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An Age-Old Curse

Mark shot Ramsey a look. “I think half of what the kids told us is fueled by that blasted legend folks ’round here insist on feedin’ regularly.”

“Legend?” The case file contained only the facts of the case. But when facts were in short supply, other details took on more importance.

“Guess you’ll be hearin’ it from ’bout every person you talk to in town. I know I can count on you, out of anyone, not to be distracted by nonsense.” Still, it seemed to take him a few moments to choose his words. “We’ve got somethin’ of a local phenomenon here called the red mist. Someone else could explain it better, but it’s caused by some sort of reaction from some plants ’round here and contaminants in the air . . . Once every blue moon, the fog in low-lyin’ areas takes on a red tinge for a day or two. Nothin’ magical ’bout it of course, ’cept the way it makes folks ’round here take leave of their senses.”

“So the kids that found the body saw this red mist?”

“That’s what they’re sayin’. And I do have others in these parts that claim they saw the same thing, so might’ve been true. But local legend has it that whenever the red mist appears, death follows . . .”
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For Michelle—
 who was brave enough to join the family first
 and has been enriching our lives ever since.
 We love you!






Prologue

The canopy of trees blocked the full moon, allowing only an occasional sliver of light through the dense foliage. The branches were intertwined, like the fingers of lovers, but there was nothing romantic about the still, waiting air of the woods. Even the nightly serenade of nocturnal creatures was silenced for the moment in an eerie lull.

“C’mon.” Robbie Joe gave a slight tug to Becky Ritter’s hand as he sent a quick glance behind them. No lights. The others hadn’t gotten this far yet. “Told you this was a shortcut. We’re goin’ to beat everyone for sure. The trail is right over here.”

“That little bitty thing?” Becky came to a complete halt, playing the beam of the flashlight over the direction he’d indicated. “Robbie Joe Whipple, that is not a trail. It’s barely an animal path and leads right through those brambles. My legs are goin’ to get all scratched up if we follow it.” To remind him of the seriousness of the possible damage, she shone the flashlight on the legs in question. And they were, to Robbie’s adolescent mind, the stuff of fantasies, left bare by minuscule denim shorts. He could imagine how they’d feel under his hands, sleek and smooth, or better yet, wrapped around his hips, tight and demanding.

But even more vividly, he could imagine beating everyone else back to Sody’s parking lot, lording it over the rest of the losers when they came straggling in. Or better yet, rubbing his feat in the face of that hotshot Timothy Jenkins, who was really such a candyass he probably would never get out of the car if he did make it to the woods.

When Becky didn’t respond to a discreet tug on her hand, he switched tactics. “Girl, I purely can see why you wouldn’t want a scratch on those fine legs of yours.” He didn’t have to feign the admiration in his tone. “And I swear on my granddaddy’s grave, if you get one little ol’ mark on ’em, I will personally apply my grandma’s special ointment to every square inch. Scout’s honor.”

She giggled and gave him a slight push. “Don’t you try your fast talk with me, Robbie Joe. I’ve heard ’bout your reputation.”

“Now don’t you go believin’ everythin’ you hear.” Wise advice, since anything that would have reached her ears had been manufactured, exaggerated, and repeated by him in a diligent and as yet unsuccessful quest to end his blasted state of virginity. “If it gets too thick in there, we’ll turn back. You have my word on that.”

But still she hesitated, looking over her shoulder and inching closer to him. “What about those sounds I heard earlier? The ones that sounded like screams.”

“Told you, it was probably just a bobcat. And they’re scared of humans, so it’ll make itself scarce when it picks up our scent.” He hadn’t actually heard the sounds she referred to, doubted that she had either, but he wasn’t going to quibble with an opportunity to get his hands on the girl the football team called “Backseat Becky.” Slipping his arm around her waist, he gave her a light hug and hoped her reputation was more deserved than his own. “I’m not lettin’ anythin’ happen to you. And I’m not gonna let Cami or Merilee get that batch of switchgrass back to Sody’s before you and blather about it for the rest of the summer.”

“That’s true.” To his relief, she began moving toward the path. “Cami does like to go on. And if Merilee and Jon win, we’ll never hear the end of it, either.” Merilee was her latest frenemy, although the girls spent so much time together Robbie had to wonder when Becky had had occasion to earn her famed reputation.

“Here, give me the flashlight.” He noted that the beam had gone dimmer and prayed the batteries lasted until they got  out of the woods. He hadn’t made this trip for years, not since he was a kid, and never at night. With false bravado, he said, “I know this area like the back of my hand. We’ll be back at Sody’s before the rest of those guys even get here.” Already he was wondering how many of the other couples  would make it this far. Easy to talk big back at Sody’s. But laughing at local superstition safely in town was a lot different than being smack-dab in the center of the woods at near midnight.

He swallowed, wished for some water. The night air felt thick and close, as if the dense canopy above shut out oxygen the way it did light.

It was slow going, seeing as how he had to hold the briars out of the way each time for Becky to walk through. And the trail had gotten more overgrown since the last time he’d been here—what? Three years ago? He hoped they’d still be able to get to Ashton’s Pond this way. Becky would never forgive him if they had to turn back without getting that batch of switchgrass that would prove their bravery to the others.

“Oh my gosh, this is so spooky.” Becky’s giggle sounded a little strained. “How much farther to the pond, do you think?”

“It’s not far now,” he lied, although, truthfully, Robbie couldn’t recall exactly how much longer they’d have to walk. He tripped, nearly fell, and threw a hand up to halt Becky while he played the light over the ground beneath him. “Watch out for this log. Almost fell on my ass.”

But when he tried to help her over it, Becky stood stock-still. “What . . . what’s that?”

Those looming shadows had to be trees, didn’t they? Trees and thickets and overgrown brush. He played the flashlight around, saw nothing but a pair of yellow eyes peering at him from a low hanging branch.

Relief flooded him. “That? It’s just an owl, Becky. Can’t hurt you.”

“Not that, ’tard. That!” She flung her hand out, her voice growing shriller. “Where’s that fog comin’ from?”

He saw it then, little curls of vapor rising from the ground. Wrapping around tree trunks, winding through bushes. A sheet of ice kissed his skin. Because this was no ordinary fog, that was for damn sure. This was red mist. The stuff of local legends.

For an instant, for one terrifying moment, Robbie Joe was afraid he was gonna pee himself then and there. He didn’t even have time to be grateful for the way Becky launched herself into his arms, barely registering that the position had her boobs flattened against his chest. He could only focus on the fog—the red mist—and how it wound around his legs, seeming to grow thicker by the moment.

“Shit,” he whispered, his mind blank with panic. His muscles went tense as he poised to run, to race the hell out of there, the dare be damned. But then he saw the lights. Little dancing balls of it, flickering all around them, bouncing high and then skipping from shadow to shadow. He went limp with relief. “Sheeeee-it,” he repeated, louder this time, and added a laugh for emphasis. “If that’s the best you can do boys, you need to spend more time in chemistry. Mr. Stokowski would be purely disappointed that you couldn’t come up with anythin’ better than this.”

“What?” Becky hissed her fingers clenched on his sides. “What is it?”

With his free arm he guided the girl in the direction of the pond again, kept his voice loud enough to be overheard by the guys who must be hiding nearby. “Just some of the assholes thinkin’ they can scare us with some lame-colored smoke and covered flashlights.” Leastways, he figured that’s how they did it. Chemistry, or school in general, wasn’t his strong suit. “C’mon, we gotta hurry.”

He held tight to Becky, and she stumbled along beside him, questions spilling from her lips. “How do you know it’s them? How do you know it’s not . . . ?”

“Because there’s no such thing as the red mist,” he said grimly. “It’s all a bunch of superstitious shit dreamed up by drunks in our parents’ generation.” But there wasn’t a doubt  in his mind that it was his generation responsible for him nearly disgracing himself back there.

Already he was plotting revenge. Which ones were in on the joke? Arends, for sure, that rat bastard. Maybe even Gallop. Yeah, this was Lenny Gallop’s speed, all right. He heard nothing around him. Certainly not Gallop’s obnoxious donkey bray of a laugh. Which meant the guys were already heading back to Sody’s to tell how they scared the shit out of Robbie Joe Whipple.

And everyone would have a good laugh at his expense. The knowledge burned in his chest. He’d never hear the end of it, no matter how many times he denied falling for the prank. Unless he put a spin on it, walked back into Sody’s with a handful of the switchgrass everyone was supposed to get, and act like he hadn’t been phased a bit. Shoot, was that s’posed to scare me? Must not have spooked me much if I went ahead to the pond and got this.

Becky was breathing hard, but he barely noticed. He was too concerned with the upcoming scene back at Sody’s. Yeah, that’s how he’d play it, calm and unconcerned. Looks like I was the only one with the balls to go clear to the pond. So who you callin’ the candyass?

“You’re sure it was some of the guys?” Her voice was shaky. “Because the fog’s up here, too.”

“Yeah. But we’re goin’ to show them all up when we get back with that switchgrass.” They broke through the trees ringing the water then, stepped into the clearing with a suddenness that was disorienting.

“They must be still ’round here,” Becky whispered. “The lights . . . see them? If they’re doin’ that somehow with their flashlights . . .”

“Maybe that part wasn’t them.” And he was in no mood to linger here, even if his friends were still somewhere in the woods behind him. Ashton’s Pond wasn’t inviting in the daylight, and night didn’t improve the atmosphere. Its deep, dark depths were still, and he knew from experience that the waters held a smell that didn’t wash off the skin, no matter how  you tried. He’d seen copperheads here before, and Robbie played his flashlight carefully over the area to be sure they wouldn’t encounter one.

“Those lights are probably just caused by fireflies. They have those special ones in the Smoky Mountains. Ever hear ’bout that? They all turn on and off at the same time.”

“Oh.” Becky’s voice was steadier now. “It’s sort of pretty. And . . . wait!” She grabbed his arm, guided the flashlight to the weeds growing near the water’s edge. “There’s the switchgrass. All we have to do is cut some and head back. Where’s your knife?”

He dug in his jeans for his pocketknife and opened it before handing it to her. She walked gingerly on the mucky ground surrounding the pond before squatting next to the weeds, while he trained the flashlight on the clump she was interested in.

“If you’re right, and some of the guys were back there, then some of the girls are in on it, too,” she said, her voice muffled by her position.

Robbie was only half listening. Her shorts were low riders, and her position gave him an excellent view of the crack of her ass. He was more a tit man himself—at least he’d like to be—but Becky did have a very fine ass. Timothy Jenkins claimed to have tapped it on prom night, but Jenkins was a liar about most things, so his story about pounding it to Becky doggy style in the back of his mama’s van was most likely a fantasy. But the vision did hold an allure that Robbie Joe couldn’t help but contemplate.

“If I find out that Merilee planned this with Jon, I’ll slap her senseless.” She sawed at the clump with determined motions. “You and I will have to synchronize our stories. We don’t want them tellin’ everyone that we . . .”

Her scream then echoed across the pond and back, reverberating through his skull, bouncing off the trunks of trees surrounding the area. She scuttled backward, whimpers coming from her lips in staccato bursts. When she hurtled into his arms, the flashlight went sailing from his limp fingers. He stared in horror at the sight she’d uncovered.

The flashlight rolled, its beam bouncing crazily until the Mag-Lite came to a rest shining on the spot where Becky had been cutting switchgrass at the pond’s edge.

Spotlighting the human foot that had been hidden by the tall grass.

Attached to a body immersed in the cool dark water.






Chapter 1

The helicopter landed in the clearing with a slight bounce before settling on the ground again for good. Ramsey Clark shouted her thanks to the pilot, shoved open the door, and jumped lightly to the ground, her lone bag slung over one shoulder. She ran in a crouch to avoid the rotors, heard the whop-whop-whop behind her indicating the pilot taking off.

She jogged toward the cluster of four people waiting nearby. The three men wearing suits each held a hand over his tie to prevent it from dancing in the breeze generated by the chopper’s rotors.

“Director Jeffries.” The hand she offered was engulfed in the older man’s pawlike grip and squeezed until she had to hide a wince. The chief of Tennessee Bureau of Investigation hadn’t changed much in the years since she’d left its ranks. His craggy face might be a little ruddier. His mop of white hair a bit shorter. But his six-foot frame was still military straight and as lean as ever.

“Good to see you again, Clark. I hear you’ve been makin’ quite a name for yourself with Raiker Forensics.”

Since the director wasn’t prone to flattery, and since he could have heard it only from Adam Raiker himself, Ramsey allowed herself to feel a small glow of satisfaction. “Thank you, sir. I think I’ve learned a lot.”

Jeffries turned to the two men flanking him. “TBI agents Glenn Matthews and Warden Powell. You’ll be assigned to their team. If you need more manpower, give me a holler and I’ll talk to the boss.”

Ramsey nodded her appreciation. Jeffries had no superior at TBI, so they were being given carte blanche. Raiker had told her to expect as much.

The director turned to the man in the sheriff’s uniform on her right. “I believe you know Sheriff Rollins.”

Frowning, she was about to deny it. Ramsey knew no one in Buffalo Springs, Tennessee. But the sheriff was taking off his hat, and recognition struck her. “Mark Rollins?” She shook her former colleague’s hand with a sense of déjà vu. “I didn’t know you’d left TBI.”

“Couple years ago now. Didn’t even realize I was interested in movin’ back home until the position of sheriff was open.” Rollins’s pleasantly homely face was somber. “Have to say, tonight’s the first time I’ve regretted it.”

“I assume you’ve looked at the case file.”

Ramsey’s attention shifted back to Jeffries at his comment. She nodded and he went on.

“Rollins has his hands full here calmin’ the local hysteria, and after a week, we aren’t progressin’ fast enough to suit the governor’s office. The area is attractin’ every national media team in the country, and the coverage is playin’ hell with his tourism industry expansion plans.” The director’s voice was heavy with irony.

“I understand.” And she did. Being brought in as a special consultant to the TBI pacified a politically motivated governor and diminished some of the scrutiny that would follow the department throughout the investigation. If the case drew to a quick close, the TBI reaped the positive press. If it didn’t . . . The alternative didn’t bother her. Ramsey had served as shit deflector many times in the past in her capacity as forensic consultant. If the investigation grew lengthy or remained unsolved, she would be served as sacrificial lamb to the clamoring public. Or to the state attorney’s office, if someone there decided to lay the blame on Jeffries.

“Raiker promised a mobile lab.”

“It’ll be here tomorrow. But for certain types of evidence, we may need access to the TBI facility on an expedited basis.”

“We’ll try to speed any tests through the Knoxville Regional Lab.” Jeffries beetled his brows. “Just help solve this thing, Clark. It’s causin’ a crapstorm, and I don’t want a full-fledged shit tornado on my hands.”

Ramsey smiled. She’d always appreciated Jeffries’ plainspokenness. “I’ll do my best, sir.”

“Can’t recall a time that wasn’t good enough for me.” Clearly finished, he turned to his agents. “I’ll expect daily updates. And keep me abreast of any major developments.” Without waiting for the men’s nods, he turned and strode briskly toward a road about a quarter mile in the distance. Ramsey could make out two vehicles parked alongside it.

“I’m guessin’ you’d like to get on into town, drop your stuff off in the room we lined up for you,” Mark was saying.

Ramsey shook her head. “I want to see the crime scene first.” Since diplomacy was often an afterthought for her, she added belatedly, “If that’s okay.”

The sheriff raised a shoulder. “It’s all right with me. What about you fellas? Want to come along?”

The two agents looked at each other, and Powell shook his head. “We’ll head back.” He shifted his gaze to Ramsey. “We’re set up in the local motel on the outskirts of town. One room serves as our office. We got you a room there, too, when Jeffries told us you were comin’.”

And by not so much as a flicker of expression did he reveal his opinion on her being brought in on the case, Ramsey noted shrewdly. She’d have to tread carefully there, with both agents, until she was certain how her presence here affected them.

“I’ll check in with you when I get to town, and you can bring me up to date on your notes so far.”

When the agents headed in the same direction Jeffries had gone, she turned to Rollins.

“Let me get that for you.” He reached for her bag, but she deflected the gesture.

“I’ve got it, thanks.” She fell into step beside him as they walked toward the tan jeep emblazoned with SPRING COUNTY SHERIFF in black lettering on a green background. “Tell me about the case.”

“Same ol’ Ramsey.” A corner of Rollins’s mouth pulled up. “Always with the small talk. Chatter, chatter, chatter.” His voice hitched up a notch as he launched into a mock conversation. “Well, I’m just fine, Ms. Clark. And how have you been? How’s that new job of yours? The wife? Oh, she’s fine, too. Still adjustin’ to small-town life, but the two little ones keep her pretty busy. What? You’d like to see pictures? Well, it just so happens I have a couple in my wallet. Got them taken at the local Wal-Mart just last month . . .”

“I can play the game if I need to,” she replied, only half truthfully. “Didn’t figure I needed to with you.”

He stopped at the vehicle, his hand on the handle of the driver’s door, his face serious again. “No, you don’t gotta with me. Figure we go far ’nough back that we can just pick up. But you’ll find you’ll get further with some folks in these parts if you put forth the effort. I know you never had much patience for mindless chitchat, but the pace is slower ’round here.”

She was more familiar than he knew with the unwritten customs and tradition demanded by polite society in the rural south. Had, in fact, spent her adult life scrubbing away most of those memories with the same ruthless determination with which she’d eliminated her telltale drawl.

Rather than tell him that, she gave him a nod across the roof of the car. “I’ll keep it in mind.” She opened the back door and tossed her bag on the seat behind the wire mesh used to separate prisoners from the law enforcement personnel. Then she slid into the front passenger seat.

He folded his tall lanky form inside and started up the Jeep while she was buckling in. Several minutes later, he abruptly pulled off the road and began driving across a field. After the first couple of jolts, Ramsey braced herself with one hand on the dash and the other on the roof of the car.

“Sorry.” Rollins seemed to move seamlessly with each jar and bump. “It’d take half an hour for us to get there by road. The kids that found the body hiked across through the woods on the other side, but going in from this direction will be an  easier walk, though I’m told it takes longer. Brought the body out this way.”

“Has the victim been ID’d yet?”

“Nope. White female, between the age of eighteen and twenty-five. Found nude, so no help with the clothin’.” A muscle jumped in Mark’s jaw. “Not from these parts, is all I know. No hits from any of the national missin’ persons databases. The medical examiner took a DNA sample, and we submitted the results to the FBI’s system, but no luck.”

So a Jane Doe, at least for now. Ramsey felt a stab of sympathy for the unknown woman. Maybe she hadn’t even been reported missing. She’d died alone and away from home. Was that worse than being murdered in familiar surroundings? Somehow it seemed so.

“How valuable have the wits been?”

“What, the kids?” Mark shot her a look. “Told us what they knew, which didn’t turn out to be much. Both scared silly, of course. Spoutin’ nonsense about red mist and screamin’ and dancin’ lights . . . Tell you what I think.” The Jeep hit a rut with a bone-jarring bounce that rattled Ramsey’s teeth. “I think half is fueled by that blasted legend folks ’round here insist on feedin’ regularly.”

“Legend?” The case file contained only facts of the case. But when facts were in short supply, other details took on more importance.

Rollins looked pained. “Guess you’ll be hearin’ it from ’bout every person you talk to in town. I know I can count on you, out of anyone, not to be distracted by nonsense.” Still, it seemed to take him a few moments to choose his words. Or maybe he was saving his strength for wrestling the Jeep. Beneath the spread of grass, the terrain was wicked.

“We’ve got somethin’ of a local phenomena called the red mist. Someone else could explain it better, but it’s caused by some sort of reaction from certain plants in the area comin’ in contact with iron oxide in stagnant water, coupled with contaminants in the air. Once every blue moon, the fog in low-lyin’ areas takes on a red tinge for a day or two. Nothin’  magical ’bout it of course, ’cept the way it makes folks ’round here take leave of their senses.”

“So the kids that found the body saw this red mist?”

“That’s what they’re sayin’. And I do have others in these parts that claim they saw the same thing, so might’ve been true. But local legend has it that whenever the red mist appears, death follows.”

The Jeep hit a rut then that had Ramsey rapping her head smartly on the ceiling of the vehicle. With a grim smile, she repositioned herself more securely in her seat and waited for her internal organs to settle back into place. Then she shot the man beside her a look. “Well, all nonsense aside, Sheriff, so far it appears, your local legend is more grounded in facts than you want to admit.”

Rollins brought the Jeep to a halt a few hundred yards shy of the first copse of trees. “Don’t even joke about that. My office is spendin’ too much of our time dealin’ with hysterical locals who set too much store by superstitious hogwash. The truth is, this is a quiet place. The crime we do have tends to be drunk and disorderlies after payday at the lumber mill, or the occasional domestic dispute. Once in a while we have a fire or a bad accident to respond to. But violent crime is a stranger here. And when it appears, people don’t understand it. They get scared, and when folks get scared, they search for meanin’. This legend is just their way of gettin’ a handle on how bad things can happen near their town.”

Ramsey got out of the car and stretched, avoiding, as long as possible, having to look at that expanse of woods ahead of them. “That’s downright philosophical, Mark. Didn’t learn that in the psych courses at TBI.”

He reached back into the car for the shotgun mounted above the dash, and then straightened to shut the door, a ghost of a smile playing across his mouth. “You’re right there. I understand these people. Lived here most of my life. I know how they think. How they react. Don’t always agree with ’em. But I can usually figure where they’re comin’ from.”

They headed for the woods, and Ramsey could feel her palms start to dampen. Her heart began to thud. The physical  reaction annoyed her. It was just trees, for Godsakes. Each nothing but a mass of carbon dioxide. And she’d mastered this ridiculous fear—she had—years ago.

Deliberately, she quickened her step. “You hoping to go hunting while we’re here?” She cocked her head at the shotgun he carried.

“Not much of a hunter. But we do have some wildlife in these parts. Those kids were downright stupid to come in here at night. There’s feral pigs in these woods. An occasional bobcat. Seen enough copperheads ’round in my time to keep me wary.”

When her legs wanted to falter at his words, she kept them moving steadily forward. Felt the first cool shadows from the trees overhead slick over her skin like a demon’s kiss.

“Wish I could tell you there was much of a crime scene,” Mark was saying as he walked alongside her. “But apparently a bunch of kids dared each other to come into the woods and fetch proof they’d been here. First ones back to town got braggin’ rights, I ’spect. So they paired off and trooped out in this direction. Shortly after the two found the victim, a few others arrived. And then the whole thing became one big mess with tracks and prints all over the damn place.”

Ramsey felt a familiar surge of impatience. No one liked to have the scene contaminated, but one of the few down-sides to her job with Raiker Forensics was that she was rarely called to a fresh crime scene. By the time their services were requested, the crime could be days or weeks old. She had to satisfy herself with case files, pictures of the scene, and notes taken by the local law enforcement.

“The way Jeffries talked, you’ve gotten more than your share of unwanted media attention.” They stepped deeper into the woods now and the trees seemed to close in, sucking them into the shadowy interior. She resisted the urge to wipe her moist palms on her pant legs. “Seems odd for national news to be interested in a homicide in rural Tennessee.”

“I suspect some local nut job tipped them off. It’s the legend again.” Mark’s face was shiny with perspiration, but Ramsey was chilled. She would be until they stepped back  out into the daylight again. “Every two or three decades there’s this red mist phenomena, and a couple times in the past there’s been a death ’round the same time. The two circumstances get linked, and all of a sudden we have people jabbering about secret spells and century-old curses and what have you.”

She made a noncommittal sound. Part of her attention was keeping a wary eye out for those copperheads he’d mentioned so matter-of-factly. But despite her impatience with idle chitchat, she was interested in all the details that would be missing from the case file. Evidence was in short supply. It was people who would solve this case. People who’d seen something. Knew something. The tiniest bit of information could end up being key to solving the homicide. And with no murder weapon and no suspects and little trace evidence, she’d take all the information she could get.

“Have you eliminated each of the kids as the possible killer?”

“Shoot, Ramsey they’re no more than sixteen, seventeen years old!”

When she merely looked at him, brows raised, he had the grace to look abashed. “Yeah, I know what you’ve seen in your career. I’ve seen the same. But ’round here we don’t have kids with the conscience of wild dogs. They all alibi each other for up to thirty minutes before the body’s discovery. Witnesses place the lot of them at Sody’s parking lot for the same time. Pretty unlikely a couple hightailed it into the woods, committed murder, and dumped the body knowin’ more kids would be traipsin’ in any minute.”

Unlikely, yes. Impossible, no. But Ramsey kept her thoughts to herself. She was anxious to hear what Agents Powell and Matthews had to say on the subject.

There was a rustle in the underbrush to her right, but it didn’t get her blood racing. No, that feat was accomplished by the trees themselves, looming like sinister sentinels above her. Hemming her in with their close proximity. She rubbed at her arms, where gooseflesh prickled, and shoved at the mental door of her mind to lock those memories away.

Some would have found the scene charming, with the sun dappling the forest floor and brilliant slants of light spearing through the shadow. They wouldn’t look at the scene and see danger behind every tree trunk. Wouldn’t feel terror lurking behind. Horror ahead.

The trail narrowed, forcing her to follow Rollins single file. “Whose property are we on?”

“Most of it belongs to the county. We’ve got little parcels that butt up against the land of property owners, but we’re standin’ on county ground right now.” They walked in silence another fifteen minutes, and Ramsey wondered anew at any kids foolish enough to make this trek at night.

Sixteen or seventeen, Mark had said they were. She knew firsthand just how naïve kids that age could be. How easily fooled. And how quickly things could go very wrong.

One moment they were deep in the woods. The next they walked out into a clearing with a large pond. It was ringed with towering pines and massive oaks, their branches dripping with Spanish moss and curling vines. The land looked rocky on three sides, but it was boggy at the water’s edge closest to them, with clumps of rushes and wild grasses interspersed between the trees.

Ramsey’s gaze was drawn immediately to the crime scene tape still fluttering from the wooden stakes hammered into the ground. A plastic evidence marker poked partway out of the trampled weeds near the pond, overlooked by the investigators when they’d packed up.

And in the center of that taped perimeter, crouched in front of the pond, a man repeatedly dunked something into the water and then held it up to examine it before repeating the action yet again. A few yards away, a jumble of equipment was piled on the ground.

She eyed Rollins. “One of yours?”

Looking uncomfortable, the sheriff shook his head. “Now, Ramsey,” he started, as she turned toward the stranger. “Better let me handle this.”

But she was already striding away. “Hey. Hey!”

The man raised a hand in a lazy salute, but it was clear he  was much more interested in the reading on the instrument he held than he was in her. Ramsey waited while he lowered the tool to jot a notation down in the notebook open on his lap then looked up and shot her a lazy grin. “Afternoon, ma’am.”

“Interesting thing about that yellow tape all around you,” she said with mock politeness. “It’s actually meant to keep people out of a crime scene, not invite them inside it.”

The sun at her back had the stranger squinting a bit at her, but the smile never left his face. And it was, for a man, an extraordinarily attractive face. His jaw was long and lean, his eyes a bright laser blue. The golden shade of his hair was usually found only on the very young or the very determined. Someone had broken his nose for him, and the slight bump in it was the only imperfection in a demeanor that was otherwise almost too flawless. Ramsey disliked him on sight just on principal.

“Well, fact is, ma’am, this isn’t an active crime scene anymore. Hey, Mark.” He called a friendly greeting to the man behind her. “Kendra May know you’re out walking pretty girls ’round the woods?”

“Dev. Thought you’d be finished up here by now.”

Ramsey caught the sheepish note in Rollins’s voice and arched a brow at him. The sheriff intercepted it and followed up with an introduction. “Ramsey Clark, this is my cousin, Devlin Stryker. He’s uh . . . just running some tests.”

“Your cousin,” she repeated carefully. “And does your cousin work for the department? If so, in what capacity?”

Rollins’s face reddened a little. “No. He’s a . . . well, he’s sort of a scientist, you could say.”

Stryker rose in one lithe motion and made his way carefully back to the rest of his belongings, which included, Ramsey noted, a large duffel bag with unfamiliar-looking instruments strewn around it, along with a couple cameras, a night vision light source, and—she blinked once—a neatly rolled up sleeping bag.

“Odd place to go camping.”

“Can’t say I used the sleepin’ bag much last night.” He  unzipped the duffel and began placing his things inside it. “Too worried about snakes. I thought I’d stick around awhile to compare last night’s readin’s with some from today.”

With quick neat movements, he placed everything but the sleeping bag in the duffel and zipped it, standing up to sling its strap over his shoulder. “I’m done here for now, though.”

“Done with what, exactly?”

Devlin sent her an easy smile that carried just enough charm to have her defenses slamming firmly into place. “Well, let’s see. I used a thermal scanner to measure temperature changes. An EMF meter to gauge electromagnetic fields. An ion detector to calculate the presence of negative ions. Then there’s the gaussometer, which . . .”

Comprehension warring with disbelief, Ramsey swung back to face Rollins, her voice incredulous. “A ghost hunter? Are you kidding me? You let some paranormal quack compromise the crime scene?”






Chapter 2

There was a glint in Stryker’s brilliant blue eyes that might have been temper, but his voice was affable enough when he corrected Ramsey. “This quack tends to prefer the term parapsychologist. And I’m not huntin’ ghosts. I’m searchin’ for scientific data that will prove or disprove the presence of paranormal activity.”

“My mistake,” Ramsey replied, her voice heavy with irony.

“Need a lift back to town, Dev?” Rollins asked.

Stryker bent to snag the sleeping bag with his free hand. “Nope. I’ll hike out. Got my car parked on the road by Rose Thornton’s place.”

“Careful she don’t run you off with the business end of a shotgun,” the sheriff warned. “Rose has gotten sorta cantankerous in her old age.”

A masculine dimple winked in Stryker’s smile. “Shoot, Rose was born cantankerous. Wasn’t room to get much worse. I’ll see you back at town.” He shot Ramsey a smile. “Ms. Clark.”

She watched him move away in a gait more an amble than a stride. Waited until he was out of earshot before turning to aim one long meaningful look at Rollins, who had the grace to look a bit discomfited.

“It’s not what you think.”

“Forget that he was mucking around in the crime scene,” she said. It had been eight days since the murder. The sheriff’s office would have worked the scene well before TBI was called in. Their investigators would have gone over it again. There was only an infinitesimal chance that any evidence would remain undiscovered. But as a law enforcement officer, Rollins  should have been careful enough to protect that fraction of a chance. “But after all you said about the negative publicity and superstitious nonsense flying around about this crime, I would have thought allowing someone like Stryker in here would be the last thing you needed.”

“This scene has been worked four times already,” Rollins said stiffly. His posture was ramrod straight. She recognized the signs of bruised ego. “And I don’t have the manpower to post a guard over it indefinitely to keep the curious away. If you thought you were going to waltz in here and find somethin’ at the scene we missed, you’re gonna be disappointed. I know my job, Ramsey. As well as you do.”

Time to back off, Ramsey realized. And as frequently happened, that realization arrived just a bit too late. “I know you do. That’s why I’m surprised you’d take the chance that this ghost . . . parapsychologist would get the townspeople in even more of an uproar than this murder has them already.”

“Dev pretty much grew up in Buffalo Springs.” And by his tone, Ramsey could tell she hadn’t yet pacified the man. “Him and his family are known ’round here. I’m countin’ on him to convince the town that this local legend is a bunch of bull, once and for all. His books do more debunkin’ of this sort of stuff than not. Some people in these parts look up to him because of his degree and the books he’s published. If allowin’ him access to the crime scene after we finished processin’ it will help toward that end, I thought it worth a shot. It’s my decision to make, in any case.”

Suppressing a wince, Ramsey nodded. Just because she knew Rollins, had once been his colleague, didn’t mean she wouldn’t have to step carefully to avoid antagonizing the man. Local law enforcement was notoriously territorial. She’d first learned that as a TBI agent. And though diplomacy didn’t come naturally, it was a trait she was skilled enough at, when she took the time to employ it.

“Understood.” Silent for a moment, she crouched down and scanned the area, absorbing the atmosphere as some people soaked up the sun’s rays. With so few opportunities to be primary on a crime scene, she always insisted on visiting  the scene herself, regardless of the timeline. Her boss, the legendary Adam Raiker, would say to understand a case, you had to see what the victim saw. Hear, smell, and touch what he or she did. Know the victim, know the crime.

The first step of knowing this victim was visiting the site where her body had been discovered.

“The case file said the kids found the vic at eleven P.M. Time of death estimated one to two hours earlier.” She looked up at Rollins soberly. “You sure those witnesses didn’t hear anything? See anything?”

“The girl, Becky Ritter, thought she’d heard screams earlier, but Robbie Joe claimed he didn’t.” Rollins pushed his hat back to swipe at his forehead. “Chances are he’s right and she was just imaginin’ things. When we first got the call, we figured it for a simple drownin’, but once we saw the bruises on her throat, we started thinkin’ differently. Medical examiner didn’t find any water in her lungs, so we can be sure this was a dump site. Spent four days going over every inch of the surroundin’ woods. Damned if we’ve found a thing to suggest she was killed ’round here. Most likely someone stopped on one of the borderin’ roads and carried the body in. If those kids hadn’t happened along when they did, the body was likely to never have been found. This pond is actually an old limestone pit. First settlers in town hauled stone from here to build their houses. Water is eighteen, twenty feet in places.”

He pointed across the pond. “The second pair of kids came through that way. And between the four of them, I tell you, we would have needed God’s own luck to get a decent footprint, even if the perp left one.”

The radio on Mark’s belt let out a burst of static. The disembodied voice of a dispatcher sounded. “Car one, what’s your location?”

He unsnapped the radio and answered. “Car one. I’m down at Ashton’s Pond. Go ahead.”

Rising, Ramsey circled the edge of the water, eyeing the ground carefully before stepping. The police tape framed the area where the victim would have been found. She saw the half-cut weeds that the teenagers had been sawing at. Was the  body dumped where it had been found, or had it drifted and gotten tangled in the rushes sprouting out of the water’s edge like tiny hollow spears?

She eyed the water’s surface. Calm, even stagnant. There was a faint odor to the water, something metallic with a slight sheen of decay. Barely a ripple marred its surface.

Her flesh prickled, and for a moment, just a moment, past and present collided with an impact that made them indistinguishable.

Running. One hand clapped over her mouth to muffle her panting as she stumbled through the boggy woods toward the swamp. Terrified of what lay behind her. What awaited her if she were caught. But danger lurked in every shadow ahead. Sounded in each small noise. The certainty of her own death growing clearer by the minute.

“Ramsey?”

She started, almost lost her footing, and her shoe slipped into the soft mud. Water pooled over it before she pulled it free, and she caught a flash of silver near her foot, as if something lurked beneath the surface waiting for an unsuspecting meal. “Yeah.”

“I’ve got to get back to town. Got some news crew parked in my office, insistin’ on gettin’ a statement.”

He was already striding in the direction they’d come, but Ramsey stopped long enough to wipe her shoe on the soggy grass a few feet from the water. Something made her look over her shoulder, a quick furtive glance. But the scene looked no different. A dank, still pool, calm and somehow unwelcoming, fringed by rock, swamp plants, and scraggly brush. A place that was no stranger to death.

She shook off the fanciful thought and forced herself to hurry after Mark into the thickening stand of trees.

The only thing worse than having to walk through those woods again would be to walk through them alone.
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Motel was a polite term for the line of small cabins punctuating a rutted gravel drive on the outskirts of Buffalo  Springs. Ramsey stood in the doorway of number nine and took stock of her temporary home. Green carpeting—God was that shag?—had been ruthlessly vacuumed. The cheap paneling on the walls gleamed with polish, and she’d be willing to bet not a mite of dust would be found on the old TV or the chest of four drawers.

Although the place obviously hadn’t been updated since the seventies, someone regularly took the time to keep it clean and comfortable. A quilt lay over the white iron bed, with plump pillows fluffed and resting against the headboard. There was an old hurricane lamp sitting on a crocheted doily on the bed stand, and through the open door of the bathroom, she could see a set of thick yellow towels hanging from a pitted metal bar.

“It’s nothin’ fancy,” the owner, Mary Sue Talbot, was saying behind her. “Not what you’re used to, I ’spect. But those other TBI fellas said you’d be okay stayin’ here.”

Mary Sue would have been pushing middle age when this carpet was laid, but she took as much care with her appearance as she did with the rooms she let. Her white hair was worn in a soft pageboy, and the crisp navy shirt she wore was spotless and tucked into a pair of trim starched jeans.

“It’s fine,” Ramsey assured her. “Homey. Beats lots of places I’ve stayed in, I can tell you.”

The woman studied her, as if searching for sarcasm, but evidently what she saw in Ramsey’s expression reassured her. “You need anythin’ at all, you just lift that phone over there and give a holler. We don’t serve any meals here, but there’s a soda machine in the office, and every mornin’ we have a tray of fresh doughnuts from The Henhouse. That’s a restaurant on Main Street. Best breakfast in the area. I can sell you a doughnut and a cup of coffee for two dollars every mornin’, but it’s first come, first serve.”

Since she wasn’t much of a breakfast eater, Ramsey smiled politely. “Thanks. I may take you up on that.” She waited for the older woman to take her leave, then dropped her bag and followed her out the door. She was anxious to talk to the TBI agents. She knocked on door eight, the cabin they were using  as the investigation headquarters, and Agent Powell answered it in his shirtsleeves.

Without a word, he stood aside and allowed Ramsey entrance. Matthews, the younger agent, was there, too, sitting at a long folding table that served as a desk. Someone had prevailed on Mary Sue to have the bed removed from the room. A laptop, fax, and copier were wedged on another table against the window. Matthews had shed his suit coat, too, and his sleeves were rolled up on his forearms. The cabins weren’t equipped with air-conditioning.

Ramsey looked at the older man. There was a nagging sense of familiarity about his name, but she couldn’t recall having met him during her stint at TBI. “Had we met previously?” she asked, coming farther into the room. “While I was with TBI?”

“Don’t think so.” He was tall, with a runner’s build, craggy features, and a fading gray crew cut. “Heard your name a time or two. I’ve been in the Knoxville field office for fifteen years.”

Of course. A mental memory clicked. Warden Powell was lead agent in Knoxville’s Criminal Investigative Unit. She recalled seeing him at the ceremony where her team had received a commendation for successfully cracking a baby-snatching ring. He’d been up for an award then as well. She should have known Jeffries would put one of his most trusted men to head the case.

She crossed to the far wall where they’d turned the paneling into a bulletin board, with pictures of the victim, maps, and crime scene photos taped to it. Ramsey had the fleeting thought that it would take Mary Sue hours to scrub the sticky residue off the paneling.

“Any thoughts from the scene?”

“Someone went to a lot of trouble to carry a body that far into the woods.”

Powell nodded and joined her at the wall, stabbing one long index finger at an aerial map of the area. “The unknown subject knew his way around. No one would just happen into that forest near midnight and stumble onto that pond. He was  headed there. It’s plenty deep in the center. He didn’t want the body to be found, that’s certain.”

Or he’d have dumped it in the forest, she thought, and let the animals finish the job he’d started. “He should have weighted it down if he didn’t want it discovered.”

She studied the wall for a few more moments. “So we have an UNSUB familiar with the area. Points to a local, or someone who once lived around here.” She had a sudden thought. “Are these woods hunted?” Hunters would come from quite a ways for a hunting spot rife with the game in season. And hunting permits would leave a nice paper trail if they started looking in that direction.

“Sheriff says no. County doesn’t allow it. But ’round these parts, you’d most likely be dealing with poachers.”

“And any poachers are likely hillies.”

She turned around to cock a brow at Matthews. His speech bore a faint but unmistakable Bronx accent. She took a moment to wonder how a New Yorker had wound up in the TBI before asking, “Hillies?”

He looked up from his paperwork long enough to throw her a glance. “What the townies call the rural people living in the hills outside of city limits. We’ve only been here a few days and already it’s plain there’s no love lost between some of the people in town and the hill folk.”

That wasn’t unusual in the rural south, she knew. Every culture had its caste system, and down here, the only “proper” home outside of city limits was an estate or ranch. And the people occupying the outlying areas could be just as distrustful of the city residents.

“Any word on the trace evidence you collected at the dump site?” Ramsey asked.

“The regional crime lab in Knoxville is matching every footprint, every fiber, to the clothing worn by the kids at the site. Once we have that eliminated,” Powell shrugged, “then we’ll see if we have somethin’ to go on. Everythin’ else we held back for the portable lab you’ve got arrivin’.”

“Getting late.” Glenn Matthews wheeled his chair back from the table and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms.  Ramsey pegged him as early thirties, dark complected, with a thick head of wavy black hair. “You up for dinner? There’s a decent steak house in town.”

At Powell’s snort, the younger agent grinned. “Ward doesn’t like the noise or the clientele, but the food’s good.”

“More of a honky-tonk than a restaurant,” Powell muttered, turning back from the photos he was studying. “Music’s too loud, and the customers are more interested in beer and pool than eatin’. But the food’s not bad.”

Even his half-hearted endorsement was enough to tempt Ramsey. The bag of chips she’d had on the way to the airport this morning was a distant memory. “That’s good enough for me. I need to do a quick change first. I’ll have to ride with you. My rental isn’t due to be delivered until tomorrow.” She made it as far as the door before pausing to look back. “I’d like to study the full autopsy report. I assume you have a copy.”

Powell nodded. “I prefer nothin’ leave this area. I’ll get you an extra key.”

Satisfied, Ramsey headed back to her room. She knew it would help to have a full stomach before she spent hours poring over the details of how their Jane Doe died.
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Powell’s description of the Half Moon was on the mark. Ramsey followed the two agents through the tavern-slash-grill, eyes immediately stinging from the smoky haze no ordinance would ever successfully ban. There was a he-done-me-wrong song blaring from a large jukebox wedged in the corner next to a small dance floor that was currently empty.

But there were an equal amount of diners and drinkers, and it was easy to see that the locals shared Matthews’s opinion of the food.

The waitress, a sharp-featured thirtysomething with big bangs and tight jeans, seated them at a cramped table and slapped an extra table setting and menu down in front of Ramsey. “What’ll ya have, handsome? The usual?” It didn’t take brilliant deductive skills for Ramsey to guess the woman wasn’t addressing her or Powell.

“Steak and a beer.” Matthews gave her an easy smile. “You’ve already got my number.”

She gave him a slow wink from a blue encrusted eyelid. The woman obviously applied her makeup with a trowel. “I know you like your beer cold and your steak hot, but how do you like your women?”

“Spicy.”

While the two laughed, Ramsey followed Powell’s lead and opened the menu, ignoring their exchange. The entrees ran to meat and potatoes, which at the moment suited Ramsey fine. When the waitress finally tore her attention away from Matthews, she said, “Rib eye, medium well, potato baked, and just water to drink.”

Powell snapped his menu closed. “Grilled chicken breast, rice, and a glass of low-fat milk.”

As the waitress walked away, an exaggerated sway to her hips, Matthews told Ramsey confidingly, “Ward’s got ulcers. Can’t eat anything that isn’t bland.”

“Got them from keepin’ young turks like you out of trouble,” the other man said sourly. He rubbed at his gut as if in pain. “The diet they have me on is enough to ruin anyone’s appetite.”

“I’ll bet.” Ramsey was distracted from the conversation by a familiar blond head seated a few tables away. Her own appetite ebbed at seeing Stryker for the second time in one day.

Her reaction to him wasn’t totally objective. Realizing that didn’t make it any less real. Nor did it make her tone welcoming when he got up and headed their way.

“Evenin’.” Although his greeting was directed at the table at large, his gaze was on Ramsey. “Nice surprise to see you again, Ms. Clark.”

She could feel the two agents’ eyes on her, but she didn’t bother with an introduction. “Stryker. Funny place to look for ghosts.”

“Never know.” His mouth quirked up in a smile. He was, she decided, entirely too easygoing. “They’ve got ol’ Gil cookin’ back there. That could be a direct line to the afterlife.” He circled their table to stand behind her and pulled out  her chair. “Mind if I borrow her for a few minutes, fellas? Promise to bring her back in one piece.”

Rather than engage in the explanation necessary to erase the men’s quizzical expressions, Ramsey gritted her teeth and rose. “Excuse me, would you please?” But when Stryker took her elbow to guide her back toward his table, she shook off his touch.

“I don’t appreciate being commandeered.” She saw then, for the first time, the woman seated at the table he’d vacated. The one he was steering her toward. “Who’s that?”

“Leanne Layton. She’s a real nice gal, so don’t go bein’ mean to her. She wants to meet you.”

She shot him a look filled with dislike. “I’m not mean.”

His smile widened. “You purely are. Surly even. ’Course some guys might find that edge attractive.”

She snorted. “Like I care whether . . . Hello.” She was forced to swallow the rest of her retort as the woman smiled at her.

“Dev, you rude ol’ thing. I didn’t mean for you to go steal her away from her friends.” Leanne Layton smiled sunnily up at Ramsey. “My fault. I was wonderin’ about you, and Dev here said he’d met you. I told him I’d like to talk to you some time, and off he goes and whisks you over here.”

“I thought Ramsey would be interested to hear you tell her about the local legend.” He pulled out an empty chair and sat Ramsey down in it with one hand to her shoulder.

She sent him a killer look, which seemed to slide off him. “Actually . . .”

He bent down to murmur in her ear. “Open your mind a little, Ms. Clark. I promise your brains won’t fall out.” Straightening, he said in a louder tone, “How ’bout I go up and get you both one of Gil’s special lemonades?”

“Doesn’t do any good to get mad at him.”

Ramsey shifted her gaze, which had been drilling into the man’s back, to the woman next to her, who was smiling ruefully.

“I mean you can try, but seems like a good mad just doesn’t stick when you’re dealin’ with Devlin Stryker.”

“You know him well?”

“Known him since we were both in strollers. Even after his family moved away, he came back regular to visit his granddaddy.”

Interest sparked among her ire. He was as good as a local then, but with an outsider’s objectivity. As such he might be of use filling in details about the people in town if they started profiling suspects.

Temper easing, Ramsey took another look at the woman next to her. With her cap of sleek brown hair, red sundress, and manicured nails, she’d look at home on a magazine cover featuring Southern belles.

“Stryker . . . Devlin tells me you’re an authority on the legend of the red mist.”

Her fire-engine-red nail polish flashed as Leanne gave a dismissive gesture with her hand. “Not me. But I can repeat what my mama has told me since I was little. Donnelle Layton,” she said in an aside. “She’s sort of a volunteer historian for the local historical museum. I’m not sayin’ she puts a lot of stock in the story, but she’s very exactin’ about writin’ down the history of people and places around here. It’s all part of the color, you understand, of who and what formed our town.”

Ramsey always forgot the roundabout path conversations took in the south. She took a deep breath, squelched her impatience, and tried to summon a polite smile.

“You’ve probably noticed it has been a little nuts ’round here since the murder. Well, maybe you haven’t noticed, since Dev said you just arrived, but it is. And I don’t mean just the news crews either. A murder always gets people in these parts spooked, because of the legend. On account of the murders happenin’ in threes.” Leanne paused to dig around in a purse too small to be of much use, and extracted a package of cigarettes.

“There have been other homicides here?” Rollins had mentioned deaths occurring around the same time as the appearance of the red mist. But he’d neglected to mention  they’d been homicides. Ramsey’s interest in the legend kicked up several notches.

After lighting a cigarette and inhaling deeply, Leanne continued. “There are different versions of the legend, you understand. But the facts that remain the same are that every generation, give or take a few years, we’ll have a sightin’ of the red mist followed by a death. And shortly after the first one, two others will occur. Of course they aren’t always violent deaths. Maybe someone will have a heart attack or die in their sleep.” Leanne seemed fuzzy on the exact details. “But the red mist is always sighted before the first body is found.”

“You mean by whoever discovers the victim?” Ramsey asked. She was intrigued in spite of herself.

“Oh no.” Leanne shook her head emphatically. “There’ll be several reports of people claimin’ to have seen it. Gets some of the folks worked up, you understand, when they hear ’bout it. Children aren’t allowed out after dark. The streets just roll up at dusk. Some people even leave town for a while.”

“Sheriff Rollins said there’s a scientific explanation for the color, and that it’s just low-lying fog.”

Leanne lifted one smooth shoulder left bare by the sundress. “He’d know, I ’spect. Come to think of it, our chemistry teacher tried to explain it to us back in high school. Can’t say I ever paid it much mind back then.” She gave Ramsey a mischievous smile. “When we were kids, it was more fun scarin’ ourselves with the legend, you know?”

“I can imagine.” Ramsey thought for a moment. “What about those details you talked about? The different retellings?”

“You should really talk to my mama. I’ll just mess it up. Never could keep them all straight. But they are interestin’.”

Making a mental note to do just that, Ramsey asked, “How far back does this pattern go? The red mist and murders, I mean?”

Leanne sat back as Dev arrived at the table and carefully set two glasses of frothy lemonade in front of them. “Thank  you, honey.” To Ramsey she said, “How long? I’m not sure. About a hundred years or so.” Her inflection made it more a question than a statement. “The one thing that can’t be denied is that there is a pattern. It’s just one of those things.”

A helluva pattern, Ramsey agreed silent. And one of those things that Rollins had glossed over in their earlier discussion on the topic.

“Where can I find your mother if I want to hear more about the legend?”

Leanne set her cigarette in the ashtray and reached for her glass, sipping daintily from the straw. “She works part-time at the mill in Clayton. That’s about fifteen miles from here. But most Wednesdays she’s at the Historical Museum on Main Street.”

“You can’t miss it.” Stryker spoke for the first time since returning to the table. “The storefront has been restored to reflect the architecture of the 1800s. Narrow gray buildin’ on the north side of the street.”

“I’ll remember that.” She shot him a meaningful look. “That is, if my brains don’t fall out before then.”

“Stop in and see me sometime, too.” Leanne reached over to rake a hand through Ramsey’s hair, causing her to jump. “Sorry.” She smiled ruefully. “Habit of mine. I own Sharp Cuts on the corner of Fifth and Maple. And you have a decent enough cut; you just need a trim.” Her gaze turned assessing. “Do you highlight it?”

“Uh, no.” How did they go from discussing century-old legends and deaths to hair?

Leanne lifted one smoothly arched brow. “Lucky you. Like I say, stop in. I talked too much and didn’t get to hear a thing about you. We do manis and pedis, too.”

Ramsey must have looked as blank as she felt because the other woman went on. “Manicures and pedicures. We’re full service.”

Curling her fingers with their ragged nails into her palms, Ramsey decided it was time to take her leave. “I should get back to my . . . friends. It was nice meeting you, Leanne. I’m  sure I’ll be seeing you again.” Although not, if she could help it, by making an appointment with the woman.

Rising, she glanced at Stryker, who was watching her with an amused glint in his eye. “Later,” she said shortly, her voice full of promise.

“Countin’ on it.” He picked up her glass, offered it to her. “Don’t forget your lemonade.”

Ramsey hesitated for a minute, then took it from him and walked back to her table, where the food had arrived.

“Sorry,” she said, slipping into her chair and unfolding a napkin across her lap. “That took longer than I expected.”

The two men were already eating. “How’d you meet Stryker already?” Powell cut off a piece of chicken and put it in his mouth, chewing with a resigned air of a man eating purely for fuel rather than enjoyment.

“He was at Ashton’s Pond when I got there with Rollins.” As she cut her steak, she gave them an abbreviated account of their first meeting.

“Don’t know what Rollins was thinking,” Matthews said when she was finished. “He knows better than to let a civilian tromp around in a crime scene.”

“We’re not going to find anythin’ else there,” Powell said flatly. “We’ve eliminated the area around the pond as the primary scene. Our best chance of solvin’ this thing is to discover where the victim was killed.”

“And to ID her,” Ramsey put in. Matthews had been right. The steak was better than average. She slathered her potato with butter until she caught Powell watching her and decided not to rub it in. “That woman Stryker introduced me to told me a little about the legend of the red mist. Have you heard about it?”

“Hard not to.” Powell speared rice into his mouth and then took a long drink of milk. “Every wit we interview goes on ’bout it. Just a bunch of superstitious nonsense.”

She didn’t disagree. “But what if someone is playing on that superstition with this homicide?” She was thinking out loud. “Get people this agitated, and it can cloud an investigation. Make it difficult for investigators to separate fact from fiction.”

“Right now we’ve got damn few facts,” Powell said grimly. He’d finished his meal and was eyeing her steak avariciously. “First thing in the mornin’ we’ll bring you up to date with what we do have and consider our next steps. Assign duties.”

And he was in charge of doing so. His message was clear. Ramsey didn’t mind. Eventually, though, she’d have a few ideas of her own for tracking down the identity of their Jane Doe.

She’d barely finished eating when Powell was shoving his chair back, reaching for his wallet. Ramsey got her purse and placed some bills on the table.

“I’m going to stay for a while,” Matthews surprised her by saying. “I’ll catch a ride later.”

Powell lifted a shoulder. “As long as you realize no matter what time you come draggin’ in, I’m getting you up at seven.”

The younger agent was already turned away, scanning the crowd. “I think I can handle it.”

Ramsey caught Stryker’s gaze on her before she turned away to follow the agent out of the tavern. The man was a bona fide pain in the ass. But tonight, at least, he’d at least been a somewhat useful one.
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