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Chapter 1

“Gol-dern birds,” Billy Huber muttered, balanced on the old extension ladder while stretching to reach the starlings’ nest that was clogging the gutter of his barn. With one eye to the storm clouds gathering overhead, he held a trowel in his gloved hand, and he poked at the twigs and grass and bits of paper that the birds had collected, but the nest was a little out of reach.

He leaned a bit farther just as his dog started barking his fool head off. “Not now,” he growled, glancing back at his house and noting from this angle that the patches on his roof were about shot. He only hoped they would survive this next storm; then he’d tend to them. And his yard. Geez. From this vantage point, it looked bad. Real bad. Patchy grass, car parts left to rust, the old mower sitting where it died last summer, some rodeo equipment, even carnival paraphernalia. Along with a lot of other things. He’d have to get after the yard, too. Clean it up. He would. When the weather turned.

He sighed. Ever since Linnie had passed, about eight years earlier, he’d let the place go, and in his head, he heard her tsk-tsking. And her voice. Always her voice.

“Bill Huber, what’s got into you? Where’s your pride?” She would eye the trash in the yard and shake her head, her blond ponytail scraping her shoulders. “I don’t know why you collect these things. Car parts and old washers and whatnot filling the sheds and littering the yard so that the chickens don’t know where to feed? Old signs and posters and broken-down furniture you’re never gonna fix. And what about them banjos and guitars you ain’t never gonna play? And don’t get me started on the carnival crap—weird mirrors and the like! What’re y’all thinkin’?” Her lips would be pursed, her blue eyes glittering hard as ice. She’d wipe her tiny hands on her apron, then make shooing motions as she ordered, “Now, go on. You fix that fence, and while you’re at it, put the mower away. Go on, now, you know you can get a new part for the John Deere down at Wheeler’s, so don’t you be gittin’ lazy on me, y’hear.” Then she would nod curtly, turn back to the house and say over her shoulder that she would call him in when the meal was on the table. Just before the old screen door slammed behind her, he’d hear her say, “And don’t you dare be late for supper!”

“Yes’m,” he said aloud now, as if his dear departed Linnie could still hear him. As if she was still in the kitchen, baking rhubarb pie, or seated in her favorite recliner, mending his clothes or reading from the Good Book. Oh, how she liked to quote the Bible to him. Especially once their daughter had left for college down in Florida and only returned at Christmas and on Linnie’s birthday in June.

But that was all over now. Once Linnie passed, Janelle quit visiting, just got to calling him once every week or so—“checking in,” she said, but more likely “checking up” on him, for whatever that was worth. Probably just to see if he’d kicked the bucket. It was a shame, really, but he and Janelle had never gotten along. It hadn’t helped that she’d married a loud, brash ass of a man old enough to be her damned father. Well, almost.

Rather than dwell on his own mistakes in the fatherhood department, Billy let his gaze wander to the side of the house where the garden had been. Cabbages and string beans, potatoes and squash, musk melons and strawberries, tomatoes and, oh, yes, rhubarb had once thrived in that fenced-in spot. Now it was home to mice and weeds and God knew what else.

She had a way with gardening, his Linnie had. She had a way with a lot of things. He felt that old pang when his thoughts ran to Linda-Sue, gone early. Had to remind himself that what she didn’t have a way with was seeing the beauty and value of the items he found at auction or tossed onto the side of the road, or marked “free” and just waiting for him to scoop them up and toss them into the back of his Ford Ranger.

His chest tightened. It was his fault—

The dog barked loudly, interrupted his daydream—or twilight dream, as the afternoon had already bled into evening. “Arlo! Quiet!” Billy yelled from the fifth rung. But the mutt—part Australian shepherd and part who-knew-what—was pacing along the fence line, his hackles up, his eyes focused on the darkening woods surrounding this scrap of land Billy’s family had called home for nearly a hundred years.

“You hush!” Billy commanded as the ladder shifted under his weight.

But the dog was nervous, his hackles raised, his growl, when he wasn’t barking, low and ominous. Stiff-legged, tail raised, Arlo glared at the shaded woods.

“Darn fool mutt,” Billy said under his breath, but he glanced at the copse of hickory and pine that had caught the shepherd’s attention. Probably a deer hiding there, or maybe a rabbit or possum. Nothing to get all worked up about.

Nothing out of the ordinary to be seen.

Nothing unusual to be heard.

Nonetheless, Arlo was usually spot-on about danger.

Billy paused from his work, staring at the tree line and listening hard.

Crickets chirped over the hum of mosquitoes and the rustle of dry leaves as the wind picked up. Somewhere near the creek, a bullfrog was croaking. Dusk was leaning into night, the storm on its way.

A shadow moved in the woods.

Billy blinked.

Then saw nothing.

A chill raced up his spine, an icy touch that had nothing to do with the sultry night and a lot to do with his belief that the devil was always watching, always waiting.

Was there someone—be it Satan or someone of flesh and blood—just beyond the cover of pine needles?

No.

He was letting the dog get to him. That was all.



Time to finish up.

The destroying of the darned starlings’ nest was his last task of the evening. As soon as it was done, he’d head inside, reheating the remains of last night’s supper—Stagg Chili over store-bought biscuits—to be washed down with sweet tea, then topped off with a stiff shot of Jack Daniel’s. Maybe two. He just had to get rid of the stupid nest where yet again a determined starling had found a crevice in the gutter.

Ignoring Arlo’s sharp warning barks from the other side of the fence near the house, Billy leaned closer to the nest.

If he could just reach a little farther . . .

The tip of the trowel brushed the layer of twigs and grass.

He extended a bit more.

Stretching.

He gave a little poke.

His weight shifted slightly.

Just enough.

The aluminum ladder slid on the uneven ground.

“Shit!”

Billy tried to right it by adjusting his body. Frantically, he grabbed hold of the gutter.

Too late!

The ladder toppled. Falling away.

For a split second, Billy dangled by one arm, the gutter’s sharp edge cutting through his glove, finding flesh, then it too gave way, ripping from the building in a horrendous moan of twisting metal.

“Goddamn!” he swore. Hanging in midair, he caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye again. What the hell?

A wraith, dressed in black, slipped around the corner of the old pump house.

Satan himself, come to claim his own!

With an earsplitting screech, the galvanized steel gave completely away, ripping from the eave.

“Shit!”

He lost his grip, falling fast.

Thud! He hit the ground and heard his ankle snap, the gutter crumpling beside him. An upturned rake impaled his right arm in its jaws. “Yow!” Steel teeth cut through his shirt, slicing into his flesh. He sucked his breath through his teeth as the pain sizzled through his arm and shoulder. And his ankle. It was broken, sure enough. Throbbing, hot and hard.

He blinked. Staring upward. Hoping he’d imagined the specter.

But in that moment of agony, he locked eyes with Lucifer himself, his dark form looming over him. “Oh, sweet Jesus,” he whispered, trying and failing to scoot away.

Beelzebub, the damned Prince of Darkness, had come to claim his soul.

No! He tried to scream as he inched backward over the uneven ground.

No words escaped his dry throat as he saw the weapon—a sharp blade in the wraith’s hands.

Oh, sweet Jesus!

Quick as lightning, the demon struck, driving the instrument of death deep into Billy’s throat.

As blood gurgled from the wound, the specter grabbed hold of Billy’s head, raising it upward just long enough for recognition to dawn in Billy’s eyes.

Not the devil, but—

Slam!

The monster thrust Billy’s head down and onto the star-shaped blades of a garden tiller left to rust in the rain.

Lights flashed behind Billy’s eyes.

Pain exploded in his skull.

Then, thankfully, there was nothing.







Chapter 2

Pierce Reed’s cell phone rang through the warm Georgia night.	His wife heard it. Even over the buzz of conversation and the music flowing from inside the house, Nikki caught its distinctive tone.

Oh, great.

Here they were, at his best friend’s daughter’s sweet-sixteen party, dancing on the veranda under twinkling fairy lights strung overhead, and his damned phone had the nerve to ring.

“Don’t answer it,” she said, as he reached into his jacket.

“Yeah, right.” His gaze caught hers, and one corner of his mouth lifted.

He had a point there. As an independent crime reporter, when had she ever ignored a call?

“But—”

He held up a finger to quiet her arguments, then wended through the dancers, away from the crowd and around a corner.

She waited a couple of minutes, but when he didn’t return, she cut across the lawn toward the garage side of the house, where Pierce had disappeared. She nearly ran into Naomi, who was walking rapidly toward a kitchen door and away from a tall, lanky man who was just climbing into the crew cab of a large, black Ram truck. His features were illuminated momentarily, dark hair catching in the light, square jaw rock-hard, thin lips set in a grim line. He sent an angry look toward the house, where Naomi was disappearing through a door near the kitchen. Muttering something unintelligible under his breath, he yanked the cab door shut, and he was shrouded in darkness until he turned on the ignition; the big truck’s engine roared to life, and the driver’s sharp features were visible in the glow from the dash lights.

As Nikki watched, he executed a quick three-point turn, then, with a roar of the big truck’s engine, sped down the long drive.

Odd, Nikki thought, just as she caught a glimpse of Pierce rounding a corner.

She took off after him, cutting around a waiter carrying a tray of drinks, following her husband to a brick patio where a waterfall splashed into the large pool and moonlight danced upon the water’s smooth surface. Stars glimmered overhead, and the soft hoot of an owl came from the woods surrounding the Kittle estate.

As she reached Pierce, she heard his end of what seemed to be a terse conversation. “. . . Yeah. I’ll be there . . .” He checked his watch. “Twenty, maybe thirty minutes.”

Nikki’s heart sank.

Since the birth of their daughter, Chloe, nearly three years earlier, she and Pierce hadn’t enjoyed many nights out alone. Between his job as a homicide detective with the police force and hers as a freelance writer, they were both busy. Lara Kittle’s birthday celebration had been the exception.

And yet, she understood.

More than that, she was intrigued, as always, with her husband’s work.

As Pierce cut off the call, she asked, “What’s that all about?”

“Oh, so suddenly you’re interested?” he said, though he wasn’t really teasing. His jaw was set.

“Someone was murdered.”

“Someone is dead,” he corrected.

“But if you’re involved,” she pointed out.

“There’s a possibility of homicide.”



“Possibility?”

“Could be an accident.”

“Someone from the department called you,” she clarified, not about to be put off, “so it’s got to be suspicious.”

“I don’t know yet, but I’ve got to go.”

“I’m coming with you.”

“Nikki, please . . .” This was their long, ongoing argument. He wanted to keep his work close to his vest. Police procedure and all that. And she, being naturally curious and a crime writer to boot, was always pushing. He thought she was nosy. She told herself she was just inquisitive. Well, and eager for the next story.

“And how am I supposed to get home?”

“You can get a ride with . . .” His voice trailed off. “I’m sure Jamison has a friend who lives in town and they wouldn’t mind dropping you off.”

“Forget it.” She wasn’t about to be pawned off on one of Jamison Kittle’s buddies or their stuck-up wives. No way. No how. Though she, herself, was the daughter of a judge—God rest his soul—and her own mother was a known social climber, Nikki had no use for all that nonsense. “I’m coming with you.”

“Jesus, Nikki, for just this once—”

“Let’s go.” She shot him a look, and he clamped his mouth shut rather than continue the argument as they walked through the veranda, where adults were still dancing or sipping drinks, then into the huge recreation room, where most of the teenagers had gathered. Nikki recognized a few, including her niece’s horseback-riding instructor, Annabelle Van Camp.

Inside, the music was rap and hip-hop, the kids playing pool or lounging in groups on leather couches and probably drinking on the sly.

A long bar ran down one side of the room, and on the opposite wall was a display of weaponry any mercenary would envy. Jamison Kittle’s collection of rifles, bows, swords, and knives ran the gamut from historic, with his great-great-grandfather’s shotgun, to state-of-the-art semiautomatic rifles. He boasted all types of weapons, from Revolutionary War muskets to a World War II Luger supposedly taken off a fallen German soldier and a more recent AR-15, all gleaming behind locked glass panels.



A jukebox straight out of the fifties glowed in one corner, and a poker table was off to one side. There were two steps up to the kitchen, where Jamison’s wife, Naomi, petite, blond, and in charge, was organizing the servers, making sure the refreshments—sliders and mini pizzas and burgers—were arranged on silver platters.

Through an archway, Nikki spied the dining room, where the table was festooned in pink and silver, a huge cake displayed in the center, while around it were silver platters of cupcakes, confections, and gleaming jars of candy.

At that moment, Lara Kittle swept through the kitchen in a gown of frothy pink. Her hair, piled loosely on her head, was dark, her eyes a deep brown, and her glossy lips were turned down into a pissy frown. “Is this good enough?” she demanded of her mother and poked a finger at her outfit.

Naomi glanced away from a bowl filled with melon balls and eyed her eldest daughter. “It’s not how Shirley would have done it, but it’s okay, I suppose.”

“You suppose?” Lara rolled her large eyes. “Jesu—Geez, Mom, I’m in the damned dress. Isn’t that good enough?”

“For the pictures, dear.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” Lara blew out her lips. “Let’s get them over with.”

“Your sisters aren’t ready.” Naomi sent a sidelong glance toward Nikki as if to silently convey: See what you’re in for?

Lara picked up her skirt and, back stiff in indignation, dashed down to the rec room and her friends.

“Where’s Jamison?” Pierce asked as Naomi fretted over some prawns displayed on a mound of ice and lemon wedges.

“Who knows?” She stepped away from the counter, where a server was waiting. With a broad sweep of her hand, she indicated that the trays were to her liking and could be whisked away. Yet she was obviously perturbed, her glossy pink lips pinched. She glanced up at Pierce as the waitress scurried off with two trays of appetizers. “He knows we want pictures of all of the girls! Maybe in his office?” With a huff, she said, “That would be just like him! In the middle of Lara’s big night, if you can believe it.” Then spying a platter of refreshments that didn’t meet her standards, she said, “No . . . no, that’s not right! Mini pizzas by themselves. Mini burgers on a separate tray! What’re y’all thinking?”

Rather than question her further, Pierce peeled off and went through a door to the main hallway, where streamers and fairy lights decorated a wide staircase. Two girls in matching silvery gowns were giggling as they descended, nearly tripping on their skirts. Jamison and Naomi’s younger daughters. Shana, the redhead, eleven-ish, was in front, while blond Michelle, the youngest, tumbled after her. Some­how neither tripped as they slid in glittery sandals on the hardwood and rounded the corner, careening into the kitchen.

“Naomi’s not going to like that,” Pierce said and crossed the foyer to the closed French doors of the den. Through the sheer curtains, Nikki spied Jamison, his chiseled face tense as he talked on the phone. Pierce rapped on the doorframe, and Jamison nodded curtly and motioned for him to enter.

“Got it,” he said into the phone. “Be there as soon as I can.” He clicked off and grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair. “You heard. About Billy Huber?” he said without preamble.

Pierce was nodding. “Just got the call. On my way there now.”

Jamison glanced at Nikki. “And you?”

“I’m tagging along.” At the furrowing of Jamison’s brow, she held up a hand. “I’ll stay in the car.”

He didn’t seem convinced, and really, it was probably a lie. She couldn’t imagine watching from the sidelines.

“She’ll wait until we sort out what happened.” Pierce was talking to Jamison, and the fact that he wasn’t addressing her directly got under Nikki’s skin.

“We don’t want another incident,” Jamison said, and Nikki sucked in a swift breath. Pierce’s jaw tightened, and his eyes flashed. They both understood, and a hot surge of guilt swept through Nikki when she thought of Sylvie Morrisette, once Pierce’s partner, now deceased. The Texas-tough detective had died while trying to rescue Nikki, who had been investigating a case where she hadn’t been wanted, where she shouldn’t have been, at least in the minds of the local cops. To this day, many officers in the police department blamed Pierce’s pushy wife for the loss of one of their own.

It hadn’t been easy for Nikki.

It was much worse for her husband.



“I said, ‘I’ll wait,’” she clarified, trying and failing to hide her annoyance.

“Good.” Jamison turned his attention to Pierce. “I’ll be there as soon as I can, but I have to deal with the party. Naomi’s insisting on family pictures since the girls are all dressed up.” Irritated, he shoved a hand through his hair. “So far, it’s been one helluva night.”

Pierce agreed. “And it’s not over yet.”

Jamison gave a curt nod as he headed toward the rec room. “That’s the problem, isn’t it? Will you contact Augustin?” he asked, referencing Pierce’s most recent partner, Sol Augustin. “I think she’s out of town.”

“Coming back tomorrow morning, but I’ll loop her in.”

“Good.” Jamison seemed satisfied. “Let’s roll.”

Pierce was already on his way outside, Nikki in lockstep.

“Billy Huber?” Nikki said once they were in the car. She remembered the name from when she’d written about a single-car accident that had taken Linda-Sue Huber’s life. Nikki had been a reporter for the Savannah Sentinel at the time. “His wife died, what? Six, maybe seven years ago?”

“Around eight, I think.” Pierce’s headlights cut through the night. “Something like that.” 

He was wrapped in concentration, and she saw his face in profile, illuminated by the dash lights. In her mind, he was still startlingly handsome. Not a Hollywood he-man, but tall and lanky, with thick dark hair and light brown eyes that could glint gold when he was angry. 

Of course, they were often at odds over her career. Though she was now a freelance journalist and author and no longer worked shifts at the newspaper’s office, she was always interested in her husband’s cases, and that caused friction between them. That said, they never grew tired of each other. Theirs was not one of those steady, by-the-book, everything-on-a-schedule marriages, but it worked. Sometimes their fights were mercurial, but their relationship was never, ever dull. The truth was that Nikki was in love with Pierce now as much as she’d been when she’d first set eyes on him.

Now his eyebrows were drawn together, his jaw set in granite, beard shadow evident. As she studied him, she felt a little thrill. Silly, she supposed, after all these years, but there it was.



As he drove, the illumination from the headlights of approaching cars washing over them, Pierce placed a call to his partner. When Sol Augustin didn’t pick up, he left a message and turned deeper into the low country, where traffic thinned and the woods deepened. Pierce was on his phone several times during the drive, each conversation short and clipped, while Nikki continually checked hers, search­ing for information on William Huber and his deceased wife.

“This must be the place,” Pierce said, spying an overgrown lane. Tree branches formed a canopy overhead, weeds and vines created hazards in the ruts of the drive, and through the brush, Nikki saw the pulsating lights of emergency vehicles. They rounded a final corner to a clearing where several police cars were parked. Portable lights illuminated an area littered with debris from last night’s storm, the ground already covered by junk of every shape and size. Under the artificial illumination, old washers and refrigerators, tools and equipment, televisions and rusting car parts were visible. Nikki even recognized the front end of an ancient Studebaker, tires included, like the one she remembered her grandfather driving before she’d entered elementary school.

A hoarder’s dream.

A fire marshal’s nightmare.

“Look at this,” she whispered, taking it all in and noticing the fire truck and EMT vehicles idling, drivers at the wheels.

In the middle of it all, surrounded by men and women in uniform, some with flashlights, was the body of a bearded man in jeans and a sweatshirt, lying supine, the back of his head impaled on the blade of a rusted garden tiller. A fallen ladder lay nearby, resting on what appeared to be part of a Whac-A-Mole display.

“Billy Huber?” Nikki asked, focusing on the dead body.

“I assume.” Pierce had cut the engine of his Jeep and was opening the driver’s side door. He paused, his eyes finding hers. “Stay put.”

“I—”

“I mean it, Nikki.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

He paused for just a second, his lips tight as conversation and the sound of a barking dog drifted into the car.

“Just don’t order me around,” she insisted. “Okay? I said I’d wait, and I will.”



“Remember. This is police business.”

“Got it.” From the corner of one eye, Nikki saw the source of the noise, a shaggy shepherd, pacing on the porch and barking like crazy. “Is that dog limping?” she asked, turning to look at the animal, who was separated from the barnyard by a wire fence.

“Don’t know.” Pierce slammed the car door shut and picked his way around an unruly stack of tires and over the patchy, unmown grass to the area where several officers had collected.

A bit stung by his harsh tone, Nikki eyed the scene through the windshield but couldn’t hear the conversation he was having with the other cops. She was trying to tamp down her irritation and keep her emotions under rein. Pierce wasn’t being high-handed, she told herself. He was doing his job. But yeah, he could whittle down his authoritative attitude by more than a few notches.

She’d never been one to take orders. He knew that. But he also knew that the last time she’d disobeyed him, the consequences had been traumatic. Deadly. She bit her lip. But the word disobeyed stuck in her craw. He was a partner, her husband . . .

And a homicide detective who’d lost his partner.

Because of you, that nasty voice in her head reminded her.

There was a lot of emotional baggage involved in that particular incident. A lot. She counted herself lucky that she was still married.

She absently rubbed her abdomen and watched as the emergency vehicles drove away. No need for the EMTs to stick around, nor the fire department. Billy Huber was obviously dead. And had been for a while, she guessed, noting the dried blood on his body and the tiller’s blade.

She scanned the area, turned on the AC, and lowered the passenger door window, letting in a warm breeze that brought with it the scent of pine and earth and something she couldn’t quite name.

Death.

That was it.

This whole place appeared as if it were dying.

From the looks of it, Billy Huber had toppled from the ladder, stripping off a gutter that lay near him. And he’d had the bad luck to fall onto the blades. Except that the police were suspicious that a crime had been committed.



She wondered about it, as she stared at the blood crusted in the victim’s matted hair. Had someone intentionally knocked Billy off the ladder, then rammed his head into the sharp, spiky disks that reminded her of ninja stars? But who would do this to him? And why? Was it really murder? Or just an awful accident? She squinted at the dead body while vaguely aware of the still-barking dog.

It was hard to see, but it looked as if he’d somehow injured his neck, too. Wasn’t that blood at the base of his throat? Some kind of cut?

If only she could get a better view . . .

Over the barking, she heard one burly deputy ask Pierce, “Possibly an accident? You think he fell and hit his head?”

Pierce wasn’t convinced. “If so, he was pretty unlucky.”

“Was he? If ya ask me, ya fall off a ladder into this mess of a yard, and nine times outta ten yer gonna hit somethin’. Take a look around. Have you ever seen so much shit scattered in a yard? Mother of God, this place is a pigsty. So much goddamned crap. You’d think my ex lived here!”

A woman cop nearby said, “One man’s trash is another man’s treasure.” She was tall and lean, athletic, her brown hair brushing her shoulders, her face pale in the harsh light. Nikki thought she recognized her, had met her at some of the station functions—maybe last year’s Christmas party. Her name was Liz something . . . what was it? Martin? No. Maddox. Liz Maddox. Yeah, that was it.

“If you say so.” The big man was clearly skeptical.

“I’ve seen your desk, Swanson,” she replied with a huff. “You got no call to judge.”

Oh, right, Ron Swanson. He was a deputy, Nikki thought. She’d heard his name before, but had never met him. She made a mental note and wished to high heaven she could hear more. If she could just take a peek around . . .

“Goddamn! Can someone shut that fuckin’ mutt up!” It was Swanson again, and he was glaring at the porch, where the dog continued its incessant barking.

She could help with the shepherd. She was good with dogs.

No!

She’d promised Pierce.



She fought a mental battle, but her fingers strayed to the door handle.

She wouldn’t be hindering but helping, she reasoned.

“I swear if that damned cur don’t stop that infernal racket,” Swanson declared, “I’ll take care of him myself!”

“I’ll call animal control.” Maddox was reaching for her cell phone, and Nikki clicked open the Jeep’s door to step outside as Pierce, ignoring the bickering and racket, crouched down for a better look at the body.

Nikki slipped outside, closing the Jeep’s door softly so that the interior light winked off. “Don’t call animal control,” she said, loud enough to be heard over the barking and chatter of conversation. “I’ve got this,” and she started for the fenced area around the house. She caught a glimpse of her husband’s tightened lips before he gave a quick shake of his head. Ignoring his silent warning, she slipped through the gate just as she heard Swanson say, “Hey! What the fuck is this? Jesus, it’s got a number carved into it—Looks like a six or . . . well, maybe a nine, depending on which is end is up.”

“It’s a rock, Swanson. For Crissakes, look at all this junk,” his partner said, waving an arm at the piles of trash only made worse by the broken tree branches littering the area. “One damned rock in acres of this crap, and that’s what you focus on?”

Nikki shot a look at Swanson, who was holding up a stone in his gloved hand. “It was next to the body. Kinda tucked under it. Maybe dropped out of the guy’s pocket. And look at it. Shiny. Probably polished. Like a big agate.”

“Okay.” Maddox was unmoved.

“But on the other side some kind of mark—I can’t figure it out.” Swanson was clearly puzzled. “Looks like hieroglyphics of some kind.”

“It’s a damned rock, Swanson. Do you see what we’re dealing with here?”

Nikki strained to hear the rest of the conversation, but she couldn’t appear too interested, and she had the dog to deal with.

It watched her as she approached, its black lips pulled back, sharp teeth bared, dark eyes bright from the reflection of the lights. As she approached, it snarled in warning.



“Shhh,” she commanded softly, and the beast, a shepherd of some kind, glared. “Quiet.” She was calm and steady, moving slowly, but with determination. “It’s okay,” she said, which, of course, it very much wasn’t.

The dog lunged and snapped. Teeth flashing.

“No!” she ordered tautly but didn’t back down. She’d been in tighter spots than this. One scared shepherd wasn’t going to stop her. She took a step up to the porch, and the dog backed up. “You’re okay,” she cooed. “Look, if you don’t want to end up in the pound, you’d better hush. Got it? You’re lucky I’m here.”

Another low growl, but finally the dog quieted and slunk away, hiding under a broken chair covered in horseback-riding paraphernalia. Beneath the pile of bridles, helmets, and even a saddle covering the dilapidated rocker, the shepherd’s eyes were still fixed on her. But he—or maybe a she—was no longer making a racket. The shepherd was scrawny, its coat matted and dark. And was there blood in its mottled fur? “Oh, let me look at you.” But as she neared, the dog snapped before sinking deeper under the rocker. “Okay, okay.” Nikki sank down on an ottoman losing its stuffing and spoke in a quiet, soothing tone, all the while straining to hear what was happening on the other side of the wire fence.

She only caught a word or two, phrases, bits of the conversation over the hum of insects and the regular croak of a nearby frog. The cops’ conversation was muffled as they tried to piece together what had happened. Flashlights swept over the scene and upward to the roof of the barn, where a piece of gutter was hanging.

Pierce straightened and glanced over his shoulder to the Jeep, then toward the porch, where, in the darkness, she met his gaze. His jaw was tight again, lips flat. Obviously, he was irritated with her, but didn’t say anything as she’d managed to stop the barking.

Within minutes, the medical examiner’s van arrived, slowing to a stop with a crunch of tires on the sparse gravel. A stern-faced, balding man stepped from behind the wheel, and after a few quick seconds of talking with the officers, he, too, bent down to examine what had once been Billy Huber.

She considered how wise it would be to just walk up to her husband, but before she could make a move, headlights cut through the night, and the crime-scene team arrived.



There was more chatter, more flashlights glowing, instructions issued before Billy Huber’s body was zipped into a bag and hauled into the back of the ME’s van. The crime-scene team took over the area, taking measurements and digital pictures, combing the area as the deputies backed off, huddling with Pierce, their conversation only a mumble.

Nikki turned her attention back to the space under the rocker, where dark eyes glittered suspiciously. If the dog was bleeding, it wasn’t all that much. No blood was dripping onto the floorboards.

It took over an hour before Pierce started back to the Jeep. By this time, the dog had stopped its intermittent growling, but was still regarding Nikki guardedly.

“You coming?” her husband said.

“Yeah, but I want to—”

“We’re not taking the dog.”

“Of course we are.” She straightened off the broken ottoman.

“Nikki, we can’t. I mean, how do you think you’re going to get him to come with you? And when he does, what about Mikado?” he asked, mentioning their aging husky mix as he opened the driver’s side door.

Nikki slipped through the gate and latched it behind her. “But—I think he could be injured.”

“Animal control will see to him.”

“Animal control. No, Pierce, we need to—”

“We need to let the professionals handle it. First of all, he’s not ours. Secondly, who knows if he’s had all his shots? And thirdly, we don’t need another pet. We’ve already got a cat and a dog. And if this one’s hurt,” Pierce added with a hitch of his chin toward the house, “the department will handle it. The answer is no.”

He was firm. And, unfortunately, making some sense. Frustrated, Nikki hurried through the mud and grass and around what appeared to be part of an old treadle sewing machine to reach the Jeep. “So he’ll see a vet?” she asked, opening the passenger door.

“First animal control, at least to begin with, and then a vet if necessary.”

“After that?”

“Then we’ll see. After we speak with Billy Huber’s daughter. She’s the one who called the department to check on her dad. In the meantime, the dog has to be removed from the property so we can investigate the house and yard.” He motioned toward the fenced area that included Huber’s cottage. “We’ll be back in the morning to check out the house.”

Nikki said, “Okay, then. I’ll come with you.”

For once, he didn’t argue.







Chapter 3

Sol Augustin stood, barefoot, on the very ground where Billy Huber had lost his life. It was still dark, a few hours before dawn, and she was alone, had ignored his posted warnings and the yellow band of crime-scene tape as she’d parked near the gate and walked to this low-country farm.

The area where he’d lain was clearly marked near the barn, the grass flattened and part of the chalk line still visible.

She wanted to feel his death, to sense what he’d seen, to witness, in her mind’s eye, how he’d died. She needed to experience his last moments on earth.

And she didn’t want anyone to know that she was here or what she was doing. Especially not anyone from the police department.

No one would understand.

This she knew from past experience.

But she’d covered her tracks and, gratefully, had slipped onto the property unseen. Where she could be one with the dead.

Who was this dead man, and who had killed him so violently?

She took in a deep breath and heard the soft, plaintive hoot of an owl over the creak of an ancient weather vane as it turned in the breeze. She felt the dampness of the earth beneath the soles of her feet and the moisture in the air. Could smell the decay and rust.



There was clutter all around.

Man-made objects that the dead man found dear. She’d caught sight of them in the beam of her flashlight as she’d walked into this barnyard. A rusting, curved arm of a carnival ride—the octopus, she thought. It stretched from one of the sheds to the fence, where rolls of chicken wire and collections of bottles were piled near the toppling frame of a beehive.

Treasures.

Sol slid out of her simple cotton shift, where the white fabric had contrasted with her mocha-colored skin, the coloring she’d inherited from her Haitian mother. Her eyes, too, were large over high cheekbones, but were more green than brown, thanks to her white, missionary father.

It was their combination of genes, island native and deeply supernaturalistic Christian, that had given her the gift that was sometimes a blessing and oftentimes a curse. But it was a gift that she used to her advantage, as she was doing now.

With the dress pooling around her, she closed her eyes.

Whispered a prayer to the gods of the earth and sky, hoping to reach him.

Come to me.

William Jasper Huber, come to me.

She waited and drew in a long breath, smelling the grass and pines. The cool Georgia night surrounded her.

Somewhere, not too far off, a creek babbled.

She felt the flutter of a bat’s wings as it darted overhead, chasing insects. She imagined the ruffling of the Spanish moss in the live oaks that rimmed the property, sensed the presence of a rabbit moving through the tall grass . . . but she needed more, and waited for the deceased to bridge the chasm between the living world and the dead.

“Come to me,” she called aloud, hoping his spirit would find her, would cross over, and looked into the shadows of the surrounding trees.

She closed her eyes.

There was an occlusion.

Too many voices.



Not only had the police been here clouding the energy, but others, too, had trod upon this very spot. Emotions sizzled through the air. Anger. Curiosity. Fear. Disgust.

Too many voices.

Concentrate, she told herself.

Filter out the noise.

Find him.

She took a deep, calming breath.

Slowed her heart rate.

Her eyelids fluttered, her teeth chattering just a bit.

Then it happened.

The slight tremor in her body.

As if she were experiencing the rising of William Huber’s escaping spirit.

Come back.

But Billy’s essence didn’t stop rising, only paused to look down at the bloody scene and his own broken body.

He wasn’t alone. A man bent over him. An angry man who yanked a blade from Billy’s bearded neck. Furiously, the man wiped the bloody blade against his thigh before tucking a stone beneath Billy’s shell of a body and scuttling away, toward the woods.

Inside, Sol turned to ice, the night curdling cold.

Who is he? Who did this to you?

In her mind’s eye, the dead body twisted to stare at her with unblinking eyes.

“Who?” she said aloud.

The dead man’s lips didn’t move, but she heard his voice, clear as a clarion call: “Who did this to me? The damned spawn of Satan, that’s who.”

And then he disappeared.

But that wasn’t all, she knew.

Billy Huber’s wasn’t the only death . . . oh, no. She’d caught a glimpse of another soul this night, and she knew, with a blood-chilling certainty, there would be more.

The day hadn’t quite dawned when Nikki, unable to stand it a second longer, brought up the investigation. Pierce was just finishing breakfast, while Chloe was propped in her booster chair and giggling as she plucked Cheerios one by one from her plate and dropped them to an eagerly waiting Mikado.

“You’re going back to the Huber place?” she asked.

While Pierce had showered, shaved, and dressed in a navy suit, she was still in her PJs and robe, no makeup, her hair caught in a very messy bun, tangled from a bad night’s sleep, her thoughts swirling over what had happened to Billy Huber.

“After the office.” He no longer seemed angry with her, thank God, but he wasn’t chatty either.

“No news?”

“Nikki,” he warned.

“Don’t say it. Police business. I know.”

“Good.”

“But as a member of the press,” she said, as he finished his coffee and carried his empty cup to the sink, “I could use some information. And you were on the phone last night.” She’d tried to overhear the conversation, but the door to his office had remained firmly closed as he’d made and received calls. All of which she surmised were about the homicide of Billy Huber. When she’d asked him about the calls as he’d slipped into bed, he’d tersely explained that Huber’s dog had somehow escaped the animal control officer and was no­where to be found. That was the extent of information he was willing to impart.

But then he’d taken her into his arms and begun kissing her, and for the time being she’d let herself be carried away in a heated, passionate, and emotional wave of lovemaking. Afterward, Pierce had kissed her forehead, rolled over, and begun lightly snoring almost immediately.

Not so for Nikki. She’d tossed and turned all night, wondering what had happened to Billy Huber. Who had killed him and why? That was the crux of the mystery. If, indeed, Billy had been the victim of homicide, which seemed likely because of Pierce’s involvement.

Then there was Huber’s dog. Why had the animal control officer been so careless? Where was it now? She’d worried about the dog all night, and what little information she’d pried from Pierce this morning hadn’t eased her mind or abated her curiosity.

Now Pierce interrupted her thoughts. “The last I heard, you were an independent reporter these days.”

“Still a member of the press.” She took a sip of her now-tepid coffee, then set the cup down.

“Technically, yes, but you’re not on the staff of the Sentinel.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?” she demanded, then to her daughter, “Chloe, stop that. Mikado doesn’t need Cheerios.”

“He likes them!” Chloe was delighted by the dog’s attention.

“If you want to know more, as a member of the press,” Pierce said, “just call the station. Talk to the PIO about the case.”

She rolled her eyes as he found his keys on a side table. The new public information officer, Vivian Johnson, was professional and oh-so tight-lipped.

Unfortunately, Pierce was right. From the moment she’d discovered she was pregnant with Chloe, Nikki had given up working at the office, had gone freelance completely, and even stopped writing true-crime books. As she’d suffered a series of miscarriages, she’d been over-the-top in following her doctor’s instructions and had decided to turn in her resignation. She’d told herself she needed R and R, though the inactivity about drove her out of her mind. She’d never been one to sit still for long. Athletic and curious to a fault, intrigued by any kind of mystery, she couldn’t stand lying at home with her feet up, trying to occupy her mind with watching television, scrolling through the Internet, or reading on a chaise by a pool. She needed action. Excitement. Mental stimulation.

Crossword puzzles, Sudoku, knitting, and the like were all fine and good, but just not enough. Nonetheless, she’d gritted her teeth, forced herself to slow down, and indulged herself in crime dramas streaming on television, listening to true-crime podcasts, and expanding her cooking repertoire, as well as spending more time with her sister Lily and niece Ophelia, “Phee,” and yes, even her mother. During the nine months of her pregnancy, Nikki had done everything by the book, and voilà, Chloe had been born without any complications. So worth it, but could she do it again? She wasn’t sure. Pierce was pressuring her about a sibling for their daughter, but Nikki wasn’t convinced they needed to add another baby into the mix. For the moment, she was repeating the mantra “One and done.” It sounded good right now, though she wasn’t one to say “never.”

Now, Pierce bent over the high chair and kissed the top of his daughter’s head. Chloe turned her face upward, big eyes bright, apple cheeks creasing as she giggled. “Daddy!”

“That’s me.” And despite the fact that she had milk smeared all over her face, he picked her up from the chair and hugged her. “Who’s my girl?”

Her green eyes twinkled. “Mama your girl.”

“That’s right, imp, she is, but who’s my other girl?”

“Mikado,” she said, teasing, showing off her baby teeth, wrinkling her nose in pride at her joke.

Pierce pointed out, “Mikado’s a boy.”

“Like you!”

“Exactly. And, silly, it’s you. You’re my girl.” He gave her a squeeze, and she tossed back her head and laughed gleefully.

“You my boy!” she said.

“You got that right, but right now your boy has to head to the office.”

“No, you stay!” she insisted as Nikki drained her cup, then scraped her chair back, arms outstretched for the handoff as Pierce passed his daughter into her arms.

“Gotta work,” he explained.

“It’s Sunday,” Nikki protested, and Pierce arched an eyebrow.

“There’s a possible homicide, and when did the weekend ever stop you from working when you were on the trail of a hot story?”

“Fine.”

“I’ll see both my girls later,” he promised. While Chloe squirmed, he pressed a kiss onto Nikki’s cheek before striding out the door.

Seconds later, Nikki heard the rumble of the garage door opening and the sound of Pierce’s Jeep’s engine sparking to life.

Chloe wriggled out of Nikki’s arms and toddled to the door to the garage, but was thwarted in her escape as she couldn’t yet work the knob.

This was their morning routine, and for the most part, especially on the good days like today, Nikki loved it.

 Still, a part of her missed going into the office—well, kind of; she and her editor at the Savannah Sentinel had never seen eye to eye, but the kinetic atmosphere in the newspaper office always energized her. Even though actual newspaper sales had tumbled and most of the reporting was done online these days, there was still an electricity to the workplace.

She spent the better part of the next hour getting both herself and Chloe bathed and dressed; then they fed the animals together. As Mikado dived into his bowl and their tabby, Jennings, picked at his food, she thought of Billy Huber’s dog, injured and probably scared.

Lily, yawning, appeared downstairs after making her way from the guest bedroom. “There’s still coffee, right?” she asked and beelined for the pot, still warming on the coffeemaker’s burner. “I don’t suppose you’ve got a ciggie?” she asked hopefully.

“No, and you quit, remember?”

“Ugh. Yes. Bad idea.” Nikki’s older sister, now an ash blonde, had taken up residence with them. Temporarily supposedly. And part of the deal was that she would give up the long, black cigarettes she loved. Years before, Lily had confided to Nikki that they made her feel “sophisticated” and “continental,” though that time was long over.

Lily was, and always had been, impossibly thin, an academic who embraced literature and philosophy and ballet in her younger years and had never had a nine-to-five job. She’d gotten pregnant years before, had the baby, and refused to mention who Ophelia’s father was. Maybe she didn’t know. It was a secret Lily swore she’d keep to her grave, though Nikki thought that might be impossible these days, once Ophelia turned eighteen and could get her own DNA kit and take a test that would link her to any relatives in the system. So, as much as Lily loved to have an air of mystery about her, that little secret might eventually come to light.

As for her smoking, she’d sworn she’d quit, and to be fair, Nikki had never caught her lighting up. But every once in a while, when her sister returned after being out with friends, Nikki thought she caught a whiff of tobacco smoke wafting in the air, mingling with Lily’s perfume.

A thump sounded. Then the sound of running footsteps overhead, on the second floor, signifying that Ophelia had awoken.

Lily said, “I think the dead has risen,” as she settled into a chair at the island with her cup. Seconds later, Ophelia, barefoot, her nightgown billowing around her, burst into the room. At eleven, “Phee” was on the gangly side, with light brown hair that was always a mess, freckles bridging her nose, and a wide smile with teeth that were still a little too big for her face. She loved horses and Taylor Swift and was begging to get her ears pierced and her hair highlighted. So far, Lily had resisted.

At the sight of her cousin, Chloe beamed. “Phee-Phee,” she said happily and was rewarded by being swung off her feet and twirled into several tight circles. Mikado barked, and Jennings slithered under the couch, while Chloe giggled in ecstasy.

“Where is all this enthusiasm on a school day?” Lily asked, though, in Nikki’s estimation, Phee was always cheery and in high gear. As cynical and somewhat world-weary as her mother was, Phee embraced life and was always running at a speed ensured to break the sound barrier.

“Let’s go outside,” Phee said to Chloe as she set the still-dizzy toddler onto the floor, then shot through the patio door.

“You all right?” Nikki was about to pick up her daughter, but Chloe was already drunkenly toddling out the open door to the patio.

“God, I wish I had Phee’s energy,” Lily said, eyeing the black coffee in her mug. “But there isn’t enough caffeine in the world to pep me up like that.” She took a sip. “You know, she reminds me of you when you were a kid.” At that thought, Lily pulled a face. “Oh, Lord, I hope she doesn’t turn out like you.”

“Thanks so much.”

“Oh, you know,” Lily said with a flip of one hand. “Always getting into trouble, always nosing around, always chasing after nutjobs and criminals and—”

“Oh, whoa, whoa, whoa. That’s not all I do.”

Lily cocked a doubting eyebrow. “Sure. Whatever you say.” She buried her nose in her cup and let the subject drop. They talked about the day stretching before them. Lily was going to take the kids to the park and then visit their mother; she hoped to convince Charlene to consider moving to a retirement community, a place where she could be independent until she needed more care. So far, their fierce but frail little mother was balking and had refused. Whenever the subject was brought up, Charlene always smiled sweetly and said, “Oh, bless you, honey. Of course I will. Just as soon as hell freezes over.”

“I’ll get the girls breakfast,” Lily said. “Do we have any Pop-Tarts? Phee is all over them right now. Really into Frosted Strawberry Milkshake or Frosted Hot Fudge Sundae, or something like that, and for God’s sake, Nikki, don’t give me the evil eye. I know it’s not the best breakfast in the world, but I’m happy she slows down long enough to get anything into her, and she’s getting really picky.”

“You were, too,” Nikki pointed out. “So is Mom. Still.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know.”

“Don’t worry about Chloe. She already ate. Fruit and cereal.”

“Okay.” Lily scraped her chair back to rummage in the cupboard and withdraw the box of Pop-Tarts. As she slipped two into the toaster, she asked, “And so what is it you’re going to do again?”

“Working on a new book. Might have to go out for some research.” Nikki was pointedly vague about her day. The less anyone knew about what she really was planning to do this morning the better. And that included Lily. If Lily needed to reach her, Nikki would have her iPhone with her.

Damn Pierce for being so tight-lipped about the case.

Other than the fact that Huber’s dog had escaped, all Nikki had gleaned from him was that a deputy had been sent out to check on Billy on a wellness call after his daughter, Janelle McGowan, had phoned from Jacksonville. Janelle had been concerned, as she hadn’t heard from her father in several days after he’d promised to phone, something he did every week. Janelle also had known about the storm that had ripped through the Savannah area, so she’d been concerned enough to phone the authorities.

Bad weather had been the least of Billy Huber’s problems, Nikki thought, as she reached into the refrigerator for the remains of Phee’s barely eaten hamburger, all that was left from a Happy Meal from a day or two earlier. She rewrapped the burger and dropped it into her tote. Then she gathered her laptop, phone, and notebook, before taking the time to kiss her daughter goodbye, promising to be back by midafternoon.

“Bye-bye,” Chloe said, waving from the cradle of Lily’s arms. This was their usual morning routine, and so Chloe wasn’t distressed. As opposite as Nikki was from her sister, she thanked her lucky stars that she had someone she could trust to care for her daughter while she worked. She gave Phee a quick hug before snagging one of Mikado’s extra leashes from a hook in the laundry room and adding it to her oversize bag. As she made her way to the garage, she checked the tote to make certain she had packed a small flashlight, a separate recorder, and a set of lock picks that she hoped Pierce would never find. Tools of her trade.

As she fired up her Subaru, she convinced herself she wasn’t really lying when she’d told Lily she was doing research. Not when she had a feeling that Billy Huber’s death might be fodder for her next book.







Chapter 4

The drive to the low country and Billy Huber’s farm took little more than thirty minutes. The April day was bright, the sun rising and promising heat. She rolled the windows down and felt the wind whip through her hair, then drove past the lane leading to the Huber farm, making certain that no police vehicles—or any other vehicles, for that matter—were on the property.

She couldn’t really tell, as the lane curved, but after driving by once, she decided to chance it. Even so, she parked nearly a quarter of a mile down the road, around a corner, on a spur of another drive where the shoulder was wide enough to pull off.

With her bag slung over her shoulder, she jogged back to the lane, which had been overgrown by an untamed hedge of saplings, scrub brush, and berry vines.

The gate was now closed and marked with crime-scene tape that fluttered slightly in the morning breeze. She pushed it open and started along the curving drive to the cluttered, junk-filled yard surrounding the house and outbuildings. Though not as garish as it had appeared the night before, the area was blanketed with all kinds of junk and broken tree limbs.

No dog in sight.

No signs of life.



The air still.

Quiet.

Almost eerily so.

No birds chirping or insects humming.

Oh, get over yourself. It’s just a quiet morning.

Nervously, she eyed the woods surrounding the house and barnyard. A forest of hickory, pine, and live oaks separated Huber’s scrap of land from the rest of the world. As she studied the woods, her skin prickled. She imagined someone hidden deep in the undergrowth.

Someone watching.

Or maybe the missing dog?

Or maybe nothing—Maybe it was all in her fertile, suspicious mind.

It was a crime scene, the spot where a murder had taken place. Her nerves were just on edge, that was all. Knowing that Pierce would throw a fit if he knew she was here, and that at any minute a police cruiser might roll up the drive and she would have to explain herself, had made her jumpy. That was all.

“Get on with it,” she told herself, slipping her phone from her pocket. She started with the matted grass, still stained with blood and the spot where the tiller had been. Quickly, she snapped pictures of the area: the flattened grass and weeds where Huber’s body had landed, the torn gutter on the barn, the remaining collection of junk.

Who had wanted him dead?

And why?

Again the question haunted her.

Carefully, she backed up, avoiding the clutter and making a wide circle while taking shots of the barn, sheds, an abandoned chicken coop, a pump house, and a woodpile, where she was certain hornets and squirrels had nested. She clicked off images of the collected rubble, piles of horseshoes, and car parts scattered everywhere.

As she snapped off a series of shots of the cabin itself, she ignored that little tingle of anxiety that crawled up her spine while she called the dog.

Nothing.

No one was here, not even the shepherd.

She was alone.

She was just being a ninny, letting her wild imagination get the better of her, she thought, trying to convince herself as she stumbled over a dirty baby doll that cried out as she stepped on it.

“Dear Lord,” she whispered and backed up to the fence surrounding the house. She took a quick picture of the doll, eased through the gate, and made her way along the path to the porch, where last night she’d stayed with the dog.

The canine, of course, wasn’t around.

She tried the door.

Unlocked. Probably just like the night before.

So far, so good.

Nerves strung tight, she slipped inside the gloomy interior.

Softly, she called to the dog again, but heard only the steady drip of the kitchen sink. No whine or bark or claws scraping on the floor. The air was unmoving, the scent of old cigarette smoke mingling with a foul odor seeping from the partially opened door of an ancient refrigerator.

 A faded floral love seat was pushed against one wall, and a recliner sat in front of an old bubble-screen TV. One corner housed a woodstove, where ash was piled high behind a cracked glass door. And everywhere, on every surface, was clutter. Magazines, books, tools, records, all covered with a thin layer of dust.

She stepped around a stack of old forty-fives and pushed open the door to a bedroom in the same condition as the rest of the house. A double bed with a bare mattress and sleeping bag rested beneath a single window and was surrounded by clothes and more trash. She thought there might be a dresser near the closet, but she couldn’t be sure.

A hoarder’s delight, she thought, spying the single bathroom that looked as if it barely functioned. Rust and rings on toilet and sink, the floor of the shower stained as well.

She saw nothing that indicated why Billy Huber had been killed.

Who had hated him so much to spark such violence?

She kept snapping pictures as she climbed a rickety, low-ceilinged stairway that wound upward to an attic landing, where one door opened with a shove. Had the police even been inside? It didn’t seem so. But they would be. And probably soon. She didn’t want to be caught poking around, and she sure as hell didn’t want to compromise the investigation. But she couldn’t quell her curiosity, and so she carefully squeezed into the dark room, which smelled of mold. When she used the back of her hand to turn on the light, nothing happened, so she swept the beam of her small flashlight over the small space with its sloped, raw-wood ceiling and water stain running down one wall. The single, small window was covered by a black curtain and the ever-present cobwebs.

But unlike the rest of the home, in this room there was no clutter. No bags of clothes or broken furniture or forgotten books. Instead, she found a small table draped in a black cloth and back-dropped by a dusty mirror. Swathed in cobwebs, reflected in the glass were baby items: a rattle, a yellowed onesie, a bit of hair tied with a ribbon, along with a framed picture of a newborn and a hospital souvenir birth certificate with inked footprints.

She sucked in a breath and read: Caleb Farmer Huber. The baby’s weight, date, and time of birth were listed as well. Her heart twisted, and she swallowed a sudden lump in her throat.

All of the items had been placed around a Bible and a blue ceramic heart.

A small urn.

On an altar.

For an infant.

She forced herself to take a picture, her own ashen reflection caught in the shot. She swallowed hard, feeling the loss of this child, knowing the pain.

Suddenly, Billy Huber’s disinterest in life made more sense.

A cool whisper crawled up her spine, the feeling of being watched.

Ridiculous.

She was alone.

No one else nearby.

And yet . . . was that the creak of a floorboard downstairs?

The back of her throat went dry, and she froze, straining hard to listen for any sound.

But the house remained still.

Eerily so.

Enough, she thought, and she hurriedly clicked off a series of pictures of the bare room and the disturbing altar, an area frozen in time.



She paused on the landing, looking over the rail, listening and searching the lower level for any sign that someone was inside.

But there was nothing other than the beating of her own heart.

Maybe she’d been mistaken?

Still on alert, she eased down to the main area and out the door to the porch, where the air was fresh, morning dew still glistening on blades of grass that grew between the scattered car parts and other junk.

She’d spooked herself, that was all. She’d let the dreary house get to her and—

From the corner of her eye, she caught movement, a dark shadow dashing around the corner of the house.

Her heart nearly stopped.

Someone was here?

No. Not someone.

The dog.

No longer barking his fool head off. Now quiet as a church mouse.

Good.

It was one of the reasons she’d come.

She latched the gate before the shepherd could escape and then spoke in soft tones to the cowering animal. It took off, leaping onto the porch to dive under the same rocking chair as it had the night before. As she cautiously approached, it growled, showing teeth, dark eyes focused on her.

“Oh, stop that,” she said, deciding that it was more scared than angry.

And, no doubt, hungry.

She reached into her bag, where she found the half-eaten hamburger. “Look what I have for you
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