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BURIED WITHIN THE WALLS of Slater House lives a tale of lost love and not-so-accidental death. It brings heiress Melanie Pierce to meet her high society family she never knew existed. The walls speak to her, triggering genetic memories that show why her mother ran, never to tell her daughter the truth. Ross Bennet is an architect who knows more about the past than he admits, including being friends with her mother. Does he know what or who is behind the Slater Curse–the tragic deaths of Mel’s relatives/inheritors? Can they learn the whole truth about the past before the Slater Curse strikes Melanie?
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Prologue
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Fog-limned mountain peaks backed the abandoned wing of the gray stone mansion, making it look like something out of a horror movie.

A smile curled his lips at the comparison. It would be horrific for her.

Keeping to the shelter of shadows, he slipped inside. The full moon cast a silver-blue glow through the double-story windows, leaving a checkerboard of light. Easier to see her, to make certain all would happen as planned.

She would come, he thought, climbing the stairs. He’d made sure of it. She couldn’t resist the temptation.

Always poking and prodding, sticking her patrician nose where it didn’t belong...

Not for much longer.

Stopping at a window that gave him a view of the courtyard and gardens, he checked the time. Midnight. The witching hour. And there she was.

A pale robe covered her matching nightgown. Both glowed silver-blue as they floated on the wind, rising with the ebb and flow of air as if they would allow her to fly like an angel....

He nearly laughed out loud at the irony.

The moment she disappeared to enter the wing, he took a quick look around to make sure there were no prying eyes. Then he silently got into position. Everything was ready. His heart pumped faster as he heard her footsteps—light tap-taps across the debris-laden floor below—knowing this night he would be one step closer to his goal.

She stopped exactly where she was supposed to. Bent over to open the old trunk.

His mouth went dry and his heart threatened to burst from his chest as he manipulated the line he’d rigged. As the old chandelier broke free from the ceiling, the crystals tinkled in warning. Her head flew up, her pretty mouth opened, her eyes widened. She tried to get up and away, but she couldn’t move fast enough. The chandelier crashed down on top of her, crystal knives biting into her flesh as the monstrosity pinned her to the floor.

Quickly, even as he heard a shouted “What was that?” from somewhere on the grounds, he pulled in the rigging and hid it in an old hassock that sat innocently near a window.

He took one last look at his handiwork. If only he could see her expression...but, alas, he had to save himself, to get away before he was caught.

Slipping through one of the hidden doors, he thought about who would be next.
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Chapter One
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“How did he hurt you?” Melanie Pierce asked.

An award-winning documentary video director, Melanie stood next to the camera, forgetting its presence and that of her camera operator and the small group of onlookers at the mouth of the alley. She focused on a young woman who’d been raped at knifepoint on the very spot where she now stood. Melanie cared about this story. She cared about them all. Perhaps that was why she had a talent for drawing out the truth from the most reluctant of subjects.

“...pinned me down with a knee in my back...then he did it...”

Melanie was producing The Weaker Sex, a documentary about women who’d gone beyond victimization and had made something positive of their lives. The Weaker Sex referred not to the women, but to the men who needed to use brute force to feel good about themselves.

“And then he left me there, bleeding. I—I heard him laugh as he walked away....”

A moment of silence and the victim’s expression hardened to that of a survivor, and Melanie knew the interview was over.

“Thank you for being so candid,” Melanie said softly, stopping the recording. “You’re very brave for being part of this project.”

Anger flashed through the young woman’s expression. “I would’ve killed the bastard if I could’ve.”

Melanie nodded but didn’t comment.

It was only after her subject left and the equipment was packed up that Melanie realized that while the crowd had dispersed, an older man remained. Judging from his tailored suit, he wasn’t from this neighborhood in Chicago. He was coming straight at her as if he had a mission.

“Can I help you?”

“You’re Melanie Pierce,” he said in a gravelly voice, his rheumy gaze traveling to her red hair, which she’d pulled back from her face and had dramatized with a few streaks of magenta and magenta-lacquered chopsticks.

A fan of her work or a naysayer? she wondered suspiciously. She too often had to deal with people who took issue with her documentaries, so she was understandably wary when someone approached her uninvited.

“I know who I am,” she said evenly. “What about you?”

“John Grey, private investigator.”

That jolted her spine straight. “You’re investigating what? Me? Why?”

“Let’s get a cuppa coffee and talk.”

Melanie laughed. “You’re kidding, right? I’m a big-city girl, Mr. Grey. What makes you think I would go anywhere with a stranger?”

“I had coffee with your mother, Olivia, yesterday.”

The mention of her mother quickly sobered her. “What does Mom have to do with this?” Suddenly the man appeared to be a threat. “Who hired you?”

Grey eyed her camera operator. “It’s...um...private.”

The back of her neck prickled.

Waving away her colleague, who hauled off the equipment to his car, Melanie faced the P.I. “Say what you have to say.”

He shrugged. “So be it. I was hired to find you—”

“I got that part.”

“By your grandfather, Frederick Slater. Your mother’s father.”

“My mother’s father died when she was a teenager. And his name was Matt Pierce.” She took a deep breath in an effort to calm herself. “I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong girl.”

“I’m afraid not. When she was only eighteen, Olivia Slater ran away from home.”

The back of her neck prickled some more.

He went on. “Olivia got a job in Chicago and went to school at night. She became quite successful in real estate and bought a big home for the two of you.”

“That part is right, but—”

“It’s all right. Your mother’s been lying to you your whole life. I knew her in her old one. Trust me, Olivia Slater and Olivia Pierce are the same woman. You have a family, Ms. Pierce. Not only do you have a maternal grandfather, but there’s your uncle Martin and his wife, Eleanor, and their son, Vincent, and your late uncle Nicholas’s wife, Helen. They all live at Slater House.”

Her stomach clenched but Melanie shook her head in denial. “Mom wouldn’t lie to me. If what you’re saying is true, you would be at her to go back, not me.”

“Your mother doesn’t want to be found—”

“What bull!”

“One way to find out. Come to North Carolina and give your grandfather a chance to welcome you into the family.”

A family she hadn’t known she had.

If it was true.

“Look, I don’t know what your game is...” Melanie backed away toward the street and knocked into one of the black resin garbage cans, whose lid chattered in protest before slamming shut again. “But go look for another playmate.”

“Your grandfather is quite ill. He was hoping that while he still could...” Grey cleared his throat and changed tactics. “Frederick Slater is as close to American royalty as it gets. Your mother walked out on the Slater fortune.”

“Lies.” Heart thumping, Melanie continued putting distance between them. “All lies.”

“I’m staying at the Drake until tomorrow. Call me.” 

Without answering, she rushed away and got into her car. It couldn’t be true. None of it. Even as she denied the man’s story, Melanie remembered the weird vibes that had come off her mother the day before, as if something had been eating at her. And when she’d questioned Mom about it, her mother had laughed and somehow closed off those disturbing emotions.

Could Grey be telling the truth?

Melanie gripped the steering wheel so hard her knuckles whitened. Mom had always taught her that honesty was the best policy. If Grey’s claims were true, it seemed that policy applied to everyone but her mother.

Needing reassurance, Melanie wasted no time in driving to the Ravenswood neighborhood where she’d grown up. The pale mauve frame house with the big white porch wrapping around two sides was still home even though she had her own apartment. She used her key to get in and called out, “Mom?”

“In here, Mel.”

Entering the living room, classically decorated in mauve and cream, Melanie saw her mother put down her magazine and felt, as always, as if she were looking into a mirror. Her mother’s face was heart-shaped, her round eyes a vivid blue, her lips full enough to be fashionable... and curved in a wide smile as if nothing were wrong.

Her pulse spiked as she said, “A funny thing happened on my way here, Mom.”

“Funny weird or funny ha-ha?” 

“Not sure. You tell me.” She stopped several feet in front of her mother. “Does the name Slater make you laugh?”

Her mother’s horrified expression said it all.

The prickling practically made the small hairs at the back of her neck dance.

“Mom, is it true? Is your father alive? And did you have brothers you never told me about?”

“That bastard! I should have known better. He always was a weasel. He wasn’t supposed to find you. He was supposed to drop the investigation right here! He was supposed to tell my father I died in a car accident winter before last!”

Melanie’s world suddenly spun off its axis and her knees turned to jelly. She gripped the back of a club chair so she wouldn’t fall. It was true then, everything Grey had told her. The one person in the world she thought she could trust had been lying to her all her life.

“I—I don’t understand.” Her mother wanted people to believe she was dead, just as she’d made Melanie believe they were dead. Why? “Talk to me, Mom. Tell me what’s going on.”

“I—I can’t.”

The catch in her mother’s voice tightened Melanie’s throat.

A sense of dread whispered through her. Her mother’s dread. She could feel the fear as if it were her own. It had always been this way, ever since she could remember. She could read her mother... sense her emotions... but it was only a one-way street. Her mother couldn’t read Melanie in return. 

“Whatever happened,” Melanie choked out, “that was more than twenty-five years ago.”

“Twenty-five years is nothing. I buried the past. Let it stay buried. Mel, you have to promise me you’ll keep away from those people and that place.”

Those people? That place? Her mom’s family. Her mom’s childhood home. What was so horrible that she didn’t even want to talk about it?

Her mother rose from her chair and moved toward Melanie. “Sweetheart, you have everything you need here. Please leave well enough alone.”

Her pulse jagged and Melanie felt the back of her throat grow thick. Waves of something dark and terrible coming from her mother enveloped her, threatening to smother her.

Danger?

Was her mother in danger?

Despite the wavering smile that trembled on her mother’s lips, she certainly was terrified. Never having felt anything like this from her mother before, Melanie was, too.

“Hey, Mom, don’t worry about it.” She tried to put on a good face so her mother would calm down. “You’re right. The past can stay buried. I have everything I need right here.”

The darkness eased a bit.

“Then you won’t call John Grey?”

“I won’t call him.”

And eased some more.

“Good. Good.”

But it wasn’t good, whatever it was that had driven her mother from her home and family. And now John Grey had caught up to her mother, and she had paid him off to say she was dead.

Dead!

Why?

Wanting to put her mother’s mind at peace, Melanie said, “Hey, my new documentary is taking up all my time, anyway. I probably won’t be home much for the next few days. If you need me, call me on my cell, okay?”

“Sure...” Her mother reached out and smoothed a stray lock of hair from Melanie’s face. Her fingers trembled. “Mel, you won’t call Grey, right? You promise?”

“I said I wouldn’t.” Swallowing hard so that she wouldn’t cry, Melanie hugged her mother, murmuring, “Love you, Mom.”

The dark thing was safely caged inside her mother again. Somehow she’d seemed to compartmentalize her emotions, something she’d probably been doing for twenty-five years. Melanie could no longer read her.

“I love you, Mel.”

Her mother sounded relieved but Melanie felt anything but as she left the house and drove to her Logan Square neighborhood. She tried to keep her rising anxiety in check, to segue to thinking about her documentary, but she simply couldn’t.

While she and her mother had been enough for each other all these years, Melanie had always wondered what it might be like to have a larger family. And now she found out she had one and her mother was afraid of her getting to know them.

Why...why...why? What had happened to make her mother run? To keep her afraid after all these years?

Melanie simply couldn’t fathom a good enough reason as she entered her century-old apartment decorated in secondhand chic. She headed straight for her office with its wall of framed movie posters.

Sliding down into the old leather-and-wood manager’s chair behind her mahogany desk, Melanie switched her gaze to the framed photos that sat on its surface—of both her and her mother. One had been taken on her first day of school. The other when she’d graduated from college. They might have different styles—her mother’s was classic, while hers was right now—but they looked so much alike with their fiery red hair, blue eyes and porcelain skin that they could almost be the same person. She didn’t think she could know anyone better.

Or so she had thought until today.

She couldn’t help herself. Instead of watching footage as she’d meant to do, she got on the Internet. It wouldn’t hurt to Google her own family history.

Thirty minutes later she sat back and thought about what she’d learned. That Slater House had been completed by running a railroad spur line to the center of Slater Woods, a half hour out of Asheville. That industrialist Zachary Slater—her great-great-grandfather—had invited all his wealthy friends and rivals to a Fourth of July celebration to see the ninety-nine-room marvel and to tour the adjacent farm and vineyards. That, while all of the farm and much of Slater Woods had been sold off and developed, Slater House and the vineyard had remained in the hands of the Slater family for one hundred and twenty-five years.

American royalty.

This was the legacy from which her mother had run.

And then there was Frederick Slater himself, said to be one of the wealthiest men in the country. By all accounts, her grandfather wasn’t an easy man. He was demanding and controlling, traits indicative of his financial success. And indicative of his failure with his family, at least with her free-spirited mother, Melanie thought. She herself would hate anyone trying to control her.

She might think her grandfather had controlled his daughter right out of his house and his life if she hadn’t sensed the darkness in her mother.

Melanie tried to distance herself so she could look at the details impartially as if she were shooting one of her documentaries.

Olivia Pierce was a strong woman with definite opinions. She would stand up to anyone and often had, especially if it was in her daughter’s defense, Melanie thought. Her mother was devoted to her, had done everything for her. It had always just been the two of them since her father had died before she was born. Melanie had always been okay with that....

Until now, when she learned that not only had her mother had been living a lie, but she had, as well.

***
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“YOU BASTARD! YOU TOOK twenty thousand dollars from me and then betrayed me!” Olivia Pierce stormed past John Grey into his hotel suite and threw her Gucci bag on a table.

He’d come up in the world, enough to afford a luxury hotel on the Magnificent Mile. But no matter that he wore tailored suits and surrounded himself with fancy appointments, he was slime.

“How dare you impugn my integrity,” he responded, amusement laced through the drawled words.

“You approached my daughter.”

“You didn’t make her part of our deal.”

It took everything in her power not to slap him. “I told you the investigation stopped dead with me.” She hadn’t known if he’d found out about Melanie or not, and she certainly hadn’t wanted to alert him.

“And so it did stop with you,” he said. “The report of your death reached your father this morning. He was suitably grief-stricken. As to your daughter—he knows about her existence, but not that I’d actually found her. I merely followed up on a lead already in my possession by making the meet.”

“You always were a weasel, looking out for yourself and no one else. If it hadn’t been for you, Father would never have known about...” Olivia let her words trail off in a sob. Bringing up the past wouldn’t solve her present situation. “Did you tell him about Mel? Has she called you?” Dear Lord, she hoped not.

“Not yet...but I told her I’d be here till tomorrow morning.”

“She’s not going to call you.” Olivia tried to believe that, but a niggle of doubt worried at her. “But if she does,find a way to shut down her interest.” 

“That’s not what I’m being paid for.”

“I’ll pay you. You owe me this, John.” Olivia dug into her bag, pulled out an envelope fat with cash and handed it to him. “Will this do it for you? Will this help you talk her out of going and keep knowledge of her whereabouts from my father? You could tell him she disappeared without a trace just like I did twenty-five years ago.”

Olivia would pay anything, do anything, to keep her daughter safe. Luckily, the private investigator didn’t demand more than she’d brought with her.

Slipping the envelope into a drawer, Grey said, “You realize, even if your daughter doesn’t call me, she knows about your family and where to find them.”

Olivia prayed she could somehow make the break permanent. She simply needed some time to figure out how to handle Mel.

“Just buy me some time, John. Please.”

Grey’s expression softened and Olivia remembered he’d once been fond of her. She’d been a kid then, wild and reckless, earning disapproval from her siblings and father. She guessed that was what he’d liked about her. Though he made a living off Frederick Slater, Olivia knew Grey didn’t like her father, so maybe...

“If it comes to that,” he said, “I’ll do what I can.”

The best she could hope for, Olivia decided, taking her leave.

Blind to the window displays of the exclusive shops as she walked along North Michigan Avenue, she tried to keep Slater House and her father and all that had happened twenty-five years ago at bay. She’d locked up those memories and had shoved them back to a distant part of her mind, almost as if she’d erased them. But John Grey had opened the door. She only hoped Melanie didn’t find her way in.

Olivia told herself to concentrate, to stay in control. She wasn’t eighteen and powerless anymore. She had a comfortable life and a daughter who would make any mother proud. After all these years, she couldn’t go back.

And neither could Melanie.
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Chapter Two
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Melanie’s sleep was restless, her dreams elusive, but all had to do with the imposing house that was her heritage and the imposing man who was her grandfather.

Dreams turned to nightmares and her mother ran through them screaming....

By dawn, Melanie was exhausted but knew what she had to do. No matter what her mother wanted, she had to face both house and grandfather.

Remembering how the waves of her mother’s dark emotions had enveloped her, Melanie could come to only one conclusion. The past had the possibility of putting her mother in some kind of danger in the present, and Melanie had to see to her mother’s safe future. She couldn’t chance anything happening to the one person who was her everything.

She’d promised not to call John Grey, so she didn’t.

Better that way, she thought. No warnings.

Her job made her good at reading people. And at drawing them out. She wanted gut reactions when she appeared. She would approach this like a new project and look at these Slater relatives—these strangers—with distance.

Finding her new digital camcorder, she packed it in her shoulder bag along with some other recording equipment that might come in handy.

Then she packed a bigger bag with a few changes of clothing and simply left, flying to Asheville on her own. Landing, she walked out onto the tarmac and hurried inside the terminal to luggage retrieval and the rental car station. Having gotten driving directions from an Internet site, she immediately headed for the estate.

The air was cool and a breeze played through the trees as she drove into a more rural hilly area. Coming from an overcrowded city like Chicago, she was amazed at all the land that seemed to have nothing but trees and wildlife on it. Passing through a small town called Slater Corners—lots of little shops and restaurants and some other businesses—she sailed by the sign that marked her entrance to Slater Woods.

Breathing here seemed to take a bit more work, and she reminded herself that she was in the mountains, a fact that became more obvious as she drove along a road that took her deeper into the woods and up a series of hills. A bridge crossed a stream that cut through the property and when she looked to her right, the view made her exclaim softly. A lovely narrow waterfall trickled down a hillside to pool in the ribbon of water below.

But as she rounded a sharp curve, the vista before her opened between trees to reveal landscaped grounds and several garden areas that softened the three-story gray stone house and attached stables. She slammed on the brakes, slid out from behind the driver’s seat and walked forward, closer to a drop-off, so she could better see the estate. Even though she had done her research, she wasn’t prepared for the sheer enormity of the ninety-nine-room dwelling that looked more like a European palace than a place where people actually lived.

American royalty.

And she wasn’t prepared for the sense of familiarity, almost as if she remembered Slater House.

Lost in thought about what that might mean, she didn’t hear the red Jaguar convertible until it sped around the blind corner. Nearly crashing into her rental car, the dark-haired driver made a brilliant save at the last minute... before swerving in her direction!

Melanie gasped, but before she could jump out of the way, he swerved again. She barely got a look at his hard-chiseled features softened only slightly by surprise, before the Jaguar zoomed away from her.

“What are you, some kind of lunatic?” she yelled after him, her heart pounding double time. “This isn’t a speedway, so slow down before you kill someone!”

Coming to a screeching stop, the Jaguar rammed into Reverse, taillights glaring red. This time she did jump... sideways... landing precariously at the edge of the drop-off.

Arms flailing, heart in her throat, Melanie tried to regain her balance as she heard a car door open and shoes scuffle. Her foot skidded in the soft earth and she felt herself starting to slide downward. In desperation, she lunged for a nearby tree trunk, but rather than rough bark, her hand met air as the earth moved under her feet.

Suddenly a hand, a manacle of steel, surrounded her wrist and jerked her to a bone-jarring stop.

“Slow down before you kill yourself.” Standing on firm footing, the Jaguar driver threw her command back at her.

“Me? You’re the one who—”

“I could let go,” he warned her.

Was he kidding? Or was that a threat?

He appeared serious enough. His mouth was turned down, his expression grim.

Melanie drew on her reserves and used his grip as leverage to pull herself back up to his level until they were sunglasses to sunglasses.

“First...” She gasped. “Thanks. Second... were you trying to kill me or what?”

“If that had been my intention, you’d be dead.”

The way he said it so matter-of-factly put a lump in her throat. Who the hell was he? Someone demented, certainly.

“First,” he went on, “you never stop on a blind curve because that could get you killed, not to mention the driver who has a heart attack when your car being where it doesn’t belong surprises the hell out of him.”

“If you hadn’t been going so fast—” 

“My turn! Second. You don’t blame someone else for your own thoughtlessness.”

Melanie was doubly angry because she knew he was right. “Who are you, anyway?”

“I could ask the same of you,” he countered. “Are you Vincent’s newest woman?”

Vincent. She remembered the private investigator saying she had a cousin by that name.

Wanting a better look at him, she nested her sunglasses in the front of her hair and wished he would do the same. He didn’t, though, merely continued to glare at her—at least she assumed he was glaring since she couldn’t actually see his eyes. She wondered if he was one of her relatives. Surely he wasn’t one of the servants, not driving a Jaguar XK8.

When she responded, “I’m my own woman,” his eyebrows raised above the dark glasses.

“Promising,” he murmured, his low voice raising the flesh on her arms.

His gaze narrowed on her face and she could swear she saw a reaction before he hid it.  Half expecting him to hit on her, Melanie was surprised when he backed off toward the open car door and slid in behind the wheel.

“Better move that car before someone does smack into you,” he growled, then roared off just as fast as he had before.

He... whoever he might be.

Before she became target practice for any more vehicles coming around the corner, she got back in her car, muttering, “Welcome to the Slater estate, Melanie.”

***
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ROSS BENNET GLANCED into his rearview mirror and saw the other car move off from the curve. Damn, the woman had surprised him. Her looks had, too.

Something about her had seemed familiar, and when he’d gotten a good look at her without the sunglasses, he’d seen the resemblance to Olivia. It had been twenty-five years... but how could he forget? This young woman had to be Olivia’s daughter, Melanie, whom he’d heard about recently.

He drove straight toward the south wing, which had been abandoned half a century ago, no doubt because a house this size took a fortune to run and the family simply wasn’t big enough to fill the rooms they already had. Everyone had been surprised when the old man had decided he’d wanted to restore rather than tear down the wing with its myriad structural problems.

That was what losing a grandchild would do to a man like Frederick Slater. He needed to eradicate the condition that had caused the tragedy. Ross had snagged the job a few days ago, a mere month after Louisa’s death. No one knew why the girl had gone to the abandoned wing that fateful night.

Her death had left only one grandchild, Vincent, as the heir to the Slater legacy.

Until now.

John Grey must have found Melanie Pierce, after all. Not that the P.I. had said so when he’d informed the old man Olivia was dead. Gossip was rife on the estate and Ross was still privy to what went on there. After the news of Olivia’s death, the house had been more like a tomb than usual. Ross figured Melanie would stir things up with her magenta-streaked hair, multiple ear piercings and Bohemian clothing.

Ross would love to be a fly on the wall when Frederick got a load of the tattoo on her hip peeking out from her low-rider pants.

Parking near the abandoned wing, he approached on foot. He
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