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ALONE IN THE WOODS

“Let me go, you bastard!” Tessa’s heels dug into the dirt and caught on an exposed root. With a sickening rip, her blouse caught on a branch and tore.

He clamped a hand over her mouth and felt her teeth sink into his palm. But he didn’t so much as flinch. Let her struggle all she wanted. Right now she was his. She was scared now, he could feel the change in her body, the tension. “Don’t you know that no one messes with me, Tessa? Haven’t you figured that one out yet?”

He dragged her over stones, past berry vines that clung and clawed, over fallen logs to a clearing where his car was parked. He was sweating and breathing hard, but they were far enough away from Dutch’s house that even if she was stupid enough to scream, no one would hear her. She wouldn’t win. No matter what.

With one hand he reached into his pocket and found his knife. With a click it was open, and he held it in front of her eyes. “Don’t do something stupid and you won’t get hurt . . .”




BOOKS BY LISA JACKSON

TREASURES

 


INTIMACIES

 


WISHES

 


WHISPERS

 


TWICE KISSED

 


UNSPOKEN

 


IF SHE ONLY KNEW

 


HOT BLOODED

 


COLD BLOODED

 


THE NIGHT BEFORE

 


 


 


 


 


Published by Zebra Books





LISA JACKSON

WHISPERS

[image: e9781420151589_i0001.jpg]


ZEBRA BOOKS

Kensington Publishing Corp.

http://www.kensingtonbooks.com

[image: e9781420151589_i0002.jpg]


All copyrighted material within is Attributor Protected.




Table of Contents


ALONE IN THE WOODS

BOOKS BY LISA JACKSON

Title Page


Dedication

Part One - 1996

Prologue

One

Two

Three

Four

Five



Part Two - Sixteen Years Earlier

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-one

Twenty-two



Part Three - The Present

Twenty-three

Twenty-four

Twenty-five

Twenty-six

Twenty-seven

Twenty-eight

Twenty-nine

Thirty

Thirty-one

Thirty-two

Thirty-three

Thirty-four



Epilogue

Teaser chapter

Copyright Page







To Anita. Agent. Mentor. Friend.
 You will be missed but never forgotten.




Dear Reader

 



Okay, this is the first time I’ve done this, but I’m really excited about it. This book is a spanking brand new edition of WHISPERS, the story of three sisters and one deadly secret. I’ve completely revamped, retooled, and updated the book, including some new twists and turns to the plot. Essentially, the characters you love including Claire St. John and Kane Moran are still the same, still the center of the novel. I’ve just expanded the story line and notched up the suspense and tension a bit, adding new scenes and deeper insights into the minds and lives of the characters.

I think you’ll like this new version, but be sure to let me know by writing me at my Web site www.lisajackson.com.

While you’re on line, check out www.themysterymansion.com. , a Web site devoted to my books. This Web site is interactive, with games, puzzles, contests, and a quest. It will introduce you to characters in all of my books, including WHISPERS and allow you a chance to win some interesting prizes.

Thanks for reading WHISPERS. Whether it’s your first time through it or the fifth, I hope you enjoy it!

 


Lisa Jackson




Part One

1996





Prologue

“Bitch.” Harley Taggert was drunk, but not drunk enough. He needed another bottle of champagne to dull the pain cutting through his soul and he stumbled as he walked along the deck of his father’s sailboat. The night was clear, the salt smell of the ocean invading his nostrils, the boat gently rocking against its moorings. How could she do this to him? How could she give him back the goddamned ring?

Because she’s a heartless bitch. She gave you back the ring didn’t she?

He glanced down at his curled fist and saw the diamond ring winking in his sweaty palm and remembered pieces of her rehearsed speech about their relationship not working and her wanting to be “friends” or some such rot. Yeah, right. Like she was “friends” with Kane Moran, that two-bit hoodlum? She was probably on her way to screw Moran’s brains out right now.

He squeezed his eyes shut and saw her face in his mind’s eye. God she was beautiful, but then all the Holland women were.

Claire. Jesus. Why?

Damn it, he’d loved her.

More than he’d realized. More than he thought possible.

And she’d cheated on him.

With that low-life poor bastard.

Harley swayed a little as he reached the prow and looked skyward to the skeletal masts rising into the starry night. He felt tears sting his eyes and was ashamed. It was the champagne. Had to be. Because he was a man and men didn’t ever cry—especially not the sons of Neal Taggert. Never them.

“Shit,” he muttered and looked westward past the bay to the open sea. He should leave. Forever. Or . . . do as he threatened and end it all. Just jump into the frigid water and breathe deep. That would show ’em. Or else he should have another drink . . . but first . . . he needed to get rid of the ring. With all his might he pulled his arm back and heaved the sickening diamond as far as he could throw and fell against the railing with the effort just as he heard a distinctive plop as the damned engagement ring settled into the depths of the bay. “Good riddance,” Harley muttered, pulling himself onto his feet as he felt rather than saw someone with him.

He turned quickly, but he was alone. No one had climbed aboard. No one lingered on the dock. It was just his mind playing weird games with him. The hot summer night was getting to him. Even the breath of wind rolling in from the Pacific was warmer than usual for summer in Oregon.

Another noise. From the dock. Fear zinged up his spine. He squinted but saw no one lingering beneath the lights strung over the worn planks. He was alone. Aside from the old coot dozing in the marina office and the people playing some old Eagles album . . . he was just jumpy—too many emotions and too much booze. Or not enough.

From the corner of his eye he saw movement and he twisted his head around in time to see a bony cat slip around a lamppost.

Get a grip. You’re losin’it. man. Either jump into the water and end it or go back into the cabin and raid the old man’s liquor cabinet. There’s a fifth of Black Velvet with your name on it.

He took one step toward the cabin when he saw her . . . just a quicksilver image of a woman sliding quickly through the shadows. Every hair on the back of his neck rose. Had Claire returned? Rethought her heartless decision to cast him aside? Well, it was too fuckin’ late . . . but . . . there was something wrong about her. It didn’t seem right. Or was the champagne clouding his judgment. He blinked and she seemed to have disappeared. But he knew better. Felt her eyes—hidden condemning orbs. Whoever it was seemed used to slinking around and hiding in the shadows, someone who loved to spy. Someone who wasn’t quite right. Someone like his sister.

Swallowing back his fear, he took a tentative step forward, toward the prow, easing closer to the railing. “Paige?” he called, hoping to sound steadier than he felt. “Is that you? Come on outta there—”

Something flashed by the side of his head and he turned quickly to see a gloved hand raised high. “What the hell?”

Bam!

“Die, bastard,” an evil voice snarled.

He caught a glimpse of a rock hoisted high.

Before he could move, it crashed down.

Bam!

Pain exploded in his skull.

White light flashed behind his eyes.

Harley staggered backward, blood running in his eyes, fear sliding down his spine. His hips hit the railing and he tried to catch himself, but it was too late. Momentum pitched him over the side of the sleek craft and he was falling . . . falling.

Thud!

The back of his head cracked the dock.

Pain screamed through his skull. His body convulsed. Blindly he groped, reaching, scrabbling for anything to hold on to, his fingers scraping the side of his father’s boat only to lose their grip as he hit the icy water.

You’re going to die. Right now . . . Fight, Harley, fight!

He tried to scream. Saltwater filled his nose and throat. His reactions were slow, out of sync. Help me, please, someone help me! But the words were lost in his mind. Pain ricocheted through his brain, through the dark frigid water. His lungs burned. He flailed wildly, thrashing and churning as his clothes weighed him down. Sluggishly he tried to kick upward but his foot was held tight, tangled or . . . or gripped by someone under the dock. His lungs were on fire, threatening to explode. Frantic, he fought, kicking, looking up to the surface where, beyond the rippling veil of the waterline he caught a glimpse of his attacker as she stood beneath a lamppost on the dock.

The surface was so far away . . . he was going to die . . . she’d killed him. Why? Oh, God, please help me! Jump in here, call nine-one-one, do something. He tried to swim upward, but whatever was holding his foot wouldn’t let go! His entire body screamed in agony. The image overhead rippled before his eyes as he struggled, a pale watery face illuminated by the lights of the dock, a face twisted in horror while the manacle on his ankle seemed to tighten, as if the Grim Reaper himself were holding him fast, ensuring his horrid death.

There wasn’t any more time. In one last effort, Harley kicked and tried to scream.

His tortured lungs shattered. Air spewed, bubbling upward, taking with it any chance of survival. Saltwater flooded his throat. Cold as death it burned like hell. Wave after wave of burning water crushing him from the inside out . . . and then it came . . . the blackness, an eerily seductive calm teased at the edges of his brain, closing in on him as he quit struggling and the last bit of air bubbled up from his lungs. His eyes rolled up in his head, offering him one final glimpse of the world through a watery curtain where he saw the ghostly face of his killer as she inched backward, away from light and into the darkness.




One

All’s fair in love and war.

Or so the old saying went. Kane wasn’t entirely sure he could adopt the adage, not when Claire Holland’s future was at stake, but then what the hell, she’d never cared for him anyway. Never given him the time of day except once, when she’d let her tightly laced guard down. He stepped hard on the emergency brake as he cut the engine and reminded himself that she was married, separated but married, and her name was now Claire St. John.

Rain peppered the windshield, drizzling down the glass in jagged streaks as Kane stared at the shack he’d inherited—a three-room cabin on the shores of Lake Arrowhead. Shingles were missing from the roof; two windows were covered with plywood now decorated with graffiti; rust ran in orange stains from downspouts clogged by years of leaves, needles, and dirt; and the front porch sagged like a broken-down cart horse’s back. Stumps, mutilated by a chain saw and blackened from years in the rain, had toppled over long before they became his father’s works of Northwest art. The attic window—the only source of natural light in the cramped space that had been his bedroom—had been smashed, and pieces of glass still littered the porch roof.

Welcome home, he thought sourly as he climbed out of his rig, threw his duffel bag and bedroll over one shoulder, and ducked against an icy blast of wind. Hot pain shot through his hip, compliments of a stray piece of shrapnel he’d collected on his last assignment overseas. He winced and hitched the bag higher on his shoulder as he cursed the fact that he still limped a bit, enough to throw off his gait when he wanted to move fast.

On the stoop, he inserted his key into the old lock, and the latch gave way completely, the door opening with a groaning creak, sawdust filtering down from the useless dead bolt.

Years of dust, dead air, and the general feeling of lost dreams crowded around him as he walked over the threshold. Second thoughts were his companions for the first time since deciding upon this mission. Maybe moving back here was a bad idea. Maybe the guy who came up with the phrase “let sleeping dogs lie” knew something Kane didn’t.

Too bad. He stepped over an upended coffee table. Now wasn’t the time for turning back. He dropped his duffel and sleeping bag onto a couch in the corner—a once-rose-colored contemporary sectional, now a dingy pink-gray, with the stuffing exposed in several spots. The windowsills were dry and peeling, covered with the remnants of spiders’ meals, brittle carcasses of insects. In one corner of the ceiling, where the tiles drooped, a half-decayed yellow jacket’s nest hung loosely. The knotty pine walls were mildew-stained, and the dank smell slipped through the cabin like a fetid shadow.

He’d camped in worse places than this over the years, seen hovels in the Middle East and Bosnia that made this old cabin look like a palace, but none of those wretched abodes had he ever called home. Only in this place was his soul stripped bare and bleeding, this run-down cottage where he’d been reared in his earlier years by a mother whose shoes had wafer-thin soles because she walked so many miles behind the counter of the Westwind Bar and Grill.

“You take care of yourself, honey,” she’d said, touching him lightly on the shoulder and slanting him a sad smile. “I’ll be home late, so lock the door. Your daddy, he’ll be home soon.” A lie. Always a lie, but one he never questioned. She’d brushed a kiss across his cheek. Alice Moran had always smelled of roses and smoke, a mixture of cheap perfume and bargain brand cigarettes. For years the top drawer of her dresser had been filled with coupons from the backs of cigarette packs, collected and used to buy something special other than the barest of necessities. Most of the Christmas and birthday gifts Kane had received had been compliments of his mother’s nicotine habit.

But that had been a long time ago, when life, though lean, had been simple for a boy of eight or nine. Right around the time of Pop’s accident, when their sorry lives had changed for the worse.

There wasn’t much reason to dwell on the past, so he ignored the raw anger in his gut as well as the pain in his hip. He found a yellowed newspaper from fifteen years ago and felt like he had as a gawky, rebellious teenager—horny as hell and burning with a need for more from life, a taste of better things, a desire to be as good as the Hollands and the Taggerts, the richest families on the lake, the social elite of this tiny coastal burg as well as the city of Portland, some ninety miles to the east.

And he’d wanted Claire. With a brain-numbing lust and a fire between his legs he’d fantasized about her—the rich, unavailable daughter of Dutch Holland.

He wadded the old newspaper in his fist as he remembered how many nights he’d lain awake, trying to devise plans to be with her, none of which had materialized into anything more than a frustration that had caused sweat to bead on his upper lip and his cock to become stiff as a flagpole on a windless day.

He didn’t want to think about Claire. She’d only complicate things, and he’d never been good enough for her anyway. No. She’d had her adolescent sights set on Harley Taggert, son of her father’s biggest competitor. Except for one time. One magic morning.

“Hell,” he growled, trying to chase her image from his mind. Despite the rain, he threw open the windows, letting in a harsh, wet breeze that carried the scent of the Pacific Ocean. Maybe the cold air would blow away the lingering sense of despair and lost hopes that clung, like stubborn cobwebs, to the faded curtains and scattered pieces of cheap furniture in this dump.

He let the door stand open as he made one more trip to the Jeep for his briefcase, cell phone, laptop computer, and pint of Irish whiskey, the label of which boasted his father’s favorite cheap blend. It was ironic, him drinking the same liquor as Pop, a man he’d detested, but it seemed fitting somehow. Hampton Moran had been a miserable son of a bitch, mean to the bone and, after the accident that had left him wheelchair-bound, he’d become a violent drunk, filled with self-pity and seething rage. Before the fall that had crippled him, he’d drunk too much and beaten his wife and boy. Afterward with only Kane to take care of him, Pop had been reduced to a bitter shell of a man who sought solace and relief from the bottle. Black Velvet, when he could afford her, became his favorite lady, Jack Daniel’s a sometime but too expensive friend. More often than not he was left with rotgut Irish whiskey to fuel his broken dreams.

No wonder Kane’s mother had left after a while. She’d had no choice. A rich man had wooed her, promised her a better life as long as she left Hampton and her son. The man didn’t need the extra baggage of a wild boy; he had half-grown kids of his own. And a wife. Kane had never known the bastard’s name, but every month, like clockwork, a money order for three hundred dollars in Kane’s name arrived in the mailbox. Hampton, sober for the first time in thirty days, would wait for the mail carrier, have Kane retrieve the letterless envelope, and force him to cash the anonymous check. Pop was generous. He gave Kane five dollars, and the remainder would tide him over for the rest of the month.

“You’ve heard of blood money, haven’t you boy, well this is jizz-money—earned by your mother for spreading her legs for that rich son of a bitch. Remember that, Kane; no woman is worth losing your heart or your wallet. Scourge of the earth they are. Whores. Jezebels.” And then he’d begin to quote scripture, mixed-up verses that made no sense.

Kane remembered the day his mother had left. “I’ll be back,” she’d promised, tears running down her cheeks as she’d hugged her son, clinging to him as if she knew she’d never see him again. “I’ll be back to take you away from him.”

Pop had been sleeping, snoring away last night’s bender.

Kane hadn’t so much as lifted his hands to hold her or wave good-bye. When she stepped into the long black car with its grim-faced driver, Kane had only stared at her with eyes accusing her of being a failure and a traitor.

“I promise, honey. I’ll be back.”

But it hadn’t happened. Her untruth had been just one more link in the tarnished chain of broken promises that had been Kane’s life. He’d never seen her again, never bothered to find out what had happened. Until now.

And the truth stung—it stung like a bitch.

He didn’t bother with a glass, just opened the bottle and took a long pull, then brushed off the chipped Formica with his coat sleeve, plugged in the computer, and sat at the metal-legged table where he’d taken most of the meals of the first twenty years of his life. The electric company must’ve come through and reconnected the old wires because the screen flickered and the laptop hummed in readiness.

Snapping open his briefcase, he pulled out a file, thick with notes, clippings, and pictures of the Holland family. He dealt the photographs out like cards from a well-worn deck. First card faceup was the king of diamonds, old Dutch Holland, patriarch and would-be governor of the state, a man who claimed to be of the people, but, Kane knew, was more twisted than a sailor’s knot.

Second was a picture of Dutch’s ex-wife Dominique, still model-beautiful, but living out of the country these days and, presumably, a source who might, for the right amount of cash, help him with his quest. Then there were the glossy prints of two of Dutch’s daughters, Miranda and Tessa. The final photograph, a snapshot, was of Claire.

Too bad she was involved, and, he guessed, involved to her teeth.

His jaw hardened at the two faces staring sightlessly from poses encouraged by some nameless but expensive photographer. He dropped the pictures of Miranda and Tessa, the oldest and youngest onto the table’s surface to join their parents, but he studied Claire’s picture more closely, a snapshot that he’d committed to memory long before. She was astride a painted pony, only the back and neck of which were visible. But Claire was caught square in the camera’s lens. His camera’s lens.

Clear eyes, straight nose, wide cheekbones, and loose cinnamon brown curls framing an oval face. God, she was beautiful. Her smile was shy and enigmatic, a naive turn-on. Hell, he still felt it, that slightly elevated beat of his pulse whenever he thought of her, the girl who had everything, who had looked at him with disdain and pity.

But not anymore.

Now the tables had turned. He was the one in control. A twinge of conscience spiked his brain because he knew that what he was about to do might expose Claire to the most brutal of scrutiny. Her life would be turned inside out and shaken until all the dirt fell out, all the hidden secrets exposed like the bleached bones of a desert carcass.

Too bad. If she got hurt, well, that was just part of life. The breaks. Sometimes pain couldn’t be helped. A man was dead, sent to a watery grave years before by someone who had lived in the house of Holland. Kane was determined to find out who had crushed Harley Taggert’s skull and hidden the crime for over sixteen years. He had personal reasons for this vendetta, reasons that went far beyond his pressing need to make a living, reasons that included his sincere belief that Harley might not have been the only victim in the lies and deceit that were hidden beneath the still surface of Lake Arrowhead.

He flipped through a few pages of notes, then positioned the computer in front of him. Fingers moving deftly, he typed out the first page:



Power Play:

The Murder of Harley Taggert 
by 
Kane Moran



He took another swig from his bottle and started writing. Even though his investigation into all the skeletons tucked discreetly away in the Holland family closets was just beginning, he realized that before he was finished, Harley’s murderer would face charges on a sixteen-year-old crime. Dutch Holland, the bastard, would have no chance of becoming governor of Oregon, and every single member of the Holland family, including Claire, would despise Kane Moran.

So be it. Life wasn’t easy, and it sure as hell wasn’t fair. He’d learned that painful lesson years ago, and Claire had been one of his teachers. Besides, this, his exposé of the Holland family, was to be his revenge and catharsis.

A new start.

He tipped the bottle back again. A swallow of whiskey burned a fiery path to his stomach, and Kane wondered why, instead of a sense of elation, he felt a premonition of dread, as if he’d unwittingly taken his first step into hell.

 


 



“I don’t care if you have to kiss Moran’s ugly ass or tie him up in lawsuits for the rest of his life. Find out something that we can use against him. Bribe him or kill the stupid bastard with your bare hands, Murdock! Just find a way to squelch the damned book!” Dutch slammed the car phone into its cradle. “Spineless cretin,” he growled, though in truth, Ralph Murdock, his attorney and campaign manager, was one of the few people in this world whom Benedict Holland trusted.

Clamping down on the cigar jammed between his teeth, he floored the accelerator and his Cadillac shot forward, tires skimming on the narrow road winding through this stretch of old growth timber. The speedometer inched past sixty and mossy-barked fir trees swept by in a blur.

Who would have thought that the ghost of Harley Taggert would rise now at this critical point in his life? And who the hell did Kane Moran, the man penning the story surrounding Harley’s death, think he was? The last time Dutch had seen him, years ago, Moran had been a mean-tempered kid with a chip on his shoulder the size of Nebraska, a hoodlum always in trouble with the law. Somehow he’d scrounged his way through college and he’d become a risk-taking fool of a journalist who, because of some damned wound, had decided to settle down back home in Oregon to write a book about Harley Taggert’s death.

As his car shot over the summit, Dutch experienced the tightening in his chest again, that same old sense of panic that squeezed him whenever he thought of the night the Taggert kid died. Deep in the darkest reaches of his heart he suspected that one of his daughters had bashed in the boy’s skull.

Which one? Which one of his girls had done it? His firstborn, Miranda, a lawyer working for the district attorney’s office, was ambitious to a fault, her pride unbending. She looked so much like her mother it was spooky. Randa had inherited Dominique’s thick dark hair and sultry blue eyes. He’d heard comments that Miranda was haughty, that she had ice water running through her veins, but she certainly wasn’t cold enough or stupid enough to have murdered the Taggert kid. No, Dutch wouldn’t believe it; Randa had been too self-possessed, a woman who knew what she wanted out of life.

Claire, his secondborn, had been the quiet one, a romantic by nature. As a kid she’d been gawky, plain in comparison with her sisters, but she’d grown into her looks, and he suspected that she would be the kind of woman who, as the years passed, would look better and better. At the time of Harley’s death she’d been a soft-spoken athletic girl, the middle sister, one to whom he hadn’t paid much attention. She never gave him any trouble except that she’d fallen in love with Harley Taggert. Then there was Tessa. The baby. And the rebel. There was no reason she would have wanted Harley Taggert dead. At least no reason Dutch knew about. And even now that thought settled like a stone in his gut.

Until recently, Dutch hadn’t lost much sleep over the Taggert boy’s demise.

Now, his fingers grew sweaty around the steering wheel. Claire, with her haunted eyes and smattering of freckles, wasn’t a killer. She couldn’t be. Christ, there wasn’t a mean bone in her body. Or was there? What of Miranda? Maybe he didn’t know his eldest as well as he thought he did.

The sun was hanging low over the western hills, blinding him with its bright rays. He flipped down the visor. The road split and he turned toward the small town of Chinook and the old lodge he’d bought for a song.

The Caddy shimmied as Dutch took the corner too fast, but he barely noticed as he slid over the center line. A pickup going the opposite direction blasted its horn and skidded on the gravel shoulder to avoid collision.

“Bastard,” Dutch growled, still lost in thought. His youngest daughter, Tessa, was and always had been the maverick in the family. Blond and blue-eyed with a figure that, at twelve, had been obscenely curvaceous, Tessa had forever been the wild card in the deck that was the Holland family. Whereas Miranda had tried to please, and Claire had faded into the woodwork, Tessa had brazenly and willfully defied Dutch whenever she could. Knowing she was his favorite, she’d rebelled at every turn. Trouble—that’s what Tessa had been, but Dutch couldn’t believe, wouldn’t, that she was a killer.

“Damn it all to hell,” he muttered as he chewed on the end of his cigar. If only he’d been fortunate enough to have sired sons. Things would have been different. Far different. God had played a cruel trick on him with these girls.

Daughters always gave a man grief.

Easing off the accelerator at the crooked pine tree, the one he’d planted a lifetime ago, when he’d bought this place for Dominique, he guided the car into the private lane leading to the estate. He’d been a lovesick fool at the time he’d set that little pine into the ground, but the years had changed him, worn that love so thin it had shattered like crystal hurled against stone.

He unlocked the gates and drove along the cracked asphalt of the once-tended drive. The silvery waters of the lake winked seductively through the trees. How he’d loved this place.

Nostalgia tugged at his heart as he rounded a final bend and saw the house, a rambling old hunting lodge that, nestled in a stand of oak and fir, rose three stories to look upon the lake.

Home.

A place of triumph and heartache.

Thinking his wife would love it as much as he did, he’d bought the vast tree-covered acres for Dominique. From the moment she saw the rough timbers and open beams, she’d hated everything there was about their new home. Her appraising eyes had studied the steep angle of the roof, the cedar walls, plank floors, and pitched ceiling. She touched the wooden railing of the stairs, with its hand-carved banister and posts decorated with handcrafted Northwest creatures, and her nostrils had flared as if she’d suddenly come across a bad smell. “You bought this for me?” she’d asked, incredulous and bitterly disappointed. Her voice had echoed through the cavernous foyer. “This . . . this monstrosity?”

Miranda, barely four, the spitting image of her mother, had eyed the old house solemnly as if she’d expected all manner of ghosts, goblins, and monsters to appear at any given second.

“I suppose this”—Dominique pointed a long finger at the salmon carved into the lowest post—“is considered art?”

“Yes.”

“For the love of God, Benedict, why? What possessed you to buy it?”

Dutch had felt the first premonition of dread steal through his heart. He spread his hands. “It’s for you and the girls.”

“For us? Out here? In the middle of nowhere?” High heels clicked indignantly as she walked through the foyer and into the living room, with its vaulted ceilings and three chandeliers created by nesting dozens of deer antlers together. “Away from my friends?”

“It’s good for children to grow up—”

“In the city, Benedict, where they can meet other children their age, in a house that does them justice, where they’ll be exposed to culture and the right people.” She sighed, then, spying Claire toddling through open French doors where the back of the house flanked the lake, Dominique started running, heels clipping ever faster. “This is going to be a nightmare.” Snagging Claire from the covered porch before she was anywhere near the shoreline, Dominique turned and glared at her husband. “Living here won’t work.”

“Of course it will. I’ll build tennis courts and a pool with its own house. You can have gardens and your own studio over the garage.”

Tessa, the baby and always a fussy thing, gave out a lusty cry and wriggled in the nursemaid’s arms.

“Shh,” Bonita, barely sixteen and illegally in the States, whispered to the red-faced cherub.

“I can’t live here.” Dominique was firm.

“Sure you can.”

“Where will the girls learn French—”

“From you.”

“I’m not a tutor.”

“We’ll hire one. The house is big.”

“What about piano, violin, fencing, riding . . . oh, dear God.” She looked about to break down, her huge blue eyes suddenly moist, her manicured fingers pressed to her lips.

“It will work, I promise,” Dutch insisted.

“But I can’t possibly . . . I’m not cut out to be a maid . . . I’m going to need more help than just Bonita, here.”

“I know, I know. I’ve already talked to a woman—Indian woman by the name of Songbird. You’ll have more than enough help, Dominique. You’ll be able to live like a queen.”

She’d made a deprecating sound deep in her throat. “The Queen of Nowhere. Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

From that day forward, she’d hated living here, despised the lake, predicted that nothing good would happen anywhere near the sandy banks of Lake Arrowhead.

As it turned out, she’d been right.

Now Dutch cracked the window a bit farther, letting in the moist summer air. The water, spangled by the hot summer sun, appeared placid, incapable of causing so much heartache and agony.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered, cigar firmly between his teeth as he grabbed the bottle of scotch he’d brought from town, climbed out of his car, and waded stiffly through the thick layers of cones and needles to the front door. It opened easily, as if he’d been expected. The soles of his shoes slapped against the dusty floorboards, and he thought he heard a mouse scurrying to a dark corner.

In the kitchen he rummaged through the cupboards and found a glass, dusty from years of neglect. He’d called ahead and the electricity, phones, gas, and water had been turned on. In the next few days the house would be cleaned from top to bottom, and his grown daughters would arrive, whether they wanted to come back or not.

Wiping the glass with his fingers, he poured himself a generous shot, then climbed the stairs to his bedroom—the one he’d shared for years with Dominique. The bed, a massive four-poster was stripped bare, the mattress covered in plastic. He walked to the windows, opened the drapes, and, sipping his drink, glanced at the swimming pool, long dry, a nest of leaves and dirt clogging the drain. The pool house, positioned near the diving board, was locked up, had been for years. Then he looked past the pool to the lake he loved. Staring at the tranquil water, he felt dread, like the ticking of a clock, pound ceaselessly in his brain.

What had happened so long ago? What would he discover? A shudder coursed through him. He tossed back his drink, felt the fiery liquor splash the back of his throat and warm his belly as he headed downstairs, away from this morgue, with its dark memories of old, disappointing sex and so little love. Christ, Dominique had turned into a bitch.

In the den, he fished his wallet from his pocket, extracted a single page he’d ripped from the notepad on his desk, and stared at the three telephone numbers of his daughters. None would be glad to hear from him, but they’d do what he asked.

They always did.

He picked up the receiver, heard a click and a dial tone, and set his jaw.

Damn Harley Taggert. Damn Kane Moran. And goddamn the truth, whatever the hell it was.




Two

“It’s not fair! We shouldn’t have to move. We didn’t do anything wrong. We’re not the perverts!” Sean glowered at his mother, his eyes partially hidden by his shaggy hair, his jaw tight and strong. A spattering of freckles bridged his nose despite his summer tan. Rebellion radiated from him in indignant waves, and his hands opened and closed into fists of frustration. In the glimmer of a moment he looked so much like his father, Claire wanted to fold him into her arms and never let go.

“It’s just better this way.” She dumped the contents of the top drawer of her dresser onto the bed and stuffed her socks and underwear into an empty cardboard box, all the while wishing she believed her own words. The pain would eventually go away—it always did—but it would take time. Lots of time.

“Dad’s the one who should be leaving!” Sean slumped onto a packing crate and frowned through the open bedroom window to the gnarled apple tree, where a tire swing swayed slightly in the breeze. The old whitewall was suspended by a fraying, blackened rope, a sad reminder of her children’s youth and innocence; innocence that had recently been destroyed. The kids hadn’t used the swing in years, and thin yellow grass had finally grown back in the ridges where their sneakers had once scuffed the earth bare. But that seemed eons ago, in a time when Claire had convinced herself that she and her small family were content, that the sins of the past would never invade their lives, that she could find happy-ever-after in this sleepy little Colorado town.

How wrong she’d been. She slammed the empty drawer shut and started working on the next with a vengeance. The sooner she was out of this room, this house, the whole damned town, the better.

Standing, Sean fidgeted and shoved his hands into the ragged back pockets of cutoffs that looked as if they might at any moment slip off his slim hips. “I hate Oregon.”

“It’s a big state—a lot of country to hate.”

“I won’t stay.”

“Sure you will.” But she detested the sound of determination in his voice. “Grandpa’s there.”

He made a deprecating sound of disdain.

“I might have a job there.”

“As a substitute teacher. Big deal.”

“It is. We can’t stay here, Sean. You know that. You’ll adjust.” She glanced up to the dusty mirror, where she could see his reflection, tall and muscular, a few hairs beginning to sprout over his upper lip and chin. Defiance edged the corners of his mouth and his jaw, once soft with childhood, had begun to take the hard, forceful shape of a man’s.

“All my friends are here. And Samantha, what about her? She doesn’t even understand what’s going on.”

Neither do I, son. Neither do you. “I’ll explain it to her someday.”

He snorted in disbelief. “What’re you gonna tell her, Mom? That her freak of a dad was balling a girl only a few years older than her?” Sean’s voice was a harsh, disbelieving whisper. “That he was screwing my girlfriend?” He hooked his thumb to his chest. “My goddamned girlfriend!”

“Stop it!” She tossed her nightgowns into the box with her socks. “There’s no reason to swear.”

“Like hell! There’s plenty of reasons. Admit it. This is why you finally divorced Dad after all those years of separation, isn’t it? You knew!” His face had turned scarlet, his eyes filled with tears that he wouldn’t shed. “You knew and you didn’t tell me!”

Fury and humiliation burned through Claire, and she stepped over to the door and shut it so that the latch clicked softly. “Samantha’s only twelve; she doesn’t need to know that her father—”

“Why not?” Sean demanded, angling up his chin. “Don’t you think she’s heard things—all our dirty little secrets, from her friends?” Then he smiled without a trace of humor and shook his head. “Oh, that’s right, she doesn’t have any, does she? Lucky for her. Then she doesn’t have to listen to ’em tell her that her old man’s a perverted rapist—”

“Enough!” Claire cried, her voice strangled as she shoved hard on the second drawer of her bureau and it shut with a bang. “Don’t you think this bothers me? He was my husband, Sean. I know you’re hurting, you’re embarrassed and mortified, but so am I.”

“So you’re running away. Like a chicken-shit dog with her tail tucked between her legs.”

So cynical for one so young. She grabbed him by both of his shoulders, her fingers digging into his muscles, her head tilted back so she could look squarely into his angry young face. “Don’t you ever talk to me like that again! Your father made mistakes, lots of them and . . .” She saw the wounded look in his eyes and something inside of her broke—a fragile dam she’d tried so hard to erect. “Oh, Sean.” Folding his stiff unforgiving body into her arms, she wanted to break down and cry. But falling apart wouldn’t do any good.

She whispered, “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. So sorry.” Sean remained immobile in her embrace, a statue who didn’t dare hug her back. Slowly she released him.

“It’s not your fault, is it? You . . . you didn’t drive him to—” He looked away, bright color climbing up his neck.

The insinuation ricocheted through her brain. She’d asked herself the same question a thousand times over. Was she not woman enough to keep her man? Her man. What a joke! Deep inside she knew that what had happened wasn’t her fault. She only wished she’d seen it coming so that the ugly accusations, the whispered rumors, the dark soul-scraping pain hadn’t blind-sided her children. All her adult life she’d only wanted to protect them. “Of course not,” she answered shakily. “I know this is hard for you. Believe me, it’s hard for me, too, but I think it’s best for all of us—you, me, and Samantha—if we start over somewhere.”

“We can’t hide.” His gaze was hard and had seen far too much for his tender age. “It’ll catch up to us. Even in some little backwater town in friggin’ Oregon.”

Rubbing the back of her neck, she shook her head. “I know. But by the time it does, we’ll be stronger and—”

“Mom?” The door creaked open and Samantha, lines of worry marring her smooth forehead, slid into the room. At twelve she was gawky, her arms and legs a little too long, her body lanky and athletic rather than curvy. For nearly a year she’d been hoping to grow breasts, but the little nubs on her chest barely filled out the training bra she disdained to wear. Most of the girls in her class had already developed, and everyone seemed to know who wore a B cup, who filled out a C and, God forbid, who was cursed with a double A. Samantha was a late bloomer. A curse as far as Samantha was concerned; a blessing to her mother’s experienced eyes. “What’s going on?”

“Just packing up,” Claire said brightly—too brightly. Her cheer sounded as false as it was. Sean rolled his eyes and flopped onto the bed—stripped of sheets and blankets and now covered with belts, T-shirts, shorts, slips, and pajamas. Claire tossed a mateless shoulder pad into the throwaway bag near the door.

“You were yelling.” Samantha’s worried gaze moved from her brother to her mother.

“Not really.”

“I heard you.”

Not now; I can’t deal with this now. “Sean doesn’t want to move,” Claire explained, frowning at a purse that she tossed into another bag with items to be given to the Salvation Army. “He doesn’t want to leave his friends.”

“His friends are all jerks and stoners.”

He sat bolt upright. “You don’t know anything!”

“Benjie North’s mom found his stash—right in a fake mailbox in his bedroom. Marijuana and hash and—”

Claire’s gaze fell on Sean, her worst suspicions confirmed. She could barely breathe. Her fingers curled around the strap of a second purse. “Is this true?”

“It was a setup.”

“A setup. By whom?”

A beat. Just a moment of condemning hesitation. “His older brother,” Sean lied. “Max hid his stuff in Benjie’s room to fake out his parents. Benjie’s clean. I swear.” He shot his sister a look that could cut through steel.

“Max is only seventeen.”

“You can do dope at any age, Mom.”

“I know.” She let go of her death grip on the purse’s handle. “That’s what worries me.”

“Worries you?”

“What about you, Sean?”

“I’ve never done anything!” Defiance sparked in his eyes.

Samantha started to open her mouth, thought better of it, and sealed her lips.

Sean swallowed hard. “Well just cigarettes and some chew, but you already know about that.”

“Sean—”

“He’s telling the truth,” Samantha said, her gaze meeting her brother’s, a secret hanging between them. With a chilling start, Claire was reminded of the secrets she’d shared with her sisters.

“How would you know?” Claire asked her daughter.

“I go through his room.”

“You what?” Sean whispered in quiet fury.

Samantha lifted a shoulder. “All he’s got is some condoms, a couple of Playboys, and a lighter.”

“You sneaking little creep!” Fists clenched in frustration, he crossed the room and loomed over her. “You had no right to go through my things! You stay out of my room, or I’ll read that damned diary you think is so secret.”

“Don’t you ever—”

“Stop it!” Claire ordered, realizing they were getting nowhere. “Enough! Both of you—stay out of each other’s things.” Then, to lighten the mood, she added, “That’s my job. If there’s any snooping, I’ll be the one to go through drawers and closets and secret hiding places—”

“Oh, sure,” Sean mocked.

“Try me.”

Yanking the rubber band from her ponytail, Samantha checked her face in the mirror and scowled at a pimple as she shook out her hair. “Well, I’m glad we’re moving. I’m sick of everyone staring at me and saying all those lies about Dad.”

Give me strength! Crossing her arms under her chest, Claire leaned a hip against the bureau for support. “What lies?”

“Candi Whittaker says that Dad is some kind of weirdo, that he did something nasty with Jessica Stewart, but I told them they were wrong; that Jessica used to be Sean’s girlfriend.”

Sean groaned and turned his back on his sister.

“And what did Candi say to that?” Claire hardly dared ask.

“She laughed—a real creepy laugh, it gave me the willies—and then she told Tammy Dawson that I was in a classic case of denial and that she should know because her father’s a psychiatrist.” Samantha’s gaze was troubled, but she lifted her chin, refusing to be beat down by what she assumed were lies about her father. “It’s not true, is it?” Her voice was suddenly so small, her fingers lacing and unlacing in worry. “Daddy didn’t do something awful with Jessica, did he? That isn’t why you left him?”

Claire’s heart sank. Biting her lip, she fought an onslaught of fresh, hot tears and took Samantha into her arms. Sick inside, she admitted the truth. “Daddy and I had lots of problems, you know that.”

“Everyone does. You said so.” Doubt cracked Samantha’s voice. Her blond head, so recently proud, bowed.

“That’s true, honey. Everyone does. But—”

“No.” She tried to wiggle away, to hide from the truth, but Claire decided that there was no time like the present, especially if Samantha’s friends were giving her a bad time.

“But it’s also true that Jessica says she and Daddy were . . . well, were intimate.”

Samantha’s body began to tremble violently. “Intimate?”

“Meaning that he fucked her,” Sean clarified.

“No!”

“Sean, hush!” Claire clung to her daughter. “Don’t use that kind of language around this house—”

Samantha’s eyes were wild. “But he didn’t, did he? Daddy would never, ever—”

“Whatever happened, you have to have faith in your father,” Claire heard herself saying, though the words rang like the hollow sound of a lonely bell. She’d lost faith in Paul a long time ago; she’d given up on him and their sham of a marriage years before. She’d only stuck it out for the kids. Now that seemed like a cruel, disgusting joke. Her children would forever bear these scars. “Daddy and I were already separated when . . . well, when Jessica said that it happened.”

“You’re saying that Jessica lied?” Samantha asked, hope in her tiny voice.

“No way!” Sean sneered. “I walked in on them. They were humping like dogs in heat!”

“Stop it, Sean!”

“No!” Samantha shook her head violently. “No! No! No!”

“Honey, I’m just telling you what Jessica is saying.” Claire’s throat was suddenly raw with the pain her daughter felt.

“But why?” Samantha’s voice was an octave higher than normal.

“Because she’s a slut, and he’s a pervert.”

“I don’t know,” Claire said. “Sean, I don’t want to hear another word—”

“No! It’s not true!” Samantha’s body stiffened, and she pushed Claire away. “I don’t believe you!” She ran to the door. “You’re a liar, Sean, a creepy, lowlife liar!”

The door banged shut behind her, and Claire whirled on her son. “That was uncalled for.”

“That was the truth.”

“There are kinder ways—”

“Yeah, like letting Candi Suck-Up Whittaker rub Sam’s nose in it! Face it, Mom, Dad’s a sex fiend who likes young girls. Samantha’s better off knowing the truth. That way she won’t get hurt anymore.”

“Won’t she?” Claire whispered under her breath as she ran after Samantha through the house, out the front door, and down the street. A hot breeze turned the leaves of the aspen trees, causing them to shimmer in the sunlight, and somewhere behind the neighbor’s house a dog was barking fiercely. Claire dashed down the sidewalk, dodging a tricycle and a bump in the walk where the roots of a tree had buckled the cement, all the while chasing after her daughter. Samantha was sobbing, her golden hair streaming behind her, her long legs running fast, as if she could leave the horrid words and accusations back in the house.

Running away. Just like you, Claire. But you can’t run. Sooner or later the past catches up to you.

At Center Street, Samantha ran against the light and a pickup squealed to a stop, narrowly missing her. Claire’s heart stopped and she screamed. “Watch out!” No. No. No.

“Hey, kid, watch where you’re goin’,” the driver barked, a cigarette wobbling in the corner of his mouth.

Heart pumping with fear, Claire held out her hand and ran in front of his rig.

“What the hell—”

“Samantha, wait, please,” Claire yelled, but Samantha didn’t even glance over her shoulder.

“Friggin’ idiots!” The truck roared off.

Breathing hard, Claire caught up with her daughter a block away from the park. The sun was blistering, blinding as it reflected off the sidewalk and fenders of cars parked along the street. Tears tracked down Samantha’s red cheeks.

“Oh, baby,” Claire whispered. “I’m sorry.”

“You should have told me,” Samantha charged.

“I didn’t know how.”

“I hate him!”

“No, you can’t hate your father.”

“I do! I hate him.” She swallowed hard, and as Claire reached for her, she yanked away. “And I hate you, too.”

“Oh, Sami, no—”

“Don’t call me that!” she nearly squealed and Claire realized Paul had always called Samantha by her nickname.

“All right.”

Sniffing loudly, Samantha rubbed the back of her hand under her eyes. “I’m glad we’re moving,” she said, blinking rapidly. “Glad.”

“So am I—”

“Oh, no!” Her face suddenly drained of color. Abruptly Samantha turned around, facing the other direction, willing her body to stop shaking. Claire glanced over her shoulder and saw Candi Whittaker, a slim girl with a tiny waist and breasts no decent twelve-year-old should own, sauntering up the street with another girl Claire didn’t recognize. At the sight of Samantha and her mother, both girls stared, swallowed smiles, and began to whisper. Claire used her body as a shield, blocking the little snips’ view of her daughter, waiting until they’d taken a path that wound past the tennis courts and stopped looking over their small, self-righteous shoulders.

“It’s all right. They won’t bother you. Come on.” Claire ushered Samantha back along the street, leading her home. Sean was probably right; moving wouldn’t solve their problems. They couldn’t run away. She’d tried that once before a long time ago and the past seemed to forever chase her, nipping ferociously at her heels.

Now, it had finally caught up to her. She didn’t tell Samantha or Sean that there was another reason they were moving back to Oregon, a reason she didn’t want to face. But she had no choice. Her father, a rich man used to getting his way, had called last week and demanded that she return to Lake Arrowhead, a place that brought back so many nightmares she couldn’t begin to count them.

She’d protested, but Dutch hadn’t taken no for an answer, and she had no choice but to agree. He knew of her trouble with Paul and had promised to help her relocate, put in a good word with the school district, let her live rent-free in the huge house where she’d grown up, give her a hand as she struggled to find her footing as a single mother.

She would have been a fool to say no, but there was something more that bothered her, a dark tone in his voice that caught her attention and caused the hairs on the back of her neck to rise.

Dutch had intimated that he knew something about the past—not all of it—but enough to convince her that she had to face him as well as what had happened sixteen years ago. So she’d agreed to meet with her father, though her stomach revolted at the thought.

“Come on,” she said to Samantha. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

“It can’t be,” Samantha grumbled.

You’re so right, sweetheart. “We’ll make it right. You’ll see.” But even as she said the words, she knew they were lies. All lies.

 


 



Tessa flipped on the radio and felt the warmth of summer stream through her short hair as her Mustang convertible raced through the Siskiyou Mountains near the Oregon border. The northern California landscape was sun-bleached and desolate, the hills dry. She’d been driving for hours and would have to stop soon, or her bladder would burst from the beer that she’d sipped all the way from Sonoma. An icy bottle of Coors was cradled between her bare legs, the sweat from the glass cooling her skin and soaking the hem of her shorts. Open containers of alcohol were illegal. Drinking and driving was illegal. Well, for that matter most of the fun in life was either considered illegal or immoral. Tessa didn’t really care. Not now, when she, at her father’s behest, was returning to Lake Arrowhead.

Dread skittered down her spine. The old man had always tried to put the fear of God into her and sometimes succeeded. Nonetheless she rebelled. Just wait ’til old Dutch caught a glimpse of her latest tattoo.

“Bastard,” she muttered as the radio crackled and groaned. She punched button after button and heard only screeches and static, as the canyons were steep, the stations distant, the only station she could get played oldies, ancient rock and roll. Right now Janis Joplin was screeching through the speakers. My God, the woman had been dead for years, had passed into the next world, whatever that was, long before Tessa had any interest in music, but today the hard-driving rock and gravelly voice of Joplin touched Tessa in a dark, private spot. Janis sang as if she knew pain—real gut-wrenching agony. The kind of anguish Tessa lived with daily.

Music pounded through the car.

Tessa took a long tug from her bottle and reached into her fringed purse for a pack of cigarettes.

 



Take a,

Take another little piece of my heart now, darlin’

Break a,

Break another . . .

 



That’s it, she thought. Break another piece of my heart. Hadn’t all the men she’d ever trusted? Tessa slid the Virginia Slims between her lips and punched in the lighter. Images of her past drifted behind her eyes and her adolescence crept into her subconscious. Her foot eased down on the gas pedal and the speedometer needle crowded ninety, way over the legal limit, but she didn’t notice, didn’t care. She was swept away in the tormented current of the past, dammed so long in her subconscious that she wasn’t really sure what was real and what was fantasy.

The lighter popped out and Tessa lit up, smoke curling from her nostrils to be sucked away by the racing wind as the Mustang roared up the freeway.

Didn’t I make you feel . . .

Janis was still wailing as Tessa drained her beer, chucked the bottle out of the car, and heard glass shatter over the thrum of the engine. Joplin’s voice faded. Jesus, if only she could find another station. One with music from the current century. Hip hop or rap or techo. Too bad her CD player was busted.

Shoving her sunglasses onto the bridge of her nose with one finger, Tessa drove with her knee. Then she steeled herself. In less than six hours, she’d have to face her family for the first time in years. Her stomach knotted. Dutch, when he’d called her apartment, had sworn that both Tessa’s sisters would be waiting for her at Lake Arrowhead.

“Prick,” she mumbled, flipping the butt of her cigarette onto the freeway. Claire and Miranda. The romantic and the ice princess. It had been years since Tessa had seen them together, since they’d huddled, shivering and dripping, as they’d sworn that they would never divulge what had happened in the murky waters of the lake that night.

Shaking, she reached behind her, snapped open the lid of the cooler, her fingers surrounding the neck of another bottle of Coors standing at attention in the packed ice. Then she thought better of drinking any more alcohol. Soon she’d reach the border. It was time to sober up. And, she decided as another morbid song from the sixties cranked up, time to face the damned music of a song that was written long ago and just kept playing over and over in her head.

 


 



“He was here again,” Louise announced as she stuck her head into Miranda’s tiny office.

Miranda’s skin crawled. “Who?” But she knew the answer and it bothered her. A lot. Despite her outward bravado, she had her own fears, her own demons to deal with and the thought that she could possibly have a stalker struck to the very core of her terror. Though she appeared tough on the outside, Miranda knew that any psych student who took a peek at her relationships with men would note that she had “issues.” Make that “major issues.” Her back teeth gritted though she managed a smile.

“The same creep who’s been dogging you for the past three days.” Miranda’s stomach tightened as Louise edged in, straightened Miranda’s framed law degree that forever tilted on the wall, then slouched against the single file cabinet jammed into the corner. A smooth-skinned black woman with almond eyes and a keen intelligence, Louise had been working as a secretary in the Multnomah County DA’s office for the past four years. Now, Louise’s eyes were dark with concern.

Which only upped Miranda’s fear factor.

She hadn’t set foot in her cubicle of an office all afternoon and had only stopped by to pick up some papers. For most of the day, she’d been talking with the medical examiner or briefing Denise Santiago on the Richmond murder case. It was funny how she could deal with crimes on a daily basis, brutal, horrible crimes against people and property with a fierce doggedness that didn’t expose any of her own personal fears, but the thought of one man following her brought images from her past, painful, severe images that she had buried for years, straight to the fore.

“Who is this guy?” she wondered aloud and fought the dread that settled like lead in her stomach as she packed away a sheaf of handwritten notes in her briefcase. She caught a glimpse of a picture she kept on the corner of her desk—her favorite snapshot of her two sisters and herself. It had been taken long ago, when she had been an innocent fifteen. Three girls at the brink of adolescence, their arms linked together as they stood on a windswept boulder high above the angry gray waters of the Pacific Ocean. Their faces were ruddy, their smiles sincere, their spirits as free as the gales that had tugged at their hair, blowing the strands in front of their eyes. A lifetime ago. A naive age that could never be recaptured. She snapped her briefcase shut.

“I wish I had some idea who he is.”

Louise lifted a shoulder. “Don’t have a clue. But my guess is he’s bad news.”

“This is the district attorney’s office for crying out loud. We’re not that far from the police station. There are dozens of cops all around. How does he get in?”

“Like everyone else—through the front door. That’s the trouble with a public building, you know. It’s bought and paid for with tax dollars and allows any idiot inside.” Louise crossed her arms over her ample chest. “Petrillo doesn’t like this guy nosing around any more than I do. He told me to contact him the next time the mystery man shows up.”

Frank Petrillo was a detective who had been with the department for more years than Miranda. Recently divorced and the father of two kids, he didn’t see as much as he wanted to, he’d been asking Miranda out for the past three months. So far, they’d only shared a pizza after working late one night. That was as involved as Miranda wanted to be. She didn’t date anyone she worked with. It was her personal, unwritten but never-broken law.

“I just don’t understand why he doesn’t leave his name or number—why he keeps missing me.” Her desk was still messy, a few files piled on one corner, reference books open near her computer monitor, a half-full cup of coffee gone cold where she’d left it near her calendar.

“You ever thought he’s one of those stalkers?”

Of course she had. “He’s too close. Taking too many risks.”

“Fits a stalker’s M.O., if you ask me.”

Miranda plucked her raincoat from a hook on the back of the door and slung the coat over one arm. “Tell me about him.”

“This is the third time he’s been in.” Louise held up three slim fingers. “He was here yesterday and the day before. Won’t leave his name, and when I suggest he talk to someone else, he seems to disappear.”

“What’s he look like?” She’d never asked before; hadn’t had the time or the interest, but the man was starting to get on her nerves—worry her a little.

“That’s the kicker,” Louise said, showing off even white teeth in her first smile of the afternoon. “He looks like he could have stepped off the pages of a Marlboro ad. You know the kind. Rugged, not polished, black hair, gray eyes that don’t smile much. Intense. Six feet, maybe six-one or -two, lean and always dressed in jeans and a shirt—no tie, just some kind of leather jacket that’s seen better years.”

“So he doesn’t scare you?”

“Not really, but then I don’t scare easily,” Louise said, her smile fading. Miranda thought about Louise’s ex-husband, a man who had battered her, threatening her life for several years, before Louise had found the strength to get out and walk away from a violent marriage. “But there’s something about him I don’t trust. When he couldn’t get past me, he stopped by Debbie’s desk, leaned his hips against it, smiled, and turned on the charm.”

“He had some?” Miranda asked.

“Yeah—a little. If you like men who can turn it on at will—crooked smile, dimple, all at once Mr. Hard-As-Nails is the Boy Next Door. That’s what’s scary about him, if you ask me. Anyway, he started asking Debbie all sorts of questions. About you. Personal questions. She couldn’t answer ’em, of course, was practically tongue-tied around the man, and when I strolled over, he made a quick exit.”

“Maybe he’s a reporter.” Slinging the strap of her purse over her shoulder, Miranda hauled her briefcase from the desk.

“Then why not leave a card? A phone number? Make a damned appointment? Huh? I’m telling you, girl, there’s something not right about this guy. He’s not on the up-and-up.”

“We get a lot of those around here.”

Louise shook her head. Black curls glistened under the harsh fluorescent lights. “No, we don’t, honey, not in the DA’s office, and even though the guy doesn’t look like a crazy with a gun, you can’t be too careful these days.”

“Petrillo’s checking him out, though, right?”

Louise lifted a shoulder. “Trying to.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Miranda said, pausing at the door. “I’ve got a few days off. Maybe whoever he is, he’ll give up and crawl back under the rock he calls home.”

“Like Ronnie Klug did.”

The muscles in the back of Miranda’s neck tightened, and she nearly missed a step. Inadvertently, she touched her throat, felt the tiny trace of a scar, then let her hand drop.

“I don’t think—”

“This could be another guy you sent to prison, Randa. You’ve been at this job long enough that some of those boys are getting out now.”

“The man who was here is an ex-con?”

“I don’t know. Doesn’t look like it, but you can’t ever tell. Remember Ted Bundy? Good-looking. Charming. A real lady-killer.”

Couldn’t argue with that kind of logic. “Point well taken.”

“Okay. So Petrillo’s looking through mug shots of every guy or boyfriend of a woman you sent away. Trouble is, the list is pretty long.”

“Besides, you can always reach me on my cell phone or e-mail.”

“By then it might be too late.”

“Look, Louise. Don’t lose any sleep over it, okay? Just because a guy comes snooping around—”

“Is reason enough to be worried. This man looks determined, the kind of person who doesn’t give up without one helluva fight. I’m telling you, Miranda, watch that back of yours while you’re on vacation.”

Vacation. If Louise only knew what Miranda was really doing—where she was going.

Miranda wasn’t usually a woman prone to a case of nerves, but Louise’s worries, plus the mention of Ronnie Klug, had gotten to her. Ronnie Klug and his twelve-inch knife.

The fact that she was leaving town for a meeting—no, make that command performance—with her father didn’t help ease the knots in her stomach as she made her way to her car. Dutch Holland was used to getting his way, from his ex-wife and children as well as his hundreds of employees. And now, for some unknown reason, he wanted to see his firstborn.

Throwing her briefcase and coat into the trunk, she took one sweeping glance around the parking garage, then peered through the window and into the backseat of her Volvo. No one appeared to be lurking in the corners. No sinister figure in the shadows. Thank God.

Miranda slid behind the wheel and tried to ignore a blistering headache that was beginning to pound at her temples.

Within minutes she edged into traffic crawling steadfastly out of the city. The air-conditioning unit in the car was on the fritz, so she rolled down the window and studied the trunk of a Buick she was following. A gust of breathless summer air raced into the warm interior. She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the rearview mirror. Not a pretty sight. Her lipstick had faded, her mascara rubbed off, and a network of tiny red lines was visible in her eyes. Her hair, pulled back into a tight knot at the base of her skull, was beginning to come loose. “Great,” she muttered, switching lanes as she yanked her hair free and tossed the thick rubber band onto the seat next to her. “Just great.”

Who was the guy who’d been asking questions about her, and why was he nosing around now, when all hell seemed to be breaking loose? When her father, curse him, had decided to yank on his patriarchal strings again? When her life was falling apart?

“Pull yourself together,” she told herself; she couldn’t afford to fall apart. Not now. She’d worked too hard to get where she was, climbed up the ladder in the DA’s office one hard-fought rung at a time and suffered her share of emotional as well as physical hardships in the process. One mysterious guy loitering around wasn’t going to get to her. She wouldn’t, couldn’t allow it. She’d spent too many years feeling victimized, spent too much money on shrinks to finally put her past behind her, kept her secrets far too long to lose it all now.

Nor was the summons from dear old Dad—a curt phone message left on her answering machine going to be her undoing. Running the fingers of one hand through her hair, massaging her scalp and letting the wind unwind the tangled strands, she drove steadily west, into the setting sun.

Dutch Holland had ordered her to meet him at the family home by the lake of all places. She had thought that the old lodge had been boarded up for years, hoped that the slipcovers and sheets that had been draped over the furniture would never be removed, prayed that the secrets hidden away in that monstrosity of a cabin would be buried forever.

“Too bad,” she muttered under her breath as she braked for a road construction crew that was packing up for the day. She maneuvered around the orange cones as one of the crewmen tossed a shovel into the back of a tar-spattered truck. A flagger—a woman in a fluorescent orange vest—paused to light a cigarette before stepping into the vehicle.

Miranda squinted against the sun. A bothersome thought bored its way into her mind. Was it possible that the mystery man who had shown up asking questions in her office was somehow connected to the summons from her father? Or was it just a coincidence that he appeared about the same time her estranged family began making demands again?

No way. Miranda Holland had been working for the law too long to believe in coincidence.




Three

“It’s now or never.” So why not never?

Miranda turned off the Volvo’s engine and heard it tick as it cooled. Through the bug-spattered windshield, she saw the placid water of the lake and she bit her lip. In her mind’s eye she was eighteen, dripping wet, scared to death, and lying through her chattering teeth. “Oh, God,” she whispered, and dropped her head for a second, resting her forehead on the steering wheel. She hadn’t been back here since that summer.

“Get a grip.” She couldn’t fall apart now. Not after all the years she’d spent making something of herself, proving to her father and the world that she was more than Dutch Holland’s daughter.

Grabbing her purse and coat, she climbed out of the car, then walked along the path leading to the wide front porch that skirted the lodge. She rapped sharply on the front door, then didn’t wait for a response. She tried the knob and the latch gave way. Suddenly she was in the house where she’d grown up, and dozens of memories tripped through her mind. Innocent memories of a pampered childhood with her two sisters, absent father, and distracted mother. Darker images from her adolescent years when she alone knew that her parents’ marriage was disintegrating, that whatever love they’d shared had slipped through their fingers. And finally that dark, fateful night when all their lives had been altered forever.

As she walked through the foyer, she was assailed by the scents of pine and solvent, wax and detergent. Hardwood floors gleamed to a soft patina as lamps, freshly dusted, cast pools of light on the newly waxed oak.

“Dad?” she called, running her fingers along the railing of the stairs that climbed three floors. There had once been a graceful wooden salmon arching upon the final post, but the fish, and all the other creatures that were carved into the railing, had been hacked away years before. Now only the scarred post remained.

“Back here.” Just the sound of his voice caused her throat to constrict a little. For the first eighteen years of her life it had been her mission to please him, to prove to him that she was just as good as any son he might have sired. He had never bothered to hide the fact that he’d wanted boys—strong, strapping sons to someday take over the business—and Miranda had attempted to fill the void caused by the lack of male heirs. Of course, all her attempts had been a futile waste of time.

Fist clenched around the strap of her purse, she marched through the wide front hallway toward the main room in the back of the lodge, a room with a ceiling that soared three stories and boasted a wall of glass that overlooked the smooth waters of the lake.

Her father was seated in his favorite chair, a leather recliner placed strategically near the cold hearth of the fireplace. Dressed in a suit and tie, crisp white shirt, and shoes polished to a blinding gloss, he didn’t bother to rise, just cradled his drink as he leaned back and watched her enter. A newspaper lay open on the table next to his chair, and all the furniture, long draped, was uncovered. Even the grand piano on which she’d taken years of lessons was poised in the corner, as if ready for gifted hands to float over the keys and fill this old lodge with music again.

“Miranda.” Dutch’s voice was rough and cracked a little. “You look just like—”

“I know, I know.” She forced a smile. “More like Mom every day.”

“She was—still is, I imagine—a beautiful woman.”

“Should I take that as a compliment?” she asked, and wondered what it was he really wanted after all these years, when her contact with him had been sporadic at best.

“Do.”

His eyes were serious, but sparkled just a little as he waved her toward one of the high-backed chairs facing him. “You were always the prompt one. Pour yourself a drink and sit down.”

She wasn’t so easily put at ease. “The prompt one?” Tossing her coat over the back of the couch, she asked, “What’s this all about?” Crossing her arms under her breasts, hoping to appear cool and professional, not a little lost child of twelve who had overheard the horrid arguments between her parents, she wondered why, when she wasn’t intimidated by harsh judges, oily defense attorneys, or hardened criminals, this one man could shake her confidence as no one else ever could. Most of her life Miranda had tried and failed to please her father. Only recently had she quit beating her head against the wall by seeking his approval. Only in the past few years had she finally come to terms with her relationship with him and become her own woman. She didn’t really give a damn if he approved of her or not.

But still she’d come running. And she was nervous.

“I need to talk to you girls.”

“Girls? Plural?” She lifted an eyebrow. This was news. Worrisome news.

“Claire and Tessa will be here shortly.”

“Why? What’s going on?” A prick of guilt pierced her brain. What if he were dying? Struggling against disease? But as she stared down at the robust man in the oxblood recliner, she dismissed her concerns. His face was tanned, his blue eyes clear as a June morning as they looked at her above half-glasses that sat on the end of his nose. His hair, thick and always coarse, was no longer brown, but peppered with gray that lightened perceptibly at his temples. Aside from a thickening of his waist, he appeared as healthy as ever. And just as untrustworthy.

Twin car engines whined. Tires crunched on old gravel. Doors slammed in unison.

Dutch’s smile was tight. “Your sisters.”

He was right. In a clatter of footsteps and a murmur of hushed voices, Miranda’s two siblings entered the house and, soon thereafter, the living room. Claire, tall and thin, with reddish-brown hair clipped away from her face, jeans and a cotton sweater, looked anxious, as if she’d lost more weight. Tessa, the youngest and always the most daring, wore a cocky smile. Her tangled blond hair was spiked and way beyond sun-bleached. A long voile dress—dark purple that was sheer enough to show off her legs when she walked in front of the light—billowed around her. Suede boots decorated with beads encased her feet and climbed halfway up her calves. Around her right forearm a band of barbed wire had been permanently tattooed or burned into her skin. A dozen earrings glittered along one ear.

“Randa!” Claire’s smile was filled with relief, Tessa’s suddenly more guarded.

Hugging her sister close, Claire whispered, “What’s up?”

“Beats me,” Miranda mouthed back.

Claire, nervous to the point that she hadn’t been able to eat, rubbed the chill from her arms. The last few days had been torture. She wondered about Sean and Samantha—tucked in a tiny motel room in a town even smaller than the one they’d left in Colorado. Worried, she glanced at her watch and hoped to God that whatever Dutch had planned wouldn’t take long.

“How are the kids?” Randa asked, as Tessa paced the perimeter of the room.

If I only knew. “As well as can be expected, considering.” Claire had never been much of a liar. “To tell you the truth, it’s been hell. Paul was involved—”

“It’ll be all right,” Miranda said. Just like Randa. Always in charge. Always cool. Always soothing troubled waters.

“I hope so.” Claire pushed her hair away from her face. “Sean isn’t crazy about moving away from his friends.”

Tessa snorted. “He’ll get over it. I did.”

“Did you?” Dutch snapped the recliner up and climbed to his feet. He didn’t so much as lift a finger to touch his daughters. Theirs had not been a demonstrative family; the girls hadn’t hugged or brushed a kiss across his cheek in more than a decade. Which was just fine with Claire. “Now that you’re all here, we may as well get down to business,” he said, motioning toward a portable cart laden with unopened bottles. “The bar is stocked if you’re thirsty, and there’s some sort of tray in the kitchen—fruit, cheese, smoked salmon, and crackers, that kind of nonsense.”

No one took a step toward the swinging doors that led out of the room.

“This place gives me the creeps,” Tessa announced, eyeing the paneled walls now barren of any decoration. Their mother’s artwork, so liberally sprinkled throughout the house while they were growing up, had disappeared. And the heads of wild beasts—cougar, buffalo, antelope, wolf, and bear—so proudly displayed in bygone years, must have migrated upstairs to the attic or been sold. No snarling animal dared gaze through glass eyes from these old walls any longer.

Impatience marred Dutch’s expression. “The lodge gives you the creeps?” he growled. “Hell, Tessa, you grew up here.”

“Don’t remind me.” She flopped onto the couch, dropped a huge leather purse into her lap, and scrounged around for a pack of cigarettes.

“If you’re not going to have a drink or some food, you may as well sit down.” Dutch waved his other daughters into chairs, and Claire reminded herself that she wasn’t a girl of ten getting a lecture. She was a full-grown woman, an adult, with a life of her own, in shambles though it might be. “You probably want to know why I asked you all to come here.”

“Not me. I know why.” Tessa shook out a cigarette and lit up. She shot a stream of smoke from the corner of her mouth. “This is some kind of power trip.” Leaning back on the couch, she flung one arm over the soft cushions. “It always is with you.”

Claire inwardly cringed. Why did Tessa make everything a battle? From the day she’d been born, she’d challenged her parents. Didn’t she notice the wash of color ride up her father’s neck and stain his cheeks, the sharpening of his gaze?

“This time, Tessa, you might be right,” he conceded with a wide, well-practiced grin; the same smile Claire had witnessed as a child whenever he had come home and told his wife about his most recent deal, a scheme that was certain to make him millions, a business venture that would put that bastard Taggert in his place. Dutch took a sip of his drink. “I’ve been approached to run for governor come the next election.”

The news settled quietly.

No one said a word.

Smoke curled to the ceiling from the cigarette momentarily forgotten in Tessa’s hand.

Claire could barely breathe. An election? Complete with staff, reporters, and voters examining every minute of Dutch’s life—his children’s lives? Prying into any rumor, any bit of gossip? Oh, no, not now . . .

“This has been coming for quite a while. Several people want me to run and are willing to back me. I’ve only held off because . . . well, frankly, I’m not sure what I’m up against—not my opponent, you understand, but what kind of a toll an election will take on the family, on you girls, on your mother, and on me. But that’s not really what’s stopping me. It’s the scandal that worries me.”

Miranda, perched stiffly in an overstuffed chair asked, “What scandal?”

Claire swallowed hard and focused on her older sister. Don’t do this! She shook her head slightly, barely moving, just enough to get Miranda’s attention and silently beg her not to push the issue. Clearing her throat, Tessa stared off into the distance, as if looking through the sun-glazed windows, but was, Claire suspected, lost in her own memories—her own private hell.

Dutch sighed. “You know what scandal,” he said. “Look, I’m not lily-white myself—got a few skeletons in my own closet, but nothing like the one you girls have been hiding for the last sixteen years.”

Claire’s blood turned to ice. So this was it. Her palms began to sweat.

Dutch settled back into his chair and tented his fingers under his chin. “Like it or not, the whole sordid mess is going to come out. Besides, I have personal enemies who will do anything in their power to see that I fail in my run for governor: enemies like Weston Taggert. There’s another problem. His name is Kane Moran—you all probably remember him.” He didn’t wait for an answer, but Claire’s heart already pumping fast, began an irregular cadence fed by fear. Kane? What could he have to do with anything? This was getting worse by the minute.

“Anyway, Mr. Moran is kind of a drifter, used to live around here as a kid. His dad was a mean son of a bitch who worked for me a long time ago and had an accident that put him in a wheelchair. The kid scraped by somehow, became a hotshot freelance journalist who’s been all over the world, reporting on hot spots. He quit that kind of work last year after he was wounded and nearly killed in Bosnia, I think it was. So he’s back.”

“Here?” Claire asked, barely breathing.

“Now he’s taken it upon himself to become a—” he waved impatiently. “Well, I’d call him a novelist because sure as I’m standing here he’s going to be creating fiction, but he seems to deem our family important enough to write about. His book is gonna be one of those unauthorized exposé types.”

“On us?” Miranda clarified.

“Well, yes, but specifically on the death of Harley Taggert.”

Claire nearly swooned. She gripped the back of the couch for support. Thunder pounded in her ears.

Dutch’s face lost all trace of humor. Lines of strain gouged the skin around his eyes as he settled back into his recliner. “So I don’t want to be caught off guard, if you know what I mean. I’ve got to know what I’m up against here.”

Don’t lose it, Claire. Not now. Not after all these years. She swallowed hard. “I—we—don’t know what you’re talking about.” She forced her gaze to meet her father’s steadily even though inside she was withering like a vine deprived of water. Silently she cursed herself for never having learned the art of lying, a characteristic that would have come in handy over the years.

Dutch rubbed his chin. “I wish to God I could believe you, but I can’t.”

Here it comes. Claire braced herself, met her father’s condemning stare, and forced herself to breathe.

Dutch gazed at each of his daughters in turn, as if looking long and hard enough, he could crack through the veneer of their innocence and see the ugly truth. “I want to know what happened on the night the Taggert kid died.”

God help us. Sweet, trusting Harley.

“I think one of you girls was involved.”

Claire let out a whimper of protest. “No—”

Dutch loosened his tie, but his gaze was fixed steadily upon his middle daughter. “You were going to marry him, weren’t you?”

“What’s the point of this?” Miranda cut in.

“Shit.” Tessa drew on her cigarette. “I’m not going to sit here and listen to this crap.” Hauling herself to her feet, she grabbed her purse, flung the butt of her Virginia Slims into the fireplace, and started for the door.

“Sit down, Tessa. We’re all in this together.” Dutch’s jaw was rock-hard. “All I’m talking about now is damage control. I was hoping you girls would finally be straight with me, but I suspected you might not be, so I hired someone to help.”

“What?” Miranda froze and Claire saw the fear on her sister’s face. Miranda had worked so hard to protect them all. She’d come up with the story, the lies. Claire swallowed hard. Surely her private father couldn’t have, wouldn’t have brought an outsider in on this . . . oh, God . . . all of her hard-fought plans, all of the desperate nights, all of the tightly wound lies. They would all be found out and then . . . Oh, God, she couldn’t think what would happen if the truth, so dark and murky, would ever see the light of day.

“You did what?” Miranda, ashen faced, demanded of Dutch.

Claire’s head began to thunder again, echoing with a dizzying rush of sound.

“Denver Styles.” He let the name sink in, though it held no meaning for Claire. But Miranda stopped short and for a second a shadow of fear passed behind her eyes. Quickly it disappeared as she seemed to get a grip on herself.

“Styles is a damned good private investigator. He’ll find out what happened sixteen years ago and help me do whatever I have to do to keep it quiet, or at least tone it down.” He reached for his drink. “So you girls have a choice. Either you come clean with me now, or you let Styles dig it up on his own. The first way will be the most painless, believe me.” He swallowed the last of his scotch.

“You’re out of your mind.” Miranda shot to her feet. “The sheriff’s department concluded that Harley Taggert had a boating accident—no foul play, no suicide.”

“’Course they did,” Dutch said, his face mottling in anger. “Didn’t you ever wonder why?”

Claire’s stomach dropped to the floor. She didn’t want to hear this. Not now. Not ever. Harley was gone; nothing could bring him back.

“Suicide? No one would have bought that.” Dutch snorted at the absurdity. “The kid didn’t leave a note and had no history of depression, so, you’re right, the suicide idea didn’t stick.” His lips thinned.

“Didn’t stick?” Claire repeated, suddenly catching a glimmer of what her father was hinting.

“Wait a minute. Are you suggesting that—what?” Miranda’s eyes were wide and she slowly sat down again. “There was foul play and we”—she made a sweeping gesture to include her sisters—“were somehow involved?”

Dutch crossed to the bar and poured himself another drink. “The reason Taggert’s death was ruled an accident was because I paid the sheriff’s department off—a bribe not to investigate a possible homicide.”

“What?” Claire’s voice came out in a rush.

“Don’t start talking like this,” Miranda said.

“Worried?”

“You bet I am.” Miranda, visibly bristling, walked to the windows and balanced her hips on the sill. “Accusations like this could ruin the reputation of the local sheriff’s department.”

“You’re worried about Sheriff McBain losing his job? Hell, he retired, full pension, three years ago.”

“It’s more personal than that, Dad, and you know it. A story like this, linking my name to a . . . what, murder? Is that what you’re really saying? It could jeopardize my career.”

Ice clinked in his glass as he swirled his drink. “Possibly.”

“And what about you? If you’re serious about running for office, this could kill it. If anyone got wind that you tried to fix the Taggert case—”

“I’ll deny it.” Dutch’s eyes blazed. “As for your precious career, it’s already in jeopardy. Something about a botched prosecution of a known rapist?”

Some of the starch seeped out of Miranda. She felt her shoulders sag. Her father was right—at least partially. Bruno Larkin should be behind bars instead of walking free because of testimony that hadn’t held up in court. The woman who had been raped, Ellen Farmer, a shy thirty-year-old who still lived with her parents, never dated, attended church regularly, and believed that sex outside of matrimony was a sin, had committed suicide after the second day of court. Miranda should have seen it coming. Without Ellen’s testimony, the case was dropped, a sweet woman was dead, and Bruno walked. “You’ve made your point.”

Dutch’s gaze moved to include his other daughters. “Okay, now that we understand each other, let’s get down to it. Which one of you was involved in the Taggert kid’s death?”

“Oh for God’s sake!” Tessa slung the strap of her purse over her shoulder. “As I said, I’m leaving.”

Just then, the sound of an engine rumbled like damning thunder through the night.

Claire, pale, looked about to keel over. She cast a furtive glance in Miranda’s direction and wiped her palms against the faded fabric of her jeans.

“This Denver Styles,” Miranda said, still shaken. “Has he already been checking around? Has he stopped by my office asking questions?”

Dutch lifted a shoulder. “Don’t know.”

“I don’t appreciate my private life being turned inside out by you or anyone else,” she said, her stomach knotting so painfully she could barely breathe. “There was a time when you could tell us what to do, who to see, where to go, but that’s over, Dad—”

A loud rap interrupted her, and she turned toward the sound.

“Door’s open,” Dutch yelled.

Miranda felt as if a vise were tightening over her lungs as footsteps rang through the hall and a man appeared: a tall, rangy man with wide shoulders, faded jeans, and a cocksure attitude that was evident in his walk. Beard stubble darkened his jaw and sharp cheekbones that hinted at some Native American ancestor slashed upward to eyes that were deep-set and eagle-sharp. In one swift glance, he had probably looked over the three women, sized them up, and pigeonholed each one.

“Denver!” Dutch rolled onto his feet, his hand outstretched.

The hint of a smile touched Styles’s lips as he clasped Dutch’s hand, but there was no warmth in his eyes. “’Bout time you showed up. I’d like you to meet my daughters.” He motioned to the sisters. “Miranda, Claire, Tessa, this is the man I told you about. He’s going to ask you all some questions and you, girls, are going to tell him the truth.”
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