

      “But you probably know me as this,” Stan Lee said, turning his attention to the tiles for a third time.

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

      

      

      Nisa stared blankly at him.

      “See. She has no idea who you are,” Kara said. “Tell her about your new name.”

      “Later,” Stan Lee said.

      “No, you need to impress her,” Kara said.

      “Fine,” Stan Lee said, rearranging the letters again. “Lately, most people know me as this.”

      The tiles read:

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

      

      

      “What do you mean you knew Bruce since you were changing his diapers?” Nisa said.

      “Later,” Stan Lee said, glancing over at Nisa’s purse. Thank God he remembered to grab it.

      After he’d followed her to the bar in Myrtle Beach, Stan Lee waited patiently for the right moment to present itself. And when the bar owner went to his office to tally the day’s receipts, he made his move.

      Nisa was heavier than he’d expected, but he managed to get her in the van without too much trouble. The Porcupine was another thing altogether. Far too heavy for a single person to lift, Stan Lee was forced to leave the motorcycle next to the building where it was parked. A loose end, for sure—one that could eventually lead the police north to Myrtle Beach. With any luck, no one other than the bartender had seen him.

      “So what do you have in here?” Stan Lee said, dumping the contents of Nisa’s Louis Vuitton handbag on a metal table. It contained: a matching Louis Vuitton wallet, a makeup compact, two tubes of lipstick, a single earring, a half-used package of Kleenex tissue, a Sony Walkman CD player with a Dream Academy CD inside, the key to the Porcupine, and what he assumed were the keys to her house.

      Stan Lee opened the wallet. Inside he found six credit cards, photos of Nisa with Koda and Bruce, $180 in cash, a business card for Crazy Horse Motorcycles, and what appeared to be a repair ticket for Nisa’s Mercedes—which explained why she’d made the odd choice of racing away on the Porcupine rather than her car.

      “What’s this?” Stan Lee asked, holding up the ticket.

      Nisa remained silent.

      Stan Lee stuffed the cash and the auto repair claim ticket in his pocket. Everything else went back into the purse, which he intended to bury in the tunnel, including the keys. Especially the keys. The last thing he needed was to allow himself to get caught on a security camera at the mansion.

      “Do your Southern Gentleman speech for her,” Kara said.

      “She’s not interested in hearing that,” Stan Lee said, still thinking about the repair ticket, a plan beginning to form in his mind.

      “Who are you talking to?” Nisa said.

      “I’m sorry. Nisa, this is Kara,” Stan Lee said, pointing his finger to the empty corner of the room.

      “My God, you’re crazy!” Nisa said.

      “You better watch it,” Kara said. “If there’s one word he doesn’t like, it’s that one.”

      “What do you want?” Nisa said. “Whatever you want, my husband will give it to you. Money? He’ll pay you any amount. Just tell me what you want. What do you want?”

      “You don’t get it, do you?” Stan Lee asked. “What I want should be obvious. I want you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        OCTOBER 3, 1995

      

      

      Onyx found little reason to spend time in the caretaker’s house, a place used only for storage of her paintings and an assortment of odds and ends left over from her years with Ulrich. Too many memories, the vast majority of which were bad.

      Once each year, however, Onyx would go there to use the kitchen, which happened to be tonight.

      Onyx turned on the oven, then began assembling the baking supplies she had delivered by a local store. Every Tuesday a young man would place the items she’d ordered on the steps of the lighthouse, and take an envelope containing payment and a list of needs for the following week’s delivery.

      The delivery men had changed many times over the years.

      Onyx had not.

      More often than not, the order consisted of various art supplies—canvasses, paints, brushes, sketch pads, and the like—and an occasional music record or magazine.

      This week’s order was the exception.

      Tonight, as she’d done on the anniversary of her father’s death every year since he passed, Onyx would bake her father’s favorite dish—a Mock Apple Pie using the recipe passed down by her mother.

      “Your momma made a Mock Apple Pie most every week,” Catfish said more than a few times, hinting that he’d like Onyx to do the same.

      “Why would anyone want to replace real apples in an apple pie?” Onyx asked the first time she’d made one.

      “Cause when the pioneers were heading west back in the 1800s they couldn’t always get them,” Catfish explained. “Far as I’m concerned, those Ritz Crackers are even better than real apples.”

      Onyx retrieved a nine-inch pie tin from the cupboard and pulled thirty-six Ritz Crackers from the box, per the recipe. Then she assembled the rest of the ingredients she needed—two cups of sugar, two cups of water, two teaspoons cream of tartar, two tablespoons lemon juice, the grated rind of one lemon, ground cinnamon—and a generous amount of butter.

      She rolled out the bottom pastry crust into the nine-inch pie plate and combined the water, sugar, and cream of tartar in a saucepan, placing it on the stove and letting it boil gently for fifteen minutes. Then she added the lemon juice and rind. After letting it cool, Onyx did her favorite part—pouring the syrup over the crackers. She then placed generous pats of butter on top, and then sprinkled a layer of cinnamon over the pie.

      Before Onyx covered the pie with the top crust, she added vanilla extract into the mix, an ingredient that really did not belong in the recipe. Then she trimmed and fluted the edges together and cut slits in the top of the crust so the steam—and the scent of the vanilla—could escape.

      She placed the pie in the oven.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As she waited for the pie to bake, Onyx became restless and found herself walking down the hall toward the burned-out bedroom—the same hallway she had run down that night, her face and arm covered in flames—finally extinguishing herself in the bathtub.

      The memory was painful.

      Perhaps next year she wouldn’t come and bake the pie, Onyx thought as she made her way back to the kitchen. She’d had the same thought the previous year. And the year before that. Still she came.

      For her father.

      Onyx opened the oven door and saw the pie crust had turned a crisp, golden brown. She reached in with her bare hand and pulled the searing-hot pie tin from the oven, feeling nothing, and raised the steaming pie to her face to catch a hint of the vanilla extract before it cooled. For whatever reason, Onyx had discovered vanilla to be one of the few scents she could detect, having given up on the joy of smelling the wide array of aromas life had to offer decades ago.

      The only other aromas Onyx could smell were fear and death, neither of which she found even a hint of joy in.

      Was it the same for all ghosts? Onyx wondered. If she ever met someone in her situation, she’d have to ask.

      Onyx carried the pie back to the lighthouse and set it on the piano. Then she retrieved two small plates, two forks, and a knife from the oak hutch that her father had built when he was there and set them on the piano as well. She walked across the room and started the record player, placing the needle gently on an old vinyl 33 record. After several seconds of subtle scratching, Arlo Guthrie’s voice filled the lighthouse.

      “We were once those fifteen restless riders,” Onyx said aloud to the empty chair opposite her, cutting two wedges of Mock Apple Pie and placing one on each plate. “Of course, when we boarded the train for the fair that day, there were many more than fifteen of us, weren’t there, Daddy?”

      Onyx found a candle and a box of wooden matches from the pocket of her dress and placed the candle into the slice of pie nearest her and lit it.

      Onyx thought about that steamy August morning in 1904. It was standing-room only, she remembered—each person bound for the St. Louis World’s Fair—each filled with excitement and anticipation of experiencing something new and thrilling. These were feelings Onyx could no longer feel and would never feel again.

      Onyx watched the candle burn for a bit, and then reached out and pinched the wick to extinguish the flame since she no longer possessed the breath to blow it out. Then she began the long climb to the top of the lighthouse, leaving both pieces of pie on the plates—uneaten.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Journal of Onyx Webb

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I have decided it is time to document an event, and I choose to do it here, in this journal, as opposed to sharing it with Alistar Ashley – whom I fear would include it in his notes. After that, God only knows where the information might land.

        It began in September 1933 on the night Marlene Dietrich had been invited to perform at The Apache in Las Vegas by a local mobster named Meyer Lansky.

        That was the night I decided I wanted to sing.

        A group of Dietrich’s friends from Hollywood happened to be seated in my section that evening. They were drinking heavily but polite. When the performance was over, the group moved on. All except for one.

        A man.

        “You’re pretty enough to be an actress,” the man said. When I dismissed the comment as a drunken flirtation, he insisted he was telling the truth. “Do you know who I am?” he asked.

        I told him I didn’t, other than his being an acquaintance of Ms, Dietrich’s.

        “I work in the movies,” he said. “Have you seen the Gold Diggers of 1933?”

        I told him I hadn’t.

        “Oh, you must go!” he said. “Warner Bros. invested heavily in it, lots of big stars and elaborate dance numbers by Busby Berkley. Do you know the song ‘We’re in The Money?’”

        I told him I did.

        “Ginger Rogers sings it in the movie,” he said. “It’s quite smashing. Can you sing?”

        I don’t know what compelled me to say it, but I said, “I’ve never had anyone I wanted to sing for.”

        He smiled and handed me his card. “If you ever wish to audition, I hope it will be for me.”

        When the night ended, I returned to my apartment and told Ulrich I’d decided to try my hand at singing, and that I was going to perform under my maiden name.

        I went to bed that night determined to find out if I was any good as a singer, and hoping the man from Hollywood would return.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SAVANNAH, GEORGIA

        OCTOBER 8, 2010

      

      

      As it turned out, Mika’s fence—the man she turned to whenever she had stolen property she needed to sell—refused to help her move the James Joyce book.

      “Jesus, Mika, you are the worst thief ever,” he said. “You could have asked me to move the nuclear power plant from Chernobyl in mid-meltdown, and it wouldn’t have been as hot as the first printing of Ulysses.”

      “I don’t understand,” Mika said, sitting at the dining room table in her house on Monterey Square. “It’s just a book, for God’s sake.”

      “Just a book? Ulysses is considered to be the greatest novel of the twentieth century. And the copy you brought me? There are only a hundred signed and numbered first editions. This is number forty-four. Every one of them is registered.”

      The fence didn’t say it outright, but he was suggesting he knew who she’d stolen the book from.

      “Just try to get something for it, okay?”

      “Let me ask you something. Do you believe in God, Mika?” the fence asked. “Well, I believe in God, and the only thing that scares me more is Declan Mulvaney.”

      The call ended.

      Mika looked at her watch. It was 12:45 p.m. She had an appointment in forty-five minutes with the catering manager at the Forsyth Park Hotel to go over the decorations and the menu for the Restoring Savannah Foundation event, just three months away.

      Mika gazed at the plethora of bills and invoices in front of her. Some were from the recent Sip ‘n Smoke event. Some were personal, including the mortgage on the house and the lease on the Audi. A few were bills still due from the Restoring Savannah Foundation banquet nine months earlier.

      So this is how the other half lives? Mika thought. If worst came to worst, she figured she could always put the house up for sale.

      Mika turned in her chair to stand and was immediately overwhelmed by her Great Dane-Newfoundland mix, Tiny, who jumped up and placed his massive paws on her shoulders and engulfed her beneath his enormous weight.

      “What? What do you want?” Mika snapped, pushing him away. Tiny barked, and Mika looked over at his empty food bowl. There was no need to check the pantry. She knew the cupboard was bare. Didn’t she learn a poem about this when she was a kid?

      Oh, yeah:

      
        
        Old Mother Hubbard,

        Went to the cupboard,

        To get her poor doggie a bone.

        But when she got there

        Her cupboard was bare,

        And so the poor dog had none.

      

      

      Mika knew she probably butchered the words, but that was pretty close. It seemed like there was more. Oh, yes—the rest went something like:

      
        
        So she went to the baker,

        To buy him some bread,

        But when she came back

        The poor dog was—

      

      

      Mika stopped herself just in time. There was no need to upset the dog unnecessarily. “Don’t worry, boy. Mommy is a survivor, right? She got us this far.”

      Mika picked up her cell phone and dialed the catering manager. When he didn’t pick up, she left him a message. “Yes, this is Mika. I’m on my way. Please tell the chef to double the quantities for the tasting. I’ll be there on time, as I’m sure you will be.”

      Mika hung up. “See, boy? Mommy’s bringing back some wonderful leftovers, just for you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I’d like to see the entire menu first,” Mika said to the catering manager when she arrived at the hotel. “Besides taste, I’m concerned with the overall balance of the evening’s offerings.”

      Mika was shown to a private room and seated at a table set for two people. “I’ve taken the liberty of opening three very nice bottles of wine for your enjoyment.”

      “No, no alcohol,” Mika said.

      “Are you saying there will be no alcohol served at the event?” the catering manager said with a look of concern.

      “No, of course there will be,” Mika said. “I want everyone sloshed to the hilt—they write bigger checks when they’re drunk. I’m not drinking because alcohol dehydrates my skin.”

      The catering manager motioned for a waiter to take the wine away, and then handed Mika the menu. “What are your thoughts about the menu, Mika?”

      Mika pulled out a pen. “Overall the menu looks fairly good, but I have some concerns about temperature and color. The appetizers are too skewed toward hot, and there’s too much green on the plates, not enough red and yellows. And what happened to the sea urchin?”

      “We’ve got some seasonality issues to deal with,” the catering manager said.

      “I told you already, don’t get it from Japan,” Mika snapped. “Have it flown in from Vermont. Their season goes until the end of January.”

      Mika ran through each item on the menu, placing check marks in front of the keepers and drawing a line through the items she disapproved of.

      In the salad, soup, and appetizer category, Mika check-marked the chilled beet and green apple bisque with a sour cream swirl, the endive and kale salad tossed in a buttermilk Cesare dressing, the sea urchin “ice cream” topped with Osetra caviar, potato gnocchi lollipops in a glazed teriyaki sauce, and foie gras and creamy potato leek shooters. She drew lines through the grilled cheese and lobster sandwich (which she felt was a bit too pedestrian) and asparagus parmesan Frisco (because Tiny hated asparagus).

      In the entrée category, Mika check-marked the Nantucket Bay scallops with shaved white truffles over a butternut squash purée, the penne ala vodka (for no other reason than she had a wonderful orangey-rust-colored nail polish that would match the dish perfectly), and the bourbon-marinated skirt steak with fennel slaw.

      Finally, on to desserts. Mika check-marked the vanilla mousse topped with a cranberry gelée and sprinkled in finely-pounded Oreo dust, the German chocolate cake balls topped with shaved coconut and chocolate-hazelnut ice cream, and white, hand-blown sugar swans drizzled in melted Godiva dark chocolate.

      Mika handed the catering manager the menu. “I’d like to try two of everything with a check mark, and make the second of each to go.”

      The catering manager nodded. “What about the wine?”

      “I’ll be supplying the wine myself,” Mika said. She planned to serve a 2004 Château Méaume she’d gotten on sale for $9.99 per bottle, which she intended to pour into the empty Lafite Rothschild bottles she’d been smart enough to fish from the trash the year before. That way she could bill the foundation $950 per bottle and pocket the difference. What they didn’t know wouldn’t kill them.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, a handsome waiter helped Mika out of the hotel carrying an enormous bag of “leftovers” in each hand. But when they walked through the front doors, Mika found two members of the Restoring Savannah Foundation board of directors waiting for her.

      Mika was afraid this might happen. “Well, look who it is. My two favorite board members,” Mika said. “Out for an afternoon nip?”

      “We need to talk, Mika,” the male board member said.

      “I wish I could, but—”

      “There’s money missing from the foundation account, Mika,” the female board member said. “We’re not talking a few hundred dollars either. We’re looking at over a million.”
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        * * *

      

      Mika got home, turned off the alarm system, and went directly to the kitchen. She dumped half the leftovers in Tiny’s food bowl, and then placed the rest of the food in the refrigerator. Then she dialed her phone.

      “If I put my house on the market, how much can I get?” Mika asked the real estate agent when he answered.

      “The market is a bit soft,” the real estate agent said. “It would be better if you waited another six months, maybe a year.”

      Mika didn’t have six months. If she didn’t replace the missing foundation money quickly, she’d be looking at six-to-sixteen in Effingham County.

      “Just sell the damn thing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        MAY 24, 1993

      

      

      Twelve-year-old Newt Drystad sat as still as an ice sculpture in his airplane seat. He didn’t fidget. He didn’t talk. He didn’t look out the window. He looked straight ahead.

      He looked dead.

      When focused on one of the FBI’s serial killer cases, however, Newt was a whirling-dervish, absorbing information at an astounding rate and rattling off statistics and detailed theories. But when he was off, he was off, almost as if some unseen hand had reached out and flipped a switch, killing the power supply that made the boy run.

      Which made flying with Newt a breeze. Pipi simply stopped talking to him about serial killers, and that was that.

      He turned off.

      Getting the Drystads to allow Newt to work with her had been easy. They were in favor of anything that would stimulate their son. It had been their idea for Newt to write letters to the FBI in the first place—to keep him engaged. Pipi met with Newt and his parents on her own dime, and Newt bonded with her immediately.

      Getting the director on board was another story. But Pipi knew the man was a goal-focused pragmatist, and once he’d seen the child’s predictive accuracy, the decision became easy.

      “You run him,” the director said. “And I want it done off the books, understood?”

      She understood all right. The director had no intention of admitting the bureau was relying on information from a pre-pubescent, autistic savant to solve the nation’s most horrific murder cases.

      “Don’t worry. You’ll get the credit when things go well,” the director said. Translation: If things went south, the bucket of blame to come would get dumped on her.
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        * * *

      

      The wheels of the 727 grabbed the runway and Pipi glanced over at Newt. Though the boy was still in a motionless state, Pipi knew he was conscious. Aware. Taking in everything around him—more alive than other kids his age who spent their days playing with their electronic Gameboy devices.

      Pipi stood and pulled her bag down from the overhead bin. “We’re here, Newt. Grab your bag.”

      Newt did not move. Pipi had forgotten to start the sentence with a proper prompt. “Ted Bundy,” Pipi said.

      “The Mulvaney case isn’t really a serial murder,” Newt said, coming to life and rising to his feet. “Not yet at least.”

      Newt was right, of course. By definition a serial killer was someone who murdered three or more people over more than a month, including a significant “cooling off period” between the killings. “Well, that’s what we’re here to find out, isn’t it?”

      “At this point, it isn’t even a murder,” Newt said. “Technically, it’s just a missing person case.”

      “The Lindbergh baby started as a missing person’s case,” Pipi said as they exited the plane. “That turned out to be a murder case, right? Why don’t you run me through the possibilities as we walk?”

      “That would take forever,” Newt said, following Pipi through the busy Charleston airport. “The possibilities are infinite.”

      Exactly, Pipi thought.
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        * * *

      

      “Can I help you?” a woman asked from behind the Hertz rental counter.

      “Yes,” Pipi said, stepping up to the counter. “I’m with the FBI. The reservation should be under my name. Esperanza. And, if possible, I’d like to upgrade to a full-size vehicle, if you have one.”

      The Hertz agent didn’t respond. Her eyes were glued on Newt, who’d gone still, staring into space.

      Pipi reached back and touched Newt on the shoulder. “How about you start with the least probable scenarios, and work your way toward the most likely.”

      “Sure,” Newt said. “Probability number twenty: Someone abducted her as part of a human trafficking ring. Probability number nineteen: She’s the victim of a bomb blast or some other catastrophic event. Number eighteen…”

      Pipi returned her attention to the counter agent. “So, how about that upgrade?”
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        * * *

      

      Pipi Esperanza climbed the steps to the Mulvaney mansion with Newt in tow, and rang the bell. When Bruce opened the door, Pipi flashed her ID.

      “What is this, bring your kid to work day?” Bruce asked.

      “This is Newt Drystad. He will be assisting me.”

      “Assisting you? By doing what, imitating a tree?” Bruce snapped.

      Pipi glanced down and saw that Newt had once again slipped into a frozen state. “Newt is an autistic savant, Mr. Mulvaney. Besides being a prolific math prodigy, he suffers from a rare condition called Selective Paralytic Mutism Disorder, which is what you are witnessing. Let me show you how to wake him up in case this happens when I’m not around.” Pipi looked down and said, “Jeffrey Dahmer.”

      Newt came to life and looked up at Bruce. “If I were pretending to be a tree, don’t you think I would have at least put my arms up?” Newt lifted both of his arms and stretched out his fingers, as if they were branches.

      “Any serial killer name will do the trick,” Pipi said. “And, as you just witnessed, Newt can hear every word you say at all times.”

      Bruce grimaced, knowing he’d just embarrassed himself.

      “Excuse my son,” Declan Mulvaney said from behind Bruce. “It’s been a rough week for all of us. I’m Declan Mulvaney.”

      Declan extended his hand, and Pipi shook it. “Pipi Esperanza, good to meet you, sir.”

      Pipi turned when she heard the sound of an engine behind her, and watched as a black stretch limousine came to a stop in the drive. Moments later, a large Samoan man in a black suit emerged from the vehicle.

      “This is Tank,” Bruce said. “Tank, this is Agent Esperanza from the FBI, and her assistant, Newt.”

      “I remember you,” Pipi said, extending her hand to Tank. “Left tackle, Georgia Bulldogs, right? I thought for sure you were going to the NFL.”

      “I got offered a better job,” Tank said, and then looked down at Newt. “Is he okay?”

      Pipi glanced down and saw that Newt had, once again, slipped into a frozen state. “The Leg Collector,” Pipi said.

      Newt instantly relaxed and released a big yawn. “Sorry,” he said, covering his mouth. “We had a long flight.”

      Bruce yawned. “Well, come on—let’s all go inside.”
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        * * *

      

      Bruce led everyone into the front sitting room of the mansion and motioned for everyone to sit.

      “You said that Newt’s gift is mathematics?” Declan asked.

      “Yes,” Pipi said. “Newt, what is the distance traveled by light in one year?”

      “9.46 x 1015,” Newt said, followed by another yawn. “Or, more exactly, 9,460,730,472,580,800 meters.”

      “And what does Pi equal?” Pipi asked.

      “Pi equals 3.141592653589793238462643383279—”

      “That’s enough,” Pipi said.

      “That’s amazing,” Tank said.

      “Part of it is math, and part of it is Newt’s extraordinary photographic memory,” Pipi said. “He also knows more about the world’s serial killers than anyone in the FBI.”

      “I’m sorry. How is all of this going to help find my wife?” Bruce asked, running his hands over his face in frustration.

      “Newt’s talent—with math as the foundation—is solving puzzles and detecting patterns, Mr. Mulvaney. He wouldn’t be here if the bureau didn’t think he could help.”

      “Okay. So, what are the chances of finding my wife?” Bruce asked.

      “Right now, there’s a 64.6 percent statistical likelihood of your wife’s safe return,” Newt said. “But after ten days we enter less positive territory, at least as far as the abduction probability models are concerned.”

      “Does he always use such big words?” Tank asked.

      “No,” Pipi said. “Usually they’re bigger.”
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        * * *

      

      After returning several phone calls to the bureau, Pipi walked around the estate, trying to get a sense of the life Nisa Mulvaney had decided to run away from. It was difficult to understand why she would voluntarily reject such luxury, unless spousal abuse was involved—or she was having an affair.

      Pipi found her way back to Declan Mulvaney’s study, where Newt had been holed up for the last couple hours absorbing the contents of the file compiled by the Charleston Police Department. The chance of Newt drifting into a trance state while she’d been gone was minimal. As long as Newt had a case file in front of him, things were usually fine.

      “So, what did you find?” Pipi asked as she entered the room.

      “I have one conclusion and two questions,” Newt said.

      “Okay, start with the conclusion,” Pipi said.

      “Based on everything in the file—and a few things that are not in the file—I’ve concluded the Charleston PD dropped the ball,” Newt said.

      “Really? How?”

      “The biggest problem is that they’ve stayed focused on Bruce Mulvaney as the primary suspect for far too long.”

      “I don’t need to tell you, but most cases involving a wife’s disappearance end up involving the husband,” Pipi said.

      “I didn’t say they shouldn’t have looked at Bruce,” Newt said. “I’m saying they should have been able to clear him in about forty-five minutes. But as recent as yesterday, they still had detectives trying to make a case against him.”

      “You sure it’s not him?” Pipi asked.

      “I’ve looked at everything. Trust me, it wasn’t him,” Newt said flatly. “Besides, he yawned.”

      “He yawned?”

      “When we first came into the house, I went out of my way to yawn—”

      “And yawning is contagious,” Pipi said. Damn, the kid was smart.

      The FBI had done extensive subconscious behavioral studies that showed yawning in response to another person’s yawn indicated empathy—a trait psychopaths lacked. “You’re willing to hang your reputation on a yawn?”

      “And a few other things I’d rather not get into right now,” Newt said. “Let’s just say that if Bruce Mulvaney decides to sue the Charleston PD for negligence, he’d probably win.”

      Pipi made a note in the small pad she carried with her in her purse, something all agents were required to keep. So much for it being the spouse, Pipi thought. “What are the two questions?”

      “Question one is if Nisa Mulvaney left the house on a motorcycle, why did she go get the Mercedes from the repair shop? We know she did because of the message the auto repair shop left on the Mulvaney’s answering machine at 11:00 a.m. on May 19.”

      “Maybe she didn’t like the wind ruining her hair,” Pipi said.

      Newt considered this. “No, if she was the type of person to be concerned about her hair, she would have taken her helmet with her.”

      “I was making a joke,” Pipi said. “Question two?”

      “If Nisa got her car, where’s the Porcupine?”

      “Are you telling me the Charleston PD still hasn’t found the motorcycle?” Pipi said.

      “Found it?” Newt said, looking like a hobbit seated in the tall leather chair behind Declan Mulvaney’s desk. “I’m not sure they ever looked for it.”

      “Son of a bit—”

      Pipi caught herself and stopped mid-swearword. Newt’s parents had requested she make an effort to reduce her use of profanity in front of their son. Discussing the mutilation of corpses was okay somehow, but “damn” and “hell” were off limits.

      “It’s okay if you swear,” Newt said. “I would.”

      “Keep working the file, okay?” Pipi said. “I’m going to get the details on the bike from Declan, and then I’ll put out a national BOLO for the motorcycle.”
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        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        JANUARY 20, 1995

      

      

      “Do you know how many times I’ve made the drive out here now, Onyx?” Alistar asked.

      “Quite a few I would imagine,” Onyx said.

      “Two hundred and twenty,” Alistar said. “Every other week, with the exception of major holidays, for nine years.”

      “I didn’t know you were keeping count, Mr. Ashley,” Onyx said. “In any case, you have been reliably consistent.”

      “Yes, I have,” Alistar said, taking a sip of his tea, seated on his red-painted stair as usual. “I’ve come here so often that I’ve just about rubbed all the red paint from this stair.”

      “I shall have it painted,” Onyx said.

      “You know what I remember about my first trip out here to the lighthouse?” Alistar asked.

      “Do tell.”

      “I remember that you tried to shoot me,” Alistar said.

      “I did no such thing, Mr. Ashley,” Onyx said. “As I have explained to you before—”

      “I know, you dropped the shotgun and it accidently went off,” Alistar said, finishing the sentence.

      “Precisely,” Onyx said. “If I’d wanted to kill you, Mr. Ashley, you’d have known it. My daddy taught me how to shoot a gun.”

      “Too bad Catfish didn’t teach you how to hold onto it,” Alistar said.

      Catfish.

      Onyx had not heard anyone say the name “Catfish” aloud in years. Hearing it now caused a sense of emptiness and longing within her, flashing back to their final few minutes together before she’d helped him pass to the other side.

      “Do you have any idea how many pages of your story I have transcribed—by hand—during that time?” Alistar asked.

      “No, Mr. Ashley, but I’m guessing you do,” Onyx said.

      “Just shy of two thousand pages,” Alistar said.

      “There must be a point to all this, Mr. Ashley,” Onyx said.

      “There is,” Alistar said. “The point is: I’d like to publish what you’ve shared with me.”

      “No.”

      “Then why have you allowed me to write everything down if you never intended to have it shared with the world?” Alistar asked.

      It was a good question, Onyx thought. Why had she allowed Alistar to take notes? For that matter, why had she invited him into the lighthouse at all? Onyx knew there was only one answer.

      She was lonely.

      “I did not realize your weekly visits were such a hardship, Mr. Ashley. Perhaps I should have been reimbursing you for your time and gasoline?”

      “That’s not what I meant, Onyx,” Alistar said. “To the contrary, the things you’ve been sharing with me—your story, your beliefs and philosophies—they’re brilliant. Life changing, some would say. I believe people should have the chance to read what you’ve shared with me. In fact, I’d go so far as to say that not allowing its publication to be selfish and perhaps criminal.”

      “Very dramatic, Mr. Ashley,” Onyx said. “But it’s out of the question. As you have so accurately indicated, these are my words. They belong to me and no one else. Publication of what I’ve said will happen over my dead body.”

      “And that’s precisely what I have in mind,” Alistar said. “You agree to let me to publish what you’ve shared, but not until after you have passed away. In that way, we both get what we want.”

      “How charming,” Onyx said.

      “That’s not all, Onyx,” Alistar continued. “It seems the taxman has come knocking, and your coffers are bare.”

      “Is that a lawyerly way of saying I’m broke, Mr. Ashley?”

      “Yes, Onyx,” Alistar said. “Once again, we find ourselves with our backs against the wall, just as we have this time of year every year since my arrival.”

      “I find it amusing how you keep using the word we, Mr. Ashley—as if it was your lighthouse the state was threatening to take.”

      “Well, perhaps it feels that way because I have a vested interest in the place,” Alistar said. “It is me who puts up the funds this time every year to keep the place in your possession. Or have you forgotten?”

      “No, Mr. Ashley, I have not forgotten,” Onyx said. “And I have repeatedly offered to repay you, or have you—”

      “And there is the crux of the matter, isn’t it,” Alistar said.  “You have offered. Offered. What were your exact words? Oh yes: Repeatedly offered. Yet here we sit again, in the same situation, and nothing has changed.”

      “I said I would repay you.”

      “But you can’t, Onyx. You have no funds,” Alistar said. “And as of today, I am no longer willing to throw good money after bad. That leaves us—”

      “You can stop right there, Mr. Ashley,” Onyx said. “I will not under any circumstances sell any of my surrounding land. My father bought that land to keep people from encroaching on my life, which they do anyway. I can only imagine—”

      “I’m not suggesting you sell your land, Onyx,” Alistar interrupted. “I’m offering to become your partner.”

      “My partner? Partner in what exactly?”

      “In the lighthouse. In your estate.”

      Onyx remained silent.

      “Are you there?” Alistar asked.

      “How, precisely, would this arrangement work?” Onyx asked finally.

      “Very simply. I put up the money for the taxes as an investment rather than as a loan. I get my money back when the property is sold after your passing. In essence, you get to stay in the lighthouse for the rest of your life, without ever having to pay me back, including the money I’ve already—”

      “How much?”

      “How much what? How much money would I be putting up?”

      “No,” Onyx said. “How much land would become yours as a result of your investment?”

      “I knew you would ask that,” Alistar said, pulling a file from his briefcase. “As such, I have worked up a schedule for your review.”

      “You’ve come with a contract, simply awaiting my signature?” Onyx said with a tinge of indignation in her voice. “What if I say no?”

      “You can’t,” Alistar said. “If you do, the next person knocking on the lighthouse won’t be your lawyer with papers to save the lighthouse—it will be Clay Daniels III with papers to take it away.”
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        * * *

      

      Onyx waited for the sound of the Aston Martin’s engine to fade, and then went down to retrieve the contract.

      Alistar was right, of course. What other option did she have? Where he was wrong, however, was the part where his investment was to pay off after her death.

      Onyx had no intention of dying.

      She was already dead.
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        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        OCTOBER 10, 2010

      

      

      Robyn was in her room on the third floor of the mansion, laying on the bed and gazing up at the ceiling. There wasn’t much that fazed Robyn, but the conversation out on the back deck with Koda had her head swimming.

      Four days earlier, she and Koda had been sitting out on the back deck drinking mimosas when Koda dropped the bombshell: He had feelings for her. At least that’s what Robyn thought Koda was saying. After all, it wasn’t every day the sexiest man in the world took a girl’s hand, looked her in the eyes, and told her he came back from the dead for her.

      For the last couple months Robyn knew she’d been falling for Koda, yet—at the same time—doing everything she could to keep a safe distance between them. And why?

      Because of Dane, of course.

      Robyn was terrified of what Koda might think of her if she told him how she felt just three months after Dane’s death. But it couldn’t be helped. Robyn had been in relationships where she wished she felt more for someone but didn’t. Now she found herself in a situation where she knew it would be better if the feelings had come at a later and more appropriate time. But there was no holding them back.

      Feelings were funny that way. They happened, or they didn’t—on their own timetable.

      If she were being honest, Robyn knew she’d been having feelings for Koda even while she and Dane were dating.

      Oh, God. Had Mika Flagler been right about her all along?

      From the start it felt like Mika considered Robyn to be an adversary—like some gold digger out to steal Koda away from her. And now…

      Robyn put the thought out of her mind. She would deal with Mika if and when the time came. Right now, she had to take a shower and get ready for dinner, after which she’d been invited to watch the Atlanta Braves playoff game against the San Francisco Giants on TV.

      She had no idea when she’d see Mika next.
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        * * *

      

      Robyn walked in the kitchen to find Declan, Koda, and Bruce filling their plates with hot dogs and French fries, and loading them up with an assortment of condiments. Mika wasn’t there.

      So far, so good.

      “Hey, there you are,” Declan said, crossing the room and giving Robyn a hug.

      “You’re just in time for the annual Chicago-dog argument,” Koda said.

      “You argue over hot dogs?”

      “Hell, yes,” Declan said.

      “My grandfather is a Chicago-dog purist,” Koda said. “And my father goes out of his way to put ketchup on them, just to piss him off.”

      “I like ketchup on my hot dogs,” Bruce said. “So sue me.”

      “By definition, a Chicago-style dog has to be an all-beef Vienna on a poppy seed bun—and it has to be topped as follows,” Declan said, taking his dog over to where the condiments were set out on the counter. “Yellow mustard, chopped onions, green sweet pickle relish, one dill pickle spear, a couple of tomato wedges, pickled sport peppers, and finished off with a dash of celery salt. Nothing more and nothing less.”

      Robyn turned to Koda. “Wow, you weren’t kidding.”

      Koda shrugged. “Told you.”

      “You ask ten people what the best hot dog in Chicago is, and you’ll get ten different answers, Dad,” Bruce said.

      “No, you get the names of ten different places, but the dogs are all made the same way,” Declan said. “Tommy and I used to take the bus out to Flukys at Maxwell and Halsted. Abe Drexler owned the stand. He invented them, so that’s that.”

      “You met the guy who invented the Chicago-dog?” Robyn said.

      “Don’t get him started, Robyn,” Bruce said.

      “Yep,” Declan said. “Had my first Flukys in 1937. They called them depression-dogs in those days. Five cents for a dog and fries, if you can believe that.”

      “These are from Portillo’s,” Koda said. “We have them shipped in on dry ice, but if you ask me, Gene and Jules makes the best dogs in the city.”

      “Out on River Road in River Grove?” Robyn said.

      “You know Chicago?” Declan asked.

      “I’ve been there a few times, mostly with my Dad,” Robyn said. “He lived there for a few years when he was younger. Great fries, too.”

      “I love this girl,” Declan said.

      Robyn thought Declan Mulvaney was one of the most interesting people she’d ever met, and now she knew he liked her, too.

      Bruce Mulvaney was another story.

      Robyn was pretty sure Bruce saw her as just a bartender—someone who was probably not good enough for Koda. He never said as much. It was just the feeling she got.

      “I haven’t seen Mika,” Robyn said. “Is she coming?”

      “Who cares?” Koda said.

      Declan leaned toward Robyn. “Don’t worry about her, sweetheart. You take care of my grandson—I’ll handle Mika.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Declan finished his third hot dog and headed off to bed at the end of the sixth inning. Bruce stayed with Koda and Robyn until the game was over, the Braves losing to the Giants 3-2.

      “Don’t stay up too late, Son,” Bruce said as he left the room. “You’ve got rehab in the morning.”

      “I’m twenty-three, Dad,” Koda said. “I can figure out my bedtime.”

      “Good night, Robyn,” Bruce said. “Maybe I’ll walk over to DJ’s and have a steak at the bar this week.”

      “Sure. That’d be great,” Robyn said.

      Robyn waited until Bruce was gone. “How long did you tell your dad I was staying?”

      “I didn’t,” Koda said. “It’s none of his business.”

      “Of course it’s his business, Koda,” Robyn said. “It’s his house.”

      “I live here, too,” Koda shrugged, then grabbed the TV remote and began surfing through channels. A few channels later, the face of someone they both knew filled the screen.

      “I took a leave of absence from DJ’s,” Robyn said. “I was hoping it would be okay if—”

      “Look, it’s Gerylyn,” Koda said, pointing at the TV.

      “It’s called the Solstice Eclipse,” Gerylyn Stoller said from behind a pair of dark sunglasses. “On this day, the Earth’s shadow will block out the moon like a normal eclipse. But what makes it special is that it takes place on the first day of winter—the Winter Solstice, December 21. The last time this occurred was in 1638.”

      The camera cut to Olympia Fudge. “So, let me get this straight. You’re saying that in ten weeks, a whole flock of ghosts are gonna come flooding through people’s windows, kind of like illegal aliens flooding across the Mexican border.”

      “No, not through windows,” Gerylyn said. “The spirits will be crossing over through mirrors, which are the portals from the land of the dead into the realm of the living.”

      “But these are friendly ghosts, right?” Olympia said.

      “Ghosts are ghosts. Friendly is a relative term.”

      “Okay, you’ve got my attention,” Olympia said. “So, is there anything people should do? To protect themselves?”

      “Yes,” Gerylyn said. “People should break their mirrors, and make sure every last shard of glass is thrown away.”

      “I thought breaking a mirror was supposed to be like seven year’s bad luck?” Olympia said.

      “So is having the life force drained from your body by a hungry spirit,” Gerylyn said.

      Olympia pointed a finger at Gerylyn and silently mouthed “S-H-E  C-R-A-Z-Y” in the direction of the camera.

      “I’ve spent my entire adult life studying ghosts, Ms. Fudge,” Gerylyn said. “You and your viewers may feel free to ignore this advice, but you do so at your own peril.”

      “Well, you heard it here first,” Olympia said. “The ghosts are coming, so break your mirrors and climb under the covers. And if you want to know all the ways to protect yourself, get Dr. Stoller’s book—Solstice Eclipse: Day of the Ghost Attack—available at Amazon.com and bookstores everywhere. And in just a few short minutes, Dr. Stoller will be taking your calls. Just dial 1-555-THEFUDGE.”

      “How can she embarrass herself like that?” Koda asked when the show cut to a commercial.

      “What, you don’t believe her?”

      “That there’s going to be a ghost invasion?” Koda asked. “No. She’s just hawking her book.”

      “Really? Name one thing Gerylyn Stoller has been wrong about. Just one,” Robyn said.

      Koda shrugged.

      She had a point.
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        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        MAY 25, 1993

      

      

      Bruce, Declan, Kajika, and Bebe sat at the kitchen table finishing breakfast, while Tank helped Koda on with his backpack to take him to school. As they walked out the front door, Pipi and Newt arrived.

      “Everyone’s in the kitchen,” Tank said.

      Pipi and Newt had no sooner than walked into the kitchen when the phone rang. It was the call Pipi hoped she’d get after requesting the BOLO for the Porcupine the previous afternoon. “They’ve got the bike,” Pipi said as she hung up the phone.

      “They found it already?” Bruce said.

      Pipi nodded. “A cylinder block bearing the serial number of the Porcupine was in a horde of parts recovered in a raid on a chop shop in West Virginia three days ago.”

      “A chop shop?” Declan said. “That means—”

      “No one gives a shit about the bike, Dad,” Bruce snapped.

      “I was going to say that maybe someone witnessed the theft, and the information might help us find Nisa,” Declan said. “That’s all.”

      Pipi shook her head. “We know what happened, and it’s not good. They’ve already arrested the man who sold the bike to the chop shop. His name is Wesley Friel.”

      “Wesley Friel?” Kajika repeated.

      “Yes, you know him?” Pipi asked, surprised.

      “Know him? The son of a bitch was the best man at our wedding,” Kajika said. “Bebe and I met at Wesley’s club, the Dancing Bare. That’s where Bebe worked when I met her.”

      Bebe looked at Kajika, her eyes welling with tears.

      “Well, it’s called Wesley’s Chaise Lounge now,” Pipi continued. “He was questioned and released on bond. He claims he found the bike abandoned on the side of the road. They’re picking him up as we speak.”

      “We should go up there,” Bruce said. “Tank will be back with the limo in twenty minutes.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Pipi said. “I’ve arranged for the bureau to bring Mr. Friel to Charleston.”
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        * * *

      

      Two agents with the FBI escorted Wesley Friel into the largest of the three interview rooms at the Charleston Police Department. Pipi had requested that specific interview room because it was the only one that had a two-way mirror.

      Declan, Bruce, Kajika, Tank, and Newt were taken into the viewing room on the darkly lit side of the mirror.

      “I’ve always wondered why they call it a two-way mirror,” Declan said. “You can only see through one side. That would make it a one-way mirror, wouldn’t it?”

      “A true one-way mirror doesn’t exist,” Newt said. “Light passes through the glass in both directions, but when one side is brightly lit and the other side is kept dark, you can only see through in one direction. It might be possible to achieve a similar effect by adding an optical isolator layer on a one-way mirror, but the lighting could prove tricky.”

      “It was a rhetorical question,” Declan said, “but thanks anyway, Newt.”

      Pipi entered the brightly lit room on the other side where Wesley Friel sat in a chair at a metal table.

      “Mr. Friel, I’m Special Agent Esperanza with the FBI,” Pipi said as she closed the door behind her. “Do you know why you’re here?”

      “Yeah,” Wesley said. “About the bike again, right? Well, I already told the authorities everything I know.”

      “Fine, now tell me,” Pipi said as she sat down. “You said the first time you saw the Porcupine it was lying in a ditch by the side of the road? Were you walking or were you driving?”

      “Driving,” Wesley said. “I pulled over, threw it in the back of my pickup, and took it to a friend to make a quick buck. There’s no law against that, is there?”

      “Well, in this case, there is,” Pipi said. “Your friend runs a chop shop, which is an illegal enterprise.”

      “A chop shop? Well, that’s news to me,” Wesley said. “Maybe I should have my lawyer present.”

      “A lawyer won’t be necessary, Mr. Friel,” Pipi said. “You see, I just got off the phone with my superiors, and they’ve empowered me to grant you immunity from prosecution.”

      “Immunity?” Wesley said. “Transactional or derivative?”

      “You seem to know a lot about immunity, Mr. Friel.”

      “I watch a lot of TV,” Wesley said. “So, which kind?”

      “Transactional,” Pipi said. “It covers everything.”

      Pipi pulled a piece of paper from a file, and slid it across the table. “Now, you know this means you must answer my questions completely and honestly, or you will be held in contempt of court, right?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Wesley said. “I know the drill.”

      Pipi handed Wesley a pen and he scribbled his name.

      “Let’s get to this so I can get out of here, okay?” Wesley said. “I’ve got a business to run.”

      Pipi took the form and slid it into the file. “Okay, let’s start with where you really found the bike.”

      “I found it parked outside the bar,” Wesley said.

      “When?”

      “On the afternoon of May 19,” Wesley said. “I saw it when I pulled into the lot, near the side of the building.”

      “Did you see the bike when you closed up the night before—Tuesday night, May 18?” Pipi asked.

      “No.”

      “So, are you saying you never saw Nisa Mulvaney?”

      “Nisa who?” Wesley said.

      “Mulvaney,” Pipi repeated.

      “I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

      Pipi leaned back in her chair. “God, that’s a shame.”

      “Okay, I’ll bite,” Wesley said. “Why is it a shame?”

      “Because if you lie to me, it voids your immunity deal. And because the owner of the motorcycle—Nisa Mulvaney—is the wife of Bruce Mulvaney and daughter-in-law of real estate mogul Declan Mulvaney. And she’s missing.”

      “Missing?”

      “Missing, as in, she’s disappeared. Which is a shame because the Mulvaney’s are going to hold a press conference in the morning offering a million-dollar reward to anyone who provides information leading to Mrs. Mulvaney’s safe return. But since you didn’t see her—”

      “Wait a minute,” Wesley said. “May 18? Was that a Tuesday?”

      Pipi nodded.

      “Now that you mention it, there was a woman who came in that night. You wouldn’t happen to have a picture, would you?”

      Pipi opened the file again and fished out an 8 x 10 glossy of Nisa and laid it on the table. Wesley looked at the photo. “Yeah, yeah, I remember now. Pretty thing. Upset about something, if I’m recalling correctly.”

      “So, you did see her,” Pipi said.

      Wesley studied the picture for added drama. “Yes, it was definitely her. She was there in the bar that night.”

      “And what happened?” Pipi asked.

      “Nothing much. She had a few drinks, I closed up, and she left,” Wesley said.

      “Alone? You watched her walk out the door by herself?”

      “Yeah, that’s right.”

      “That’s strange,” Pipi said. “We know she didn’t take the motorcycle, right? You’ve already said it was there, in the lot, the next afternoon. Which doesn’t make sense. However—if you happened to have seen whoever she left with, now that would be really valuable information.”

      “Oh, wait. I do remember something else,” Wesley said. “There was a woman in the back, in the lot behind the bar, standing next to a white van. I saw her when I went to throw out the trash.”

      “You’re sure it was a woman?”

      “Yeah,” Wesley said. “Frumpy-looking. Mid-forties, I’d say.”

      “Do you remember what this frumpy woman was wearing?” Pipi asked.

      “She was in a skirt and a sweater. I remember because it seemed strange. It was pretty warm outside.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Now that you mention it, yeah. She was holding a shopping bag, with some kind of picture on it. I think it was a Ferris wheel.”
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        “The thing that matters most in your final hours is that you do not find yourself crying and begging for more time. Only those who have failed to live fear death.”
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        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        MAY 29, 1993

      

      

      Pipi Esperanza wasn’t happy. The FBI had decided to make a change, assigning a new lead agent on the case involving Nisa Mulvaney’s disappearance.

      “We’ve been called back,” Pipi told Newt. “Did you work up a profile yet?”

      “I can’t finish until I figure something out,” Newt said.

      “Let me guess. The Mercedes?”

      “Yeah,” Newt said. “The car thing still bugs me.”

      “Let’s go and talk it through.”
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        * * *

      

      “You run through the points, and I’ll confirm as we go,” Pipi said once they’d reached Declan Mulvaney’s study.

      “Okay,” Newt said. “Nisa Mulvaney climbs on the Porcupine and races off on the night of May 18. The reason she takes the motorcycle rather than her Mercedes is because the Mercedes is in the repair shop.”

      “Check,” Pipi said.

      “Bar owner, Wesley Friel, has eyes on Nisa in Myrtle Beach at 11:40 p.m., a ninety-five-mile ride from Charleston,” Newt said. “At seventy miles an hour, the timing fits perfectly. So she rode straight there.”

      “Check.”

      “Now, let’s assume the woman Wesley Friel saw behind the building in the van is the person who abducted her.”

      “For the sake of the exercise only, check,” Pipi said.

      “Next, someone calls from the repair shop the following morning, saying Nisa had just picked up the Mercedes. But we know she couldn’t have. She’d already been abducted.”

      “So who picked up the Mercedes then?” Pipi asked.

      “I’m thinking it was the person who took her, but when the shop left the message, they said Nisa had picked it up.” Newt closed his eyes and shook his head.

      “What?” Pipi asked.

      “I know where the Mercedes is,” Newt said. “Where’s the tape with the message from the repair shop? Can we play it?”

      Pipi fished the cassette from a file box and slid it into the telephone answering machine. She rewound the tape, and found the message. Then she pressed play:

      “Hello, this is Max from Luxury Auto. Just wanted you to know that Mrs. Mulvaney picked up her Mercedes this morning, but she didn’t have enough cash on her to pay the bill. So, uh, we’re just going to—I’m sorry, hang on one second please—so we’re just going to send an invoice over. Thanks.”

      That was the end of the call.

      Newt shook his head. “It was right there in front of us all along.”

      Pipi stared at Newt for several seconds, and then it hit her. “Oh my God. The message didn’t come from the repair shop, did it?”

      “No, the person who has Nisa probably found the repair ticket in her purse,” Newt said.

      “It was all a distraction?”

      Newt nodded. “This guy is smart, Pipi. He’s organized. He thinks things through. I’m pretty sure Nisa Mulvaney wasn’t some random abduction. He chose her. He followed her up to Myrtle Beach, and he took her.”

      “What about the woman by the van?” Pipi asked.

      “It wasn’t a woman,” Newt said. “It was a man using a disguise. Just another distraction.”

      Pipi nodded, said nothing. There was nothing else to say. She knew Newt was right—on all counts.

      “You’re going to want to hold on to the tape,” Newt said. “The guy who left the message is the killer.”

      Pipi pulled the tape from the answering machine and put it in her purse.

      “I was wrong to have told the Mulvaneys there was a good chance we’d get her back,” Newt said. “Nisa Mulvaney is never coming home.”

      “We should break the news to Bruce before we leave,” Pipi said.

      “Let me do it,” Declan said from the doorway of the study. “It will be better coming from me.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda Mulvaney was sitting on the floor in his bedroom, playing with his toys when Newt appeared at the door.

      “Hey, I’m lost and I was wondering if you could help me,” Newt said. “I’m looking for Koda Mulvaney.”

      Koda looked up. “That’s me. I’m Koda.”

      “You’re Koda?” Newt said. “They told me to look for the little boy upstairs, but you’re pretty big. What are you, eight?”

      “I’m six,” Koda said. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Newt. I’m with the people downstairs.”

      “Oh,” Koda said, and then looked away.

      Newt glanced around the room, looking for some way to connect with the kid. That’s when he saw the Rubik’s Cube sitting on Koda’s dresser.

      “Hey, is that your Rubik’s Cube?” Newt asked.

      “Yeah,” Koda said. “I can’t get it, though.”

      “Can I try?”

      “Sure.”

      Newt crossed the room and grabbed the cube, then lowered himself onto the floor in a cross-legged position next to Koda.

      “You want to see something amazing?” Newt asked.

      Koda nodded.

      “Okay, watch.” Newt turned the cube around several times in his hand, studying it from all sides. “Do you know how to count to ten?”

      Koda nodded.

      “Okay, I’m going to close my eyes. When I say ‘go,’ you start counting to ten. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Koda said.

      Newt closed his eyes. “Okay, go.”

      “One… two… three… four… five…”

      Newt began rapidly twisting the cube in his hands.

      “Six… seven… eight… nine…”

      Before Koda got to ten, all six sides of the Rubik’s Cube were solid colors. “How did you do that?”

      “I have a gift, like a superpower,” Newt said.

      “Like Superman?”

      “Yeah, kind of,” Newt said. “I can’t leap tall buildings or outrun bullets, but I’m really good with games and math. And I’m pretty good at catching bad people.”

      Koda pointed to a photograph taped to a standing floor mirror, next to his dresser. “My mom put that there the night she left. Dad told me I couldn’t take it down. When do you think they’ll let me have it?”

      “You can take it now if you want,” Newt said.

      Koda walked over and pulled the photo off the mirror. “My mom’s not coming back, is she?”

      It would be so easy to lie, Newt thought—to tell him that everything was going to be fine. But he couldn’t do it.

      “No, I don’t think she is.”
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        * * *

      

      Bruce Mulvaney was at his desk in his study, doing paperwork, while Tank sat in the corner of the room, flipping through a copy of Sports Illustrated. There was a light knock at the door.

      Bruce looked up and saw Newt standing in the doorway. “Give us a minute, will you, Tank?” Bruce said.

      Newt waited until Tank had closed the door behind him. “Did your dad already talk to you?” Newt asked.

      Bruce nodded his head. “Yes. Where’s Agent Esperanza?”

      “She’s briefing the lead agent who’s taking over the case,” Newt said, and took a seat. “I wanted to talk to you before we left.”

      Bruce pushed his papers aside and waited for Newt to continue.

      “I wrote up a profile of the person who took your wife,” Newt said. “It might change as the bureau gathers more data, but not by much. It would be helpful if you took a few minutes to look it over when you feel up to it. It may make you think of something.”

      Newt slid an envelope containing a report across the desk.

      “Is that it?” Bruce asked.

      “No,” Newt said. “I just wanted you to know things would have gone a lot faster if you’d told the police you were having an affair. They would have cleared you quicker if you’d provided an alibi.”

      Bruce’s eyes narrowed. “How did you know?”

      “Well, I didn’t for sure—not until just now,” Newt said. “But all the clues were pretty much there. The security desk at the SunTrust building showed you leaving for the night at 7:10 p.m. and didn’t show you returning. You called your wife and said you had gone to dinner at the Bohemian, but no one at the hotel remembered seeing you that night. And your bank statement shows an ATM withdrawal for $3,000 at 7:28 p.m. I’m assuming this is so you could pay cash for your suite, rather than putting it on your credit card.”

      Bruce nodded. “Does anyone else know?”

      “No,” Newt said. “Your personal movements that evening have nothing to do with your wife’s disappearance. And I don’t believe you hired someone to abduct her, so there’s no valid reason to bring it up.”

      Bruce nodded. “It’s already over. I only saw her a few times. She showed up on the night of our anniversary, and—”

      “I don’t need to know any of that,” Newt said. “I really came in to let you know that I told Koda his mother wasn’t coming back.”

      “I see.”

      “Someone was going to have to do it, and Koda is in a lot of pain right now, so I thought the sooner the better.”

      “I haven’t really talked to Koda since this started,” Bruce said. “I wasn’t really sure what to say.”

      “Kids usually respond pretty well when people are honest with them,” Newt said. “Hugs work pretty well, too.”
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          Official Unsub Profile – Case #2091-4

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Manisamanaipya Burlock-Mulvaney (Status: Missing)

        Prepared by Newton Drystad – May 29, 1993

      

      

      Personal Categories:Probability (as a %):

      
        	Male 99.6%

        	Single 73.4%

        	White 65.4%

      

      Age:

      
        	Under 20: 5%

        	20s: 29%

        	30s: 57%

        	40s: 6%

        	Above 50: 3%

      

      Estimated number of victims to date:12-17

      Behavior/Trait:Probability (as a %):

      Lives alone: 74.3%

      Above average intelligence: 88.2%

      IQ range of 132 or greater: 61.3%

      Follows crimes in media: 96.4%

      Hides in public using disguises: 69.5%

      Came from an unstable home: 76.1%

      Father engaged in criminal acts: 56.0%

      Personally experienced a violent act: 47.3%

      Witnessed violent event against loved one: 63.3%

      Experienced head trauma of some kind: 86.1%

      Spent time in an orphanage or institution: 24.4%

      Abused drugs and/or alcohol: 58.5%

      Most likely self-employed: 66.4%

      
        
        (UNSUB PROFILE / CASE #2091-4: CONTINUED)

      

      

      Drives older model pick-up truck or van: 41.1%

      Returns to the scene of the crime: 77.7%

      Involves himself with police or media: 38.6%

      Has worked for (or with) law enforcement: 23.9%

      Kills in one place, disposes in another: 87.2%

      Engage in conversation with their victims: 92.2%

      Uses charm or disguises to subdue: 71.6%

      The perpetrator is a serial predator: 92.2%

      Has an extensive collection of some sort: 77.4%

      Enjoys games and puzzles: 73.7%

      Socially adept and even charming: 81.4%

      Graduated college: 66.4%

      Good housekeeping skills and hygiene: 96.4%

      Maintains hiding place/kill room in home: 55.5%

      Has nighttime habits (versus “daytime”): 91.9%

      Takes photographs of victims: 87.4%

      Keeps a trophy from victim as reminder: 82.9%

      

      Additional Likelihoods:

      Motivation for abductions is for psychological satisfaction (not sexual). Ego-centric and lacks empathy and feelings of guilt. Methodical in way he lures his victims. Driven by anger, resentment, feelings of unfairness. Has been through a horrific experience (or experiences) that have left him physically and emotionally scarred. Desperately needs others to understand his torment and pain. Believes he’s smarter than everyone around him, including the police and the FBI. Sees what he is doing as a game that must be played out to its eventual conclusion. Won’t quit on his own. Beneath everything, he hates himself and wants to be caught. If he could, he would commit suicide, but lacks the emotional courage to do it himself.

      Liklihood victim is alive at time of this writing: 6.2%

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        JUNE 2, 1993

      

      

      Stan Lee made his way down the tunnel toward the kill room, carrying a tray with breakfast plates, a pair of binoculars hanging around his neck.

      “Well, you’re finally big news,” Stan Lee said as he plopped down in a chair opposite Nisa’s wheelchair, right where he’d left her the evening before.

      “What do you mean?” Nisa asked.

      “The Mulvaneys just offered a million-dollar reward for your safe return,” Stan Lee said. “Press conference, full-page ads in every newspaper in the South. They’re going all out for you, just like I figured they would.”

      “I told you, Bruce loves me,” Nisa said.

      “That doesn’t explain the affair.”

      “What affair?”

      “Let’s agree to disagree. Are you going to eat today?” Stan Lee asked, loading a heap of scrambled eggs on a fork and placing it inches away from her lips, which were sealed tightly. “Okay, have it your way. I’ll eat them, and you can just sit there and watch.”

      Once the eggs were gone, Stan Lee tried enticing Nisa with a piece of bacon. “You know what my mother used to say when she made bacon? ‘I’ll bet you’re achin’ for some nice crispy bacon.’ He waved the brown strip of meat before Nisa’s face, but when she made no attempt to take it, Stan Lee popped it in his own mouth.

      “I have an idea,” Stan Lee said, setting the plate aside. “Why don’t we play a game? Do you like riddles?”

      “Not really,” Nisa said.

      “Okay, here goes: When you say my name, I disappear. What is my name?”

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

      “Silence,” Stan Lee said. “Get it?” My name is Silence. So, when you say my name, I disappear. Clever, huh?”

      Nisa remained silent.

      “Oh, I haven’t shown you this yet.” Stan Lee reached down and began unfastening his belt. Nisa looked away as his pants slid off his narrow hips and dropped to the floor. “You can look, Nisa. I’m wearing briefs. I’m not some kind of pervert.”

      Nisa opened her eyes but said nothing.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve never seen prosthetic legs before.”

      “Were you born this way?” Nisa asked.

      Stan Lee shook his head. “No. These are the gift with purchase you get when you fall off a harvester and your grandfather doesn’t hit the stop button fast enough.”

      “Is that where you grew up? On a farm?” Nisa asked.

      “Don’t ask questions if you’re not interested in the answers,” Stan Lee said. “I hate it when people act like they’re interested but are just pretending.”

      “No, really, I want to know,” Nisa said. “You know so much about me, but what do I know about you? Nothing really.”

      “Okay,” Stan Lee said, walking over to the cabinet where he kept his medical supplies. “Just let me get something first.”

      Stan Lee found the bottle of vanilla skin cream he was looking for, then sat back down in the chair. He removed his prosthetics—the right leg first, and then the left—letting each drop to the floor as Nisa looked on.

      “This doesn’t bother you, does it?”

      Nisa shook her head.

      “Good. You have no idea how bad my stumps hurt sometimes,” Stan Lee said. “The key is to moisturize. I use the same cream my mother used to use. I make it myself. Beeswax, canola oil, and coconut oil. Forty-seconds in the microwave, stir, and repeat until the wax and oil are melted together.”

      “Sounds simple enough,” Nisa said.

      “Don’t I wish,” Stan Lee said, dripping some of the lotion directly on his left stump and rubbing it in. “But there’s more to it. Next, you’ve got to add Borax, distilled water—not regular water, distilled—and brown sugar. That goes on the stove in a saucepan on medium heat until the sugar and borax dissolves.”

      Stan Lee lowered his left stump and raised his right, applying the lotion.

      “What was your mother’s name?” Nisa asked.

      “Mary Ann.”

      “And she lived on the farm with you?”

      “Later,” Stan Lee said. “I haven’t finished explaining the lotion recipe yet. Once the borax and brown sugar dissolve, you take everything and pour it all together, and mix it with a whisk, adding in a teaspoon of vanilla extract as you go. Then, you wait an hour or so for the lotion to thicken, and you’re done.”

      “How often do you make it? The lotion?” Nisa asked.

      “Once a week. Every Wednesday just like my mother did.”

      “It sounds like you loved her a lot,” Nisa said.

      Stan Lee nodded. “Yeah, well, if Declan had loved her half as much as I did maybe things would have been different.”

      “Declan?”

      “Yes,” Stan Lee said. “Declan Mulvaney and my mother were a couple—you know, like in, together. She got pregnant, had a baby, and you’ll never guess what she named him.”

      “Bruce? Bruce is your brother?”

      “Give the lady a Kewpie doll,” Stan Lee said.

      “I don’t believe you. Bruce has never said anything about having a brother.”

      “That’s because he doesn’t know,” Stan Lee said. “There are a lot of things Declan hasn’t told Bruce. Like how he went off to make his millions, but left us in a small apartment, trying to scrape by on pennies. You know what my mother did to pay the bills? She became a stripper. Vanilla, that was her stage name. Vanilla.”

      “Speaking of vanilla, you need to do something about the smell,” Kara said. “Give her a bath—or spray some perfume on her. God, she stinks to high heaven.”

      Stan Lee ignored Kara as he pulled his prosthetics back on, and pulled up his pants. He returned the bottle of vanilla-scented lotion to the cabinet, then walked over to the wheelchair. “Believe me, there’s more. So very much more.”

      He leaned forward and kissed Nisa on the forehead. “But we’ve got time, right? You and I, we have time—lots and lots of time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        APRIL 12, 1995

      

      

      Energy. The thing of which all things in the universe are made. Energy, the thing a ghost must have in order to maintain a physical presence in the living plane. Energy, the thing Onyx needed...

      Again.

      Once per month like clockwork.

      Onyx had a code—a code which allowed her to justify her actions—that permitted her taking a human life.

      The most important thing to Onyx was to never take energy from the young. Or the healthy. Or those with a strong will to live.

      To do so was unthinkable.

      Onyx only took energy from those who were terminally ill. Or drug addicted beyond saving. Or the most heinous of criminals. Or those hell-bent on taking their own lives.

      Onyx moved silently through the darkness, weaving her way through the pine trees stretched tall toward the sky before her, until she reached the ocean.

      Onyx found a spot at the edge of the cliffs, high above the beach and overlooking the length of the horizon. It was a place she’d come many times before. How many had she taken here? Onyx had lost count long ago and worked hard to forget.

      But there were several she couldn’t forget.

      Sheriff Hell Daniels was one of them. As far as the Daniels family went, he’d been the kindest to her. They had an understanding—unspoken perhaps—but an understanding nonetheless.

      Hell Daniels knew what Onyx was and what she was doing. As long as she stuck to the terminally ill and those with evil intent, Hell would take her secret to the grave. Which he did. Onyx drained the life from him fifty years earlier on the very spot she was now standing, and dropped his cancer-riddled body off the cliff to the rocks below. Hell had come to her and asked her to do it, and she’d obliged.

      Alistar Ashley would have called the arrangement a quid pro quo.

      Then there was the drifter with the knife, preparing to murder the young couple and their teenage daughter on the beach. But they weren’t just any couple: it had been Alistar and Kizzy. And their daughter, Rainbow.

      The irony was not lost on Onyx.

      Onyx had saved Alistar, Kizzy, and their daughter, Rainbow—only to later take Rainbow in the small cabin in the woods years later. And, in a further twist of fate, it was Alistar who showed up to take the lighthouse away from her. Who would have guessed that Alistar would then become her protector? Onyx certainly hadn’t.

      Now, a decade later, Alistar had saved the lighthouse—and her—too many times to count.

      Perhaps Katherine Keane was right. Perhaps God was looking out for her. On the other hand, where was God when she made the decision to run off with Ulrich?

      These were questions for another time perhaps.

      Right now, Onyx needed energy.
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        * * *

      

      Onyx found herself watching a young boy and girl sitting on the rocks by the ocean’s edge. Even with the sound of the crashing waves, she could hear every word they were saying.

      The girl hated her parents. They controlled everything she did.

      The boy said he understood—that his parents were the same and he hated them just as much.

      The girl said she wasn’t sure if she could take another day. The boy said he’d had enough of his stupid life, too.

      “Do you ever think about doing it?” the girl asked.

      Onyx leaned forward and listened closer.

      “You mean ending it all?” he said.

      “Yes, do you ever think about suicide?”

      “I think about it all the time,” the boy replied.

      The girl remained silent.

      “How would we do it?” the boy asked finally.

      At that moment, something in Onyx snapped, a feeling of rage boiling up inside in her, overwhelming her to the point of suffocation. These ungrateful kids. How dare they? They had everything, yet appreciated none of it!

      More than that, they were alive—and willing to throw away the greatest gift of all.

      Life.

      Fine, Onyx thought, moving toward them in a rush. If you want to die that badly…

      The boy looked up and saw Onyx standing over them. But before he could utter a single syllable she was on him, wrapping a hand behind his head and lowering her mouth over his.

      The girl stood up but did not run. She remained there, frozen in a state of shock and fear, watching in horror. The boy went gray as the life force drained from him, his body dropping limply to the rocks.

      The girl finally found her legs and began to run, but she got only a few steps before Onyx was on her.

      And it was over.

      Onyx stood there, basking in the glow of the silver moonlight on her now vibrantly colored skin, and knew something was wrong.

      It had been something she’d seen in their eyes.

      They were scared. Scared to die. They didn’t want to die. They wanted to live.

      Onyx looked down at the bodies at her feet and saw the cuts on the inside of the girl’s arms. She didn’t have to check the boy. She already knew.

      Their talk of suicide was nothing more than that—simply talk. Not true feelings, merely adolescent cries for help.

      And how had she helped?

      Onyx was overcome with guilt, feeling wave after wave of agonizing grief and unspeakable sorrow wash over her as she realized the truth. All the boy and girl wanted was for someone to care. For someone to love them. To experience a complete, happy life—the kind of life everyone longs for.

      The kind of life she longed for still.

      Onyx dropped to the ground and released an anguished scream—for the boy, for the girl, and for herself.

      Yet not a tear would be shed.

      Ghosts do not make tears when they cry.
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        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        OCTOBER 14, 2010

      

      

      Gerylyn Stoller worked her way across the guest accommodations on the second floor of the Mulvaney mansion, moving her cane back and forth in front of her. “Does the room ever end?”

      “In about two more steps you’ll hit the base of the bed,” Koda said. “The bathroom is on your immediate right, and the sitting area is through a door to your left.”

      “I know, it’s huge,” Robyn said. “My room is identical, up on the third floor directly above yours. If you need anything, just tap your cane on the ceiling.”

      Robyn had called Gerylyn after they’d seen her on TV, and they’d talked for almost an hour. Robyn updated Gerylyn on the situation with Dane and The Shadow People coming into the house through the mirror tucked in the bedroom closet. Gerylyn focused her attention on Koda’s accident and how he was doing.

      Finally, Robyn had asked the question: “Is there any chance you could come to Charleston?”
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        * * *

      

      “We were surprised to see you on The Fudge Factor,” Koda said once Gerylyn had gotten settled at the mansion. “Isn’t the purpose of that show to debunk stories about the paranormal?”

      “Yes, it is,” Gerylyn said. “But the show has a very high viewership, and it’s important I reach as many people as I possibly can.”

      “To sell more books,” Koda said.

      “Yes,” Gerylyn said. “It is important that I sell books, but not for the reason you think. You see, I don’t care about the money—I care about saving lives. And the more books I sell, the more lives that will be saved. In sales, I believe it’s what they call a win-win.”

      Koda winced and shook his head.

      “I heard that,” Gerylyn said.

      “Are you really sure?” Robyn asked. “I mean, how do you know this thing with the ghosts is going to happen?”

      “Because it’s happened before, 372 years ago in France,” Gerylyn said. “And if I’m right, it will happen again precisely sixty-six days from now—here in the United States. Only this time, it will be ten times more devastating.”

      “Why?” Robyn asked.

      “Because in 1638 the population in France was less than twenty million. The population in the United States is over a billion.”

      “Those numbers can’t be right,” Koda said. “I didn’t pay much attention in social studies, but I’m pretty sure the population of the United States is only about 350 million people.”

      “I wasn’t talking about the living, Koda,” Gerylyn said. “I was talking about the dead.”

      Robyn and Koda shot each other a look.

      “Robyn, would it be impolite if I asked for a few minutes with Koda?” Gerylyn asked. “Alone.”

      “No, that’s fine,” Robyn said, getting up and walking quickly to the door, closing it behind her before Koda could object—just the way she and Gerylyn planned it.
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        * * *

      

      “I know Robyn thinks I’m having trouble dealing with what happened, the accident and—everything,” Koda said.

      “Yes—and it’s the and everything that has us concerned,” Gerylyn said. “You know the saying, a problem shared is a problem halved?”

      “That’s funny, my father says a problem shared is a problem doubled.”

      “Maybe in the workplace, but Robyn and I are acting as friends,” Gerylyn said. “Our only incentive is to help you. Do you understand that Robyn has nothing but your best interest at heart?”

      “I know,” Koda said. “I know.”
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        * * *

      

      It took almost an hour for Koda to share everything that happened, from the moment the truck hit the limo to being greeted on the other side by Dane, right up to the moment he saw Juniper.

      “Are you sure it was Juniper?” Gerylyn asked.

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      “Even in the fog, even in your state of confusion, you knew it was her and no one else?” Gerylyn asked.

      “Yes, it was her,” Koda said. “No doubt.”

      “That’s wonderful news,” Gerylyn said.

      “Wonderful?” Koda said.

      “When and where did you say Juniper went missing?” Gerylyn asked.

      “Savannah, Georgia. 1979. In June or July, I think.”

      “Yes, this is very good. Think about it, Koda,” Gerylyn said. “When someone passes over, they are usually greeted by someone who knew and loved them when that person was alive. There is a connection between them—a connection that is so strong that it creates a bridge through both space and time—and across the distance between life and death.”

      “Okay,” Koda said.

      “That Dane was there to greet you is expected. But for you to see Juniper? Savannah is what—three hundred miles from Orlando? And Juniper went missing thirty years ago? The idea that the connection between the two of you is so strong that she’d be there waiting—it’s nothing short of remarkable.”

      “But I couldn’t get to her,” Koda said.

      “That’s because you weren’t there long enough,” Gerylyn said. “Dane urged you to go back. Had Dane not been there, things might be different.” Translation: Koda would be dead.

      And on the other side.

      “Here’s a question,” Gerylyn said. “That night at the hotel, when you touched the mirror and saw Juniper for the first time—did you do it out of love?”

      “Was I in love with Juniper?” Koda asked. “How could I have been? I didn’t even know she was going to be there.”

      “No. I mean, when you touched the mirror, were you feeling love? What were you thinking about?”

      “I was thinking about my mother,”

      Gerylyn gave a nod. She finally understood.  “So what is it that you want, Koda?”

      “I want to talk to Juniper,” Koda said. “I want to find out what happened to her. I want to know who killed her.”

      Gerylyn remained silent, mulling the situation over. “How badly do you want it?” she asked finally.

      “Pretty damn bad,” Koda said.

      “Very well then,” Gerylyn said. “We’ll just have to go in and find her.”

      “Go in? Go in where?” Koda asked.

      “Into Loll, of course.”
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        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        APRIL 15, 1995

      

      

      “For God sake, hasn’t anyone seen Jaws?” the drug store owner asked.

      Clay Daniels III thought that holding a town hall meeting to address the town’s concerns over the two dead teenagers was a good idea. In retrospect, not so much.

      “That’s right, Sheriff,” the owner of the hardware store said. “The Oregonian ran an article about the murdered kids on the front page of the paper!”

      “Let’s not go sensationalizing things more than necessary,” Clay III said. “There’s no evidence anyone was murdered.”

      “Well, that don’t matter much, does it?” another member of the Crimson Cove Merchant Association called out. “Summer starts in three months, and if the tourists don’t come, well then…”

      Clay III’s attention drifted. He didn’t need to hear the end of the sentence to know the man was right. If tourists didn’t come to the tiny coastal hamlet during the summer months, the residents of Crimson Cove would get hurt where it hurt most.

      In the pocketbook.

      People were happy to look the other way when the body of a drifter turned up in the cove. Or out in the woods. But this was different. This time it was two bodies at once. This time the victims were young. From good homes. Neither was a drug addict. Neither was wanted by the law. Neither was sick or dying.

      And they were locals.

      “What are you planning to do to catch whoever did this, Sheriff?” the owner of the florist shop called out.

      “Catch the killer?” the hardware store owner scoffed. “The Daniels family has been running the sheriff’s department for fifty years and never so much as caught a cold.”

      “Arnold’s right.” Someone called from the back of the group. “They’ve never even been able to catch whoever’s been stealing the books from the library.”

      The crowd broke into laughter.

      They were right, of course.

      Clay III’s grandfather, Hell Daniels, was the first to notice that people were being murdered in the cove, all the way back to the late 1930s. But Hell knew virtually all of the victims were homeless vagrants, drug addicts, the terminally ill, and—in a few cases—wanted criminals. They were people who wouldn’t be missed.

      But the kids? The death of the two kids changed everything. Clay III was at wits end.

      It was time to call the FBI.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        OCTOBER 15, 2010

      

      

      Mika sat in a chair on the other side of the desk across from Declan in his study. No one saw her arrive—other than Stormy Boyd, of course. “Well, this is your meeting,” Mika said. “What do you want?”

      “I want my book back,” Declan said.

      Mika’s heart skipped a beat, but she managed to recover and do what she did best when things weren’t going her way.

      Pretend.

      “What book? I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I’m talking about the first edition of Ulysses by James Joyce,” Declan said. “The book you stole two weeks ago when you claimed to be looking for lipstick.”

      “Even if I did have the book, you have no proof,” Mika said.

      “I had a feeling you’d say that,” Declan said, pointing to the wall lamp in the corner of the room. “Smile, you’re on candid camera.”

      Shit. The jig was up. “I thought that was new,” Mika said.

      “Now, about the book,” Declan said.

      “You’re right. Come to think of it, I did borrow a book when I was here. I can’t read any of the trash they publish these days.”

      “So, you still have the book?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Where is it now?” Declan asked.

      That’s a good question, Mika thought. When the fence said he couldn’t move it, she’d forgotten to ask for the book back.

      Stupid.

      “Ulysses isn’t just a book. It’s a historical treasure,” Declan said. “That particular book is a first edition, of which only a hundred were signed by James Joyce.”

      “So I’m told,” Mika said. “Are we done?”

      “No, we’re not done,” Declan said. “Why don’t we talk about the Fabergé eggs. I hope you have those, too.”

      Now things were getting serious. Mika knew that if she didn’t come up with something, she was going to prison.

      “Fine, turn the camera off,” Mika said flatly.

      Think, Mika. Think.

      Declan spun around in his chair and pushed a small red button on the wall behind him.

      “The eggs are gone,” Mika said.

      “Gone where?”

      “The Easter bunny took one, and I donated the other one to Goodwill because it had a crack in it,” Mika said. “Though I’m guessing you already knew that.”

      Declan nodded. “Funny about luck and chance, isn’t it? If you had taken the egg on either side, you’d be rich. They’re worth $2 million. Each. Of the eight, you picked the only one that had a crack in it. What are the chances?”

      “One in eight?” Mika said.

      Think. Think.

      And then it hit her. Yes, she had a way out.

      “Speaking of the number eight, I discovered quite a bit about those eggs when I tried to sell them,” Mika said. “Like, for example, did you know they’re quite famous? What do they call them? The Fabergé Eight? Not only are they famous, but they’re all stolen. Looks like I’m not the only art thief in the family.”

      “You’re not in the family, Mika.”

      “I got pretty close though, didn’t I?” Mika said. “You got to give a girl props for trying.”

      “You were never really in love with Koda, were you?” Declan said.

      “Koda’s pretty,” Mika said. “I was in love with his money, though. It was a toss-up, you know, between going after Bruce or Koda. But, just like the eggs, I picked wrong.”

      Declan shook his head. “You really are a piece of work.”

      “Let’s get back to the eggs, shall we?” Mika said. “As I recall, when I was doing my research, you did some time for owning stolen art. What was it, two years of house arrest?”

      Declan remained silent.

      “I can only imagine what the FBI would say if they discovered you held out on them and kept The Fabergé Eight. I can’t imagine you’d want your secret about keeping the eggs to get out any more than I’d want anyone to know about my taking the book.”

      “What are you proposing?” Declan asked.

      “A trade,” Mika said. “I promise to stay mum about the eggs, and you give me a million dollars.”

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

      “Maybe. And how old will you be when you get out of prison? 108?”

      “What happened to your money, Mika?” Declan asked. “What is it you’ve told everyone your net worth is—$230 million? Where did it all go?”

      Mika shrugged. “Maybe I exaggerated a bit.”

      “A bit?”

      “It was more like six,” Mika said. “And as you know, six million is nowhere near enough to get by on these days.”

      “I’m sure Henry would be proud,” Declan said.

      “Well at least my grandfather made his honestly,” Mika said.

      “Meaning?”

      “Forget it,” Mika said. “Probably just rumors. So, what’s it going to be?”

      “A hundred thousand,” Declan said. “On the condition you return the book in the same condition it was in when you took it.”

      “And you pay off the lease on my Audi,” Mika said.

      “What?”

      “You heard me,” Mika said. “I need wheels.”

      “Fine,” Declan said. “I’ll pay off the car, but effective right now, you stay away from Koda, Bruce, and you stay away from this house. Understood?”

      “This is starting to get complicated,” Mika said. “Maybe we should write all this down.”

      Declan pulled out his checkbook. “You realize I could just as easily have you killed,” he said as he was writing.

      “Killed?” Mika snorted. “You’re a lot of things, Declan—some of which I actually admire—but a killer? I don’t think so.”

      “I see. And what about you, Mika Flagler—assuming Flagler is even your real name. Do you have what it takes to kill someone?”

      Mika stood and held out her hand but did not answer.

      “I asked you a question, Mika. Do you have it in you to take someone’s life in order to get what you want? Or are you just a run-of-the-mill, two-bit hustling tramp?”

      Mika was shocked at how badly the words stung and willed herself not to cry. “Just give me the check.”

      Declan handed Mika the check and motioned to the door. “Get out before I change my mind.”
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        * * *

      

      Several minutes after Mika left, Stormy Boyd appeared at the door to Declan’s study and waited until Declan waved him in.

      “That didn’t go exactly as planned,” Stormy said.

      Declan chuckled. “No, it did not. You got it all on tape in case I need it later?”

      “Yes,” Stormy said, handing Declan the tape.

      “And this can be edited?”

      “Easily,” Stormy said. “You know, there’s an easier way to make all this just go away.”

      Declan shook his head. “Not yet. I’ll let you know if it comes to that.”
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        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        APRIL 18, 1995

      

      

      The Delta flight with Pipi Esperanza and Newt Drystad on board touched down at PDX a few minutes past eleven in the morning. Twenty minutes later, they found themselves sitting in the back of a Crimson Cove police cruiser. Sheriff Clay Daniels III was behind the wheel and his son—Deputy Clayton Daniels IV—sat in the passenger seat.

      “If you want, I can throw your bags in the trunk,” Clay III said.

      “We’re fine,” Pipi said. “We pack light.”

      “How about you, Son?” Clay III asked. “You got enough room back there?”

      Newt did not respond.

      Fortunately, Pipi had developed the habit of briefing the locals regarding Newt’s age and his unique condition prior to leaving on any trip.

      Over the previous four years, Pipi conducted near-daily conversations with Newt. Sometimes the conversations were in person in his living room in Pennsylvania. More often, the conversations took place over the phone.

      This was the rare road trip.

      Newt’s ability to drill deep into the mound of data gathered on a case—combined and cross-referenced against the plethora of facts in hundreds of other cases—had Pipi’s stock on the rise within the walls of the FBI. When she was being honest with herself, Pipi knew she was nothing more than Newt Drystad’s handler. But if that was the standard by which she was being held, what was the director?

      The director was her handler.

      Somehow it was okay for the director to take credit when she and Newt had a success, though having done none of the leg work himself.

      That’s how things worked in the bureau.

      That’s how things worked everywhere.
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        * * *

      

      Clay III waited until the car left the airport and merged onto Interstate 5 and headed south before launching into the details of the deaths of the two teenagers.

      “That’s interesting,” Newt said. “Mostly because what you just described is impossible.”

      Nice start, Pipi thought.

      “Well, it can’t be impossible now, can it?” Clay IV said from the front passenger seat. “Because it happened.”

      “What Newt means is it’s mathematically impossible,” Pipi said.

      “Yeah, well, you can do all the mathematical stuff you want, Agent Esperanza, but we got ourselves two dead teenagers in the morgue,” Clay III said. “Now, the coroner says they died from old age. Probably should have released the bodies for burial, but I’ve got them on ice because I wanted you to take a look for yourself.”

      Damn it, Pipi thought. They shouldn’t have come.

      Clayton Daniels III reached up and adjusted the rearview mirror. “Well?”

      “Do you have any idea what the statistical likelihood of two teenagers dying of natural causes is?” Newt said.

      “No, but I’m guessing you do,” Clay III said.

      “The chances of dying from a heart attack are about one in three,” Newt said. “Cancer and stroke, approximately one in five. Electrocution, not including deaths by the electric chair, one in 4,906. Accidental gunshot, one in 18,536. Killed by a member of law enforcement, one in 3,949. Hernia or the flu, one in 19,000—I’m rounding now. Drowning in the bath, one in 85,000. Falling off a ladder, one in 145,000. Driving off the road, one in 251,000. Train crash, one in half a million. Food poisoning, snake bite, or a left-handed person using a product specifically designed for a left-handed person—which you’d think would be safer to use—the death rate is still one in four million.”

      Clay IV lifted his left hand and examined it. “I didn’t know they even made left-handed products.”

      Newt wasn’t finished. “Plane crash, lightning strike, radiation from a nuclear power plant, one in ten million. Shark attack, roller coaster, falling coconut, one in three-hundred million. Do you know how many years pass between one person being hit by an asteroid and the next? Exactly 7,236 years. And being hit by an asteroid is significantly more likely than two healthy kids dying of old age—together—in the woods.”

      “They were at the beach,” Clay IV said.

      “There either,” Newt said.

      “Then how do you explain it?” Clay III asked, steering the vehicle onto Highway 99 West toward the ocean.

      That, in a nutshell, was the problem, Pipi thought. It couldn’t be explained. Unless this was one of those cases.

      “Tell them about the others, Pop,” Clay IV said.

      Newt leaned forward. “There are others? Like this?”

      “A few,” Clay III said from behind the steering wheel, knowing they’d gotten their attention now. “At last count, we’re talking 348 in all.”

      “Three hundred and forty-eight?” Newt repeated, his mind going into overdrive trying to calculate the odds.

      “It sounds like a lot, but that’s over what? Fifty years, Pops?” Clay IV asked from the passenger seat.

      “We’re done here,” Pipi said abruptly.

      “What do you mean, ‘we’re done?’” Clay III asked.

      “I mean, turn around and take us back to the airport,” Pipi said harshly. “Now.”

      Clay Daniels III did as he was told, making a U-turn and heading back toward Portland International, but he’d be damned if he wasn’t going to speak his mind first.

      “You know what I think is going on?” Clay III said.

      Pipi already knew. And the last thing she wanted was to get into it now, especially in front of Newt.

      “I think it’s the old woman out at the lighthouse,” Clay III said.

      “What old woman?” Newt asked.

      Damn it, Pipi thought. She was losing control of the situation, and once Newt developed an interest in something he was like a hound dog chasing a fox.

      “My father is talking about Onyx Webb,” Clay IV said, turning in the passenger seat and looking over his shoulder at Newt. “She’s like in her nineties. But people say she still gets around pretty good. Lots of rumors at least.”

      “They aren’t rumors,” Clay III interjected. “People been dying in Crimson Cove since the day Onyx Webb arrived. Fifty years of people dying of old age within a twenty-mile radius of the lighthouse. I plotted it out once on a map. If asked to do so, I’d raise my right hand and swear under penalty of perjury that Onyx Webb is responsible for each and every one of them.”

      “And we take it kind of personal,” Clay IV said, “since one of the people Onyx killed was my great granddaddy.”

      “This conversation is over,” Pipi said.

      “Why?” Newt asked. “This is really fascinating.”

      “Because I said so,” Pipi snapped.

      “Got to be something supernatural, don’t you think, Newt?” Clay IV asked.

      Pipi glared at Newt, and he got the message. Two minutes after that, the kid was as frozen as a snowman. No one spoke another word the entire way back to the airport.
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        * * *

      

      Pipi Esperanza held Newt’s left elbow firmly with her right hand and led him aboard the United flight leaving Portland and headed toward Oklahoma City.

      Pipi had used her bureau-issued American Express card to change their route back—and to upgrade their seats to first class—each a clear violation of the DOJ Ethics Handbook. Per rule 41 CFR 301:

      
        
        Agents are forbidden to alter a pre-approved trip without notifying Quantico, nor are they allowed to fly first class unless it was an absolute emergency.

      

      

      Screw the Code of Federal Regulations. Pipi needed to talk with Newt without people listening in. Besides, weren’t there special rules for special agents? To Pipi’s mind, as long as she and Newt continued to solve cases at their current rate, they should be able to sit in the cockpit.

      Once the plane was in the air, Pipi leaned over and whispered in Newt’s ear. “H. H. Holmes.”

      “So, why’d we have to leave?” Newt asked. “That was really interesting.”

      “I know,” Pipi said. “But there are some things you don’t want to know about—things within the bureau, sensitive things.”

      “Like?”

      Pipi released a breath. Was she really going to have this conversation? With a fourteen-year-old? Who really wasn’t a bureau employee?

      “Ghosts,” Pipi said finally.

      “Yes!” Newt exclaimed. “That’s what I was thinking!”

      “Keep your voice down,” Pipi said, glancing around at the other passengers.

      “Okay,” Newt said quietly.

      “What I’m about to tell you is classified,” Pipi said. “And if we’re going to continue to work together, this is the last time this topic will be discussed. Do you understand?”

      Newt nodded.

      “Okay, good. What it comes down to is this,” Pipi said. “Currently, in the United States, there are forty-six active situations like the one we just came across in Portland. Situations where there are many hundreds of deaths, all in a close geographic radius, which are unexplained—forty-seven now, assuming we decide to report it.”

      “Why wouldn’t we?”

      “Because there are two schools of thought within the bureau,” Pipi said. “One camp thinks the killings are the work of ghosts. The other camp doesn’t.”

      “But—”

      “I’m not done,” Pipi said. “The director belongs to the latter group. And whatever the director believes, that’s the way it is. Those who believe these unexplained deaths are the work of ghosts have learned to keep it to themselves. Anyone who has ever dared to go public is tucked away in the basement at Quantico, their careers basically at an end.”

      “But—”

      “Do you like working with me, Newt?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Well, I like working with you, too,” Pipi said. “And if we’re going to continue, what we just heard in Portland stays between us. Okay? And it has to stay that way.”

      Newt nodded. “Okay. But just tell me this. What do you believe? Do you think ghosts are responsible for the deaths?”

      “You’re good at math,” Pipi said. “You tell me.”

      Newt went quiet for a few seconds. He had so many questions. So much he wanted to know. But he also knew better than to push it. “Why are we going to Oklahoma City?” he asked finally.

      “I want to visit a friend who works at the Federal Building downtown,” Pipi said. “We’ll stop by there first thing in the morning, then we’ll head home. Now get some sleep.”
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        * * *

      

      Once Newt had fallen asleep, Pipi pulled out a piece of paper to make notes—a piece of paper that would not be placed in the official file. On it she wrote:

      
        
        348 “natural cause” deaths around area of Crimson Cove, Oregon over 50-year period.        Two teenagers killed recently. Sloppy. Why?

        Primary suspect: Onyx Webb

      

      

      Over the years, a number of FBI agents had gotten involved in what were referred to as “Spooky Cases” or “Freaky Files”—situations for which there were no good explanations without having the words supernatural or paranormal attached.

      After Pipi had supported the supernatural findings of two fellow FBI agents in the X-Files division of the bureau, the director pulled her aside and made it clear she should “steer clear of those kinds of cases” if she wanted to be considered for future promotion.

      She hadn’t listened.

      Which was how she ended up doing menial tasks in the ViCAP division. It was a mistake she didn’t want to repeat, especially now that she had Newt as her ticket to the corner office.
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        NEW YORK CITY, NEW YORK

        OCTOBER 16, 2010

      

      

      It had been over six weeks since Nathaniel Cryer’s gray, lifeless body had been found on the cement floor in the parking lot at JFK. And the more time that passed, the more Olympia Fudge found herself wondering what had really happened to her ex-partner.

      Nathaniel was young. Nathaniel was healthy. Yes, he might have been a bit promiscuous, but he was always safe.

      Now he was dead.

      It just didn’t make sense.

      The thing that made Nathaniel’s sudden death particularly suspicious was the timing.

      Nathaniel was deep into his book project—a biography on real estate billionaire Declan Mulvaney. Olympia knew this to be the case because she was the one who’d given him the idea for writing a tell-all book in the first place. That and the voicemail Nathanial left telling her he’d hit the mother lode.

      Olympia grabbed her purse. “Natural causes my sweet black ass,” she said to the empty room and then headed out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Olympia knew that Nathaniel rented two apartments—one in Chelsea, an area of New York with insanely high, $1,200-per-square-foot rent—and a second place in a more affordable area called Hunters Point out in Queens.

      Olympia knew the address of the Queens apartment, having been there for Nathaniel’s “Welcome to the Gayborhood” housewarming bash when he’d first moved in. As such, it seemed like the best place to start. The only question was would there be anyone there to let her in?

      There was.

      Nathaniel’s boyfriend. Well, his now ex-boyfriend.

      “Whatever you’re trying to find, sweetie, it isn’t here,” the ex-boyfriend said when Olympia explained why she’d dropped by. “Hell, in a month, I won’t be here either, not without Nathaniel throwing in half the rent. But knock yourself out.”

      What was she trying to find? Olympia didn’t know. She made her way from room to room until she found herself sitting on what she assumed had been Nathaniel’s bed.

      “Come on, sugar, what do you want of me?” Olympia said.

      Silence.

      “Please don’t tell me you dragged my black ass all the way to Queens just for some late afternoon barbeque.”

      Silence.

      “Look, sugar, I’m doing my part here,” Olympia said. “The least you could do is—”

      “Stormy Boyd,” a male voice said from somewhere behind her, and Olympia spun around. There was no one else in the room.

      “Is that you, Nathaniel?” Olympia asked, rising to her feet. “Where are you?”

      “Here,” Nathaniel said.

      Olympia turned in the direction of the voice, and then she saw him. In the mirror.

      “Holy Jesus!” Olympia yelped. “My God, it’s really you, isn’t it? This isn’t some kind of Pepper’s Ghost thing, is it?”

      Pepper’s Ghost was an illusion used in theater and on television to trick viewers into thinking they were seeing something in a mirror, when in reality the object—or person—was actually the reflection of the item from a separate room off to the side.

      Olympia knew about the trick because Nathaniel had proposed using it on the show, demonstrating it once for their producers.

      Olympia took several steps to her left, and then back to her right. The image of Nathaniel stayed in the center of the mirror right where it was.

      Olympia felt weak and lowered herself back on the bed. The only other time she’d seen a vision in a mirror had been upstairs at the Forsyth Park Hotel when she’d seen the girl. But that had only been for a brief moment, and she’d had a bunch of drinks.

      But this?

      Olympia looked closely at the image before her. Nathaniel looked good, healthy—dead, but healthy. “For what it’s worth, you look good, sugar. I mean, like, Proactive Plus treatment, laser-sun-spot-removal, no crow’s feet, no smile lines, like you just got yourself shot up with $800 worth of Botox good.”

      “We don’t have a lot of time, Olympia,” Nathaniel said.

      “Sorry,” Olympia said. “Now, when you say we…?”

      “I was murdered, Olympia,” Nathaniel said.

      “Murdered?”

      Nathaniel’s image nodded in the mirror. “Yes.”

      “Who? Who murdered you?”

      “I don’t have a lot of energy left,” Nathaniel said. “So, listen closely.”

      Olympia pulled herself to her feet and took several steps toward the mirror. “Okay, I’m listening.”

      “Do you remember the show we did on the Child Snatcher of St. Louis?” Nathaniel asked.

      “Uh, I think so,” Olympia said. “But what does that have to do with who—?”

      “There’s an article in the St. Louis Post Dispatch, early August 1904,” Nathaniel continued. “Two girls were rescued. Katherine and Onyx were their names. They were rescued by one of the fathers and a cop.”

      “Okay.”

      “Find the article.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Olympia asked. “But why?”

      “Because the cop in the photograph is the man who murdered me.”

      “How could a man in a newspaper photo from 1904 kill you in 2010?” Olympia asked as Nathaniel’s image began to fade.

      Olympia took a step forward, pressing her hand against the glass. “Nathaniel, don’t go! What are you saying? Why would this man want you dead?”

      “He didn’t,” Olympia heard Nathaniel say, though she could no longer see him. “Someone else did.”

      “Who? Who wanted you dead?”

      If Olympia Fudge wasn’t already spooked enough by the specter of Nathaniel Cryer in the mirror, the final words Olympia heard sent a chill down her spine.

      “It was Declan Mulvaney.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DAYTONA BEACH, FLORIDA

        APRIL 24, 1995

      

      

      Kajika was in the shop at Crazy Horse Motorcycles, working on a 1964 Honda RC164 Racer—hoping the bike’s 250cc engine would finally start—when Declan Mulvaney walked in. It was only the second time Declan had been to Kajika’s place of business. The previous time was ten years earlier, the day Declan had come to see the Porcupine. It was also the same day Bruce had met Nisa.

      “Place looks the same as I remember it,” Declan said.

      “Change is overrated,” Kajika said. “Why are you here? Did you hear something?”

      Declan shook his head. “No, nothing’s changed.”

      Declan was tempted to tell Kajika that he’d discovered the FBI had stopped working Nisa’s case, and the horrible news about Pipi, but couldn’t bring himself to do it. The only thing Kajika and Bebe had was hope, and Declan refused to take that away, too.

      “So, what brings you all the way out here?”

      “I wanted to show you something,” Declan said. “Can I borrow your handcart?”

      Declan left with the cart, and then returned rolling in a stack of boxes. “These were delivered by the FBI about six months ago,” Declan said.

      “What’s in them?”

      “Parts. What’s left of the Porcupine,” Declan said. “I wanted you to take a look and tell me what you thought.”

      “About what?”

      “About rebuilding it,” Declan said.

      “What in the hell do you know about rebuilding a motorcycle?” Kajika asked.

      “Not a damn thing,” Declan said. “That’s where you come in.”

      “Oh, I see. You want me to do it?”

      “No,” Declan said. “I was thinking we could do it together.”

      Kajika wasn’t sure what to make of Declan’s offer. Other than the occasional holiday get-together, the two men hadn’t spent ten minutes with each other in over a year. “You got anything in there with a serial number on it?” Kajika asked.

      Kajika opened several of the boxes and looked inside. “You’ve got the cylinder block and the gas tank. That’s enough to start with. And you’ve got the carburetor. Got to pull it apart and look at the jets and gaskets to determine the condition. We’ll need to find a service manual.”

      “Is that a yes?” Declan asked.

      “It’s going to need a complete electrical system, headlights, turn signals. And it’s going to be hard to find an exhaust system for a ‘49 E90. You on a time table?”

      “It really was a nice wedding, wasn’t it?” Declan said, catching the Indian off guard.

      Kajika nodded. “Even when I intentionally went out of my way to piss you off?”

      “You did?” Declan said.

      “The fire ceremony? That isn’t even a Sioux tradition. It’s Cherokee.”

      “I’m over it,” Declan said. “The person who’s still pissed off is Tank. He was counting on a traditional wedding so he could be Bruce’s best man. Bought a tux and everything.”

      Both men went silent.

      “Bebe and I miss our daughter,” Kajika said finally. “Not a day goes by that one of us isn’t in tears. Doesn’t matter how many times you hear people say there’s nothing worse than the loss of a child—you can’t possible know until it happens to you.”

      Declan resisted the urge to say he understood because he didn’t. That was Kajika’s point. Declan could imagine how they must feel—but truly understand? “You interested in grabbing a bite?” Declan asked.

      “What is today?” Kajika asked.

      “It’s Monday.”

      “Monday is pot roast night,” Kajika said. “It’s horrible, but I’m sure Bebe would love to see you.”
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        * * *

      

      The pot roast was worse than Kajika had warned Declan it would be, but the evening was enjoyable nonetheless.

      And long overdue.

      “Why don’t you boys take your drinks out on the porch while I clean up the kitchen,” Bebe said. “It’s beautiful out, and there’s no humidity.”

      Kajika grabbed two beers from the fridge and led Declan to the screened-in porch. “So, what is it about you and Indians?”

      Declan sipped his beer. “Okay, you really want to know? It might take a while. And we’ll need more beer.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours, six beers, and 173 dead bodies later, Declan had told Kajika the entire story. It was something he’d never told another living soul.

      “Sweet Jesus,” Kajika said. “No wonder you hate Indians.”
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        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        OCTOBER 16, 2010

      

      

      “Explain it again, from the beginning,” Koda said. “And treat us both like we’re five years old.”

      Koda and Robyn were side-by-side on a sofa in the sitting room just off the marble entry in the older portion of the mansion. Gerylyn Stoller sat in a chair opposite them next to a lit fireplace. The temperature had dipped into the mid-forties, and the Mulvaneys had learned that warming a specific room was quicker than warming the entire house.

      “Very well,” Gerylyn said, taking another sip of her tea. “In regards to Juniper? So far, Koda has been waiting for her to come to him. But that hasn’t happened. Therefore, it is my opinion that if Koda truly wishes to find out what happened, he needs to go to her.”

      “Go to her?” Koda said. “What do you mean?”

      “Mirror gazing,” Gerylyn said. “Another term for it is scrying—a form of self-hypnosis achieved by looking into a darkened mirror to access other realms of existence—without the inconvenience of dying.”

      “Well, that’s a relief,” Robyn said.

      “Your sarcasm is duly noted,” Gerylyn said.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry,” Robyn said. “I just don’t know if I like the idea of Koda going to the other side again. Isn’t what you’re suggesting dangerous?”

      “First, there is no other side. There is only here. Let me explain.” Gerylyn took another sip of her tea, and then carefully set the cup down. “The room we are sitting in—and what you see around you—is the physical realm. The here and now. But when you add time to the equation, we have the here and before and the here and after. Are you with me?”

      “In other words, the past, present, and future,” Koda said.

      “Yes, good. Now, here’s where it gets a bit complicated,” Gerylyn said. “Within this same room—occupying the same space at the same time—there exists another realm. For the purposes of our discussion, let’s call it the here and here.”

      “Wait,” Robyn said. “I learned in science that two objects cannot occupy the same space at the same time.”

      “Yes, and what you learned is wrong.”

      Koda and Robyn stayed silent.

      “There is not only one realm of existence occupying this room. There are two,” Gerylyn said with authority. “One is the physical realm, which we see around us. The other is the etheric realm—a realm no less real yet completely unseen. The physical is the realm of the living, and the etheric is the realm of—”

      “The dead,” Koda said.

      “Precisely,” Gerylyn said. “Allow me to demonstrate. Please, close your eyes. Both of you.”

      Koda and Robyn closed their eyes as instructed.

      “Okay, now you may open them,” Gerylyn said as she reached into the pocket of her dress.

      When Koda and Robyn opened their eyes, they saw a silver chain dangling from Gerylyn Stoller’s hand. At the bottom of the chain was a crystal, connected by a silver clasp. “Did either of you see this crystal earlier?”

      “No,” Robyn said. Koda shook his head.

      “And why is that?” Gerylyn asked. “It was right here in my pocket the entire time—no more than three feet from where you both are seated. Why didn’t you see it?”

      “Because it was in your pocket,” Koda said.

      “Are you saying you didn’t see it because it was hidden?” Gerylyn asked.

      “Yes,” Robyn said.

      “If I told you there was a crystal in this room and asked the two of you to find it, could you have?”

      “Of course,” Robyn said. “Once we knew there—oh, I get it.”

      “I see the veil of understanding has been lifted,” Gerylyn said. “Tell me, Robyn, what did you just get?”

      “There are things in this room that we can’t see—not because of our inability to see them but because we didn’t know to look.”

      Gerylyn smiled. “Yes. Just because you did not know to look for the crystal, that did not make it any less real. The first step in seeing is the knowledge that there is something to be seen. The second step is knowing how to see it.”

      “The mirror,” Koda said.

      “Yes, the mirror,” Gerylyn said. “In the same way that people say that the eyes are the windows to the soul, mirrors are portals to move from one realm to the next. That’s why, in days past, people would cover their mirrors when someone died.”

      “That’s why you suggested people should smash their mirrors during the solstice eclipse?” Robyn said.

      “Yes,” Gerylyn said. “We’ll talk more about that later. For now, suffice it to say that we will be using a mirror to our advantage, rather than the ghosts using it to theirs.”

      “So, we’re not really going into the mirror,” Koda said.

      “Correct,” Gerylyn said. “By staring into a darkened mirror we’ll be able to place ourselves in a trance-state, allowing us to enter the etheric realm.”

      “Wait, Gerylyn,” Robyn said. “How can you—?”

      “Stare into a mirror?” Gerylyn said. “I can’t, of course. Being blind I don’t have to. I’m always in darkness. The mirror is for Koda.”

      Koda nodded. “Okay, so when do we do this?”

      “We’ll start tomorrow,” Gerylyn said. “First, we need to prepare the mirror.”

      Koda suddenly looked stricken. “Please don’t say we need the mirror from the Forsyth Park Hotel.”

      “No,” Gerylyn said. “The only reason that specific mirror was important before is because Juniper was drawn to it. At this point, any mirror will do. We’re not using it to draw Juniper to us—we’re using it to go to her.”
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        * * *

      

      Robyn returned from the store with most of the items Gerylyn sent her out to get. The list included:

      
        	A quart of black acrylic paint

        	Two flat sponge brushes

        	A plastic tray for the paint

        	A hundred-foot roll of black plastic sheeting

        	A pint bottle of white vinegar

        	A clump of sage or sweet grass

        	A bag of rock salt and a shallow bowl

        	An egg timer

        	A box of twenty-four tea candles

        	Twenty-four glass candle containers (red, if possible)

        	A package of flat-weave microfiber cleaning cloths

        	A meditative music CD (other than Yanni)

        	Vanilla incense

      

      In the meantime, Koda gathered the other items they needed: a standing floor mirror, two comfortable chairs, matches, a Phillips-head screwdriver, and a bottle of red wine—preferably cabernet—though Gerylyn said a dry Syrah or Zinfandel would also do.

      After everything had been brought to Gerylyn’s room, the three of them went about preparing the mirror.

      Black plastic was laid on the floor to protect the carpet. Next, Gerylyn had Koda remove the screws that held the large mirror in the frame and then lay it face-down on the plastic.

      “Robyn, while Koda’s doing that, why don’t you pour an inch of the black acrylic paint in the plastic tray,” Gerylyn said. “Koda, how are you coming along?”

      “I’m done. What’s next?”

      “I sit here and wait while the two of you paint the back side of the mirror with the black paint,” Gerylyn said.

      “And then?” Koda asked.

      “We let it dry,” Gerylyn said.

      “When do we go?” Koda asked.

      “Yes, there is an issue,” Gerylyn said. “I have an interview scheduled tomorrow afternoon at CNN in Atlanta, and Fox and Friends in New York on Sunday morning. The earliest I can possibly return is late Sunday afternoon.”

      “Okay. We’ll do it Sunday night,” Koda said.

      “That will be fine, assuming the travel hasn’t worn me out,” Gerylyn said. “And one last thing. I hope won’t be an imposition, but I’ll have my nephew with me.”

      “No problem. We have plenty of room,” Koda said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DAYTONA BEACH, FLORIDA

        MAY 29, 1996

      

      

      Fourteen months after they started rebuilding the Porcupine, Declan and Kajika rolled the bike out onto South Beach.

      “Who gets the honors?” Declan asked.

      “It’s your bike,” Kajika said.

      Declan swung his leg over the leather seat and both men held their breath. They needn’t have worried as the engine roared to life. Then each man took the bike around the block for a spin.

      Then Declan broke the news about the trip.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CUSTER COUNTY, SOUTH DAKOTA

      

      

      “I don’t understand,” Kajika said for the third time. “If Declan’s donating the money, why do I have to give the speech? You know how much I hate speaking in public.”

      “Declan doesn’t want to hog the limelight, Kajika,” Bebe said as she slid the ornate turquoise stone of the bolo tie in place beneath the collar of her husband’s shirt. “Besides, Crazy Horse would want you up there speaking on his behalf, don’t you think?”

      The Crazy Horse Memorial, located on privately held land in the Black Hills of South Dakota, had been under construction for almost forty years.

      And the going was slow.

      When completed, the sculpture was planned to be 641 feet wide and 563 feet high. The head alone will be eight-seven feet high. By comparison, the heads of the four U.S. presidents on Mount Rushmore were sixty feet high. Kajika felt this was a fitting tribute, not because the American presidents were small men, but because—to the Lakota—Crazy Horse was bigger.

      Without Kajika’s knowledge, Declan had arranged a special tribute to Nisa, who—three years later—was still missing. It was amazing how cooperative the foundation had been once Declan announced the size of the donation.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome, my name is Kajika, a proud member of the Lakota Sioux, having grown up on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation not all that far from here,” Kajika said after stepping to the microphone. “Standing by my side today are my wife, Bebe, and my grandson, Koda—whose full given name is Takoda Wicasa Mulvaney. In the Sioux language, Takoda means ‘friend to everyone’ and Wicasa means ‘of wealthy parents.’”

      Kajika waited for the mild laughter to subside.

      “It was once suggested that the face of Crazy Horse be sculpted as part of Mount Rushmore, with Washington and Lincoln,” Kajika continued. “I am glad this did not happen. Crazy Horse was a one-of-a-kind leader who deserves to stand alone, so the white man may come here, to the Black Hills of South Dakota, and see that the red man had great heroes, too—heroes worthy of having a mountain of their own.

      “This does not mean, however, that the red man and the white man should be separated, or segregated, forever. When my daughter came to me, saying she wished to marry into the Mulvaney family, I fought it—almost as hard as Crazy Horse may have. And I know that Declan Mulvaney fought it, too. But, in the end, all wounds must be allowed to heal. The wounds of the body, and the wounds of the heart. The wounds of the mind, and the wounds of the spirit. For each of us, the day must come to release our anger and make peace. This was a difficult lesson to learn, taught to me by the person I least expected—a white man—who extended his hand in friendship at a time I needed it most. That man is Declan Mulvaney, to whom I am forever grateful.”

      Again, Kajika paused and waited for the applause to die down before continuing.

      “Let me leave you with this,” Kajika said. “If a man like Declan Mulvaney—who once held anger in his heart against the red man—and a savage Sioux like myself can find a way to live together in peace and love, there is hope for all mankind.”

      To Kajika’s surprise, every person in the audience stood and gave him a prolonged ovation. And then, just as Declan had arranged, the event came to a spectacular conclusion with a series of simultaneous detonations, bringing tons of rock tumbling down the mountain—followed by billowing clouds of dust reaching up to the South Dakota sky.
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        * * *

      

      When the family returned to the airport, Kajika discovered there was one last surprise in store for him. There—sitting on the runway next to the jet—was the rebuilt Porcupine. Next to it sat a red-and-black 1958 Ariel Cyclone 650.

      “Don’t get too excited,” Declan said. “That’s not the Cyclone Buddy Holly owned, though it is from the same limited-edition production run.”

      “It’s beautiful,” Kajika said. “But what are they doing here on the runway?”

      “We’re not flying back with everyone else. We’re riding.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        JULY 4, 1995

      

      

      There were only three situations in which Clay Daniels III took a drink: The first was on a holiday. The second was on his birthday. The third was when he was really, really pissed off.

      On this particular day, Clay III hit the trifecta:

      It was the Fourth of July.

      It was his fiftieth birthday.

      And the FBI’s unwillingness to get involved with the situation with Onyx Webb had him boiling. Who in the hell did Pipi Esperanza think she was anyway? And Newt Drystad, the supposed wunderkind with all his statistics?

      What a joke.

      Now, three months after the teenager’s bodies had been discovered in the cove, the town’s worst fear had come true. Tourism was off 40 percent. Several shops had closed their doors. And the Crimson Cove Merchant Association—what was left of it anyway—was circulating a petition to have him removed as sheriff. As if anyone wanted the thankless job.

      Clay III drained the rest of his tenth beer and set the mug down hard on the bar. “I call the F’in-B-I, and what they do?” he slurred in the direction of the bartender. “Nothin’ is what they done. Sent me Pipi Longstockings and New-frickin’-Dry-dock, with his big numbers and his little… hey, don’t just stand there. Get me another ‘un.”

      “Can’t do it, Clay,” the bartender said. “Serving alcohol to someone who is already in a state of inebriation is against the law.”

      “I am the law,” Clay III said. “Least I was.”

      “Go home, watch the fireworks, kiss the kids,” the bartender said.

      “Only got the one,” Clay III said, pulling himself off the barstool.

      “Trust me,” the bartender said. “You had enough tonight you’ll be seeing double.”
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        * * *

      

      Clay III pushed through the front door of Spilatro’s Place and stumbled his way down Main Street to the station. He was fairly certain there were a few beers in the lunchroom fridge.

      Nope, all gone.

      Clay III fumbled for the key to the evidence locker. Clay IV often stored beer in there, assuming he and his friends hadn’t taken it to the cove to drink while they watched the fireworks.

      The room was not much bigger than a large walk-in closet, the walls jammed with stolen guns, DVD players, jewelry, counterfeit IDs—and other items seized by the department over the years.

      Now, if I were beer, where would I be hiding? Clay III thought. With the drugs, of course.

      Clay III turned around and found the beer, sitting on the shelf—right next to the marijuana.

      That’s when the idea hit him.

      He knew how he was going to get Onyx.

      Several months earlier, by pure chance, one of the Crimson Cove deputies stumbled on a complex hydroponics operation deep in the woods with approximately eight hundred marijuana plants. That Oregon was a hotbed for marijuana production was nothing new—plant-growing operations in the area went all the way back to the 1920s and ‘30s—when the Spilatro family controlled West Coast activity for the Chicago mob.

      After the big bust, the DEA swooped in and—as the feds usually do—took the credit.

      But they didn’t take the pot.
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        * * *

      

      Even in his drunken state, Clay III was smart enough to park out near the main highway and schlep to the lighthouse on foot—which turned out to be a lot further than he remembered. Twenty minutes later, he reached the clearing at the edge of the woods just as the Fourth of July fireworks began exploding over the cove.

      In addition to the beer and the bag containing several ounces of dried cannabis buds, Clay III also brought a pair of binoculars. He didn’t need the binoculars to know Onyx was there, however—he could hear her singing, even over the sound of the fireworks.

      He’d have to wait.

      Clay III glanced around and noticed the gravestones near the base of a large spruce. The stone on the left read Beloved Father. The other simply had the letters KK etched on it. The stone reading Beloved Father was the larger of the two, and he lowered himself to the ground and leaned against it.

      Lot of history in these woods, Clay III thought as he popped open the first can of beer. It was warm, but so what? He killed the first beer and crushed the can as streams of red, white, and blue fireworks filled the sky.

      Both Clay III’s father and grandfather had died near this place. The body of his father, Clayton Daniels Jr., had been discovered in the woods one hundred yards to the left, after being accidently shot while hunting on his sixtieth birthday. The body of his grandfather, Clayton “Hell” Daniels, was found near there, too—at the bottom of the cliffs in an apparent suicide—on his seventieth birthday.

      The coroner declared the causes of death to be accidental for the former and natural causes for the latter.

      Natural causes, my ass, Clay III thought. Too bad there was no classification for “Death by Onyx.”

      Clay III checked his watch.

      It was 9:02 p.m.

      Hell Daniels had died on his seventieth birthday. His father had died on his sixtieth birthday. If he could avoid dying for the next two hours and fifty-eight minutes, Clay III would have survived his fiftieth birthday—quite an achievement considering his family history.

      If Newt Drystad were here, Clay III was sure the kid would pull some statistic from his macabre collection of morbid trivia on the statistical probability of being the third Daniels man in a row to kick the bucket on his birthday.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NEW YORK CITY, NEW YORK

        OCTOBER 17, 2010

      

      

      Even as she was in the middle of the dream, Olympia knew she was dreaming—and that it wasn’t a typical dream either. It was Nathaniel playing mind games with her.

      In the dream, Nathaniel was pitching a show in Oregon. “Oregon? What in the hell is in Oregon?” Olympia asked.

      “A real, honest-to-goodness ghost,” Nathaniel said. “I checked her out already. She’s the real deal.”

      To Nathaniel, they were all the real deal. “Does this ‘real deal’ of yours have a name?”

      “Yep,” Nathaniel said. “Her name is Onyx Webb.”

      “Onyx Webb,” Olympia repeated. “Good name for a ghost. Creepy yet pretty—has a nice ring to it.”

      “Wait, I haven’t gotten to the creepy part,” Nathaniel said. “At the age of six, Onyx was kidnapped by Obedience Everhardt—the infamous Child Snatcher of St. Louis—during the World’s Fair in 1904.”

      “Sounds a bit more serial killer than supernatural.”

      “I’m not done,” Nathaniel said. “There was another girl, Katherine Keane—tied naked in a chair—and Onyx was forced to sit and watch Obedience choke her to death.”

      Olympia nodded. “Yeah, I’m with you. Young, naked girls are always good for ratings, especially when they’re tied to something. But without a supernatural angle, it just isn’t the type of story we do. We need spooky, sugar.”

      “Okay, how’s this for spooky?” Nathaniel said. “After the Keane girl dies, the cop who finds them gives the girl mouth-to-mouth, and—wait for it—he drops dead and the girl miraculously comes back to life.”

      “And this is verified?” Olympia asked.

      “The St. Louis Post-Dispatch ran a detailed account of the entire thing,” Nathaniel said, his eyes gleaming. “But wait! The kicker is Onyx Webb is still alive!”

      “I’m confused. I thought you said she was a ghost.”

      “Okay, she’s still dead—whatever,” Nathaniel said. “What I’m saying is Onyx Webb is still around. And get this—she lives in a lighthouse! Could it get more classic-ghost-story perfect than that?”

      “And we’ve got permission to shoot there?” Olympia asked.

      “Of course not,” Nathaniel said. “When’s the last time a ghost gave us permission to film?”

      He had a point.

      “And did I mention we get to tape part of the show in St. Louis?” Nathaniel said.

      “St. Louis? Well, why didn’t you say so?” Olympia said. “I used to date a guy from St. Louis. It was like going to bed with a can of Campbell’s soup—umm, umm good. Count me in.”
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        * * *

      

      Olympia woke up, her face wet from the memory. It wasn’t just a dream, she realized. It was a memory of Nathaniel pitching one of their first shows together. God, he was excited. She’d never seen Nathaniel more alive.

      Alive.

      I miss that little three-dollar bill, Olympia thought.

      “I’m right here,” Nathaniel said.

      Olympia spun her head to the left and saw Nathaniel—or, more accurately, the specter of Nathaniel—standing at the side of the bed. “Damn, you scared the hell out of me,” Olympia said, rubbing her neck with her hand. “I almost went full Exorcist on your ass.”

      “Get up,” Nathaniel said. “We’ve got work to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Olympia dropped a K-cup of Emeril Big Easy Bold dark roast coffee in her Keurig machine and pressed the start button. “I’m not sure I like the idea of you climbing in my head while I’m asleep. What other kind of mental trespassing shit can you do?”

      “I wasn’t trespassing,” Nathaniel said from the corner of the kitchen. “All I did was plant the seed in your subconscious. You did the rest. And don’t ask me how it’s done—I’m still figuring this ghost thing out myself.”

      “Well, the next time you’re in there, plant some kind of mental seed to help me drop a few pounds, huh? The producers are all over me about my weight.”

      “I’m dead, Olympia, and you’re worried about your weight?”

      “Point taken,” Olympia said. “But tell me this—are you running into any celebrities over there? On the other side, I mean. We’re desperate for ideas for the May Sweeps.”

      Nathaniel crossed his arms and did not reply.

      “I had to ask,” Olympia said. “If I were dead, you’d have asked me.”

      She had a point, Nathaniel thought. God how things had changed. Olympia used to play the role of skeptic, and he was the true believer. Now she was talking to a dead man as if it were normal, and he still hadn’t come to grips with the idea the dead guy was him.

      The coffee finished brewing and Olympia took a seat at the kitchen table. “You sure you don’t want any? You look like you could use a whole pot.”

      Nathaniel shook his head. “I drank a glass of water yesterday, and it ran right through me—and when I say it ran right through me, that’s not a figure of speech.”

      “So, what are we going to do?”

      “It’s what you’re going to do,” Nathaniel said. “You’re going to talk your way into Declan Mulvaney’s confidence, find out where he’s hiding the materials he took from me, and figure out what the man is hiding.”

      “Oh, good, for a minute I was afraid you were going to ask me to do something difficult,” Olympia said. “And how would you suggest I go about this?”

      “I don’t know, charm him. Do that thing where you lower your head and raise your eyebrows and get all sexy,” Nathanial said. “Go in with a gun and say, ‘Give me Nathaniel’s things back, asshole.’ I don’t really care. All I know is that whatever is in that journal and those papers is important enough for the man to have me killed.”

      Olympia shook her head. “I don’t know, Nathaniel. I want to help you, I really do, but I’m not equipped to do this kind of thing. You’re the reporter, not me.”

      “I know,” Nathaniel said. “And trust me, I would do it if I could. Unfortunately, I’m dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Journal of Onyx Webb

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thirteen months passed before I saw the man again.

        I’d just finished singing “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes” when he walked into The Apache, and my heart skipped a beat.

        He was alone.

        I instructed the band to play “We’re in The Money” and started to sing. He looked over and smiled.

        During the break, a drink arrived. I didn’t need to ask who it was from.

        “So, I see you decided to audition after all,” he said.“Yes, how did I do?” I asked.

        “Ginger Rogers may have to look for a new career,” he said.

        “I’m not fond of jokes, especially when they are at my expense,” I said.

        “What? You think that I am joking?”

        “Aren’t you?”

        “No, Onyx. I’m not simply flattering you,” he said. “Your voice is strong, and you know your limits. But the thing that really sets you apart is your presence.”

        “My presence?”

        “Yes, your presence. Tone, control, breathing – that can all be taught. But the way you command the stage? That is something a singer either has, or they don’t. And you do.”

        “Are you planning to stay for the second set?” I asked, crossing my fingers.

        “I’m planning to stay until you tell me to leave,” he said.

        We left each other just before the sun came up.

        “Aren’t you concerned about your husband?” he asked as I sat on the edge of the bed and slid my stockings on.

        “My husband will be passed out until noon,” I said.

        “Well, in that case, why are you rushing off?”

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        JULY 4, 1996

      

      

      “Can you imagine? A million dollars just to blow up a mountain,” Stan Lee said as he walked into the kill room, holding a copy of the Charleston Gazette-Mail.

      “What are you talking about?” Nisa asked.

      “Read her the article,” Kara said.

      “God, you’re mean,” Stan Lee said as he pulled a chair next to where Nisa was seated in the wheelchair. He flipped the paper open and found the page, and then began to read:

      
        
        “Fathers Find Way to Heal on Wheels”

      

      

      
        
        In May 1993, the unexplained disappearance of Nisa Mulvaney rocked both this community and the nation. Now real estate mogul Declan Mulvaney and the missing girl’s father, Kajika (an American Indian who goes by the single name), have set out on motorcycles from the Black Hills of South Dakota in an attempt to heal their open wounds on the open road.

        The Gazette-Mail caught up with the men outside Little Rock, Arkansas, 1,000 miles into their 1,900-mile sojourn.

        They both hope that the ride will rekindle public awareness that Nisa Mulvaney is still out there somewhere. “No one in either family will ever accept that Nisa is dead,” Kajika said. “And we will not rest until she has been brought home to us, where she belongs.”

        

      

      “That is so touching,” Stan Lee said as he lowered the paper.

      “I’m not sure how much longer we can keep her,” Kara said from the chair Stan Lee had vacated. “I mean, look at her. She’s a mess.”

      “I know,” Stan Lee said. “But what are we supposed to do with her? It’s not like we can just drop her on the Mulvaney’s porch in the middle of the night.”

      “Why not?” Kara asked.

      “Think about it,” Stan Lee said as he dropped the paper in the trash. “She knows where we live.”

      “Oh, yeah.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Stan Lee straightened his necktie and looked at his reflection in the full-length mirror in his bedroom. It was another rinky-dink engagement—this time for the local VFW hall—but it paid $500 for three-hours work.

      Besides, having to leave his job as a photographer for the Savannah PD had made money tight. Every penny from the lawsuit over the loss of his legs was invested in the house.

      He needed money to live.

      The white suit had become a staple of his image as The Southern Gentleman and something he hadn’t changed in the years he’d been perfecting the character. The other thing that never changed was the watch.

      A 14K gold designer piece by Longines, the watch had a matching gold, bracelet-style band, a rectangular, art deco face, and a personal inscription on the back that read:

      Thanks for Having My Back.

      -Your Pal, Frankie

      Stan Lee had taken the watch the week before Declan left for Florida to make his millions, and he had managed to keep it secreted in his Scrabble game box during his years at the asylum.

      Wearing the watch made Stan Lee feel sophisticated and more confident, more like a southern gentleman. Had Declan even missed it? he wondered. Who cared? It was his now.

      Besides the suit and the watch, the rest of the outfit was negotiable.

      On this night, Stan Lee was wearing a white fedora with a red, white, and blue band, a red tie, and carrying a white wicker cane, painted white. Perfect for the Fourth of July.

      Shoes, on the other hand, were always an issue.

      Finding shoes that worked well with his prosthetics had always been problematic. He had to sacrifice the look of the shoes for functionality, since he had to do his act standing up. Nobody wanted to hire a chair-bound master of ceremonies.

      In the end, Stan Lee opted for a pair of cheap Florsheim penny loafers he’d found on sale at the mall. Price and comfort did not always go hand in hand—or, in this case, foot in shoe.

      Don’t forget to smile, he told himself. It should be the easy part, but smiling did not come naturally to Stan Lee. It never had. As far back as he could remember, his mother would tell him he needed to smile more. Back then he didn’t understand why he needed to smile. He understood now. There was nothing more disarming—and deceiving—as a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee walked into the kill room for the second time in a little over an hour—this time in full Southern Gentleman mode. “I thought it would be nice to practice tonight’s speech before a live audience,” Stan Lee said.

      “A live audience,” Kara repeated. “That’s a good one.”

      Stan Lee shot Kara a look, and then turned his attention to Nisa. She looked extremely disinterested. “What’s eating her?”

      “What do you think?”

      Stan Lee released a deep breath and shook his head.

      “Do the speech for her anyway,” Kara said. “Pretend you’re there. You’re good at pretending.”

      Stan Lee shrugged, and then gathered himself. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to—this is where I say the name of the event I’m speaking at—I am The Southern Gentleman.”

      Kara clapped from the corner of the room, and then placed her fingers in her mouth and whistled. “Okay, keep going.”

      “In the South, things tend to come in threes,” Stan Lee said, adopting a heavy Southern drawl. “For example, there are three movies that depict the South at its very worst: Deliverance, Forrest Gump, and In the Heat of the Night. Fortunately, there are three films that depict the South at its very best: Gone with The Wind, Steel Magnolias, and In the Heat of the Night.”

      Kara laughed and applauded. “You’re doing great!”

      “In the South, there are only three foods you need to have on hand in case of a nuclear attack: fried chicken, cornbread, and grits. Speaking of cooking, there are only three ways to cook-up food here in the South: fry it, grill it, or barbeque it. Sometimes people are known to do all three things to the same piece of food.”

      “Funny,” Kara said.

      “They also have just three drinks in the South: whiskey, scotch, and gin. There are just three religions: Baptist, Methodist, and Football. And three ways to describe the weather: hot, humid, and unbearably hot and humid.”

      “That last line—is that new?” Kara asked.

      “Yes,” Stan Lee said. “I just came up with it.”

      “I like it,” Kara said. “You should keep using it.”

      “There are only three expressions you need to know to get through any social occasion in the South: ‘Y'all come back now, ya’ hear?’ ‘Well, bless your heart,’ and my personal favorite, ‘How’s your momma?’”

      “Better wrap it up, Stan. I think we’re losing her,” Kara said.

      Stan Lee looked over and saw the blank look on Nisa’s face. “And—finally—the three greatest cities in the history of the world are all located here in the South: I’m talkin’ about S’vanah… Addlanna… and N'awlins! Oh, wait, there’s four. I left off the greatest city of them all—our beloved Chawl'stn!”

      Nisa remained motionless in the wheelchair.

      “Come on, Stan. It’s time to admit it,” Kara said.

      “Maybe if we took her upstairs and got her a little sun,” Stan Lee said. “Maybe she’ll feel better?”

      “If you think so,” Kara sighed.

      Stan Lee got behind the wheelchair and pushed it from the kill room, the wheels squeaking loudly with every rotation. How long had it been since he’d moved the chair? Three years?

      Squealing of the wheels aside, the chair rolled okay—until the wheels left the linoleum tile and hit the hard-pack dirt and stone of the tunnel. “Are you going to help push or not?”

      “You take the left side, and I’ll take the right,” Kara said. It only took a few seconds for Stan Lee to realize that was not going to work, and he waved his hand for Kara to move aside.

      Approximately halfway down the tunnel, the front wheels on the left side of the wheelchair hit a dislodged brick and sent the wheelchair tumbling forward to the ground.

      Stan Lee pulled the chair upright and began to push. “Oops,” Kara said. “Looks like you lost something.”

      Stan Lee looked down and saw Nisa’s arm had fallen off and was lying on the tunnel floor. He retrieved it and placed it in her lap.

      “I don’t think sunlight is going to fix this,” Kara said. “It will probably dry her out even more.”

      Stan Lee ignored her and continued pushing until, seconds later, the front wheels struck an exposed tree root and jerked to a stop—this time causing Nisa’s head to slightly detach from her body and drop to her chest.

      Kara was right, Stan Lee realized, resigning himself to the reality of the situation. He’d been putting it off since the night he’d brought Nisa back from the bar in Myrtle Beach.

      He had used too much ketamine.

      And had accidently killed her.

      “Come on, Stan, get her to the end of the tunnel and I’ll help you bury her, okay?” Kara said. “It won’t be that bad, we’ll do it together.”
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee went upstairs and took off his nice clothes. He’d gotten sweaty just pushing the wheelchair down the tunnel and could only imagine what he’d look like after digging a hole.

      In the dresser drawer he found a syringe and a nearly empty bottle of ketamine. He just needed a little bump to get him by.

      Stan Lee sat on the edge of the bed and waited for the drug to calm him, and then went downstairs. He found the shovel near the entrance of the tunnel and carried it to where he’d left the wheelchair. It was at the spot in the tunnel where he’d buried the body of real estate saleswoman Lullaby Logan—right next to where he’d buried the girl he’d taken near the fountain, across the street from the Forsyth Park Hotel in Savannah twenty-seven years earlier.

      What was her name? He couldn’t remember.

      Then, high on ketamine and naked from head to toe—wearing nothing but his prosthetics and Declan Mulvaney’s watch—he began to dig.
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        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        JULY 4, 1995 • 11:23 P.M.

      

      

      When Clay Daniels III woke, he found himself leaning against Catfish Webb’s gravestone at the edge of the clearing near Onyx’s lighthouse. It took a good two minutes to remember why he was there. Drinking too much beer will do that to a man.

      Clay III glanced at his watch. It was 11:23 p.m. Everything was quiet now. The fireworks had long ended.

      Another fifteen minutes passed and then he saw Onyx exit the lighthouse, lock the big doors behind her, and head off into the night. It didn’t look to Clay III like she’d been wearing any kind of mask or sleeve, but by the time he’d found the binoculars she was gone.

      A few minutes passed, and he made his move.

      Clay III hurried over to the lighthouse door. He found the small silver metal pick in one of the compartments on his gun belt and inserted it in the lock.

      Though he’d done it a number of times in his career as sheriff, picking the lock was trickier than expected since he was still technically drunk. But after a few minutes he finally got it and stepped into the lighthouse foyer, realizing that he’d never been inside the structure before.

      Finding it much darker inside than he expected, Clay III used a Zippo lighter to guide him through the foyer.

      Virtually every inch of wall space was covered with paintings, assumedly done by Onyx. Otherwise, the foyer was empty, with the exception of a baby grand piano in the center of the room.

      “What a creep fest,” Clay III said aloud as he found the black, spiral staircase, the third step painted red for some reason.

      Weird.

      The next thing Clay III noticed were what looked like a thousand books on shelves running up the curved walls, each with the distinctive “Property of Crimson Cove Public Library” stamp on the spine. Well, if nothing else, he’d finally discovered who’d been stealing books from the damn library all these years. The theft of any one book was a minor infraction. But collectively? It was a felony. He could lock Onyx up for years if he wanted to.

      Halfway up the stairs, Clay III realized just how drunk he was—and out of shape—stopping to rest and catch his breath every few stairs. It took the better part of ten minutes to get to the top, but he finally made it.

      Now it was time to do what he’d come to do, which was plant the marijuana. Then he could return in the morning and claim to have received an anonymous tip and bust the old bat.

      Now, where to plant the drugs?

      In the center of the landing sat a large, oil-burning lamp, its flame licking a good three feet into the air. The room was encased in tall glass windows. A few were opened, allowing a gentle breeze to pass through while heat escaped to the outside.

      The only other items in the room were an easel, a table covered with bottles of paint, and some brushes.

      Then Clay III’s eyes were drawn to a red-leather keepsake box sitting on the floor beneath the table—the perfect place to hide the pot. When he lifted the lid, he saw the box was jammed with photo albums, papers, jewelry, and a variety of other items: photos in antique frames, tickets for opening day of the Empire State Building, dated 1931, and souvenirs from the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair.

      And a diary.

      Even in his drunken state, Clay III knew that rummaging through the woman’s personal effects was wrong. Now he was about to commit an even more egregious act. But he couldn’t help himself. He’d waited his entire life to know the truth about Onyx Webb, and damn it—now was his chance.

      Clay III opened the diary and read the inscription:

      
        
        How badly I wanted to know you, hold you, and watch you grow. But though we’ve never met, know how much you were wanted and loved.

        -With My Deepest Love, Your Mother

        

      

      Clay III opened the diary to a random page.

      
        
        The first time I passed over I was hung by the neck until dead in the year 1622. Because you are ‘half-ghost’—the offspring of a ghost and of the living—you must never attempt to have a child…

        

      

      The more Clay III read, the more engrossed he became.

      “Hot damn!” Clay III said aloud. He’d been right all along, and now he had the proof. Onyx Webb was a—

      “Hello, Clayton,” a voice said.

      Clay III stood and saw Onyx standing at the top of the metal staircase. His breath caught, and his mouth opened and closed, like a fish too long out of water. What he was seeing was beyond belief. Beyond his comprehension.

      The woman standing before him was young. And beautiful. So, so beautiful—with flawless skin, blue eyes and raven-black hair flowing to her shoulders.

      “I don’t understand,” Clay III said. “I thought you were—”

      “That I was what? Old? Wrinkled? Covered with horrible burn scars?” Onyx said, taking a step forward.

      Clay III took a step back. “Stay away from me, Onyx.”

      “Why, Clayton?” Onyx said. “What are you afraid of? Are you afraid I’ll kill you like I did your grandfather?”

      “So you did kill him,” Clay III said.

      “Yes, but it’s not what you think,” Onyx said. “He came to me because he was sick. He was dying. He asked me to take him, and I did. Out of kindness.”

      Onyx took another step forward.

      Clay III fumbled for his gun, pulling it from his holster and pointing it at Onyx. “I said to stay back!”

      “What, Clayton? Are you going to shoot me? You have to know you can’t hurt me—I’m already dead.”

      Onyx took another step forward, and Clay III pulled the trigger—the bullet ripping a hole in the front of Onyx’s dress.

      Onyx looked down and shook her head.

      “Your father figured it out, too,” Onyx said.

      “You shot him, didn’t you?” Clay III asked.

      Onyx shook her head. “I don’t shoot people, Clayton. Besides, why would I shoot your father? Your father and I had the same understanding I had with your grandfather—leave me alone, and I will do the same. But you? All along, you seem to have had it out for me. Why is that?”

      Onyx took another step forward.

      “I don’t have it out for you, Onyx,” Clay III said, the fear evident in his voice.

      Onyx glanced down at the hole in her dress. “Well, I beg to differ.”

      Onyx took another step forward.

      “Stay back, Onyx. If you come any closer, I’ll—”

      “You’ll what, Clayton? Shoot me again?”

      Onyx took two quick steps forward and Clay III staggered back, holding up his hands, trying to keep her away from him.

      “No, no…”

      Clay III knew he was in trouble when the back of his legs hit the base of the open window. A moment later, he found himself looking up at the sky.

      It took exactly 3.1 seconds for Clay III’s body to travel the 103-foot distance from the top of the lighthouse to the ground below, his watch stopping at the precise moment of impact to mark the time of death—11:59:47—thirteen seconds before his fiftieth birthday ended.
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        * * *

      

      It seemed to Onyx that allowing Clay III’s dead body to be found at the base of the lighthouse was a bad idea. Too many questions. Questions she couldn’t answer. Or didn’t want to answer.

      Besides, if it were found here, the authorities would want to come inside the lighthouse. And that was out of the question. No, the body would need to be moved to where it could be discovered without any suggestion she was involved. Or buried so it would not be found at all.

      Burying the body came with its own set of problems. Search parties, with hundreds of volunteers scouring the woods. And there would still be questions: When was the last time you saw the sheriff? Where were you on the night of July 4? Is it okay if we come inside and take a look around?

      There was only one logical option.

      The cliffs.

      It was obvious that Clay III was drunk. Onyx had seen the empty beer cans near her father’s grave earlier. Certainly there would still be alcohol in his system.

      Onyx retrieved the wheelbarrow from the shed, grabbed the empty beer cans from the ground next to her father’s grave, and rolled it to where Clay III’s body was.

      Onyx knew picking up the man and putting him in the wheelbarrow was impossible—he was far too heavy. So she tipped the wheelbarrow on its side and tried to roll him in.

      She couldn’t get enough leverage.

      Onyx went back to the shed and located a shovel and a rake. Using them she was able to—gradually, foot by foot—roll the man’s body on its side and up against the wheelbarrow. Then, using all the strength she could muster, she was finally able to right the wheelbarrow with Clay III in it.
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        * * *

      

      It took Onyx thirty minutes to roll Clay III’s body to the edge of the cliffs, stopping every few minutes to rest. Then it took mere seconds to dump the body over the edge.

      Onyx dropped several of the empty beer cans near the edge of the cliff. She felt confident that when the body was found, the assumption would be that Clay III had come to watch the fireworks, got drunk, and went over.

      Clay III was now the second Daniels man Onyx had dispatched to the rocks below. The first, Hell Daniels, had asked her to do it. Clay III hadn’t.

      Onyx was responsible for many deaths in and around the cove over the past fifty-six years. But not this one.

      This was Clay III’s own fault.

      He’d brought it upon himself.
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        “There is no such thing as a lifetime—only a series of moments strung together that matter to us that we call a lifetime. To miss these moments is to miss your life.

      

        

      
        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death
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          Episode 18: Journey Into Loll

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COLLEGE STATION, PENNSYLVANIA

        AUGUST 6, 1996

      

      

      Sixteen months had passed since Pipi Esperanza and Newt changed their flight so Pipi could visit a friend in Oklahoma City.

      “I’ll be less than thirty minutes,” Pipi said as she parked the rental car to the curb on NW Seventh Street, two blocks from the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building on NW Fifth Street. “Are you sure you don’t want to come in?”

      “No, I’m good,” Newt said, preferring to sit in the car and read FBI case files over going inside and being forced to engage in small talk with strangers. Pipi closed the car door, smiled at Newt, and walked off.

      It was the last time Newt would see her alive.

      At 9:02 a.m., the northern third side of the nine-story structure was gone, replaced with a thirty-foot-wide, eight-foot-deep crater—168 confirmed dead.

      Newt was in the car when the bomb went off. Had he been looking out the car window, he’d have seen bomber Timothy McVeigh walk past on his way to his escape vehicle parked several blocks away.

      Since that day, Newt’s life had been turned upside down. Gone were his days working with Pipi Esperanza. Gone was his access to FBI data on serial murderers and their victims. In fact, the FBI pretended to not even know who Newt was, as if he’d never existed.

      Newt’s father suggested he turn his attention to mathematics—a far more lucrative area in which he could make a living—not to mention a better use of his unique intelligence.

      The only good thing that came from the bombing—as if such a thing were possible—was the result of a newspaper clipping featuring Timothy McVeigh pinned to Newt’s bedroom wall. It turned out that the visual stimulus of the photo being in plain sight kept Newt from slipping into a frozen state.

      It took a while for the members of the Drystad family to get used to having pictures of Charles Albright, David Berkowitz, Richard Ramirez, John Wayne Gacy, and others pinned in every room of the house. But everyone agreed—if it kept Newt focused and alert, it was worth it.
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        * * *

      

      Newt was extremely unhappy when his father insisted he come to the college with him for the day. “You can’t stay home by yourself, and that’s final,” his father said.

      “Nothing’s going to happen, Dad,” Newt said.

      “Oh, really? Can you spell Oklahoma City?” Newt’s father asked. It was a rhetorical question that meant Newt was going with him whether he liked it or not.
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        * * *

      

      When they arrived on campus, Newt asked if he could visit his father’s math professor friend over in the McAllister Building. Newt was dropped off—a picture of Hillside Strangler Kenneth Bianchi in hand in case he needed it.

      Newt had no sooner than walked through the door when the professor tossed him a Rubik’s Cube from the other side of his desk. “What’s your best time now?”

      “Seven seconds,” Newt said.

      “Seven seconds? Blindfolded?”

      Newt shrugged. “What’s that?” Newt asked, pointing at a piece of paper taped to the wall behind the man’s desk.

      “It’s a game called Catch the Spider,” the math professor said. “You ever play Battleship?”

      “Yeah, a few times.”

      “It’s the same concept, only with spiders,” the math professor said. “You want to see something interesting? Take a look at these.”

      The math professor spun his chair around and began typing on the computer keyboard behind his desk. A few seconds later, two different pictures of spider webs came up on the screen. One of the webs was perfectly spun, a symmetrical work of art. The other looked like it had been spun by a drunken sailor.

      “What is that?” Newt asked.

      “The web on the left was spun by a garden spider,” the math professor said. “And this? This is a web spun by the same spider the next night, only this time the spider was on drugs.”

      “Drugs?”

      “Yeah. I’ve got a friend who works at NASA,” the math professor said. “They do all kinds of experiments like this—testing the effects of drugs on animals and insects—to see how they might affect an astronaut’s performance in space.”

      “What kind of drugs?” Newt asked.

      “All kinds. LSD, marijuana, Benzedrine, ketamine,” the math professor said. “And legal compounds, too, like caffeine and alcohol.”

      Newt gazed at the pictures on the computer screen, fixating on the web that was woven by the dysfunctional spider. It reminded him of something, but he couldn’t figure out exactly what.

      “Newt? You okay?”

      “Uh, yeah,” Newt said finally.

      “I was afraid you’d slipped into one of your states,” the math professor said.

      “No, I’m—could you get me a copy of the research?” Newt asked.

      “I’ll do you one better,” the math professor said. “You got a computer at home?”

      Newt shook his head. His eyes were still glued to the picture of the spider web on the computer screen.

      “Okay, well how about if I set you up on the World Wide Web, and you can access whatever you want on my computer?”

      “You’d do that for me?” Newt asked.

      “Sure. But you’re going to need a PIN.”

      “A pin?”

      “A personal identification number, so you can log on by yourself. It’s got to be at least four digits long. Make it something easy to remember, but don’t use your birthday or your street address.”

      The math professor hit a few more keys, then moved his chair aside. “Here, just type in the number you want to use, and you’re ready to go.”

      Newt came around behind the desk, hesitated for a moment, and then typed in:

      
        
        5-9-9-8-1

      

      

      That should be easy enough to remember, Newt thought. Who could forget the tenth, one hundredth, one thousandth, ten thousandth, and hundred thousandth numbers of Pi?
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        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        SEPTEMBER 1, 2001

      

      

      Abigale Dietz watched the image on the wall of the projection room, trying to wrap her brain around what the woman was saying.

      The film had been delivered to the theater by someone from the sheriff’s office an hour earlier. “They found it on a shelf in a storage room when they were cleaning out the place,” the man said. “Sheriff Daniels sent me to find out if you wanted it. If not, I’m supposed to toss it.”

      Curious, Abigale took the silver film canister to the projection room and dug an old 35 mm projector from the closet. She threaded the film and started the machine.

      A woman appeared on the screen. She looked to be in her early- to mid-forties—attractive, yet weary—like someone who’d once been a knockout but hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in years.

      A voice offscreen said, “Today is June 28, 1953. My name is George Dietz, and I am filming testimony of a firsthand account of the possible murder of Sheriff Hell Daniels.”

      Abigale’s heart skipped a beat. Her father was the person behind the camera. And did he say something about a murder?

      “State your full name,” Dietz continued offscreen.

      “Claudia Jeanne Spilatro,” the woman said.

      “Spell that, please?”

      “C-l-a-u-d-i-a.  J-e-a-n-n-e.  S-p-i-l-a-t-r-o,” the woman recited. “Okay? When do we start?”

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Dietz said.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Abigale and her brother, Aaron, sat and watched the film together. The siblings had taken over The Night Owl Theater from their father, George, in the late 1970s, who’d bought the theater from the Spilatro family thirty years before that.

      Sadly, the theater itself never made much money. But the annual Crimson Cove Film Festival—an event that attracted thousands of people to the coast for ten days of classic horror movies—was a cash cow. The popcorn receipts alone had been enough to put both Dietz kids through college.

      When the film ended, Abigale turned on the lights. “Well?”

      “That’s crazy,” Aaron said. “What did Dad say about it?”

      “I haven’t talked to him yet,” Abigale said. “I wanted to show it to you first.”
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        * * *

      

      “Where in God’s name did you get this?” George Dietz asked when his son and daughter came over with the film canister.

      “The sheriff’s department brought it to the theater. They were going to throw it out,” Abigale said.

      “So you know what it is?” Aaron said.

      “Of course I do. I shot it,” George said. “You want me to tell you the story?”

      Abigale and Aaron sat on the sofa while George took them through the entire Onyx Webb saga—starting from the day Onyx killed her husband by setting him on fire to the night he’d caught Onyx on film in the cemetery, right up to the moment Claudia Spilatro walked into the theater claiming she’d watched Onyx murder Hell Daniels and toss his body over the cliffs.

      “I even testified at her trial,” George said. “Trial of the century—well, up until OJ, that is.”

      “How come you never told us any of this?” Abigale asked.

      “Why would I? It was all ancient history by the time the two of you were born,” George said. “That and maybe I got a bit tired of people treating me like I was the town fool. Though I probably deserved it. I did go out of my way to make a spectacle of myself.”

      “Is this the Onyx Webb out in the lighthouse?” Aaron asked.

      “One in the same,” George said. “Got to be over a hundred by now.”

      “You know, I made a whole movie about this. In fact, that’s what helped launch the film festival,” George Dietz said. “I’ll show it to you, if you’d like.”
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Abigale Dietz went to her brother with a plan. “What if we did a special sixtieth anniversary of the Onyx Webb trial film festival? Featuring original footage by legendary local filmmaker George Dietz.”

      “When did Dad say the trial was?”

      “January 1942,” Abigale said.

      “If we do this, we’ve got to do it right,” Aaron said. “Banners, flyers, bag inserts—”

      “No, we go even bigger,” Abigale said.

      “Bigger how?”

      “A national advertising campaign. I’m talking full-page ads in newspapers, magazines, maybe even some thirty-second spots on network and cable TV shows with our target demo,” Abigale said.

      “Do we have that kind of money?”

      “Dad always said we could use the equity in the house if we ever came up with the right idea,” Abigale said. “And this is a no-brainer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        OCTOBER 17, 2010

      

      

      The limousine carrying Gerylyn Stoller—and her nephew, Reginald—arrived at the Mulvaney mansion just before five in the evening and was met by Stormy Boyd.

      Even with their billions, the Mulvaneys had never engaged the services of a formal butler. And while it was not Stormy’s responsibility, he insisted on helping Gerylyn and Reginald with their bags. After all, it was the polite, Southern thing to do. It also provided the opportunity to size-up anyone staying overnight in the mansion.

      “I can take my bags from here,” Gerylyn said when they reached her room on the second floor.

      “Very well. Dinner will be at seven,” Stormy said. “And if you’ll come with me, Reggie, your room is—”

      “Reggie?” Reginald was quick to respond. “My name isn’t Reggie. It’s Reginald.”

      “Mind your manners, Reginald,” Gerylyn snapped. “I’m quite certain Mr. Boyd meant no disrespect.”

      “Of course not, and I apologize,” Stormy said. “Come with me, Reginald. I’m sure you’ll find your room quite satisfactory.”
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        * * *

      

      “Koda and Robyn have told me so much about you,” Declan said when everyone was gathered in the dining room. “But I don’t recall how you met.”

      “It was at Dane’s funeral in Lily Dale. Gerylyn was speaking there the next day,” Robyn said.

      “Ah, of course,” Declan said, turning his attention to the young black man standing at Gerylyn’s side. “And you must be Reginald.”

      “Yes, sir,” Reginald said, making a fist and extending his knuckles toward Declan. Declan smiled and gave Reginald a quick fist bump.

      “You don’t happen to box, do you?” Declan asked.

      “You mean like in a ring with gloves?” Reginald said.

      “Yes,” Declan said. “We’ve got a great exercise room if you want to work out. I go down every morning at seven.”

      “Punching the bag at your age? I dig your style,” Reginald said. “But Geri and me, we’re bookin’ back to Richmond early in the morning. Maybe next time.”
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        * * *

      

      The dinner included just five people: Koda, Robyn, Declan, Gerylyn, and Reginald. Bruce was in Chicago to watch the Seattle Seahawks play the Bears, and then staying overnight to meet with clients in the morning.

      Stormy Boyd excused himself, explaining that he had work to do—which meant he planned to sit in the video room and monitor the house on closed-circuit TV.

      Stormy wanted to watch the dinner.

      In particular, he wanted to keep an eye on Reginald.

      Stormy watched until everyone finished their desserts, said their good nights, and then went their separate ways.

      He needed to speak with Declan.
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        * * *

      

      Stormy caught up with Declan in his study a few minutes after 10:00 p.m. “It looked like it was an enjoyable dinner.”

      “Yes, sorry you couldn’t join us,” Declan said, well aware of Stormy’s inability to eat and digest food.

      “I remember eating,” Stormy said. “Highly overrated.”

      “Not the way we eat,” Declan said with a slight smile. “So, something must be bothering you. What is it?”

      “Does there need to be something bothering me to stop by for a chat?”

      “Well, if there isn’t, it’s a first.”

      “You’re right,” Stormy said. “I’m not certain letting Ms. Flagler go about her merry way is such a good idea. Loose ends bother me. Loose cannons bother me even more.”

      “Mika’s ruthless, but she’s not stupid,” Declan said. “In some ways, she reminds me of myself. You ever see the movie War Games? Came out in the eighties, I think.”

      Stormy shook his head. “Last movie I saw was The Jazz Singer with Bobby Gordon and Warner Oland. Horrible thing, it was. First movie to have sound. I never went to another one.”

      “They remade The Jazz Singer with Neil Diamond,” Declan said. “There’s a copy down in the entertainment room. Watch it sometime. It might change your mind. Now, where in the hell was I?”

      “War Games.”

      “Yes,” Declan said. “This high school kid hacks into a military computer and thinks he’s playing a video game and almost starts World War III. In the end, after playing every possible scenario, they end up in a stalemate. The computer says the only winning move is not to play. When it comes to the situation with Mika, no matter how many times I move the chess pieces in my head, neither of us wins.”

      “Unless…”

      Declan shook his head. “No, no more killing. We’ll keep a close eye on her, and that’s it.”

      “I’ll be keeping a close eye on Reginald, too,” Stormy said.

      “Reginald? I hope you’re not saying that because he’s black,” Declan replied.

      “No,” Stormy said. “I’m saying it because he’s dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DALLAS, TEXAS

        JANUARY 26, 1998

      

      

      Every eye in the lobby area of the FBI field office on N. Lamar in Dallas, Texas, was glued to the image on the television screen. No one spoke. No one moved. They just sat and watched as the clip of Bill Clinton started over again.

      “I want to say one thing to the American people,” Clinton said, looking directly into the camera with his wife, First Lady Hillary Clinton, by his side. “I want you to listen to me. I did not have sexual relations with that woman, Miss Lewinsky.”

      “God, what a mess,” a man said.

      “I think the Republicans are trying to railroad him,” a woman said.

      “I never told anybody to lie, not a single time,” Clinton went on. “Never. These allegations are false. And I need to go back to work.”

      People were so fixated on the TV coverage that no one noticed the woman enter the room behind them.

      “Excuse me,” the woman said.

      One of the government employees turned and saw a poorly dressed, disheveled Hispanic woman standing there.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Yes,” the Hispanic woman said. “Is this the FBI field office?”

      “Yes. How can I—”

      “Is Danny Coulson still the person in charge?”

      “Mister Coulson retired last year,” the employee said. “What is this about?”

      “My name is Pipi Esperanza,” the woman said, pointing to a commemorative plaque on the wall the bureau had sent to all the field offices after the bombing. “That’s me over there on the wall.”
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        PORTLAND, OREGON

        OCTOBER 19, 2001

      

      

      “The current balance on your account is zero,” the woman at the bank said.

      Kizzy Ashley could barely speak. “Which account?” she managed.

      “All of them,” the woman said.

      Kizzy’s mind began racing. What could Alistar possibly have spent all their money on? Gambling? Unlikely. Alcohol? No one could drink away that much money. Drugs? Alistar? Not in a million years. Did someone at the bank raid their accounts? Or maybe that Internet thing she’d read about—what was it called? Hacking? Again, unlikely.

      A sickening thought crept into the back of Kizzy’s mind.

      Could Alistar be seeing someone?

      Kizzy dialed information and was connected to the law firm Alistar worked at before Bruce Mulvaney lured him away and ruined their financial lives.

      “Kizzy!” the senior partner said when he heard her voice. “My God, how are you? We were just talking about Alistar. We miss taking his money in the Friday night card game. So, what’s up?”

      Kizzy hung up the phone.

      Dear God, what a fool she’d been.
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        * * *

      

      At 4:00 p.m., Kizzy climbed in her Chrysler TEV electric van, which she’d purchased from a failed Portland farm co-op, and drove to Alistar’s office in the Pearl District.

      But she did not go in.

      She just sat and watched.

      Within the hour, Kizzy spotted Alistar’s silver Aston Martin exit the parking garage at NW Twelfth Street and Alder, and she followed him as he got on the I-5 south and then took Highway 99 West toward the ocean.

      Kizzy kept her eyes trained on the Aston Martin’s taillights in the darkness, but it wasn’t until Alistar turned south on Route 1 and entered the seaside town of Crimson Cove that she realized where he was going. He was going to see that woman with the lighthouse, the one he’d bailed out years ago.

      Kizzy wracked her brain trying to recall the woman’s name. Then she remembered.

      Onyx Webb.

      When Alistar turned down a narrow dirt road, Kizzy kept driving straight—there was no way she could follow him without being noticed. After a mile, she made a u-turn and headed back toward Portland.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

      

      

      Alistar had not even closed the door to the lighthouse when he heard Onyx’s voice from the spiral staircase.

      “Were you able to stop it?” Onyx called out.

      “Let me get my coat off, Onyx,” Alistar called back. “Then we’ll talk.”

      “Should I take that as a no?” Onyx said with a huff.

      Onyx had informed Alistar about the Dietz family’s plan to use her as the centerpiece of their upcoming film festival. To be called “Ghost Among Us: The Mysterious Case of Onyx Webb.” The event was scheduled for mid-January—and Onyx wanted it stopped.

      “Well, Mr. Ashley?” Onyx said.

      “No, Onyx, I was not able to stop it,” Alistar said. “I considered every available option, but—”

      “Certainly there’s a law against them using my name and picture in their ads,” Onyx said.

      “Normally that would be true,” Alistar said. “But the picture they’re using of you was pulled from the film George Dietz took in the cemetery. A public cemetery, Onyx.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, there’s no expectation of privacy when a person goes out in public,” Alistar said. “They can use it.”

      “And my name?”

      “Your trial was public as well,” Alistar said. “Very, very public. In that way, you’re also a local celebrity, and celebrities have virtually no rights—unless they’ve lied about you in their ads. Have they lied?”

      Onyx remained silent.

      “As I thought.”

      “The last thing I’ve ever wanted was celebrity,” Onyx said finally.

      “Well, as Andy Warhol pointed out, we all get fifteen minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        PORTLAND, OREGON

      

      

      It was almost one in the morning when Alistar walked in and found Kizzy sitting in the kitchen—with their financial records scattered on the table before her.

      “It’s not what you think,” Alistar said.

      “The thing I could never figure out was why—when you came home after a night of playing cards with the boys—you never smelled like smoke,” Kizzy said. “Or maybe I simply didn’t want to know.”

      Alistar realized it was worse than he thought. Kizzy didn’t just know about the money—she also knew he’d been lying to her about playing cards. The only question now was: did she know about Onyx?

      “I followed you out to the lighthouse,” Kizzy said.

      It appeared the answer was yes. “I can explain,” Alistar said, not at all sure he could.

      “Really? You can explain why you’ve been going to see an old woman who lives in a lighthouse every other Friday for what, twelve years?”

      It had been almost fifteen years, Alistar thought, but it seemed like the wrong time to correct her. “What I mean is the reason I’ve been going out there isn’t what you think.”

      Kizzy remained silent.

      Waiting.

      “I go there to have tea and keep her company,” Alistar said. “That’s all, I swear.”

      Kizzy picked up the savings pass book and slid it across the table. “Is she the one you spent our savings on?”

      “I didn’t spend our life savings, Kizzy. I invested it.”

      “All of it? Everything we had?”

      “Wait here for a minute,” Alistar said, and then left the room. A minute later he returned with a large wooden box.

      “That better be full of cash,” Kizzy said.

      “Well, in a way it is,” Alistar said. “This is the contract giving us 25 percent of the income from the land when Onyx dies. Do you have any idea what that land is worth? We’re talking millions.”

      Kizzy folded her arms and said nothing.

      “And these are the notes I’ve been taking,” Alistar said. Alistar pulled legal pad after legal pad of handwritten notes from the box and stacked them on the table.

      “Notes? Notes on what?”

      “Onyx,” Alistar said. “One hundred years of the woman’s life. Her hopes and dreams, philosophies and observations. Where she’s been, who she’s met. Her entire life story. I even got her to tell me about the night she murdered her husband.”

      “Well, Onyx and I might have something in common before the night is over,” Kizzy said. It may have come out as a joke, but Kizzy wasn’t laughing. “And where were the two of you when she was telling you her story? Naked in bed?”

      “God, no!” Alistar blurted. “Onyx is a hundred years old, Kizzy. Not only have I never seen the woman naked, I’ve never seen her period. She makes me sit down below her on a red stair.”

      “A red stair?”

      Alistar went silent, fearing he was only making things worse.

      “So let’s see if I’ve got this right,” Kizzy said. “For the past fifteen years you’ve been lying to me about playing cards with the boys—driving a hundred miles to a lighthouse in the middle of nowhere—to sit on a red stair while listening to an old woman tell you her life story, while providing pro bono legal services and paying her taxes?”

      “Well, it sounds pretty bad when you put it that way,” Alistar said.

      “Jesus,” Kizzy said. “It would have been better if you’d just said you were just sleeping with the hag.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        OCTOBER 17, 2010 – 10:40 P.M.

      

      

      Koda knocked on Robyn’s door. “Are you ready?”

      “I guess,” Robyn said.

      They took the stairs down to the second floor of the mansion and found Gerylyn’s door slightly ajar, as she said it would be, and went inside.

      “Is Reginald joining us?” Robyn asked.

      “No, his stomach is still bothering him,” Gerylyn said. “It will be better with just the three of us anyway.”

      “What can we do?” Koda asked.

      “Stand the mirror up by the fireplace, and put the chairs about three feet in front of it,” Gerylyn said. “Robyn, why don’t you light the vanilla incense sticks and the candles.”

      “How many?”

      “All of them,” Gerylyn said. By the time Robyn was done, the room was lit up like the inside of a cathedral at Christmas.

      “Before we get started, we need to consecrate and bless the mirror,” Gerylyn said.

      “Seriously?” Koda asked. “Do I need to be a believer in order to do this?”

      “Believer in what?” Gerylyn asked. “God or ghosts?”

      “I’m already a believer in ghosts,” Koda said. “I thought what we were doing was more about science than religion. I didn’t realize there was religion involved.”

      “The blessing is a ritual of intention and focus, Koda, nothing more,” Gerylyn said. “And, for the record, you may be surprised to know, I am an Agnostic.”

      Koda nodded. “So, how do we consecrate the mirror?”

      “There are three options,” Gerylyn said. “One is called smudging, in which we light a clump of sage or sweet grass and sweep it over the mirror to remove any negative energies that may be attached to it. Unfortunately, Robyn was unable to locate the items.”

      “Sorry,” Robyn said. “Neither Publix nor Home Depot had any sage. Who knew?”

      “We’ll make due.”

      “What’s the second way?” Koda asked.

      “If we were willing to take the time—we could have taken the mirror outside in the light of the full moon, next to a dish of rock salt. However, the full moon is five nights off still.”

      “What’s the third way?” Robyn asked.

      “We polish the mirror with soft cloths and vinegar, while we listen to music and drink red wine, and let that serve as the blessing.”

      “Why didn’t you say so?” Koda said, relieved.

      “I was wondering what the wine was for,” Robyn said. “I’m curious—is there any significance to the wine needing to be red?”

      “Yes,” Gerylyn said. “I don’t like white. The only thing I dislike more than white wine is Yanni.”
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        * * *

      

      Once everyone had taken a turn polishing the mirror to remove any smudges and fingerprints, Gerylyn instructed Koda to take a seat in one of the two cushioned, leather chairs.

      “Entering the ethereal plane requires a complete mind-shift of consciousness,” Gerylyn began. “And though our bodies will remain here in the physical plane, our minds and spirits will be traveling to the etheric.”

      “How long will we be in there?” Koda asked.

      “I’m glad you asked that,” Gerylyn said. “Time intervals in the etheric realm do not follow the same laws we experience in the physical plane. To us it will feel like minutes. To Robyn, who must sit here and watch us in our chairs, it will feel like forever.”

      Gerylyn took a sip of wine from her glass.

      “The key is to relax and allow your unconscious to do the work,” Gerylyn continued. “As your mind drifts, you may experience sensations of taste and smell. And don’t be unnerved by strange sights and sounds, or if people seem to step out of the mirror toward us. I assure you, that is not what is taking place. It is simply the mind’s way of dealing with what it is experiencing.”

      Gerylyn downed the last of her wine, and then carefully set the glass on top of the fireplace.

      “Finally, I wish to warn you that, even though we may enter Loll, there is no guarantee we will see Juniper. Or Dane. Or anyone else you recognize.”

      “But everyone we see will be—?”

      “Dead?” Gerylyn said, finishing Koda’s thought. “Yes. Other than myself, everyone you see will have passed over.”

      “And we won’t see Robyn, even though she’s standing right next to us?” Koda asked.

      “No, we will not see Robyn—if we do, it means we’ve returned to the physical plane. That or something has gone terribly wrong.”

      “What

      Top of Form

      if you get lost and can’t find your way back?” Robyn asked.

      “There’s little chance of that. But if we are gone more than ninety minutes, just give each of us a tap on the shoulder.”

      “And if you don’t wake up?” Robyn asked.

      “Tap harder.”

      Gerylyn lowered herself in the chair next to Koda and reached out, finding his hand. “Don’t let go of my hand, and everything will be fine.”

      “Wait, don’t you need your cane?” Robyn asked.

      “No, Robyn,” Gerylyn said. “In there I’ll be able to see. Now, Koda, I want you to look at the mirror and simply relax. Do your best to clear your mind. Think of the sky or a lake or whatever brings you peace.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda had no way of knowing exactly how many minutes had passed, but for a moment it seemed the mirror shimmered—as if the glass had turned into water on top of a lake. Then clouds appeared—the cloudiness becoming more and more vivid every second, as if a storm were rolling inland from an angry sea—and Koda felt his heart beginning to palpitate. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea?

      Koda felt the hairs on his neck rise, as if a slight electrical current was running through him, and he told himself to calm down. But he couldn’t.

      There was something bothering him. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but it was there, nagging at him in the back of his mind.

      Koda heard what sounded like glass cracking and felt what he thought was cold air coming at him—as if the mirror had turned into an open window.

      The fear rose in him even further. What was he afraid of? The unknown? He wasn’t afraid of dying—he’d done that already—and Gerylyn Stoller assured him what they were doing was safe. And then, just as he felt himself being pulled forward into the blackness of the mirror, he realized what it was.

      It was the possibility he might see his mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Journal of Onyx Webb

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Over a ten-day period in August 1935, the man from Hollywood and I saw each other every chance we could get. But then he had to return.

        “When will you be back?” I asked.

        “I hope to return within a month,” he said.

        I’m ashamed that it took me so long, but for the first time I asked: “Are you married?”

        He shook his head. “No, Onyx. And how I wish you weren’t either.”

        After he’d gone, life was bleak. I had no idea how wonderful things could be with him there – and how empty my world felt now that he wasn’t.

        On September 18, he called The Apache.

        “I’m in New York,” he said. “I can’t get away until October 2, but I’ll be there then.”

        “Very well, then,” I said. “I will see you October 2.”

        Not long after that, I fell ill.

        Now I know it was Ulrich’s doing.

        Then, on the first day of October, Ulrich rushed into our apartment in the middle of the night and said we were leaving.

        “Leaving? Where? We can’t leave!”

        Ulrich didn’t care, and I was too sick to fight him.

        Ulrich drove for two days straight until we broke down and a farmer took us to The Open Arms Orphanage in Missouri, where Katherine had taken residency as a nun, and we were unexpectedly reunited.

        That is where I lost the baby.

        Ulrich assumed it was his, of course. But it wasn’t. I’d not been with Ulrich in months.

        Seven years later, at the end of the murder trial, I saw the man one last time.

        He was standing at the very back of the courtroom in a handsome double-breasted suit and wearing a grey fedora.

        Our eyes met. I nodded and smiled.

        He smiled back.

        Moments later, Hell Daniels ushered me from the courtroom and drove me to the lighthouse.

        I never saw him again.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        MAY 16, 1998

      

      

      Declan Mulvaney’s phone rang a few minutes after 6:22 a.m. Who in the hell would be calling so early, especially on a Saturday? He was tempted to not answer but did anyway.

      “Hello,” Declan said but heard nothing except static on the other end of the line. “Hello?”

      The static continued, but Declan could hear the sound of a man’s voice, barely audible in the background. “Tell your son that running for office is a bad idea.”

      “What? Who is this?” Declan demanded.

      “You hear me, Dec,” the man said. “Turned out bad for Jack and for Bobby. Tell him not to.”

      The line went dead.

      Declan’s hand was visibly shaking as he slowly set the telephone down. There were only two people in the world who called him by the nickname “Dec.” One was his childhood friend, Tommy Bilazzo—who’d vanished off the face of the earth thirty years earlier.

      The other was Frank Sinatra.
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        * * *

      

      Declan had the house all to himself. Bruce had taken Koda to Salt Lake City for the Laker’s playoff game against the Utah Jazz. Declan was not a basketball fan, so he opted for the peace and quiet of staying home.

      Then the phone rang for a second time.

      It was Kajika with news that he and Bebe were leaving. They had decided to move to South Dakota to open a vocational school teaching kids the basics of motorcycle repair.

      “It’s not much,” Kajika said, “but with the skills to be mechanics, some of these kids can get off the reservation. Like I did.”

      After they’d hung up, Declan found himself feeling depressed. They’d become close over the last couple years, rebuilding the Porcupine and on their cross-country ride. They’d started a thousand miles apart, yet found a way to help each other mend their broken hearts.
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        * * *

      

      The third call of the day came a few minutes before four in the afternoon. “Are you in your study?” a female voice asked.

      “Who is this?”

      “You might want to sit down,” the woman said.

      The voice sounded familiar, Declan thought. It sounded like Pipi Esperanza, but it couldn’t be. She was dead.

      “Yes, Declan. It’s really me,” Pipi said. “There didn’t seem like any perfect way to break the news,” Pipi said. “I considered flying down and showing up at your door, but I was afraid you’d have a heart attack.”

      “I don’t understand,” Declan said. Then again, twelve hours earlier he’d spoken to Frank Sinatra.

      Pipi Esperanza spent the next twenty minutes telling Declan everything she could—about how she’d made the last-second decision to change flights and stop in Oklahoma City to visit a friend, and then made the reckless—yet lucky—decision to let Newt Drystad stay in the car, rather than coming into the building with her.

      “I remember checking in and showing my ID at the visitor’s desk, and then waiting for the elevator,” Pipi said. “The next thing I remember I was waking up at a homeless shelter—dirty, exhausted—and with no idea who I was or how I got there.”

      “Amnesia?” Declan said.

      “That’s what they think,” Pipi said. “The blast apparently threw me out into the street or somewhere. There’s no way to know really. The lobby cameras and recording system were all destroyed, so there’s no video. The assumption is I wandered away before the paramedics arrived, and, well—I spent the next two-and-a-half years moving from shelter to shelter until one day I suddenly remembered who I was. That was in Dallas in January.”

      “January?”

      “You know how the FBI is, Declan,” Pipi said. “There were a lot of i’s to dot and t’s to cross before they felt comfortable going public with the news. Checking my fingerprints to verify I really am Pipi Esperanza, weeks of debriefing, sessions with bureau psychologists, the whole nine yards. They wanted to put me in Walter Reed for a month, and that’s where I drew the line.”

      “So this isn’t public yet,” Declan said.

      “No,” Pipi said. “There’s going to be a press conference next week to make the announcement. The government needs all the good news stories they can get their hands on, so I’ll be the flavor of the week.”

      “My God,” Declan said. “I’m sorry you had to go through all that, but I’m happy beyond words.”

      “Well, that’s the other reason I called,” Pipi said. “I’m going to re-activate Nisa’s case.”
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        * * *

      

      Declan made a club sandwich with extra bacon on wheat toast and sat by himself at the table in the kitchen of the old plantation part of the mansion.

      What a day it had been.

      Frankie calling, telling him to warn Bruce about not running for public office—whatever that was about. Then Kajika calling out of the blue to say he and Bebe were leaving for South Dakota. Followed by finding out that Pipi Esperanza hadn’t died in the Oklahoma City bombing after all.

      Thank God he had a good heart.
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        * * *

      

      Declan took a shower, and then brushed his teeth and climbed into bed. It was only 9:30 p.m., but he was exhausted.

      He turned out the light, pulled up the covers, and released a deep breath. It was his favorite moment of the day.

      It didn’t use to be. Especially when he was growing up in the orphanage, going to bed hungry most of the time. The temperature in the dorm either sweltering or freezing. Wondering what the next day was going to bring—which of the other kids would want to pick a fight and dealing with the nuns—Sister Mary Margaret, in particular, who most certainly had murdered Randall Iglewski. Stick Boy.

      And Father Fanning.

      Declan did his best to shake the memory from his mind—seeing the priest standing behind Tommy that day at the theater in St. Louis. There were times Declan questioned whether he really had to kill the priest. Then he remembered the lust in the man’s eyes. No, he’d done the right thing. He knew he had. If he could go back and do things over, he’d pick up the two-by-four and crush the man’s skull all over again.

      Then the phone rang for the fourth time.

      Declan wasn’t sure how he knew who it was, but he did. He picked up the phone and placed it to his ear.

      “Tom?”

      “Yeah, Dec,” his friend said. “It’s me, Tom.”

      Declan literally found it impossible to speak.

      “Listen, I know you probably got a lot of questions, but I’m calling to ask for a favor,” Tommy said.

      “A favor? Jesus, Tom,” Declan said when he finally found his voice. “I haven’t heard from you in—hell, there hasn’t been a day that’s gone by in the last thirty years where I haven’t wondered what happened to you. Were you alive? Were you dead? How could you—?”

      “I’m sorry for how things played out, Dec. I really am,” Tommy said. “If I could go back and do it over, I would. But right now, I need to ask if you can float me some cash.”

      “Some cash?” Declan repeated. “Of course. Where are you? I’ll hop on the jet first thing in the morning and—”

      “No,” Tommy said. “This is not a good time. There’s a Mailboxes Etc. in Key West on Roosevelt. Whatever you can spare. Just send it in my name, okay? I appreciate it.”

      “Tom, why don’t you let me—”

      The line went dead in Declan’s hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PORTLAND, OREGON

        DECEMBER 31, 2001

      

      

      Two months after Kizzy discovered the missing money and Alistar’s relationship with Onyx Webb, she found an envelope on the kitchen table with her name on it. Inside was an invitation for dinner at the Hotel Lucia in downtown Portland. Neither Kizzy nor Alistar had spoken so much as three words to one another since she discovered his betrayal.

      “Are you asking me out on a date?” Kizzy asked when Alistar walked into the room.

      “I’m not sure,” Alistar said. “I know we need to talk, and doing it over dinner sounded like a good idea. If you’d like to call it a date—”

      “When?” Kizzy asked.

      “Tonight,” Alistar said.

      “Tonight?” Kizzy said. “On New Year’s Eve?”

      “Yes. And just so you know, I’ve booked us a room at the hotel.”

      “That’s pretty assumptive,” Kizzy said. “I’m still damn angry with you.”

      “That’s understandable,” Alistar said. “For what it’s worth, I’m going to the lighthouse later to tell Onyx I can no longer serve as her lawyer. That, and I won’t be going out there again.”

      “And the money?” Kizzy asked.

      “Onyx and I have an agreement in writing,” Alistar said. “The money will work itself out.”

      Kizzy sighed and rolled her eyes.

      “The reservation is for 8:00 p.m. It would be good if you came,” Alistar said, and then left the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        OCTOBER 17, 2010 – 11:05 P.M.

      

      

      Koda didn’t understand how it was possible, but it was.

      They were in.

      Everything appeared grey and was covered in a light mist, and Koda felt shivers of cold running though him—as if he’d just stepped into a walk-in refrigerator, the kind you’d find in the kitchen of a restaurant.

      “Welcome to Loll,” Koda heard a woman say. “They weren’t kidding—you are handsome.”

      Koda turned and saw Gerylyn Stoller, who looked twenty-years younger than she had five minutes earlier—her skin aglow with a youthful vibrancy, every wrinkle and age-spot gone as if they’d been air-brushed away somehow—and her hair was no longer grey. “You look pretty good yourself.”

      “For an old broad,” Gerylyn said. “Feel your forehead.”

      Koda put his fingers to his forehead. “My scar, it’s gone.”

      “I told you—imperfections do not exist here.”

      Koda detected movement to his immediate right and watched as a man shuffled by. His clothing was perfect, yet he looked to be from a long-ago period, perhaps a hundred years earlier. “Can he see us?” Koda asked.

      “No,” Gerylyn said. “He has no awareness of where he is or even who he is. “If you were to touch him, however, the energy transfer would awaken his awareness—just as it apparently has with Juniper.”

      “Dane knew who I was,” Koda said.

      “That’s because Dane was sent to greet you,” Gerylyn said.

      “Sent? By who?”

      Gerylyn shrugged. “Who knows?”

      “What do we do to find Juniper?” Koda asked.

      “We just wait,” Gerylyn said. “If the connection between the two of you is as strong as I believe it is, she’ll find us.”

      Koda glanced around the room. It was amazing—everything was identical, right down to the mirror and the chairs he and Gerylyn had been sitting in. The bed, the nightstand, everything in exactly the same place, and the candles were burning, though the light seemed dull and distant.

      Just then, Koda saw the wine glass lift off the table. Koda watched as the glass raised about three feet in the air, tipped back, and some of the dark liquid drained away.

      “Looks like Robyn’s having a party without us,” Gerylyn said. “She’s probably a nervous wreck.”

      “So we can see things, but not her?” Koda asked.

      Gerylyn nodded. “As I explained before, we and Robyn are occupying the same space at the same time. Everything is the same—except our awareness.”

      Koda watched as the man in the 1800s-style clothing wandered by once again, still oblivious to their presence and that of the suspended wine glass.

      “It’s insane,” Koda muttered.

      “Stay alert,” Gerylyn said. “We don’t have much time left.”

      “But we just got—”

      That’s when Koda saw the woman. She was near the bedroom door off to his left.

      It wasn’t Juniper, though.

      Even in the grayness, Koda could tell she had darker hair. And darker eyes. And high cheekbones. And a smile he could never forget.

      It was his mother.
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        * * *

      

      Robyn drained the last of the wine, and then set the glass down on the table. She glanced at her watch for the tenth time. They’d been gone for almost an hour.

      Gerylyn said that if they hadn’t awakened on their own in ninety minutes, Robyn was supposed to arouse them with a tap on the shoulder.

      Just thirty more minutes to go.

      Robyn walked over and looked down at Koda and Gerylyn—the two of them sitting in their chairs in front of the standing-floor mirror—breathing slowly and steadily, still and motionless. There, but not there.

      Suddenly, Robyn heard a thud from behind her, and she spun around just in time to see the bedroom door swing open. She fully expected to see someone standing there, but the doorway was empty.
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        * * *

      

      Koda felt his heart rate climbing and took a step in the direction of the door.

      “Koda, what are you doing?” Gerylyn asked, but he ignored her and kept moving toward the door.

      Koda’s legs felt heavy beneath him, as if they were made of lead—like in a dream where you want desperately to get somewhere but can’t.

      Koda forced his legs to work, and just as he was about to reach her, his mother turned and walked through the door as if it weren’t even there—just as Dane’s dog Duffy had done at the house in Lily Dale.

      Could he walk through the door, too? Koda wondered.

      The answer became clear soon enough, as Koda stepped forward and slammed full-force into the door. Yet—even as hard as his face had hit the wood—he felt no pain.

      

      “Koda, come back,” Gerylyn called out from behind him in the distance. Again, he ignored her and started down the stairway in the direction he thought he’d seen his mother go.

      But she was nowhere to be seen.

      Koda felt a hand on his shoulder. It was Gerylyn. “We’ve got to go back, Koda.”

      “But—”

      “No. We’ve got to go now.”
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        * * *

      

      Robyn walked out of the bedroom, into the hallway, and looked around. There was no one there. She went back into the bedroom, and closed the door behind her.

      She glanced at her watch. Shit. She was three minutes late.

      Robyn rushed over and quickly tapped Koda and Gerylyn on the shoulder. Nothing. She tapped them both again, harder this time. Still nothing.

      Robyn put the palms of her hands on Koda and Gerylyn’s shoulders, and shook them back and forth. A second later, Gerylyn awoke. “Koda? Is he back?”

      “No,” Robyn said in a full-fledged panic. “I tried tapping and pushing and shaking, but he—”

      “Slap him,” Gerylyn said. “Slap him hard. Now!”

      Robyn took a step forward and swung her right arm, her palm connecting flush with Koda’s face.

      Koda’s eyes snapped open and he bolted upright. “Why did you do that? I thought we had fifteen minutes.”

      “Sorry! Gerylyn told me to,” Robyn blurted, embarrassed.

      “Robyn, tell Koda how long we were gone,” Gerylyn asked.

      “Ninety-three minutes,” Robyn said. “It hasn’t been fifteen minutes, Koda—you were gone for an hour and a half.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUANTICO, VIRGINIA

        MAY 26, 1998

      

      

      At the start of the special ceremony announcing the miraculous events surrounding the return of Pipi Esperanza, there were fifty dead agents listed in the FBI’s Hall of Honor.

      At the end of the ceremony, there were forty-nine.

      The big surprise came at the end of the event when it was announced that Pipi had been named the new assistant director of the ViCAP unit, which made her next in line for the position of director.

      Later, during the press conference, Pipi was inundated with all kinds of questions.

      “Is it true you’ve got an autistic savant on your payroll?” a reporter called out.

      “Is this the same boy who was supposedly in Oklahoma City with you at the time of the explosion?” a second reporter yelled.

      “No comment,” Pipi said, realizing how strange the words felt coming from her lips. She’d dreamed her entire career of the moment when people would finally want to hear what she had to say, and “no comment” was the best she could do.

      “Why do none of the homeless shelters in the Oklahoma City area have a record of you being there?” a third reporter asked.

      “No comment.”

      As was the case at virtually every FBI press conference where the news was good, there was a never-ending parade of men in suits making sure they got proper face time behind the microphone. Had it been up to Pipi, she’d have skipped the damn thing altogether.

      Which was ironic.

      After years of seeking the limelight, Pipi found herself wanting nothing to do with the TV cameras and press photographers.

      Thank God for makeup.

      The press core had been busy, Pipi thought. That or someone within the FBI had leaked the information to sabotage her promotion. And as for the questions regarding her exact whereabouts over the thirty-three months she was missing? There was nothing she could do about it, so worrying was a waste of her time.
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        * * *

      

      Immediately following the press conference, Pipi flew to College Station to meet with Newt’s parents. There was a lot of explaining to do. But as angry as Newt’s parents were, they realized that keeping Newt from what he loved was an impossibility.

      “And I get my own office, right?” Newt said. “And a computer?”

      “Yes, Newt, whatever you want and need to do what you do best will be provided to you,” Pipi said.

      “Where will he stay?” Newt’s mother asked. “We don’t like the idea of a seventeen-year-old boy staying in a hotel room by himself.”

      “Neither do I,” Pipi said. “He can stay in one of the guest rooms at my house in McLean until he turns eighteen. After that, he can get his own apartment if he wants. His salary will be quite ample enough to support him.”
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        * * *

      

      “So where were you really for the past three years?” Newt asked once his parents left the room.

      “You know where I’ve been,” Pipi said. “Suffering from amnesia and moving from one homeless shelter to another.”

      Newt shrugged. “If you say so.”

      Pipi stood, walked across the room, and closed the door. “Okay, let’s talk it through. What is it about my story that doesn’t hold water?”

      “I was in the car, Pipi,” Newt said. “I watched you enter the building at 8:43. The bomb went off at 9:02. It doesn’t take nineteen minutes to flash a badge and hit the ‘up’ button on an elevator.”

      Pipi remained silent. She’d counted on people being so caught up in the miracle they wouldn’t bother with the details. Which is exactly how it had played out.

      Until now.

      “There will come a day for this discussion,” Pipi said. “But, for right now, it’s better if we just leave it alone.”

      “What I don’t know can’t hurt me?” Newt said.

      Pipi nodded. “Something like that.”

      “I can live with that,” Newt said.

      An interesting choice of words, Pipi thought. “Good. Now tell me about this spider research you’ve been doing.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you familiar with Fibonacci?” Newt asked.

      “Please tell me you’re referring to an Italian fashion designer and not math,” Pipi moaned.

      “Sorry, math will be involved,” Newt said.

      “Do me a favor, and explain it like I’m a third grader.”

      “Fine,” Newt said. “You know the spiral on the inside of a nautilus shell? It’s not a random spiral. It’s based on the Fibonacci Sequence—an ever-increasing series of numbers—starting with one, and then adding the number before it to the previous number: 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, 55, 89, 144, 233, 377, 610, 987, 1597, 2584, 4181, 6765, 10946, and so on.”

      “This is the third-grade explanation?”

      “The Fibonacci Sequence shows up everywhere in nature,” Newt said, ignoring the interruption. “You can see it everywhere, from flower petals to the inside of the human ear, ocean waves, hurricanes, spiral galaxies—and spider webs.”

      “Go on,” Pipi said, finally seeing where Newt was going.

      “When a spider spins a classic spiral-orb web, it starts from the middle and works its way out, very much like the way most serial killers start near where they live and move outward.”

      “But most kill patterns don’t look like a spider’s web,” Pipi said. “They zig-zag. They’re random.”

      “Random, but not random. What percentage of serial murderers would you say use drugs?”

      “We already know that,” Pipi said. “About 70 percent.”

      Newt nodded. “That’s right. And it’s no coincidence that 30 percent of their kill patterns resemble tight, neat spirals—and the other 70 percent zig-zag all over the place.”

      “Kill patterns are driven by drugs?”

      Newt smiled. “I found existing research where spiders were given drugs—cocaine, LSD, PCP, acid, marijuana, ketamine, caffeine, all sorts—and you’ll never guess what I discovered.”

      “They spin really screwed up webs?” Pipi asked.

      “Yes,” Newt said. “But there’s more. Spiders and serial killers have three things in common. First, they’re very smart. If you gave IQ tests to spiders and serial killers, most of them would get accepted by Mensa. Second, when in full control of their faculties, spiders spin near-perfect webs, and serial killers are virtually impossible to catch. But when under the influence of a drug, they both screw up. They make mistakes. Lots and lots of mistakes.”

      “And the third thing?” Pipi asked.

      “Do you know why they used spiders for the drug research, as opposed to mice?” Newt asked. “Because the brain of a spider and the brain of a human are very similar.”

      “So?”

      “So, I compared the kill patterns of 371 known serial murderers to the over six thousand webs spun by spiders under the influence of various drugs. And they’re the same. There’s a pattern. It’s subtle,” Newt said with a gleam in his eye. “But it’s there. There’s an identical pattern between the way spiders spin their webs and the locations where serial killers choose their victims and dispose of the bodies.”

      Pipi shook her head. “No, the FBI has looked at studies, and they’ve found no predictive pattern.”

      “There is when they’re using drugs,” Newt said.

      “Can you prove it?”

      Newt shook his head. “Not yet. But pretty soon. And if I’m right, there’s a chance we’ll be able to predict where a serial killer’s next victim will be taken. In fact, if I’m right, we’ll know who he’s going to take before he does.”
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        QUANTICO, VIRGINIA

        MAY 26, 1998

      

      

      Declan Mulvaney stood against the back wall of the room, watching Pipi Esperanza skillfully dodge the onslaught of questions from the media. Leaning against the wall next to Declan was a young boy.

      Koda.

      “I remember you,” Pipi said, approaching them once everyone had gone. “You’ve gotten so big. How old are you now?”

      “Eleven,” Koda said. “Is Newt here?”

      “Wow, you have a good memory,” Pipi said.

      “Not like Newt,” Koda said.

      “No one has a memory like Newt,” Pipi said. “And, no, he’s not here. But I’m going to see him in just a few hours. He’ll be happy to hear you asked about him.”

      Declan extended his hand. “Congratulations, Special Agent. How does it feel to be back from the dead?”

      “How did you manage to get in here?” Pipi asked, deflecting the question.

      “Money buys a lot of access,” Declan said. “That and the director just happens to be the son of an old war buddy.”

      “I see,” Pipi said. “If you’ve come to get—”

      “No,” Declan said, cutting her off. “I came to see you—with my own two eyes, as it were. You look good.”

      Perhaps a bit too good, Declan thought, but didn’t say anything.

      “I feel good,” Pipi said, looking down at the white ceramic star in her hands. “Listen, I have to catch a flight to College Station to see Newt. I’d love to catch up more. I don’t suppose the two of you would like to come along?”

      Declan shook his head. “Thank you, but no. Unfortunately, we have other plans.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        KEY WEST, FLORIDA

      

      

      Four hours after leaving Virginia, Declan’s Gulfstream V touched down at Key West International, and he and Koda were whisked off by a waiting limousine.

      Declan had managed to find out where Tommy Bilazzo was living using a private detective service in Miami. They had followed him from the Mailboxes Etc. location where Declan had sent the check a week earlier.

      Declan instructed the driver to park at the curb across the street from the small, unassuming single-level house.

      “Are we there?” Koda asked.

      “Yes,” Declan said, gazing at the house. He was tempted to simply walk up to the door and knock. Certainly there was enough history between them.

      But something told him to wait.

      An hour passed and then two. Koda was fast asleep. The driver glanced at his watch. “Keep waiting, sir?”

      Declan nodded.

      A few minutes later, a car pulled into the drive and two men got out. It was hard to make out the details of either man in the dark, but from the sheer size of one of the men, Declan knew it was Tommy.

      Tommy opened the front door of the house, and ushered the second man inside. The door closed behind them, and a second later a light went on.

      The curtains were drawn, but they were sheer enough for Declan to make out the silhouettes of the two men—the larger of the two pulling the other into a tight embrace.

      Sharing a kiss.

      Declan watched a few seconds more as the men disappeared from sight, dropping onto a sofa, or perhaps the floor.

      “We can go now,” Declan said.

      It was obvious now why Tommy had told Declan not to come.
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        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        DECEMBER 31, 2001 – 6:35 P.M.

      

      

      Alistar climbed out of his Aston Martin and was glad he’d worn his coat. It was colder than any December day he could remember. They’d even predicted snow. He found the lighthouse door unlocked, even though he’d come unannounced. It was a Monday, not a Friday.

      “So much for our agreement,” Onyx said from her usual place on the stairs.

      Alistar did not wish to get into a row and stayed silent.

      “The people from the media have been relentless, you realize that, don’t you?” Onyx continued. “Coming out here with their cameras, bothering me night and day for an interview, or at least to get a photo.”

      “The price of fame,” Alistar said.

      “Yes,” Onyx said. “Well, fame is something I can do without. Are you completely certain you can’t put a stop to this film festival of theirs?”

      “Yes, I’m quite certain, Onyx.”

      “Very well,” Onyx said with resignation in her voice. “Wait there, and I’ll get your tea.”

      “Please, don’t bother,” Alistar said. “I won’t be staying.”

      Onyx sensed something was wrong. “Oh?”

      “This is my final visit, Onyx,” Alistar said. “I won’t be coming back.”

      Onyx was silent.

      Alistar had told Onyx about Kizzy discovering he’d been coming out to the lighthouse and how angry she’d gotten over the money he’d loaned her, but Onyx assumed the worst of it had passed.

      “I didn’t realize it was so bad as to come to this,” Onyx said.

      “Did I ever tell you about my early years as a musician?” Alistar asked, changing the conversation.

      “Yes, of course. I recall you saying you played the piano in clubs in Chicago. I also recall you promising to play the piano for me someday.”

      “I haven’t because it’s too painful,” Alistar said. “Just touching the keys makes me ache for what I gave up. For the life I was supposed to live.”

      “I see.”

      “I was talented, Onyx. I used to write music,” Alistar said. “I believe that, had I stayed in Chicago, I would have had a career. Made a mark. And then I met Kizzy. And she got pregnant. Then, after Rainbow was born, Kizzy convinced me it was time to set aside my childish fantasies and become a responsible husband and father.”

      “So it was your wife’s idea that you become a lawyer?”

      Alistar did not respond.

      “I see,” Onyx said. “And now you blame her for stealing your dream?”

      “Yes, maybe I am,” Alistar said.

      “That is perhaps the most pathetic thing I have ever heard you say,” Onyx said. “Kizzy may have pointed you down a path you didn’t wish to follow, but it was you who agreed to walk it.”

      “That’s not fair, Onyx.”

      “Not much in life is, Mr. Ashley,” Onyx said. “Trust me, I know. Have you considered that maybe you chose what you felt was the safer path? Perhaps by becoming a lawyer you could avoid finding out if you were truly as good a musician as you thought you were.”

      Alistar felt like the wind had been knocked out of him because—deep down—he knew that Onyx might be right. Perhaps he’d given up on his dream of being a musician out of fear. If playing music was truly what he wanted, why had he given up so easily? Why hadn’t he fought harder for it? And all these years resenting Kizzy for decisions he’d made.

      “Do you know why my husband tried to kill me?” Onyx asked.

      “Besides the obvious part where he wanted you dead?”

      “Yes, besides that,” Onyx said.

      “No.”

      “Fear,” Onyx said. “At every fork in the road, every time Ulrich was presented with a choice, he picked the shortest, easiest path. This may surprise you, but I don’t blame him for it. It’s our nature as human beings, Mr. Ashley. To take the easy road, the path of least resistance. The question is can we find the strength to fight our nature? To deny ourselves the shortest, easiest route—the path we know—deep in our hearts—that will only lead us to temporary happiness. Can we dig deep within ourselves to take the longer road and make the tougher but wiser decision? That’s what I blame Ulrich for. For not fighting his nature.”

      “Are you suggesting my nature is to quit when the going gets difficult, Onyx?”

      “I don’t know,” Onyx said. “Do you?”

      “I don’t see what purpose this conversation serves,” Alistar said. “Even if I could summon the courage to follow my original dream, it’s too late now.”

      “Late? Perhaps. But too late?” Onyx said. “As long as you have a beating heart, it’s never too late. But you do need to get on with it. Trust me on this, Mr. Ashley—every second you squander is an affront to an unforgiving universe.”

      “An unforgiving universe,” Alistar repeated. “Maybe I’ll make those the final words of the book.”

      “Yes, the book,” Onyx said. “Write what you wish. Once my tombstone has been etched and I’m in the ground next to my father, I’ll no longer care what tale you tell about me.”

      “Don’t worry, Onyx, I won’t publish a word until—”

      “You best be going, Mr. Ashley,” Onyx said. “They say it’s going to snow.”
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        * * *

      

      Onyx listened as the Aston Martin drove away—perhaps for the last time. Then it became quiet—as quiet and still as Onyx could ever remember. And she realized she was alone. Not just alone by herself in the lighthouse. She was alone in the world.

      Everyone Onyx had ever known and cared about was gone.

      Her father.

      Ulrich.

      Katherine.

      And now Alistar.

      Alistar felt like he was trapped? He wasn’t trapped. Alistar had the option of walking away if he wished to. The option of starting life anew, and pursuing his dreams before it was too late. Not that ignoring one’s vows of marriage or getting a divorce was honorable—but at least he had the option.

      Onyx had options once, too, but refused to take them. And where had that gotten her? Talk about being trapped.

      Then Onyx heard them—off in the distance, too heavy to stay aloft any longer—fluttering through the sky and hitting the ground like feathers.

      Snowflakes.

      Big, moist snowflakes, the kind children hoped for. The kind of snow you could make snowballs and snowmen from.

      It was New Year’s Eve.

      It was snowing.

      Another joyless moment trying to remember what it was like to be alive.
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        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        JULY 8, 1998

      

      

      Anyone who lived in Charleston for more than a month would tell you the city had two parts: the good parts and the bad parts.

      In the good parts you could get a good meal, see a good movie, buy cheap souvenirs, and sleep with both eyes closed. In the bad parts you could get mugged, buy just about any drug you wanted, and watch street-walkers servicing johns in fogged-up cars in dark alleys. And, if you weren’t careful, you could get shot, stabbed, strangled, or worse.

      Stan Lee drove the van slowly along I-26 south toward downtown—past the place he’d killed his third girl. Back then it was a seedy motel, and he was just learning. Now it was a seedier motel, and he was up to forty-three.

      He looked to his left, then to his right, trying to get his bearings. On any other night he’d speed right through this part of town. But not tonight. Tonight he needed a fix.

      No. He needed a stockpile.

      Stan Lee’s stash of liquid ketamine, stolen from the veterinary school years earlier, was long gone. And the batch he’d managed to get his hands on after that was going quick.

      Recently, he started slumming it, using the drug in a crystalline, powdered form. Commonly known as K, Special K, Vitamin K, and Purple—which made no sense because the powder was white; it was a rapid-acting drug that was soluble in water or a cocktail and could be bought on any street corner for twenty bucks a vial.

      But that wasn’t what Stan Lee was looking for tonight. Tonight he needed to score the ketamine in liquid form, the kind that came straight from the manufacturer. At low doses, the liquid was perfect for taking the edge off and calming him down, which seemed to be more and more necessary lately. At slightly higher doses, it made for the perfect anesthesia. At too high a dose it could kill you.

      Like it had killed Nisa Mulvaney.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee turned left on what he thought was the street he remembered from the last time he’d been down here. It was difficult to be sure he was in the right place—everything seemed darker somehow. Of course it’s dark, Stan Lee thought. It was four in the morning, and there wasn’t a working street light for blocks.

      Finally, Stan Lee saw the door he remembered. It was dark blue with the word Dog stenciled on it.

      Yep, this was the place.
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        * * *

      

      “Look, that man has metal legs,” Stan Lee heard a girl say.

      Stan Lee opened his eyes and found himself on one of the swings in Waterfront Park in the touristy part of downtown Charleston. He was bathed in sweat, the sun making his skin tingle as if he’d been there a long time. He glanced at his watch. It was almost 2:30 p.m.

      The last thing Stan Lee remembered was handing two guys a stack of hundred-dollar bills and carrying a paper bag of drugs back to the van. That had been eight hours ago. Had he shot up? He must have, but he couldn’t remember—which meant he had.

      Stan Lee tugged the legs of his pants down to cover his prosthetics, and then looked around for the van. It was nowhere in sight. He felt around for his keys. They weren’t there.

      But there was a plastic room key and valet parking ticket from the Concord Arms Hotel, eight blocks away.

      Stan Lee took Queen Street to Meeting, and turned right. Then he walked another five blocks north to Wentworth.

      “Yes, you parked your vehicle here,” he was told. “Yes, you checked into a lovely room with a king bed overlooking the water,” he was told. “Yes, you missed check out time,” he was told. “Yes, you have been charged for another night,” he was told. “Yes, $462.57 is the correct amount,” he was told.

      “No, there was nothing he could do about it,” he was told.

      Stan Lee had the van brought around and held his breath, praying the ketamine was still there.

      It was.

      He grabbed the paper bag and gave the kid two dollars to re-park the van. Then, since he’d already paid for a second night’s lodging, he decided to go up and get some sleep.

      As it turned out, the girl at the front desk was right.

      It was a lovely room.

      Stan Lee set the alarm for 7:00 p.m. and did an inventory. There were twenty-three bottles of liquid ketamine, and ten vials of powder. He did one more bump of the powder, just for the heck of it, then took off his prosthetics and climbed under the covers.
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        * * *

      

      Stan Lee hadn’t eaten a thing all day, and he was starved.

      He bought a USA Today in the lobby gift shop, and then walked up Broad Street to Gaulart & Maliclet, a restaurant that specialized in low-cost French cuisine. He ordered a bowl of chicken mushroom soup, a tossed salad, lobster Newburg, and a cheap bottle of red wine. Then he settled in to read the paper.

      It was a nice meal until he reached page three.

      
        
        Research Proves Spiders and Serial                            Murderers Have Much in Common

      

      

      The article was about the kid—the one he’d watched through his binoculars going in and out of the Mulvaney mansion after he’d taken Nisa. He was with the petite, dark-haired woman from the FBI.

      Stan Lee knew the agent’s name. It was Pipi Esperanza. She’d been all over the TV news recently because she’d been assumed to have been among the dead in the Oklahoma City bombing. In reality, she’d been wandering the streets suffering from amnesia. It was like a storyline straight out of a daytime soap opera.

      Stan Lee finished his soup and continued reading.

      The kid’s name was Newton Drystad, an autistic savant with extraordinary math and memory skills who had spent the last couple years studying the behavior similarities between serial killers and spiders—in particular, drug-addicted serial murderers.

      “We’ve learned a lot already,” the kid said in the article. “The pattern overlaps are truly remarkable. It’s just a matter of time before we’ll be able to predict when a particular offender will strike next and where.”

      Who in the hell did this kid think he was? Did he have any idea who he was dealing with? And what was he really saying? Was the kid insinuating he was a spider?

      The waitress came with the lobster dish and Stan Lee asked her to box it up to go. “Is something wrong with the food?” she asked.

      “No,” Stan Lee said. “I’ve just lost my appetite.”
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        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

        DECEMBER 31, 2001

      

      

      Alistar couldn’t believe his bad luck. Of all the nights for the Aston Martin to break down, the car picked New Year’s Eve. At least he was in the middle of town, not out in the middle of nowhere.

      I really am a bloody pillock, Alistar thought.

      Alistar looked up and down Main Street. The only sign he could make out was Spilatro’s Place, the town bar and restaurant.
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        * * *

      

      Alistar wasn’t more than five steps inside the bar when the woman behind the counter said, “I remember you. You’re from England.”

      Alistar remembered her, too.

      The last time Alistar had seen the waitress was fifteen years earlier on the day Onyx fired the shotgun at him. He’d come in and used the phone to call Bruce Mulvaney. She’d been standing in the same spot, wiping down the same patch of Formica countertop, probably with the same rag. Other than looking fifteen years less interested in her job, she’d barely changed.

      “You have a good memory,” Alistar said.

      “Let me guess, you want to use the phone again?”

      “Wow, you do have a good memory,” Alistar said. “You wouldn’t mind?”

      The waitress pulled the phone from a shelf and set it on the counter. “As long as it’s local, go ahead. You can call anyone you want. They’ll take it out of my check if it’s a toll call.”

      Alistar pulled a five-dollar bill from his pocket and dropped it on the counter. “Here, just in case.” The waitress pocketed the bill and walked off.

      Alistar dialed 4-1-1. When the operator came on the line, he said, “I need the number to the nearest auto repair shop to Crimson Cove, Oregon.”

      Before the operator could respond, the girl behind the counter reached out and hung up the phone.

      “You’re wasting your time,” the waitress said. “There are no repair shops open for forty miles in either direction. I know because I work as a mechanic during the day. I only work here at night for the benefits.”

      “You’re a mechanic? Seriously?”

      The waitress leveled a look at Alistar. “It’s the twenty-first century, mister. What, you don’t think a woman can fix a car?”

      “It’s not just a car. It’s a 1964 Aston Martin DB5.

      “Well, la de da,” the waitress said, tossing the rag down on the counter and grabbing her coat from the rack on the wall behind her. “A car is a car. If it’s something simple, I’ll have you on the road before the storm hits. If you need parts, though, you’re not getting out of the cove until at least Thursday.”
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        * * *

      

      Fortunately, the waitress was true to her word. No parts were needed, and ten minutes later the girl started the engine and the Aston was ready to go. “Come here,” she said, waving Alistar over to the car before she closed the hood. “I want to show you what the problem was in case you want to DIY.”

      “DIY?”

      “Do it yourself,” the woman said.

      “Oh, I can quite assure you I will not be doing it myself,” Alistar said. “I can barely tie my own shoes.”

      “It’s simple,” she said. “Besides, it could end up saving you a fifty-dollar tow and a hundred-dollar bullshit repair bill for doing nothing but tightening the clamp on the fuel hose that connects the pump to the carburetor.”

      “I have no bloody idea what you just said.”

      “You don’t have to understand it,” the waitress said. “You just have to be able to do it.”

      Alistar shrugged and looked under the hood as the waitress pointed at a set of clamps. “See those? If they come loose, you tighten them, like this. How hard is that?”

      “What if I don’t have a screwdriver?” Alistar said.

      The waitress slapped the screwdriver into Alistar’s palm. “Anything else?”

      Alistar shook his head and then pulled out his money clip, but she waved him off. “At least take enough to buy a new screwdriver.”

      Alistar held out a twenty-dollar bill. The waitress shrugged and took the bill, and then gazed up at the snowflakes that were falling rapidly. “Better go, quick—before we both freeze to death.”
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        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        OCTOBER 18, 2010

      

      

      “Promise me you won’t go into Loll until I get back,” Gerylyn said, moving her cane in front of her as she, Koda, Robyn, and Reginald walked down the hallway.

      “Don’t worry, he won’t,” Robyn said. “Right, Koda?”

      “But I know how to do it now,” Koda said. “I don’t know what the big deal is.”

      “The big deal is you, man,” Reginald said. “You’re dangerous. Geri told you to stay put, and what did you do? You went chasing Cinderella down the staircase, that’s what.”

      “Cinderella was my mother,” Koda said, his teeth clenched. “And why is this any of your business?”

      Reginald cocked his head to one side. “Uh, did you just ask me why Geri’s safety is my business?

      “Reginald, go get in the limo,” Gerylyn said.

      “This is my business because Geri is—”

      “Damn it, Raymond,” Gerylyn snapped.

      “Maybe next time you and me can meet up in that gym of yours,” Reginald said. “What do you say, pretty boy?”

      “Any time you’re ready,” Koda said.

      Robyn waited until the limo pulled away before saying anything. “God, what is it with men? You must all think that acting like dicks will somehow make yours bigger.”

      “Me?” Koda said.

      “I’m going upstairs to take a nap,” Robyn said.

      Neither Koda or Robyn caught Gerylyn’s slip of tongue.
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        * * *

      

      Robyn had been asleep less than ten minutes when Koda knocked on the door to her room.

      “Come on, I need your help,” Koda said.

      “Help doing what?”

      “I’m going in,” Koda said.

      “Going in where?”

      “Loll,” Koda said.

      “Damn it, Koda, you promised.”

      “I can’t sit here for a week, biding my time, while Gerylyn runs around selling books,” Koda said. “If you don’t want to help me, fine. But I’m going in, with or without you.”
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        * * *

      

      Robyn stood in the doorway to Gerylyn’s guest room, her arms folded across her chest. “Tell me why.”

      “You know why,” Koda said. “I want to find Juniper.”

      “Are you saying this isn’t about your mother?”

      “No,” Koda said.

      “No, it’s not? Or, no, it is?”

      “Robyn, please,” Koda said.

      Robyn shook her head. “Give me your word that you’ll look only for Juniper, and I’ll help you. Otherwise, count me out.”

      “You have my word,” Koda said.

      Robyn released an exasperated breath. “Fine. Set up the chairs and the mirror. I’ll light the candles.”
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        * * *

      

      Koda was amazed how quickly he was able to get into Loll this time. He no more than settled into the chair when the mirror shimmered, just as it had the time before, and the glass looked like water on top of a still lake. Then the clouds appeared, and—suddenly—he was standing in the grayness.

      The question now was which way to go.

      It was a question Koda would not have to answer.

      “Koda,” he heard a voice say from off to his left. He turned and saw it was Dane.

      “Dane! God, am I glad to see you,” Koda said.

      “You, too,” Dane said. “You look good. Better than last time.”

      It took Koda a moment to understand what Dane was saying. The last time they’d seen each other, Koda was dead.

      “Yeah. You have good color, too,” Koda said. “Why?”

      “Because I touched Mason,” Dane said. “And Robyn—while she was sleeping. Sorry.”

      “What are you sorry about?” Koda said. “Robyn and I are just friends.”

      “Okay,” Dane said. “So, how are you doing this? Getting in and out of Loll?”

      “Gerylyn Stoller,” Koda said. “It’s called scrying.”

      Dane nodded. “Gerylyn? Do I know her?”

      “I don’t think so,” Koda said. “She was in Lily Dale after your funeral.”

      “Oh, the blind woman?” Dane asked.

      “You were there?” Koda said.

      Dane nodded. “Yes. The better question is, why are you here?”

      “I’m looking for Juniper,” Koda said. “I want to know what happened to her. How she ended up—”

      “Dead? Dane asked. “I don’t think she remembers.”

      Koda felt like he’d had the wind knocked out of him. Finding Juniper was pointless if she didn’t remember.

      “That doesn’t mean she won’t remember eventually,” Dane said, glancing to his right.

      Koda followed Dane’s eyes and saw Juniper standing there, wearing the same prom dress he’d seen her in before, watching the two of them talk.

      “Go,” Dane said.

      Koda nodded and slowly worked his way to where Juniper was standing, careful not to move too quickly and scare her away. “Do you know who I am? Koda asked.

      Juniper nodded. “Yes, your name is Koda. Dane told me. I saw you in the mirror.”

      “Yes,” Koda said. “At the hotel. But you don’t remember anything else?”

      Juniper shook her head. “I know I used to play the piano. I remember being at the prom, and something about the fountain in the park. That’s all.”

      Koda reached out for Juniper’s hand, but she quickly pulled it away. “What’s wrong?”

      “We’re not supposed to,” Juniper said.

      “How do you know?”

      “I just do.”

      Koda held his hand out and waited. Finally, Juniper reached out and placed her hand in his—and the moment she did, Koda could see the color running up her arm and into her face. “You’re beautiful.”

      Juniper glanced to her left, and then to her right. “I’ve got to go,” she said.

      “What? Why?”

      “They’re here,” Juniper said.

      “Who?”

      “The Shadow People.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUANTICO, VIRGINIA

        JULY 13, 1998

      

      

      Newt was required to spend an hour each week with one of the three clinical psychiatrists the FBI kept on staff to deal with agent trauma. He insisted he’d suffered no trauma. The bureau insisted he do it. He was their responsibility. He was in their care. He was important to them.

      The truth was the bureau had dropped the ball after the Oklahoma City bombing by not offering any kind of treatment, pretending as if they’d never heard of him.

      Newt understood. His parents didn’t. They considered filing a suit against the FBI and federal government but thought better of it in the end. Now the bureau was trying to fix its own mistake.
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        * * *

      

      Newt flipped on the light as he entered his office and saw the letter in his inbox. Which would have been hard to miss since it was the only piece of mail he’d received in the six weeks he’d been there.

      It was a standard-size, #10 envelope. White in color. The typed address read: FBI, Quantico, Virginia. Attention:

      
        
        “Spider Boy”

      

      

      There was no return address.

      Newt inserted his finger under the flap and ripped it open. Inside was a standard-sized, 8 ½ x 11 sheet of paper, folded in thirds. He unfolded the letter and saw a typed poem with hand-drawn pictures of a spider in a web at the top of the page, and a fly on the bottom. He was pretty sure he knew who it was from.

      It read:

      
        
        “THE SPIDER AND THE FLY”

        “Will you walk into my parlor?”

        said the Spider to the fly.
        “Tis the prettiest little parlor

        that ever you did spy.

        The way into my parlor is

        down a long, winding stair.
        And I've many curious things

        to show when you’re there.”

        “Oh no, no," said the fly.

        “To ask me is in vain,
        For who goes down your winding stair

        can never come up again."

        “I'm sure you must be weary,

        with soaring up so high.
        Will you rest upon my little bed?”

        said the Spider to the fly.

        “There are pretty curtains drawn;

        the sheets are fine and thin—
        and if you like to rest awhile,

        I'll snugly tuck you in!”

        “Oh no, no,” said the fly,

        “For I've often heard it said,
        They never, never wake again,

        who sleep upon your bed!”

        Said the cunning Spider to the fly:

        “Dear friend what can I do,
        to prove the warm affection

        I've always felt for you?

        I have within my pantry,

        good store of all that's nice;
        I'm sure you're very welcome,

        Won’t you please come take a slice?”

        “Oh, no, no,” said the fly.

        “Kind Sir, that cannot be,
        I've seen what's in your pantry,

        and I wish not that for me!”

        “Sweet creature!” said the Spider.

        “You're witty and you're wise,
        how handsome are your gauzy wings—

        how brilliant are your eyes!

        “I've a little looking-glass

        upon my parlor shelf,
        if you'll step in one moment

        you shall behold yourself.”

        “I thank you, legless sir,”

        said the child of the FBI.
        “But I must bid you a good morning,

        as you see I’ve come up dry.”

        The patient legless Spider turned

        and went back into his den,
        for well he knew the FBI

        would be back once again.

        So start he did, to weave his web,

        in a little corner sly—
        then set his table ready,

        to dine upon the fly.

        “One day I will come out again,

        and merrily I will sing:
        “Come hither, hither, if you dare,

        with your pearl and silver wing.
        Your eyes are green with wonder,

        while mine are lined with red.
        Your eyes are diamond bright,

        while mine are dull as lead.”

        “Alas, alas! How very soon

        the youngest of the FBI
        will hear my wily, flattering words,

        and then come flitting by.

        With buzzing wings, you’ll hang aloft,

        and one day nearer draw—

        like those who came before

        and yet do not know what they saw.”

        “I dream about your shortened frame,

        your legs with theirs at last,
        then up I’ll jump—quite cunninglee—

        and fiercely hold you fast.

        I’ll drag you down my tunnel tight,

        to my gleaming, dingy den...
        Within my kill-room parlor, from which

        you’ll never come out again.”

        
        -Tommy Rabah, 1982

      

      

      Newt quickly scanned the letter with his eyes for any immediate mathematical patterns. Pages: 2. Words: 462. Characters without spaces: 1,969. Characters with spaces: 2,371. Lines in the poem: 82–85 if you included the title and by line.

      Nothing jumped out at him as meaningful.

      Newt wasn’t familiar with the poem. Thanks to the Internet; however, he was able to use his computer to access hundreds of pages of information on the poem and its author—who was not Tommy Rabah.

      It was Mary Howitt.

      Tommy Rabah was an anagram. Not for Mary Howitt, but for Howitt’s maiden name: Mary Botham.

      The person who sent the poem was clearly playing games.

      Newt dialed the number for his house, and his mother answered on the second ring. “Oh, sweetie, we saw your article in USA Today,” Newt’s mother said. “You looked very handsome. Wait, what? Oh, your sisters say hello.”

      “Is Dad there? I need to ask him a question.”

      A moment later, Newt’s father came on the line. “What’s up, Son? Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, Dad, everything is fine. I wanted to ask you about something—and no, it isn’t a question about sex. It’s about a poem—and no, I’m not a homosexual.” Ever since Newt had reached puberty, his father was determined to have “the talk.” Newt decided it was best to simply head him off at the pass.

      “Well, that’s good,” his father said. “What poem are we talking about?”

      “‘The Spider and the Fly’ by Mary Botham.”

      “Well, for starters, Botham was her maiden name. By the time it was published, she’d become Mary Howitt.”

      “I saw that,” Newt said. “Is there any behind-the-scenes stuff that wouldn’t be in a standard biography?”

      “Well, for the period, Mary Howitt was reasonably well-known, but she wasn’t a celebrity like Charles Dickens or Elizabeth Barrett Browning. Not that she didn’t try. She was famous for crashing society functions and literary parties. She even moved twice in one year, just so she could buy the house next to Alfred Lord Tennyson. Why are you asking?”

      “Uh, no reason,” Newt said.

      “Well, listen, Son, seventeen can be a confusing age,” Newt’s father said. “In case you’re really calling about something else—”

      Newt looked up and saw Pipi Esperanza standing in the doorway.

      “I’m hanging up, Dad,” Newt said.

      “Okay, Son, I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” Newt said and hung up the phone. “That was my dad.”

      “None of my business,” Pipi said.

      “Well, this is,” Newt said, holding up the letter.

      Pipi stepped forward and looked at the letter. “Why are you touching it?”

      “There won’t be any prints,” Newt said. “He’s too smart.”

      “We’ve still got to follow protocol.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m thinking he might have licked the stamp, though,” Newt said.

      “If he’s smart enough not to touch the letter, why do you think he’d be dumb enough to lick the stamp?”

      “Because stamps are afterthoughts,” Newt said. “Something you do out of habit, without thinking.”

      Pipi nodded. “Okay. I’ll send it over to forensics. Do you think it’s really from him? It could be a copycat.”

      “No, trust me. It’s from him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PORTLAND, OREGON

        DECEMBER 31, 2001

      

      

      Kizzy Ashley checked into the room Alistar had reserved at the Hotel Lucia in downtown Portland, not sure if accepting the invitation was a good idea. She was still furious at Alistar. The lies and betrayal had caught her totally off-guard.

      More than the money, though, was the time Alistar had stolen from them—time he spent instead at the lighthouse with Onyx Webb.

      Onyx must have been a really good listener.

      Or she made really good tea.
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        * * *

      

      At 8:00 p.m., the waiter at the Hotel Lucia showed Kizzy Ashley to the table Alistar had reserved and asked if she wanted a drink. “I’ll wait for my husband,” Kizzy said.

      At 8:10 p.m., she looked at her watch and began to fidget.

      At 8:20 p.m., Kizzy ordered the drink after all.

      At 8:30 p.m., when Alistar still hadn’t arrived, Kizzy fished her cell phone from her purse.

      There was no answer.

      The call went to voicemail, but Kizzy left no message.

      At 8:40 p.m., a young girl in a short cocktail dress came by with plastic New Year’s Eve tiaras and paper horn blowers and placed them on the table.

      At 8:50 p.m., Kizzy ordered a second glass of wine. Ten more minutes, she told herself.

      At 9:00 p.m., Kizzy drained the final drops of Chardonnay from the second glass and dialed information.

      “I’m sorry. I have no listing for an Onyx Webb in Crimson Cove,” the woman said.

      “Is the number unlisted?” Kizzy asked.

      “I show no phone number for that name on either list,” the woman said.

      At 9:10, against her best judgment, Kizzy called Alistar’s cell phone again. Still no answer. When the call went to voicemail this time, she said, “I don’t know where you are or when you’ll get this, but if I don’t see you—thanks for the wonderful evening. And don’t bother coming to the hotel. I’m going to bed. You can stay at the house. Or, for all I care, you can go to hell.”

      At 9:20 p.m., Kizzy hung the Do Not Disturb sign on the doorknob, took off her dress, and went to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      At 12:01 a.m., Kizzy woke to the sound of car horns and firecrackers on the street below. It was 2002. Her final decision of 2001 had been a bad one, realizing that she should have asked for a room on a higher floor.

      Kizzy glanced over at the other side of the bed and saw it was empty, not that she expected Alistar to be there. She pulled the covers back and went to the minibar.

      Sparkling water. No.

      Wine. No.

      Jack Daniels. No.

      Vodka. Perfect.

      Kizzy unscrewed the cap on the tiny bottle, downed it quickly, and took another bottle back to the bed. She grabbed the remote and pressed the power button. Then she spent the next two minutes figuring out how to get the regular TV channels to come on.

      CNN. No.

      Fox News. No.

      ESPN. Ugh.

      Kizzy pressed the channel button again and Portland station KATU came on, with live coverage of the New Year’s celebration from downtown—directly outside the Hotel Lucia.

      “I’m here on Broadway, where business is booming on this cold New Year’s Eve,” a young male reporter said into his microphone, cars blaring their horns in the background, as the lightly falling snow stuck to his thick head of hair and the shoulders of his wool coat. “But the snow hasn’t stopped the fun. Local bars and restaurants are packed to the gills, serving up food and fun to thousands of Portlanders who have come downtown to let loose and welcome in 2002.”

      Kizzy twisted the cap off a second tiny vodka bottle and downed it almost as quickly as the first, hoping the alcohol might put her back to sleep.

      “Unfortunately, tonight is not an evening of celebration for everyone, isn’t that right, Carolyn?” the male reporter said.

      The TV cut to a young brunette in the studio who, like the male reporter, was unlucky enough to get stuck doing New Year’s Eve coverage. “That’s right, Robert. Earlier tonight a big rig collided with what is believed to be a small sports car, sending both vehicles through a guardrail in a fireball of death and destruction.”

      Kizzy’s heart skipped a beat as the TV screen filled with footage of the blazing fire at the base of the cliffs below.

      “Where was this, Carolyn?” the male reporter asked.

      “The accident happened on U.S. Highway One, Robert,” the female reporter said. “Just north of Crimson Cove.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA

        OCTOBER 18, 2010

      

      

      Robyn tapped Koda on the shoulder and was relieved when his eyes immediately snapped open and he leapt out of his chair.

      “That was incredible,” Koda said.

      “Tell me,” Robyn said.

      “I was there for only a minute, and Dane showed up,” Koda said. “He asked me if—”

      Koda stopped mid-sentence as he felt the dizziness hit him. Koda felt the room start to spin around him, and he lowered himself into a chair.

      “Are you okay?” Robyn asked. “What’s wrong?”

      Koda looked sick, his skin grey and ashen—as if someone had drained the life from him.
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        * * *

      

      After Koda got enough strength to stand, Robyn helped him back to his room and convinced him to take a nap. Once Koda had climbed under the covers, Robyn switched off the light and said, “I’m going down to see if I can find Gatorade or a Snickers bar.”

      “Wait, I want to tell you what happened,” Koda said with a touch of deliriousness still in his voice.

      “You can tell me in a few minutes. Now get some rest.”

      Robyn closed the bedroom door behind her and started down the stairs. Then she remembered:

      She hadn’t blown out the candles.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Robyn opened the door to Gerylyn’s guest room and half expected to see flames licking their way up the curtains toward the ceiling. To her relief, most of the candles had burned out on their own, and the few that hadn’t were flickering innocently in their glass containers.

      Robyn blew out the last of the candles and was headed for the door when she heard a girl’s voice.

      “Koda?”

      Robyn spun around, but the room was empty. Then she heard the girl’s voice again.

      “Where’s Koda?”

      It was coming from the mirror.

      Robyn stepped slowly forward until finally she could make out the girl’s image—her young, beautiful face, blonde shoulder-length hair, and retro-style prom dress—floating in the glass.

      “Juniper?”

      “Yes,” Juniper said. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Robyn. I’m Koda’s friend.”

      “Tell Koda I remember,” Juniper said.

      “You remember?”

      “Yes.”

      “What? What do you remember?”

      “Everything,” Juniper said. “I remember it all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Quote

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        The universe is not interested in your long list of casual wants. The only thing that matters is your short list of passionate desires.”

      

        

      
        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        We've come a long way together. Thanks so much for joining me on this journey.

      

        

      
        The next book will blow your mind. There is much story left to tell.

      

        

      
        Are you completely entangled in Onyx's Webb?

      

        

      
        Here's the next book just waiting for you.

      

      

      
        
        Grab Book 7 NOW!
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