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Prologue

The Flynn Plantation

Outside New Orleans

1863
It was there….
Home.
Everything he knew and loved, so close.
Sloan Flynn sat atop Pegasus, the tall roan that had taken him from the battlefields at Sharpsburg, Williamsburg, Shiloh and beyond, and looked to the south.
Farmland. Rich and fertile, as far as the eye could see.
When he turned to the north, though…
Tents. Arranged in perfect military order. Campfires burned; weapons were being cleaned. One view was of beauty, peace and perfection. The other promised a land drenched in the blood of its sons, a land laid to waste.
He had no more illusions about war. It was ugly and brutal. It wasn’t just death. It was maimed and broken men screaming on the battlefield. It was a man walking blindly, crying out for help, because cannon fire had burned away his vision. It was the earth strewn with severed limbs, with the bodies of the dismembered, the dead and the dying. And, in the worst of times, it was their loved ones, as well, weeping over them.
Any man who still saw war as a way to solve differences had not been at Sharpsburg, Maryland, had not seen Antietam Creek running as crimson as the Red Sea, so choked with blood that it looked like a garish ribbon across the landscape.
Sloan had begun the war as a cavalry captain in a Louisiana unit. But that had been then. And this was now. Now he was militia, assigned to Jeb Stuart and the Army of Northern Virginia. They’d been sent south to scout out areas of the Mississippi, but this morning they had been recalled north.
It would be so easy to just go home….
But a man didn’t quit a war. He didn’t wake up and tell his commanders or his men that he knew war was wretched and created nothing but misery, so he was leaving. He fought, and he fought to win, because winning, too, was war. The indignant rallying cry to support the great cause of states’ right, which had once rung as clear as a bugle’s call in his heart, was now a silent sob. If they could go back—if they could all go back—and drag the politicians and the congressmen out to the battlefield and force them to look at the mangled and crimson-soaked bodies of their sons, they would not have come to this.
But they had. And now they were gearing up for another confrontation. They weren’t going to try to take back New Orleans. Not now. They were gathering to head north. General Robert E. Lee was ordering troops from all over the South to head north. He wanted to take the war to the cities, farms and pastures of the Union. His beloved Virginia was in tatters, stripped again and again of its riches, marked by carnage.
Sloan looked longingly once again in the direction of home.
The Flynn plantation wasn’t one of the biggest, wasn’t one of the grandest. But it was home. And it was his.
She would be there. Fiona MacFarlane. Fiona Fair, as they liked to tease her. In truth, though—and secretly, because of the war—she was Fiona MacFarlane Flynn.
It had been so long….
Her own home, Oakwood, had fallen into ruin soon after the war had begun, so Fiona had come to stay at Flynn Plantation, his family’s home. It wasn’t grand—his family hadn’t come to Louisiana with money; they had come with a desire to work—but there was room for Fiona. There would always be room for Fiona.
The plantation was barely hanging on now, he knew. Despite the war, he had exchanged letters with his cousin Brendan, a lieutenant with the Union army, and he knew the property wasn’t doing well. Since New Orleans had fallen under Yankee control, Brendan had spent time out at the plantation, and his letters had been honest. The two men might be mortal enemies on the battlefield, but they were still cousins, which made the correspondence dangerous for them both. Brendan had written about “Beast” Butler, Union military commander in the parish, and how he had warned the family to avoid contact with the Union forces at all costs.
And if that warning had come from a Union officer…well, Sloan didn’t like to think about what that meant.
Sloan hesitated for a moment, knowing he should be riding north; his reconnaissance mission had yielded a promise of heavy skirmishing if the troops were to approach too near to the heart of the parish.
But he was so close…
To home.
To Fiona.
He could steal an hour. Just an hour. A host of soldiers riding in would bring instant reprisal, but he could slip in alone.
No. This was war, and he’d been given his orders.
He kneed his horse and started south, despite the warnings in his head.
Soon the long drive shaded by the oaks stretched ahead of him. From this vantage point, the house was still beautiful. Graceful, built in the classic style, with a hall that ran front to back to facilitate the breeze wafted up from the river, bringing the cooler air. The wraparound porches on the first and second floors were still covered in ivy, and a hint of flowers could be seen. As a child, he had helped build this house. It was home, and the mere sight of it sent a river of bittersweet nostalgia sweeping through his system.
He didn’t ride up the front drive; he detoured through the surrounding grove, passing fields that were overgrown and neglected. There, Sloan left Pegasus tied to a tree, then made his way to the stables directly behind the house. Henry, their caretaker, was there, a lean man of mixed Choctaw, Haitian and probably German blood, a free man of color, and the real boss of the place for as long as Sloan could remember.
“Henry?” His voice was soft but urgent.
Henry, busy repairing a saddle, looked up with a smile, his features ageless and strong. “Sloan?”
Sloan slipped from behind a bale of hay.
Henry dropped his leather needle and rose, and the two men embraced. But Henry withdrew quickly, his features grim.
“There’s a couple of soldiers up to the house,” he warned Sloan quietly. “They just got here this morning.”
Sloan frowned. “Soldiers? Why?”
“Why?” Henry echoed bitterly. “Because they own the place now that New Orleans surrendered.”
Sloan frowned, refusing to let himself think about Beast Butler’s warning for the moment. “What about everyone else? Is anyone left in there? I heard the news about Ma. Brendan wrote me last summer, when she died.” Even if he’d known in time, he wouldn’t have been able to attend her funeral. He had been watching the soon-to-be-dead massing at Sharpsburg. “But what about Fiona and Missy and George? Are they still here?” Missy and George had been with the family as long as Henry had.
“Yeah. They’re all still there,” Henry said, looking uncomfortable. “But Miss Fiona, she told me to come out here and stay out of the way, ’less she calls for me.”
Sloan looked at Henry, and he knew, because he knew Fiona, why she had given the order. She was afraid it might not be the cream of the Federal troops who had come to the house. She didn’t know what they wanted, and she didn’t want Henry getting killed if she needed to defend herself.
Sloan looked off into the distance. Henry still seemed distinctly uncomfortable. What the hell was going on here?
“Henry, what is it? What the hell is it?” he demanded.
“Nothing. Nothing. It’s just…Well, it’s been a long time since you’ve been home. A year, almost.”
Sloan stared at him. “What does that have to do with anything?” he demanded.
“Brendan…he ain’t around right now, neither. He’s been away. When he’s here…well, this place belongs to his kin, so the troops, they leave it alone.”
“And?”
“I just said, ‘he ain’t been here for a while now.’” Henry drew a deep breath. “It ain’t good. It just ain’t good. The Yankees is one thing. They be good men, and they be bad men. But there’s bad men from right here, too. Bad men who don’t care for no cause, just for making money. I go into town when I can, and I try to listen, see what’s up.” Henry looked away for a minute. “There’s one local fella…he finds girls. Finds them for this officer. Then…they ain’t seen again. I try to trip him up. Sometimes I can. I hear things, like where folks is gonna be. And I try to keep us clear of it, since I can’t stop it. But there’s folks what like to let other folks know what’s going on, like when women are alone…. Miss Fiona, she don’t like to believe it, but she be gettin’ in trouble if she not careful.”
Sloan felt his heart trip. Good old Henry, trying to keep Fiona out of harm’s way. But she was apparently convinced she could deal with the enemy soldiers on her own. Fear cascaded in icy rivulets through his blood.
He turned and headed out of the stables, but Henry tried to stop him.
And Henry was one big son of a gun, so Sloan turned and landed a hard punch to the other man’s jaw. He felt bad when Henry went down with an audible groan, but this was one battle he had to fight on his own. He wasn’t about to drag Henry into it.
Sloan drew his gun, a repeating rifle taken off a dead man at Sharpsburg, and headed for the house. As he did, he heard the scream. And then, there she was, racing out to the upper level balcony from the master bedroom.
Fiona.
Her beautiful deep red hair was streaming out behind her, her features contorted into a mask of fear, her slim body tense with desperation.
Hard on her heels, a man was chasing her. Laughing at her obvious distress.
Raising his gun to his shoulder, Sloan started to run.
The Flynn Plantation

Present Day
It was high excitement. It was subterfuge. It was the biggest adventure of her life.
Sheila Anderson slipped through the darkness, armed with her flashlight. She could feel the note burning in her pocket. Meet me at the Flynn place. Midnight. I figured out the truth behind the legend.
She didn’t know who had sent the note, but she assumed it had to be a fellow member of the historical society—maybe even a secret admirer. With Amelia Flynn dead and the new owners of the Flynn plantation coming to town to claim their inheritance, the society had to find a way to purchase and preserve the house. Neither the state nor the federal government was proving helpful. There were a lot of old places in the New Orleans area, and money talked loudly. The area was coming back in a big way, and there were too many corporations trying to buy up land along the river. The historical society needed a break, some piece of information about the house’s past important enough to make sure that they, who loved history and all it stood for, could keep the place from going on the block before they had enough time to raise the money to buy it themselves.
So here she was, slipping through the darkness. Making her way through the old family cemetery, shielding the narrow beam of her flashlight so no one would spot her, looking for the truth behind the legends surrounding the plantation in the hope that it would be enough to ensure the house’s historical standing.
It was frightening, but it was also fabulous. Better than a movie, better than a roller coaster. The old Flynn plantation had always been surrounded by ghostly tales. The locals all claimed it was haunted. The Flynn family had all but exterminated itself here, and that was just the beginning of the story.
The truth behind the legend.
It was such a great legend, too. There had been one woman and two men. Cousins, fighting on opposite sides in the War of Northern Aggression, as they called it down here. The men had met back at the estate and killed one another over her. She had died, too, and it was said that her screams could still be heard, while a figure made of white light raced along the upstairs porch.
Sheila paused, letting the atmosphere of the place seep into her. Anxious, she was almost afraid to look through the trees toward the house, where it sat in lonely darkness. With Amelia Flynn dead, her friend Kendall Montgomery was no longer staying there as a companion to the woman who had lived through decade after decade in that house, then died in the very room where she had been born.
The heat of the day had faded, merging with the dampness off the river, and now the land was rolling in fog. The gravestones and the mausoleums rose against the mist and the darkness, and a sliver of moonlight danced across the marble.
There was no ghost to be seen that night, but even so, Sheila could feel her heart beating rapidly.
“Sheila, over here!”
She jumped, startled. But the voice—a man’s voice—was real, and she smiled, aware she was about to find out the identity of the person who had decided that she should be in on such a valuable discovery, historically speaking.
A rush swept through her. This was it! She was about to help make history.
“Where?” she called out, then started hurrying through the overgrown brush, dodging sarcophagi as she went. She tripped over a broken gravestone, and her flashlight went flying. She heard the lens break, and now all that was left to guide her was that sliver of moon, doing its best to pierce the rippling fog. Her heart thundered as she lay on the ground and thought of the woman in white who raced across the upper wraparound porch.
She got quickly to her feet, fear outweighing excitement for a moment.
“Sheila!”
She could hardly see her way, what with the fog and the darkness, but she knew the cemetery well, having walked it often enough in daylight. But now she was disoriented. She moved carefully in the direction from which she thought she had heard the voice. She stumbled again, but this time she caught herself against a crumbling mausoleum before she fell.
A cloud moved across the moon, and she was left in total darkness.
“Sheila?” It was a whisper this time, but close.
“Come on, help me out here,” she called. “I lost my flashlight.” She was surprised at how tremulous her voice sounded, and realized that she actually was afraid. In seconds, what had been minor trepidation rose to the level of sheer panic. Coming here had been stupid, she realized, and she had been an idiot. Running around a cemetery in the middle of nowhere in the middle of the night after getting an unsigned note. What had she been thinking?
She was going to find her way back to her car, drive home, have a huge glass of wine and chastise herself severely for being such an idiot.
“I’m right here,” the voice said impatiently.
“Screw this,” she muttered.
When she started to turn away from the voice, it seemed as if a huge black shadow rushed up behind her, pushing her. She stretched her hands out instinctively, trying to keep from falling, and touched something that felt like rusting metal. She heard a screeching sound as the metal gave against the pressure of her hands, and she stumbled.
Then…
Another push.
And then she screamed, because she was falling….
The Flynn Plantation

1863
Brendan Flynn had returned from the delivery of a prisoner of war to Beast Butler’s headquarters in New Orleans, though he had never actually seen the infamous general.
Bill Harvey, a no-account drifter who had fit well into the army—if being mean, vicious and even sadistic added up to being a good soldier—had been lounging outside when he arrived.
“Hey, Flynn.”
“Bill,” Brendan had muttered, reaching to open the door to the plantation house where Butler had made his headquarters.
“You know the rule, right?”
Bill Harvey was grinning ear to ear with licentious pleasure, which was always a bad sign.
“What are you talking about, Bill?”
Bill’s grin deepened, if that were possible. “Why, you know what General Butler said about these women, spitting at us soldiers and all. If they spit, if they’re nasty, well, then, they’re just whores, and we can treat ’em like the whores they are. And that gal living up in the Flynn place…she’s the nastiest bitch of all.”
“Fiona?” He was honestly puzzled at first. Fiona’s upbringing had ensured that she would never be anything but polite on any occasion. And he’d warned her never to go near the Union soldiers. The property hadn’t been confiscated, because he would inherit it, should Sloan be killed in the war. He had made it clear—precisely to avoid anyone trying to confiscate the house, at least—that he had staked his claim.
“Uh-huh. A few of us fellows were out along the river last week, looking for food. And she was nasty as hell,” Bill said.
Brendan took a step closer, then struck, his fingers closing like a vise around Bill’s throat, pinning him against the column where he’d been lounging just seconds before. Bill squawked and wriggled, but he was no match for Brendan, and he knew it. “What the hell? You’ll face a court-martial for this!” he gasped.
“What did you do to her?” Brendan demanded.
“Nothing! Nothing, I swear!” Bill’s face was turning red. Other soldiers had gathered around, but they just stared. Bill was an ass, not well liked. And most of the men were sickened by the cruelty that had been shown to their conquered brothers—and sisters.
“It’s Victor Grebbe…. He took off this afternoon with…Art Binion.”
Brendan released the other man. “How long ago?” he demanded.
Bill started rubbing his throat. His face was still red. “Fuck you, Flynn—” he began.
Brendan had him pressed against the column again in seconds.
“Thirty minutes,” Bill gasped.
Brendan swore. He could do something about the situation through the proper channels. But proper channels wouldn’t save Fiona.
Or his cousin’s infant son.
Brendan forgot all about the prisoner waiting to be handed over, turned on his heel and headed straight back for his horse. Mercury had been bred on the family plantation, just like Sloan’s faithful Pegasus. Poor damned horse. He had to be exhausted. But Brendan kneed him hard, racing down the street and out to where the roads turned bad and rutted, where they’d been worn down by too many horses and too many men.
Worn down by too much war.
Damn the war, damn the death. Damn the circumstance that allowed men to forget right and wrong, mercy and humanity.
The skin at his nape prickled. He’d heard things about Victor Grebbe. Heard that he had a sick thing for women, and that some who’d gone with him hadn’t been seen since.
It was a long, hard ride out to the plantation. He urged his horse on, hoping he could overtake the men bent on abusing their power, men bent on rape and maybe even murder, but they had too much of a head start, and no doubt fresh horses, besides.
And then, finally, it was there, ahead of him. From a distance the house looked as quiet and gentle as his family had once been. Until the war.
War was about causes, about territory.
But this? This was personal.
As he raced along the oak-lined drive, there was but one thought in his mind.
Fiona.
He arrived just in time to see her plummeting from the balcony. He heard her scream, and he saw the enemy, a Confederate soldier, in the yard. The Reb fired at the balcony, screaming in raw fury, a Rebel yell like nothing Brendan had ever heard. The shot exploded in the beautiful stillness of the spring day, and Brendan did what any man would do.
He drew his weapon.
And he fired on the enemy.
It was only when the enemy turned, mortally wounded, to shoot in return, that he saw who was wearing the butternut and gray.
Sloan.
As the bullet hit his chest, he knew he had killed his own cousin. But not on purpose, God forgive him. Not with intent, and never with malice. Oh, dear God, what an end for all of them, damned in the eyes of those who would come after…
How ironic that Sloan had managed to kill him, as well. For he was dying, he knew.
It was then that he saw Victor Grebbe, swearing where he stood on the balcony, holding his injured shoulder, blood seeping out between his fingers from where Sloan’s bullet had taken him.
His own arm was cold, and he knew he was nearly dead. He had no strength. Still, with one final effort, he lifted his weapon and strained to pull the trigger.
He fired. Fired at Grebbe, a man who shamed any uniform, who shamed humanity.
Grebbe, who had damned them all.
As he died, he heard the terrified wails of the infant inside the house. Sloan’s son. Sloan had never even known he had a son, because that was news Brendan had never shared, thinking it Fiona’s place. He prayed to God that the child would live, would somehow make up for the cursed fate of his family.
For they were damned to memory, damned in the eyes of men.
What about the eyes of God?
All too soon he would know.
He could only hope that God—and time—would forgive them all.
The Flynn Plantation

Present Day
Sheila came to. She felt a keen sense of confusion. She could hear…water. And she could smell an awful dampness and decay that seemed entrenched in the walls…wherever it was that she lay. She blinked several times, but it wasn’t foggy now; it was pitch-dark.
She sat up, trying to fathom where she might be.
Suddenly there was a light. Just a pinprick, but it didn’t help. It was too bright, boring painfully into her eyes. She raised a hand to try to protect herself against the blinding brilliance of it.
Hand raised to her eyes, she looked to the side and sucked in a huge gulp of air in stunned horror.
There was a face in the darkness. Hollow eyes, sunken cheeks, rotting flesh. It was floating in the water that was rising around her, and it looked as if it were staring at her.
Halloween, she reminded herself. Halloween was coming. This was undoubtedly just someone’s macabre idea of a prank.
But deep inside, she knew it wasn’t. This was real. This was a human head, no longer attached to a body.
She opened her mouth to scream, her heart and soul filled with terror, but before she was able to make a sound, the voice stopped her.
“Sheila…” it whispered gently, even affectionately.
And then…she knew she would never scream again.
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New Orleans

Present Day
“It’s a bone,” Dr. Jon Abel announced.
“Obviously,” Aidan Flynn noted dryly.
The doctor shot him a glance. “A thighbone.”
“And it’s human,” Aidan said.
“Yes, it’s a human thighbone,” Dr. Abel agreed. He stood on the muddy bank at the side of the Mississippi and shrugged, looking at the faces around him. It was heading toward evening, but it had been a hot, sultry day, and only the breeze coming off the river hinted that a cooling-down was coming. Beyond the muddy shore where Aidan had found the bone, the churning water was an ugly shade of brown. A mosquito buzzed nearby, and the doctor slapped at his arm and shook his head in disgust. He’d never been much for working out in the field.
Aidan was the one who had asked that he be called out, but since Aidan was just a P.I. out of Florida who, along with his two brothers, had just inherited the old family plantation, it was Hal Vincent, parish homicide, who had actually placed the call. Jonas Burningham, local FBI, had attached himself to the “case,” such as it was, too, in case they were looking at a serial murderer taking advantage of the disorder—and all too often violence—left in the wake of Hurricane Katrina.
“You know,” Abel said, “we’re still finding all kinds of…remnants stirred up by the storm. That’s going to go on for years. We didn’t always bury aboveground here, and there are plenty of old family plots along the river. Down in Slidell, there was a woman who had three coffins in her yard for months after the storm. No one knew where they belonged, and she couldn’t get any agency to come get them, so she just called them Tom, Dick and Harry, and said hello to them every time she came and went.” Jon Abel was a tall, thin man of about forty-five who looked more like a mad scientist than what he really was: one of the most respected medical examiners in the state. He looked out at the brown water. And sighed. “Hell, that river has seen more bodies than you and I could ever begin to guess, and it would take a dozen lifetimes to sort them all out.”
“That’s it?” Aidan asked him. “No investigation? You’re just going to dismiss it out of hand?” As he spoke, the sky darkened. Storm clouds, only hinted at earlier in the day, were boiling into great menacing shadows across the heavens. He pointed at the bone. “Looks to me like there’s still some tissue on it, which means it’s fresh and there might be more body parts somewhere nearby to go with it. If I thought I’d stumbled on something old, I’d have called in an anthropologist.”
Jon Abel sighed again. “Right. I don’t get enough people with bullet holes in them. Slashed to ribbons. Mangled in car accidents. Dead under a bridge somewhere. Sure. I’ll just take this thighbone that might have a bit of tissue on it and get right on it.”
“Jon,” Hal Vincent said quietly. “There might be something to this. I know your office is busy and you’ve got a lot of pressing cases, but do what you can, huh?”
“Male or female?” Aidan asked.
“It’s just a bone right now.”
“Male or female?—your best guess,” Aidan insisted.
The medical examiner shot him an aggravated look.
“Female,” he said. The man had been at it a long time. Unwilling participant in today’s proceedings or not, he was tops in his field. He adjusted his glasses and shook his head. “Offhand, I’d say she stood about five-six.” He looked closer. “Probably between twenty and thirty. I can’t tell you anything else. Not even guessing.”
“I’m guessing she’s dead,” Hal said dryly.
Jonas stepped in, trying to keep things civil. Jonas was a definite “suit.” At forty, he was tall and hard-bodied, with slick tawny hair and attractive features. Even in the muck, he looked impeccable and unflappable. “We’d deeply appreciate it, Dr. Abel, if you can tell us more as soon as your schedule will allow. Look, Jon, we know you’re busy. We also know you’re the best.”
Jon Abel grunted in acknowledgment of the compliment, but he cast Aidan a look of irritation. As far as he was concerned, Flynn was an outsider. He came to New Orleans often to see friends here, but he was still an outsider—at least to Jon Abel.
Aidan had been in the area this time because of a missing persons case. Runaway teens had taken to camping out in the swampy bayou area off the river here. He’d found the subject of his search, and she’d been dirty enough, wet enough, hungry enough and miserable enough to be grateful that her parents wanted her home.
And Aidan had been grateful that he’d found her alive. That wasn’t always the case with runaways. And maybe not for the woman whose bone he’d found nearby, either.
Jonas and Flynn went back a long way. They’d gone through the FBI Academy together. Jonas had stayed with the Bureau.
After a few years, Aidan hadn’t.
It was mainly Jon’s friendship with Jonas that had brought him out here today.
“I’ll do what I can,” Jon said. He lifted a hand to his assistant, Lee Wong, who had been listening attentively to everything going on. He meant to go places, and working with Jon Abel was the way to do it.
The thighbone was duly tagged and bagged; then, grumbling to himself, Jon headed for his car, Lee trailing behind. Jon waved goodbye and spoke without turning back to them. “I’ll get back to you when I know something.”
When he was gone, Hal Vincent spoke again. “I’ll get a few men out here to search the area.” He was a tall man, a good six-four or five, and thin, but every inch of him was muscled. His skin was copper and his eyes were green; his hair had gone white, and he wore it cropped close to his head. His age was indeterminate, and Aidan thought that when he was a hundred years old, he wouldn’t look much different. Born in Algiers, Louisiana—right across the river—he knew the area like the back of his hand. He was a good man, solid, no bullshit.
“Thanks, Hal,” Jonas told him. He looked at Aidan and shrugged. “You know…that might actually be…an old bone.”
“Yeah, it might be,” Aidan agreed. “But then again,” he pointed out, “it might not.” He tried to keep any hint of sarcasm out of his voice.
“We’ll search, and let you know.” Hal looked at his watch. “I’m off duty as of now, and I could use a beer. Anyone want to join me?”
“Sounds good to me,” Jonas said. He’d wanted to be assigned out west, but he’d drawn New Orleans instead, then surprised himself by falling in love with the place. He’d ended up marrying a local girl and moving to the French Quarter. “Aidan?”
Aidan shook his head. “Sorry. I’m late already. I have to meet my brothers downriver.”
“I heard you boys inherited the old place out on the Mississippi,” Hal asked.
Aidan grimaced. “Yeah, it’s quite an inheritance.”
“You never know,” Hal told him. “The place has one hell of a history. Comes with a legend, ghosts, the whole bit. It’s decaying, but does have the original stables, smokehouse—even the slave quarters. If you want to do something with it, do it fast. The local preservationists will be all over you any day now.”
“Yeah, well…I don’t know what we’re doing. That’s part of what we’re meeting up to decide,” Aidan said.
“I heard the three of you went into the private investigation business together,” Jonas said. “How’s that working out?”
“Well,” Aidan said briefly.
“Floridians. Taking on that old house,” Hal said. How he meant it, Aidan wasn’t sure. “Let’s get that beer, Jonas. Aidan, we’ll be in touch if we hear anything about that bone of yours.”
Aidan nodded, and they all trekked back through the muck. When they reached their cars, they waved. The other two men headed toward the city.
Aidan started down the river road.
 
Twenty minutes later, he was with his brothers.
And they stood, the three of them, staring at the house on the rise that wasn’t exactly a hill.
Then again, the building wasn’t exactly a house. Not anymore. Decades of neglect had left dangling shingles, broken columns, and paint that was flaking and peeling. The effect was of something from a horror movie set.
The promise of a storm wasn’t helping, either. In the distance, thunder was rumbling, and the sky had turned a strange color. But at least the coming weather had alleviated the heat. A cool breeze was blowing. It actually had a slight chill to it. And the darkness seemed to have taken on a life of its own, sweeping across the sky and down over the trees, crawling like a fog along the ground, a shadow-mist that smelled of violence and decay.
Aidan was the oldest of the three and, at six-three, the tallest by half an inch. His features were weathered, and he was the most physically imposing of them. A stint in the military had left him fit and wary; his reflexes were quick, and he had retained a suspicious perception of the world around him and an invisible Keep Away sign. Once, he supposed, he had been decent-looking. He had blue eyes, referred to as “icy” these days, and pitch-dark hair. Serena had found him compelling enough. It was his manner rather than his appearance, he figured, that tended to keep people at a distance. Then again, he probably hadn’t been as remote and chilly when he had been with Serena. There had been promise in the world when she was alive. Now…well, it was a good thing he had work to do. Lots of it. Keeping himself from falling into the emptiness.
His brothers, his family…them, he trusted, but others…He’d gone through Quantico, but when life had convinced him he was no longer a team player, he’d left the FBI. Given his background, he had opted for private investigation.
Maybe he should have investigated the house.
“Hmm,” Jeremy, the second in age, said. Jeremy had been the first to suggest they form a business. When Aidan had left the Bureau, Jeremy had been ready to leave his position with the Jacksonville police divers. Unlike Aidan, his hell hadn’t been a personal one; he had simply been the first to come upon a van full of abused foster children, drowned when their vehicle leapt a median and drove straight into the St. Johns River. He’d been at it a long time; he’d seen horrific sights. But that one had haunted him. Jeremy loved playing his guitar, though, and music brought him through. He’d quietly begun a charity to find homes for abused, abandoned and orphaned children, and discovered a talent for broadcasting along the way. He had come to New Orleans to work with a popular DJ on a dinner-dance to be held at the aquarium to raise funds for Children’s House, his charity, which was involved in finding homes for area children who had been orphaned by Katrina.
Jeremy liked people, and had always loved New Orleans and the Gulf region, but even he was speechless now that they were seeing their unexpected inheritance for the first time.
Plantation, Aidan thought.
The word summoned up visions of long, oak-shaded drives, rich and verdant fields, pastures—and a Greek Revival house painted pristine white, with beautiful women in long flowing dresses sitting on the porch sipping mint juleps.
If anyone were caught imbibing anything here, it would be derelicts chugging beer out of bottles hidden in brown paper bags.
Oh yeah. He definitely should have investigated.
Zachary, the youngest of the trio, who was a mixture of his eldest brother’s hard stoicism and his other’s open-mindedness, let out a breath.
“Well, I guess you could call it a fixer-upper,” he mused dryly.
Aidan turned to stare at him. Zachary stood a half inch over six-two, just like Jeremy. It was as if the three brothers had been cast in the same mold, then painted in different shades. Aidan’s own eyes were a blue that varied from icy to almost as black as his hair. Jeremy’s eyes were cloud-gray, his hair a dark brown with a touch of auburn. As a kid, Zachary had fought to toughen up, because he’d been born with strawberry-blond curls. The color had deepened as he aged, but that red tint remained. His eyes were almost aqua. Aidan and Jeremy had teased him mercilessly when they were young, but the truth was, he was as striking as a Greek god. He had grown up fighting—but then, as their mother had mourned frequently, there was a reason for the expression “fighting Irish.” Regardless, the years had been good for Zach. He could hold his own in any fight, but his first love had always been music, and, like Jeremy, he turned to it often. The soul’s solace, he called it.
He had been equally ready to opt into the family business. After years in the Miami forensics unit, he had hit his limit when he was called in after a crack addict dad had micro-waved his infant son. He had already acquired a part ownership of a number of small recording studios around the country, but when he had heard the plan to open an investigations office, the idea had intrigued him, and he immediately quit the force.
Aidan was thirty-six now, Jeremy thirty-five, and Zachary thirty-three. They’d done a hell of a lot of fighting as kids, but as adults, they had grown into being friends.
“We should just sell it,” Aidan said.
“I’m not real sure what we’d get for it, in its present condition,” Zach pointed out.
“Sell it?” Jeremy protested. “It’s our…well, it’s our heritage.”
The other brothers turned to stare at him, frowning. “Our heritage? We didn’t even know the placed existed until that lawyer called,” Aidan reminded him.
Jeremy shrugged. “Maybe so, but hey, a whole lot of Flynns lived in that house, and now it’s come to us. I think that’s cool. How many people wake up one morning and discover that they’ve inherited an antebellum plantation?”
Aidan and Zach stared at the house, then back at their brother.
“Come on,” Jeremy protested. “The land alone has to be worth something.”
“Right,” Aidan said. “So I say we should sell it for its land value.”
“No, we should do something with it,” Jeremy said, shaking his head. He stared intently at the house, rather than at his brothers. Then he turned to them at last. “What’s to keep us from moving to the area, huh?”
Aidan started to object, but he crossed his arms over his chest, instead.
It was true.
He’d come to New Orleans to hunt down a runaway teen. Now that he’d done that, he’d been intending to return to the place he’d called home for some time now, Orlando, Florida. But why? They could relocate the business anywhere they wanted, and without Serena, there was really nothing to tie him to Orlando.
And all three of them liked New Orleans and could find plenty to do on the side here. Jeremy could keep working with Children’s House, and Zach often came here anyway, to play in a band with some old friends. And now, after the recent death of Amelia Flynn, they were the only family left to inherit her falling-down plantation.
Maybe it shouldn’t have been as much of a shock as it was. They knew their father’s family went way back in the South, but he’d been an only child, and his father had been an only child, and before him…well, people lost track of people, and that’s the way it was.
Not that their branch of the Flynn family had gotten far, Aidan thought wryly.
“We can all chip in to fix it up, then sell it,” Jeremy said. “If we get it into decent shape, we’ll probably make a pretty good profit. Once it stops looking like a haunted house, people will be all over us to buy it.”
“Haunted house?” Zach said.
“It really is supposed to be haunted, isn’t it?” Jeremy asked.
“Yeah,” Zach said. “Something about cousins who fought on opposite sides during the Civil War and ended up killing each other on the front lawn. Creepy.”
“That’s tragic, not creepy,” Aidan said impatiently.
“It is sad, but it’s a little creepy, too. I mean, they were our ancestors. Our family,” Zach said.
The wind whistled softly, as if in agreement.
“I’m with Jeremy. I say we restore the place,” Zach announced firmly.
“Absolutely. Turn her back into a grande dame,” Jeremy agreed.
Aidan stared at the two of them. “Are you two nuts?” he demanded.
Zach grinned as he looked at him. “What’s the matter? Scared of ghosts? I doubt it’s really haunted,” he teased.
“We’re investigators, not builders. And all old houses are supposed to have ghosts,” Aidan said, surprised that he felt so irritable about it. “And if it has a reputation for being haunted, that means we’ll have all kinds of idiots coming out of the woodwork wanting to research or whatever.”
Jeremy was still grinning at Zach. “I have to admit, I think it’s exciting, owning a piece of history. And we belong to the house as much as it belongs to us. I mean, this is Flynn Plantation, and we’re all that’s left of the Flynns.”
Aidan groaned aloud. He was already outvoted. And he didn’t know why, but when he looked at the house, he didn’t want anything to do with it.
It was nothing but a white elephant, he decided. No, not white. A peeling gray elephant.
“We don’t even know if it’s structurally sound,” he said.
As he stared up at the house, the sun blinded him for a moment. And then…
Then he saw a woman on the balcony. She was tall, with flowing dark auburn hair, and she was wearing something long and white that seemed to float out behind her, just like her hair. She was oddly beautiful—and she looked very real.
He blinked, and she was gone.
“Hey, did you just see someone?” he asked his brothers.
“No, but the woman who was helping Amelia might be here. The lawyer said something about her coming by to pick up her things.”
“I thought I saw someone in a…never mind,” Aidan said.
He searched the balcony, then the windows. There was no one there.
If his brothers had noticed his intense survey of the house, they weren’t saying anything. They were too busy arguing about their carpentry skills.
He left them behind and started walking toward the house.
“Aidan!” Zach yelled. “What are you doing?”
“Taking a closer look,” he called back.
They caught up with him a minute later, and they all walked together up the graveled drive, under parallel rows of mature oaks that offered a welcome respite from the sun. As they neared the house, Aidan saw that the paint was in even worse shape than he’d realized. The place would need some real work, he thought with an inward groan.
“We can’t possibly have any zoning problems out here,” Zach said.
“If it’s a historic landmark, we’ll still have to deal with someone,” Aidan pointed out.
Zach shook his head. “I’m sure it must have some kind of historic designation. But…historic properties are important. Aidan, I don’t know about you, but sometimes…hell, sometimes I feel like we’ve got to at least try to make a difference somehow.”
Aidan’s features tightened as he stopped walking and stared at his brother. “What are you talking about?”
Zach shrugged. “I’ve seen so much bad shit out there—hell, we all have—and I can’t help it, but I just feel that this is something important, something we’re meant to do.”
“What if the historical society wanted to buy the place?” Aidan demanded.
Zach stared at him. “I know it’s been years since the storm, but you and I both know it’s going to take a decade for real money to start flowing into the region again. I’m sure the historical society has done all they can do to fix up the properties they already own. But we could do something important by putting this place back the way it was. There could be lectures and concerts here, maybe even reenactors to remind visitors of everything it took to make a country.” Zach flushed, probably a little surprised by his own speech, but he didn’t back down.
When Jeremy added his own “Count me in,” Aidan lifted his hands in surrender. “In fact, I have an idea,” Jeremy went on.
“Oh?” Aidan said.
“Why don’t we give ourselves a real goal? Like Halloween. We could host an event to benefit Children’s House.”
Aidan looked at Jeremy. His brother was serious. And why shouldn’t he be? When his job had thrown him the worst he could imagine, he hadn’t turned bitter or given up. He’d taken up a cause, so more kids wouldn’t end up dead at the bottom of a river.
Sure, Jeremy could be a little obsessive, but so what? Maybe it was in the blood. Hadn’t he himself stood on a riverbank less than an hour ago, insisting that a single bone, which everyone else seemed happy to assume was just an aftereffect of nature’s wrath, had to be taken seriously and fully investigated?
Zachary had supported Jeremy’s cause wholeheartedly from the beginning, but what the hell had he, the oldest, done?
Nothing, that’s what. He’d let his soul die.
Well, enough of that. He owed his brother.
“An event?” he said, still careful to be the voice of logic.
“A Halloween party.” Jeremy smiled as the idea grew. “We can decorate the place, hire people to dress up and be scary.”
Aidan groaned aloud.
“Think about it, Aidan. This place was like a gift to us, so why not use it to help other people?” Zach asked, siding with Jeremy.
They didn’t need his blessing, Aidan knew. He was outvoted.
But they wanted his support.
“Let’s spend today worrying about whether the house will stand up if it rains, huh?” Aidan said. “I’m open to anything later.”
“He’s open to anything. Did you hear that?” Zach asked Jeremy.
“Yeah. He must’ve been out in the sun too long,” Jeremy replied with a grin.
Aidan started walking again. They followed, giving him space. They knew him so well, he thought.
He could remember how, growing up, they’d fought constantly, driving his parents insane. He had been expected to behave the best because he was the oldest. Most of the time, he had stopped things before they got too bad. They’d been brothers, though. Whenever anyone went up against one of them, they’d shown a united front. They were the Flynn brothers, as close-knit as a clan could be when the chips were down.
But then he’d gone into the military, trading his service for money to help with his education. Even when he was gone overseas, he’d gotten family visits, of course—at least when he was stationed in Germany. But it hadn’t been the same as being here. He’d moved on first. The other two had been, if not at home, at least in the state and near the family home. And Jeremy and Zach shared their love of music—not that he wasn’t fond of it—which further bonded them. Then, when he came home for good, he’d gone into the FBI. The classes had been fascinating, even if rigorous, but somehow, the structure of it all—maybe because of his years in the military—had felt uncomfortable and constraining. He’d left, hopefully with no hard feelings. He was pretty sure he was in the clear; he’d gotten discreet help a few times when he’d come up against dead ends through civilian channels.
Then, of course, there had been Serena.
It all came down to Serena. She’d been the real beginning of his world.
And the end.
She’d been through it all with him, going back to high school. She’d helped him work through his doubts over all his major decisions. College or the military? Graphics or criminology? Stay with the military or go for a job with the FBI?
Then life changed in an instant, and he was sorry they hadn’t put aside his work and her political career. A doped-up drag racer had jumped the median, and Serena had been killed. And after that, nothing mattered at all.
But that had been five years ago. And despite doing work he was proud of, in spite of the good things he’d accomplished for other people, he still had no real purpose in life. Days came, and days went.
“I don’t think the two of you can begin to imagine how much work you’re talking about here,” he said. “And the licenses and the permits and insurance and—”
“Don’t sweat it. We’re the brothers Flynn,” Zachary said, stepping between Aidan and Jeremy and setting an arm around each of their shoulders. “How can we go wrong?”
Aidan looked up at the house. He felt an odd sense of dread again, which wasn’t like him at all. He was the logical, pragmatic brother. He didn’t get strange sensations like this.
He gave himself a mental shake. Well, what the hell?
“The brothers Flynn,” he agreed.
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Damn.
They were here already.
The heirs hadn’t been around when Amelia was sick, and they hadn’t been around when she died. According to the lawyer, they hadn’t even known she existed until he contacted them with news of their inheritance, an excuse that sounded pretty damn suspect to her.
Kendall Montgomery receded from the balcony, where she had so often sat with Amelia, back into the master bedroom, hoping she hadn’t been seen. She knew that the attorney had met with the Flynns and given them title to the place.
She just hadn’t expected them to show up here. Not yet.
She had come to pick up the last of her things. Books and CDs she had loaned Amelia, some clothing she had left out here for the nights when she stayed over to keep the old woman company. She had done all she could to help Amelia, offering her love and loyalty, because the elderly woman had been there for her when she had needed someone so badly. Amelia had been a sweetheart, pleased to pass on fascinating bits and pieces of local history and the legend surrounding the house. Amelia had lived through a lot, and she had managed to hang on to the plantation—even if she’d been unable to keep it from falling into decay—which said a lot about the kind of woman she’d been.
Kendall looked down and realized she was holding something. The marvelous old diary she had discovered in the attic one day when Amelia had asked her to bring down an envelope of papers. She had set the diary by Amelia’s bed, thinking she would read it later, but somehow she’d never gotten around to it. Until today.
Today, when all she had intended to do was get in, get her things and get out, she had found herself picking it up.
And it was fascinating. It had been written by a woman living in the house during the Civil War, and once she had gotten into it, Kendall had found herself deeply involved. She had marveled that she was holding a book that went back over a hundred and fifty years, that she was reading words written that long ago. Words describing the thoughts of someone living in the midst of a horrible war that tore families apart. Words about survival. There were little tidbits of day-to-day life in the diary, and there were also hopes and dreams for the future.
The diary was what had kept her out here long after she should have gone home, and now the heirs were arriving.
She quickly stuck the diary into her backpack.
It didn’t belong to her. It belonged to the men who were Amelia’s only living relatives.
But she had to finish reading it. She wouldn’t keep it, only borrow it until she’d read all the way to the end. She would give it back as soon as she was done. For now, she had to figure out how she was going to deal with the plantation’s new owners.
Kendall thought about hiding. About slipping out the back. But they would probably notice her car, parked around by the stables, before she could get to it. No. Better just to face the music of being here, where she supposed she shouldn’t be, not without their permission.
She would apologize for trespassing, explain that she’d only come to get her things, then get the hell out.
She’d heard Jeremy Flynn on the radio the other day, talking about raising money to help the children who’d lost their families in the hurricane. He was clearly a mover and a shaker, and he talked sense. She had to admit that she had liked him on the radio.
The lawyer had told her that there were three brothers, and that they ran a private investigation agency. Snapping pictures of married men having affairs and spying on babysitters, no doubt.
The French Quarter was a pretty close-knit group, and she’d heard that another one of the brothers was a nice guy and a hell of a guitarist.
The third brother, though…
A real hard-ass, she’d heard. Military, then FBI.
He’d probably have her arrested for trespassing.
The truth was, they owed her some genuine gratitude. She was the one who had been there for Amelia. And not for any personal gain. She had taken to spending almost all her time out here, because Amelia had been afraid. Amelia had spent her life in the old place, but in the last few months she’d become convinced that strange things were going on around her, that long-gone spirits from centuries past were present day and night—in the house and in her dreams. Once upon a time, a violent tragedy had played itself out on the grounds of the old plantation. As death neared for Amelia, she seemed to think her ancestors were creeping up on her, reaching for her with bony fingers from their graves.
And yet, in the hours before her death, she had seemed so peaceful. Glad to see the ghosts, as if they were family members who loved her and had come to take her home.
I was creeped-out and scared silly half the time I was here, Kendall thought, but I stayed because I cared about Amelia. Where were these guys when she could have used some real family around her? How could they have been totally unaware of the existence of a member of their own family?
That was a question that would have to wait for another day. The most important thing right now was that she still had to get the hell out of here.
But how?
Walk out the front door and screw those assholes, she decided.
She tossed her hair back and walked down the stairs, setting her backpack down by the door so she could use both hands to undo the dead bolt. By the time she opened the door, they were on the porch.
“Hello,” she said, as if she had every right in the world to be there. Which she did, she reminded herself.
A tough-looking, raw-edged man with cobalt eyes and dark hair stared at her coldly. Luckily the other two brothers looked decidedly friendlier, and one even offered her a curious smile.
“I’m sorry. I’m Kendall Montgomery. I was staying out here with Amelia—your…aunt?—during her last days,” she explained. “I…left some things out here, so I came by to get them. I assume you’re the Flynn brothers?”
“We are,” the one who’d smiled said. “Oldest brother, Aidan, to my left, and Zach, the youngest, to my right. I’m Jeremy.”
“Well,” she said uncomfortably. “I’ll just—”
“I thought Amelia died three months ago,” Aidan said.
She looked at him. He was tall, all muscle and striking, and his features were clean-cut and rugged. But it wasn’t the warrior edge about his face that chilled her; it was the tone of his voice and something about the dark ice in his eyes when he looked at her.
“I work for a living. I put together her funeral, took care of her last bills and had everything set up for you three to come in,” she said, aware that her own voice had taken on a biting tension.
“Have you been living here since then?” he asked curtly.
“Aidan…” Zach murmured.
“I took care of Amelia. You didn’t even know she existed,” she said flatly.
“That’s right, we didn’t know she existed. We didn’t know anything about this place. We should have, I suppose, but…we just…didn’t,” Jeremy said quietly.
“Honestly,” Zachary added. “We always loved this area, but we had no idea we had family here. Clearly, you cared about Amelia, and now that we know, we’re grateful.”
“She was a very fine lady,” Kendall said, looking away for a moment. A knot had risen to her throat. “Very sweet.” She stared at the eldest brother. At five-ten, she wasn’t exactly short, but she had to look up to meet his eyes, and she resented it.
What the hell? None of it made any difference. If he was too much of a jerk to be grateful, what did it matter? Amelia was dead and gone, and she had her own life; she hadn’t given it all up to care for Amelia. She would just go back to it and let these idiots have the place to themselves.
No, that wasn’t fair.
They didn’t all seem to be idiots, just the one.
“Well, as I said, I do work for a living,” she said. “You’re here, and I need to get going, so…”
“Just what kind of work do you do?” Aidan asked.
She was furious with herself for hesitating, but she knew all too well that he would only make fun of her and would probably decide she was nothing more than a leech, preying on people’s weaknesses, if she admitted the complete truth.
“I own a café and gift shop,” she said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me…”
“Miss Montgomery,” Jeremy said, a wry smile curling his lips, “we don’t know a thing about this place. If you know anything and can spare a few minutes, we’d be eternally grateful if you’d show us around.”
“Please,” Zach added.
She let out a long breath. The eldest brother was still just staring at her. “…All right. Come on in. We’re, uh, in the foyer.” She stepped back, pointing in the appropriate directions as she spoke. “Grand staircase, ballroom to the left, parlor, dining room—you’ll find a wall of family paintings in there, if you’re interested—and kitchen to the right. The kitchen was added after the turn of the century and last updated in the fifties, I’m afraid. As bad as it looks, the place is structurally sound. There’s a huge basement beneath us, four bedrooms upstairs, and an attic with storage and a little garret room. It’s really a beautiful home. Some of the pillars need work in front. And there are over a dozen out-buildings, some in better shape than others. You’ve got the original kitchen, original stables, a smokehouse, and ten little buildings that were slave quarters. Actually—” She broke off. There was no need to share any more with them. She’d given them the basics, and now it was time for her to get out of here and leave the house to them.
They owned it, after all.
And they would almost certainly be looking to sell. With luck, one of the historical foundations would be able to buy it.
“Actually what?” Aidan asked sharply.
“Oh…nothing to do with the house,” she said. “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”
“Seriously, what were you about to say?” Zach asked. He had a killer smile, she noticed. He was extremely good-looking, but seemed confident without being conceited.
She shrugged. “Amelia was afraid. At the end. Terrible things happened here during the Civil War, and she…well, she heard things at night, and she was…afraid. That’s why I stayed with her.”
“She thought the place was haunted?” Aidan demanded. He didn’t snort out loud, but she felt that, inwardly, he was snorting with derision. Big, tough he-man. He wouldn’t understand fear.
“Every good plantation is haunted,” Jeremy said with a grin. “Right?”
The two younger brothers definitely seemed decent enough, she thought. She wasn’t surprised, though. Her employee and friend, Vinnie, had met them both, even asked them to sit in with his band, and he said they both had talent and were nice guys, besides.
She shrugged, feeling uneasy. “This house has a lot of history. Your family was almost wiped out during the Civil War.”
She paused for a moment, thoughtful. “And it wasn’t just the war. There were other events, too. Other deaths. In the 1890s, the owner had an affair with one of his housekeepers. She was stunningly beautiful, they say, with eyes as green as emeralds and skin the color of chocolate.”
She saw a slight smile on Aidan’s lips as he said, “So the wife killed the gorgeous housekeeper—or the housekeeper killed the wife—and now she’s haunting the place, right? Better yet—they killed each other and now they’re both haunting the place.”
Kendall looked at him and finished the story. “The wife demanded that the housekeeper be hanged. The Klan had a lot of influence in the area then, so they took care of it. Her head…she was decapitated when she was hanged. They say she haunts the property, looking for it. Oh, and she cursed the wife as she was being dragged over to that oak—” she pointed to a huge tree on the left side of the house “—to meet her death. The curse apparently worked. The wife died, falling down the grand stairway, one year to the day after the maid was executed.”
“Great story,” Jeremy said, smiling. “Is it for real?”
“I’m not sure. You’d have to check with the historical society. To be honest, several of the plantations claim that or a similar legend. I grew up here and heard all the stories about the local plantations. I can’t guarantee the truth of any of the tales about this place—except the one about the cousins and the Civil War. That story’s in the history books.”
Aidan turned his hawklike stare from her face and directed it at the house, shaking his head. “I’m back to thinking we should sell it and get the hell out,” he said to his brothers.
“Just look at it,” Jeremy said, opening his arms to the house, as if in greeting. “It’s beautiful. It’s our heritage. Hey, we’re related to those ghosts.”
“Maybe not,” Aidan said.
“Maybe not?” Jeremy echoed questioningly.
He shrugged. “Who knows if one of the mistresses of the house was fooling around on the side?” Was that a sense of humor he was demonstrating? Kendall wondered. “The men were known to fool around with the servants, so maybe their wives were fooling around with the grooms. Who knows what could have happened?”
Jeremy laughed. “My brother is a cynic, in case you hadn’t noticed,” he said.
“So it seems,” she agreed pleasantly.
“He’s different on the inside,” Jeremy assured her.
“Really? I was actually thinking that he’s just plain old nasty on the inside.”
She couldn’t believe that the words she had been thinking escaped her lips. Not that she expected to see any of these men again, but still, she was usually civil.
Her words had clearly startled Aidan. His eyebrow hiked up, and she would have sworn that he almost smiled.
“That’s calling a spade a spade,” he said. “I’m sorry, Miss Montgomery, that I seem to have made such a poor impression on you. Anyway, thank you for the tour, and now we’ll let you go.”
“Thanks.”
“Wait. Did you ever see anything happen here?” Aidan asked, his eyes hard again and his voice flat and emotionless, as if he were grilling her in an interrogation room.
She stared back at him. “No,” she said.
She was lying. And judging from the way he was assessing her, she had a feeling that he knew it.
She had seen something. She just didn’t know what. She wasn’t even sure that Amelia’s words and fears hadn’t crept into her mind, and made her think that there were…
That there were strange lights in the darkness, and that the noises that had awakened her in the middle of the night had no earthly cause. As if something—or someone—was being dragged across the lawn below her window. That there were whispers of sound in the middle of the night, eerie and unfathomable, as if some mad scientist were at work on the property.
“No, of course not,” she said with more certainty, tossing her hair back with feigned impatience.
Because all those things were imaginary, she insisted to herself.
She knew the explanation. Hadn’t she managed to graduate with a three-point-nine average, and degrees in both psychology and drama? She understood the depths of the human mind. She had simply been sharing Amelia’s nightmares, which were themselves a very understandable manifestation of her fear of death.
Kendall couldn’t allow herself to believe—ever—that any of it had been true.
Because Kendall was a fraud. She was an excellent performer, and she was a total fraud.
Although there had been a few times when…
The psychologist in her kicked in and insisted that there had been nothing inexplicable about those few times, either. She had been trained as an actress, pure and simple, and now she made both psychology and theater pay by playing psychic for a living. And “playing” was the operative word, she reminded herself. She wasn’t a real psychic, if such a thing even existed. Everything she had experienced could be explained. The mind was an amazing combination of logic and imagination, and it was the logical part’s job to kick in when the imagination became too fanciful.
“Guess what we want to do with the place?” Jeremy asked her.
“It’s not what we want to do,” Aidan corrected before she could answer him.
“I have no idea,” she said to Jeremy, ignoring Aidan.
“Restore the house and find a way to use it to benefit the community,” Zachary answered for Jeremy.
“Oh?” she said politely. Looking at the two younger Flynns, she could believe they were sincere, but she suspected things would go quite differently if Aidan had anything to say about it.
“I thought,” Jeremy explained, “that we’d give ourselves the goal of getting it up and running by Halloween, then open it to the public and use the profits to benefit Children’s House.”
“You mean open it as a haunted house?” she asked.
Aidan gave a disgusted snort.
Zachary said, “Well, we’ll have a party, anyway, though a haunted house would be great. We’ll have to give that some thought.”
“I’m sure it would be great,” she said, but a chill seemed to sweep through her.
She wanted to tell him not to do it, and she didn’t know why. All she knew was that the idea of creating a haunted house here was a bad one. A very bad one.
Why? she mocked herself. Did she really think they could wake the dead?
“It could really benefit the kids,” Jeremy told her. “I can take this to a whole new level. And I can use the radio spots I’ve already taped to promote it.”
“It—it sounds good,” she had to admit.
“The party would just be a grand opening,” Zachary said. “I’d like to see this place brought back to its original grandeur, and then we can use it for all kinds of functions to benefit the community.”
Could they really do it? she wondered. She felt the sun on her face at that moment, shining through the odd storm clouds that had gathered earlier, and the breeze suddenly gentled. A good omen? She did love this old house, and it would be nice to see it restored and being used for something important.
She knew this place backwards and forwards. She’d been young when Amelia had entered her life, young enough to fall under the spell of the plantation’s legends and ready to have fun with its spooky history.
“Let’s not get so far ahead of ourselves,” Aidan said firmly, looking at his brothers.
Not just an idiot, a killjoy, too, she decided.
Then he turned to look at her, and for a moment there was a genuine smile on his face.
It changed him. It made him look approachable, human. Sexy. Now where the hell had that thought come from?
“I’m sorry if I was rude earlier, Miss Montgomery. Could you possibly give us the grand tour?” he asked her, and added politely, “If you have the time.”
“I…”
“Please,” he said.
One word didn’t change the fact that he was an idiot, she told herself, even if he was still smiling. Suckering her in. Well, too bad for him, because she was no fool.
On the other hand, she had just been thinking about how well she knew and loved the house—their house now—so what would it hurt to go through it one last time, only with them?
“Sure. Come on.”
She walked past him. Her backpack with her belongings—and the diary—was resting against the entry wall. For a moment she felt a twinge of guilt about the diary, but she told herself to quit worrying about it and kept going. She could hear them following behind her. “As you can see, this is the shotgun hall. It got the name because—”
“A shot fired from the front door would just go straight through and out the back,” Jeremy said. “And will you look at that stairway?”
“Don’t forget to look at the wood rot,” Aidan said.
“Easily fixed,” Zachary assured him. “Honestly, Aidan. I bought a studio that had wood rot. All it took was a decent carpenter to get it fixed.”
The house really was beautiful, Kendall thought as she always did whenever she was there. Its grandeur was decaying, sure, but the elegance was still there behind the peeling paint and the rotting wood. There were floor to ceiling windows in the ballroom. The parlor was still furnished with a Duncan Phyfe love seat and nineteenth-century needlepoint chairs. There was even a grand piano—badly in need of tuning, Kendall warned them—along with elegant occasional tables, a secretary and more. They paused to study the wall of family portraits, some beautifully painted works of art, others less accurate and attractive records of the past.
“Amelia?” Aidan asked, looking at the photo on the far right.
Amelia hadn’t been painted as a young and beautiful girl. She’d had the painting done only a few years ago, and it showed her as Kendall knew her, with a cap of snow-white hair, fine features worn with time, bright eyes and the kindly smile she had always offered.
“She looks like a nice woman,” Zachary said.
“She was,” Kendall assured them.
Upstairs, Aidan tested walls and stomped on the floors. He gave a cursory glance up the stairs into the attic, which was filled with trunks.
“Family history,” Zach assured him.
But even that drew nothing more than a noncommittal “hmm” from Aidan as they headed back downstairs.
Despite its age, Kendall had always found the kitchen quite charming, with its Leave It to Beaver wholesomeness.
All three brothers looked at it skeptically, clearly not sharing her enthusiasm.
“It’s wonderful. See, there’s a dumbwaiter,” she said, and showed them the small pulley-drawn elevator that had once brought hot food upstairs and returned dirty plates, laundry—and probably a small child or two, upon occasion.
At last they went outside. She showed them the original kitchen, now a caretaker’s cottage, should there ever again be a caretaker, and the smokehouse, which still smelled of smoke. Even the stables, which were in the best condition of any place on the property, still smelled of hay and horses, though Amelia hadn’t had a horse in over twenty years. They walked on to the neat row of old slave quarters, all of them two-roomed, most of them in serious need of repair. As they walked toward the last in line, Aidan said, “Someone has been living out here.”
“Really?” she said, surprised. He looked at her, and she realized he had been studying her reaction. She could tell that he believed her, but she resented the fact that he had doubted her at all.
“How do you know?” Zach asked, frowning.
Aidan kicked at a pile of broken two-by-fours. “The soup cans,” he said dryly.
“Great. And we’re detectives,” Jeremy muttered ruefully. “We would have seen them—eventually,” he added.
“Soup cans and beer bottles.” Aidan looked at Kendall. “You really didn’t know.”
It was a statement, not a question.
She shook her head. “But…Amelia said she saw lights. Maybe she wasn’t imagining things.”
“And you never checked that out?”
“Hey,” she said firmly, “I came out to be with her when she was alone and sick and afraid. I wasn’t employed by the estate. She…saw lots of things at the end.”
“Well, if she saw lights, she was right,” Aidan said, and kicked the pile again.
Then he frowned, his features tense. He bent down and started digging through the rubbish.
“Aidan, what the hell…?” Jeremy asked, as Aidan pulled something out from under the rest of the garbage.
“What is it?” Kendall asked curiously.
He held it up then, and she felt a churning in her stomach, thinking it couldn’t possibly be what it looked like.
But it was.
“A thighbone,” he said. “A human thighbone.”
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