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MORGAN TATE’S HEART sank as she pulled into the driveway of the ramshackle Victorian home she’d inherited. The misty drizzle didn’t do anything to enhance the house’s appearance. Leave it to Uncle Bob to saddle her with a money pit.

After four long days on the road, worrying about Austin and what she’d find in Pine Hills had her stomach churning like a washing machine on spin cycle. Seeing the house had her dreams for Austin slipping down the drain.

Austin’s talents needed nurturing, and arranging a way for him to leave Dublin, Ohio, to escape with her had been a dream. His mother had promised to get Austin to his music lessons while Morgan was away—if she wasn’t too boozed up to handle it. Inheriting this house had seemed like a dream come true. Show his mother Austin was better off with her for now, in a new town in a nice neighborhood.

She stared at the dilapidated structure, wondering how she could put her plan to work.

You’ll figure it out.

Morgan had never met her uncle. Their relationship had been birthday and Christmas cards, which had stopped when she was ten. Tempted to drive away, Morgan turned off her car before she chickened out and hightailed it back to Dublin, where Austin needed her.

You’re in Pine Hills, Oregon, because Austin needs you.

She should call Edmund Hathaway, the lawyer who’d handled Uncle Bob’s estate. With a deep breath, Morgan brought up the lawyer’s contact information in her phone and made the call. As expected, she got his receptionist, the stodgy Mrs. Braithwhite.

“Mr. Hathaway is at lunch, Miss Tate,” the woman said.

“Please tell him I’m at the house. I haven’t been inside, but it’s not looking good. Nothing like the picture on the web. Will the terms of the trust still stand if the house is uninhabitable?”

“I’ll check and have him call you,” Mrs. Braithwhite said.

Morgan thanked her and ended the call.

According to Mr. Hathaway, the place had been vacant for the last five years. If the place was uninhabitable, what did that mean for her plan to start a new life in Pine Hills? A way to get Austin into a healthier environment, a place where his talents could grow.

One step at a time.

Cursing her hands, painful after so much time holding a steering wheel, Morgan fished the keys to the house from her purse, zipped her windbreaker up to her chin, and pulled the hood over her head. Wouldn’t matter. At the slightest bit of humidity, her hair frizzed into a million wild corkscrews.

Her heart pounding in anticipation, she slung her purse over her shoulder and strode for the porch steps. She halted at the bottom to assess their condition before barreling up. The second step was half gone, its wooden plank split in two, dangling into the space beneath. Clutching the rail, Morgan tested each step before trusting it to hold her weight.

The key slid easily into the lock. Morgan gave it a twist and pushed the door open. Although it was early afternoon, the cloudy skies shrouded the interior in dull gray. She reached for the light switch. Nothing.

She frowned. Mr. Hathaway told her he’d have the utilities turned on for her arrival.

Morgan had never visited, and had no idea what condition the place had been in while Uncle Bob lived here. She’d been shocked to learn Uncle Bob had left everything to her. Apparently, she was his only living relative.

She stood in the entryway, assessing what was supposed to be her home for the next year. No broken windows, a plus. Hardwood floors, another plus. They’d need work, but a couple of area rugs would suffice for a while. The turret living room with its three lofty windows held a lone, sorry-looking green couch. Not another stick of furniture in the room. Definite minus.

An old card table comprised the entire dining room furniture.

In the eat-in kitchen, the door of the avocado-green fridge stood open, revealing a whole lot of empty. The gas stove was of the same vintage.

She braved a peek into the oven. Yuck. Whoever’d used it last hadn’t cleaned it in months—or ever. One of the burner covers was missing. Several cabinet doors hung from their hinges. A quick survey revealed a lone, dusty can of pork and beans, way, way past its expiration date.

Was there furniture in the bedrooms? Would the bathrooms function once the water was turned on? If she had to stay here for a year, did today count as day one? Could she rent another place until she had bare-bones furnishings and functioning utilities?

Why didn’t you think of this before you committed to this arrangement?

Onward. The upstairs awaited. More creaky stairs, but at least these were all intact. She ran her fingertips along the dust-covered wood rail of the staircase, with its turned balusters. Definitely a plus-column feature.

She opened the door to the first bedroom. Room might be a more appropriate description since there was no bed. This room, also part of the turret, lay above the living room and overlooked the street. Morgan stepped inside, turned.

Her heart leaped to her throat. Blood pounded in her ears. She’d have sunk to the bed if there’d been one to sit on.

The words I WARNED YOU! NOW YOU’RE DEAD! written in red-brown paint—at least she hoped it was paint—stood out in stark contrast against the dingy gray wall. She whirled. Was someone here?

She took a few slow breaths, finding her phone in her purse as she told herself to stay calm. After snapping a few pictures of the graffiti, she rushed down the stairs and worked her phone for directions to the nearest police station.

~~~~~
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COLE PATTON CURSED under his breath as the paper he was wrestling into a file folder one-upped him with a paper cut. He startled at the harsh double-beep from his desk. An internal call. A reprieve from filing duty? He tilted the file folder to mark his place, then marched to his desk and lifted the receiver.

“Patton.”

“Got a citizen for you,” Doranna, the front desk clerk said. Nothing in her tone gave away what the nature of the call might be. In Cole’s year on the Pine Hills Police force, he’d never heard Doranna use any other tone, be it for a robbery or a lost cat.

“Be right out.” Cole replaced the handset in the cradle.

He made sure his uniform shirt was properly tucked in, adjusted his nametag, and grabbed a clipboard with its stack of report forms. In reception, a woman—late twenties, early thirties, he guessed—sat in one of the four chairs. Her hair was a mass of tight, dark brown curls, glistening with water droplets. She wore black slacks, a gray pullover, and black leather slip-ons. A damp blue windbreaker lay on the chair beside her. Not someone he recognized, and in a town as small as Pine Hills, Cole had run into a good number of its citizens while running his patrol routes.

Her foot tapped impatiently.

Cole strode her way, schooling his features into a neutral expression. Smiling, he’d learned, could be interpreted as trivializing a citizen’s problem.

“Good afternoon. I’m Officer Cole Patton. What can I help you with today?”

She raised her gaze, focused deep brown eyes to meet his.

He readjusted his take. She was scared, not impatient.

“I’m not exactly sure,” she said. Despite the fear in her eyes, her tone conveyed confusion.

He sat in the vacant chair beside her and wrote the date and time on the intake form. “Let’s start at the beginning. Your name?”

“Morgan Tate.”

“Your address?”

“I’m not exactly sure of that, either.” She gazed at her lap for a moment, then met his eyes again.

Damn, her eyes reminded him of a fawn’s. He shifted his gaze down a fraction to her cheeks, the color of his morning latte after stirring in the whipped cream. Wide mouth, full lips with a peach-colored shimmer.

“Go on,” he said, keeping his tone professional. Concerned. Interested.

“It’s complicated. I inherited my Uncle Bob’s house on Elm Street. Six Four Two.” She gave a quiet chuckle. “It’s turning into a nightmare. Not like the movie. Just ... weird.”

“I know the house,” Cole said. “It’s been empty for some time.”

“Five years. That’s why I’m here.”

“Ms. Tate, are you reporting a crime?”

She shook her head, sending her curls whirling around her face. “No. I mean, I don’t know. Maybe. Not right now.”

Cole could usually categorize the people who filed reports before they were a minute in. Morgan Tate wasn’t fitting into any of his boxes. Definitely not what Scott Whelan, another of the front desk crew, called Lonely Old Ladies. Nor was she a badge bunny. Or someone just trying to be a good citizen. If not for those fawn eyes, Cole would have taken her report as quickly as possible and sent her on her way.

“What makes you think there might be a crime involved?” Cole asked.

Morgan tugged at a curl and let it spring back. “Maybe I should show you.”

“Please,” Cole said.

She fished around in a voluminous leather purse and brought out a cell phone. “I was checking out the house because I’m supposed to live there for a year. I’m moving here from Ohio.”

Cole waited for Morgan to continue.

She tapped and swiped for a moment, then tilted her phone so he could see the screen. “This was on one of the bedroom walls. I thought maybe you—the police—would know if anything had happened in that house within the last five or so years.”

“May I?” Cole gestured toward the phone.

Morgan handed it over.

Cole read the threatening words. Definitely enough to upset anyone. “It’s not fresh, is it?”

Morgan’s eyes widened. “You mean, did I touch it to find out? Hell—I mean, heck no. I stayed long enough to take the pictures and came straight over.”

Cole returned her phone. “Most likely kids playing pranks. I’ll check, see if anyone’s aware of anything connected to this ... message. I can’t recall anything related to that property since I’ve been here.”

“That’s fine. I need to make some calls, find a place to stay, talk to the lawyer in charge of this nightmare.”

Cole left her, wondering if she’d still be there when he got back. A quick run through the computer didn’t reveal any reports of crimes near the Elm Street address. He ambled down the hall, knuckled the half-open door to the detectives’ office, then stepped inside. Randy Detweiler, all six feet, six inches of him, turned from where he stood by the window.

“Have a minute, Sir?” Cole said.

Detweiler returned to his desk, motioning for Cole to have a seat. “What do you need?”

“You know the empty house on Elm?” Cole asked.

“The eyesore? Sure. Something go down there? Squatters using it?”

Cole explained what Morgan Tate had told him. “I couldn’t find records of any crimes. Thought you might know of any incidents before my time. Can’t see anyone painting that on the wall if the house was lived in.”

Detweiler appeared to be mulling it over, running through the data banks in his head. In his short time with the force, Cole had learned the man’s brain often rivaled the department’s computer systems. “Can’t say that I have. What color was the paint?”

“From the phone picture, a deep reddish-brown.”

Another moment of thought, much shorter. “Run over and cover our collective asses by doing a presumptive test for blood.”

“Isn’t that kind of ... horror movie stuff?” Cole asked, thinking of the movie Morgan had inserted into his head. “Writing messages in blood?”

“Our job is to make sure it isn’t,” Detweiler said. “Hence, my CYA statement.”

“On it, Sir.” Cole stood.

“I can’t remember anything untoward about Bob Tate, but I’ll run some searches.” Detweiler reached for his computer mouse.

Cole went to Doranna’s desk, separated from reception by a glass partition, and dropped off his sketchy report. “Stick this one in pending for now.”

“Will do,” Doranna said.

Through the glass, he watched as Morgan paced in front of the chairs, her phone to her ear, her other hand alternating between a clenched fist and outstretched fingers. Cole opened the door to reception. He wasn’t eavesdropping, he rationalized. Morgan was making no attempt to conceal her words.

A fist. “I can’t stay there tonight.”

A pause as she listened, head nodding and shaking, hand opening and closing.

“If I don’t?” she asked.

Another pause, longer this time. Cole counted six more fist clenches.

“I understand.” She lowered the phone.

He stepped into the room. “Ms. Tate?”

From the downcast expression on her face, whatever she understood wasn’t good news.
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FRUSTRATED AT WHAT Mr. Hathaway had told her, Morgan dropped her phone into her purse. Officer Patton moved toward her. “Did you find something?” she asked.

“No. One of the detectives said he’d dig deeper. He wants me to go to the house and look around.”

“I’ll meet you there,” she said.

Now that the initial shock had worn off, she needed to take better stock. Mr. Hathaway had reiterated the terms of the trust and answered questions she’d been too stupid to ask before.

At the house, Morgan parked in the driveway. The misty drizzle had turned into genuine rain. Was this normal for April? Another adjustment she’d have to make.

She waited until Officer Patton pulled up behind her before making a dash for the porch. He was several paces behind, cradling a camera to his chest and carrying a small case in his other hand. She spared a moment to take a closer look.

At the police station, she’d paid little attention to his appearance other than he filled out his uniform shirt nicely and had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. Eyes that seemed to say he cared about getting answers for her. Now, he wore a form-hiding black windbreaker and a ball cap, both displaying the words ‘Pine Hills Police.’ Judging his height against her own five-six, she estimated he was a shade under six feet.

What was she doing? Memorizing him in case she had to pick him out of a lineup? No, he was a man, she was a woman. Assessment of others was hardwired.

She unlocked the door, and when he didn’t interfere, she pushed it open. “It’s upstairs,” she said. “First bedroom on the right. Is it all right if I finish my tour while you do your thing? I need to take stock of what’s still in the house and the condition it’s in.”

Mr. Hathaway had said she had to provide detailed documentation if she wanted to argue against having to live in the house in its current state per the terms of Uncle Bob’s trust.

Would the officer think she was afraid to look at the bedroom wall? What difference did it make if he did? Just because he was a good-looking man in uniform didn’t mean she had to impress him.

“As long as you’re careful and let me know if you see anything out of place,” he said.

She snorted. “From what I’ve seen so far, anything in place would be the surprise. My uncle’s lawyer didn’t keep tabs on what my uncle did. He paid the taxes, arranged for yard maintenance, nothing more. I would think that if somebody had been stealing the house’s furnishings, you guys would have heard about it. But you said you didn’t find any crime reports, correct?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “I mean no. No crime reports.”

“So, he must have gotten rid of everything before he went into the nursing home. I’m still coming to terms with inheriting this—” she swept her arms in a wide arc— “house from a man I never met. And wondering if I made a huge mistake moving here. Did you know him at all?”

Officer Patton shook his head. “The house had been vacant a long time when I came to Pine Hills a year ago.” He chinned toward the stairs. “I ought to get moving. The detective sent me to confirm the graffiti is just paint.”

Morgan didn’t ask what else he thought it might be. Horror movie blood? Maybe she would watch him work after all. She moved for the stairs.

In the offending bedroom, Morgan waited in the doorway. After brushing water droplets from his short-cropped hair—medium brown, she noted, again wondering why it mattered—Officer Patton turned his ball cap backward. He proceeded to snap pictures of the room from all angles, paying closer attention to the graffiti wall. Then, he shoved his hands into a pair of blue gloves and opened his kit. With what looked like a small scalpel, he scraped bits of the lettering into a vial of liquid, sealed it, and gave it a vigorous shake. He stepped closer, held it so she could see the flakes swirling in the vial.

“Nothing dissolved,” he said. “My guess is it’s paint.”

“You were testing for blood, weren’t you?” She wasn’t sure whether she should be relieved it wasn’t blood or creeped out that it could have been.

“Per orders from the detective.”

“Is it what you thought it would be?” she asked.

“Frankly, yes. Detective Detweiler’s first guess was pranksters, but he told me we have to cover our asses.”

Morgan eyed his kit. “No fancy CSI stuff?”

“Not without evidence of a crime. If the test had come back positive, our lab tech would follow up. If things get complicated, we work with the county.”

“Do you need to do anything else here?” she asked.

“No, but I might as well check out the rest of the place with you.”

Morgan waited while he repacked his kit. Not because she was afraid to look alone, she told herself. Or because she liked the idea of someone else around. It was merely polite.

She went into the bathroom first. Acceptable plumbing, she’d told Mr. Hathaway, was a priority. The room had a shower/tub combo, a Formica-topped vanity with a single sink. She used her phone to record the cracked tiles, the rust stains, and the missing towel bar.

“Until the water’s turned on, there’s no way to know if everything works,” she said.

Officer Patton opened the cabinet under the sink. He unhooked a flashlight from his utility belt and shone it around.

“Pipes are intact,” he said. “No sign of drips.”

“You know plumbing?” she asked.

He gave a wry grin “My dad’s a general contractor. He wasn’t thrilled when I didn’t want to stick around and do the and Son thing with the business, but after a few years of working with him, being a cop called me louder than busted toilets.”

“Was he mad when you left?”

The officer straightened and turned off his flashlight. “Nah, he understood. He still gives me grief about how ‘Patton and Nephew’ doesn’t work as a business name, even though my cousin is ten times better at the job than I’d ever be.”

His smile said he and his father had a good relationship.

Morgan shook off the pangs of longing that welled inside her, that if her parents hadn’t died, they would’ve let her become her own person whether or not it fit their expectations.

She blew out a sigh and stepped into the hall. “I’m going to check the rest of this floor.”

The other two bedrooms on the floor were as empty as the first one, but no more nasty writing.

“Attic and basement,” she said. “Attic first.” No need to mention what the thought of going into a dark, damp basement did to her insides. Morgan paused at the hallway door, open enough to reveal a staircase leading upward. She sought the flashlight app on her phone.

“The lawyer said he couldn’t get the utilities people out today,” she grumbled as she climbed.

“I can go first,” Officer Patton said. “I have a better light.”

“I’m fine. Unless there are mummified bodies up here, in which case I’ll defer to you.”

“The climate here’s a bit damp for mummification.” His tone conveyed a hint of teasing.

An undisturbed layer of dust covered the attic floor. A lone wooden trunk, also covered in dust, sat in the middle of the otherwise empty room.

“Doesn’t look like anyone’s been here in a long time,” Officer Patton said.

“I still need to look inside.” Morgan stepped carefully across the room. She rounded the trunk to lift the lid and encountered a padlock. A secured padlock.

She turned to the officer. “I don’t suppose you learned to pick locks somewhere between contractor and cop skills.”

“Sorry, no. In my current line of work, bolt cutters are the tool of choice.”

“Then it’s down to the basement,” she said. “This time, you can go first.”

~~~~~
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COLE SENSED A HEIGHTENED level of apprehension from Morgan as they descended the steps to the basement. She puffed out rapid breaths and seemed to be testing each step before moving onward. If she was on her own, he could understand her caution, but if there were issues with the stairs, he’d be the one to tumble. The light from her phone bounced back and forth, as if she couldn’t steady her hands. Gave her something to do, he surmised, since her phone’s light was swallowed in the brighter beam of his flashlight.

“You all right?” he asked. “I’ve got this.”

“No, I’ll do it. I need to send the pictures to the lawyer.”

A pronounced layer of apprehension filled her voice.

As they approached the final step, he held her back. “Let me have a quick look. Make sure there’s nothing to trip over.”

“Like pods?” she asked, her accompanying laugh shaky.

“Now that would be a surprise,” he said.

“You’re thinking of bodies, though, right? If there were any, this is where they’d have to be.”

He didn’t point out the two acres of land surrounding the house. Wonderful. Now she had him thinking of bodies.

The sound of Morgan’s breathing seemed to pulsate through the basement. Cole stifled a sneeze at the smell of dirt and mold. But not death. He played his light across the space. Lots to trip over. Boxes. Stacks of boxes. A maze of boxes. Big ones, little ones, and all sizes in between. None big enough to hide a body. At least not an intact one.

“No bodies. No pods,” he said. “Watch your step. I’ll check the furnace and water heater.” If the house had been vacated over five years ago, chances were both would need to be replaced.

Navigating the narrow path between the foot of the stairs and the low wooden platform holding the appliances, he glanced back at Morgan, who’d remained on the stairs, one hand clutching the rail.

The water heater seemed in reasonable shape. No rust on the unit, no stains on the platform indicating leaks.

“Are they okay?” Megan’s tremulous voice wafted across the room.

Cole did a quick assessment of the furnace. “Odds are these weren’t new when your uncle left. I’m guessing they’ll work for a while, but you should plan on replacing them. Not sure they’re up to current code. You’ll definitely need to have someone come out and assess them. There’s no washer or dryer, but the hookups are here.”

“I wonder if Uncle Bob even had them, or if a renter took them. Either way, by now I’d want new.”

Her phone’s light bounced around the room, moving from box to box. “What do you think is in all of these?”

“Not a clue.” He pointed at a stack with his light. “Maybe it’s everything that was in the house before your uncle moved. Minus the furniture.”

“Like books, pots and pans, clothes?”

He turned and shrugged. “Won’t know until you open them.”

She’d stepped onto the dirt floor. With an explosive huffed out breath, she strode to his side and took pictures of the furnace and water heater. With another audible exhale, she moved toward the boxes, snapping pictures as she walked.

Were her hands trembling? Cole ambled ahead of her, using his light to blaze a trail through the maze.

Morgan appeared to gather strength as she worked—maybe seeing everything through the camera’s screen helped distance her from whatever she was afraid of.

“Do you think I should count them?” she asked.

Cole paused. “Are you supposed to be taking an accurate inventory?”

“The lawyer just said document. If he wanted something accurate, he’d have sent his own people, don’t you think?”

“Makes sense.”

“I think I’ve seen enough,” Morgan said. “The house is empty, the basement is full of boxes, and there’s a nasty threat painted on a bedroom wall. I need a place to stay. I’m going to try to convince the lawyer this place is uninhabitable at the moment, and see if being in Pine Hills and working on the house will meet the terms of the trust without having to live in the house.”

“Makes sense,” he said again.

Morgan set a brisk pace for the stairs and trotted up to the kitchen. Cole followed, glad to hear her voice had lost its quaver.

“Can you recommend a motel in Pine Hills?” she asked.

“There’s one motel. The Castle Inn. Don’t let the name fool you. It’s named after the original owner, not the architecture. I stayed there a few nights when I first got here.”

Morgan slipped her phone into her purse. “You don’t sound very enthusiastic. What about a rooming house, or short-term rentals, or an Airbnb?”

“Not much tourism in Pine Hills. Salem’s a better bet, if you want choices.”

“I’d rather be closer.” She yanked on a curl. “I admit I didn’t do my homework, but I honestly thought this house would be livable.”

“In that case, I’d say book a couple of nights at the Castle, then once you’ve got a better handle on your situation, you can see if there’s another place that suits your needs.” Cole checked the time. “I have to get to the station. Are you going to be all right?”

“Of course,” she said.

She didn’t sound all right. The repeated yanks of that curl added credence to his assumption.

“I get off at four,” he said. “There’s a café on the main drag. Sadie’s, if you’d like to meet for coffee. Kind of a welcome to Pine Hills. There’s The Wagon Wheel if you want something stronger.”

“Maybe. I really need to line up my ducks first.”

“Tell you what. I’ll be at the Wagon Wheel at four-thirty. If you show up, fine, if not, that’s fine, too.”

The rain had stopped. Outside, she got halfway to her car, paused, turned, and gazed at the house. Her shoulders slumped, and Cole wished he could summon a genie to transform the house into the home Morgan must have expected.

He got into his cruiser and let Dispatch know he was on his way to the station. When he arrived, he found a note from Randy Detweiler on his desk.

Found something. Come see me.
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MORGAN FOLLOWED OFFICER Patton’s directions to the Castle Inn, a rustic, three-story structure. Blue clapboard siding, wraparound porch, hanging baskets filled with flowers. The painted wooden sign identifying the site said there were vacancies.

The place looked inviting enough from the outside. Why had Officer Patton sounded reluctant to recommend it? Too old-fashioned? Was he a sleek and modern, glass and chrome kind of guy?

What did it matter? She slipped her car into an empty slot in the small lot beside the inn and rambled along the brick-paved walkway to the entrance. Chimes tinkled a friendly greeting as she pulled the door open.

A light floral aroma welcomed her. A blazing fireplace filled the room with a warm glow. Scattered in groups conducive to conversation were overstuffed chairs in floral prints. Cherry end tables with graceful legs curving down to clawed feet held lamps with fabric shades festooned with hanging beads. Morgan half-expected to see a plump woman with curly white hair wearing an apron over a gingham dress appear offering cookies or hot chocolate. Or both.

Instead, she was greeted from behind the registration counter by a cadaverous man who looked like he’d be more at home in her new house. A tight-fitting black jacket over a gray shirt, open at the neck, revealed wisps of white chest hair. Sallow skin. Sunken cheeks, thin lips, oversized ears. Gray hair slicked over a freckled pate.

“May I help you?” he asked.

Startled by his voice, nasal, and pitched an octave higher than she’d expected, Morgan arranged her features into a pleasant expression, then ambled to the counter. “I’d like a room.”

His eyes, rheumy, with scarcely enough color to be called blue, seemed to study her as if searching for a reason not to give her one.

Maybe he was the reason Officer Patton hadn’t been enthusiastic about staying here.

“Two nights, maybe three,” she added.

He consulted a computer, frowned, and squeezed his lips even narrower. “For one?”

“Yes, just me.” She eyed the door. Could she change her mind? Walk out? Where would she go? Salem? She figured that would add an hour’s commute.

“I have a double bed on the third floor. No elevator.” His gaze assessed her again, as if trying to decide whether she was capable of the climb.

“That will be fine. I’d appreciate help with my luggage. I’m relocating to Pine Hills, so I have several large suitcases and some boxes. Unless you have security in your parking lot, I’d rather not leave them in my car.”

“Very well. While you fill out the registration form, I’ll attempt to locate somebody to assist you.”

He thrust a sheet of paper toward her and went into a room behind the counter.

Morgan shook out her hand, then painstakingly filled out the form and fished her credit card out of her wallet. She hadn’t even asked what the nightly rates were, not that she had a choice.

Moments later, Mr. Death-Warmed-Over returned. He perused the form and accepted her credit card. “One night in advance, the balance due at checkout.”

She agreed, and he ran her card.

“You’ll be in 306. Stairs are to your left.”

Morgan accepted the key—an actual key, not a plastic card—and climbed the carpeted stairway to the third floor.

The room’s décor matched that of the lobby. The bed was covered in an off-white chenille spread. An armoire took the place of an actual closet. Crocheted doilies abounded. One draped across the back of an upholstered wing chair, two more covered the arms. Another rested beneath the hobnail milk glass lamp on the night table.

She checked the bathroom. Toilet flushed, water ran hot in the pedestal sink. Towels were hotel standard, along with tiny bottles of shampoo and conditioner. A plastic curtain festooned with tiny rosebuds enclosed the tub-shower combination.

Morgan returned to the bedroom. No desk. Internet? She’d forgotten to ask about Wi-Fi. A check of her phone didn’t reveal any networks she could associate with the inn.

A knock on the door suggested Mr. Death-Warmed-Over had found someone to help with the luggage. She stepped to the door, pausing to note there was no peephole. “Who’s there?”

“Um, it’s Joe. They said you needed help with your bags?”

She opened the door to a man—no, a boy. A bored expression. Military cut brown hair. Acne across his forehead. High school, she thought. From his build, an athlete. Football? Wrestling?

“Thanks, Joe. My car’s in the lot.”

Joe pivoted and headed in the direction of the stairs. Morgan grabbed her car keys and followed.

Once in the parking lot, she unlocked her trunk and pointed to the two large suitcases. “If you can get those, I’ll bring the small one.”

He hoisted them with ease and marched back the way they’d come, the wheels clicking over the pavement. Morgan wrested her carry-on from the backseat and hurried to catch up.

Joe carried the bags up the stairs as if they were feather pillows. Using both hands, Morgan dragged hers, the case thumping up each step.

“You can leave them over there.” She pointed toward the space between the bed and the window, then accompanied Joe down for her cartons.

“Hang on,” he said. “Let me get a cart.”

He returned with a hotel bellman’s cart and stacked the six boxes. Once he’d deposited the boxes in her room, Morgan went to her purse for her wallet. Pulling out a five, she said, “Do you work here regularly? The man at the desk made it sound like he was going to flag someone off the street.”

Joe lowered his head. “My mom’s one of the housekeepers. I come by after practice and hang around until she’s done. Do my homework, stuff like that. Help out, if they need me.”

She extended the five. “I’m glad you were here. I’m sure my things would have been okay in the car, but I feel better having them with me.”

He shrugged and walked away.

“Wait,” she called after him. “Can I ask you a couple of questions?”

He stopped, turned. Another shrug. “Guess so.”

“Have you lived in Pine Hills all your life?”

“Pretty much.”

“And your family?”

“Just me and my mom,” he said. “We moved here from Portland when I was three.”

Morgan did a quick calculation. She put Joe in the sixteen to eighteen-year-old demographic. He’d have been a young child when Uncle Bob lived here. Maybe his mother could offer some insights.

“Do you think it would be all right if I asked your mom a few questions? My uncle used to live in Pine Hills. I never knew him, but your mother might.”

Joe shrugged again. “Guess so.”

Morgan followed him down the stairs to a hallway on the ground floor. Joe tapped at a door marked Employees Only and opened it.

“Mom. This lady wants to talk to you.”

“Well, don’t just stand there. Let her in.” The woman’s voice was deep and gravelly, more like what Morgan had expected Mr. Death-Warmed-Over to sound like.

Morgan stepped into the room where a lone woman stood at an ironing board. Plump. Gray curls. No apron over a gingham dress, though. Instead, she wore a shapeless light blue uniform, typical of most of the hotels Morgan had stayed in. Her nametag said Phyllis. Lines of weariness etched her face. The woman glanced up as Morgan entered, still moving the iron across the pillowcase on the board.

Morgan introduced herself, gave an abbreviated version of why she was in Pine Hills. “I’d really like to know more about my uncle, Bob Tate. Did you know him?”

The woman stood the iron on end. Wide-eyed, she made the sign of the cross.

~~~
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COLE TAPPED ON THE half-open door to the detectives’ office. Kovak was on the phone, and Detweiler was tapping away at his computer. Detweiler motioned Cole inside, continued his tapping for a moment, then shoved the keyboard drawer away.

“You said you found something?” Cole said.

“I did, but I’m afraid it’s not what you were hoping for. Bob Tate left his home for an assisted living center eight years ago. The first three years he was gone, the property was rented out to a revolving door of tenants. When the company managing the rentals went out of business, nobody took things over. That was five years ago, and it’s been empty ever since.”

“What about rumors, scandals, small-town gossip? Missing persons? Urban legends? Ghosts?”

Detweiler snorted. “Our job is to prevent crime and apprehend those who get past preventative measures. I couldn’t find anything to tie into a crime. If the house has a new owner, that’s a positive. Whatever she decides to do with it should improve the neighborhood.”

“What about the graffiti? It did say somebody was dead.”

“Since we don’t know who it’s referring to, there’s nothing of a criminal nature to pursue. I know you’d love to get your teeth into an unsolved mystery, but this one’s a dead end.”

“Understood, sir.” Cole glanced at the clock on the wall. He was off shift in five minutes. He’d file a few more reports and be out of here.

After surviving without another paper cut, Cole strolled to the locker room, changed into his street clothes, and retrieved his laptop.

He wondered if Morgan Tate would meet him at The Wagon Wheel. Although he wasn’t sure why, he was looking forward to it.

Being friendly to a newcomer, he told himself. That she was attractive didn’t play into it. Much. In addition to the physical side—nice figure, big brown eyes, an easy smile—there was the way she’d clearly been scared to go into the basement, yet she found the moxie to do what she needed to do. It would have been easy enough to ask him to take the pictures for her.

Did she think that would make her appear weak in his eyes? Did she have something to prove to herself? After all, she’d picked up stakes and moved halfway across the country to take possession of a house, sight unseen. That took guts.

He arrived at the steak house ten minutes early. Not really early, just ten minutes before he’d said he’d be there. And before anyone else from the station would be. He didn’t want to explain not wanting to be part of the group tonight.

He grabbed his laptop and went inside, asking Dina, the hostess, for a table at the back. She gave him a quizzical brow lift, pulled a menu from the pile at the counter, and led him through the dining room.

“Hot date tonight?” she asked, plopping the menu on the table.

“Nah. I need to get some work done.” He set up his laptop.

It’s not a date, idiot. You come here all the time, and simply mentioned to Morgan that she could join you if she wanted.

From the way she’d answered, he didn’t think she thought it was a date, either.

Seconds later, Will, one of the servers, appeared. “Hey, Cole. What can I get you?”

“I’ll have a Chainbreaker to start,” he said.

Will eyed Cole’s laptop, then shot a glance toward the larger table at the far left of the room, where the group usually sat. Cole pointed to his laptop. “Working tonight.”

Will’s smile was more like a smirk. “Be right back.”

Ignoring the man’s expression, Cole booted his laptop. What would the public search engines reveal about Bob Tate? Detweiler had undoubtedly gone through police channels, looking for crime and missing persons reports. Maybe Cole could discover things on the civilian side.

He started with the obvious, typing Robert Tate Pine Hills into the search field. Alternating his attention between the screen and the front door, he waded his way through the initial hits. Would be a lot easier if Morgan were here to help him refine his search parameters.

Will returned with his beer, and Cole took a sip before setting it aside to return to work.

His next glance toward the door accelerated his pulse. Morgan.

She said something to Dina, who grabbed a menu and approached his table.

Cole stood. Tried to keep the grin stretching across his face from spreading too far. “Morgan. Glad you could make it.”

Dina shot him a wink and retreated.

“Am I interrupting?” Morgan asked, nodding toward the laptop.

“No. As a matter of fact, you can help.” He pulled out a chair for her.

She sat, back straight, those big fawn eyes wary. “I wasn’t going to come.”

“You didn’t have to.”

“I got a room at the Castle Inn. It’s ... quaint.”

“That it is.”

“The guy at the desk is creepy,” she explained, “but the rooms are clean, and everything works. Unlike another place I could mention. What’s weird is one of the housekeepers freaked when I asked her if she knew my uncle. She did the cross thing and wouldn’t talk. Looked at me as if I was the Devil’s spawn. I’m hoping she won’t put spiders in my bed.”

Cole wondered if he’d run into the woman. “Her name?”

“Her nametag said Phyllis.”

Cole drew a blank. “I doubt she’d risk her job by putting spiders in your bed. Best case scenario, she’ll make sure your room isn’t on her list.”

Morgan cocked her head. “Why would she react that way?”

“Dunno. What do you know about your uncle? I was trying to see if there was anything on the web that might give us an idea about the writing on the wall.”

He realized he’d said us. 
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Chapter 4
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MORGAN MOVED HER SILVERWARE and put the red-checkered napkin in her lap. Officer Patton eyed her expectantly. She wanted—needed—to find out more about Uncle Bob and the house. If this man, a total stranger until a couple of hours ago, wanted to help, she should let him. He didn’t need to know her entire life history.

She caught herself before she yanked on her hair, and forced a smile. “Where are you starting? Googling Threatening graffiti on bedroom walls?”

He chuckled. “I thought knowing more about your uncle would be a better place. Do you know his full name? Date of birth? Living relatives?”

She sighed. “No, no, and no. That’s why I got the house.”

Before the officer asked for details, a server interrupted.

“Can I get you something to drink, miss?”

“A glass of white wine,” she said.

“Our house whites are a Chardonnay and Sauvignon blanc,” he said. “Or would you prefer something else?”

Decisions. Her mind went blank.

“Would you like a few minutes?” the server asked.

“The house Sauvignon blanc will be fine,” she said.

“Coming right up. I’ll be back to take your food orders in a minute.”

Morgan fumbled with the menu, finally prying it open. She shook out her tingling hand and rested it in her lap.

You’re tired. It was the basement. And the creepy man at the inn. You’ll be fine after you get some sleep.

“They make good pizzas here,” Officer Patton said. “We could split one.”

“Fine. Order whatever you want. I’m not picky.”

He cocked his head, his eyes twinkling. “Anchovies and pineapple, then?”

Not the response she’d expected from a professional police officer gathering information. Was he teasing? Or flirting? She kept her expression dead serious. “Only if it’s fresh pineapple.”

His lips twitched. “Not in season, I’m afraid. Guess we’ll have to go with pepperoni, sausage, and mushrooms.”

She nodded in agreement. Not the best wine pairing, but she didn’t have the strength to change her order to a red. Or, eyeing the officer’s glass, a beer.

Their server returned with her wine, took their orders, and left.

“Back to your uncle,” Officer Patton said. “Tell me anything you know about him, and I’ll see what the magic search engines spit out.”

She raised her wine glass to her lips and took a generous gulp. “I knew him as Uncle Bob. He was my father’s older brother, someone who sent birthday and Christmas cards when I was a kid. We lived in Illinois, and he lived here, but we never visited. I have no idea what kind of relationship he had with my father.”

“You can’t ask him?” Officer Patton said.

Morgan took another gulp of wine. “My parents died ten years ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

She shrugged at his words, his automatic response, the inflectionless delivery. “No reason for you to be. You didn’t know my parents. For all you know, they could have been monsters and I might have wished them dead. Or killed them myself.”

His eyes widened.

Good grief, where was she going with this? All Officer Patton wanted to do was help her, and she was bending over backward to alienate him.

Get a grip.

“I’m sorry,” she hurried to add. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. I guess I burned out on all the empty sympathy when they died. All words, no actions from people proclaiming they cared. I was on my own.” Another sip of wine. “It’s been a long few weeks, and I’m running on fumes. I’ll reset my filters.”

Morgan mimed twisting imaginary knobs at her temple and mouth.

“It’s okay,” Officer Patton said. “In my line of work, we tend to see people on their worst days. I totally understand.”

Of course he didn’t. She managed a smile. “Can I have a do-over?”

Officer Patton made a show of erasing an imaginary board. “Clean slate.”

Their pizza came, and, surprised her wine glass was empty, Morgan requested a second. A Zinfandel this time. She noted the officer had finished half his beer. Should she have ordered her second glass?

What difference did it make? She didn’t need his permission. How much he opted to drink—and his reasons—were his business. For all she knew, he’d had one—or two—before she’d arrived.

Doing everything you can to avoid the matter at hand.

“I’m pretty sure his name was Robert,” he said. “When did your uncle die, and where?” The officer snagged a dangling thread of cheese with his forefinger and twirled it atop his slice before taking a bite. His tongue swiped a dab of red sauce from the corner of his mouth.

Why are you watching him eat? And thinking about what else his tongue might do? Morgan nibbled on one of the breadsticks they’d brought with the pizza, warm and redolent with the aroma of garlic.

She set it down.

So it’s doused with garlic butter. It’s not as if it matters. Besides, he ate two of them.

She needed to get out of here before her long-dormant libido crawled out of its cave.

You came to get answers. Eat. Get your blood sugar back where it belongs. That should solve half your problems.

The wine would solve the other half. Or create more.

She picked up her breadstick and took a generous bite. Chewed. Swallowed. Back to business. “Salem. The Willamette Valley Villas. He died two months ago, on February eighteenth.”

“Great.” A chagrined expression swept over his face. “I didn’t mean ‘great’ that he died. I meant ‘great’ that I can look for his obituary, talk to the people where he died, maybe pick up something useful.”

“I should do that,” she said. “Until today, I had no reason to think about anything other than dealing with the inheritance. Now there’s the whole writing-on-the-wall thing.”

“Which could be totally unrelated. My boss said the place was rented out for three years after your uncle moved out. After that, it was empty. Anyone might have gotten in to leave the message. Which might be a joke.”

She sipped her wine. Set down the glass. “Or, it might mean someone was murdered.”
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“IT MIGHT.” COLE FOLDED the last slice of pizza and tried to take a bite without being covered in dripping cheese and tomato sauce. The Wagon Wheel didn’t skimp on toppings. From the way Morgan was eyeing him as he ate, he thought ordering a steak or the meatloaf would have been smarter. Less mess. Morgan ate slowly. Delicately. Yet an underlying tension etched lines around her eyes and mouth.

If she was passing judgement on the way he ate, too bad. He swiped the napkin across his mouth and took a swig of beer. From behind him, sounds of the typical post-shift unwinding session drifted through the dining room. Cole figured his absence—and presence at another table—had been noted, and he’d be grilled about it tomorrow.

“So, you won’t investigate?” Morgan asked.

Cole snapped his attention back to her. To the puzzle he wanted to solve. “I ran it by my superior. He pointed out that without evidence of a crime, there was nothing to investigate.”

“You’re not curious?” She took another sip of her wine.

“Sure I am. But curiosity doesn’t open a case.” He finished his beer. “You want dessert? They make a killer cheesecake.”

“No, thanks.” She held her hands in front of her, fingertips all touching, and pushed them in and out, like doing the spider pushups movements he’d done as a kid.

Cole motioned to Will and ordered the cheesecake, more because he wanted to pick Morgan’s brain awhile longer than because he was hungry. Plus, he was enjoying the time with her. “Two forks,” he added.

Will’s expression didn’t change, except for his eyes, which sparkled. “Coming right up.”

“I’m really not hungry,” Morgan said.

“Since when do you have to be hungry to eat cheesecake? One taste. After all, if you’re going to be living in Pine Hills, you might as well sample everything the city has to offer.”

The tension lines around her eyes and mouth softened. “You’re right. I keep forgetting I’m moving here. I’m waiting to hear from my uncle’s lawyer. See if he can broaden the interpretation of the terms of my inheritance. Maybe I should make a trip to his office in Portland, see if a face-to-face meeting brings better and faster results. Given Uncle Bob’s mental faculties took a sharp left turn after he moved to the Villas, there might be some loopholes.”

“Would you leave if there were?” Cole wondered why her answer should make a difference. Sure, he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t attracted to good-looking women, and Morgan fell into that category with plenty of room to spare. But this felt ... different. New.

He shrugged it off. The message on the wall had intrigued him, and because it was Morgan’s house, she intrigued him.

Maybe she’s just intriguing to begin with.

Morgan twisted in her chair, as if watching for Will and the cheesecake, avoiding his question. Had he crossed a personal boundary line? It had seemed like a reasonable thing to ask.

Will approached with the cheesecake and an extra plate as well as a second fork.

Cole picked up the knife from his place setting and hovered it over the dessert. “How much?”

Using her fork, Morgan traced a line a scant inch in from the wide end. “I’m a sucker for a Graham cracker crust.”

Cole furrowed his brows. “As you wish.” He cut along the line she’d drawn and shifted the morsel to her plate.

She forked up a tiny bite. A few stray crumbs lingered at the corner of her mouth, and her tongue darted out to retrieve them.

His imagination led him down a path he had no business pursuing. He’d keep things cool, casual. Technically, there was no reason he couldn’t consider getting to know her better. Detweiler had said there was no case, so there was nothing to tie Morgan to the department’s hands off policy between officers and victims or complainants.

She hadn’t answered his question about staying in Pine Hills, and Cole decided to let it drop. She’d just arrived and had an understandable scare on top of what had to be a major disappointment at the condition of what was supposed to be her new house. Plus, she’d already admitted to being tired. He should finish his cake and let her get back to the Castle.

“Coffee?” he asked instead.

“Why are those people looking at you?” she said, ignoring his question again. She was good at that.

“Who?” he said, although he knew she was looking at the gang’s usual table. Might as well be honest. “People I work with. Probably wondering who you are.”

She took another minuscule bite of her cake. “What are you going to tell them?”

“You’re new to town. You came into the station with a question about the house on Elm Street, and I offered to play welcoming committee.”

“Small committee,” she said.

He shrugged. “You want a bigger committee? I could introduce you around.”

“Another time, maybe,” she said. “Right now, I’m wondering how the conversation detoured. I wanted to know why the housekeeper freaked when I told her I was related to Bob Tate.”

Cole scraped up the last remnants of his dessert. Wagon Wheel did make the best cheesecake he’d ever had. Something he’d never mention to his mother. “I’d say we hit a roadblock, not a detour
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