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I came out of my stretch sharply, head lifting from my knee
so I could look at Garrett. “You want to buy the house?”


My friend sat on the weight bench in front of me, a little
sweaty from the workout we’d just finished. His shirt tried to stick to his
chest, and he pulled it away with a pluck of the fingers, his blue eyes never
leaving mine.


“I actually wanted to put in an offer earlier, before that
first buyer, but you guys locked it up too fast for me to get a word in. But
the contract fell through, right?”


“Yeah, financial issues on their end.” I’d been a little
bummed by the news yesterday, resigned to another week or so of advertising. It
wouldn’t take long in this market. Houses moved blazing fast. It wasn’t
insanely priced or anything. We were only asking a little under $300,000 for it,
which I knew he could afford. Garrett had always been conservative with money,
and with the inheritance he’d gotten from his grandfather last year, he’d
definitely have a good down payment. “You like the house that much?”


“You did a great job on the place. I won’t need to do
anything to it. And it’s really close to work.” Garrett batted his eyes at me.
“Pretty please with a cherry on top?”


I snorted, coming out of the stretch altogether and
standing. “You know very well my family would want you to have it. We just
didn’t think you were ready to buy a house here yet.”


“I know I’ve only been here two months, so it might be a bit
quick for me to buy something, but…” Glancing away, he ducked his head, looking
strangely shy. “I really like the job. Our coworkers are awesome. I love
working with you again. And if it all goes well? I might get Michael on an
actual date with me in the near future.” 


Coming around to his side, I straddled the weight bench he
sat on. This was the first thing I’d heard about him and Sho. “You said that
was going okay. You making progress?”


“Yeah. Slowly.” As he rubbed at the back of his neck, a
smile chased its way over his face. “Your better half gave me some good advice,
to take things slowly and patiently with him, and it’s working. Michael’s
hanging out with me more and more, and he doesn’t get all nervous about it now
if I invite him to dinner or out for a movie. Every time we’re out together, I
see him relax just a bit more. It’s like he’s finding his feet, figuring out
how to accept me into his space.”


I’d seen that myself in the office. Sho wasn’t really a
touchy-feely person, but I’d seen him grab Garrett’s arm or hand several times
now, the touch lingering as they spoke. It was incredibly cute. 


Not that I’d say that out loud. I preferred my jaw attached.



“I’m really glad, man. For his sake and yours. I know Jon’s
been downright gleeful about whatever he’s reading off you two. Not that he’ll
tell me jack.”


“He’s strangely good about keeping confidences, for all that
he runs off at the mouth sometimes.” Garrett’s lips crooked up in a manner that
suggested he contemplated mayhem. “By any chance, do you know Michael’s ex’s
name?”


“Nooo…” I drawled out, knowing very well where he headed
with this. “But I’m sure I can find out. We need to have a chat with the man,
after all.”


“Just a small talk, make sure he understands that laying his
hands on someone else is a no-no,” Garrett agreed deadpan. “It’s a community
service, really.”


“Absolutely,” I agreed mock-somberly. “I’ll get on that. You
haven’t seen him, have you?”


Garrett hesitated a long second before he said, “I haven’t.
But sometimes there’s this dark blue car that shows up where we’re at. It
spooks Michael. Nothing ever happens, and a couple of times he’s relaxed, like
he’s realized it’s not the right vehicle. But sometimes he doesn’t. Those times
worry me.”


I bumped up finding the info to a higher priority. “I’ll
ask. But if Jon doesn’t want to tell us, we can always look it up in the court
system. The asshole’s got a restraining order against him, after all.”


“Good point. Actually, might be better to just do that.” 


Probably would. If nothing else, it wouldn’t tip our hand. I
clapped Garrett on the shoulder and then urged him into motion. “Come on. Showers.
I need to head home. Sky’s going to be at our place soon.” 


Garrett hefted his water bottle with a sly grin. “You liked
saying the ‘our,’ didn’t you.”


I snorted and shoved him playfully, heading for the men’s
locker rooms. I really had. After a full month of living with Jon—not including
our trial period—I was still a little giddy with it. My lover had relaxed his
guard utterly. No tension, no barriers between us, no anticipation things would
fall apart. I still had no idea what I’d done to get him over that final
hurdle, where he could trust in us completely, but we’d finally landed.
Whatever it was, I didn’t question it. 


The men’s locker rooms were nicer here than most places, so
I chose to shower and get changed before going home. Skylar wanted to come over
today and do some sort of software update. Sometimes that was code for ‘I don’t
want to be home, I want to hang out with you guys,’ and sometimes it really was
a software update. I’d see shortly which way the chips fell today. 


As I waved bye to Garrett, my phone rang, and I answered it
with a smile. “Mom, perfect timing. Got some news for you.”


“Oh?” my mother answered brightly. “I’ve got some
for you too. I’ll go first. Your brother just got approached by the FBI.”


I stopped dead in my tracks and belly-laughed. “So they
caught him after all?”


“I thought Jon was joking when he told us about that, but
they really were serious, weren’t they?”


“Dead serious. I mean, it sounded like a joke, but they
really were impressed with Brandon. Well, okay, hopefully he has fun switching
careers. If he gets to work with the same team I just did, he’ll have great
coworkers.”


“He’s really been at loose ends with his old job and not
happy with it, so this is a good change regardless. What’s your news?”


“Garrett wants to buy the house.” I continued my trek down
the hallways, heading for my truck outside. 


“Don! Oh, I’m happy about that, I know he’ll take good
care of the place. Why didn’t he say so earlier?”


“Said he missed his timing. But can you call the real estate
agent and tell her we have a friend who wants to buy the house? So she doesn’t
accept offers from anyone else.” 


“I will. And I’ll call Garrett too. It’ll be nice having
him close.”


Garrett’s relationship with his own family was a little
strange. They loved each other but didn’t seem to care if they stayed in
contact. They could go a full year without saying boo to each other. Garrett
actually had a better relationship with my parents than his own. He spoke to
both Dad and Mom at least once a week. 


“I’ll let you two handle that. I’ve got a teenage girl
heading to the house.”


“Skylar? She hangs out with you two often.”


“Yeah. Crap’s been happening at school and she escapes the
drama by hanging out with us. Which is fine, she’s a cool kid.” My phone rang
again in my hand, that beep beep of another incoming call, and I pulled
it away from my face to look at the screen. Jim. If Jim was calling me on a Friday
morning, odds were something had gone wrong somewhere. “Mom, boss is calling
me. Gotta let you go.”


“Sure. I’ll talk to you later.”


She hung up and I instantly accepted Jim’s call, pausing
just outside the main doors to the rec center. It was a bit cooler now with the
mid-October weather, and I enjoyed the light breeze that washed over my skin.
“Hey, Jim. Tell me something good.”


“How about something weird?” He sounded both
amused and intrigued. 


“Hey, I’m good with weird too. What’s happened?”


“There’s been a murder in Sevierville. You know where
that is?”


“Uh…east of Knoxville, I think?”


“You’re correct. About four hours from here. Anyway, the
home owner died in his own bed, in a very famous haunted mansion.”


Chills raced up and down my nerves, goosebumps raising along
my arms. I hated anything supernatural. I did not do ghosts. “I see where
you’re going with this, and I’m not a ghost hunter.”


“None of us are. I don’t think the ghost did it, and
that’s not why we’re being called in. The corpse has disappeared.”


I blinked, staring up at the bright sunny day overhead,
which was the least likely weather for a ghost story. We weren’t close enough
to Halloween for this crap either. “Wait. What do you mean the corpse
disappeared?”


“I mean exactly that. I’m not clear on the details, but
apparently only the victim’s daughter and people from the police department were
in the house. They left the room for a minute, came back in, and presto!
No body. They’ve torn the house apart looking for it, and still no idea. Now it
looks like someone there absconded with it, and they can’t continue the
investigation until everyone’s cleared.” 


This made more sense now. “And they’re calling us in to
prove who’s guilty and innocent, is that it?”


“That, and help them find the corpse. Every psychic
closer to their neck of the woods is apparently unavailable. I was the seventh
person the poor captain called, and he’s pretty desperate to get us over there
and get the ball rolling.”


“Yeah, I bet. Okay, I assume we need to go there now?”


“You assume correctly. And pack a bag. We’ll need to stay
there for at least two days.”


Four-hour trip there, work the case, stay overnight. And
that was if we could clear things up quickly, which…yeah, I wouldn’t bet on
that. Cases were never open and shut, not when we were involved. “Okay. I’m not
at home, but I’ll swing by and grab Jon. We’ll be on our way in the next half
hour. Text me the address of where we need to go.”


“Will do. You’ll probably beat us there. We need to grab
the camera and other things. And I haven’t managed to reach Carol yet.”


“Copy that. We’ll see you there.” I hung up and immediately
called Jon. It would be best to give him a head’s up, as I was still fifteen
minutes out. He answered on the third ring. “Hey, babe? We got a job.”


“Today?” he protested in a near whine. “Come on,
we’ve worked ten days straight! I had plans for you!”


“Well, now I’m upset. Fun plans?”


“I wouldn’t be upset if they were of the non-fun variety.
So what’s happened this time?”


“We got a spooky corpse conundrum in Sevierville. And babe,
I gotta tell you, this is one case I am NOT looking forward to.” 





In an hour, we were packed and on the road, leaving a
pouting Skylar behind at our place. It was a nice enough day for a drive, Jon
in the driver’s seat so I could navigate and handle any phone calls coming in.
I gave him a general update on things as we left Nashville behind us, taking 40
East in a straight shot across the state. Traffic was good to us and we made
great time. 


“Garrett wants to buy the house,” I informed Jon. 


“Hooo,” he said thoughtfully with a glance at me. “I
wondered. I’ve been picking up some interesting emotions from him recently. A
desire for stability, mostly. I think he wants to stay near you and your family.”


“Yeah, he’s always gotten along great with us. And my
parents treat him like a son, more than his own do. He doesn’t have strong ties
to his own family. Anyway, he’s going to put an offer in with us, and my mom’s
thrilled. He also said he and Sho are hanging out more. But that was the good
news.” 


Making a face, Jon sighed. “Of course there’s bad news too.
What?”


“When he and Sho go out, sometimes Sho gets really tense and
nervous. Always at the sight of a dark blue sedan.” I watched Jon carefully,
analyzing his reaction. Both of his hands tightened on the wheel to the point his
knuckles shone, a frustrated grimace pulling at his face. “That belongs to
Sho’s ex, doesn’t it?”


“When I knew him, at least, he drove a dark blue Nissan.”
Jon blew out a breath, all levels of tense. “Dammit. I thought he’d finally
given up.”


“Any reason why this guy’s stalking Sho a year after a
breakup?”


“Because he’s a controlling motherfucker who’s borderline
obsessive. Look. This is between me and you, alright?”


I nodded immediately. “Okay.”


“The reason why he hit Sho? Was because he’d go places with other
people. Even if it was just his brother. Roy—that’s his name—he wanted complete
control over Sho. He wanted Sho to ask permission before even going to Walmart.
It was insane. Sho fought with him a lot about it, and the relationship was
already at the breaking point when Roy finally lost his temper and hit him. Sho
got out immediately and called me, as I was closest to him at the time. I won’t
lie, reading Roy’s lines scared me. I knew he was a little off when I first met
him, but he’d been careful to not let me see him much after that first meeting.
I didn’t realize how badly he’d degenerated.”


Before this explanation, I’d not really understood what had
gone down. Sho hated to talk about it, and Jon felt honor bound to keep his
confidence. Knowing all this helped me understand just what I was dealing with,
but if Jon was saying this much now? When he didn’t feel it appropriate before?
Then shit really was going to hit the fan soon. My gut said so. 


“Do people really change like that? Fundamentally, I mean.”


“Yeah, all the time. Humans are all about change, for better
or worse. It’s why I won’t make snap judgements on someone I haven’t seen in a
while. I never know how they’ve changed in the interim.” Jon gave another one
of those stressed sighs. “I really wish Sho had said something to me about it.
If he’s seeing the car, it’s in direct violation of the restraining order.” 


“What’s the distance on the restraining order?”


“A mile, I think. It was either a mile or a mile and a half.
Shouldn’t be hard to manage. Sho now lives in the Mt. Juliet area, far from
where Roy was. If he’s seeing the car, it means Roy’s not ready to give up on
him yet. We need to get documented evidence and report it.”


“You think Sho hasn’t already done that?” I doubted it. Sho
wasn’t a pushover, and more than tech savvy enough. 


Jon gave me a troubled look before returning his eyes to the
road. “Yeah. You’re right, he likely has. Let’s follow up with him properly
about this after we’ve sorted out the missing corpse.” 


The conversation turned to happier topics, and time flew by
as it always did when I was with him. I did keep an eye on the GPS as we
talked, and we made the necessary turns in order to reach our destination. I
really wasn’t looking forward to the case. Ghosts gave me the absolute creeps.
Horror was so not my thing. I tried not to think about it too hard. I was
supposed to be the protector in this relationship, right? I felt like I was
failing on the job to let anything scare me. To let fear get the better of my
judgment. 


Besides, there was no such thing as ghosts, right? Right. 


We came up on a two-story brick building with a wide porch
dominating the front, the railings all in white against the orange-red brick.
It looked old. Really old. I wasn’t clear on the history of the property, but
it had that vintage older-than-dirt style. It was also occupied. An ERV, two
police SUVs with Sevierville Police Department written along the sides,
and another brand-new Ford truck were all parked along the front driveway and
the yard. 


“We’re definitely at the right place,” Jon noted as he
pulled into the gravel driveway. He had to squeeze a little into an open spot
on the right, mostly on the grass. There wasn’t any room to park, and I had a
feeling that when the rest of our coworkers got here, they’d be parking along
the street. “And it looks like everyone’s waiting for us on the front porch.” 


“Might as well go meet them while we wait on everyone else
to catch up.” I hopped out of the Humvee and closed the door with a slam before
coming around the hood to walk alongside him. 


I was curious—as outlandish as this situation was, Jon’s cases
tended to be weird. It was actually within the realm of possibility something
like this had happened before. “This has to be a first for you, right?”


He snorted, glancing up at me with a half-smile. “Corpses
don’t tend to go missing, babe. Fortunately. Well, I should say they don’t tend
to go missing after the medical examiner gets…” He came to an abrupt stop on
the grass, his eyes zeroed in on something ahead of him. 


I looked where he did, toward the porch and the three men
sitting there. One of them slowly rose, and it took only a blink for me to put
the pieces together. It was impossible to not see the resemblance. The
same thick blond hair, the same lean build, and those eyes—those penetrating,
clear blue eyes that seemed to see everything. The man was older, late fifties,
but he had to be related to Jon somehow. And judging by how much it startled my
lover? It could only be one man. 


“Dad,” Jon breathed in astonishment. 


Oh shit.


I honestly wasn’t sure if this was a good or bad thing. This
man had walked out on his family when Jon was seven years old, and to hear the others
tell it, he didn’t try to contact them once after he left. I didn’t have a high
opinion of men like that. I expected to see Jon rip him a new one, walk away,
and demand someone else at Psy take the case. One look at his expression, so
openly conflicted, told me he wouldn’t do that. 


Caleb Bane looked terrified, frankly. But he couldn’t take
his eyes from his son as he came down off the porch and crossed over to us,
stopping two feet away. He barely even registered me, his entire focus on Jon.
They were of the same height, Jon perhaps an inch shorter, and other than the
touch of grey at Caleb’s temples, it was like a mirror image. Not just
physically, either. They both looked shaken. 


For the first time since I’d met him, my Jon did something
completely against his nature. He didn’t look. He turned his face slightly
away, eyes deliberately on a random patch of nothingness, and didn’t look. 


I’d known he harbored a lot of anger and distrust because of
his father’s abandonment. I hadn’t known how deep that well ran until this
moment, when Jon refused to even face the man. Shit. 


Caleb looked steadily at his son, a gamut of emotion running
across his face. Hope, despair, regret, determination. He wasn’t looking away;
he didn’t look embarrassed or caught out; he wasn’t trying to sidestep the
awkwardness. I didn’t quite know what to make of it. 


Two other men stood on the porch, watching this play out.
One trim and older, perhaps late fifties, with a badge clipped onto his belt
that peeked out from underneath a leather jacket. He looked very, very
concerned as he watched Caleb Bane. 


The other man walked over to us, thick with age and a bit of
a beer belly hanging over his belt. He had the air of the man in charge, and
his deep-set eyes kept flicking between Jon and Caleb in curiosity. But also
with some understanding, which made me think he knew at least a little of what
was going on. 


“I’m Randy Cain, captain of the Sevierville Police
Department.”


I really wanted to take a minute and haul Jon off to the
side, talk him through this. Chaffing under the obligation of being
professional, I offered a hand. “Donovan Havili. This is my psychic, Jonathan
Bane. We’re a little ahead of the rest of our coworkers.” 


“So I see.” Cain definitely picked up on the surname and seemed
quite curious as he glanced back and forth between the staring men. “Mr. Bane,
pleasure.”


Jon turned enough to shake the man’s hand, a false smile
pinned to his face that looked so wrong it hurt just seeing it. “Captain.” 


“You, ah, know our medical examiner, Dr. Bane?”


Jon’s tone was clipped and hard. “Yes.”


“Ah.” Cain cleared his throat uneasily, but fortunately
didn’t press the matter. He gestured toward the man still waiting on the porch.
“That’s Neil Singleton, the detective on this case. He’s one of the people I
need cleared. Jonathan—can I call you that? Thanks—I called you in because I
first need my people cleared to work the scene. If someone here’s guilty of
taking off with a corpse, I need to know about it. Then I need you to find that
body.”


“I can do the first, but not the second,” Jon warned him.
“My colleague, Carol, she’s the finder. She’s on her way. I just got here
first. I’ll start interviewing everyone on scene and clear them for you. It
won’t take me long. I need someone to have a video camera set up and for you,
sir, to play official witness during the interviews. An hour, max, and we can
clear people to go back to work.”


“Sounds good. Let’s move, then.” 


We moved. I dearly wished to pull Jon aside and talk to him
about this. I didn’t know what he needed me to do in this circumstance. But he
seemed intent on remaining professional, and aside from putting me between
himself and his father, gave me little in the way of nonverbal cues. Caleb Bane
looked pained at this, his mouth opening several times, as if he wanted to say
something but couldn’t find the words. 


Since neither man could bring themselves to talk, I voted to
solve the corpse problem first, deal with family drama later. And I’d stick
with that plan until Jon told me otherwise. 


In an effort to keep things going smoothly (at least on the
surface), I kept pace with Cain as we headed inside the house. “All we got word
of was that a corpse had disappeared on scene and we needed to come question
people to find the culprit. What actually happened?”


“It’s strange altogether. You know the history of this
place, Mr. Havili?”


“Can’t say I do, sir.” Not sure I wanted to, either. Did I
really want the knowledge of how haunted this place was in my head? 


“Wheatlands Plantation is an old place. It was established in
the late 1700s and is the site of a Revolutionary battle, Battle of Boyd’s
Creek. The house itself was occupied during the Civil War as a temporary base
and winter camp. Lots of people died here, and there’s a graveyard of some
seventy or so souls on property. They used to do ghost tours through here up
until 2017, and then it was sold off beginning of this year. Sold for a song,”
Cain said over his shoulder as we stepped through the front door. “No one in
this area had the gonads to buy a haunted house. Or maybe they just had better
common sense. Anyway, the deceased was the buyer of the property. His daughter
found him dead in his bed this morning.”


I winced. That sounded far from pleasant.


The plantation house was a three-story affair with a
two-story wing coming off the back, all of it in a rustic-colored brick. The
house was in nice shape, the red roof relatively new, the white shutters on the
windows freshly painted. Stepping inside, it was much dimmer, the quarters
tight, as they typically were in old houses. The foyer was mostly eaten up by a
staircase, the dark wood of the floors and stairs making the place feel even
smaller. 


The rest of the house looked like something out of a period
movie—elaborate white trim, fireplaces in every room, stained-glass borders in
the windows, beams along the ceilings that had been painted white at some
point. The house seemed quite in decent shape, if dusty and not fully
furnished. It gave the impression of being half-moved in, and there were tools
sitting near the baseboards, as if repair work was underway. 


“Dining room?” Jon suggested to the captain.


“Sounds as good as any place. I don’t have a camera you can
use to record video with, though.”


“No, that’s fine, my colleagues will have one. They’re due
any minute.” As we gathered in the dining room, Jon stood there for a moment,
hand lightly resting on the table’s surface. To my surprise, he positively
beamed. “I love this house.”


“There’s basically nothing electronic in here; of course you
love this house,” I retorted. The men moved past us, toward the far end of the
room, and I ducked in close to whisper against Jon’s ear, “Babe?”


“I can’t,” he whispered back, pained. That bright smile
slipped off his face. His eyes fixed carefully on me, not looking anywhere
else. “I’m here to work. I can’t…I don’t even want to look at him as it is.”


Yikes, okay. I really wanted to just wrap him up and haul
him away, give him the chance to sit and breathe and process this. But the
situation wouldn’t allow it. We had a corpse to find. People to clear so they
could work the case. Every minute counted in situations like this, and we’d
already lost at least five hours just getting on site. I knew it. He knew it. 


Jonathan Bane had a spine of steel. I saw it once again as
he pulled his head up and forced his own emotions down, despite the shock that
had to be coursing through his system. His hands clenched briefly into fists at
his side as he fought his way to an equilibrium. Tilting his head, he gave me a
reassuring nod. 


“I’ve got this.”


I smiled down at him. “Even if you don’t, I’ve got you.” 
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Jon reentered the house with Carol at his heels as he filled
in our colleagues. We only had Sho, Carol, and Jim with us. It was odd to not
see Garrett—he normally found a way to work with Sho—but Jim tried to limit how
many people he had working weekends. Sho had the camera bag in one hand, the
tripod stand in the other, and I helped him set things up so he could focus on
getting the protective phone cases passed out to people. 


I could hear Cain making introductions as we worked,
everyone saying hi and shaking hands. I caught more than a few double-takes
from our colleagues when they were introduced to Dr. Bane. But I caught their
attention and shook my head no in a miniscule movement, asking them to let it
lie. We’d no doubt get questions later, but they all silently assured me they’d
leave it be for now. 


Along with the introductions came the usual warnings about
letting Jon anywhere near electronics of any sort. Sho kept it brief and to the
point. Hopefully no one goofed later. 


“Captain, how do you want to do this?” Jim asked, after
everyone found dining room chairs to sit in. “Honestly, it won’t take Jon more
than two minutes to interview each of your people. A single question will do
it. But if you want, we can take a full interview of their whereabouts and get
a timeline of where everyone was when the victim went missing.”


“Keep the stories straight, get a timeline to work from,”
Cain said approvingly. He slid off his jacket in concession to the warmer
interior of the house and smoothed back his thinning grey hair, which had been
ruffled by the cool fall breeze. “I like the way you think, Jim. Let’s do that.
Jonathan, do you mind?”


“Not at all, sir.” Jon pointed to the head of the table
invitingly. “Were you on scene when it happened?”


“I wasn’t,” Cain denied. “It was Neil, Caleb, and Victoria
on scene. Victoria escorted our witness to the hospital—she’d fainted—but Victoria’s
on her way back now.”


Nodding in understanding, Jon turned toward his father.
“Then let me start with…” He faltered, not sure how to address the man.
Clearing his throat, he started over. “Let’s start with your medical examiner.”


Amiable to this, Caleb moved to the opposite side of the
table, well within the camera’s lens. He still wore the white protective
coveralls, although he’d shed his gloves at some point. In this indoor
lighting, he looked pale. It was a tossup who looked more tense and awkward.
Caleb stared intently at his son, soaking in every detail. Jon tried very hard
to stay professional, but the little tells indicated how uncomfortable he was.
He sat at the very edge of his chair, fists clenched in his lap, and he stared
just past Caleb’s right shoulder instead of directly at the man. 


“Alright, Jon.” Sho gave the go-ahead. 


Jon rattled off his license number. Caleb stated his full
name and occupation, as well as the date and time. I stayed well out of the
way, at Sho’s shoulder as he manned the camera. Everyone else in the room
stayed quiet so as not to interfere with the camera’s mic. 


Normally, when Jon did a reading, his eyes constantly roved
over a person. It was like reading a book for him—his eyes would move from one
line to the next, never staying stationary. But after an initial look at
Caleb’s lines—something there making Jon’s expression twist before he smoothed
it back out—that’s exactly what Jon did. He fixated on one spot and didn’t look
anywhere else.


That…was really not good. He was literally refusing to read
his father. Either he saw something he didn’t like, or he was still too mad and
hurt to force himself to look. Damn, I wished I could pull him out of here.  


“Dr. Bane, walk me through the events of this morning.”


“I was called to the scene of a homicide at roughly 8:00
a.m.,” Caleb started, voice calm and unhurried. His fists were also clenched in
his lap, I noted, the strain channeled there. “I loaded my equipment into the
ERV and drove here. Detective Singleton met me at the door and escorted me up
to the second story. The victim’s daughter was in the next room, crying, and
Officer Ware was with her, trying to calm her down. I took several photographs
of the victim’s position on the bed before pulling the covers off of him. The
victim had been cut in two places—at least on the front. I didn’t have a chance
to examine the back. There was curiously not much blood—barely any, in fact. No
spray, even though one of the wounds was along an artery. I took more pictures,
as well as a sample of blood and a sample from the water glass at his bedside
table. The victim was a large man, more than I could manhandle into a body bag
myself, so I went back downstairs to ask Detective Singleton if he could help
me. He agreed, and when we returned, the corpse was gone.” 


“How long did that take you? To fetch Detective Singleton?”


Caleb thought about it for a second. “A minute? Maybe two?
He was outside. I had to step out on the porch to call to him.”


“And no one else was upstairs at that point except the two
women?”


“Correct. Well, no one that I know of. Clearly someone was,
as they made off with the corpse—”


A loud clang sounded behind me, causing us all to jump. It
had a distinctly metal ring to it, and my first thought was that some piece of
equipment had fallen. My ears tracked the source of the sound and I turned
sharply, only to find it was something else entirely. The brush of a fireplace
poker set had fallen, clattering to the wooden floor. We all stared at it, then
at each other, confused. 


“Why did that fall?” Carol moved toward it, levering it up.
“No one was near it.”


“Legend goes that one of the family was killed by a poker,”
Cain mentioned off-handedly. He stared downwards without more than a flicker of
curiosity on his round face.


I was distinctly unnerved by that information and wished,
for my sanity, he hadn’t said that. “Here?”


“No, parlor, I think.” Cain scratched his head absently. “I
used to give the tour myself back when I was a teenager. Summer job, you know.
Funny how things slip over the years. I used to have all this memorized. Don’t
worry about the interruption. Go on, Mr. Bane.”


I discreetly thumped a hand over my heart, trying to get my
nerves to settle. I really hated this house. It was doomed to give me heart
failure. I was equally glad Garrett was nowhere near us. He’d get so much
mileage out of this, it wasn’t even funny. 


Jon seemed to find the interruption inconsequential. He
picked the interview back up smoothly enough. “Dr. Bane, as far as you’re
aware, is that the only staircase leading upstairs?” 


“Well, no, there’s a second one that used to lead to the servants’
quarters. It leads down into the kitchen now. But it’s beyond narrow and
rickety. I honestly don’t know how you’d get a body down there, especially one
weighing over three hundred pounds. I wasn’t sure how I’d get him down the main
staircase, to be honest with you.” 


“I realize this question might be redundant, but please
answer. Did you take the corpse?”


“No.”


“Do you know who did?”


“No idea.”


Jon nodded, satisfied. “Thank you. For the record, this
witness spoke complete truth throughout his testimony.”


Sho hit stop on the camera and gave them a thumbs up.
“You’re done, Dr. Bane. Next!”


“It’s like an audition call,” Carol muttered under her
breath. 


I snorted a laugh, glancing down at the woman standing next
to me. “It kinda is.” Raising my voice a notch, I imitated a TV commercial.
“Even you can be a corpse-thief. Just visit your local haunted mansion
to audition!”


She snorted a laugh and smacked me lightly on the arm.
“Stop. That’s so wrong. But seriously, how did anyone move a body that heavy in
two minutes, down narrow stairs, past three cops?”


“It’s like one of those locked-room mysteries,” I agreed
thoughtfully. I could move that much weight by myself, but it would sound like
bragging to say so. 


Eyeing me from head to toe, Carol ventured, “I bet you could
move something that heavy.”


Fortunately, I had a Carol to say things like that for me.
“Yeah, probably.” 


Of course Jon heard this and pitched in from the table,
“He’s carried me down stairs before. Twice. I’m 150 pounds, so…two of me is
within the realm of possibility. Gentlemen, no offense, but I don’t think
anyone else here could do that.”


“None taken,” Neil responded dryly, dropping into the chair
his colleague had just vacated. He’d taken off his leather jacket at some
point, revealing a shoulder holster with a Glock still in place. A lean and fit
man, he carried himself confidently, even when being questioned. He settled
into the chair like he owned the place. “Not many people can. Which means we’re
likely looking at two people.”


“Possibly three, depending on how strong they are. Dead
weight’s harder to shift.” Cain did not look particularly pleased with this
possibility. Then again, it didn’t reflect well on his department that they had
lost a body. 


“Okay, Detective, your turn.” Jon rolled his head from side
to side before giving Sho a nod to start recording. Caleb stood off to the
side, unabashedly staring at his son with hungry eyes. Jon resolutely ignored
him. The detective, interestingly enough, flicked a glance at Caleb in warning,
waving his hand down near his thigh in a chill, man sort of gesture.
These two men were at the very least close friends.


Jon either missed the byplay or was determined to ignore
anything not work related. He went through license number, date, and time once
again before starting. “Detective Singleton, walk me through the events.”


“We got the call at about 7:00 a.m. The victim’s daughter,
Maggie Witherspoon, called it in. I immediately responded with Officer Ware. Once
we were on scene and had verified Richard Witherspoon was deceased, I called
our medical examiner. He arrived at about 8:30. Officer Ware sat with the
victim’s daughter to get her statement, and I went outside to see if I could
find any signs of forced entry. At about a quarter to nine, Dr. Bane called to
me, asking for help moving the corpse. I agreed and went upstairs with him,
only to find the victim missing.” 


Jon nodded at the straightforwardness of the account. “I
see. Did you see any signs of someone else on the property?”


“No, but I also didn’t get all the way around the house
before I was called back in.”


“Did you see any signs of the house being broken into?”


“It wouldn’t have been necessary, honestly. I found three
unlocked windows and a side door, also unlocked.”


Ouch. That wasn’t a good idea. Then again, I knew most
people out in the country didn’t bother to lock their doors. The crime rate was
so low, there was no point. 


“Detective, I must ask: Did you move the corpse?”


“I did not. I don’t know who did, either, although you can
rest assured I’ll figure that out.” Neil had a gleam in his eye that promised
pain when he did catch up with the murderer.


“Thank you.” Jon seemed relieved to say to the camera, “This
witness spoke nothing but truth during his testimony. You’re clear, Detective.”


“Thanks.” 


Cain cleared his throat. “Mr. Bane, on second thought,
question me. I don’t want someone to ask why I wasn’t cleared later. Best get
it done now.” 


“Sure, Captain. Have a seat.” 


It was almost redundant. We all knew the captain had nothing
to do with this. He was right, though, that IA might jump on him later when
reviewing this case. Jon once again repeated license number, date, and time, as
if he hadn’t already done it multiple times. 


“Captain, were you at this location at any time before being
called in by Detective Singleton?”


“No.”


“Do you have any idea where the corpse is?”


“No.”


“Do you have any idea who might have taken it?”


“I wish, and no.” 


Jon gave him a slight smile. “The witness spoke complete
truth. You’re clear, sir.” 


“Thank you.” Cain didn’t pop up, but shifted to a more
comfortable semi-slouch in the chair. 


Well, with both the main interviews over, I was sure my
boyfriend sat more at ease now. Officer Ware still wasn’t back on site, and I
turned to Carol to ask, “Can you do a quick search for the body now?”


“I don’t see why not?” She looked at the two bosses for
approval. “The faster I can find it, the better, now that we’ve got your people
mostly cleared.”


Cain urged her ahead. “Yes, yes, go. What do you need?”


“The camera, you as a witness, and something from the body.
Dr. Bane—”


“Caleb, please,” he urged, with a charming smile I
recognized well. So that smile was hereditary, was it?


Carol unbent enough to smile back. “Caleb. You said you took
a blood sample earlier. You still have that?”


“Yes, of course. You can use that? Then I’ll fetch it.” He
immediately went out of the house and toward the ERV. The hopefully locked ERV.
I wouldn’t put it past our murderer to somehow try and take off with the samples
too.


Carol pulled out a map from her purse, which she spread out
along the table’s surface. She must have stopped at a gas station or the
Chamber of Commerce or something, because it was a map of the county. Then
again, she knew they were missing a corpse. Of course she had stopped to get a
local map of the area before coming. It would be hard for her to pinpoint a
location without it. 


Jon stepped out of the way and came to stand at my side
again. It took a little maneuvering on his part. The table took up most of the
room; squeezing around it and everyone else gathered inside required dexterity.
As he slipped around, he explained to Detective Singleton, “She’s one of the
best I’ve seen when it comes to locating lost objects. She needs a few minutes
to set up her tools, but we should get a fix on a location within a few
minutes. Carol can tell us within a fifty-yard circumference where something is
on a bad day. On a good day, she can get even closer than that.” 


“So you’re saying I need to be ready to move out quick.” Singleton
was already reaching for his jacket, slipping it back on, grey eyes alert as he
watched Carol’s every move. 


“Yup. We all will.” 


Caleb came back in bearing a small screw-top bottle with a
white lid and handed it over to Carol. “You don’t need to open this, do you?”


“No, just having it here is fine. Thank you. Alright,
everyone ready?”


She got all affirmatives and rattled off date and license
number before starting her reading. Carol held the blood in one hand as she
focused her energy. The soft, blue light coming from her hand at first covered
the entire map before zeroing in, becoming denser and more concentrated as it
focused onto a single point. Lips pursed, she announced, “It’s still on the
property.”


“Can you focus that any more?” Jim asked hopefully. 


Not taking her eyes from the map, Carol nodded. “I think so.
Yes, it’s towards the back…here. In this area. What’s over here?”


Cain came to look over her shoulder, eyes narrowing as he
focused. “Damn, I can barely see that without my glasses. But I think that’s
where the cemetery is on property. Alright, let’s head out back, people. And
hustle. I realize it’s been several hours, but maybe we can catch this guy
today. Can I have someone stay behind to watch the equipment, just in case?”


“Sho and I will do that,” Jim volunteered. 


“Thankee. We’ll be back shortly.” 


I followed the crowd outside, and we more or less broke out
in a jog at the same time. Those of us who had weapons drew them, myself
included, although I kept it in a two-hand grip and pointed it toward the
ground as I ran. Five hours had passed, so likely the perp was long gone, but
cautious people lived longer. 


The back of the property was typical of this area. Soft,
rolling hills of green grass interrupted by thick copses of trees. This time of
the year, coming up on winter, the landscape reflected different shades of fall,
the leaves a vibrant mix of reds, golds, and oranges. Picturesque as a postcard—or
it would have been, if we weren’t chasing after a body. The air felt crisp and
cool against my skin, and I absently wished I’d worn a slightly thicker jacket.



“I smell bacon,” Caleb said suspiciously, his nose flaring
like a bloodhound’s. His short blond hair ruffled in the wind as he turned his
head this way and that, searching for the source of that scent. “Lord, that’s
not good.”


I swore as I took in his meaning. Burned bodies smelled
incredibly like fried bacon. “Shit. He’s not trying to bury the evidence—he’s trying
to burn it. Anyone see smoke?”


“No, but I can smell it. It’s close.” Cain picked up the
pace, gun still drawn and pointed toward the ground as he moved. For a man
carrying a good extra eighty pounds of weight, he could certainly move when of
the mind to. 


We rounded a copse of trees and the question became moot.
Not only did we see the smoke the trees had hidden from our view before, we saw
a bonfire perhaps a hundred yards from us, blazing merrily along, a dark trail
of smoke wafting into the clear blue sky. The body appeared to be sitting on a
rough bed of discarded timber. It didn’t take a genius to figure out where it had
come from—an abandoned pickup with a load of firewood sat nearby. 


“Fucking hell, shit!” Caleb snarled. He raced
forward, diving into the truck and coming up with an axe. He sprinted the rest
of the way to the body, moving so quickly he nearly banged his hip into the
truck’s hood, then slid the axe under the torso of the half-burned corpse. His
attempt to roll it off the burning wood failed, the body sliding back down in a
sickening crunch. 


“Oh god.” Jon looked distinctly green. He stumbled off to
the side, breathing deeply. Carol looked ready to join him. 


It wasn’t a pretty sight, seeing a body burned like this,
but unfortunately, after several tours in Afghanistan and Iraq, I’d seen my
share of them. I went directly to Caleb, snagging another long log from the
back of the pickup as I moved. “You get the hip, I’ll do the shoulder.”


“I’ve got the legs,” Cain barked. “Get the tip under, we’ll
roll on three. One, two, three!”


The body reluctantly rolled, although we lost a few digits
in the process. The corpse was pretty fried, indicating it’d been smoldering
for a while. Fortunately, whoever had tried to burn the body hadn’t put enough
wood on the fire, so it wasn’t completely destroyed. It still smoked, and what
little clothing remained smoldered and burned along the edges. But we couldn’t
roll the corpse again; it didn’t have the integrity to hold together.


Caleb stared morosely down at the body, and I think if the
murderer had been present, Caleb would have strangled them with his own hands.
“The fire didn’t erase all evidence, hopefully, but it’ll sure make things
harder. Dammit. Thanks, Mr. Havili. I’m not sure if anyone else could have
helped without losing their breakfast.” 


“Speaking of…” I turned to look and sure enough Jon was bent
over, almost dry-heaving. “I better get him out of here.”


“Go,” Caleb encouraged with his own concerned look at his
son. 


I dropped the log in my hands and skirted the fire, heading
straight for Jon. Carol hung off of his shoulder, also green and making
distressed noises. Wrapping an arm around both of them, I got them in motion.
“Back to the house. Steady as we go.” 


Carol leaned in against me, breathing deeply, although
shakily. “Jon shouldn’t be bad with mangled corpses. He’s the son of two
medical examiners.”


“Don’t say mangled,” Jon groaned in protest. “Donovan, make
her behave.”


“Like I have any control over this woman. And Carol, Lauren
shouldn’t count. She doesn’t have to slice anyone open or burn them to a crisp to
do her job.” 


“Still,” she maintained, almost gagging. “God, I won’t be
able to face bacon for a while after this.” 


I kept them steady as I walked them back to the house,
keeping an eye out for anyone else in the area as I moved. Odds were, the suspects
were long gone. Still, I stayed cautious as we headed back in. My sixth sense
was tingling. I had the distinct feeling something was watching. My eyes roved,
searching, but I didn’t see anything to explain—no wait. Was that a shadow in
the tree line? It had looked humanoid in shape.


My feet slowed and I stared hard at the spot. The fine hairs
on the back of my neck rose because, honestly, I didn’t know what I’d
seen—flesh or spirit. 


Jon lifted his head and looked too. “What?”


“Thought I saw something.” 


“Something or someone?” Carol pressed, shifting uneasily under
my arm. 


“That’s the question. Let’s get under cover.” I did not want
to be out in this open, clear ground if something was coming. I had nothing
safe to put these two behind. We picked up our pace for the rest of the
distance and I kept my eyes peeled. Still, I saw nothing else indicating we’d
had a watcher. Was it just this place that had spooked me?  


Once we reached the back door, I shuffled them inside to
chairs and fetched two water bottles standing on an open shelf. They both drank
deeply, trying to wash the scent out of their mouths. I knew that reaction and
the futility of it well. 


Carol was halfway through her bottle, staring at Jon
sideways, when she ventured, “So…Dr. Bane is…?”


“My father, yeah.” Jon let the bottle drop to loosely hang
between his knees, staring blindly at the dark kitchen cabinets. “No, I had no
idea he was here. I haven’t seen him in…god. Eighteen years? No one’s heard
from him in that long, either.” 


I dropped down onto my haunches, placing my hands over his.
“You saw something in his lines earlier.”


Those clear, sky-blue eyes came down to meet mine. Sometimes
Jon studied me so thoroughly I felt like he could see right through me.
Sometimes, too, I could tell he wanted to see nothing at all. Right now, he was
torn between the two. 


Sucking in a deep breath, he dipped his head in
confirmation. “I saw a lot. Too much. I don’t want to look and see anything
more.” 


If this had been a criminal or a witness, I had no doubt Jon
would be able to make more sense of the lines. He’d be able to rattle
information off like he always did. It was his own emotions that blinded him in
this moment. He was too hurt to process anything, and I knew better than to
push. The trick here was not to up the pressure, but to lower the wall. “What
do you want to do, babe? If you want to leave now, I’ll take you home.”


Before I could get the full sentence out, he shook his head.
“No. No, I need…I don’t know what I need.” 


I’d more or less expected that answer. “Then let’s hang out
here a bit longer. You still need to clear that last officer, anyway. Your dad
has to get a body under wraps. Maybe you’ll want to talk to him after the
work’s been squared away.” 


“Okay.” 


Carol, perhaps sensing he needed a minute, popped up. “I’m
going to clear the table.” 


As she left the kitchen and went into the dining room, I
took the chair she vacated. Jon immediately leaned into my side, and I wrapped
an arm around his shoulders, holding him tenderly. I didn’t say anything. I
didn’t need to. Sometimes even the strongest man needed a minute. 
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“How the hell did the body get moved all the way out there?”
Cain demanded in frustration. 


We were all back in the dining room—or most of us, at least.
My father and Detective Singleton stayed to deal with the body, Singleton
coming back only to get the ERV and drive it back to the corpse. What was left
of the corpse. The rest of us weren’t as inclined to be around, although Jim
stayed with them as support/protection in case the perps came back to finish
the job. 


“We’ll need to ask them when they return,” Donovan said
thoughtfully, arranging his long legs off to the side of the somewhat short
dining table. “But Singleton said he’d checked everything around the house,
trying to find the body. I can’t imagine he’d miss something obvious.”


“For that matter, I checked around the house while we were
waiting on you to show up,” Cain said, a taut, stressed sound of compressed air
escaping his mouth as he dropped heavily into a chair. “I didn’t see anything
either. And that damn truck with the wood, that wasn’t parked out there. It was
parked near the woodshed.”


“So they at least used that to move the body.” Sho cocked
his head at Donovan. “Could you move a three-hundred-pound body silently down
those narrow stairs, hide it somewhere, then move it again to the truck without
tipping anyone off?”


Donovan gave him a bland look. “I love how everyone keeps
asking me that question.”


“You’re the only one I know strong enough to pull something
like this off.” Sho’s mouth quirked. “I promise I don’t think you did it.”


With a put-upon sigh, Donovan patiently answered the
question. “Yes. I think I could have done it. How, I’m not sure. If two cops
thoroughly checked the area around the house, I can’t imagine both failed to
see it. He had to have a very, very clever place to hide it.” 


“If it was such a clever place, then why—” Cain cut himself
off, eyes darting to Carol, who was sitting beside me. “Of course. You guys.
I’ll bet you anything he saw your arrival, knew a psychic could find the body
no matter where he’d hid it, and panicked. Figured he had to at least destroy
as much evidence as possible before you found it.”


“All our attention was focused on coming in and getting set
up for the readings,” Carol pointed out, nose crinkling up in frustration. “It
wouldn’t have been difficult to start up the truck and move the body. He had a
window of a good ten minutes when we were all in here, not paying attention to
the back side of the house. I wish now we’d searched for the corpse first.” 


“Protocol says I have to clear my people of suspicion
first,” Cain said with another pent-up sigh of stress. His lines of regret and
frustration beat like a drum. He clearly wished he’d ignored protocol and
searched for the corpse too. 


I had nothing to add to this, not really. This part of the
investigation was outside my wheelhouse. Still, I felt like Cain might need a
little help on this one, and since I was already here… “Captain. I’m sure the
victim’s daughter is under suspicion for this, considering she was the only one
in the house last night. If you’d like, I can go to the hospital and interview
her, determine if she’s part of the case one way or another.” 


Cain gave me a thankful nod. “Anything helps at this point.
I don’t think she was part of this, the girl was very distraught at finding her
father, but it’ll be good to clear her. And she might know something that will
help us make sense of this. Right now, I have no idea who could have had the
motive. Richard Witherspoon moved in about two months ago from New York. He
barely knew anyone here.”


“So maybe trouble followed him from New York?” I made a
mental note to prod that line of inquiry. “Alright. I’ll ask. I’ll need a
witness for the questioning, so would you like to go with me?”


“All the same, I’ll send Detective Singleton with you. It’s
Neil’s case. And I’ve already spoken with your boss about this. I’d like for
you all to stay a few days, help us drum up some clues. We’re shorthanded at
the moment, and since I’m paying for you to be here, I might as well get my
money’s worth.”


I had mixed emotions about this. I wouldn’t mind seeing the
case through. But I also didn’t really want to talk to my father. Did I want to
be stuck here for several more days? 





I didn’t just sit there twiddling my thumbs. When the last
officer, Victoria, came back to the house, she was elated we’d found the corpse
in her absence. As expected, she’d had nothing to do with its initial
disappearance. She was a delicate thing, on the petite side, so there was no
real question of her being able to move a corpse on her own anyway. I
interviewed her for the sake of being thorough and little else. 


As I worked, I avoided my father as much as possible.
Frankly, I harbored a lot of anger about being abandoned. I’d loved my father
as a child—downright adored him. He’d been a great parent, up until the
divorce. He used to take me fishing and camping all the time. We’d sit for
hours with a tub of Legos and build things before staging battles to knock our
constructed forts down again. It was why it had hurt so much when he abruptly
disappeared. I’d been loved one minute, abandoned the next. Worse, I’d been
stuck with Rodger as a poor substitute. 


Had something gone wrong? Was there some part of the story I
was missing? His lines made me think so. The emotions coming off him promised a
different ending than the one I’d been handed. It scared me. I’d let go of all
hope to have this man in my life again. To be handed that chance once more….


The last of the trace evidence he’d found was neatly put
away into the ERV. Locking it up, Caleb hesitated and looked straight at me. I ducked
around Donovan to avoid looking at him. I really wanted nothing more than to
get out of here. 


Doing that put me face-to-face with Sho, and his lines
practically shouted unease. I stopped dead and thankfully focused on something
other than the mess of emotions in my own head. “Sho? What’s up?”


He responded, but mostly he looked to Donovan as he did so,
his dark eyes flicking between the two of us. “When you guys were out, chasing
down the body, did you see someone in the woods?” 


“I thought I saw a shadowy figure in the woods, yeah. Wasn’t
sure if it was my imagination or not, it was there and gone so quickly.” Donovan’s
stance shifted, and it was one I recognized, that protective flare as his
instincts kicked in. “Why? Did you see something, Sho?”


“Yeah. Yeah, I thought I did. Someone ran past the side of
the house. I caught a glimpse through the window. I tried to follow it, but by
the time I got outside, he was gone. You don’t think it was the murderer, do
you?”


Doubt flowed clear and heavy in his lines, which made me
curious. “Why do you ask?”


“Well…for just a split second I thought it was someone I
knew. But I don’t know anyone in Sevierville, so it could have just been me
seeing things. I really only got a split-second glimpse.”


“Either way, we need to report this and be on the lookout
for this guy.” Donovan also looked distinctly uneasy, and it tied into a fear I
barely knew he had. Not that I could read what it was, precisely. 


This was getting curiouser and curiouser. Why did I get the
feeling both of them weren’t telling me something? 


“Sho, did you report this to Cain?”


“I did, yeah.” 


“There’s not much more we can do at this point,
unfortunately. Let’s load up and go to the hotel.” 


I’d never been so happy to leave a crime scene and hopped on
that suggestion with alacrity. I saw my father hovering next to the ERV, and he
might have tried to call out to me, but I kept my face away from him. If he
tried to speak, I didn’t see it. 
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I let Donovan drive to the hotel that evening. I was too
distracted by the thoughts in my own head to pay much attention to the road. He
did so quietly, not asking any questions, letting me think. My Donovan was good
at that, letting me take things at my own pace. I always wondered if it was a
natural ability or a developed skill he’d picked up. 


Right now, I felt lost in my own head. My emotions were so
tangled together I really couldn’t figure out how to sort them out, or even
prioritize them. Was I glad I’d seen my father again? Angry? Hurt at his
abandonment? 


All of that, and more. 


Mostly I was confused on how to react to what I had seen.
He’d felt guilty, yes, but happy to see me. Eager, even. And that brief glimpse
I’d had of his emotions so thoroughly contrasted with the man I thought I knew,
I felt stumped. 


Some instinct pried my mouth open to ask, “Donovan? What was
your take on him?”


He glanced at me, brows lifting in surprise. “On your
father?”


“Yeah. You’re good at reading people. Tell me your
impressions.” 


If he thought my request strange, he didn’t let on. Donovan
understood that because of my eyes, I didn’t see people the same way the rest
of humanity did. He often caught things I missed because my eyes were on the
meridian lines, and his were on body language. 


“He struck me as a man very, very happy to see his son. Lost
on how to reach out to you, definitely wishing he could turn back time, but
happy to see you. Hurt you wouldn’t talk to him, but understanding, too. Like
he didn’t expect you to want to talk to him.” 


Shit. I didn’t doubt Donovan. All I saw when I looked at my
father was guilt, because frankly, that’s all I really wanted to see. I was
failing to use my talent fully. And wasn’t that a laugh? 


He slowed the Humvee to make a turn, and though he didn’t
touch me, his voice reached out to me like a caress. “Babe, I know you’re
really torn up about this. I can’t empathize. I just know what I’m seeing, and
I know you. That man’s dying to reconnect with you, at least speak to you, but
he’s also aware you’re too hurt and angry to talk to him just yet.”


I leaned across the divide and put my forehead against his
shoulder. He lifted his free hand to ruffle my hair, his palm warm and
comforting over the back my head. “You think I should talk to him.”


“Haven’t you always wondered why he left?”


As impossible as it was, I tried to burrow into him further.
“I know why he fucking left.”


“Do you? You told me he couldn’t meet your eyes, that he was
afraid of your ability and what you were seeing. But the entire time we were
there, he never shied from you. He never tried to hide. He put himself in your
path several times.”


Was Donovan right? I’d been so busy trying to face any other
direction, to not look, that I couldn’t be sure if he was or not. I trusted his
observational skills, though. And if he was right, then that raised a whole new
crop of questions. 


“Babe, I don’t know what went down back then. You don’t
either. You’ve got your mother’s and sister’s takes on it, and Rodger’s, and
none of them are exactly impartial witnesses. Don’t you want to see, with your
own eyes, and get the truth from him? Even if you can’t forgive him for it, at
least you’ll know. It might give you closure.” 


That did sound good. I was very tired of this painful scar
on my heart. If I could heal it, or at least dull the pain to something I could
ignore, that’d be blissful. Doing that required talking to him, though, and I
wasn’t sure if I wanted to do that. 


“I do think, if nothing else, you need to tell your sister
you’ve seen him,” Donovan added. 


Picture a little hamster in my mind. It runs on a wheel. The
wheel just stalled, and there’s a jam somewhere, and it won’t turn, and the
hamster doesn’t know what to do. 


Just. What? “Natalie?”


“Why are you using her name like you don’t know who I’m
talking about? Yes, Natalie. Doesn’t she deserve to know you’ve seen him?”


Well, yes, but, “She’ll ask me questions I have no answers
for.”


“That sounds like a Jon problem.”


I smacked him with that flat of my palm. 


“Ow! Babe, I’m driving!”


“You’re supposed to be loving and supportive,” I groused at
him. 


“That does mean occasionally pushing you to do things for
your own good, you know. And if you don’t call her tonight, I’ll text her.” 


I made a mental note to do something mean to him later. He
was a deep sleeper, so the possibilities of ambushing him in the dead of night
were good. 


Telling Natalie about today did not appeal to me one iota. I
forced my mind close to that thought a few times, only to have it scream and
shy away at the last minute like a nervous dog meeting a bath. Did Donovan have
a good point? Of course he did. And if Natalie heard about it from someone else
first, my life would be forfeit. She’d murder me herself. 


Utterly resigned, I sighed noisily. “At least feed me
first.” 


“I wouldn’t stress you out that badly on low blood sugar.
Give me some credit.”


Good to his word, he did feed me. Donovan checked us into
the hotel and threw our bags into the room. I stayed in the Humvee. Frankly, it
was easier for him to navigate all those electronics without me there. Then he
came back, we picked a good-looking restaurant from a Yelp review, and went
back out. 


Dinner didn’t take nearly as long as it should have. We were
back to the hotel within an hour. I curled up on the king-sized bed and looked
around me, more carefully than I normally would have, trying to find an excuse
to avoid this phone call. I was nervous about telling Natalie, and I wasn’t
entirely sure why. The feeling hovered like a red-hot spiked ball in my chest,
and if I didn’t know better, I’d have labeled it bad acid reflux. 


Unfortunately, the hotel room was utterly bland and
unremarkable. White bedding, white curtains, that dark blue carpet hotels
seemed to favor, and a single bland landscape on the wall. I sighed and gave
Donovan a nod, like a prisoner to his executioner. I was ready for the axe. 


He seemed mildly entertained by my theatrics—the
rat—although he didn’t comment. Pulling free his cell, he pulled up her number
and got it ringing before setting it on speaker and placing it on a pillow in
front of me. I stayed seated on the bed and carefully didn’t shift, so as not
to upset the balance of the phone. 


Donovan headed for the bathroom, and presumably a shower, as
the phone call connected. 


“Hi, Donovan,” my sister greeted cheerfully. I gave
the cheer another three seconds before it disappeared like melting polar
icecaps. 


“It’s, uh, actually me calling.”


“Oh, hello my other brother.”


“Other brother? Nice, sis. I feel loved.”


“As you should,” she teased. 


Clearly Natalie was in fine form tonight. Shame I was about
to spoil that. I sucked in a deep breath and tried to say it all in one breath.
“Nat. I’ve got some news to share. Not sure if it’s good or bad.
Isawourfathertoday.”


Dead silence. 


The phone made weird noises, as if being jostled on the
other end, and then I heard Aaron’s voice. “Donovan? What did you
just say?”


“Aaron, it’s Jon. Is Nat okay?”


“It looks like someone just flipped a switch in her.
She’s frozen solid and making croaking noises. I’ve literally never seen this
reaction from her. What did you say?”


“I saw our father today,” I repeated, wincing. Hopefully she
hadn’t been doing anything semi-dangerous. I should have checked that first. 


Aaron let out a low whistle. “Yeah, that would do it.
How, um, was he?”


“I...really don’t know how to answer that question. He’s a
medical examiner at the Sevierville PD. I’m out here for a case and ran into
him while working. He’s…” I stopped, unsure of what else to say. 


Natalie found her voice again and demanded, “What?
He’s what? Did you talk to him?”


“Barely. All work related. I couldn’t bring myself to say
anything else to him. Or really look at him.”


She digested this with another long pause that played havoc
with my nerves. “You didn’t look at him.”


I put both hands over my face and rubbed at the bridge of my
nose, my head tight with building pressure. I’d get a stress headache at this
rate. 


When Natalie spoke again, it was with a wealth of compassion,
but also with the big sister tone she’d used against me most of my life. “Jon.
I understand fully why you’d hesitate to face him. I get it, I do. But I need
answers. We both need answers. And you’re the one next to him. I need you to
look. I need you to talk to him.” 


After all she had done for me, I couldn’t deny her this
request. Natalie so rarely asked anything of me, but she’d moved her entire
world around for me when I was younger. She still did occasionally, when I needed
the help. And she was right, we both needed answers. It required me doing
something I really wanted to duck and avoid, but that was part of being an
adult. Unfortunately. 


“Okay. Tomorrow, I’ll find a way to talk to him. I can’t
promise I’ll ask everything you’ll want to know, though.”


“That’s fine, I don’t expect you to. I’ll come to him and
demand my own answers, if it comes to that. I just need you to look at him,
properly look at him, and tell me if you see any remorse about how he left. I
still remember a loving, supportive father. If there’s any part of that man
left, I want to know.” 


She’d had more time with our father than I had. It was what
made the betrayal worse for her. Of course she’d need answers, more than I did
in a way. I didn’t remember Caleb Bane all that well, just the memory of his
absence. “Alright.”


“If this is too much, or if you want to pass it on to me,
tell me. Get his number and I’ll call him,” she tacked on, tone filled with
sympathy. “I’m sorry to put this on your shoulders. But I think you need to
do this for yourself too.”


“You and Donovan are both saying the same thing.” I breathed
out in a steady stream of air, trying to relieve the stress. “Okay. I’ll try,
at least.”


“That’s all I ask.” 
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Jim texted to say Captain Cain wanted us to do one more
interview before we headed back to Nashville. None of us had packed more than a
change of clothes, so we needed to head back regardless, at least temporarily.
I hadn’t slept well the night before—hotel beds were always too hard for me—so
it was a relief to get up the next morning. I’d been too worried about Jon to
really rest properly, even if the beds hadn’t been torture racks in a previous
incarnation. Jon and I were both foggy as we took showers, shaved, got dressed,
and repacked.


It took some shuffling around, but we eventually made it to
the parking lot. Jim and Carol had already packed up and gone, but Sho was
loading his equipment into the back of the Humvee, re-arranging things to make
it all fit neatly. 


Jon went to him, keeping a careful three-foot distance from
the case, and asked, “You don’t mind the quick stop at the hospital? The
interview with the victim’s daughter shouldn’t take more than thirty minutes.”


“Sure,” he agreed readily. “I can ride with you back to
Nashville afterwards, assuming you’re willing to stop by the office so I can
get my car.” Leaning in, he asked, “How is it? Seeing your dad again after so
long?”


“Bit of an emotional rollercoaster,” Jon admitted frankly. “I
haven’t talked to him properly, but I need to.” 


He nodded in understanding. 


Since parking lots were apparently the place to have a
heart-to-heart, Jon pinned him with a look. “You’ve seen Roy’s car following
you recently, haven’t you.”


Sho stared back at him unhappily, arms crossed defensively over
his chest. “I took a picture and reported it each time.”


That made me feel better. “Good. And?”


“Cops have tried the address they have on file for him each
time, and the last reported work place, but he’s not at either anymore.” Sho
rubbed at his forehead, grimacing. “He’s elusive, and because he hasn’t done
anything, they’ve put him at low priority. If they catch him, fine. But him
possibly stalking me isn’t enough to demand their attention. You know how busy
the cops are these days. They’re always swamped with work.”


I knew it. I had to wonder how many crimes went unsolved
because the cops were overworked and exhausted. They just didn’t have the time
or energy to track down clues and suspects the way it should be done. I didn’t
blame them. They were human, after all. They needed rest like everyone else.
But in circumstances like this, when my friend was the one in possible danger,
it did rankle. 


“Dammit.”


Something of a blush tinted Sho’s cheeks as his eyes dropped
from ours. “Garrett’s been picking me up in the mornings and taking me home.
Just in case. He said no point in giving the guy an opening to ambush me.” 


Sho’s fighting prowess lay in the realm of computers and
technology. He was trained to use firearms—we all were—but still, I wasn’t sure
if he had it in him to pull the trigger if he needed to. Knowing Garrett had
already stepped in let me breathe easier. “Okay. Good. We can get Carol to
trace his location—”


He shook his head, cutting me off. “Don’t you think I’d
already have requested it? But I need at least two people to track him down,
and for her to do multiple readings, and you know how taxing that gets for her.
She can’t comfortably do more than three a day, and we’ve been slammed recently.”


Jon blew out a breath. “Yeah. That’s unfortunately true.
Okay. We’ll just need to keep watch for him. We’ll find a moment to resolve
this later, after this case is solved. And the next time you see that car, you
call us. Donovan will help Garrett haul him out into the open and we’ll march
him into the station ourselves.”


Sho nodded, face bright with anticipation. “I will. Thanks.”



Detective Singleton pulled up in his red pickup truck,
parking right beside us. He got out and gave us a wave in greeting. “Morning. Ready
to go?”


“Sure.” Jon pulled out keys and headed for the driver’s side.



Singleton climbed into the front with Jon to play navigator.
None of us knew where the hospital was, and while I could GPS that, it was
easier for Singleton to lead the way. He took a good look around the vehicle as
he strapped in. I could tell from his expression his inner child was a little
jealous. Jon got that reaction a lot from men. Some part of them wanted that
hulking vehicle to play with. 


“Where to?” Jon asked, as Sho and I loaded up in the back. 


“Take a right. We’ll need to go out to the 66 and take a
left.” 


Jon started up the engine and followed his directions. 


Singleton turned in his seat so he could address all three
of us. “I’ve not worked with psychics much, and certainly not a full agency
before, so answer a question for me. Do you just dip in? Come in, find
evidence, do interviews, then go home? Or do you take a case on fully until it’s
solved?”


“A little of both,” Sho answered. “Usually the former,
although we occasionally have a case we see through. Usually because there’s
not enough clues for the police to solve on their own. Sometimes because
there’s not enough manpower and they borrow us. Why do you ask, Detective?”


“Call me Neil, please. We’re a mix of both at the moment,” Neil’s
eyes stayed on Jon, and while I had no doubt his words were the truth, an
ulterior motive lurked there as well. “Half the station is out with the flu.
And the only viable clues we had on this just got burned to a crisp. I’m not
sure how much Caleb can pull from the remains that will help us.” 


I didn’t see an issue, except we hadn’t packed for more than
an overnight trip. “I certainly don’t mind. But it means some of us will need
to pack for a more extended stay, then find a hotel somewhere here. And I’m not
sure how long we could stay. We have other cases demanding our attention in
Nashville.”


“But if we formally requested you, could you?”


“In theory, sure. But you need to run that by Jim. He’s the
one in charge of our schedules.” 


My eyes went to Jon, but I couldn’t read him from my angle,
so I couldn’t figure out how he felt about this. He didn’t protest it, though. 


 “Then I’ll poke the captain, see if he’ll go for the idea.”
Neil relaxed back into the chair. “I do admit I’m a bit stymied at this point.
There’s no good suspects for this case. I don’t think the daughter did it.” 


“You don’t suspect her at all?”


“No. She was honestly distraught at his death. Could barely
get a full word out of her, she was crying so hard. And she’d need an
accomplice to pull it off, but she came down here alone. Or at least, I haven’t
found any sign anyone followed her here. Frankly, I don’t see the motive. Maybe
his inheritance, but I’m not sure how much Richard Witherspoon was worth.
Haven’t had the chance to pull financials yet. Jon, you’ll be able to see if
she had a hand in this, right?”


“Correct,” he confirmed, slowing down to take the turn onto
the two-lane highway. 


“How does that work, exactly? What are you seeing when you interview
a suspect?”


“It shows up in their aura, specifically along their lines,”
Jon explained. “Everyone has an aura—I’m sure you’re aware of that? Okay, well
in my case, I can read the meridian lines that make up the aura. It’s not just
a pretty energy that makes up the soul, or whatever psycho-babble you’ve heard
before. The meridian lines are tied directly between the body’s living energy
and its physical structure. Sort of like chakra points, only with more variety.
I can read those lines. Different colors in different areas of the body mean
specific things. Most emotions we experience are fleeting, even trivial, but
things that impact the psyche linger throughout that person’s life. For
instance, I can see that you’re late fifties, you’ve lived in Tennessee your
entire life, and you’re bisexual. I can also see you’ve got a strong, romantic
relationship with someone, but it’s new, roughly five years or so old.” 


Neil made a sound like he’d swallowed wrong. “Holy shit.
That’s….”


I watched him steadily to make sure he took this okay. Not
everyone responded as well as I had. He was shocked, certainly, but also very
curious. 


Jon must have felt vaguely apologetic because he shrugged.
“Emotionally speaking, it’s hard to keep secrets from me.”


Neil deflated into a huff of laughter. “It must be fun for
your significant other to keep secrets.”


I leaned forward to speak directly with Neil. “I manage more
than I should, but yeah, it takes real effort on my part.” 


Neil turned sharply in his seat, his eyes wide. “Wait, you
two are together? Not just psychic and anchor?”


“Yeah, we are.” Since he was bisexual, I didn’t expect any
trouble from him, although the surprise on his face…something was up here. I
just couldn’t put a finger on it. “That surprises you?”


“Uh,” Neil managed intelligently. He swallowed and found his
voice. “Yeah, it does. Caleb assumed his whole family homophobic.”


I snorted in disagreement. “Quite the opposite. I got a lot
of encouragement from all three women to chase Jon.”


“It actually put my back up at first,” Jon mentioned
casually, shooting me a pretty smile over his shoulder. “Good thing you’re
irresistible, babe.” 


“Oh sure, blame it on me. Anyway, Neil, you should know, not
everyone takes what he can do in stride. People go after Jon on a pretty
regular basis. Part of the reason why I initially joined Psy was to protect
him.”


Growling, Jon muttered at me, “Don’t tell him that! It makes
me sound like some damsel in distress.”


“I will tell him that when he’s an armed police officer and
there’s a murderer on the loose,” I retorted heatedly. “Don’t downplay your
safety.” 


In a mild tone, Neil asked, “Donovan? Just how often does he
get attacked that he needed a bodyguard?”


“It averages out to about once a month,” I answered sourly.
“And that doesn’t include what happens sometimes in interviews.”


“Well, hell. I best keep an eye out for trouble, then.” 


Jon let out resigned sigh. It’s not like my fears weren’t
valid—he did unfortunately get attacked more than what was reasonable. He
probably felt he was safer out here because no one knew him. We were four hours
from home and the criminals who knew us. I could admit that Jon was probably
safer out here than anywhere else, even with that murderer on the loose. Did
that mean I would drop my guard? Hell no. 


We followed the curves of the road and I tried to orient
myself. This was the way to the hospital, really? It was just a two-lane road
winding through different trailer parks and low-income housing. Nothing out
here but trees and rundown buildings. 


Sho’s phone rang and he answered it with a cheery, “What’s
up, boss? Oh yeah? We were just talking about that. Sure, we’re game for it.
Um…can we have Garrett come join us?” The smile lit up his face. “Yeah, okay.
Sure. Monday it is. Bye.” 


“Take a right on Piedmont,” Neil directed to Jon before
twisting around again. “What did your boss say? You joining us?”


“Yeah, your captain requested we stick around. I think he
had the same thought as you—you’re shorthanded and need a little help on this
one. He’s calling our other co-worker who didn’t come, Garrett, and we’ll be
going back to pack for a more extended trip. We’ll be back Sunday night and
ready to roll out Monday.”


Neil looked relieved. “That’s great. This Garrett, is he
another psychic?”


“No, police consultant,” I explained. “He’s like me, more
muscle and protection for our psychics.”


“Just not as big as you,” Jon sassed. 


I snorted. “What that man lacks in height, he makes up for
in attitude.”


No one even tried to deny that. Jon shrugged. “Well. Let’s
get that interview done. Hopefully, by the time we’re done, we’ll have a new
lead to follow.” 





The interview with Maggie Witherspoon was a complete bust.
She didn’t know anything, and even with Jon coaxing her along in the interview,
didn’t have anything insightful to add. I could tell Neil was disappointed. He’d
hoped for some leads to follow. The one good thing was that she could provide
her father’s banking information, who his lawyer was, and a timeline of the day
before. At this point, every scrap of information helped. 


After the interview, we packed it all in and left
Sevierville, enjoying a lively conversation on the way home. I think Sho was
the type to deal better with small crowds of people than larger groups. I’d
literally never seen him this chatty before. It made the four-hour ride back to
Nashville feel short. 


We dropped Sho off at the office so he could get his car. I
discreetly shot Garrett a text; I knew he would rest easier if he knew Sho got
home safely. 


We got in rather late that night and didn’t want to do
anything more than roll into bed, which we did. 


The next morning I woke up before Jon—as per usual—took a
shower, then meandered downstairs to start the coffee maker. As it percolated,
I stuck my head in the fridge, wondering what to pre-emptively throw out. We’d
be out of town for a good week at the very least, possibly more than that. Some
of the fruit in here wouldn’t survive past tomorrow. Maybe after breakfast, I’d
clean the fridge out a little. 


I made breakfast, just eggs and toast, and Jon wandered in
with damp hair and a yawn on his face. He snuggled up against my back, hugging
me from behind with a low purr of pleasure. It was a habit of his, and one I
adored. 


“Hi, babe. Breakfast?”


“Mmm,” he agreed sleepily. 


“How about some strong coffee too? You’ve got some time
before we need to pack up and leave.”


Groaning, he let go and went to fix his coffee. “Don’t
remind me. I’m not really looking forward to it.”


It seemed the right time to ask the obvious question. “You
planning to find the right time to talk to him when we get back?”


Jon shrugged listlessly. “I know I want answers. That Nat
needs answers. But I’m honestly not sure how to react anymore. What little I
saw from him said he wanted strongly to reconnect with me. And I don’t know
what to make of that. Is this regret talking?”


“Maybe. People make serious mistakes and then really learn
the consequences of them years later. I’ve seen that play out a few times.”


He stuck his fork into the eggs and stirred them in a tight
circle around the plate. “You know what really gets me? The hell of the thing
is, he’s bright. Not Havili bright—”


I loved that we now had our own mark on the scale. 


“—but still, pretty damn bright. If this was a person I
didn’t know, someone I’d just passed on the street, I’d want to meet him. I’d
want to be friends with him.” 


“Ouch. That must be salt on the wound.” 


“Maybe lye.” His shoulders slumped and he stared steadfastly
at the cooling eggs. “I don’t know what to do. If he gives me the right
answers, do I forgive him?”


“I don’t know. I do know you miss him.”


He dropped the fork and any pretense of eating, putting his
head into both hands. “Yeah. Which pisses me off.” 


I walked over and slipped an arm around his back, hugging
him into me. Times like this, I wished I could take the pain from him, but
there wasn’t much you could do about a broken heart. “What do you want to hear
from him?”


“That he regrets it. That he’d do anything to reverse it.
That he loves me. What are the odds I’ll hear any of that?”


“Pretty damn good, I’d say. You’re loveable, after all.” 


That almost got him to laugh—I felt the jerk of it in his
shoulders before he turned and burrowed into me. I wrapped both arms around
him, giving him silent support. We stayed like that, wrapped around each other,
for a timeless moment. Corpses and murderers could wait. The man in my arms was
my first and only priority. 


“Still got me?” he asked softly against my shoulder. 


“Always.” 


“Okay.” Straightening, he inhaled deeply and the steel came
back into his spine. “Then let’s do this.” 
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As the Wheatlands Plantation came into view, I noticed a
change come over Donovan’s lines. He was leery of the place. I read the lines,
cocking my head to get a more frontal view. “Babe, something you want to tell
me?”


Donovan gave a mournful sigh, as if confessing something
that would send him to the gallows. “I don’t trust that house.”


“Considering a body disappeared in it, I don’t blame you.
But you don’t really think murderers are lurking in the walls, ready to pop out
and off people, do you?” 


He rolled those big golden-brown eyes at me with a plaintive
expression. “I despise fatal funnels. And that house is basically a huge series
of fatal funnels.”


Ah. From his perspective, I could see why the house would be
uncomfortable. I patted his shoulder consolingly. “Cheer up. At least Garrett’s
with us this time.” 


“Are you kidding? He’s going to do everything in his power
to spook me. Garrett will not be helpful.” With another mournful sigh, he
pulled into the only open area of the front driveway and parked.  


Sho met us at the door with a sardonic sort of look I could
read well. It meant he didn’t entirely agree with what was happening but
enjoyed the show regardless. After the very long weekend I’d just had, I didn’t
want Monday to start out crazy, but it didn’t look like I’d get my wish. I
greeted him with a wave. 


“Now what the hell is going on?”


“We’re trying to figure out how the culprit got the body out
of the house,” Sho explained as he turned, leading us into the dining room. It
had undergone an interesting transformation while we’d been gone. It seemed to
be more of a conference room now, with a laptop on the far end and a set of
builder’s blueprints on the table. The topmost sheet was half-drawn, like a
work in progress. 


I did-but-didn’t follow this logic. “Why focus on that? We
don’t have any other leads?”


“Until Dr. Bane’s done with the autopsy, we’re not sure what
killed him,” Sho responded, ticking things off on his fingers as he went. “We
also don’t have a death certificate to use, so we can’t pull financials on the
victim. The daughter’s helping us as much as she can, but without that death
certificate, there’s not much she can do either. Motive is a murky question
mark. We figured, the least we could do while waiting on things is figure out
how the hell they got the body out.”


“And,” Neil filled in as he entered the dining room from the
opposite door, “we’re hoping he left some trace behind while moving the body,
some clue on who’s behind this. You won’t believe what people drop while in a
rush. I caught someone once because of a hunting license. Jon, Donovan, glad
you’re here. How was the drive?”


“Long,” I answered honestly. “Neil, what’s the status of the
burned corpse?”


“Caleb’s still processing it. We’re also trying to figure
out why it was burned.”


I cocked my head in question. “I assumed it was to cover any
trace evidence the murderer left behind.”


“You’re likely right, but it just seemed a lot of effort to
go through. I don’t understand why he moved the body the way he did, either.” Neil
ran a hand through his hair. He looked tired, his fatigue a visible mantle
around him. Also stressed, although I suppose under the circumstances, it was
reasonable for him to feel that way. “I hope the reason he went through all
that effort was because he did something stupid and left incriminating evidence
on the body.”


“I second that hope,” Donovan chimed in. “Where is
everyone?” 


Neil pointed towards the ceiling. “Your co-workers are
combing every inch of the house. We don’t have an actual blueprint of the
place, just the renovation plans Witherspoon drew up. Turns out, that was his
business before he came down here. Vintage restoration.”


“Huh.” Donovan looked around us, eyes lingering on the tools
still sitting on the floor. “That explains why he bought the place. He had the
skills to tackle it.”


“Yup. It might also give us motive for murder. There were
more than a few written protests when our victim announced his intention to
renovate the property before re-opening it to the public. They didn’t want him
messing with history.”


Now that was also very interesting. “How far have you gotten
into measuring the place? I assume you’re trying to create a blueprint now.” 


“Have to. We’ve got to figure out how they got the body out
of here, and that’s the only logical way to do it. Your group started with the
right wing of the house, if you want to join them. Victoria and I are on the
main floor at the moment.”


“Give me a measuring tape and we’ll tackle the second
floor,” I volunteered. 


Sho, anticipating this, reached into a bag and grabbed not
only a measuring tape but a clipboard with pen and paper to take notes of
measurements. “Have at it.”


I saluted both men before taking the stairs, Donovan right
behind me. We’d barely gotten to the second level when I spied Garrett and Carol
coming out of one of the rooms further down the hallway. Garrett spied us and
lit up with mischief. 


“Don! And here you swore you’d never set foot in a haunted
house again. It must be true love.”


Donovan just groaned next to me, head hanging. 


Um, what? I studied him from the corner of my eye, taking in
his lines, several different reactions and comments on his part swirling in my
brain. He’d not been at all eager to start this case and wasn’t comfortable in
the house. And he was irritated and more than a little spooked, to boot. 


“Donovan? Are you not good with horror?”


Garrett bounced toward us, mischievous smile still stretched
across his face. Because of course he’d take any opportunity to tease. “He
hates it. I triple-dog dared him to come with me to a haunted house once. It
was really legit, it even got me freaked a few times. He was screaming and
ducking behind me the whole time.”


That must have been beyond comical, too. To see this giant
of a man hiding behind his shorter friend for protection. I was quite sorry I’d
missed it. 


Donovan snagged Garrett’s head in the crook of his elbow and
gave him a hard noogie. Squirming in protest, Garrett tried to wriggle free.
Not really tried—I knew he could get out in three seconds if he wanted. This was
their way of messing with each other. 


“I thought you’d told him!” Garrett protested, laughing. 


“You know I fucking didn’t,” Donovan snapped back, grinding
in his knuckles a little harder. “And you SWORE you’d never tell anyone about
that!”


“But what if a ghost pops out? Someone needs to protect
you!”


“Just for that, I’m telling Sho embarrassing stories about
you.”


Garrett whined, finally yanking free. “Now wait, bruh, let’s
be reasonable about this.”


“How about no? I feel good with a no. I can work with a no.”


They’d be messing with each other the rest of the day if I
didn’t intervene, so I did. Of course, I did it my way. I stepped closer to
Donovan, hugging him to me with an arm around his waist, while giving Garrett a
pointed look. “Now, boys. Let’s play nice. I’m sure we all understand there’s
things we’d rather not share, hmm? Just think of what would happen if someone
who knew All Sorts of Secrets decided to blurt things out?”


Both of them froze and looked at me. Garrett actually edged
back six inches. “Uh, Jon? We’re good, right?”


I held his eye, biting back an evil chuckle. “Are we?”


“Shit, you’re one scary motherfucker,” he grumbled, backing
down completely. “Okay, okay, I’ll stop teasing.” 


I did enjoy my position as holder of secrets some days.
“Good. Back to work now.” 


As I hauled Donovan to the first bedroom on the other side
of the floor, he muttered, “I save lives each day because there are people out
there who need to be stabbed. And I don’t stab them.” 


“I take it that was his way of assuring you that if it got
scary, he’d have your back?”


“It’s amazing how quickly you picked up on Garrett-lingo.
Yeah, that’s exactly what he was saying.” 


Donovan still sounded disgruntled by it. I paused with us in
the middle of the bedroom. A guest bedroom by the looks of it. There was no
furniture inside and only a rug on the floor. Donovan had trouble meeting my
eyes, which didn’t make sense to me at first. Was he embarrassed? His lines
said so, but I didn’t understand the reason for it. We all had weaknesses,
things we didn’t handle well. Ghosts and horror wasn’t an uncommon fear. 


Facing him, I put both arms lightly around his waist,
leaning against him. “Hey. What are you embarrassed about? So you don’t like
horror. No biggie.”


A blush threatened to set his cheeks on fire as he mumbled,
“I’m supposed to protect you.”


If he got any cuter, I’d go down on him right here and now.
“Donovan, love of my life, there’re no ghosts here. Okay? As a psychic I can
see ghosts just fine, and this place doesn’t have a single one.”


He froze, eyes creaking back to my face in degrees. “Really?
You can see them?”


“Yeah. Not often. Fiction and movies make you think ghosts
are everywhere, but most of the time they’re not. This place is amazingly clear,
especially considering its history.”


Every trace of tension in him relaxed and he hugged me back,
arms tight around me. “Thank god. You’re a very handy man to have around
sometimes, you know?”


I smiled against his shoulder. “Happy to serve. Now.” I
leaned up on tiptoes and kissed him quick. “Let’s get to work.”


He was far more relaxed as we started measuring the room.


We were barely at it when a scream wailed out, loud enough
to shake the rafters, coming from downstairs. I jumped instinctively, but what
worried me was Sho shouting, “Shit!”


Donovan was out the door in a flash, and still he didn’t
beat Garrett. I saw a glint of his blond head as he flew down the stairs. 


“What happened?” That was definitely Master Sergeant Wilson
asking that question.


“I’m fine, I’m fine,” Sho answered quickly, sounding out of
breath. “That scream sounded like it was coming from underneath my feet. Scared
the shit out of me.”


I leaned over the balustrade with Donovan and Carol on
either side of me, but of course we couldn’t see much from this angle. Donovan
practically vibrated with unease at my side. I soothed him with a hand on his
arm. “Still not a ghost.”


He eyed me sideways, forehead scrunched up and doubt in his
lines. “You sure?”


“At least, I don’t see anything,” I added honestly. Although
I couldn’t see the room properly from here. I decided not to mention that
point. 


I heard the front door open and Garret popped outside,
looking in all directions before coming back in. He stood at the base of the
stairs and looked up at us. “I don’t see anyone out there. And I checked
earlier, there’s not enough of a crawl space for someone to get underneath. I
can’t figure out where the sound came from. Michael, you sure about the scream
coming up?”


“I felt the vibrations of it in the floor.” He hovered in
the dining room doorway, shifting from foot to foot, visibly uneasy. “It was so
loud, though, I might have been mistaken. It felt like it was coming from
everywhere.” 


Chills ran up and down my spine. And not in a good way. I
was fine with horror, but I liked my suspense on a screen. Safely away from me.
Donovan looked ready to leap out of his skin, his eyes jumping uneasily around
us. 


Garrett shrugged. “Maybe we accidentally tripped something
in the house, some recorder or something. Who knows, place could be rigged.” 


That was an entirely sensible suggestion, and it relieved us
somewhat. The house had enough of a reputation that I wouldn’t think it needed
the sound effects, but maybe we were wrong. Just because we hadn’t found it
didn’t mean we hadn’t set something off. The scream seemed to come from all
directions, after all. 


As I turned to go back into the room, I saw Donovan’s eyes
go wide. He was staring at the next room over, through the open doorway. Where
our victim had breathed his last. Uh-oh. His imagination wasn’t playing tricks
on him, was it?


In a thin voice, Donovan asked plaintively, “Babe? Tell me
again there’s no ghosts?”


“No ghosts that I see,” I reiterated firmly. Then I
faltered, because he’d clearly seen something that spooked him. “Why?”


“I saw it too, Donovan.” Carol stared apprehensively at the
exact same spot. “The silhouette of a man just passed along the wall.”


“Big man,” Donovan added. He looked a little too pale and
his hand was reaching for mine, fingers fumbling. “Maybe six foot or more.”


“Heavyset,” she confirmed, anxiety ramping up. “You think it
was our victim?”


“Lots of people died in this house,” Garrett pointed out as
he climbed up the stairs towards us. “Could be a prior resident. Maybe the
ghosts are anxious to help us?”


I could have kicked him for saying that. I shot a look telling
him in no uncertain terms that he was Not Being Helpful. Donovan’s grip on my
hand tightened to the point of pain. 


Garrett grinned back at me, the epitome of a kid in a candy
store. “This is seriously the best case ever.”  


Lord preserve us. He was one of those horror-holics who loved
anything supernatural, wasn’t he? 


“No ghosts here,” I said again, with more conviction than I
actually felt. “Back to work, all of you.” 


Donovan was jittery as he took up the tape measure again,
but he worked faster this time, as if just wanting to get it all over with. I
understood and cooperated, getting through the rooms as quickly as humanly
possible. I think Carol felt the same. She kicked it up a notch as well. With five
adults working, it didn’t take long, especially since the others had a head start
before we even arrived. 


We measured three rooms and the hallway before coming back
downstairs and reporting our numbers to Sho. He drew things out with a pencil
and ruler, marking out dimensions as he went. The outside dimensions to the
house were already on paper; it was just the interior walls he filled in. 


A laptop lay open on the table, and I carefully stayed on
the far end of the table to avoid bumping into it. I frowned as I studied the
rough blueprint of the house. Was I reading that right? There was a very thick
break between the master bedroom and the hallway bathroom. Almost like there
should have been a closet there, but it wasn’t marked as anything more than a
wall. “Why is there a thick wall, right here?”


Neil appeared at my elbow, frowning down at it. “Where?”


“Here.” I tapped it with a finger. 


“Ah, that.” Sho kept drawing the line, focused on keeping it
straight. “I also find that a little strange. I read up on the history of the
house while you guys were upstairs. Turns out the original plantation house
burned in 1823 and was rebuilt. It’s since undergone two documented
renovations. One in 1940, the other in 1976. The buildings and renovations
aren’t the right era to be part of the Underground Railroad, so it’s not a bolt
room. I don’t think. It could possibly be an old water tank closet. In the old
days, they had huge tanks up in the attic that came down into the house, and
that’s where the water storage was for the indoor plumbing.”


It never ceased to amaze me what all Sho knew. Of course, he
picked up a lot of weird facts from our investigations. His Google-fu was
legendary and had solved more than a few mysteries. 


“Hence why it’s next to the bathroom?” Neil asked
thoughtfully. “Is there no way to access it?”


“That’s the other thing. No one’s reported either a door or
access panel to me. I think during renovations it was just closed up.”


Neil turned in place, looking around the house in a general
sense, resignation clear in his lines. “I hate to say this, but I think we’re
going to have to knock some holes in the walls to figure this out.” 
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Neil got permission from Maggie Witherspoon to tear into the
house if necessary. But we’d spent a good portion of the day already looking through
the house, and we all needed a break. We stopped for the day, everyone going
their own directions. 


I knew my father was working on the body as we focused on
the house. It helped the investigation along, which we needed at this point. We
were sort of in waiting mode for both the autopsy and the rest of the requested
evidence. Caleb had completed the death certificate but was waiting on multiple
test results. Neil put in a request for copies of all the formal complaints
written about the renovation, as well as the financials, now that he had the
death certificate. Both of those might take days to get in. 


It left us with a little downtime, and after the weekend
we’d just had? I needed that desperately. It also, unfortunately, meant I had
the time to speak to the man who’d sired me. Also unfortunately, I knew where
to find him. 


I told my intention to Donovan and he drove me to the police
station without a word of protest. The tense, taut ride grated on my nerves, but
I couldn’t keep putting this off. My fingernails bit into my palms as the
station came into view. 


We entered through the front, Donovan signing us both in and
getting directions to the morgue. It was a straightforward walk down two
hallways, toward the back of the building. I could smell the formaldehyde
before we had the door fully open. It was a scent I knew well, because of my
mother’s career, and the overlap between them sat uneasily on my chest. 


“Want me to wait outside?” Donovan asked softly. 


I wanted him with me but I felt like Caleb wouldn’t be as
forthcoming as he should in front of an audience. It was better that Donovan
wait in the car. I gave him a nod. He pressed a kiss against my forehead before
he retreated. 


Sucking in a breath, I tried to still my shaking nerves as I
followed my lover’s and Natalie’s advice. I pushed open the door. 


He was next to his desk, a file in his hand, and thankfully not
dressed in scrubs, which meant I hadn’t caught him mid-autopsy. The place was
as clean as any surgical suite, in fact, everything neatly put away and
gleaming dully. Then again, it didn’t surprise me. He’d always been an
organized man. 


Caleb’s head came up, and grief, guilt, surprise, hope, and
nervousness roiled through his lines when he saw me. It rather matched the
emotions crashing through me now like a wrecking ball. 


Swallowing hard, I forced the words out. “We need to talk.”


He conversely seemed relieved by this invitation. “We do.
Here?”


I didn’t care as much about location. I did want a bit more
of a buffer between me and the equipment in this morgue, though. It surely had
a lot of electronics I didn’t want to replace. “No. Outside?”


“There’s a bench and a shade tree out back. Will that do?”


“Sure.” I followed him out of the room and through the
heavy, dinged metal door and back into the cool, fall air. That was ostensibly
safer and far away from anything electronic. The shade tree was brilliant with
orange and red leaves, the fall colors in full bloom, and some of the leaves
graced the top of a metal bench sitting underneath it. It was picturesque in
the extreme, but I couldn’t take any pleasure from the sight. We stopped just
under the tree and I faced him once more, unable to fully process what I was
seeing. 


Regret weighed heavily in his lines, a beating tangle of inky
navy, so thick and heavy it nearly choked out everything else. Grief and guilt
beat out a tandem pulse along with it, so thick it drowned out the rest of his
lines. I found it hard to look at and I jerked my eyes away. This was already much
harder than I’d thought it be, and at no point had I thought it would be easy.  


At moments like this, I wished to hell I was a telepath. I
did not understand what I saw. Part of it was my own anger, I could admit that.
It clouded my judgement. But I tried to put that aside, because if I only saw
this man once again in my lifetime, by god I’d get some answers. 


“Look at you,” he said softly, wistfully. “You look just
like me at that age. Happier, though. Thankfully.”


Since he’d left my mother shortly after he turned
thirty-eight, I was puzzled by this remark. I didn’t remember my parents’
marriage as being difficult, not until the last few years of it. Had it been
falling apart before that point? 


“Jonathan,” he said, voice husky and choked. “I’m so sorry.”


“For leaving?” I couldn’t help but ask. 


“No, I had to leave. But I should have done it a different
way. I should have been more honest, to start with. I should have been able to
face you kids. I went about it all wrong and it…we all paid the price for that.
I can’t tell you how much I regret that.”


The part of me that was an abandoned child wanted to scoff.
Rage. Throw a tantrum. Perhaps all three. I couldn’t reconcile this man in
front of me with the one who’d gotten partial custody, who’d said ‘see you
later’ at the courthouse, only to never be seen again. I’d had eighteen years
to both miss and hate him, and that was very hard to let go of. 


The other part of me, the trained psychic detective,
couldn’t ignore what was right in front of my eyes. I wanted answers. I didn’t
know what I would do with them once I had them, but I needed them. I could only
pray it was an answer I could live with. Sometimes, not knowing was far, far
easier. 


The child raged with the adult and I had to struggle to push
that child down, let my professional training kick in and take over. Losing my
cool now wouldn’t get me anywhere, but it was hard to choke down the anger. I
sucked in a breath as if I could inhale patience like oxygen. “Fortunately for
you, I can see just how much you regret it.” I expected him to wince, to shy
away from my eyes. 


He didn’t. He just smiled sadly. “I’m glad for that.” Then
he visibly stalled, not sure of what to say. 


Fear roiled through him like a mother storm, sweeping away
his sense and apparently his vocal cords. I had no idea what he was so afraid
of. 


I didn’t want to ask. God, I didn’t want to ask. I had to
ask. My own grief propelled the words out of me. “Why did you leave?”


“I…” He stalled again, mouth open. He couldn’t meet my eyes,
his arms wrapped tight around his torso defensively. 


People did that often around me. They falsely believed that
doing so would prevent me from reading their lines. Icy tendrils sank into my
heart and I took a step back, eyes locked on him. I felt nauseated, seeing that
defensive posture from him. It made me want to quit the conversation entirely. “Because
of me?”


His head jerked up, and he blurted out in genuine
startlement, “No! God, no, me leaving had nothing to do with you kids. It
was…um…I wasn’t…I…” 


I gave him points for trying to talk about feelings. I also
took some away for doing it really badly. And why was his fear cresting in that
crippling manner again? I snapped, frustrated beyond all reckoning. “You were,
what…? An axe murderer? Serial gambler? What?”


He looked pained at my guesses. “Surely you can read I
wasn’t any of that.”


“I will make up perfectly ridiculous theories until you talk
to me.” 


His chest rose and fell sharply, and if I didn’t know
better, I’d say he was on the verge of hyperventilating. Still, he forced his
eyes up to mine, meeting them as he spoke. “Jonathan, if nothing else, I owe
you an explanation of what went wrong.”


I nodded, relieved he wasn’t going to make me pry that out
of him. “Please.”


“Son, I’m gay,” he said hesitantly. 


I blinked. Then blinked again, focusing on his meridian
lines, and holy hell, he really was. Under his tangle of emotions, that fact
had gotten somewhat buried, and I’d honestly missed it. Then again, I hadn’t
been looking for it, either. This information slotted into my head, shaking up
the picture I thought I knew, and giving me an entirely different perspective
on the situation. I felt like the world had just slipped sideways. Or maybe it
was spinning. Hard to tell. 


“Is that why?”


“Mostly.” He seemed relieved I didn’t jump up in arms at
this information. Oh, if he only knew. “It was the catalyst, I think. I
honestly didn’t want to be gay. I was doing my best to deny everything, and
your mother and I were good together in many ways. Good friends, companionable.
She was broken up over how badly things had gone with Rodger when I met her,
and I was determined to be normal like any other man and have a family. It just
seemed the perfect match, both of us licking our wounds, neither of us looking
too deeply into why we chose each other. Of course, that shortly blew up in our
faces. Natalie came to us quickly, and for a while I could make things work.
But I wasn’t the man she needed, and…” He trailed off, running a hand through
his hair, remembered frustration coursing through him. “I couldn’t be honest
with her, either. She felt isolated from me. I pulled myself together for a
while, and we had you, but it shortly fell apart again. She started spending
more time with Rodger, and I don’t blame her for that. She wasn’t getting what
she needed from me.”


I snorted. “Don’t give me that. You blame her plenty.”


His eyes, so like mine, stared back at me, weighing me. “You
can see that, eh? Well, I do blame her for cheating and not making a clean break
of things. As poor of a husband as I was, at least I didn’t cheat on her.”


“We’re not going to talk about my own opinion on that
subject. Alright, so you were gay, you figured out things weren’t going to
work, so you left.”


“I had to leave. It was a disaster. The marriage wasn’t
working, and Lauren had clearly had enough. But I didn’t just abandon all of
you. I tried to stay in contact with my kids. Natalie was so angry about it
all, though, and she rightly blamed me for it. She wouldn’t have anything to do
with me. I didn’t fight as hard as I should have…mostly because I didn’t know
how to face you. Your sight was already coming in, and I was terrified you’d
see right through me—all the excuses and the lies, and I couldn’t even be
honest with myself at that point. I tried at least sending emails, letters,
presents. They were all returned. No one would even come to the phone when I
called. After two years, I stopped trying. None of my family wanted anything to
do with me. I couldn’t do anything to change your minds.”


I sank down on my heels, slumping in on myself, head in my
hands. This revelation was too much. It wasn’t at all like my sister and mother
had told me. I didn’t understand the gap of what I’d been told as a child and
what he was telling me now, but he spoke pure truth. I could see that. It meant
I’d need to investigate this more thoroughly, figure out what had gone wrong. 


But later. Right now, I needed to face him, and I wasn’t
sure how to respond. The child in me still cried from being abandoned. I could
rationally wrap my head around what had happened, but I wished, oh how I
wished, he hadn’t given up on us. The emotions ran hot under my skin, prickling
at the back of my eyes. I sucked in deep breaths to push back the urge to cry.
I didn’t want to cry, I wanted to understand this. I wanted to find my footing
with it. “And you just walked away.”


“I didn’t know what else to do.”


“You didn’t think to try picking us up at school? Going
through our teachers, our neighbors, to check in with us?” I rose back up to my
feet, voice rising. My nerves jittered under my skin, body tight with roiling
anger. “Because you thought we were angry with you, you just let it go?”


“Jonathan, what else was I supposed to do? I was blocked at
every attempt I made. I blamed myself solely for it. I still do.” 


I shook my head, denying this. It wasn’t the answer I
wanted. It was, unfortunately, the answer I’d expected. It was too difficult to
face him in this moment, see all the pain, grief, regret, guilt flashing like neon
signs, knowing they were because of me. I turned my head and looked away, eyes
scrunched shut. I’d seen too much. It was overwhelming me and my good judgement.



Two warm hands I knew well landed on my shoulders and I
turned into Donovan’s touch blindly, latching onto his upper arms. How had he
known I needed him? I hadn’t even called for him. 


“Okay, we need to take a break,” he announced firmly.
“Sorry, Caleb, I know you’ve been dying to talk to him. But Jon doesn’t yell,
and if he’s doing that, he’s not in any condition to get the answers he needs.
So let’s pause this, let everyone cool down, and pick it up later.” 


“Alright.” My father didn’t sound happy about this but he
did sound…resigned? was probably the most accurate word. “Then let me say this
one thing. Jonathan, look at me.”


I reluctantly did so, and for once, I saw something
different in him. Something that shone bright, like antique gold. 


“You can see that I love my son.” There was no doubt in him,
no hesitation as he met my eyes. “I love my daughter just as much. I want you
both in my life. See me, make your own judgement calls. We’ll take this at your
pace.” 


I responded hoarsely, “Okay.” 


Donovan led me away without a word, and I was grateful. He
opened the passenger door, and I climbed in, then turned so I could rest my
forehead against his shoulder. I just needed a second. My emotions were so
tumultuous I couldn’t sort them out. Even with a mirror handy to see myself, I
wasn’t confident I could do so. 


“Was I right, to interrupt you?”


It was hard to admit, but I nodded shallowly. “I’d stopped
listening.”


“It’s hard to communicate at the top of your voice.” 


A smile twitched over my face, there and gone in a second.
“That sounds like a Kayne-ism.” 


“You’re not wrong. Dad said it a lot growing up. I blame
Brandon, he’s the loud one.”


“Uh-huh.” 


He let me stay there, arms around my waist, and only when an
errant shiver raced across me did he stir. “Babe, how about take-out and we go
back to the hotel? You need to sleep on this.” 


It was, sadly, the best offer I’d had all day. “Okay.” 





I did sleep on it, although poorly. I found myself analyzing
the conversation in the dead of night, running parts of it through my mind over
and over again. What had he meant, that he’d sent packages and letters to the
house? That he’d called and couldn’t get us to come to the phone? I didn’t
remember any of that. And yes, I was young, but I’d been desperate in those
early days to hear from my father. If someone had been speaking to him on the
phone, I’d have wanted to talk to him too. If there was a letter or present,
why hadn’t I seen it? 


Something smelled, and it wasn’t fried chicken. I believed
wholeheartedly Caleb was telling me the truth. When he’d demanded I look at
him, that I make my own judgements, I’d studied him thoroughly. I’d seen the
love he had for his children, but also that flare of truth. He honestly
believed he’d been rebuffed, that his family wanted nothing to do with him
after the divorce. 


Natalie believed the converse—that he’d not even tried to be
a father to us after he left. So did my mother. 


Something was very, very strange here. And it behooved me to
get to the bottom of it. I had a sneaking suspicion that bore not only
investigation, but verification. For all our sakes, really. 


I was in a bit of a daze in the morning, sleep-deprived as I
was. Not until I had a cup of hot coffee in my hand, halfway to the plantation
house, did Donovan even try to talk to me. 


“Babe?”


I blinked into the present and read the question on his mind
easily enough. “Yeah. I want to talk to him again today. He said a few things
yesterday that didn’t fit with what I know. And I feel bad about going off on
him, when he was honestly trying to face me. I’ll try not to let my temper get
the better of me this time.” 


“Okay.” 


Unfortunately the conversation would have to wait. We had
work to do. We were still trying to figure out how the murderer had secreted
Richard Witherspoon’s body out of the house. For Donovan’s sake, I hoped we
figured it out today. I wasn’t sure if his nerves could take much more of
Wheatlands Plantation. 


We split up with Sho, Garrett, and Carol at the base of the
house, and Donovan, Neil, and I at the top. Jim and Sharon searched the back
staircase carefully. We figured if someone started at the bottom, someone at
the top, surely we’d find a sign of some sort.


No one really wanted to put holes in a wall, so we tried
tapping first. A few of us had hammers, if it came to that, but we held them
loosely. The idea of breaking into a hundred and fifty-something year old house
wasn’t palatable. 


I tapped and tapped with my knuckles, not quite sure what
the sound should be if I did hit something aside from wall space. Donovan was
on the other side of me, jittery about being in the master bedroom again. The
bedding had been stripped—evidence—but the mattress was still in place, stained
with blood. He kept eyeing it uneasily. 


I’d always wondered if anything really scared him. He was
such an unmovable rock most of the time that it didn’t seem possible. I knew he
could get scared—I saw that in his lines—but I figured it tied more in to
physical memory. Like with the acid attack. I found it incredibly cute that horror
was what did him in. If I tried to get him to watch a horror movie with me,
he’d likely murder me on the spot. 


Neil threw out a hand suddenly. “Stop.”


We both did, looking at him askance. Then, a second later,
we heard it. The soft, tap-tap-tap from the other side of the wall. 


Um. What? No one was on the upper floor but us. The hairs
along my arms raised and I rubbed both forearms absently, trying to dispel the reaction. 



Donovan went pale again, edging toward me. 


I wanted to tell him there wasn’t a ghost up here, but…well.
I didn’t see one. That didn’t mean it wasn’t here. Neil darted out of the room
and around to the other side, where the hallway bathroom was. He came back
three seconds later, perplexed. “There’s no one there.”


“That’s not creepy.” Donovan turned to me plaintively.
“Please, no ghosts?”


I tried for a smile, but it came out more like a grimace. “I
don’t see one.”


“You don’t see one but there’s a wall in the way, is what
you’re saying.” Donovan, I think, wanted to run at that moment. And probably
would have, if he thought he stood a chance in hell of getting me to run too.  


I heard footsteps, two sets, clattering up the front stairs.
Garrett appeared in the room a second later, equally perplexed. “Did you see
anyone run past here?”


Donovan whimpered. “Guys, it’s not funny.”


“No, seriously,” Garrett insisted, looking about him as if
honestly trying to spot someone else. “I heard footsteps running around the
side of the house. I followed them straight up here.”


“Curiouser and curiouser.” Neil tapped a thoughtful finger
to his chin, staring straight at the wall that separated the master bedroom
from the bathroom. I could see the wheels turning before he asked us, “Correct
me if I’m wrong, but isn’t that odd blank space right about here?”


I could tell Donovan didn’t like this question at all, but I
had to admit, “It is.” 


“You think the ghosts are trying to give us a hint something
is up here?” Garrett sounded like he was only half-joking. 


“Thing is, we heard tapping on the other side of the wall
right before you came up.” Of course, this delighted Garrett to no end and made
my boyfriend nearly grey. I really needed to get him out of here before he passed
out. I did not want to lug Donovan downstairs, and him waking up here again
wouldn’t do his heart any good. 


Garrett let out a soft huh sound. “Reaaally.”


“Maybe it’s ghosts, maybe not, but I really want to take a
look at that cavity. On paper, it looked large enough to stash a body in.” Neil
went back out of the room in a determined stride. 


It didn’t take a genius to see his thought process. The area
was close to the stairs, on the far end of the bedrooms, and thereby away from
where Victoria and Maggie Witherspoon had been sitting. If done quietly enough,
could a body have been moved over there without anyone the wiser? It certainly
would have been enough time, if the culprits had moved quickly.


Garrett followed Neil to the bathroom side of the wall,
while Donovan and I headed for the other side, in the master bedroom. I felt a
little ridiculous knocking on the wall, trying to hear if there was a
difference, because I was so not an expert on architecture. Running fingertips
and eyes over the smooth surface of the plaster didn’t help any. If there was a
secret passage into that space, I certainly didn’t see it. 


I was also a touch nervous about knocking on this wall
because something had definitely knocked back. And it hadn’t been one of us.
Donovan kept a hand on my waist as he grimly searched with me. He practically
vibrated with the urge to throw me over his shoulder, fireman style, and bolt
out of the house. I think he deserved a massage and handcuff sex in his near
future. 


“Ha!” Neil crowed in victory. 


In three seconds flat, we were in the bathroom, crowded in
behind him. Donovan had a hand on his gun, and Neil moved cautiously, the
heavy-duty flashlight in his off-hand as he carefully pried the panel open. He
stood tucked in beside the old tub, halfway inside what looked to be a linen
closet along the far wall. The beadboard gave way easily under his hand, not
swinging in like a door, but shuffling aside. It made a scraping noise along
the wood subfloor as it moved, revealing a dimly lit space and cobwebs. 


We all held our collective breath as he poked his head
inside. He immediately jerked back, a strangled half-yell bursting free of his
mouth. 


Donovan’s gun was up in a flash, ready to fire. Garrett did
the same, despite all his ribbing earlier about ghosts. I put a staying hand on
them both, trying to calm the nerves I saw jumping under their skin. 


“No danger. No danger, he’s just grossed out.” 


Donovan didn’t seem to fully comprehend what I was telling
him. Not until Neil scraped a hand over his face with a disgusted sound. 


“Spiderweb. Gah. Okay, let’s try this again. It’s fine,
Donovan, there’s nothing in there.” He used the back end of the flashlight to
clear the space before taking a half-step inside for a full look. “Yup, no one
here.” 


Garrett and Donovan sighed and put the guns back in their
holsters. 


“I’ll bet you anything this was more firmly attached at some
point,” Neil said thoughtfully, fingering the beadboard. “It was knocked loose
when the shelves were removed. Witherspoon likely had some sort of plan for the
renovation, although who knows what.” 


“Any sign of a body being stashed in there?” Garrett asked
hopefully. “Or is that wishful thinking with a spiderweb over the entrance?”


“Not so much. Spiders can rebuild their webs within a day.
It’s definitely been longer than that.” Neil flicked on the flashlight before
shining it inside. I couldn’t look over his shoulder—I didn’t have the height
or position for it, not without risking the flashlight. I stayed back, letting
Garrett and Donovan look for me. 


After a second of running a light around, Donovan pointed
out, “That cobweb’s been disturbed. So’s that one. Something’s been in here.”


“And there’s the blood I was looking for,” Neil added
grimly. “Not a lot, but our victim didn’t bleed out all that much. The smears
are enough to prove he was in here. I’ll need to call Caleb, get him in here.”


“He’ll be happy to have some blood to work with that wasn’t
put through a fire,” I observed, stepping fully back to allow people room to
maneuver. I blew out a breath, both relieved and smug we’d figured out part of
the puzzle. “So he was stashed in here, moved later.”


“Probably down the back stairs,” Neil agreed, stepping fully
out. “We were all out of the house, sitting on the front porch. Dammit.”


“This is all well and fine, but gentlemen?” Garrett gave an
expressive wave of the hand toward the closet. “How did this murderer—or
murderers—even know it was there?”


“Now that” –Neil’s eyes darted back to the closet, lines
blazing with curiosity— “is a very good question.” 


Donovan threw in his two cents. “What it looks like to me is
that Witherspoon was in the exploring stage of the remodel. I went through this
recently with my grandmother’s house. When the house is that old, you really
have no idea what’s hiding behind the walls. So you push at things here, take
down things there, and explore the area until you can figure out what you’re
tackling. I think, looking at that beadboard in the closet, he intended to take
it out entirely. The beadboard has some scrapes around the edges, like it had
been knocked free of the framing. You see it? I’ll bet you anything our
murderer stumbled across it, had a eureka moment, and took advantage of it.”


“So hiding the body wasn’t necessarily planned?” Neil hummed
and finally extricated himself from the closet entirely. “This case makes less
sense the more we uncover. Why hide the body? Why move it? Why burn it? Why use
three different methods of murder to begin with? And how the hell did he—or
they—manage to lug someone that heavy quietly enough that multiple people in
the house didn’t hear him?”





I once again met my father under the tree at the back of the
police station. This time, Donovan got his number from Neil and called him to
arrange it so we could miss the song-and-dance at the front desk. Donovan
stayed with the Humvee but parked out back, too, to keep me within line of
sight. I left him leaning against the front of it, feeling secure he had my
back once again. 


This time, Caleb Bane was braced, more so than he had been
with our first conversation. I felt I was, too. Braced, and not as
temperamental. I stopped in front of him and started without any segue, “I
never got a letter or present from you. I don’t remember you calling the
house.” 


He blinked—whatever he’d expected me to say, that clearly
hadn’t been it—and protested, “But I did. Every week, at least, for two years.”


“I believe you.” I tapped a palm to my own chest in
illustration. “I see the truth of that in your lines. But Natalie doesn’t
remember getting anything from you, either. No attempts at contact. Tell me,
whenever you called, who picked up the phone?”


“Rodger,” he answered slowly. Understanding exploded through
him, and his head tipped back in a growl of frustration. “Dammit. I should have
realized. Of course he’d block me, that shitty douchebag.” 


I approved of the description. It fit Rodger to a tee. “I
think I know how it all went wrong. I don’t understand why you didn’t keep
trying. Why you didn’t try other avenues.” 


“I did, but I may have tried them too late.” He ran a hand
over his face, weary and sensitive. Old wounds bled as brightly as new. “I
tried the house for a good two months, you see. When I didn’t get through, I
tried your mother’s office. She was in a fine temper by then, wouldn’t even
come to the—oh damn. Rodger blocked me there too. Shit, I believed it when he
said she wouldn’t come to the phone.” 


How many times could a person face rejection before they
just couldn’t anymore? I’d lived such a life, knew it painfully well.
Especially from a relative, someone you loved, it was so much worse. If he
faced multiple rejections, even perceived rejection, it was a miracle he’d
tried as long as he had. Even if he didn’t go about it as I would have. 


I still harbored anger over that, that he hadn’t tried everything
possible. But I found my heart aching instead of burning with rage. Aching, not
only for his sake, but mine. For Natalie’s. Even for Skylar’s. We’d lost so
much time because of one very selfish man. 


I was wholly prepared to unleash my anger on a deserving
target. Not so much on another victim, and the more I stared at this man, the
more I perceived him as such. 


“Answer me two things. You meant what you promised us? To be
our father still?”


“Of course. I don’t want you to think I regret having my
children. That was the only positive thing that came out of my marriage. I
always wanted to be in my children’s lives.” 


Truth. Solid gold truth, the love strong enough to get lost
in it. I felt my eyes burn with unshed tears. “What do you want now?”


“To make amends. To see my children again. I’m ecstatic to
see you—I’m dying to see Natalie too. I’ve lost too much time as it is.”


I felt that down to my bones, his conviction was so strong.
But it begged another question. “You never thought to search for us as adults?”


“I did, actually. I just didn’t make any progress. Natalie,
I found a marriage certificate for her, but I couldn’t bring myself to contact
her. I’ve read in the newspapers about some of the cases you’ve worked, the
praise you’ve gotten from different agencies. I’ve thought about contacting you
several times. I just didn’t know how. You don’t have any footprint online. I
couldn’t even find an address for you.”


“I can’t touch anything electronic,” I whispered back, still
staring down at the grass under my feet. “I fry everything.”


“Oh. Well that explains the lack of anything online.
Jonathan, can you forgive me? I’m an idiot, and a piss-poor father, but I don’t
want to cut ties with you again now that I’ve seen you. I know it might be a
bit hard to accept a gay father—”


That brought my head up sharply. “Don’t you dare say that. I’m
gay. Of all the things for you to be worried about, that’s not one of
them.” 


His jaw dropped a little, and his eyes widened. “Are you
really? Neil said you and Donovan were dating, but…I wasn’t sure what to make
of that. And you’re out?”


“Completely.”


“Damn, son. You have more courage than I do. That took me
decades. I only came out to my department about five years ago.” 


“Your parents were extremely conservative. I’m not surprised
you struggled with it.” Sighing, I wiped a hand over my face and tried to think
about this. Did I want to try reconnecting with my father? Did I not? He had a
very good explanation for how things had gone so sideways, and I could see his
sincerity, but I still harbored a lot of anger over everything. 


I put myself in Donovan’s shoes. My better half was more
forgiving than me, and I considered: What would Donovan do in this situation? 


Forgive. He would forgive and at least try. Deep down, I
wanted that too. I’d missed my father. As angry as I’d been, I’d missed him
sorely. I didn’t expect it to be easy, but wouldn’t I regret it if I didn’t at
least try? “Caleb. I want to forgive you. I think that’s just going to take
time.”


He lit up hopefully, sparking so hard it blinded me for a
second. “Of course. I don’t expect that to happen overnight. Will you give me
the chance to try?”


Deep breath in. Deep breath out. Beat regularly, heart.
“Yeah. I’ve missed you.”


A bright smile took over his face and he wrapped both arms
around me in a tight hug. I hugged him back just as hard and let my head rest
against his shoulder for a second. He smelled like aftershave and laundry
detergent and that base scent of male, exactly like he did in my memories. It
felt good to hug him, and my anger sloughed off a little more. 


Eventually we stepped back and I could see his nervousness
flare up again. I shared it, in fact. I wasn’t ready to walk away this time. There
were still a great many things I wanted to hear from him. “We’ve got a lot of
catching up to do,” I invited, “so why don’t we do dinner tonight?”


“I’d love that.” His worries fell away, making him look ten
years younger. 


“There’s a lot to tell you, but for right now, let me
officially introduce you to my boyfriend.”


Caleb’s eyes flicked over to Donovan, sweeping from head to
toe again, head cocked. “He’s a giant. What did his parents feed him, whole
cows?”


“Alani—his mother—said he could empty a fridge in a day
growing up. I believe her, since he still can. Caleb, I realize he looks
intimidating—”


“Understatement,” he muttered, still looking at Donovan.


“But that man is the biggest teddy bear you’ll ever meet.
Please don’t act afraid of him. It always tears him up a little on the inside.”


Caleb turned back to me, eyebrows raised. “Yeah? Well, I
can’t very well be afraid of him if he’s my son’s anchor. But are you telling
me your mother and sister are alright with the two of you?”


“Alright? They basically shoved me in his direction once
they met him.” 


More than anything else I had said, that threw him for a
loop. “Get out!”


“No, really,” I assured him, curious at this reaction.
“You…no, wait, don’t tell me. Part of the reason why you didn’t contact us was
because you assumed we couldn’t accept your sexual orientation?”


“Jonathan, I couldn’t accept me, how could I expect
anyone else to?” Shaking his head, he stood there for a moment, dumbfounded. “I
apparently made a lot of assumptions I should not have. Dammit. So much time
lost….”


Knowing the home environment he’d grown up in, knowing the
pressures he must have faced in the ’80s when he got married, I had some
sympathy for him. No one really accepted alternate sexualities at that point.
People got married in his generation. You just did, there wasn’t any exception
to that. Following the dictates of society had brought him nothing but grief,
and still, he didn’t expect empathy or understanding from anyone. Not even his
own family. And yet, he loved his family. It was enough to break my heart. 


Even now, not everyone received the support they should. I
was lucky in that respect. At least my immediate family did. Sympathy made me
reach out to him, a light hand on his arm. “It’s alright. You’re not going to
be rejected for it, I promise you. There’s a lot to catch you up on. Come on,
come meet my Donovan properly. You’ll love him, he’s the most incredible man
you’ll ever meet.”


“You’ll tell me how the two of you met too, I hope over
dinner.” 


“Absolutely. That’s a story in and of itself.”
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As I watched the two men hug each other, I let out a breath
of relief. Jon wouldn’t be hugging his father unless he was willing to forgive,
and for both their sakes, I was glad. Anger only hurt the person holding onto
it. It never benefited anyone in the end. And I knew Caleb Bane’s abandonment
of Jon ate at my lover’s heart, so if that could be patched up, all the better.



I was dying to know what they’d said to each other, though. 


Neil drifted up to stand at my shoulder. He watched the two
men next to the tree talking for several minutes, without saying a word to me.
I could see his relief and it made me wonder, just how much did he know? How
close was he to Caleb Bane that he’d be relieved for the other man’s sake? 


“Really glad your partner’s the forgiving type. I’ve been
trying to get him to at least approach his son for years. He’s been hesitant to
do it.”


Something about the way he said this, perhaps the expression
on his face tied in with what I knew about him, caused my instincts to stir. I
didn’t have Jon’s eyes, but still. Time would tell if my hunch about their
relationship status was correct. 


“Jon had no idea where he even was. You know the story of
how they lost contact with each other?”


“Yeah, I do.” Neil cocked a brow at me, his evaluation and
curiosity frank. “You’re his anchor and boyfriend, you said. You know the full
story too?”


“Of course. Although I think the version I know has more
than a few holes in it. Oh, they’re coming back to us.” I tried to read from
Jon’s face how this was going to go. I knew he’d forgiven at least a little,
but that didn’t mean they’d really move forward or try to reconnect. I couldn’t
assume that much. 


He must have caught my concern because he gave me a wink as
he came to stand in front of us. “Let’s do proper introductions this time.
Caleb, this is Donovan. Donovan, my father, Caleb Bane.”


Caleb held out a hand, which I shook, his smile bright.
“Nice to meet you, Donovan. I mean that in every sense. Jonathan’s said you’re
the perfect boyfriend.”


“Other way around, sir,” I answered, fighting down a blush.
I didn’t know why Jon insisted on telling people that. I think he did it just
to get a rise out of me. He enjoyed seeing me blush for some reason. 


“I’ve invited Caleb out to dinner tonight,” Jon said. “We’ve
got a lot of catching up to do. And you too, Neil.”


Neil pointed a finger to himself. “Why me?”


“You’re my father’s partner, of course you too,” he
answered, as if this was perfectly obvious. 


Neil looked to Caleb with an expression asking, You told
him already? Only to get a shake of the head in response. Ha, I knew my
instincts were right. 


“He does things like that,” I said to them both, fighting
down a laugh. It never ceased to amuse me, how Jon just skipped ahead in a
conversation. “He reads so much that he forgets what he’s been told and what
he’s seen. It gets mixed up in his head.” 


Neil had something of a poleaxed expression at being so
casually roped in by a man he barely knew, but Caleb wasn’t done. He moved to
Neil’s side, putting a hand on the small of the man’s back, and re-introduced,
“My husband.”


Freezing, Jon looked between them carefully. “Well, damn. I
should have picked up on that better. Wait, I have another step-father?”


Shooting Caleb a chiding look—Neil clearly felt that news
could have waited a little—he bravely held out a hand anyway. “Yeah, you do.
Nice to officially meet you, Jon.”


 “Thank god, I finally have a step-father I can like. It’s a
pleasure to know you, Neil. I mean that in all sincerity. You have a lovely
aura.”


Neil flushed, the pink going straight into the premature
gray of his hair. “Thank you. But how do you know you’ll like me?”


“Oh trust me, I know. I can tell within minutes of meeting
someone if I’ll want to burn their house down or not.”


“He’s not been wrong yet,” I filled in as an aside. 


“I’m occasionally wrong,” he returned with a careless shrug.
“Let’s pick a restaurant and go eat, catch up over dinner. I’m starving and
I’ve got a lot of questions.”


“Sure, there’s a good place not far from here.” Neil pulled
out his phone. “We both need to head back into the office for about a half
hour, wrap up a few things. Can you meet us there?”


“Sure.”


“Let me look up the address.” 


Belatedly, I realized that while Sho had covered the basics,
these two needed to really understand how Jon operated. I erred on the side of
caution and reiterated: “Ah, gentlemen? Make sure there’s at least a few feet
between you two before you use anything electronic. Trust me, he’ll fry them
otherwise.”


Both men looked at each other, a little confused, then
focused on Jon in curiosity. It was Caleb who asked, “Really? You said you fry
anything electronic, but does it take just a second on your part?”


“I touch it, it goes zap,” he explained sourly, face
scrunched up in a grimace. “Sometimes just lengthy exposure makes it go zap.
Donovan is a lifesaver, you have no idea. It was hell before he came to me.”


“My only real regret in life is that I didn’t come to you
sooner,” I told him honestly. 


Perking back up, he came in close and hugged me around the
waist, a happy sigh slipping from his throat. “You say such sweet things.” 


I wrapped an arm around him in return, dropping a kiss on
the top of his head. Frankly, it relieved me that he was being so affectionate
in front of these two. It said a great deal about how comfortable he was. Caleb
and Neil both watched us carefully, Caleb especially looking happy for his son.
Happy for us both, perhaps. 


“Caleb, check your phone,” Jon said, pulling back from the
hug but staying within the circle of my arm. “I hugged you earlier—that might
have killed it.”


“It’s in my back pocket,” he assured his son, even as he
took three cautious steps back and pulled the phone out. “Still working.”


Jon let out a pent-up breath of relief. “Good. Let’s load
up.” 


As he headed for the Humvee, I took a minute with both
fathers while ostensibly getting the address for the restaurant. Holding up a
staying hand, I warned them in a low tone, “There’s a few rules with him.
Please follow them—it embarrasses and frustrates him if he damages something by
accident. Only take him somewhere in his own vehicle. It has EMP shielding
around the engine. Nothing else is safe for him to ride in. Don’t bring
anything electronic within five feet of him if you can help it.” 


Caleb listened intently to every word, his eyes penetrating
as they searched my face. “Just how powerful of a psychic is he?”


“Pretty damn powerful—or at least that’s been my take on it.
The CIA and FBI have tried to recruit him numerous times. His psychic power
basically doesn’t have an off switch. He’s on high all the time. Before me, he
didn’t even have shields.”


Caleb winced. “God. No wonder he said it was hell before
you.”


Of course. This man had been married to a psychic at one
point, so he understood better than most. I relaxed a notch. Caleb would do his
best to adhere to those rules—my gut told me that. One look at Neil’s
expression told me he’d do his best as well. I got a good vibe from Neil. Jon’s
confidence that he’d like the man also assured me he was a good person. I
looked forward to getting to know him better, assuming Jon and Caleb worked
things out well enough to give me the opportunity to. 


“Donovan, seriously, how did he survive?” Neil asked,
voice rising a little with incredulity. “In this modern age, where computers
reign, it must be like navigating a minefield for him.” 


“More or less,” I admitted frankly, hands splayed in a
shrug. “But I’ll let him tell you the story. And when you see our place, you’ll
appreciate how savvy he was setting it up.”


Caleb somewhat delicately asked, “‘Our’ place?”


“I moved in with him two months ago,” I explained without a
qualm. 


“Good for you,” Neil approved. “I’m glad to see at least one
Bane on this planet knows how to keep a relationship moving.” 


Caleb gave him a dirty look. I sensed quite the story there.
Hopefully I’d get it out of them later. 


Neil showed me the address, and I typed it into my phone
quickly. I exchanged numbers with Neil as well, just in case. Then I climbed
into the Humvee, playing navigator, and was frankly glad for a few minutes of
privacy so Jon could settle. He didn’t offer anything as we drove and I didn’t
press him for answers. I was perfectly content to let him process. 





Neil directed us to meet them at Holston’s Kitchen, which we
did. We beat them there and got out of the car, lingering in the crisp autumn
air outside the main door. As we stood there, Jon got that pinched expression
on his face that never signaled anything good. I bumped him lightly with an
elbow. “What?”


“Something you said earlier made me think. That you have to
work to keep secrets from me. Natalie and Mom are the same—they’ve learned how
to keep secrets, hard as it is. I have to wonder, how many secrets are they
keeping where Caleb is concerned?”


I’d wondered when he would turn his mind to that problem. I
also noted the use of his father’s first name with a faint wince. He wasn’t
ready to absolve or forgive the man entirely, was he? Then again, I knew better
than most that it took time for Jon to work through emotional problems. “You’d
be able to see if they were lying to you, so the basics of what they said had
to be the truth.”


“Yeah. But it’s so easy to manipulate the truth if you’re
careful with how you phrase things, of how much you share. The reason why I’m
paid as much as I am is because I’ve learned how to dig deeper than the surface
until I reach the full truth. But I’ve never interrogated my family. Why should
I? The truth seemed apparent enough to me.” 


“Babe. You were seven. And as an adult, you haven’t really
asked for the details of what happened. It was too painful. Even if you had,
would it have done any good? You didn’t even know where he was until today.”


“I could have found out,” Jon said with a sigh. “He’s a
medical examiner, for god’s sake, he’d be listed with any police department he
worked for. A Google search would likely bring him up.”


Yeah, okay, he had a fair point there. Especially as we
specialized in finding people. It would have been relatively easy. “Kicking
yourself for time lost is probably not the best use of your time and energy.
What you need to focus on right now is, how much have you been manipulated and
by whom? Natalie was old enough when your dad left to have the score, right?”


“She was seventeen at that point,” Jon agreed slowly. “But
she was so mad, she was locked up in her room most of the time. I barely saw
her for a good year after Dad told us he was divorcing Mom. And Rodger was
around all the time after that. She dislikes him as much as I do, so she left
for college pretty quickly. I didn’t really see her much until I moved in with
her ten years later.” 


I thought of what that must have been like. To lose both
father and essentially sister all in one fell swoop. To be stuck instead with a
man you disliked for years until being essentially thrown out of the house. Was
it any wonder he had trust issues? “So if something hinky was going on, do you
think she’d have noticed?”


“I don’t know,” Jon answered, clearly thinking hard. “My
memories of that time are fuzzy. I want to sit everyone down and ask them some
hard questions, get to the bottom of this. I know Caleb isn’t lying to me. He
really did try to stay in contact with us. He was thwarted by someone, and I
know who.”


“Rodger?”


“Yeah, Dad confirmed that. He’s your first guess too, huh.”


“Well, really, he’s the most obvious suspect. Did your mom
know?”


“Now, that is the question, isn’t it? I’m not sure.
I…somehow don’t think so.”


I didn’t think so either. I couldn’t imagine Lauren letting
this go, not with how it hurt her kids.  “Do you want to do this sooner or
later? You’ve either got to make the time, or you’ll have to wait until the
case is solved.”


“Make the time,” he said decisively. Gesturing toward my far
pocket, he asked, “Can you email or text everyone and arrange it? I want to get
to the bottom of this sooner rather than later. I mean, Caleb doesn’t even know
he has a grandchild, and that’s ridiculous. He should at least be able to meet
Skylar. And I can’t introduce him to her until I figure out what went wrong.”


I pulled out my phone immediately. “I’ll get it arranged.”
And hoped for his sake he got answers he could live with. I didn’t really think
this was any of Natalie’s doing—she just wasn’t the manipulative type—but that
left Lauren and Rodger. Rodger I could totally see doing something like this.
He manipulated the whole family on a regular basis. Lauren was a harder nut to
crack. I was never quite sure how much was her and how much was Rodger yanking
on her puppet strings. 


A red pickup pulled into the parking space next to Jon’s Humvee.
I glanced up from the phone, realized the other two had arrived, and quickly
finished the text message to Natalie and Lauren before pocketing it safely
inside its EMP case. 


“Body now under lock and key?” Jon teased his father as
Caleb came around the bed of the truck to greet us. 


“You bet your ass it is,” Caleb grumbled sourly. “The entire
precinct is firm on the point that if anyone goes inside my morgue before
tomorrow morning, heads will roll. I got in some of the bloodwork I requested.
I’d go over them tonight, but—”


Neil gave his husband a firm look. “No work binges.”


Pointing to him, Caleb completed his sentence wryly, “I
promised him I wouldn’t work overnight anymore unless it was an emergency. And
this doesn’t qualify. Well, let’s go in. I’m starving. With one thing and
another, I skipped lunch.”


We went inside the restaurant and I panned my head, taking
in the interior as we were led to a table. It had brick walls, including a
brick wall divider between the dining spaces, with arched windows to break it
up. The lighting was mellow, the floors a painted concrete. It had a masculine
vibe to it, and the smells…delightful. My mouth started salivating. 


Best yet, they didn’t have those table kiosks we had to
avoid.  


We settled around a table towards the back end of the dining
area and I looked through the menu, seeing mostly steaks, fish, and some
Southern fare. We all placed orders for food and drinks, me ordering two
appetizers as well. 


Jon practically vibrated in his chair as he turned to Caleb.
“Caleb. I’m going to do my best to sort out exactly what happened. And soon. I
do not want this question festering. And I’ve told Natalie I found you. I’m
frankly surprised I haven’t gotten angry demands for updates yet.”


Caleb’s face turned wistful. “I’d love to see her. How is
she?”


“She’s great. I mean that. She loves her job. Natalie
married a man named Aaron and he’s awesome. We all adore him.” 


Jon pointed a finger at my phone and I knew what that silent
command meant. Pulling it free, I thumbed through the gallery until I found a
picture of him and Natalie I’d snapped about two months ago. I handed it over
so Neil and Caleb could get a better look. 


“Wow,” Caleb breathed, eyes greedily taking in the image.
“She looks so like her mother.”


“Yeah, she does. Older she gets, the more she looks like
her.” Jon shot me a look, uncertain, but I encouraged him to go ahead. There
wasn’t any right timing in this situation. Taking a breath, he said, “You’re
both grandparents.” 


Neil and Caleb froze, looking at him like he’d announced the
moon was going to fall tomorrow. 


“Natalie has a child?!” Caleb squeaked out, eyes bugging
from his head. 


“Yeah. Donovan, you’ve got a picture on your phone, right?”


“Of Sky?” I snorted at the question. “Way too many,
probably. She thinks it’s funny to take selfies with my phone for some reason.
Here, Caleb, let me see it.” I flicked through three before finding one of her
selfies and passed it back. “That’s Skylar.”


Caleb was beyond words. I might have been assuming too much,
but the expression on his face suggested that just reconnecting with one of his
children was a dream come true. The idea of perhaps getting them both back, and
having a grandchild on top of it all, blew his mind. He was robbed of words as
he stared at Skylar’s picture. His eyes grew bright with unshed tears. I
thought Jon was going to join him for a moment, a sympathetic reaction to what
his father felt. 


“She’s beautiful, Caleb.” Neil put an arm around his
husband’s shoulders, hugging him close. “How old is she?”


“A very precocious fifteen,” I answered dryly. “She’s
incredibly smart, too.”


“That girl is a techno-wiz,” Jon agreed promptly. “She
maintains what few electronics I have in my house and wants to work for the
police in the future, be one of our tech gurus. She trains with Donovan on
Saturdays in Krav Maga.” 


Caleb startled at that, his eyes flying up to mine. “With
you?”


“Yeah. I didn’t think it was a good idea to leave her
defenseless,” I explained with a shrug. “And she’s good at it. She’s dragged
more than a few people into my class, other teenagers she felt needed some
self-defense training. She’s a good kid, Caleb. I hope you can meet her soon.” 


“I’ll do my best to make sure it happens.” Jon had that
stubborn look on his face again, the one that said he wasn’t taking no for an
answer. 


“I’d love to.” Caleb reluctantly handed my phone back to me.
“Jon, I don’t want you to get your hopes up about this, though. Natalie might
choose not to see me.”


“Natalie is half the reason why I talked to you to begin
with. She wants answers and is just as desperate to talk to you. Trust me, I
think a lot of things are going to change when the truth comes out.” 


I seconded that. 


The food arrived and gave us a good break in the conversation.
Once it was settled on the table, I changed the subject to something lighter.
“So tell me. How did you two crazy kids meet?”


Neil laughed at the question and gave Caleb a fond look. “He
ran into me. Literally. He claims it was an accident, but I still think it was
on purpose.” 


“I was carrying a box of recovered remains from a shallow
grave,” Caleb met him look for look. “Believe me, if it was on purpose, I
wouldn’t have done it with bones in my hands.” 


“Really? Then why did you look like you’d swallowed your
tongue after I helped you up?”


“Because you’re smoking hot and I’m not blind. At the time,
I was absolutely mortified a hot stranger was helping me up while I was covered
in dusty skeleton, but fortunately you didn’t seem to notice.”


“Oh, I noticed. I just didn’t care.” 


This story rang a bell with me and I regarded Jon
thoughtfully. On our first meeting, he’d also rather looked tongue-tied,
although he hadn’t been, fortunately. Was it something about Bane genetics that
they reacted around men so?


Jon caught my interest and made a face at me. “Uh, no, I did
not fall for you first. You fell for me at first sight, remember?”


“Maybe I did, but you were interested first,” I teased. 


“No, wait,” Caleb interrupted. “How exactly did you two
meet?”


Jon obligingly told the story, and the conversation stayed
light and easy the rest of the dinner as we caught up a little with each other.
I mentally prayed that whatever the truth was, it would let Caleb reconnect
with Natalie too. As badly as things had gone, everyone deserved a second
chance. 


The conversation wrapped back around to hashing things out
with the family, and Jon admitted, “I had Donovan text everyone, see how they
felt about a family meeting. I hope to work one in the next few days.”


“That would be nice.” Caleb bit his lip and shot his husband
a look I couldn’t quite decipher. “I’d like to speak with her sooner rather
than later, but it might be best you sort things out with them first.”


“I think it will be, although I’m not sure when I’ll be able
to do that. This weekend, probably.” Jon sat up, a little more alert, head
canted in question. “Why are you looking at me like that?”  


“Look, I know you’re supposed to stay at a hotel while
you’re working on the case out here, but how would you both feel about staying
with us instead?”


That sounded potentially awkward, although it might work out
for the better. Hotel rooms all had keycards these days. Jon and electronic
locks were like wolves to bunnies. The former existed to rip the latter to
pieces. I met Jon’s eyes, silently trying to read what he thought of this
offer. 


He seemed to share my own sense of potential awkwardness,
but there was a stubborn tilt to his chin I knew quite well. He was game to at
least try. “I have to admit, it would make life easier in some ways.”


I pitched in, “But you understand, he won’t be able to go
into your kitchen at all. And any electronics in the living room would be
iffy.”


“We don’t actually have a TV in the house. Neither of us are
big on watching it. Our computers are all in a separate room, so he won’t be
able to accidentally stumble across them. It was originally my parent’s house,
so it’s not hi-tech anyway.” Neil sounded hopeful. 


Okay, that all sounded promising as well. I felt like it
potentially would be a good thing. “Then, we’ll sleep at the hotel tonight,
join you tomorrow? Room’s already paid for, and all that.” 


Caleb practically beamed. “Sure.” 
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The financials and property information came in mid-morning
the next day. Neil pulled all the petitions and protests for us to look through
and kindly printed things out for me. We all dug through the information,
hoping multiple eyes might see something. At this point, we just didn’t know
much about Witherspoon. We knew he was married, now widowed, with just one
child. He had a very lucrative restoration business in New York for decades. He
chose to come down here to retire. No one’s quite sure why—he’d never lived in
the South. But we had no idea about his relationships, friendships,
connections. Too much of this man’s life was a blank slate.  


Neil, of course, had other cases to juggle, so he let us get
a head start by putting me, Donovan, Sho, Carol, Sharon, and Garrett all in the
conference room. This one showed its age in the stained carpet and marked-up
white walls, although at least it had one window at the end, so we had some
natural lighting. It wasn’t a large room, so the table was necessarily short,
but we had enough room to stretch out and pile the evidence on the Formica top.


Jim went back to Nashville to handle the cases still coming
in. He made a few noises about us possibly coming back and working a day in
Nashville before the work overloaded. I hoped not. All the driving back and
forth would be less than fun. 


We were gung-ho on the idea of getting this mystery solved
sooner rather than later. Even though it was a lot of paperwork to slog
through, we divvied it up, with Sho tackling the questions requiring Googling.
Since Sharon had the neatest handwriting, we gave her the marker and control of
the whiteboard, giving us a rough timeline of not only the day of the murder,
but the past year of Witherspoon’s life. At this point, everything was suspect.



I read through the petitions and protests with a gathering
frown. The basic gist of it was that because the plantation house was a
historical building, it shouldn’t be touched at all except for repair work. The
preservation group Historic Districts Council was the main spearhead of the
movement, but a few architects and other advocates were behind it. Someone had
even documented the physical protest held the day Witherspoon had gone in to
the Sevierville City Hall to get the permits to renovate. I looked through the
pictures, noting faces and getting a rough head count. Roughly ten people
altogether, holding various signs. 


“Seems like he wasn’t really going to do much that would
change the look or structure,” Donovan noted. He held the permit plans.
Frankly, he was the only one in this group who would understand them. Well, and
Sho too. “He’s got plans here to update plumbing and electric, which I
understand. Wiring that old could potentially burn the house down. And the
plumbing in the upstairs bathroom, according to his notes to the city, had a
major leak that was damaging the ceiling downstairs.”


I hadn’t noticed that, but I hadn’t walked through the
entire house, either. For various reasons. “Is that why he was tearing into the
bathroom linen closet, do you think? To find and stop the leak?”


“Only way to get to the plumbing, unless he chose to go in
through a wall. Or the ceiling itself. Depends on how they did the plumbing.” 


And without plans to go by, he must have been guessing. I’d
certainly choose to go through the false back of a closet first. “But if all he
was doing was updating things and fixing potential problems, why the protests?”


“That is a very good question,” Sho agreed in a tone that
said he knew something we didn’t. I turned in my chair to look in his
direction. He was at the far end of the table—basically as far from me as he
could get without going through a wall. Well able to read the query on our
faces, he continued, “It doesn’t make sense he’d get protests now. I cannot
find a single protest against the renovation in 1976. No one was against it, or
even murmured a possible worry.”


“Ho~,” Garrett said, voice lilting. He turned in his chair
as well to face Sho more directly. “How long has that historical committee been
around?”


Sho’s arch expression went up another notch. “Established
1970.”


“So they were around when the first renovation happened.”
Sharon came out of her chair to mark all of this on the white board. “Anyone
else find that strange?”


“Especially considering the 1976 remodel was just as
intensive in some ways.” Donovan tapped the plans that he had. “They updated
plumbing and wiring, replaced three doors and four windows, and completely
redid the roof. If that was okay, then why protest Witherspoon’s plans? His
wasn’t going to be nearly as intensive.” 


Carol dropped the file in her hands for a moment, peering at
the whiteboard over her glasses. “Something smells, and it’s not fried chicken.
I’ve got a property estimate of the house, and it was worth a great deal more
than what Witherspoon paid for it. It should have fetched almost a half
million, especially considering how much property it’s sitting on. He bought it
for $176,000.” 


I whistled long and loud. “Woah. Seriously?”


“It was on the market for a year before he came around to
snatch it up, but…there’s something not right about a price drop like that.”
She frowned at the records some more. “And his was the only offer that was
entertained.”


Donovan just rolled his big brown eyes at her. “Excuse you,
why is this even a question? We know that place is haunted. Spooky stuff
happens in there all the time. Why would anyone sane want to buy it?”


“The locals likely knew better,” Sho agreed wholeheartedly.
“I mean, really; would you want to be eating dinner and then have
random, murderous screams coming up out of the floorboards? That’s a whole lot
of not-gonna-happen in my book.” 


“It’d take an out-of-towner to be interested. I suppose
that’s why Witherspoon got it. According to his financials” –Garrett tapped a
finger to them— “that was low-balling for him. His company—before he sold
it—did really well. He dealt with million-dollar projects all the time in New
York. He retired with quite a bit in the bank. This was literally his
retirement project. He didn’t need to invest in anything.”


The situation just got stranger with every fact added. I
watched as Sharon wrote all this on the board, trying to put the pieces
together into some overall picture that made sense. But we still really didn’t
understand what the motive was in killing him. As interesting as all this was,
who could be our suspect? 


Caleb came into the conference room with a file under one
arm, wearing scrubs that were thankfully clean. Mostly clean. A few
questionable stains dirtied the hem of his pants. He looked tired and more
confused, which wasn’t the direction we wanted him to take. With a general wave
at the room, he snagged a water bottle before dropping heavily into a chair.
Uncapping it, he took a long pull from the bottle and put it down on the
surface before even attempting to speak. 


“Good news does not seem to be forthcoming,” Garrett noted.
“Tell us something good, Doc.”


“How about something weird?”


“No, we have a lot of weird already.” I shook my head. “No
more weirdness.”


“You’re not getting your wish on that one,” Caleb said,
sliding further into the computer chair with a sigh. I could see from this
angle his lower back hurt, likely because he’d been bending at a
forty-five-degree angle for several hours. “Test results show he was given a
very high dose of ketamine.”


“How was it given to him?” Donovan asked.


“Orally, I believe. It wasn’t found in his water glass, so I
can’t be positive about that. I found no traces of an injection site, but—” He
grimaced, and we all nodded in understanding. “It’s normally a perfectly legal
prescription. It can be used as an anesthetic because it blocks sensory
perception. In high doses, it depresses breathing and works as a sedative. I
don’t believe the drug was an accidental overdose on Witherspoon’s part. I
requested medical records for Witherspoon, and he has no history of
prescriptions, aside from a blood pressure medication. Which, considering he
was sixty-two at his death, isn’t unusual.” 


“So definitely the work of our murderer. It doesn’t take any
medical knowledge to know about the drug, right?” Sho inputted with a
thoughtful frown. “I believe ketamine is also a recreational drug.”


“It’s often used as one, or mixed in a cocktail,” Caleb
confirmed with a grimace. “Because people are stupid that way. Yes, I’m afraid
anyone can buy this off the street.”


Sharon grumbled, “So much for narrowing our suspect pool.”


“We have a suspect pool?” Caleb asked, perking up. 


“No,” Donovan denied dryly.


Caleb deflated immediately. “Well, damn. Unfortunately, I
don’t have much more to add that wasn’t in my preliminary report. He was
stabbed right below the right rib with something approximately one-inch in diameter,
not particularly sharp, either. At a guess, I’d say something like a fireplace
poker or a tent stake. Something about that width.”


I turned to Sho, who kept track of details like this, and
asked, “Was there a fireplace poker?”


He opened his mouth, paused, then lifted a finger in signal
for me to wait. 


As he clicked through various screens, Caleb finished, “The
mortal blow, as you will, was a slice across the throat. It was a single,
uniform cut, which was what I meant by ‘weird.’ Normally, when someone’s throat
is cut, there’s a great deal of jerking around, meaning blood splatter
everywhere. The knife wound was sharp and deep. Something four inches wide and
about six inches long—a butcher knife, perhaps. I believe that while injured,
Witherspoon was so comatose from the ketamine, he wasn’t even aware of when he
was killed.”


Some small mercy in that, at least. “So…your theory of last
night still holds?”


“I think our killer is a new one.” Caleb gave me a nod. “I
think he came in with a game plan that failed utterly. Witherspoon was a large
man, strong from years of hard labor. I believe the murderer drugged him
initially to make it easier to kill him. But when the poker failed to work, he
got desperate and went for a knife instead. Some of that is conjecture, but it
fits with what I know.”


“Why the poker…” Carol trailed off, staring up at the
ceiling, clearly in deep thought. 


Sho cleared his throat to draw our eyes to him. “To answer
the previous question, no. There was no poker found at the scene. There was a
set near the main fireplace, and it had everything: brush, shovel, tongs. But
no poker.” 


“Was this supposed to look like a crime of opportunity?”
Sharon asked doubtfully. 


“While drugging him?” I objected. “Any idiot who watches
crime shows knows they’ll do a full tox screen on a murder victim. Hell, I know
that and I can’t even watch most murder mysteries.” 


Caleb leaned around Donovan to see me. “But I thought you
had Google Home to run a TV for you?”


“It’s not that,” Donovan explained in a loud whisper. “The
blood squicks him out.”


I smacked my lover on the arm. Ignoring the snickering, I
said loudly: “ANYWAY. I can’t see the logic on this.”


“I’m not sure I see it either,” Carol sighed, going back to
staring at the ceiling. 


“This is a bit of a long shot…” Garrett looked around the
room at each of us. “But does anyone know the history of the plantation house? How
many violent deaths occurred there, aside from the whole poker-murder the
captain told us about?”


One look at Donovan’s lines told just how unhappy he was
with that line of questioning. I didn’t understand Garrett’s point, but for
once the man didn’t look like he was teasing. 


Caleb leaned forward. “Why do you ask?” 


“I mean, this place is a famous haunted mansion, right?
We’ve seen some spooky stuff while going through the house ourselves. What if
the murderer was trying to make it look like Witherspoon was offed by a ghost?”


I went slowly taut in my chair. “Make it look like he was
taking some recreational drugs, hence the ketamine, then a ghost did him in at
the wrong moment?”


Garrett shrugged uncertainly. “Is that too far-fetched?” 


“Apparently not.” Sho had been tapping away at his laptop,
but his fingers stopped as he scrolled down a page. “Listen to this.
Apparently, there were quite a few deaths at the plantation. Most of them
occurred in the master bedroom—from old age, by the sounds of it. But there was
a violent death too. At one point, Timothy Chandler was passed over to inherit
the estate. The story goes he was an alcoholic and the mother didn’t trust her
son with the plantation. She passed it down to her grandson, John, instead.
Timothy Chandler flew into a rage and got into a fight with his son. John
stabbed him with a poker just below the ribs, killing his father.”


“Huh.” I couldn’t come up with a better response than that.
“Right, didn’t Cain say something about a murder that happened before with a
poker?”


“Come to think of it, he did.” Garrett patted his own head.
“Good brain. Good question, brain. Okay, hot stuff, tell me that happened in
the bedroom.”


A tinge of pink graced Sho’s cheeks as he answered, “Sorry,
no. Happened in the parlor. The website claims the blood stains are still
there, and no attempt to clean them up—even sanding—has been able to remove
them.”


Carol looked skeptical. “I’m not sure how helpful that is.
It’s the right weapon, the right method, but the wrong location.”


“Anyone else feel like we’re playing Clue?” Sharon asked. 


I lifted my hand, meeting her grin with one of my own. “It’s
Col. Mustard in the bedroom with the poker.” 


She played along without batting an eye. “Excellent, case closed.”



“Now wait.” Caleb waved us down with both hands. “Garrett’s
question is a good one. What if that was the original game plan? Make it look
like a ghost did it. It would explain the poker—even if it was in the bedroom
instead of the parlor. I admit it seems far-fetched to us, but even knowing
this was a murder, we still don’t have a viable suspect. If his original plan
had gone off without a hitch, who’s to say there wouldn’t be more than a few
people who’d believe a ghost did him in?”


“We might still have more than a few people believe it,”
Donovan pointed out. “But okay, I see where you’re going with this. It seems a
bit far-fetched, but I’ve seen people do stupider things with less. Does that
mean we’re looking at someone local, someone who knows the legends?”


Sho pointed a finger toward himself. “That took me thirty
seconds on Google to pull up, man.”


Donovan growled, head tipping back. “Yeah. Okay, good point.
Can we get just one thing, just ONE thing to help us narrow down the suspects?”


I patted his shoulder supportively because I knew exactly
how frustrated he felt. “Not sure if we have enough information right now to do
that. But how about a game plan? Sho, I take it the poker wasn’t anywhere to be
seen?”


“Nope, hence why it’s not on the list.” 


Carol, never slow on the uptake, cottoned onto my plan
immediately. “I’ll do a reading to find the poker?”


“And hope that he wasn’t wearing gloves,” I agreed with a
smile at her. “It’d be nice to get some physical evidence linking our murderer
to his crime. I’m all for some fingerprints. And while you’re doing that, I’ll
see if I can’t get an interview arranged with the people who protested the
renovation. Maybe someone there has a stronger motive we just don’t know about
yet.”


Caleb caught my eye, concern threading through his lines.
“But that’s quite a few people, right?”


“Ten or so,” I admitted easily. “But as long as I don’t have
to go above a level one reading, it’ll be a breeze.”
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Carol did a reading for the missing poker from the dining room,
on the off chance it was the murder weapon. One of the murder weapons? No one
was really clear on that. At least, not at first. When she got the results, I
went out with her and Singleton to the back end of the property and we found
the missing poker under the woodpile. Figured the murderer would try to dispose
of both evidence and corpse in one go. If you had a nice fire going, why waste
it, right?


After that, the light more or less failed us and we couldn’t
do much else. We all decided to knock off for the day, and people were talking
about dinner as we all headed towards our cars. 


Sho was still on edge from seeing that glimpse of the guy at
the house on our first day here. He didn’t say as much, but I think the man
looked like his ex, Roy. Roy had absolutely no reason to be out here, so Sho
was trying to pass it off as his imagination playing tricks on him, but it
unnerved him on some level. Enough that Jon caught it. I saw Jon quietly pull
Garrett aside and put a word in his ear before we separated for the night.
Garrett, in turn, caught Sho up around the shoulders and offered to look up
movies, see what was playing. 


Even if it was just nerves messing with Sho, I had faith
Garrett would unwind him so he could sleep tonight and not jump at shadows. 


Jon and I followed Neil from the station and to the house.
Everyone else was going for the hotel—mostly the indoor pool, to hear Carol
talk about it. Jon didn’t say much on the short drive from the station to the
house, but I put that down to nerves. He wasn’t sure this was a good idea. For
that matter, I wasn’t sure about it. But we both agreed he needed to at least
try. 


Neil and Caleb’s house was a charming two-story that looked
old. It was white on white, a Victorianesque style with elaborate trim around
the upper balcony that wrapped around the front porch. If it was younger than the
1900s, I’d eat my boots. Despite the age, it didn’t look ready to fall down on
itself. It had been well maintained, and the flower beds around the base of the
house were neatly kept. We pulled in at the back, along a paved parking pad.
Caleb was already home, judging from the black Honda already parked there. 


Grabbing bags, we followed Neil in through the kitchen door,
and I quickly realized that while the house was old, it had been updated. The
cabinets were a dark brown, and a white island stood in the middle of the room.
The floors were recently refinished in a mahogany stain that gleamed dully in
the light. They took good care of the place. 


Caleb worked in the kitchen, fussing with a crockpot. It
smelled richly of a roast and vegetables cooking, making my mouth salivate. He
turned as we came in, a smile lighting up his face. God, he really did look
like Jon when he smiled. If this was what my lover would look like in thirty
years, I had no complaints. 


“Good, you made it,” Caleb greeted. “I never know if Neil’s
going to be sucked into another case right as he’s trying to leave.” 


“Happens far too often,” Neil muttered darkly. “I’ll show
these two to their room. Is dinner ready?”


“Almost. I’m making a quick salad, then it will be.”


“Okay.” 


We followed him up a circular staircase, and I noted things
in passing. Most of the house had hardwood flooring, and while it was simply
decorated with tasteful landscapes, the rooms were devoid of clutter. It felt
like a house unoccupied most of the time. But then, these two struck me as the
type to spend a lot of time on the job or out of the house altogether. Jon was
like that. Everyone claimed that before he met me, he’d preferred to stay at
home. But I’d never seen him act that way. I think it was more that before me,
it was hard to be out in public. With me to grease the wheels, he was more than
happy to go out and get into things. 


Neil crossed the rather large upstairs landing and opened a
door, waving us inside. The room was large—much larger than I’d expected in a
house of this age. A queen-sized bed sat in the middle, a homemade quilt of
whites and greens on top. There was a single dresser and nightstands on either
side, but not much else. 


“Bathroom next to you is all yours. There’s towels and soaps
under the sink; use them as you like. I’ll meet you two back downstairs.” 


“Sure, thanks.” Jon hefted his suitcase onto the bed, then
paused, looking around him. “Not a trace of technology in here anywhere except
the light. Thank god. Donovan, I want to have a quick conversation with Natalie.
Can you call her for me?”


“Okay.” I pulled my phone out, dialed in her number, then
put it on speaker on the bed. My mother had beat it into my head to never let
your hosts do all the work, so I gestured for him to talk and went back out.
I’d help Caleb with that salad, maybe set the table. 


As I regained the kitchen, I found Caleb at the island,
chopping up tomatoes. I greeted him with a smile as I went for the sink. I
definitely wanted to wash my hands after all the questionable things I’d
touched today. “Can I help?”


“Sure. You comfortable in a kitchen?”


“I like to eat. Cooking and eating occupy the same
territory.” 


That made him snort a laugh. “It must be fun keeping you
fed, too. Alright, if you’ll chop, I’ll set the table.” 


Amiable to this, I dried my hands and took over. His knife
was a good one, sharp and precise, and it didn’t take me long to get through
the tomatoes. As I reached for the apple, he stopped at the island, watching me
as if wondering what to say. Or maybe how to say it. 


“Donovan. I’ve heard a few comments that worry me. Is Jon in
danger?”


Oh boy. I didn’t blame him for asking the question—I’d do
the same in his shoes—but I wasn’t keen on answering. I didn’t like to worry
people, and I didn’t know Caleb well enough to predict how he’d react to this
bit of news. Then again, he’d learn sooner or later. “Unfortunately, yeah.”


“I don’t understand. In danger from what?”


“Criminals he’s exposed.” I sighed, putting the knife down
to face him squarely. “Sometimes it’s from family or friends who are angry with
him for exposing someone. He’s been on the receiving end of more than a few
attacks. It’s why I’m here.”


Caleb didn’t like this answer. His frown grew deep and
troubled. “I thought you were his anchor.”


“I am. But originally, I was hired on at Psy to be his
bodyguard. I mean, that wasn’t my only job. I was his partner too—still am. I
do a lot of the paperwork and handle the electronics, but really, Jim wanted me
first and foremost because Jon needed protection. Me becoming his anchor came
later.” 


I hated his worry, and hated more that I was adding to it.
“Caleb. I don’t want you to worry about him, alright? I’ve got fifteen years of
military service under my belt. I’m teaching him Krav Maga. And I don’t leave
him defenseless. Garrett Wilson, the guy you met today? He’s my best friend. We
were in Special Forces together. He also keeps a sharp eye on Jon. Trust me,
we’re doing everything in our power to keep him safe.” 


He ran both hands over his face, looking stressed and
unhappy. “I hear what you’re saying, Donovan. But I don’t like the idea of my
son in danger.”


“Trust me, I like it even less. But anyone who tries to get
to him has to get through me first. And I’m hard to take down.”


“I believe that.” Neil joined us at the island, taking me in
with a half-smile. “But we don’t want you hurt either, Donovan.”


I gave him a smile. I really did like both of these men. “I
prefer to be in one piece myself. We take precautions.”


“I’m surrounded by policemen on a regular basis.” Jon
stepped into the kitchen with a put-out expression. He clearly didn’t like the
topic of conversation. “It’s not like I’m constantly in danger.” 


I decided I didn’t want to touch that statement with a
ten-foot pole. A redirect seemed in order. “How’s Natalie?”


He gave me a glare—of course he knew what I was doing—but
still answered. “Ready to murder Rodger. She’s got a lot of questions, and I
was only able to give her answers to about thirty percent of them. She said it
was okay.” Jon paused and added rhetorically, “Aside from ‘it’s okay,’ what
other death threats do women use?”


Caleb chuckled. “Quite a few. I’d like to talk to her.”


“She really wants to talk to you too. I promised to give her
your number when I see her this weekend. I’ve organized a family meeting to set
the record straight.”


Looking a touch worried about this, Caleb asked slowly,
“With everyone?”


“Yeah. No offense, but I don’t want you there. I want to
straighten this out with them without a reunion being mixed in with it.” Jon
stopped at the doorway, halfway between dining room and kitchen, a safe
distance from the electronics.


“No, I think that’s a good idea,” his father assured him.
His tone made it clear he meant it.


Jon apparently read that in his lines because he nodded and
looked relieved. His eyes roved over the many electronics in the kitchen and
looked pained at the tally. “I’ll, uh, meet you guys at the table.”


I took that as my cue to quickly finish up the salad, which
I did, and put it in the white bowl Caleb handed me. We brought the rest of the
food and glasses to the table with us in one troop movement before setting it
all down. The table looked massive enough for the Last Supper and clearly had
been with the house for a very long time, judging from the wearing around the
corners. It probably only saw use when guests came over. I couldn’t see these
two sitting down here often. 


The food was well seasoned and tender. I took great delight
in filling my belly. The conversation lulled a little as we all focused on our
food. 


Caleb cleared his throat and asked, “Any luck with finding
how the body was secreted out? Are we looking at one murderer or multiple?”


“Unfortunately, no idea at this point,” Neil answered. He
gave me an amused glance. “We’re still combing through financials.” 


“Is this preferable over investigating the house?”


“God, yes,” Donovan answered fervently. “Not nearly as
spooky.”


“Too many things going bump?” Caleb also found this amusing.



“Among other things.” Neil, bless him, left it at that.
Although I’m sure he’d tell Caleb all about it later. “Any more information to
share with us about the body?”


“I’m still not entirely sure what was going on with him. I
need the test results for his blood back, but I suspect he was heavily drugged.
There wasn’t much blood spray or pooling around the body, indicating his blood
pressure was very depressed. Also very strange to me was that he was struck
twice, with completely different objects. Something hard and semi-blunt
penetrated the subcostal plane.” 


“English, hon,” Neil requested patiently. 


Caleb put a hand on the right side of his torso, right below
the ribs. “Here. I don’t think that’s what killed him, though. There wasn’t
much blood around the wound on my first examination. The wound across his
throat indicates the killer tried one weapon, and when that failed, picked up
something with a sharp edge and slit his throat instead.”


Jon’s keen interest was snared and he temporarily set aside
eating in favor of facts. “Any defensive wounds?”


“None. I’ll bet a month’s salary both wounds were inflicted
while Witherspoon was either comatose or unconscious. I’m also positive he died
in bed. He wasn’t placed there afterwards.” Caleb’s eyes unfocused as he stared
straight ahead for a moment. “I believe the murderer’s first attempts failed.
He had to make changes on the fly, hence why there’s so many different things
happening in this case. Really, it’s rather ridiculous. Witherspoon was
drugged, stabbed, and slashed.”


It reminded me of that old story of Rasputin. Although I
think it had taken seven attempts to actually kill him. Was Witherspoon so evil
that someone had tracked him down here and doggedly tried again and again to
kill him? Or was something else going on? 


“I know we don’t normally need a motive to close a case, but
I can’t help but feel it would help us find the murderer,” Jon observed. “Right
now we don’t even have the possibility of a suspect.”


“We do have the people who filed a petition against the
renovations,” Neil objected.


Jon looked at him dryly. “You’re fishing.”


Neil shrugged, not ashamed of admitting it. “I might as well
poke it, see if anything stirs. I’m hoping his financials shed some light on
the matter. I’d hate for a murder this brutal to turn into a cold case. Caleb,
you didn’t find anything?”


“No prints, certainly, and no DNA evidence. Of course, the
fire obliterated a lot of trace evidence. Damn him.” Caleb went back to dinner
with a sigh. “But I trust with a whole group of professionals, we’ll get to the
bottom of this.” 


“So, no pressure,” Jon drawled, although the quirks of his
mouth showed he was mostly teasing. 


“Are your cases often like this?” his father inquired
curiously. 


“Unfortunately, about half of them are strange. Really,
Carol and I are only called in when the police are stumped. Either a lack of
evidence or the pressure of needing a quick close is why we’re requested. Half
of them are straightforward enough. The other half are head-scratching. Rather
like this one.” Jon shrugged, not bothered. “Either way, it’s job security.”


Neil snorted. “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.
Donovan, it must have been strange for you. Going from army to police work, I
mean.”


“Not really. I was an MP for two years before leaving the
army.” I didn’t want them to ask the obvious, why I left, and tried to steer
the conversation in a different direction. “It did take some getting used to.
Jon doesn’t operate the way a policeman would. Poor Garrett’s still on that
learning curve.”


“He’s only been with us about two months,” Jon explained.
“And it takes about six before you really feel like you know what you’re doing.
I think he’s doing quite well. Especially since we tossed him into the deep
end.” 


I grimaced. “We really did. He’s always been the type to swim
and not sink, fortunately.”


“Which case was this?” Caleb inquired. 


I let Jon tell the head-bopping story without much input
from me, focusing instead on the excellent roast. It might have started out a
little awkward, us staying here, but if dinner was any indication, things would
go just fine. 
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Inevitably, my mother called me, demanding what the hell was
going on. Natalie had told her some but not all, the traitor. I’d filled her in
and now, of course, she wanted to hash this out in person. The family meeting
I’d planned for the weekend got bumped up. Which required us driving back this
morning, and then turning around tomorrow and going back to Sevierville. I
wasn’t looking forward to eight hours on the road in two days, but what could I
do? This needed to be resolved. 


Jim kindly gave me two personal days to deal with all this.
I drove, Donovan playing phone tag with everyone to get them all at my place
this evening. It took more than a few texts and calls to get it arranged, but
people shifted their schedules around to make it happen. I think everyone was
anxious to get their answers. 


I had an hour or so to unwind before I had to prepared for
multiple people invading my space. Unhappy people at that. My family arrived
more or less on time. I greeted them all as they came in, everyone but Skylar.
I was glad she wasn’t here for this. I didn’t know how Donovan managed to
arrange that but was grateful for it. This was inevitably going to get ugly,
and I didn’t want my niece to see it. 


I could read their curiosity clearly as they came in. I
urged them to sit, and they stretched out along the two couches, spouses next
to each other. Aaron caught my eye, pointing discreetly at Rodger, and I
shrugged a miniscule amount. It was a good guess from my darkly handsome brother-in-law
that Rodger had screwed up somehow. We’d get to that.


When everyone was comfortable, I found my own spot. I sat on
the ottoman so I could face all four people. Donovan was in the chair next to
me, looking for all the world at ease, but I could see the tension in him
clearly enough. He was standing at the ready. Both of us were sure this would
come down to a fight. 


Mostly because Rodger was in the room. Fights inevitably
occurred with him nearby. 


“Jon, start at the beginning,” my mother demanded. Concern
and unease beat like a drum along her lines, and she sat forward, as if she
wanted to take my hand but wasn’t sure she should. “You’ve barely told me
anything over the phone.”


“I need to clarify something,” I informed her softly. I
turned to my sister first. To my knowledge, Natalie had never lied or
manipulated me before, and I wanted to straighten things out with her first.
“Nat. Tell me one more time. When Dad asked Mom for a divorce, what happened?”


Her eyes narrowed, and her hands laced together as she
studied me. “Well, he packed up and moved out. He sat us both down on the couch
and explained that he loved us both but he couldn’t stay with Mom anymore. We saw
him briefly at the courthouse when the judge awarded him partial custody, and
the divorce went through. I didn’t see him at all again after that.”


Truth so far. “Did he contact you? Calls, letters,
anything?”


“No.” 


Truth again. I’d mostly expected that answer. My sister was
a straight shooter, and this lined up with what she’d always told me. Turning
to my mother, I asked her as neutrally as I could, “Is all of that correct? He
never called, never sent anything to us?”


Lauren nodded slowly, her eyes on mine. “Yes, that’s right.
We never heard from him again after that. I was at first surprised. He’d been
adamant about staying a good father to you kids, but…well. I clearly didn’t
know him as well as I thought I did.”


Truth again. She really thought it had gone down that way.
My memories of those early days were hazy. I’d only been seven, after all, but
I remembered things took a turn for the worse at that point. Mostly because
Rodger was over at the house constantly. I turned my eyes to him, and Rodger
squirmed in his seat, unable to look back. “Or maybe you knew Caleb quite well.
Maybe his silence was orchestrated by someone else.” 


Everyone was quick on the uptake, their heads snapping
around to stare at Rodger. My mother especially—I could see the connections
click into place, the realization dawn. “Rodger,” she hissed at him, voice
rising, “what did you do?!”


“Oh, he did quite a bit. Some of this is conjecture, but
from what I know, from what Caleb’s told me, it’s the only thing that makes
sense.” I stared at him and felt loathing rise like bile in the back of my
throat. “You two had no idea, after all, so he’s the only possible culprit
left. Every time Caleb called, he hung up the phone. Every letter or present
sent was sent right back. He blocked Caleb Bane from ever reaching his family
until he stopped trying, believing we didn’t want to have anything to do with
him.”


Rodger glared back at me, his stubbornness bulling forward.
“How the hell would you know what happened?”


“Because he told me. You were the only person who ever
answered the phone. You never let him in the house if he showed up. It could
only have been you blocking him.”  


Mom and Natalie both hissed in an angry breath, and my
sister grabbed my hand in a painfully tight squeeze. 


“You’ve spoken to him?” Lauren demanded of me, and her lines
spoke of old regret and hope. “I mean, really spoken to him?”


Considering how angry I’d been most of my life where my
father was concerned, I understood her surprise that I’d speak with the man.
Ruefully, I admitted, “It wasn’t easy, not at first. But Mom…he utterly regrets
losing contact with us. He was so, so apologetic about it. I know he’s sincere.
He wants to reconnect with his children. He was blown away to hear he’s a
grandfather too. I realize things were rocky between you, but he never intended
to abandon us.”


My mother sat there for a long second, and I could see the
blood drain from her face. Zombies had better color than she did in that
moment. It didn’t take a telepath to watch her go over those early days in her
divorce, the events that had happened, and start putting the missing pieces
together. 


She slowly turned her head to look at Rodger. Her emotions
ran so high they were like a pulsing neon sign, shouting disbelief, strain, and
desperate hope. Almost forty years of a relationship wasn’t so easily broken,
but I could see the initial cracks. Her faith in Rodger had just taken a
massive blow—not that he knew it yet. 


“I never did call Caleb myself…” she whispered, wide blue
eyes stunned. “It was so hard for me to face him after he moved out. Rodger
always made the call for me….” 


Oh god, Mom, really? 


Her expression abruptly hardened. “Jon. I have two questions
I need answers to.” 


I nodded carefully. I’d seen my mother in this mood before.
Serial killers moved out of her way when she got like this. Even I wasn’t sure
which way she’d jump. “Sure.” 


“Rodger, look at me.” 


Rodger (un)wisely did just that. He eyed her carefully as
well, as if not sure what she’d do. “Lauren, I know this news is upsetting for
you—”


“Interesting, you assume I’m upset my ex-husband finally got
in contact with his children. That he’s trying to rebuild a relationship with
them. I’m not at all upset about that.”


His confusion mounted steadily, the first flashes of concern
speeding through him. “I don’t understand, why wouldn’t you be? That man
abandoned them. You can’t trust them with him.”


“You really think Jon would be telling us this, that he
would be bridging us over to Caleb, if Caleb couldn’t be trusted?” Lauren shook
her head in bewilderment. “It’s like you don’t know Jon at all. It’s like you
think I have no faith in his judgement. On the contrary, Rodger, I find his
judgement impeccable. In fact, I’m ashamed I haven’t listened to him more
often. I think I would have saved us all a great deal of pain if I had. Rodger.
Did you lie to me?”


Rodger immediately put his back up. “How dare you accuse me
of that!”


“When Caleb and I split, you were acting strange. I didn’t
question it at the time. I thought you were angry on my behalf. And you tried
to support me, which I appreciated. But looking back, it was very strange.
Rodger, did you lie to me?”


“I did exactly what I needed to do in order to protect you,
and I shouldn’t be accused of anything,” he snapped at her. He sounded so
affronted and hurt. Usually that tone immediately made my mother back off,
apologize, and smooth things over. 


Not today. She requested in an eerily calm manner, “Jon.
When he looks at me, what do you see?”


I’d waited fifteen years for her to ask me that question. I
was ecstatic for a split second. Then I winced, because if this went the way I
thought it would…my mom was in for a lot of heartbreak. Oh hell. There was no
way to win this one. “Possession, satisfaction, desire, need.”


Rodger turned on me like a viper. “Love! You’re editing it
out. Stop making me the bad guy.” 


Lauren looked at me pleadingly, imploringly, begging me to
give her a reason to believe that, at least. That he did love her. I shook my
head grimly. There was no gold in that man’s aura. There couldn’t be—he was too
self-absorbed to be that selfless. And trying to ascribe that emotion to him
felt like a betrayal to Donovan, to even try to put them on the same level. 


A hurt sob caught in her throat, and for the first time,
Rodger looked truly worried. He demanded, “You don’t actually believe that?
After forty years together? Lauren.”


She didn’t meet his eyes, and I could see the anger steadily
building in her. Still, she wasn’t done. “Why did he marry me?”


Oh god. Did I want to answer this? As much as I wanted
Rodger gone….


Her hand found mine, the grip tight enough to leave bruises.
“Jon. Tell me.”


I sucked in a breath, let it out again. “Possession.
Control.” 


Lauren rounded on Rodger so fast, I couldn’t track her speed
as she slapped him hard across the face. She leapt from the couch in a
surprising display of agility and snarled at him, “What the hell have you done,
you bastard? What the hell have you done?! How could you manipulate and betray
me so badly after all I’ve been to you?”


“I’ve done nothing to you!” he roared back.


“Then why am I hurt?” she snapped back, and there were no
tears in her eyes. Her rage was past that, to that cold place where no emotion
but the purest anger could reside. “Why am I betrayed? It’s not just what
you’ve done to me, and that’s unforgiveable in its own right. You made me
believe—for years—that Caleb didn’t want anything to do with us. That he
abandoned us! You know, you’ve seen, how much that hurt my children! How much
damage it did to Jon, especially. WHY?!”


Rodger leapt to his feet as well, defensive and red in the
face, from both anger and embarrassment. “How dare you yell at me! I was doing
this for your own good!”


“Lie,” I said with false calm. “Try again, Rodger.”


He rounded on me, hands clenched into fists at his sides.
“You shut the hell up, you little prick. You’re always so smug, so superior,
ever since your psychic sight came in. You don’t get to tell me what I’m
feeling!”


“Oh, but I can.” I stood as well, bringing the fight right
into his space. I was done with this charade. “There’s no regret in you. You
still think you did the right thing. You’re so self-righteous, so controlling,
angry only that we’re questioning your intentions. I can read all of that quite
clearly. But you know, Rodger, I can see through you even without my sight.”


“So can I,” Mom snarled, and she was right in Rodger’s space
too, shoving him hard against his chest. “Forty years we’ve known each other,
and I know very well what you were thinking when you did it. You regretted our
breakup. You didn’t want me marrying Caleb. So when he asked for a divorce, you
probably thought that was your chance, didn’t you? You could hit a giant reset
button and get him out of my life completely. You didn’t care what the cost was
to me, or my children. You didn’t care about anything but yourself, because
that’s all you’ve ever really cared about. You wanted Caleb gone, so you did
what was necessary to make it happen.”


“He fucking left you!” 


I flinched instinctively at his raised voice and felt more
than heard Donovan move, ready to intervene in a split second. Aaron did the
same, coming around the back of the couch, ready to pull Rodger back if he
needed to. 


“No, he didn’t,” Mom responded. She sounded unnaturally calm.
I took one look at her face and winced. When Mom got still and expressionless
like that, it was never a good sign. Her rage was molten hot lava pouring
through her. “He didn’t leave. You forced him to go. You know, Rodger, for
years I’ve made excuses for you. As badly as you handled my children, I thought
at least you were trying to be there for them. I thought at least you had their
interests at heart. But it turns out, you were always on your own agenda. You
weren’t interested in what they were feeling, what they were going through,
what damage you were inflicting on them. You just wanted to go through the
motions, to keep me happy, so you could keep your control over me. Am I right,
Jon?”


A glance at his lines provided the answer. “Unfortunately,
yeah.”


Rodger became wild with anger, his fist cocking back, his
intentions to smash my face clear in. Donovan moved, swift as a shadow,
catching his wrist before he could even draw it properly back. 


“Rodger, if you hurt any person in this room, I will flatten
you,” Donovan swore in a low voice. It sent a shiver up my spine because it
sounded like Death itself. 


“We’re done, Rodger.” 


Rodger’s anger fell a notch, replaced by disbelief. “Lauren!
You’re not going to leave me because of this!”


“I’m leaving you because you’ve manipulated and lied to me
for forty years,” she said, staring at Rodger like she didn’t even know him. In
a sense, she didn’t. “I’m leaving because I can’t trust anything you say to me.
I’m leaving because you’ve finally succeeded in breaking my faith in you
completely. There’s nothing left at this point.” 


He stared back at her, his aura cracking in front of my
eyes. I felt no pity for him. He’d brought this entirely upon himself. “Lauren.
Lauren, I can explain—”


“I don’t care if you can. Nothing you can say will make up
for this. I’m going to stay here and catch up with Jon. You’ve got until I come
home tonight to pack up and get out.” 


I felt like cheering. Finally! 


“But you need me,” Rodger denied instantly. “I’m still your
anchor.”


“Oh, don’t worry. I’ll take care of that too,” Mom promised
flatly. “You brought me back into a relationship with you by using your
connection as my anchor. I’m not falling for that trick again.” 


Rodger shook his head in denial, unable to accept anything.
He looked from face to face, trying to find some means of support, but we just
stared back at him. In truth, none of us had ever liked him. We’d put up with
him for our mother’s sake, and that was now unnecessary. 


Donovan slowly let go of him. Rodger staggered away from the
couch and stared at my mother again. His mouth worked, searching for words, but
he couldn’t find them. His lines flared red as his temper snapped, and he
stormed out of the living room and through the back door, the metal clanging
hard as the door slammed shut. 


The silence left behind him was a heavy one. Natalie broke
it by sniffing, her breathing shaky. “Donovan. You have my father’s phone
number, right?”


“Yeah.” Donovan immediately dug out his phone, unlocked it,
and handed it over. 


“I want to talk to him too,” Lauren said softly, still
staring at the closed door. “There’s a great deal we need to talk about.” 


I thought about letting him break the news, then thought
about how scared he’d been of my reaction and reconsidered it. “Before you call
him, Nat, head’s up. The reason why our parents’ marriage failed is that Dad’s
gay.” 


Both women looked at me like I’d sprouted a second head.
Aaron let out a low whistle, dark eyebrows getting lost in his hairline. “Well
that certainly puts an interesting spin on things.”


Mom spluttered for a full minute. “He’s gay?! Why didn’t he
tell me that!”


“Mom.” I gave her a weary look. “You know his parents better
than I do. Why do you think he didn’t tell you?”


She winced. “Oh dear. On second thought, I can see why he
didn’t. Damn, that does make sense why…” She trailed off, her mind going into
the past. 


I let her think, even as I filled in the rest of the most
vital information. “He’s only gotten comfortable with his sexuality in the past
few years, and he was half-convinced when I showed up I wouldn’t be able to
accept him.” 


Natalie snorted a laugh. “It must have been funny when you
told him about you and Donovan.”


“I could have knocked him down with a feather.” I grinned at
the memory. “I’ve assured him you’ll be okay with him, but make sure you say
that. He’s rather insecure about being accepted. Second thing: he’s remarried.”


Lauren’s head came up at that. “To a man this time?”


“Yeah. Neil is his name. Really good guy. I think you’ll like
him.”


Donovan added, “He’s been very supportive of Caleb through
all of this. Also relieved, I think. He’s been trying to get Caleb to hunt his
kids down for a while now. I understand Caleb tried to find Jon, at least, but
couldn’t find an online footprint of any sort.”


“He tried to find you, too, Natalie. He’s kept track of us
as much as he can. He found your marriage certificate, knows you’re married. He
just wasn’t sure of his welcome.” 


Natalie searched my eyes, and I could see her questions
double. “Okay. I’ll make sure to say something. Thanks for that head’s up. Mom,
no offense, but me first.”


Lauren gestured for her to go ahead, and Natalie went
upstairs to my reading nook before making the call. I took my mother’s hand and
pulled her back down to the couch, cradling it with both hands. She was still
livid with Rodger, but also very hurt. I didn’t want to disregard the brutally
hard decision she’d just made. “I love you. I’m sorry it’s come to this.”


“He wasn’t like this when I first met him,” she whispered,
staring down at our hands. “He was sweet and giving. We’d only split up
romantically because we weren’t really sure if we were in love with each other.
We did better as friends than lovers. But…something changed along the line. I
don’t know what changed him or why. If we hadn’t been partners, I’m not sure if
I’d have stayed with him this long. I’ve been really unhappy with him recently,
mostly because of how he treated you. Rodger acted like you were the enemy.
I’ve never been able to understand why he thought that way. It’s not like you
ever started the argument. I guess it’s clear, now. He was afraid you’d seen
through him.”


“Well, I had. I chose to keep my silence because it only
started arguments between us. I hoped he treated you better than he did me.” In
retrospect, I shouldn’t have kept it all to myself. 


“He did. But he didn’t. Anything done against my children is
done to me too.” She wiped her fingers under her eyes, clearing the tears and
her slightly running mascara. “You’ll help me remove the bond?”


 “Of course,” I gently assured her.


She sniffled a little more. Donovan handed her a Kleenex,
which she took with a grateful nod and a watery smile. I let go of her hand so
she could wipe her cheeks and blow her nose. 


Mom searched my face, her lines cloudy with anger and
regret. “Jon. He’s really gay?”


I could see this had truly thrown her for a loop. “He really
is. He told me he married you because the two of you got along well and he
didn’t want to be gay. He wanted to be like everyone else, a husband and
father.”


She accepted this with a slow nod. “It does explain why our
marriage fell apart. Although I feel so bad about how things happened. I
honestly didn’t suspect Rodger of manipulating the situation like that. Perhaps
I should have. I was so hurt about Caleb asking for a divorce, and so worried
over you kids. You especially, Jon. Your sight was coming in far too quickly. I
knew we’d have trouble helping you. So much was happening, I took any helping
hand offered.”


And of course Rodger took full advantage of that. “I don’t
lay all the blame on you, Mom. Or Caleb. He regrets how things happened just as
much as you do.”


Her eyes lifted back up to mine. “I’m so glad, especially in
situations like this, that you can really see what I’m feeling. That what I say
isn’t just words to you. Your father…you think you can forgive him?”


“I think so. He’s as much a victim of the situation as
everyone else, really. Even he’s frank about how poorly he handled it, how much
he wishes he’d done something different. I meant what I said to Natalie
earlier. He’s stoked to reconnect with me. He’s dying to see Natalie too. I
want to give him a second chance.” 


She gave a taut nod and a sigh. “Okay. I trust your
judgement. I want to talk this all through with him too. I think we could both
use some closure.” Turning, she caught Donovan’s attention and waved him in
closer. “Donovan. I hate to ask this of you, but when I go home later, can you
come with me? Rodger’s not known to be…reasonable when he’s mad.”


Donovan could no doubt hear her worry as clearly as I did.
He gently promised, “Of course, Lauren. And if you need to just pack a bag and
come back here, stay for a while, you can.” He shot me a look and leaned in to
murmur, “I know we planned to leave in the morning, but….”


I shook my head in agreement. “No, we need to see this
through first. Call Jim and Neil, explain the situation? We’ll drive over the
day after.”


“Yeah, better plan,” he agreed. 


Mom listened with growing consternation. “Is something going
on? Natalie told me you’d met Caleb in Sevierville on a case. What case?”


“Tell you what, Mom, let me catch you up on the situation
while everyone else is on the phone. It’s a doozy of a situation. You
especially will be able to appreciate this.”





Breaking a psychic-anchor bond was no joking matter. I only
knew how to do it in theory and I called in Carol to help me break my mother’s.


“I don’t know what you expect me to do from here,”
Carol said with a mingle of exasperation and sympathy. “Breaking a bond
is a very personal thing. I mean, you can link up and help her, but she still
has to be the one to do it.”


“I know that, but neither of us have even seen this done. We
only know in theory how to do it. But your cousin did this a few years ago,
right?”


“Ah, that’s why you called me. Yeah, I helped Libby with
hers. Although I’m frankly not sure whether your mother’s situation is better
or worse than hers.”


That was indeed the question. Her cousin Libby had had a
good woman as an anchor, and they’d been dating for about three years when
Libby’s anchor was in a terrible motorcycle accident. It hadn’t killed her, but
the anchor was left in a vegetative state with absolutely no hope for recovery.
Because she was still living, the bond was intact. They’d chosen to break the
bond before taking her off life support, as feeling her anchor die would have
been so much worse for Libby. Carol had been somewhat traumatized by the
experience afterwards and told me flatly she’d never do it again, not unless
life and death was on the line. 


So I was thankful she was at least talking to me about this
over the phone. “Anyway, what do we do?”


“This is a lot like chopping off an arm. Unfortunately.
It’ll be easier for your mother if you link up with her. Then you can not only
support her, but show her precisely where to cut.”


This made sense to me. Psychic-anchor bonds were visible to
any psychic, more so with the visual-type psychics than the more
emotional-based ones. It was tricky to see your own bond unless you were very
oriented towards sight. Mom was, of course, but living energy was blinding to
her. It was too strong. It would be easier on her if I showed her precisely
where the bond was. “I can’t do this for her?”


“Unfortunately not. Bonds are strong against outside
interference.” 


I’d been afraid that was the answer. I looked toward Mom,
who sat on the couch with me. She took my free hand and gave me a game nod. If
she was willing to proceed, I was determined to help her. 


We linked up, and that part was easy—like breathing. I’d
linked up often with my mother during my formative years as she tried to show
me what she was seeing. Or I tried to show her what I saw. Once linked, I kept
hold of her hand and looked at her. One glance made me internally wince, and I had
to lock down my expression before it gave too much away. She was in so much
pain, her lines writhed with it. Agony beat through her like a drum and if I’d
had the power, I’d have dulled those lines for her. Given her some type of
ease.  


I dove through the agony to find the bond. I touched the
line in question and guided her finger to it. “Here. Precisely here.” 


Her hand shook in mine, the skin cold to the touch. She was
nervous and afraid. Her determination was stronger. 


“Lauren,” Carol’s voice came over the speaker
clearly, “don’t half-ass this. You have to strike brutally hard, otherwise
it won’t take. It’s like chopping wood, if you’ve ever done that. One strong
strike will split the log. Anything weaker than that, you’ll have to strike
more than once.” 


That was a rather brutal metaphor. I had a feeling it was
far too accurate, though. 


“I understand,” Lauren answered. “Thank you, Carol.” 


“You’re welcome. Good luck?”


“We’ll call later if we need help. Thanks.” 


Lauren ended the phone call and then pulled back, her hand
still locked with mine. With a deep breath, she met my eyes. I gave her a
reassuring nod. I’d be here as a support, she knew that. She sucked in another
breath, this one even deeper, and I could feel her psychic energy building. I
could see it too, of course, but mostly I felt it like an electrical storm
building, and the fine hairs along my arms stood on end. 


In one sharp blow, Lauren directed that energy toward the
spot I’d pointed at and the bond severed neatly, cut so cleanly it didn’t even
fray around the edges as it dissolved. It left a gaping hole in its wake, and
the emotions that had been tied in and around it were left sagging by its
removal. Forty years of emotions, memories, bonds all left bereft in one
moment. 


I was prepared when she curled into herself, nearly fetal. I
stayed linked with her, even though it hurt like hell to feel what she was
feeling. But I couldn’t disengage and leave her completely alone. I wrapped my
arms around her as best I could, let her lay there for however long she needed.
The sobs that tore through her nearly set me off, too. 


God, I could kill Rodger for this. I hoped he burned in
hell. 


It took a good two hours before she was able to pull herself
together enough to talk. The energy of both me and Donovan was too much for her
to handle. She didn’t even remember how to shield without an anchor. I had to
run her through the basics of it. 


We spent most of the day helping her through recovery. At
one point, I came into the living room to find Mom curled up against Donovan
like he was a teddy bear. Donovan, bless him, held her firmly and just let her
cling for a while. I felt really, really bad about leaving her in this
situation, but it wasn’t like I could do much to help. And Natalie had already
invited her to stay with them for a while until Mom felt she could put her feet
back under her. I could trust my sister to keep an eye on her. 


We left for Sevierville Saturday morning, later than
planned. Getting Mom situated with Natalie was the priority, so I didn’t regret
the late start time. Fortunately, everyone waiting on us was more than
understanding. Donovan gave me a break from driving and took the wheel, his
phone propped up in the dash so that he could see the GPS. 


It was a quiet ride, both of us lost to our own thoughts.
Donovan didn’t say a word to me until we’d made the turn off the highway and
into Sevierville. 


“You know that none of this is your fault, right?”


Of course he was worried about that. “I know. I just feel
bad for Mom. I know exactly what it feels like to walk around in the world
without an anchor to help shield you. And I really don’t know what she’s going
to do next. Working in the morgue is going to be really rough on her without
shields. But she’s not even sixty—it’s too early for her to retire.”


“And finding an anchor at her age is going to be a little
tough,” Donovan completed with a sigh. “Hell, finding an anchor seems to be
tough no matter the age, but she’s got a lot of baggage to deal with.”


“Yeah. I really don’t know what she’s going to do. I support
her decision to get rid of Rodger—he’s just toxic—but it does leave her in a
tight spot.” Maybe my sister would be willing to step in? She’d never offered
for me, but I was too much for anyone but Donovan to handle. Mom was leagues
easier to deal with. I’d find a way to ask. 
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Neil, bless him, had scheduled the interviews so we could
have that extra day with Lauren. She’d desperately needed it. Whenever I’d
looked at her, saw the way she flinched at everything, it made me remember the
way Jon had been. But it also sent a sympathetic pain through me. I knew an
anchor couldn’t feel it, when the bond was broken, just as I couldn’t feel the
bond now. And yet I had to wonder, was that still the case? Even after forty
years? I hoped it wasn’t. I hoped Rodger felt every bit of the pain she did. 


We had to get right back into the saddle the second we returned
to Sevierville. Jon and I had expected that, so we didn’t even swing by Neil
and Caleb’s first to drop off luggage. We just went straight to the station. It
was early afternoon by this point, and Jon still expected the interviews to be
quick and easy—a way of crossing potential suspects off the list. He even said
as much to Neil before we settled into the conference room. 


I think Jon regretted calling on Murphy’s Law the way he
did. The interviews were anything but easy. Mostly because of the whining. My
god, could these people whine. 


Jon and Neil downplayed the questions, not tying them to the
murder, just asking about the protests. They had conducted five interviews
already, all of them held in the conference room of the police station instead
of an interrogation room. They didn’t want to give the game away, and an interrogation
room would have done just that. I manned the camera in the corner to give me a
reason to be in the room without lurking like a stalker. 


“No,” Mrs. Tiffany Randolph informed Jon flatly, “I don’t
see anything wrong with the protest. We were well within our rights to preserve
cultural heritage.” 


I could see my lover visibly take hold of his temper. I
didn’t blame him for that. I didn’t like her tone either. It was a verbal attack.
“Do you mind if I ask why you protested this renovation but not the one in
1976?”


“The reason why we protested this one was because of
what happened in 1976’s renovation,” she riposted, her words sharp enough to
fillet someone. Tiffany Randolph’s fingers flicked impatiently against the
table top, making the gold rings on each hand spark in the harsh florescent
light, her stiletto nails clicking audibly on the Formica surface. She looked
perfectly ready to stab someone with those nails. 


Neil leaned forward a mite, adjusting his chair to draw her
attention. “Explain that, please. We don’t have much information about the
house.”


Her luridly pink lips pursed, she unbent enough to explain,
“What was supposed to happen was just some repair work, update the internal
plumbing and electrics in order to keep the house safe. Instead, he remodeled
the kitchen and bathrooms and replaced the roof altogether with something
they’d never have used in the original construction of the house. It completely
ruined the integrity of the house’s architecture. We were appalled at the
outcome, but of course it was too late to do anything about it. We thought
when Mr. Witherspoon first came in and discussed renovations, he’d do a better
job than the last owner. Mr. Witherspoon had an extensive background in vintage
renovations, after all. But his initial plans suggested he intended to change
even more than the last one, which was plainly ridiculous. Of course we
protested it.” 


“I see. After the protest, did you see Mr. Witherspoon at
all?”


“No, we had no physical interaction with him. All of our
protests were filed through the city.”


Jon gave Neil a faint nod, confirming this, and Neil let out
a sigh. “Thank you for coming in to answer our questions.” 


Taking that as a dismissal, she gathered up her purse and
exited with a huff. I stopped the recording of the camera before stepping
around it. “Wow. Jon, what all were you seeing?”


“She was sincere about keeping the integrity of the house,”
Jon answered wearily, passing a hand over his face before reaching for his
water bottle. “But she definitely has her own agenda too. I couldn’t quite read
what it was. Anyway, it doesn’t tie into the murder.” 


“Pity,” Neil muttered to himself, then he checked the
clipboard at his hand. “She annoyed me enough I would have liked to pin it on
her. Alright, well, we only have one more lined up for today. The other three
are out of town right now, and the last person on the list has actually moved
to Nashville and wasn’t here during the murder, so he’s out.” 


With a sigh, Neil pushed his chair away from the table.
“I’ll go see if he’s here yet.”


I took the relative privacy to come stand behind Jon.
Putting both hands on his shoulders, I dug in with my thumbs, aiming for those
knots of tension. He groaned and let his head flop forward. “Good?”


“You have magic hands.”


I chuckled and kept working him loose. 


Unfortunately, it couldn’t last long. The last interviewee
was coming in any second. We were close enough to five o’clock we’d be able to
knock off after this, maybe find a beer somewhere. I could certainly use a
beer. My lover looked ready to crawl into a corner for a while and veg out. 


Andrew Stephenson, the last interviewee, stepped inside the
room. I knew him to be of Neil and Caleb’s generation, in his early sixties.
Not as well preserved, though. He ran to stodgy fat around his trunk, a double
chin creeping up on him. The man looked a little worn-in with life, as if he
carried around stress that made him brittle and edgy. I could feel every muscle
under my hands lock as Jon tensed, apparently reading something in the man’s
lines that put him automatically on edge. Well. This wasn’t good. 


Neil followed in behind, closing the door, and took a seat
like nothing was wrong. I could see him watch Jon out of the corner of his eye,
though. He’d sensed something was up. 


I wasn’t comfortable leaving Jon at the table without me
right next to him. In two long strides, I went to the camera and hit the record
button, intending to come right back to Jon. As I turned toward him, he propped
his elbow up on the table, a fisted T under his chin. I read our signal easily:
Trouble. 


Dammit. Was this our guy?


It took effort, but I kept my face bland, not giving the
game away as I went and sat next to Jon. I kept quiet, but of course there was no
way for me to be unobtrusive. People always noticed me. Stephenson gave me a
wary look before focusing on Neil. 


“Neil, what’s this about?” Stephenson demanded, pulling his
sports coat open to accommodate his beer belly as he dropped into the chair. 


“It’s about the protest you signed for the Wheatlands
Plantation house,” Neil responded patiently. He’d mentioned before that he knew
the man casually. They’d gone to high school together many years ago. Neil gave
a good show of being relaxed, just talking to an old friend. “We just have a
few questions about it. Why did you protest it?”


“Well, it’s heritage, isn’t it? And Witherspoon’s plans
weren’t going to preserve that.” 


Jon propped up the file folder in front of him so he could
discreetly write: Lie.


Neil barely gave him a glance, his expression a study of
professional curiosity and nothing more. “Was that all there was to it? I’ve
read the protest and it was…well. Very strongly worded.” 


Stephenson cleared his throat and looked a touch uneasy,
shifting in his chair. “Truth is, I was part of the last renovation and it
was…a hack job in some ways. I wasn’t comfortable with what had been done. I
think Witherspoon’s plans would in part reverse things, but…well. He wouldn’t
bend on his plans. We just wanted him to adjust what he was doing, not do the
full renovation like he wanted. Leave parts of the house alone. But he wasn’t
willing to compromise.” 


“I see. Did you see him at all after you talked with him,
filed the protest?”


“No.”


Jon interrupted with his own question. “Did you visit Wheatlands
Plantation at all in the past few weeks?”


“No.”


Jon wrote ‘truth’ then under that scribbled, ‘wait.’ “Mr.
Stephenson, we’re having a hard time really understanding the full scope of the
renovation plans and the issues people had with it. Can you tell me exactly
which rooms you wanted left alone? Which parts of the renovation plans you
didn’t like?”


“Sure.” Stephenson pinned a smile on his face that looked as
fake as something on a wax doll. He ticked each point off on his fingers as he
went. “The far guest bedroom in the right wing of the house was fine—it didn’t
need any changes. We wanted the kitchen to stay as it was, the dining room, and
of course the parlor. The parlor floor is what draws visitors, what with that
bloodstain in the wood.” 


“So you’re aware of all the stories of death and hauntings
of the house?” Neil interrupted. 


Stephenson gave him a nod and shrug. “I think most people in
this area are. I brushed up on it a little when we went to do the protest, of
course. I had to write up a good reason to leave the mansion alone, and
reminding people of its history is the best way to do that.”


Jon pressed a little further, his charm open as he gently
led Stephenson back on point. “Were those the only rooms you wanted untouched?
I don’t think Witherspoon had any real intent to change those rooms.”


“Well, no. There were a few others. He’d planned to
refurbish the back furnace room, which really should be left alone. That, and
the distillery. He wanted to get that back up and running, make it operational.
Which, really, it’s not possible to do without replacing half the equipment. It
would never meet a health code the way it is right now, and much of the
equipment is in such bad condition it would crumble if touched. Better to leave
it as it is, so people can at least see a glimpse of what it used to be.”
Stephenson shrugged, as if this was all perfectly reasonable. 


A smile graced Jon’s face, one that put Stephenson at ease.
It shouldn’t have. I knew that expression well; the man had just given
something major away to Jon. 


Jon turned to Neil with that slightly smug expression and
said genially, “I don’t have anything else to ask him at the moment, unless you
need to ask him something?”


Neil didn’t know Jon as well as I did, but he still seemed
aware something was up and was slow to respond. “No, not at this point.
Stephenson, we might need to follow up with you a bit later, if that’s alright?
We’re trying to put this petition thing to bed.”


“You think the petition will fail?” Stephenson asked with
genuine worry.


“No, I doubt it,” Neil denied with a shake of his head. “I
think the renovations are at a complete halt and are unlikely to continue,
considering.”


“Oh.” Stephenson’s body language melted with relief. “That’s
good. I’m very happy to hear it. Alright, well, call me if you have more
questions. Of course I’ll help.”


“Thanks for your time.” Neil showed him out the door,
chatting amiably with Stephenson as he went. 


As soon as they were out, I leaned in next to Jon and
hissed, “What was that?”


“Camera,” he reminded me, staring straight ahead, a
thoughtful frown gathering his brows together. 


Dammit. I hopped up and immediately stopped the recording
before shutting it off and sticking it into the EMP case. If Jon wanted me to
turn the camera off, it meant what he said next shouldn’t be on record just
yet. That, or he wanted to buy a second for Neil to get back in the room so he
didn’t have to repeat himself. 


As I latched the case shut, Neil came back in and shut the
conference door behind him before demanding, “What just happened?”


“A Jonism just happened,” I answered, coming back to my
chair. “Alright, babe, what did you see?”


Jon gave us both a fleeting smile, although his eyes tightened
at the corners in an unhappy manner. “That man is a murderer.” 


My jaw dropped as I stared at him. “Seriously?”


Neil just swore before leaning in, his hands flat against
the surface of the table. “You’re absolutely sure.”


“No way to mix up a murderer with something else.” Jon still
had that thoughtful look, as if he were thinking things through on one level
while answering us on another. “Sometimes, a person feels so guilty about
self-defense that it reads as a murder, but not usually. Usually the
distinction is clear. This man is definitely a murderer, and it’s years old. He
did this quite some time ago and there’s no absolution in him, so I doubt he
served any time for it.”


“Stephenson’s never even had a parking ticket that I know
of,” Neil spluttered. “Murder. Seriously?”


“Mmm,” Jon hummed in confirmation. Kicking back, he stared
up at the ceiling blankly. “And it somehow ties into the renovation. The real
reason why he didn’t want it to go through was that he didn’t want Witherspoon
digging up evidence of an old crime. It had something to do with the
distillery. He was very panicked when talking about that room.” 


“It’s true, he went into a lot of detail why that one should
be left alone.” I hadn’t thought it odd compared to the rants from the other
protesters. They’d gone on and on about why something should be left as it was.
But that was the only place he’d listed reasons for leaving be. “Jon. You don’t
think there’s a body stashed in there, do you?”


“I lay good odds on it, actually. Or at least the site of
the murder was in there. I’m more inclined to think the body’s still in there,
though. He really didn’t like the idea of anyone disturbing the building.” 


Neil had an inscrutable look on his face. Then again, it had
to be disturbing to think someone you’d known for decades was a murderer.
“Sounds like I need to pull records for missing people. You said this murder
was old, years old. How many years?”


Jon met his eyes levelly. “My guess? You’re looking for
someone missing in 1976.”


He hissed in a breath through clenched teeth. “The last
renovation.” 


“I think something happened during that last renovation. I
don’t know what—the lines couldn’t tell me—but something very wrong happened.
This ghost has been riding on Stephenson’s shoulders for decades. I’ll bet you
dollars to donuts that whoever he killed went missing in 1976.”


Neil didn’t like this at all, but as I watched, his expression
closed down into one of grim determination. “I’ll pull the records. See who our
possibilities are. If I can find something that belonged to the victim, can
Carol find us a body?”


“She can do that with a name. People are easy to identify
with names. It’s objects that work a little differently. And yeah, she should
be able to get us within a five-yard radius of the body. We have a good idea of
where to look, after all.” Jon prepared to stand and then paused, thinking
better of it before adding, “By the way, he was telling the truth when he said
he hadn’t seen Witherspoon since filing the protest. And he hadn’t been back to
Wheatlands either.” 


“So…” I trailed off, putting the pieces together. “Does that
mean he didn’t kill Witherspoon? But he wanted to stop the renovation.”


“Maybe he got someone else to do it?” Neil slowly
straightened, removing his hands as he levered himself up. 


Jon shook his head slightly, lips pursed. “I didn’t see
that. But I might have missed it when I was focusing on everything else. We’ll
need to ask him more questions later, I think.”


“Right now, I can’t pull him back in for anything unless we
have a body.” Neil looked distinctly unhappy about that. “And I want your
father on hand if we’re going hunting for an old corpse.” 


The rule of habeus corpus applied here. Without a
body, there wasn’t a murder. The law was very literal on this point. “Then
let’s go find us a body.”
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Well this day wasn’t going according to plan. At all. 


I wasn’t convinced Stephenson had anything to do with
Witherspoon’s murder, but it tied in too coincidentally to not raise some
questions. It could be I’d missed something in the reading, or I hadn’t asked
the right question. While rare, it did happen. I wasn’t infallible. 


As Neil dove into the missing persons records, Donovan and I
held a conference call with Carol and Jim. Donovan put the phone on speaker and
set it on the table so I could update my colleagues. They’d chosen to lounge at
the hotel pool and kick back for a day while we used the conference room.
Bastards. I envied them the time off to relax, as I hadn’t gotten that for over
two weeks. I may have harbored a bit of evil glee while calling them and
informing them we had yet another case. 


Jim parroted back to me, “You found another murder?
What the hell does that mean?”


“Exactly as it sounds. While we were conducting interviews,
one of the men who had filed a protest turned out to be a murderer. I believe
whoever he killed was stashed somewhere in the distillery. He was very panicked
about the idea of us going in there.” 


“Does that mean he killed Witherspoon to keep him from
finding a corpse?” Carol demanded. She sounded in equal parts
excited and repulsed. Old corpses were never pretty. 


“I don’t think so? I didn’t read that from him. Regardless,
we need to solve this mystery too.” 


Jim agreed instantly. “Well of course we do. If this ties
in somehow, we need to know. And if not, we’re just sitting here twiddling our
thumbs at the moment anyway. Might as well earn our pay.”


“Jon,” Carol interrupted, “can Neil get me a name
of missing people?”


“He’s doing that now,” Donovan assured her. “According to
him, there’s not many missing people in Tennessee, and certainly not in this
area. He thinks it will only take him a few minutes to pull up missing people from
1976.”


“Oooh,” Carol intoned. “The plot thickens. Why
1976?”


“Because I’m fairly certain the murder occurred during the
last renovation,” I said. “Anyway, this is your heads-up. Set up for a reading.
We’ll give you a name and then head over.” 


“I’m all over that. Meet me at the plantation. Might as
well get close to the scene of the crime.” Carol abruptly hung up. 


“I’ll meet you there too.” Then Jim hung up as
well. 


Donovan put the phone away, tilting his body a little to
slide the phone into his pocket without standing. He turned in his chair to
face me more directly, studying me. “You’re looking very…smug?”


I shrugged, unable to deny it. “Yeah. It’s just, with this
other case, even if it doesn’t solve ours, it gives us a viable reason to stay
here a little longer. And things are going so well between me and Neil and
Caleb, I don’t want to leave just yet.” 


His face softened into a smile. “Yeah, I can see that. You
guys are getting along pretty well. And you’re happy to work with him, too.
Show off a little.”


Was I that transparent? Or did he just know me that well?
Hopefully the latter. “I’d like to see them in action, too. It’s always cool to
see a parent working.”


“I always found it fun to shadow my dad at work. Despite not
wanting to be a carpenter, it was cool to watch him.” 


I didn’t think Donovan wanted to go back to Nashville,
himself, but I’d learned to ask things like that. Even if I could read his
emotions, sometimes expressing interest was more important than silently
assuming you knew how the other person felt. “If you’d like to go home a little
sooner, I understand. If you feel a little the odd man out, I mean.”


He shook his head without hesitation. “No, babe. Your
fathers have been great to me. And they’re both cool guys, I haven’t minded the
chance to get to know them.”


That was what I’d read from him, but I was still relieved to
hear him say it. “Good.”


Neil stuck his head into the conference room, leaning his
weight on one leg. “Got a name. Only person missing in this area between 1975
and 1977. Jenny Cartwright.” 


Donovan immediately pulled his phone back out and texted
that information over. I stood, giving Neil a smile. “Caleb ready to go?”


“He said he’ll meet us there. He’s packing up the ERV.”


“Okay.” A tingle of anticipation raced up my spine. I did
love catching the bad guys. “Let’s go prove a murder.”





Despite the short trip between the police station and Wheatlands
Plantation, we were one of the last to arrive. Carol was already situated at
the big dining room table, her map, focusing crystals, and cards all laid out
precisely so. Sharon was lighting the sage incense as we came in. Sho had a
camera directly pointed at her in order to record the reading. 


Neil came around us to stand at her side. “Carol, you just
need the name, correct? I pulled up a picture of her if that will help at all.”


“Sure,” Carol agreed. “I wouldn’t mind seeing it. It will
help me visualize her better as a person instead of just a name.” 


He handed her his phone and she took a good look, a frown
drawing down the corners of her mouth. Her lines flashed with the violet of
pensiveness and the deeper ultraviolet of sadness. “God, she was young.”


“Nineteen,” Neil confirmed, equally sad and grim in measure.
“She’d been accepted at Tennessee Tech with a full ride scholarship right
before she disappeared. I remember the talk going around about her, that she’d
eloped with some boy. But I never did buy into it. I knew her. I was always
convinced something had happened.”


“Turns out you were right,” Sharon said, stepping back from
the table to join me, out of the way. “Although I think we’d have all preferred
if she really had eloped.”


“Yeah,” Neil sighed heavily. “Alright, Sho, you ready for
us?”


Sho didn’t look up from the small screen in front of him as
he said, “Ready. Camera’s rolling.”


Facing the camera squarely, Neil started the interview. “I’m
Detective Neil Singleton with the Sevierville Police Department. Today is
October 24th, 2019. Time is 4:55 pm. I’m here with Psychic Carol Palmer. She
will be doing a reading regarding the cold case of Jenny Cartwright, missing
since 1976.”


“I’m Carol Palmer, license number 1098236.” Carol completed
the necessary information without more than a glance up. Her hands already
stretched out, the light blue of her aura swirling around them as she activated
her psychic ability. “I will now commence my reading to locate Jenny
Cartwright, alive or dead.”


Donovan leaned into my side and whispered near my ear, “Why
didn’t anyone ask a psychic to locate her sooner?”


It was a good question, especially for him. He was still
catching up on psychic history. I tilted my head to whisper back, “Psychics
being used in an investigation didn’t really start until the 1960s, but even
then they were considered to be an unnecessary expense half the time. And the
other half, the detectives didn’t want to include them, seeing them as an
intrusion. A ‘we can do our jobs without you, thank you very much’ kind of
attitude. The metropolitan areas started using them first, and it was a slow
movement up through the ’80s. It wasn’t until the ’90s that using psychics was
widespread enough even small towns would occasionally call for help. Usually in
kidnapping cases. Sevierville likely didn’t start using psychics until late ’90s.
By that point, Jenny Cartwright’s case was long cold, and without something to
spark an interest, no one would have thought to go back in and revive the
investigation.”


“Like now,” he murmured thoughtfully. 


I shrugged in agreement. We tackled cold cases as we came
across them, but really, most cases turned cold because there was a lack of
evidence and trail to begin with. And we struggled to keep track of the fresh
crimes happening on a daily basis. We didn’t really have the time to
investigate every cold case on record. It was the sad truth. 


Carol let out a hiss of triumph, her hands gravitating
toward the second map on the table, the rough blueprint of the grounds of Wheatlands.



“Distillery. Northern section, past the doors. She’s…up? Not
in the ground, that much is clear.”


Caleb came in through the front door at that moment and I
half-turned to tell him over my shoulder, “Carol’s got a location. Vic is in
the distillery barn, aboveground some place.”


My father immediately turned on his heel and went right back
out. “Chop, chop!”


We were all on his heels. Partially out of curiosity,
partially because we wanted answers and couldn’t get them until we had that
body out in the open. I could see Donovan tense, though, as we moved. The
atmosphere was likely to blame for his nerves. It was dark and chilly, and the
wind rustled through the trees in a mournful sigh. It really was the perfect
ambience for a spookem to leap out of the bushes. The fact Halloween was around
the corner didn’t really help.  


The distillery sat towards the back of the house, some
hundred yards away. Caleb deviated for the ERV to pull a bag of tools free
before hurrying to catch up with us. Garrett beat us all there, snapping on
gloves as he went in. “Whoa, it’s dark. There a working switch in here
somewhere?”


“Doesn’t look that way,” Sharon denied, hunting for a light
switch near the doors. “Sho, you got any—”


He handed over a miniature flashlight the size of her finger
with a sardonic look on his face. 


“How come you’re always prepared like this?” Sharon asked,
amused, as she accepted the flashlight. 


“An 1800s barn in the country. Why would you expect
electricity in here is my question,” he sassed back. “Anyone else need one?
I’ve got three.”


Hands shot up and Sho passed them out, lights immediately
snapping on. Since I couldn’t handle one, I hovered at Donovan’s elbow, using
his light as we squeezed inside. If I’d planned ahead, I’ve have one of those
snap lights on hand. But I was currently out, damn the luck.  


The distillery was cramped and dusty, with spiderwebs so
large they could swallow small children. The corners were insanely dark, inky
black—like portals to another world. Ladders reached up to a loft hanging over
our heads, and the floorboards creaked alarmingly under our weight as we walked
over them. Giant metal cisterns lined the back walls, large enough that even
Donovan could have fit inside and have wiggle room. They were probably copper,
but under all the neglect and dust it was hard to tell. What with the
half-rotten barrels on racks and the cisterns, it left us with very narrow
walkways. Donovan’s shoulder brushed one of the cisterns’ rounded center
sections and it slid a good three inches, upsetting the narrow pipe jutting out
of the top. He carefully slid it back before it could topple the whole thing
like a bad Jenga block tower. 


Nothing about this place suggested use since the late 1800s,
and my confusion mounted. “I thought this place was renovated in 1976?”


“It was supposed to be,” Sho answered from somewhere
over…there. “It was part of the contention, I understand. The plan of the owner
was to get this place up and running, use it as a distillery and an attraction.
But the city shut him down. Said it would violate health codes unless he chose
to gut the place and start from scratch. It proved to be too expensive so they
left it alone.”


Interesting. 


Carol went ahead of us and pointed to an area directly
ahead, right between two of the cisterns. “Somewhere around here. Not below the
cisterns’ level.” 


“Up in the loft area, maybe?” Neil reached for the wooden
ladder, pulling it down from the pulley system, where it rested with a
protesting groan. 


Garrett appeared out of nowhere, stilling his hand. “Uh,
Detective? Maybe someone light should go up? Just in case.”


Neil eyed him sideways. His lines sparked, partly in
amusement, but insult as well. “Just what are you trying to say?”


“That your husband is a good cook, sir,” Garrett deadpanned.



Caleb snickered in the background. “Stop it, Garrett, he’s
not fat.”


Garrett grinned irrepressibly. “I’m messing with you. But
I’m shorter and smaller. Let’s put as little weight on those boards as
possible.” 


Neil’s expression promised retribution later, but he stepped
aside with an elegant wave of the hand. Garrett did so without hesitation,
although I noted he moved carefully, testing each rung of the ladder before
ascending. When he reached the top and started venturing inwards, we all held
our breath as the floorboards of the loft groaned and bowed under the strain of
his weight. It really did sound like he was going to fall through at any
second. 


As if my thoughts made it happen, his foot punched through
the rotten wood, the splinter loud and heart-stopping. My heart leapt into my
throat. 


“Whoops!” Garrett said, as if not at all alarmed. “Okay,
that’s obviously a no-go zone.”


Sho was halfway up the ladder before anyone could think to
stop him. “Dammit, Wilson. It’s clearly not safe up there.” 


“No, really, it’s mostly safe. Just that one spot,” Garrett
called back. 


I could see the fear in Sho, beating like it had its own
drum. The affection rising so fast he nearly choked on it. The need for Garrett
to be safely back on the ground. I watched Sho’s lines and his body language
and felt my own eyebrows raise in surprise. Oh-hoo. Really, now.


Our IT wizard didn’t like that answer and his voice went
flat. “Garrett….” 


Garrett grumbled, but we could hear his footsteps retreat to
the ladder. “You are such a worry-wart. Worse than a mother cat with her first
litter of kittens. I was safe enough.” 


“You’re giving me grey hairs,” Sho shot back. “Boots on the
ground, Wilson.”


“Yeah, yeah.” 


Donovan gave a soft ‘huh’ of surprise. I knew why. Garrett
was a risk-taker. He rarely ever backed down from anything. That he would so
easily heed Sho’s words was very telling in and of itself. And that didn’t even
include what I could read from them. 


Yes, this was all very, very interesting. 


Also distracting. I was supposed to be looking for a body.
“Garrett, did you see anything up there?”


“It was surprisingly clean,” he answered, as he hopped off
the ladder with a light thud. “The tops of the cisterns poke up there. Bet
that’s what the loft space was for—to access the tops.”


“But the middle section slides over,” Donovan said in
confusion. 


“I wouldn’t think so; it’s riveted in place,” Dad observed,
pointing to the nearest one. 


True, the cisterns were in three pieces, each section neatly
riveted to the next. But Donovan really had moved the middle section
accidentally not two minutes ago…. I think the implications all hit us at the
same time. Everyone turned to Donovan hopefully. 


He immediately backtracked four steps to the one he’d
brushed up against and shifted it again, this time more than two inches,
although carefully to avoid the top stack toppling. It would hurt like hell if
it landed on one of us. He shined his flashlight inside it and grunted in satisfaction.
“Yeah, that’s a corpse alright. Hard to tell male or female in that condition,
though.”


“She’s been there for forty-something years,” Caleb pointed
out. “You’d be in rough shape too. Alright, gents, let’s carefully lever these
top parts off. Wear gloves, please. Long shot, but maybe we’ll get lucky with
fingerprints. It’s going to be some work getting her free, but let’s capture
the situation as best we can.”


Sho immediately volunteered, “I’ll get some more lights in
here and the camera. Sharon, Carol, help me?”


“Sure,” Carol agreed, heading for the door. 


I couldn’t really help much during this process. Turning to Neil,
who stood nearby, I asked, “Since we found her, can we re-open the case as a
murder investigation?”


“Yeah. I’ll call the Cap and explain what’s going on.” Neil
rubbed a tired hand across the nape of his neck. “And if memory serves, she’s
got a brother and a mother still alive. I’ll need to go in and notify them. Not
looking forward to that.” 


Ouch. Yeah. Even forty-three years later, I’m sure the
family wouldn’t take the news well. They must have known their daughter
couldn’t be alive after all this time, but…still. Telling someone a loved one
was dead never went over well. “Neil, it’s a bit of a stretch, but there’s a
possibility her family knew something and just didn’t say. Do you want me to go
with you? Maybe ask a few questions?”


“Can’t hurt. We’ll need to go easy this visit anyway.” Neil’s
eyes sharpened on my face, penetrating. “Still think Stephenson had nothing to
do with Witherspoon’s murder?”


“Verdict’s still out on that one.” 
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It was unpleasant, drawing a dead girl’s corpse out of a
rusty cistern. With grim determination I helped Caleb do it. The angle was too
awkward for any single person to manage it. Carol and Sharon both ran for the
hills when we got to that part. I was surprised they’d stuck around as long as
they had, really. Once the body was out, Sho and Garrett packed away the camera
and left as well, leaving just the two of us to load the body into the car. 


As Caleb zipped up the black body bag, he shot me a questioning
look. “I’d have thought you’d have gone with Neil and Jon to do that death
notification.”


“I figured they needed some one-on-one time,” I answered
half-truthfully. Jon was still finding his footing with both of his fathers, so
giving them some space without being a third wheel was a good idea. It was also
a test for me, to see how well I handled it when Jon worked alongside someone
else. If his safety was up to someone else, someone I could more or less trust
to keep him safe, how did I react? The answer? Not well. Damn my hyperactive
protective instincts. 


Something of that showed on my face as Caleb propped his
hands against the gurney’s side rail and assured me in gentle, amused tones,
“They’ll be fine, Don. It’s an eighty-year-old woman and her sixty-year-old
son. I think Neil can take ’em, if it comes down to it.”


“I know.” I did know. In my head. It was the rest of me
protesting. 


“You know, but you still feel like ants are crawling under
your skin?”


That was a little too accurate. I grunted and tried to
shelve this question by pulling the gurney toward the ERV. 


Caleb, of course, wouldn’t let it go. He levered the other
side of the gurney into the vehicle and closed the doors. “I think it’s natural
for an anchor to be uneasy when their psychic is on the job without them.”


Did I want to admit this? I eyed him sideways and found
myself disclosing something I hadn’t wanted to examine too closely, even in my
head. “It’s only partly that. It’s mostly me. I have a very hard time letting
Jon out of my sight. Your son, if you haven’t noticed, has a strong independent
streak. He’s…stubborn about certain things. I try not to smother him or make
him feel useless, but it’s a constant war between my instincts and his pride.”


Unlike the others who teased me for being overprotective,
Caleb didn’t just laugh this off. He looked up at me steadily. “From your
account, Jon’s routinely attacked. I’m sure that puts you on edge, makes it
hard for you to relax. It only makes sense to me you would find it difficult for
him to be out of sight.” 


Yes. Yes, that was it exactly. I felt my tension relax a
notch at his understanding. “That’s it. But it’s hard for me to explain this to
him. For Jon, he knows the instant there’s danger. He can read it, the
potential for violence, before it actually starts. Well, most of the time.
Sometimes he’s ambushed. But you get what I’m saying, right?”


“He gets a head’s up.” Caleb filled in the missing blanks
smoothly. “But you don’t. You don’t know if you’re in a combat situation until
something happens.”


I shrugged. That pretty much summed it up. “We’ve got hand
signals he uses, and that helps. Which is why I don’t complain to him about
this, because it really won’t do any good. I need to adjust.”


Caleb’s expression didn’t give any hint of how he felt about
this. “But he surely read from you that you weren’t entirely comfortable with
it.”


“Yeah, I’m sure he did. But he doesn’t call me out on
everything, especially when we both know I’m being unreasonable.” I felt the
distinct need to change the subject. “You’re going straight to your morgue, I
take it?”


“That’s the plan. I’ll need a good hour to put her away.
It’ll take a close examination to figure out how she died. Nothing popped out
at me while we were moving her, which likely means the death blow involved soft
tissue. We’ll see what I come up with. I’ve got steaks thawing in the fridge,
if you want to start the grill for me when you get back to the house?”


“Sure, I can do that.” I’d stop by the store first and pick
up a few ingredients. I felt a hankering for some dessert. 


He waved me off and I headed for Neil’s truck, which he’d
left behind so they could take Jon’s Humvee for the death notification. As I
did so, I caught a movement from the corner of my eye. I turned sharply, hand
settling on the gun on my belt. In this pitch darkness, I couldn’t determine
exactly what I’d seen. My adrenaline spiked, my senses reaching for any hint of
another person in this vicinity. I heard the rustling of some bushes, but that
could just as easily have been a cat or a racoon. 


Dammit, I really hated this house. Knowing my luck, it was a
ghost, and here I sat without my ghost detector. Swallowing hard, I
deliberately stood there with my flashlight still in hand. There was no
streetlight nearby to illuminate the area, and the house, of course, was dark.
It just gave me the willies. 


Nothing else moved that I could tell, and finally I’d had
enough of being out in the open. I opened the door with my eyes still on the
woods. Sliding behind the wheel, I had to lever the seat back as far as it
would go to accommodate my longer legs. I started to put it in reverse when my
mother called. I absolutely didn’t want to sit here any longer, so I put a Bluetooth
earpiece in so I could speak with her and drive. “Hey, Mom.”


“Don, you have a minute?”


“Sure, what’s up?” Something clearly was. 


“I’m worried about Lauren. Skylar’s texted me several
times, asking for recipes. Her grandmother doesn’t really want to eat.” 


Oh hell. Granted, it’d only been less than two days, but
still. Not a good sign. “Depression or…?”


“I think it’s a mix of things. She’s depressed about
everything that’s happened, but she’s also struggling, I think. After so many
years of having an anchor, it must be difficult to go solo again. I remember what
it was like for Jon, when we first met him, and how he reacted to things. Her
family’s clearly worried about her. What can I do to help?”


“Getting her to eat is a good first step.” I was so glad
she’d called me about this. “She’s bound to go through a period of depression.
The divorce alone will guarantee that.” 


“Wait, she’s divorcing him too?”


“Yeah. She’s cutting him out of her life entirely.”


“Oh dear. Even though it was entirely her choice, I can
see how all of this would impact her spirits.”


I could hear it in my mother’s voice. It was easy to
recognize after a lifetime of knowing her. She had decided Something Should Be
Done. When Mom got into this mode, come hell or highwater, she was going to
find and apply a solution. Mountains moved when she decided on her course.
Frankly, I couldn’t think of a better thing in the world than to sic my mother
on Lauren. 


“Mom, here’s my take on things. Lauren is a good person who’s
been badly manipulated for over forty years. She’s reeling from that and could
really use a friend, someone who will support and listen to her without making
judgements.” 


“A friend who will make sure she eats. It can’t be helping,
trying to untangle everything with low blood sugar. Don’t you worry, Don. I’ll
step in and help with this situation. You give me her phone number and address.”


Operation Fix Things would now commence. “She’s staying with
Natalie, her daughter, last I heard. But sure, I can give you the phone number
and address. I’ll text it to you.”


“Good. How are things going over there?”


“Well, things have taken a bit of a strange turn.” I paused
at the stop sign to punch my destination into my phone. It meant propping my
cellphone into the cup holder so I could also use the GPS to find the nearest
grocery store. 


She listened attentively and only asked questions when I
finished. “And you don’t know how that poor girl was killed?”


“Caleb wasn’t sure. Said it would take a closer examination
than the cursory one he could do on scene.” 


“And how is Jon with his father? Both fathers, I should
say.”


“They’re still finding their footing with each other, but
it’s going pretty well. He hasn’t even hinted that he wants to move over to the
hotel, and whenever my back is turned, he’s cozied up in conversation with one
of them. I think he’s happy. Honestly, I’m relieved. A huge hole in him was
filled when he finally reconnected with Caleb. As hard as this has been on
Lauren, the rest of the family’s been ecstatic.” 


“I can’t say I blame them. Jon hated Rodger. And to hear
what he did…ooh, it makes my blood burn. Do you think you’ll be over there for
much longer?”


“We still have no idea who killed Witherspoon,” I confessed,
making the last turn into the grocery’s parking lot. It was half-full, a little
slow, but then again it was an hour before quitting time. Throwing the truck
into park, I added, “Although we hope the records we requested might give us
some idea of who to look for. Right now we have no suspects.” 


“If that goes on much longer, will you come back?”


“Yeah. No reason to keep us all out here if there’s no way
to investigate.”


“I thought so. Alright, well, keep me posted. I want to
know when you head back.”


“Will do.” After we hung up, I stayed in the truck long
enough to text her the information she’d requested before I headed into the
store. 


I had to wind my way through a few aisles before I found the
right ingredients. I bought everything I needed and retreated to the truck,
pondering my conversation with my mother as I went. I hadn’t thought of asking
Mom to help Lauren out, but I really should have. Lauren needed someone to
confide in, and I understood why she didn’t really have any close female
friends. Rodger was such an ass that he ran most people off. If he tried that
crap with my mother, he’d find himself diving for cover. My mother did not
tolerate fools. 


When I got back to the house, I put my ingredients on the
island so I could get the grill started. I did that, then came back in to start
my cake. It wouldn’t take long to make, but it did have to chill. As I mixed
ingredients together, the back door opened, and Jon and Neil stepped in. 


Jon took one look at me and a smile lit his face. “Mmm,
you’re sexy when you’re in the kitchen.”


I snorted in amusement. “I’m sexy in the kitchen because A,
you don’t have to cook, and B, I’m using my mother’s recipe.”


“I do not disagree.” He leaned over the island to give me a
quick kiss before retreating a step, staying well clear of the stove and
microwave nearby. “Whatcha making?”


“Poke cake.” 


Neil looked confused—he clearly didn’t recognize it—but poke
cake was a staple in my family, and Jon’s tongue darted out to lick his lips. “Neil,
you’re going to love this. Anyone who likes pineapple loves this.”


“Can’t wait to try it, then,” he agreed. “The grill on?”


“Yeah, I started it about ten minutes ago.”


“Probably not quite hot enough for the steaks yet, then.
I’ll go wash my hands.” 


I couldn’t tell from their expressions if the notification had
gone badly, or really badly. As I mixed up the topping, I invited Jon to sit in
the barstool. “Sit, tell me how it went.”


“It was sad,” he responded, sighing heavily. He slid onto
the padded stool and kept his hands safely on the edge of the island. “They
were resigned more than anything. I think they knew Jenny had been dead a long
time. And it was hard for them, because of course we had to ask questions. The
mother did her best to be helpful, though. She’d written down an account of
everything she knew of her daughter’s schedule that day. It was taped into a
scrapbook she kept. She handed it all over. We hope it’ll help us convict
Stephenson for this. Unfortunately, they can’t just take my word for it.” 


The laws required collaborative evidence and not just a
psychic’s word. That was understandable—not even psychics were incorruptible—but
it did make the job hard sometimes. “We’ll nail him for this. I have a gut
feeling.”


“I hope so too. Anyway, she asked that we not spare her
feelings. If we need to ask more questions or go through her daughter’s things,
we should. She left Jenny’s room untouched, so it might help us too. Who
knows?”


I shrugged in agreement. Sometimes evidence could be found
in the place you least expected it. I’d seen some families leave a loved one’s
room intact, sometimes for decades, with the hope that they’d get them back. Or
because they couldn’t admit that they wouldn’t. I wasn’t sure which it was in
this case, but it might have been good fortune in the end.


Considering the afternoon Jon had just had, I didn’t want to
add anything to his burdens, but I’d promised not to keep things from him. It
never worked out well in the end. “While you were doing that, Mom called me.
Skylar reports that Lauren is too depressed to have much of an appetite.”


Jon grimaced, face scrunched up with resignation. “I had a
feeling that might happen. She’s the opposite of a stress eater. Get her too
upset, she can’t eat at all.” 


“Good news is, Mom’s decided she needs to step in.”


He looked at me with increasing interest, perking up in the
stool. “Your mom. Has decided to take care of mine.”


“In a nutshell, yup. She didn’t give me any operational
parameters, but I know a woman on a mission when I hear it. Your mother now has
mine in her corner, whether she wants her or not.”


Jon leaned back in the stool, practically cackling. “I
almost hope Rodger tries to get to Mom. Your mother will lay him out flat. Alani
takes shit from no one.”


“That she does not.” Which was the other reason why I felt glad
Mom was taking Lauren under her wing. My mother was a retired army nurse.
Nothing got past her. “So, to sum up, your mother’s not doing so hot at the
moment. My mother has decided to fix it.” 


“I think just having a friend to support her will make a
world of difference.” He took in a breath, released it, and I could see some of
the worry fall off his shoulders as he did so. “I’ll call her later and thank
her, give her a heads-up on what Mom doesn’t like to eat.”


“Probably a good idea.” The timing for us being out in
Sevierville was sucky, for Lauren’s sake, but I knew no one regretted it. Jon
would never have found Caleb otherwise. 


Speak of the devil. Caleb came strolling in with a smug tilt
to his lips, like the Cheshire Cat. 


“Oooh, Caleb knows something good,” Jon caroled. “Share with
the class, old man.”


“I’ll ‘old man’ you in a second,” Caleb threatened good-naturedly.
“And as a matter of fact, I might know something good. I think I know how she
died.”


I paused with the spatula still in the bowl. “Hang on, you
told me you’d have to examine her to figure that out.”


Caleb only looked a little sheepish. “I might have taken a
quick look as I moved her into the locker. It was hard to resist.”


“Color me surprised,” Neil drawled as he rejoined us.
“Alright, so you might know how she died. And?”


“And…” Caleb was enjoying our suspense, his eyebrows
waggling up and down playfully. “I think I have physical evidence linking her
to her killer.” 
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“Well, don’t leave us in suspense!” Neil said in
exasperation. 


I could tell Caleb was milking this for all it was worth.
Then again, he probably didn’t get the chance to show off to an interested
audience very often. He hesitated for a full ten seconds, just to rile us up a
little, then asked mock-innocently, “Which one do you want first? How she died
or the link to her killer?”


“Jon, you’re closer,” Neil said. “Smack him for me.”


I aimed a teasing swipe at my father’s head, which he
ducked, chuckling. He was so much happier now than when I’d first seen him     
a week ago. I’d like to think that having access to his children had something
to do with that. 


Holding up both hands, Caleb surrendered. “Alright, alright.
I’ll need to do a more thorough exam, but I believe her neck was broken.
There’s a cervical fracture in her C3 and C4. No trauma I can find on the base
of the skull, so my guess is that she was pushed down against something hard,
her neck impacting on the site. It’s possible this was accidental except…”


“She was stuffed in a cistern and left to die?” I finished
darkly. 


Caleb gave me a nod of agreement. “That, and what I found on
her class ring. There was blood and a little tissue left behind. I tested it,
on the off chance it wasn’t hers, and sure enough, it wasn’t. Different blood
type. Jenny Cartwright was AB. Her murderer has B blood.” 


I let out a hiss of triumph. “If we can find the DNA to
match to that ring, half the evidence will be there.” 


“I think so.” 


Donovan set his cake inside the fridge to chill before
asking, “You said cervical fracture. Does that mean if she’d been treated
properly afterwards, she could have survived it?”


“There’s a strong possibility, yes. The seventies didn’t
have our medical know-how, but…still. If she’d been braced, properly x-rayed,
treated, she’d probably have lived. Possibly have been paralyzed in some form
or fashion too, but odds were, she could have survived it. She wasn’t given the
chance.”


And for that, Stephenson would be incarcerated as a
murderer. I’d make damn sure of it. “I wonder what happened, though. I mean, I
haven’t gone through that scrapbook completely, but there’s not much mention of
Stephenson in there. Those two weren’t together.” 


“Probably why he wasn’t suspected of her murder to begin
with,” Neil muttered grimly. “When they started searching for her, no one asked
him squat. I checked the records on that. But the mystery can wait until
tomorrow. Caleb, what are we doing along with the steaks?”


“I thought some veggie pasta.” Caleb said to Donovan and I
equally, “That’s what we call it, anyway. It’s Brussels sprouts, cherry
tomatoes, and asparagus mixed in a buttery-garlic sauce over pasta.”


“That sounds delicious.” It, in fact, made my taste buds
water. “Yes, please.”


“Donovan, if you’ll get that oven heating up for me? Broil,
please.” Caleb moved comfortably around in the kitchen, washing his hands and
chopping up vegetables. 


My boyfriend followed directions and helped him. I got
passed the asparagus to chop up. As long as I didn’t move from my spot, the
kitchen appliances were more or less safe from me. 


As we all worked, Caleb asked, “How is your mother doing?”


 I saw his sincerity so answered his question truthfully,
“Not well. I mean, under the circumstances, she’s doing alright. But it was a
blow to her that Rodger was so manipulative. And, of course, it’s very hard to
no longer have an anchor after almost forty years of depending on one.”


“But she’ll recover from this? Right?” Caleb was both
sympathetic but disturbed at this description. “She can shield herself?”


“I had to reteach her the basics, but…she’s managing. That’s
about as much as I can truthfully say. Fortunately, Donovan’s mother has
decided to step in. I hope you get to meet Alani soon—she’s the sweetest
typhoon you’ll ever meet.”


Donovan laughed out loud, apparently delighted by this
description. “God, I love that. I’m so using that from now on.”


To the bemused men that hadn’t met Alani yet, I explained
wryly, “She’s a force of nature when she decides something needs to be done.
She’s sweet about it, and charming, but it WILL be done. I’m actually relieved
to have her take my mother in hand. Rodger won’t get anywhere near her, not
with Alani guarding the door.”


“I’m glad to hear it.” Caleb’s tension eased. He was
genuinely worried about her. If they’d ever loved each other, that feeling had
long since faded, but general affection remained. A memory of a time when they’d
been very close. I think they had a chance of being good friends now. 


I felt relieved to see Neil took this conversation in
stride. He wasn’t jealous, hearing about his husband’s ex-wife. The two of them
were rock-solid together, and watching them gave me relationship goals of my
own. Donovan and I were still adjusting to each other in some ways. I wanted to
be like these two—to be entirely comfortable and know exactly where I stood. 


From the outside, it likely looked as if we had that. But
I’d seen the strain in Donovan when he’d sent me off with Neil. It wasn’t that
he didn’t trust Neil. He just had a difficult time with me working alongside
someone else. Especially in an area he didn’t really know. Already out of his
element, it made him uneasy, and his discomfort ratchetted up several notches
when I wasn’t where he could lay hands on me. It showed strength on his part
that he sent me off anyway. 


Donovan was battling his instincts to avoid upsetting the
balance we had. I respected that, and appreciated it, because he was correct.
If he tried to smother me or lock me up in a glass house, he’d be in for a
world of hurt. I allowed him his little white lies for that reason. Also to
build his confidence up. I hoped with enough experience he’d learn that just
because I was away from him didn’t mean I was in danger. I didn’t want him to
live in constant fear for my safety. That wasn’t healthy for either one of us. 


The way he’d handled it today made me proud of him. I fully
planned on giving him a little positive reinforcement for it later, too. 


We sat around the dinner table, enjoying excellent pasta and
steaks. The conversation hit a lull as we all fed our faces, and while I didn’t
want to ask, I felt like someone should. “While I’m glad I helped solve a cold
case, it didn’t really help us with the Witherspoon mystery.”


Neil regarded me thoughtfully. “You’re still sure Stephenson
didn’t kill Witherspoon?”


“Pretty sure. He was telling the truth about not being back
on the property and…the guilt from the murder he committed is old. I can tell
from his lines he’s only killed one person, and he’s carried the weight of that
soul around for a while. I’ll be very surprised if he has anything to do with
Witherspoon’s murder.”


“So him having a motive to keep Witherspoon out of the
distillery was just coincidence, in all likelihood,” Neil finished morosely.


Donovan cleared his throat to catch our attention. “Neil, I
hate to say this, but if you can’t use us, we’ll need to return to Nashville.”


“I think we’ll need you a bit longer, just to help us wrap
up Stephenson,” Neil answered thoughtfully, as he cut his steak. “But I agree
that we can probably send part of your agency home. I’d like to keep you two,
of course, and Michael and Garrett. Those two have proven handy when it comes
to research. I got notification today that all the medical and legal records I
requested for Witherspoon came in. It’s a lot of information to parse through.
We’re of course still going through financials. I wouldn’t mind having another
set of hands to do it with.”


I could see the logic. Without something to physically hunt
for, Carol couldn’t really be put to good use here. Sharon, of course, was her
support. “Are you going to talk to Jim about that soon?”


“Tonight, probably. If he’s alright with leaving you four
behind? Then we can modify my request for your agency.”


“That should be fine,” Donovan allowed with a glance at me.
“We normally work in partnerships anyway. Having the whole agency come for one
case is rather rare.”


Neil was part thoughtful, part aggrieved. “So Jim said. I
hope the records will give us something to go off of. The records are bound to
help fill in some of the gaps.”


It’s true that few murders happened between complete
strangers—unless it was a gang war of some sort, where unfortunately the
innocents were often casualties. Or a serial killer. But on a regular basis, in
most cases, the person knew their attacker. I could see why Neil was hopeful
the records would shed some light. 


“If you want to go through all those records quickly, you
definitely need to keep Sho,” Donovan agreed. “He’s a whiz at that kind of
stuff.” 


Caleb looked at Donovan thoughtfully, fork pausing in the
middle of his pasta. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but Sho and Garrett seem to be
something of a set.”


“You don’t see one without the other, generally speaking.” I
swallowed down an evil cackle. Oh, if they could only see what I saw. 


Donovan threw me a glare. “He knows more than what he’s telling.
A lot more.” 


I batted my baby blues at him. “Not a tattle-tale.”


“You withhold information just to mess with people,” my
lover (rightfully) accused me. 


“That is part of the fun.” I beamed at him winsomely, then
dodged when he tried to get a finger into my ribs. 


In an effort to get us back on track, Neil asked, “So they
are together?”


“Not officially,” I denied, keeping a weather eye on
Donovan. “They’re mutually interested, I think is the best way to put it. They
like each other and are inclined to date, they just haven’t made a move yet.
Don’t tease them about it, please. Sho’s…not really in the right mindset to
date at the moment.”


“Stupid fucking punk.” Donovan stabbed an innocent asparagus
in anger. “Garrett and I will deal with him once we’re back in Nashville.”


Seeing my father’s general alarm, I explained sourly, “Sho’s
ex is stalking him. He tried reporting it, but the police can’t find him long
enough to serve him. They can’t get a valid address or even an employer for
him. It’s spooking Sho. The man’s abusive.”


Caleb was no slouch. He put the pieces fast enough. “Which
is the other reason Garrett’s sticking close?”


“Pretty much.” I didn’t bother to explain that Garrett’s
protective instincts ran nearly as high as Donovan’s. 


“I can see what you mean, then.” Neil frowned at the far
wall, clearly thinking. “Hard to think along romantic lines when you’re looking
over your shoulder for trouble. Do I need to put a word in with your
department?”


I shook my head. “It’s a nice thought, but I don’t know that
it would do any good. Our precinct likes Sho. He’s got more friends there than
I do. They actually are trying to protect him, not just sweep this under the
rug. But until they can lay hands on the ex, there’s not much they can do.” 


Donovan had that smile on his face that scared lesser
beings. “Don’t worry about it. Garrett and I got this.”


That smile promised a whole bag full of pissed off cats
kinda trouble there. Oh boy. “Just remember, orange is not your color, and you
get no nookie in prison.”


He winked at me and went back to eating. “Who wants cake?”


That was not an agreement. 





Donovan does this thing. I’m not even sure he’s aware he
does it. But every single time, it sparks my libido. It isn’t anything like
getting naked—it’s a particular move he does, a gentle caress. As we stepped
into our bedroom, I heard him shut the door behind us, then step in close, his
hand lightly resting on my hip. He leaned all of that warm strength up against
my back, pressing a kiss against my temple, and my brain just clicked off. 


I knew whenever he did that, he wanted to make love. But he
didn’t want to push an agenda, so he approached me from behind, so I couldn’t
read his lines. He left it up to me whether I wanted to or not. 


And of course I did. I wasn’t sick or dead. 


I slid my hand up over his head, turning my own to catch his
mouth in a sweet kiss. As our lips touched, I pressed my ass back into his
groin, a clear signal I wanted him. Now. 


He smiled into the kiss, turning me and ducking down to
close the height difference between us. The kiss turned hungry, Donovan’s
tongue stroking along mine in a hot flash before releasing. The temperature in
my blood spiked, increasing the pressure in my pants and sending a new warm
buzz along my spine. The man should have come with warning labels. I’m pretty
sure he’s illegal in a few states. 


We started tugging at clothes, losing them in a graceless
movement, tossing them heedlessly to the floor. Donovan backed me up against
the wall and when my shoulders touched the cool sheetrock, my nerves lit again
with anticipation, flashing and sparking in loops of positive feedback. I did
love it when he took me against a wall. He was so dominant and in control as he
took me apart. 


Donovan didn’t seem in a hurry tonight, kissing me in a
heady rush before trailing his lips down, the rough rasp of stubble a steady
line down my neck. His tongue flicked against the dip between my collar bones
and I let my head fall back, giving him room. It’d been days since we’d done this,
days since I’d had him, and for the life of me I couldn’t think of what had
been more important. Why hadn’t I made sure this man was naked and in my bed
nightly? What was wrong with me? 


He drew back and my entire body twitched forward, trying to
resume contact instinctively. 


“Lube,” he reminded me, and I needed the reminder. Right.
Lube. I liked lube. I’d like it a lot better if it was over here instead
of over there. But Donovan was working on that, because he was smart
that way. Smart lover. 


I think he’d been planning this, as he knew exactly where
the lube was in his duffle and he fished it out in record time. Then he was
back in my arms, kissing me, and I snugged him in with both arms around his
waist. I heard the cap pop and spread my legs a little wider, giving him better
access, a tingle of anticipation racing through me. 


The first touch of his fingers was a little cold, the lube
not warmed up yet. Then it was just pleasure, as he stroked firmly inside. My
muscles clenched in brief, shocked pleasure before I forced myself to relax,
leaning into his arm, trusting him to hold me up. In a minute, my legs would
not be up to the task. 


I grabbed the lube bottle before he could toss it aside,
putting some into my own hand before I let it drop to the ground. He was
half-erect against my stomach, which wouldn’t do. I wanted him hard and ready.
I put my lubed hand to him, stroking from head to root, and felt him hiss in a
breath. Smiling against his skin, I homed in on his sensitive spot, right above
his Adam’s apple, and sucked the skin there. Not hard, not hard enough to leave
a mark, but teasingly. 


“I swear you do that just because you know it drives me
insane,” he rasped. 


I chuckled evilly. He was not wrong. 


In something like retaliation, he slid another finger into
me, scissoring his fingers apart. I moaned against his skin, not caring how
undone I sounded as the stretching sensation thrilled along my nerves. There
was a brief, passing moment of discomfort before Donovan’s fingers crooked and
found my prostate in a warm slide that made my eyes roll back into my head. 


“Dear god, have pity,” I gasped out. 


He didn’t. Because he’s evil. He slid another finger in me,
still hitting that spot, and my legs jerked upwards in a brief spasm, my body
weight tilting against his chest as I scrambled for balance. My breath started
coming in sharp, desperate pants. If he didn’t get in me soon, I’d murder him. His
mischief shone clear even for my unfocused eyes. I whined, “Donovan!”


“Shh, I’ve got you.” 


He was not nearly desperate enough. I knew this because he
wasn’t moving. I put teeth to his neck and bit him, not exactly gently. 


“Oww. Alright, alright,” he chuckled, not really fazed. “Why
are you such a cannibal?”


“You’re driving me insane. In me, dammit.” 


“I do love it when I drive you to this point.” Donovan
caught the backs of my thighs and lifted me up, pressing me into the wall as he
maneuvered in closer. 


Beyond relieved, I tried to be helpful, putting both arms
around his shoulders, tilting my hips up and letting my back take the brunt of
my weight. He had a little trouble seating himself, so I dropped a hand and
caught his dick, guiding it in. It was an awkward angle, but when he pushed, it
was all heat and that delicious burn that made me shudder. Donovan pressed in
closer, his hips cradling my ass, my weight pressing down against him. It felt
like we couldn’t get any closer, that he was deep as possible, and it was the
main reason why I loved being fucked against a wall. I literally couldn’t get
him any closer. 


His hands shifted, just a little, getting a good grip on me.
I dug my fingers into his shoulders, peppering his face with small kisses.
Donovan started to shift, drawing out only to surge in again, seeking with each
thrust that perfect angle. He stared into my eyes as he moved, and maybe it was
his lines, maybe it was the lighting, but he looked pure gold to me in that
moment. On the next thrust he found it, that perfect angle, and my voice tore
out of my throat in unrestrained delight. 


I touched Donovan everywhere I could reach, brushing up and
down the straining, rock solid biceps of his arms, curving my fingers around
his shoulders and down across the sensitive nubs of his nipples. I wanted to
record it all, even though I knew every inch of his skin. My mind was blank and
I felt nothing more than the feel of Donovan and the sparking ecstasy that
mounted with every second. It felt like every breath was pure passion, edged
with the scent of sex and sweat and Donovan. 


My balls drew up, tightening against my body, and I could
feel my climax hovering on the edge. I didn’t want to come just yet; I was
enjoying this far too much. I knew it was inevitable but I wanted it a little
longer—to be connected with him, to have his undivided attention. I could see
his climax building as well, knew how close he was, and a new desire ripped
through me. I wanted to come at the same time, share that ecstasy. 


Maneuvering my lube-covered hand between us, I gripped my
cock and started working it. It felt like relief, to finally have that
friction, and my head fell back, eyes slipping shut. 


“That’s it, babe. Come for me. Come on, let go, you
beautiful man, let go.” Donovan groaned the last word as his climax
swelled past the breaking point. I felt him come, hot and deep within me, and
it triggered my own climax. I clenched around him, bending forward so my
forehead touched his shoulder as I shuddered and came all over his chest. 


I might have blacked out for a second. Next thing I knew, we
were on the floor, still panting for breath. He was kneeling and slumped over
me, grinning that pleased grin of his, looking infinitely sated and sexy. 


“That was…” he trailed off in a satisfied sigh. 


“Superb,” I agreed. 


Donovan looked down at the mess on his stomach and then
around, snagging his shirt with two fingers to wipe himself off with. 


“We could shower?” I suggested idly, but really, the last
thing on my mind was getting up. I hadn’t gotten full function of my legs back.



“Later.” He stood, then pulled me up, nudging me toward the
bed. 


I was getting too old for the floor, so I willingly flopped
onto the mattress, then rolled to the far side so he had room. Donovan snuggled
in against my side, an arm thrown across my waist, with the air of a man who
was perfectly content. I stroked his arm idly with the back of my fingers,
watching him. 


The thought occurred to me that I might have done this
alone. I might have met my father before I’d met Donovan. It was entirely
possible—we’d been called in for a case, after all. If I had, if the meetings
had been reversed, then I’d have reunited with Caleb, met Neil, dealt with the
fallout of Rodger’s lies all alone. The mental image was a bitter one. I was so
grateful to fate, or luck, or whatever it was that let things pan out the way
they had. The situation was so much easier to face with this man a stalwart
support at my side. 


He fell asleep as I watched, and I levered up just enough to
catch the quilt at the bottom of the bed, drawing it up and over us. He gave me
a sleepy smile, tugged me in a little closer, and then went out like a light. I
snuggled into his chest, took in a deep breath, and joined him. 
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I was a lot more relaxed this morning, thanks to the round
of satisfying sex last night. And the quickie in the shower this morning. Jon
tackling me pretty much cemented how comfortable he was in his dads’ house. It
was a good thing on many levels. 


We were once again in the police precinct’s conference room,
records strewn out around the table. We’d more or less split duties. Sho,
Garrett, and I tackled the Witherspoon records, while Jon and Neil took the
Stephenson/Cartwright case. Jon was trying to find the link between Stephenson
and Jenny Cartwright and was paying very close attention to her scrapbook and
diary. I was glad we had something physical for him to go through. Most of the
records we’d gotten in were electronic. 


Witherspoon had apparently kept a law firm on retainer, and
they’d emailed everything to us in huge compressed files. They mostly handled
the real estate portion— buying, selling, titles—and permits for him. It was no
less mind numbing today than it had been four days ago, but at this point
anything could be viable information. I was perhaps a third of the way through my
stack when I hit the late nineties, and the signatures on the deeds and permits
changed up a little. 


“Huh. Witherspoon had a partner.”


All heads came up. 


“Business partner?” Neil asked. “Another one?”


We’d run into a few that popped in and out of the records,
so I tacked on, “Recently?”


“Well, not really. Recent-er. He joined in 1996 and stayed
on until…looks like 2009. Kyle Ayers. I don’t know how invested he was
financially, but enough that he had signature power. His name is all over the
permits and some of the deeds.” 


Sho wrote down a note on the legal pad at his right elbow.
“I’ll keep an eye open for that name. Garrett, can you check state records and
see if you can pull up an articles of corporation or something? It’ll tell us
how invested he was in the business.”


“Sure.” 


We all went back to reading. 


Garrett piped up a second later, “So Kyle Ayers was a partner,
alright. He had thirty percent interest in the company up until 2009. Then he’s
not listed as a partner after that. There was no other partner brought on, he
was the last one. Company was sold 2018. Let me check the court records, see if
there’s a reason why Ayers split.”


“I’m not that far into the financials,” Sho threw out, still
scrolling. “I’m still in the ’90s. Maybe there was some sort of fallout? Let me
hop up to that year. Maybe Witherspoon bought him out.”


That could well be. Or maybe Ayers decided to retire? We had
no information about him aside from a name. He might have been older than
Witherspoon. Might have been much younger and chosen to work for a different
company. 


“Hey, whoa.” Garrett straightened abruptly in his chair. His
eyes were glued on the laptop in front of him, finger scrolling on the mouse as
he reported, “I’ve got a legal action filed against a Kyle Macintosh Ayers in
2009. Richard Witherspoon sued him for embezzling.” 


Neil was around the table in a flash. “Let me see.”


Twisting out of the way, Garrett gave him access so he could
bend closer and read it for himself. 


Sho clacked away madly and then let out a low whistle. “Wow,
and did he embezzle. I’ve got checks written to him that are upwards of five
thousand dollars. Multiple times in a month. Wow. No wonder Witherspoon sued
him. Did he win?”


Neil was the one to answer, an expression of evil glee on
his face. “Oh, he won, alright. Court ordered Ayers to pay every cent back,
plus interest. He was sentenced twelve years in prison for it, too. Witherspoon
sold the company while he was in prison.”


Jon stayed carefully planted on the far end of the table,
but he was just as invested as the rest of us. “Did he? Pay it back.”


“Some of it,” Sho reported, still glued to the screen. Light
and numbers flashed in his glasses as he clicked through the windows. “The
court mandated he sell anything of value if he couldn’t pay for it outright,
which he couldn’t. Ayers sold his house and car and paid back four hundred
thousand, roughly.”


“That left him with…how much to pay back?” Garrett inquired.


“Another three hundred thousand,” Sho supplied, quickly
doing the math in his head.


Garrett shook his head in disapproval. “What a naughty,
naughty boy Mr. Ayers was. To steal almost a million from his own company. Was
he paroled or is he still in?”


Neil was the one with the answer. “Paroled. This year,
actually. June, to be precise.”


“That looks like a pretty good suspect to me,” Jon observed.



“If we can track him down, sure.” Neil straightened and
headed out the door. “And I’m still curious how he moved the body. Is he strong
enough to do that on his own? Or are we still looking for accomplices?” 


That was a very good question we all had no answer to. 


Neil said, “Let me make some calls, see if I can’t get a
location on him. Jon, I hate to pull you off what you’re doing, but can you and
Donovan go talk to the daughter and ask her about this? I want her perspective
on what went down.”


“Sure.” Jon scooped up his jacket and stretched. “I need a
break from reading cramped, teenage-girl handwriting anyway.”


We headed out and there might have been a little bounce in
my stride. Finally, a break in the case, assuming this panned out. I felt like
we’d never get one. 


The October air filtered over us in a gentle breeze, and
leaves rustled across the huge parking lot in a skitter along the pavement. It
sent a shiver over my skin as I opened the door. I was really made for warmer
climates than this. Winter and I didn’t get along.


Jon hopped into the Humvee, with me riding shotgun, as
usual. I got a text message as we loaded in, and I strapped in the seat belt
with one hand as I checked my phone with the other. The message made me bark
out a laugh. “Rodger apparently tried to ambush Lauren at Nat’s and do his
usual routine of make-up/manipulation.”


Jon paused with his hand on the gear shaft to give me an odd
look. “That sounds like trouble, so why are you laughing?”


“Because Mom happened to be there and she chased him off
with a water hose? And Skylar got pictures.” I flipped the phone around so he
could see. It was very much a classic scene. My mother, looking all pristine
and elegant in a sweater dress, chasing a grown man off with a jet spray of
water, and Rodger running for it. 


Jon took one look and busted out laughing. “I adore your
mother.”


“Skylar says she’s so proud of herself it’s hysterical,” I
reported, as another text came in. “Also that your mother is laughing.”


“Good.” Shaking his head, he put the vehicle into reverse
and took us out of the parking lot. “Figures Rodger wouldn’t give up so easily.
I swear we’ll have to get a restraining order for him.”


“You think it’ll come down to that?”


“Manipulative, controlling bastard that he is? I’ll bet my
eye teeth on it.”


I wouldn’t bet against him. If anyone could read people and
see potential trouble, it was my psychic lover. I tapped out a reply to Skylar,
assuring her we both found that funny, and getting a promise that she’d update
us if Rodger tried again. I felt the need to have another little chat with
Rodger. He wouldn’t walk away unharmed this time, though. 


Only when I put the phone away did I think to ask the
obvious question. “Where is Maggie Witherspoon, anyway?”


“I wondered when you’d ask that. She’s at the same hotel as everyone
else. Well, where Carol, Jim and Sharon were, I should say. I bet they’ve left
by now.”


Neil had spoken with Jim last night, and while I hadn’t
heard the conversation, we’d been apprised this morning that Jim, Sharon, and
Carol would return to Nashville today. I think they were just as glad to leave
the hotel and get back to their own beds. We’d also left Marcy and Tyson
running things alone long enough. Not to mention the work piling up. I didn’t
look forward to catching up when we returned, not one bit. 


Since Jon knew where to go, I didn’t navigate, just watched
him drive. He was handsome in any lighting, but sunlight suited him best, and I
loved looking at him. If someone had told me ten years ago—even five years ago—that
I’d be in the relationship I have now, I wouldn’t have believed them. I wasn’t
sure what I’d done to earn the right amount of karma to have him. Maybe I’d
saved a country in a previous life? 


“Love you too, honey.”


I loved it when he put what I felt into words. I grinned at
his profile. “You’re checking me out from the corner of your eye, aren’t you?”


“I don’t have to. Whenever you stop and just look at me, I
know what you’re thinking.” 


“I’m not that predictable.” 


He snorted disbelievingly. 


“You could lie and make me feel better, you know.”


“Truth’s good for you,” he drawled. 


A random thought popped out of my mouth before I could check
it or wonder at its source. “Have you ever considered if you might be graysexual?”


Jon did a double take. “I take it back. I don’t always know
what you’re thinking. Where did that come from?”


It was very tempting, but I didn’t rub it in. “I was just
thinking that if someone had told me five years ago I’d have a hot blond as a
boyfriend, I’d have checked them for a head injury. But now that I think about
it, almost every time I’ve had a lover, they’ve either been demisexual or graysexual.”



“Oh. Huh. Okay, leaving aside that you’re hot as sin—”


I snorted a laugh, because of course he thought that.


“I can see where you’re coming from. And I’d say I’m more
borderline demisexual? But it’s a cause-and-effect in my case, more than an
orientation. Because I can see so much of a person, I either find them
attractive or a total turn-off.”


“So you’re demisexual as a result.” That made a great deal
of sense to me. It also sort of explained why I’d stood a chance with him to
begin with. 


Jon waffled a hand back and forth. “Only sort of. I’m still
not convinced of that. I might be graysexual. It’s honestly hard for me to tell.
You’re the curious one. You’re not like most bisexuals. I mean, from what I can
read, you really could go either way. Both genders are equally attractive to
you.”


It didn’t surprise me he could see that. “Yeah, it’s kind of
rare. I haven’t met many bisexuals who are balanced. They’re usually more
skewed. Oddly enough, though, I’ve had more boyfriends than girlfriends. I’ve
only ever dated four women.”


He made the turn into the hotel parking lot before shooting
me a contemplative look. “Why is that, do you think?”


“Opportunity? I’m usually in a more male-dominated
environment.” I didn’t think there was any other real reason for it. But maybe
I couldn’t see the forest for the trees. 


He found a spot to park, basically straddling two lines. The
parking spots here were beyond narrow. Only then did he give me that look I
knew very well. He was reading my lines with focused concentration. “Are you
ever going to tell me about that bad boyfriend who made you want to swear off
men?”


Damn Garrett. Why did he have to mention that? I sighed. “He
was basically a Rodger. Only more charming about the manipulation and the mind
games.”


“Ouch.”


“Yeah.” I didn’t like to remember that time. Mostly because
I still felt stupid about how I’d fallen for it all. You just don’t expect
someone you like and care for to use you so poorly. And when they’re as good as
that bastard had been, you don’t always realize the damage until it’s too late.
I’d transferred to the MPs to get away from him, it was that bad. “Our saving
grace is that you’re nothing like him. Literally nothing like him.”


“Thank god for that.” He leaned across the divide and gave
me a quick kiss and smile before pulling away and hopping free of the vehicle. 


I knew my answer hadn’t satisfied his curiosity—not really—but
once again he’d let things slide because he saw I wasn’t comfortable talking
about it. I exited as well, then came around the Humvee to catch his hand with
mine. 


He laced our fingers together as we walked toward the
hotel’s main entrance. That wasn’t always a safe thing to do in the South, but
Jon had already established he was flat out of fucks to give for the
homophobes. And he knew I enjoyed squashing the bigots. I never dissuaded him
from holding hands with me. 


Proving he really did know where Witherspoon’s daughter was,
we bypassed the front desk entirely and took a sharp right down a hallway. Once
we reached 1023, though, he stayed well back from the door and let me knock on
it. 


“Coming!” Someone’s joint audibly popped inside the room before
the door swung open and revealed Maggie Witherspoon. This was the first time
I’d seen her, and she looked a little worse for wear. Her shocking, bright red
hair was drawn up in a messy bun, and she wore no makeup, leaving her fair skin
looking blotchy from a recent bout of crying. Her eyes were still red rimmed.
Still, she greeted us both with a smile. “Jon, hello.”


“Hi, Maggie,” Jon greeted. “This is Donovan, my anchor.”


Maggie didn’t hesitate, just held out a hand. “Nice to meet
you, Donovan.”


“Likewise,” I answered, shaking her hand. “We have some
questions for you.” 


“Yes, of course, come in.” She stepped back and let us
through, closing the door behind us.


This hotel room wasn’t really set up for guests, but there
was a narrow table with two chairs on the far side. We sat there, leaving her
to perch on the side of the queen-sized bed. The chair I took was one with arms
on it, and it was barely wide enough to accommodate someone of my size. I hoped
to keep this brief, as it wasn’t really comfortable. 


Jon focused on Maggie with a gentle, sympathetic expression.
“How are you doing?”


“I’m a little crazy,” she admitted with a sigh. “I’ve been
on the phone with my fiancé a lot. He’s been a jewel through all of this. I
keep hoping they can release Dad’s body soon, so I can take him home for a
burial. I really don’t know what to do about the house down here. With such a
recent murder, I don’t think anyone would be willing to buy it. I mean, it’s
one thing to say the house is haunted. Another to say someone recently was
killed in it.”


Unfortunately, she had a good point. “Maybe just hold onto
it for now. Get some of the basic repairs done. Maybe someone will buy it as an
investment property a little later, like your dad did.”


“It’s worth a shot. Fortunately, he bought it outright, so
all I’ll have to worry about is insurance and taxes.” For a moment, her
exhaustion and grief showed through as she slumped in on herself. With a
visible shake, she brought her head back up. “Sorry, you had questions for me?”


“A few.” Jon pulled out a little notebook and pen from a
pocket. “We recently discovered in your dad’s records that he had a business
partner up until 2009?”


Maggie’s lip curled up in a sneer. “Kyle Ayers. That
bastard. Wait, you suspect him? But he’s in prison.”


“He’s been out for over about three months,” I corrected her
gently.


Maggie stared at me in surprise, then swore aloud. “I am so
sorry. I literally lost track of time. I thought he’d be in another few years.
It’s why I didn’t mention him. I didn’t think he’d have anything to do with
this.”


“He was paroled, actually, so I understand your surprise.
And he might not have anything to do with this,” Jon said patiently. “We don’t
know at this point. Just that he’s a person of interest. What can you tell us
about him?”


“You know that person you meet and instantly get a good
impression, so you never second guess it? That was Kyle Ayers. He worked for
Dad for a few years as a foreman, and he was good at it. Really good at it.
Then he asked if he could buy into the company. Dad was going crazy, trying to
keep up with all the projects he was juggling, and he liked the idea of having
a younger partner who had more energy. He brought Kyle on, and for years, it
was great. They got along well, the projects all sold at a profit, and it was
like a match made in heaven. 


“Then things started to go a little wrong. There wasn’t as
much in the accounts as there should have been, and I could tell Dad was at
first confused, then worried. He never was one to micromanage people, so it
took him a while to put the pieces together. When he confronted Kyle, it got
ugly fast. Turns out, Kyle had a serious gambling addiction. It’d started about
fifteen years ago, with the occasional trip to Vegas, and then it was a monthly
treat. Then weekly. Then nightly. He got in over his head too fast and since he
was authorized to write business checks, he used the business account to keep
his kneecaps in place.”


Unfortunately, it was a story I’d heard before, many times.
Gambling addictions could ruin a man faster than drugs, in some ways. “After he
confronted Kyle?”


“He gave him a chance to straighten it out himself. I mean,
he locked Kyle out of the account, and he wasn’t a partner anymore. Dad wasn’t
that forgiving, or naïve. But he didn’t bring the law into it immediately. I
think out of pity. Dad wasn’t the type to kick someone when they were down.” Maggie
gave a resigned shrug. “But Kyle was pretty desperate. He started stealing
tools from the worksites, pawning them for cash. That’s when Dad put his foot
down and reported him. Sued him. It was a pretty open and shut case. Kyle
hadn’t been very good about covering his tracks.” 


“Was Kyle angry about how it all went down?” Jon inquired. 


“Livid.” Maggie’s expression darkened. “It made no sense to
me. But Kyle felt like he was entitled to use the business account, that Dad
was in the wrong. Even when he was charged, he kept saying things about Dad being
so stingy and unforgiving. That everyone made mistakes and Dad should have just
forgiven him. He didn’t think he should pay anything back because he’d earned
the money by just being a partner. I think Dad hoped time in prison would cool
his temper and give Kyle some perspective.”


More likely, it had just given the man time to plan revenge.
“I know this is a strange question, but what is he like physically? Would you
describe him as a strong person?”


“Like an ox. He worked shrimp boats as a kid. He always said
that was what gave him the strength.” She looked carefully at me, evaluating.
“I don’t think he’s as strong as you, but close.”


Well. Maybe he didn’t have an accomplice after all. 


Jon still followed through, though. “Do you know anyone in
Ayers’ inner circle? Parents, siblings, anyone we can reach out to? If we can
prove he was up in New York during all of this, it’ll help.”


Maggie shook her head apologetically. “We met his family and
friends from time to time, but I didn’t know anyone well enough to exchange
phone numbers, or even emails. Even if I had, all ties were broken pretty
thoroughly when Dad sued Kyle. I can’t believe…I can’t believe Kyle would do
this. As angry as he was, he never resorted to violence. But, well, I suppose I
can’t say that. I didn’t anticipate he’d steal from Dad, either.”


“Is there anyone you can think of who would have helped him
murder your father?”


“An accomplice, you mean? No. No one had enough beef with my
father to help Ayers seek revenge against him. At least, not that I know of.” 


I’d figured that was the case, but it never hurt to ask.
“Maggie, last question. How well known was it that your father was retiring
down here?”


“I mean, he talked about it for years before he did it. It
wasn’t a secret to anyone. He’d come through here on vacation once and just
loved the area. And the winters up north were brutal on his system. His
arthritis was kicking in, and I think he wanted warmer climes before he…” She
trailed off, tears turning her eyes too bright before she blinked them away. 


Jon switched to the bed and put an arm around her, giving
her a shoulder to lean against. “Maggie, I can’t bring him back to you. But
I’ll talk to my dad. He’s the medical examiner, and I’ll see about getting his
body released. And I swear to you, we’ll get the son of a bitch who did this.” 
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With a mother as a forensic psychic examiner, I didn’t think
anything of popping into the morgue. Maybe I should have, considering Caleb actually
cut people open—he wasn’t just dealing with a sheet-draped corpse. I wasn’t
always good with blood, but it made me nauseated more than faint. Donovan
wasn’t squeamish at all, so he was right on my heels as we stepped inside,
although we steered clear of the tables and made sure not to touch anything. Neither
of us wanted to contaminate evidence. 


As we came in, Caleb looked up from the body on the table. I
knew in a glance it had to be Jenny Cartwright with the way it looked
mummified. Dad gave us a smile, his hands stilling in the chest cavity. “Well,
hi.”


“Hi, Caleb,” I greeted, looking the body over. There was no
blood in a body this old, thankfully. Something about fresh blood turned my
stomach. “Looks like you’re right in the middle of things. Pun intended.”


“Oh you’re punny,” he deadpanned right back at me. His humor
lines lit up. It delighted him when I teased. It gave him a better footing with
me, so I did it whenever possible. “What brings you to my lab?”


“A little bit of follow-up, and we wondered how close you
were to releasing Richard Witherspoon’s body to his daughter.” 


“Mmm, I think I can release him soon. There’s not much more
I can learn from him. Why do you ask?”


“I sat with Maggie just now. We had some follow-up questions
for her, and she wanted to know. I think she’s hoping to arrange transport for
him back to New York, bury him there. She’s stuck here waiting until he’s
released.”


“Ah. I’ll finish up the paperwork, then.” His voice rose
hopefully. “If you were interviewing her, have we had a break in the case?”


“We hope so.” Donovan settled into an easy parade rest, a
habit of his when he knew he’d be standing for a while. “We found a person of
interest. At the moment, he’s the only one with motive to kill Witherspoon.
Unless that’s changed in the hour we’ve been gone.”


“Surely they’d have called us if it had,” I observed.
“Anyway, old business partner was embezzling from the company. Witherspoon had
to sue him and kick him out.” 


“And the daughter didn’t think to mention this before?”


“She thought he was still in prison.”


“Ah. She think of anyone who would help this guy murder her
father?”


“No,” I denied with an easy shrug. “According to her, he was
the only one who really had beef with her dad. But she did say he’s very
strong, maybe as strong as Donovan. So I give it even odds he did this on his
own.” 


Gesturing toward the body, Donovan inquired, “Any progress
here?”


“A bit. Whatever the motivation, it doesn’t look like rape
came into it. Her clothing was intact, and I saw no sign of her being forced.
It’s a little hard to tell, forty years later, but the evidence doesn’t point
in that direction.”


I was relieved. I had very strong opinions about rape, none
of them forgiving. “Are you still sure about the broken neck?”


“Yes, quite sure. I don’t believe she was strangled. More
that she was either pushed or fell backwards, and her neck struck something
hard at exactly the wrong angle. It still might be an accident, although I
wouldn’t entirely bet on it. Normally, a break like this in the cervical area
is accompanied by a head injury. Nine times out of ten, in fact. I find it very
strange that I’m not seeing anything like that.”


“You’d think that if the blow was strong enough to break her
neck, it would leave some fracture in the cranial area too.” Donovan frowned
down at the body. “What do you think did it?”


“You remember those wooden fences around the cisterns? The
one guarding the walkway?” Dad waited for our nod. “I think it was something
like that. She fell at just the wrong angle for it to impact her neck and not
her head. It’s why I’m not wholly convinced this was deliberate.”


It made sense. Although in the end, it didn’t matter much if
Jenny’s death was accidental or not. When Stephenson chose to hide her body
instead of call for help, it became third degree murder and not manslaughter.
“No chance of there being any trace evidence on those fences, assuming you’re
right.”


“I don’t think she bled, and any skin or hair samples would
be long gone at this stage. That part of my report will remain academic. If it
helps any, she wasn’t pregnant, either.” 


The more information I had, the more it narrowed the
possibilities. What I really wanted to do was drag Stephenson in for a formal
interrogation. I’d get all my answers that way. “As far as I can tell, the two
weren’t connected romantically. I’m not sure what the motive was.”


“Yet,” Donovan added sagely. “You’ll get the answers when we
sit him down. Caleb, we got enough evidence to do that?”


“Unfortunately not. His DNA is not anywhere in the database.
He’s had a life of clean living” –Caleb added that last part very sarcastically—
“so there’s no probable connection for me to use. We’re guessing the blood on
her class ring will match his, but we don’t actually know that for sure.”


It was rather an educated guess on our parts. Who else could
it belong to? But a guess wouldn’t get the man in custody. I thought about it,
then grimaced. “You know, we might have let Carol go back to Nashville a day
too soon.”


Donovan caught on quickly and groaned. “Dammit. She could
search for the owner of the blood.”


“Not only that, but she can tell us where Kyle Ayers is
without us having to issue BOLOs or any of that. She’s not going to be happy if
we tell her to turn around and come back.” 


“Let’s ask Neil what he wants to do first,” Caleb suggested.
“He might have made some progress before you came to see me. We might need her
to come back.”





“Damn, I really should have held onto Carol for one more
day,” Neil groaned after we’d updated him on what we found. He was still in the
conference room with Garrett and Sho, buried in even more files. No one had
ever been able to prove it, of course, but I’d experienced the phenomena too
many times to doubt it. Paperback always magically duplicated itself once you
turned your back on it. 


Sho offered, “She doesn’t actually have to come back here to
find Kyle Ayers, you know. She can do a reading for a person from anywhere.”


“That’s a good point,” Garrett observed, backing him. “And
the ring can wait a little, right? Finding Ayers and proving he was involved
takes precedence. The man’s likely long gone at this point. We’ll have to hunt
him down. Him, and whoever might have helped him.”


“The man’s broke and straight out of prison,” Neil said
absently, stretching out toward the center of the table for a water bottle.
“Unless he’s doing some petty theft, I don’t see how he’d be able to go
anywhere fast.”


Sho snapped upright in his chair so fast, it nearly dumped
him out onto the floor. He grabbed the table to keep his balance, swearing in a
fast string of Vietnamese, ending with, “Chết
mẹ, fuck! Why am I so
stupid?!”


We all startled at this out-of-the-blue reaction. 


“What?” I demanded sharply.


“Something was nagging at me,” Sho explained as he clicked
through screens, bringing up a new one from the sound of it. His eyes never
left the monitor. “Maggie said her father had three accounts, right? Caleb only
found two cards in his wallet, but she also said he didn’t use one of them
often, that he used it as a projects account. So, odds were he didn’t carry it
around with him every day. I didn’t think much of it, didn’t flag it as high
priority. I saved that account for last, as it was a new account and likely
couldn’t tell us much—shit. I should have paid better attention to it.
It’s being used. Someone’s hit the cash withdrawal of the ATMs with it, several
times a day, and it’s being used to pay for flights and hotel rooms.”


“So he committed one last theft from Witherspoon.” Neil
smiled, and it wasn’t a nice expression. “That’s lovely. It makes him so much
more traceable. Sho, when was the latest purchase?”


“Looks like earlier this morning. A fast food restaurant in
Nashville. He bought a plane ticket two days ago.” 


Neil was already reaching for his phone. “Sho, see if you
can cancel that plane ticket, get him grounded. I need to get a warrant
together pronto.” 


“If you want, we can ask someone in Nashville to get him?” I
offered. 


Neil gave me a quick grin. “I was counting on it.”  


Without waiting for permission, Garrett called Carol, his
feet propped up in another chair. “Hey, Carol darlin’. I need a quick favor. We
have a suspect for Witherspoon’s murder. Well, he’s got history, motive, and
the man’s missing debit card. What do you think?” His eyes crinkled up in a
silent laugh. “Yeah, I thought it rather airtight myself. Can I ask you to run
down his location? We’re calling in for a pick-up now. Kyle Ayers. Yup. You’re
a doll.”


As he hung up, Neil was already moving, snagging his jacket.
“I’ll put together a warrant real quick and update Cain. I’m heading to
Nashville. Jon, looks like I’ll be heading to your neighborhood. This late in
the day, I won’t make it back tonight. Can you tell Caleb?”


I made a split-second decision. “Let’s get Caleb to go with
us. He can escort the ring to Carol, get her to do a reading, and you both can
stay the night with me. Have dinner with the family. Come back in the morning
with Ayers and all that.”


He paused and considered that for a moment, weighing it out,
before nodding slowly. “That sounds like a good plan. I know Caleb’s been
itching to go over and see everyone in person. It won’t hurt to leave Ayers in
a Nashville jail overnight. It’s not like I need to haul him back here for an
interrogation. Just for trial. We’ll get you to pop in and question him then,
see if there’s accomplices or not. It’ll be fine.”


That was all correct. Sevierville was in the Fourth Judicial
District in Tennessee, and for Ayers to be properly tried for murder, it would
have to be done in a Fourth Judicial court room. But nothing said Ayers had to
be initially detained or interrogated in Fourth District. “Tell you what. You
fast track a warrant, I’ll call in a friend of mine. He can pick Ayers up for
us. Less pressure on you to get there that way.”


“I love using connections. Do that. Can he pick him up on a
traffic violation until I get a warrant put together? We’ve got enough evidence
for one, judge will sign off on it.” 


I tossed my fingers. “Pfft, we do that all the time. Go,
don’t worry about it.” 


My step-father was already out the door by the time Garrett
squawked out, “You can really do that?! Make up some traffic violation, just to
hold him?”


“Only works for a limited amount of time,” I explained.
Sometimes I forgot Garrett was still learning the ins and outs of the business
until questions like this came up. “It’s not an indefinite thing. But it buys
us the time we need to get a warrant drawn up and signed. Without it, we might
not be able to catch the suspect. We typically only do it in really serious
cases. Murderers especially—we get them off the streets pronto.” 


“I am so remembering that trick,” Garrett swore. 


Because my boyfriend was made of sparkles and rainbows, he
pulled his phone out of his pocket and called up Borrowman as I explained
things to Garrett. I knew it was him as Donovan greeted, “Hey, Borrowman. Got a
favor to ask. Yeah, one of Jon’s cases.” 


I pointed a finger toward myself in objection. Excuse you
very much, this wasn’t solely one of mine! 


He ignored me stoutly. “Carol’s getting a fix on his
location now, but the man’s wanted for murder. Warrant’s in the works. Can you
hold him on something for us? Kyle Ayers is the name. Yeah. Yeah, we’ll come
get him with the warrant tonight, we’re just out in Sevierville, and he’s
somewhere in Nashville. Thanks, man. Sho will email you the details. Sure, use
me as point of contact. Thanks.”


I stared at him in challenge. “My case, is it?”


He dropped a kiss on my forehead, not even bothering to respond.
“Come on, we need to get Caleb. With the way Neil’s moving, we’ll be out of
here in a few hours.” 


“I’ll tell Maggie Witherspoon about the card, get it
reported stolen,” Sho volunteered, reaching for his phone lying nearby on the
table. “That’ll stop him from doing anything rash, like hopping another plane.”


I wanted to just bolt out of the room and get Caleb, but I
couldn’t ditch it all just yet. “Garrett, take over reading the journal for me?
Look for any connection with Stephenson.”


“I got it,” he assured me, waving me on. 


It was the best I could do at the moment. It’s not like I
could take any of this with me. With a smile of thanks, I headed out through
the grey hallways and toward the morgue once again. “Donovan, call Nat? Or text
her, I don’t care, see if they’re up for a late dinner tonight.”


“Sure thing.” He leaned over to murmur near my ear as we
walked. “You think it’s a good idea for him and your mom to be around each
other right now? She’s still on an emotional rollercoaster.”


“We’ll leave it up to her if she wants to come too,” I
answered in the same quiet tone. “But I think we should give her the option.
She’s been manipulated enough in her life. Honesty is what she needs now.”


“Can’t argue that.” 
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Neil grabbed a squad SUV so he could safely transport Ayers
back to Sevierville tomorrow. We all went back to the house, quickly packed up,
then threw everything into my Humvee. Donovan volunteered to ride with Neil,
partially so the man wouldn’t make the four-hour drive by himself, but also so
Donovan could act as guide and point of contact while they chased Ayers down. That
was the official excuse, at least. I could tell he was half-tempted to stay
with me but had volunteered to separate so I could have some one-on-one with my
dad. 


It was very thoughtful of him. I definitely owed the man
more handcuff sex. 


Because we weren’t under quite the same tension of getting
to Nashville pronto, we left a bit later than they did. I offered to drive. The
Humvee wasn’t exactly fuel-efficient, but driving this beast of mine took
practice. Parking especially. 


Caleb had been in it a few times before, but he patted the
dash as we got on the road, giving his surroundings a thoughtful look. “How did
you know? That this was safe for you to drive.”


“I was about a year away from graduating college when I
figured it out. I was having lunch with some of my classmates, and they kept
insisting there had to be a vehicle out there safe for me to be in. It became
something of a challenge, and they looked it up on their laptops, did the
research for me. There’s actually a few with EMP shielding around the engine,
but the Humvee has the most complete protection. This one I bought at an army
surplus store, then had a few things done to it to make it more comfortable.” 


“But what about when you were a child? A teen?”


“This is going to sound lame…” I grimaced in memory. “They
put me in Faraday bags.”


Caleb spluttered on a laugh. “Those big EMP bags?”


“Yeah. Only way to do it. By the time I was ten, electronics
and I were no longer friends. When puberty hit, I was pretty lethal to anything
electronic just by being in its vicinity. I killed two cars in a year.”


“I’m glad you figured it out,” he said sincerely. “Not being
able to really use a car would have been hell in this day and age. I suppose it’s
just as well Donovan met you when he did. You’ve figured out how to navigate
through life pretty well at this point. Or at least, that’s the impression
you’ve given me.”


“Well, and I have. But to hear Donovan tell it, it would
have been better if he’d met me much sooner.” 


“How much sooner?”


“I think he’s wishing when I was seven.” I wasn’t at all
joking about that, either. “Not that it was possible. He didn’t even move to
Tennessee until he was a teenager. But still, he wishes.”


Caleb sat on that for a minute, staring straight ahead.
“Your life would have been very, very different if the two of you had met when
you were younger.”


“Tell me about it. But then, so would his.” It wasn’t
practical, really. I was of the firm opinion we’d met at the right time.
Donovan was just old enough that if he’d met me when I was seven, the age gap
would have prevented us from being friends. Same at seventeen. It would have
been illegal for him to have touched me then. I wouldn’t have been really
attractive to him until twenty or so. 


“You’ve made a few comments that make me think you get along
well with his family?” Caleb sounded genuinely concerned about this. 


“It’s mutual adoration,” I assured him with a grin. “I love
them, and for some reason they love me just as much—have from day one. When you
meet them, you’ll understand. I’ve never faced any problems with them. They’re
wholly supportive of Donovan’s orientation. Just not always his taste in men.”


“Oh. Dated some real doozies before you, did he?”


“To hear Garrett tell it, yeah. Donovan doesn’t talk about
his dating history much with me.” I could guess why Caleb was anxious for my
sake, and I flashed him a quick smile. “It’s fine. We’re not under any of the
pressures you faced at this age. Basically everyone around is very accepting.” 


“I won’t pretend I wasn’t worried. Same-sex couples face a
lot of bigotry, although I admit it’s gotten better through the years.”


That comment gave me the opportunity to ask something that
had been lingering in the back of my mind. “You said it took years for you to
really accept yourself, to be able to be honest with anyone. How did that
start?”


“Well. That’s not an easy question to answer.” 


He shifted in his seat so he could face me a little more
directly, likely getting his eyes away from the sun. We were driving directly
into it, and the glare off the windshield was enough to make me put sunglasses
on. I still found it strange I didn’t need to wear them on a daily basis
anymore. 


“It was very gradual,” he continued. “I had a few colleagues
who were either open about their orientation, or supportive with their kids,
and that helped. I got depressed enough at one point that I went to see a
therapist, and she really helped. I saw her for years, right up until she
moved. It wasn’t anything major, no event that sparked it off, I just remember
walking through the grocery store at one point about seven years ago. I saw a
very nice-looking man in a three-piece suit, and I couldn’t help but give him a
good once-over. He caught me looking and winked at me, then went back to his
shopping like it was natural. Natural to be stared at by another man, natural
to give that flirty wink in return. I smiled back at him, and it was such a relief.
To feel natural in my own skin.” 


I could see the memory in his lines. He said it wasn’t
anything major, but to him, it had been. That fifteen-second exchange had
turned his world around, and for the better. “And after that, you felt
settled?”


“Settled enough, at least, that I wanted to give
relationships another try. I didn’t even date after I left your mother. Didn’t
have the heart for it. I tried online dating, but…” Caleb made a face. “It was
more a hookup site.”


“I’ve heard many a war story about those sites. I’m just as
glad my talents have barred me from them.” 


“Trust me, you didn’t miss anything. I dropped that idea pretty
quick, but wasn’t sure what else to try. I started signing up for things—hiking
clubs, book clubs, things like that. Thought even if I didn’t meet anyone
there, I’d make some new friends. I met Neil for the first time about five
years ago.” His lines flashed gold and eggplant, love and memory. “I didn’t
think he was interested, but even then I couldn’t keep my eyes off him. He’s
incredibly sexy at a crime scene. He just oozes alpha dominance and
confidence.”


I’d seen that for myself. “I’m really surprised he’d never
married before you. I saw he’d been in a relationship before?”


“He was. For about ten years. To hear him tell it, they were
more friends than lovers. They’d met just out of college, and she was chasing
after first a doctorate, then a career. She was out of the state most of the
time, and it was long-distance. Neil’s parents were impatient with him, wanted
him to marry. If not her, then someone else. They didn’t understand why he was
alright with her being so far from him. He told me once that it didn’t make
sense to him either, he just knew he wasn’t in a rush to marry her. She
eventually ended it when she found someone she liked better. Neil was, in the
end, relieved. And then he was the busy one, pursuing a career, and dating
wasn’t a priority for him.” 


Something about that smugness in my father tickled my
curiosity. “Until you.”


“Until me.” The smugness increased to Cheshire Cat levels.
“I’ve never gotten a straight answer out of him about why. I’m not sure if he
knows. He just liked the look of me and invited me out for coffee, and it was
perfect. Best date I’d ever been on. He didn’t even try to kiss me until three
dates in. I was a little worried about how his parents would take it, but turns
out I shouldn’t have been. They’d figured out Neil wasn’t entirely straight
years ago and weren’t too surprised when he brought me home for dinner.” 


“So your in-laws are good with you?”


“Surprisingly so. It was a right relief. I didn’t actually
expect that to be the case.” His tongue darted out to moisten his lips. “I did
tell them I’d gotten back into contact with my children. They were very excited
at the idea of having grandchildren and a great-grandchild.”


I nearly jerked the wheel, I was so startled. In between all
the other madness, I’d failed to consider Neil’s side of the family properly.
“Wait. Wait, they want to meet us? I mean, actually be grandparents to us?”


Caleb got a kick out of my spluttering. “Oh yes. They’ve
wanted grandchildren for years. They were campaigning as hard as Neil for me to
reach out to all of you. Neil’s been sending them pictures and updates, and
it’s been a struggle to keep them from just popping over to the house and
meeting you. I wanted to get us on a better footing before I sprang them on
you. They’re a bit…intense.”


I ran this idea through my head, trying to get it to sink in.
Caleb’s parents had been cold and aloof to us for years, and it wasn’t much of
a loss when they died. Mom’s parents were more friendly and outgoing, but we
didn’t see them much since they lived on the opposite side of the country. I
didn’t know what to do with the idea that at the ripe old age of twenty-six,
I’d gained two new grandparents. I now had more empathy for how Skylar felt. 


“They’re good people, truly. A bit old-fashioned in their
ideas, but they’ve got that magic touch where they can accept people as they
are.”


I think he said this to reassure me that my being gay was
okay. And that they’d accept Donovan too. I was more worried about him than me.
“You’ve shown them pictures of all of us?”


“Yeah. They’re really curious about you and Donovan. They’ve
never met a psychic before, and I got many a question about his scars. Wasn’t
sure how to answer them.”


I sensed a fair amount of questions in his own tone and was
glad he’d brought it up to me instead of Donovan. “It’s a bit of a sore subject
with him in some ways, although he’s gotten better at accepting it. The short
version is, he was in London on holiday when he saw a group of men stalking two
women. He intercepted them, protected the women, and got hit by an acid
attack.”


“Acid?!” Caleb hissed, shocked beyond belief. “Who’s
stupid enough to throw acid on a man like that?!”


“You know, that’s exactly what I thought the first time I
saw him? The scars are rather extensive—they cover most of his back. You don’t
see most of the damage through his shirts, just the tail ends of it. His size
alone intimidates people, but when they see the scars, it unnerves them. I’ve
learned that when they know the story of how he got them, their attitudes do a one-eighty.”


“Then I’ll relay the story. I don’t think they were intimidated
anyway, more surprised that a man could be that big.”


I snorted. “If you think Donovan’s a giant, you should see his
brother. Brandon’s got another four inches on him.”


Caleb’s jaw dropped. “Get out.” 


“I’m perfectly serious. He’s just as amazing, too. He got
recruited by the FBI recently and is stationed in Memphis. You might meet him
sooner rather than later. He’s promised to come up and have dinner with us all
before he moves down.” 


Shaking his head in amazement, Caleb murmured, “Quite the
family. You ever think of marrying Donovan?”


I felt it was safe to tell him because he, at least,
understood exactly what I’d be getting myself into. “I’ve thought about it more
than once, really. I think I’d like to. I also think Donovan and I need a bit
more time before we consider that next step. He’s still catching up on all the
nuances required of a psychic anchor. We’ve not been living with each other
long, and while we do get along, it’s…well, I don’t have to explain this to
you, do I?”


“No, son, you don’t. You can love a person to pieces and
still butt heads with them. And I imagine if you’re working alongside them day
in and day out, you’ll butt heads more frequently.”


“I knew you’d get it. I’ve had trouble explaining this to
everyone else.” 


“It’s not a bad thing, to make sure of what you’re getting
into. I think more people spend time planning a wedding than they do a
marriage. I made that mistake with your mother. I made damn sure I didn’t
repeat it with Neil. I have to say, Neil and I had an easier start because of
it.” 


It was incredibly nice to just sit here, the road passing
under our feet, and have a conversation with my dad. I’d missed the man sorely
while growing up, in between the bouts of being angry about his abandoning us.
I’d missed the ability to confide in someone older, a male role model, and
having someone who would listen. Who would respond. Rodger had never been that,
had never tried. What was nice about this was I not only felt like I’d gotten
my own father back but that I’d gained another. Neil was every bit as
approachable. 


The phone rang and Caleb pulled it out to answer it. He had
a smile on his face as he did so, his lines lighting up with spring green and
gold. Just who was calling? “Hey, kiddo.”


Even from across the car, I could hear Skylar’s voice ring
out with a cheery, Hi, Grandpa! followed by a string of syllables I
couldn’t decipher. 


Grandpa, was it? I hadn’t had much chance to follow up with
Skylar or Natalie on how things were going. I’d known they’d been calling and
texting Caleb on a near daily basis, but asking seemed like prying. If this phone
call was anything to go by, Skylar at least was pleased to have another
grandfather. 


“Yeah, we sure are,” Caleb confirmed…something. “We’re on
the road right now. Jon, when do you think we’ll get there?”


“About six o’clock? They want to know the schedule, I take
it?”


“Donovan’s apparently already called them with a head’s up.
He thinks dinner at eight is doable.” 


“A bit late for dinner, but with what we have to do to lock
Ayers down for the night, probably feasible. Alright, eight it is.” The ring
and such could be handled in the morning, in my opinion. It wasn’t like there
was a point to running ourselves ragged. We just needed to get Ayers under lock
and key for the night before he became harder to track down. 


“Skylar, tell everyone eight. We need to drop off some key
evidence and lock down a witness, and then we’ll be there at the house. Okay?
Yeah, see you soon.” 


The rest of the trip passed in easy conversation as we
swapped stories, catching up on each other’s lives. A pang of disappointment
hit as we came into Nashville proper and took the exit for Psy. We had a safe
at the office for evidence. It wasn’t as official as putting it into a precinct
evidence locker, but it sufficed for temporary holding. Like now. I popped
inside with Caleb, gave him a bit of the nickel tour, then opened the
(thankfully non-electronic) safe for him to store the ring inside. 


We were in and out in ten minutes flat. As we loaded back up
into the car, Caleb’s cell rang again and he answered it with a hopeful, “Hey,
honey. You got him?”


Neil’s baritone rumbled out an answer, just indistinct
enough I couldn’t catch it, but I didn’t need to. Caleb’s lines sparked with
relief. “Good. Yeah, we expected that. We’ll meet you at Natalie’s. Okay. Love
you, bye.”


“I take it they have Ayers?”


“Your friend Detective Borrowman came through beautifully.
Neil said he was already in custody by the time they arrived, and the paperwork
to hold him overnight was half-filled out. Neil thinks they’ll be clear for
dinner in thirty minutes.”


“Borrowman’s good that way,” I agreed with a smile. I
mentally made a note to buy the man dinner at some point in thanks. “Text
Skylar with a heads-up.”


“That’s a good idea.”


Natalie didn’t live close to the office. She was more in the
Antioch area, near Percy Priest Lake. I headed that way and because it was
Sunday, we didn’t have rush hour to contend with. I internally cheered as I
zipped down the streets. Eventually I was able to turn into her neighborhood,
with all its established trees and two-story houses from the ’90s. Because the Humvee
would fill up the driveway, I parked in the street, straddling the front yard a
bit. The streets were nice and wide here, so I wasn’t worried about blocking
traffic. 


Skylar must have been on the lookout. The door popped open
almost before I could get the vehicle into park, and she skipped out with a
wide smile on her face. She called back into the house as she moved, “He’s
here!”


I knew good and well she wasn’t talking about me. 


Caleb slid out and went straight for her. “There’s my pretty.”


Skylar threw both arms around him and got a good hug in,
practically vibrating with gold, green, and the pumpkin orange of anticipation.
I wasn’t quite sure what to make of that last line. Was she just anticipating
seeing him in person? Hopefully that’s all it was. 


As if her words were a summoning beacon, everyone else
poured out of the house. Natalie and Aaron, then Mom, all converging in. Aaron
hung back a bit, watching as Natalie hugged her father for the first time in
eighteen years. There wasn’t a dry eye watching them, and my own vision blurred
with tears to see the love, the relief, in being reunited. I’d known Natalie
harbored her own anger over being abandoned. Seeing that downgrade visibly made
me incredibly happy. 


Skylar wiggled free and came to me, arms around my waist and
her pointy chin resting on my collar bone as she looked up at me seriously.
“Good job.”


I snorted a laugh. “I can’t take a lot of credit for this
one.”


“You found him. Got him to us. Got Rodger gone.” A grin of
wicked satisfaction crossed her face. “Finally. So good job.”


I found it interesting she could so easily accept a man she
didn’t really know well so easily. “You and your grandfather are getting along
well? You’ve only spoken to him a few times.”


“He texts me on his lunch break,” she explained, face
lighting up. “And he doesn’t sugarcoat things with me. And he sends me funny
cat videos.”


Ah. So the relationship was deeper than I’d realized. I
really wished I could handle a cellphone some days. 


“I haven’t talked to Grandpa Neil as much,” she continued
thoughtfully, finally releasing me, although she only retreated a foot. “But he
seems cool too.”


“He’s very cool.” I decided to release the bomb that she had
overexuberant great-grandparents a little later. From the corner of my eye, I
saw my parents face each other. Tears trickled down Mom’s cheek, navy-hued regret
thick in her lines. She was thinner, more brittle than when I’d last seen her,
and that weighed on my heart. She looked fragile in a way I’d never seen before.
There was memory there, in her aura, in her expression, of a time long past. In
Caleb’s, too. 


Still, they didn’t say a word to each other. He just held
out both arms, and Mom stepped into them, hugging him hard. Both of them let
out a little sigh, such a mix of emotions that they bowed under the weight of
it, their heads resting on each other’s shoulders. Caleb said something softly
to her, and she laughed, a watery chuckle, and her hands tightened their grip. 


As they held on to each other, I could see some of the
damage become muted, more memory than live pain. I, in turn, felt less raw as
well. I was always happier when the people around me weren’t wearing pain in
neon signs. I felt my own anger and hurt settle, no longer serrated edges that
grated at me. If they could forgive, then dammit, so could I. 


Skylar leaned into my side and whispered, “Will they be
okay?”


“I think there’s still some things they’ll need to hash
out,” I replied in the same low tone. “But they both want to be friends again,
and I think it’ll happen.”


She let out a low breath. “Good. Where’s Grandpa Neil and
Donovan?”


“Still at the precinct. But they’ll be along.”


Natalie waited for my parents to break up before urging
everyone inside. “Come on. I’ve got pots on the stove I shouldn’t ignore.
Everyone in.”


I gladly followed. 
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Kyle Ayers sat on the bench in the jail cell, like a man
already condemned. He was slumped in on himself, elbows on his knees, eyes blindly
staring at the grey cement floor. As I approached with Neil at my side, I took
him in. He wasn’t much older than me. Mid-forties—I knew that from his file.
But he looked so much older, the lines around his eyes and mouth aging him. He
didn’t look like he’d slept well in days, and probably hadn’t. I could see the
strength in his body with the way he filled out his clothes. After so many
years of construction work, the strength was honestly won, and it was no
surprise he’d been able to pick up Witherspoon’s dead weight and move it. I’d
bet even money we didn’t need to hunt down any accomplices. His white t-shirt
and dark wash jeans were clean enough, but he still gave off this rumpled,
weary air. 


Stopping in front of the bars, Neil cleared his throat to
get his attention. Ayers’ dark brown eyes slowly lifted up, taking in Neil with
only a flicker of curiosity. 


“Kyle Ayers,” Neil said formally. “I’m Detective Neil
Singleton with the Sevierville Police Department. I’ve got a warrant for your
arrest for the murder of Richard Witherspoon.”


Ayers stared at him steadily. “It wasn’t me.” 


I didn’t need Jon’s eyes to know that was a lie. “Mr. Ayers,
you were found using a dead man’s debit card. No one but his murderer would
have access to that card. I think you’d better come up with a different
response.”


“No, he gave that to me,” Ayers insisted. “I was his
business partner. He owed me. I didn’t steal it, he gave it to me.”


Neil and I shared a speaking look. Suuure. Witherspoon had had
to lock this man out of the business and sue him for embezzlement, but after
Ayers was out of prison, he just gave the man access to his tertiary account?
Right, that made perfect sense. I’d hoped the man would just fess up and not
make us go through the whole rigmarole of getting Jon to sit in on an
interview. The heavens were not listening. 


Apparently deciding not to get into it tonight, Neil
continued, “We’ll need you to stay here overnight. I’ll transport you to
Sevierville tomorrow for formal arraignment and trial. You’ll get to tell your
story tomorrow. For tonight, I’ll read you your rights.” 


“I was in here for a traffic violation,” Ayers said
bitterly. “You can’t do that, just assume I’m guilty of murder and put me in
here.”


Neil ignored him and blandly read him his Miranda rights. 


Neither one of us saw a reason to stay after that, although
Ayers steadily built up steam, ranting about how unfair all this was. We left
the jail and out the back door, turning in our visitor’s badges as we did so. 


“He gave it to me,” Neil parroted in a mocking whine. “Wow. If
that wasn’t a bald-faced lie.”


“I really don’t understand why he couldn’t have thought of a
better one.” I said this mostly rhetorically. “I mean, he had to know we’d come
asking questions. He has perfect means, motive, and opportunity. He’s the only
one Witherspoon had beef with. Why wouldn’t we ask him? And the man was stupid
enough to steal his card and use it immediately after his death.”


“Most criminals are pretty stupid. Fortunately. Makes them
easier to catch.” Neil unlocked the SUV with the fob, then tossed me the keys.
“After taking a look at that guy, I don’t think we’re looking for accomplices.
You?”


“No, he looked strong enough to haul Witherspoon. You still
want Jon to verify that?”


“Well, yeah. But it can wait until morning.” 


I couldn’t refute what he’d said. I’d seen many an open and
shut case because the criminal was so blatantly obvious. TV gave you the impression
people were smart about how they committed crimes, especially murder. But
really, they were so panicked and emotionally compromised, they made stupid
mistakes all the time. I think in this case, Ayers had convinced himself
Witherspoon really did owe him the money. That he was perfectly justified in
taking the card. How he’d managed to do that, I didn’t know, but people deluded
themselves all the time. 


I slid in, adjusted the driver’s seat further back to
accommodate my legs, and started the engine. Neil pulled out his phone and texted
someone—I assumed Caleb—with an update we were on our way. Still watching from
the corner of my eye, I asked, “You nervous? About meeting the family?”


“I suppose it would be a lie if I said I wasn’t. I don’t
know how Natalie’s going to take the idea of having a step-father at her age.
Skylar seems very eager to meet me, though. I get texts from her constantly.” 


Thank god for Skylar and her enthusiasm. She’d been the same
way with me when we’d first met. Eager to make friends and not shy about it.
Both of her new grandfathers needed that now. “Skylar’s not at all shy. And she
really likes the idea of finally having a grandfather in her life. Aaron’s
father died when he was a teenager, and while her grandmother is sweet to her,
she doesn’t see her often. Lauren’s parents she doesn’t see at all, basically.
Rodger she outright hates.”


Neil absorbed this information thoughtfully. “So we’re
really the only grandfathers she’ll have consistently.”


“More or less, yeah. And she wants to go into law
enforcement, so to her, you both are role models.” 


“Ah. That makes more sense of all the questions I’ve gotten
from her. We won’t be staying at Natalie’s tonight, will we?”


“No, you’ll be staying with me and Jon. Lauren’s in
Natalie’s guest room at the moment. Only place for you is at ours.”


He rubbed his palms against his knees, and I could see he
really was nervous, but hopeful at the same time. I didn’t think he’d have
anything to worry about. Jon would have given us a head’s up if he saw trouble.



We pulled into the driveway, a little to the right. It was a
tight squeeze with so many vehicles. I barely got a foot out when a redhead
slammed into me with a quick hug. 


“Hi, Donovan!” Skylar shot me a smile, then whipped around
to the other side. “Grandpa Neil!”


I felt like I just got hit by a typhoon. Dust devil.
Something. Did someone spike her Sprite? She was awfully excited. 


Neil got a deer-in-the-headlights look as he suddenly found
himself with an armful of bouncing teenage girl. I felt like I should
intervene, somehow, but there was a smile on his face as he looked down at her.



It had been hinted at a few times that Neil really liked
kids and he’d been anxious to meet Caleb’s. That he wanted children in his
life. I think Skylar fit the bill perfectly. I could see it as he looked at
her, that final puzzle piece sliding into place for him. 


We’d better have more kids in this family. With Skylar being
the only grandchild, she was going to end up rotten. Too many people to spoil
her. 


“Come in, dinner is almost ready,” she invited us both,
already grasping Neil’s hand so she could pull him forward. “Grandpa Caleb is
making cookies for after. He let me have some of the cookie dough, it was
reallllly good. He said you taught him.”


“To be fair, my mother taught him. It’s her recipe,” Neil
answered, allowing himself to be towed. 


I locked the car as I followed them in, watching as Skylar
happily chattered with her new grandfather. The man looked besotted already.
This did not bode well. 


It was a bit of a madhouse when we came in. Neil was
introduced all around and I held my breath as he said hello to both Natalie and
Lauren. Neither woman reacted oddly, though, both giving him a hug and drawing
him in to sit in the kitchen as they finished dinner. It seemed they didn’t
think of him as an interloper, and for everyone’s sake, I was glad. I kissed
Jon hi, but he was busy mashing potatoes on the far side of the bar—thankfully
away from all electronics—and there really was no room for another person in
that kitchen. I retreated for a safer spot. 


Walking to the end of the table, I sat and watched for a
while, a smile playing around the corners of my mouth. They were happy, even
bumping into each other, the confines of the kitchen too small to properly fit
four adults. 


Lauren apparently realized that. She finished up the rolls
before coming to the table and sitting next to me. Taking one of my hands in
hers, she leaned in and asked, “Donovan. Did you ask Alani to help me?”


I’d expected this question. “No, ma’am. My mother called and
asked how you were doing. I told her, and she said it sounded like you needed a
friend. I was absolutely not consulted about anything she decided to do.”


Some of the tension lines eased around her eyes. “I’m glad.
She’s been so…stalwart, I think is the word. So constant. It’s been so long
since I’ve had a female friend, I’d forgotten how nice it is. I’m sorry I
didn’t get to know your family better before this point. Looking back on it,
I’m not sure why I didn’t. Jon invited us over to family gatherings often
enough. It’s just that Rodger…” She trailed off with a grimace. “Well. In
hindsight, it’s obvious Rodger wouldn’t be comfortable around all of you. I let
his opinion influence me too much. I really should have stood up to him more.
On many things.”


Sounded like something Rodger would do. I decided not to
tell her that. “Mom’s really happy for the chance to know you better.”


She patted my hand, the smile coming back to her face. “I
see where you get your patience from. And your laugh. It pleases me enormously
that she adores Jon so much. I didn’t realize she knew Skylar so well until
recently.”


“Those two get along like a house on fire. I think it’s
because they have the same wicked sense of humor.” 


Her blue eyes lifted, dancing with merriment. “Yes, I think
it’s that precisely. One thing has been nagging at me. Did you tell her how to
be an anchor?”


I blinked at Lauren, confused. “No? Well, I’ve described
what I do for Jon at different times. And, of course, she’s seen us together.
Why?”


“She’s stepped in a few times and supported me, much like an
anchor would. I just wondered how she knew what to do. She obviously does—she
didn’t hesitate.” Lauren’s voice went wistful. “I wish I’d known her forty
years ago. She’s got such amazing potential to be an anchor. She’d have been
better for me than Rodger.” 


I had to bite the inside of my cheek, hard, to keep from
commenting. “I’m glad she’s been able to help.”


“Me too. It’s made it all more bearable. And it’s shown me
what a true anchor is like. No wonder Jon just shines around you, if this is
the kind of support and love he gets on a regular basis.” 


Sooo many comments I could make there. I bit my tongue this
time. “It’s my pleasure.”


She gave me another smile, this one tinged with regret and a
touch of wistful sadness. 


Feeling like she needed a change of subject, I inclined my
head toward the kitchen. “At least that seems to be going well.”


“It certainly is. I’m glad to meet Neil. He’s everything Jon
said he was, not that we’re surprised by that.” Lauren regarded Skylar in the
middle of the island, helping to put cookie dough on the sheets. Supposedly. A
great deal of that dough seemed to end up in her mouth. “I’m more surprised by
how readily Skylar accepted both of them. She avoided Rodger so systematically
I didn’t think about her actually wanting a grandfather.”


This conversation was just full of potential pitfalls,
wasn’t it? “They’re both in law. It gives them a common ground of interest. And
they’re both over the moon with having a granddaughter.” 


“Oh. Yes, that’s likely it too. Rodger’s never been good
with children. She’d respond better with people who obviously like her.” 


“Alright, everyone wash your hands!” Natalie called out.
“Food is ready. Skylar, stop snacking on the cookie dough. You know better.”


Skylar blinked innocent blue eyes at her mother. “Grandpa
said I could.”


Caleb gave a groan. “Thanks for that, Sky.”


“You’re welcome,” she chirped back impishly. 


Oh yes, I could see it now. The girl was going to be spoiled
beyond belief. 


The front door abruptly opened. From where I sat, I had a
clear view of it and my temper flared when Rodger charged inside. Everyone
froze, mostly in disbelief to see him, because we’d already made it clear he
wasn’t welcome here. I was out of my chair and in his path in two seconds, not
willing for him to get anywhere near the rest of the family. 


“Rodger, get out!” Lauren snapped at him, coming to stand at
my side. 


“You invited him here,” Rodger rasped, his eyes
locked on Caleb. “You actually invited that son-of-a-bitch here but you won’t let
me anywhere near you. He doesn’t even love you! He’s never been good to you!
Why can’t you understand you’ve been manipulated by that bastard of a son—”


Okay, that tears it. I’d like Rodger a lot better with a
broken jaw. My hand came back into a fist and I prepared myself to lay into
him. 


I didn’t get the chance. Caleb came around me, air vacuuming
in his wake, and he grabbed Rodger by the shirt collar before levelling a fist
into the man’s jaw. Rodger’s head snapped backwards and he’d have fallen if not
for Caleb’s grip on him. It was rather impressive, really, as Rodger wasn’t a
small man. He had at least six inches on Caleb and twice the girth.  


That one punch wasn’t enough to satisfy him. Caleb reared
back and hit him again, this time a little higher, near the eye. Rodger
struggled and tried to put up a defense or hit him back, but Caleb had
training. He blocked the blows and slammed a knee into the man’s mid-section,
doubling him over. Rodger choked, nearly gagging as his stomach tried to come
out his throat. 


Gripping him by the hair, Caleb jerked his head back up and
leaned in enough to ground out, “If you ever come near my family again, I will
end you. Do you understand me? I’ve already let you come between us once. Like
hell will I let you succeed a second time. Neil, get the door for me.” 


Neil did so with a proud smile on his face. I would have
helped, but clearly they had it well in hand, and I was enjoying the show. I
think we all were, as Skylar let out a cheer and a loud, “Go, Grandpa!” 


Rodger was too busy gasping for breath to say much as Caleb
tossed him out on his ass. Neil politely shut and locked the door afterwards.
Then he turned and cordially inquired of Lauren, “Do you have a restraining
order on him yet?”


“I…no.” Lauren grimaced. “Clearly I need one.” 


“Well, you won’t have any trouble filing one now. He just
did that in the presence of a police officer and four consultants. More than
enough to verify it with. I’ll help you do that in the morning, before we
leave, alright?” 


Lauren gave him a thankful look. “Yes, please. Alright,
everyone to the table. Let’s not let him spoil dinner.” 


I didn’t, because I didn’t trust Rodger. I stayed by the
window and watched until I saw him haul himself into his car and drive off. I
wouldn’t have put it past him to do something petty like vandalize the house or
vehicles. Apparently he was in too much pain to do so. 


Satisfied, I moved back to the table. Jon caught my eye and
gave me a silent query. I gave him a nod of reassurance. Rodger was gone. For
now, at least. We’d need to work on making sure he stayed gone. 


But that was for tomorrow. Tonight, we could enjoy family. 





Dinner went well. So well that we lingered far longer than
we should have before finally retreating to our place. We didn’t do anything
more than put leftover cookies on the counter, show the fathers where
everything was, and settle in for the night. 


I woke up early the next morning and went for a run along
the mostly deserted sidewalks. It felt good to stretch out and get the blood
pumping. I came back in through the front door and found Caleb in the kitchen,
pouring himself a coffee, not looking entirely awake. The lights were on, but
no one was home kind of thing. He was dressed, at least. I figured he just
needed a caffeine fix. “Morning.”


“Morning.” He turned his head to greet me. “Went for a run?”


“Yeah. It’s a really gorgeous day outside. Perfect temperature
and not a cloud in the sky.”


“Figures. We’re going to be stuck indoors or in a car all
day.” He dumped some sugar and creamer in, stirring idly as he talked. “I see
what you mean about how smartly Jon set this place up. I’m surprised to find
him living in a former restaurant, though.”


“I understand it took some finagling to get the right permit
so he could live here. But it works for him.” I wanted my own coffee, but
everyone would thank me if I showered first. Still, I needed to be a good host,
too. “There’s eggs, ham, and bagels in the center drawer of the fridge. Or
cereal in the pantry, if you prefer that.”


“I’ll go with eggs, I think. You want any?”


Hey, if he was cooking, I’d take it. “Sure. Four scrambled,
please.”


After feeding me for so many days, he didn’t look surprised
I could down four eggs by myself. 


Neil came down the stairs, hair still damp and his tie
draped around his neck. He gave me a greeting before coming in close enough to give
his husband a quick, chaste kiss, already reaching for one of the mugs on the
counter. “Morning, all.”


“Morning.” Caleb got this besotted look on his face that was
almost embarrassing to see. This, after three years of being married, and five
years together. “Are you going straight to get Ayers?”


“No, I want an answer on that ring. I thought I’d follow you
to Psy’s office first.” He stopped pouring to give me a glance. “Donovan, can I
ask you to help me escort him back? The man’s strong enough to give me trouble
if he gets it into his head to make some.”


“Sure. Do you want to do a full interrogation on him here or
in Sevierville?”


“Sevierville. I’ll have more ready access to the
interrogation recordings that way.”


It made sense to me. 


“And I hope to do two interrogations back to back,” Neil
added thoughtfully, reaching for the sugar. “If the blood on the ring really is
Stephenson’s, I can call in for a warrant, have someone pick him up. Jon can do
double duty that way.”


Two birds, one stone? Or something like it, anyway. “Sounds
like we have a full timetable. I’ll grab a shower.”


They waved me off, and I trusted them to not burn the place
down as they made their own breakfasts. I had every intention of hopping into
the shower for a minute, washing the sweat off, and kicking Jon out of bed if
he was still in it. Then I heard the water running and realized I had a man in
the shower. And that was too good of an opportunity to pass up. 


I stepped into the bathroom, shutting the door behind me,
stripping off clothes and dumping them in the hamper. Jon had no idea I was in
there up until I slid in behind him, catching his hips with both hands and
drawing him into my chest. 


“Hi, yourself,” he purred back at me, leaning in and tilting
his head up for a kiss. 


The angle was a bit awkward but we made it work, my hands
roving over his wet, soapy skin. God, he was tempting like this, all fair skin
and hints of freckles. 


Tearing his mouth away on a gasp, Jon demanded, “Are you
seriously starting something with my parents downstairs? Who are expecting us
for breakfast?”


I grinned at him evilly. “Maaaybe.”


“Donovan—”


I could see him wavering between being good and wanting a
quickie. And I knew how to get him to veer toward the latter. Turning him, I
backed him into the tiles, caging him in. His eyes, those mercurial blues, went
dark in lust and hunger. He had this thing about being pressed up against a
wall that hit a switch in him every time. 


Dropping my hand, I gathered him up, finding him half-erect
and hardening steadily. I was in the same state. Blindly, I reached out for the
body wash, getting some into my hand, then used it on him. He grunted against
my mouth, a puff of air. He widened his stance a few inches, bracing himself,
then rearranged my hand so I was jacking us both off together. 


Oh yeah. That was good. That was so good. He really did have
the best ideas. My hand started moving faster of its own accord, partially
because he was right, we didn’t really have the time to be doing this. But I also
hadn’t touched him in two days and that was completely unacceptable. 


His mouth moved to one of my nipples and latched onto it,
hard enough it was on the border of pleasure and pain, just the way I liked it.
Damn. I loved it when he got aggressive. I could feel the pleasure building,
the pressure along my spine and balls, and I knew I didn’t have much longer. I
was determined to take him with me. 


I shifted his hips away from the tiles just enough that I
could slip a hand behind him. It was still slick with some of the bodywash and
I took advantage of that. Finding that puckered ring, I dipped a finger in,
playing with him, teasing. 


Jon latched onto my shoulders in a death grip, head thrown
back as he climaxed hard in a garbled shout. His pleasure was dazzling,
empowering. I felt like I could go conquer something. 


He bit down on the curve between my neck and shoulder as his
hand fell to mine. The touch was enough to send me over and I came hard, seeing
nothing but sparks, darkness edging my vision. I checked out for a few seconds.
My forehead was resting against the tiles, arms around Jon, although who was
supporting who was a good question. 


“I do love it when you pin me up against a wall,” Jon
purred, nuzzling against my throat.


“I caught that, yeah.” I grinned down at him, pleased all
over again. I loved seeing him sated with pleasure. It really was a shame we
couldn’t just take this to bed and stay there all day. 


With a sigh, he pulled free and rinsed himself off. “I
suppose we have to be responsible adults and go work.”


“There’s quite a bit that needs to be done,” I agreed. “But
hey. After today, we should be able to take a few days off.”


“Knock on wood when you say things like that.”


I put my knuckles to my head instantly. “Hey, I’m not
jinxing us.”


“The last time you said something like that, we had a
missing corpse.”


He did make a good point.
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We got to the office a little later than it opened, because
coordinating four grown men out the door was akin to herding baby sea turtles
into the ocean. By the time we made it to Carol’s office, she was already set
up for us: focusing crystals in place, sage incense burning, and a tray of fine
sand in place of her map. The sand would either show the image of the owner, or
give the name. Usually the image only appeared if the person in question was amnesiac
or had identity issues. It worked rather like an old-school etch-a-sketch.
Carol could wipe the sand clean and into a jar afterwards. 


“Morning, gentlemen,” she greeted as we stepped inside. “I
left the ring in the safe. I didn’t want to mess with chain of evidence.”


“I appreciate that,” Neil responded. “Can someone get it out
for me?”


“Sure,” Donovan volunteered with a beckoning of the hand.
“This way.” 


As I took a seat, I waved at Sharon, who sat nearby. “Hey.
How crazy has it been here?”


“Most of it was run of the mill,” she answered with a shrug.
“A few thefts, missing people, that sort of thing. Fortunately, nothing that
absolutely had to have you. You think we’re about ready to wrap things up?”


I gestured for Caleb to take the chair next to me, which he
did. “Hopefully. We’re all pretty sure Ayers did it, not that I’ve seen the man
yet. But he was carrying a dead man’s debit card, and that’s pretty hard to
explain away.”


“Yeah, no kidding. So you’ll need to go back to Sevierville
for the two interrogations?”


I nodded. “We’ll come back tomorrow, though.”


“So much driving on this case,” Carol grumbled. “Glad it’s
almost over.” 


The men returned with the ring, Donovan handing it straight
to Carol. For this, she didn’t remove it from its protective bag, just set it
down on the centering stone in front of her. “Alright, everyone ready? Sharon,
hit record.”


Sharon obligingly hit record on the camera in the corner,
and we all rattled off names, occupations, and license numbers. Carol waited
patiently, then addressed the camera. “I will now do a reading for the owner of
the blood on the ring. Either the name or the face of the owner will appear in
the sand.”


At that cue, Sharon tipped the camera to focus more on the
table so the sand was visible. 


Carol put a single finger on the ring and focused. The
crystals turned an eerie blood-red, the sand whirling inside the plastic tray
on the table. It felt like a scene out of one of Shakespeare’s tragedies. I
half-expected a dagger to appear out of thin air. 


After a few minutes, the sand’s speed increased, more
definitive lines drawing clearly into the sand. The crystals flared in a
dramatic flash of light before dying down. As they returned to their normal
transparency, the sand stilled as well. 


“Andrew Lloyd Stephenson,” Carol read out clearly. “That is
the owner of the blood.” 


We all let out more than one relieved breath. It was one
thing for me to say, ‘This man is a murderer,’ but another to have concrete
proof linking him to a crime. I was beyond relieved the blood was his. 


“Thank you, Carol.” Neil stood and collected the ring before
passing it over to Caleb. “I’ll need a recording of that sent over to my
office. Can I borrow your Wi-Fi real quick, get a warrant requested?”


“Sure.” Carol took him by the arm, escorting him out. “Let’s
go to Sho’s office, get you a secure connection.”


“Thank you.”


I turned to Caleb as a thought occurred to me. “I know
Neil’s pretty confident he’s got Witherspoon’s killer. But should I at least
take a look at the man, make sure he really is the right one, and that there’s
no accomplices we need to be on the hunt for, before we drag him all the way to
Sevierville? I know it’s far-fetched, but he might have another reason for
having that card.” 


“I don’t see the harm. But if you’re going to do that, you
might as well do the interrogation here.” 


That was my thought as well. “I don’t think anyone will mind
if we borrow an interrogation room.” 


“Let’s ask,” Caleb suggested. 





In the end, Neil did see my point. And when our precinct
promised to send him the footage of the interrogation before the end of the business
day, he was amiable to doing it here in Nashville. Donovan arranged for Ayers
to be taken to interrogation, and we met at the station, in one of the typical
rooms used for my interviews. 


Neil had me use the same walkie-talkie method everyone else
liked to employ. Caleb, fascinated by watching me work, came into the
observation booth with us. We settled in, Neil sitting on one side of the
table, Ayers in profile to me so I could clearly read his lines. 


He was massively built, much like Donovan, and I could see
the strength he’d used to haul around a dead body. And he definitely had. 


Murder was clear in his lines. 


Neil flicked a glance up at me and I gestured for the walkie-talkie,
which Donovan obligingly held out. “He’s guilty, alright. I see both theft and
murder.” 


A trace of tension in Neil relaxed at having this confirmed.
But his face didn’t give that away, staying neutral. He must be lethal at
poker. “For the record, it’s Monday, October twenty-eighth, at nine a.m. I’m
Detective Singleton. This is the interview of Kyle Ayers regarding the murder
of Richard Witherspoon.” 


“I fucking told you I didn’t do it. I didn’t murder him. He gave
me the card.”


“Lie,” I reported calmly. Of course, we all knew that,
didn’t we?


Neil leaned in a little, regarding Ayers steadily. “Ayers, why
are you in Tennessee?”


Ayers shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “After I got out,
I wanted to talk to him. Talk with Richard. He’d made a lot of mistakes with
me. I wanted him to apologize. At first I was surprised. I didn’t realize he’d
sold his business while I was…while I was in. Or that he’d gone through with
that pipe dream of his of living in the South. It took me a while to find him.
Then I hitchhiked down here.”


“You came down alone? No one with you?”


“Yeah.”


“Truth,” I reported, glad to say it. This would be much
simpler without accomplices thrown into the mix. 


“And you talked to him.” Neil delivered this neutrally. 


“Yeah. Yeah, I did. He wasn’t happy to see me. He acted like
all the drama was my doing. That pissed me off, I’m not going to lie. And he
wouldn’t hear about partnering up again. I mean, he’s sitting in this haunted
mansion he wants to restore, on his own, which was just crazy talk. That
was too big a project for any one man. I could have helped him, he knew that,
but he wouldn’t hear about me joining in.”


I stared at him in stunned surprise. Oh hell. This made
things interesting. I gestured for the handheld. “Neil, Ayers thought of
Richard sort of like a father figure. He’s still angry about the rejection.” 


Neil gave a lazy blink, processing this information. “But
you just wanted to help him. Like the old days?”


“Yeah,” Ayers agreed thickly. “Just like the old days. It
was good then. It could have been good again. Start with a clean slate, work on
restoring an old house. I could have gotten my life back on track. But he
wouldn’t even let me into the house. Told me to go or he’d file a restraining
order.”


“So then what happened?”


“I lost my temper a little. Maybe played some pranks, made
him think the place really was haunted. It’s why he called Maggie. I heard him
call her one night and talk to her about the weird stuff happening. She was
coming down to check up on him.”


Annnd he admitted to openly to stalking Witherspoon before
his death. Maggie had been right. Ayers was not good at covering his tracks. 


“And that panicked you. Maggie wouldn’t stand idly by if you
were near her father again.”


Ayers snapped upright and growled, “She’s a vicious little
bitch. So self-righteous, like she’s never done anything wrong. She totaled two
cars in college, did you know that? Both while driving drunk. She claims she
cleaned up her act, that she hasn’t touched alcohol since, but Richard didn’t do
more than complain about her. He replaced both cars, got her help. And what
does he do with me the minute I slip up? He kicks me out.”


Oh yeah, serious father complex here. 


“The pressure must have been serious,” Neil soothed, acting
like a sympathetic ear. “You still have those gambling debts to pay. Those
don’t just magically go away because you do a stint in prison, do they?”


“I just needed a job,” Ayers rasped, so tightly wound it was
a wonder his bones didn’t snap under the pressure. “But no one would hire me.
And Richard, he wouldn’t even talk to me. Wouldn’t give me a letter of
reference, nothing. He was going to dump half his savings into that house and
it was me who needed the money.” 


“It’s why you took the debit card, right? Because you needed
the money desperately.”


“I told you, he gave me that debit card!” Ayers slammed both
hands against the table, still shaking. 


“I know you loved him like a father, Ayers. It’s why his
attitude hurt so much. But he never loved you like a son.”


Ouch. Neil, that was brutal. 


Ayers flinched, as if he’d just been dealt a mortal wound. 


“He didn’t give you that card. He never would have. You’d
already taken too much from him, in his mind,” Neil said softly, iron in his
tone. “You took that card from his body.” 


Shrinking further into himself, Ayers refused to answer.
Refused to even look up.


“Why did you move the body?” Neil asked, still in that
gentle tone. 


“I…” Ayers trailed off and stalled, still staring at the
table. 


Neil tried a different tactic. “Why burn the body?”


Fear. Fear radiated off of him. I couldn’t read his lines
well enough to guess at what he was thinking. 


“Were you trying to remove trace evidence? Giving the man a
Viking funeral? Trying to ruin bacon for the rest of us for life? Tell me,
Ayers.”


I motioned for the walkie-talkie. “Trace evidence. He lit up
when you said that. He was afraid we’d link him through trace evidence.”  


Neil didn’t even nod to show he’d heard me. “Can’t you tell
me how you moved him downstairs? It was damn impressive. I only know one other
man who thinks he can pull it off. You have to be crazy strong to lift a man
like Witherspoon, especially when he’s all dead weight.” 


Still nothing.


“Ayers, I’ve got a psychic reading you right now. We know
you did it. Don’t you want to confess, get this off your conscience? It will
only make it easier on you.”


Ayers didn’t respond for a long moment. “I want a lawyer.” 


We all leaned back, and Donovan dropped his hand for a
moment, letting the walkie-talkie dangle at his side. 


“At least he learned something in prison—when to lawyer up,”
Caleb commented with a sad shake of the head. “Shame he didn’t learn that crime
doesn’t pay.”


“Tell me about it.” I felt sorry for the idiot as well. His
anger management issues and feelings of betrayal certainly had landed him in a
world of trouble. “At least Neil’s sure he’s got the right man. I suppose we
should drag him to Sevierville for now. We still have one more interrogation to
do, assuming the warrant for Stephenson came through.”


Caleb shrugged offhandedly. “We probably won’t know that
until we’re almost home. Even fast-tracked, those things take time. If we’re
lucky, you might wrap up two cases today.” 


I knocked a hand against the window trim. “Let’s hope we’re
lucky, then.” 





Between escorting Ayers out to the SUV, getting people
sorted, and driving to Sevierville, it was nearly six in the evening before we
could even think to eat. Still, we had Stephenson in jail, and we all wanted a
close on that case. As much as we could get one before an actual trial, anyway.
Neil stepped in to relieve Garrett and Sho and let them knock off for the
night. They’d been stuck combing through the records for evidence while we’d
been running around. They were surely glad for the break. 


Donovan raided a vending machine, getting me a Snickers and
him two different protein bars. It sufficed to stifle the monster growling in
my stomach. 


This time, I wasn’t in a different room while the
interrogation took place. Neil asked me to sit in with him, and I was pleased
as punch to do so. Caleb was right on this account: his husband was very commanding
when in his element. It was fun watching Neil work up close, but even better to
be tag-teaming with him against a criminal. 


Andrew Stephenson looked scared. Rabbit in front of a wolf
scared, the white of his eyes showing, a tremble in his hands. He kept clasping
his fingers together in front of his beer gut, only to release them, then grasp
them again a second later. Someone had grabbed him straight from work—he was
still in a sports coat and khakis. 


“Neil,” Stephenson started as soon as we came through the
door, then stopped and stared at me in growing alarm. “Why do you have the
psychic with you?”


“I think you know why, Andrew.” Neil took a seat, holding
the one out next to him for me. “For the record, this is October twenty-eighth,
6:08 pm. I’m Detective Neil Singleton, with Psychic Jonathan Bane. We are
interviewing Andrew Stephenson in the case of Jenny Cartwright.” 


Stephenson stared at me miserably. 


From his pocket, Neil drew out Jenny Cartwright’s ring and
placed it on the table. Stephenson went impossibly paler at the sight and
swallowed convulsively, his eyes darting about the room, avoiding it. 


“I think, Andrew, this would go better if you’d just tell us
what happened,” Neil suggested gently. 


“Can’t he tell you?” Stephenson rasped out, jerking his chin
toward me. 


“I know only the facts,” I answered steadily. “I know she’s
dead.” 


Stephenson flinched. “Yes.”


“I know you were with her when she died.”


“Yes.” His lines were a cacophony of the bright-hot red of
anger, the hot pink of self-loathing, the deep forest green of terror, mixed in
with a sort of muted pumpkin-orange of anticipation. He knew what was coming
out of my mouth next. 


“I know you hid her body. You shortchanged any chance she
had of living past that night.”


“She was already dead,” he whispered, barely audible. “Her
neck was at this angle…this impossible angle. I knew she was dead.”


He might have been right. Caleb hadn’t been able to
determine from what remained of the corpse how long Jenny Cartwright had lived
after her neck was broken. “I know you feel guilty for her murder. We don’t
know exactly what happened.”


All emotion drained out of him except his guilt, leaving him
hollow in return. His eyes came slowly up to meet mine. “Can you see that I
loved her?”


I had to focus—really intensely focus—to be able to see
that. It was so far buried underneath his guilt and self-loathing it had been
almost completely erased. “I see the memory of it.”


That pleased him, for some reason. Perhaps he’d needed
assurance the emotion wasn’t gone completely. 


“Andrew,” Neil prompted, tone still gentle. “Take it from
the top, yeah?”


Andrew buried his face in his hands for a second, his hands
visibly shaking, his breathing not much better. It took him a long moment to
pull himself together, and the words were halting at first. 


“Jenny was…everything. Everything.” His hands came down, eyes
blind to us. “The brightest woman I’d ever seen. I fell for her before I really
understood what love was. I never could get her attention, though. She always
had her eyes on bigger and better things. On scholarships and a career. Boys
didn’t seem to interest her. I thought I’d made some headway, our senior year,
then the word got out of her full ride scholarship. I was paralyzed with fear.
If she left, I knew she wouldn’t come back. She hated Sevierville. Felt it was
too small-town. 


“After the graduation party, some of us snuck up to the Wheatlands
Plantation to drink. An after-party of sorts. It wasn’t Jenny’s scene at all,
and I was surprised to see her there, but I took it as a sign. One last chance.
I caught her alone, pulled her into the distillery to talk to her. Confessed.
She was nice about it, at first, trying to let me down easy. But she wasn’t
really listening to me, either. It’s like I didn’t even register with
her. I grabbed her by the shoulders, shaking her, trying to get her to listen.
And then she got scared. Scared of me, and I couldn’t…” He choked off on a sob,
head bowing down so low it nearly touched the table. “I couldn’t believe she
didn’t see me. Didn’t see how much I loved her. I didn’t want to hurt her.” 


But he had. I bit my tongue before I could say that aloud. 


“We got to wrestling, me trying to hold on to her, her
trying to escape. She was screaming, and I panicked. I put my hand over her
mouth, just to silence her. To reassure her. In the dark, we couldn’t really
see our surroundings, and the sliver of light from outside didn’t do much. I
tripped over something, I don’t know what, and she fell backwards with my
weight on top of her. The sound of her neck breaking—” He was crying now, fat
tears that ran down his face, splashing on his hands gripping the edge of the
table. “It’s haunted me for decades. I didn’t mean to kill her. God, I’d never
wanted that.” 


Second-degree murder. Compounded when he hadn’t reported
what happened, which made it so much worse for him. 


“I cut my hands, trying to hide her body,” Stephenson
whispered dully. “I kept wiping the blood off her, but I guess I missed the
ring.”


Some love he had, to hide her body and then pretend he had
no knowledge of her for over four decades. His type of love was more like
obsession, and it didn’t shine gold to me at all. Clearly it wasn’t really love.
He’d had no trouble pretending he was fine all this time, after all. 


Although at least this explained why nothing in Jenny
Cartwright’s diary had indicated Stephenson. Why her family hadn’t even thought
of him. To her, he really hadn’t been anyone noteworthy. All the feelings had
been extremely one-sided. 


Neil and I shared a speaking look, but really, there wasn’t
anything left to ask. Or much left to say, either. Neil cleared his throat.
“Andrew Stephenson, I’m arresting you for the murder of Jenny Cartwright. You
were read your Miranda rights on the way here. Would you like for me to repeat
them?”


Stephenson gave a small shake of his head, no. 


“Alright. Want a phone to call a lawyer?”


“Yes. Please.” Stephenson lifted his eyes to meet mine once
more. “You knew the minute you met me I’d murdered her, didn’t you?”


“I knew you’d murdered someone. I wasn’t sure of who at the
time.” 


He snorted a laugh that was far from humorous. “Forty-three
years I’ve been sitting on this. Haunted by it. And just when I think it’s past
me, that it’s all done with, Caleb Bane’s son takes one look and sees it all. I
find that funny. Why is that funny?”


Because you’re mentally cracking? I shook my head and stood.
This was Neil’s show from now on. 


“You’re wrong, Andrew,” Neil corrected, also standing. “He’s
my son too. I’ll get you to a phone in a minute. You stay put.” 


That made me immeasurably happy. I had to keep myself from
skipping out the door as we left the grey interrogation room behind us. 


“Pleasure solving crimes with you, Neil,” I teased him. 


Neil lit up with a mint green so strong, he resembled an air
freshener. He slung an arm around my shoulder and hugged me to his side. “I’m
calling you in from now on.” 


I hugged him back, grinning up at him. “You better believe
you will.” 










Epilogue





A tingle of expectation raced along my spine as I sat in my truck.
Garrett was riding shotgun, both of us ready to go. On my dash, Garrett’s cell
was clipped in to a holder, Carol on speaker. 


Carol hummed a ditty that sounded suspiciously like A-hunting
We Will Go as we patiently waited for a location. I felt like we were going
Trick-or-Treating. Adult Trick-or-Treating where it was all trick and no treat.
Although I had no doubt we’d be going drinking at some point today, after our
little errand was over. 


Garrett and I had sworn to each other that as soon as we had
the cases solved and a day off work, we’d handle the little problem of Sho’s
stalker. Garrett was ready to lay into the man. Me? I was here to watch the
show. And, you know, backup. Not that Garrett needed backup. 


“Found him,” Carol reported triumphantly. “He’s in
Mt. Juliet, heading along West Division Street.” 


Garrett and I shared an unhappy look. Roy wasn’t supposed to
be anywhere near Mt. Juliet. That was part of the restraining order. 


“On our way,” I told her, swinging the truck around and
heading for the eastern side of Nashville. “Can you tell which direction he’s
heading?”


“Afraid not. My talents don’t give information like that.
I’ll do another reading in five minutes, and then I’ll be able to tell you.”


“You’re as talented as you are beautiful,” Garrett crooned
at her. 


“I’d be flattered, but we all know who you’re really
after.” 


“Be flattered.” Garrett grinned even though she couldn’t see
it. “It’s still true.” 


I might have ignored the speed limit as we sought out our
unfortunate prey. Garrett didn’t even notice, so intent he was on the hunt.
Then again, did it surprise me? He’d been uneasy now for a few weeks, worried
about Sho. If we hadn’t been focused on two overlapping cases, we’d have dealt
with this situation long before now. 


“I could almost feel sorry for this punk. You two are far
too happy to chase him down.”


“You say that, but you’re helping us.”


“I said ‘almost.’ ‘Almost’ was the key word. And I’m not
really clear if this is for Sho’s sake, or if you’re just really excited to
have an excuse to go looking for trouble.” 


I had to admit, it was a little of both. 


Garrett let out a sound like a buzzer in a game show for the
wrong answer. “Ito ang aking harana, as the Havilis would put it.” 


I winced and put a hand up against my ear. His pronunciation
was so terrible it hurt my soul. “Stop, stop! I hate you for conjugating that
correctly.”


He rolled his eyes at me. 


“Focus, boys. I’m about to do another reading.” 


We shut up and let her focus. After all, Carol was doing
this on a day off just for Sho’s sake. That should be respected. 


Traffic was light for a Thursday, comparatively speaking,
and we made good time getting into the Mt. Juliet area. Barely five minutes
later, just as I hit Interstate 40, Carol piped up again. 


“Got him. It looks like he’s stopped at a Cheddar’s. He’s
right off the Forty, on Mt. Juliet Road.” 


“I know exactly where that is. Do another reading in ten
minutes, make sure he’s still there?”


“You got it.” 


I owed the woman dinner for this. 


Garrett did a double check on his Glock, eyes dreamy as he caressed
it. “Do you think he’ll resist? That isn’t too much to hope for, is it? That
he’ll be mouthy and resist arrest?”


“From everything Sho’s told me about this guy, odds are
good. And really, if he arrives a little broken and bloody, I don’t think anyone
will be upset about it.” 


“I can still hear you two.”


Oops. 


“Do I need to call Jon?” Carol continued severely. 


“Uh, pretty sure Jon would help us beat him up,” Garrett
threw in, not at all cowed by the threat. “Just saying, if you’re looking for a
heavyweight to make us behave? I would not choose him. Only reason he’s not
here is that he’s spending some time with his mom right now.” 


She sighed impatiently. “Fine. Just don’t say stuff like
that in my hearing. I need plausible deniability for later on.” 


“Aww, Carol. I knew we liked you for a reason.” I had to
bite back the urge to cackle. 


“You two are terrible. You must have been a CO’s headache
when you were in service together.” 


“That I cannot deny. He still there?”


“I’ll check.”


I saw the exit for Mt. Juliet Road coming up and switched
lanes. I figured it was about the right timing to call Borrowman. I could trust
him to handle this. I hit the Bluetooth button on the steering wheel and gave
the vocal command, “Call Borrowman.” 


It rang twice, audible through the truck’s speakers. “Donovan,”
Borrowman greeted with a groan. “This better be good. I’m taking my kids
trick-or-treating in literally two hours, I don’t have time for your
shenanigans.”


“We know where Roy, Sho’s ex, is.” 


“Shit.” I could hear him lurch out of a chair and
gather up keys. “Where?”


“Mt. Juliet. The Cheddar’s on the main road.”


“Are you telling me that he’s violating his restraining
order right now?”


“A-yup,” Garrett said, popping the p. 


“Does the man have shit for brains?”


“Apparently.” 


“I know this is a stupid question, but I’m required to
ask it anyway. You’re on your way to get him right now, aren’t you?”


“Garrett’s with me.”


“I figured. I’ll be there in fifteen. Don’t kill him
before I can get cuffs on him, that’s all I’m asking.”


See? Borrowman was the right man to call. “We’ll try not
to.”


“I don’t want a mediocre try on this, okay? Think Yoda.
Do not try, do.”


“Meet you there.” I hung up and focused on the road. We were
almost there, and the traffic required my attention. 


It took another five minutes to find a parking space, and we
hopped out quickly. I felt the weight of the cuffs on my belt, the gun tucked
up under my arm beneath the leather jacket I wore. Part of me wanted violence,
because I was more than ticked off at this guy for causing Sho so much fear and
grief. But I was aware we were in a family restaurant that had a decent amount of
patrons for Halloween night. I didn’t want innocents to get hurt too. 


We strode through the main doors, flashing credentials at
the waitress. It wasn’t a badge—consultants didn’t have those—but we had a
license ID that told people we had the authority to make arrests. 


I knew what Roy looked like. We had a photo of him on our
phones. Still, seeing him in real life, sitting in a corner booth, was
different. He was lanky. I hadn’t expected that. He looked tense, shredding a
napkin in between his fingers, a frown marring his face. He might have been decent-looking,
sort of handsome, but it was hard to see him that way after knowing what he was
capable of. 


He looked up, deep-set eyes sharp on us as we stopped at his
table. 


“Roy Durham,” I kept my voice level with effort. “You’re
under arrest for violating your restraining order. Please stand up and put both
hands on the table.” 


He stared up at us, dark brows drawing together in an angry
frown. “You don’t get to tell me to stay away from my boyfriend.” 


Garrett put a mock-friendly hand on his shoulder. “I really
do when he’s not, in fact, yours. Now, you can stand, or I can start breaking
bones. I’d prefer you didn’t stand.”


Something in Garrett’s face, or tone, or body language
promised pain. Roy wasn’t stupid enough to ignore his survival instincts. He
slowly stood, although he demanded as he did so, “You’re him, aren’t you? I
keep seeing him with a blond.” 


“That’s me,” Garrett confirmed cheerfully. “Hands on the
table.” 


Roy’s mouth lifted in a sneer. “Even when he was in Sevierville,
he was with you. You’re pathetic, following him around like that. You won’t get
his ass by trailing after him like a whipped puppy.”


Several facts slotted into place when he said that. Those
strange incidents, where I was sure I’d seen a figure in the woods—I actually
had. It wasn’t my hyperactive imagination playing tricks on me. It’d been Roy,
stalking Sho. And Sho had been right as well, when he thought he saw a glimpse
of Roy outside the house. Dammit. I should have listened to my instincts and
double-checked the perimeter. I’d just been loath to leave everyone else alone
to do it, it hadn’t seemed like a good idea. 


Garrett and I shared an unhappy glance. We’d definitely add
that to the report. 


“Hands on the table,” Garrett repeated, tone hardening. 


I saw it, the moment when Roy’s stubbornness kicked in. He
stopped cooperating. “You know what? No. I’m not going with you.”


Garrett beamed at him. “I was hoping so hard you’d say
that.” 


In a second flat, Garrett’s fist lashed out and hit Roy straight
in the nose. He howled with pain as he stumbled backwards, cradling his broken
face as blood dripped out of it. 


I shook my head—I so saw that coming—and grabbed the man’s
arms, slapping cuffs on each wrist. “You really should have just cooperated. You’re
already in a lot of trouble.” 


Tears of pain streamed out of Roy’s eyes, adding to the
general mess of blood staining his grey shirt. Still, he glared at Garrett.
“Let me guess. You’re fucking him.”


“Wow. I can see why he ditched you in a hurry.” Garrett
shook his head and asked the stunned people watching us in a rhetorical
fashion, “Whatever happened to good old-fashioned romance? I mean, really. Is
it so weird that I want to take the time to get to know a guy before we go to
that level?”


An elderly lady cleared her throat and gave him a game nod.
“I’ve said the same thing about this generation. You take that nasty man out of
here, young man.”


“With pleasure.” Garrett grabbed him by both arms and frog-marched
him out. 


I strolled along behind him, perfectly satisfied, despite
not getting a hit in. Good deeds, and all that. 


Borrowman screeched up, lights whirling, not a minute after
we stepped outside. He came toward us with a resigned expression, eyes sweeping
over the bloody man in our custody. Heaving out a long-suffering sigh, he
jerked a thumb toward the black SUV. “Load him in. I suppose you two couldn’t
help yourselves.”


I protested my innocence with spread hands. I hadn’t done
anything. Yet. 


Garrett also scoffed indignantly. “He was resisting arrest.”


“Uh-huh. Suuure he was. Load him in, Wilson. I’ll read his
rights to him on the way in. And yes, you’ll have to meet us there to give a
statement.” 


I figured that. As I climbed back into the truck, I called
Carol. “Got him.”


“Good! Did he resist?”


“He did. Made Garrett’s day.” 


“Excellent. You on your way into the station?”


“Yeah. But you’re done. Thanks, Carol.” 


“You know I did this for Sho. I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”





We got to the station and gave our statements. It was a
little hectic today, for some reason. Halloween did that to a precinct. A lot
of people had started partying early, as we had more than a few costumes in the
bullpen, some of them creepier than others. People were paraded from one place
to another with cuffs on their wrists or handkerchiefs to their eyes. I tuned
it out, more or less used to it, and focused on getting done. I wanted to pick
Jon and Lauren up for dinner, then spend some time relaxing and enjoying
family. We’d all earned the break. 


As I put my signature to the typed statement, I heard a
voice call to me over the din. 


“Donovan.”


My head snapped up and around, body twisting in the chair,
surprised to see Sho walking toward me. How was he here? Sho didn’t really come
into the station often—he worked remote most of the time. Had something
happened? “Sho. What are you doing here?”


“Carol called me.” Strong emotion moved across his face, and
his eyes were a touch bright. He reached out with both arms, hugging me tightly
around the shoulders. Against the top of my head, he whispered hoarsely, “Thank
you.”


Mouth lifting in a smile, I hugged him back, rubbing a hand
up and down his spine for a second. He seriously looked overwhelmed. Relief
would do that to a man. “You’re welcome. I wasn’t alone in this, though.”


“I know. Where is he?” Sho drew back, already looking for
him. 


Past his shoulder, I spotted Garrett coming toward us,
weaving his way around the desks. “Behind you.” 


Sho turned, finding him instantly. I knew that half-smile on
Garrett’s face well. He wasn’t expecting anything. He hadn’t done this to earn
Sho’s good favor. He’d done it to protect a friend, and he’d do it again for
exactly the same reason. It’s what made Garrett, Garrett. 


“We owe Carol and Borrowman dinner,” Garrett said, coming
toward Sho. “Couldn’t have found the bastard without them.” 


Sho didn’t respond. He grabbed Garrett with both hands
cupping his face and yanked him in, mouth fastening onto the other man’s in a
kiss so hot I saw the steam rising off them ten feet away. Garrett was startled
for a split second then dove in enthusiastically, both arms wrapped around Sho
in a way that made it clear he’d never, ever let go. 


More than a few people nearby cat-called, whistled, or
ordered them to get a damn room. Me? I took a picture because Jon was going to
be sorry he’d missed this. Then I sat back and just beamed at them. 


‘Ito ang aking harana,’ Garrett had said. Loosely
translated, it meant, ‘This is my love song to serenade him.’ He’d been
half-joking when he’d said it, but it turned out to be prophetic. Whatever had
held Sho back before was obviously gone now. Even with a whole precinct trying
to intrude, Sho was perfectly content to ignore them and keep kissing Garrett. 


My phone rang and I answered it without looking away. “Hey,
babe.”


“Hey. You done with your good deed yet?”


“Yup.”


“How did that go?”


“Well, you could say this mission achieved optimum results.
I’ll show you the picture when I get home.”


He could hear it in my voice, the smugness. “This is
going to be good, I can tell. Alright, get home. I want the story. Bring
Garrett. I made enough pizza to feed you two bottomless pits.”


“Garrett’s going to be a little busy tonight.” 


There was a weighty pause. “Oh?”


“Tell you when I get home.”


“This is going to be really, really good.”


I smiled, remembering the way my friends had lit up with
pure joy. “Yes,” I said. “It certainly is.”
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Dear Reader, 


 


Your reviews are more important than words can express.
Reviews directly impact sales and book visibility, which means the more reviews
I have, the more sales I see. The more books I sale, the more I can write and
focus on producing books that you love to read. You see how that math works
out? The best possible support you can provide is to give an honest review,
even if it’s just clicking those stars to rate a book! (I won’t even complain
it if 4 stars, honest.) 


 


Thank you for all of your support. See you in the next book!


 





 


AJ’s mind is the sort that refuses to let her write one
project at a time. Or even just one book a year. She normally writes fantasy
under a different pen name, but her aforementioned mind couldn’t help but want
to write for the LGBTQ+ genre. Fortunately, her editor is completely on board
with this plan. 


 


In her spare time, AJ loves to devour books, eat way too
much chocolate, and take regular trips. She's only been outside of the United
States once, to Japan, and loved the experience so much that she firmly intends
to see more of the world as soon as possible. Until then, she'll just research
via Google Earth and write about the worlds in her own head.


 


If you’d like to join her newsletter to be notified when
books are released, and get behind the scenes about upcoming books, you can
join her NEWSLETTER
here, or email her directly at sherwoodwrites@gmail.com
and you’ll be added to the mailing list. If you’d like to interact with AJ more
directly, you can socialize with her on various sites and join her Facebook group here!
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