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More praise for Kay Hooper

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 appealingly 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 and 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
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Prologue

DECEMBER 24, 1954

She set the mirror carefully on the table, her fingers lingering unconsciously to trace the intricate swirls of polished brass. The eyes she raised to meet his were wide and disturbed.

“Why are you telling me this?” Her voice was unsteady.

“Because you have to know.” He stepped nearer to her, his face tightening a little at her obvious distress. “Don’t you see what it means, darling? Don’t you understand?”

“I don’t believe it.”

“Catherine—”

She shook her head once, violently. “No. I don’t believe it. How could I believe it? You’re asking me to set aside all the teachings of my lifetime.”

It had been a mistake to tell her, he realized that now. She was too deeply religious, her faith too absolute, to allow for acceptance of such a thing—even when it came from him. Something coldly uneasy stirred inside him as he gazed at her agitated face.

“It’s all right, darling,” he said soothingly. “Just a farfetched idea of mine, that’s all. Because I love you so much, it just seems to me—”

“No.” She was looking at him as if at a stranger, a stranger with shocking ideas. “No, you believe it. You really believe it.”

He wanted to deny that, to say anything to wipe away the frightened look on her face, the panicked bewilderment in her eyes. But he did believe what he had told her, and he knew himself too well to think he would be able to lie about it—especially to her.

Attempting the next best thing, he said, “Does that really matter, Catherine? There are other things we don’t agree on, other ways we think differently. Why should this matter?”

The last vestige of color drained from her face. “You mean … all this time you’ve been going with me to church, and you didn’t believe? You have no faith? You—you’ve been lying to me?”

“No, not lying. I just believe in a different interpretation of God’s word, that’s all. A different explanation of—”

But she was backing away from him, her wide eyes agonized. “I—I don’t know you at all,” she murmured. “How can I marry a man I don’t even know?”

“Catherine—” He reached out for her, but she turned, stumbling a little, and rushed from the room.

For just a moment he stood there, cold with anxiety, with the hollow awareness of having made the biggest mistake of his life. Then he heard the cracked muffler of her beat-up jalopy roar with life, and his heart leaped into his throat as he raced for the door. It was pouring rain out, the roads slick as glass, and she wasn’t a very good driver.…

Her car fishtailed out of the driveway as he climbed into his and started the engine with jerky urgency. He knew where she would go. To her church, where she had taken all the problems and questions of her life. But it was on the other side of town, with too many hairpin turns and steep hills to traverse at high speed in the pouring rain.

He wasn’t far behind her, he thought, but he couldn’t see much beyond the hood of his car and had to slow down, cursing under his breath. He could feel the tires slipping, losing traction even at the slower speed, and the coldness inside him spread outward like icy ripples in a pool.

She’ll be safe. She has to. Her God will take care of her.

But then his car reached the top of one of the many vicious hills, and his headlights caught the ragged break in the old wooden fence that had been erected as a pitiful barrier. Frantic, he stopped his car and wrenched the door open, already calling her name. He was soaked in the seconds it took him to reach the gap in the fence, water streaming in his eyes and blinding him so that he almost catapulted over the edge of the embankment before he could stop himself.

He swiped a hand across his eyes and peered through the driving rain. Lightning flashed, offering a quick, stark glimpse of what lay below. It was her car, canted at an impossible angle, a red glow underneath it hellish evidence of terrible danger. He started forward, slipping in the mud, thinking of nothing except getting to her.

He was still twenty feet from the car when there was a hollow whomp, and the explosion lifted the vehicle briefly into the air. The blast of heat knocked him backward off his feet, and by the time he struggled to sit up, flames had engulfed the car.

Paralyzed with horror, with the first razor slashes of agony, he saw, in the cruel light the fire provided, Catherine’s hand. It lay across the ledge of the driver’s-side window, limp and unmarked by the shattered glass all around it. And on the third finger, the diamond he had given her glittered with bright and mocking promise.


Chapter 1

Just a couple of hours tomorrow morning, I promise. Come on, Laura—it’ll be fun.”

Laura Sutherland pulled her sunglasses down her nose to peer at her companion, wincing at the brightness of the afternoon light bouncing off the blue water of the apartment complex’s pool. “Fun for who? Cass, I hate antiques. You know I hate antiques.”

Basking in the hot sunlight a few feet away from her umbrella-shaded friend, Cassidy Burke rubbed more suntan lotion onto a brown thigh and made a sound of frustration. “It won’t be just antiques, Laura. According to what I’ve heard, there’ll be all kinds of things—and furniture in all kinds of styles. Besides, haven’t you always wanted to get inside the Kilbourne estate?”

“Not particularly.” Laura looked at Cassidy’s effortless tan with envy and shifted a bit to make sure her shoulder remained in the shade of the umbrella. Life really wasn’t fair. With Cass’s pale blond hair and blue eyes, she should have burned to a crisp on a day like this. But did she? Oh, no. She just tanned a golden brown. Laura, on the other hand, not only didn’t tan effortlessly, she didn’t tan at all; cursed with extremely fair skin, sunlight either burned her badly or else peppered her with freckles. She was ghost pale—and it was the end of yet another long, hot Atlanta summer.

“How can you not be curious?” Cassidy demanded. “The Kilbournes were here long before Sherman marched through, and the intrigues in that family have been grist for the newspapers for generations. You know they say that old Amelia Kilbourne killed her husband? And Amelia’s son died mysteriously, everybody knows that, when his two sons were just kids—”

“Cassidy.” Laura pushed her sunglasses back up her nose and shook her head. “Even supposing any of that ‘they say’ and ‘everybody knows’ stuff is true, do you really expect to see or hear anything of interest at an estate sale? If any of the family is even there, they’ll be behind satin ropes in rooms off-limits to the public. Bet on it.”

It was Cassidy’s turn to pull her sunglasses down her nose, and her bright blue eyes peered at Laura with undiminished interest. “Oh, the whole house is off-limits. The sale’s taking place in the side courtyard of the house. The way I heard it, when the prodigal son came home, he took charge with a vengeance. And no way was he going to permit strangers to tromp through the ancestral halls—even if he did want to sell them a few trinkets.”

“The prodigal son?” Laura asked despite herself.

“Mmm. Daniel Kilbourne. Amelia’s oldest grandson. He’s been up north enlarging the family fortune. Some kind of financial wizard, I take it. So, anyway, Amelia gets it into her head that the bursting attics and basement of the house badly need emptying, and announces an estate sale. And before you can say ‘scat,’ here comes Daniel to arrange everything.”

“Is there anything those newspapers of yours don’t know?”

Cassidy laughed and relaxed in her lounge, pushing the sunglasses back up her nose. “Not much. For instance, while the boys’ mother, Madeline, is said to be meek, mild, and completely willing to live in Amelia’s house and do as she wishes, both of her sons get away with murder—Daniel because he does what he wants despite the old lady, and Peter because he charms her into giving him his way.”

“Sounds like a lovely family,” Laura noted dryly.

“You haven’t heard the half of it. Honest, Laura, it’s like a soap opera! The old lady still technically controls most of the family fortune, but Daniel’s been running things for years, and word has it he has to fight Amelia every step of the way. He’s supposed to be hard as nails, and because of some kind of legal arrangement Amelia’s husband made just before he drowned in his own swimming pool, Daniel’s set to inherit everything when Amelia goes. Everything. The rest of the family will have to either be real nice to Daniel or else go out and get jobs once the old lady’s gone.

“And there are several relatives living in the house, you know. There’s Josie Kilbourne, some sort of cousin by marriage, I think; she doesn’t get along with Amelia’s granddaughter, Anne—who’s the daughter of Amelia’s daughter, who supposedly died mysteriously, and—”

Laura held up a hand in protest. “Enough! Cass, you’ve lost me.”

“I haven’t even mentioned Peter’s wife, Kerry,” Cassidy said in an innocent tone. “Don’t you want to know about her and the chauffeur?”

“Jeez, is there just a normally dull and boring Kilbourne?”

“Not so you’d notice. I’m telling you, it’s Peyton Place revisited.”

Laura shook her head. “Well, anyway, I’m really not interested in an estate sale, Cass. Or the Kilbournes, for that matter. I have better things to do with my Saturday morning, thanks.”

Cassidy smiled slightly and, without looking at her friend, murmured, “You know, I bet they’ll have mirrors. Bound to, with a house that big. Just think—mirrors. Old ones, God knows how old. Mirrors you could never find anywhere else.…”

After a long moment, Laura said, “You’re evil.”

Cassidy turned her head and grinned at her friend. “I’ll drive. Oh—and can I borrow your blue blouse?”

LAURA’S OBSESSION WITH mirrors had been a part of her life for as long as she could remember. As a child, her family had teased her for her vanity, not understanding that it wasn’t her own reflection she gazed so intently into mirrors to see but something else. Something she couldn’t explain even to herself.

As she grew older, Laura learned to downplay her obsession, just as she had learned to downplay the other inexplicable things she felt, the things that made her different from those around her. She turned her obsession into something acceptable. She became a collector. She collected mirrors, hand mirrors. That might raise a few brows from time to time, but no one thought she was crazy to collect mirrors. Lots of people collected odd things.

She was still teased from time to time, but those who knew her best looked high and low for interesting mirrors when a gift was needed, because Laura was unfailingly delighted with them.

But no one, not her family, not even Cassidy, who was her closest friend, knew just how deeply her obsession ran. They didn’t know that she still looked into every mirror she encountered, not to check her hair or makeup, but still searching for that mysterious something she couldn’t even put a name to. They didn’t know that her collection of mirrors went far, far beyond the thirty or so examples she displayed in her apartment.

Packed away in numerous boxes in the small second bedroom she used for storage were literally hundreds of hand mirrors. She didn’t buy every hand mirror she saw, of course. Some were too large or too small, too ornate or too plain, or whatever material they were fashioned in didn’t suit her. She had no mental list of characteristics, yet always knew instantly if a mirror just somehow wasn’t “right.” And eventually, all those she bought left her vaguely dissatisfied, no matter how excited she had been initially.

It occurred to her that she was searching for a specific mirror, but she had no idea why she would be. Or what that mirror represented to her. She didn’t even have a clear picture in her mind to go by, only flashes of intuition and the evidence of what she had collected through the years. Looking at those, she could guess that it was a fairly small hand mirror, fashioned out of some kind of metal and with an intricate design on the handle and back.

But why she searched so intently for such a thing, or what it could possibly mean to her, Laura had no idea. She knew only that it wasn’t possible for her to pass up a chance to perhaps find a wonderful new mirror, any more than it was possible for her to willfully stop the beating of her heart.

THE KILBOURNE ESTATE was set in one of the old and gracious suburbs of Atlanta, well back from the road and surrounded by fencing made up of red brick and wrought iron. The house stood amid stately oak trees on property that was thirty acres of immaculately groomed, meticulously planned and landscaped perfection. Various magazines and historical societies had named it the Most Beautiful Estate in Atlanta for so many years that it had been tacitly retired from consideration in recent years so that other estates might carry the banner.

The huge house itself was very Southern, a plantation style more common to the Louisiana river country. Double galleries with six Doric columns on each level extended across the entire front of the main section, while two large wings stretched out to either side. The architectural details of the mansion mixed several periods, from the Doric columns that were classical, through proportions and symmetry that were Greek Revival, and right on into French and baroque touches.

Laura fell in love with the house immediately, which surprised her. She had never been drawn to places, and though her artist’s eye could appreciate beauty, no other house had ever made her fingers itch to paint it or called out to her soul to come in and explore its many nooks and crannies.

Not that either was possible, of course. The house hadn’t had its portrait painted since 1840, and during today’s estate sale, the interior of the house was quite firmly off-limits to all but family. There were uniformed guards standing about to make sure no one wandered inside or ventured out into the vast and celebrated gardens of the estate.

“They’re awfully fussy about having strangers about, considering how much of their business is public,” Laura murmured to Cassidy.

Bright-eyed with interest, Cassidy nodded. “No kidding. I guess we meekly follow the signs, huh?”

“I guess.”

There was a clearly and plainly marked path from where they had been told to park along the wide driveway at the front of the house around the north wing to a rear courtyard near the huge garage that was empty of cars—and filled with the furniture and items that were to be sold. The garage doors were all open, and there were also several long tables set up near the garage, so that all items could be viewed prior to the auction.

Like everyone else attending, Laura and Cassidy had to stop at a registration table first and present a valid I.D. in order to acquire bidding numbers. With that accomplished, they moved toward the garage, where there were already a couple dozen people moving about even though the auction was still nearly two hours away.

“It looks like most of the big furniture is at this end,” Cassidy noted as she scanned the area. “The smaller stuff seems to be in that far corner. Listen, since I’m hunting a table for my bedroom and you’re looking for mirrors, why don’t we split up? We can meet back out here where they’ll hold the auction.”

Laura, who had caught the distant gleam of something shiny, nodded a distracted agreement and angled off to enter the middle garage door in a shortcut that would take her to the far corner. The interior was well lit and, since it was a reasonably cool morning, comfortable. Temporary shelving had been set up in rows at the far end of the garage to hold small items, and it was to that area that Laura was drawn.

She was virtually alone back there, since most browsers had started at the other end and hadn’t reached this area yet. It was very quiet, auction attendees being serious about their bargain-hunting and tending toward low voices and narrowly focused attention.

Laura’s attention focused very narrowly. She saw several wall mirrors first, hanging near the garage door in a grouping, and was, as always, drawn to them. She inspected each one, noting only in passing carved and gilded frames that were lovely. Her gaze was drawn to the bright, reflective surfaces of the mirrors. She stood before each one for at least a full minute, looking intently at the reversed image of the room behind her. That was what she scanned searchingly; she never noticed her own reflection, only what lay behind her.

But whatever it was she hoped to see remained elusive and inexplicable. Sighing, disappointed as always, Laura turned away and began moving along the nearest row of shelves. She saw pretty much what she expected to see, given that an attic and basement had been cleared out after generations of a family had stored away what was broken or disliked. Old vases and figurines, decorative bowls, candlesticks, a pair of nice bronze bookends, several small lamps, ornate picture frames, mechanical clocks, stacks of old books, and so on.

She walked along slowly, absently noting that some items had been tagged with a price, meaning that the auctioneer would have a floor for the bidding and could not accept less than the tagged price. Other items bore only numbers, for sale to the highest bidder even if that high bid was only a few dollars.

Laura saw a couple of items she was mildly tempted by, but nothing grabbed her until she reached the last row of shelves. Halfway down the row and on the middle shelf, in a cleared space with nothing near it, was a mirror.

It was about fifteen inches long and seemed to be made of brass, though the metal was so badly tarnished it was difficult to be sure. The handle bore an intricate, swirling design that was stamped or cut deeply into the brass on both sides, while the nearly heart-shaped mirror was held lovingly between an edging of an even more elaborate pattern. Laura didn’t have to look to know that the back of the mirror would also be stamped with the swirling design; she didn’t recognize it, yet she felt an odd sense of familiarity.

More than that, she was conscious of a certainty that was immediate and absolute.

This was the mirror she had looked for all her life. She knew it.

She felt it.

Her heart was thudding against her ribs, and Laura saw that her hand was shaking when she reached out slowly to touch the mirror. She merely touched it at first, tracing the complex design stamped into the metal with her index finger. Then, as if the precision of every movement were desperately important, she wrapped her fingers around the handle and lifted the heavy mirror.

She didn’t realize until she held the mirror before her face that she had closed her eyes. She was afraid to open them. Afraid of what she would see—or not see—when she looked. Afraid, suddenly, to find an answer to the puzzle of her obsession.

But finally, Laura drew a breath and opened her eyes.

She saw herself. Red hair and green eyes. A face even more pale than usual. A face that was never quite what she expected to see, somehow. And beyond her face, behind her, were the rows of shelving filled with items, and the square of brightness that was the open garage door.

Nothing more.

So. Only half the mystery solved. This was the right mirror, Laura was sure of it. But she still had no idea what it was she expected to see beyond her own reflection. Or if she would ever see it.

After a long moment, Laura gently returned the mirror to the shelf. She didn’t move away, but stood there gazing down on it, reaching out to touch it lightly again and again, while she waited for the announcement that the auction was about to begin.

“IT’S UGLY,” CASSIDY said, taking her eyes off the road long enough to glance aside at the mirror held gently in Laura’s lap. “And you got it for five dollars. How good can it be if it costs five dollars?”

“It won’t be ugly when I polish it,” Laura said. “And you know as well as I do that auctions are great places to find bargains. This mirror is old, Cass. Real old.”

“Old doesn’t make it beautiful.”

“You’re just being grumpy because that guy outbid you for the table you wanted.”

“It was my table,” Cassidy said rather fiercely, her competitive and possessive nature outraged by the loss.

Laura couldn’t help smiling, however distractedly; she didn’t take her gaze off the mirror in her lap. She still felt as shaken and exhilarated as she had when she’d first seen the mirror, and could hardly wait to get home and polish away years of tarnish. She wanted to see it, to explore the intricate design of the metal, to learn everything she could about it. She could feel something stamped into the brass on the back, numbers or letters set unobtrusively within the intricate design, but due to tarnish and age couldn’t make out what it was.

There was a nick on the side of the handle, as if the mirror had struck a sharp edge at some point. And a worn spot where many thumbs must have rested over the years. And Laura was certain the original glass part of the mirror had been somehow broken and replaced.

It could no doubt tell some tales, this mirror, Laura thought.

“…  then again, I could always just go on talking to myself.”

Laura blinked, and turned her head to look at her friend. “Oh, sorry.”

“Never mind.” Cassidy shook her head, her expression wry. “We’re home now.” She was just turning her two-year-old Mazda into the parking lot of the apartment complex where they lived.

“I’m sorry you lost that table, Cass, really.”

“Oh, never mind the damned table. I suppose you’ll be drooling over your mirror all afternoon and not be fit for company.”

“I never drool,” Laura protested mildly. “But as a matter of fact, I thought I’d spend the rest of the day at home.” She didn’t try to defend her desire to close herself away with the mirror, because she knew Cassidy wouldn’t understand. Hell, I don’t understand it myself!

The two women went into the lobby of their building, waved at the security guard, and went up in the elevator. Cassidy got off on the third floor to go to her apartment, still not in the best of moods and declaring that she was going to order a pizza for lunch and then spend the rest of the afternoon at the pool. Laura continued on to the fourth floor, where her apartment was.

They had both lived in the building for five years, meeting in the laundry room and hitting it off instantly. Both came from large families they weren’t particularly close to, and with time and space to themselves for the first time in their lives, neither was in any hurry to exchange the single life for couplehood or kids. Cassidy worked in a bank and considered Laura’s job as a commercial artist far more glamorous than her own, while Laura envied Cass her ease with people and her ability to flirt.

Laura didn’t flirt, and she was by nature a loner. She had always been intense in her emotions, perhaps because she was creative, and that intensity made her wary of any casual relationship. She had friends, of course, but most were acquaintances she saw infrequently, with the exception of Cassidy.

As for men, in the years since college she had gotten involved with two men seriously enough to contemplate taking them home at Christmas to meet her family. Neither man had made it to the small coastal Georgia town where she had grown up, the relationships faltering and then failing even before the tinsel and lights of downtown Atlanta began to pall on everyone. Laura accepted the blame for the breakups, knowing herself to be moody and emotional around the holidays, but comforted herself with the certainty that someday, someone would sense and understand her peculiar whims and moods.

Today, however, she just wanted to be alone with her mirror.

She went into her corner apartment, which was bright and airy due to numerous windows and the southeastern exposure she had requested. The small kitchen was divided from the much larger space of the living room by a breakfast bar with two high stools that took the place of a dining table. There was space for a dining table just beyond the kitchen, but that was occupied by Laura’s drafting table and, sometimes, an easel and stool.

There was an easel there now, holding a half-finished painting that was Laura’s latest attempt to discover whether or not she could really paint and make her living that way instead of working on ad layouts and the like. The verdict on this attempt was no, a conclusion Laura had dismally reached a couple of days ago. Whatever spark it took to inflame the creative soul of an artist was lacking in Laura. For now, at least. But she refused to give up. Someday …

To the right of the living room, beside the doorway that led to the short hall and two bedrooms of the apartment, Laura’s collection of hand mirrors was displayed, some on a set of freestanding shelves and some artfully arranged on the wall above it. It was a varied collection, with mirrors fashioned from brass, silver and silver plate, copper, pewter, and two from gleaming wood. They ranged in size from hardly more than palm sized to nearly twenty inches long, and the mirrors themselves were formed in nearly every possible shape. There was even one small triangular mirror set in wrought iron.

Laura didn’t even glance toward them.

She went into the living room, dropping her shoulder bag onto the comfortable overstuffed chair and pausing only long enough to set the mirror carefully on the polished wood of her coffee table before going in search of what she would need to clean her prize.

IT WAS AFTER five o’clock that evening when the security guard downstairs called up to tell Laura that she had a visitor.

“Who is it, Larry?”

“It’s Mr. Peter Kilbourne, Miss Sutherland,” the guard replied, unaware of the shock he was delivering. “He says it’s in reference to the mirror you bought today.”

For just an instant, Laura was conscious of nothing except an overwhelming urge to grab her mirror and run. It was nothing she could explain, but the panic was so real that Laura went ice-cold with it. Thankfully, the reaction was short-lived, since her rational mind demanded to know why on earth she felt so threatened. After all, she had bought the mirror legally, and no one had the right to take it away from her. Not even Peter Kilbourne.

Trying to shake off uneasiness, she said, “Thank you, Larry. Send him up, please.”

She found her shoes and stepped into them, and absently smoothed a few strands of hair that had escaped from the long braid hanging down her back, but Laura didn’t think or worry too much about how she looked. Instead, as she waited for her unexpected visitor, she stood near the couch and kept glancing at the mirror lying on several layers of newspaper on the coffee table.

It looked now, after hours of hard work, like an entirely different mirror. The rich, warm, reddish gold color of old brass gleamed now, and the elaborate pattern stamped into the metal, a shade darker, showed up vividly. It was a curious pattern, not floral as with most of the mirrors she had found, but rather a swirling series of loops and curves that were, Laura had discovered, actually made up of one continuous line—rather like a maze.

It was around the center of this maze that Laura had discovered the numbers or letters stamped into the brass, but since she hadn’t yet finished polishing the back, she still didn’t know what, if anything, the writing signified.

A quiet knock at her door recalled her thoughts, and Laura mentally braced herself as she went to greet her visitor. She had no particular image in her mind of Peter Kilbourne, but she certainly didn’t expect to open her door to the most handsome man she’d ever seen.

It was an actual, physical shock to see him, she realized dimly, a stab of the same astonishment one would feel if a statue of masculine perfection suddenly breathed and smiled. He was the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome—and more. Much more. Black hair, pale blue eyes, a flashing smile. Perfect features. And his charm was an almost visible thing, somehow, obvious even before he spoke in a deep, warm voice.

“Miss Sutherland? I’m Peter Kilbourne.”

A voice to break hearts.

Laura gathered her wits and stepped back, opening the door wider to admit him. “Come in.” She thought he was about her own age, maybe a year or two older.

He came into the apartment and into the living room, taking in his surroundings quickly but thoroughly, and clearly taking note of the mirror on the coffee table. His gaze might have widened a bit when it fell on her collection of mirrors, but Laura couldn’t be sure, and when he turned to face her, he was smiling with every ounce of his charm.

It was unsettling how instantly and powerfully she was affected by that magnetism. Laura had never considered herself vulnerable to charming men, but she knew without doubt that this one would be difficult to resist—whatever it was he wanted of her. Too uneasy to sit down or invite him to, Laura merely stood with one hand on the back of a chair and eyed him with what she hoped was a faint, polite smile.

If Peter Kilbourne thought she was being ungracious by not inviting him to sit down, he didn’t show it. He gestured slightly toward the coffee table and said, “I see you’ve been hard at work, Miss Sutherland.”

She managed a shrug. “It was badly tarnished. I wanted to get a better look at the pattern.”

He nodded, his gaze tracking past her briefly to once again note the collection of mirrors near the hallway. “You have quite a collection. Have you … always collected mirrors?”

It struck her as an odd question somehow, perhaps because there was something hesitant in his tone, something a bit surprised in his eyes. But Laura replied truthfully despite another stab of uneasiness. “Since I was a child, actually. So you can see why I bought that one today at the auction.”

“Yes.” He slid his hands into the pockets of his dark slacks, sweeping open his suit jacket as he did so in a pose that might have been studied or merely relaxed. “Miss Sutherland—look, do you mind if I call you Laura?”

“No, of course not.”

“Thank you.” He nodded gravely, a faint glint of amusement in his eyes recognizing her reluctance. “I’m Peter.”

She nodded in turn, but didn’t speak.

“Laura, would you be interested in selling the mirror back to me? At a profit, naturally.”

“I’m sorry.” She was shaking her head even before he finished speaking. “I don’t want to sell the mirror.”

“I’ll give you a hundred for it.”

Laura blinked in surprise, but again shook her head. “I’m not interested in making money, Mr. Kilbourne—”

“Peter.”

A little impatiently, she said, “All right—Peter. I don’t want to sell the mirror. And I did buy it legitimately.”

“No one’s saying you didn’t, Laura,” he soothed. “And you aren’t to blame for my mistake, certainly. Look, the truth is that the mirror shouldn’t have been put up for auction. It’s been in my family a long time, and we’d like to have it back. Five hundred.”

Not a bad profit on a five-dollar purchase. She drew a breath and spoke slowly. “No. I’m sorry, I really am, but … I’ve been looking for this—for a mirror like this—for a long time. To add to my collection. I’m not interested in making money, so please don’t bother to raise your offer. Even five thousand wouldn’t make a difference.”

His eyes were narrowed slightly, very intent on her face, and when he smiled suddenly it was with rueful certainty. “Yes, I can see that. You don’t have to look so uneasy, Laura—I’m not going to wrest the thing away from you by force.”

“I never thought you would,” she murmured, lying.

He chuckled, a rich sound that stroked along her nerve endings like a caress. “No? I’m afraid I’ve made you nervous, and that was never my intention. Why don’t I buy you dinner some night as an apology?”

This man is dangerous. “That isn’t necessary,” she said.

“I insist.”

Laura looked at his incredibly handsome face, that charming smile, and drew yet another deep breath. “Will your wife be coming along?” she asked mildly.

“If she’s in town, certainly.” His eyes were guileless.

Very dangerous. Laura shook her head. “Thanks, but no apology is necessary. You offered a generous price for the mirror; I refused. That’s all there is to it.” She half turned and made a little gesture toward the door with one hand, unmistakably inviting him to leave.

Peter’s beautiful mouth twisted a bit, but he obeyed the gesture and followed her to the door. When she opened it and stood back, he paused to reach into the inner pocket of his jacket and produced a business card. “Call me if you change your mind,” he said. “About the mirror, I mean.”

Or anything else, his smile said.

“I’ll do that,” she returned politely, accepting the card.

“It was nice meeting you, Laura.”

“Thank you. Nice meeting you,” she murmured.

He gave her a last flashing smile, lifted a hand slightly in a small salute, and left her apartment.

Laura closed the door and leaned back against it for a moment, relieved and yet still uneasy. She didn’t know why Peter Kilbourne wanted the mirror back badly enough to pay hundreds of dollars for it, but every instinct told her the matter was far from settled.

She hadn’t heard the last of him.

IT WASN’T UNTIL late Sunday morning that Laura was finally able to make out what was stamped in the mazelike pattern on the back of the mirror. It was almost unnoticeable, designed so cleverly that it seemed a part of the pattern, but in the center of the maze had been stamped a tiny heart. There was a curving line through the heart, dividing it in half, and in each half was a letter. S in one half and B in the other.

Below the tiny heart was a date. 1778.

At first, Laura thought that might indicate the date the mirror had been made, which would make it well over two hundred years old. But then she found an additional date on the back of the handle, near the bottom. 1800.

The second date, if it indicated the date the mirror was made, would mean that it was just shy of two hundred years old.

Two hundred years.

Then again, Laura told herself, the numbers might not be a date at all, either set of them. They could be some kind of brassmaker’s marks, or even something stamped into the metal by someone trying to make the mirror appear older than it actually was.

That was her common sense talking. But when Laura touched the mirror, when she traced the swirling pattern in the brass, she felt age. She sat there on the couch for a while longer, gently polishing the mirror, letting her mind muse over those two initials in the heart. Because that had to be it, of course—the initials of lovers. The mirror must have been a gift from a man to his lady, and the date stamped just below the heart might commemorate a wedding or birth, or perhaps the date they had met.

Laura still had no idea why she should feel so strongly about a mirror that was very likely almost two hundred years old, and she couldn’t help wondering if there was any way she could find out its history. Surely that would give her something to go on, something to explain why she was so drawn to the thing.

When she heard someone knock on her door, Laura assumed it was Cassidy. She left the mirror on the coffee table and went to open the door, startled to find two neatly dressed middle-aged men standing there. Before she could do more than ask herself why Larry hadn’t announced visitors, one of the men opened up a folded wallet and showed her a badge.

“Miss Sutherland? I’m Detective Bridges, this is Detective Shaw. Atlanta Police. May we come in and talk to you, please?”

God, surely he didn’t tell the police I stole the mirror! “Talk to me about what?” she asked, aware that she sounded rattled.

Neither detective seemed surprised that she kept them standing at the door. Detective Bridges said pleasantly, “Where were you last night, Miss Sutherland? Say, between eight P.M. and midnight?”

Must not be the mirror, then. The relief was overwhelming. “I was here,” she said.

“Alone?” Detective Shaw asked.

She didn’t like the way he was staring at her, so suspiciously. “Yes, alone. Why?”

Detective Bridges spoke again, still polite, his gaze seemingly pleasant. “Can anyone verify that, Miss Sutherland?”

She frowned at him. “This is a secured building; the front lobby entrance is always manned by security, and you can only enter or leave the rear door with a keycard. The guard downstairs last night would have me in his log if I’d left the building—Hey, why didn’t he announce you two?”

“We asked him not to, Miss Sutherland.” Bridges was still polite.

More belligerent, Shaw demanded, “How do we know you didn’t leave by the rear door?”

Laura’s earlier uneasiness returned full force. What was this all about? Slowly she said, “Every time a card is used, a computer records whose it is. Check with Larry—the guard downstairs. My card wasn’t used last night.”

“You could have used somebody else’s,” Shaw pointed out nastily.

“Maybe I could have, but I didn’t,” Laura snapped. “Look, what’s this all about?”

Bridges smiled again. “I believe you know Peter Kilbourne, Miss Sutherland?”

“No. That is, I’ve met him. Yesterday, as a matter of fact. But I don’t know him. Why?”

“He came here late yesterday afternoon?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Laura gritted her teeth and promised herself this was the last question she’d answer until her own was answered. “I bought a mirror yesterday from his family’s estate sale. He showed up hours later and said it had been put up for auction mistakenly. He wanted to buy it back. Now, what the hell is going on?”

Bridges must have realized she was about to stop being cooperative. Or maybe he just knew how to time an announcement to create the maximum amount of shock. In any case, he chose to answer her.

“Peter Kilbourne was murdered last night. And as far as we can determine, you were one of the last people to see him in the hours before his death.”

“And,” Shaw added in a voice of frightening satisfaction, “he checked into a motel last night not three blocks from here—with a redhead.”
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