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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

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Episode 13: The Slave Quarters

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Milwaukee, Wisconsin

        December 2, 1976

      

      

      Before the accident that took his legs, Stan Lee wasn’t much of a reader. Not that he didn’t like reading. Comic books were reading, of course, but they weren’t book books. But in the years afterward, reading became the primary activity of his life.

      The Mayville Public Library had a program for shut-ins that allowed Stan Lee to request up to fifteen books at a time, and the books would be delivered right to his door.

      TV still filled a portion of Stan Lee’s day, but reading was something he found he could get lost in.

      Best of all, Kara never bothered Stan Lee when he was being entertained by his best friends, including Truman Capote, Kurt Vonnegut, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemmingway, Jack Kerouac, Philip K. Dick, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Edgar Allan Poe, J. D. Salinger, Ian Fleming, and his favorite of all, George Orwell—even with all the pigs.

      Stan Lee also kept himself busy doing puzzles of all sorts—crossword puzzles, math puzzles, anagrams, and giant one-thousand-piece puzzles that took up the entire dinner table, much to Oma’s chagrin.

      Another fascination for Stan Lee was photography. It was something he’d started doing after reading a biography on Swiss photographer Annemarie Schwarzenbach, who’d become famous for taking photos all over the world before sustaining a serious head injury after falling from a bicycle.

      Between puzzles, books, TV, and photography, Stan Lee was able to fill his waking hours with things he enjoyed. A life without legs wasn’t his idea of a good time, but Stan Lee had finally come to grips with the reality of his situation, and he’d learned to make the best of it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In 1973—two years after the accident—Stan Lee received an unexpected invitation from the Marquette University Medical Clinic to become part of a test group providing feedback on the latest breakthroughs in prosthetic leg technology, which included free prosthetics for life and a four-year, free-ride scholarship to the university.

      It seemed too good to be true.

      It wasn’t.

      The prosthetics provided Stan Lee a flexibility and freedom the wheelchair did not. The scholarship also included the opportunity to pursue a degree in photographic journalism.

      Then there was the lawsuit.

      Certain that a settlement was on the horizon, Stan Lee’s lawyer—Judd Coker—ponied up another advance to cover the cost of a van to get Stan Lee from the farm to college and back. The van was a rusted-out piece of crap, but it did the job.

      As it turned out, Judd was one hell of an attorney.

      First, Judd discovered that the problem Opa had experienced with the bolts that held the harvester windshield in place was happening to every American Harvester Model SR-52 in North America. As such, the corporation’s main argument that Opa was at fault for having removed the windshield went out the window, just as Stan Lee had.

      Next, Judd argued that the engineers at American Harvester were responsible for a second design flaw. When someone pressed the emergency stop button, the harvester stopped. So far so good. But if you pressed it again while the machine was still in gear, the machine started moving forward again.

      “How in the hell was my client supposed to know in that moment—with his fifteen-year-old grandson lying on the ground—that pushing the stop button would make the harvester start?” Judd had argued before the jury.

      Twenty-four hours later, American Harvester presented Stan Lee with a settlement offer of $2.3 million to end the trial.

      “Could we get more by letting the jury decide?” Opa asked.

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Judd said. “Juries are funny that way. In my experience, better to take a $2.3 million bird in the hand than risk it on a few more bucks in the proverbial bush. And did I mention, that’s $2.3 million tax free?”

      Judd hadn’t steered them wrong yet, so Opa agreed to the settlement. After $120,000 in pre-trial legal expenses had been deducted—and Coker & Coker took its fee of 35 percent—a check for $1,417,000 was deposited into a trust fund that would be available to Stan Lee on his twenty-first birthday.

      Which happened to be today.
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* * *

      Stan Lee told Opa and Oma he was heading into the city to look at cameras—which was true—leaving out the part about the new van he’d ordered, and his 11 a.m. appointment at the First Federal Bank on South Howell. He had his birth certificate. He’d verified a co-signer would not be necessary. There was nothing standing between him and the money.

      His money, which he’d paid for with his legs.

      “I’m sorry to hear you’re closing the account,” the banker said.

      “Actually, I’ve changed my mind,” Stan Lee said.

      The banker beamed. “That’s wonderful to hear.”

      “If I take $1.3 million, what will that leave in the account?”

      The banker’s smile faded. “That would leave a balance of $117,322.87, with interest due on the fifteenth.”

      “Fine, let’s do that,” Stan Lee said. It wasn’t much, but Stan Lee felt he should leave Oma and Opa something.

      “Don’t forget about the van,” Kara said from the chair next to Stan Lee.

      “I didn’t forget,” Stan Lee said.

      “I’m sorry, what?” the banker asked.

      “Nothing,” Stan Lee said, realizing he’d actually answered Kara out loud. “How long is this going to take?”

      “Five minutes,” the banker said. “Sit tight and I’ll go cut your check.”

      “Where are we going?” Kara asked.

      Stan Lee turned and glared. “We? We aren’t going anywhere.”

      “I was thinking we should go west,” Kara said. “California maybe. Then work our way up the Pacific Ocean, along the Oregon coast, all the way to Canada.”

      Stan Lee saw the banker coming and decided not to respond. He would deal with Kara later.

      “Here you go, Son,” the banker said, handing Stan Lee the check. “This doesn’t put you in the league with Declan Mulvaney, but it’s a nice start.”

      Stan Lee froze.

      “Holy shit,” Kara whispered. “Did he just say what I think he said?”

      “I’m sorry, who?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Declan Mulvaney, the multi-millionaire,” the banker said. “I just read an article about him in—”

      “Can I see it?” Stan Lee said, his heart still pounding.

      “Sure, it’s probably around here somewhere.”
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* * *

      “Let me see it,” Kara said from the passenger seat of the van.

      “Hang on,” Stan Lee said, opening the November issue of Forbes and flipping to the article, the title of which read:

      “Big Success in The Deep South”

      The article talked about Declan’s upbringing in an orphanage in southern Missouri. And how he’d become one of the richest men in America after buying up huge plots of land in Orlando, Florida, just before Walt Disney opened his second theme park. And about the mansion he’d recently purchased.

      Son of a bitch.

      Stan Lee turned to the final page to see a picture of Declan, standing outside his mansion in Charleston, South Carolina. Next to him stood Declan’s thirteen-year old son.

      Bruce.

      His only son.

      “That’s your brother?” Kara asked. Stan Lee nodded absently, lost in a fog of seething anger, hatred and jealousy. “Half-brother,” Stan Lee managed finally.

      “Looks like your brother made out okay,” Kara said, her words dripping with sarcasm.

      Stan Lee reached out and started the engine.

      “We’ve still got to pick up the van,” Kara said.

      “I know,” Stan Lee said.

      “And then we’re going, right?”

      Stan Lee nodded.

      “To South Carolina, I mean,” Kara said.

      Yes, Stan Lee thought. His plans had definitely changed.

      The Pacific Ocean could wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Orlando, Florida

        September 2, 2010 – 9:58 P.M.

      

      

      After a long, exhausting day trying to figure out the nature of the strange happenings at Robyn’s house, Koda had Tank drive Gerylyn Stoller to the Orlando Executive Airport for her flight back to Richmond, Virginia.

      “Are you sure Robyn can’t go home?” Koda asked as the blind researcher boarded the plane.

      “I’ve dealt with dark entities before, Koda,” Stoller said. “Ignoring the situation has never been the best path.”

      Koda watched the plane taxi and take off, and then 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 and let out a long breath. It had been a long day, and he wasn’t in the mood for paparazzi.

      “There’s a back way out of here, a frontage road that runs parallel to the runway and dumps out through the service entrance the trucks come in and out of,” Tank said. “I’ve used it a few times with your old man.”

      “Do it,” Koda said.
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* * *

      Tank had only used the service road—which ran parallel to the runway near the edge of Lake Underhill—a few times and always during the day. So, it took him a few minutes to get his bearings in the dark, but he finally found it.

      “Yeah, this is it,” Tank said. “We just follow this along the lake until we reach the main road.”

      Tank raised the partition, and Koda went back to his text messages. Neither of them saw the aviation fuel truck until it was too late.

      Coming at the limo at a perfect ninety-degree angle, the tanker slammed into the middle of the passenger side of the stretch limousine, sending it sliding sideways.

      Tank instinctively hit the brakes and clasped the steering wheel with his gloved hands, but all the professional training in the world could not have prepared him for the sudden lateral force on the limo.

      The tires resisted the change in direction at first, but then the limo slid off the pavement—the wheels on the driver’s side digging into the soft earth, sending the vehicle into a roll down a forty-degree slope toward the lake.

      After that, gravity took over, as it always does.

      The vehicle rolled over again. And again. And then a third and final time until it came to rest upside down.

      In the water.

      The driver of the tanker—which was filled with a naphtha-kerosene-blended fuel—hit the airbrakes as hard as he could. The tires gripped the pavement until, finally, the tanker came to a screeching halt.

      But the damage had already been done.

      When the tanker broadsided the limo, it crushed the area of the truck’s engine where the battery was housed. One spark was all it took for the tanker to explode, turning the vehicle into a blazing inferno.

      The total elapsed time—from the moment of impact to the limo going into the water and the aviation tanker bursting into flames—was less than fifteen seconds.
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* * *

      For most people, careening off the road and rolling into a shallow lake would be a problem. Fortunately, Tank was not most people.

      As wide as he was tall, Tank was a massive man with enormous strength. He was also trained in all areas of domestic protection, threat assessment, physical intervention, client extraction, emergency field medical response, paparazzi evasion and weapons training. He’d also received training for what to do if he or a client were ever trapped in a vehicle underwater—training which would have been extremely handy.

      Had he been conscious.

      Koda, on the other hand—who was hanging upside down in his seat in the rear of the limousine—was fully aware of what was happening. If the two of them were going to drown, Tank would die without knowing what was happening.

      Koda wouldn’t.

      Koda knew the first thing he needed to do was get out of the seat belt, a habit ingrained in him by his father and grandfather, and something he’d developed from having driven fast cars.

      The belt would not release.

      Koda also knew it was critical to remain calm and clear-headed because panic equaled death. Yet he could feel the panic setting in. It was hard not to, as water began rushing in through the engine and undercarriage of the vehicle. Hyperventilating would waste oxygen—oxygen he’d need if and when it came time to hold his breath while he figured a way to escape.

      Focus on what you need to do, Koda thought.

      Focus.

      Koda remembered something he’d seen on a TV show, about getting out of a car if submerged underwater—something to do with equalizing the pressure between the outside of the car and the inside—otherwise getting the door open would be impossible. Was he supposed to wait until the car filled completely with water? Or was he supposed to do it before that happened? Something about breaking the glass and swimming out.

      He couldn’t remember.

      It didn’t matter. Koda was trapped by the seat belt and opening the windows—which would allow the water to rush in more quickly—was not the solution.

      Koda knew screaming was a waste of time and energy, but he had to try. “Tank! Tank!” But with the glass partition up, there was no way Tank could hear him, even if the man were conscious.

      Think.

      Koda watched as the water level continued to rise toward him—until finally it touched the top of his head. Panic took over. Koda began thrashing in his seat, pushing on the red seat belt release button as hard as he could, but to no avail.

      Koda felt the water creep over his forehead, to the bridge of his nose, and eventually into his eyes. It was time to take as deep a breath as his lungs could hold. After that, he’d have ninety seconds to come up with something, less if he continued to panic.

      Stay calm, he thought as he took one final breath, seconds before the water went past his mouth and to his chin.

      Everything will be okay, Koda thought. You’ll figure it out, the optimistic part of him thought. But the realistic part of him knew it was a lie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tacoma, Washington

        January 20, 1969

      

      

      The Greyhound bus had slowed to a crawl, the driver doing his best to see the road between slaps of the windshield wipers. Better to get there late than to get there dead.

      Twelve rows back next to the window, Katherine Keane was sound asleep, finding herself racing through the woods, following the sound of the screams.

      Again.

      Which way, God? Which way? Let me get there in time.

      Suddenly, Katherine found herself hurling forward through the air, thinking she’d tripped on a log.

      But it was not a log.

      When she sat up, Katherine saw the third girl—lying dead, covered in her own blood—just as she’d found the other two.

      “Why, God?” Katherine screamed as she crawled to the girl and pulled her limp form into her arms, then gazing up at the black October sky. “Why didn’t you warn me? Why didn’t you show him to me? How was I supposed to know? How was I supposed to know?”

      Then, just as she had all the other times she had the dream, Katherine woke, bathed in sweat—the words she’d screamed ringing in her ears.

      Why, God?

      Why didn’t you warn me?

      How was I supposed to know it was the boy?
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* * *

      Katherine ordered an egg salad sandwich at the lunch counter at the Greyhound Bus Terminal in Tacoma, finding herself annoyed by the loud music wafting from the kitchen.

      “Do you have today’s paper?” Katherine asked the waitress.

      “We’ve got yesterday’s,” the girl said.

      Yesterday’s paper was of no value.

      The waitress returned a few minutes later with the sandwich. “What is this music?” Katherine asked.

      “Led Zeppelin,” the girl said. “They’re cool, huh?”

      “Can you turn it off?”

      “I’ll ask the cook,” the girl said, clearly disappointed, and walked off.

      Katherine chastised herself for being testy with the girl. Ten weeks of riding busses around the country and staying in cheap, seedy motels—running from authorities who may or may not even be looking for her—had taken a toll on her nerves.

      Katherine glanced at her watch and saw the time. It was early still, but she decided to re-board the bus anyway. She was exhausted and eager to take her seat and go to sleep.
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* * *

      Katherine stepped onto the bus, surprised to see a man sitting in her seat. The entire bus was empty, and he chose to sit there? Dirty and disheveled, the man was soaked to the bone—a homeless indigent most likely—having snuck onto the bus to get out of the rain.

      “Excuse me, you’re in my seat,” Katherine said.

      The man looked up but made no attempt to move.

      “Maybe you didn’t hear me. I said, you’re—”

      “I heard you, Sister,” the man said.

      Katherine shook her head, doing her best to keep from saying what she wished she could say. “Then, please get out. I’d like to take a nap.”

      “And if I don’t?” the man asked. “What are you going to do? Call the police? Drag me into the aisle and—”

      Katherine found herself overcome with a burning sense of rage and reached down, grabbed the man by the lapels of his filthy, wet jacket, and pulled him out of the seat. “Get out! Get out!” Katherine screamed.

      The man stumbled down the aisle toward the front of the bus, and then turned back. “That’s it, isn’t it? You want me gone? Don’t you? Admit it, Katherine. Just admit it.”

      Katherine froze.

      The man had just used her name.

      “Wait!” Katherine screamed, running down the aisle. “No, don’t leave. Don’t leave me!”

      But when Katherine got to the front of the bus, the man was nowhere to be seen.

      He was gone.
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* * *

      Katherine returned to her seat, distraught and shaken. Then she saw the newspaper lying on the seat.

      Katherine flipped through the rain-soaked pages, searching frantically for any kind of message.

      A navy boat sinking off Hawaii.

      No message there.

      The next two pages contained stories about a student who’d committed suicide by setting himself on fire to protest the Soviet Union invasion of Czechoslovakia, and Richard Nixon’s inauguration.

      Neither story struck her as important.

      Katherine turned the page to an article about a game of some sort—the Super Bowl, whatever that was. The New York Jets had upset the Baltimore Colts, 16-7.

      16:7.

      There were a number of 16:7 verses in the Bible. But which one would it be? Proverbs? Samuel? Genesis? Mark? John?

      Yes, John.

      Katherine pulled her Bible from her purse and opened it to John 16:7, her eyes locking on several words:

      
        
        It is for your benefit                                                                     that I am going away.

      

      

      Yes, that was it.

      God had stepped aside. Gone away.

      But why?

      If she were being honest, Katherine already knew. It wasn’t God’s responsibility to fix the problem she’d created by not stopping the boy.

      It was hers.

      Then Katherine closed the newspaper and saw the back page. It was an article about the ten most beautiful lighthouses in the United States, with a picture of each.

      Someone had circled one of the pictures with a red pen.

      It was a lighthouse on the Oregon coast.

      In a place called Crimson Cove.
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        Charleston, South Carolina

        October 19, 1978

      

      

      The house—located in an area north of Charleston and priced at $895,000—was nicer than anything Stan Lee Mungehr had ever seen. And he could buy it outright, which was important to him. He did not want to apply for a mortgage.

      For starters, with no employment history or credit history, Stan Lee wouldn’t be able to get a loan. And the less paper trail there was, the better. When he finally did buy, he’d use the fake identification he got in New York on the way to Charleston.

      But, for now, the biggest issue with the house was the location. It was too far away from them.

      From Declan and Bruce Mulvaney.

      “What else do you have?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Well, we haven’t explored anything to the southwest,” Lullaby Logan said with a hint of exasperation in her voice. “But there’s really not much out that way unless you’ve got real money.”

      “Hey, if I’m wasting your time,” Stan Lee said.

      Lullaby Logan instantly regretted the comment. A professional real estate agent, which she considered herself, never insulted a client. But she just had. “Well, there is something that just came available. Are you familiar with Declan Mulvaney?”

      Bingo.

      Stan Lee shook his head. “No, not that I recall.”

      “Well, if you decide to live in Charleston, you will be,” Lullaby Logan said. “He made his money in Florida buying real estate in the Orlando area, just before Walt Disney built Disney World. Became an overnight millionaire.”

      “You seem to know a lot about him,” Stan Lee said.

      “My father was the real estate agent who handled Declan Mulvaney’s purchase of the Stono Plantation property, which wasn’t easy,” Lullaby said. “The State of South Carolina owned the land, and there were lots of hoops to jump through. I’m pretty sure there were bribes involved, but if you’ve got that kind of money, you can get just about anything you want.”

      “So, there’s something close to the Mulvaneys?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Close?” Lullaby said with a laugh. “I’m not a golfer, but the place I’ve got in mind is so close, you could hit a five iron from the backyard and put it through Declan Mulvaney’s kitchen window.”
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* * *

      Lullaby Logan waited as Stan Lee used the lift on the side of the van to lower himself—seated in a bulky wheelchair—to the ground. They’d taken his van for exactly that reason, leaving Logan’s Cadillac in the lot at her office. “I’ve been meaning to ask, how you ended up—”

      Logan stopped herself mid-sentence. She was about to ask how he’d become crippled but thought better of it. She couldn’t afford to insult him again, even if accidently.

      “How I ended up in this chair?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Well, yes.”

      “I tripped on a question that was none of anyone’s God damn business,” Stan Lee said.

      Great, Lullaby thought. There was no way she was going to sell the man a house now. “This area is where the Stono Rebellion took place in the mid-1700s. There’s a marker out on the road, not far from where we turned in,” she said as cheerfully as she could.

      “I’ll read about it later,” Stan Lee said. “Tell me about it.”

      “Well, if I remember my history, the Stono Rebellion was one of the largest slave uprisings in that period. Sixty slaves ran away from their respective plantations, headed for St. Augustine, Florida. But they didn’t make it. There was a big battle, and lots of the slaves were killed. The rest were returned to their owners. Some whites were killed, too. A bloody mess right here on this land.”

      “I meant tell me about the house,” Stan Lee said.

      “Of course,” Lullaby said. “It’s 1,800 square feet. Two levels, plus a cellar. This was the plantation’s slave quarters. They say it was part of the Underground Railroad.”

      “What are they asking?”

      “The price has been set at $750,000, but—”

      “I’ll take it,” Stan Lee said.

      “But you haven’t seen the inside,” Logan said, unable to hide her glee. “You’ll need to invest another couple hundred thousand just to get the place up to code and install a lift or a ramp to get in and out with the wheelchair.”

      Stan Lee looked off through the trees at the Mulvaney’s mansion three hundred feet away and smiled.

      “Trust me. It’s perfect.”
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        Orlando, Florida

        September 2, 2010 – 10:02 P.M.

      

      

      Whether it was the angle at which the limo had come to rest at the bottom of the pond—or due to the design of the vehicle itself—the front driver’s compartment did not fill with water as quickly as did the rear. Which gave Tank an extra minute to regain consciousness before the water deluged him.

      Within seconds, Tank assessed the situation—as he’d been trained to do—and got clear on the objective.

      Save Koda.

      The first step of which was to save himself.

      Tank pushed the seat belt release button and dropped upside down into the water. Had the seat belt refused to release, Tank had a knife in his pocket. But it did, saving him five to ten precious seconds.

      Next, Tank had to get the door open, but when he tried the door, it wouldn’t budge. Which meant he’d have to break the window.

      Tank grabbed the steering wheel with his right hand to stabilize his position—took a deep breath—and delivered a massive kick with his right foot at the driver’s side window.

      One kick was all it took.

      A wall of water flooded into the vehicle, hitting Tank with a force he did not fully expect, knocking him to the opposite side of the compartment, disorienting him.

      Eventually, Tank found his way to the broken window—only to discover he was too large to fit through it—which left the big Samoan with two options: the sun roof, or the glass partition between the driver and passenger areas of the vehicle.

      But since the vehicle was upside down, the sunroof was out.

      Again, Tank grabbed the steering wheel and kicked at the glass partition, which turned out to be significantly thicker than the window.

      One kick.

      A second.

      A third.

      On the fourth kick, the glass gave way, and Tank worked his large frame into the rear of the limousine, feeling around in the dark until he located Koda, hanging upside down and motionless in his seat belt.

      Tank found the seat belt release and pushed the button—it was locked in place.

      Tank reached into his pocket and found the knife. Knowing he had only seconds of air left in his lungs, Tank slashed at the belt, doing his best to avoid cutting Koda with the blade in the process.

      Tank felt Koda’s weight release, his limp body dropping into his massive arms.

      Tank tried the door handle, but as with the front door of the vehicle, it would not open. He kicked at the window, but with nothing to stabilize him, the force of the blow against the glass simply sent him backward.

      The only option was the front window, which was already open.

      Feeling like his lungs were about to explode, Tank pulled the dead weight of Koda’s body through the partition into the front of the vehicle, then pushed him out of the limo through the shattered driver’s side window.

      Tank’s last thought was to wonder if Koda would float to the surface. Maybe there was a chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Journal of Onyx Webb

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I remember a girl, a classmate back when I was in school in the bayou. Her name was Susan.

        Smiling Susie, we all called her.

        Smiling Susie looked happy. Always telling jokes and stories, what one would call “the life of the party.”

        But the smile was just a lie, a mask, hiding the truth about the girl. Susan was hurting. And she’d gotten so good at hiding the hurt that none of us were the wiser.

        Exhausted from life, yet smiling.

        Never feeling good enough, but smiling.

        Smiling through the emptiness.

        Smiling through the loneliness.

        Daddy used to say, “Just because someone doesn’t make any tears, Onyx, that doesn’t mean their heart isn’t crying. Acting strong doesn’t mean nothing is wrong.”

        Susan was the happiest person I’d ever known. But that’s the thing, isn’t it? I never really knew her because of the lie she chose to wear on an otherwise beautiful face.

        Smiling on the outside yet dying on the inside.

        That was Susan.

        Until the day she took her own life.

        To end the lie.

        To stop the pain.

        I watch the sun setting on the cove, lowering itself into the waters of the Pacific in colors of red and yellow and orange, like it has every night for millions of years.

        Another beautiful day at its end.

        Soon, it will be morning.

        And like Susan, I will smile.

        -Onyx Webb

        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        January 22, 1969

      

      

      Onyx stood atop the lighthouse, moving her paint brush across a canvas, paying no attention to the fact that most of the light had been drained from the sky, as if the sun had fought a good fight but had been bested once again.

      Onyx finally laid down her brush, knowing it was time to light the evening’s flame. This required hauling twenty-eight gallons of lamp oil from the storage tank—located next to the caretaker’s cottage fifty yards away—up the 103 steps of the spiral staircase to the top of the lighthouse. Something that could not be done in fewer than four trips. It was a grueling task for even the strongest of men.

      Let alone a woman.

      Let alone a ghost.

      Yet, Onyx had managed to do it for 5,403 consecutive days, starting the night her father died.

      Onyx had no obligation to light the flame, the lighthouse having been officially decommissioned in 1938, six months after Ulrich’s death. But lighting the flame was a tribute to her father, making Onyx feel as if some part of her father was still there with her.

      When Ulrich was still alive, it had been his job to haul the oil each night—a task he did not relish, complaining every single time he did it.

      And if Ulrich wasn’t complaining about lighting the flame, he was grumbling about having to paint, mop the floors, trim the hedges, or any variety of other tasks.

      Onyx, on the other hand, found the tasks fulfilling, even if they were exhausting. This was her home, and not a single task that required attention had gone undone in the fifteen years since her father’s departure.

      Onyx found the oil can exactly where she’d left it—in the shed next to the caretaker’s cottage—and proceeded to the oil tank to fill it with kerosene.

      The can was a different oilcan from the one she’d bludgeoned Ulrich with, which had been taken away as evidence for the trial and never returned. Which was okay. Onyx wanted no reminders of Ulrich around the lighthouse. The last of his belongings were packed in boxes and placed in a spare room of the caretaker’s cottage, along with all the unnecessary things he had purchased: a guitar he never played, a dinner jacket he never wore, bicycles they never rode, a typewriter he never used, and multiple cases of Levi jeans he never got to wear.

      And then there was the wood Ulrich had purchased, saying he needed it to build a new work shed for himself. “Every man should have a work shed for his tools, Onyx,” Ulrich had said.

      Eighteen months after the wood arrived, not a single piece of the expensive pine had been touched. Fortunately, Catfish used every last ounce of the wood, the bulk of it to repair the burned-out section of the caretaker’s house, and the remainder for bookshelves that lined the inside walls of the lighthouse.

      Some of Ulrich’s purchases were worthwhile.

      Onyx did use the Singer sewing machine, several rolls of art canvas, and the shotgun—something that had come in handy on more than one occasion.

      Onyx lugged the heavy oilcan from the caretaker’s cottage to the lighthouse, and then began the process of climbing the 103 steps of the spiral staircase to the top.

      As was her routine, Onyx sung her father’s favorite song—a goofy little folk tune called “Chicken Reel”—as she poured the kerosene into the lamp.

      
        
        Way down in Carolina

        Where the sweet potatoes grow,

        There lives a dusky maiden

        By the name of Liza Snow.

      

      

      
        
        She used to go to parties

        Where they'd always make her sing,

        But say, you ought to see that baby

        Do the pigeon wing.

      

      

      Where her father had learned the song, Onyx had no idea. She couldn’t even be sure the words she was singing were correct since the only version she’d ever heard was the one sung to her by her father.

      Onyx retrieved a second can of oil and returned to the top of the lighthouse, continuing the song from where she’d left off:

      
        
        They held a dancing contest

        And were goin' to give a prize

        They all had on their finest

        And it now was up to Lize.

        Just who was goin’ to win it,

        Ev'rybody there could feel,

        When Liza hollered to the band

        To play the Chicken Reel.

      

      

      Onyx had just finished her fourth and final trip, having poured the last of the oil into the lamp, then set about finding the long wooden matchsticks when she heard someone say her father’s name.

      The voice was faint, barely detectable, but Onyx could hear it. It came from somewhere outside. Onyx walked to the glass and gazed across the clearing.

      Even in the darkness, Onyx could tell it was a woman. And whoever the woman was, she was on her knees, saying a prayer at the side of her father’s grave.

      The woman stood and looked toward the lighthouse, and Onyx knew immediately who it was.

      Onyx hadn’t seen her in over thirty years.

      Her hair was gray now.

      And the lines etched in the woman’s face chronicled the passing of the decades.

      But Onyx knew it was her.

      Perhaps the only living friend she had left in the world.

      It was Katherine Keane.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Onyx watched as Katherine started toward the lighthouse and realized she needed to make a decision. Should she allow Katherine to see her face? That she hadn’t aged?

      “What should I do, Daddy?” Onyx said aloud as she walked down the spiral staircase toward the lighthouse foyer. She knew it was a question she didn’t need to ask because she already knew what her father would say.

      “Tell the truth, Jitterbug. Tell the truth.”

      Yes, but how?

      In the end, Onyx decided to break the news the same way her father had taught her to remove a bandage, and she ripped the door open.

      It was the best approach for Onyx.

      But not for Katherine.

      Katherine took a step back and raised her hands to her face in shock, unable to speak.

      “Yes, Katherine, it’s me,” Onyx said. “Come in and I will explain everything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Charleston, South Carolina

        January 13, 1979

      

      

      It only took Stan Lee a few days working on the house to realize there was a big difference between walking in his prosthetics and working in them. But doing the work alone was a must. Hiring a contractor to build his kill room was out of the question.

      Stan Lee took a seat on the large wooden tool chest and removed his prosthetics, then pulled off the socks and liners that covered each stump. They looked even worse than they felt, Stan Lee thought.

      The problem wasn’t the prosthetics so much as it was Stan Lee’s sensitive skin—skin that was so sensitive he couldn’t even use regular tap water to bathe his stumps because of the chemical deposits. Instead, he had to use mineral water sprayed from a bottle. Even the use of a washcloth caused immense pain. 

      Stan Lee pulled a plastic bottle filled with specially blended lotion from his pocket and gently rubbed the mixture on his left stump. It had taken years of trial and error to discover the ideal combination of ingredients to provide relief from the constant skin irritation and chafing he experienced when he sweated, like now, working on the house.

      For whatever reason, Stan Lee hadn’t had issues with his skin back on the farm in Wisconsin. Maybe the change in humidity had something to do with it. He didn’t know. Neither did the doctors.

      The first doctor Stan Lee had seen several months after he arrived in Charleston recommended he switch from Corn Huskers to an unscented topical analgesic called Resinol. Which only made it worse.

      The doctor then had him switch to Lanacane anti-chafing gel. When that change didn’t work, Stan Lee changed doctors.

      The next doctor recommended Stan Lee try Colonel Conk Shave Soap, which worked better, but the almond scent drove him crazy.

      Four doctors and six lotions later, the problem was worse than ever. Everything either left his skin too dry, too moist, too oily, too smelly, too sticky or too painful.

      In the end, Stan Lee created his own custom blend of oils and lotions, the majority of the final formula a combination of Lubriderm moisturizer, wool fat lotion, and a recipe for vanilla-scented skin cream his mother used.

      Stan Lee rubbed the lotion on his right stump and surveyed his progress. At the rate he was going, he’d be lucky if he could use the room by summer.
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* * *

      Stan Lee took a nap, and then made himself a pitcher of iced tea, which he took outside with him. He had plans to build a deck on the rear of the house someday, like the one Declan had added to the back of the mansion next door. Stan Lee knew his deck would have to be considerably smaller, however, in proportion with the size of his house.

      Stan Lee settled in a folding chair and took a sip of his tea. Then he grabbed the binoculars he’d bought at a store called The Sharper Image in Charleston and peered through them.

      After the deck was built, the view would be better. For now, this would have to do.
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* * *

      The fifth time Stan Lee struck the red brick wall with the sledgehammer, something unexpected happened—the wall simply gave way and crumbled to the floor.

      What in the hell?

      Stan Lee peered through the hole, but it was too dark to see anything. He needed a flashlight.

      Five minutes later, Stan Lee returned and stepped over the mound of bricks through the hole in the wall and aimed the flashlight, unable to believe his eyes.

      It was a tunnel.

      Stan Lee could see the tunnel was long, continuing far beyond where the flashlight’s beam could reach. The tunnel was approximately four feet in width. The floor was lined with the same red bricks that were used on the basement walls.

      Stan Lee took a few more steps into the tunnel, careful not to trip and examined the wood beams that had been placed every six to eight feet along the walls overhead, intended to hold the ceiling in place.

      They looked okay.

      Stan Lee continued on another forty feet until the dank and musty smell got so bad it made him gag and he was forced to turn back. He would need to get a dehumidifier—a few perhaps—and dry the place out before he could continue.

      Stan Lee wasn’t sure where the tunnel eventually led.

      But he had a pretty good idea.
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        Orlando, Florida

        September 2, 2010

      

      

      Koda found himself standing in the center of Church Street—directly between the SunTrust Building, where his office was, and 55 West, where his penthouse was located—with no idea as to how he’d gotten there.

      Everything looked foggy.

      And gray.

      Koda looked down and saw he was wearing a shoe on his left foot but not on his right.

      Strange.

      Then Koda saw a man standing about a block away. Near the railroad crossing.

      Someone he recognized.

      It was Dane.
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* * *

      Koda started in Dane’s direction, his legs feeling odd beneath him—disconnected, as if they belonged to someone else—both heavy and light at the same time.

      In what felt like a second later, Koda found himself standing at the tracks. But Dane was no longer there. Whoever it was must have only looked like Dane. But where did they go?

      “Over here,” a voice said.

      Koda turned and there he was.

      Dane.

      “Hey, I thought that was you,” Koda said.

      “You’re not supposed to be here,” Dane said.

      “What?”

      “Why are you here?” Dane asked. “What happened?”

      “I—I don’t know,” Koda said.

      “How did you get here?” Dane asked again. “Try to remember.”

      “I can’t,” Koda said. But then he did.

      He was in the back of the limo at the airport.

      “I was with Tank,” Koda said. “And then…”

      “And then what?” Dane asked.

      That’s when it finally hit Koda. Dane is dead. He couldn’t possibly be talking to Dane. Unless…

      “Do you understand what’s happening?” Dane asked.

      “It’s been you, hasn’t it?” Koda asked.

      “It’s been me, what?” Dane asked.

      “You’ve been visiting Robyn,” Koda said. “Haven’t you?”

      “Yes,” Dane said. “It was a mistake. I shouldn’t have because they followed me.”

      “Who?”

      “The shadow people,” Dane said. “You’ve got to go back and tell Robyn to get out of the house.” Dane said.

      “Go back? I don’t think I can,” Koda said.

      “Try.”

      “Try? How—?” Koda said. And then Koda saw her. “Dane, look.”

      Koda pointed over Dane’s shoulder, and Dane turned to see a beautiful young girl—sixteen, maybe seventeen years old—wearing a prom dress.

      Juniper.
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        January 22, 1969

      

      

      Three hours and many cups of tea later, Onyx had told Katherine everything—from the moment she and Katherine had last seen each other standing outside The Open Arms Orphanage in 1935 to the present moment—leaving out nothing.

      Well, almost nothing.

      As close as she felt to Katherine—no matter their history or how strong their bond—Onyx could not bring herself to tell Katherine about her need to kill people to stay.

      “When we met, I was six years older than you were,” Katherine said finally. “Now look at us.”

      “For what it’s worth, you were right about Ulrich,” Onyx said. “You and my father, you both were. I was stupid and blind.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Katherine said. “The greatest harm and most intense hurt are usually dispensed by those we love and trust the most.”

      “Still, you warned me and I didn’t listen,” Onyx said, pouring Katherine more tea.

      “The inscription on your father’s headstone. Is that French?” Katherine asked.

      Onyx nodded. “Yes. Le piégeage catfish dans le bayou pour toute l'éternité. It’s what my father always said he wanted. Trapping catfish in the bayou for all eternity.”

      Katherine smiled. “Your father was a great man.”

      “Thank you,” Onyx said. “Yes, he was.”

      “May I ask how?”

      “He fell on an arrow while hunting and bled to death in my arms, not more than fifty feet from where he’s buried,” Onyx said. “And please don’t say the Lord works in strange ways. I don’t want to hear it.”

      Katherine said nothing and took a sip of her tea. “Do you remember asking about what I remembered that day in Obedience Everhardt’s cellar?”

      “You mean about dying?” Onyx said.

      Katherine nodded. “Yes, about dying.”

      “I remember you saying that you found yourself standing naked before God, basking in his light,” Onyx said.

      “And…?

      “And you said God shared his plans for you. Something about being his eyes and ears.”

      Katherine nodded. “God told me I was his eyes and ears on earth, and it was through my eyes that he would see the doers of evil, and through my hand that he would extract his vengeance.”

      Onyx nodded. “I remember.”

      “What about you, Onyx?” Katherine asked.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “When you died,” Katherine said. “What did God tell you about his plan for you, your mission?”

      “My experience wasn’t like yours, Katherine,” Onyx said. “Yes, there was a light—a magnificent light—and for a moment I felt like I understood every secret in the universe. But, did I see God? No. I heard my mother’s voice, telling me I had the choice of staying or passing over. The choice of giving up or fighting. I decided to fight.”

      Katherine leaned back in her chair and shook her head.

      “What? Onyx said. “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” Katherine said finally.

      “I’m sorry,” Onyx said. “Have I said something to upset you?”

      “No,” Katherine said, taking another sip of her tea. “Let’s just say that God’s plan for us can be very confusing.”

      “What happened?” Onyx said. “Tell me.”

      “Tomorrow,” Katherine said. “Perhaps tomorrow.”

      “So, you’re still getting your visions?” Onyx asked.

      Katherine didn’t answer, her eyes on Onyx’s still-full teacup.

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

      “You can’t drink, can you, Onyx?” Katherine said.

      “No,” Onyx said. “Drinking liquids is one of the many pleasures of life a ghost cannot partake in, along with eating, breathing, feeling joy and happiness—”

      “So why do you do it?” Katherine interrupted.

      “Just to be polite, I guess,” Onyx said, touching the handle of her teacup with her finger.

      “I don’t mean the tea, Onyx,” Katherine said. “If existing, as you are, provides no joy or happiness, why do you stay?”

      Why did she stay? Onyx thought. It was a question she’d asked herself many times over the past thirty years.  “Because life is a hard thing to let go of, Katherine. Even when you’re dead.”
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        Charleston, South Carolina

        February 4, 1979

      

      

      The first time Declan noticed the man standing outside the old slave quarters a hundred yards away, he thought the man was a hunter, cutting through the property on the way to the dense woods behind the mansion.

      The second time Declan saw him, several days later, he realized the man might be a squatter.

      Christ.

      Declan had tried to buy the house on the adjoining property when he’d negotiated to buy the Stono Plantation property nine years earlier, but the State of South Carolina wouldn’t budge.

      Now he knew he should have tried harder.

      Declan watched as the man climbed the steps and went inside the house, and then he picked up the phone and dialed the police.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Declan stood on the back deck and watched as two Charleston County police vehicles pulled to a stop outside the old slave quarters next door. Several minutes later, the cars left.

      Then the phone rang. “He’s not a trespasser,” the police officer said.

      “Don’t tell me another squatter?” Declan said, dismayed. Getting a squatter out was almost as hard as getting someone evicted.

      “The man’s name is Glenn Oren Mattheus and, as of mid-December, Mr. Mattheus is the legal owner of the property,” the cop said. “We just checked.”

      “That’s not possible,” Declan snapped.

      “Yeah, well, tell that to the county bureau of records.”
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* * *

      Declan flipped through his Rolodex until he found the number for Lullaby Logan and dialed the phone.

      “Logan Real Estate, this is—”

      “Why in the hell didn’t you call me?” Declan snapped.

      “Who is this?” Lullaby asked.

      “It’s the person you promised to call if the State of South Carolina ever decided to release the property next to mine,” Declan said, his breathing heavy. “I’ve wanted that property since day one. God damn it.”

      Lullaby knew she’d made a huge mistake. “I know, you’re right. But it all happened very quickly. He came in, made a quick offer and—”

      “And you screwed me over,” Declan said.

      “Yes, I’m sorry,” Lullaby said. “I should have called and allowed you to make a counter offer. It was a mistake.”

      “How much did the place sell for?” Declan asked.

      “$750,000,” Lullaby said.

      “Jesus,” Declan said. “I’d have paid twice that.”

      Lullaby felt sick. But she also smelled an opportunity. “Let me fix it. What’s the max you’re willing to offer?”

      “I’m willing to go two million,” Declan said.

      Lullaby wanted to scream with joy but contained her excitement. “And if he says no?”

      “Everyone has a price. Find his.”
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        Orlando, Florida

        September 2, 2010 - 10:10 P.M.

      

      

      The two EMTs on duty at Orlando Fire Station No. 6 had just joked about how nice it would be to have a quiet evening for once. Two minutes and forty-five seconds later, the vibration of a blast rocked the building.

      When the EMTs saw the enormous orange fireball from the tanker truck explosion fill the sky, they knew that whatever happened, it was directly across the street on the other side of East Robinson.

      At the Orlando Executive Airport.
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* * *

      “I didn’t see them,” the tanker truck driver said to the EMTs when the ambulance arrived. “They had their lights off. What in the hell were they doing out here?”

      “You keep saying ‘they,’” the first EMT said, holding up his hand to shield his face from the intense heat coming from the burning kerosene fuel. “Who are they? Who are you talking about?”

      “The limousine,” the tanker truck driver said. “It rolled in the water. Over there.”

      That’s when the second EMT saw the body floating face down in the water and dove in.
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* * *

      Performing CPR on a drowning victim is vastly more complicated and messier than it is portrayed on TV.

      On Baywatch, the victims usually made it. Push, push, spit, end of episode. And the only thing the person spit up was a little water. In real-life resuscitation, everything came up, and the drowning victim usually died—especially when the person was in the water for as long as this man had been.

      The other thing about doing CPR on a drowning victim in real life was how hard and how rapidly you had to push on the person’s chest. During training, EMTs were encouraged to pick a song to do compressions to. Optimists usually picked something upbeat like “Stayin’ Alive,” while the more pessimistic EMTs would opt for something more true to the situation, like “Another One Bites the Dust” by Queen.

      “Turn him on his side,” the EMT said to his partner.

      The EMT swept his fingers through Koda’s mouth to remove debris that had collected there and open the airway.

      “Okay, put him on his back.”

      When they did, both men saw who it was, and the song choice became obvious.

      This one had to stay alive.

      Ah, ha, ha, ha, press, press, press, press.

      After thirty seconds of chest compressions—combined with mouth-to-mouth to ensure Koda was getting oxygen—the EMTs stopped and listened for breathing.

      Nothing.

      Two minutes after that, nothing had changed.

      The first EMT pinched Koda’s nose, placed his mouth over Koda’s and blew hard enough to see his chest rise.

      Ah, ha, ha, ha, press, press, press, press.

      The second EMT placed one hand on Koda’s wrist and checked for a pulse.

      Again, there was nothing.

      “He’s gone,” the second EMT said.

      “No, he’s not.”

      Ah, ha, ha, ha, press, press, press, press.

      “Yes, he is.”

      Ah, ha, ha, ha, press, press, press, press.

      Still nothing.

      Then the helicopter arrived.
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* * *

      Eight miles away, Robyn stood in the window of Koda’s penthouse apartment on the thirty-first floor of the 55 West building in downtown Orlando, watching the orange glow from a fire rising in the night sky.

      Having spent her entire adult life in Orlando, Robyn knew the area well. Whatever was going on, it was out near the airport. And whatever it was, it was bad.

      Robyn went down the hall and looked in on Mason, who was sound asleep in the guest bedroom. Then she poured herself a glass of red wine and climbed into the tub.

      A minute later, a helicopter flew by.
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        July 14, 1969

      

      

      Katherine and Onyx had been virtually inseparable for the better part of six months, spending every minute together just as they had when Katherine nursed Onyx back to health at the Open Arms Orphanage during the winter of 1935.

      But then Katherine seemed to withdraw, refusing to leave her room in the caretaker’s house for two weeks straight.

      Onyx carried a tray with breakfast to the caretaker’s cottage and knocked on Katherine’s door. The door did not open. “Katherine, what’s wrong? Tell me. Maybe I can help.”

      “You can’t,” came Katherine’s voice from inside the room. “Only God can help. Please leave.”
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* * *

      Onyx stood at the easel in the top of the lighthouse, trying to decide what she wanted to paint.

      Onyx usually painted to match her mood. When she felt calm and relaxed, she’d paint a seascape or the trees in the forest. But right now, Onyx was anything but calm.

      The situation with Katherine had upset her. Onyx wanted to help, but how could she if Katherine refused to talk?

      Onyx descended the spiral staircase in search of a book for inspiration. Onyx had thousands of books, most of which had been stolen from the Crimson Cove Public Library over the past thirty years. Being a book thief was not something Onyx was proud of but compared to the other crimes she committed in the middle of the night, failing to return a book to the library seemed a rather mild infraction.

      Onyx located the book she was looking for—a book on abstract art with hundreds of color photos of paintings by contemporary artists—and returned to the top of the lighthouse.

      Onyx had no one favorite artist. They were all different, and she admired each and every one of them for their courage to paint what they wanted to paint—what they felt in their heart—not what was popular or what they thought would sell.

      Onyx placed the book on the easel and began flipping through the pages, pausing to study the paintings that caught her attention.

      Picasso. Rothko. Kandinsky. Mondrian. Dali. Pollock.

      Most of all, Pollock.

      Onyx was mesmerized by Jackson Pollock’s work, in part because of the man’s free-flowing, chaotic paint splatters, but also because she and Pollock had things in common.

      Pollock was a recluse, and he was someone who struggled most of his life. And he died young, in an auto accident at the age of forty-four, having lived only four years longer than Onyx.

      But there was another connection.

      Jackson Pollock’s artist wife, Lee Krasner, had studied with Onyx’s early mentor, Hans Hoffman, in the early 1930s. Hoffman had taken Onyx under his wing after having been introduced through New York art dealer Lucas Schröder.

      Ulrich’s brother.

      For Onyx, working with Hoffman was a liberating, life-altering experience, the culmination of which was a showing of Onyx’s work at the Schröder Gallery in Times Square in July 1933.

      A showing Onyx didn’t attend because of Ulrich.

      Onyx wondered what her life would have been like had she stayed in New York, rather than climb aboard the train as Ulrich demanded. She also wondered if the showing had gone on as planned, or had it been cancelled when she’d failed to arrive? If so, what did people say about her work? Did any of her works sell? She doubted it.

      Onyx had considered writing Lucas but wasn’t sure if she could handle the disappointment if the showing went poorly.

      Some things were better off left unknown.
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* * *

      Moved by looking at photos of Pollock’s work, Onyx spread a roll of canvas on the floor and gathered some paint, deciding to do something bold and expressive. But before the first splash of color hit the canvas, Katherine appeared at the top of the spiral staircase.

      “His name was Stan Lee,” Katherine said. “There was no way to know he was dangerous.”

      Onyx set down her brush and motioned for Katherine to sit. “Go on.”

      “I was the resident nun at a Catholic girl’s school just outside of Chicago,” Katherine said. “There were three young girls in the house. It was just before Halloween. The mood was festive, the four of us singing songs and drinking hot cider.”

      “This last Halloween?”

      Katherine nodded. “Yes, six months ago. Just before I came out here.”

      “Where did the boy come from?”

      Katherine shook her head. “I have no idea. One second it was just the girls and I, and the next—there he was, standing with his face pressed against the glass, peering into the living room. He looked so cold and so lonely. So I invited him in.”

      Katherine wiped away a tear. “What happened then?” Onyx prompted.

      “I asked if he was hungry, and then went off to the kitchen to make a sandwich. I was only gone for a few minutes—not more than five minutes, Onyx…”

      “What happened? Onyx asked again.

      “I heard a scream,” Katherine said. “I ran back to the living room, only to discover it was empty. Then I heard another scream, this one filled with terror, from somewhere outside the house.”

      Katherine went silent. Finally, Onyx urged her on. “Tell me what happened.”

      “He killed them all,” Katherine said. “He tracked them down like animals, one by one—young, defenseless girls, alone and frightened, in the dark—and slit their throats.”

      Onyx remained silent for several seconds, trying to determine what words she could possibly say to ease Katherine’s pain.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Onyx said finally. “What were you supposed to do?”

      “What was I supposed to do?” Katherine asked, locking eyes with Onyx. “Isn’t it obvious? I was supposed to go outside and kill him.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Onyx said.

      “Is it?”

      “Yes, Katherine, it is,” Onyx said. “Even if your visions are messages from God—and maybe they are—you certainly don’t think God would direct you to kill someone.”

      Katherine said nothing.

      Then Onyx understood. “Oh, Katherine, please don’t tell me that—”

      “What? That I’ve killed people? Of course, I have,” Katherine said. “Not randomly, and always in the name of God. That’s my mission. I am one of the chosen.”

      “His chosen?”

      “Yes. One of the chosen few doing God’s dirty work here on Earth, cleansing the world of those who need to be removed for the greater good. How do you think God gets things done, Onyx? I’ll tell you. He does it through his children here on Earth. Through us.”

      “How many people have you killed, Katherine?”

      “I have no idea,” Katherine said.

      “Are you saying you’ve killed so many people that you’ve lost count?”

      “Keeping count is God’s job,” Katherine said.

      Onyx walked to the window and stared out at the ocean, trying to grasp what she’d just been told.

      “You see?” Katherine snapped. “This is precisely why I didn’t want to discuss it.”

      “You’re right,” Onyx replied without looking back. “We shouldn’t have.”
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        Savannah, Georgia

        March 15, 1979

      

      

      Stan Lee had no intention of getting a job when he got to Savannah, but Lullaby Logan had been right—the renovations on the house were going to run into the hundreds of thousands, and the ad in the Savannah Morning News was too perfect.

      
        
        Staff photographer wanted. Savannah P.D

        Experience a must. Send resume.

      

      

      Savannah was less than a hundred miles from Charleston. He could commute or get a small apartment near one of the squares. But first, Stan Lee needed a resume.

      And another name.

      Yes, he could apply under Glenn Oren Mattheus—the name he’d created for the purposes of buying the slave quarters—but Stan Lee thought it was risky. Far better to create a separate identity.

      Stan Lee poured Scrabble pieces from a plastic cup and spread them, face up, on the kitchen table. Then he found the letters for his real name and arranged them.

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

      

      

      Then he rearranged them to spell:

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

      

      

      After he’d left Chicago, Stan Lee drove to New York and purchased fake identification from a forger on Long Island. It wasn’t easy to find the guy, but anything you could possibly want or need was available from someone, somewhere, in New York—if you asked around and flashed enough cash.

      Now for a name to use for the job in Savannah.

      It took several tries, but eventually Stan Lee was able to rearrange the letters until he found something that worked.

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

      

      

      Stan Lee thought the name seemed familiar, and then he remembered. Sergent Elton Nahum was the name he’d told Kara he was going to use when he finally ran away.

      “And I told you how clever you were,” Kara said from the chair on the other side of the table.

      “Leave me alone, Kara,” Stan Lee said, refusing to look up at her. “You’re not real, and I’m not going to acknowledge you.”

      “Fine, have it your way,” Kara said.

      Stan Lee waited a few more seconds, and then finally glanced over. The chair was empty. Good. He didn’t have time for Kara’s shenanigans. If he wanted the job, he needed to get busy.
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* * *

      Detective Leo Igler kept his eyes trained on the resume in his hand and said nothing. In reality, he wasn’t studying the resume at all. Leo was trying to figure out how to tell the man in the wheelchair on the other side of the desk he wasn’t going to get the photographer’s job without looking like a bigot.

      “The ad said experience was a must,” Leo said finally. “So, unfortunately—”

      “I would think a four-year degree in photographic journalism from Marquette would count for something,” Stan Lee said.

      “Having a degree is not the same as having experience,” Leo snapped. “Besides, the photographer’s desk is on the second floor, and—”

      “You’re not suggesting the problem is this wheelchair, are you, Detective?” Stan Lee said, knowing he had the cop exactly where he wanted him.

      “No, of course not,” Leo said a bit too quickly, shaking his head rapidly from side to side, and perhaps a bit harder than necessary. “It’s just that, that…”

      “Are you familiar with the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Detective?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Of course,” Leo said, having no idea what Nahum was referring to. “But—”

      “Well, then you know that Section 504 is very specific when it comes to providing equal opportunities to handicapped people, like myself, and prohibits discrimination on the basis of either physical or mental disability.”

      “Let me be frank with you,” Leo said, leaning forward. “The department has no funds for an elevator to get you up to the second floor.”

      “I see,” Stan said. “Then where is the department going to come up with the money to pay the legal bills for the lawsuit?”

      “The lawsuit?”

      “Yes, Detective Igler—the lawsuit I intend to bring against the Savannah P.D. and against you, personally, for discriminating against a decorated war veteran who lost the use of his legs in the defense of his country,” Stan Lee said as he laid a fake purple heart, which he’d purchased earlier in the day from a costume shop, on the edge of Leo’s desk.

      Leo studied the medal. “Monday morning at nine?”

      Stan Lee smiled. “Works for me.”
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* * *

      Stan Lee was still smiling when he pulled the van to the front of the slave quarters, but the smile disappeared when he saw the envelope taped to the door.

      Stan Lee climbed the stairs, leaving the wheelchair in the van. The wheelchair was a nice touch in terms of making Leo Igler feel sorry for him, but there was no need to maintain the charade at home.

      It was yet another letter from Lullaby Logan, the real estate agent who’d sold him the house several months earlier. The woman was persistent.

      Stan Lee pulled the pillow from beneath his shirt, intended to make him look heavier, and tossed it on the chair. Then he went to the bathroom sink and removed the makeup he’d used to make himself look older than he was. The disguise was a lot of extra work, but one could never be too safe.

      Besides, fooling people was fun.

      Even if it wasn’t necessary.

      Yet.

      Stan Lee returned to the kitchen and opened the envelope, curious what the dollar amount was this time. The first offer was $1.5 million. Then $2 million. Then $3 million.

      Now her client was offering $3.5 million.

      Logan refused to tell Stan Lee who her client was, but Stan Lee already knew. It was Declan Mulvaney.

      Stan Lee tossed the letter in the trash. There was no reason to even respond. He’d worked too long and too hard to find Declan Mulvaney and had been extremely lucky to buy the property out from under the man’s nose.

      The answer was no. Stan Lee wasn’t selling.

      Not at any price.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Charleston, South Carolina

        September 3, 2010

      

      

      Mika pulled her new Audi R8 to a stop as close to the front door of the Mulvaney mansion as she possibly could.

      The salesman at the dealership, who handled the lease the evening before, droned on and on about the vehicle’s styling, performance, comfort, and safety features. So much so that Mika finally had to shut him down.

      “I could give a rat’s ass about any of that,” Mika had snapped. “Just tell me how much I have to put down and what the monthly lease payment is.”

      There, was that so hard?

      The only thing Mika cared about when shopping for a new car—which she did three times a year—was how good she looked in it, and what other people thought of her because she was one of the first to have one.

      That included Bruce Mulvaney, whom she was meeting to go over the details of a charity event they were to co-sponsor in two months. Called Sip ‘n Smoke, the weekend would combine her and Bruce’s love of wine and cigars.

      Mika admired Bruce because—unlike Koda—Bruce had a well-developed sense of elegance, style and sophistication. Add to that, Bruce was tall, handsome, athletic, single, and rich—richer than Koda by a long shot.

      The only reason she’d gone after Koda—other than the money—was that Mika thought Koda would look good on her arm. Whereas, had she gone after Bruce, Mika would have looked good on his.

      Maybe she’d made a play for the wrong Mulvaney? Seriously, what had she been thinking?

      Oh, well. Too late now.
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* * *

      Mika had been in the house less than thirty seconds and could already tell something was up.

      “What’s wrong?” Mika asked when Koda’s grandfather, Declan, came down the stairs.

      “Come have a seat,” Declan said. Declan led Mika to a black-and-white zebra-striped sofa in the den and motioned for her to sit.

      “I’ve been sitting all morning,” Mika said. “Where’s Bruce? What is—?”

      “It’s about Koda,” Declan said.

      Oh, no, Mika thought, feeling her legs give way beneath her. Not now.

      Declan grabbed Mika’s arm and lowered her onto the sofa, and then took a seat in the chair opposite her. “There’s been an accident, and—”

      “Koda? Is he…dead?”

      Declan shook his head. “No, thank God. But it’s not good. They took him to Florida South. He’s in a coma.”

      “A coma?” Mika repeated.

      “Yes,” Declan said. “Bruce is on the phone with the doctors and, with any luck, we’ll know more in a few hours.”

      “What happened?” Mika asked, waves of panic rushing over her.

      “Koda and Tank were out at the executive airport in Orlando late last night, and—for whatever reason—the limousine was on one of the access roads and was hit by a fuel tanker truck. It exploded and—”

      “Exploded?” Mika said. “Are you saying he was burned?”

      Declan shook his head. “No. The limo was knocked off the road and ended upside down in a lake. We don’t have all the details, but Koda appears to have drowned. Fortunately, they got him out of the limo and rushed him to the hospital.”

      Mika took a moment to process what she’d just been told. “You said he was with Tank?”

      “Yes,” Declan said. “Tank’s dead. He drowned, too, presumably helping get Koda out of the vehicle. Tank’s body was still in the limo when they pulled it out of the water.”

      “And all this happened last night?” Mika said. “Why didn’t someone call me? I’m his fiancée for Christ’s sake.”

      Declan then noticed Bruce walk in the room and pulled himself to his feet. “I told her everything I know. Are there any updates?”

      Bruce shook his head. “No. They’ve got him on a ventilator, and…”

      Bruce stopped, and then turned away.

      My God, was Bruce Mulvaney crying? Mika wondered. And should she be crying, too? Or at least appearing to cry? Hopefully, the look of shock would pass as concern.

      Bruce turned back. “We’ve got a car coming in five minutes. You can come with us if you want, or—”

      “I’ve got a few things I need to handle,” Mika said. “I’ll come over in the afternoon.”

      “Okay,” Bruce said. “Be prepared for a circus. I’m told there’s media everywhere.”

      Well, at least there was that.
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* * *

      Mika waited ten minutes after Bruce and Declan had left before making her move. It was something she didn’t want to have to do, but her back was up against the wall. What choice did she really have?

      Besides, if Koda had simply married her as promised, rather than running off with Dane to party like a high schooler on senior ditch day, none of this would be necessary.

      Mika looked down the hallway in each direction, and then made her way to Declan Mulvaney’s private study to find the door open, as it usually was. So far so good.

      But would the key still be in Declan’s desk?

      It was.

      Mika grabbed the key and crossed the room to the cabinet, slid the key in the lock, and opened the door. Inside the cabinet were six shelves. Assuming they hadn’t been moved, what Mika was looking for would be on the second shelf from the top.

      And there they were.

      A row of jewel-encrusted eggs from the Fabergé egg collection of Czar Alexander III, created by the House of Fabergé for the Russian royal family.

      Originally, there were eight eggs in the cabinet, valued at over $1 million each. Now there were seven. Mika had taken one during the chaos of the Mulvaney’s annual Fourth of July party. Now, emboldened by the fact that no one had apparently noticed, she was back for another.

      When Mika tried to sell the first egg she’d taken, the art dealer she went to wanted nothing to do with it.

      “What’s the problem?” Mika had asked.

      “Provenance,” the art dealer said. “You do know what provenance is, right?”

      “Are you suggesting I obtained this egg by anything other than legal means?” Mika asked in the best, faux-insulted voice she could muster.

      “No,” the art dealer said. “But whoever you got it from—they stole it. Have you ever heard of The Fabergé Eight?”

      Mika knew nothing when it came to Fabergé, but that didn’t stop her from trying to B.S. her way out of the situation. “Of course, silly, who hasn’t?”

      “Well, apparently you,” the art dealer said.

      “Okay, educate me,” Mika said, knowing her lack of knowledge had been exposed.

      “There are fifty-two known Fabergé eggs in the world, Mika,” the art dealer said. “About a hundred years ago, eight of them went missing.”

      “As in stolen?”

      “Yes,” the art dealer said. “If I’m correct, this is one of the eight.”

      Eventually, Mika found a reseller unscrupulous enough to find a home for the egg in the private collection of someone who didn’t care about pesky details like provenance.

      Though the retail value of the egg was in excess of a million dollars, Mika netted only $200,000—but it was enough to keep up the charade that she was still wealthy.

      Mika felt bad stealing the eggs, but she was dead broke. What other choice did she have?

      It would have been helpful if she knew each egg’s value, but with nothing to go on, she resorted to the only method she could think of.

      “Eenie, meenie, miney, moe. One more egg has got to go,” Mika said, tapping the OPI-painted nail of her index finger on the top of each egg as she went. “Help me find the best of all before someone comes down the hall.”

      Mika pulled out an emerald green egg with delicate gold-leaf trim from the cabinet and carefully slid it in her purse. Then she returned the key to its place in the drawer of the desk.

      Now, which hospital did they say Koda was at?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        July 14, 1969

      

      

      Two hours after Katherine stormed from the lighthouse and Onyx had recovered from the shock of her friend’s murderous admission, Onyx found herself feeling guilty and embarrassed.

      It was time to apologize.

      Onyx put away her paints and cleaned her brushes, then descended the spiral staircase.

      Knowing there was a good chance Katherine would once again be locked in her room, Onyx wrote an apology note that she could slip under the door. But when she approached the caretaker’s house, Onyx could see the door was slightly ajar.

      Onyx stepped inside.

      Katherine’s things were gone.
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* * *

      Everything Katherine owned fit nicely into a single bag. Nonetheless, after several miles of walking, she felt exhausted.

      Katherine stuck out her thumb for the fifth time. Once again, the car slowed to take a look, then sped up and zoomed past. Had she been twenty-five rather than seventy-five…

      Katherine left the highway, walked into the woods, changed into her habit, and then returned to the side of the road.

      The very next car pulled over.

      People always stopped for nuns.
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* * *

      Three stops and sixty miles later, Katherine arrived at the bus depot in Lincoln City. No longer worried that anyone was looking for her, she bought a ticket that would take her straight to Chicago.

      Katherine had asked repeatedly why God hadn’t warned her about Stan Lee. But the answer had been there all along.

      In Stan Lee’s eyes.

      Eyes filled with hate. Filled with evil. The eyes of a child with an injured soul, or perhaps no soul at all.

      What bothered Katherine now was the nagging feeling that, because she’d failed her mission, others would suffer at the boy’s hands. The three dead girls in the woods? They were just the beginning.

      Stan Lee was just getting started.

      And that’s why God had stepped aside. Because it wasn’t his job to fix the situation.

      It was hers.

      Whoever Stan Lee was, it was Katherine’s responsibility to do what she was supposed to have done when she had the chance.

      She had to go back to Chicago and find Stan Lee.

      And she had to kill him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Savannah, Georgia

        June 3, 1979

      

      

      Stan Lee’s heart was pounding out of his chest.

      “Just stay calm,” Kara said from the passenger seat of the van. “And don’t speed. The last thing you need right now is to get pulled over.”

      Stan Lee glanced down at the speedometer to see he was going eighty-five and eased his right foot off the pedal.

      “Let’s review the checklist,” Kara said.

      Stan Lee nodded his head. He hated that he still needed Kara from time to time, but she was right. Reviewing his checklist was a good idea. “Okay.”

      “One, no one saw you take the girl, right?” Kara asked.

      Stan Lee exhaled a long breath and nodded in the affirmative, feeling good that no one had seen him. The girl in the blue prom dress had been alone when she exited the Forsyth Park Hotel. She’d also been alone when she was splashing around in the fountain, and when he’d approached her on the sidewalk in the wheelchair.

      “Two, you injected the girl with enough ketamine to keep her knocked out until you get her back to the house.”

      Stan Lee didn’t respond. He wasn’t sure. He’d never drugged anyone with the intent of making them unconscious for two hours. “I think so,” Stan Lee said finally.

      Kara shook her head in disgust. “Okay, well let’s hope so. Three, you threw the wheelchair and the girl in the van.”

      “Yes on both,” Stan Lee said.

      “Four, you pulled the magnetic Savannah P.D. sign off the side of the van.”

      “Check.”

      “Good. Five, you belted the girl to the table at the waist, ankles and wrists.”

      Wait. Had he? He remembered securing the belt around the girl’s waist, and then her ankles—but had he secured her wrists? Stan Lee glanced over at Kara. “I’m not sure. Should I pull over and check?”

      Kara shook her head. “Bad idea. Just keep driving.”
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* * *

      Lullaby Logan knew it was stupid to drive home with four glasses of wine in her—especially on a Saturday night when the police would be on the lookout for drunk drivers. She already had one DUI conviction under her belt. A second would mean she’d lose her driver’s license, and a real estate agent without a license was out of business.

      Maybe that’s what she wanted, Lullaby thought. Maybe it was time to get out of the game, stop chasing commissions from assholes who beat her up for every damn dime.

      Lullaby turned her white Cadillac Biarritz onto Route 17 heading south, doing her best to stay within the limit and the lines, and turned on the radio.

      “My Sharona.” Too repetitive. Lullaby turned the channel to the next station.

      “Do You Think I’m Sexy?” Sorry Rod. No, I don’t.

      Turn…

      “You Don’t Bring Me Flowers.” Too depressing.

      Turn…

      Lullaby didn’t know the name of the next song, but she knew it was Donna Summers. And she hated it. Why in the hell would someone leave a cake out in the rain?

      Turn…

      Lullaby leaned over and turned the dial, and then jerked the steering wheel hard to the left when she saw the headlights from the van bearing down on her.

      Wait. I know that van, Lullaby thought as the van flew by her. It was the jerk who bought the slave quarters next to the Mulvaney mansion—the one who wouldn’t return her calls or respond to her letters.

      Lullaby glanced at the clock, and then slowed the Caddy and made a U-turn. Yes, it was almost two in the morning, but so what? She was going to get that commission if it killed her.
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* * *

      Lullaby Logan steered her Caddy up the dirt road toward the slave quarters, and then pulled to a stop behind the van and turned off the headlights. It was pitch black and deadly quiet. But when she got out and started toward the house, Lullaby heard what sounded like banging and muffled screams coming from the van.

      Lullaby approached the rear doors of the van and listened. It was a girl’s voice coming from the inside of the van.

      Lullaby grabbed the metal handle and pulled. The door opened and, although her vision was blurry, she saw a teenage girl in a frilly blue dress strapped to a metal table.

      “Help me,” the girl said.

      Lullaby couldn’t understand what she was seeing, but even in her drunken state she knew something was terribly wrong. “What? Who are you?” Lullaby croaked.

      “My name is Juniper. Juniper Cole,” the girl said. “Quick, get me out of here before he comes back!”

      “Yes, yes, of course,” Lullaby stammered, not realizing just how drunk she was until she attempted to climb into the van.

      “Hurry!”

      Lullaby pulled herself into the van and began undoing the leather straps on Juniper’s ankles. “Glenn Mattheus did this to you?”

      “I don’t know his name,” Juniper said. “All I know is that he works for the police.

      Lullaby loosened the strap on Juniper’s other wrist and helped her sit up. “Get the strap around your waist.”

      Juniper nodded and loosened the leather strap around her waist as Lullaby shifted down and began working on the ankle straps. “We need to find the keys to the van,” Juniper said.

      “No, I’ve got my car,” Lullaby said.

      Then Juniper screamed.

      “Hello, Miss Logan,” Lullaby heard from over her shoulder. When she spun around she was shocked to see Glenn Mattheus standing behind her.

      Standing.

      “Pretty late for a sales call, don’t you think?” Stan Lee asked.

      Lullaby turned and darted toward the Cadillac, but when she slid into the front seat and reached for the ignition, she discovered the keys were gone. Lullaby looked through the windshield and saw Stan Lee walking toward her, dangling the keys to the Caddy in his outstretched hand. “Looking for these?”

      Lullaby screamed and pressed her hand down on the steering wheel, the horn blaring right as Stan Lee reached in and grabbed her by the hair and pulled her from the vehicle.

      Lullaby screamed again and tried to push him away, and then felt the searing pain shoot through her. She looked down in disbelief and saw the handle of a butcher knife protruding from her mid-section. A minute later, Lullaby Logan found herself on her back, gazing up at the stars and wondering how things could have gone so wrong.
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* * *

      Juniper stumbled from the van, and seconds later found herself face down in the grass. She had no idea how little control of her muscles she had until she began to try to run, and her legs literally crumpled beneath her.

      Juniper lifted her head and scanned the horizon. There was nothing but blackness. No, wait, over there.

      Lights!

      It took every ounce of energy for Juniper to push herself up with her arms and struggle to her feet.

      Juniper staggered in the darkness, keeping her eyes trained on the lights coming from the house in the distance.

      From behind her, Juniper heard a woman scream.

      Then the sound of a car horn.

      Don’t look back, Juniper thought. Just go.

      Juniper kept her eyes focused on the lights, doing her best to keep her legs under her.

      Closer.

      Closer.

      Juniper heard a second scream from behind her. Then silence.

      Keep moving. Just keep moving.

      Juniper could see the details of the house now. It wasn’t a typical house. It was massive.

      A mansion.

      “And just where do you think you’re going?” Juniper heard the man say from behind. Then Juniper felt the stick of the needle in the back of her neck. Stan Lee caught Juniper in his arms as she collapsed.

      “What are you going to do about the real estate woman?” Kara asked from behind Stan Lee.

      Stan Lee knew the dead woman wasn’t the problem. He could bury Lullaby Logan in the basement or, better yet, down in the tunnel. The problem was her car.

      “Abandon her car on the Cooper River Bridge,” Kara said. “When she never turns up, they’ll assume she was a jumper.”

      Stan Lee looked at his watch, the hands barely visible in the darkness. It was almost 3:00 a.m. Sunrise wasn’t until 6:00. If he left soon, he could dump the car, catch a cab from the hotel near the bridge, and be back home by dawn. And he’d injected the girl with enough ketamine to put her out until then.

      And if she came to before that?

      So what?

      No one was going to hear her scream in the tunnel.
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        “The desire to remain young matters most to those who do not realize that growing old is a privilege denied to many.”

      

        

      
        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Episode 14: The “To Do” List

        

      

    

    
      
        
        McHenry, Illinois

        July 19, 1969

      

      

      Katherine got off the bus at the depot on Roosevelt Road in Chicago, changed into her habit in the ladies restroom, and then caught a cab to the girl’s school in McHenry. She had no idea if going there would help her find Stan Lee, but the scene of the crime seemed the most logical place to start.

      Katherine was certain she wouldn’t run into the police since so much time had passed since the night of the murders. Still, out of an abundance of caution, Katherine instructed the taxi driver to drop her off half a mile away.

      She was taking no chances.

      When Katherine arrived, the house was dark. There was yellow crime scene tape across the door, and still more tape in the surrounding woods. They had never reopened the house. She was not surprised. Who would want to pay a premium to have their children placed in a private girl’s school where such horrific acts had taken place?

      Katherine wandered around the woods, unsure as to what she was even looking for. She could break into the house, but to what end?

      Coming out had been a waste of time and money.

      “Sister Katherine?”

      Katherine spun around and saw it was the neighbor who lived in the other house at the end of the lane.

      “Yes,” Katherine said, extending her hand.

      “They’ve been looking for you,” the man said.

      “They?” Katherine asked innocently, as if she had no idea what the man was talking about.

      “The police,” the man said, motioning to the crime scene.

      Katherine searched for something to say, desperately wishing to change the conversation. She’d only met the man a few times, but she seemed to remember something about him working out at the Dunning Asylum. “You run Dunning, correct?”

      “Not anymore.”

      “Early retirement, I hope?” Katherine asked.

      The man chuckled. “No, I was released from my position. It seems a doctor named Lilith Pandor was conducting unsanctioned experiments on patients in an underground lab I didn’t know existed. But I was in charge, and you know how that goes. I’m sure I’ll be cleared eventually.”

      “I hope this woman was arrested,” Katherine said.

      “Oh, she got hers,” the man said. “They found her rotting body locked in a sensory deprivation chamber, three weeks after she’d gone missing. The FBI thinks it was an accident, but I’ve seen those chambers a number of times. How does someone accidently lock themselves in a box that only locks from the outside?”

      Katherine couldn’t help but notice the contradiction. In one moment, the man claimed to know nothing about the secret laboratory—but knew all about it in the next.

      “If you ask me, I think it was Stan Lee,” the man said.

      Katherine’s breath caught. “What did you say?”

      “I think it was this kid, Stan Lee, the one who brought the entire project down,” the man said. “I think he locked Lilith Pandor in the tank to get even with her. But, after what she put the kid through, I can’t say I blame him.”

      “Stan Lee, is it?” Katherine said.

      “Yes, Stanton Lee Mungehr,” the man said. “He put a coded message in a comic book, which was taken out of the building by an orderly. The orderly’s son noticed the message, and the next thing we knew the FBI was swarming all over the place.”

      “Where is he now?” Katherine asked. “The boy.”

      “Up on a farm in Wisconsin somewhere,” the man said. “Why are you so interested in Stan Lee?”

      Katherine shook her head. “Oh, I was just curious what happened to the poor thing.”

      “They’ve been looking for you, you know,” the man said.

      “Looking for me?”

      “The police,” the man said. “They questioned me several times. Wanted to know if I’d seen you that night.”

      “I see.”

      “So, were you here that night?” the man asked. “When the girls were murdered?”

      Katherine shook her head. “No, but I wish I had been. Perhaps I might have been able to stop it.”

      “Maybe not. Either way, I don’t think the police have a clue who did it,” the man said. “So, are you going to the police? I’m sure they’ll want to talk to you. They said that…”

      Katherine wasn’t listening now; her mind having drifted to the most important thing.

      The boy.

      Stan Lee.

      Could he be the one? He had to be.

      “So, are you going to the police?” the man asked for the second time.

      “Yes,” Katherine lied. “I’m on my way there now.”
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        Savannah, Georgia

        July 19, 1982

      

      

      Leo Igler felt like pulling his hair out, and probably would have if he’d had any hair left.

      The Wyatt Scrogger trial had concluded the previous week, with the jury finding the kid guilty of the murder of his best friend’s sister, Juniper Cole.

      Leo had been the lead detective on the case and received a commendation from the mayor for his service to the city. He was certain Scrogger was guilty. The evidence was overwhelming. If he’d had any doubt, he’d have been unable to live with himself.

      Sergent Elton Nahum, the Savannah P.D.’s photographer, agreed. As did the media. Even the victim’s brother, Quinn Cole, testified against Scrogger at trial.

      If there was such a thing as a slam dunk, the case against Wyatt Scrogger was.

      Then everything went south.

      It started when the Asian attack dog who’d tried the case—Assistant DA Cecelia Jaing—failed to show up for work. Three days later, the woman’s gray, lifeless body was discovered in her Savannah apartment.

      While the circumstances surrounding Jaing’s death were somewhat suspicious—including a broken mirror in the woman’s bedroom, and there were signs of a struggle—the apartment had been locked from the inside, with no sign of forced entry. The Coroner had his doubts, citing the unusual condition of Cecelia’s Jaing’s body, but Leo cajoled the soon-to-retire civil servant into a finding of death by natural causes.

      Case closed.

      Nahum ended up renting the empty apartment, having no apparent problem with the fact the woman had died there. Finding an apartment in Savannah’s Historic District was near impossible, and the location was walking distance to the police station—or, in Nahum’s case, rolling distance. A win-win if ever there was one.

      But then a gang war erupted.

      A key leader of the Savannah Snakeheads was stabbed to death by two members of the Yamaguchi Circle Boyz. The Snakeheads retaliated with a series of drive-by shootings, with two members of the Circle Boyz gang dead in the street. Leo wouldn’t have cared so much if the casualties were limited to members of the gangs themselves, but a tourist had been caught in the crossfire.

      Savannah’s revenue from tourism was $2.9 billion, and no one screwed with tourism.

      It wasn’t that Leo minded the extra work.

      He lived to work. It was that Leo had much bigger fish to fry. In this case, the biggest kind of fish there was.

      A serial killer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Orlando, Florida

        September 3, 2010

      

      

      Bruce and Declan climbed down the stairs of Bruce’s jet and went directly into a waiting limousine.

      “Florida South, correct?” the limo driver asked.

      “Yes, but we want to see where the accident happened first,” Declan said.

      “I have no desire to see it,” Bruce said.

      “Well, I do,” Declan snapped.

      “I’m pretty sure the area is blocked off,” the driver said.

      “Not to us,” Declan said.

      The driver nodded and started the engine.
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* * *

      Just as the limo driver said, the area where the accident happened was blocked off with yellow crime scene tape.

      “Let me out here,” Declan said.

      The limo driver pulled to a stop and Declan got out, and then ducked his head back into the car. “You coming?”

      “Christ,” Bruce muttered, but unlocked his seat belt and got out of the vehicle.

      One of the two police officers positioned inside the taped-off area walked over. “Sorry, no one is allowed past this point.”

      “I’m Declan Mulvaney,” Declan said. “Koda Mulvaney is my grandson, and this is Koda’s father. We’ll just be a minute.” Declan did not wait for a response, lifting the yellow tape and holding it up for Bruce, who stepped beneath it and walked through. Declan had learned years ago that asking for permission to do something you were going to do anyway was a waste of time.

      The cops exchanged a glance, but neither said or did anything to stop them.

      The limousine, which had been dragged from the bottom of the small lake, had been towed away hours earlier. And what was once the fuel tanker had basically been turned into an incinerated mound of melted metal, rubber, and glass.

      “The tanker truck must have hit the limo right there,” Declan said, pointing to an area of pavement where two lines of rubber skid marks began.

      Bruce stopped and surveyed what Declan was pointing out. “The truck had to be going pretty fast to push a limousine sideways like that.”

      Declan nodded.

      “Then it must have flipped and gone in the water,” Declan said, pointing to a sloped area where chunks of grass were gouged out of the ground. “Down there.”

      “I’ve seen enough,” Bruce said. “Can we go now?”

      “What in the hell was Tank thinking, coming through here in the dark of night?” Declan asked. “It was very reckless.”

      “It’s my fault,” Bruce said.

      “Yours?”

      “I asked Tank to find a way out of the airport without having to go through the front exit,” Bruce said. “Koda probably did the same thing.”
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* * *

      Bruce wasn’t sure what to expect, but nothing could have prepared him for the sight of his son lying in the intensive care unit with a breathing tube down his throat.

      “In the simplest of terms, Mr. Mulvaney, your son is in a state of unconsciousness,” the doctor said. “Because he does not respond to external stimuli—light, sound, even painful stimuli, such as a pin prick—he cannot be awakened, nor has he initiated any voluntary actions.”

      “In the spirit of simple terms, you mean Koda is in a coma,” Declan said.

      “Yes,” the doctor said. “A coma is the result of an injury to the brain, which can be made by any number of things. Bleeding, head trauma, sometimes a buildup of toxins. In Koda’s case, the issue was lack of oxygen.”

      “But this is temporary, correct?” Bruce asked. “People come out of comas all the time.”

      The doctor shrugged. “I don’t want to give you false hope, Mr. Mulvaney. It’s my job to tell you the truth. And the truth is this could be permanent.”

      “Excuse me,” Bruce said. Bruce turned and walked off down the hall, leaving Declan behind with the doctor.

      “Go on,” Declan said.

      “Koda’s brain has undergone extreme trauma. There’s significant swelling, with excess fluid between his brain and his skull, and pushing down on the brain stem, causing damage to the reticular activating system—the part of the brain responsible for arousal and awareness. When there’s no blood flow, the lack of oxygen—”

      Declan placed his hand on the doctor’s arm, stopping him. “Realistically, what are the chances of recovery?”

      “Recovery is a broad term,” the doctor said.

      “You know what I mean,” Declan said. “I’m asking if my grandson will ever return to a normal life.”

      “I’d place the odds at fifty-fifty.”

      “How long before we know?” Declan asked.

      “I’ve had patients emerge in two hours,” the doctor said. “And there was a case where a Polish railroad worker came out of her vegetative state in 2007, after being in a coma for nineteen years. But the good news about being in a coma—in a facility like this—is that it allows a patient to heal in a controlled environment, especially with the resources we have.”

      “I appreciate your candor, doctor,” Declan said.

      “Certainly,” the doctor said. “In any case—even in the best of circumstances—the recovery will be gradual. Koda may only be awake for a few minutes, and then out again. And when he does regain consciousness, Koda may find himself in a state of confusion. He may also suffer from an inability to articulate himself. So be patient. The road ahead could be a long one.”
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* * *

      The last time Bruce Mulvaney had smoked a cigarette he was a senior in high school. But as a member of the Georgia Bulldogs, smoking was strictly forbidden. Now he opted for cigars, especially when he was nervous.

      Bruce exited the rear doors of the hospital and found the exterior courtyard empty, which was good. He needed a few minutes alone to collect his thoughts.

      Click. Click. Click.

      Bruce took a seat on a bench and pulled a Gurkha from his suit pocket—a cigar from a box Mika Flagler had given him as a gift a month earlier—and removed the cellophane wrapper. Then he clipped the end with a silver cutter he carried in his pocket.

      Click. Click. Click.

      Bruce placed the cigar in his mouth and lit it, applying the flame from his lighter to the cigar, toasting the end and rotating it as he gently puffed until the entire foot was glowing.

      Click. Click. Click.

      What was that noise? Bruce thought as he blew a stream of smoke toward the sky. He wouldn’t figure it out until the following morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Chicago, Illinois

        July 20, 1969

      

      

      Katherine woke up, finding herself surprisingly hungry.

      After meeting with the man who lived next to the girl’s home, she’d taken a cab to Chicago, having the driver drop her at the Shoreland Hotel on Lake Shore Drive near Fifty-Fifth Street. Then, after the cab had driven off, Katherine walked six blocks down and took a room at the Fiftieth on the Lake Motel—a cheaper and much seedier place to be sure—but Katherine wished to take no chances.

      It was clear the man was a liar, and for all she knew he’d picked up the phone and dialed the police minutes after she’d gone.

      Katherine walked over to the Surf and Surry Diner and took a seat at the counter. She ordered two eggs, over medium, bacon, and toast, and then pulled out a pen.

      On a napkin, Katherine made a list of the things she needed:

      Find Stan Lee’s address (Wisconsin)

      Good walking boots.

      Leather gloves.

      Bring the knife.

      Bus ticket to Wisconsin.

      Money for food and cabs.

      Pack.

      Store bag in locker at bus depot.

      Mail letter to Onyx.

      Kill Stan Lee.
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* * *

      Finding where Stan Lee was living was nowhere as difficult as Katherine thought it might be. Everything she needed was at the library.

      The FBI raid on Lilith Pandor’s secret laboratory at the Dunning Asylum had been big news.

      Unfortunately, because Stan Lee was a minor, there were no published pictures of the boy. As such, Katherine couldn’t be 100 percent certain it was the same boy who’d killed the girls.

      But the description fit.

      Katherine’s big break came when she found an article in The Milwaukee Journal with a picture of Stan Lee’s grandparents standing outside their farmhouse in Mayville, Wisconsin, saying how proud they were of the boy.

      “Where might I find a phone book for Wisconsin, around the Milwaukee area?” Katherine asked the woman behind the counter.

      There was only one listing for “Mungehr” in Mayville.
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* * *

      Katherine found an Army-Navy Surplus store at the intersection of Clark Street and Van Buren. She needed boots and leather gloves.

      “Do you have any smaller sizes?” Katherine asked the clerk behind the counter.

      “Try the boys section in the back,” he said without looking up, his eyes glued to a TV news reporter talking about the walk on the moon scheduled for that night.

      Katherine couldn’t understand why everyone was so fascinated by the idea of landing a man on a big grey rock. With all the problems in the world, this was the best thing scientists could come up with to occupy their time?

      Katherine located a pair of black army boots that fit her and took them to the counter. “I need black leather gloves, too.”

      The man left, and then came back with two pair for Katherine to try on. “Pretty warm out for gloves,” the man said.

      Katherine ignored him.

      “Don’t know what you’re hunting, but I can fix you up with a good knife if you want,” the man said.

      “That won’t be necessary,” Katherine said.

      She already had a knife.
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* * *

      Katherine took one final nap, showered, and dressed. Then she packed her things, including her Bible, and checked out of the motel.

      Katherine glanced at her watch. The bus for Milwaukee didn’t depart the Greyhound Bus Terminal at Navy Pier until 3:20 p.m., which left her enough time to make one stop.

      Katherine knelt silently at the alter inside St. Michaels Church, praying and asking God one last time if he had anything to say.

      God remained silent.

      Fine.

      An hour later, Katherine placed the bag with all her worldly belongings in a locker, deposited a quarter, and took the key. Minutes after that, she was on a bus heading north toward Milwaukee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Savannah, Georgia

        August 3, 1982

      

      

      The first victim of whom the media dubbed “The Leg Collector” was twenty-year-old Joselyn Knox. Her naked, legless body was found in 1980, a year after the Juniper Cole abduction, leaning against the base of James Oglethorpe’s statue in Chippewa Square. The killer—or killers—had written three words across the girl’s lifeless torso:

      
        
        S P I K E   H E E L   T I G E R

      

      

      “What in the hell is a Spike Heel Tiger?” Leo asked as Nahum pulled out his camera and began documenting the crime scene.

      “I don’t know, Detective,” Nahum said.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      “Some kind of secret message maybe?” Nahum said.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      The following day, a local TV reporter named Skylar Savage theorized the message was an anagram. The real message, she insisted, was:

      
        
        I    K E E P   T H E I R   L E G S

      

      

      “What do you know about that, Detective?” Nahum said as the two men watched the newscast from their desks on the second floor of the police station. “Looks like it was a hidden message after all.”

      “It could mean that,” Leo said, doing his best to hide his anger and embarrassment. “Or it could mean any number of things.”

      “Like what?”

      Leo didn’t answer.

      “I think she’s right,” Nahum said. “The girl is missing her legs. Maybe he keeps them, like some kind of trophy.”
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* * *

      The second body, found in the summer of 1981, belonged to a sixteen-year-old girl named Deborah Deegan. Her torso was posed on a park bench outside a restaurant in a heavily trafficked tourist area near Riverfront Plaza. Scrawled on the body was another message.

      This time the message read:

      
        
        A T H E N S   M O R T U A R Y

      

      

      Had Leo taken the message literally, he might have launched a raid on every funeral home in Central Georgia. But knowing it was probably another anagram, it took just an hour for him to decipher the coded message:

      
        
        S M A R T E R   T H A N   Y O U

      

      

      Leo decided the message wasn’t a clue so much as it was an attempt to taunt the Savannah P.D. And maybe him personally.

      “Can you believe the balls on these guys?” Leo said.

      “These guys?” Nahum said. “What makes you think it’s not just one guy?”

      “Come on, Nahum,” Leo said. “You don’t really think one person could pull this off alone?”

      Nahum shrugged.

      Then, a year after that, a third dead body was discovered.
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* * *

      There were many things that made the city of Savannah special. One of which were the many squares the city was organized around—twenty-four squares in all—many with monuments in the center of them.

      Unfortunately for visitors, there seemed to be little rhyme or reason by which the monuments were placed.

      There was an Oglethorpe Square—but the monument to James Oglethorpe was located in Chippewa Square. Oglethorpe Square had no monument itself.

      Ellis Square had a monument commemorating the life of Savannah songwriting legend Johnny Mercer. However, the house Johnny Mercer lived in was located in the southwest corner of Monterey Square—along with the monument for Brigadier General Kazimierz Pulaski.

      While Pulaski square had no monument at all.

      Whitfield Square, located at the intersection of Habersham Street and Wayne, had no monument either. Instead, it had a gazebo, popular for weddings and for sightseers looking to take photographs. And that is where eighteen-year-old Martha Crowley’s body had been discovered by a man walking his dog just before dawn.

      Leo took a knee in front of the girl, looking for any kind of clue that might be of value.

      Like the other two girls, Martha Crowley was young, blonde, naked, and missing both legs from the mid-thigh down. And, like the others, Leo was pretty sure the toxicology tests would show traces of ketamine in the girl’s system.

      Leo turned his attention to the message scrawled across the girl’s chest. It read:

      
        
        H E L L C A T   F I B

      

      

      Within seconds Leo knew what it meant.

      
        
        C A L L   T H E   F B I

      

      

      Like hell he would, Leo thought. This was his case and calling the feds in was unthinkable. The feds were notorious for sweeping in and taking over the show.

      And the credit.

      Leo stood up and looked around the square. “What do you think it means that they placed the body here?”

      “Here? In the gazebo?” Nahum asked, pointing his camera at the dead girl.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      “No. I mean, here, directly across the street from The First Congressional Church,” Leo said.

      “I don’t know, Detective,” Nahum said, zooming in on the girl’s eyes.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      “Maybe it means nothing. Maybe they just picked the place at random,” Nahum said, making sure to get several close ups of the message on the girl’s body.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      Leo shook his head. “No. Nothing these animals do is random.”

      “Are you sure there’s more than one killer?” Nahum asked.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      “Yes,” Leo said. “I’m thinking it might even be a man and woman working together.”

      “Like a husband and wife?” Nahum asked, shifting the camera to the girl’s hands, the fingers interlocked and placed in her lap, as if she knew she were in a public place and was going out of her way to hide her nakedness.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      Snap.

      “Yes,” Leo said. “And everything they do is a subtle way of sticking their thumb in my eye.”

      “Maybe you’re taking things a bit too personally,” Nahum said. “Maybe it’s like the Skylar Savage woman says on the news. Maybe he just enjoys it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Orlando, Florida

        September 4, 2010

      

      

      After concluding that Koda’s condition was stable, he was moved to a private room at the end of the intensive care unit where the family could be closer to him. Besides, the doctor said, it was better for Koda’s recovery.

      Declan sat in a chair to the left of Koda’s bed, reading a book about Frank Sinatra, shaking his head in disgust every few minutes over something else the author had gotten wrong.

      “Is it true that Frank Sinatra was in a porno?” Mika asked from her chair at the foot of the bed.

      “No,” Declan said without looking up.

      “I think I read that he was,” Mika said.

      Declan stayed silent. It was clear that Mika was trying to provoke some kind of a confrontation, and Declan had no desire to get drawn into whatever game she was playing.

      “What was the name of the film he was supposed to have done? The Masked Bandit, or something like that?”

      “People used to spread a lot of rumors about Frank,” Declan said. “But that’s all they were, Mika. Baseless rumors.”

      “Well, where there’s smoke…”

      “Let it go, Mika,” Declan said.

      It was weird. It had been fifty years since Declan was forced to quit his job as part of Sinatra’s security detail, yet he still found himself trying to protect the man.
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* * *

      “Christ, will you look at these,” Bruce said as he entered Koda’s hospital room and tossed copies of three different tabloid newspapers on the table at the foot of Koda’s bed.

      Declan snatched one of the papers off the table and opened it. There, on the cover, was a photo of Bruce sitting on a bench in the hospital garden, leaning back and blowing smoke into the air. The caption beneath the photo read:

      Billionaire Bruce Mulvaney enjoys a $200 cigar              while son lays in coma, fighting for his life

      It didn’t look good.

      “I should sue their asses,” Bruce said.

      “For what?” Declan asked. “That is you smoking a cigar, isn’t it?”

      Bruce glared at Declan but didn’t respond.

      “I don’t know,” Mika said, grabbing one of the tabloids and looking over the article. “This could actually be good.”

      “Good?” Bruce asked. “How in the world could—?”

      “Pictures of you on the cover of every tabloid magazine in the country, two months before Sip ‘n Smoke? This could boost registrations significantly,” Mika said. “You can’t buy publicity like this.”

      Bruce shook his head. “I’m never sure if I should be impressed with your never-ending push for publicity or horrified by it.”

      “I’m sorry, Bruce,” Mika said. “I just thought—”

      “I’m going downstairs for a sandwich,” Declan said. “Anybody want anything?”

      Neither Bruce nor Mika responded.
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* * *

      Thirty minutes later, Declan returned, but he wasn’t alone. “Look who I ran into in the lobby,” Declan said.

      It was Robyn.

      “They wouldn’t let me up because I wasn’t family,” Robyn said. “They’re really militant about—”

      “Who are you?” Mika asked.

      “I’m sorry. You probably don’t recognize me without the bowtie. I’m Robyn, the bartender at DJ’s Chophouse.” Robyn stepped forward and held out her hand, but Mika ignored it.

      “Oh, yes, I remember you now,” Mika said dismissively. “Too much sugar on the rim.”

      “I remember you, too,” Robyn said. “It’s not every day one of our customers kicks someone in the balls and sends them to the hospital.”

      Robyn walked to the side of Koda’s bed, instinctively reaching out and touching Koda’s hand. “Have the doctors said anything?”

      “Yeah. They said not to touch him,” Mika said. Mika turned to Bruce. “You know, Bruce, there are reasons why they only allow family up here.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize you were family now,” Robyn said. “Koda and I spent twelve hours in the car together on our trip to Georgia, and I don’t recall him saying anything about the two of you finally tying the knot.”

      “A technicality,” Mika said. “And what’s this, about Georgia?”

      Declan couldn’t help but smile. He liked Robyn—the girl had spunk. And, unlike Bruce, he’d never warmed to Mika. Declan had met women like Mika Flagler before. At best she was a gold digger. At worst, Declan thought the girl might be dangerous.

      “It’s okay,” Declan said. “Robyn and Koda are friends. She can stay.”

      Mika turned to Bruce, but before she could open her mouth, Declan held up his hand and cut her off.

      “I said she can stay.”
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        Mayville, Wisconsin

        July 20, 1969 – 9:50 P.M.

      

      

      It was a few minutes before ten when Katherine hailed a taxi at the curb outside the Greyhound bus station in Milwaukee for the fifty-three-mile trip to Mayville.

      “Can you take me to Mayville?” Katherine asked.

      “You got enough money, Sister, I can take you to the moon,” the driver said. “You got an address?”

      Katherine read the man the address from the napkin. “How long will it take to get there?” Katherine asked.

      “About an hour,” the cab driver said. “But for an extra $20 bucks…”

      “I’d prefer it if you drove the speed limit,” Katherine said. The last thing she needed now—this close to the completion of her mission—was for the taxi to get pulled over by the police.
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* * *

      Katherine was standing in the kitchen, cutting the edges off the grilled cheese sandwich, when she heard one of the girls scream a single word.

      “Run.”

      Katherine dropped the plate and ran to the living room to find the room empty—the girls were gone.

      And so was Stan Lee.

      Then Katherine heard another scream, this time coming from outside the house. It wasn’t a playful scream, like kids having fun. It was a scream filled with terror.

      What was happening?

      Katherine raced out the front door into the darkness, tripping over one of the jack-o’-lanterns and falling face-first to the hard ground.

      Then another scream.

      Katherine staggered to her feet in a state of confusion and abject fear, blood dripping into her eyes from a cut on her forehead.

      “Which way do I go, God? Tell me—”

      And another scream.

      “This is it,” the taxi driver said, pulling Katherine from her nightmare. “Hey, Sister, wake up.”

      Katherine opened her eyes to find herself in the back of the cab, slumped against the passenger side door.

      “This is it,” the taxi driver repeated. “You want me to pull you up to the farmhouse or somewhere else?”

      Katherine glanced at her watch and saw it was few minutes after eleven. “Drop me up there, further down.”

      “Down the road?” the taxi driver asked, puzzled.

      “Just do it,” Katherine said.

      “Okay, Sister. Anything you say.”
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* * *

      Once she’d gotten out and the taxi was out of sight, Katherine was surprised to see how much darker everything was without the vehicle’s headlights.

      Katherine started the walk back to the farmhouse drive, stumbling several times on the gravel as she went.

      Katherine found the driveway. It was another quarter mile to the farmhouse itself, which was completely dark. Katherine snuck around to the back and climbed the stairs to the porch. She hoped the Mungehrs would feel safe enough in the middle of nowhere to leave the door unlocked.

      It wasn’t.

      Katherine pulled the knife from her purse—the one she’d taken from the nightstand at the caretaker’s house—the one that had once belonged to Onyx’s father, Catfish Webb. She hit the window with the knife handle and the frosty glass shattered and fell to the floor inside. Then she reached in with her gloved hand and turned the lock.

      Katherine stepped through the doorway, over the broken glass, and entered the darkened kitchen. The house was still and silent. Fortunately, the sound of glass hadn’t woken them.

      Then she found the stairs and started to climb.
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* * *

      Katherine approached the first door and gently turned the knob. The room was empty. She crossed the hall and turned the knob on the door on the opposite side of the hallway and found it empty as well.

      The only other door was at the end of the hall.

      Katherine crept slowly down the hall toward the door, careful not to make any noise. Then, holding Catfish Webb’s knife in her right hand, she reached out with her left hand and gently turned the knob.
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* * *

      The blast from Judd Coker’s shotgun hit the intruder in the chest with such force it sent whoever it was flying backward down the hallway a good ten feet.

      Judd set the antique, 1920 Winchester twelve-gauge back down by the side of the bed and turned on the light, his heart beating out of his chest. This wasn’t the first time he’d had an intruder, which is why he kept the gun within arm’s length of his bed.

      Judd walked down the hall and stood over the body.

      “What in the hell?” Judd muttered.

      It was a nun.

      What in the hell was a nun doing in his house in the middle of the night? With a knife?

      Judd stepped through the doorway and looked down at the woman. Who was she? Did he know her? He didn’t think so. Then, to Judd’s surprise, the nun opened her mouth and said something.

      Jesus, she wasn’t dead.

      Judd kneeled down next to the woman, trying to hear what she was saying. “What?”

      The nun reached her hand up toward Judd and touched the side of his cheek. “Please take care of Onyx.”

      “Onyx?”

      The nun nodded, then her hand dropped to the floor, and Judd watched the light leave her eyes.

      Judd stood up. It was time to call the police, but Judd wasn’t worried—he was a lawyer, and he knew the law. A man’s home was his castle, and trespassers had no rights. But you could never play it too safe.

      Using a handkerchief to avoid leaving prints, Judd gently picked up the knife and placed it in the nun’s hand. He wasn’t sure if holding the knife made the old woman look like more of a threat, but it couldn’t hurt.

      Then Judd went back to the bedroom and dialed the police. As the phone was ringing, Judd looked out the bedroom window and saw lights come on across the way. The shotgun blast was so loud it had apparently woken the neighbors.
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        Athens, Georgia

        November 12, 1983

      

      

      Stan Lee was not a football fan. In truth, he was not a fan of any team sport. He didn’t play them. He didn’t watch them. He never liked them.

      Stan Lee liked sports where a single person faced off against another—one winner, one loser—without the ability for one person to blame the other for their own lack of ability or incompetence.

      Boxing, tennis, wrestling, even jousting—all were good examples of individual sports Stan Lee enjoyed. And track was okay—but not the relays. That Person A was required to pass the baton to Person B provided each of them with the ability to blame the other when the baton was dropped.

      But the prospect of attending the Georgia-Auburn football game had him truly excited.

      Referred to as the “Deep South’s Oldest Rivalry,” the annual meeting between the Bulldogs and Tigers was steeped in history, dating back to 1892, with the two teams having met almost every year since. One hundred nine games in all.

      Today’s game would be the 110th.

      And Stan Lee’s half-brother, Bruce, was the starting quarterback.
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* * *

      The idea came to Stan Lee several months earlier when he stumbled across an article on handheld laser pointers in Radio-Electronics magazine.

      A new technology in development for over a decade, a laser pointer was a small handheld device with a battery for power and a laser diode that emitted a very narrow beam of bright-colored light.

      The best part, according to the article, was the potential hazard the device presented if aimed at a person’s eyes. At a minimum it could distract someone from a task. At worst, it could cause temporary blindness.

      In that moment, Stan Lee knew he needed one.

      He also needed a ticket to the game.
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* * *

      Getting his hands on a laser pointer was easy but getting a ticket for the UGA-Auburn game proved more difficult than Stan Lee expected. He finally found one through a scalper who wanted three times the face value. But the seat was where Stan Lee needed it to be—in the end zone—and perhaps just as important, in the front row, with nothing to obscure his view of the field.

      Now it was simply a matter of hurry up and wait.
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* * *

      Stan Lee’s wait ended two minutes before the end of the first half. With the score 13-0 in Auburn’s favor, Bruce drove the Bulldogs down the field toward the end zone.

      With the place going crazy, with every eye in the stadium glued to the action on the field, Stan Lee pulled the laser pointer from his pocket.

      And waited.

      With the ball on the twenty-four-yard line, Stan Lee felt he was in range. But when he tried to aim the pointer, he realized he’d not practiced enough with the device, especially at a distance in excess of a hundred feet.

      He’d have to wait until Bruce was closer.

      Two plays later, Bruce threw a screen pass, and the runner picked up a blocker who let him get to the eight-yard line before being tackled.

      Perfect.

      Once again, Stan Lee removed the laser pointer from his pocket and turned it on, the narrow green beam pointed at the concrete between his feet as the Bulldogs met in the huddle. Then, the moment the huddle broke up and the players ran to the line, Stan Lee lifted the device and aimed it directly at Bruce. The snap-count was too quick, and before Stan Lee could aim the light, Bruce turned to hand the ball off—the green pinpoint of light harmlessly hitting the back of Bruce’s helmet.

      On second and goal, Stan Lee saw the green dot land on Bruce’s forehead, and then he slowly lowered it toward Bruce’s eyes. But as Bruce bent down and called the signals, he glanced to his left and then to his right, with the beam moving from one side of his face to the other, missing his eyes entirely.

      But, on third and goal, Stan Lee hit the mark.

      Bruce bent to take the snap and the green light hit him directly in the left eye just as he got the ball. Bruce rolled out and threw a pass that went a good five feet over the receiver’s head.

      The Georgia kicking unit took the field, apparently satisfied with going into the locker room at halftime down 13-0. This presented a problem in that the teams would switch ends for the second half, leaving Stan Lee at the wrong end of the field.

      The day was a failure.

      Then the crowd began to roar and jumped to their feet as the offense was sent back to the field. The Bulldogs weren’t going to settle for a field goal after all. With six seconds left in the half, they were going to go for it on fourth down.

      This was Stan Lee’s last chance.

      And then he had an idea.

      As the quarterback, Bruce’s movements were erratic, making it virtually impossible to focus the laser beam on his eyes for more than a fraction of a second.

      This was not the case with the linemen.

      The linemen, who were responsible for blocking the rushers from the other team, were required—per the rules—to remain completely still until the ball was snapped.

      Perfect.

      As the Bulldogs walked to the line of scrimmage—with 92,000 people on their feet screaming wildly—Stan Lee focused the laser pointer at the player at the end of the line.

      The biggest of all the players.

      The one playing the position called the left tackle.

      The one whose responsibility it was to protect the quarterback’s blindside.

      The one they called Tank.
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        Orlando, Florida

        September 8, 2010

      

      

      The memorial celebrating the life of Malietua “Tank” Tofilau was to be held on the UGA campus in Athens, Georgia—the place where Bruce Mulvaney met Tank for the first time. Mika assured Bruce that she’d call immediately if Koda’s conditioned changed, though no one expected that to happen any time soon, including Koda’s doctors.

      “Will you look at that,” Declan said as he looked from the makeshift stage in the end zone at the crowd of 4,500 people who’d packed the west stands of Sanford Stadium.

      “Tank was a God here on campus,” Bruce said.

      “I guess,” Declan said. “But still.”
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* * *

      After several people shared memories of their experiences with Tank, it was time for Bruce to step behind the podium and deliver his eulogy.

      “There are thirteen libraries, housing 4.7 million books, on this campus,” Bruce began. “I know this because my friend, Tank, told me. Thirty years ago, when most of us would sneak off to a party somewhere, with a case of Budweiser tucked under one arm and a pretty girl under the other, you could find Tank in one of those thirteen libraries with his nose stuck in a book.

      “And it didn’t matter what the topic was. While most of us were here to have fun, Tank had come with a larger goal—to expand his horizons and improve the world he lived in, just as his parents had taught him to do.”

      Bruce turned and looked over at an elderly Samoan couple, seated off to his right.

      “Let me talk for a minute about Tank’s parents,” Bruce said. “Kalepo and Natia Tofilau, with no money to speak of and unable to speak a word of English, moved from Samoa to the United States when Tank was twelve. They knew their son was special, like a goldfish that would never grow to its full potential if trapped in a small bowl. So, they left their home in Samoa and moved to a larger fishbowl—Dallas, Texas—and enrolled their son at Odessa Permian High School. Three years later, Tank would lead his Panthers team to the Texas High School Division 5A State Championship.”

      The audience, who were avid football fans, showed their appreciation with a round of applause.

      “More importantly, however, and I will admit to my selfishness here, Tank had drawn the attention of college recruiters across the United States. Including here at UGA.”

      Bruce waited for another round of applause to die down before continuing. “Now, some of you may be familiar with a movie that came out last year called The Blindside. Well, Tank was my Michael Oher—the guy responsible for protecting my blindside. And with all due respect to others who have played left tackle, no one ever played it better than Tank.”

      More cheers erupted, and then Bruce went on.

      “Now, some of you may be wondering: Wasn’t Tank the guy who missed that block, the one that resulted in my career-ending knee injury? The answer to that is yes—and no. Yes, even Tank would tell you that he missed the block. And, yes, I never played another down of football after that play. The worst part, however, was that we lost to Auburn that day 13-7.”

      The crowd groaned at both the agony of the story, and the memory of the loss.

      “But I’d like to take a moment to set the story straight. You see, something happened that day—something neither Tank nor I have ever talked about. You see, someone in the stands did something that day—something intentional, some would even say evil—that kept Tank from doing his job, causing him to miss that block.”

      An audible gasp came from the crowd.

      “How do I know this?” Bruce continued. “I know because whoever perpetrated this act did the same thing to me several plays earlier. I also know because I asked to see the game tape, and it’s right there. It’s right there on the tape. But when I asked Tank about it, he refused to make excuses and took full responsibility for what happened anyway. That’s the kind of man Tank was.”

      Bruce waited for the crowd to stop cheering before continuing.

      “Now, many in the media have speculated over the years that I hired Tank because I felt sorry for him—because missing that block tarnished his reputation and ended his chances at a pro career. Well, that is not what happened.

      “Six months after graduation, I was sitting in my office at the SunTrust Building in downtown Orlando, and who walks in? Tank. And before I can say a word, Tank tossed a certificate of completion for the executive protection and bodyguard course he’d just completed—at his own expense—and he said:

      “What do you think it is? It’s proof of my qualifications to be your new full-time limo driver and bodyguard. What happened two years ago on the field will never happen again. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got work to do.”

      Bruce paused, then continued:

      “Now, I’ve been reading things in the tabloids by people who have no idea what they’re talking about, blaming Tank for what happened to my son—even before his body has been laid to rest. And it may be a while before all the facts are in—before we know precisely what happened that night. But what I am sure of is this: My friend, Tank, fought with his last dying breath to save my son’s life. Malietua Tofilau was a living legend, who died a hero.”
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* * *

      After the service had finished, Bruce and Declan climbed into the back of the limo.

      “One of us should call the hospital,” Declan said.

      Bruce dialed the phone and asked for Koda’s doctor. He was in surgery. Then he asked to be put through to Koda’s room, where he expected to find Mika.

      Instead, Bruce got Robyn. “Robyn? How did you—?”

      “I arranged for a pass, so she could get in without one of us needing to go down and fetch her,” Declan said. “Put Robyn on speaker.”

      Bruce pressed the speaker phone button.

      “You’re on speaker phone, sweetheart,” Declan said. “How’s our boy doing?”

      “The same,” Robyn said. “Unfortunately.”

      “Well, I appreciate you being there with him,” Declan said.

      “Where’s Mika?” Bruce asked.

      “She was here earlier, but she said she had some business to attend to,” Robyn said. “I get the feeling she doesn’t care much for me.”

      “Don’t take it personally,” Declan said. “I don’t think Mika cares much for anyone.”
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* * *

      Bruce hung up the phone and turned to Declan. “You shouldn’t encourage her, Dad.”

      “Whatever are you talking about?” Declan asked.

      “Our boy? How’s our boy doing?” Bruce said. “You do know that Koda and Mika are engaged, right?”

      “Engaged?” Declan said with a laugh. “Mika thinks they’re engaged because she’s delusional.”

      “I’ve seen the ring, Dad,” Bruce said.

      “You mean the ring she bought for herself, so she could tell everyone she’s engaged?” Declan said. “That ring?”

      Bruce shook his head. “She’s a piece of work, isn’t she?”

      “That’s being kind,” Declan said. “Trust me, Son. Koda has absolutely no intention of marrying Mika Flagler. And if he tries, you need to talk him out of it.”
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        Mayville, Wisconsin

        July 21, 1969 – 12:09 A.M.

      

      

      Judd heard a knock on the door and looked at his watch and made mental note of the time in case it came up in court.

      It was 12:23 a.m.

      Judd headed downstairs, impressed with how fast the police had gotten there. But it wasn’t the police.

      “Hey, Judd,” the farmer from next door said, holding a forty-five in his hand. “Heard the gun blast. Thought you might be needing help.”

      “No, got it handled,” Judd said, looking down at the boy at the farmer’s side. “Who’s this?”

      “My grandson, Stan Lee,” the farmer said. “He’s going to be living with us, working the farm.”

      “Did you watch Neil Armstrong walk on the moon?” Judd asked.

      Stan Lee nodded. “Yeah, it was cool. Did someone break in? Did you scare them off?”

      Just then a police car turned into the drive, lights flashing. They waited as the sheriff parked, got out, and walked over. “So, where is she?” the sheriff asked.

      “Upstairs,” Judd said.

      “You killed someone?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Not someone,” the sheriff said. “Judd gone and bagged himself a nun.”
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* * *

      “Jesus,” the sheriff said when the three men reached the upstairs hallway. “What did you shoot her with, a bazooka?”

      “A twelve-gauge,” Judd said.

      “How close?”

      “Twelve feet probably. Fifteen maybe.”

      “And you don’t know her?” the sheriff asked.

      Judd shook his head. “Nope.”

      “And you say you heard her breaking the window?” the sheriff asked.

      “No, I said I heard the sound of glass breaking,” Judd said.

      “There’s a difference?” Opa Mungehr asked.

      “Cut it with the legal crap, Judd,” the sheriff said. “This isn’t a trial.”

      “What I’m saying is when I heard the glass break, I had no idea who it was,” Judd said.

      “And you were in bed?”

      Judd nodded. “Yep, just turned in.”

      “You were awake still,” the sheriff said.

      “Is that a question?”

      “For the purposes of expediency, let’s assume everything I say has a question mark on the end of it, okay?” the sheriff said.

      “Yes, I was still awake,” Judd said.

      “See, that wasn’t so hard,” the sheriff said. “Any threats on your life lately?”

      “I’m a lawyer,” Judd said. “Hardly a day goes by that I’m not threatened by someone. But there was one thing.”

      “What’s that?” the sheriff asked.

      “After I fired, I walked over to see who it was,” Judd said. “And she said something.”

      “Well, hell, Judd,” the sheriff said. “What did she say?”

      “Please take care of Onyx.”

      The sheriff screwed up his face. “Who in the hell is Onyx?”

      Judd shrugged. “Beats me.”

      “And that was it?” the sheriff said.

      Judd nodded. “Yep. With her last dying breath.”

      “And you say the nun was standing over there in the doorway when you blasted her?” the sheriff asked.

      “Yes.”

      Opa Mungehr eyed the scene, taking everything in. “Funny how the knife stayed in her hand. You’d think it would have either fallen where the woman was standing or flown back here somewhere.”
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* * *

      Stan Lee was frustrated at having been told to stay downstairs while the three men went up to see the dead woman. He was thirteen. It wasn’t like he was a kid or something.

      Stan Lee went to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. Milk. Leftover meatloaf. Cheese. He’d only been in Wisconsin for eight months and had eaten enough cheese for three lifetimes.

      Stan Lee bent down and looked on the second shelf and saw a plate of cookies. Oma and Opa did not allow cookies, cake, candy, or ice cream in the house. Something about sugar being the devil’s treat.

      Stan Lee took the plate of cookies to the kitchen table and popped one in his mouth. Oatmeal raisin. He preferred chocolate chip, but cookies were cookies.

      Three cookies later, Stan Lee noticed the broken shards of glass on the floor beneath the broken window.

      And a crushed-up napkin.

      Even from where he was sitting Stan Lee could see the napkin had something written on it.

      Stan Lee bent down and picked up the napkin and smoothed it out. When he saw what was written on it, his heart almost stopped beating.

      Find Stan Lee’s address (Wisconsin)

      Good walking boots

      Leather gloves

      Bring the knife

      Bus ticket to Wisconsin

      Money for food and cabs

      Pack

      Store bag in locker at bus depot

      Mail letter to Onyx

      Kill Stan Lee

      Scrawled across the bottom of the napkin was Opa and Oma’s address.

      Stan Lee shoved the napkin in the pocket of his jeans and headed for the stairs. He might get in trouble with his grandfather for ignoring his orders, but he needed to get upstairs.

      He needed to see the woman.
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* * *

      “She’s old,” Stan Lee said when he reached the top of the steps.

      “I told you to stay downstairs,” Opa Mungehr said.

      “The kid’s right,” the sheriff said. “She’s got to be seventy if she’s a day. You telling me you couldn’t have taken on a seventy-year-old woman?”

      “She had a knife,” Judd said defensively.

      “Still,” the sheriff said. “That you had to shoot her is going to be a tough sell with the DA, Judd.”

      “If an intruder has forcibly and/or unlawfully entered an occupied residence, and if the occupant reasonably believes the intruder intends to inflict bodily harm, the occupant has the right to use deadly force,” Judd said.

      “I know what the castle doctrine is, Counselor,” the sheriff said.

      “Then you know that no one has to sell anything to anybody. Quit busting my balls.”

      Stan Lee worked his way down the hall, behind the men, until he could get a better look.

      It was her.

      The nun from the girl’s school.

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

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

      The sheriff bent down, slid his hand in the pocket of the nun’s habit, and then held up a small key.

      “Locker key maybe?” Opa Mungehr asked.

      The sheriff shrugged, then reached across and checked the nun’s other pocket. He pulled out an envelope and read the address written on the front.

      “Any of you know someone named Onyx Webb?” the sheriff asked. “Crimson Cove, Oregon?”

      No one answered.

      “Crimson Cove, Oregon,” Stan Lee said. “Sounds far away.”

      “Okay, Judd,” the sheriff said. “Looks like self-defense to me.”
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* * *

      As Judd and Opa Mungehr followed the sheriff down the stairs, Stan Lee stepped next to the woman’s body to get one last look, just to be sure.

      Yes, it was definitely her.

      It was the old nun who’d seen him looking through the window that night and invited him in—the one who’d chased him through the woods as he was killing the girls.

      What had the girls called her?

      Oh, yes…

      Sister Katherine.

      Stan Lee smiled at the memory and began to hum a tune, singing the words to himself in his head:

      
        
        Three blind mice. Three blind mice.

        See how they run. See how they run.

        They all ran after the farmer's wife,

        Who cut off their tails with a carving knife,

        Did you ever see such a sight in your life,

        As three blind mice?

      

      

      Stan Lee knew he was the only one who understood. The nun hadn’t come to kill Judd Coker. The nun didn’t even know Judd Coker. She’d simply gotten lost in the dark and picked the wrong driveway.

      She’d come to kill him.
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        Orlando, Florida

        January 13, 1985

      

      

      Bruce Mulvaney was sitting at his desk, writing notes on the twelve projects he planned to start in the next six months. It was aggressive, but Bruce had plans for MPI. Serious plans. Just then, his father ducked his head into Bruce’s office. “Come on. Grab your jacket,” Declan said. Then he was gone.

      “Where are we going?” Bruce asked when he caught up to his father at the elevator.

      “I want to take a look at a Porcupine,” Declan said.

      “A what?”

      “An E90 AJS,” Declan said, stepping into the elevator.

      “Speak English, Dad,” Bruce said as he stepped in and the doors slid closed behind them.

      “It’s a motorcycle, Bruce,” Declan said. “The 1949 E90 is one of the most beautiful bikes ever made. Only four versions were produced before they changed the design. Super rare.”

      “A motorcycle? Seriously?” Bruce asked. “Since when are you interested in owning a motorcycle?”

      “Sinatra used to have one at his place in Palm Springs,” Declan said. “I took it out for a spin a few times. Nothing quite like it.”

      “And you’ve decided to have a mid-life crisis now?”

      “I was too busy getting rich,” Declan said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to spend some of it.”
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* * *

      
        
        DAYTONA, FLORIDA

      

      

      Crazy Horse Cycles turned out to be little more than a garage with a small retail showroom attached—about the size of a typical muffler or oil change shop—two blocks from the water near the intersection of North Beach Street and International Speedway Blvd.

      “Not much to look at from the outside,” Bruce said as he pulled the Aston to the curb and turned off the engine. “How’d you find this place?”

      “A guy in Sturgis contacted me a few years ago, asking if I was interested in buying a 1936 Knucklehead,” Declan said. “I told him I wasn’t but to call if he ever came across a ’49 Porcupine.”

      Bruce and Declan pushed through the glass door, and a bell tinkled somewhere in the back. Seconds later, an olive-skinned girl appeared behind the counter. She had high cheekbones, large black eyes, and dark hair pulled back in a braided ponytail. She was, without a doubt, the most stunning woman Bruce had ever laid eyes on.

      “How can I help you gentlemen?” the girl asked.

      “We’re here to see the E90,” Declan said.

      “The E90? What makes you think we have a Porcupine?” the girl asked.

      “Charlie called me,” Declan said.

      “The motorcycle dealer out in Sturgis?” the girl responded, surprised. Not many people knew Charlie, and those who did were well connected.

      “I’ll get my father,” the girl said.

      Bruce wasn’t sure, but he thought the girl smiled at him before she disappeared through the door behind the counter and into the garage.

      “You might want to put your tongue back in your mouth before she comes back,” Declan said.

      “That obvious, huh?” Bruce asked.

      “Obvious? You look like you’ve been struck by lightning.”

      A moment later the door swung open and a man appeared. Like the girl, the man had prominent cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes, and an olive complexion. Unlike the girl, his jaw was square with a chiseled-edge, his skin was weathered with age, and his nose was flat—as if he’d been in a hundred fist fights and lost most of them.

      “My name is Kajika,” the man said, holding out his hand. Bruce stepped forward and shook it. Declan didn’t.

      “No last name?” Declan asked.

      “No, just Kajika.”

      “Sioux, I assume?” Declan said, motioning to a picture of the partially completed Crazy Horse monument hanging on the rear wall of the showroom.

      “Yes, but Crazy Horse was Oglala Sioux,” Kajika said. “I am from the Lakota band.”

      “I knew a Mohawk Indian once,” Declan said. “He was good with a wrench, too, when he wasn’t drunk. Which was never.”

      “Dad, geez, really?” Bruce said, his eyes still on the girl standing at her father’s side.

      “Yes, well, when your people came to our land, they came with Bibles, guns, and disease,” Kajika said. “Then they took our land, killed our children, and carried our women off to become their wives. And white men had the arrogance to call my people godless savages? After that kind of treatment, I would think a bit of whisky to be understandable. But none of this has to do with why you are here, does it? My daughter says you’ve come to buy the Porcupine.”

      “Assuming the price is right,” Declan said, ignoring the man’s unexpected diatribe.

      “Yes, the price,” Kajika said with a smile. “As it is in the world of real estate, price is something that often changes with time. When the Porcupine arrived this morning, I was asking $500,000. Now that we’ve met, the price is $600,000.”

      The Indian’s message was clear.

      Declan’s rudeness carried a penalty.

      “May I see it?” Declan asked.

      “Wait out front,” Kajika said. “I’ll have Manisa bring it around.”
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* * *

      Declan spent the next thirty minutes outside admiring the Indian’s bike. Bruce spent the time admiring the Indian’s daughter, Manisa.

      Finally, Declan made an offer. “$400,000 as is.”

      Kajika shook his head.

      Declan increased the offer to $450,000.

      Again, Kajika declined.

      “Okay, let’s meet in the middle. $500,000,” Declan said.

      Kajika shook his head. No deal.

      “This is ridiculous,” Declan snapped. “Are you saying there’s no room for compromise?”

      “We drunken Indians have a saying, Mr. Mulvaney,” Kajika said. “Compromise is where neither party gets what they want.”
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* * *

      In the end, Declan walked away without buying the bike.

      “What in the hell was that about?” Bruce asked once he and Declan were back in the car.

      “What was what about?” Declan asked.

      “Come on, Dad. You know damn well what I’m talking about,” Bruce said. “I’ve never seen you act that way with anyone. And to not shake his hand?”

      “I have a bad history with Indians, Bruce,” Declan said. “Let’s just leave it at that.”

      Bruce could only imagine what his father was going to say when he found out he’d decided he was going to marry the Indian’s daughter. However long it took.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Savannah, Georgia

        September 11, 2010

      

      

      Mika Flagler was beside herself.

      She’d driven back from visiting Koda at the hospital in Orlando—doing her best to keep up the charade that she cared about his condition—only to discover a foreclosure notice on her front door.

      Situated on Monterey Square, the 8,200-square-foot, seven-bedroom, six-and-a-half bath townhouse—designed by well-known New York architect John Norris—was built in 1859 for Count Eugene de Sartiges of France. Which explained the ornate ironwork on the wrap-around porch and the seven sets of French doors.

      The house had sat empty since the late 1980s, when a serial killer had dumped the corpse of a legless girl on the porch, hurting the resale value of the property so badly the owners practically abandoned the place.

      Mika could have cared less.

      “By law, I’m required to disclose that on Halloween morning 1985, the body of a local TV anchorwoman was discovered on the front porch,” the real estate salesman said.

      Mika had no recollection of the event. “Did you say dead?”

      “Yes,” the real estate agent said.

      “On the porch of this house?” Mika said.

      “Yes.”

      “How did she die?” Mika asked.

      “Do you remember the Leg Collector murders?” the real estate agent said. “Someone killed a bunch of women in the Savannah area, and—and, well—the woman found on the porch was one of them.”

      “Are you saying a woman was found dead on the porch of this house, on Halloween, with no legs?” Mika said.

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “So, do I get a discount for that?” Mika asked.

      “Yes,” the real estate agent said. “The seller is willing to knock $500,000 off the price.”

      Not a bad discount, Mika thought.

      $250,000 per leg.
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* * *

      In the end, Mika purchased the house for $2,935,000, putting a million down and making sure everyone in Savannah’s society circles knew about it. It was the first step in her plan to find a man with serious money, the kind of money her ancestors had once upon a time.

      Mika’s great-great granduncle, Henry Morrison Flagler, was the founder of Standard Oil and one of the wealthiest men in America. Beyond that, Flagler’s real contribution to America was his vision to build a railroad that would transform Florida from a wilderness outpost to a destination for the wealthy, including the likes of Edison, Ford, and many others.

      But the demise of the Flagler fortune began when Henry tumbled down a flight of marble stairs and died in his Palm Beach home in 1913 at the age of eighty-three. Twenty years later, the railroad line Flagler founded was partially destroyed by the Florida hurricane of 1935. Financially unable to rebuild, the destroyed sections were sold off by the family to the State of Florida.

      When she turned twenty-one in February of 2006, Mika received a letter from a law firm in St. Augustine, Florida, informing her of her inheritance—a paltry $6 million.

      But it could have been worse.

      In the early 1990s, Mika’s mother and father visited the spiritual compound of the Bhagwan Shree Nagarkar, falling prey to the man’s charisma and influence. Swayed by the Bhagwan’s insistence that the end of days was coming, her parents moved the family to the cult’s ashram in New Mexico, and soon afterward signed away the rights to all their worldly possessions.

      It took a while for Mika’s parents to realize Nagarkarism, the religion they’d dedicated their lives to, was not all it was cracked up to be. Unfortunately, getting out wasn’t as easy as getting in. During what would become a protracted legal battle over any future inheritance from the Flagler estate, Mika was sent to live with an aunt in St. Augustine, Florida.

      Six weeks later, word came that Mika’s parents had fallen ill, along with a dozen other members of the cult, due to salmonella poisoning. Within two days, Mika’s mother was dead. Her father hung on two additional days.

      Health officials were called in, and it was determined the poisoning was accidental—which was something Mika never believed. Eight hundred people all ate the same food, but only fourteen became ill. Each of whom had expressed displeasure with the cult.

      In the end, it was determined that Mika’s parents had no right to sign away Mika’s inheritance, which was legally restored. Yes, it could have been worse.
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* * *

      Though the Flagler name was plastered everywhere along the Florida coast, Mika loathed the state—especially Orlando, with its hick tourists flying in from rural America, shelling out a hundred bucks a head in hopes of glimpsing a costumed mouse.

      Miami, on the other hand, was tolerable. But, for her plan to succeed, Mika needed a city with a smaller community of society elites with whom she could make her mark—a mark she needed to make with only $6 million.

      That’s where Savannah came in.

      Savannah, with its small circle of wealthy, well-connected individuals, was perfect. And the best way to place herself in the center of that circle was through philanthropy. Specifically, the Restoring Savannah Foundation. Which is where she connected with Bruce Mulvaney.

      And later on, Koda.

      But, days before the wedding that would have solved all of Mika’s problems, Koda ran off to go clubbing with his worthless friend, Dane. For two damn years! Only to return and get distracted by a ghost-girl he thought he’d seen in a mirror.

      And now the bastard was in a coma.

      If Mika believed in luck, she’d have to believe hers was all bad. But Mika didn’t believe in luck. She believed in planning and execution. And while her planning had been immaculate and her execution flawless, there were some things out of her control. Like ghosts and runaway tanker trucks.

      Not only had Mika run through the $6 mil, she had been forced to dip into the Restoring Savannah Foundation fund to the tune of $1.5 million.

      And now people on the foundation board were starting to ask questions. And Mika’s art contact had yet to find a buyer for the second Fabergé egg she’d stolen from Declan Mulvaney’s study a week earlier.

      Time was not on her side.

      Mika was so desperate she was considering taking out a payday loan, but she was afraid she’d never get the smell of the place from her clothes. Hey, that was an idea. She could sell her clothes.

      Mika fed her dog, Tiny, who was eating her out of house and home, and then went upstairs and began pulling dresses from the walk-in closet and laying them on the bed. Valentino, Dior, Versace, Prada, Channel, Gucci—even the butterfly dress she had stolen from Stella McCartney—it all had to go.
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        July 28, 1969

      

      

      Onyx watched from the window as the coroner’s van stopped at the edge of the clearing and three men unloaded a wooden box containing Katherine’s remains.

      Onyx waited for the men to lower the pine box into the hole she’d dug earlier in the day, next to her father’s grave, and to drive off before retrieving the shovel from the shed.

      It had taken Onyx six hours to dig the hole.

      It took less than thirty minutes to shovel the dirt back in.

      Onyx pulled Katherine’s note from the pocket of her dress and read it again.

      
        
        
        Onyx,

        I know you’ll never understand. The Lord works in strange ways, and I was but one of them.

      

        

      
        Your friend forever.

        —Katherine

      

        

      

      Katherine was right. Onyx didn’t understand and probably never would.

      Onyx laid Katherine’s note on top of the grave and returned the shovel to the shed, still trying to make sense of what felt like a senseless situation.

      A week earlier, Onyx had received a telegram from the sheriff’s office in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, informing her of the death of a nun. It seemed the nun in question had an envelope in her pocket addressed to Onyx Webb.

      In Crimson Cove, Oregon.

      The following morning, before dawn, Onyx located a pay phone on the outskirts of town and called the number at the bottom of the telegram.

      Yes, my name is Onyx Webb.

      Yes, I know her.

      Knew her.

      Her name is Katherine Keane. Yes, I’m sure.

      K-e-a-n-e.

      St. Louis.

      Next of kin? None that I know of.

      I see.

      No, I have no idea why Katherine would do such a thing.

      Judd Coker? I’m sorry. That name means nothing to me.

      A key? No, I have no idea.

      Yes, I will accept the body.

      Yes, you may ship it here, to my attention.

      Crimson Cove.

      Yes, I am willing to pay the freight charges.

      I’m sorry, but could you please forward the note?

      Yes, the one you found in Katherine’s pocket.

      Yes, thank you.

      Onyx locked the shed and looked over at the lighthouse, barely visible in the darkness. There would be no lighting the lighthouse flame tonight. She was far too exhausted.

      Onyx gazed up at the night sky.

      There was no moon out tonight, but Onyx couldn’t wait. Digging the grave had taken every drop of energy she could afford to expend. She needed more.

      Onyx made her way across the clearing and into the woods, heading for the cove. Sometimes transients would camp there, building fires on the beach to stay warm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Journal of Onyx Webb

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Life. Eternity. Death.

        I have given these subjects much thought, for thinking is what I do, with nary a pause.

        First, life.

        It is easy to forget how precious life truly is when one is wrapped up in the day-to-day struggles life presents.

        But make no mistake:

        Life is the most precious of all gifts.

        Even the ordinary life? There are no ordinary lives. All life is extraordinary.

        Even lives filled with sadness, hurt, and pain.

        Even lives that are cut short before their time.

        Even the lives of those who waste the life they’ve been fortunate enough to be given.

        But eternal life.

        What about that?

        What about the life that does not end?

        Most find the idea of eternal life attractive. But what makes life most precious is that it ends.

        Yes, that it ends.

        That we die.

        Or, as I know now, we all should.

        For what is life without death?

        Or, in my case, death without death?

        The endless endlessness that never ends.

        That is perhaps a fate worse than death.

        Yes, death is frightening.

        But do you know what is even more frightening?

        Eternal life.

        The life that one cannot let go of.

        That is what now scares me most.

      

        

      
        -Onyx Webb,

        Crimson Cove, Oregon

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ormond Beach, Florida

        August 24, 1985

      

      

      Nisa glanced at the clock to see it was almost nine. She needed time to get ready.

      “Where is he taking you so late in the evening, Manisa?” Kajika asked from the table, watching his wife and daughter wash and put away the dinner dishes in the kitchen of their house in Ormond Beach, five miles north of Daytona where Kajika had his shop.

      Bebe and Kajika had been married over twenty years, and he still marveled at her beauty.

      “I don’t know, Father,” Nisa said. “He said it was a surprise, to bring a sweater, and that the helicopter would be here to get me at eleven.”

      “Maybe Bruce is going to ask you to marry him,” Bebe said. “It’s obvious he wants to.”

      Kajika shook his head. “Your relationship is moving too fast. Waiting for the mud to settle and for the waters to clear is the way of the wise man.”

      “They’re in love, Kajika,” Bebe said. “Love goes at its own speed. There is no slowing it down.”

      Nisa leaned over and gave her mother a peck on the cheek. “Thank you, Mother. At least someone around here is supportive.”

      “Many people say I love you,” Kajika said. “But how many of those people are willing to wait and prove it.”

      “Oh, the way you and mom waited?” Nisa said. “How long did the two of you date before you got married? Six hours?”

      Kajika and Bebe had shared the story of their whirlwind romance countless times. Now their openness was coming back to bite them.

      Born and raised on a Lakota Indian reservation in South Dakota, Kajika climbed on a salvaged Harley at the age of twenty-three with dreams of opening up his own bike shop in Daytona Beach, Florida. The only thing he knew about Daytona Beach was what he’d read in an article in a battered copy of Two Wheels magazine, which referred to the seaside community as the motorcycle capital of the world.

      Six hundred miles short of his destination, Kajika stopped for a drink at a place called Wesley’s Dancing Bare in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. Six hours and six shots of whiskey later, the most beautiful woman Kajika had ever seen danced across the stage.

      Daytona Beach could wait.

      “It wasn’t six hours. It was six days,” Bebe said, handing Nisa another plate to dry. “Your father asked me out for coffee, and the rest is history.”

      Kajika and Bebe were both careful to leave out the part about Bebe being a stripper, and how Kajika got her attention by stuffing twenty-dollar bill after twenty-dollar bill into her G-string.

      Kajika stood and pushed his chair under the table. “Just because we rushed into it doesn’t mean it was the best way to do it.”

      Bebe shot Kajika a look, and her husband got the message.
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* * *

      
        
        ORLANDO, FLORIDA

      

      

      “Can we go around one more time?” Nisa asked. “Pirates is my favorite ride.”

      “We can go around as many times as you want,” Bruce said with a smile, making a circular motion with his finger to let the ride operator know he should send them around again.

      Nisa leaned her head against Bruce’s shoulder. “How are things going with your father? You don’t talk about him, and every time I mention him you change the subject.”

      “You want to talk about this now? Here?” Bruce said as their boat floated passed a scene of chained wenches being auctioned for sale.

      “I know Declan doesn’t approve of me and don’t pretend it isn’t true,” Nisa said. “Admit it.”

      Bruce released a long breath. He didn’t know exactly how to say it. Finally, he decided to be direct. “My father has nothing against you, Nisa. It’s your father. It has to do with him being an Indian.”

      Nisa pulled away from Bruce so she could look him in the eye. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

      Bruce shrugged. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure what else to say.”

      “Did he say why?”

      “It has to do with something from his childhood,” Bruce said. “He refuses to talk about it.”

      “You do realize I’m half Sioux, right?” Nisa said. “If he hates Indians, how’s that going to work?”

      The boat reached the end of the ride, and Bruce signaled to the operator to send them around another time. He couldn’t afford to have the evening end with he and Nisa in a fight.

      “You know what’s funny?” Nisa said finally. “Before I left the house, my mother said she thought you were going to ask me to marry you tonight.”

      “That’s pretty presumptuous,” Bruce said. “What’s she going to say when you come home without a ring? She’s going to be pretty disappointed.”

      “Yeah, but my father will be thrilled,” Nisa said.

      “Oh, really? And what does your father have against me?” Bruce asked.

      “What do you think, Bruce? You’re white, and you’re rich.”

      “Are you saying your father doesn’t like me because my family has money?” Bruce said. “Has he noticed your mother is white?”

      “My mother was poor white trash from the wrong side of the tracks when they met,” Nisa said. “Those are her words, not mine. If she’d been rich, I doubt my father would have had the courage to ask her.”

      Bruce shook his head. “Do we have the two most screwed up fathers on the planet, or what?”

      Nisa sighed and nodded, clearly upset.

      They went silent as the boat floated past three desperate pirates trying to get the key to their cell from a mangy dog. The discussion about their parents had put a bit of a damper on the evening, and Bruce wondered if he should go forward with his plan.

      “So, I was wondering if you had plans for next Fridays?” Bruce said finally.

      “Next Friday?”

      “Actually, I was thinking about the next three thousand Fridays,” Bruce said. “And Saturdays. And Sundays. And—”

      “Oh, my God. Are you asking me—?”

      Bruce lowered a knee to the bottom of the boat and held up a twenty-two-carat diamond ring that was so big it sparkled in the dark.

      “Manisamahpiya,” Bruce said, using her full Indian name. “Would you like to piss off both our fathers and become my wife?”
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* * *

      Two hours later, Bruce and Nisa looked out as the helicopter did a final circle around the park, and then swung east toward the coast.

      “How’d you manage to get us in there in the middle of the night?” Nisa asked.

      “My father sold land to Disney back in the sixties,” Bruce said. “We still have a few connections.”

      “I thought for sure you’d propose in a ballpark,” Nisa said.

      Bruce smiled. “Ballparks are for amateurs.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Orlando, Florida

        September 15, 2010

      

      

      It had been a week since Robyn had spoken with her brother. Why had she let it go so long? There was only one reason she could think of: she simply couldn’t handle more bad news.

      Robyn got Mason settled on the living room sofa in Koda’s penthouse apartment, so he could play video games, then grabbed her cell phone and headed off to the kitchen for privacy.

      Robyn had been staying at 55 West—at Koda’s insistence—after Gerylyn Stoller made it clear it was unsafe to return to her house due to repeated visitations by the entity her nephew, Mason, referred to as “The Dark Man.”

      Could she ever go back home? It was a question Robyn could not answer.

      Robyn made a pot of coffee and poured herself a cup, and then dialed her brother.

      “Hey, I was wondering when I’d hear from you,” her brother said.

      “Yeah, well the phone works both ways,” Robyn said.

      “I know, I know. But you have no idea how hectic things have been around here. Is everything okay? How’s Mason?”

      Robyn had gone out of her way to shield her brother and sister-in-law from the insanity she’d been going through, and she wasn’t going to burden them with it now. After all, the whole reason to take Mason was to give them time to deal with the cancer treatments.

      “Fine,” Robyn said. “I assume you heard about Koda’s accident.”

      “Heard about it?” her brother said. “It’s the only thing they talk about on the news. Is it true what they’re saying—that he’s never going to recover?”

      “No,” Robyn said. “He’s still in a coma, but the doctors are very hopeful still.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      Robyn was just about to mention that she was staying at Koda’s apartment when she heard what she thought was Mason talking to someone in the living room. “Listen, I’m going to have to call you back.”

      “Okay. Call tomorrow.”

      Robyn hung up and hurried to the living room to find Mika Flagler standing there.

      “Mika?” Robyn said, surprised. “What are you doing here?”

      “I could ask the same question,” Mika said.

      “Mason, did you open the door even though I—”

      “You’re not the only person who has a key,” Mika said.

      Robyn turned to Mason. “Why don’t you go back to playing your game, okay, sweetie?”

      “Cute kid,” Mika said as Mason waddled back over to the sofa. “Assuming you like that kind of thing.”

      “Let’s talk in the kitchen,” Robyn said.
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* * *

      “Do you want some coffee?” Robyn asked.

      “No,” Mika said. “What I want is for you to get your boney ass out of my apartment.”

      “Staying here was Koda’s idea,” Robyn said. “I was having problems at my house and—”

      “Do you see this?” Mika said, thrusting her left hand toward Robyn’s face. “Do you know what this is?”

      “An engagement ring?”

      “No,” Mika said. “It’s a power of attorney to handle Koda’s affairs during his incapacitation. And the first order of business is having you leave.”

      “We’ll be out in the morning,” Robyn said. “But can I ask you one thing?”

      “What?”

      “Who’s your hairstylist?” Robyn asked.

      “My hairstylist? You could never afford him,” Mika said.

      “I’m sure you’re right,” Robyn said. “I was just curious how he does your hair so that the horns don’t show.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        July 28, 1969

      

      

      Alistar Ashley clutched the steering wheel of the Volkswagen bus, his wife Kizzy riding shotgun in the passenger seat. He glanced back at his fourteen-year-old daughter, Rainbow, sound asleep on the backseat and felt jealous. The drive up the coast from San Francisco on the winding road that hugged the cliffs of the Pacific Ocean had been far more exhausting than he expected, and the last thing he wanted to do was fall asleep behind the wheel.

      Then Alistar spotted a majestic lighthouse perched on the rocky cliffs above off in the distance. “What do you say we find a place to sleep up there?”

      Kizzy peered through the windshield and saw the lighthouse, the cove beneath it bathed in the red-orange light of sunset.

      “We have enough money for a room?” Kizzy asked.

      “I was thinking if we hurried, we could pitch the tent down on the beach,” Alistar said. “Who knows, this might be the last spontaneous thing we do for a while.”

      The son of a coal miner and a woman who did laundry to make ends meet, Alistar Ashley moved to America from England in the mid-1950s.

      Then he met Kizzy.

      It wasn’t long before Alistar succumbed to his new reality. The only thing that will derail a dream faster than a girl was a pregnant girl. Overnight, the boy with a dream and a guitar had become a man with a family and a job. Yes, he could have simply run off—getting a girl knocked up and ditching her was almost a right-of-passage in the music world—but turning his back on his responsibilities wasn’t in Alistar’s DNA.

      Kizzy glanced at Rainbow in the rear seat, and then back to Alistar. “Tell me again, how did you hear about this contest?”

      “I heard about it on the radio,” Alistar lied, knowing if he told his wife the truth she would think he was crazy.

      Eight days earlier he was on the sofa with Kizzy, preparing to watch Neil Armstrong walk on the moon, when—all of a sudden—he had an insatiable urge for a Zagnut bar. He told Kizzy it couldn’t wait, and he’d be back in a few minutes.

      Alistar went to the local Alpha-Beta Supermarket, but they were out. As was the corner 7-11. As were the next four places he checked.

      Then he ran out of gas.

      Alistar walked six blocks and finally found a Standard station. Next to the door was an empty candy machine. Well, almost empty. Inside the machine was a single Zagnut bar.

      Alistar deposited a dime, pulled the knob, and the package dropped into the tray below. But when he opened it, there was no candy bar inside—only a folded-up newspaper ad.

      The ad was for a debate contest being held by a law firm in Portland, Oregon, with first prize being a full scholarship to Lewis & Clark Law School. And a position with the firm upon graduation. Alistar didn’t understand why, but he knew he must enter the contest.

      “And so we’re moving to Oregon,” Kizzy said, more as a statement than a question.

      “Yes,” Alistar said.

      “Rainbow is going to hate us. You know that, right?” Kizzy said. “You can’t simply uproot a fourteen-year-old out of the blue.”

      “She’s a teenager, Kizzy,” Alistar quipped. “She’s going to hate us no matter what.”

      “You got that right,” Rainbow said from the backseat.

      “You’ve been listening to our conversation?” Alistar said.

      “Not all of it,” Rainbow. “Only the stuff since Sacramento.”

      “We’re thinking of pitching the tent on the beach,” Kizzy said, trying to lighten the mood. “What do you think? The three of us in sleeping bags, out under the stars, like we did that time in Yosemite? Sounds like fun, right?”

      “Yeah,” Rainbow said. “An absolute blast.”
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* * *

      It took longer to get to the beach than expected, and by the time they parked the bus it was so dark they could barely see. Pitching the tent in the light of day was hard enough—doing it in the dark holding a Coleman lantern was almost impossible.

      “We could just bag it,” Kizzy said. “It’s warm enough.”

      “Whatever,” Rainbow said. “I’ll sleep standing on my head just as long as the two of you stop talking.”

      It wasn’t until after the three of them got settled in their sleeping bags that Alistar noticed a man coming toward them, the tip of his cigarette glowing red in the darkness.

      Though the sun was long gone, the light from the Coleman provided enough light for Alistar to see the man was dirty and disheveled, his clothing old and torn.

      A transient, Alistar thought.

      Homeless.

      Terrific.

      The man stopped about ten feet away. “Want a hit?” the man said, holding out what was clearly a joint toward no one in particular.

      “Sure,” Rainbow said, sitting up in her sleeping bag.

      “No, we’re fine,” Alistar said.

      “Aye, you’re Irish, are ya?” the man said, imitating Alistar’s accent.

      “British, actually,” Alistar said.

      “Well, you got a lot of guts, London,” the man said. “Sleeping outside under the stars—in Suicide Cove of all places.” The man turned his gaze in Rainbow’s direction. “Especially with a pretty young thing like this in tow.”

      “I’m Rainbow,” Rainbow said.

      “I’ll bet you are,” the man said.

      “Suicide Cove?” Alistar said, attempting to draw the man’s attention away from his daughter and to himself.

      “Well, that’s what the locals call it cause of all the people jumping from the cliffs,” the man said. “Real name is Crimson Cove.”

      “Because of the sunsets?” Kizzy asked.

      The man shrugged, and then took another step forward. He was so close that Alistar could see his brown teeth and watery eyes in the moonlight. The man held out the joint again. “Sure you don’t want a hit, London? You seem jumpy. Might chill you out some.”

      “Thanks, but we’re out early,” Alistar said.

      The man shrugged and walked off.

      “I’m thinking maybe we should go?” Alistar said.

      “It’s pitch black and we’re settled in,” Kizzy said. “I think we’ll be okay. He seems harmless enough.”

      “Mom’s right,” Rainbow said as she turned over and snuggled into her sleeping bag. “How about we turn the worry machine off for just one night.”

      Alistar watched the man return to his plot of sand a hundred feet up the beach, the joint glowing red in the darkness. “Fine, we’ll stay.”

      But there was no turning off the worry machine. Alistar was a man. He was a husband. He was a father.

      More than anything, he was British.

      Worrying was what Alistar did best.
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* * *

      It was just before midnight when Alistar was awakened by the sound of the ocean waves slapping against the rocks as the tide came in. Then Alistar looked up and saw the man standing over him, a six-inch fishing knife in his hand.

      “Should have left when you had the chance, bloke,” the man said with a demonic grin, his brown teeth visible in the moonlight.

      Suddenly, as if coming from nowhere, a form emerged from the darkness directly behind the man. Alistar squinted and tried to focus his eyes.

      It was a woman. With the moon directly behind her, Alistar couldn’t make out any of her features. But it was definitely a woman.

      The woman took a step forward toward the man, so close behind him they were almost touching.

      For a brief moment, Alistar considered the possibility the woman was a figment of his imagination—a vision he’d conjured up by his own fear.

      But then the man turned, and saw her, too—the smile on his face quickly replaced with a look of confusion.

      The man’s mouth opened as if to ask a question, but before he could make a sound, the woman reached out and wrapped her hand behind his head and pulled him toward her, almost as if they were lovers.

      The woman placed her mouth on his—not on it so much as over it—as the man’s eyes grew wide in the darkness.

      Alistar found himself in a state of amazement more than fear as the man tried desperately to pull away from the woman, his arms flailing and legs kicking. A muffled scream worked its way up his throat but could not escape with her mouth still over his. In a last-ditch effort to get away, the man pulled his hand back—the hand with the knife in it—and plunged the blade deep into the woman’s midsection…

      But to no effect.

      Seconds later the man stopped moving and the woman released him, allowing his lifeless body to drop to the sand.

      Alistar turned and looked at Kizzy and Rainbow, both still sound asleep, neither aware of the violence that had transpired mere feet away. Then he looked back to where the woman had been standing.

      But, as quickly as she’d appeared, the woman was gone.
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* * *

      Three days later, a sheriff in his mid-forties and a sheriff’s deputy barely out of his teens stood over a decomposing corpse on the beach.

      “Looks like he’s been here a while, Daddy,” the younger man said. “Maybe a week or two?”

      Sheriff Clay Daniels Jr. shook his head and pointed at the corpse. “I don’t think so, Son. See his clothing? A body that’s been out here as long as you’re saying probably wouldn’t have any clothing left at all. Crabs, gulls, and waves would have ripped it away.”

      The sheriff leaned in to get a closer look at the man, being careful not to contaminate the crime scene. It was obvious the dead man was a drifter, and not from the area.

      “Unless it’s polyester,” the deputy said.

      Clay Daniels Jr. spun around and looked at his son in disbelief, impressed by the observation. “Well, listen to you. That is some fine piece of thinking, Son.”

      Polyester was a petroleum product and would indeed take much longer to disintegrate.

      Clayton Daniels Jr., who was named after his father, Clayton Daniels Sr.—the man everyone in the cove had referred to by the nickname Hell—had taken over forty years earlier after Hell Daniel’s suicide.

      Or so people claimed.

      Now, Clay Jr. was preparing to retire and would be turning the job over to his son, Clay III—a boy not exactly known for his intelligence. But that was still two years away. Hopefully that would be enough time to get the boy trained and acclimated to the job.

      “We’ll need to check the tags when we get back,” Clay Jr. said to his son.

      Without asking if it was a good idea, Clay III took a step forward—his foot landing squarely on a knife the sheriff was pretty sure was the murder weapon, pushing it a good six inches into the soft sand.

      “Son, you do realize this is a murder scene, right?”

      Clay III turned and looked at his father in disbelief. “You came to that conclusion because the dead guy’s shirt is made of cotton?”

      “No, I came to that conclusion because of the knife.”

      “What knife?” Clay III asked.

      Exactly.
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        “Your dreams matter to you, but also to the universe. Do not let anyone who has given up on their dreams talk you out of yours.”

      

        

      
        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Episode 15: Out of the Darkness

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Charleston, South Carolina

        May 18, 1986

      

      

      The Saturday-Sunday edition of the Charleston Gazette Mail declared the wedding between Bruce Mulvaney and Manisamahpiya Burlock the event of the social season.

      “A veritable extravaganza,” the paper said. “A feast for the heart and soul,” the paper said. “A day worthy of Anthony and Cleopatra,” the paper said.

      In other words, they played it down.

      Three hundred guests had been invited, including the who’s who of Charleston. There were three giant tents, each with its own giant ice sculpture carved by Lin Shan Lee, winner of the 1985 Harbin International Ice Carving Festival. The first sculpture was Cinderella’s carriage, the second was an eagle in flight, and the last was a Ferris wheel that actually rotated.

      The wedding also featured an enormous fire pit that would serve as the centerpiece of the wedding ceremony, and an evening-ending performance by musical group Huey Lewis and the News.

      A few quick calculations made it obvious to Stan Lee that the tab for a single day of excess was greater than the total amount he’d received in the lawsuit for both his legs.

      What pissed Stan Lee off more than anything was the placement of the giant tents, which blocked his view from the porch, forcing him to find a spot in the woods from which he could observe the nuptials through his binoculars.

      When Stan Lee discovered that Declan was in Charleston, he came down with the intent of getting revenge—most likely in the form of murdering the man. But things changed once he’d bought the old slave quarters next door.

      Stan Lee was sure the psychiatrist he’d seen after being rescued from Dunning would suggest he was engaging in some perverse form of self-torture.

      But that wasn’t true.

      Being a part of the Mulvaney family—watching them from afar, with them having no knowledge of who he really was—brought a greater satisfaction than Stan Lee could have imagined. Especially in moments like this.

      Stan Lee also knew that killing Declan or Bruce could jeopardize the perfect situation he’d created for himself. He’d built the perfect kill room at the end of the secret tunnel he discovered in the basement. He had the perfect job with a fake identity working for the Savannah P.D. There was no reason to ruin any of it in some brief, ill-advised moment of immaturity.

      No, he could wait.

      Declan’s day would come.

      And so would his brother’s.

      Stan Lee raised the binoculars and peered through them, watching people arrive. Filling their glasses with champagne and wolfing down crab-claw appetizers. Smiling their pretend smiles and exchanging air-kisses with people they barely knew. Smirking with disdain when another guest arrived in an inappropriate dress or came from the bathroom with toilet paper stuck to their shoe.

      Phonies, all of them, Stan Lee thought.

      Being richer than others wasn’t enough for them. They also had to believe they were better.
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* * *

      The exchange of vows took place at six in the evening. The war of words between the fathers took place ten minutes later. If the men were being honest, however, the situation had been brewing for the last sixteen months.

      Declan was uncomfortable with the idea of his only son marrying a half-breed Indian Sioux. Kajika wasn’t sure he wanted his daughter marrying a man who had more money than one could ever spend yet was driven to get even more. And though both men knew the day belonged to their children, neither could help themselves.

      Things began to escalate over where the wedding would take place. Kajika and Bebe suggested the local park near their home. Declan insisted it be at the mansion.

      Declan won.

      Next came the issue of the number of guests. Nisa wanted a small ceremony, with no more than thirty in attendance. Bruce wanted a big shebang. Declan agreed with his son. The bigger the better.

      Declan won.

      “Traditionally, it is the responsibility of the bride’s family to pay for the wedding,” Kajika said.

      “Right now, the total for the wedding planner, invitations, flowers, tents, table and chair rental, food, alcohol, custom ice sculptures, videographer, and hotel rooms looks to be about $1 million,” Declan said. “We’re still negotiating with the band.”

      Kajika and Bebe agreed to handle the rehearsal dinner and Nisa’s dress. Declan would handle the rest.

      The only thing Kajika refused to give in on was the ceremony, insisting Bruce and Nisa complete the Rite of the Seven Steps—an Indian tradition in which the couple takes seven steps clockwise around a sacred fire—and exchange their vows.
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* * *

      Bruce and Nisa stood side-by-side at the far edge of the fire pit. Declan, Kajika, and Bebe sat together on the opposite side of the fire, with the guests seated in rows of chairs, formed in a semi-circle, behind them.

      “I promise that we shall always take time to nourish each other,” Bruce said, taking a step to his left.

      “I promise that we shall grow together in strength,” Nisa said, taking a step to her right.

      “I promise to preserve our wealth,” Bruce said.

      Step.

      “I promise that we shall share both our joys and our sorrows,” Nisa said.

      Step.

      “I promise that we shall care for our children,” Bruce said.

      Step.

      “I promise that we shall be together forever,” Nisa said.

      Step.

      “And I promise that you and I shall remain lifelong friends,” Bruce said.

      Together again at the opposite side of the fit pit, it was time for Bruce and Nisa to exchange their gifts.

      Nisa gave Bruce ears of corn, representing fertility; feathers, representing loyalty; and stones, representing strength.

      Bruce gave Nisa a pair of $32,000 teardrop diamond earrings, representing the gleam in their eyes for each other, and keys to a gold Mercedes Benz 560 SL Roadster.

      At the conclusion of the ceremony, Kajika stood and asked the guests to stand while he delivered the final blessing.

      Declan glanced at his watch and wondered how much longer the ceremony was going to take. The ice sculptures were beginning to melt from the intense heat from the fire pit. Also, when had they agreed on there being any kind of final blessing?

      Kajika retrieved a quilted blanket, wrapped it around his shoulders, and took the microphone. “May you both walk in the sunshine of the everlasting spirit, providing shelter for one another, and feeling no rain on your back. And may you feel no cold, for you shall be each other’s warmth. And may there be no loneliness in your lives, as each of you shall be each other’s companion.”

      Kajika removed the blanket from his shoulders and wrapped it around Bruce’s and Nisa’s shoulders. “And as the two of you become one, remember there is only one life before you—a life surrounded with beauty and joy during the long journey of all your years upon the earth.”

      Kajika paused, and the guests instinctively applauded, believing the ceremony was complete.

      But it wasn’t.

      Kajika kept going.

      You have got to be kidding me, Declan thought, his pulse rate starting to rise.

      Declan looked off in the darkness, doing his best to remain calm, until his eyes landed on another thorn in his side—the slave quarters next door. What a mess that process had been.

      The real estate agent, Lullaby Logan, had promised to let Declan know if the state ever decided to make the property available for sale. When it did, she sold it out from under him. Six months later, authorities concluded Logan had committed suicide, having jumped to her death from a Charleston bridge. No doubt her real estate business was going down the tubes, Declan thought.

      In the seven years since Glenn Oren Mattheus had purchased the property, Declan had yet to meet the man. He’d seen Mattheus in the driveway from time to time, walking from his van into the house. Mattheus had even waved hello a few times. Declan never waved back.

      The good news was the man was quiet and kept to himself. Never had parties or played loud music. Had a landscaping service come in every other week and tend to the yard. Had never so much as knocked on the Mulvaney’s door to borrow a cup of sugar. All in all, the man had turned out to be a pretty good neighbor.

      “Speaking of the earth,” Kajika continued, “Only when we have learned to live with the land rather than on her—and trying to own her—will we return this once great nation to its natural and intended state. Or, as we native to this country are fond of saying, only when the last tree has died and the last river has been poisoned and the last fish has been caught will we realize we cannot eat money.”

      Declan stood and finally took the microphone from Kajika. “Hello, everyone. For those of you who do not know me, I’m Declan Mulvaney—father of the groom, owner of this house and the land on which it sits. Now, I’d like to say a few words.”

      Bruce raised his hand and covered his eyes, having a pretty good idea this wasn’t going to end well.

      “It’s true,” Declan began. “Money cannot buy happiness. But let me tell you from personal experience, the lack of money can buy a lot of pain. You see, I grew up penniless in an orphanage, and less is not more. Less is less. Next to love, money is the most important thing in life. Without money, life is little more than an endless struggle for survival. And in the end we all discover that love without money is temporary. Are the best things in life free? Yes, there are things that are free. Breathing the air. A kind word or smile. Sunrises. Sunsets. When I was growing up in the orphanage, all those things were available to me. But when I went to bed at night, was I thinking about the sunset? No. I would have traded in all the sunsets for the rest of eternity for a piece of bread. I can’t think of a single dollar that ever hurt me. The only money that hurt me was the money I didn't have. Money is necessary. Money is wonderful. Money is life. Do I feel guilty because I can afford to give Bruce—and now his wife, Nisa—anything and everything they’ll ever want? No. But I sure as hell would feel guilty if I couldn’t. So, chief, why don’t you put that in your peace pipe and smoke it?”

      Declan’s comments were met with silence. Applauding seemed inappropriate. Even those who agreed with Declan knew better than to clap.

      Kajika held out his hand, and Declan handed him the microphone.

      “Fine,” Kajika said. “Have all the money you wish. But I promise you this. If Bruce doesn’t do right by my daughter, I will scalp him myself.”
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* * *

      Stan Lee peered through the binoculars, listening to the bride’s and groom’s fathers make complete fools of themselves, but he wasn’t watching them. Stan Lee was watching her.

      Nisa.

      The woman was not his type. Dark haired rather than blonde. Dark eyes, not the blue or green he tended to prefer. Taller than Kara and any of the girls he’d taken. But there was something about her.

      Nisa was stunning. Exotic. Mesmerizing.

      Perfect.

      Stan Lee pictured what it would be like to dance with her, to feel her soft skin against his left palm as he placed his right hand on her tiny waist.

      Then spinning.

      Spinning.

      But Glenn Oren Mattheus had not been invited.
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        Near Crimson Cove, Oregon

        August 9, 1976

      

      

      Rainbow Ashley knew better than to contact Myron. About anything. But she was desperate. She needed a fix, and there was no one else to turn to for what she needed.

      Rainbow had lived in Portland for seven years now, and she hated every second of it. Her father, Alistar, got what he wanted and became a lawyer. Rainbow’s mother, Kizzy, got what she wanted, too—a house, a car, and financial security.

      But what did Rainbow get?

      She got hooked on drugs.

      Damn her parents for making her go through the agonizing process of making new friends.

      After the move, Rainbow felt lonely.

      Isolated.

      Empty.

      And that’s when Myron got his hooks into her.

      Myron was older, twenty-one. Out of school. Owned a red Camaro. Cool. Cooler than cool. And he sold drugs.

      Within a year, Myron had taken Rainbow’s cash, dignity, self-respect—the jewelry she stole from her parent’s dresser during the middle of the day when they were at work—and her virginity.

      When Alistar and Kizzy discovered the extent to which their daughter had become an addict, they forced her into rehab.

      And then again.

      And then again.

      And then again.

      Alistar and Kizzy were as supportive as any two parents could be, but time after time Rainbow would end up back in Myron’s clutches. And with a needle in her arm.

      Then Myron got Rainbow pregnant.

      Alistar and Kizzy encouraged Rainbow to have the child—their faith demanded it. But there were two conditions: One, that she re-enter rehab. And, two, she cut all ties with that sleaze-ball, Myron, once and for all.

      Now, after staying clean for the past eight months, Rainbow was about to break them both.
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* * *

      “I missed you, Bow,” Myron said as Rainbow climbed into Myron’s car in the seedy industrial section of southeast Portland. “How’s my baby boy doing?”

      “Like you care,” Rainbow said, fidgety and on edge.

      “What’s the squirt’s name again?”

      “Screw you, Myron.”

      Myron pulled the Camaro to the curb and stopped. “Fine, I can just drop you—”

      “No, no,” Rainbow said. “I’m sorry, Myron. You know how I get when—”

      “Yeah, Bow, I know,” Myron. “I get the same way when it’s been a while. Nervous. Jumpy. On edge like right now. You know what I’m sayin’?”

      “God, you are such a pig,” Rainbow said when she realized what Myron was suggesting. “I called you because I needed a friend, Myron.”

      “I know,” Myron said. “But it’s been a while, and I miss you. There’s lots of ways to show friendship, you know.”

      “Have you got what I asked for?” Rainbow asked.

      “I don’t know. Have you got what I’m asking for?”

      “Right here? In the car?” Rainbow asked.

      “Yeah. Unless you got forty bucks for a room.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Rainbow stopped by house and grabbed Noah, telling Kizzy she was taking him to the park. Then she drove to the most remote place she could think of—an abandoned cabin in the woods she and Myron had used to shoot up in the past.

      Rainbow placed Noah in the corner of the cabin, still strapped in his car seat, and quickly fashioned a bed for herself on the floor from several old sofa cushions.

      Shit, where was the needle?

      Okay, good.

      Rainbow never understood why some people swallowed drugs. Besides the nausea and cramping, it took too long for the drugs to take effect. Injecting a drug guaranteed it would reach the brain more quickly, providing the rapid “rush” she was looking for.

      Just a few seconds now.

      Rainbow faced the needle up at a shallow angle to avoid penetrating the vein entirely. Then she jacked the plunger back slightly and watched for the sudden flash of blood to appear inside the syringe, removed the tourniquet, and gently pushed the plunger.

      Then, as the last of the brownish liquid had left the syringe and entered Rainbow’s arm, she looked up to see a woman standing over her.

      “I’ve come to take you home,” Onyx said.

      Rainbow shook her head. “No, can’t. I got a—”

      A second later, Onyx was on her.

      Rainbow struggled and tried to push back as Onyx placed her mouth over hers. Ten seconds later, Rainbow’s limp body slipped from Onyx’s arms and dropped lifeless to the cabin floor.

      Then a baby started crying.

      Onyx spun around and spotted the now crying child in the car seat in the corner of the room. Onyx gasped. She hadn’t noticed the quiet baby. If she had, she would have left the woman alone.

      “Damn it,” Onyx said. The child cried louder. “Shhh, it will be okay, I promise.”

      Onyx knew there was no way she could leave the child in the cabin. If she did, the child would die. There was also no way she could take the baby home with her.

      The most important question was where did the woman live?

      Onyx found the woman’s purse and removed the driver’s license from inside the wallet.

      Rainbow Ashley.

      Portland.

      Portland was over eighty miles from the cabin. Too far for Onyx to take the child. She’d have to find another option.
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* * *

      When Onyx finally located Faith Baptist Church on the outskirts of Lincoln City, Oregon, she was worried the doors would be locked.

      But they were open.

      Onyx would have preferred to leave the boy on the front steps, but the temperature was too low to take any chances. So she carried the car seat, with the baby in it, inside.

      The only person inside was a cleaning lady mopping the floor. The woman stopped and looked up but said nothing.

      Onyx walked down the center aisle of the church, approached the base of the altar, and set the car seat down. “This is the boy’s address,” Onyx said, holding up the woman’s driver’s license and placing it in the car seat with the boy. Do you understand?”

      The woman nodded. “Si entiendo.”

      “Please make sure someone gets him home.”
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* * *

      Noah Ashley was picked up by a representative from the Oregon Department of Child Services in Portland six hours after Onyx had placed him on the altar at the church in Lincoln City. He was placed in the temporary custody of his grandparents, Alistar and Kizzy Ashley, pending the outcome of the search for their daughter, Rainbow.

      Though Alistar and Kizzy wished to have nothing to do with Noah’s lowlife father, the situation demanded they make an exception. After tracking down Myron’s number, they called him immediately.

      “Rainbow?” Myron asked. “No, I ain’t seen Bow for, jeez, gotta be a couple of months now.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Myron,” Kizzy snapped. “She’s missing and—”

      “Whoa!” Myron said. “She’s missing?”

      “Yes, Myron,” Alistar said. “Rainbow is missing. The police are on their way over to question you, so—”

      “Hey, don’t go trying to pin any crazy shit on me, man,” Myron said.

      “No one’s trying to pin anything on anybody, Myron,” Kizzy said on the extension. “But if you know anything, Myron—anything at all—this is the time to speak up.”

      “She’s right, Myron,” Alistar said. “If you don’t talk, or if the police find out you’re lying, things will get really bad, really fast. I’ll personally see to it.”
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* * *

      Three days later, two hunters discovered the gray, lifeless body of a woman in an abandoned cabin while seeking shelter from a nasty storm.

      The coroner determined the woman died of natural causes. More specifically, old age. But that would only create problems. There were too many unexplained cases like this in and around the cove already. The cause of death was changed to a drug overdose.
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        Orlando, Florida

        September 16, 2010

      

      

      The first thing Mika did after Robyn left Koda’s apartment at 55 West was to go straight to his office. She set her purse down and pulled on the corner of the mirror, which swung out like a door, revealing a small keypad safe.

      Though most security experts advised against it, Mika was pretty sure the combination to the safe would be the same six numbers Koda used for all his passwords.

      His birthday.

      Mika punched in the numbers: 0-8-1-7-8-7

      Mika held her breath and pressed enter.

      The light turned green.

      She exhaled and swung the metal door open.

      It was empty.

      Mika lowered herself to the seat of the desk chair and attempted to use the deep breathing relaxation technique she’d learned from her therapist.

      Inhale for a count of four…

      Exhale for a count of four…

      All through the nose…

      Screw this.

      Mika reached in her purse, grabbed a bottle of pills and opened it. One blue, one white. Alprazolam for panic, Diazepam for… well, for panic.

      Mika popped the pills in her mouth, tilted her head back, and swallowed them dry. Then her cell phone rang. It was the fence she’d given Declan’s Fabergé egg to.

      “Tell me something good,” Mika said.

      “Fifty grand is the best I can do,” the man said.

      “What? It’s worth a million dollars or more!” Mika screamed. “Two-hundred thousand is the minimum you should—”

      “It’s cracked,” the man said.

      “What? What do you mean it’s cracked?”

      “The base has a slight, hairline crack in it,” the man said. “Automatically reduces the value by 75 percent. Fifty is the best I can get you.”

      “I don’t remember seeing a crack,” Mika said. “How do I know you’re not lying to me? Maybe you cracked the egg.”

      “Watch yourself, Mika,” the man said. “I know you’re under pressure and need the cash, so I’m going give you a pass. This time. What do you want to do?”

      Mika remained silent, her breathing heavy. She was counting on that money.

      “When can I get it?” Mika asked finally.

      “In the morning. Just tell me where you are.”

      “I’ll come to you.”
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* * *

      Mika went to the kitchen and looked to see if there was a decent bottle of red wine in the rack. There wasn’t. Maybe there was a bottle of white in the fridge. No such luck.

      Just beer.

      Men.

      Mika was hungry, too. But she had no desire to run into Robyn, so DJ’s Chophouse was out. She could always walk a few blocks down and grab a bite at the Orlando Grand. Or she could…

      “God damn you, Koda Mulvaney!” Mika screamed. “All my problems would have been solved if… if you’d have come back and… and…”

      Mika felt the wave of burning rage and despair sweep over her, and she knew it was happening again. Like it had before. She also knew there was nothing she could do to stop it.

      She’d waited too long to take the pills.

      Seconds later, Mika’s hands went numb, and she began hyperventilating. She looked around the kitchen for a bag to breathe in but found nothing.

      Settle down.

      Be calm.

      But she couldn’t. The attack was like an out-of-control train that she had no power to control.

      Mika’s heart felt like it was going to beat out of her chest, the pounding filling her ears like a drumbeat. Then—as if on command—the tunnel vision set in. Just like it had during the other attacks she’d had over the last several months.

      Mika watched as the room began to shrink around her until all that remained was a pinpoint of light.

      Then everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Savannah, Georgia

        October 30, 1985

      

      

      Stan Lee sat in his wheelchair and waited as the elevator slowly made its way from the first floor to the second. The Savannah P.D. no doubt had accepted the lowest bidder for the project when they’d had it installed six years earlier. The doors finally slid open and Leo shouted, “Nahum, phone call for you. A woman.”

      “She say who she was?” Nahum asked, surprised to get a call. In six years, he couldn’t remember anyone asking for him unless it was someone within the department needing his services.

      “I didn’t ask, and she didn’t offer,” Leo said.

      Nahum rolled to his desk and pushed the button on the phone and lifted the receiver to his ear. “This is Sergent Elton Nahum.”

      “This is Skylar Savage, the evening news anchor at—”

      “Yes, I know who you are, Ms. Savage,” Nahum said. “What can I do for you?”

      “I have a few questions about the Leg Collector case, and I was hoping you’d let me buy you a drink and pick your brain a bit.”

      “Perhaps there’s some mistake, Ms. Savage,” Nahum said. “I’m not one of the detectives. I’m—”

      “Yes, I know,” Savage said. “You’re the department photographer.”
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* * *

      Stan Lee sat at the bar in the lobby area of the Forsyth Park Hotel, picking at a bowl of nuts. Skylar Savage was late. Maybe she wouldn’t show at all.

      “What do you think she wants?”

      Stan Lee turned and saw Kara sitting on the barstool to his right, and he wasn’t happy about it. He hadn’t seen or heard from Kara in months, and she’d picked now to bother him?

      Kara reached over and patted Stan Lee on the stomach. “You left your pillow at home, huh? As if someone like Skylar Savage would be attracted to you.”

      “Shut up,” Stan Lee said quietly.

      “Buy me a drink, and I won’t make another peep,” Kara said. “I promise.”

      Stan Lee ordered two gin and tonics, and moments later Skylar Savage slid into the barstool where Kara had been. “Thank you for meeting me,” Savage said.

      The bartender returned and set the drinks on the bar.

      “Well, aren’t you a mind reader,” Savage said, lifting her glass and taking a sip. “And a gentleman.”

      Stan Lee was surprised at how uncomfortable he felt in the woman’s presence. On TV Skylar Savage looked like just another blonde bimbo. In person she was anything but.

      “So, what did you want to ask me?” Stan Lee said, taking a nervous gulp of his drink and reminding himself to assume his persona as Nahum, the police photographer.

      “May I be direct?”

      “Of course,” Stan Lee said.

      “I’ve spoken to every detective in the department countless times, and I’ve gotten very little cooperation,” Skylar Savage said. “I was hoping you might be more forthcoming.”

      “Forthcoming?”

      “Honest,” Savage said.

      Stan Lee understood. Skylar Savage had no need or interest in him for his knowledge and expertise as the department photographer. She was simply looking for someone to speak out of turn and share department secrets.

      This could be fun.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “I want to know what I don’t know, of course,” Savage said, taking another sip of her gin and tonic. “Like, for example, have the police determined if there is a solo killer, or two killers working together as a team.”

      “Off the record?” Stan Lee asked.

      “Of course,” Savage said, lying through her perfect white teeth.

      “Leo Igler thinks there are two killers,” Stan Lee said.

      “And you agree?”

      “No, I do not.”

      “Interesting,” Savage said. “Any theories as to what he does with their legs?”

      “He displays them,” Stan Lee said.

      “Displays them? You mean in public?”

      Stan Lee shook his head. “No, not publicly. He preserves them in formaldehyde in industrial-sized glass containers that he keeps in a secret shrine beneath his house—for his own entertainment.”

      “They know this?” Savage asked.

      Stan Lee shook his head. “No, but it fits the profile.”

      “Oh, God, the profile!” Savage said. “I’m so sick of all this FBI profiler bullshit.”

      “The profile is usually right,” Stan Lee said.

      “Let me guess,” Savage said, lowering her voice as if pretending to be a man. “The killer is undoubtedly a white male in his early thirties, an isolated dysfunctional loner, and has an above average IQ. Right?”

      “The profiles are usually pretty accurate,” Stan Lee said.

      “Accurate?” Savage asked. “The FBI still says there are no female serial killers, as if women have no capacity for evil. You want another drink? I’m buying.”

      Savage signaled for more drinks, and then pulled out a cigarette and placed it between her lips. “Have you got a light?”

      Stan Lee pulled a lighter from his pocket and applied the flame to the tip of the cigarette. Savage inhaled, and then blew a stream of smoke in the air.

      “I didn’t know you smoked,” Stan Lee said.

      “I don’t,” Savage said. “Not when I’m on camera at least.”

      Stan Lee waited until the drinks arrived. The bar was packed now. “I wouldn’t blame the FBI. They’re not involved in the Leg Collector case.”

      “Yes, and why is that?”

      “Because the victims are only in Georgia,” Stan Lee said. “The FBI won’t get involved unless he goes over state lines. That, or Leo finally realizes he can’t win and asks for their help.”

      “You make it sound like a game,” Savage said.

      “Isn’t it? So, you don’t think he’s smart?”

      “Leo Igler?” Savage scoffed. “Leo is a stupid dinosaur who just doesn’t know he’s already extinct.”

      “No, I meant the killer.”

      “Smart?” Savage said with a laugh. “You mean as in never-going-to-get-caught smart? No. He only thinks he’s smart. You watch. He’ll do something stupid eventually. They all do. He’ll trip himself up. And when he does, I’ll be standing there wearing the latest color of Revlon lipstick, holding a microphone, and smiling for the camera.”

      Savage glanced at her watch, and then downed the last of her drink and stood.

      “Well, I’m sorry to see the evening end,” Stan Lee said. “Let me see you to your car.”
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* * *

      It was ten minutes to four on Halloween morning when Stan Lee lifted the blonde reporter’s body off the plastic sheeting and swung the rear door of the van closed behind him. The body was surprisingly light, but then again, they all were.

      Once he’d finished with them.

      “The average female carries 22 percent of their weight in their legs,” Stan Lee said to Skylar Savage’s torso as he carried it up the front stairs of the house on Monterey Square. “Now there’s a statistic for your morning broadcast.”

      Stan Lee glanced around in the dark, and then decided on the porch swing. He pulled a black magic marker from his pocket and wrote the anagram he’d come up with at the kitchen table.

      
        
        A G E D   M E T H U S E L A

      

      

      It was going to be fun watching Leo struggle with this one, Stan Lee thought as he started down the stairs. Then Stan Lee stopped, realizing he’d almost forgotten the most important thing.

      Stan Lee returned to the porch swing and searched his pocket until he found the tube of red lipstick he’d taken from Skylar Savage’s purse. She was going to be the lead story on the morning news after all.

      It was important Ms. Savage look her best.
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        Charleston, South Carolina

        June 3, 1985

      

      

      Bruce Mulvaney saw the file on the middle of his desk. God, he loved Mondays.

      When Bruce was in college, he loved Saturdays. Saturday was game day. Now, as the new president of Mulvaney Properties International, game day was Monday.

      It’s not that good things couldn’t happen on other days. But Mondays were special. Mondays were filled with action. Mondays were filled with crisis, and crisis always presented opportunities.

      This Monday was no different.

      Six months earlier, while attending a charity golf event at the Salishan Lodge on the Oregon coast, Bruce spotted a lighthouse set high above the cliffs with a sweeping view of the Pacific Ocean. The property was perfect for any number of things. Condos. Hotel. Winery. Whatever.

      The lighthouse, however, was privately owned. And the owner—an old bag named Onyx Webb—wasn’t interested in selling. She wouldn’t even agree to meet.

      Bruce had asked his executive assistant to keep tabs on the property in case circumstances changed. So when he saw the file on the middle of his desk, he knew something had.

      Bruce opened the file, glanced at the summary sheet, and smiled. Onyx Webb had fallen behind on her taxes.

      Good things happened on Mondays.

      Bruce pressed a button on the intercom.

      “Yes, Mr. Mulvaney?” a woman’s voice said.

      “Who do we use for executive recruitment?” Bruce asked.

      “Skadden-Watkins in Atlanta,” the assistant said. “Your father is good friends with Larry Skadden. They’re both members at Augusta.”

      In twenty years, Bruce had never seen his father with a golf club in his hand. But being a member at Augusta National was about more than golf. It was about relationships.

      “Get Larry Skadden on the phone.”
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        Orlando, Florida

        September 18, 2010

      

      

      When Declan and Bruce arrived at the hospital, they were surprised to find the room completely empty.

      “I’m going to the nurse’s station to see where they’ve taken him,” Declan said and headed off, while Bruce pulled out his cell phone and punched the number for Koda’s doctor. The call went straight to voicemail.

      “This is Bruce Mulvaney,” Bruce snapped. “Where’s my son? Call me immediately.”

      Moments later, Declan returned. “He’s in surgery,” Declan said.

      “What? What happened?”

      “Something to do with his trachea,” Declan said. “He was having muscle contractions, spasms of some sort. He’s been in for about an hour.”
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* * *

      An hour passed before the doctor emerged from the intensive care unit and found Bruce and Declan.

      “I’m sorry to have given you such a scare, gentleman,” the doctor said. “Things of this nature are quite common with people in Koda’s condition. Once we removed the breathing tube, the contractions subsided. Then the breathing tube was reinserted, and everything is fine.”

      “Fine?” Bruce said. “He’s been in surgery for two hours.”

      “Surgery is an overstatement,” the doctor said. “And the majority of that time we were simply monitoring his vitals and making sure he didn’t go into cardiac arrest.”

      “Can we see him?” Declan asked.

      “Right now, I’d rather you didn’t,” the doctor said. “In fact, the best thing you can do right now is to go home and get some rest. Koda’s condition could change in two hours—or it could be two weeks or two months—and all we can do for now is wait. If anything changes, you’ll both be the first to know.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Bruce took a car to the MPI offices in downtown Orlando and was greeted by a plethora of get-well messages from clients, while Declan took the jet back to Charleston.

      Once back at the house, Declan went to his study and opened the safe. He’d been thinking about the items Stormy Boyd had taken from Nathaniel Cryer and decided to take advantage of the quiet to explore the material further.

      Declan took the journal that had been kept by Sister Katherine Keane, along with the assorted newspaper clippings, and put them on the desk. Then he grabbed his reading glasses and turned on the desk lamp.

      Declan started with Sister Katherine’s diary, picking up where he’d left off last time.

      Much of the diary chronicled little more than the day-to-day life in the convent. It also detailed Sister Katherine’s innermost thoughts and several serious crimes she’d committed, including the murder of Sister Mary Margaret—something Declan suspected she’d done at the time.

      Declan flipped to the section where Sister Katherine outlined the day of the Boys Town movie outing at the theater in East St. Louis, culminating in the killing of Father Fanning and the disposal of the priest’s body.

      The final few entries showed Sister Katherine’s growing concern that authorities were suspicious of her account of that day. The final entry in the journal was a short entry, which read:

      I’ve asked God to show me the way, but so far He has remained silent. I shall leave tomorrow, before first light, with faith that I will be shown the way.

      Where Sister Katherine had run to was a mystery.

      Declan closed the diary and turned his attention to the stack of black-and-white photos, now yellow with age.

      The first showed Sister Katherine standing with an attractive woman and man with strong facial features and broad shoulders. On the back, Sister Katherine had written: Me, Onyx and Ulrich, Spring, 1935.

      Declan remembered Onyx. She’d arrived in the middle of the night, sick and near death, brought to the orphanage by a farmer in the back of a pickup truck. Declan knew this because he was awake, reading one of the magazines he’d swiped from Father Fanning’s office, when the truck’s headlights splashed across the wall of the dormitory.

      Declan watched two men—the farmer and a man he later learned was Onyx’s husband—carry the woman’s limp form to the infirmary.

      And there was another reason he knew who Onyx was.

      Declan opened his desk drawer, found the small leather purse—a souvenir from the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair—and set it on the desk. Sister Katherine had given him the purse that day in the theater—the day he’d killed Father Fanning—telling him and Tommy to take the money and run.

      What made the purse most unique was the name “Onyx” scratched into the once-soft brown leather, with the small spider at the bottom of the letter Y.
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      Declan had long thought Sister Katherine had stolen the purse from the woman. But now, seeing the picture of Sister Katherine and Onyx together, he wasn’t so sure.

      They looked happy in the photo.

      Like the closest of friends.

      No, more than friends.

      Yes, that was it, Declan thought. Sister Katherine and Onyx looked like people who had been through something together—something of life-and-death seriousness—something that bonded them in a way that few people ever will be.

      Like a war.

      The war was something Declan didn’t talk about much, not with anyone.

      The war was a time filled with fear.

      And death.

      It was also during the war that he’d killed Mohawk Joe. But the drunken Indian had left him little choice.

      Declan set the thought aside and returned his attention to Sister Katherine’s things on the desk before him.

      The next photo in the stack was of two boys, one a bit larger than the other, standing next to a large rock in the middle of a grassy field. Declan did not need to read the back of the photo to know who the two boys were.

      It was him and Tommy.

      The rest of the photos were of no specific interest to Declan, so he set them aside and opened the newspaper clipping.

      The article was from the St. Louis Post-Dispatch on August 8, 1904, about the kidnapping of two young girls—Katherine Keane and Onyx Webb—by the Child Snatcher of St. Louis and their harrowing rescue.

      Declan read the article and his suspicions were confirmed.

      The women had been through something together. Something terrible. And at the most vulnerable of times.

      When they were children.

      But then Declan got a surprise.

      The article went on to say the girls were rescued by two men. The first man was Onyx Webb’s father, Catfish Webb. The second—shown in a photo wearing his distinctive bowler hat—was a St. Louis detective named John “Stormy” Boyd.

      Who’d died while saving the girls.
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* * *

      When he’d finished, Declan placed the items back in the wall safe and locked it. But when he went to put the small purse back in the drawer of his desk, he spotted something that made his heart skip a beat.

      It was the small key that unlocked the hidden display drawer in the wall cabinet—the drawer in which he kept his Fabergé egg collection.

      The key was on the right side of the drawer.

      Declan was left-handed.

      And he always placed the key on the left side of the drawer.

      Always.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Savannah, Georgia

        August 6, 1990

      

      

      “What are you looking for, Detective?” Nahum asked.

      “Anything,” Leo said, studying the crime scene photo of a legless girl through a large magnifying glass.

      Nahum shook his head and rolled the wheelchair over to his desk. “He’s a smart one. You said so yourself.”

      Leo did not respond.

      Leo set the photo aside, and then moved to the next. He’d made up his mind to review every stitch of evidence from all twelve cases, including that of the girl who’d gone missing the year before the murders began.

      Juniper Cole.

      There was no evidence suggesting Juniper had been one of The Leg Collector’s victims. But she did fit the victim profile perfectly. The right age. Right hair color. But Juniper’s body was never found, and someone had already been convicted of her murder.

      Wyatt Scrogger.

      At the time, Leo was completely sure Wyatt was the guy. Now he wasn’t so sure. Leo tried to put the thought out of his mind. If he’d blown the Cole case, the wrong man had done ten years on death row.

      “There a particular reason you’ve got the Juniper Cole file on your desk?” Nahum asked, doing his best to make the question sound innocent, though it was anything but.

      “Just a hunch,” Leo said, not bothering to look up.

      “A hunch and a buck will get you a cup of coffee,” Nahum said. “Speaking of which, I’m going to get one. You want anything? A sandwich?”

      Leo shook his head. He’d been looking at photos of dead girls for three hours, and though he hadn’t eaten, he wasn’t at all hungry.
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* * *

      By 3:00 p.m. Leo had worked his way to 1985, the year Skylar Savage had been murdered. Did the shit ever hit the fan that year.

      Skylar had last been seen having drinks in the bar at the Forsyth Park Hotel the night before her legless torso was found, posed on the porch swing of a house on Monterey Square.

      According to credit card records, Skylar paid for six drinks over a ninety-minute period, suggesting she’d been there with someone. Either that, or the woman was a complete lush. And because the bar had been packed that evening, no one—including the bartender—could remember seeing who Skylar was with.

      Leo picked up the magnifying glass and started with one of the photos Nahum had taken of the deceased body, beginning at the top of the woman’s head, working his way down her face and neck, and stopping at the anagram the killer had scrawled on Skylar Savage’s naked chest.

      
        
        A G E D   M E T H U S E L A

      

      

      It had taken a couple days, but Leo finally figured it out.

      
        
        S H E   L A U G H E D   A T   M E

      

      

      “Who did you laugh at, Skylar?” Leo said out loud. And was laughing at someone really worth dying over?

      “That one there,” Nahum said, looking from behind Leo. “Of all of them, she probably deserved it most.”

      Leo spun around in his chair and glared at Nahum. “Deserved it? None of them deserved it.”

      Nahum shrugged. “I’m just saying that one there, Skylar, she was a cocky little thing. The type that could really piss you off.”

      “And you know this because?”

      “Because I watched her on the TV, Detective,” Nahum said. “Every day, sometimes three times a day, and she always rubbed me wrong. Rubbed a lot of people wrong.”

      Leo shook his head and spun back around and returned to his examination of the photos.

      Christ, Nahum took a lot of photos. Twenty-plus wide shots of the entire body. Twenty shots of the woman’s face. Twenty close ups of the eyes. Twenty more of the anagram. Thirty-four shots of where the legs had been cut off. And then Leo moved on to the final stack of pictures.

      It was another set of Skylar Savage’s eyes.

      But these were different.

      Her eyes in most of them were red, like when you’d take a picture of someone with a flash camera at a party.

      “Nahum,” Leo said, holding up one of the photos. “Why are the eyes red like this?”

      Nahum glanced over and almost choked.

      Somehow the set he’d taken of Skylar Savage in the tunnel, while she was still alive, had accidently been mixed in with the photos he’d taken of her on the porch swing the following morning.

      What had Skylar Savage said about the killer?

      “He only thinks he’s smart. But you watch. He’ll do something stupid eventually. He’ll trip himself up. They all do.”

      Maybe the blonde bimbo had been right after all.
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* * *

      Leo arrived at the morgue at 6:30 p.m., and parked his car in the spot reserved for city employees near the entrance to the building.

      Leo found the coroner alone in the basement in the middle of doing an autopsy.

      “I got a message you wanted to see me,” the coroner said, putting aside his instruments. “What’s going on?”

      Leo pulled two stacks of photographs from a file folder and laid them on an empty metal table. “These are photographs of Skylar Savage, taken on the morning we found her body on the porch swing in Monterey Square.”

      The coroner nodded. “Yes, I remember. I did the autopsy.  Hell of a thing, a reporter being murdered in such a brutal fashion.”

      “Look at the photos and tell me if you see anything strange,” Leo said.

      The coroner flipped through the pictures, and shook his head. “No, not really.”

      “Okay, what about these?” Leo said, handing the coroner another set of pictures of the dead woman’s face. “Anything weird with these?”

      The coroner flipped through several photos, and then looked up. “The eyes in this set are red.”

      Leo nodded. “How do you get red eye in photos? Educate me.”

      “Because the flash reflects off the blood in the capillaries of the eye, and back into the camera,” the coroner said. “Which doesn’t happen to photos taken during the day because the pupils restrict, and only a small amount of light gets in the back of the eye. But at night, or indoors, the pupils dilate and let more light in, and light is reflected off the Fundus—the interior surface of the eye.”

      “So, why don’t you get red eye when you take photos of a dead person with their eyes open?” Leo asked.

      “Because the heart has stopped pumping, and the blood is no longer oxygenated,” the coroner said. “Also, after death occurs, the corneas become cloudy and the light can’t reflect back red.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” the coroner said. “If a photo is taken quickly, like within a minute or two, you could possibly get some red eye. But after that? Once the vital functions have ceased? It’s not possible.”

      “So, in these pictures here,” Leo said, pointing to a close-up of Skylar Savage with her eyes shining red. “Are you telling me that—?”

      “Yes. When those photos were taken, Skylar Savage was still alive.”

      And then Leo knew.

      It was Nahum.

      “I’ve got to get back to the station,” Leo started. But then, as if on queue, the power went off—throwing the building into total darkness.

      “This happens a lot,” the coroner said. “Just sit tight and I’ll go start the backup generator.”

      The coroner seemed to think the lights going out was nothing to worry about. Leo wasn’t so sure. He was thinking that having asked Nahum about the photos may have been a mistake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Charleston, South Carolina

        June 9, 1985

      

      

      Alistar Ashley’s limousine was waiting at the curb at Charleston International Airport, just as the recruiter said it would be. Standing next to the limo was a large man holding a sign with “Alistar Ashley” written on it. They’d even spelled his name correctly—Alistar with an a, rather than the more common spelling—Alister.

      A good start, Alistar thought.

      “Sit back and relax, Mr. Ashley,” the large Samoan limo driver said once Alistar was seated in the back. “My name is Tank. If you need anything, tap on the glass.”

      Fifteen minutes later, the limo pulled to a stop in front of Poogan’s Porch, a restaurant specializing in Southern food, in a Victorian townhouse on Queen Street. Tank lowered the smoked-glass partition. “Bruce will be here in ten minutes or so. Tell the maître d you’re with Mr. Mulvaney.”

      Alistar was flabbergasted.

      When the recruiter from search firm Skadden-Watkins called a week earlier, she refused to identify who her client was. All she would say was that the meeting would be worth his time, whether he accepted the job or not. Alistar had no idea the meeting was with the multi-millionaire and felt extremely flattered.

      “Any advice?” Alistar asked.

      “Advice? Yeah, don’t order a cocktail,” Tank said. “Bruce loves to drink, but never when doing business—and never, ever at lunch.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” Alistar said. “Anything else?”

      “Yeah,” Tank said. “Bruce is a great boss, but he’s demanding. Only take the job if you think you’re up to it.”
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* * *

      Alistar waited at a table overlooking the street and did his best to relax. But when ten minutes turned into twenty, Alistar began to get nervous, wondering if he was being put to some kind of test.

      How long would he wait?

      Would he begin to fidget?

      Worse still, would he give in and order a drink, even though he’d been warned not to?

      Less than a minute later, a silver Aston Martin DB5 pulled to the valet stand and a tall, athletic man exited the vehicle. It had to be Bruce Mulvaney.

      A minute later, Bruce slid into the booth and apologized for his lateness.

      “Mr. Ashley and I will have two She Crab soups, some fried alligator, and calabash shrimp as appetizers,” Bruce told the waiter when he arrived. “Also, bring us two fried oyster sandwiches, and a bottle of the 1979 Bollinger R.D. Extra Brut.”

      “I was told you never drink when doing business,” Alistar said once the waiter scurried off.

      “I see Tank has been ratting me out,” Bruce said, extending his hand finally.

      “Perhaps just a bit,” Alistar said, reaching out and finding himself impressed by Bruce’s bone-crushing grip.

      “Well, normally he’d be right,” Bruce said. “But this isn’t a business lunch so much as it is a celebration.”

      “And what exactly are we celebrating?” Alistar asked.

      “The first day of your new life, of course,” Bruce said.

      The waiter came with the champagne and opened it, then poured two glasses.

      “Do you know why I picked Poogan’s for this meeting?” Bruce asked.

      “No, but I imagine you’re going to tell me.”

      “They do one thing better than anyone else—they make the best oyster sandwiches in the world. The oysters are brown and crispy on the outside, yet perfectly creamy on the inside.”

      Alistar remained silent.

      Bruce took a sip of his champagne, and then set the glass back down. “Do you think you are the best lawyer in the world, Alistar?”

      Alistar shook his head. “No, far from it, I fear.”

      “That’s right,” Bruce said. “But you have a quality that is extremely rare. A quality I am willing to pay handsomely for.”

      “And that is…?”

      “Tenacity,” Bruce said. “You’re a bulldog, Alistar. I’ve had my people check you out, and they all say the same thing—that when you want something, you never quit until you get it. Try the champagne. It’s amazing.”

      Alistar took a small sip of the champagne and waited as the waiter came and set the food on the table and left.

      “I want you to go to work for me,” Bruce said.

      “I’ve got a job,” Alistar said.

      “Yes, one in which you’re overworked and underpaid. I’ve heard about your little office in Portland. Quaint. We’ll start you at $300,000 a year. Surely your wife, Kizzy, will be pleased,” Bruce said, taking a large bite of his fried oyster sandwich. “You’ve got to taste this.”

      “Did you say $300,000?” Alistar said, downing a gulp of the champagne.

      “And the car of your choice as a signing bonus,” Bruce said. “Now, do me a favor and taste the damn sandwich while it’s still hot.”

      Alistar picked up the sandwich and took a bite. Bruce was right. It was amazing—better than anything he’d ever tasted.

      “Okay, let’s say I were to come to work for you,” Alistar said. “What exactly would I be doing?”

      “Initially, you’d be in charge of our HVD program, which stands for High Value Defaults—properties that are going to be on the market soon, and MPI wants to get there first—starting with the lighthouse in Crimson Cove, Oregon.”

      “What do you want with a lighthouse?” Alistar asked.

      “I don’t want the lighthouse,” Bruce said. “I want the eight acres of land it’s sitting on. Do you have any idea what that land is worth?”

      “Let me make sure I’ve got this straight,” Alistar said. “You want to hire a bar-certified lawyer to function as an overpriced real estate agent? And you’re offering me $300K a year to start?”

      “Yes,” Bruce said. “Plus the car of your choice. My investigator showed me photos of the piece of crap you’re getting around in now. If you’re going to represent me, you need to drive something decent.”

      “How about the Aston?” Alistar asked.

      “Oh, you saw the Aston, did you?” Bruce asked. “Would that make the decision easier for you—if I gave you the DB5?”

      “You said any car,” Alistar said.

      Bruce pulled the valet ticket from his pocket and laid it on the table. The DB5 was a gift from his father but was a bit too small for Bruce’s taste. Still, it was a classic.

      Alistar Ashley had better be worth it.
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        Charleston, South Carolina

        September 19, 2010

      

      

      When it came to safety and protection, most high-profile millionaires and billionaires invested heavily and spared no expense.

      The Mulvaney’s were no exception.

      The initial cost of installation for the mansion’s security system, back in the mid-1980s, was $150,000. But as technology advanced over the years, the cost of upgrades had moved the amount north of $3 million. However, when you considered the various threats faced by those with the kind of wealth the Mulvaney’s possessed—from common burglars on the low end to home invasion and kidnap attempts on the high end—the cost was insignificant.

      Smart locks. Fingerprint-sensitive key pads. Motion-activated proximity sensors. Wireless security cameras. The Mulvaney’s had it all. After all, what good was having $20 billion if you weren’t alive to spend it?

      The only thing the Mulvaney’s had resisted was the installation of an underground bunker for nuclear war—opting instead for a hidden, state-of-the-art panic room on the mansion’s first floor.

      With a secret passageway accessible through hidden doors disguised as closets—one located in Declan’s study and a second in Bruce’s—the cost of the panic room was in excess of $1 million. The walls were made of sixteen-inch-thick bullet-and-bomb-proof metal with an entry door fitted with electromagnetic locks. A door in the floor of the room provided access to a supply of food and water large enough to feed eight people for thirty days in case of a prolonged disaster. There were also eight gas masks in case of chemical attack.

      Generally speaking, Declan approved of his son’s installation of the various safety measures. But when Bruce was having the house fitted with closed-circuit cameras, Declan refused to let him put cameras in his personal study. To Declan, his personal study was exactly that.

      Personal.

      And the idea of a camera in the room, endlessly watching him like a convict in a jail cell, made him uncomfortable.

      Now, with the discovery that two of his Fabergé eggs were missing, Declan regretted the decision.
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* * *

      Declan had just finished watching a technician install a hidden camera in a hanging lamp in the corner of his study when Bruce arrived.

      “What in the hell is all this?” Bruce asked, eying the mess in Declan’s office.

      “Someone stole two of my Fabergé eggs,” Declan said.

      “What eggs?” Bruce said. “Wait. Are you telling me that—?”

      “Yes.” Declan knew he’d set himself up for a discussion he’d rather not have, but it was unavoidable. “I’ve had them all along.”

      “Jesus, Dad,” Bruce asked, throwing up his hands. “Do you know what would happen if—?”

      “Yes, Bruce, I am very aware of the consequences,” Declan said, cutting his son off mid-sentence once again. “The point is someone has been in here.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “I don’t know,” Declan said. “But I’m determined to find out. Which brings up something I want to ask you about.”

      “Please don’t bring up hiring a replacement for Tank again,” Bruce said.

      “I know how close you were to Tank, Son, but it’s time,” Declan said. “You can’t put it off forever. We need someone around here. Someone we can trust.”

      Bruce nodded. “I’ll get the recruiter to start a search.”

      “Actually, I’ve got someone in mind.”

      “Someone who can drive?” Bruce asked.

      Declan didn’t care if the guy could drive or not. What he wanted was someone he could trust. Someone who—if push came to shove—was willing to use any means necessary to protect his family.

      Declan was going to call Stormy Boyd. And if the man would admit the truth about himself, he’d offer him the position.
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        Savannah, Georgia

        August 17, 1990

      

      

      The memorial parade honoring three of Savannah’s finest—Detective Leo Igler, Coroner Donald Feld, and police department photographer Sergent Elton Nahum—took place eleven days after the fire. The retailers along Bay and Broughton Streets were not pleased that the roads were closed for the entire morning.

      At first it was believed that no one had perished in the blaze since the fire had taken place in the evening. But when none of the three men reported for work the following day, the fire department did a more thorough search. Eventually, the bodies of all three men were discovered in the basement morgue, burned beyond recognition.

      Leo Igler was identified by the detective shield found beneath his charred body.

      The second body was determined to be the coroner by the metal pins in his left knee, placed there twenty years earlier after a skiing accident.

      The third and final body was determined to be Nahum’s because it was found still seated in the man’s wheelchair.

      The cause of the fire was pending.
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* * *

      Stan Lee peered through the dark lenses of his sunglasses, watching with the other onlookers as the coffins containing the remains of the three men rolled slowly by, knowing he’d been sloppy.

      And very, very lucky.

      First, he’d been lucky that Leo Igler had asked why Skylar Savage’s eyes were red in several of the photos. Had Leo not asked, Stan Lee knew he’d probably be in jail.

      Second, he’d been lucky there was a male body in one of the cold chambers in the basement of the morgue for him to place in the wheelchair.

      Third, he’d been lucky there was an emergency generator down in the basement of the old building—along with several five-gallon cans of gasoline.

      Lucky, lucky, lucky.

      But Stan Lee hated relying on luck because luck had a tendency to run out. From now on, he would be far more careful.
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* * *

      Once the short ceremony was over, Stan Lee walked all the way up Bull Street to Forsyth Park and found an empty bench near the fountain where he’d abducted Juniper Cole eleven years earlier.

      On the other side of Drayton Street sat the Forsyth Park Hotel—the place where he’d drugged Skylar Savage and tossed her in the back of the van—before taking her to his house in Charleston and introducing her to Juniper Cole. And Joselyn Knox. And Deborah Deegan, Martha Crowley, Kathleen Wexler, and the six other girls from Savannah.

      Now Sergent Elton Nahum had joined them among the dead. Taking more girls from Savannah was out of the question, at least for a while.

      It was simply too risky.

      It was time for another hunting ground.

      Another disguise.

      A new persona.
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        September 12, 1985

      

      

      After three months of training, brushing up on real estate law, and doing a few small deals on Bruce’s behalf, Alistar felt he was prepared to tackle his first big project—getting Bruce Mulvaney his precious lighthouse.

      Alistar started the engine of the Aston Martin DB5, which had been shipped to Portland a month after he had been hired.

      Owning an Aston Martin had been a dream of Alistar’s ever since he’d seen Sean Connery drive one in the James Bond films. What British kid didn’t want one? The car was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen, even if this one didn’t come with rotating license plates or an ejector seat.

      Alistar checked the map to confirm the most direct way to get to the coast, and then pulled into traffic. Per Bruce Mulvaney’s orders, his first assignment was to convince the old woman who lived at the lighthouse in Crimson Cove to sell her property to MPI.

      The woman, whose name was Onyx Webb, was currently two-years delinquent on her property taxes. Under the circumstances, Alistar felt it was something that should be fairly easy to accomplish.

      But the closer Alistar got to the lighthouse, the more uneasy he began to feel. Is this really what he’d been reduced to? The idea that he was about to wrestle the property away from an elderly, defenseless woman literally made Alistar sick to his stomach. And driving to see her in the car he’d accepted as a job perk no less.

      On the other hand—if the woman didn’t sell—she could end up walking away with nothing. In that way, Alistar was actually helping. It was a far better way of looking at the situation.

      Still, it didn’t feel right somehow.
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* * *

      After receiving bad directions and taking several wrong turns, Alistar finally found the private road that led to the lighthouse. He pulled to a stop about a hundred feet from the towering white structure, turned off the engine, and hadn’t so much as gotten out of the car when he heard the distinctive sound of a shotgun shell being chambered.

      Alistar froze.

      “Whoever you are, you’re on private property,” a woman’s voice said. Alistar thought it was coming from off to his left, from behind a group of tall pines. It must be Onyx Webb. Why was she hiding out in the woods?

      “My name is Alistar Ashley,” Alistar yelled. “I’ve come to—”

      “I have a gun, and let me assure you, my daddy taught me to use it,” Onyx called back.

      “My boss sent me here to make an offer for your lighthouse, a very generous offer,” Alistar said, careful not to move an inch.

      “The answer is no,” Onyx said. “I’ve owned this lighthouse since 1937, and that will not be changing.”

      “You may own the lighthouse, Ms. Webb,” Alistar said, “but you’re behind on your taxes. It’s just a matter of time before people from the State of Oregon show up with padlocks and moving boxes. If that happens, you walk away with nothing. Let me help you.”

      Onyx knew he was right. She was behind on her tax payments, but she hadn’t realized how dire the situation had become.

      “You can help me most by getting back in that fancy vehicle of yours and leaving my property,” Onyx said, her voice quivering—something that usually happened when she was extremely nervous or getting low on energy.

      “The lighthouse is mine, Mr. Ashley, and it always will be,” Onyx said, her arms beginning to shake, her hands so weak she could barely hold the shotgun. “Tell your boss that word for word.”

      With nothing else to accomplish, Alistar lowered himself back into the Aston Martin and started the engine. But, as he drove away, he thought he’d heard the car backfire.

      Then he realized what it really was.

      It was the sound of a shotgun blast.
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* * *

      Alistar found a small diner in town and entered to see the place empty. Well, almost. Across the room a lone waitress was busy wiping down the breakfast counter, not because it was dirty but most likely out of sheer boredom.

      “Welcome to Spilatro’s Place,” the girl managed. “If you’re here for lunch, we don’t open for another half hour.”

      “Is there a payphone anywhere nearby?” Alistar asked.

      The girl shook her head. “No, but you can use ours. Everybody does. To be honest, it’s the only reason anyone comes in anymore.”

      The girl pulled the phone from a shelf and set it on the lunch counter and stood there.

      “You speak funny,” the girl said.

      “I’m from Great Britain,” Alistar said, receiving nothing but a blank stare. “England? Where the Beatles are from? James Bond?”

      “That’s cool,” the girl said. “I went to Tillamook once.”

      “Well, London is very much like Tillamook, but with less cheese,” Alistar said.

      The girl laughed.

      “I don’t suppose I could have a moment of privacy?”

      The girl turned and pushed her way through a set of swinging doors into the kitchen, and Alistar dialed Bruce Mulvaney’s direct line.

      “Bruce Mulvaney,” a voice said.

      “Mr. Mulvaney, it’s Alistar Ashley. I’m afraid that—”

      “I don’t like it when people start a conversation by telling me they’re afraid,” Bruce said. “Just tell me it’s done.”

      “It’s not,” Alistar said. “The Webb woman won’t sell. She won’t even entertain an offer.”

      “Then get tough,” Mulvaney said.

      “She was hiding in the woods with a loaded shotgun,” Alistar interjected. “I think she may have shot at me.”

      “Yeah, well they say she’s a feisty old broad,” Bruce said with a laugh. “You get a chance to see her? The locals claim she runs around the woods wearing some kind of mask.”

      “No, I didn’t have the honor,” Alistar said. “She was hiding behind a tree. I was wondering what the plan might be.”

      “The plan? The plan is to do what I hired you to do. Stop being nice and go straight to nasty,” Bruce said. “Find the local sheriff and throw some cash around. Get them to scare her into selling. If that doesn’t work, foreclose on the old bat.”

      The line went dead.

      Alistar placed the telephone receiver back in the cradle and waited for the girl to return.

      “Where might I find the local sheriff?” Alistar asked.

      “Walk out the front door and turn right,” the girl said, going back to wiping the same square foot of counter top as before.

      “Next door?”

      “Crimson Cove is a small town, Mister,” the girl said. “Everything is next door.”
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* * *

      After the lawyer, Mr. Ashley, had left, Onyx returned the twelve-guage to the downstairs closet, next to the lighthouse door where her father taught her to keep it. Under normal circumstances, Onyx was unable to feel any kind of emotion. But the specter of losing the lighthouse had her upset and unnerved.

      Onyx climbed the spiral staircase to the top of the lighthouse, an exhausting task in and of itself. But when she looked in the mirror she saw she was gray—the color of ash—she chastised herself. Anger required a tremendous amount of energy, and the rage she’d just experienced—combined with the heft of holding the shotgun—had left her drained.

      Onyx lowered her eyes and saw the six-inch hole from the shotgun blast in the center of her dress, right where her heart would have been if she’d still had one. She pulled the straps off her shoulders and let her dress drop to the floor.

      The garment was a total loss, while her body remained the same as before—perfect and flawless, not affected in any way by the metal pellets that passed through her.

      Onyx lowered herself into a chair, but not to sleep—just to conserve her last few ounces of remaining energy.

      Sleep was one of the many things she could not do.

      Along with dying.
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        Charleston, South Carolina

        September 22, 2010

      

      

      “I’m sure you’re wondering why I insisted we meet in person,” Declan said after Stormy Boyd settled into the chair opposite him in Declan’s study.

      “I assumed it was regarding an assignment,” Stormy said. “Of a nature too delicate to discuss over the phone perhaps?”

      “Not an assignment, Mr. Boyd,” Declan said. “And, you are right. It is something of a delicate nature.”

      “Go on,” Stormy said.

      Declan took a sip of water and placed the glass back on the desk. “Have you ever noticed that when we first meet someone, there is always something that sticks out? Something that we tend to remember, even years later?”

      Stormy Boyd remained silent.

      “In your case, it’s the bowler hat,” Declan said. “Outside of pictures in magazines, I’d never seen a bowler hat on someone’s head in person until I met you in 1964 down in Orlando.”

      Stormy Boyd remained silent.

      “They say the bowler was quite the rage in the financial districts of London back in the ‘50s and ‘60s, but the fad pretty much died out by the time I first traveled there in the 1980s,” Declan continued.

      “You seem to know a lot about hats,” Stormy Boyd said finally.

      Declan shook his head. “To the contrary, Mr. Boyd. I know very little about hats. But I do know a tremendous amount about people. Like you, for example.”

      Once again, Stormy Boyd went silent, studying Declan’s face—trying to discern where the billionaire was going.

      “You are the type of person who has been around. And, by that, I don’t mean having traveled a lot—though perhaps that is true as well. I mean in terms of age. Like me. Let me ask you, what do you know about me?” Declan said.

      “About you? Your name is Declan Mulvaney. You are eighty-eight years of age, born in a hospital in Sulphur Springs, Missouri, on August 5, 1922, after your mother was killed in a rail accident. Raised in an orphanage, enlisted in the army in 1941 and served with the Devil’s Brigade in France and Italy, honorably discharged in 1945. Worked for Frank Sinatra from 1953 to 1962, then founded Mulvaney Properties International in 1966. Forbes lists you as the world’s 212th richest man, just below Richard Branson. You’ve never married, have one son, Bruce, and one grandson, Koda, who I’ve met and, am sorry to hear, is currently in a coma in Orlando. Should I go on?”

      “Impressive,” Declan said. “And you see, that’s the thing—you know everything about me and my family, yet I know virtually nothing about you. For example, when and where were you born, Mr. Boyd? Have you ever married? Do you have children?”

      Stormy shifted in his chair.

      “Don’t worry, I’m not going to insist on answers,” Declan continued. “I know you can’t. Or won’t.”

      Stormy Boyd remained silent.

      “Let’s go back to the bowler hat for a moment,” Declan said. “That’s what I remember about you, the first time we met. The hat. It seemed out of place somehow—or should I say, out of time? Like you. Something from days long past that has refused to die with the ages.”

      “What are you getting at, Mr. Mulvaney?”

      “Let’s continue our discussion over lunch, shall we?”
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* * *

      Declan and Stormy moved to the patio where they were served BLT sandwiches and iced tea. When they were finished, and the plates had been taken away, Declan reached into his pocket and removed the newspaper clipping about the dramatic rescue of two girls during the World’s Fair in 1904 and set it on the table.

      “Don’t tell me it’s your grandfather,” Declan said. “We both know better.”

      Stormy Boyd took the paper and unfolded it, glancing at the article, and then at the picture of himself in the black bowler hat.

      “I always hated that photograph,” Stormy said, handing the clipping back to Declan.

      “So, when and where were you born, John “Stormy” Boyd?” Declan asked.

      Stormy hesitated for a moment before speaking. “I was born in Louisville, Kentucky. August 27, 1854. Like you, I was born during a tragedy—in my case, in a storm cellar during a tornado—hence the nickname. Unlike you, we were fortunate. No one in my family died, but many others did.”

      “And you were raised in Louisville?”

      Stormy shook his head. “No, we moved to St. Louis, so my father could find work. I grew up there, and as you know, I died there as well.”

      “Tell me about it,” Declan said.

      “It was August during the World’s Fair,” Stormy began. “St. Louis was in total chaos, with millions of people descending on the city.”

      “Including Onyx Webb and her father,” Declan said.

      Stormy nodded. “Yes. Onyx, who was six at the time, was taken by a woman named Obedience Everhardt, who became known as The Child Snatcher of St. Louis. She’d taken and killed at least six girls, with a seventh girl still missing at the time.”

      “Katherine Keane?”

      “Yes, Katherine Keane. In its own way, the taking of Onyx is what ended up saving Katherine’s life,” Stormy said.

      “You’re being far too modest,” Declan said. “I’d say sacrificing yourself in the line of duty was what saved her life.”

      “I played my part that day. We all did.”

      “Tell me about it,” Declan said. “About dying.”

      “To be brutally honest, I remember very little,” Stormy said. “One moment I was breathing air into Katherine’s mouth—asking God to take me rather than her—and the next I was stumbling in a thick, gray fog. I didn’t know how long at the time, though now I know it was seven years. Then I somehow found myself gazing up in the darkness, watching an enormous comet moving slowly across the night sky.”

      “Halley’s comet?” Declan asked.

      “Very good, Mr. Mulvaney,” Stormy said. “Yes in 1911.”

      “And seeing the comet is what brought you back to life?” Declan said.

      “No,” Stormy said. “The comet caught my eye, stimulated my awareness—made me conscious of myself and my state of being. I returned through a mirror in Obedience Everhardt’s drawing room, directly above the cellar in which I’d died. And as far as being brought back to life? You may see me as alive, Mr. Mulvaney—but I can assure you, I am anything but.”

      “Come with me,” Declan said. “There’s something else I want to show you.”
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* * *

      Declan led Stormy back to the study, and each man returned to the same chairs they were in an hour earlier.

      Declan opened the drawer to his desk and produced Onyx’s brown leather souvenir purse and laid it on the desk. “Have you ever seen this?”

      Stormy Boyd’s eyes went wide. “Yes, it belonged to Onyx Webb. You knew Onyx?”

      “I met her, yes,” Declan said. “It was at the orphanage. The same place where I knew Katherine Keane—at the Open Arms Orphanage in DeSoto, Missouri, where I grew up.”

      “You knew Katherine, too?”

      “Yes, but she was Sister Katherine to me.”

      Stormy took some time to process what he’d just been told. “So, how did you get the purse?”

      “Sister Katherine gave it to me filled with money,” Declan said. “So, Tommy Bilazzo and I could escape after I crushed Father Colin Fanning’s skull with a two-by-four.”

      “I see,” Stormy said. “May I ask why you are telling me this?”

      “Because trust is a two-way street, Mr. Boyd,” Declan said. “What I just told you is something I’ve never shared with anyone, living or dead. You could say we each know something about the other, something neither of us wishes the rest of the world to know.”

      “What do you want of me?” Stormy asked.

      “I want to offer you a job, Mr. Boyd,” Declan said.

      “And what would this job be?”

      “The most important job in the world, Mr. Boyd,” Declan said. “The job of protecting me and my family.”
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        Charleston, South Carolina

        September 18, 1991

      

      

      Koda was in the “secret room” in the basement of the old house—the one-hundred-year-old portion of the Mulvaney Mansion before Bruce Mulvaney began adding onto it—playing with his toys and doing his best to block out the fighting.

      He hated it when his parents fought. It scared him. It made him wonder what would happen if they actually did what they said. If they left each other.

      If they left him.

      Koda dropped to the floor and began playing with his Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles.

      Donatello was a scientist who wore a purple mask and didn’t like fighting, but he would if he had to.

      Leonardo wore a blue mask and was named after a painter and carried two katana.

      Raphael was the strongest and best fighter, who punched people a lot but was funny and made lots of jokes and wore a red mask.

      Koda’s favorite, though, was Michelangelo.

      Michelangelo wore an orange mask and loved pizza and liked to have fun, but also had a pair of nunchucks that he swung around and hit people with.

      The best thing about them was that, even though they fought with each other sometimes, they were a team. They were brothers. Each turtle knew he could count on the others to be there for them. Maybe someday he’d have a brother to do things with, Koda thought.

      Koda tossed Michelangelo to the floor and picked up his Rubik’s Cube. He didn’t understand how to work it right, but he liked the colors. His mother told him that when he was older, he’d be able to make each side be just one color. It only took a minute with the Rubik’s Cube to confirm that he wasn’t old enough yet and tossed the toy aside as his father’s voice got louder upstairs, shouting at his mother, saying the same things he always said.

      “You have no idea how hard my job is, Nisa…”

      “I have no choice, Nisa…”

      “The office isn’t here, Nisa. It’s in Orlando…”

      “Yes, I have a family, but I also have a company to run…”

      “Of course, I love my son. How dare you ask me that?”

      Koda didn’t see his father much because he worked in Orlando with Grandpa Declan. All Koda knew about Orlando was that was where Mickey Mouse lived. That, and it was far away—so far that his father and Grandpa Declan had to fly there in a plane.

      Koda liked Grandpa Declan. Grandpa Declan was the one who’d showed him the room he was playing in now while his parents fought upstairs. Again.

      “Want to see my favorite place in the whole world?” Grandpa Declan asked once. “It’s a private room where I go when things make me sad. But you’ve got to promise to keep it our little secret, okay?”

      There was really nothing special about the room, other than the pictures that covered the walls. No games to play or TV to watch. And there was only one chair. “What do you do here?” Koda had asked.

      “Nothing, really,” Grandpa Declan said. “I just sit and look at my paintings.”

      Koda thought the pictures were boring. Lots of angels and dancing ballerinas, and people holding babies in their arms. But Grandpa Declan seemed to like them, so Koda said he liked them, too.

      “See that one?” Grandpa Declan asked. “It’s called Portrait of a Young Man by Raphael.”

      “Raphael? I have a Ninja turtle named Raphael,” Koda said.

      Grandpa Declan laughed. “Yes, like your turtle. There’s even a Michelangelo in here somewhere.”

      “What about the eggs?” Koda asked, pointing to a collection of ornate eggs arranged on tiny stands in a glass case.

      “Those are Fabergé eggs,” Grandpa Declan said. “They’re to look at, but not to touch. Okay?”

      Koda now pulled Grandpa Declan’s chair from its spot in the center of the room over to the glass case and climbed on the seat. He’d promised not to play with them but thought it would be okay—as long as he was careful.

      Koda took the green egg from the case and climbed off the stool. Did it open up? he wondered. Was it filled with chocolate like the plastic eggs the Easter Bunny hid on Easter?

      Koda examined the egg, looking for a way to get it open, and then heard his mother’s voice getting louder, screaming back at his father as they fought upstairs.

      “Why have things changed, Bruce?”

      “Why don’t we do things together like we use to?”

      “Don’t you love Koda enough to be here?”

      “Do you even love me anymore?”

      Koda let the green egg drop from his hands to the floor and placed his hands over his ears to block what he knew his mother was about to say—the words he dreaded most.

      “Maybe I should just leave.”
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        September 18, 1985

      

      

      Onyx heard the sound of a car motor half a mile away, knowing immediately it was not the lawyer’s car. The sound of the Aston Martin was very distinctive, not at all like the car that was approaching.

      Onyx walked to the tower glass and peered out to see a Crimson Cove sheriff’s cruiser approaching the lighthouse. Now she understood why she didn’t recognize it. Apparently, the budget had finally allowed Sheriff Clay Daniels III to get a new car.

      Onyx’s history with the Daniels family went back to 1937, when she and Ulrich had first moved into the lighthouse. In the early 1940s, Hell Daniels Sr. helped Onyx through her trial for murdering Ulrich, of which she was acquitted. His son, Clay Jr., was a young deputy during the trial and had always been kind to Onyx as well.

      Now, forty years later, Clayton Daniels III was the sheriff. And he’d never taken to Onyx, despite the fact that she kept to herself and stayed out of the town completely.

      So why was he here?

      Clay III parked the Chevrolet Caprice cruiser and got out. “I told you this day was coming, Onyx, but you wouldn’t listen. Now, by law, I’m supposed to make a concerted effort to hand this to you in person,” he said, waving an envelope.

      But Clay III knew that wasn’t going to happen.

      In all the years Clay III had been the sheriff of Crimson Cove, he’d never seen Onyx in person. Not once.

      Clay III looked at his watch and waited for a full minute to pass. “Okay, Onyx, have it your way,” he called out.

      Clay III went back to the cruiser and retrieved a hammer from the front seat. Then he climbed the steps to the lighthouse and nailed the envelope to the wooden door. “Consider yourself served, Onyx Webb.”
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* * *

      After Clay III had driven off, Onyx went down to see what he left for her. But she was pretty sure she already knew—they were the foreclosure papers she’d been warned about earlier in the week by the lawyer in the silver sports car.

      Onyx retrieved a shovel from the shed. Then facing due north, Onyx took ten measured steps—just the way her father had shown her—and stopped. Then she turned due east, took six more steps, and stopped again.

      Two minutes and fifteen shovels of dirt later, Onyx hit the top of the metal chest, exactly where her father had buried it after the end of her trial.

      Onyx lifted the chest from the ground and knew it would be the last time she would do so by how light it was.

      Onyx took the chest inside, set it on the table, and opened it. At one time, the chest was filled to the brim with gold coins. Now it was virtually empty.

      Onyx then went about the business of counting and weighing the coins. The total weight came to 122 ounces. Had Onyx sold the coins five years earlier, when gold was selling at its peak—$720 an ounce—she’d have had enough to satisfy the debt. But the value of gold plummeted a few years earlier, all the way down to $300 an ounce.

      Onyx took a pencil and did the math. The total came to $36,600—barely half what she owed.

      Onyx remembered when her father had said they were rich. That neither of them would have to work another day in their natural lives. That was the problem. Onyx’s life was not a natural one. Had it been, she’d be dead already and none of this would be an issue.

      There was no way for her father to know how inflation would ravage the economy in the future, of course. Nor could either of them ever imagine the increase in property taxes that would be imposed by greedy government officials, desperate to balance their budget on the backs of homeowners.

      The lighthouse itself had little value, but the land it was sitting on—eight acres of oceanfront property, which was all part of Ulrich’s original purchase—now presented an enormous problem.

      The irony did not escape Onyx.

      The only good investment Ulrich had ever made would serve as Onyx’s undoing fifty years later.

      “What do I do now, Daddy?” Onyx said to the empty room. “What do I do now?”
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        Orlando, Florida

        September 25, 2010

      

      

      At 6:12 p.m., Koda Mulvaney regained consciousness for the first time in twenty-three days, at which point the first of two nurses on duty picked up the phone to call the doctor, while the second nurse dialed the number she’d been given a week earlier by a reporter from TMZ. A thousand bucks was $1,000. Right?

      At 6:17 p.m., the reporter got off the phone with the nurse and called his producer.

      At 6:47 p.m., the exclusive story was posted to TMZ’s website.

      At 7:02 p.m., breaking news banners began scrolling across the bottom of every TV screen in the world, which is how Bruce Mulvaney discovered his son had emerged from his coma.

      “Someone may have tipped them off against hospital policy,” the doctor said once Bruce finished screaming at him over the phone. “The most important thing is Koda is conscious. Get here as soon as you can.”
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* * *

      At 7:09 p.m., Mika Flagler was sitting on a sofa in the lounge of the Orlando Grand Hotel, taking the first sip from a bottle of 2001 Shafer Hillside Select Cabernet Sauvignon—pleased with the plush tannins and admiring the combination of wild blackberry and creamy vanilla—when she saw the banner running on the bottom of the TV screen.

      “Cork this,” Mika said. She pulled out her wallet and tried to remember which of her credit cards was least likely to be declined. “And I need a clean cabernet glass to go.”
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* * *

      At 7:33 p.m., Mika arrived at the hospital and staked out a position near the entrance where the gathered media couldn’t miss her. By 8:16 p.m., she’d given five interviews, identifying herself as Koda Mulvaney’s fiancée.

      “You have no idea what it’s like sitting at the bedside of the man you love, holding his hand and talking to him—telling him how much you love him—with no idea if he can hear you,” Mika said.

      “So, the people who claim your engagement to Koda has been called off, are they lying?” the reporter asked.

      “Does this look like the kind of thing a guy gives a girl when an engagement is off?” Mika snapped. Mika held her left hand up while the cameraman zoomed in for a tight shot of the fifteen-carat, emerald-cut diamond set in platinum. Had the stone actually been diamond, the price tag would have exceeded $3 million. Mika’s was a cubic zirconia knock-off she’d had made for $1,500, plus another $500 to the jeweler to keep his mouth shut. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. I don’t want Koda to awaken again without my being there.”

      At 9:53 p.m., Bruce and Declan arrived and fought their way through the throng of frenzied reporters.

      Neither one gave an interview.
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* * *

      At 11:37 p.m., Koda Mulvaney opened his eyes, and this time they stayed open. Bruce, Declan, and Mika waited in the hall while the doctor checked Koda’s vitals and removed the oxygen tube from his throat.

      At 11:54 p.m., Bruce, Declan, and Mika were led into the room, with a warning from the doctor that they shouldn’t expect much in the way of communication. The doctor also told them to avoid mentioning that Tank had died in the accident so as not to cause unnecessary stress.

      “Koda, it’s your dad,” Bruce said. “Can you hear me?”

      The nod was almost imperceptible, but it was there. Bruce turned away and wiped his eyes.

      “Everyone’s been so worried about you,” Declan said.

      “Yes, your accident has caused quite a media sensation,” Mika said. “You should see the street outside.”

      Koda lifted his hand and motioned for Mika to come to the side of the bed. “Yes, honey, I’m here,” Mika said, taking Koda’s hand in hers and leaning forward. “What is it?”

      Koda’s voice was low, barely audible.

      Just above a whisper.

      “Where’s Robyn?”
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        Charleston, South Carolina

        May 18, 1993

      

      

      Stan Lee stood on the rear deck of the old slave quarters and looked through his binoculars. Rarely did a day go by when he didn’t spend some time checking up on the Mulvaneys.

      At 6:00 p.m., a large catering truck from one of Charleston’s most famous restaurants, Poogan’s Porch, pulled to the front of the mansion. Stan Lee knew Poogan’s well. It was one of Bruce’s favorite haunts. He’d followed his brother to the place often over the years. Sometimes Stan Lee would request the table right next to his brother’s, watching Bruce devour frog legs and fried oyster sandwiches, and washing them down with expensive champagne.

      At 6:30 p.m., Bruce’s in-laws—the Indian, Kajika, and his skanky wife, Bebe—arrived in a limousine. The few times Stan Lee had seen them they were dressed in tank-tops and flip-flops like Florida tourists. Tonight, however, they were dressed in formal attire, as if heading to the opera.

      It was clear something was going on next door.

      Stan Lee’s belief was confirmed when, at ten minutes after seven, a helicopter set down in the backyard and three men exited the helicopter. Stan Lee studied the men’s faces. They were the faces of serious men. Professional bodyguards.

      Then the fourth man climbed down the steps—a man with a famous face—and Stan Lee understood.

      It was Frank Sinatra.

      Having researched the Mulvaneys extensively, Stan Lee knew that Declan had once been employed by the Italian crooner.

      Stan Lee watched as Declan emerged from the house and shook Sinatra’s hand, and then led him inside. And then it hit him. It was May 18, Bruce and Nisa’s anniversary.
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* * *

      Declan dropped four ice cubes into a glass, and then poured two fingers of Jack Daniel’s, followed by a splash of water. There was no need to ask Frank what he wanted to drink—Declan already knew.

      Declan also knew to hold the glass from the bottom. Frank believed a gentleman never touched the rim of the glass. Therefore, neither should he.

      When Nisa approached Declan with the idea of throwing a surprise party for her and Bruce’s seventh anniversary, he wasn’t sure it was such a good idea. After all, anniversaries were things people celebrated together, as well as planned. But Nisa’s reason for doing it was a good one.

      Nisa felt she and Bruce were growing apart, due primarily to Bruce’s demanding work schedule. On that point, Declan had to take part of the blame. He pushed Bruce hard—harder than he needed to perhaps.

      “Okay, what can I do?”

      “Do you have any ideas about what I can do for entertainment?” Nisa asked. “I was hoping for something romantic.”

      “Don’t worry,” Declan said. “I’ll take care of it.”

      Though Declan hadn’t talked to his old boss in years, he knew Sinatra would take his call. As it turned out, Frank was finishing a three-night stand at the Civic Opera House in Chicago on May 16. The timing couldn’t have been more perfect.

      As Declan headed toward the dining room to deliver Frank’s drink, he heard the chiming of the grandfather clock at the end of the hall. It was 7:00 p.m. Bruce should have arrived by now.
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* * *

      Stan Lee watched through the binoculars as Sinatra’s helicopter took off, and then glanced at his watch.

      It was almost 9:15 p.m., and he knew there was trouble in River City with a capital T, which rhymed with B and that stood for Bruce.

      Though Stan Lee knew he shouldn’t, he simply couldn’t help himself. He had to know what was happening next door.

      Stan Lee changed into a black jogging suit, then descended the stairs of the deck, and crossed the grass toward the mansion.
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* * *

      “How could Bruce do this?” Nisa screamed. No one had a good answer, so everyone remained silent.

      The phone rang and Bebe crossed the kitchen and answered it. “It’s Bruce,” she said, holding the receiver in her outstretched hand.

      “Where in the hell are you?” Nisa snapped.

      “Where do you think?” Bruce said. “I’m at work.”

      “I called there five times and—”

      “I was starving. I went across the street for a steak,” Bruce said. “What’s with the third degree?”

      “I told you I had something special planned for us tonight,” Nisa said. “You promised you’d be here. I begged you to be on time, just this once, and—”

      “Calm down,” Bruce said. “I’m sorry. We’ll do something this weekend, okay?”

      “This weekend? Our anniversary is today, Bruce,” Nisa said and slammed the phone down.

      Declan came through the door. “Was that Bruce?”

      Kajika shot Declan a look.

      “It’s going to be okay, honey,” Bebe said.

      “I don’t want to be here when Bruce gets home,” Nisa said. “I’ve got to get out of here.”
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* * *

      Stan Lee slid along the side of the house, being careful not to be seen. When he reached the corner of the house, Stan Lee took off across the grass toward his house.

      Stan Lee was moving so fast that when he got to the stairs leading up to the deck, he slipped and fell, his prosthetics going out from under him. He picked himself up, climbed the stairs, and raced into the house.

      Bruce didn’t deserve the woman.

      He never had.

      She should be his.

      Stan Lee grabbed his bag from the corner of the hall closet and hurried to the front door. Now, where in the hell had he put the keys to the van?
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* * *

      Stan Lee started the engine and drove the van to the end of the drive, turned right on the main road, and switched off his headlights and parked. He wasn’t completely sure Bruce’s wife was going to leave the house. And even if she did, Stan Lee wasn’t at all sure she’d be alone. In any case, he’d be ready.

      It wasn’t until then—sitting in the van in the darkness—that Stan Lee realized how much he’d lusted after the woman. Yes, he’d fantasized about abducting Nisa before, but never with the idea of having her for himself—only to kill her like the others and make the Mulvaney’s pay for what they’d done.

      Then Stan Lee spotted the headlight. Not two headlights like he expected. Just one.  It was Nisa Mulvaney.

      And she was on a motorcycle.
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        Crimson Cove, Oregon

        March 6, 1986

      

      

      Alistar was on the verge of completing his most important assignment in his new role at Mulvaney Properties International. The Webb woman had failed to come up with the funds necessary to bring the taxes up to date, and the foreclosure was mere days away. Assuming no one else showed up for the auction and tried to outbid him, the lighthouse would belong to Bruce Mulvaney.

      So why had he spent the previous night in angst, tossing and turning? If he were being honest with himself, Alistar already knew.

      Taking the lighthouse from the old woman was wrong.

      Alistar also knew that Bruce Mulvaney was going to go ballistic, but he didn’t care. Evicting the old woman simply wasn’t in Alistar Ashley’s DNA.

      After working so hard, using every trick in the book to make the foreclosure happen, now Alistar had to find a way to stop it from going through.
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* * *

      Alistar pulled the Aston Martin into the parking lot of the Crimson Cove courthouse at 9:00 sharp the next morning, right when they opened, and went inside. He knew there were no tricky legal maneuvers he could use to stop the foreclosure. As such, there was only one thing he could do.

      “Help you?” the county assessor asked.

      “Yes,” Alistar said, pulling an envelope from his jacket pocket. “I’d like to pay the back taxes on the Webb estate.”

      “You’re a bit late, Son,” the assessor said. “Sheriff done served the papers on Onyx months ago.”

      “I’m aware of that,” Alistar responded. “But, according to both state and federal law, an individual has 180 days from date of service to bring their payments up-to-date.”

      The assessor chuckled. “You got any idea how much Onyx owes?”

      Alistar laid the check he’d already written on the counter. The assessor raised his eyebrows, and then checked the amount. “There’s a fifty-dollar filing fee,” the assessor said.

      Alistar opened his wallet and pulled out all the cash he had. “I’ve got forty-two dollars.”

      “Close enough.”
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* * *

      Alistar drove directly to the lighthouse and got out of his car. “Don’t shoot,” he yelled loudly.

      “You have a lot of nerve coming back here,” Onyx called from the top of the lighthouse. “You got what you wanted, didn’t you, Mr. Ashley? And now you’ve come to gloat?”

      Alistar looked up to see if he could catch a glimpse of the reclusive woman, to no avail. “Come down, Onyx. I have some good news.”

      Onyx did not respond.

      Alistar waited several minutes for Onyx to come down, watching as a sea of large gray clouds rolled inland from the ocean. Finally, he decided to give up.

      “I’m putting some papers on your door, Onyx,” Alistar called out. “They’re important, so I’d suggest you come down and get them before it rains.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a receipt for the payment on your back taxes,” Alistar said. “I made the payment myself. As of this morning, you are up-to-date. And, if you agree, effective today, I am your new lawyer.”

      Onyx remained silent.

      “Why?”

      “Let’s just say that we Brits have a strong sense of right and wrong.”

      “And I am my father’s daughter, Mr. Ashley. I do not believe in charity.”

      “Charity is for people in need, Onyx. And if ever there was a person in need—”

      “Do you have plans for Friday evening, “Mr. Ashley?”

      “What?”

      “Since I have no money, I will repay you in the only way a poor woman can,” Onyx said.

      Alistar coughed. “Perhaps I haven’t mentioned it, Onyx, but I am a very happily married man,” Alistar said.

      “It was an invitation for tea, Mr. Ashley, nothing more.”
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* * *

      The first thing Alistar did when he returned home was to call Bruce Mulvaney.

      “The lighthouse is no longer available,” Alistar said.

      “I thought it was a done deal,” Bruce snapped. “What in the hell happened?”

      “Let’s just say we Brits have a very strong sense of right and wrong,” Alistar said.

      “There’s nothing wrong or underhanded about foreclosing on a property,” Bruce snorted. “You do realize that—”

      “Yes,” Alistar said. “I have failed at my primary mission as your employee. As such, you may consider this my two-week notice. And, if you wish, I—”

      Just as Alistar was going to offer to return the Aston Martin, the line went dead. Then, without even realizing it, he found himself doing something he hadn’t done for the last six months.

      Smiling.

      “What was all that about?” Kizzy asked.

      Alistar knew the best thing was to tell the truth. As a lawyer, he’d told countless clients that the truth would set them free, and the best time to tell it was as soon as possible.

      Yet, for some reason, he didn’t.

      He lied.

      “It was one of lawyers from the firm asking if I’d like to join them for cards next Friday evening,” Alistar said.

      “That’s nice. I was afraid it was something bad,” Kizzy said, and then hurried off to do whatever it was she did with her time these days.

      Why had he lied? Alistar wondered. Was it because he was unprepared to tell his wife he’d just quit his high-paying job?

      No.

      It was because he didn’t want to explain why he was going out to a lighthouse to spend the evening having tea with an old woman.

      Onyx Webb.
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        “The world is filled with unspeakable evil, but it is also filled with unstoppable love. The only thing that matters—as long as there is one person with a single ounce of love in their heart—is that evil cannot win.”

      

        

      
        The 31 Immutable Matters

        of Life & Death

      

        

      

      

      
        
        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        It's been quite a journey. I'm so pleased you've come along.

      

        

      
        Well, it's only half way done, and the mysteries continue to build. The next few twists and turns will surprise you to no end.

      

        

      
        The billionaire Mulvaney family, piano prodigy Juniper Cole and her brother Quinn, paranormal show hosts Cryer and Fudge, and a few others try to find answers, but will they end up with more questions?

      

        

      
        Are you ready to keep binge reading?

      

        

      
        Get started now!
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