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This one is for Mama

Praise for Kay Hooper’s
STEALING SHADOWS
“A fast-paced, suspenseful plot ... The story’s complicated and intriguing twists and turns keep the reader guessing until the chilling ending.”
—Publishers Weekly
“The first book in a ‘thrillogy’ which will feature back-to-back suspense novels by the awesome Ms. Hooper. If Stealing Shadows is any indication, readers are in for a terrific thrill ride.”
—Romantic Times
“This definitely puts Ms. Hooper in a league with Tami Hoag and Iris Johansen and Sandra Brown. Gold 5-star rating.”
—Heartland Critiques
HAUNTING RACHEL
“A stirring and evocative thriller.”
—Palo Alto Daily News
“The pace flies, the suspense never lets up. It’s great reading.”
 —The Advocate, Baton Rouge
“An intriguing book with plenty of strange twists that will please the reader.”
—Rocky Mountain News
“It passed the ‘stay up late to finish it in one night’ test.”
 —The Denver Post
FINDING LAURA
“You always know you are in for an outstanding read when you pick up a Kay Hooper novel, but in Finding Laura, she has created something really special! Simply superb!”
—Romantic Times (gold medal review)
“Hooper keeps the intrigue pleasurably complicated, with gothic touches of suspense and a satisfying resolution.”
—Publishers Weekly
“A first-class reading experience.”
—Affaire de Coeur
“Ms. Hooper throws in one surprise after another.... Spellbinding.”
 —Rendezvous
AFTER CAROLINE
“Harrowing good fun. Readers will shiver and shudder.”
 —Publishers Weekly
“Kay Hooper comes through with thrills, chills, and plenty of romance, this time with an energetic murder mystery with a clever twist. The suspense is sustained admirably right up to the very end.”
—Kirkus Reviews
“Peopled with interesting characters and intricately plotted, the novel is both a compelling mystery and a satisfying romance.”
 —Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
“Kay Hooper has crafted another solid story to keep readers enthralled until the last page is turned.”
—Booklist
“Joanna Flynn is appealing, plucky and true to her mission as she probes the mystery that was Caroline.”
—Variety
AMANDA
“Amanda seethes and sizzles. A fast-paced, atmospheric tale that vibrates with tension, passion, and mystery. Readers will devour it.”
—Jayne Ann Krentz
“Kay Hooper’s dialogue rings true; her characters are more three-dimensional than those usually found in this genre. You may think you’ve guessed the outcome, unraveled all the lies. Then again, you could be as mistaken as I was.”
—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution
“Will delight fans of Phyllis Whitney and Victoria Holt.”
 —Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine
“Kay Hooper knows how to serve up a latter-day gothic that will hold readers in its brooding grip.”
—Publishers Weekly
“I lapped it right up. There aren’t enough good books in this genre, so this stands out!”
—Booknews from The Poisoned Pen
“Kay Hooper has given you a darn good ride, and there are far too few of those these days.”
—Dayton Daily News

PROLOGUE
MAY ... 12 YEARS AGO
She didn’t know which was worse, the nausea or the terror. One threatened to choke her, while the other was a cold ache deeper than her bones.
There was so much blood.
How could one body hold so much blood?
She looked down and saw a ribbon of scarlet reaching slowly across the wooden floor for the toe of her pretty shoe. The floor was old and out of level, just enough. Just enough. That was the logical reason, of course, the mind’s understanding that the blood wasn’t actually reaching out for her, it was just flowing along the line of least resistance, downhill, and she happened to be in the path.
Her mind knew that.
But terror pushed aside logic and all understanding. The blood was a crimson finger curling toward her, searching for her, slow, accusing. It wanted to touch her, wanted to ... mark her.
I did it. I did this.
The words echoed in her head as she stared at the accusing finger of blood. It was almost hypnotic, watching the blood inch toward her, waiting for it to touch her. It was almost preferable to looking at what else was in the room.
She moved before the blood reached her, stepping to one side in a slow, jerky motion. Escaping. And made herself look up, look at the room. Look at it.
The room itself was a shambles. Overturned furniture with ripped fabric and scattered cushions, ancient newspapers and musty-smelling magazines tossed about, the few rag rugs on the floor bunched up or draped absurdly across an upended table. And everywhere, crimson smears darkening and turning rusty as they dried.
There was a red, desperate handprint on the wall near where the phone was supposed to be, though that instrument had been ripped from the wall and now lay in an impotent tangle near the fireplace. The pale curtains on the front window also bore a bloody handprint, and the rod had been pulled loose at one side, obviously from the futile attempt to signal for help or even to escape.
There had been no help, no escape.
No escape.
Death hadn’t come quickly. There were so many stab wounds, most of them shallow. Painful, but not fatal—at least not immediately. The once-white shirt was almost completely red, glistening here and there where the blood was still wet, darkened to a rusty crimson where it had begun to dry. And the garment was ripped and torn, like the pants, both riddled with those knife slashes of fury.
Rage. So much rage.
She heard a whimpering sound, and for an instant the hairs on the back of her neck rose in the terrifying idea that the dead could make pitiful noises like that. But then she realized the sound came from her own throat, from deep inside where there was no language, only primitive horror.
My fault. My fault. I did it.
That’s what her mind kept saying, over and over, dully, like a litany, while from the depths of her soul that wordless whimper quavered like some creature lost and in pain.
She looked around almost blindly, trying not to see the blood, the rage, and the hate, and a glint of something metallic abruptly caught her eye. She focused on that. Silver. A silver chain with a heart-shaped locket lying near the body, just inches from bloodstained fingers.
It took her several long seconds to recognize and understand what she was seeing. Silver chain. Locket.
Silver chain.
Locket.
“No,” she whispered.
Numbly, she looked down again and saw the finger of blood turn suddenly, curl toward her with determination, and before she could move, it touched the pale toe of her party shoe. The thin material soaked up the blood quickly, the scarlet stain spreading, wrapping her shrinking flesh.
My fault. My fault.
I did it.
She moaned and lifted shaking hands to cover her face, unable to watch an instant longer. Waiting for the blood to cover her foot and then begin to inch up her bare leg, defying gravity in its determination to swallow her.
She waited for that cold, wet sensation. But it never came. The silence closed over her, thick and curiously muffled, the way a snowy morning sounded when the earth was insulated by inches of the white stuff. She realized she was listening intently, waiting for ... something.
It was worse, not seeing. Her imagination saw more than the blood reaching out for her, saw a bloody hand, an accusing face streaked with scarlet lifting toward her, suffering eyes filled with condemnation—
She gasped and jerked her hands away from her face.
There was no body.
No blood.
No violently disturbed room.
She stared around at a room that looked as it always did: spare and a little shabby, the floral fabrics on the couch and at the windows faded by time and the sun, the rag rugs a cheerful attempt to bring in color and hide the bad places on the old wooden floor.
She looked down to find her party shoe pristine, not marked by blood or even dirt, because she’d been so careful, so determined to look her best tonight. To be perfect.
Very slowly, she backed out of the house. She gave the undisturbed room another long look, then pulled the door closed with a hand that wouldn’t stop shaking. She stood on the porch, staring at the door, and slowly the whimper deep in her throat bubbled into a laugh.
Once it started, she couldn’t stop it. Like something with a life of its own, it flowed out of her, the sound of it high, so high she was sure it would fall to the hard wooden porch and break into a million pieces any second. She clapped her hand over her mouth and still the laughter bubbled out, until her throat hurt, until the sound of it frightened her almost more than the inexplicable scene she had witnessed.
Until, finally, it died away.
Her hand fell limply to her side, and she heard herself murmur hoarsely, “God help me.”
MARCH ... PRESENT DAY
It was late when George Caldwell got to bed, mostly because he’d been surfing the Internet looking for the best travel deals. He was planning a trip to Hawaii.
He was always planning something. He loved lists, loved managing details, loved making plans. Sometimes the event itself was less fun than planning it. Well, most of the time, if he was honest about it. But not this time. This was going to be the trip of a lifetime, that was the plan.
When the phone rang, he answered it from the depths of what had been a pleasant dream. “Yeah, what?”
“You’ll pay.”
Caldwell fumbled for the lamp on his nightstand and blinked when the light came on and nearly blinded him. It was a moment before he could focus on the clock well enough to see that it was two o’clock. In the morning.
He pushed the covers aside and sat up. “Who is this?” he demanded indignantly.
“You’ll pay.”
It was a low voice, a whisper really, without identifying characteristics; he couldn’t even tell if he was speaking to a man or a woman.
“What are you talking about? Pay for what? Who the hell is this?”
“You’ll pay,” the caller breathed a final time, then hung up softly.
Caldwell held the receiver away from his ear and stared at it for a moment, then slowly hung up the phone.
Pay? Pay for what, for Christ’s sake?
He wanted to laugh. Tried to. Just some stupid kid, probably, or a crank caller old enough to know better. Instead of asking if his refrigerator was running, it was just a different idiotic question, that was all it was.
That was all.
Still, Caldwell wasted a minute wondering who he’d pissed off lately. Nobody sprang immediately to mind, and he shrugged as he got back into bed and turned off the lamp.
Just some stupid kid, that’s all.
That’s all it was.
He put it out of his mind and eventually went back to sleep, dreaming once again about Hawaii, about tropical beaches and white sands and clear blue water.
George Caldwell had plans.
He hadn’t planned on dying.

CHAPTER ONE
TUESDAY, MARCH 21
Whoever had dubbed the town Silence must have gotten a laugh out of it, Nell thought as she closed the door of her Jeep and stood on the curb beside the vehicle. For a relatively small town, it was not what anyone would have called peaceful even on an average day; on this mild weekday in late March, at least three school groups appeared to be trying to raise money for something or other with loud and cheerful car washes in two small parking lots and a bake sale going on in the grassy town square. And there were plenty of willing customers for the kids, even with building clouds promising a storm later on.
Nell hunched her shoulders and slid her cold hands into the pockets of her jacket. Her restless gaze warily scanned the area, studying the occasional face even as she listened to snatches of conversation as people walked past her. Calm faces, innocuous talk. Nothing out of the ordinary.
It didn’t look or sound like a town in trouble.
Nell glanced through the window of her Jeep at the newspaper folded on the passenger seat; there hadn’t been much in yesterday’s local daily to indicate trouble. Not much, but definitely hints, especially for anyone who knew how to read between the lines.
Not far from where she stood was a newspaper vendor selling today’s edition, and she could easily make out the headline announcing the town council’s decision to acquire property on which to build a new middle school. There was, as far as she could see, no mention on the front page of anything of greater importance than that.
Nell walked over to buy herself a paper and returned to stand beside her Jeep as she quickly scanned the three thin sections. She found it where she expected to find it, among the obituaries.
GEORGE THOMAS CALDWELL, 
42, UNEXPECTEDLY, AT HOME. 
 
There was more, of course. A long list of accomplishments for the relatively young man, local and state honors, business accolades. He had been very successful, George Caldwell, and unusually well-liked for a man in his position.
But it was the unexpectedly Nell couldn’t get past. Someone’s idea of a joke in very poor taste? Or was the sheriff’s department refusing to confirm media speculation of only a day or so ago about the violent cause of George Caldwell’s death?
Unexpected. Oh, yeah. Murder usually was.
“Jesus. Nell.”
She refolded the newspaper methodically and tucked it under her arm as she turned to face him. It was easy to keep her expression unrevealing, her voice steady. She’d had a lot of practice—and this was one meeting she had been ready for.
“Hello, Max.”
Standing no more than an arm’s length away, Max Tanner looked at her, she decided, rather the way he’d look at something distasteful he discovered on the bottom of his shoe. Hardly surprising, she supposed.
“What the hell are you doing here?” His voice was just uneven enough to make it obvious he couldn’t sound as impersonal and indifferent as he wanted to.
“I could say I was just passing through.”
“You could. What’s the truth?”
Nell shrugged, keeping the gesture casual. “I imagine you can guess. The will’s finally through probate, so there’s a lot I have to do. Go through things, clear out the house, arrange to sell it. If that’s what I end up doing, of course.”
“You mean you’re not sure?”
“About selling out?” Nell allowed her mouth to curve in a wry smile. “I’ve had a few doubts.”
“Banish them,” he said tightly. “You don’t belong here, Nell. You never did.”
She pretended that didn’t hurt. “Well, we agree on that much. Still, people change, especially in—what?— a dozen years? Maybe I could learn to belong.”
He laughed shortly. “Yeah? Why would you want to? What could there possibly be in this pissant little town to interest you?”
Nell had learned patience in those dozen years, and caution. So all she said in response to that harsh question was a mild “Maybe nothing. We’ll see.”
Max drew a breath and shoved his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket, gazing off toward the center of town as if the bake sale going on there fascinated him.
While he was deciding what to say next, Nell studied him. He hadn’t changed much, she thought. Older, of course. Physically more powerful now in his mid-thirties; he probably still ran, still practiced the martial arts that had been a lifelong interest. In addition, of course, to the daily physical labors of a cattle rancher. Whatever he was doing, it was certainly keeping him in excellent shape.
His lean face was a bit more lived-in than it had been, but just as with so many really good-looking men, the almost-too-pretty features of youth were maturing with age into genuine and striking male beauty—beauty that was hardly spoiled at all by the thin, grim line of his mouth. The passage of the years had barely marked that face in any negative way. There might have been a few threads of silver in the dark hair at his temples, and she didn’t remember the laugh lines at the corners of his heavy-lidded brown eyes....
Bedroom eyes. He’d been known for them all through school, for bedroom eyes and a hot temper, both gifts from a Creole grandmother. Maturity had done nothing to dampen the smoldering heat lurking in those dark eyes; she wondered if it had taught him to control the temper.
It had certainly taught her to control hers.
“You’ve got a hell of a nerve, I’ll say that for you,” he said finally, that intense gaze returning to her face.
“Because I came back? You must have known I would. With Hailey gone, there was no one else to . . . take care of things.”
“You didn’t come back for the funeral.”
“No.” She offered no explanation, no defense.
His mouth tightened even more. “Most people around here said you wouldn’t.”
“What did you say?” She asked because she had to.
“I was a fool. I said you would.”
“Sorry to disappoint you.”
Max shook his head once, an almost violent negation, and his voice was hard. “You can’t disappoint me, Nell. I lost ten bucks on a bet, that’s all.”
Nell didn’t know what she would have said to that, but she was saved from replying when an astonished female voice exclaimed her name.
“Nell Gallagher? My God, is that you?”
Nell half turned and managed a faint smile for the stunning redhead hurrying toward her. “It’s me, Shelby.”
Shelby Theriot shook her head and repeated, “My God,” as she joined them beside Nell’s car. For a moment, it seemed she would throw her arms around Nell in an exuberant hug, but in the end she just grinned. “I thought you’d probably show up here eventually, what with the house and everything to take care of, but I guess I figured it’d be later, maybe summer or something, though I don’t know why. Hey, Max.”
“Hey, Shelby.” He stood there with his hands in his pockets, expressionless now, dark eyes flicking back and forth between the two women.
Nell kept her own gaze on Shelby’s glowing face. “I thought about waiting until fall or until storm season was mostly past,” she said easily, “but it worked out that I had some time now before beginning a new job, so I came on down.”
“Down from where?” Shelby demanded. “Last we heard, you were out west somewhere.”
“Heard from Hailey?”
“Yeah. She said you were—well, I think the word she used was entangled, with some guy in Los Angeles. Or maybe it was Las Vegas. Anyway, out west somewhere. And that you were taking college courses at night. At least, I think that’s what she said.”
Rather than commenting on the information, Nell merely said, “I live in D.C. now.”
“Did you ever get married? Hailey said you came close once or twice.”
“No. I never married.”
Shelby grimaced. “Me either. Matter of fact, half our graduating class seems to be single these days, even though most of us have hit thirty. Depressing, isn’t it?”
“Maybe some of us are better off alone,” Nell offered, keeping her tone light.
“I think there’s something in the water,” Shelby said darkly. “Honest, Nell, this is getting to be a weird place. Have you heard about the murders?”
Nell lifted an eyebrow. “Murders?”
“Yeah. Four so far, if you count George Caldwell— remember him, Nell? ’Course, the sheriff hasn’t been eager to put this latest death on the list with the others, but—”
Max cut her off to say, “We’ve had killings here before, Shelby, just like any other town.”
“Not like these,” Shelby insisted. “People around here get themselves killed, the reason why is generally pretty obvious, just like who the killer is. No locked-room mysteries or other baffling whodunits, not in Silence. But these deaths? All fine, upstanding men of the town with reputations the next best thing to lily-white, then they’re murdered and all their nasty secrets come spilling out like a dam broke wide open.”
“Secrets?” Nell asked curiously.
“I’ll say. Adultery, embezzlement, gambling, pornography —you name it, we’ve had it. It’s been a regular Peyton Place around here. We haven’t heard anything about poor George’s secrets so far, but it’s early days yet. The other three, their secrets became public knowledge within a couple of weeks of their deaths. So I’m afraid it’s just a matter of time until we find out more about George than we ever wanted to know.”
“Have the killers been caught?”
“Nope. Which is another weird thing, if you ask me. Four prominent citizens killed in the last eight months, and the sheriff can’t solve even one of the murders? He’s going to have a hell of a time getting himself reelected.”
Nell glanced at Max, who was frowning slightly but didn’t offer a comment, then looked back at Shelby. “It does sound a little strange, but I’m sure the sheriff knows his job, Shelby. You always did fret too much.”
Shelby shook her head but laughed as well. “Yeah, I guess I did at that. Oh, hell—is that the time? I’ve gotta go, I’m late. Listen, Nell, I really want to catch up—can I give you a call in a day or two, after you’ve settled in? We can have lunch or something.”
“Sure, I’d love to.”
“Great. And if you get lonesome in that big old house and want somebody to talk to in the meantime, you call me, okay? I’m still a night owl, so anytime’s fine.”
“Gotcha. See you later, Shelby.”
With a wave to Max, the redhead rushed off, and Nell murmured, “She hasn’t changed much.”
“No.”
Nell knew her best bet would be to get in her car and just leave, but she heard herself saying slowly, “These murders do sound pretty unusual. And to go unsolved for so long . . . Doesn’t the sheriff have at least a few suspects?”
Max uttered an odd little laugh. “Oh, yeah, he has a few. One, in particular.”
“One?”
“Yeah, one. Me.” With another laugh, he turned on his heel and walked away.
Nell gazed after him until he disappeared around the next corner. Then she looked at the busy little town that seemed oblivious to the storm clouds moving in and, half under her breath, murmured, “Welcome home, Nell. Welcome home.”
Ethan Cole stood at the window of his office and looked down on Main Street. He had an excellent view of most of the street, especially the area around the newsstand. So he saw the visibly tense encounter between Nell Gallagher and Max Tanner, saw Shelby Theriot join them for a few moments before hurrying on in a characteristic rush. Saw Max stalk away and Nell watch him until she could no longer see him.
Well, now. How about that?
Ethan had known Nell was coming back to Silence, of course. Wade Keever wasn’t as closemouthed as he should have been about the legal affairs he handled, especially with a couple of drinks in him, and Ethan usually bought him a couple or three at least twice a month, just to keep on top of things. So he knew that Nell had—somewhat reluctantly, according to Wade— agreed to come home at least long enough to clear out the old house, see what family possessions she wanted to keep, do whatever else needed doing by the last blood Gallagher left with ties to this place.
Hell, maybe she’d just have a big-ass yard sale and then set a match to the ancestral home and drive back to D.C. purged of the past.
Ethan doubted she’d want to keep much, at least if all the old stories and rumors had any truth to them. And since she hadn’t returned home even for family funerals in the past twelve years, it certainly looked like at least some of those stories were true.
Ethan pursed his lips unconsciously as he watched Nell get back into her very nice Grand Cherokee and drive away. He’d run the plates later, he decided, just to make sure, but he didn’t expect there’d be anything he didn’t already know.
He knew a lot.
Being sheriff of a small, generally close-knit community required that, of course. Good police work in Lacombe Parish, and particularly here in Silence, so often came down to what he knew about the people here long before he had a crime to solve. So he made it his business to know what most everybody was up to, whether or not it was illegal.
“Sheriff?”
He turned from the window to find one of his CID detectives, Justin Byers, standing in front of the desk. He encouraged his people to come seek him out if they needed to talk, avoiding the outdated intercom system mostly because it was outdated but also because he hated the tinny, almost eerie sounds of voices run through the things.
“What’s up, Justin?”
“I’m having a little trouble running down all the financial information on George Caldwell. Nothing really suspicious, just some pretty scattered investments and a few too many details unexplained for my taste. I thought maybe if we got a warrant for his personal records—”
Ethan smiled. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Justin, but I doubt Judge Buchanan will issue a warrant based on our uneasiness. Find out what you can, but don’t push anybody, and don’t call on his widow, okay?”
“Does Sue Caldwell even consider herself his widow? I mean, they’d been separated—what?—two or three years?”
“About that.” Ethan shrugged. “But they were still married, and she’s his legal heir. From what I hear, she’s grieving. So leave her alone.”
“Okay, sure. Just so you know, it’s going to take a while to gather all the info you wanted—”
“Understood.” Ethan’s easy smile remained until the detective left the room, then faded. He didn’t entirely trust Justin Byers. Then again, he didn’t entirely trust at least three of the six new people he’d had to hire on since the new highway had made this a far more busy town in the last year. Ethan liked to have people he knew around him, and three of the most recent hires—including Byers—had not been born and raised in Silence.
Not a crime, that, and all had boasted fine credentials and recommendations, to say nothing of experience to spare.
Still.
Returning to his comfortable chair behind the desk, Ethan unlocked and opened the center drawer and drew out a dull brown folder. Inside were copies of three reports his office had submitted, as required, to the district-court prosecutor.
The report of the first death was straightforward enough. Peter Lynch, fifty, had died suddenly, apparently of a heart attack. Only at the insistence of a hysterical wife had an autopsy been performed, resulting in the unexpected finding of poison. Since the house hadn’t been treated as the scene of a crime at the time, going back to search later had turned up nothing useful in proving what had happened, but the medical examiner believed someone might have slipped a few capsules of nitroglycerin into one of the vitamin bottles. Lynch had been known to take vitamins by the handful, and no other drugs, prescription or recreational, had been found, so there was certainly a possibility the ME was right.
The really interesting thing was that once they began seriously searching his house to find out if Lynch had kept and used any drugs, they had discovered in the bottom of his closet a concealed cubbyhole hiding a stash of truly sick porn.
Little girls dressed up and painted up to look like whores, then photographed with men who might have been their fathers. Or grandfathers. Doing things that still made Ethan’s stomach churn just to think about.
“Sick bastard,” he muttered under his breath.
Lynch’s wife had been understandably appalled and mortified, especially when that first discovery had led to others, including evidence of trips Lynch had taken out of town that had nothing to do with business and everything to do with his abnormal pleasures. Not only had he frequently visited a house down in New Orleans that catered to men with his particular sexual proclivities, he had also kept a mistress in that city. A girl younger than his own youngest daughter.
Frowning, Ethan turned to the second report, which, again, had seemed straightforward in the beginning. Luke Ferrier, thirty-eight, had apparently committed suicide by driving his car into a bayou. Water in his lungs proved he’d drowned, and the conclusion of suicide seemed accurate enough. But a coworker insisted—loudly—that he hadn’t been suicidal, so Ethan’s people had taken a closer look.
Figuring money was the most likely reason a young and healthy man without many family ties would choose to kill himself, they had looked into his financial records and those of the company he worked for. Again, what they found had surprised them—not because they discovered evidence of embezzlement, but because it appeared Ferrier had repaid every penny he had “borrowed” months before his supposed suicide.
No one had suspected him, and he’d been home-free.
So why commit suicide?
The ME had allowed as how there were certainly barbiturates and muscle relaxers that didn’t linger in the body; Ferrier might have been doped and his car pointed at that bayou while he was out cold, with nothing to show up in the autopsy afterward. It was possible.
But the real clincher had come when they dug a little deeper—and discovered not only an apparently chronic gambling habit but also a fat bank account in Baton Rouge and a lockbox containing, among other things, a plane ticket to the south of France dated a month after Ferrier’s death. More paperwork in the box further indicated he’d been just about ready to pull up stakes and leave Silence.
So why commit suicide?
“Not suicide,” Ethan said, again half under his breath. “Goddammit.”
The third report concerned the death of Randal Patterson, forty-six, which had occurred just two months ago. By that point, with uneasiness in the town palpable and gossip running rampant, Ethan’s deputies and detectives hadn’t made the mistake of assuming anything—except the worst. Finding a relatively young, seemingly healthy adult male dead of any cause would have been enough to alert them; finding said adult male electrocuted in his Jacuzzi courtesy of a live wire dropped into the tub from a nearby window sent up a huge red flag.
And the flag was fairly waved in their faces when the subsequent investigation uncovered Randal Patterson’s dirty little secret: a well-equipped room in his basement containing a number of sadomasochistic apparatus and devices, and a great deal of rubber and black leather. Whips. Masks. Chains.
So far they hadn’t been able to find out who Patterson had played his little games with, but it was only a matter of time.
Only a matter of time.
“Shit,” Ethan muttered softly.
There was, of course, no complete report on George Caldwell as yet. It had been only a few days, after all, since he’d been found. Shot through the head, with no gun in sight. Hard to call that anything but murder.
But, so far, nothing obscene or illegal had turned up.
So far.
Ethan closed the folder and stared rather grimly across his office. He didn’t like this.
He didn’t like this one little bit.
Nell got out of her Jeep and stood gazing at the big white clapboard house that was set back from the road and surrounded by towering oak trees. The house sprawled without much architectural integrity, which wasn’t surprising considering that the original hundred-year-old building had been remodeled and expanded several times in the past decades as the family within it had also grown.
Ironic, Nell thought, that here she stood, a century after the first Gallaghers had put down roots in this place, presumably with high hopes and determination to build a family. Here she stood. Alone. Last of the line, at least in Silence.
And stood reluctantly, at that.
Nell sighed and went around to open the Jeep’s cargo hatch. The space was full, holding her suitcase and laptop case, as well as several bags of groceries she’d stopped off in town to buy. She was just about to grab a couple of the bags and head for the house when a sense other than hearing made her turn and look toward the road.
A sheriff’s department cruiser was turning into the driveway.
Not really surprised, Nell leaned back against the floor of the open hatch and waited.
The cruiser pulled up behind her Jeep, and two deputies got out. The taller of the two, unexpectedly, was the woman; she had to be close to six feet tall, Nell judged, and boasted centerfold measurements that had undoubtedly been more of a bane than a blessing in her chosen profession. She was also lovely in a darkly exotic way that spoke of a Creole heritage very common in the area.
Her older partner was probably five-nine or -ten, blond, and good-looking in a boyish way, with a wide and welcoming smile. He was one of those men who would look almost exactly the same between twenty and sixty, only then appearing to age.
“Hey, Miss Gallagher. I’m Kyle Venable, and this is Lauren Champagne.”
Nell couldn’t help lifting a brow at the woman, who responded with a dry, “One of my many crosses.”
“Nice to meet you both,” Nell said with a faint smile. “I think. Did I run a stop sign or something?”
“Oh, no, ma’am,” Deputy Venable assured her hastily. “Sheriff just wanted us to come out and check the place over for you. It’s stood empty awhile, you know, and careful as we are to keep an eye on things, there are still vagrants about—especially out this far. If you’ll let us have the key, we’ll make sure everything checks out before you move in.”
Nell didn’t hesitate to reach into the pocket of her jacket and produce a key. “Thanks, I appreciate it,” she said.
“It won’t take long, ma’am,” Venable said, accepting the key and touching his hat brim politely before he and his partner strode up the flagstone walkway to the front door.
Remaining where she was, Nell watched them disappear into the house. Useless to pretend even to herself that she wasn’t incredibly tense; all she could do was try not to look it. She felt an all-too-familiar twinge in her left temple and massaged the area in a soothing circular motion with three fingers.
“Not now,” she whispered. “Christ, not now.” She rubbed harder, willing her body and mind to obey the desperate command.
It was probably no more than ten minutes before the deputies reappeared, though it seemed longer.
“Clear,” Venable said cheerfully as they rejoined Nell at the vehicles. “Looks like all the windows and doors have pretty solid locks, but you might want to consider installing a good security system, Miss Gallagher. That or get yourself a big dog.”
“Thanks, Deputy.” She included them both in her smile and nod of gratitude as he returned the key, adding, “I probably won’t be here long enough to do anything permanent, but I’ll certainly keep the house locked up while I’m here.”
“We’ll be passing by pretty often on regular patrols, so we’ll keep an eye on the place.” Venable gestured toward the packed cargo area. “In the meantime, we’d be happy to help you carry some of this stuff inside.”
“Oh, no, thanks, I can manage. I do appreciate the offer, though.”
He touched his hat brim again, smiling. “Okay, but don’t hesitate to holler if you need anything. Anything at all.”
“I won’t.”
The two deputies got back in their cruiser, and Nell deliberately turned to unload the Jeep rather than watch them leave. By the time she reached the front porch with an armful of groceries, she was aware that the cruiser and its deputies had reached the end of the long drive and pulled out onto the road heading back toward town.
She didn’t look after them.
They had left the front door standing open, guarded only by the old screen door, and for just a moment she stood there trying to brace herself both mentally and emotionally.
Another twinge in her temple urged her into the house before she was entirely ready to go, which was probably just as well. Without some sort of spur, she wasn’t at all sure she would have been able to do it.
She stepped into an open foyer that was disconcertingly familiar with its polished wooden floor and round, pedestal-leg table. There should have been flowers on the table, of course, and hadn’t there been a rug underneath?
Shaking off the vague musings, Nell moved purposefully past the stairs toward the kitchen, deliberately not looking through any doorways she passed. Formal dining room on one side, living room on the other, half bath under the stairs—and no need to check out any of those rooms.
Not yet. Not yet.
She put the grocery bags on the kitchen counter and spared only one quick look around the bright yellow-and-white kitchen, then immediately headed back out to the Jeep. She needed to get everything inside, and as soon as possible; the twinges in her temple had become a painful throbbing as rhythmic and inevitable as her heartbeat.
She barely made it, dumping her luggage in the foyer and locking the front door before moving unsteadily back to the kitchen. She fumbled through the bags for the few perishables that needed to go into the refrigerator, fighting the dizziness grimly even as she told herself she should at least find a chair before—
Blackness washed over her, and Nell crumpled silently to the dusty tile floor.
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