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Want to discuss Coral Moon with your book club?
Insightful questions about the story and how
it applies to your life can be found at
www.kannerlake.com/discussions.
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For Sister #2,
Sheila Lovell.
A quiet strength
and a brilliant, witty mind.
When you left home,
I mourned for days.



I do not know how the suns and worlds are turned.
I only see how men will plague themselves.
 — Mephistopheles, Faust
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INTRODUCTION

Dear Reader,

In this second book of my Kanner Lake series, I offer you a story that’s a bit . . . different. My task in life, after all, is to keep you off balance, not quite sure of what new trials you must endure at my hands. Certainly Coral Moon offers you the same cast of colorful characters you came to know in Violet Dawn. You will also meet some new folks. The town has settled into relative quiet after its Violet Dawn traumas. Java Joint is enjoying a higher rate of business. The Kanner Lake blog is up and running, with thousands of loyal readers across the country. Chief Edwards keeps law and order; S-Man types away on his science fiction manuscript. Winter has nearly passed and spring is around the corner. Ah, yes, beautiful, pristine Kanner Lake has much to look forward to. Except —

What is that feeling in the air? Something strange and dark. Something unsettling.

As a reader of my books, you know the drill before turning the page: Strap your seatbelt on tight, keep your hands inside the car, and don’t forget to b r e a t h e . . .

But if this particular roller coaster becomes airborne, if plunging ride gives way to startling flight . . .

Well, at least I gave you fair warning.
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PART ONE: Messages
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ONE

Kill tonight — or die.

The words burned, hot acid eating through his eyes, his brain. Right down to his soul.

Only a crazy person would obey.

He slapped both hands to his ears, squeezed hard against his head. Screwed his eyes shut. He hung there, cut off from the world, snagged on the life sounds of his body. The whoosh of breath, the beat of his heart.

The words boiled.

His skull hurt. He pulled his hands away, let them fall. The kitchen spun. He dropped into a chair, bent forward, and breathed deeply until the dizziness passed.

He sat up, looked again to the table.

The note lay upon the unfolded Kanner Lake Times newspaper, each word horrific against the backdrop of a coral crescent moon.

How did they get in here?

What a stupid question. As if they lacked stealth, as if mere walls and locked entrances could keep them out. He’d been down the hall in the bedroom watching TV, door wide open, yet had heard nothing. Hadn’t even sensed their presence as he pushed off the bed and walked to the kitchen for some water.

A chill blew over his feet.

His eyes bugged, then scanned the room. Over white refrigerator and oak cabinets, wiped-down counters and empty sink. To the threshold of the kitchen and into the hallway. There his gaze lingered as the chill worked up to his ankles.

It had to be coming from the front of the house.

His skin oozed sweat, a web of sticky fear spinning down over him. Trembling, he pulled himself out of the chair. He clung to the smooth table edge, ensuring his balance. Then, heart beating in his throat, he forced himself across the floor, around the corner, and toward the front door.

It hung open a few inches.

They were taunting him.

He approached, hands up and fingers spread, as if pushing through phantoms. Sounds of the night wafted on the frigid air — the rustle of breeze through tree limbs, distant car tires singing against pavement. He reached the door, peered around it, knowing he was a fool to seek a sign of them. The air smelled crisp, tanged with the purity of pine trees. The last vestiges of snow dusted his porch, bearing the tracks of his footprints alone.

He closed the door and locked it. As if that would do any good. He sagged against the wall, defeated and sick. How stupid to think they would leave him in peace. Hadn’t he seen this coming? All the events of the last few months . . .

Shoulders drawn, he made his way back to the kitchen and his inevitable fate. Each footstep drew him away from the life he’d built, reasoning and confidence seeping from him like blood from a fatal wound. His conscience pulsed at what he had to do.

The message sat on his table, an executioner beckoning victim to the noose. He fell into the chair, wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. He read the words, fresh nausea rising in his stomach. No misunderstanding their commands. They had a chess score to settle. He was their pawn.

He pushed back against the chair, arms crossed and hugging himself, the way he used to do as a boy. Dully, he stared at the window, seeing only his own pitiable reflection. For a long time he watched himself, first transfixed in fright, then with the evolving expression of self-preservation.

If he just did this one thing, his debt would be paid. They’d leave him alone.

For another hour . . . two . . . he sat, forcing down the queasiness as he thought through dozens of details. How he should do it. What could go wrong.

By the time he rose near midnight, he’d laid his plans.

Gathering the necessary items, shrugging on a coat, he slipped out into the cold and soulless night.



TWO

Leslie Brymes awoke to a promising day of argument and scorn.

She stretched, groggy eyes roving the master bedroom suite of her newly rented house. Sunlight seeped through her pink curtains, casting the walls and carpet a hazy mauve. Her flannel sheets were soft and warm, coaxing her back toward slumber . . .

She resisted.

As sleep morphed into awareness, her mind began to pop with names and workday duties. Eleven a.m. — interview Bud Grayson by phone. Two p.m. — Myra Hodgkid at her house. Leslie smiled, imagining the arguments of these opponents and the article she would write. Nothing like a little controversy to sell newspapers.

She slid out of bed and made her way to the bathroom, interview questions trooping through her head. Mr. Grayson, how much did publicity from the country’s fascination with the Edna San murder have to do with your decision to build a hotel in Kanner Lake? Ms. Hodgkid, why do you oppose the hotel when it promises new tax revenue for the town? As hot water in the shower hissed and pounded, Leslie considered others she might talk to, the word count she would need. Above all, how to push her story from the Kanner Lake Times pages into bigger newspapers and onto TV. The national-interest hook might still have some life in it, especially with the recent airing of her interview about the Edna San case on Crime America.

For that, she had to give her roommate a lot of credit. Paige hadn’t wanted a thing to do with any public appearances, yet didn’t try to stop Leslie from being on the show. Paige knew how much Leslie wanted it to boost her career.

The twenty-five thousand dollars hadn’t been bad either.

Leslie stepped out of the shower, anticipation zinging through her veins. She donned a bathrobe and towel-turbaned her wet hair, then parked herself in front of the closet, considering what to wear. She pulled out jeans with sequins and little pearls on the thighs, laid them on the bed, then eyed them critically.

Perfect for the sweater.

Leslie headed down the hallway toward her roommate’s door. She knocked hard. “Hey, Paige. You gonna let me borrow that sweater today?” Her movement sent the towel turban into a slide until it covered one eye. She pushed it back in place. “Paige!”

The door swung open. Paige stood before her, clad in black jeans — and the teal sweater Leslie wanted to wear. Set off by the top, Paige’s vivid blue-green eyes were stunning. Even with no makeup and her brown hair uncombed, the girl looked gorgeous.

Leslie thrust a hand on her hip. “You rat. How did you know I’d want to wear that today?”

Paige shrugged. “I didn’t. But you can have it. I’ll wear something else.”

Leslie’s turban slipped again. She gave up and pulled it off. Wet hair slapped against the back of her neck. The cold sensation shot a frisson between her shoulder blades. Ooh. Sudden willies rattled her body, and the hair on her arms raked up.

She shivered harder.

Something touched the back of her neck.

Leslie gasped and whipped around, eyes stabbing the hallway.

“What’s wrong? Leslie?”

She barely heard Paige’s voice. Felt only the prickle of her nerves, the lingering sensation of icy fingers on her skin. A strange, indefinable heaviness descended, thick and dark. Leslie trembled, wanting to run, unable to move. Waiting for . . .

What?

The feeling sucked away, a shadow on a fast-ebbing tide.

She blinked, senses assimilating. Double-checking.

It was gone.

Her fingers cramped. Leslie realized how hard she was clutching the wet towel. She eased her grip, turned around to face her roommate. Paige stared at her.

“Are you okay?”

Leslie drew a breath. “Did you feel that?”

“Feel what?”

“You telling me you didn’t feel anything?”

Paige looked right and left. “What are you talking about?”

Leslie’s shoulders relaxed a little. Okay. Fine. She was just a little spooked this morning, that’s all.

But she could have sworn . . .

“Never mind.” She slipped the towel around her like a shawl, pulled her wet hair on top of it. “I just . . . went off for a minute.” She forced a smile, knew it came out crooked. What had they been talking about? “Oh, the sweater. Don’t worry about it. I’ll wear it another day.”

Paige’s eyes rounded. “I swear your face went white. You sure you’re not sick?”

Leslie managed a laugh. “Sick in the head, maybe.” With a flutter of her hand, she headed back down the hall. She could not tell her friend what had just happened — whatever it was. Paige had been through enough, and the last thing she needed was any more weirdness in her life. In the past month she’d begun to blossom, her shy smile quicker, her confidence on the rise. Leslie wasn’t about to put even the smallest speed bump in her roomie’s road to recovery.

In her own bedroom, Leslie chose a blue sweater and slid into her jeans. She pushed the strange occurrence from her mind.

Twenty minutes later in the kitchen, Leslie dropped a bagel in the toaster. While it toasted she slipped outside to fetch the Spokane Review off their front sidewalk. She snatched it up, the cold March air already seeping through her sweater, and hurried back into the house. Blessed spring, come soon.

Her bagel spread with cream cheese, Leslie settled at the table to peruse her competition. Dratted big city daily. Hitting the streets once a week on Wednesdays, the Kanner Lake Times couldn’t cover news anywhere near as fast as the Review did. What’s more, the KLT was only six pages long. Leslie took a large bite of bagel. Well, so what? Neither could the Review cover Kan-ner Lake news as thoroughly as her paper. Fortunately, most of the townsfolk subscribed to both. Besides, how many of those reporters had been on national television? All she had to do was keep her nose to the grindstone, and she’d skip over bigger city newspapers altogether, go straight to TV.

Yeah, girl, keep believing it.

She checked the cat-shaped clock on the kitchen wall, its black tail ticking away the minutes. Just before nine. Time to head to the office.

Leslie shoved the last bit of bagel in her mouth, chewing as she rinsed her plate and knife and stuck them in the dishwasher. Within minutes, teeth brushed and lipstick applied, she was headed out of her bedroom, bearing her small briefcase and a camera slung over her shoulder. The day beckoned, and Leslie Brymes would take it by storm.

“Bye, Paige!” She drummed pink fingernails across her roommate’s door as she walked by. Leslie knew Paige would be reading the Bible — a habit she’d picked up lately. Paige didn’t have to be at work at Simple Pleasures until ten.

“See ya!” Paige’s voice muffled through the wall.

At the front closet Leslie stopped to slip into a puffy jacket, pushing the camera back on her shoulder. She walked out to the porch, ensuring that the door locked behind her, and tilted her face toward a hazy blue sky. Kanner Lake had half a chance of seeing some sun today. Thank goodness the temperature had climbed into the midthirties, just warm enough to have melted recalcitrant patches of snow. It had covered the ground since the beginning of December.

Leslie stepped off the porch and veered right, following the branch of sidewalk that led to the driveway, which curved up to the double-car garage on the far end of the house. Thanks to full boxes in the garage, she and Paige were parking outside until they unpacked everything. As Leslie approached the driveway, the rear right bumper of her bright yellow VW edged into view, followed by the pink daisy petals on the passenger door.

Someone sat in the car.

Leslie pulled up short. She leaned forward, frowning. The frame between the passenger door and windshield blocked the person’s face. Who was that?

She ventured three steps, watching the form materialize into full view. The person didn’t move.

Over his head — hers? — draped a green towel.

Fear spritzed Leslie’s nerves, followed by quick denial. It was just Paige playing a joke. Somehow she’d proved Wonder Woman enough to beat it out the back and slide into the car before Leslie stepped through the front door . . .

Three thoughts hit Leslie in rapid succession. Paige didn’t play jokes. Her towels were blue. And she never could have made it out here in time.

What was going on today? First that feeling in the hallway, now this.

Leslie moved two more steps. Was this a new neighbor, looking for a few laughs? Some kid, who should be in school?

The figure remained still as stone. Leslie couldn’t even detect a breath.

Spider-fingers teased the back of her neck.

A year ago Leslie could have convinced herself this was a practical joke. Lots of people knew she and Paige had just moved here. Any number of her friends could have staged this prank. After all, she hadn’t locked her car. But after the events of last summer, Leslie Brymes was no longer the naïve twenty-year-old she had been. Life — even in quiet Kanner Lake — had proved it could explode with the vengeance of a volcano.

Leslie eyed the cataleptic figure and felt the tumble of rocks in her chest.

Slowly, she set down her briefcase. Slipped the camera down her arm and laid it on the cement. Hands free, she forced herself to the end of the sidewalk.

Where the driveway began, she stood within six feet of her VW. Close enough to make out the narrow-shouldered torso, wearing a white blouse, emerging beneath the towel. The covered head was quite a few inches away from the ceiling. A woman? Short, diminutive.

Still.

Leslie refused to dwell on the possible reasons for that.

Maybe this was a trick. Maybe it was a life-sized doll. If someone was looking to spoof Paige’s terrifying find of last summer, they’d done a good job. Leslie glanced over her shoulder, seeking a snickering culprit, but saw only empty street.

She turned back toward the car, eyes catching a streak on the passenger door. Dark red, about three inches long, over the edge of a pink daisy petal.

Leslie’s feet rooted to the pavement. She dropped her gaze to the concrete, seeking . . . Spatters of blood? Footprints? She saw nothing. Honed through her recent coverage of crime-scene evidence and the testimony at last month’s trial, the reporter in Leslie spewed warnings. Notice everything, touch nothing. Grab the notebook and pen from your briefcase, take notes —

“No.”

This wasn’t real. Couldn’t be. It was a sick prank, nothing more, and when she got her hands on the person who’d set her up, she’d strangle him. Or her.

Propelled by her indignation, Leslie strode forward, grabbed the door handle, and jerked it open. “Listen, whoever you — ”

The figure didn’t flinch.

All sound died in Leslie’s throat. Her stunned gaze fell on thin legs in blue polyester pants. Gnarled and bloodied hands curled in the lap. Pinned to the person’s chest, a piece of plain white paper, with the number one on it, circled in black felt-tip pen.

Leslie froze, screaming at herself to back away. Her legs wouldn’t move.

She knew then. Even so, she sought hope. Swallowing hard, she reached out a finger, poked the woman’s arm.

Stiff.

Experience and terror cried for her to stop. This was a crime scene, and nothing should be touched. But fear of the unknown overcame her resistance. Leslie lifted her hand — and jerked away the towel.

Blood crusted a battered head and cheeks. Open, glazed eyes. The face — Leslie knew it.

Her feet back-stepped, hand flying to her mouth. Leslie stumbled, sought the breath to scream and found none. Strangled into silence, her lungs swelling shut, she fled to the porch and pounded on the locked front door.



THREE

The piece of paper — folded twice and smudgy with footprints —lay on the floor by her locker. Pulling sixteen-year-old Ali Frederick’s attention like a magnet.

Clutching her geometry textbook, Ali stared at it. Had to be a personal note. Students didn’t fold up their homework like that. It was regular paper, with faint blue lines and a ripped punch hole. Could have come from anybody’s notebook. Someone must have dropped it. Maybe didn’t even know it was missing yet.

Had Sarah lost it? The girl whose locker was next to hers had just left, yakking a mile a minute with her best friend, Kara, about some TV show.

Ali glanced down the hall. Sarah would be easy to find, with her reddish hair and long legs. There she was — three classrooms away. Too far. Ali looked around for someone else who could have dropped the paper. Had anybody noticed she’d seen it? Her classmates made lots of noise, all laughing and talking. They changed books at their lockers, slamming metal doors. Their footsteps kicked up a stale smell of dust and sweat. Too many bodies in one place.

No one was paying her any attention.

Her eyes returned to the paper.

Kinda weird, the way it pulled at her. And it was so close. Almost like somebody’d left it there for her to find.

Before she knew it, she’d bent over and picked it up.

Ali opened her locker door, holding the paper close to her waist. She pulled out her history textbook, stuck the paper underneath its cover, then slid her geometry book onto a shelf and closed the door. Suddenly she was afraid to turn around. What if the owner of the note had seen her? Someone like Marla or Tracy or Kristal, who had it all, and wouldn’t mind telling her what they thought of her snooping.

If she’d been attending this school longer, it wouldn’t matter. If she had friends here, well, so what if she read somebody’s note? But she’d lived in Kanner Lake less than a month and had started attending the high school this week. When you’re brand-new and trying to fit in, you don’t want to go looking for trouble.

Someone bumped Ali’s shoulder. She jerked around, heart skipping.

“Sorry.” Some heavy-set guy raised his double chin and lumbered by. No smile.

Ali exhaled. “It’s okay.”

She felt the note in her textbook — like it called to her. She wanted to read it, but there were too many people around. She hurried down the hall and upstairs to her second-period class, and slid into the back-row seat closest to the door. Up front, Mr. Harkins leaned against his desk, joking with Terrence, the short, skinny class clown. Ali slapped her binder and textbook down on the desk. Her homework, a two-page essay on the role of women in the workforce during World War II, lay in the front pocket of the binder. They’d had three days to do the assignment, but it had taken her less than two hours, even with the research. So far, all the homework at Kanner Lake High had been like that. Not that the teachers were bad or anything. But after being homeschooled since kindergarten, Ali was way ahead of everyone else.

Now if she could only make some friends.

She pulled out the essay and laid it on top of her binder.

A male voice sounded behind her — the voice that had made her tingle the first day she’d heard it.

“. . . in Spokane on Sunday. Daryl’s driving. Can you go?”

Ali bent over her desk, pretending to look at her essay. Her gaze cut left to see Chet and Eddie — she didn’t know any last names yet — walk up the aisle and choose seats across from each other. Chet was wearing a blue sweatshirt that made his eyes look extra good. His light brown hair was gelled just right, and he moved with this . . . ease. Ali watched his hand — it waved so casually as he talked. And the way his tall body folded into the chair. In front of Chet, some blonde chick named Kim turned around and flashed him a smile of perfect teeth. She said something, and Chet gave her head a little push.

Jealousy shot through Ali. She lowered her eyes.

I will never look as good as her.

Well, so? Ali didn’t consider herself exactly ugly, either. She had big brown eyes that her dad always said were “gorgeous.” 

And her body was okay. She just needed to learn more about makeup, plus do something with her hair. The reddish brown color was pretty good, but it was all one long length, except for the bangs. She looked like one of those hippies from the sixties. 

The bell rang.

“Okay, people, let’s have it quiet!” Mr. Harkins pushed off the desk. “Time to hand in those essays.”

Students groaned and binders clicked open. Ali passed her assignment to the guy in front of her. The papers rustled their way up to the front.

She looked down at the history textbook. Time to read the note.

Ali opened the book.

She held the cover up so nobody on her left could see. The note felt gritty as she unfolded it with one hand. Pressed it flat. 

Just a few scrawly lines in the center of the page. Ali bent over to read.

The first sentence made her eyes go wide.

The second sent pinpricks down her arms.

After the last line, Ali felt shaky. Refolding the note, she crammed it in the back of her book. Then sat staring at her desk, heart pounding.

It’s not real. Just some stupid game.

But she couldn’t believe that. Something told her it was real, all right. That note had some kind of power. It had called to her, and she’d picked it up like some dumb sheep. And now, somehow, she was going to pay.



FOUR

Kanner Lake Police Chief Vince Edwards studied the file on his desk, drinking a Java Joint “biggie” coffee. His office door stood open, the small station quiet. Young Frank West, the other officer of their five-man force on duty today, was out aiming radar on Lakeshore.

Lining the top of Vince’s desk were photographs of his wife, Nancy, and their son, Tim, whose twenty-second birthday would have been two weeks ago, and of their daughter, Heather, who lived in Spokane with her husband and little girl. Vince picked up the photo of Nancy and Tim, taken just before Tim shipped out to Iraq. Vince said a quick prayer for his and Nancy’s marriage, which had almost unraveled after Tim’s death, and for help with their grief. Then he prayed for Heather and her family.

Vince had never been much of a praying man, but the curve-balls life had thrown him in the past year and a half had made him think twice about the Creator.

He took another drink of hot coffee, glad for the sleeve around the cup to protect his fingers. Gladder still that the case file before him could now be closed, however sick its solving had made the parents of Billy Yates and Carl Stedener. Vince shook his head as he closed the folder. Dumb kids. Windows in four buildings broken by vandals over a period of three days — and what was the common factor? Double sets of boy-size footprints in the snow. And the tracks of a three-legged dog.

Only one such beast existed in Kanner Lake: twelve-year-old Billy Yates’s brown mutt. A cross between some kind of spaniel and a chocolate lab, “Spud” had lost a limb when he got hit by a car the previous year. Half the townsfolk, animal lovers that they were, sent gifts to Spud. The mutt was up and adapting to his new hopping gait long before the squeaky mice and bacon-flavored bones stopped coming.

Note to Billy — when you own a dog with one set of tracks in a million, best leave him home during a crime spree.

Brimming with denials at first, Billy caved when presented with the irrefutable evidence. He copped on his best friend, Carl, and, of course, poor Spud. All three of them — busted. The criminal canine got off easy (after all, he’d already lost a leg), but the boys would be putting in a lot of weekend cleanup hours at the businesses they’d hit. Some of the more crusty codgers in town, like Wilbur Hucks, had declared Spud should be taken away from Billy. No criminal deserved so brave a canine. But they’d been outvoiced by others who insisted that Spud, a one-kid dog, would also bear the punishment.

Vince agreed — for Billy’s sake as well as Spud’s. You just don’t separate a boy and his dog.

He gazed through the open blinds of his window, out toward Main. The day was overcast and chilly, but the snow was gone. Across the street, Missy Stafford, mother of four, stepped out of the post office and drew her coat tighter around her big body. Sixty-year-old Ralph Bednershack, owner of the IGA grocery store, rushed by her on the sidewalk and waved. Ralph’s face was turned away from Vince, but there was no mistaking his distinctive never-on-time trot. Missy waved back.

Thank heaven Kanner Lake had drifted back into normalcy, Vince thought. Well, except for the controversy over the hotel that Californian wanted to build. Hard to believe a month ago dozens of journalists had swarmed the town, feeding the country’s fascination with the “Edna San Burial” case.

Vince’s personal phone line rang. He put down his coffee and reached for the receiver. “Chief Edwards.”

“Ch-chief?” The female voice sounded hitched, tight.

Vince sat up straight, instantly alert. “Yes, who is this?”

“Paige.”

Paige. A chill shot through Vince, followed by a dozen imagined scenarios, none of them good. With everything this gal had gone through, he’d never once known her to cry. Now she sounded close to it. “What’s happened?”

“Vesta Johnson’s been murdered.”

“What?”

“Somebody put her in Leslie’s car, in our driveway. Sometime last night. Leslie just found her.”

Vince blinked at the paperwork on his desk, all peaceful thoughts vanished. Vesta Johnson — in her seventies. Sweet lady with no enemies, a hostess at every New Community Church potluck.

A dozen questions pelted him. Where to begin? “You say she’s in Leslie’s car?”

“Yes.”

“You said ‘our driveway.’ You two rooming together now?”

“We just moved into a house at the end of Madding Court. Number 235.”

Vince grabbed a pen and jotted down the address. “Are you sure Vesta is dead?”

“Yes. I . . . I saw her. Her head’s all beaten and bloody. And she’s stiff.”

Vince closed his eyes, thoughts roiling. Then his policeman’s mind took over. The body’s been touched.

“Paige, are you both all right? Where’s Leslie?”

“We’re . . . okay. She’s here. But she was too upset to call.”

Vince pushed back his chair. “Okay, I’m on my way. Listen. Just stay in the house with your doors locked until we get there. Don’t touch anything. Not the car, not Vesta, or anything around it. Hear me?”

“Yeah, okay. Just . . . hurry.” The last word cracked.

“I will. Hang on.”

Vince smacked off the line, begged the dawdling dial tone, then punched in Frank West’s cell phone number. It was an automatic response to keep the call off the radio, where Jared Moore, owner of the Kanner Lake Times, could pick it up via scanner.

As Frank answered, the irony hit Vince. What good was keeping the information off a scanner when the Kanner Lake Times reporter found the body?



FIVE

As Paige hung up the phone, Leslie tried to pull herself together. Her brain felt as withered as a desert flower. Paige didn’t seem much better off. She hovered at the kitchen counter, eyes blank.

Leslie couldn’t push the picture of Vesta’s bloody face from her mind. “Thanks for calling.” Her voice sounded thick, even to herself. “You held it together way better than me.”

Paige nodded.

They looked at each other. The police should arrive within five minutes, but that seemed like forever. What were they supposed to do in the meantime? What could they do? Leslie could hardly think. She knew she was in shock. Which was a good thing. Shock clamped down emotions, and she sure didn’t want to feel what boiled inside her right now.

Paige’s gaze drifted out the back window. “Chief said we’re supposed to wait here. Not go outside.” She crossed to the kitchen table and sank into a chair.

Like we’d want to go back out there. Leslie slumped into the seat beside Paige. Hard to imagine she’d been headed out the door ten minutes ago, laser-focused on interviews. Somewhere deep inside, her reporter’s brain screamed for details and answers to this new story, but she couldn’t begin to listen. This was too raw, too real. She knew Vesta Johnson. Respected and loved her.

How could this have happened?

Leslie drew her arms around her chest and stared across the room, seeing Vesta’s battered face. “Why?” she whispered. “Why would anyone do this?”

At New Community Church, Vesta had greeted Leslie every Sunday. Leslie, what a good job you did on the paper this week. . . .How beautiful you look. . . . Vesta stood about five feet four, but the sparkle in her eyes and her energy gave her a presence far greater than size. She hadn’t been a pretty woman, but beauty flowed from her spirit. Her eyes were gray, her nose large. Her wide mouth was always smiling, always saying kind words. Forceful words, too, when needed. She didn’t hesitate to speak out against behavior that “flew in the face of God’s will.” But even then, Vesta exuded love for the person, as if cut to the core that one of God’s creatures would insist on self-destructive behavior.

Vesta was the first to take food to someone who was sick, or to mourners after a funeral. Sometimes people who called themselves Christians didn’t act much like it, but Vesta lived her faith. She’d lost her husband of fifty-one years just fourteen months ago. Many said she was better off without him. He’d been selfish, demanding, and bad-tempered. Apparently, Henry mocked Vesta’s faith all his life. Still, Leslie had never heard her speak a word against him.

Leslie looked at Paige. She was staring at her tightly clasped hands, her face like carved wood. “Paige?” Leslie leaned toward her. “You okay?”

Paige raised an empty gaze. “Yeah.”

Guilt welled in Leslie. What had she been thinking, pounding on their front door when she had her own key? She should have calmed down before telling Paige what had happened. Instead her own terror had knifed into her friend, and Paige had run out to the car to see for herself. Then stumbled back to the porch, white-faced.

“Hey.” Leslie touched Paige’s arm. “You can’t blame yourself for this. It was my car, not yours. Whoever did this — it has nothing to do with you.”

Paige watched one of her thumbs rub over the other.

“You hear me?”

Paige shook her head. “Death follows me, Leslie.” The words fell hard and flat, like sheeted steel. “Now Vesta has paid for it.” 

“No. Not this time. She’s in my car. Everybody in this town knows that car. No way a yellow bug with pink daisies is going to be confused with a dark blue Explorer. Whatever sick mind did this, he — or she or it — aimed it at me.” Leslie’s voice cracked. “Vesta lives on the other side of town. Someone killed her, most likely in her own home, and took the time to bring her all the way over here. Why?” She pressed back in her chair, shaking inside. 

No, no, please, shock — don’t leave me yet.

But she couldn’t stop the thoughts. When Paige had found Edna San’s body on her property last year, there was a reason it had been placed there. Had to be a reason this time too.

Is it because I’m a reporter?

Then why not choose Jared Moore’s car? He owned the Kanner Lake Times, plus he lived just three blocks from Vesta.

There must be another explanation.

An idea rose in Leslie’s mind, so dark, so horrible, that she couldn’t speak it. Paige wasn’t the one who should feel guilty here. Maybe she — Leslie Brymes, Vesta’s friend — should. Maybe she had done something to cause this murder.

Could that possibly be true?

Leslie lowered her head into her hands. No way. Please, God, it couldn’t be. Because if it was, she would never, ever be able to forgive herself.



SIX

Minutes after hanging up the phone, Vince pulled his vehicle to a stop at 235 Madding.

He hadn’t run code to the house — no flashing lights, no sirens. And he’d informed no one but Frank, although phone calls would soon be flying if Paige’s information proved correct. His first order of business was to assess the scene for himself.

Through the car window, he focused on Leslie’s bright yellow VW in the driveway. He could see a body inside. Unmoving.

From a kit on his passenger seat, Vince extracted a pair of white latex gloves. He got out of his car and pulled the gloves on.

He scanned the house and yard, surveyed the homes across the street. He saw no one. Kids would be in school, parents at work. Stay-at-home moms with little ones would be inside on this chilly morning. The quiet was typical for a dead-end street. The road ended at a fence, an open field beyond. Five years ago, before this little subdivision was built, this ground had been farmland.

A black-and-white gunned up the street. Frank West slid out of the car almost before the engine cut and strode over to Vince with grave anticipation. At twenty-five, Frank was a good-looking kid, his chiseled face and brown eyes enough to put females in a flutter. He’d only been on the force a little over a year. The investigation of the Edna San murder had given him just enough experience to consider himself well seasoned.

Kid would learn soon enough.

“Got here as quick as I could.” Frank’s gaze slid past Vince toward Leslie’s VW and hung there. Anxiety twinged his features, then was gone. Vince understood. Being called to a potential homicide was one thing, coming face-to-face with the evidence was something else.

“Thanks.” Vince started up the driveway, eyes roving the pavement for possible evidence — a tire track, something left behind. Frank fell in step. They followed the driveway as it right-curved at the top toward the garage. Approached the car from the rear.

Leslie’s VW sat about six feet from the front lawn’s edge. Paige’s Explorer was parked on the other side of Leslie’s car. The passenger door to the VW was closed, but not fully latched. Below the handle ran a three-inch smudge of dark red, almost surely blood. The victim’s, or the perpetrator’s? Vince drew even with the window, edging over to make room for Frank. They peered inside.

Vince’s heart went cold.

It was Vesta Johnson all right, but not like he’d ever seen her. Mouth hanging slack, head battered, rivulets of dried blood on her face. It must have been a violent, gruesome death.

Oh, Lord, why?

The last time Vince had heard this woman’s voice, she was greeting him at the IGA, asking how Nancy was, saying she still prayed for him and his wife. Vince couldn’t imagine who would do this to her.

“God have mercy.” Frank straightened and crossed himself. 

Vince’s gaze traveled down to Vesta’s chest — and stopped. If his blood had chilled a minute before, it now turned to ice.

A pinned piece of paper, with a circled number one.

For a long minute he could only stare, disgust and dread whirling in his head.

“That number . . .” Frank pointed without touching the glass.

“Yeah.” Vince’s voice hoarsened. He stepped back and motioned Frank aside. With one gloved hand he opened the VW’s door, leaned in, and placed the backs of his fingers against Vesta Johnson’s carotid artery. Even through the latex, her skin felt like cold stone. “She’s been here a while.”

A towel lay in her lap.

Towel. Vince stared at it, making an immediate connection. His brain sifted through facts he thought had been laid to rest . . .

Maybe not. Maybe it just covered something.

He pinched a corner of the towel and lifted it up.

Underneath lay Vesta’s hands, bloodied, folded in her lap. Almost as if they’d been posed.

Vince let out a long breath, dropped the towel back in place, and drew away from the car. Two possible scenarios ran through his brain. One: Leslie’s investigative reporting was getting too close to someone’s secrets. Or two: this murder was unfinished business from Paige’s discovery of Edna San.

He turned to Frank — and spotted Paige and Leslie huddled some distance away on the branch of sidewalk curving up to the driveway. Shivering. They wore no coats, but Vince knew their trembling was from more than the cold.

Following his gaze, Frank turned. “Oh. Hi.” He strode toward them, hands up, palms out, as though warding the girls from evil. Vince had noticed the kid’s soft spot for Paige ever since Frank met her under dire circumstances last July. Subsequent events in her life — and the dignity with which she’d faced them — seemed to reinforce Frank’s attraction. Not that he would admit it. Didn’t have to. It was in the way he spoke her name, the straying of his eyes toward Simple Pleasures, where Paige worked. Now, seeing the way Frank shielded the girls from the body, Vince knew his response was as much personal as professional.

Frank drew to a halt in front of the girls, in quarter profile to Vince. Paige hung back, but Leslie reached for his arm and clung to it. Frank patted her on the head, then eased toward Paige. “Sorry you had to see this.” He looked to Leslie, almost too late, to include her in the statement.

Paige nodded, arms drawn across her chest.

Leslie threw a glance toward her VW. “I found her.”

“I know.” Frank took a step back from Paige. “Chief Edwards and I will be here for a while. But we’re going to be real busy.”

Leslie and Paige murmured vague responses.

Vince turned away, pulled by all the things he must do. He needed to get on the phone to the Idaho State Police. This thing was way beyond Kanner Lake’s resources — the pinned number on Vesta Johnson’s chest screamed that fact. But first, immediate questions had to be answered.

He shut the car door as he’d found it and walked down the sidewalk to Frank and the girls. Dozens of details spun through his brain. After calling the ISP, he needed to secure this crime scene. Had to send someone over to Vesta Johnson’s house ASAP, look for signs that the murder had taken place there, and if so, secure that site as well. He’d call in his other three officers, but even with their help, he wished for more manpower.

Vince neared the trio and stopped. Frank edged away from the girls, transitioning from the personal to the professional mode. He stood by Vince, legs apart, arms crossed.

“Leslie, Paige.” Vince’s tone mixed concern and confidence. He made eye contact with each of them. Paige’s electrifying blue-green gaze was clouded with pain and . . . something else. Defeat? He tucked the observation in his mental file. Leslie drew herself up straighter, fear and resolve flicking over her face in quick succession. “You two doing all right?” Vince asked.

Paige nodded. Leslie bit her lip and looked to Frank. “Hey, no problem. I’m a reporter, remember?”

Vince had to admire her pluck.

He put a hand on his hip. “I’ll have some help out here as fast as I can. But I’ve got to get a few things straight. Leslie, you say you saw the victim first?”

She nodded.

“Did you open the car door?”

“Yes.”

“Was it closed all the way before you opened it?”

Her gaze dropped to the sidewalk, and she frowned. Her chin came back up. “Yes.”

“Sure about that?”

“Yeah, I’m sure.”

“Okay. There’s a towel on the victim’s lap. Is that where you found it?”

Leslie pulled in a long breath. “No. It was on her head, covering her face.”

Oh, man. Covering the victim’s head reeked of shock value. The perpetrator would know whoever found the body would be compelled to pull it off. And the possible symbolism of the towel still shrieked in Vince’s mind.

“So you took it off and dropped it in her lap?”

A shudder seized Leslie. She folded her arms and emitted a weak “Uh-huh.”

“Did you move anything else?”

“No. I did just . . . touch her arm with one finger. That’s all.”

Vince could imagine it. Anyone would have done what Leslie did. “Okay.” He looked to Paige. “On the phone, you said the body felt stiff. Did you touch her too?”

The question had to dredge up a swamp of memories for Paige. The last body she’d found, she’d done substantially more than touch it.

“No, that’s what Leslie told me. I didn’t even open the car door, just looked through the window.” Paige looked Vince in the eye, as if daring him to disbelieve.

“All right.” He offered her a brief smile. “Thanks.” He glanced over his shoulder at Vesta Johnson in the VW. The body screamed for him to fast-turn the wheels of justice. “You two should get back in the house where it’s warm. I’m going to make some calls, and we’ll have a lot of people out here before long. While I’m waiting for them to arrive, I’ll need to secure this scene. Leslie, you understand your car will have to be impounded?”

She sighed. “How long?”

Vince shook his head. “Maybe sixty days. That’s standard. But it’s not up to me. When we find who did this — and we will — it’s possible the prosecutor will insist on keeping your vehicle until the trial is complete.”

“Oh.” Her shoulders sagged. She looked past Vince toward the VW and its horrifying cargo, a sick expression on her face. “But you know,” her voice fell to a whisper, “I’m not sure I can ever drive it again.”

Time was ticking. Vince urged the girls back into the house, telling them to gather some things. They’d need to stay somewhere safe for a few nights — preferably at Leslie’s parents’ house. The murder scene, including their rental house, would be sealed off for at least today. Paige would also have to find other means of transportation for the day, since they’d need to check out her car as well.

Vince began spouting orders to Frank. The kid would call in officers Al Newman, Roger Waitman, and Jim Tentley immediately. Al, known as C. B. — short for Charlie Brown due to his round, bald head — and Roger would report to Vesta Johnson’s house. Jim was to come here.

“Frank, get the tape out of your car. Let’s seal off the area.”

As Frank hurried toward his vehicle, Vince pulled out his phone to dial the ISP. If only it were Monday morning between eight and nine, when the Idaho State Police had their staff meetings in Coeur d’Alene. Perfect time to catch everybody together. Punching in the number, Vince calculated it would take forty minutes to an hour for a couple of homicide detectives to show. Maybe another two hours for a team of crime techs.

In the meantime, he had more than enough to keep him busy.

He hit the last digit, his gaze pulling to Vesta Johnson’s still form — and the piece of paper pinned to her chest. A circled number one. He closed his eyes. As far as he was concerned, that message could mean one thing.

He had the beginning of a serial killing on his hands.

As the phone rang in his ear, Vince’s mind flitted over faces and names of people in Kanner Lake. People he’d known all his life. He was their friend, family member, neighbor. Their protector. At the mere thought of all the folks he held so dear, a terrible question smoldered in his chest.

Who could become a circled number two?



SEVEN

He hadn’t slept all night.

Hard to do with blood on your hands. Blood on your clothes. But they could be washed. What about the blood on his soul?

As if he had one left.

He pushed himself out of bed, stumbled to the bathroom for a long shower. As Lady Macbeth had washed her hands, he washed his entire body. Scrubbed and scrubbed until his skin glowed red.

They’d watched him kill last night, smirking with vindictiveness. He hadn’t seen them, but he felt their presence.

He stilled, towel in hand. What if they’d stayed after he was gone? Left something to implicate him? What final vengeance —make him do their dirty work, then see that he was caught.

Trembling, he slipped into clothes, aware of his locked bedroom door. What if they were out in the hallway right now, waiting for him? With him dead, who would ever know . . .

He crept near the door, leaned his ear against it, listening. He heard only his drumming heartbeat.

His fingers found the cool knob and quietly rotated its lock. He hesitated, muscles tense. Then gathered his nerve — and jerked open the door.

Empty hallway.

He let out a breath. Then a low, derisive chuckle.

Get hold of yourself, man.

He walked down the hallway, into the kitchen. His eyes snapped to the table.

Funny. From here, he couldn’t see their death message. And he hadn’t touched it.

He approached the table, his sock feet silent on the beige linoleum.

The note was gone.

He stared at the table, seeing only a newspaper. Had they crept in during the night, snatched away the evidence?

Mind reeling, he turned away. They were supposed to leave him alone now. Hadn’t he done what they’d demanded?

His hands fisted against his chest. Okay. So they’d been here again. But only to take away their message. He could live with that, couldn’t he? And now it was done, all of it. He could get back to normal.

So do it.

With a deep breath, he crossed the kitchen to the refrigerator. Pulled out food. Bacon. Eggs. Bread for toast. Mind on hold, he broke the eggs into a hot pan, laid the meat beside them.

By the time the cooked food sat on his plate, steaming and salty smelling, the burn in his belly had dwindled to a tiny ash heap.

He sat down to his breakfast and pulled the newspaper toward him. He’d read it yesterday, but — anything to keep his mind busy. He skimmed the cover, turned the page —

And jerked back.

A new message lay inside.

Before he could tear his eyes away, his mind had registered the terrifying words. The demand shot like venom from a spitting cobra, streaming poison through his veins.

Another victim’s name. Another killing.

It wasn’t over.

Not at all.
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