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        They say we don’t get the life we want, but rather, the life we deserve. Many days I find myself thinking I should have wanted less, and believed that I deserved more.

      

        

      
        - Onyx Webb
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        They say a person dies three times…

        Once when the heart stops beating.

        Again, when the person is laid to rest.

        And, finally, the last time someone speaks their name.

        But the dead know better.

        There are many ways to stop living before the final breath.

        We stop living when we give up on love.

        We stop living when we quit pursuing our dreams.

        We stop living when we refuse to forgive.

        We stop living when we are no longer able to see beauty in everyday things.

        And when we forget we are deserving.

        

        -Onyx Webb, Crimson Cove, Oregon
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          Episode 10: Trial of the Century

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Orlando, Florida

        August 9, 2010

      

      

      Koda Mulvaney owned three sports cars.

      The first was a fire-engine red McLaren F1, considered to be on the short list of the greatest production cars ever built. The second was a bumblebee yellow Koenigsegg CCR, designed and manufactured in Ängelholm, Sweden. The third was a jet-black Lamborghini Gallardo Superleggera, a gift from his father for his twenty-first birthday.

      For the trip to Georgia with Robyn, Koda decided on the Lamborghini.

      It had been a long time since Koda had taken any of them out for a spin. He couldn’t wait to find a stretch of straight road and open her up.

      “Do you need a special license to drive one of these?” Robyn asked from the passenger seat, the two of them belted in their seats like they were about to ride Space Mountain.

      “Nope,” Koda said, leaving off the fact that he hadn’t had a license of any kind for almost three years. “Don’t worry. I promise not to go over two hundred.”

      “That’s not funny,” Robyn said.

      “Only kidding,” Koda said. “Though there was this time when Dane and I were in Australia and someone told us about this long section of open road called 90 Miles Straight. Not even the slightest curve to slow you down. If you’re pointed right, you could lock your steering wheel and take a nap.”

      “That’s cool,” Robyn said.

      “Yeah,” Koda said. “The best part is it’s almost impossible to kill anyone because the population is like eighty people, and they all know to stay clear of the road. It’s so flat and remote pilots have landed planes there in an emergency.”

      “And you went there?” Robyn asked.

      “We did,” Koda said. “We rented a Bugatti Veyron in Perth and spent a day out there, driving up and back. We must have done the straight like six times each.”

      Koda turned and looked at Robyn and noticed what looked like a slight smile. “What?”

      “Nothing,” Robyn said. “I was just picturing the two of you, speeding down the road like idiots. It’s nice to think of Dane so full of life. Maybe Dane’s parents are right. Maybe it does get better.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Koda and Robyn stopped for lunch at a fast food chicken restaurant called Zaxby’s, in Valdosta, Georgia. When they’d finished eating, Robyn decided it was time to tell Koda what was bothering her.

      “There was a reason I called you last night—besides just checking in, I mean,” Robyn started.

      “Okay,” Koda said, wiping his mouth with a paper napkin. “I figured something was up.”

      “Remember when I told you that someone had written something on my bathroom mirror?”

      “Yeah, I remember,” Koda said. “The number eight.”

      Robyn nodded. “Well, more stuff has been happening.”

      “Like?”

      Robyn took several seconds to decide just how crazy she wanted to sound. “Small things mostly,” she said finally. “Lights turning on and off, coming home to find a kitchen drawer open, stuff like that.”

      “That doesn’t sound like anything—”

      “There’s something else,” Robyn said. “In the kitchen I have a big glass jar that I save wine corks in. Well, a few days ago I came home after work at, like, two in the morning to find that someone had pulled eight of them out and placed them in a circle on the kitchen counter. Eight of them, Koda. Just like the number on the bathroom mirror. That can’t be by chance, can it?”

      “It’s Dane’s lacrosse number,” Koda said.

      “What?”

      “Eight,” Koda said. “I didn’t think of it until after we’d hung up, but the number on Dane’s lacrosse jersey. It was number eight.”
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* * *

      
        
        Jackson, Georgia

      

      

      Koda dropped Robyn at her brother and sister-in-law’s house in Augusta, and then made the 130-mile drive to the Georgia Department of Corrections Prison near Jackson. Having no idea how long the visit with Wyatt Scrogger would take, he didn’t see a reason to drag Robyn along, leaving her sitting in the waiting area for hours.

      When Koda arrived, he was met by the warden, who’d been told by the governor to personally escort Koda through the prison.

      “Allowing someone to meet with a permanent is not something we commonly do,” the warden said.

      “A permanent?” Koda said.

      “Yes,” the warden replied. “Someone who will serve their entire sentence here at GDCP before taking the walk.”

      “Did you tell him who asked to see him?” Koda asked.

      “The only thing Wyatt Scrogger knows is that he has a visitor,” the warden said. “I’m sure he thinks it’s his lawyer.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      When Koda was ushered into the room, Wyatt Scrogger was already seated. And he wasn’t anything like what Koda expected.

      Koda had seen photos from the late 1970s and early ‘80s—photos provided to him by Private Detective Stormy Boyd—none of which resembled the man chained to the concrete seat at the table opposite him. It had been thirty years since the pictures had been taken, but Scrogger looked like he’d aged a hundred years.

      “Let me guess,” Scrogger said. “You’re from the Naked Clown Society, soliciting donations to buy big shoes and rubber noses for new members?” Scrogger leaned to his left and glanced at Koda’s feet. “Nah, not the Naked Clown Society. Your feet are too small, and your shoes are too expensive.”

      “And I’m wearing clothes,” Koda said. “I would think someone from the Naked Clown Society would be naked.”

      Scrogger nodded. “Finally, a man with a sense of humor. That’s hard to come by in here. So, what do you want, Mr. Sexy Man? Or would you prefer I call you Mr. Mulvaney?”

      “They told you who was—?”

      “No, no one tells anyone shit about anything in here,” Scrogger said. “But they do let us watch TV an hour a day at least. Most guys watch ESPN or Locked Up on MSNBC, which makes no sense whatsoever. Me? I prefer Inside Edition and Jersey Shore. That Snookie is a real hoot. But I can’t imagine you’re here to talk about health hazards posed by excess tanning.”

      “No, I’m not,” Koda said. “I’m here about Juniper Cole.”

      Scrogger leaned back and shook his head but said nothing.

      “I was wondering if you had any idea who killed her,” Koda said.

      “Well, that should be easy,” Scrogger said. “Didn’t you hear? They caught the guy thirty years ago. A struggling stand-up comedian with a vicious sense of humor. Want to hear some of my new material?”

      Scrogger didn’t wait for Koda to answer and launched into his routine.

      “A lot has changed in the thirty years since I was convicted. In 1980, I had long hair. Now I’m longing for hair. I used to go to parties once a week with a KEG—now, once each year, I go to the prison doctor for an EKG. When I was locked up, I was into acid rock. Now I’ve got acid reflux. When I came in here, I was hoping for a nice BMW—now I’m just hoping for a good BM. Pretty good, huh? I mean, for a guy who is scheduled to die by lethal injection in 123 days, seventeen hours, and eleven minutes. But, hey, who’s counting?”

      “We’ve got twenty minutes left,” Koda said. “Do you want to tell jokes or—?”

      “You know the one word that no one says in here?” Scrogger asked. “Jesus. You know why? Because it reminds people of their last supper.”

      “Now we’ve got nineteen,” Koda said.

      “Want to hear something weird?” Scrogger said. “Did you know they swab your arm with alcohol before they give you the final injection?”

      Koda shook his head. “Is everything a joke to you, Wyatt?”

      Wyatt Scrogger leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table. “Let’s get something straight, okay? I live in an eight-foot by ten-foot room with three solid walls, all painted white. My cell door is made of six-inch thick, see-through polycarbonate so they can watch me pee in my small toilet and sleep in an iron bunk twenty-four seven. The lights never go off in here. Did you know that? I mean never. Do you have any idea what it’s like to live in virtual solitary confinement for the better part of thirty years? Deprived of almost all human contact? It’s an existence without hope. This thirty minutes in this room talking to you? This is the highlight of my year. The only way to cope with being in here is to constantly find new ways to pretend you’re not in here. So, do I joke around a bit? You bet your sweet, free ass I do. And if you don’t like it, well that’s just too God-damn bad.”

      Koda said nothing. He understood. Well, not entirely—what free person could possibly understand what the man sitting before him had been through?

      “Why did you come here?” Scrogger asked. “What in the hell do you want from me?”

      “I came here to tell you I don’t think you killed Juniper Cole,” Koda said.

      “Wow, that’s great,” Scrogger said, feigning a look of mock-relief. “Where were you during my trial? Oh, that’s right. You weren’t born yet.”

      Koda glared at Scrogger but, again, said nothing.

      “I’m sorry,” Scrogger said softly. “It’s a habit—a defense mechanism. It’s all I’ve got.”

      Koda nodded.

      “The TV shows say you saw a ghost girl in a mirror—at the Forsyth Park Hotel,” Scrogger said. “Is that true?”

      Koda nodded.

      “And this girl, you think it was—?”

      “Yes, it’s Juniper,” Koda said. “I hired a private detective who proved it. He also dug up some interesting information that just might get you the hell out of this place. But first I need you to do something for me.”

      “Me?” Scrogger asked. “What could I possibly do for you from in here?”

      “I want you to tell me I’m right,” Koda said. “I want you to look me in the eye and tell me you didn’t do it.”
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        Houston, Texas

        January 17, 1942

      

      

      It was Saturday morning, a morning Catfish Webb would have preferred to have slept in. But he dragged himself out of bed anyway.

      The aging Cajun put his eye patch on, laced his boots, pulled on the only coat he owned, and began the six-block walk against a howling wind on an unusually cold morning—unusually cold for Houston, Texas, at least.

      Then he saw the line.

      Catfish disliked the cold. And he hated waiting in lines. He wasn’t even that much of a moviegoer. But he was eager to see the Saturday morning newsreels that played prior to the feature—whatever the feature happened to be.

      Catfish took one of the only remaining seats in the very front row of the theater.

      The newsreel started with a recap of the December 7 attack—as if people didn’t know—then clips of President Franklin D. Roosevelt declaring war on Japan, proclaiming December 7, 1941, to be “a date that would live in infamy.”

      Black-and-white footage of Japanese Kamikazes flying their planes into the decks of American warships filled the screen to the horror-filled gasps of the audience.

      The images were worse than Catfish had anticipated. The idea of 2,402 Americans burning to death in fiery explosions enraged him. Catfish felt like he should go down to the recruiting station and enlist. Not that the United States needed—or would take—a man in his sixties.

      As the newsreel continued, Catfish decided he couldn’t watch any further and made his way to the aisle to leave. Then he heard a name he hadn’t heard in almost fifteen years.

      A name he knew all too well.

      Ulrich Schröder.

      Catfish turned and looked up to see Ulrich’s broad, German face filling the screen as the newsreel narrator said things Catfish wasn’t sure he was really hearing.

      German lighthouse keeper murdered in cold blood…

      Doused in oil and set aflame while still alive…

      Ghost woman roaming the woods at night…

      Trial of the century in Crimson Cove, Oregon.

      The movie screen flickered with images of a woman walking through the woods. She was far away, but even at a distance Catfish could tell who the woman was.

      It was his daughter.

      It was Onyx.
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* * *

      Catfish rushed from the theater and down the block to a newsstand where he bought a copy of the Houston Telegraph.

      The front page contained nothing of interest. Nor did the second page. But there, on page three, the headline read:

      
        
        Ghost Woman, Onyx Webb, to Stand                                                          Trial for Murder of Husband

      

      

      Catfish read the entire article, word for word. Then he read it again. It was time to pack.

      Catfish was going to Oregon.

      To a place called Crimson Cove.
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        Chicago, Illinois

        January 13, 1966

      

      

      “I ain’t all that hungry,” Tommy Bilazzo said, standing against the wall next to Sal Tombo’s regular booth in the rear of The Purple Pig, watching as Fat Sal wiped what was left of his butternut squash ravioli in brown butter sauce from the plate with a big piece of generously buttered garlic bread. Fat Sal had abandoned his weight loss plan months earlier when he discovered that no matter how much food he consumed, his weight never went much above 525 pounds.

      Next to Fat Sal sat Phil Spilatro, eating the same food but from a plate half the size, while Chuckie Bags stood in his normal spot, picking imaginary lint from the lapel of his suit.

      “Tommy, the food is getting cold,” Fat Sal said. “Sit, eat.”

      “I said I ain’t hungry,” Tommy said. “Let Chuckie have it.”

      “Yeah, I’ll eat it,” Chuckie Bags said, which was exactly what Tommy wanted—the three of them all sitting down, all with forks in their hands, busy eating.

      Two minutes later, the front door of The Purple Pig swung open and Declan Mulvaney entered, a large green duffle bag slung over his shoulder. By the time the three mobsters saw Declan, Tommy had his gun drawn and they froze. “Sorry, guys. Guns stay where they are.”

      “You’re dead, Tommy,” Phil said as Declan swung the heavy duffle off his shoulder and let it drop on the center of the table.

      “What is this?” Fat Sal asked.

      “It’s the 280 I owe you,” Declan said. “That, and a nice return on your investment.”

      “How nice?” Fat Sal said, eyeing the duffle bag.

      “$1.2 million,” Declan said.

      “$1.2 million, huh? That’s fair,” Fat Sal said. “But there’s still a price to be paid for what you did. You know that, right? No one hits The Outfit and walks away without a penalty.”

      “Really? Did I mention the part where you get another million in a year? Assuming we’re still alive to send it.”

      “Okay, maybe I can excuse what you did, Mulvaney,” Fat Sal said. “It took balls, and you came back and made good. But Tommy here? Tommy dishonored the code, and someone’s got to pay for that.”

      “Package deal, Sal,” Declan said. “Tommy and I are both square or no deal—and no additional million.”

      Fat Sal remained quiet, lost in thought, and then he let out a loud laugh. “You’re right, screw the code! Far as I’m concerned, you’re both square.”

      “Good decision,” Declan said. “Come on Tom, let’s get out of this dump.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      After Declan and Tommy left The Purple Pig, Fat Sal opened the bag and gazed at the money. He could skim a hundred grand off the top for himself, and then turn the rest over to his boss, Sam Giancana. After two years of making up stories and being under constant pressure, Fat Sal would finally be off the hook.

      “That’s it? We’re all square?” Phil Spilatro asked. “The assholes just walk away?”

      “That’s right,” Fat Sal said. “As far I’m concerned, Bilazzo and Mulvaney are square. But you two? You and Chuckie? What you guys do is your business. You wanna whack the sons of bitches, who am I to get in the way?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Declan and Tommy walked east down Lawrence Avenue toward Lake Shore Drive, buttoning their coats and pulling their collars up to shield themselves from the biting wind blowing in off Lake Michigan.

      “Sal’s right, you know?” Tommy said. “You got some kind of pair walkin’ in there like that.”

      “I knew you’d be there,” Declan said. “Please tell me you loaded the gun this time?”

      “Hell, yeah,” Tommy said. “These guys don’t play around. And regardless of what Fat Sal said, I think you and I should get out of town ASAP.”

      “Yeah, but first I’ve got to go see Mary Ann,” Declan said.

      Tommy went quiet and looked away.

      “What?” Declan asked. He knew Tommy Bilazzo better than anyone and could tell immediately something was wrong.

      “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to be the one to tell you this, Dec, but…”

      Declan grabbed Tommy by the arm. “Tell me what?”

      “It’s about Mary Ann,” Tommy said. “She’s gone.”

      “Gone? Gone where?” Declan asked, not understanding what Tommy was trying to tell him. “Where did she go, Tom?”

      “She’s gone, Dec,” Tommy said again. “Mary Ann is dead.”

      The words hit Declan like a punch, knocking the wind out of him and sending him staggering against a wall. “When? How?”

      “A month back,” Tommy said. “Someone broke into her apartment. There was an altercation and she fell—hit her head on the corner of a table. News people on TV said she died there on the floor of her apartment. I’m sorry.”

      Declan fought off the urge to vomit. “Have they arrested anyone?”

      “Nah, the cops got nothin’,” Tommy said. “The kid was there when it happened, but he doesn’t remember anything. Took one hell of a beating himself, the kid did.”

      “The kid? You mean Stan Lee?” Declan asked.

      “Yeah,” Tommy said. “Whoever did it booted Stan Lee in the head, knocked him out cold.”

      “And no one’s got a clue who did it?” Declan asked.

      Tommy stayed silent for a second. “Well…”

      “Well what? You think you know who did it?”

      “Not for certain, but I got a pretty good idea.”

      “Who, god damn it?” Declan said. “Who?”

      “Milwaukee Phil,” Tommy said.

      “Phil Spilatro?” Declan said, the shock and disbelief morphing itself into rage. “Why didn’t you call me?” Declan demanded.

      “Call you? And tell you what?” Tommy asked. “The girlfriend you left behind in Chicago ended up swingin’ from a pole six nights a week so she could pay her rent? Is that what you wanted to hear? You told me to treat you like you were dead, remember? That contact of any kind could screw up the plan. I did what you asked me to do, Dec, which was nothing. You wanna blame someone for what happened to Mary Ann, go look in the mirror.”

      Tommy took a step back, his fists clenched, preparing for a fight in case Declan charged at him. But there was no fight. Instead, Tommy saw Declan do something he’d never seen him do.

      Declan began to cry.

      Tommy stood there, having no idea what to say or do. He’d prepared himself for every imaginable reaction—except this.

      Declan regained control and wiped his face with his coat sleeve. “What about Stan Lee? Where is he now?”

      “Yeah, about that,” Tommy said. “There’s one other thing I got to tell you.”

      Just when Declan thought he’d received all the bad news he could possibly handle, Tommy dropped the final bomb. “Mary Ann didn’t have just the one kid,” Tommy said. “She had another one, a baby boy—about six months after you left.”

      Tommy didn’t have to say another word. Declan already knew what it meant. It meant Declan was a father.

      “What’s his name?”

      “Bruce,” Tommy said. “I never seen him, but—”

      “The boys, where are they now?” Declan said.

      “They’re out at Dunning,” Tommy said.

      “Dunning?” Declan said in disbelief. “They took the boys to an insane asylum?”

      “The county orphanage is out there now,” Tommy said. “They been closing down the wacko wards for a while now because of bad press—found a bunch of people chained to beds in the basement, rats all over the place, stuff like that. They’re using the empty space for kids and old people. Things are better than when you and I were out there years back.”

      Declan and Tommy were both familiar with Dunning. Besides having lived less than a mile from the place when they’d first come to Chicago in the late 1930s, Dunning was where they tried to take the crazy Indian—Mohawk Joe—dumping him in the graveyard at Mt. Olive Cemetery instead.

      “You sure they’re still there?” Declan asked.

      “Yeah, I assume.”

      “I’m going out to Dunning to get them.”

      “Both of them?” Tommy asked.

      “They’re brothers, Tom,” Declan said. “They should be together.”

      “You want me to come along?”

      Declan shook his head. “No, I’ll take care of it. Besides, there’s something else I’ve got to take care of, and it’s probably better if you’re not involved.”

      Tommy knew he should feel guilty for lying to Declan about who killed Mary Ann. But Phil Spilatro was a threat—one that had to be dealt with. Just because Fat Sal said things were square between them, nothing prevented Phil from taking matters into his own hands and coming after them.

      Phil Spilatro had to die.

      And Tommy was positive Declan would take care of it.

      The only thing Tommy had to do now was clear out his apartment and catch a bus to Orlando. Then he’d be on easy street.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tommy closed the apartment door behind him and took a step forward in the darkness and felt the distinctive crunch of plastic beneath his foot. Immediately he knew was in trouble.

      He’d been so sure he’d thought of everything.

      Everything but Chuckie.

      Tommy released a long breath, reached over, and turned on the light to see what he already anticipated. The floor of the apartment was covered with a plastic sheet. On one side of the room sat three large suitcases. Sitting on the other side of the room was Chuckie Bags, holding a gun in one hand and a hacksaw in the other.

      “Chuckie.”

      “Hey, Tom,” Chuckie said.

      Tommy motioned to the bags. “We taking a trip somewhere?”

      “You are,” Chuckie said. “Way I figure it, as big as you are, you’re probably a three bagger.”

      Tommy had always wondered how Chuckie Bags got his nickname.

      Now he knew.
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        Orlando, Florida

        August 9, 2010

      

      

      Koda thought Wyatt Scrogger was guilty of several things the night Juniper went missing: being young, drinking too much, and probably telling too many bad jokes. But murdering Juniper Cole?

      No.

      He also didn’t expect to feel sorry for the man, but he did. Sorry wasn’t really the right word—he felt outraged over the life stolen from him. People thought Juniper’s was the only life taken that night.

      Wyatt’s life was taken, too. The difference was Wyatt Scrogger’s life hadn’t ended yet, and Koda felt determined to do what he could to salvage the few years the man had left.

      The Mulvaneys had more than money.

      They had the most important thing money could buy.

      Influence.

      Did the Mulvaney name carry enough influence to convince a governor to pick up his pen and sign his name to a pardon? That remained to be seen.

      First, however, he needed to talk to one other person before asking his grandfather to make the call.

      He needed to talk to Juniper’s brother.

      Quinn Cole.
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* * *

      As it turned out, Quinn Cole was not an easy man to find.

      Stormy Boyd had provided Koda with the transcripts of Quinn’s testimony at trial—testimony that all but guaranteed Wyatt Scrogger’s conviction—along with a series of addresses and phone numbers from 1983 to 1999.

      After that, there was nothing.

      A call to Stormy Boyd provided no further details.

      “After 1999, Quinn Cole literally disappeared,” Boyd said. “He’s been off the grid ever since.”

      “There’s nothing?” Koda said.

      “Not that I found,” Boyd said. “But I wasn’t really focused on Quinn. I was focused on Juniper. There could be more to find. If you want me to keep digging—”

      “Yeah, give it shot,” Koda said. “Call me if you get anything.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The last thing Koda was in the mood for was a business dinner, but, with his father out of town, he had little choice. There was no one else available who could take the meeting.

      Koda glanced at his watch and stood to leave. Then the door swung open and Mika walked in.

      “God, look at this place,” Mika said as she glanced around Koda’s office. “It looks like the entire cast of Dallas threw up in here. You should let me redecorate. You might actually enjoy coming to work.”

      “The office is fine just the way it is,” Koda said. “Besides, hasn’t anyone told you we’re in the middle of a recession?”

      “Yes, and hasn’t anyone told you the best way out of a recession is to spend your way out?” Mika asked. “So, brief me on this client we need to impress.”

      The client was a mall developer from Alabama interested in partnering up with Mulvaney Properties International. Bruce told Koda the guy was their ticket to a major expansion into retail property—a market that was currently in the tank but would provide a huge payoff in five to seven years.

      “No, really Mika, there’s no reason for you to come along,” Koda said. “It’s going to be three hours of conversation about the Consumer Price Index, mall vacancy rates, and fed policy.”

      “Rich men talking about money,” Mika said. “Sounds like my kind of night. And what, you don’t think I can hold my own if the conversation turns to inflationary pressure on profit if interest rates dip below 2.5 percent?”

      The girl could hold her own, Koda thought. In truth, Mika probably knew more about real estate than he did. “Fine, but do me a favor.”

      “Anything honey, as long as you take off that ridiculous tie. You’d be better off with a dead albatross hanging from your neck.”

      “Don’t do anything stupid tonight, okay?” Koda said.

      “Stupid? Me?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Koda looked up and down Church Street, not for cars but for paparazzi, and was relieved to see the coast was clear. For now, at least.

      “I did not call Harvey at TMZ if that’s what you’re thinking,” Mika said as they crossed the street and pushed through the front doors of the restaurant. “I’ll get our table. You get the drinks.”

      Koda wove his way through the crowd at the bar and was glad to see Robyn was on. He caught her eye and ordered a double Tito’s rocks and a pomegranate martini.

      “Pomegranate martini?” Robyn asked. “You must be here with Mika.”

      “Yeah, for a business dinner.”

      Robyn made Koda’s drink first and set it on the bar. Then she went about making Mika’s, pouring the vodka, Cointreau Triple Sec and pomegranate juice into a mixing glass with ice. “You going to be in town?” Robyn asked as she shook the ingredients and strained the pink liquid into a martini glass. 

      Koda tossed a fifty on the bar. “Yeah, what’s up?”

      “Just want to catch up,” Robyn lied.

      “Sure. I’ll call you later this week.”

      Robyn nodded, rang up the drinks—which only came to twenty-two dollars—and threw the balance into the tip jar. Like all people, Koda had his faults, but being a bad tipper wasn’t one of them.
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* * *

      Dinner with the client did not go as planned.

      The first problem—as far as Mika was concerned—was that the client was a pig. Not literally, but close enough. Overweight. Rude. Smoke-stained teeth. Dirt caked under his fingernails, not to mention he was crass, racist, sexist, loud, and told too many bad jokes.

      “Hey, what do you call an Alabama farmer with a sheep under each arm?” the client asked. “A pimp! Get it?”

      Mika was about to crawl out of her skin. Then the client reached across the table and placed his rough-skinned hand on top of hers. “I hope you aren’t offended by jokes about sheep because there’s a dozen more where that came from. Hell, I’m just getting started.”

      Mika physically shuddered and pulled her hand back, downed the rest of her second pomegranate martini, and signaled for a third.

      “We’ve got wine coming soon,” Koda said.

      “Not soon enough,” Mika chirped.

      The crowning blow came about halfway through dinner when Mika felt something crawling on her foot. At first, she thought it was a mouse, but that was impossible in a place like DJ’s.

      Mika lifted the tablecloth and looked down to see the client’s shoeless foot rubbing against hers.

      “I’m going to the lady’s room,” Mika said, shooting out of her chair.

      “Me, too,” the client said a few seconds later, pulling himself to his feet. “Got to drain the snake.”
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* * *

      Mika’s promise to not do anything stupid lasted exactly two and a half more minutes, when—after having calmed herself down enough to return to the table—she exited the ladies room to find the client standing in the hallway, blocking her way.

      “Is it just me, or do most guys picture you naked?” the man said.

      Ah, screw the promise.

      It took eighteen minutes for the ambulance to arrive, assess the man’s condition, load him up and leave.

      “He might file charges,” Koda said.

      “No, he won’t,” Mika said.

      “Really? How can you be so sure?”

      “Because he knows if he does, I’ll do it again.”
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* * *

      The call Koda had been waiting for from Stormy Boyd came soon after Mika kneed his client in the balls at the restaurant and had taken two Xanax to knock herself out for the night.

      “Turns out Quinn did pretty well for himself,” Boyd said.

      “How well?” Koda asked.

      “Well, he’s nowhere near as rich as the Mulvaneys, but when he sold his business in 1999, Quinn walked away with about $30 million.”

      “What was the business?”

      “After Juniper disappeared, Quinn became an exercise nut—lifting weights, running, triathlons, etc. Eventually he opened a fitness chain called Body by Quinn—162 locations in eleven Southern states—and that’s where the trail ends,” Boyd said.

      “Body by Quinn is Quinn Cole’s business?” Koda said. Koda was familiar with the chain. There was a Body by Quinn location on the second floor of the SunTrust building in Orlando, where Koda’s office was located. He walked by the place twice a day and had no idea.

      “It was Quinn’s business,” Boyd said. “Like I said, he sold the place, lock, stock and barrel, sixteen years ago. Now it’s part of a fitness conglomerate headquartered in Detroit.”

      “And you called them?” Koda asked.

      “Yep, but they won’t say anything about it. Claim the details are confidential,” Boyd said. “But I have a hunch about something else. After Quinn sold his business, a luxury health spa opened in a remote part of Arizona. The brochure says the place cost $30 million to build.”

      “And you think that’s where Quinn went?”

      “I don’t know for sure,” Boyd said. “I tried six ways to Sunday to find out who put up the money, but the people who work there are extremely tight-lipped about it. Unusually so, if you ask me. But there’s one thing that leads me to think it’s our boy.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The name of the place,” Boyd said. “They call it Juniper Canyon.”
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        January 19, 1942

      

      

      Opening statements in the State of Oregon v. Onyx Webb took almost two hours. One hour and fifty minutes was spent by the prosecution as they laid out the case against the absent defendant. The remaining ten minutes was spent by the public defender telling the court no one really knew what happened at the lighthouse that evening—other than Onyx, who was not present in the courtroom—and, of course, Ulrich. Who wouldn’t be testifying either.

      For obvious reasons.

      “The prosecution calls George Dietz,” the district attorney said in an even tone. Beneath the calm surface, however, the DA’s heart was about to beat out of his chest, having never been involved in a trial with so much media attention.

      What had started as a show trial to satisfy local residents had morphed into a national media circus—exactly as Sheriff Hell Daniels predicted it would.

      Life magazine sent a reporter and a cameraman, as did the Los Angeles Times and Hollywood Reporter. More exciting for George Dietz, however, was the presence of Paramount News and RKO Radio Pictures, who filmed and distributed footage for the newsreels that ran in movie theaters across the country every Saturday morning.

      George Dietz climbed into the big wooden witness chair to the left of the judge and took the oath to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth—as he knew it at least.

      “Hey, George,” the DA said casually in an attempt to relax the witness. In reality, the DA himself needed to relax.

      “Hey to you, too,” George Dietz replied, eliciting giggles from the overflow gallery that had packed into the small courthouse.

      “George, rather than having me ask you a long series of boring yes-or-no questions,” the DA began, “how about I just let you tell the jury what happened on the night of April 19, 1939, in your own words.”

      “You mean the night out in the woods?” George asked.

      “Yes, George,” the DA said. “When you and your friends were shooting your movie and saw Onyx Webb lurking behind the trees.”

      “Objection, your honor,” the public defender called from his seat. “Leading the witness.”

      “Overruled,” the judge said. “Go ahead, George. You can answer.”

      “Where should I start?”

      “For God sakes, George,” the judge said. “Start from the moment you were standing in the woods making your little movie.”

      “I’m not sure my movie is so little anymore, your honor,” George said, eliciting another wave of laughter from the gallery.

      The judge banged his gavel and glared at George. “If you want me to, George, I can make all these fine media people with their notepads and cameras go stand outside.”

      “No, your honor,” George said quickly, shaking his head. The last thing George Dietz wanted was for the media to be excluded from the trial. If his movie was going to get distribution from a major studio, George needed all the publicity he could get.

      “That’s what I thought,” the judge said. “So get on with it. Now.”

      George nodded, cleared his throat and began.

      For the next fifteen minutes, George Dietz recounted the events of the night he and his friends were in the Crimson Cove cemetery shooting their movie—setting a fire for lighting and using his father’s Standard Eight camera and Kodachrome color film. George went on and on about camera angles, focus, framing, and techniques for the proper blocking of shots.

      “We get it, George,” the judge said. “You’re a professional and know how to make a movie. Now, please get to the point where you saw Onyx Webb in the woods.”

      “Your honor!” the public defender said, rising to his feet. “The witness has yet to offer his testimony for the record and you have told the jury that—”

      “You’re right, counselor,” the judge said. “I’m instructing the jury to ignore my comment as if I’d never made it and direct the court reporter to strike it from the record.”

      “Thank you, your honor,” the public defender said, knowing full well the judge’s words were like a bell that could never be un-rung. The jury had just been told by the highest authority in the room—the judge—that the figure in the video was Onyx Webb.

      “Go ahead, George,” the DA prompted. “You were saying?”

      “Anyway, when I placed my eye to the viewfinder and turned the focus knob, that’s when I saw her.”

      “Saw who, George?” the DA asked.

      “Onyx Webb,” George said. “That’s when I saw Onyx Webb.”

      The gallery went wild with excitement, forcing the judge to once again bang his gavel. After things quieted down, the DA continued. “Your honor, if I may, I’d like to enter into evidence the home-camera footage shot that evening by George Dietz.”

      “So entered,” the judge said.

      “And, if we can have the bailiff dim the lights, I’d like to play that footage in its entirety for the jury.”
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* * *

      Once the footage had been shown, the jury was allowed to take a much-needed bathroom break. Then the DA continued his questioning of George Dietz.

      “And is it your sworn testimony, George, that the footage just shown to the jury was taken on the evening of April 19, 1939, and the early-morning hours of April 20, 1939?”

      “Yes, sir, that’s correct,” George said.

      “And the woman in the video?”

      “Yes,” George said. “It was Onyx Webb.”

      “And how can you be so sure it was Onyx Webb that you saw that night, George?” the DA asked. “Per your own testimony, it was dark out that night.”

      “It’s dark out every night,” George said. “But I knew it was her because I’d seen her out near the lighthouse—before she burned up her husband. It was Onyx Webb.”

      “So, is it your testimony that Onyx Webb is alive?” the DA said.

      “No,” George Dietz said. “I mean, yes, I saw her. But, no, she’s not alive. She’s a ghost.”

      And with that the courtroom erupted.
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* * *

      After lunch, the district attorney called Sheriff Hell Daniels to the stand. After Hell was sworn in, the DA approached him.

      “Is it okay if I call you Hell, Sheriff?” the DA asked.

      “Well, seeing that this is a formal hearing and all, I’d prefer it if you called me Sheriff Daniels,” Hell said.

      “Your honor, may I have permission to treat Sheriff Daniels as a hostile witness?” the DA asked.

      “On what grounds?” the judge asked.

      “Well, your honor, Sheriff Daniels and I go way back—to when we were just kids playing in the yard with toy police cars—before one of us became all grown up and got himself a real one. And my childhood friend—asking me to call him Sheriff Daniels rather than Hell—well, it just feels a bit hostile somehow.”

      “Overruled,” the judge said. “Asking not to be called by a nickname does not make a witness hostile, counselor. Continue.”

      “Okay, okay,” the DA said, shifting gears and going on the offensive. “You don’t care too much for the fact that we’re having this trial, do you, Sheriff Daniels?”

      Hell nodded. “That’s right.”

      “And the reason you didn’t want this trial is because you felt that—”

      “Objection,” the public defender said. “If the district attorney is determined to lead the witness, maybe we should put a ring in his nose.”

      The gallery broke into laughter, causing the judge to again bang his gavel and call for order. “I’m going to sustain the objection,” the judge said. “Try asking a question of the witness—like they do in the movies.”

      “Very well,” the DA said. “Sheriff Daniels, you don’t like George Dietz all that much, do you?”

      “I don’t dislike George,” Hell Daniels said, shifting in his seat.

      “Oh, really, Sheriff? I seem to recall you referring to George as—and I quote—one creepy kid.”

      “Oh, hell,” Hell said. “Just because George is a bit creepy, hanging out all hours of the night in the cemetery and setting fires—hell, that doesn’t mean I don’t like the boy.”

      The gallery laughed but quieted down quickly to avoid the judge’s wrath.

      “Tell me this, Sheriff Daniels: do you think Onyx Webb murdered her husband, Ulrich Schröder?” the DA asked.

      “Murder is a strong term,” Hell said. “In my opinion—”

      Hell Daniels stopped mid-sentence as the rear doors to the courtroom swung open. A woman in a black dress—wearing a mask covering half her face and a black sleeve covering her right arm, from her shoulder to her wrist—entered the room.

      Every head in the room turned and a collective gasp emerged from the gallery, followed immediately by a blinding wave of popping flash bulbs as the media scrambled to capture the moment.

      “I apologize for the interruption, your honor,” the woman said in a slow and steady voice. “My name is Onyx Webb, and I have come to clear my name.”
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        Chicago, Illinois

        January 13, 1966

      

      

      Declan Mulvaney knew Phil Spilatro would be in the last place he looked for him. This was not out of pessimism, but simple logic—once he found the weasel-nosed mobster, there would be no need to continue looking.

      In this case, Phil was in both the first and last place Declan looked—in the alley behind The Purple Pig, leaning against a silver Aston Martin DB5, smoking a cigarette.

      Declan stood next to the side of the building, contemplating the best way to traverse the roughly 20-foot distance between them without Phil seeing him coming. Declan knew he could take Phil in a fist fight—he’d done it once already—but there was always the chance the man had a gun.

      Declan watched as Phil put the cigarette to his lips, took a deep drag, and blew a stream of blue smoke and white breath into the cold January air. Declan knew that if he waited too long, Phil might finish his smoke and head inside.

      Declan had to move now.

      Declan reached down and scooped some snow in his gloved hands and packed the white flakes into a ball, then took a step forward and hurled the snowball against the brick wall directly behind the car.

      One second later, Phil Spilatro turned and looked at the wall behind him, just as Declan assumed the man would.

      Two seconds later, Declan closed the gap between them.

      Three seconds later, Phil Spilatro found himself being choked from behind, struggling and gasping for a breath of air that would never come.
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* * *

      If Dunning had changed the way Tommy said it had, Declan could not tell from the outside. The place looked exactly the same as he remembered it—with the same brown brick buildings, surrounded by the same wrought-iron fence, with the same appearance of neglect—the air surrounding the place filled with a suffocating feeling of dread and despair.

      Declan parked the silver Aston Martin DB5 in Dunning’s main lot and made his way up the snow-covered steps into the main building and told the nurse behind the counter what he wanted.

      “Most of the younger boys are kept here in the main building,” the nurse said, “while boys ten and older are kept in what used to be the asylum infirmary in the building next door. Girls, regardless of age, are kept on the other side of the property.”

      Declan bristled every time the woman used the word kept. Kept was something you did with possessions. You kept your car in the garage. You kept your clothes in the closet. You kept your money in the bank. Children didn’t need to be kept—or stored or housed or quartered—they needed a place to live and be cared for.

      “Boys,” Declan said. “Two of them.”

      “Can I have their full names?” the nurse said.

      “Bruce and Stan Lee Mungehr,” Declan said. “Rhymes with hunger, spelled M-U-N-G-E-H-R. And Stan Lee is two words—Stan Lee—not Stanley.”

      The nurse ran her finger down the page. “Here we go—Bruce Mungehr and Stanton Lee Mungehr—signed in at 6:10 p.m. on the night of December 2. And your relationship to the children?”

      “I’m their father,” Declan said, feeling like he should tell the woman why he hadn’t come sooner—that he was away on business—but decided it was none of her business.

      The nurse studied the registration book then excused herself, saying she’d return shortly. Ten minutes later, the nurse returned with a gray-haired man, dressed in a dark suit and necktie. It was obvious the man was not a doctor. “Mr. Mungehr, my name is George Caldwell. I am the current head administrator of the Dunning facility, and I’m afraid I have some bad news to deliver.”

      Declan’s heart sank.

      “It seems that your older boy, Stanton Lee...”

      “Yes?”

      “…he arrived at our facility suffering from a serious intracranial injury, the result of severe external force impact—a blow to the head. Our doctors were optimistic there would be no lasting effects, but with traumatic brain injuries such as these…”

      “What are you saying?” Declan demanded.

      “I am telling you the altercations to the boy’s cerebral blood flow and pressure within the skull continued well beyond what was survivable. Stanton died a week after being admitted. There was nothing we could do.”

      Declan stayed silent, trying to absorb the information.

      “The good news is your younger son, Bruce—the two-year-old—is still here and doing quite well,” Caldwell added quickly as if to soften the previous blow. “I can take you to him if you’d like?”
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* * *

      Six minutes later, Declan saw his son—Bruce—for the first time. Two minutes after that, he held the boy in his arms.

      Eleven minutes later, Declan carried Bruce to the Aston Martin, wrapped in a blanket, and placed his sound asleep two-year-old son in the passenger seat. Then he climbed behind the steering wheel and started the engine, cranking the heater in the small car as high as it would go.

      Bruce stirred in the seat as Declan put the car in gear and the vehicle lurched forward, but the boy settled back quickly into a restful sleep.

      The only question now was: what should Declan do with Phil Spilatro’s dead body, which he had stuffed in the trunk?
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* * *

      Stan Lee Mungehr stood in the third-floor window of the building, his head wrapped in white gauze, and watched as Declan placed his brother in the front seat and then drove away.

      Without him.

      Stan Lee could not understand it. Why would Declan come for his brother, but not for him? Why would he leave him here in this horrible place?

      And then he knew.

      Bruce was Declan’s son.

      And he wasn’t.

      “Hello, Stan Lee,” a woman’s voice said from behind him.

      Stan Lee turned and saw a short, gray-haired woman in a white lab coat. “Who are you?” Stan Lee asked, wiping tears away from his cheeks.

      “My name is Dr. Lilith Pandor,” the woman said. “We’ve never met, but I have a good idea that you and I are going to become very good friends. Come with me.”

      Dr. Pandor extended her hand and waited silently. “Can I take my comic books and Scrabble game?” Stan Lee asked finally.

      Lilith eyed the game board on the nearby table, the wooden letters scattered about, and smiled. “Of course you can, Stan Lee. We’re going to play lots of games where we’re going.”
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        Supai, Arizona

        August 14, 2010

      

      

      The Juniper Canyon Health Spa & Retreat was located, quite literally, at the bottom of a canyon.

      The Grand Canyon.

      A place of breathtaking beauty, the town of Supai—two miles from Havasu Falls—was so remote that the U.S. Census Bureau forgot to count the town’s four hundred residents in the 2000 census. Cars were not allowed. The only way to get people and supplies in and out was an eight-mile, six-hour hike on foot or by mule.

      Unless you had a helicopter.

      While flying in would have been the far easier option, Koda opted to hike in. And not because he needed the exercise.

      He simply didn’t want to make a scene.

      Or be noticed.

      Koda was fairly certain Stormy Boyd’s research was correct—that Quinn Cole was the owner of the spa—if for no other reason than the name. Juniper Canyon. A coincidence? Koda thought not.

      But his calls to the resort, inquiring whom the owner was and seeking to make contact, had gone nowhere. Whoever owned the place wanted to maintain their anonymity and be left alone.

      After the jet landed at a private airstrip in Tempe, Arizona, a limo took Koda to the edge of the canyon where he found an outdoor store and bought everything he needed for the trek: hiking shorts, boots, socks, walking poles, two bottles of water, a wide-brimmed hat, and sunscreen.

      “You know, going down by mule is easier than walking,” the man behind the counter said, adding a first-aid kit to Koda’s pile of merchandise without being asked. “Seventy-five dollars each way.”

      “Thanks, but no,” Koda said, realizing how much he was actually looking forward to the time alone on the trail.

      “Well, here’s our card for when you change your mind,” the man said. “Most people do, especially on the way back up.”
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* * *

      Koda fell three times during the six-hour walk to the bottom of the canyon, the addition of the first aid kit coming in handy. Then he finally saw the place.

      Juniper Canyon.

      The place had only sixteen suites and was a bit more rustic than it looked online, from the outside at least. Koda wasn’t sure it was worth the $2,800 per night rate—with a three-night minimum stay—but he changed his mind when he was taken to his room by his “personal concierge.”

      A stunning space was decorated in soothing neutral tones of brown, cream and white, with hand-carved mahogany furniture and Italian marble floors. The entire back wall was a twenty-foot waterfall, pouring over gleaming cream-colored slabs of marble and draining into an enormous, in-ground hydrotherapy tub.

      “Here’s your agenda for the week, Mr. Mulvaney,” the concierge said. “The refrigerator and pantry have been stocked per your preferences and a chilled bottle of Perrier Jouet Fleur de Champagne and several bottles of water are in the ice bucket next to the hydrotherapy tub, which is set at a constant 104 degrees. Will there be anything else?”

      Koda shook his head and held out a folded $100 bill, but the man waved him off. “Thank you, sir, but I cannot accept. Tipping is strictly forbidden at Juniper Canyon.”
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* * *

      Over the next two days at the Juniper Canyon Spa—between amazing meals on the terrace, Swedish massage sessions, acupuncture treatments, and workouts with a personal trainer—Koda asked every person he encountered what they knew about the owner. They all said they didn’t know because they’d never met him. Or her.

      Everyone said the same thing—exactly the same thing, word for word, as if they’d been told to answer that way.

      Because they had.

      This was confirmed by the resort manager, who told Koda as much when Koda asked the man to come to his suite on the third morning of his stay. “The reason our employees answer that way is because that’s what they are trained to say,” the resort manager said.

      “Okay. So who is he? Or she?” Koda asked.

      “I wouldn’t know, Mr. Mulvaney,” the resort manager said. “I’ve never met him—or her.” Translation: the resort manager was an employee, too, and, even if she knew, she wasn’t saying. Not without extracting a fee first.

      “Fine,” Koda said, pulling his money clip from his pocket. “How much?”

      “It must be frustrating to be in a place where money doesn’t buy everything you want, where you can’t always get your way,” the resort manager said with a hint of amusement in her voice. “Besides, tipping is—”

      “—strictly forbidden at Juniper Canyon,” Koda said, finishing her sentence. “I know, I’ve tried.”

      The resort manager smiled and waited to be dismissed.

      “Is there stationery in the desk?” Koda asked.

      “Of course,” the resort manager said.

      “Give me one minute.”

      The resort manager waited as Koda penned a note and handed it to her in a sealed envelope. “Do me a favor and give this to the owner,” Koda said. “I think he’ll be interested in what it says.”

      There was nothing else Koda could think of doing. If this didn’t work, he’d wasted three days.
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* * *

      Koda spent his final few hours at the spa getting in one final workout and making arrangements for a helicopter out of the canyon. The man at the outdoor supply store was right after all—walking down into the canyon was one thing. Walking back up was another.

      And there was no word from Quinn Cole. Koda began to think Stormy Boyd might have gotten it wrong. The place may have not been Quinn’s after all.

      Koda packed, and then decided to spend the final hour in the steam room before being picked up at the helipad for the flight out.

      Koda had been to the steam room twice over the last couple days, preferring it over the dry sauna. Because he’d been alone each of the other times, he didn’t bother wrapping himself in a towel.

      But this time he was not alone.

      On the white ceramic tile bench opposite him sat an enormous man—at least four-hundred pounds, Koda figured—who looked to be in his mid- to late fifties, with pasty white skin that hadn’t seen the sun in years.

      At least one of them had the good sense to be wrapped in a towel, Koda thought. “Sorry,” Koda said. “I can—”

      “No, come on in,” the heavy man said. “The room is designed for four, so there should be enough room for the two of us.”

      Koda considered leaving to get a towel, but with all the steam the two men could hardly see each other anyway.

      Neither Koda nor the large man said anything for a few minutes, which Koda appreciated. It always took a few minutes to get settled in—for his lungs to get used to inhaling the thick steam and to stop feeling out of breath from the reduced oxygen in the moist air.

      Finally, out of a sense of politeness, Koda leaned forward and extended his hand. “I’m Koda Mulvaney.”

      The heavy man reached out and shook it. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Mulvaney. My name is Quinn Cole.”
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        January 19, 1942

      

      

      The judge banged his gavel for twenty seconds, but with little effect. If the judge thought he was having a hard time controlling things before, well…

      “I will have order in this court!” the judge bellowed. “Bailiff, the next person who makes a peep is to be removed from this courtroom. Have I made myself understood?”

      The bailiff nodded, and the room finally went silent.

      Onyx wove her way through the gauntlet of reporters to the front of the courtroom. “Is there a particular seat you’d like me to take, your honor?” Onyx asked.

      The judge pointed to an empty chair next to the public defender. “There, Ms. Webb. Sit with your counsel.”

      Onyx walked to the table and lowered herself into the chair next to the public defender, who looked stunned, like he was seeing a ghost. Then again—based on everything people had been saying—maybe he was.

      “Your honor, if it pleases the court,” the DA said, “I’d like to have evidence put into the record.”

      “And what evidence might that be?” the judge asked.

      “Why, Ms. Webb, of course,” the DA said. “There’s been a lot of speculation going on, much of it in this very courtroom, regarding Ms. Webb being a ghost. And while I’m sure it comes as a great disappointment to George Dietz, I think it’s reasonable to say Ms. Webb is very much alive.”

      The judge remained silent for several seconds, then nodded in agreement. “It’s a bit irregular to have a defendant admitted into the record as evidence, but nothing has been regular about this trial so far, so I’ll allow it. Please let the record reflect that the defendant, Onyx Webb, is present in the courtroom and therefore is no longer being tried in absentia for murder. She is now simply on trial.”

      “I’d also like to discuss the issue of the defendant’s legal status, your honor,” the DA said.

      “Legal status?” the judge asked.

      “Yes, your honor,” the DA said. “At the end of today’s proceedings, will Ms. Webb be remanded into custody and placed in jail? Or are the citizens of Crimson Cove to be subjected to more days and nights of Ms. Webb roaming the woods like a vampire, terrorizing innocent members of the community and doing who knows what else? As previously demonstrated by her own actions, Ms. Webb has—at a minimum—proved herself to be a flight risk and should be required to post substantial bail.”

      “Your honor, I object to the characterization of my client as a vampire,” the public defender said. “I think an apology is in order and believe the district attorney should be sanctioned to prevent future slanderous comments from being made before the jury.”

      “Okay, that’s it,” the judge said, rising to his feet. “Everyone, in my chambers. Now.”
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* * *

      Five people were gathered around the small conference table in the judge’s private chambers—the district attorney, the public defender, the court reporter, the judge, and Onyx—leaving it to the bailiff and deputy Clay Daniels Jr. to do their best to control the bedlam in the courtroom.

      “Let’s get the bail issue out of the way first,” the judge said, directing his comments to the district attorney. “I assume you have an amount in mind?”

      “Yes, your honor,” the DA said. “Under the circumstances, I would think a bail of no less than $100,000 would—”

      “One-hundred thousand dollars!” the public defender shouted, jumping from his chair. “That would require a $10,000 cash bond. That’s outrageous.”

      “Sit down, counsel,” the judge said. “There are no cameras here to be acting for.”

      Onyx placed her gloved hand on the public defender’s arm and motioned for him to take his seat. “We agree with the district attorney’s request for a $100,000 bail, your honor,” Onyx said.

      Onyx pulled a piece of paper from her purse and laid it on the table. “This is the title to my husband’s car, a very expensive Mercedes Benz, which was placed in storage upon his death pending disposition of our estate.” Then Onyx produced a small velvet bag and spilled out a mound of $20 double eagle gold pieces on top of the paper. “I believe the car, plus these coins, should be more than sufficient to—”

      “Your honor, I object!” the DA said, jumping to his feet.

      “You’re objecting to the bail amount you just requested?” the judge asked the DA, who sheepishly lowered himself back in his chair.

      “Now that Ms. Webb has made bail, is there anything else?” the judge asked.

      “Yes, your honor,” Onyx said. “I wish to represent myself in the courtroom.”

      “I’m not sure that is such a wise move, Ms. Webb. However, if you were willing to retain the public defender here as co-counsel, I’d consider it.”

      “That would be more than acceptable, your honor,” Onyx said.

      “Very well,” the judge said. “If there’s nothing else?”

      Onyx quietly breathed a sigh of relief. Being locked in a jail cell could have spelled the end for her, especially if the trial dragged on for weeks.

      Where would Onyx find energy locked behind bars?
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        Chicago, Illinois

        May 3, 1966

      

      

      There were two things Dr. Lilith Pandor disliked about her name, the first of which was its meaning.

      In ancient Semitic folklore, Lilith meant night demon. And Pandor—a shortened version of the mythological name, Pandora—was the name of the woman whose curiosity unleashed evil into the world.

      The second thing Lilith hated about her name was that no one knew it. Yet. But she was working on it.

      And if things eventually went as planned, Lilith would one day be as famous as the man she idolized most in the world, physicist Nikola Tesla.

      Lilith didn’t simply admire the man, she felt that Tesla possessed an intellect that was—to her mind—almost unearthly. At one point Lilith considered the possibility that Tesla might have actually been a visitor from another galaxy sent to Earth to share his knowledge.

      Tesla had a photographic memory, spoke eight languages, and believed he could control the weather through the use of man-made lightning bolts. And that humans would one day travel through space at the speed of thought. And that women would become the dominant sex in the future, ruling over men like Queen Bees in a hive. A belief they clearly shared.

      Every one of Tesla’s projects—the design of rocket engines, experiments in particle beam weaponry, x-rays, solar power, high-voltage electricity, antigravity, astral projection, magnetic fields, radar, radio waves, invisibility, diathermy, and even time travel—were beyond anything anyone on Earth had ever attempted.

      Most people believed God created the heavens and the earth.

      As far as Lilith was concerned, Tesla created God.

      And while others in the field considered much of Tesla’s work to be bad science and mere quackery, Lilith admired the enigmatic man because—like her—Tesla was not in it for the money. And that is why the great man had been living in room 3327 at The New Yorker Hotel, broke and alone.

      Lilith had written Tesla numerous times, but he never responded. So, during the first week of January 1943, Lilith drove her Studebaker from the research facility in Princeton, New Jersey—through the recently opened Lincoln Tunnel—into Manhattan, determined to meet the man face to face.

      Lilith had concocted several stories designed to get her past security, none of which were necessary. When she crossed the lobby of the hotel and no one stopped her, she simply climbed aboard the elevator and rode it to the thirty-third floor.

      Ignoring the “Do Not Disturb” sign, Lilith knocked on door 3327 and waited.

      She knocked again.

      To her surprise, the knob turned and the door opened slightly.

      “Just leave the towels in the hall,” a frail voice said from inside the room. “I shall retrieve them later.”

      Lilith looked through the crack and could see Tesla standing there—unkempt, disheveled, in wrinkled pajamas and looking twenty years older than he had in any photo she’d ever seen of him.

      “Allow me to bring them in for you, Mr. Tesla,” Lilith said. “There’s no need for you to trouble yourself.”

      Tesla peered through the crack at Lilith, then nodded and walked off, leaving Lilith standing there at the open door.

      Lilith entered the room and closed the door behind her. “Mr. Tesla, I apologize for the ruse. I am not the maid.”

      Tesla turned and faced her. “Then who are you?”

      “My name is Lilith Pandor, and—?”

      “Pandor?” Tesla said. “I know who you are. I’ve read your papers, Dr. Pandor.”

      “You—you know my work?” Lilith stammered in disbelief.

      “Of course I do,” Tesla said. “What do you think I do in here all day? Sleep and watch mindless comedy shows on the television set?”

      Tears welled Lilith’s eyes. My God! Nikola Tesla knew who she was. No—more than that—he knew her work.

      “So, why have you come?” Tesla asked.

      “To meet you, of course,” Lilith said.

      “Well, if that is all…”

      “No,” Lilith said quickly. “I didn’t just come to meet you. I came to ask questions. I have so many questions.”

      “About?”

      “Many things, but mostly about your work in the areas of sensory deprivation, astral projection, and your thoughts on the possibility of creating teleportation doorways through space and time,” Lilith said.

      “Who is really asking?” Tesla said.

      “I don’t understand?”

      “Of course you do, Dr. Pandor,” Tesla said. “You are funded by the United States government, correct?”

      Lilith considered lying, but thought better of it. “Yes.”

      “Then I will ask you once again,” Tesla said. “Who is asking? You? Or them?”

      “Me,” Lilith said. “I am asking.”

      “Then take a seat.”
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* * *

      The next seventy-two hours were like a dream. Lilith would ask a question, and Tesla would answer it so fast she could barely write down what he’d said. Everything she’d ever wanted to know, Tesla either gave her the answer or pointed her in the direction she should look next.

      “The secret to your success in this endeavor can be summed up in three words,” Tesla said finally. “Energy, frequency, and vibration. You will need to find subjects whose thoughts have the correct energy, frequency and vibration. Search for that. And do not vary your focus. For me, it is too late. But for you? Choose a singular thing, Lilith. And no matter how long it takes, no matter how hard it becomes, no matter how tempted you are to quit, stay with it. If you can do that, you will make more progress in one decade than all science has achieved in all the previous centuries of existence.”

      It was the first time in three days Tesla had called her by her first name.

      “Thank you, Nikola,” Lilith said in return.

      Tesla smiled. “Now, if we are done here, I think I shall take a nap.”

      Three hours later, Lilith realized Nikola Tesla was no longer napping.

      Or breathing.

      He was dead.

      There had been no gasping for air, no clutching of the chest—no fanfare, whatsoever. Tesla simply closed his eyes and passed over to another place. A place Lilith hoped he’d be appreciated more than he had been in this one.
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* * *

      Tesla’s corpse was found three days later by Alice Monaghan, the regular maid, who ignored the “Do Not Disturb” sign that Lilith had left on the door when she exited the room the last time after loading her Studebaker with almost twenty boxes of Tesla’s research.

      After learning of Tesla's death, the FBI seized all of Tesla's belongings. The medical examiner ruled the cause of death to be coronary thrombosis, the eighty-six-year-old man had apparently died alone with no suspicious circumstances that needed further inquiry.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lilith completed her notes and carried them to the giant Meilink FireKing safe where she stored all her important papers—especially the files she’d taken from Nikola Tesla’s room twenty-three years earlier.

      Twenty-three years was a long time to chase a dream, especially one as elusive as the work she’d chosen to make her life’s mission. But if she could prove that it was possible for a person to physically project themselves from one place to another using only their mind…

      God, the implications were unimaginable.

      Which was how Lilith talked her way into being part of Project MK Ultra, the CIA’s secret mind-control program—a program that was extremely top secret and extremely illegal—involving a series of experiments on human subjects. And though astral projection was not technically part of the project’s objectives, Lilith felt the work being done by the CIA would provide her with human subjects on which she could experiment.

      Simply put, live humans that would not be missed were hard to come by, and Lilith desperately needed test subjects. So, during the summer of 1953, Lilith left her tenured position at Princeton and began her work at the CIA’s secret facilities near the University of Rochester in upstate New York.

      MK Ultra employed a variety of mental and physical methodologies intended to alter brain functions and manipulate an individual’s mental stability. This included the administration of various drugs—including LSD—and other chemicals. The research also included hypnosis, verbal and sexual abuse, and a wide variety of new and improved torture methods intended for the nation’s enemies but needed to be proven and perfected in a laboratory setting.

      Most importantly, MK Ultra utilized the most advanced sensory deprivation chambers in the world—chambers Lilith desperately needed access to.

      Unfortunately—even with state-of-the-art facilities and Tesla’s stolen notes—Lilith’s research had shown no progress whatsoever and was eventually terminated from the project. Which is how she ended up doing her research in an old, abandoned basement laboratory at the Dunning Asylum on the outskirts of Chicago.

      Twenty-three years was a long time. But she’d given Nikola Tesla her word she wouldn’t quit.

      Now, however—with the addition of the boy—Lilith felt the breakthrough she needed was near.

      The tests on Stan Lee Mungehr had given Lilith exactly what she was looking for—an epileptic whose seizures were the result of recent head trauma—emitted the right amount of energy, and with the correct frequency and vibration shown in Tesla’s notes.

      Stan Lee Mungehr.

      Yes, Stan Lee had to be her ticket out of this self-imposed hell. And bring her the fame she so desired.

      He had to be the one.
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        Supai, Arizona

        August 17, 2010

      

      

      Koda was flabbergasted.

      The last known photograph of Quinn Cole had him on the cover of Men’s Health magazine in May 1999—shirt off, muscles ripped, skin tanned. It seemed impossible that the obese man sitting in the cloud of steam in front of Koda was the same guy.

      “I’ve been trying to meet with you for the last three days,” Koda said. “So what? Everyone knows who you are, but they all keep it a secret?”

      “No,” Quinn said. “They keep the secret because they don’t know who I am. The only person who knows who I really am is the resort manager—everyone else thinks I’m an eccentric rich guy with a severe food addiction who checked in eleven years ago and never checked out.”

      “I know this is going to sound personal, but—?”

      “You’re wondering how I ended up like this?” Quinn said. “Obese, hiding out here in this place?”

      “Well, yes,” Koda said.

      “It’s simple, Koda,” Quinn said. “I’m an addict. Right now, my addiction is food. Over the years it’s been other things—gambling, drugs, TV, sex, fitness, alcohol—each of them serving the same purpose.”

      “Being…?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Quinn said. “In the beginning, I was addicted to exercise, which is how I got in the health club business. But I was naïve. I thought the money would shield me from pain, but now I know—misery knows no bounds. A thin person can be just as miserable as a fat person. A rich person can be just as miserable as a poor person. Married people can be just as miserable as people who live alone.”

      “It wasn’t your fault that—”

      Quinn held up his hand. “The truth is what it is, Koda. My sister is dead because I didn’t do my job. That’s what Wyatt Scrogger told me the day he was convicted. I asked him to tell me the truth about what happened to Juniper, and that’s what he said. That she was dead because I didn’t do my job as her brother. I hated him for saying it, but he was right.”

      “Juniper’s death was not your fault,” Koda said.

      “You know, I almost jumped from the roof of a building that day,” Quinn said. “And do you know why I didn’t? Because jumping would have been too easy. Instead, I jump from addiction to addiction. In that way, Wyatt and I have something in common. We’re both in prison on death row—the only difference is I’ve got a bigger cell.

      “Do you know why I built this place? To get away from people like you asking about my sister,” Quinn said.

      “So, why did you agree to meet with me?” Koda asked. “I mean, if you don’t want to talk about her?”

      “Because you’re different, and I can’t figure you out,” Quinn said. “You’re not a reporter, looking to do yet another interview about her disappearance. Or some charlatan psychic trying to shake me down for money. So, I guess I’m curious.”

      “I saw your sister—Juniper—in a mirror,” Koda said.

      “My sister is dead,” Quinn said.

      Koda nodded. “Yes, I know.”

      “Well, I don’t believe in ghosts,” Quinn said. “So, if that’s all you came to tell me…”

      “That, and I don’t think Wyatt Scrogger did it,” Koda said. “In fact, I’m pretty sure he didn’t.”

      “You met with him?” Quinn said.

      “Yes.”

      “There at the prison?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let me guess,” Quinn said. “Wyatt told you some jokes, looked at you with those big, weepy eyes of his, and said he didn’t do it.”

      “Pretty much,” Koda said.

      “And you believed him?”

      “Yes, I did,” Koda said.

      “Well, then you’re a fool,” Quinn said.
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        January 19, 1942

      

      

      “So, Sheriff Daniels,” the DA began, “let us cut to the chase, shall we? Do you believe the defendant, Ms. Webb, murdered her husband, Ulrich Schröder?”

      “Hell, I would think that’s a question for the coroner,” Hell Daniels said.

      “Oh, don’t worry, Sheriff—I’ll be asking the coroner the same question later,” the DA said. “Right now, I’m asking you.”

      Hell remained silent, thinking. “Murdered him? Hell, no, I do not. Did Onyx kill the man in self-defense? Yes, I believe she did.”

      A low buzz developed in the courtroom and then quieted.

      “I see,” the DA said. “Your honor, the prosecution would like to place the following photographs—taken at the crime scene on Christmas night, December 25, 1937—into evidence.”

      The pictures were of Ulrich.

      After the photos were placed into evidence, the district attorney handed the photos to a member of the jury, instructing the man to look carefully at each one, and then pass them along to the other jurors.

      The pictures were gruesome.

      Once every juror had a chance to see what remained of Ulrich after the fire, the DA carried the photos to the witness stand and laid them on the railing in front of Hell Daniels. “So, Sheriff, do these look like self-defense to you?”

      “Well, it depends,” Hell said.

      “Depends? Depends on what? In what situation could doing that to another human being be considered acceptable?” the DA snapped. “Being attacked at a barbeque and accidently falling into the grill, perhaps?”

      “Objection, your honor,” the public defender said. “The DA knows he’s not allowed to—”

      “Sustained,” the judge said, leveling a stare at the DA. “Knock it off.”

      “Yes, your honor,” the DA said, trying to hide his smile. “So, Sheriff Daniels, how many dead bodies are we up to now?”

      “I’m not sure I understand your question.”

      “Oh, sure you do, Hell,” the DA said, intentionally calling him by his nickname for no reason other than to try and get under Hell’s skin. “We’re friends, right? We’ve known each other since we were kids. So, let’s pretend the jury isn’t here. It’s just you and me, Hell, sitting out on the porch, drinking a few beers and having a chat. How many dead bodies have been discovered in and around Crimson Cove, under what one might call suspicious circumstances?”

      “Well, that would depend on the specific period of time you’re asking about,” Hell said.

      “I’m talking about from the day Onyx Webb burned up her husband like a pile of autumn leaves and today,” the DA said. “Is that specific enough for you?”

      Hell turned and looked to the judge for help but received none.

      “Answer the question, Sheriff,” the judge said.

      “Seventeen,” Hell said. The courtroom began to buzz again, and then settled down.

      “Seventeen?” the DA repeated loudly. “I’m not an expert in the area of statistical probability, but that sounds like a lot—for a town as small as Crimson Cove.”

      “Is that a question?”

      “No,” the DA said. “The question is how many of those seventeen people do you figure were murdered by Onyx Webb?” the DA asked.

      “Objection,” the public defender said. “We are here about the death of Ulrich Schröder. Has my client been charged with additional murders I don’t know about?”

      “Sustained,” the judge said. “I’m instructing the prosecution to limit the questions to the charges before this court. Is that understood?”

      “No trouble, your honor,” the DA said. “I’m done with this witness.”
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* * *

      Against the public defender’s advice, Onyx rose to her feet to conduct the cross examination of the witness.

      “Good afternoon, Sheriff Daniels,” Onyx began.

      “Ms. Webb,” Hell said, nodding his head.

      “It’s been a while since we last saw each other,” Onyx said.

      “Four years,” Hell offered.

      “And under more trying circumstances, as I recall,” Onyx said.

      “I’d say that,” Hell said. “You were laid up in a hospital bed, covered in bandages. And if you don’t mind me saying, you look a whole lot better now.”

      “Thank you,” Onyx said. “I feel better, too.”

      “Excuse me, Ms. Webb,” the judge interrupted. “I’ve given you significant leeway here in my courtroom, but if you and Sheriff Daniels would like to catch up on old times, please do it after the trial. Do you have a question for the sheriff?”

      “Yes, your honor,” Onyx said. “Sheriff Daniels, over the last four years, has anyone come into your office and formally accused me of having been involved in these unexplained deaths the prosecution has been referring to?” Onyx asked.

      “No.”

      “Not a single person?”

      “No.”

      “And have you, Sheriff Daniels, personally witnessed me commit any of these crimes?”

      “No.”

      “In fact, there isn’t a single shred of evidence that any of these deaths are the result of anything other than natural causes, is there, Sheriff?”

      “No, there is not.”

      “Very well,” Onyx said. “Now—for the only question that really matters in this proceeding—what did you think of my husband, Ulrich?”

      “Objection,” the DA said. “Relevance, your honor? The sheriff’s personal opinion of—”

      The judge held up his hand and furrowed his brow. “I’ll allow it,” he said finally. “Go ahead, Sheriff. You may answer.”

      Hell Daniels considered everything he knew about Ulrich, including his affair with Claudia and Claudia’s claims that Ulrich was the father of her now seven-year-old son, Phil.

      It was an easy question to answer.

      “Ulrich Schröder was a low-down, no good, son of a bitch,” Hell said, eliciting murmurs from the gallery.

      Onyx nodded and gave the slightest of smiles. “And do you think my husband was capable of murder?”

      Hell thought back to when Onyx and Ulrich first arrived in Crimson Cove, and about how it coincided with the bludgeoning death of the previous lighthouse caretaker.

      “Was Ulrich capable of murder?” Hell said, repeating the question. “Hell, yes. I believe he most certainly was.”
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        Chicago, Illinois

        June 6, 1966

      

      

      Stan Lee Mungehr sat on the edge of the bed in his room with his left hand cuffed to the metal railing, wondering if the girl would come and visit him again. Not the older woman who ran the place—Dr. Pandor—but the blonde girl.

      Kara.

      Stan Lee had been at Dunning for six months and found himself bored to tears, locked alone in a small room, twenty-plus hours a day. And then Kara showed up.

      Stan Lee liked it when Kara came—she was fun and funny—and they had things in common.

      Like Stan Lee, Kara was an only child. And, like him, she was an orphan, her parents having been blown up in an explosion. And, like Stan Lee, she’d ended up in Dunning.

      But she was older than he was. Stan Lee was ten, and Kara was fourteen maybe? Fifteen? He’d never asked.

      In any case, having Kara around made the time pass more quickly. And there were only so many times he could re-read the single comic book he’d been allowed to keep, or create new words and anagrams with his Scrabble game.

      More than anything else, Kara was convinced the two of them would get out of Dunning.

      Someday.

      Stan Lee wasn’t so sure. He looked at the doorway, hoping it would swing open and Kara would come.

      Stan Lee leaned back on the thin mattress and closed his eyes.

      Sleep.

      When all else failed, there was always sleep.
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* * *

      Stan Lee had no idea how long he’d been asleep when he heard the door creaking open. As he did every time the door opened, he said a prayer, just like his mother had taught him to do each night before he went to bed.

      Please, God, if you’re there, don’t let it be Dr. Pandor.

      “Hey, Super Boy,” the voice came from the door. “Are you awake?”

      Stan Lee’s eyes snapped opened and he sat up.

      It was Kara.

      “I was hoping it was you,” Stan Lee said.

      “Listen, I don’t know how long I can stay before bed check, so let’s not waste time. What do you want to do?”

      “Just talk,” Stan Lee said.

      Stan Lee still didn’t understand why Kara was allowed to walk around freely while he was kept trapped in his room like a monkey in a cage at the zoo. She’d explained it, but he didn’t like the answer.

      “Just do what they tell you to do. Be a good boy, and they’ll let you walk around. And if you’re really good, maybe someday they’ll let you go.”

      “Okay, let’s talk,” Kara said. “What about?”

      “I don’t know?”

      “I’ve got an idea,” Kara said. “How about we tell each other secrets about ourselves, something neither one of us knows about the other.”

      “Sure,” Stan Lee said. “You go first.”

      “Okay,” Kara said, pushing herself up on the edge of the bed next to Stan Lee. “Something you don’t know about me is that Kara isn’t my real name.”

      “It isn’t?” Stan Lee asked.

      Kara shook her head. “Nope. It’s Linda.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. And my middle name is Lee. Just like yours,” Kara said. “It’s like we’re connected. Stan Lee and Linda Lee. Kara is just a made up name, like a fake person.”

      “Wow,” Stan Lee said. “That’s neat.”

      “Yeah,” Kara said. “Now it’s your turn. You tell me something I don’t know about you.”

      “My hair, if I still had it, is brown,” Stan Lee said, rubbing the top of his shaved head.

      “I know that already, silly,” Kara said. “I was here the day they shaved it off. Tell me something I don’t know. You must have some kind of secret. Everybody does.”

      Stan Lee stayed quiet. Yes, he had a secret, but he wasn’t sure if it was something he really wanted to say out loud.

      “Well?” Kara said.

      Oh, just say it, Stan Lee thought.

      “I’m planning on killing someone,” he whispered.

      Kara smiled. “That’s cool.”

      “Really? You think?”

      “Yeah, sure,” Kara said. “If they deserve it. Who are you thinking about killing?”

      “Declan. His name is Declan.”

      “The man who gave you the Scrabble game and the comic books?” Kara said. “I thought you liked him.”

      “I did, but…”

      Stan Lee thought about that day, looking out the window and seeing Declan get out of the silver car. He thought Declan had finally come to get him. But he hadn’t. He’d only come for his brother.

      “Is this because he came for your brother but not for you?” Kara asked.

      Stan Lee nodded.

      “You know why, right?” Kara said.

      Stan Lee shook his head.

      “It’s because Bruce is a real son, and you aren’t,” Kara said.

      “A real son?” Stan Lee repeated.

      “Yeah, you know. Declan and Bruce have the same blood in them because Declan made him. But you were made by someone else,” Kara said.

      Stan Lee knew Kara was right. Bruce was a real son.

      And he wasn’t.

      “You know what you are to him, Stan Lee? Trash. That’s what you are—something the garbage man takes away and dumps in a place like this, where people never have to see it again. So how are you going to do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “What do you think?” Kara said.

      “Stab him, I guess,” Stan Lee said.

      “Like you stabbed the man who killed your mother?”

      “Yeah, only better. Harder, in the stomach. Or maybe in his heart,” Stan Lee said. “If I’m strong enough.”

      “Oh, you’re strong enough,” Kara said. “You’re strong enough to do anything you want.”

      Stan Lee wasn’t so sure. He knew Kara said things to make him feel better, even if they weren’t true sometimes. But he didn’t mind. They did make him feel better. Kara made him feel strong.

      And less alone.

      “What do you miss most about home?” Kara asked, changing the subject.

      “My mom, I guess,” Stan Lee said. “What about you?

      “I miss my cat,” Kara said. “His name is Streaky. And I miss my horse, too. His name is Comet.”

      “Streaky and Comet,” Stan Lee said. “They sound fast.”

      “Oh, they are! If Streaky and Comet were here I’d…”

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” Kara said looking away.

      “No, what?”

      “I would have Streaky jump on Dr. Pandor and attack her face with his claws,” Kara said. “You know, like to distract her. And then I’d hop on Comet and ride right out of here and…”

      Kara stopped mid-sentence and listened, and then lowered herself off the edge of the bed.

      “What?”

      “She’s coming. Don’t you hear her?” Kara said.

      Stan Lee listened closely and, sure enough, Kara was right. He could hear footsteps coming down the hall.

      “Don’t worry,” Kara said. “Just do what she wants, and it will be okay.”

      The door swung open and Dr. Pandor entered, followed by an orderly who made his way to the bed and unlocked the cuff from Stan Lee’s wrist.

      “Good morning, Stan Lee,” Dr. Pandor said.

      “I’m not going,” Stan Lee said defiantly, ignoring Kara’s advice.

      “Fine, we’ll do it the hard way,” Dr. Pandor said finally, motioning to the orderly. “Edgar?”

      Edgar wrapped his arms around Stan Lee and carried him toward the door. Stan Lee kicked and screamed, but the orderly was too big and too strong.

      There was nothing he could do to stop it.
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        Orlando, Florida

        August 20, 2010

      

      

      Robyn heard the sound of a car engine in the driveway and put her book down. She wasn’t expecting anyone, especially at eight in the morning. When she looked out the window and saw the fire-engine red McLaren, she knew immediately who it was.

      Koda.

      “What are you doing here?” Robyn asked, sweeping an armful of toys off the sofa and onto the floor, so he’d have a place to sit.

      “I just got back from Arizona,” Koda said, taking a seat and eyeing the toys. “What’s with all of this?”

      “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” Robyn said. “But in a bit. First, what were you doing in Arizona?”

      “I found Juniper’s brother, Quinn,” Koda said. “He was a hard man to find. He owns this incredible spa retreat at the base of the Grand Canyon.”

      “You never told me Juniper had a brother,” Robyn said.

      “Yeah, well she does,” Koda said, picking a toy fire engine off the floor. “I used to have a fire truck like this. Why do you have—?”

      “Later,” Robyn said, exasperated. “Finish the damn story.”

      “He’s a recluse,” Koda said. “Quinn, I mean. Blames himself for his sister’s death.”

      “I know how he feels,” Robyn said. “I still think about the night Dane got hit by the train, wondering if I’d done things differently, he’d somehow still be alive.”

      Koda nodded his head. He understood. He wasn’t even there that night and he found himself thinking from time to time that maybe he could have done something. He could only imagine the guilt Robyn still carried with her.

      “So I told him about having seen who I know is his sister in the mirror that night, and Quinn isn’t buying any of it. And he’s still convinced Wyatt Scrogger is guilty.”

      “At this point, he has to keep believing that,” Robyn said. “Imagine how he’d feel if he allowed himself to consider that—in addition to the part he played in his sister’s disappearance—he also helped put his best friend on death row? Talk about guilt.”

      Koda nodded. Robyn was right. In retrospect, Koda wasn’t even sure why he’d gone to see Quinn.

      “Okay, your turn,” Koda said. “What’s with the toys?”

      “If you remember, we didn’t really talk much on the drive back from Georgia,” Robyn said.

      “Yeah, I guess not,” Koda said. “We were both pretty much in our own worlds.”

      “Well, when you were at the prison with Wyatt Scrogger, my brother was delivering the news that my sister-in-law has been diagnosed with stage three pancreatic cancer.”

      “Oh, shit,” Koda said. “Stage three. What does that mean?”

      “It means the tumor has spread outside the pancreas,” Robyn said. “My brother said it hasn’t spread to the lymph nodes, and the doctors say that because of her age…”

      Robyn stopped, unable to continue.

      “Christ,” Koda said. “Does she have insurance? And a good doctor? If she doesn’t, I can—”

      Robyn held up her hand. “No, that’s all covered. But thanks.”

      “So the toys…?”

      “My brother has asked me to take care of their son—my nephew, Mason—while they get her treated at a cancer center in Minneapolis.”

      “So, he’s here? You’ve been watching him for what, a week already?” Koda asked.

      “Yes. And it’s been difficult,” Robyn said. “I mean, he’s a great kid, and I love having him here. But with me working nights…”

      “Who watches him?” Koda asked.

      “I’ve got a neighbor who comes over—”

      “Screw that,” Koda said. “You and Mason should stay at my place in the 55 West building. There’s plenty of room, and it’s literally two-hundred feet from DJ’s. I’ll hire a nanny and—”

      “Koda, I can’t let you do that. It’s too much,” Robyn said.

      “Bullshit,” Koda said, pulling himself to his feet and taking out his cell phone. “I’ll just make a quick call to arrange for—”

      “Hey, buddy,” Robyn said. “How did you sleep? Better than the other night?”

      Koda looked across the living room and saw a sandy-haired, sleepy-eyed seven-year-old boy standing in the doorway.

      “Yeah, I guess,” Mason said.

      “Mason, I want you to meet a friend of mine,” Robyn said. “Mason, this is Koda. Koda, this is Mason.”

      “Hey, Mason,” Koda said.

      “Aunt Robyn, I’m hungry,” Mason said.

      “Well, then what do you say I make us all some pancakes?” Robyn said.

      “What about coming to 55 West?” Koda said.

      “It’s a great offer, but for now we’re fine,” Robyn said, wishing she’d had a few more minutes alone with Koda before Mason woke up.

      There were things she wanted to tell him.

      Things that had been happening around the house.

      Strange things.

      Like finding her bedroom closet door open after she was sure she’d closed it—then closing it—only to come back into the room a minute later to find it open again.

      Most of the things started earlier that week.

      After Mason arrived.

      When Robyn asked Mason if he was doing them, he denied it. But when Robyn pressed him, he would shut down and refuse to talk.

      Now Mason wasn’t sleeping.

      Robyn was convinced Mason was having behavioral problems, probably because his mother was sick—being suddenly uprooted, taken away to stay with an aunt he barely knew—in a city five-hundred miles away from home.

      And then—the night before last—Robyn woke to find Mason standing at the side of her bed.

      Just looking at her.

      “Mason, what is it?” she had asked.

      “The men won’t let me get any sleep,” Mason replied.

      “The men? What men?” Robyn asked, grabbing Mason by shoulders. “Mason, what are you talking about?”

      “The men in my closet,” Mason said.
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        January 22, 1942

      

      

      After three days of the trial, the district attorney was pleased with what he’d accomplished.

      The sheriff, Hell Daniels, had stated he believed Onyx killed her husband, even if the man hadn’t agreed with the charge of murder. He’d shown the grisly, post-fire photos of Ulrich to the jury. He’d even managed to get the fact that there had been a number of suspicious deaths in and around Crimson Cove—which any rational human being would have to believe were connected to Onyx—into the minds of the jurors.

      And now, to tie a bow around the entire case, was the DA’s star witness.

      Claudia Spilatro.

      “The prosecution calls Claudia Spilatro,” the DA said, followed by the now familiar sound of camera shutters opening and closing and blinding flashes of bulbs.

      As if not to be outdone by Onyx, Claudia swept into the courtroom looking like Bette Davis in a floor-length black dress, black sunglasses, and an enormous black hat that got to the witness stand several seconds before she did.

      Claudia placed her right hand on the bible and was sworn in. “You’ll need to remove your sunglasses, Ms. Spilatro,” the judge said.

      “Must I, your honor?” Claudia asked with her red-painted lips. “I’ve been crying so hard, I can only imagine—”

      “Yes, Ms. Spilatro,” the judge said, cutting her off. “If you wish to present testimony before this court, the glasses will have to go—and the hat.”

      Claudia huffed, carefully removing her hat so as not to mess up her hair, and then removed the glasses from her face and dropped them in her giant purse. It was only then—for the first time since entering the courtroom—that Claudia looked over and made eye contact with Onyx.

      Claudia and Onyx glared at one another, neither woman wanting to be the first to blink or look away. But when it came to staring someone down, Onyx had the advantage. Ghosts eyes do not tear up.

      And ghosts never blink.

      Claudia finally turned her head and redirected her gaze to the district attorney. “Let’s get this over with, shall we?”

      “Ms. Spilatro, would you please state your full name and spell it for the record?”

      “Claudia Jeanne Spilatro. The first name is spelled just the way it sounds. The middle name is spelled J-E-A-N-N-E,” Claudia said, turning her gaze toward the jury. “And if you’ve lived in Crimson Cove for more than a week, you already know how to spell Spilatro.”

      “Yes, your family has served as pillars of this community for many years, haven’t they?” the DA asked, then moved forward to his next question without waiting for an answer. “Which prompts me to ask: what did your father—reputed Las Vegas mobster Faustino ‘The Owl’ Spilatro—think of your affair, and subsequent bastard child, with the defendant’s husband?”

      Claudia’s face tightened as murmurs rose from the gallery. “My daddy didn’t know anything about it,” Claudia said finally. “I kept my relationship with Ulrich a secret.”

      “And why did you keep it a secret?”

      “Because my daddy would have killed him,” Claudia said, looking toward the second row of the courtroom where her father, Faustino Spilatro, and her remaining brother, Fabrizio, were seated.

      The judge banged his gavel to calm the growing buzz from the gallery. “I think it would be a good time to shift the focus of your questions from the witness to the defendant, don’t you think?”

      “Of course, your honor,” the DA said. “I just thought it was important to get the fact that the witness’s family has a reputation for, shall we say, taking matters into their own hands when things are not to their liking. Wouldn’t you say that’s true, Ms. Spilatro?”

      “Yes,” Claudia said.

      “So, with that in mind, would it be fair to say that you and Ulrich were not keeping your affair a secret from the defendant, Onyx Webb—you were only keeping the relationship a secret from your family?”

      “That’s true,” Claudia said. “Ulrich and I were very much in love. I wanted him to tell Onyx about us, but…”

      “But what?” the DA prompted.

      “But Ulrich said Onyx had a mean streak running through her,” Claudia said. “He thought she was an evil, vindictive woman filled with anger and hate. And that… that…”

      “And that what?” the DA prompted. “What was the reason Ulrich refused to tell his wife—the defendant—about you?”

      “Because he was afraid she’d kill him,” Claudia said. Claudia dropped her head and wiped away crocodile tears as murmurs wound their way through the gallery.

      “One last question, Ms. Spilatro, if I may,” the DA said. “That night—Christmas, December 25, 1937, the night Onyx Webb doused your lover and father of your child in kerosene oil and set him ablaze—why did you go there, out to the lighthouse?”

      “Because Ulrich had promised to tell Onyx the truth about us, about Phil and me, and I wanted to make sure she hadn’t done anything to hurt him.”

      “The prosecution rests, your honor,” the DA said as he returned to his seat, satisfied he’d just closed the deal. Everything had gone exactly the way he and Claudia had rehearsed it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Chicago, Illinois

        June 6, 1966

      

      

      Stan Lee followed Dr. Pandor down the stairs, repeating Kara’s words like a mantra: just do what she wants, and it will be okay.

      Yet he knew it wouldn’t.

      During the six months he’d been at Dunning, Stan Lee had made at least twenty trips down these stairs, finding himself standing at the foot of what everyone referred to as the box—which wasn’t really a box so much as an oblong, plastic coffin, with a lid on top that you climbed through to get inside.

      The bottom half of the box was filled with water.

      “What’s the water for?” Stan Lee asked the first time he peered in.

      “It’s there so you’ll have sweet dreams,” Dr. Pandor said.

      What a lie.

      Yes, the water was there so you’d dream, but the dreams were never good. Even the best dreams—the ones where Stan Lee went places and saw amazing things he’d never seen before—made him feel sick.

      Disoriented.

      Lost.

      Like he was dreaming even though he was wide awake, floating in a sea of silent black clouds—what it must feel like if you were out in space.

      And it wasn’t regular water either. Not the kind you took a bath in. The water had something in it—Epsom salt, whatever that was—put in to make you float on the surface. But the salt made his skin itch for days afterward, sometimes to the point that he’d scratch himself until he’d bleed.

      “Come here, Stan Lee,” Dr. Pandor said, holding the leather hood with the wires attached.

      “Do we have to use the hood?” Stan Lee asked. They’d done it both ways, and it was much better without the hood, even if the water got in his ears and made them ache afterward.

      “Yes, Stan Lee. Or we could let Edgar help you,” Dr. Pandor said, glancing at the orderly.

      Stan Lee shook his head. “I can do it myself.”

      Stan Lee stepped forward and took the hood from Dr. Pandor and slid it over his head, pulling it down all the way so the metal receptors would make contact with the top of his shaved head as he’d been instructed, then tightening the leather belt beneath his chin to told the hood in place.

      “Okay, now your clothes.”

      Stan Lee obediently unbuttoned his pajama tops and slid the thin cotton garment from his shoulders and let it drop to the floor. Then he untied the strings that held his pajama bottoms in place and allowed them to fall to the floor as well.

      Just do what she wants and it will be okay.

      The orderly stepped forward and gathered the wires hanging from the leather hood and wrapped them in black water-proof tape.

      “Now climb in,” Dr. Pandor said.

      Stan Lee reached out until he found the edge of the box with his hand and stepped in.

      How long would they leave him in this time? It didn’t matter, not really. In the box, time didn’t exist.

      Nothing did.
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        “Those filled with hate believe the edge of the universe is surrounded in darkness, while those filled with love believe it to be bathed in light. But what does it matter? Upon their deaths, both will discover they were correct.”

      

        

      
        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Episode 11: Dr. Pandor’s Box

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Chicago, Illinois

        May 9, 1968

      

      

      Two and a half years in the basement at Dunning was a long time—long enough to make some of the people in Dr. Pandor’s program literally go mad.

      But not Stan Lee.

      Stan Lee had managed to keep himself on an even keel somehow. At least when compared to the others.

      Early on, Stan Lee had been kept locked in his room, cuffed to his bed like a rabid dog. His meals were brought to him three times a day by the orderly, whose name he now knew was Edgar. Edgar would come in three times a day, silently drop off a tray full of food, and leave with the used bedpan.

      Other than Edgar, Stan Lee had no visitors. Ever.

      Well, except for Kara.

      But then, one day out of the blue, things changed. Rather than drop off Stan Lee’s breakfast, Edgar removed the cuff from Stan Lee’s wrist and walked him down the hall to a room he’d never been in before.

      Part cafeteria, part recreation area, the room wasn’t very big—about the size of the apartment he’d lived in with his mother and brother—but it had tables and chairs.

      And a television set.

      “This is where you’ll eat your meals,” Edgar said. “Half an hour, breakfast, lunch, and dinner, so long as you don’t have any more of those seizures.”

      And with that, everything changed.

      Stan Lee stopped feeling like he was losing his mind, becoming less depressed and less angry by the day, simply knowing there was something to look forward to.

      Kara was right. He’d done what they asked, and he’d been given some freedom—just like they’d given her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Stan Lee slid on his paper slippers and began pacing, waiting for Edgar to arrive to take him to breakfast. Though he had no clock to tell the exact time, Stan Lee had developed an uncanny ability to predict when the key would slide in the lock.

      Five, four, three…

      Clank, click, clank.

      Not bad, Stan Lee thought as the door swung open.

      Only two seconds off.

      “Any seizures last night?” Edgar asked.

      “Not that I remember,” Stan Lee said. He knew it was a lie, but if he told the truth they’d put him in a straitjacket and strap him down, so he wouldn’t flop off the bed and hurt himself. “Is the TV working?”

      Edgar shrugged. “Do I look like an electrician?”

      Edgar followed Stan Lee down the hall like they were in a two-person parade, toward the meal room, where Stan Lee saw Kara waiting by the door.

      Kara smiled and waved at Stan Lee, and he smiled back. She hadn’t been around for several days, and Stan Lee was glad to see her.

      Edgar pointed to an empty chair. “You got twenty-nine minutes, Scrabble-Boy. Then I got to get you back and shave your head.”

      Stan Lee hated that they counted the minute it took to walk down the hall. It didn’t seem fair.

      Stan Lee sat down and noticed the picture on the TV was working, but the sound was still out. Kara slid into the chair next to him. “Edgar is going to shave your head when you get back. You know what that means, right?”

      Stan Lee didn’t bother to answer her. Of course, he knew what it meant—it meant he was about to make another trip to the box.

      Whatever.

      Stan Lee had gotten so used to going to the box it didn’t bother him anymore. In fact, there were times he’d started to look forward to it. Like going to meals, going to the box got him out of his room, as weird as that was.

      And the dreams? The dreams had become more vivid, more real, almost enjoyable. Sometimes.

      Though sometimes not.

      There were a few times Stan Lee found himself doing bad things during the dreams—things he didn’t want to share with anyone.

      Not even Kara.

      Dr. Pandor insisted that Stan Lee tell her everything at the end of each session in the box, so she could make her notes. But lately he found himself holding certain things back.

      Like the dream where he killed the rabbit—strangling the innocent animal, watching it kick and struggle to get free—before going limp in his hands.

      It felt so real.

      “I was thinking that maybe you should have a fake name, too,” Kara said. “You know, like mine.”

      “I’ve been working on that,” Stan Lee said softly.

      “You have?”

      “Yes. I’ll show you when we get back to the room,” Stan Lee said. “If you want to come?”

      “No talking over there,” one of the meal room nurse’s said from across the room. “You know the rules.” Stan Lee nodded silently at the woman, acknowledging that he heard her without saying it out loud.

      Talking wasn’t allowed by anyone, anywhere, at any time in the facility.

      Except for Kara.

      Kara talked incessantly, like a chatterbox. Yet no one ever seemed to get mad at her. Not like they did at him.

      “Get something to eat, you look terrible,” Kara said, sliding out of her chair. “I’ll come by later and we’ll talk then.”

      “When?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Whenever you want me to come.”
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* * *

      Stan Lee was sitting on the floor of his room, with the ninety-seven remaining Scrabble letter tiles lying flat on the ground in front of him. The game originally came with one hundred letters, but one of the E’s and both P’s had disappeared long ago. He used the two blank tiles as substitutes for the missing letter P’s, leaving him to remember the missing E in his head.

      Also gone were the wooden racks that held the letters, taken away by Dr. Pandor, who feared Stan Lee might file the ends to a point and stab someone with them.

      Not a bad idea, had he thought of it.

      Stan Lee gathered the letters that spelled his full name:

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

      

      

      Next, he pulled the letters he’d already decided would be part of his fake hero name…

      
        
        S-E-R-G-E-N-T

      

      

      Stan Lee had seen clips of the army men in their green camouflaged uniforms on television, fighting over in Vietnam. If he wasn’t trapped where he was, that’s what he’d do: enlist in the army and become a sergeant, leading a platoon against the evil Viet Cong.

      Now, what to do with the remaining letters? It took Stan Lee several tries, but eventually he came up with something he thought worked pretty good:

      
        
        E-L-T-O-N   N-A-H-U-M

      

      

      Was Nahum a proper name? Stan Lee didn’t know, but people had all sorts of names, right? So it must be okay. Besides, like in the game of Scrabble, those were the letters he was dealt.

      “That’s clever,” Kara said from behind him.

      Stan Lee turned and saw her standing there. “You think?”

      “Yeah, sure,” Kara said lowering herself and sitting cross-legged next to him. “Army guys are cool. Like those little green plastic army toys, there had to be a sergeant in there somewhere, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Stan Lee said. “Probably the guy with his arm in the air, signaling for the rest of the guys to charge.”

      “So is that your fake name for keeps?” Kara said.

      Stan Lee did not answer. He stayed silent, as if deciding what he wanted to say next.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” Kara asked.

      “Who says something’s wrong?” Stan Lee said.

      “Come on, I know you. Spit it out.”

      “It’s just that, lately—when I go in the box—something seems different,” Stan Lee said.

      “Different how?”

      “I used to have all these dreams, but now…”

      Kara gave Stan Lee a stern look, making it clear she was getting tired of his delay tactics. And he didn’t want her to leave.

      “But now it feels like… like… like it’s real. Like I’m not dreaming about being in places and doing things, but like I’m actually there.”

      “That’s not possible,” Kara said.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. So, I decided to scratch my cheek with my fingernail,” Stan Lee said, turning his head so Kara could see the inch-long red scratch on his cheek. “See?”

      “That doesn’t mean anything. You could have done that to yourself in the box,” Kara said.

      Stan Lee shook his head. “No, I couldn’t. The leather hood was covering my face the entire time. I couldn’t have scratched my face with the hood on. I was somewhere else, and my face wasn’t covered.”

      “It doesn’t seem possible,” Kara said. “How long do you think you were out of the box?”

      “Just a few seconds? Not long enough to get help or make a call or anything.”

      “How did you do it?”

      “I just made a picture in my head of being outside and kept thinking about it, as hard as I could,” Stan Lee said. “Then I heard a strange whistling sound, so loud it almost hurt. Next thing I knew, I felt air on my skin and wet grass beneath my feet. I opened my eyes I was standing outside on the lawn, looking back at the building—from the outside.”

      Kara stayed silent for several seconds “So, what are you planning to do about it?”

      “I’m not sure,” Stan Lee said.

      “Well, whatever you do, don’t breathe a word of it to Dr. Pandor,” Kara said. “If she thinks you’ve found a way to use your mind to travel somewhere outside of the box, she’ll never let you go. Not ever.”
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        Villisca, Iowa

        August 12, 2010

      

      

      “On June 10, 1912, this house—at 508 East Second Street in Villisca, Iowa—became the scene of a grisly crime,” Olympia Fudge said, walking slowly toward the camera. “Eight people, two adults, and six innocent children, murdered in their beds with an axe like this.”

      Olympia reached out and lifted a heavy wooden-handled axe off a table and held it up so the camera could zoom in for the shot.

      “Now, almost a hundred years later, residents of this sleepy little farm community say they sometimes see a man walking the streets, carrying an axe like this…”

      Olympia turned the axe around in her hands—and promptly dropped it on her foot.

      “Cut!” the director screamed. “Olympia, are you okay?”

      Olympia gritted her teeth from the pain and was ushered back to her trailer where, presumably, someone would wrap an elastic bandage around her swollen foot.

      Then the show would go on.

      It always did.

      Olympia couldn’t understand why she was so nervous. There was no reason for it. She’d done hundreds of TV episodes with Nathaniel over the years, and she’d never felt so unsure of herself as she did at that moment.

      But that was the thing. Every show she’d ever done had been part of a team. With Nathaniel. Now, with her own show—The Fudge Factor—she was expected to carry the load all on her own.

      And it was a heavy load at that.

      Not only was Olympia the on-screen talent, she was also one of the producers—a title she’d never held before and a responsibility she wasn’t sure she was up to.

      And then there was that one other little problem. She now believed in ghosts. She knew they were real. That they walked among us, unseen.

      And that evil did exist.

      Olympia knew it because she’d witnessed it with her own two eyes, watching the wooden stick strike Nathaniel again and again as he cowered in the corner of the room at The Open Arms Orphanage, the bloody welts raising on his skin at the hands of an invisible force.

      Yes, ghosts were very real.

      But it was her job to go on-screen every week and make the case that they weren’t.

      The showrunner ducked his head into the trailer. “We’re back in five, Olympia. You ready to go?”

      Olympia nodded. Twenty-two crew members being paid union wages were waiting for Olympia to return. It used to be there was no show without Nathaniel. Now there was no show without her.

      Of course, she was ready.

      What other option did she have?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Nathaniel Cryer was still licking his wounds, having been released from his own show six weeks earlier. But he knew it was his fault. Paying a member of the crew to slip into the darkness and knock on the wall during the shoot at The Open Arms Orphanage was a stupid thing to do—especially considering the all-too-real paranormal events that followed but were then brushed off as part of his scheme.

      Nathaniel had flown into Omaha, Nebraska, in the afternoon, rented a Chrysler Sebring convertible, and began the seventy-mile drive east toward Vallisca, Iowa. Where he intended to confront Olympia. Well, not confront her so much as to beg her for help getting back on the show.

      His show.

      Well, what used to be his show.

      Nathaniel glanced down at the GPS and saw he was less than five miles from the site of the infamous Axe Murder House.

      The Axe Murder House had been on Nathaniel’s list of possible show locations when he’d been tossed. Now Olympia was doing the location without him.

      The crew on Olympia’s new show were under strict orders to keep all aspects of the show a secret, especially from Nathaniel. But a little arm-twisting and $100 later, a friend of Nathaniel’s had spilled the beans.

      Nathaniel realized he had to pee and flipped on the turn signal to get off at the last exit before his destination. He wasn’t sure the producers would even let him use the bathroom, let alone be allowed on the set.

      The plan was to sit outside in the Sebring and wait for Olympia to go to her trailer at the end of the shoot. It wasn’t a great plan, but Nathaniel was willing to do whatever was necessary.

      Groveling was not beneath him.
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* * *

      Nathaniel had miscalculated when the shoot would wrap for the day—by about four hours—and it was pitch black outside when the door to Olympia’s trailer swung open and the black woman with the enormous head of hair entered.

      “You’re looking good,” Nathaniel said from the opposite end of the trailer.

      Olympia screamed and jumped back. “Dear, God! You scared the living shit out of me, you—who let you in here?”

      “That’s the hello I get?” Nathaniel said as he stepped forward and leaned in for a kiss, but Olympia pushed him away.

      “Don’t you be kissin’ on me,” Olympia snapped. “The network has a restraining order out on you. Do you know that?”

      “Really?” Nathaniel said with a touch of pride. “What, they think I’m dangerous?”

      Olympia lit a cigarette. “I don’t know if they think you’re dangerous or not, but I’ll tell you what I think. I think you are one crazy-ass, stupid, gay honky, comin’ here like this.”

      Olympia limped a few feet forward and plopped herself down on the sofa.

      “What did you do to your foot?” Nathaniel said.

      “I sprained it playing ‘Stay-The-Hell-Away-From Nathaniel’ at the company picnic,” Olympia said. Olympia saw the hurt on Nathaniel’s face and softened her tone. “I’m sorry, sugar, I didn’t mean that.”

      “You still drinking on the set?” Nathaniel asked.

      “No,” Olympia snapped.

      “Shame,” Nathaniel said. “I was thinking how good a drink sounded.”

      “Second drawer on the left,” Olympia said. “There’s a bottle of Xanax in there, too, if you really want to knock yourself out.”

      Nathaniel found the silver flask and poured an inch of clear liquid in a white Styrofoam cup. “You want me to pour you some?”

      Olympia shook her head.

      Nathaniel downed the vodka and lowered himself on the sofa next to Olympia. “Aren’t you even going to ask me why I’m here?”

      “Okay, I’ll bite,” Olympia said. “Why are you here?”

      “I’m here to beg you to take me back on the show.”

      Olympia let loose with a loud laugh. “Oh, sugar, it’s not up to me, you know that. It’s up to the network, and after that stunt you pulled? Hell, the network wouldn’t let you take out the garbage.”

      “I know, but if you lobbied on my behalf, maybe—?”

      “I love you, sugar. You got me my start and taught me everything I know. But that’s not going to happen,” Olympia said.

      Nathaniel remained silent for several long seconds. “What am I supposed to do, Olympia? I need to earn a living. I have two mortgages, two boyfriends, two BMWs, two pure-bred Bedlington Terriers—”

      “Maybe you don’t need two of everything,” Olympia said. “This could be the universe’s way of saying it’s time to cut back and live like regular folk for a bit.”

      Nathaniel glared at Olympia. “Go ahead and joke all you want, but once you’ve had money, you’ll see. You get used to living a certain type of life. My God, I had to fire my masseuse and my nutritionist. You know I’m allergic to gluten.”

      “Oh, poor baby,” Olympia said. “My people came over on slave ships—chained to wooden benches with skinny little white boys like you screaming ‘Row! Row!’—and whipping on their black asses. And you? Your big problem is you’re going to have to start reading the labels on your weekly trip to Whole Foods?”

      “Seriously, Olympia. It’s hard out there right now,” Nathaniel said. “And you said it yourself—getting dumped from my own show has made me a pariah. No one’s going to touch me with a ten-foot pole.”

      Olympia found herself feeling guilty for unloading on Nathaniel. “What about writing?” Olympia asked.

      “Writing?”

      “Sure,” Olympia said. “You told me once that’s what you went to school for, right? Journalism? Why don’t you write a book—you know, one of those tell-alls. Just leave me out of it. Okay? Go tellin’ on other people, not me.”

      Interesting.

      Writing a book was not the worst idea Nathaniel had ever heard. If he could come up with the right idea…

      Oh, my God…

      Nathaniel leaned over and gave Olympia big kiss on the cheek. “I knew coming to you was a good idea.”

      “Really?” Olympia asked. “I gave you an idea?”

      Yes, she had.

      She most certainly had.
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        January 22, 1942

      

      

      During the lunch recess, Onyx and her public defender argued about who would be the better choice to cross-examine Claudia.

      “Yes,” Onyx said. “You are correct. You are more experienced in these matters, and I am not.”

      “I feel a ‘but’ coming on,” the public defender said.

      “But I know what I am doing,” Onyx said. “Trust me, I know what I am doing.”
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* * *

      “You don’t like me all that much, do you, Claudia?” Onyx asked as she approached the witness stand.

      “Do you really want me to answer that?” Claudia said.

      “Yes, I do,” Onyx said.

      “Well, since this is a court of law, and we’re supposed to tell the truth,” Claudia said. “The truth is I despise you.”

      Onyx nodded and suppressed a smile. It wasn’t the response she’d hoped for.

      It was better.

      “Would it be fair to say you wish it were me who’d been burned to death in that room that night?” Onyx asked.

      “Yes, that would be fair,” Claudia said. “Why don’t you take off that mask and sleeve and show the jury what it looks like to be burned and scarred, like you did to my Ulrich?”

      “Your Ulrich?” Onyx said. “That’s an interesting way to describe the situation, seeing that Ulrich was my husband.”

      “Only on paper,” Claudia snapped.

      “Oh? Is that what you think a marriage license is?” Onyx asked. “A mere piece of paper? Are you religious, Claudia?”

      “Religious?” Claudia repeated. “I own a bible, if that’s what you mean. It’s a big book. Makes for a good doorstop.”

      You’re hanging yourself, Claudia, and you don’t even know it.

      “Ulrich and I were married just shy of ten years, and during that time my husband committed every sin imaginable,” Onyx said. “Yet I stayed with him. And do you know why? Because of that marriage license—that piece of paper you mock so easily.”

      “Objection,” the DA said. “The defendant is giving a sermon rather than conducting a cross-examination.”

      “Sustained,” the judge said. “Ms. Webb?”

      Onyx nodded at the judge, and then went in for the kill. “Speaking of paper, how did you and my husband correspond with one another?”

      “Correspond?” Claudia repeated.

      “Yes, Claudia,” Onyx said.

      “We talked like most people do,” Claudia said.

      “Talked? On the phone?” Onyx asked.

      “Sure, and in person—when he could get away from you.”

      Onyx nodded. “What about in writing?”

      “Writing?”

      “Yes,” Onyx said. “Notes, cards, letters. On paper.”

      Claudia glanced over at the DA, who shook his head ever so slightly.

      “No,” Claudia said.

      That’s it, Claudia, pull the noose a bit tighter.

      “Really?” Onyx asked. “No love notes to one another?”

      Claudia shook her head, feeling the nervousness rise inside her. “No, we only spoke over the phone—or in person when we were making love in bed.”

      Murmurs erupted from the gallery, forcing the judge to once again bang his gavel.

      Onyx took a step toward Claudia. “Never by letter?”

      “I said we didn’t.”

      Onyx took another step. “Never?”

      “I said no.”

      Onyx took one last step until she stood right in front of the witness stand, less than a foot away from Claudia.

      “I have your letters,” Onyx whispered.

      Onyx turned and walked back to the defense table and reached into her purse. Then she pulled out the bundle of letters she’d found in Ulrich’s coat pocket.

      Letters from Claudia repeatedly telling Ulrich to kill her.

      Onyx handed the bundle of letters to the public defender. “Please use whatever procedure is necessary to place these into evidence.”

      “What are they?” the public defender asked.

      “The truth,” Onyx said. “They’re the truth.”
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* * *

      A full hour passed before the judge returned from his chambers and took his seat at the bench.

      “After careful review of the evidence that has been presented to the court, all charges against Onyx Webb are hereby dismissed.”

      The judge pounded his gavel again and again, until finally some sense of order had been restored. “It is also hereby ordered that the witness, Claudia Jeanne Spilatro, be remanded into the custody of this court and held without bail for the crime of conspiracy to commit murder.”

      “Daddy!” Claudia wailed as the bailiff slapped a pair of metal cuffs on her wrists.

      The Owl shook his head. There was nothing he could do for his daughter now. It was out of his hands. Claudia had put herself in the national spotlight, and any attempt to use his clout until things died down would only make things worse.

      Claudia was on her own.
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        Chicago, Illinois

        August 22, 1968

      

      

      How many times would this make it? Stan Lee thought as Edgar led him from his room toward the part of the laboratory where the float chambers were. Fifty? Seventy-five? One hundred? He’d lost count long ago.

      Stan Lee noticed there were two chambers now. He also noticed a set of twins—girls about his age—in the meal room every day. He wished he could talk to them, but that was out of the question. Stan Lee had gotten yelled at repeatedly for talking to Kara, and he didn’t want to take any chances on losing his freedom, if you could call it that.

      “Two isolation tanks for two twins,” Stan Lee whispered to Kara, who joined them in the hallway.

      “I know,” Kara said. “She must be getting desperate for something good to happen. Pretty soon she’ll build a big tank for an elephant, or maybe a giraffe.”

      Stan Lee laughed—a bit too loudly.

      “I don’t know what’s so funny, but knock it off,” Edgar said.

      “Yes, sir,” Stan Lee said, suppressing a giggle as Kara waved goodbye and hurried off.

      Edgar led Stan Lee into Dr. Pandor’s office and waited by the door.

      “Take a seat, Stan Lee” Dr. Pandor said without looking up. “That’s all for now, Edgar. I’ll buzz you when we’re ready.”

      Stan Lee took a seat as Edgar closed the door and locked it behind him. Finally, Dr. Pandor set down her pen and looked up. “We don’t seem to be making progress, do we, Stan Lee?”

      “I’m trying as hard as I can, but I just can’t do it,” Stan Lee said.

      “I’m not sure that’s true, Stan Lee,” Dr. Pandor said, pushing herself out of her chair and standing up. The woman was short, probably no more than five feet, but even so she seemed imposing.

      “According to my records, today will be the 234th session we’ve done together. That’s more than a lot of trying, Stan Lee. That’s a lot of failing to do what I’ve asked.”

      Did she just say he’d been in the box 234 times? That seemed impossible. “My dreams are more colorful. That’s good, right?”

      “Yes, vivid dreams are part of what we’re trying to achieve, but more important is developing the ability to travel to other places,” Dr. Pandor said.

      Don’t tell her you can do it.

      “Well?”

      “I’ll try harder,” Stan Lee said.

      “I’m not sure that trying harder is the answer,” Dr. Pandor said. “I think maybe the answer is to try longer.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It took almost a week for Stan Lee to regain his strength from his previous session in the box—a session that lasted nearly thirty hours and included at least ten times he was sure he’d astral traveled. But none of the times were long enough to get help, or even to tell anyone his name. He usually just found himself on the grass outside Dunning, still inside the fence.

      If only he could get a note to someone.

      “Maybe I could write a note and take it with me,” Stan Lee said. “Then, when I travel I could just leave it and maybe someone would find it.”

      Kara sat on the edge of the bed and looked at Stan Lee with disdain. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

      “Like?”

      “Like, it’s wet in the tank and the note would get soaked,” Kara said. “Not to mention that they put you in naked. Where are you going to hide a note, silly?”

      Stan Lee exhaled, releasing a long breath.

      “But you’re on the right track,” Kara said, hopping off the bed.

      “I am?”

      “Sure. Getting a note to someone is a brilliant idea!” Kara said. “If you could get a note out of here, who would you send it to? And what would you say?”

      Stan Lee sat quietly and pondered both questions. If he could get someone to carry a note out of Dunning and mail it for him, who would he send it to? His mother was dead, and it sure in hell wouldn’t be Declan Mulvaney. There was no one Stan Lee could go to for help.

      And then it hit him.

      His grandparents.

      The only thing Stan Lee knew about his grandparents were that they lived in a place called Mayville, Wisconsin, and they had the same last name. Was that enough?

      “Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t,” Kara said once Stan Lee shared his idea. “What have you got to lose?”

      Assuming he could get paper and something to write with—neither of which he was allowed to have—but who could…?

      “I know who could help you,” Kara said.

      “Who?”

      “Edgar.”

      “Edgar? You’re crazier than I am,” Stan Lee said. “Edgar would never say yes to helping me. He’d get in trouble. He’d lose his job.”

      “What if he didn’t know he was helping you?”
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* * *

      Kara’s idea was brilliant:

      1. Hide a message in one of his Superman comic books—in a secret way most people wouldn’t notice, but a kid might.

      2. Offer to let Edgar take the comic book home to his son as a gift. Edgar had mentioned he had a kid about his age who liked to read comics, especially Superman.

      3. Pray.

      Stan Lee picked the comic book he’d already read the most—Action Comics #285: Welcome, Supergirl! The book was thirty-two-pages long, and Stan Lee figured he could mark no more than two letters on each page. If he did any more than that, Edgar might notice. He’d have to keep the message to sixty-four letters or less.

      So, what message should he write?

      “Name, address, phone number,” Kara said.

      Name. Stan Lee Mungehr.

      Address. Dunning.

      Phone Number. Wouldn’t that be nice.

      “I meant your grandparents, goof ball,” Kara said.

      Stan Lee didn’t know his grandparent’s names, so he settled on Mungehr Family. And as far as an address? All he knew was what his mother had said—that she used to live in Mayville, Wisconsin.

      Stan Lee pondered the remaining details of the message for several hours, finally fashioning what he hoped would do the trick:

      
        
        Help Me! Trapped At Dunning

      

        

      
        Call Mungehr Family

      

      

      
        
        MAYVILLE WISCONSIN  STAN LEE

      

      

      Stan Lee counted the number of letters in his head. There were sixty-three, plus the exclamation mark made sixty-four.

      Perfect.

      Now, the big challenge: how could he mark the letters without something to write with?

      The answer to that came quite by accident when Stan Lee got some strawberry jam on his hospital pajamas in the meal room.

      Yes! He could use food.

      For the next two weeks, Stan Lee brought the comic book with him at meal time, waiting until no one was looking and carefully making small marks next to each letter of the message with the point on his fork.

      Blueberries worked best because they weren’t sticky, but a few times he had to use strawberries.

      When he finished the final page, Stan Lee showed it to Kara in his room.

      “What do you think?”

      “It’s perfect,” Kara said, leaning forward and kissing Stan Lee on the forehead, so lightly he barely felt it. It was the first time he’d kissed a girl—well, more accurately, been kissed by one—and it sent chills through his twelve-year-old body, all the way to…

      Stan Lee dropped the Supergirl comic book in his lap and looked away.

      “It’s okay, Stan Lee,” Kara said. “You’re becoming a man, that’s all. A smart, clever man. There’s no reason to be embarrassed.”

      Stan Lee looked up at Kara. “You think I’m clever?”

      “Oh, yes, Stan Lee,” Kara said. “So very, very clever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Orlando, Florida

        August 23, 2010

      

      

      “Stress can manifest itself via behavior change, but behavior changes are not an automatic indication of stress,” Robyn’s brother said when she called to tell him about the strange things Mason had been saying and doing.

      “What are you saying?” Robyn asked.

      “I’m saying children don’t understand stress the way adults do. They don’t even understand the meaning of the word. But they do tend to react to negative external stimuli via language and subtle action cues.”

      Christopher was a certified psychologist, and Robyn was convinced her brother simply couldn’t help himself. That, or he was intentionally trying to piss her off. “For God sakes, Christopher, speak English,” Robyn snapped. “I don’t have a degree in psychobabble!”

      “Calm down, Pooh,” Christopher said.

      Robyn’s parents had named their kids Christopher and Robyn—after the character in Winnie the Pooh—an evil act if ever there was one.

      “Don’t ‘Pooh’ me, Chris,” Robyn said. “Something bad is going on, and I’m about to lose it. I… I…”

      Robyn stopped speaking and took a deep breath, fighting back tears.

      “Okay, okay,” Christopher said. “You know, things aren’t exactly rosy here, either.”

      “Yes, I know,” Robyn said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Let me ask you this. Is Mason eating? Is he sleeping through the night?”

      “He’s eating fine. Like a horse, actually,” Robyn said. “But he gets up in the middle of the night and…”

      “And what?”

      “I think he’s sleep walking,” Robyn said. “I found him standing at the foot of my bed the other night, just starring off into space.”

      Like a freakin’ zombie, Robyn wanted to add.

      But didn’t.

      “Well, there are worse things a kid can do besides walking in their sleep,” Christopher said. “Listen, the doctor just walked in. If Mason stops eating, call me, okay? Okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Take care, and tell Meg I’m thinking about her,” Robyn said, but Christopher was already gone.

      Robyn tossed the phone on the bed and went to the closet to grab a sweatshirt, finding the temperature in the room to be colder than usual. Not just the room, actually, but the entire house.

      Robyn pulled the sweatshirt over her head, but when she returned to the bed to retrieve her cell phone, the phone was gone.

      “What in the—?”

      Robyn searched the entire bed. She pulled the sheets back, looked underneath it on the floor. Nothing. The phone was nowhere to be found.

      “Mason,” Robyn called out. “Where are you, sweetie?”

      “I’m in here, Aunt Robyn,” Mason yelled back. “I’m having cereal.”

      Robyn walked down the hall, through the living room, and into the kitchen where she found Mason sitting on a barstool, spooning Rice Krispies into his mouth.

      “Good morning, Mason,” Robyn said. “I’m not mad, but did you just come into my room and take my phone off the bed?”

      Mason shook his head a bit too quickly and looked away.

      “Mason, sweetie,” Robyn said. “Did you?”

      “It wasn’t me, Aunt Robyn,” Mason said. “Honest.”

      “Then who did?”

      “He told me not to tell,” Mason said.

      “Who?” Robyn said, her voice beginning to rise in a combination of anger and fear. “Who told you not to tell?”

      “The dark man,” Mason said.

      “A dark man took my phone?”

      Mason nodded and bit his lip.

      “And where did he put it, sweetie? I promise, I won’t be mad.”

      “But he will be,” Mason said.

      “Damn it, Mason—where is my phone?” Robyn said, grabbing Mason by the shoulders. “Tell me where it is!”

      Mason pointed across the kitchen. “In there.”

      “There? In the microwave?”

      Mason nodded. Robyn crossed the kitchen in quick steps, grabbed the handle on the microwave door, and pulled it open.

      There—sitting in the center of the circular glass plate—was Robyn’s cell phone.

      “It wasn’t me,” Mason said one last time.

      “I know,” Robyn said softly. “I’m sorry, Mason. I know it wasn’t you.” She took the cell phone out and slowly closed the microwave door. Mason wasn’t tall enough to have placed it there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        January 22, 1942

      

      

      It fell to Hell Daniels and his deputy, Clayton Daniels Jr., to get Onyx safely through the media gauntlet to the backseat of the sheriff’s vehicle once the trial was over.

      It wasn’t easy.

      “That was crazy,” Clay Jr. said. “Jeez, I thought those people were going to blow their wigs when the judge had you arrest Claudia, Pops. Wow! I only wish—”

      “Stop bumping your gums, Clay,” Hell said. “I’m guessing Onyx would appreciate a bit of quiet after what she’s been through.”

      “Sorry, Ms. Webb,” Clay said as the car pulled away from the courthouse. “And I’m sorry for believing all that stupid stuff about you being a ghost. Just wait till I get my hands on George Dietz.”

      “That’s fine,” Onyx said from the backseat, doing her best to suppress a smile. “They did look like they were going to, how did you put it? Blow their wigs?”

      Clay laughed, and Hell joined in, feeling the weight of the trial lift from his shoulders for the first time in weeks.
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* * *

      When they arrived at the lighthouse, Hell put the car in park.  “Clay, give us a minute, huh?”

      Clay got out of the car and closed the door behind him.

      “Thank you for what you said on the stand,” Onyx said once they were alone.

      “I just told the truth, that’s all,” Hell said.

      “But not the whole truth,” Onyx said.

      Hell remained silent for several long seconds. “I want what you want, Onyx—to keep people safe and to live in peace. If a few bad apples have to meet their maker a year or two earlier than planned, well, so be it.”

      “They haven’t all been bad apples,” Onyx said. “Some have just been old and sick.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Hell said. “But my guess is their days were numbered. Am I right?”

      Onyx said nothing.

      “You’re a good woman, Onyx Webb,” Hell said. “A good woman who has had some really bad things happen to her along the way. Maybe that’s the reason, or maybe it’s just instinct. Let’s just say, I trust your judgment.”

      Onyx reached out with her ungloved hand and touched Hell’s cheek, confirming what both of them knew to be true but neither would say aloud.

      His face was warm because he was alive.

      Her hand was cold. Because she wasn’t.
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* * *

      Onyx watched the car drive off, and then took a step toward the lighthouse. And stopped.

      The noise sounded like chair legs sliding on a wooden floor. Then Onyx heard the sound of someone breathing.

      Someone was inside the lighthouse.

      Onyx climbed the stairs and cautiously opened the lighthouse door, allowing the final rays of daylight to dance into the room. “I know someone is in there,” Onyx said. “Whoever you are, show yourself.”

      “It’s me, Jitterbug,” came a man’s voice from a chair on the opposite side of the lighthouse foyer.

      “Daddy?” Onyx said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        McHenry, Illinois

        October 27, 1968

      

      

      There were few things Lilith Pandor hated more than begging for money. But without a benefactor with deep pockets, Project Gateway would cease to exist.

      For the last two years, Lilith had been operating Project Gateway “off the grid” as they say—using what little money she could scrape together by selling the remaining papers she’d taken from Nikola Tesla’s apartment to an anonymous scientist. She was pretty sure she was dealing with the Russians.

      Lilith didn’t care. The only thing that mattered to Lilith Pandor was her research, and that research was being held hostage by the administrator of the institution where she’d secretly set up shop.

      Dunning.

      The very mention of the institution evoked images of hopelessly insane patients wandering the grounds in tattered hospital gowns or crying for help from within its gloomy walls.

      “Be careful, or you’re going to Dunning.” It was something parents said to instill the fear of God in their children to encourage good behavior—a threat that usually worked. No one, young or old, wanted to end up in Dunning.

      The irony that Lilith ended up financially trapped in Dunning was not lost on her. But Dunning offered the one thing Lilith could not get on her own. Research subjects that no one would notice were missing. Which was important since no one had ever been allowed to leave the program alive. That was the CIA’s big mistake—letting people go; people who ran to the authorities and told all. Lilith simply couldn’t risk it.

      In that way, Dunning was perfect. But recently, the administrator had begun demanding more and more money from Lilith for her to continue operating there—plus a per-person fee for every patient he quietly slipped her.

      The first person placed in the program had cost Lilith $100. Stan Lee Mungehr had cost her $5,000. And God only knew what the man was going to ask for the twins.

      But if she could prove astral projection was not only possible, but a reliable and repeatable process?

      If she could do that, everything would change.
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* * *

      Lilith climbed into her 1939 Studebaker—the only vehicle she’d ever owned—and made the hour-long drive to McHenry, Illinois, where a private meeting had been arranged between she and the administrator of Dunning at his home.

      When Lilith was five miles from arriving, she pulled off to the side of River Road upon entering McHenry. She put the car in park, grabbed the camera off the passenger seat, and pointed the Canon’s 35mm lens out the window at a sign that read, McHenry, Illinois. Pop. 4,992.

      Snap. Snap. Snap.

      Then Lilith aimed the camera up the road that stretched out before her.

      Snap. Snap. Snap.

      Lilith started the engine and continued on, pulling over every half mile or so, taking more pictures at every stop until she arrived at her destination.

      Lilith took a left turn according to the directions, through a large iron gate that had been left open, intentionally or unintentionally, she didn’t know.

      Snap. Snap. Snap.

      Lilith continued down the long private drive and found the road forked in two directions: to the left was the address she was looking for, and to the right was what appeared to be a home for girls, according to the sign at least.

      Snap. Snap. Snap.

      Lilith turned left into the administrator’s drive and parked the Studebaker outside the man’s handsome home, with at least 100 feet of lake frontage which Lilith was pretty sure she had paid for.

      Snap. Snap. Snap.

      The administrator opened the front door and waved at Lilith, signaling her to come into the house.

      Snap.
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* * *

      The meeting did not go well. Twenty-thousand dollars for the twins was out of the question—she simply didn’t have that kind of funding.

      To be more precise, she had no funding.

      And the girls weren’t sweaters purchased at Sears—it wasn’t like she could simply return them for a refund. So Lilith stopped at a Walgreens in the 4000 block of W. Irving Park Blvd., several blocks from Dunning, and dropped off the three rolls of film she’d taken.

      The photos would be ready after four the next day.

      Lilith knew this was her last chance. This had to work.
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* * *

      “We’re going to do something different today,” Dr. Pandor said, instructing Stan Lee to lay back on the sofa she’d had Edgar drag into her office for the session.

      “New?” Stan Lee asked, his voice cracking. He knew from experience that new things—at least when it came to Dr. Pandor—were rarely good.

      “Don’t worry, Stan Lee,” Dr. Pandor said. “You’re going to like this. It’s easy—as easy as going to sleep. It’s called hypnosis.”

      Lilith was not a fan of hypnosis, which is why she’d never included it as part of her project. Besides, the goal of Project Gateway was to create a process that was repeatable with the majority of subjects, and there were few things less reliable than hypnosis. Not everyone could be hypnotized. Some people’s brains were structurally different.

      But Lilith was desperate.

      “What do I do?” Stan Lee asked.

      “That’s the best part, Stan Lee,” Dr. Pandor said. “You don’t have to do anything. Mostly you just relax and sleep, but with your eyes open.”

      “How can I do that?”

      “Here, let me show you,” Dr. Pandor said. Lilith came around the desk and handed Stan Lee the photos she’d taken the day before. “I want you to look through these photos and imagine what it would be like to be there. And take your time, okay? Really picture yourself being there. It’s a beautiful place, isn’t it? A house by a lake, sitting on a dock with your feet dangling in the water. That would be nice, right?”

      Stan Lee nodded, looking at each photo and taking his time as Dr. Pandor had instructed. His eyes welled up at one point, thinking about how wonderful it would be to be in a place like this.

      Free.

      “Now, as you’re looking at the photos, I’m going to say some things you may not understand, but that’s okay. Just listen to my voice and look at the photos, okay? That’s all you have to do…

      “Listen to my voice and look at the photos…

      “Listen to my voice and look at the photos…

      “Listen to my voice and…”
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* * *

      After the hypnosis portion of the session had ended, Lilith summoned Edgar to her office.

      Stan Lee was so still—his breath so slow and controlled—that for a moment, Edgar thought the boy was dead.

      “Help me get him out of his pajamas and into these clothes,” Lilith said. “And attach this to his belt.”

      Lilith handed Edgar a leather sheath containing a military-style survival knife. “A knife? What’s this for?” Edgar asked.

      “Just do it,” Lilith snapped.

      Lilith had learned early on that the more information she shared with her staff, the more questions they asked. God only knew what kind of questions Edgar would ask if he knew the hypnotic suggestions she’d planted in the young boy’s head during their session. Suggestions that included specific directions to help Stan Lee find his way to the Dunning administrator’s house.

      And repeated suggestions to kill the man.

      Lilith was pretty sure Stan Lee had been lying to her. That the boy had successfully traveled outside the box.

      How long and how far away was anyone’s guess.

      The only questions now were: Would the hypnotic suggestions have an impact on the distance and duration of the boy’s travel outside the box? And if the suggestions worked, would Stan Lee follow them?
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        Desoto, Missouri

        August 25, 2010

      

      

      Nathaniel couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it sooner. Actually, the idea wasn’t his. It was Olympia’s.

      He should write a book. And not just any book.

      A tell-all.

      The great thing about writing a book was the advance he’d get from the publisher—an advance that would hold him over until he could get back on television.

      The question was: who did he know anything about that he could pen a tell-all on? He could only think of one person.

      Declan Mulvaney.

      Declan Mulvaney was one of the richest men in the world, and he was also one of the least written about. His past was shrouded in secrecy. And Declan Mulvaney had never consented to an authorized biography.

      Which was strange.

      Virtually all mega-wealthy people were ego maniacs who couldn’t wait to have their stories told. But Declan Mulvaney never had.

      What was Declan Mulvaney hiding? Nathaniel thought he knew.

      Mulvaney was hiding something from his past—something that went all the way back to his childhood to the time he spent at The Open Arms Orphanage—a place he’d gone out of his way to tear down. Well, almost.

      Rumors around the treatment of the children who’d been raised at the Catholic-run facility—including beatings at the hands of nuns, as well as other documented forms of physical, mental, and even sexual abuse—had swirled around for years.

      Bones had been uncovered on the grounds during the excavation. Children’s bones. Buried long ago and forgotten.

      Two boys and a priest had gone missing in 1938 during a trip to St. Louis for the premiere of the movie Boys Town. Declan Mulvaney was one of them. The priest had been identified as Father Colin Fanning, who’d been accused of repeated instances of sexual molestation, though none of the accusations were ever proven.

      Three days later, a nun—Sister Katherine Keane—also disappeared from The Open Arms.

      Had Declan Mulvaney been abused there?

      Was it something worse?

      All Nathaniel had to do was figure out what that something was, and he could write his own ticket.
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* * *

      After getting the idea to write a tell-all from Olympia the evening before, Nathaniel pulled out his laptop and checked the distance from Villisca, Iowa, to Desoto, Missouri.

      Just 427 miles. Six and a half hours by car, barely worth the trouble of dropping the rental in Omaha and flying to St. Louis and getting another rental.

      So he decided to drive.

      It gave Nathaniel a lot of time to think things through.

      First, the fact that bones had been discovered at The Open Arms Orphanage—on the very day the place was set to meet the wrecking ball—turned out to be a big break. Because after the first skull was unearthed, everything came to a screeching halt.

      As such, the buildings that would have been leveled were still standing when Nathaniel pulled the red Chrysler Sebring rental to a stop at the edge of The Open Arms Orphanage grounds. The moment he climbed out of the car a powerful feeling of dread washed over him, and Nathaniel thought maybe coming there was a mistake.

      Nathaniel knew the reason.

      It was just fear, plain and simple.

      Nathaniel had heard some motivational speaker say the letters F.E.A.R. stood for False Evidence Appearing Real. Zig Ziglar or maybe Tony Robbins. He couldn’t remember. But in this case the fear Nathaniel was feeling was reasonable and rational. After all, the last time he’d been in this place he’d been beaten with a stick by an invisible force who clearly meant to do him harm.

      There was nothing false about the evidence of the all-too-real markings that were still visible on his shoulders and arms.

      He pulled out a cigarette and lit it. As a rule, the only time Nathaniel smoked was when he was nervous.

      Check.

      Nathaniel took a second drag off the cigarette and tossed it to the ground. It was time to go inside.
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* * *

      Like most abandoned buildings, the place was nowhere as ominous during the day as it was at night. But, still…

      Nathaniel pulled his hand-held recorder from his jacket pocket, raised it to his mouth, and pushed the green record button before speaking:

      “The exterior of the building was blighted by graffiti from local kids who’d come out in droves to drink and party—in a place where bodies had been discovered—with no conception of the insensitivity they were displaying.”

      Nathanial pressed the red stop button on the recorder.

      That was pretty good, he thought. He had no idea if the graffiti had been painted recently or several years earlier—or if high school kids were coming out to the orphanage to drink or party. It sounded good, and that’s what mattered.

      Journalism 101.

      Nathaniel climbed the concrete steps to the front entrance of the main building and stepped inside, stopping just inside to take in the surroundings, then pushed the green button again.

      “The dull, lifeless walls, with the paint peeling away as if trying to escape but held in place like the children must have felt.”

      Red button.

      Excellent, Nathaniel thought. Publishers loved it when you talked about children. You could never use the word children too often.

      Green button: “The place looks even more barren than it did just months earlier. Many items have been removed, the wooden doors and fireplace grates gone, brass fixtures removed, bought by the pound and carted off to become fixtures in expensive homes or used as displays in area museums.”

      Red button.

      Nathaniel worked his way through the building, from room to room, until he reached the downstairs classrooms.

      Nathaniel stopped. Did he just hear something? Voices of children perhaps? Small pieces of sound and laughter?

      Nathaniel pushed the green record button and entered the room to his immediate left, but there was no one there. Whatever the sounds were, they had died away. He put the recorder to his mouth and continued.

      “Life for the children who grew up inside these walls must have been difficult and depressing at best.”

      Red button.

      Nathaniel walked to the end of the hall and eyed the staircase that led to the second floor of the building. No need to go up there again.

      Nathaniel turned to his right and entered the nursery and pushed the green record button.

      “The cramped conditions of the nursery, rows of cobweb-covered cribs jammed against each other, each of the cribs empty yet filled with despair and hopelessness.”
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* * *

      Nathaniel’s last stop was the rectory, the area of the building where the priests and nuns had once resided. But there was little to see there—each of the small rooms stripped of whatever fixtures and furniture may have remained—the walls covered with graffiti.

      On the wall in one of the rooms someone had written:

      
        
        You cannot kill me

        I am already dead.

        

      

      It suddenly dawned on Nathaniel that he should have been taking photographs. Journalism 102.

      Nathaniel felt for his cell phone and realized he’d left it in the rental car. He ran to the car and found it on the front seat.

      Then he made his way back to the rectory, taking pictures of the rooms he’d already been in as he went. But when he got back to the rectory—to where the graffiti message had been written—Nathaniel discovered a portion of the wall was pulled away and tossed to the floor. The message on the wall now read:

      
        
        You cannot kil

        I am already de

        

      

      Nathaniel looked around for the missing piece of wall. It was laying on the other side of the room, as if some force had pulled it off and tossed it aside.

      Nathanial stepped forward and looked through the hole in the wall and saw a stack of items. Without touching the items, he placed his cell phone inside the hole and took several pictures. Then he reached in and pulled the items out, one by one.

      A diary.

      A bible.

      A newspaper clipping.

      A collection of old black-and-white photographs.

      And a length of rope.

      Nathaniel gently opened the journal and reviewed a few pages. Then his eyes went wide.

      He grabbed his cell phone and hit the number for Olympia, but the call went straight to voicemail. “Hey, it’s me, Nathaniel,” he said, unable to control his excitement. “You were right about writing a tell-all. I just hit the mother lode.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        January 22, 1942

      

      

      “Daddy?” Onyx said in disbelief.

      “Yes, Onyx,” Catfish said, standing up and taking a step forward into the light. “It’s your daddy.”

      Onyx raced across the room and literally threw herself into her father’s arms, experiencing the closest thing to joy a ghost had the ability to feel.

      Catfish held Onyx tightly in his arms, not sure if he should ever let her go. It had been fourteen years since he’d made the mistake of letting her go the last time, and it was a mistake he vowed to himself he’d never make again.

      A moment later, Onyx pushed away, worried suddenly how she must feel to him. Was she cold to the touch? Did she feel real? Did she feel—dead?

      “I don’t understand,” Onyx said. “When did you arrive? How did you know where to find me?”

      “Got in this mornin’,” Catfish said. “I figured you was too busy takin’ care of business to see me slip in, and it seems I was right. Sat in the back row of the courtroom and watched you take that Claudia woman apart like a butcher de-boning a pork shoulder.”

      “But how did you find out—?”

      “How could I not?” Catfish said. “You become big news.”

      “Bigger news than I ever intended.”

      “A lot of water gone under the bridge since you left,” Catfish said. “You probably don’t know I left Louisiana.”

      “You left the bayou?” Onyx said in disbelief. “Daddy, no.”

      “Had to,” Catfish said. “After you run off, we had the flood. Then it got miserable hot. Hard to make a living trappin’ catfish when there ain’t any. So your daddy headed off to Texas lookin’ for work in the oilfields. As soon as I could, I got me a couple of wells, and wouldn’t you know it, one was a gusher. Don’t get me wrong, I ain’t as rich as them Hunt boys. But you and me never gonna have to worry about money for the rest of our natural lives.”

      Our natural lives, Onyx thought.

      “What about the houseboat?” Onyx asked, changing the subject.

      “Gone,” Catfish said. “I hid the boat in the swamps as best I could when I left, but by the time I got back the place had been ransacked. Took everything—everything worth takin’ at least—including the piano I got you. So I doused the place and set it afire. Took me two years to build that boat, and in just twenty minutes the whole place had gone up in smoke.”

      “I’m so sorry, Daddy,” Onyx said.

      “Don’t be,” Catfish said. “Things like houses, well, they all just wood. Most important thing was the thieves didn’t find that.”

      Catfish pointed at Jofranka’s red keepsake chest sitting on the table.

      “What is it?” Onyx said.

      “Something I should have given to you long ago,” Catfish said. “It’s your momma’s things—things she intended for you. I was planning on giving it to you on your thirtieth birthday, but…”

      “I ran off with Ulrich,” Onyx said.

      Catfish nodded. “In any case, the thieves didn’t find it hidden in the floor. Now it’s yours.”

      “What’s in it?” Onyx said.

      “Answers, I imagine,” Catfish said. “There’s a lot of things I should have told you early on, but I just couldn’t. In any case, you’ll know everything soon enough.”

      “Yes,” Onyx said. “There’s so much to catch up on, Daddy. How long will you be able to stay?”

      “Didn’t I make myself clear? I’ve come here to stay with you—permanent like, Jitterbug. If you’ll have me, that is?”

      Onyx threw herself back into her father’s arms.

      Damn the consequences.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        McHenry, Illinois

        October 28, 1968

      

      

      The whistling sound in Stan Lee’s ears was deafening, but seconds later the piercing tone subsided, just as it had the times before when he’d traveled outside of the box. Then, just as before, he felt cold wind on his skin and smelled the fresh, fall air.

      But this time, he wasn’t standing on the grass outside Dunning’s main building. He was standing in the middle of a tree-lined road in the country. Somewhere he’d never been.

      And he had clothes on.

      And shoes.

      When had he gotten dressed? He couldn’t remember. For that matter, when had he gotten in the sensory deprivation chamber? He couldn’t remember doing that either.

      Then he looked down and saw the knife hanging in a leather sheath from his belt.

      Stan Lee pulled the knife from its sheath. It looked like something someone in the army would carry—long, probably eight inches or more, with saw-teeth on the back side of the blade.

      What was going on?

      A set of headlights came down the road in his direction. Stan Lee slid the knife back into place and moved to the side of the road as the car passed.

      Stan Lee could see the car’s headlights splash briefly across a sign about a quarter mile up the road. The sign was too far off to read from where he was standing, yet he found himself thinking, McHenry, Illinois. Pop. 4,992.

      An immediate feeling of déjà vu overtook Stan Lee. Had he been here before? It sure felt like it. He had no idea why, but he felt the urge to continue up the road.

      Stan Lee walked toward the sign and read it.

      Yes, this is the way, he thought.

      He kept walking.
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* * *

      Stan Lee had no idea how far he’d walked or what time it was when he arrived at an enormous iron gate, but he recognized it and knew instinctively it was where he was supposed to be.

      And the gate was open.

      Stan Lee walked through.

      The road was dark, and Stan Lee found himself tripping several times over fallen branches, eventually coming to a fork in the road.

      Stan Lee peered through the darkness at two separate houses, one to the left and another to the right. The house on the left was dark, as if it and everyone inside had gone to sleep for the night. The house on the right had lights on, glowing like monster eyes in the darkness.

      Which way was he supposed to go?

      Stan Lee felt like he was supposed to know. Why would he know? Finally, a voice in his head told him to go to the left.

      Toward the darkened house.

      But as he started down the drive, Stan Lee heard the sound of laughter coming from the house on the right.

      Young girls, he thought.

      Singing.

      Having fun.

      Go left, the voice in his head said again.

      Stan Lee ignored the voice and went down the road to the right.
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* * *

      Jack-o’-lanterns sat on the front porch, one on each side of the door, light escaping from the candles inside through carved triangle eyes and jagged mouths.

      Stan Lee walked across the lawn and up to a large picture window decorated with spider webs and paper skeletons and peered in.

      Stan Lee saw three young girls sitting on a sofa near a fire, each of them wearing identical white dresses with orange trim. All three were drinking what Stan Lee assumed to be cider or hot chocolate from large ceramic mugs that seemed too big for their small hands.

      Standing off to the side was a woman who looked to be in her seventies. Based on the black-and-white habit she was wearing, Stan Lee realized the woman must be a nun.

      The nun was leading the girls in song.

      Stan Lee took another step forward, closer to the window, until he could make out the words they were singing:

      
        
        The thigh bone’s connected to the hip bone…

        The hip bone’s connected to the back bone…

        The back bone’s connected to the neck bone...

        Oh hear the word of the Lord!

        Them bones, them bones, gonna walk around…

        Them bones, them bones, gonna walk around…

        Them bones, them bones, gonna walk around...

        Oh hear the word of the Lord.

      

      

      Stan Lee pressed his face against the glass and peered in, trying to get a better look.

      Somehow, as if she knew he was there, the elderly nun turned her head and looked to the window directly at him.

      And she smiled.

      Besides his mother, it was the warmest, most embracing smile of love and understanding Stan Lee had ever encountered.

      The nun raised her hand and motioned for the girls to stop their song, and then motioned toward the front door of the house.

      Was she inviting him in?

      Would going in be a good idea?

      Stan Lee waited to see if the voice in his head would tell him what to do.

      It didn’t.

      The nun walked through the living room, toward the front door. She was going to let him in.

      Suddenly, Stan Lee remembered the knife.

      Stan Lee reached down and quickly pulled off his belt, taking the knife—still in its leather sheath—and sliding it into the waist band of his pants behind him, pulling his shirt out to cover it just as the door opened.

      “Hello,” the nun said. “And who might you be?”

      “Stan Lee.”

      “It’s pretty cold out here, Stan Lee, and you’re not wearing a coat,” the nun continued. “Would you like to come inside and warm yourself by the fire and join us for some apple cider?”

      “I… I’m not sure,” Stan Lee stammered, realizing he was completely unprepared to explain who he was, where he was from, or why he was even there.

      “Come inside,” the nun said. “We’ll figure everything out once you’re warm and dry.”

      Stan Lee climbed the porch steps and entered the living room. “Girls, this is Stan Lee,” the nun said. “He’s going to join us for songs and cider. I’ll bet you’re hungry.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Stan Lee said.

      “She’s not a ma’am. She’s a sister,” one of the girls said, causing the others to giggle.

      “Girls, mind your manners,” the nun said. “Why don’t I go to the kitchen and make you a sandwich? Which sounds better, peanut butter and jelly or grilled cheese?”

      “Grilled cheese, please,” Stan Lee said.

      “Girls, why don’t you get Stan Lee a cup, so he can have some cider,” the nun said. “I won’t be long at all.”

      “Grilled cheese, please,” one of the girls said mockingly as soon as the old nun was gone.

      “Maybe Stan Lee would like to see how cute we look in our Halloween masks,” one of the girls asked.

      “Sure,” Stan Lee said, trying his best to be polite, though it was obvious the girls were not as welcoming as the nun and did not want him there.

      The girl got up and walked to the other side of the room and returned carrying three identical paper Mache masks in the shape of mouse faces. She handed masks to the other two girls, and all three of them placed the masks over their faces.

      “See, we’re the three blind mice,” one of the girls said. “We’re going to wear them when we go trick-or-treating, but we’ll have grey costumes on, too.”

      “Yeah, too bad you won’t be coming with us, Stan Lee,” the smallest of the three mice said.

      “Who said I even wanted to come?” Stan Lee asked, feeling a bit annoyed by the girl’s tone.

      “Well, you’re not,” another one of the girls said from behind her mouse mask. “This is a girl’s school. You shouldn’t even be here because you’re a boy.”

      All three of the mice giggled.

      “Fine, I’ll leave,” Stan Lee said, taking a step toward the door.

      “Good! More cider and treats for us,” one of the mice said. Then all three mice giggled again, even more loudly this time.

      “And look at his clothes,” one of the mice said. “He looks like a dirty little rag picker, scrounging for scraps from the garbage. Stan Lee, Stan Lee, little rag picker, Stan Lee.”

      All of the girl’s giggles turned to outright laughter now.

      “I know some songs, too,” Stan Lee said with an edge to his voice now. “A song I bet none of you has ever heard.”

      The room quieted and the biggest of the three mice said, “I’ll bet we have.”

      “Well, why don’t I sing it and we’ll see?” Stan Lee said. “The song goes like this…”

      Three blind mice in dresses drinking cider.

      And in each of their mugs was a big fat spider.

      The mice took gulps, then each face did frown,

      Cause the spiders did wiggle all the way down.

      “That’s not very funny,” another mouse said.

      “And it’s awfully short for a song,” the smallest mouse chimed in.

      “That’s because I’m not finished yet,” Stan Lee said. “You see, there’s a second verse…”

      Three blind mice, unaware of their fate.

      The first mouse said, “It’s getting late.”

      The second mouse said, “Halloween has begun.”

      Then the third mouse saw the knife and yelled…

      Stan Lee reached behind his back and produced the knife, holding it up for all three girls to see.

      All three mice jumped up and screamed.

      “Run!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Orlando, Florida

        August 26, 2010

      

      

      Robyn found herself in the kitchen wearing one of Dane’s old shirts—one she could not bring herself to throw out or donate to Goodwill. She opened a cabinet, looked around, and then closed it. She was sure there was a pack of cigarettes hidden in the kitchen somewhere.

      In the kitchen? Why would she hide cigarettes in the kitchen? No, they were probably in the nightstand in her room.

      Robyn hadn’t had a cigarette in years—since her late teens. Dane didn’t smoke either. So even if there was a pack around somewhere, it had to be stale by now.

      Robyn looked down and saw the knife in her hand. Where did she get a knife? The kitchen? More importantly, why did she get the knife?

      Oh, yes, the cigarettes.

      Maybe they were in Mason’s room.

      In an instant, Robyn found herself standing at the side of Mason’s bed, looking down at her nephew—curled into a ball on his side—sleeping soundly.

      Robyn took a deep drag from the cigarette, surprised at how natural it felt—as if she’d never stopped—then exhaled the smoke in a long blue-gray stream in the darkness.

      “Mason,” Robyn said softly.

      “Mason, wake up,” Robyn said, reaching out and poking the boy in the shoulder.

      Mason rolled onto his back and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Aunt Robyn? What is it?”

      “I have something for you,” Robyn said, “Something sharp.”

      Robyn raised the knife high in the air…
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* * *

      Robyn sat bolt upright, her heart pounding, her right arm raised up in the air, still clenching the invisible knife.

      She was in her room, not Mason’s.

      Robyn threw back the covers and raced down the hall to the guest room to find Mason curled up in a ball sound asleep.

      Thank God.

      Robyn couldn’t remember the last time she’d had such a vivid nightmare. Bad dreams? Sure. Who doesn’t have a bad dream every now and then? Dreams where she couldn’t find her locker in high school or remember the combination to the spin-dial lock. Dreams about spiders, being naked in public, or being chased and feeling like you were running in slow motion.

      But nothing like this.

      Ever.

      Mason rolled over and opened his eyes. “Aunt Robyn?”

      “Go back to sleep, sweetie,” Robyn said.

      “Can I have a glass of water?” Mason asked.

      “Sure.”

      Robyn left the guest room and headed down the dark hallway—through the living room on the way to the kitchen—and slammed into the back of the sofa at full speed, finding herself hurdling face-first through the air to the wooden floor.

      Robyn staggered to her feet and found the light switch on the wall and turned it on.

      Robyn gasped at the sight before her.

      Every piece of furniture in the room had been moved to a different location. Not a single piece was where it had been.

      Robyn stepped forward and examined the floor around the sofa. She’d tried to move the sofa by herself once, pushing it from one end and sliding it across the floor—severely scratching the floor in the process.

      But the floor was fine. Not a scratch to be seen.

      Whoever had moved the sofa—and the rest of the furniture in the room—had picked it up and moved it. And it sure in hell wasn’t Mason.

      Robyn got the water and returned to the guest room where she found Mason sound asleep. Deciding not to wake him, she placed the glass of water on the nightstand next to the bed and returned to her room.

      Robyn climbed into bed, stunned by the events of the last twenty minutes, and pulled the covers up to her neck. It was strange how people did that—pulled up the covers to protect themselves—as if the ghost was going to come and think, Oh, I was going to attack, but now that I see they’re covered…

      Nonetheless, Robyn was exhausted and eventually drifted off.
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* * *

      Robyn had no idea how long she’d been asleep when she felt a bump at the foot of the bed. She opened her eyes to see Mason’s form standing there in the dark.

      “Having trouble sleeping?” Robyn said. “Come on, climb in.”

      Robyn rolled on her side and felt Mason climb into the bed and snuggle up behind her. Then Robyn heard Mason’s voice.

      From the doorway.

      “Aunt Robyn? I have something to tell you,” Mason said.

      Robyn felt a chill go down her spine and ripped the blankets back and jumped from the bed. In two quick strides, Robyn was at the doorway and turned on the light.

      There was no one in the bed.

      Just two imprints—hers, and a second one behind her.
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* * *

      “Tell me about the dark man, Mason,” Robyn said, sitting on the sofa with the small boy by her side.

      “You believe me?” Mason asked.

      “Yes, Mason,” Robyn said. “Tell me about the dark man.”

      “The dark men,” Mason said.

      “There’s more than one?” Robyn said.

      Mason nodded. “They come in through the closet.”

      Robyn thought back to when she walked into the guest room, finding the closet door open and closing it—only to find it open again two minutes later.

      “Do they come into my room?” Robyn asked. “Is that who was in the bed?”

      Mason nodded.

      Robyn shuddered and felt goose bumps spread down her arms and legs.

      “Do they talk to you?” Robyn asked.

      Mason shook his head. “No, only the nice one talks to me.”

      “The nice one?” Robyn asked.

      “Uh huh,” Mason said.

      “Does the nice one have a name?”

      Mason nodded. “Yes. He said his name is Dane.”

      Robyn’s breath caught. “Dane?”

      “Uh huh,” Mason said.

      “What did Dane say?”

      “That’s what I was coming to tell you,” Mason said. “He said to get out of the house.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        January 23, 1942

      

      

      After Catfish had gone off to sleep in the guest room of the caretaker’s cottage, Onyx began to explore the contents of her mother’s keepsake box, which was large enough to be considered a small chest.

      Onyx turned the key in the tarnished brass lock and opened the lid, then pulled the items out, one at a time, and laid them on the table. A number of old photographs, a moth-eaten silk scarf, a crystal ball—the surface pitted with age—and a deck of tarot cards, the edges worn with age, and a wooden jumping jack doll—the kind with a string that, when you pulled it, the arms and legs moved up and down.

      Next, Onyx discovered a velvet bag that contained various pieces of jewelry, including an ornate brass armband, a cameo bracelet, a starburst broach adorned with garnets, and a gold star-shaped pin engraved with geometric motifs and small rhinestones at each of the points.

      At the bottom of the bag there were also a variety of antique pins, metal, and glass buttons and other treasures collected over what seemed like multiple lifetimes.

      Toward the bottom of the box Onyx found a large, beveled stone the color of apple cider in a setting of etched silver. It was, without a doubt, the most beautiful piece of jewelry Onyx had ever seen.

      There were also several books—The Iliad and Odyssey, A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens, and The Adventures of Baron Münchausen—each with broken spines and tattered pages from repeated reading.

      Then Onyx came across an envelope with her name written on it. Onyx opened the envelope, removed the parchment paper inside, and began to read:

      
        
        December 31, 1904

        

        My Dearest Onyx…

        I am certain you have many questions—and there is much to tell. But as we shall never meet, this letter must suffice.

        I shall begin with my confession, for without it nothing else I have to share will make sense.

        And without your forgiveness, nor will it matter.

        It was on a crystal-clear day in August 1612 that Loiza, King of the Irish Travelers, had us stop our bow-top wagons and make camp on a bluff in Pendle Hill, near Lancashire, England. This seemed odd and full of risk, as this was a wild and lawless area known for hideous violence and rampant theft and in the open for all to see.

        It was only after we had made camp that I noticed the wooden scaffolding on the distant horizon, scaffolding that had been erected to administer justice to witches. Loiza told us not to be concerned, and no one questioned the king. Not ever.

        And because I had a child by the king – a girl I named Opal – I also did not question him.

        The next morning, we went about the business of picking pockets, telling fortunes, and selling remedies and magical potions, with no idea the church had declared these activities to be acts of witchcraft. In a matter of days, the fingers of accusation began pointing in our direction.

        We were arrested, and we were not to walk away.

        The majority of our band confessed to our crimes so as to be spared the agony of being burned at the stake, opting for the lesser sentence of being hung by the neck until dead.

        Huddled in our jail cells as we prepared for our executions at dawn, Loiza told us the truth:

        He had orchestrated the entire chain of events. Loiza had betrayed us.

        “Why?” we asked. “Why do you hate us so?”

        “I do not hate you,” Loiza said. “I love you so much, and that is why you must die.”

        That is when we learned that Loiza was a ghost and had brought us to Pendle Hill to meet our fate so we would die and become ghosts like him.

        Then Loiza said the unthinkable.

        “Opal will not hang tomorrow. Young children, such as she, are tossed in the fire to burn.”

        “No! Certainly someone will take her!” I said.

        Loiza shook his head. “The daughter of a gypsy king and a convicted witch?”

        Then I understood what Loiza was saying…

        That Opal should die by our own hands.

        Just before dawn, an hour before we were to be hanged, Loiza approached and said, “If you wish me to do it, I will.”  I told him no.

        “I brought Opal into this world, and I shall be the one to take her with me to the next.”

        I lifted Opal from the wicker basket and held her in my arms, my tears falling on her face like rain, and committed the worst crime imaginable by placing my palm over Opal’s nose and mouth and pressing down until she was gone.

        “Opal has gone to a better place, and the reward shall be eternal life.”

        Eternal life. Ah, the greatest lie of all.

        I vowed in that moment that, should Loiza be correct—that I would indeed return to the land of the living—I would find the right man and bear another child to replace the life I had taken.

        My return to the living plane took place in France during the Solstice Eclipse of 1638.

        It took two-hundred fifty years to find your father, and our love produced you.

        And we named you Onyx.
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        Chicago, Illinois

        October 28, 1968

      

      

      Lilith Pandor watched the monitor and could hardly believe her eyes. Was she really seeing what she was seeing?

      Like everything in the universe, brains vibrate and pulse at a predictable number of cycles per second—data that could be measured, assuming you had the correct equipment.

      Which she did.

      The Electro Encephalo Graph had been registering numbers that—in any other circumstance—would lead you to believe it was broken. Would other scientists believe vibration numbers like this were even possible?

      Probably not. But who cared.

      The process started earlier in the day with a hypnosis session conducted on Subject #136: Stanton Lee Mungehr, age twelve, suffering from seizures symptomatic of epilepsy—including spasms, fainting, twitching, tongue swallowing, and rapid blinking eyes that rolled back in the head—brought on by brain trauma that was the result of a literal kick to the head.

      Lilith looked at her notes again.

      Beta cycles, associated with activities while awake, normally run between 14–35 Hz cycles per second. Stan Lee’s were normal.

      Alpha cycles, those associated with a state of conscious restfulness, were routinely measured between 9–14 Hz cycles per second. Again, Stan Lee’s were typically within that range.

      But then there were the numbers registered during the Theta state—brainwaves associated with creativity, dreams and extra-sensory perception—typically between 4–9 Hz cycles per second. Prior to the hypnosis session, Stan Lee’s typically registered in the normal range. But under hypnosis? They dropped to under 2 Hz cycles per second—and remained there for thirty-one minutes.

      But then…

      Then there was the Delta state.

      Associated with deep sleep, a typical subject’s Delta numbers fell somewhere between 1–4 Hz cycles per second.  After an hour in the chamber, Stan Lee’s Delta cycles suddenly dropped to a staggering .025 Hz cycles per second—perfectly congruent with an astral projected, out-of-body experience—precisely where Tesla predicted.

      And it had remained there for the last 139 minutes!

      Could the answer have been as simple as deep hypnosis combined with a subject suffering from pre-existing brain trauma?

      Lilith sat and watched the EEG numbers register and wondered how much longer Stan Lee would remain in the Delta cycle.
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* * *

      Lilith sat in the darkened laboratory, watching the EEG needle continue in a straight line at a consistent .025 Hz per second, finding herself nodding off several times from lack of sleep. And then the needle shot up to 33 Hz per second—Stan Lee’s normal conscious range.

      Stan Lee was awake.

      Lilith approached the sensory deprivation chamber and cautiously unlocked the lid, and then opened it. She was not prepared for the sight before her.

      Stan Lee was floating in the center of the tank, thrashing and jerking and kicking wildly in the middle of a grand mal seizure.

      Lilith raced to her desk. “Edgar! Come in here now!” she shouted into the intercom.

      Ten seconds later, the door to the laboratory burst open and Edger rushed in, followed by a second orderly.

      “No,” Lilith barked at Edgar. “Just you.”

      The other orderly turned around and closed the door behind him.

      “What is it?” Edgar said, breathing heavily.

      “Get the lights,” Lilith said. “Then help me get him out of the chamber.”

      Edgar took a step forward and looked in the sensory deprivation chamber, and then staggered back. “My God, he’s bleeding.”

      “No, he’s not,” Lilith said. If things had gone as she’d planned, the blood in the tank wasn’t Stan Lee’s.
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        Charleston, South Carolina

        August 27, 2010

      

      

      Nathaniel Cryer sat in a motel room on the outskirts of Charleston, South Carolina, organizing his thoughts before making what might be the most important—and profitable—phone call of his life.

      The treasure trove Nathaniel had found hidden in the wall at the orphanage was exactly the leverage he was looking for.

      First, there was Sister Katherine Keane’s diary.

      What appeared initially as a mundane record of the daily drudgery of life in the convent turned out to be a spectacular account of the nun’s final days at The Open Arms Orphanage—during which she assisted Declan Mulvaney and Tommy Bilazzo’s escape after murdering Father Colin Fanning.

      Holy Mother of God.

      The diary also contained Sister Katherine’s admission of having murdered a fellow nun, Sister Mary Margaret.

      “I slipped the rope around her feet as she lay in the bath and pulled it upward with all my might, submerging her head beneath the water until she was drowned. Praise be to God.”

      Which explained the rope.

      The diary also included accounts of child abuse at the hands of Sister Mary Margaret and Father Colin Fanning, as well as the suspected murder of a boy named Randall Iglewski, who went by a very unusual nickname.

      Stick Boy.

      Chills ran down Nathaniel’s spine, and he unconsciously touched his shoulder where he’d been beaten. By a stick.

      Then there were the photographs—eleven of them in a stack tied together by a piece of string—most of them of little interest. Except for two.

      One photo showed a nun standing with an attractive woman and a man with strong facial features and broad shoulders. On the back someone—assumedly Sister Katherine—had written: Me, Onyx and Ulrich, Spring, 1935.

      Another photo showed two boys, one a bit larger than the other, standing next to a large rock in the middle of a grassy field. The barely readable inscription on the back of the photo read: Declan and Tommy, Open Arms Orphanage, 1932.

      Nathaniel knew exactly where the photo had been taken. The rock in the photo was still in the field behind the orphanage. He’d walked right past it when he was there the day before.

      The final item was a newspaper clipping about the kidnapping of two young girls—Katherine Keane and Onyx Webb—by the Child Snatcher of St. Louis and their incredible rescue.

      My, God, Nathaniel thought. There was enough material here for ten books!
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* * *

      An hour later, Nathaniel picked up the phone and called Declan Mulvaney, deciding not to mess around with small talk. “My name is Nathaniel Cryer, and I have come across some old and yet very damning information about your past,” Nathaniel said. “I think it would behoove you to meet with me.”

      “I see,” Declan said. “Where are you?”

      “In Charleston,” Nathaniel said. “I can be there in an hour.”

      “Fine,” Declan said. “The guard at the gate will have your name.”
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* * *

      “Let’s cut to the chase, shall we?” Nathaniel said after being shown into the study at the Mulvaney Mansion. “It seems you were once a very naughty boy.”

      Nathaniel laid a large manila envelope on his side of Declan’s enormous desk.

      “And what do you have there?”

      “In here? Just everything I need to ruin your life,” Nathaniel said.

      “We all have skeletons in our closets,” Declan said with a smile. “Like, yourself, for example.”

      “Me?” Nathaniel said. “Oh, please, do tell.”

      “Arrested for shoplifting at the age of thirteen, arrested again for public indecency and performing lewd acts in an alley behind a gay bar at seventeen...”

      “Impressive,” Nathaniel said. “Especially as juvenile arrest records are sealed by the court.”

      “There’s more,” Declan said. “Should I go on?”

      “Please do,” Nathaniel said. “People usually talk about me behind my back, so I find this refreshing.”

      “Tossed out of journalism school at Utica College for fabricating a story about college rape, dismissed from your own cable TV show for faking ghost noises,” Declan said. “You do realize people don’t tend to trust the word of a documented liar.”

      “Wow, you got all that in an hour? I’m impressed. I found this in less than an hour, too,” Nathaniel said, tossing a stack of photocopies on the desk. “Take a look.”

      Declan picked up the pages and flipped through them, then laid them back on the desk. “What do you want?”

      “There’s no statute of limitations on murder, Mr. Mulvaney,” Nathaniel said. “And there’s no statute on public embarrassment either. Murdering a Catholic priest? On a scale of one to ten, when it comes to public embarrassment, I would think that ranks right up there.”

      “I already asked you, what do you want?”

      “I want to write your biography,” Nathaniel said. “Your authorized biography.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. I want twenty hours of one-on-one interview time with you—on tape. That, and you provide me with a letter of authorization to write your story, and the part about you and the priest gets left out,” Nathaniel said.

      “And the everything else?” Declan asked.

      “Everything else is fair game,” Nathaniel said. “Like how you knew to buy all that land in Orlando, Florida—at exactly the right locations at precisely the right time. Where you went during the missing years you’ve never talked about, including who Bruce’s mother is—”

      “Out of the question,” Declan said.

      “No, Mr. Mulvaney, it really isn’t,” Nathaniel said. “You see, I’m going to write your story, every bit of it—with or without your approval. And while you may be able to discredit me with the dirt you’ve gathered, the damage to you will already have been done. Other reporters will pick up where I’ve left off, and you’ll be relentlessly hounded until the day you die.”

      Declan remained silent, considering his options. There weren’t many.

      “Or we can go the other way, and I just go straight to Simon & Schuster or one of the other New York houses with what I’ve got,” Nathaniel said. “Even as an unauthorized biography, there’s a lot of juicy stuff here—very salacious, as they say.”

      “Would I get to see the manuscript before it goes to press?” Declan asked.

      “Of course not,” Nathaniel said.

      Declan knew he was trapped. “People are going to be hurt,” he said finally.

      “I’m sure that’s true,” Nathaniel said. “But how much will they be hurt if they find out you took a two-by-four to the head of a Catholic priest?”
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* * *

      Five minutes after Nathaniel Cryer left Declan’s study with the letter of authorization in his hand, Declan pulled Stormy Boyd’s card from his Rolodex and dialed the telephone.

      “I understand,” Boyd said after Declan explained the situation. “Exactly how far do you want me to go to get this done?”

      “As far as you must to retrieve every document in Nathaniel Cryer’s possession,” Declan said. “Like all people, I have a public life, a private life, and a secret life. I gave up on protecting my private life a long time ago. But I’d like to make sure my secret life stays that way. Understood?”

      “Yes,” Stormy said. He understood the need to keep one’s secret life a secret all too well. “Does this include—?”

      “We go back a long time, Mr. Boyd,” Declan said. “I trust your judgment.”
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        May 11, 1942

      

      

      When Claudia Spilatro had begun her affair with Ulrich Schröder—meeting him at The Night Owl, her father’s bar in Las Vegas where she waited tables—she had three brothers.

      The first, Flavio, was killed by Ulrich when he’d pushed him down the back stairs of the bar while stealing her father’s money. Ulrich had admitted that much.

      The second, Fortunato, was killed when he’d gone to San Francisco to get her father’s money back from Ulrich, and his car ran off the Golden Gate Bridge into the icy waters below.

      And Claudia’s third brother was really, really pissed.

      “I say we go and gut them both,” Fabrizio said. “After we get the money back.”

      Faustino “The Owl” Spilatro wasn’t so sure. “Sometimes the best course of action is no action at all,” The Owl said.

      “That’s bull, Dad, and you know it,” Fabrizio snapped.

      The Owl looked up from his newspaper and eyed his son pacing the room like a caged lion. “Wearing a hole in the carpet won’t fix things, Son.”

      Fabrizo stopped dead in his tracks. “What happened to you, Dad? You have two dead sons, and I have two dead brothers. Now they’re putting Claudia away for attempted murder for what—ten, twenty years? How can you just sit by and do nothing?”

      Maybe Fabrizio was right, The Owl thought. At a minimum they should get the money back.
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* * *

      Catfish had just finished cutting a felled pine into long, thin boards, which he intended to use to finish the final portion of the burned-out section of the caretaker’s house, when he thought he heard Onyx calling his name.

      Catfish looked up to the top of the lighthouse but didn’t see her. He dropped the boards and walked around the corner of the caretaker’s house, and then stopped when he spotted two men standing there.

      One of the men was younger, and the other one older. The younger man had a Bowie knife pressed against Onyx’s throat.

      The older man spoke first. “My name is—”

      “I know who you are,” Catfish said. “You the one they call The Owl, right?”

      Faustino Spilatro nodded.

      “And this one here?”

      “This is my son, Fabrizio.”

      “Does your boy have any idea how close he is to being dead?” Catfish asked. “He don’t put that knife down; he gonna be just like those other boys of yours.”

      “You seem to know a lot about my family,” The Owl said.

      “Let me cut her,” Fabrizio said, pressing the knife harder against Onyx’s throat. “They took two of ours. I say we take one of theirs.”

      “Daddy, don’t worry. They can’t hurt me,” Onyx said.

      “What is it you want from us?” Catfish said

      “I want the thirty large Ulrich Schröder stole from me,” The Owl said. “Plus the vig, of course.”

      Catfish looked to Onyx. “This true?”

      “They can’t hurt me, Daddy,” Onyx repeated.

      “I asked if what this man is sayin’ is true?”

      “Yes,” Onyx said.

      Catfish stayed silent, keeping his eye on the knife to Onyx’s neck. “I’ll give you twenty in gold,” Catfish said finally. “That, and the Mercedes Benz sitting out back. I figure the car’s worth ten, give or take. Keys are in it, and I already seen to it that it runs. That’s my best offer, take it or leave it.”

      “Daddy, no,” Onyx said. “There’s nothing they can—”

      “Onyx, you stay clear of this now,” Catfish said. “This between me and The Owl here.”

      “What about the vig, Dad?” Fabrizio asked.

      “So, we got ourselves a deal?” Catfish prompted.

      The Owl nodded. They had a deal.
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* * *

      “You didn’t have to do that,” Onyx said after the Spilatros had driven off in Ulrich’s Mercedes. “I told you they couldn’t hurt me.”

      “It was the proper thing to do, Onyx,” Catfish said. “The money was theirs. They had a right to it. More important, we don’t have to worry ‘bout them no more.”

      Catfish couldn’t have been more wrong.
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* * *

      “I saw where the old man went to get the gold,” Fabrizio said. “It’s somewhere in the shed, probably buried in a coffee can or just sitting on the shelf maybe.”

      Getting the money had done nothing to lessen Fabrizio’s rage. To the contrary, going out to lighthouse had left him feeling shortchanged and cheated. The deaths of Flavio and Fortunato required a price greater than money, didn’t they?

      And who did they think they were? Onyx, wearing that freak-show mask and sleeve to hide her burns—and that hick, backwoods father of hers, with the black eye patch and jagged scar running down the left side of his face—like some kind of carnival act, they were.

      “I say we go back,” Fabrizio said. “Only this time, we go after dark when they won’t see us coming,”

      “You think killing Onyx Webb or her father will make things right?” The Owl asked.

      “Couldn’t hurt.”

      “I can’t stop you from doing something stupid, Son,” The Owl said. “Just remember, before you embark on a journey of revenge, it’s best to dig two graves.”

      “Oh, I’m going to dig two graves, all right,” Fabrizio. “One for Onyx Webb, and the other for her old man.”
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* * *

      Onyx heard the footsteps coming through the woods toward the lighthouse a quarter mile away, just as she’d heard the footsteps of Faustino and Fabrizio days earlier. Only then, Onyx had made the mistake of believing they were simply passing through, out hunting perhaps—until Fabrizio had pulled the knife.

      This time there was only a single pair of feet, and Onyx knew better than to think whoever it was would be coming in peace—not at two o’clock in the morning.

      Then Onyx heard the sound of a door creaking open, followed by a second set of feet, this time coming from the caretaker’s house.

      It was her father.

      As she expected.

      Catfish Webb was a man with keen ears of his own, who’d tracked bobcats and wild boar in the bayou for days on end.

      Catfish had a knife, too.

      God help whoever was in the woods.
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* * *

      Catfish was busy painting the side wall of the caretaker’s house when The Owl came driving up the single-lane dirt road toward the lighthouse in a rusted blue pickup truck. He parked and shut off the engine.

      Catfish put the paintbrush down and walked toward the pickup. “Can’t allow anyone to come here and threaten me and mine,” Catfish said.

      The Owl nodded. “I understand. Where is he?”

      “Out of the sun in the shed,” Catfish said.

      The Owl followed Catfish toward the shed. “I warned the boy not to come, but Fabrizio—well, he had a mind of his own.”

      “Children are like that sometimes,” Catfish said. “Stubborn, not much a parent can do.”

      Catfish opened the shed door, allowing light to stream in.

      “Had some pine boards left over, so I made a box for the boy,” Catfish said. “Somethin’ to get him home in.”

      The Owl looked down at Fabrizio’s still body. “For my own peace of mind, how—?”

      “I heard footsteps in the woods comin’ in this direction,” Catfish said. “So, I got my knife and went outside, found your boy trying to pry open the lock to the shed with a knife. I come up on him and said it might be best for all concerned if he turned around and went on back the way he come. He picked a different course.”

      The Owl nodded. “That scar on your face. How did you get it?”

      “This? Happened nearly forty years ago now. Crazy woman in St. Louis tried to take my Onyx for her own,” Catfish said.

      “A woman did that?”

      “No,” Catfish said. “The glass window I ran through did this.”

      “Did you kill that woman, too?” The Owl asked.

      “I tried,” Catfish said. “I most surely did.”
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* * *

      Onyx stood in the window of the lighthouse as Faustino Spilatro pulled his truck over to the shed, and watched Catfish help him load the pine box containing his son’s dead body into the rear bed of the pickup.

      “Can my daughter and I get a decent night’s sleep?” Catfish said. “Or do we need to keep one eye open forever?”

      “No,” The Owl said. “Your family and ours has had enough with killing. This ends now.”
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        Chicago, Illinois

        October 29, 1968

      

      

      Lilith Pandor was beside herself with excitement. No one in the scientific community had ever taken her seriously. Except for Nikola Tesla, of course.

      After getting Stan Lee out of the sensory deprivation chamber the night before, Edgar returned from the showers—having taken a hose to Stan Lee, washing him down from head to toe—and found not a single cut or wound. A few scratches, as if someone had raked their fingernails across his skin in a struggle, perhaps, but nothing remotely capable of producing the amount of blood that was present.

      Additionally, the blood in the chamber was type O. Stan Lee’s blood type was AB negative. As Lilith expected, the blood came from a source outside the chamber.

      Amazing.

      And the knife was gone. It had gone in the chamber with Stan Lee, and three hours later it was nowhere to be found.

      The question now: had Stan Lee completed the mission he’d been programmed for during the hypnosis session?

      Lilith looked at the clock to see it was 9:20 a.m. The administrator should have arrived by now.

      Lilith took a deep breath, held it for several seconds and exhaled. She picked up the phone and dialed, telling herself to act naturally.

      “Administration,” a female secretary said.

      “This is Dr. Pandor. Would it be possible to speak with—?”

      “I’m sorry,” the secretary said. “The administrator has not arrived yet. May I take a message?”

      “No, that’s all right,” Lilith said, her heart beating out of her chest now. “I’ll call back later.”

      Dear God, could it actually be possible?

      Lilith leaned back in her chair and couldn’t help but smile. Two birds with one stone, she thought. First, she’d just proven that it was possible to program a subject to neutralize a target using astral projection. And second, she no longer owed the extortionist bastard twenty grand for the twins.
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* * *

      An hour later, Lilith’s door swung open.

      Lilith’s mouth dropped open and her shoulders sagged. It was the Dunning administrator.

      “You picked a bad morning,” the Dunning administrator said. “What do you want?”

      “I… I didn’t know if you were coming in,” Lilith managed.

      “Why wouldn’t I be coming in?” the administrator asked. “The only reason I’m late is because I was up half the night being questioned by the police. Seems someone broke into the girl’s school next door to my house.”

      “I hope no one was hurt,” Lilith said, a feeling of dread washing over her.

      “I have no idea,” the administrator said. “They’re being very tight-lipped. But I’d bet dollars to donuts it wasn’t a simple break in. Something bad must have happened. Christ, I hope it wasn’t an escaped patient from here. That’s all I need.”

      The Dunning administrator shut the door, and Lilith slumped in her chair. Damn it, he was still alive.
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* * *

      When Lilith heard the sirens an hour later, she thought nothing of it. Until the phone rang.

      “The FBI is here with a warrant,” Edgar said.

      “The FBI? What—?”

      “They’re looking for Stan Lee.”
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* * *

      Stan Lee was sitting on the edge of the bed when he heard the sound of footsteps in the hallway, followed by the metallic sound of a key in the lock.

      When the door swung open, Stan Lee could tell something was wrong.

      “Quick, Stan Lee,” Dr. Pandor said. “They’re coming to arrest you.”

      “Me?” Stan Lee said as he jumped off the bed. “Why?”

      But Stan Lee already knew why. They were coming because of what he’d done the night before.

      To the girls.

      “You’ve got to hide,” Kara said from the corner of the room.

      “Come on,” Stan Lee said.

      Stan Lee grabbed Dr. Pandor by the wrist and led her down the hall. They pushed through the doors to the laboratory and Stan Lee pointed at the sensory deprivation chambers. “We can hide in there.”

      “Hide?” Dr. Pandor said.

      “Yes. They’ll never look for us in here, and once they leave we can run.”

      Stan Lee crossed the room and lifted the lid on one of the sensory deprivation chambers and held out his hand. “Come on, I’ll help you in. Then I’ll get in the other one.”

      Dr. Pandor lowered herself into the warm, salty liquid and looked up at Stan Lee. “Thank you, Stan Lee. We’re going to make history together. You’ll see.”

      Stan Lee lowered the lid just in time.

      Seconds later, the door to the laboratory burst open and a group of men in suits stormed into the room. One of the men stepped forward and flashed a badge. “I’m with the FBI. Are you Stanton Lee Mungehr?”

      “Yes, yes, sir,” Stan Lee managed to say, his bottom lip quivering. “That’s me. I’m Stan Lee Mungehr.”

      The FBI agent glanced around the room. “Are you alone in here?”

      Stan Lee glanced over at Kara.

      Kara nodded.

      “Yes, sir,” Stan Lee said nervously, leaning on the door of the sensory deprivation chamber. “It’s just me.”

      The FBI agent reached inside his suit coat and pulled out a comic book—a comic book Stan Lee instantly recognized. “You’re the person who sent this message?” the FBI agent asked in disbelief.

      “Yes, sir,” Stan Lee said, feeling the relief wash over him. “That’s my comic book.”

      “Son, I’ve been doing this job a long time,” the agent said. “And what you did here—hiding your message in here like this—well, it just might be the cleverest damn thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Now, listen,” the FBI agent said. “There’s a social worker upstairs from the state who is going to take you to the hospital to get checked out. After that, you’ll be off to Wisconsin. Your grandparents are very eager to meet you.”

      As the FBI agent turned and started barking orders at the officers behind him, Stan Lee glanced at the latch on the sensory deprivation chamber with Dr. Pandor inside.

      Then he looked over at Kara.

      “Don’t look to me for permission,” Kara said.

      Stan Lee casually reached over and slid the latch on the deprivation chamber to the locked position.
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        “Your forgiveness may not matter to those who harm you, but it was never intended for them anyway. It is a gift you give yourself.”
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            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Episode 12: The Dark Man

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        April 3, 1953

      

      

      Onyx did not need to read the headline on the paper in her father’s hands to know another fire was burning. Even through the walls of the caretaker’s house, Onyx could detect the oppressive, acrid smell of smoke coming from the coast.

      “Got ourselves another fire up near Tillamook,” Catfish said, refolding the paper. “Tiny spark. That’s all it takes. We outta be okay down here, though, if the winds keep blowing to the north.”

      It wasn’t the first fire to devastate the coastal region near Tillamook, Oregon, and knowing mother nature the way he did, Catfish knew it wouldn’t be the last. He also knew that with the logging community having taken another hit, more men would be out of work, forcing them to make ends meet through any means necessary. Hunting, fishing—and for the most desperate—taking things that didn’t belong to them.

      “We best be prepared in case someone gets the notion—”

      “I know, Daddy,” Onyx said from the opposite side of the kitchen table, pretending to sip her coffee and moving her eggs around her plate with her fork, just as she’d done every morning for the last nine years. “Someone might break in and try to steal something.”

      “Don’t you go pokin’ fun at your daddy,” Catfish said. “Desperate men do desperate things, Onyx.”

      As do desperate women, Onyx thought.

      The irony was not lost on Onyx. Her father was worried the fire might drive bad men to do bad things, which was exactly what Onyx counted on. Taking the lives of thieves was within her code, and her need for energy was growing more obvious by the day. If it weren’t for make-up, the grayness of her skin would already be noticeable.

      Some women considered make-up to be a curse.

      To Onyx, it was a godsend.

      As it was to all ghosts.

      Onyx got up, took her dishes to the sink, and scraped the uneaten eggs down the drain. “I think I’ll grab a book and read for a bit.”

      “Do your readin’ here today, will you, Jitterbug?” Catfish said. “I want to get a few more of them glass panels out of there, give you—”

      “I told you not to bother, Daddy,” Onyx said. “I’ve got plenty of room.”

      Catfish had begun the process of dismantling the lighthouse lens in earnest the previous fall, which turned out to be a much bigger job than he’d assumed.

      The Fresnel lens was a series of meter-sized glass panels that weighed in excess of thirty pounds each, arranged in a circular fashion. In the center was a commercial-sized oil lamp, that—when lit—drew whale oil or kerosene up an inch-wide cotton wick to the flame. The light of which was reflected off the mirrored panels out to sea.

      Most lighthouses had switched to electric light long ago, but ongoing budget cutbacks by the state had left the lighthouse in Crimson Cove decades behind. Then, after the lighthouse had been officially decommissioned following the death of Ulrich Schröder—and the disappearance of his murderous wife, Onyx—who cared?

      Not that oil-powered burners didn’t get the job done. They did. The big drawback, however, was the amount of smoke and soot they produced, making cleaning the lens panels a constant and important chore. From the look of things, it was a chore Ulrich had apparently neglected to do.

      “I don’t want you breathing all that soot into your lungs, Jitterbug,” Catfish said. “I get them panels out of there; it gonna make that painting studio of yours so much the better. You’ll see.”

      “Whatever makes you happy, Daddy,” Onyx said, then kissed her father lightly on the top of the head and left the kitchen.

      Catfish smiled, turned the page, and read that day’s Dennis the Menace comic strip and chuckled.

      Opposite the comics was an advertisement for the annual Crimson Cove Film Festival—an event that, unfortunately, attracted thousands of people to the otherwise sleepy ocean community every summer, much to the chagrin of Sheriff Hell Daniels.

      The festival was the brainchild of George Dietz, who’d purchased The Night Owl Theatre from Faustino Spilatro several years earlier. This year’s ad touted a screening of a sci-fi film called The Thing from Another World. The movie had been released just six weeks earlier by RKO, yet George had persuaded the studio to provide a print to the festival.

      It wasn’t often that a movie made its way to the cove within six weeks of its release. Catfish admired the boy for his tenacity and refusing to give up on his dream of becoming a famous Hollywood director, even if his film about Onyx had caused so much trouble.

      Catfish turned the page and saw the next headline:

      
        
        CLAUDIA SPILATRO TO GAIN EARLY                                  RELEASE FROM PRISON

      

      

      How was that even possible? Catfish thought.

      The article went on to say:

      Serving a sentence for the attempted murder of Onyx Webb, Ms. Spilatro was instrumental in foiling the prison escape of a fellow inmate. A federal judge has issued a court order for her release within sixty days.

      Claudia Spilatro was getting out of prison.

      Catfish folded the paper in half and buried it deep in the bottom of the trash. He knew Onyx would not take the news well, so it was better not to tell her. Besides, Catfish knew there was nothing Claudia could do to hurt Onyx.

      Onyx was already dead.

      This was something Catfish had known from the moment he hugged her after the trial, nine years earlier. She felt cold, exactly the way Jofranka felt when he’d held her in his arms.

      And there were other signs. The way Onyx pretended to sip her coffee but never really swallowing any of the liquid. And the way she pushed her food around her plate, pretending to eat. And how Onyx spent most of her time at the top of the lighthouse—writing, reading, painting, and sleeping. Without heat. And with no bed.

      Catfish had also watched Onyx sneak out in the dead of night, just like her mother, Jofranka, had done.

      Onyx thought Catfish didn’t know, but he did.

      And he knew the day would come when they would have to talk about it. But not yet. Onyx would reveal it to him in her own time.

      At least that’s what he hoped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Madison, Wisconsin

        March 4, 1969

      

      

      After being rescued from Dunning, Stan Lee found himself placed in yet another institution—this time the Mendota State Hospital in Madison, Wisconsin—for observation and testing to make sure he posed no physical risk to himself or others.

      An extensive battery of psychological tests showed that Stan Lee had come through his ordeal remarkably well, all things considered. The tests also revealed that Stan Lee possessed a 142-point IQ, placing him on the lower end of the genius range.

      And his seizures had also subsided.

      Finally, after four months, the hospital therapist decided it was time to confront Stan Lee’s friendship with the girl.

      Kara.

      “So, Stan Lee, let’s talk a bit more about your friend, Kara,” the therapist said.

      “Okay.”

      “You do understand that Kara isn’t a real person, right?” the therapist said.

      “What do you mean?” Stan Lee asked.

      “I’m asking if you understand that Kara is a figment of your imagination?”

      Stan Lee remained silent.

      “Has Kara visited you since you’ve been here?” the therapist asked.

      “Of course not. She lives at Dunning,” Stan Lee said.

      “No, Stan Lee,” the therapist said in a calm voice. “Kara lives in your head. The reason you haven’t seen her lately is because you no longer need her to survive.”

      Again, Stan Lee remained silent, thinking about what he’d just been told. The truth was Stan Lee knew the therapist was right. He’d probably known all along.

      “Will she ever come back?” Stan Lee asked.

      “I don’t know, Stan Lee,” the therapist said. “Do you want her to come back?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Well, then maybe someday she will,” the therapist said. “But for now, let’s proceed with the idea that Kara was someone you knew where you used to live, but then you moved away. How does that sound?”

      Stan Lee nodded.

      “Good. So tell me your feelings about Dr. Pandor.”

      “My feelings about her?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Yes. About the things she did to you, about making you participate in her experiments,” the therapist said. “Does it make you angry when you think about it?”

      Stan Lee shrugged. “No, not really.”

      “Not at all?”

      Stan Lee wondered what the right answer was, what he was supposed to say. He knew every word he said was being recorded, transcribed, and eventually analyzed.

      Stan Lee imagined that someone who’d gone through what he’d endured would be seething with anger.

      All he felt was emptiness.

      “Sure, I get angry,” Stan Lee said. “Sometimes.”

      The therapist nodded and made a note in his book. “And when you found out that Dr. Pandor had died, how did that make you feel?”

      Again, Stan Lee went silent, searching for the best answer to give. “Happy, I guess.”

      “Happy?” the therapist repeated, once again making a note. “The FBI found Dr. Pandor’s body locked inside a sensory deprivation chamber almost two weeks after shutting down the laboratory. And that makes you happy?”

      Happy was apparently the wrong answer.

      “Well, not happy,” Stan Lee said. “It was more like a feeling of relief, I guess.”

      “Relief?”

      “Yes,” Stan Lee said. “That she was gone and couldn’t hurt me anymore. And that she couldn’t hurt others either. Yes, I felt relieved.”

      The therapist nodded and gave a slight smile.

      Bingo.

      “I think that’s enough for today, Stan Lee.”

      “When do you think I’ll be able to get out of here?” Stan Lee asked. “And go live with my grandparents.”

      “Is that what you want? To live with your grandparents?”

      What Stan Lee wanted was to get the hell out of Mendota State Hospital, but he knew better than to say it. “Yes, more than anything, sir. I like them. They’re nice.”

      The therapist smiled and made a final note. “Soon, Stan Lee. Soon.”
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        New York City, New York

        August 30, 2010

      

      

      Stormy Boyd called every airline that flew from Charleston to New York City since that was where most of the big publishing companies were located. And, as expected, he discovered Nathaniel Cryer had booked a flight on JetBlue to New York’s JFK airport for the day after next.

      It was clear to Boyd that Nathaniel Cryer was eager to get a deal done, hungry for the big pot of gold at the end of the best-seller rainbow.

      But allowing Cryer to meet with any publisher was out of the question. The question now was: where to intercept him?

      Stormy Boyd’s choices included the following:

      
        	At Cryer’s hotel, but he’d been unable to locate where he was staying.

        	At the Charleston International Airport before he boarded his flight—which was dangerous because of all the people who’d be around.

        	At the other end of the flight—at JFK—which, in terms of foot traffic, was even worse.

        	At one of his destinations in New York, which—if he provided copies of the material Declan Mulvaney never wanted to see the light of day—could prove to be too late.

      

      Stormy Boyd decided the best course of action was to keep trying to find the hotel Nathaniel was staying at in Charleston, and take the man in his room. If he was unable to do that, Stormy had time to fly to New York well ahead of Nathaniel Cryer’s arrival and try to figure something out.
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* * *

      Stormy Boyd had no luck finding the hotel.

      Using part of the $5,000 cash Declan Mulvaney had provided for expenses, Stormy booked a flight on JetBlue that got him into JFK just before midnight, giving him a full eight hours to come up with a plan before Nathaniel Cryer would arrive.

      Stormy spent the better part of an hour walking the airport, which was quiet that time of night. But he knew things would be different in the morning. In the morning, the airport concourse would be a hectic, bustling anthill of people moving in every direction.

      He considered following Nathaniel to his first destination in Manhattan, but the city streets could turn out to be just as unpredictable and uncontrollable as taking him at the airport terminal.

      He needed to find a chokepoint. The narrow part of the hourglass where it would be just the two of them.

      But where?

      He glanced at his watch to see it was almost one in the morning. He had seven hours to figure it out. Fortunately for Stormy Boyd, he wouldn’t lose time sleeping.

      Ghosts never sleep.
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* * *

      Nathaniel’s flight to JFK arrived at ten minutes after eight in the morning. And since he was traveling light, he could go straight to the taxi stand for the twenty-minute, $60 cab ride into Manhattan for the first of four meetings, all with major publishing houses.

      The six big New York publishers—known in the industry as “The Sister Six”—included Penguin, Random House, Simon & Schuster, HarperCollins, Macmillan, and Hachette Book Group.

      Nathaniel had placed calls to all six of them after getting the letter of agreement from Declan Mulvaney. Three of the publishers agreed immediately to a meeting. A fourth was thinking about it. The remaining two refused to take Nathaniel’s call.

      Their loss.

      What a great story this is going to make after the book becomes a bestseller, Nathaniel thought as he crossed the concourse toward the street. Decca Records passed on The Beatles, twelve publishers passed on JK Rowling’s Harry Potter series, and now five of the biggest publishing houses in the world will have passed on Declan Mulvaney: Orphan Billionaire.

      “Hey, are you Nathaniel Cryer?” a man asked.

      Nathaniel pulled himself from his daydream and saw a man in a black coat and bowler hat holding a sign with his name printed on it. “Yes, I’m Nathaniel Cryer. But I didn’t—?”

      “Declan Mulvaney instructed me to drive you to your appointments in Manhattan,” Stormy Boyd said. “He said you and he were working on a project together, and that we should take you wherever you wished to go.”

      Nathaniel smiled.

      He’d finally made it to the big leagues.

      Boyd folded the cardboard sign with his gloved hands and shoved it into his jacket pocket. “The limousine is right this way, Mr. Cryer. And, please, allow me to carry your bag.”
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* * *

      It wasn’t until they made the second set of turns in the underground parking structure that Nathaniel realized something was wrong.

      “Where exactly are we going?” Nathaniel asked as they entered the darkest area of the parking structure.

      Stormy made no attempt to answer the question, dropping the bag to the floor and taking two quick steps forward toward Nathaniel—then burying a hard right jab in the man’s solar plexus.

      Nathaniel’s hands went reflexively in the air and his mouth opened and closed as if he were a fish gasping for breath, exactly as Stormy Boyd knew he would. It was a move Stormy Boyd had used many times over the last one-hundred years.

      Stormy stepped forward and pressed Cryer against the concrete wall, wrapping his hand behind Nathaniel’s head and pulling his face toward his—placing his mouth over Nathaniel’s—and draining the life from him until he hung gray and limp in Stormy’s arms.

      Stormy lowered Cryer to the ground and dragged him behind a parked vehicle, and then retrieved Nathaniel’s bag from the garage floor.

      Stormy opened the bag and looked inside. There was a diary, a bible, an assortment of photographs and newspaper clippings, and a rolled-up piece of rope. Everything he was instructed to retrieve looked to be there.

      What it all meant was a mystery, and it would remain that way. Unless Declan Mulvaney decided he wanted to tell him about it, the collection of items was none of Stormy Boyd’s business.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Salem, Oregon

        June 15, 1953

      

      

      Situated on 194 acres of abandoned farmland on the outskirts of southeast Salem, the Oregon State Penitentiary was a dark, crowded place that housed a full complement of murderers, drug addicts, rapists, the mentally ill—and, for the last ten years, Claudia Spilatro.

      But not for much longer.

      “Years ago, before there were prisons, people who were convicted of crimes were simply hung on the spot,” the warden said, reviewing Claudia’s release order. “No slipping out of the noose for good behavior back then.”

      “Well, don’t I feel lucky,” Claudia said.

      “Or they put an Oregon Boot on you and left you to rot,” the warden said, pointing to a heavy metal device housed in a glass display case in the corner of the room.

      “Could we hurry this up?” Claudia said. “My father should be here any minute to—”

      “Oh, about that. Your father called to inform us he wasn’t coming. I’ve been instructed to have a guard drive you out to the coast,” the warden said, pointing to the guard standing near the door.

      “What about my brother?” Claudia said in disbelief.

      “Brother?”

      “My brother, Fabrizio,” Claudia snapped.

      “You were never told?” the warden asked.

      “Told what?” Claudia asked.

      “Your brother’s dead,” the warden said. “God, what’s it been? Five years now?”

      “More like ten,” the guard said.

      “Fabrizio’s dead?” Claudia repeated in disbelief. “I don’t understand. How—?”

      “Some kind of robbery gone off the rails out at Crimson Cove, if memory serves,” the guard said.

      A rage formed inside Claudia, but she knew to keep quiet.

      “When’s the last time you had a visitor?” the warden asked.

      “I, I don’t know,” Claudia said.

      The warden glanced at the visitor record in Claudia’s file. The answer was never.
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* * *

      
        
        CRIMSON COVE, OREGON

      

      

      Five hours after leaving the prison, Claudia had learned three things:

      First, she learned the reason her father—Faustino “The Owl” Spilatro—never visited was due to his anger over the public shame Claudia had brought on the family. And the last thing The Owl needed was the media getting a picture of a known mafia crime boss visiting his daughter in a maximum-security prison.

      Second, Claudia learned her seventeen-year-old son, Phil, wanted nothing to do with her, which was pretty obvious since he never visited either.

      Lastly, Claudia discovered her brother, Fabrizio, had been stabbed to death by Onyx Webb’s father.

      “Why would you let him go out there alone?” Claudia asked her father. “You know how dangerous these people are. You had to know something bad could—?”

      “You know how your brother was, Claudia,” the Owl said. “Stubborn, hard-headed. Like you. There was no stopping him.”

      “So, when you found out what happened, what did you do?”

      “I went and retrieved the body,” The Owl said. “And then I made peace.”

      “Peace?” Claudia said incredulously. “Our entire family has been destroyed by that family. I have three dead brothers, and you have three dead sons—not to mention the ten years I lost in that hellish place. And you want peace? What happened to you, Dad? What happened to the man that once—?”

      “Enough!” The Owl shouted. “This Hatfield and McCoy’s feud between the Spilatros and the Webbs is over and done with. I gave my word.”

      “Well, I didn’t give mine.”
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* * *

      An hour after storming out the door of her father’s house, Claudia found herself standing at the edge of the woods looking across the clearing at the Crimson Cove lighthouse.

      When Claudia was in prison, she’d gone to the chaplain and asked why things happened the way they did.

      The chaplain did not know.

      “But I can tell you this, my child,” the chaplain said. “The universe is orderly, not accidental. All of its movements are measured, planned, and plotted by an invisible guiding hand, governed by a set of immutable laws of mind and matter.”

      Claudia had no earthly idea what the man was talking about. In what orderly universe could Onyx still be alive, and the father of her child be dead?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Onyx,

        

        Please pay heed to the following.

        You were born a “half-ghost,” the child of a ghost and a human.

        As proof, I know these things:

        You have keen eyesight and keen hearing.

        Your favorite scent is vanilla.

        And your favorite color is red. You love to paint, sing, and play piano.

        Want one last final form of proof?

        Gaze at yourself in the mirror long enough and you will detect a thin, almost imperceptible purple ring around each iris. Look closely… You shall see I am right.

        Now that you trust that what I am saying is true, I offer the following, which you must know to survive this world:

        One…

        You shall rarely become ill. Should you, you must find ways to keep your energy up through creative acts: singing, painting, writing, and the like.

        Two…

        Other than your father, trust no man fully. This will be difficult because your word, once given, is a sacred act. But if a man ever means you harm, you must put yourself first—no matter the means.

        Three…

        You must never attempt to bear a child. For a ghost, the act of giving birth requires far too much energy and is an un-survivable act.

        I explained to your father that I would not survive your birth, yet I went forward knowing this.

        That is how much I loved you.

        And always will.

        

        Your mother
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        Mayville, Wisconsin

        May 30, 1969

      

      

      Stan Lee’s mother used to talk about how fanatically religious her mother and father were. Now Stan Lee understood what she meant.

      But regardless of the prayers his grandfather made him do or the daily homeschooling sessions with his grandmother—life on the farm was better than Mendota, and way, way better than being trapped in Dunning.

      The Mungehrs had 187 acres of farmland on which they grew corn for grain, soybeans, and because the state of Wisconsin was heavily populated by people of German heritage—including his grandparents—they also used a portion of the land to grow potatoes.

      Stan Lee also discovered he was named after his grandfather, whose first name was Stanton, and after his grandmother, whose maiden name was Lee.

      “What should I call you?” Stan Lee asked when he first arrived.

      “You should call me Opa, and your grandmother you can call Oma,” his grandfather said. “That’s what people call their grandparents in Germany.”

      The Mungehrs had spent the last thirteen years believing their daughter, Mary Ann, had run off to New York to follow her dream of becoming a dancer. They were completely blindsided by the fact that they had a grandchild locked up in an insane asylum in Illinois.

      But nothing had prepared Oma and Opa for the news that their only daughter was dead. They had a ton of questions, and Stan Lee did his best to answer them as honestly as he could.

      “So the night your mother died, that’s when they took you to Dunning?” Oma asked.

      “Yes, me and Bruce. They took us there,” Stan Lee said. “But they split us up right away. Bruce went to one building where they kept little kids, and because of my head they put me in the—”

      “Bruce? Who is Bruce?”

      Stan Lee realized his mistake, but it was too late. “My brother.”

      “You have a brother?” Oma asked.

      “No one said anything about another boy,” Opa said. “Where is he now? Is he still at Dunning?”

      “I don’t know,” Stan Lee said. “When we got there, they took me to the infirm—”

      “The infirmary?” Oma said.

      “Yes, that’s what they called it,” Stan Lee said.

      “And you never saw your brother after that?” Oma asked.

      Stan Lee remained quiet, considering the best way to answer the question. Finally, he shook his head. “No, I never saw him again. I think he might have died.”

      “What?” Oma gasped. “How—?”

      “That’s what they said,” Stan Lee said with a shrug. “They said he got the flu or something and died. You can look, but I don’t think you’ll ever find him.”

      If anyone was going to find Bruce someday, Stan Lee wanted it to be him.
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        Orlando, Florida

        August 30, 2010

      

      

      “Tell me everything from the beginning,” Gerylyn Stoller said. “From the first paranormal event to the last.”

      It was the first time Robyn had spoken to the blind paranormal researcher since their time together at Dane’s funeral, in Lily Dale.

      “Well, I’m not really sure what qualifies as paranormal,” Robyn said in a loud voice to be sure she could be heard through the speaker phone.

      “Any event that tends to lie beyond normal experience or has no rational scientific explanation is considered paranormal,” Stoller said. “Don’t edit. Just explain.”

      “It started with someone writing the number eight on her bathroom mirror,” Koda said from the other side of the desk in his office. “Then someone placed eight wine corks in a row on her kitchen counter. Right?”

      “Yes, those were the first two things that happened, one right after the other. They might have even happened on the same day. I don’t remember exactly.”

      “And you weren’t sure if activity of this nature qualified as paranormal?” Stoller said.

      “I don’t know. I thought someone might have broken in,” Robyn said. She realized now just how complete her state of denial had been. “I feel stupid thinking about it now.”

      “Does the number eight have any particular significance to you?” Stoller asked, moving on.

      “Eight was Dane’s jersey number,” Koda said. “When we played Lacrosse in college.”

      “I see,” Stoller said. “And then after that?”

      For the next ten minutes, Robyn did her best to recount every unusual thing that had happened around the house—finding doors open after she’d been sure she’d closed them, lights going on and off by themselves, furniture being moved about, feeling cold all the time—she finished her recount with the cell phone in the microwave, the impression in the bed, and the things Mason had told her.

      “And he called this entity the dark man?” Stoller asked.

      “Yes,” Robyn said. “He said he was black, with no face, like a shadow.”

      “Did Mason say this dark man spoke to him?” Stoller asked.

      “He said he didn’t. Only Dane spoke to him.”

      “Dane?” Stoller asked. “Well, that pretty much confirms it.”

      “Confirms what?” Koda asked.

      “From what you’ve told me—especially based on the order of events—things started with innocent visitations to your house,” Stoller said. “By Dane. Then…”

      “Then what?” Robyn asked.

      “He was followed,” Stoller said.

      “Followed? Followed by who?” Koda said.

      “A dark force. A spirit with negative energy,” Stoller said.

      “So, what’s been happening? This is Dane’s fault?” Robyn asked.

      “No, Robyn,” Stoller said. “Dane is not the cause of the situation.”

      “Then who—?”

      “Have you ever heard someone talk about keeping someone who has died alive in their thoughts?” Stoller said. “To a certain degree, it’s just an expression—but, in reality, they’re telling the truth more than they actually realize. You see, sometimes it’s the living who give life to ghosts, who hold them here just by thinking about them.”

      Koda didn’t understand where Stoller was going.

      But Robyn suddenly did. “You’re saying the reason Dane came and visited me was my fault?”

      “It isn’t your fault,” Stoller said. “But Dane was drawn to the house by you—by your need to see him, to talk to him, to—”

      “Apologize?” Robyn said.

      “I don’t know,” Stoller said. “Do you feel you have something to apologize for? Guilt over Dane’s death? For what happened? How it happened?”

      “Are you saying Dane’s death was my fault?”

      “No, no more than Raymond’s death was mine,” Stoller said. “But I blamed myself anyway thinking about all the things I could have done differently.”

      Robyn knew Stoller was right. Ever since the accident she’d been racked with feelings of guilt—that if only she’d done something different, Dane would still be alive.

      If only.

      How many times had Robyn started sentences with those two words over the last several months?

      “That’s one of the great misconceptions about ghosts,” Stoller continued. “People think ghosts haunt us. They don’t. We haunt ourselves.”

      “So none of what is happening in the house is about Mason,” Robyn said with relief.

      “That’s correct,” Stoller said. “Dane’s spirit didn’t manifest because of Mason. Per your timeline, he’d been visiting long before Mason arrived.”

      “So, what about this dark man Mason mentioned? Is that a result of Robyn’s feelings, too?” Koda said with a noticeable edge to his voice. “Maybe it’s my fault I saw Juniper in the mirror.”

      “I’m not suggesting either of you is at fault,” Stoller said. “But it’s critical that you understand how the emotions of the living come into play when manifesting the dead.”

      “Like during a séance?” Robyn asked.

      “Yes,” Stoller said. “A séance is little more than the living using their collective energy and emotions to summon the dead.”

      “Well, I’ve only been to one séance,” Koda said, “and the only thing I manifested were the highest ratings ever for a cable TV show.”

      “I am well aware of the public humiliation you experienced at the hands of Mr. Sharma,” Stoller said.

      “So, if Dane stopped coming, would the dark man stay away, too?” Robyn asked.

      “That’s hard to say. Would it be possible to come to your house, Robyn?” Stoller asked.

      “Of course,” Robyn said. “I’m willing to do anything to fix this.”

      Stoller wanted to tell Robyn things could be fixed. But based on everything she’d heard so far, that would be a lie.
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        June 21, 1953

      

      

      Since the day he arrived in Crimson Cove, Catfish Webb had wanted to build a stone wall around the outer edges of the lighthouse property. Which turned out to be a much bigger job than he could have imagined.

      The first question was: how many stones would it take? Also, could the number of stones needed be found in the area, or would they need to be shipped in?

      Catfish took a pencil to a sheet of paper and multiplied the four-foot height of the wall by the twelve-inch width, and then multiplied that number by the expected three-hundred-foot length.

      The answer was a number so big it made his head hurt.

      After marking the area with string, Catfish dug an eight-inch deep trench, which he lined with aggregate, laying a wood board on the stones and jumping up and down on it to pack the base layer into the soft earth. This was followed by the laying of the base stones, corner stones, capstones, and tie stones. He then worked from the outside in until the two sections met in the middle, covering the butted joints and making the entire wall as level as possible.

      It was work Catfish found hellishly rewarding.
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* * *

      Catfish heard the sound of a motor and looked up to see a police vehicle coming up the road toward the lighthouse.

      “One hell of a backbreaking job, building a wall,” Hell Daniels called out through the car window. “Want some help?”

      “You offering to work or just being polite?” Catfish asked.

      “Just being polite,” Hell said, getting out of the car and walking over.

      “What I thought,” Catfish said. “What brings you out, Sheriff?”

      “I was hoping to speak with Onyx,” Hell said. “But while I got you here, I don’t suppose you heard the news about Claudia getting out early.”

      “I did.”

      “Hell of a thing—twenty-year sentence cut to ten for good behavior,” Hell said. “Can’t imagine Onyx took it too well.”

      “Onyx doesn’t know,” Catfish said. “And if it’s just the same to you, I’d like to keep it that way—for a while at least.”

      Hell nodded. “I won’t say anything then. Is she taking visitors?”

      “You know how my daughter is, Sheriff,” Catfish said. “Don’t care much for unannounced visitors. You want to try, go knock.”
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* * *

      “I know you’ve been in the caretaker’s house before, Sheriff, but what about in here? In the lighthouse itself?” Onyx asked as she set a cup of tea on the table.

      “Don’t I wish,” the sheriff said. “Hell, I been in here too many times to count, starting way back before you and Ulrich showed up in the cove. Theft, trespassing… murder.”

      “Yes, I guess you have,” Onyx said. “Is that what brings you out today? Official business of some sort?”

      Hell stayed silent and shifted in his seat. “No, this is not a business call. It’s a personal issue.”

      “And this personal issue involves me?” Onyx asked.

      “Yes,” Hell said. “If you’re willing to help, it involves you very much. You see, I’m dying.”
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        Mayville, Wisconsin

        September 23, 1971

      

      

      Of the many things Stan Lee enjoyed about living on the farm, farming was not one of them. Collecting eggs at dawn, feeding the chickens, milking the cows—none of it was as easy as Eddie Albert and his glamorous Hungarian wife, played by Eva Gabor, made it look each week on Green Acres.

      It was all hard work.

      The most enjoyable time of the year on the farm was in the fall during harvest time, when Opa would invite Stan Lee to ride with him on the new harvester.

      Every decision on the farm was determined by the investment return per acre ratio, which was impacted to a great degree on the current level of government subsidies for each different type of crop. As such, fewer and fewer acres of the farm were being allotted for corn, with more and more acres dedicated to the growing of soybeans.

      Unlike many of the neighboring farms who had mechanized the reaping of corn, Opa had resisted the change, sticking to the slower and more physically demanding process of reaping the corn by hand. This meant cutting the stalks by hand with a sickle. The reaped stalks were then gathered into bunches—referred to as sheaves—leaned together with the ears off the ground so they could dry out.

      
        
        Sowing in the morning, sowing seeds of kindness,

        Sowing in the noontide and the dewy eve,

        Bringing in the sheaves, bringing in the sheaves,

        We shall be rejoicing, bringing in the sheaves.

        

      

      Stan Lee had learned the origins of the song in his social studies class. Slavery. He’d also learned the song’s final verse—the one no one sang anymore:

      
        
        Going forth with weeping, sowing for the Master,

        Though the loss sustained our spirit often grieves.

        But when the weeping’s over, He will bid us welcome,

        And we shall be rejoicing…

        

      

      Rejoicing my ass, Stan Lee thought.

      Needless to say, Stan Lee was thrilled when Opa decided to eliminate corn altogether and shift entirely to soybeans—which would be harvested by machine.

      Stan Lee thought the combine harvester was really cool—how the crop was pulled into the head as it moved through the field and then pushed into the teeth of the combine. The best part, however, was that the combine had two seats.

      Stan Lee could ride along.
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* * *

      Sunrise on October 3 was at 6:57 a.m. Stan Lee set his alarm the evening before for 5:30 a.m., so he would have enough time to get his chores done and ensure he was ready to go. Needless to say, Opa was both pleased and impressed.

      “I take it you want to ride along with me today, rather than hang here doing school work with your grandmother,” Opa said.

      Stan Lee shot his grandfather a look.

      Duh.

      “Put some ice and bottled water in the Coleman and meet me at the rig in ten minutes,” Opa said.
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* * *

      The first thing Stan Lee noticed when he came around the back side of the barn with the cooler was the big glass window from the front cab of the harvester leaning against the building.

      “What’s with this?” Stan Lee asked.

      Opa shook his head. “Bolts keep coming loose from the vibration I guess. Whole windshield nearly fell into my seat the other day, so I just took her off. Got someone coming out to look at it. Said they’d be out tomorrow or the day after.”

      “But it’s new,” Stan Lee said.

      “True enough. Your grandmother and I were new once, too, but that didn’t stop us from breaking down every now and then,” Opa said with a chuckle.

      “You’re not old, Opa,” Stan Lee said. “You’re seasoned.”

      “Seasoned, huh? I like that,” Opa said, handing Stan Lee a pair of protective eyewear. “Here, try these on. Tell me if they fit okay.”

      Stan Lee put the goggles on. They felt big on his face, but he’d never worn goggles before. “I guess they’re okay, but everything looks fuzzy through them.”

      “They got prescription lens,” Opa said. “But I’m more concerned with protecting your eyes than protecting mine if something gets thrown up in the cab. I can see fine without them anyway.

      “Make sure you’re belted in, Stan Lee,” Opa said as they approached the spot in the field where he left off the previous evening. “Machinery like this is very unforgiving. You fall forward, and those header teeth will eat you up like a pack of pit bulls fighting over a piece of raw meat.”

      Stan Lee belted himself in the second seat and gave a thumbs up when he was entirely secured. Opa pushed the knob that engaged the reaper mechanism at the front of the combine and seconds later the mammoth machine lurched forward and began doing its intended job.
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* * *

      The sun was high in the sky by 11:30 in the morning—as high as it was going to get in early October anyway. Hotter and brighter than either Opa or Stan Lee expected, they considered knocking off early for lunch.

      “What do you say we get one more acre in?” Opa hollered over the rumble of the combine. “Your grandmother won’t have lunch ready until noon anyway, so we’d just end up sitting around.”

      Stan Lee shrugged. It didn’t matter to him—he was going to be sitting around either here or there and sitting was sitting.

      “Okay then,” Opa said. “One more acre it is.”

      The heat of the day caused Stan Lee’s protective eyewear to fog up every few minutes. Stan Lee pulled off the glasses and wiped the inside with a rag, and then put them back on.

      And then he saw the girl.

      She was just standing there about fifty yards directly ahead of them.

      “What’s she doing out there?” Stan Lee said.

      “Who?” Opa asked.

      “Who? The girl!” Stan Lee said, pointing straight ahead.

      “I don’t see anything,” Opa said.

      Stan Lee reached down and unbuckled his safety belt and stood, trying to get a better look at the girl.

      “Sit down and buckle that belt,” Opa snapped.

      Stan Lee could see the girl better now. She was blonde, and…

      “Stop!” Stan Lee screamed when he realized who it was.

      It was Kara.

      “Opa, stop!” Stan Lee screamed in a panic. “Stop! Stop!”

      With only ten yards separating the harvester from where Kara was standing, Stan Lee reached over and pressed the red emergency stop button.

      The combine came to an abrupt stop, sending Stan Lee flying forward through the open front window of the cab. Two seconds later, Stan Lee found himself lying on the ground among the soybean plants—flat on his back, facing back toward the combine. Stan Lee turned and looked for Kara, but she was nowhere to be found.

      “Stan Lee!” Opa called out. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” Stan Lee groaned.

      “Thank God,” Opa said, a wave of relief washing over him. “Hang on. I’m going to back her up a bit.”

      Opa reached out, took the shifter in his right hand, and tried to put the gear shift in reverse, but it wouldn’t budge.

      Maybe the emergency stop was still engaged.

      Opa reached over and pressed the red emergency stop button, and the giant machine lurched forward, throwing him backward in his seat. The harvester only moved forward a few feet.

      But a few feet was all it took.
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        Charleston, South Carolina

        August 31, 2010

      

      

      Declan tapped the six-digit combination into the digital keypad on the front of the safe in his study, and then placed his index finger on the biometric fingerprint pad.

      His son, Bruce, had updated the safe to require both a numeric combination and a user fingerprint a year earlier. Until now, Declan didn’t really give a shit. If someone stole the small amount of cash in the safe, it was no big deal.

      But now the safe would contain more than money. It would serve as a hiding place for the items Declan was getting from Stormy Boyd—items Declan did not want anyone in the world to know about. Especially Bruce.

      How ironic.

      Declan returned and set ten wrapped stacks of bills, each of which contained $10,000 in $100 bills, on the desk.

      “That’s too much,” Stormy Boyd said.

      Declan shook his head and waved his hand dismissively. “No,” Declan said. “The information is worth a hundred times that to me.”

      “Thank you,” Stormy said.

      Declan eyed the bag on the chair. “Is that it?”

      “Yes,” Stormy said. Stormy placed the bag on the desk. “It’s all there.”

      “How do you know?” Declan asked.

      “If you’re suggesting that I looked at—”

      “No,” Declan said, cutting Stormy off. “I’m simply asking if there’s any chance Nathaniel Cryer had additional information stored elsewhere, or if he may have made copies.”

      Stormy shrugged. “There’s no way to know.”

      “Until it’s too late,” Declan said. “Which would be very unfortunate.”

      “Then let’s hope there isn’t,” Stormy said.

      Declan removed the bible, diary, and photographs from the bag. Then he removed the final item.

      The rope.

      “I do admit to being curious about the rope,” Stormy said.

      Declan had an idea, but he had no intention of sharing it with Stormy Boyd.
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* * *

      Declan spent most of the next hour going through the materials Stormy Boyd had taken from Nathaniel Cryer, starting with Sister Katherine’s handwritten diary.

      Reading someone’s diary—the most private of possessions—felt wrong and was undoubtedly a sin. Especially when said diary belonged to a nun. But certainly, Sister Katherine was long dead, and Declan needed to know exactly what information Nathaniel Cryer had uncovered.

      Most of the diary chronicled the trials and tribulations of day-to-day life in the convent—a significant number of those tribulations involving a particular nun.

      Sister Mary Margaret.

      Declan had spent much of his adult life trying to escape his past, in particular his childhood at the Open Arms Orphanage. But he couldn’t. Everything always led back there.

      Like now.

      Declan flipped through the pages and stopped abruptly when a particular passage caught his eye.

      “I slipped the rope around her feet as she lay in the bath and pulled it upward with all my might, submerging her head beneath the water until she was drowned...”

      Son of a bitch, she did do it.

      Declan had long thought that Sister Katherine was responsible for what was determined to be an accidental drowning.

      Now he knew he’d been right.

      Declan took the rope in his hand, imagining what went through Sister Katherine’s mind as she planned and carried out the most serious of all crimes—the murder of another human being. Which wasn’t all that hard for Declan to do. After all, he’d committed the same crime himself.

      Three times in fact.

      The first was the murder of Father Fanning for what he’d done to his best friend, Tommy Bilazzo.

      The second was the murder of Phil Spilatro, who Declan believed had killed Mary Ann Mungehr—the mother of his child, Bruce.

      The third was the murder of a fellow platoon member during World War II.

      Did he regret any of them?

      No.

      As far as Declan was concerned, all three of them deserved it. And the world was a better place with them gone.

      His world in particular.

      Declan flipped through more pages until he came to the part where Sister Katherine detailed her account of Father Fanning’s murder at the Boys Town premiere in St. Louis.

      Jesus, Declan thought as he shut the diary. Any of this making it into a biography, authorized or not, was unthinkable.

      There were several other things taken off Nathaniel Cryer, including a number of photographs and newspaper clippings. All of which would have to wait. Declan was exhausted, the events of the previous days having drained him both physically and emotionally.

      Declan gathered the items and placed them in the safe and locked it.

      Thank God for Stormy Boyd.

      Yes, Stormy Boyd.

      Declan was more convinced than ever that the man who claimed to be the grandson of John Boyd—the detective he’d hired in Orlando in the early 1960s—was lying. It was the same person. Declan was certain of it.

      How?

      There were many things Declan did not understand—least of all the world of ghosts.

      But he found it interesting to see how healthy Boyd appeared, compared to the last time he’d seen the private eye.

      His color was better.

      His lips redder, and his cheeks rosier.

      His handshake firmer.

      And there seemed to be a little extra zip in Stormy Boyd’s step. It was amazing what a few days in New York could do for a person.
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        June 26, 1953

      

      

      Claudia Spilatro crouched behind a large rock near the top of the cliffs, the sound of ocean waves crashing onto the beach a hundred feet below.

      According to some high school kids who parked their cars near the cove late at night—making out with their dates and doing other assorted things their parents would not approve of—Onyx Webb had been seen there more than once in the late-night hours.

      Claudia decided to see if the kids were right.

      They were.

      A couple of hours after Claudia arrived, Onyx appeared at the edge of the woods. Even in the darkness, Claudia could tell it was her because of the distinctive mask and arm sleeve she wore to cover the scars from her burns.

      From the day she’d been released from prison, Claudia dreamt about getting even by finishing Onyx off once and for all—a job Ulrich had failed to do, and her father now refused to do.

      Of course, if she got caught, Claudia knew she’d go back to prison—this time for the rest of her life. It was a chance she was willing to take.

      Claudia squeezed the ice pick she’d brought with her tightly in her hand. Just wait, she thought. Your moment will come. Then Claudia heard the sound of a car engine approaching.

      Damn kids. But it wasn’t kids. It was a police cruiser.

      It was Hell Daniels.
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* * *

      Onyx waited as Hell Daniels exited the police cruiser and walked toward the edge of the cliff, watching to see if anyone was following him. When she was sure no one was, Onyx approached.

      Hell Daniels looked up at the moon. “Used to lay out here at night when I was a kid,” Hell said. “Sixty years later, the moon hasn’t changed one iota—looks exactly the same as it did then. Only thing that got older was me.”

      “We all do,” Onyx said.

      “Do we?” Hell asked.

      “Did you do as we discussed?” Onyx asked, ignoring the question.

      “Yep,” Hell said. “Note is in an envelope on the front seat, along with my badge and gun. Someone will come out here and find the car within a day or so, I imagine.”

      “You could just jump,” Onyx said.

      Hell shook his head. “If I had the courage to jump, I already would have done it. Or I’d just let the cancer eat me.”

      “I understand,” Onyx said. “I didn’t get to choose the time or method of my death, so who am I to say how I would behave if given the options.”

      “I’ve wondered about that. How did—?”

      “Wolves,” Onyx said. “And they weren’t the least bit polite about it.”

      Hell nodded. “I imagine not.”

      Onyx took a step forward until she and Hell Daniels were mere inches apart.

      “What do I do?” Hell asked.

      “Nothing,” Onyx said.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Claudia held her hand over her own mouth, doing everything she could not to scream as she watched Onyx Webb drain the life from Hell Daniels, and then drop his limp, gray body off the edge of the cliff to the rocks below.
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* * *

      Claudia waited a full hour after Onyx left to come out from her hiding place behind the rocks. Even then she was still trembling, shaken to her core.

      Claudia had always thought something wasn’t quite right about Onyx. But this? Then Claudia realized the value of what she’d just seen.

      Maybe I won’t have to kill Onyx and go back to prison to get even with the bitch after all, Claudia thought. If she played her cards right, maybe it was Onyx’s turn to go to prison.
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        Mayville, Wisconsin

        September 23, 1971

      

      

      The law firm of Coker & Coker had been founded on a simple belief: the early lawyer gets the worm.

      Or client, as it were.

      In truth, there was only one Coker. Judd’s father had been dead for years, but by law it was perfectly legal to leave the name as it was, even if it was misleading.

      You had to love the law.

      Judd’s father considered his greatest asset to be the fact that he knew every single person in the county by name. Judd’s greatest asset was a Bearcat Regency 300 police scanner that he monitored from his kitchen table, which just so happened to be tuned to the local EMS frequency as Judd was making himself a peanut butter-and-jelly sandwich.

      “Code three,” the dispatcher said, indicating a life-threatening situation—use of lights and sirens required and ignoring jurisdictional traffic laws allowed.

      Judd stopped spreading the peanut butter.

      “Priority one,” the dispatcher continued, which meant the injured party was in critical condition.

      Judd set the knife down and reached for a pencil.

      “19 East Line Road,” the dispatcher said.

      Judd put the pencil down. He wouldn’t need to check the Thomas Guide for directions. Judd knew exactly where 19 East Line Road was.

      It was the farm next to his.

      The sandwich could wait.

      Two hours and forty-seven minutes later, Judd Coker became the Mungehr family lawyer of record. “Leave everything to me,” Judd told the Mungehrs. “My job is to do anything and everything necessary to make sure Stan Lee never wants for anything for the rest of his life. Your only job is getting that boy of yours healthy and back on his feet.”

      Moments later, a specialist entered the waiting room and said the damage to Stan Lee’s bones, muscles, and ligaments was so extensive that both legs needed to be amputated just above the knees, leaving Judd Coker wishing he’d used a different phrase.
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        New York, New York

        August 31, 2010

      

      

      It was becoming clear to Olympia Fudge just how much bullshit Nathaniel Cryer had endured behind the scenes of the old show—stuff Olympia knew little about and was just beginning to experience.

      Now, as one of the producers of The Fudge Factor, Olympia found herself drawn into meeting after meeting, some dealing with the show’s finances, others dealing with various union issues, and on and on.

      The meeting Olympia was in at the moment was about upcoming show locations.

      “So, let me get this straight,” Olympia said, shaking her head in amazement. “A hundred and fifty years ago, a white sailor would go into a bar in Portland, Oregon—get drunk—and wake up in the morning on a ship heading to China?”

      “Yes, exactly,” a fellow producer said. “Some of the bars even had trapdoors in the floor that would open up and the drunken sailor would fall through to a tunnel below that led directly to the docks.”

      “You are pullin’ my chain,” Olympia said.

      “No, Olympia, we are not pulling your chain,” one of the executive producers said in a condescending tone. “Portland to Shanghai was a major trade route, and ships were constantly in need of deck hands. That’s where the term ‘getting Shanghaied’ comes from. If you don’t believe us—”

      “No, no, I believe you,” Olympia said. “I’m just giddy thinkin’ about white folk getting forced into slavery is all.”

      The other producers didn’t see the humor.

      “Anyway, you say the bars are haunted?” Olympia said.

      “And the tunnels that run beneath them,” a producer said. “We’ve arranged to shoot in one of the bars, and then we’ll move to the tunnels.”

      Just then, the door to the conference room swung open and a network executive stepped in.

      “I hate to interrupt you, but…”

      “Don’t tell me,” Olympia said. “We’ve got to cut another ten grand from the production budget and start shooting shows on our iPhones?”

      The executive remained silent. “What? What is it?” Olympia asked, finally noticing the serious look on the man’s face.

      “We just received a call from the New York City Police Department. They’re sending a couple detectives over to interview all key members of the staff. I’m supposed to make sure no one leaves.”

      “Interview us? About what?”

      “Nathaniel Cryer.”

      “Nathaniel?” Olympia said. “What in the hell kind of stunt has he pulled now?”

      “No stunt this time, Olympia,” the executive said. “They found his body in a parking garage at JFK.”

      “What?”

      “Nathaniel is dead.”
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        June 28, 1953

      

      

      The big question as far as Claudia was concerned was: what was the best way to cause Onyx the greatest amount of pain?

      She could go to the Crimson Cove Police Department. Or the district attorney. But considering how things went the last time, Claudia wasn’t so sure that was the answer. Besides, with Hell Daniels dead, there was no police department to speak of—other than the deputy—Hell’s son, Clayton Daniels Jr.

      Eventually the idea hit her.

      George Dietz.

      George was a publicity hound who would eat Claudia’s story up. Maybe there was a second movie in the cards—one with a better ending for each of them.
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* * *

      Claudia found George Dietz exactly where she thought he would be—at the Night Owl Theatre.

      “Did you hear Sheriff Daniels is dead?” Claudia asked.

      “It’s a small town, Claudia,” George said. “Everyone’s heard.”

      “Yes, but do you know how he died?” Claudia asked.

      “He took a leap into the cove is what I heard,” George said, splicing two pieces of 35mm film together and doing his best to ignore her.

      Claudia shook her head. “They may have found his body at the bottom of the cliffs, but I can tell you for an absolute fact that Hell Daniels didn’t jump.”

      George stopped what he was doing. “What are you talking about?”

      “I was there,” Claudia said. “I watched the entire thing happen.”
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* * *

      George Dietz let the camera roll as Claudia Spilatro delivered an emotional, twenty-minute, ranting, raving tirade, milking the story for all it was worth. Then she delivered the punch line: Onyx Webb murdered Hell Daniels by sucking the life out of him, and then throwing his body off the cliff.

      “Well?” Claudia asked once George turned off the camera.

      “Well, what?” George said.

      “It’s an unbelievable story, right?”

      “Exactly,” George said. “It’s completely unbelievable.”

      “Are you saying I’m lying?” Claudia asked.

      “You do have a history,” George said. “Besides, it doesn’t really matter what I believe, does it? Only thing that matters is what the police believe.”

      “The police?” Claudia said. “I came to you, so you could help me get the story to the media.”

      “The media?” George snorted as he wound the film and placed the reel in a silver canister. “I’ve had enough public humiliation for three lifetimes. Some of it thanks to you.”

      “So, that’s it?” Claudia said.

      George held the film reel out for Claudia to take. “I’ve got a nice little deal going here, Claudia, running the theater and holding the movie festival each year. I don’t need the hassle, so—yeah, that’s it.”
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* * *

      Claudia didn’t want to admit it, but George Dietz was right. No one was going to believe her story. After all, she was a proven liar and convicted felon with a known grudge against Onyx Webb. Accusing Onyx of murdering the sheriff—a man who’d left a suicide note, written in his own hand—was suspect at best.

      With no other available options, Claudia went to the police station and asked to see Clayton Daniels Jr.

      “The sheriff ain’t gonna be around for a while,” a gum-chewing woman said from behind the counter, not bothering to look up from the two-year-old copy of Vogue magazine she was reading.

      Claudia did not recognize the woman. She used to know everyone in the town, but that had been ten years ago. Now, she barely recognized anyone.

      “So, Clayton took over for his father?” Claudia asked.

      “Yep,” the woman said. “No one else would want the job. You need something that doesn’t involve someone with a gun?”

      Claudia placed the film canister on the counter. “Please ask Clay to watch this as soon as possible.”

      “Clay doesn’t much care to be called Clay anymore,” the clerk said. “With his daddy dead and all, he’s Sheriff Daniels now.”

      “Fine,” Claudia said. “Could you please ask Sheriff Daniels to watch this at the sheriff’s earliest convenience.”

      “And who should I say left it?”

      Christ, how things had changed. The Spilatros used to own Crimson Cove. Now people didn’t even know who they were.
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* * *

      After Claudia had gone, the gum-chewing woman placed the film canister on the book shelf in the evidence room, and then returned to her magazine.
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* * *

      A week later, Catfish Webb was having breakfast in Crimson Cove when George Dietz slid into the booth across from him, asking if he was aware of that wild story Claudia Spilatro was peddling around town about his daughter.

      “No, I had no idea,” Catfish said when George Dietz finished telling him Claudia’s tall tale. “It seems that girl has it out somethin’ bad for my Onyx. And you say you made a film of some sort?”

      “I wouldn’t worry about it,” George said. “Nothing Claudia said was believable. If you ask me, I think Claudia’s losing her mind.”
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* * *

      Losing her mind or not, Catfish knew it was time to deal with Claudia Spilatro once and for all. So, he walked directly from the diner down the road to Faustino “The Owl” Spilatro’s house.

      Catfish knocked on the door and moments later a teenage boy answered. He was thin and had an almost beak-like nose. “You must be Phil,” Catfish said.

      “Yeah? So?” Phil said.

      “I’m looking for The Owl,” Catfish said.

      “Who are you?”

      “Tell Mr. Spilatro it’s Catfish Webb.”

      “Wait here,” the boy snapped, and then disappeared. A minute later, The Owl appeared at the door.

      “Your girl is still causing trouble for mine,” Catfish said. “If memory serves me right, you gave your word the spat between your kin and mine was at an end.”

      “That I did,” The Owl said.

      “Can’t imagine you want me to be taking things into my own hands,” Catfish said.

      “No,” The Owl said. “We can’t have that.”

      “So, what you gonna do to fix it?”

      The Owl stayed silent, thinking. “My grandson, Phil, who answered the door, is dying to get out of this one-horse town. I’ll have Phil take Claudia to Chicago and stay with my sister and her husband.”

      “Much appreciated,” Catfish said.

      “A man’s word is all he’s got, am I right?” The Owl said.

      “That is indeed the truth,” Catfish said.
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        Mayville, Wisconsin

        December 21, 1971

      

      

      Four days before Christmas and two months after the accident—Stan Lee was lying in bed in his room. He’d been home for a month, spending most of his time sleeping and learning to navigate his new life in a wheelchair. The only other things to do were read, eat, sleep, and watch television. And as far as eating went, he simply wasn’t hungry.

      Stan Lee had always been on the thin side, tipping the scale at just north of 150 pounds. His weight now—adjusted for his legs if they’d still been there—was south of 128 pounds.

      “You’ve got to eat something,” Oma said for the second time.

      “No, I don’t,” Stan Lee said. “In case you didn’t notice, Oma, I don’t burn up as many calories as I used to.”

      Oma turned and closed the door, taking the grilled cheese sandwich and bowl of tomato soup with her.

      What a shit you are, Stan Lee thought. But he had every right to be bitter, didn’t he?

      “I’ll second that,” Kara said from a chair in the corner.

      Stan Lee ignored her, refusing to look in her direction. He knew she wasn’t real. He and the therapist had discussed the topic for hours, agreeing that when he verbally acknowledged Kara, he was actually talking to himself.

      Which didn’t explain why she’d appeared in the field.

      Directly in front of the harvester.

      If Kara was nothing more than a projection of his own thoughts and imagination, then why had he placed her there? And if he had, the next question was: why?

      The therapist’s theory was that Stan Lee was using Kara to deliberately sabotage his own happiness. The therapist didn’t come straight out and say it, of course, using instead a series of questions designed to help Stan Lee come to that conclusion on his own.

      The problem was, if the therapist was correct, it meant that Stan Lee was ultimately responsible for his own injuries. And that was not something Stan Lee was prepared to accept.

      Not yet at least.

      He still needed someone to blame.

      Stan Lee finally turned and looked in Kara’s direction. “What do you want?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Have you looked at yourself in the mirror lately?” Kara said. “You look horrible. Oma is right. You should eat.”

      “Shut up. I’m on to you.”

      “Oh, are you?” Kara said.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “And how’s that working out for you?”

      “I said to shut up,” Stan Lee repeated, grabbing the TV remote from the nightstand and pressing the power button. Opa had purchased the television for Stan Lee’s room—a color Zenith with a space command six hundred remote—with the $500 advance Judd Coker, the lawyer, had given them.

      “You’re going to be a very rich young man,” Judd Coker had told him more than once. “When I’m done with the bastards responsible for that defective harvester, you’ll be able to buy anything you want!”

      Really? What are replacement legs going for these days? Stan Lee had wanted to say but didn’t.

      Stan Lee hit the remote and the TV screen came to life. He pressed the channel button several times until he landed on Hawaii Five-O. After that was Cannon, then—after suffering through the nightly news—he’d watch Johnny Carson. If he could stay awake.

      Thank God for TV.

      Most of Stan Lee’s time was spent watching television, his favorite shows included Mod Squad, The Sonny & Cher Comedy Hour, Gunsmoke, Bonanza, The F.B.I. with Efrem Zimbalist Jr., Alias Smith and Jones, Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In, Adam-12, and Flip Wilson, who even Opa—a man who’d had a hard time accepting blacks in lead roles during primetime television—thought was pretty funny.

      Stan Lee, on the other hand, found himself no longer interested in watching Green Acres or Hee Haw. Since the accident, farm comedies with stupid white people making dumb jokes in straw hats weren’t as funny as they used to be.

      Stan Lee’s absolute favorite show, however, was Hogan’s Heroes—which he’d heard was going off the air.

      Why do they always kill off the best shows?
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* * *

      Stan Lee drifted off and woke several hours later, to see a young girl playing piano on The Johnny Carson Show. The girl wasn’t very funny, but not every segment on Carson was supposed to be, he guessed. Then, after a commercial, some women called The Gold Diggers did a dance routine, kicking their legs high into the air.

      Stan Lee was just about to press the remote to see if anything else was on when he noticed one of the dancing girls was smiling at him.

      It was Kara.

      Kara separated herself from the rest of the girls and danced her way to the front of the stage, kicking her leg high in the air. Kara looked directly into the camera, which zoomed in for a close up, her face filling the TV screen.

      And she winked.
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        Orlando, Florida

        September 2, 2010

      

      

      “This is not good,” Gerylyn Stoller said as she listened to the sounds coming from the Electromagnetic Field Meter in her hand. To compensate for Stoller’s blindness, the custom-made device emitted a series of ever-louder beeps—as opposed to the usual row of flashing lights—when disruptions to an energy field were detected

      “What room are we in right now?” Stoller asked, switching the meter to the off position.

      “The guest room,” Robyn said.

      “Where your nephew has been sleeping?” Stoller asked.

      “Yes, this is Mason’s room.”

      “The same room in which you’ve repeatedly found the closet door open?”

      Robyn nodded and bit her lip. “Yes.”

      “What about mirrors?” Stoller asked. “Are there any mirrors in this room?”

      “No,” Robyn said.

      “Are you sure?” Stoller asked.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” Robyn said. “The closest mirror is in—oh, my God,” Robyn said.

      “What is it?” Stoller asked.

      “There is a mirror in this room,” Robyn said. “There’s a mirror in the closet.”
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* * *

      After Koda arrived, he, Robyn, and Gerylyn Stoller sat on the sofa in Robyn’s living room.

      “So tell me again about this mirror,” Stoller said.

      “There’s not much to tell,” Robyn said. “It was here when I bought the place. I wasn’t sure I wanted to keep it, so I stuffed it in the back of the closet during the remodel. After that, I pretty much forgot about it—until you asked.”

      “What is it about ghosts and mirrors?” Koda asked, exasperated.

      
        	✓

      

      Follow publicly

      
        	✓

      

      Follow privately

      
        	Unfollow

      

      “Have you ever heard the saying, that the eyes are the windows to the soul?” Stoller asked. “For ghosts, mirrors are the windows to the living plane.”

      “So that’s why Koda saw the girl in the mirror at the hotel,” Robyn said. “Because ghosts are drawn to them?”

      “No. Ghosts aren’t drawn to mirrors. They are drawn to the energy of the living. In the most simplistic of terms, ghosts are remnant impressions on the subatomic weave of space and time, searching for energy—energy that is often found in strong emotions of the living.”

      “I’m glad that’s the simple explanation,” Koda said.

      Gerylyn laughed. “They are like invisible sponges that become visible by soaking up energy from the living. With enough energy, a ghost can obtain a form so substantial it makes them indistinguishable from the living. Even the mere act of thinking about the dead produces energy transfer and makes them more alive. In that way, when people say they keep loved ones who have passed alive in their thoughts, they are telling the truth more than they realize.”

      “So mirrors are…?” Robyn prompted.

      “Mirrors are the portals that lead a ghost from one plane to the next,” Stoller said.

      “Well, why don’t we just take the mirror out of the closet and destroy it?” Koda asked.

      “I wish it were that simple,” Gerylyn said. “With Dane, there’s no threat. But with dark apparitions, such as the one Mason claims to have seen…”

      “Well, what’s Robyn supposed to do?” Koda asked. “Tear the place down and rebuild?”

      Robyn invested every penny she had to buy the place and spent every spare minute for two years remodeling with her own two hands—knocking down walls, spackling, painting, refinishing the hardwood floors. Robyn thought she was going to be sick.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Stoller said. “First, all the mirrors must go, and in a few days,  I’ll have members of my research team come and spend a couple nights to be sure it’s safe to return.”

      “Return?” Robyn said.

      “You and Mason can’t stay here.”

      “But where are we supposed to go?” Robyn said.

      “Don’t worry about that,” Koda said. “You and Mason can stay at 55 West. You’ll be two-hundred feet from DJ’s, and the two of you will have the run of the place. There’s a game room, a big-screen TV, and tons of video games. Mason will love it.”

      “And what about you?” Robyn said.

      Koda knew the penthouse at 55 West was plenty big for the three of them, but he realized how uncomfortable it might make Robyn feel. “I’ll get a suite for myself over at the Orlando Grand. End of discussion.”
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* * *

      Koda helped Robyn and Mason get settled in at the penthouse at 55 West, and then checked himself in at The Orlando Grand Hotel on Orange Avenue just three blocks away. As they were making his keys, Koda called his father’s limo driver, Tank, to see if he was available.

      “Your dad’s got me in a holding pattern for another hour or so,” Tank said. “Why, what’s up?”

      “Just a quick run to the executive airport,” Koda said. “It’s no big deal if you can’t. I’ll just call—”

      “Nah, I can do it,” Tank said. “Just going to sit on my big Samoan ass otherwise, playing Angry Birds or some such crap.”
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* * *

      Koda found Tank sitting in his father’s limo parked in a no-parking zone in front of the SunTrust building on Church Street.

      “Hey, Koda,” Tank said as Koda climbed in the back. “You keeping your nose clean?”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “Good,” Tank said. “You know, your dad told me if I catch you getting involved in any more of the ghost crap, I have permission to kick your ass. So, where we going?”

      Explaining this was going to be interesting.
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* * *

      “How are Robyn and Mason doing?” Gerylyn Stoller asked after climbing in the limo for the short ride to the executive airport.

      “Robyn is a bit spooked, no pun intended,” Koda said. “Mason? It’s hard to say. He doesn’t talk much, so you really have to pry stuff out of him. But I guess he’s okay.”

      “Did you experience any traumatic events when you were young, Koda?” Stoller asked.

      “My mother ran away,” Koda said. “She left a note taped to the mirror in my bedroom, telling me she loved me more than anything in the world, and that she’d be back for me in a few days. But she never came, and I never saw her again. Does that count?”

      “Yes, that counts,” Stoller said. “And when that happened, were you okay?”

      Koda stayed silent.

      “Mason might look like a calm little duck on the surface, but surface information is useless,” Stoller said. “Beneath the calm water, Mason’s brain is paddling like mad, processing every bit of available information it can to come to the same conclusion you did.”

      “Which was?”

      “That everything’s his fault,” Stoller said. “Just like you think it’s your fault that your mother abandoned you.”

      “I don’t blame myself for my mother leaving,” Koda said. “I blame my father.”

      “Oh, I see. You blame your father, so you’ve been destroying your life to get even with him?”

      “We’re almost there,” Koda said. “Maybe we should spend the little time we have talking about Robyn and Mason.”

      “Mason, Robyn, you, me—we all have the same story. You can ask Mason how he’s doing all you want, but the one thing he will never tell you is that he thinks everything is happening because he did something wrong. Just like Robyn blames herself for what happened to Dane. Just like I blamed myself when Raymond died. Just like you did—or are still doing. People ask us how we’re doing, and we give the same surface-level answers Mason does. We’re okay. Everything’s fine. But beneath the surface we’re all paddling as fast as we can, just trying to make sense of it all. As I told Robyn, we don’t need ghosts to haunt us. We haunt ourselves.”
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* * *

      After Koda saw Gerylyn Stoller off and climbed back in the limo, Tank lowered the glass partition. “Hey, I didn’t want to interrupt your conversation with the ghost woman,” Tank said, “but I noticed several paparazzi following us on the way here. They’re probably sitting outside the front gate waiting for us.”

      Koda closed his eyes. It had been a long day and he wasn’t in the mood.

      “There’s a back way out of here, a frontage road that runs parallel to the runway and dumps out through the service entrance that the trucks come in and out of,” Tank said. “I’ve used it a few times with your old man.”

      “Do it,” Koda said.

      Neither of them knew what a life-changing decision they had just made.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        October 3, 1955

      

      

      When it came to tracking animals in the wild, there were no substitutes for knowledge and experience. Especially experience. Types of habitat, feeding and sleeping areas, travel routes, and more—gnaw marks on the base of trees, scratching signs, and scat droppings—everything needed to be observed and considered, or the outing would be a failure.

      As was his usual course, Catfish left the lighthouse in the afternoon on the night of a full moon, heading east—using the light of the cratered-orb in the sky to guide the way—until he reached his favorite hunting location ten miles inland near the Yachats River.

      In retrospect, he wished he’d waited a few days.

      Within a few hours of leaving, he could tell the weather might take a turn for the worse. October was like that. The flowers had closed up early, flies were biting more than usual, the spiders had come down from their webs, and a circle had begun to form around the moon. Add to that, his rheumatism was acting up—a certain sign of the rain to come.

      Best be getting on with it, Catfish thought. Catch something, and head on back home.

      Catfish Webb knelt down and examined the soft earth, surveying the walking patterns of the animal tracks before him, determining which were worth following and which to ignore. Weasels were bounders, moving both their front and back feet together, while pacers—skunks, badgers, ‘coons, and the like—moved both feet on one side, and then the other.

      Catfish hadn’t walked ten miles for a raccoon. He was looking for a galloper—an animal who pushed off with its back feet and landed on its fronts. Like a deer.

      Unfortunately, there was not a single galloper track to be had. But Catfish did have his bow and arrows, which meant he could use the moon to his advantage and hunt for fish near the banks of the river or in any of a dozen small nearby lakes. This time of year, he might come home with decent-sized carp, bass, bluegills—maybe even a steelhead or a sturgeon.

      Whatever he did, it would have to wait because—just as Catfish thought might happen—rain had begun to fall.
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* * *

      As it turned out, Catfish didn’t need to track a deer after all. The deer ended up coming to him.

      Catfish was sound asleep beneath a sheet of canvas tarpaulin, hanging from a rope stretched between two trees, when he heard the sound of hooves on wet branches and opened his eyes.

      About sixty feet off—its silhouette appearing a bluish-grey in the moonlight—stood a mule deer with a distinctive cream-colored rump patch, black-tipped cream tail, and large, equally branched antlers.

      Catfish sat up slowly and reached for the bow and quiver of arrows, and then crawled slowly from beneath the tarpaulin. He stood up and was surprised to see the deer still standing there, looking directly at him, almost as if he were waiting for the inevitable.

      Catfish pulled a single arrow from the leather quiver and nocked it, placing the groove on the tail of the arrow against the bowstring. Then he stepped forward with his left foot, drew the bow, and sighted the shot with his good eye.

      Then the world went upside down.

      It took several seconds for Catfish to realize what had happened—his rear foot had slid out from beneath him on the wet ground, sending him sprawling.

      It took several seconds longer for the pain to move from Catfish’s midsection to his brain. He looked down and saw the worst had indeed happened.

      Catfish had fallen on his own arrow.
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* * *

      Onyx had moved from slightly concerned to officially panicked. Her father had left on the night of the full moon, which was Saturday, and said he’d return the next night.

      Now it was Monday.

      As the day stretched on, a grave sense of foreboding began to set in. Where was he? Had something happened?

      At a few minutes past four in the afternoon, Onyx got her answer when she looked from the top of the lighthouse and saw Catfish doubled over and stumbling up the road.

      Onyx raced down the spiral staircase and out the door to find her father sitting on the ground, hunched over, writhing in pain, and barely conscious, his back against the stone wall.

      It was only when she got closer that she saw the broken-off back end of an arrow protruding from his midsection.

      “Oh, Daddy, what did you do?” Onyx asked, kneeling down next to him. “Should I—?”

      Catfish shook his head. “No, leave it where it is, Jitterbug,” he said breathing heavily. Catfish knew removing the arrow would only tear him up worse inside. Had it been one of the broadhead arrows—designed for the specific purpose of severing veins and arteries—he’d have never made it out of the woods.

      Onyx stood up, feeling her legs go weak beneath her as she considered her options. The lighthouse did not have a working telephone anymore, and they were miles from town. And she knew nothing about treating wounds.

      Not wounds like this.

      But there was a mirror.

      “I’m going for help,” Onyx said.

      Catfish grabbed Onyx by the ankle with his free hand. “No time for that now, Jitterbug. We need to talk, you and me. There are things that shouldn’t be left unsaid.”

      “But Daddy…”

      “Just sit with me,” Catfish said. “Please, Onyx, there’s not much time.”

      Onyx lowered herself to the ground, leaning against the stone wall next to her father, taking his hand in hers.

      “I know,” Catfish said finally.

      “You know what, Daddy?”

      “About you being a ghost,” Catfish said.

      Onyx went quiet. “How long have you known?”

      “Ever since that first day, Jitterbug, when I held you in my arms and felt how cold you was,” Catfish said. “You forget that your momma was a ghost. Had to run off in the woods at night—her skin lookin’ gray as water on a cloudy day, and then come home full of energy, color back in her cheeks—just like you.  Of course, I knew. How could I not?”

      “If you knew, why didn’t you say something?”

      “Oh, I figured you’d get around to it when you were ready.”

      “I’m sorry, Daddy,” Onyx said. “I never could bring myself to tell you. I could never find the right words.”

      “You findin’ them right now,” Catfish said, his eyes closed tightly. “That’s all that matters.”

      Onyx squeezed her father’s hand. “What can I do, Daddy? Is there anything?”

      “There is,” Catfish said. “Take off that mask and let your daddy see your beautiful face one last time. You do that for me?”

      Onyx lifted her mask.  It was the first time her father had seen her face in almost thirty years.

      It would also be the last.
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        “When you die, one of the following two things must be true. You are dead and gone, or you are dead but not gone. To settle the matter once and for all, as far as the Universe is concerned, we are never gone.”

      

        

      
        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death
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* * *

      
        
        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        You’ve made it through book 4.

      

        

      
        It’s been a great ride, hasn’t it?

      

        

      
        Well, keep those seat belts on, because the trip is far from over. Koda and Tank are in a terrible accident. Mika is desperate. And her next move may be the worst thing she could have done.

      

        

      
        When Stan moves to Charleston, fate puts him in his dream house…right next door to the Mulvaneys. His job with the Savannah police makes things a bit complicated.

      

        

      
        And you won’t believe where the story takes Onyx.

      

        

      
        The connections get more complex with each page.

      

        

      
        You’ll love where this story takes you because there are secrets within secrets all the way to the end.

      

      

      
        
        Grab Book 5 NOW!
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