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      What deadly secrets still lurk beneath Hawthorne Hall?

      

      The mysterious estate stood empty for a decade, adding to its haunted mystique. Only a few know the true, tragic story from its hidden depths.

      

      Knox Pearson and his close band of friends bonded over that tragedy. Now they have a vision for re-opening Hawthorne Prep School: help at-risk teens. It’s a path to redemption for the sins of their past. But he isn’t sure he will ever escape the crushing guilt from that fateful night long ago.

      

      Sara Rutherford has battled to build her renovation business despite being a town outcast. Her natural talent and uncanny ability to “read” inanimate objects helped her make headway and defy the powers-that-be who try to subvert her success. Now her Uncle Lou, who was working at Hawthorne Hall, has gone missing. Sara’s not the woman to stop searching…and she suspects the secret passage in the estate’s library holds the key to her questions.

      

      Knox isn’t about to let her loose unsupervised on his property, so they team up to explore the underground tunnels together. When they discover the hidden sanctuary of a long forgotten secret society, Knox’s secrets can no longer hide in the shadows. But this time it just might cost Sara her life.
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      TWENTY YEARS AGO...

      Knox stood on the bottom step before the stage, chest heaving, struggling to catch his breath. The room around him wavered for a moment. Shock, maybe? He clenched his hands to center himself. Everything about tonight was outside the experience of a seventeen-year-old, so he’d cut himself a little slack for his weakness.

      The chill of the underground room beat against his heated skin. Where chaos had reined moments before, now silence sounded just as loud. He took in the wooden pews and old floor spread out before him. The stone walls. Committing it all to memory.

      Slowly he zeroed in on his friends before him, battered and bloody directly in front of him. Gray, who had fought with them though he barely knew them. Callahan, looking shattered and shell-shocked. Ryker, his dark head bent low over his sister, lying broken in his arms. Nate, a deep frown on his face, though Knox could see the wheels turning in his mind. Logan, staring down at his bloody palms as if he’d never seen them before. 

      Brothers by heart…now forged by fire.

      Slowly he reached out, laying his hands on the shoulders closest to him. One on Gray. One on Logan. He ignored the wreckage behind him. They’d deal with that later. This was no time for panic—he had to fix this.

      One by one each of them reached out to the next until they formed an unbreakable circle, Grace unconscious in the center, now resting against her brother’s legs.

      Knox met each gaze in turn, responsibility heavy on him. How had this happened? More important, how had they all come out alive?

      “Thank you,” he choked out. 

      Several of them returned stoic nods. Callahan’s blue, blue eyes filled with tears. Knox knew he’d never forget the sight.

      “I don’t know what will happen now,” he said. “Doesn’t matter. What matters is us. We will protect each other.”

      They’d proven that already—while everyone else had scattered like the rats they were.

      “And we will never tell anyone the details of what happened here. Tonight.”

      “What about the police?” Callahan whispered, ever on the straight and narrow.

      “Fuck the police,” Ryker yelled. “What good have they ever done?”

      Ryker was right. Whoever had been in this room tonight, they would know the police, be tied to them, a lot tighter than a bunch of prep-school boys. “They won’t be able to help us, protect us,” Knox confirmed.

      Nate nodded. “We have to take care of each other.”

      They just had to figure out how to do that. “Ryker, you’ve got Grace?”

      Ryker squeezed his arms around her shoulders. “Yes. I think so.” He smoothed her hair back from her forehead. “I think she’ll be okay.”

      “I’ll help you,” Gray said. 

      Good. That was Grace taken care of. 

      Logan glanced over Knox’s shoulder to the stage behind him. “How do we deal with that?”

      Knox wished he had a good answer. Would the golden ghosts come back? Was someone waiting outside for them now? No one knew they were here except the phantoms who had fled. 

      “If we can get out–” Nate said.

      That was a big if...

      He continued, “--I know what to do.”

      As Nate explained his plan, Knox ran through the possibilities in his mind. Surely someone who had been here tonight would come forward, lay the blame on them? But then again, maybe not. The ghosts would have to explain what they were doing in the bowels of Hawthorne Hall, and he doubted any of them were in a position to take that chance. 

      So they’d cover it up, and keep their mouths shut…and hope everyone else did the same. 

      “Okay,” he said. “Let’s do it.”

      He reached his hand out to the center of their circle. “Together.”

      Again, one-by-one, they covered each other’s hands. Gray was the last. He hesitated. Knox turned to look at the new guy. “You in?”

      Gray studied him for a moment, which made sense. They’d only spoken for the first time, what? An hour ago? Maybe two? He had no reason to trust Knox, or any of them, really. But Knox had no way of convincing him at the moment.

      They were out of time.

      Finally Gray laid his hand on the top of the stack. “Together.”

      “Forever,” Knox added. They shook, then stepped back.

      “Clean-up time,” he said, then turned to face the dead body behind him.

      Now they would make tonight disappear.
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      PRESENT DAY...

      Running through the misty black night. Heart hammering. Sucking hard for breath. Barely able to make out the shape of the trees as she sped by. Unable to hear her pursuers over her gasps for air and pounding footsteps in the crunchy leaves.

      

      Just the memory of that night, Sara’s only night on the grounds of what was now Hawthorne Preparatory School, had the power to jumpstart a racing heart. She wasn’t sure why. She’d long ago convinced herself that what she’d seen and heard had all been in her pre-teen imagination. The hands grabbing at her. The struggle to get away. The sounds of someone chasing her.

      Her cousins had tried to scare her in retaliation for having to drag her along, she was sure. They’d vehemently denied it all these years. But standing here now, facing the ornate entry in the heavy morning mist, she told herself that it had to have been a joke played on her younger self.

      Why it would even faze her as a full-grown, capable adult with the weight of the world on her shoulders, she didn’t know. Sara was far too practical for that…now.

      Still, that residual adrenaline mixed with her present-day fear for her family, clouding her judgment of the murky surroundings and looming mansion before her.

      She’d like to think she wasn’t intimidated by much anymore. She’d been in hairier situations while bailing out her uncle and a plethora of aunts and cousins from their bad choices, but her instincts were screaming that whatever was beyond the massive front door was more than all that drama combined.

      Oddly enough, Hawthorne Prep had also been the building that made Sara’s hands itch and her heart beat a little bit harder…usually with excitement. Once known as the Ashley estate, there were over fifty rooms, multiple outbuildings, and land that stretched farther than the eye could see. Her daddy and uncle would tell her about the unusual additions to the mansion, including an indoor pool long before that was a thing and the hand-built church in the now-abandoned village.

      Even when she’d been a child working in the woodshop, learning woodworking first-hand at her daddy’s knee, her dad would talk about the time he’d helped build the glass dome in the winter garden conservatory or the legendary spiral staircase in the two-story library. Sara would get all fidgety thinking about the history and the grandeur, the many craftsmen who had labored over the creations here—just like she would someday.

      Only she hadn’t imagined her first official visit to be under these circumstances.

      In the early Tennessee spring morning, she stood in a thick gray mist, staring up at the imposing stone facade. The impulse to find a side door—one just for the worker bees—rose inside of her. Two weeks from now, when she joined her uncle on the library renovation job they had landed, she would have done just that. Joyfully fulfilling the dreams of her childhood.

      But today…today she had to march through that impressive front door despite her worn jeans and work boots. Today she wanted answers—fuck the job.

      She needed to know what had happened last night. Uncle Lou was in trouble.

      Clenching her teeth, she straightened her shoulders and marched up the short stone steps, ignoring the swirl of the fog around her boots and the eerie silence, so unnatural for a massive estate that had been turned into its second iteration of a preparatory school. This one for at-risk teen boys.

      Nothing spooky here. Time to put aside scary childhood memories.

      Despite the heavy reluctance weighing down her limbs, Sara grasped the ornate metal knocker and slammed it down three times. Why they would still adhere to this old-fashioned method instead of a modern doorbell or even a camera, she didn’t understand. Especially since she’d heard they were already hosting their first class of test students before the grand re-opening but she had to admit it added to the ambience.

      It made her grateful for the softly worn leather gloves she wore. Goodness only knew how many people had touched this very knocker. She had enough emotions rolling through her without taking on any others.

      The door emitted a deep creak as it eased open a few inches, sending unnecessary shivers racing over her skin. Sara found herself facing Cassius, the long-time caretaker of the estate. Seemed like he’d been here a hundred years—though she knew that wasn’t true—but he sure looked it.

      Guess the knocker wasn’t the only thing that hadn’t changed.

      “Yes,” he said. His stern tone turned the simple word into a command rather than the expected question.

      Sara shouldn’t be surprised. Cassius had always been the epitome of grouchy, scary custodian, reminiscent of another era where shooting at people to get them off your lawn was completely acceptable here in the South. Well, that might still work for some people. Not exactly the image the new estate owners should be going for, but the fact that they’d kept him employed after over forty years of service was a credit to them.

      “Cassius, it’s Sara. Sara Rutherford.”

      The sour expression on his craggy face didn’t change. He simply stared through her as if he didn’t recognize her—or didn’t want to.

      “Sara of Rutherford Restorations?” she pushed. “I’m here to check on Uncle Lou.”

      His milky gaze finally connected with hers before flicking down her front. “You don’t have an employee badge.”

      What did that have to do with anything? Impatience mixed with her fears, causing her to shift closer. Still, she tried to mitigate her clipped tone. Yes, he was old, but she knew he could be a little set in his ways.

      “I know. I don’t start here until next week. But I need to see my uncle. He started renovating the library, remember?”

      Cassius narrowed the gap in the doorway as if afraid she would push her way inside. So he did remember her, but she only became pushy when pushed. She’d stay professional…for now.

      The extreme pull between her fears and the desire to keep this renovation job warred within her. She’d dreamed of working on that spiral staircase in the library since the first time her daddy had described it to her. It was one of her life goals. But she needed inside now. Not next week.

      If she could just see the library, touch Lou’s tools, then she would know.

      She crowded closer, her boots bumping against the threshold of the door. “Is Lou here?”

      The door swung a few inches closer. His aged, lined face seemed to grow even deeper crags as his watery gaze flicked over her. His wrinkly lips drew up in a knot. “Only employees are allowed inside. Mr. Knox’s orders.”

      “I realize that, Cassius,” she said through clenched teeth, trying to control herself by a thin thread. “But I’m here to see Lou. I need to know if he came to work today. I’m his boss, remember?”

      “Sorry,” he snapped from between thin lips. “Employees only.”

      Was Cassius just being his usual difficult self? Or was there another reason he didn’t want her to see her uncle?

      She narrowed her gaze on him as he moved to swing the door shut. Sara slammed her work boot into the disappearing gap. Luckily the steel toes protected her foot from the impact. Patience was now gone. “Look, I don’t care who you need to talk to, but I am not leaving until I see my uncle. Got it?”

      So much for professionalism. His eyes widened but she no longer cared. Family came first. Even if she lost the job, Lou was all that mattered. He’d been her rock since he’d sobered up four years ago, and she couldn’t lose him now.

      Fear and anger mingled below her skin. “Now let me in.” For once she could live up to her undeserved rep as a hard-assed bitch in this town.

      She had a fraction of a second to register the surprise dawning on Cassius’s face before something heavy slammed into her from behind and drove her shoulder into the solid side of the centuries-old door-frame.

      Pain reverberated through Sara’s shoulder on her way through the door, then exploded in her head as it also slammed into the frame. The pressure from behind kept her moving forward, her legs stumbling to keep up. She was several feet through the door when strong hands jerked her to stop.

      It took her a minute to orient herself, to recognize the bane of her existence in Thornbury Woods, with his overpowering cologne and the heavy huffs of breath through his mouth. The low chuckle that emanated from his throat as he held her captive. Sheriff Joe Briggs.
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      Sara ground her teeth together as cruel hands squeezed down on her outer breast and opposite forearm.

      “Bastard,” she ground out.

      “That’s rich,” the sheriff said, his hot breath sticky as it wafted past her ear. “Especially from a Rutherford.”

      Sara knew better than to give in to the instinct to struggle. Joe had always been a bully, even back in elementary school. Plus he wasn’t just one of these good ol’ boys who still helped haul hay every fall. As a guy on a power trip with a weight lifting addiction, he would always out-muscle her despite the physicality of her job.

      She couldn’t win that way. Smarts would undo him every time. She just had to find it—

      “What the hell is going on here?”

      The booming voice echoed around the massive foyer. Sara glanced up to see a dark angel step down from the deep shadows at the top of the mahogany staircase at the center of the space.

      The man that dominated the landing was dressed as dark as night in color with a matching expression, and piercing eyes echoing the mist outside. They almost shone through the shadowy interior. The sprinkle of gray highlighting his close-cropped black beard seemed like it had arrived early, if she was reading his age right. But it was his iron hard gaze that made her freeze, while a hot liquid rush covered the surface of her skin from her chest out to her fingers and toes.

      That was new.

      She had the momentary impression of a stern and glowering headmaster, reprimanding one of his naughty charges, but a sexier, souped-up version that was more than a little disconcerting for her. She blinked in the shadowy light.

      From behind her, Joe chuckled again. Sara grimaced as the sound vibrated against her back, thankful for the cloth between them that muffled the feeling at least a little. Even better, her little talent didn’t work with people like it did with inanimate objects.

      “I caught you a trespasser,” Joe said, not at all fazed by being seen manhandling a woman in such an overt manner. While she could acutely feel the contrast between the rich surroundings and her inglorious struggle.

      The man descended another dozen steps at a deliberate pace. His continued stare made her want to squirm at the embarrassment of her situation, but Joe’s arms kept her locked in place. Finally the man said, “We did not call about a trespasser. We called about a missing employee.”

      Sara’s heart thrummed in her ears. Lou? She arched slightly before a sharp pain shot through her. Joe had always been prone to pinching, even when they’d been kids. “Two for one,” he quipped.

      The man braced his legs. His arms crossed over his chest, emphasizing his powerful aura. He zeroed in on Sara. “My name is Knox Pearson, the acting chairman of the board for Hawthorne Hall Preparatory School. Tell me what’s happening.”

      Cassius spoke from her left, his tinny voice as thin as he was. “The lady doesn’t have a security clearance. You told me that anyone who came in had to have a security badge. I’m just following orders.”

      Sara threw a glare at the older man. He knew exactly who she was, who Lou was. Badge or no badge.

      “Ever heard of a visitor, Cassius?” She didn’t bother moderating her tone, no matter who was listening.

      Another pinch as punishment. Sara refused to acknowledge it beyond tightening her lips. Through the years, she’d become impervious to the pain Joe and the rest of the town dished out on a regular basis.

      Everyone was silent for a second. Maybe two. The weight of Knox’s stare made Sara uncomfortable.

      “While we do need to keep the students safe here, I believe I make the decisions for Hawthorne Hall,” he finally said. He smiled, but Sara wasn’t getting a friendly vibe from it. “Briggs, let the young lady go.”

      Surprise made Sara stiffen. The last thing she was used to from anyone in authority was support. Other than a few teachers in school and the local librarian, none had seen past the image the town projected onto her family. To have it coming from the new owner of Hawthorne was completely unexpected.

      “She’s up to no good,” Joe insisted, droplets of spit sprinkling Sara’s ear.

      Knox deepened his tone in response. “Again, that’s for me to decide.”

      Sara got the impression she was witnessing a civilized version of an old-fashioned pissing contest. The support might not be for her personally, but she didn’t care. She’d take what she could get. And who better to ask about Uncle Lou than their new boss?

      She tracked his movement as he descended to the lower landing. He was close enough now to get a better look at the streaks of gray in his hair and beard, along with a few waves in the ponytail now visible behind his neck. His silk shirt and the sheen of expensive dress pants added to the dark angel persona. She’d bet her next paycheck those were Italian leather shoes.

      He sure was pretty, but his stare was intense enough for her to feel a little too exposed—Knox Pearson wasn’t to be messed with.

      She could almost feel the wheels turning as Joe tried to figure out how to get his way. His hand twisted against the skin of her forearm, causing it to burn.

      All of a sudden, everything she’d been through collided. The memories. The fear. The injustice of Joe’s treatment toward her after a lifetime of pushing against the stereotype the town insisted she accept. The instant he stepped back, Sara’s emotions propelled her into action.

      Always hit them where they’re weakest.

      Using her work boots as a weapon, she stomped down on the upper arch of Joe’s foot—protected only by the soft leather shoes he wore as a status symbol rather than the sturdy shoes needed by a police officer on duty.

      She knew she’d hit the right spot when he hissed in a breath. Unfortunately he was strong enough to keep the hit to himself. Probably didn’t want to appear weak in front of the powerhouse watching them.

      But she saw Knox glance at the floor before a slight smirk pulled at his full lips. Definitely getting some approval vibes flowing her way. She just hoped they continued.

      With a deep breath, she shook herself to loosen her taut muscles. Knox descended the few remaining steps to come level with them on the gold-veined tile. “Thank you, Cassius. We can handle this from here.”

      Sara glanced over her shoulder as Cassius turned away, grumbling under his breath. Crotchety old man. Straightening her back, she steeled herself to look at Knox. She couldn’t help but notice his gaze was still attentive and way too alert.

      He spoke again. “As I said, I’m Knox Pearson, the head of the board of directors. May I help you, Miss—”

      Sara tried not to let her surprise show. Her experience didn’t include many people who showed formal respect to the worker bees. It was even more rare from those who knew her family…which was everyone around here, sooner or later.

      Guess she’d better enjoy the courtesy while it lasted.

      “I’m Sara Rutherford, the owner of Rutherford Restorations. We contracted to work on the library.”

      “Yes.” He inclined his head. “I was just discussing where Lou was with security.”

      “He’s not here?” Until that moment Sara hadn’t let herself believe that he wouldn’t be here, despite the fact that he hadn’t answered their morning call. Something had gone terribly wrong.

      She just hoped Knox couldn’t hear her heart beating from where he stood.

      “I’m afraid not.” He held out a hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Miss Rutherford.”

      Distracted by the worry rising like suffocating fluid in her chest, Sara met his hand with her own, overly conscious of how his long fingers engulfed her much smaller hand inside the gloves. To her surprise, she found herself disappointed in the lack of energy, though her instincts told her that was a dangerous path to go down, especially with this man.

      Knox continued as he pulled back, “I do have to let you know that we contacted the police about this matter.”

      “The police? Why?” If it had been anyone else in the family, she wouldn’t have had to ask. But not Uncle Lou. He was her rock. “What happened?”

      “When Lou didn’t check in this morning, my head of security went to the library and found a mess.”

      “A mess? What kind of mess?” Had he broken something valuable? Why the police? Her heart sank. This morning just kept getting worse.

      Of course, they would send no less than the sheriff when it involved the riches of Hawthorne. She should’ve anticipated that, except the last thing she’d expected to find was police involvement. Why? Because it was Uncle Lou. But then again, the Rutherford family was known to be cursed.

      She didn’t even bother to look back at ol’ Joe, but kept her gaze trained on Knox...disconcerting as he was. “I’m sorry. You called the police, why?”

      He cocked his head as if questioning her question.

      She tried to keep her voice steady, especially as Joe’s presence weighed heavily at her back. “You called the police on Lou because he’s messy?” Even though she knew the job was on the line, she couldn’t help but let a touch of snark sneak into the question.

      He raised his brows an inch. Why did that make him look even more attractive? “Actually, we were worried—"

      As if afraid he’d been forgotten, Joe broke in, “Mr. Pearson.” He stepped into Sara’s peripheral vision, so she could see him eyeing her up and down. “Did y’all really call me all the way over here for a Rutherford?”

      Sara turned smartly on her heel to face the sheriff. “Believe it or not,” she said as his eyes rounded, “we are actually part of the public you serve.”

      His overly full lips stretched into a smirk she knew all too well, and he murmured, “I’ll serve you anytime, honey—"

      “What did you say?”

      Knox’s sharp intrusion reminded good old Joe that he had an audience. He straightened quickly, pulling his jacket smartly into place. “Yes, sir. But really, I’m sure Lou just went on a bender and he’ll be back. Nothing to worry about.”

      Sara deliberately relaxed her jaw as her teeth clenched down hard. “Lou has been sober for four years,” she insisted, though deep down she knew protests were futile.

      Joe waved his hand in dismissal. “All it takes is one drink.”

      Oh, now the sarcasm came out thick. “Probably drunk in a ditch somewhere, right, Rosco?” She laid heavily on the little nickname she used to aggravate him. Joe’s sheer stupidity—the thing that made her wonder how in the world he ever got in as sheriff—reminded her heavily of Rosco P. Coltrane of Dukes of Hazzard fame.

      Joe frowned at her but actually held his tongue this time.

      Knox cut in. “As far as we can tell, Lou never left. But he isn’t here this morning.”

      “Like I said,” Joe insisted with a shrug, “probably a bender.”

      Thank goodness the guy in charge didn’t seem to be buying it. “And then there’s the blood.”

      Sara snapped to attention. “Blood?”

      Joe was still intent on dismissing everything. “Look, I certainly hope that he hasn’t been driving over here. You know Lou doesn’t have a driver’s license…”

      “Actually he does,” Sara cut in. “You know good and well he’s had his license for six months. He earned it back, fair and square.” No thanks to Joe.

      “I’ll have to look into that. At least he chose not to drive drunk—this time.”

      Just as Sara sucked in a breath to blast him, Knox spoke, “His truck is still in the employee parking lot.”

      “Lou has been on the job like clockwork,” she insisted, though the fact that she had to go into this in front of her new employer chapped her hide. “He attends his AA meetings like he’s supposed to and comes straight home after work.” She focused in on Knox. “I’m really concerned about him. Where did you find blood?”

      Joe shook his head, dismissing her again. “But your kind always goes back to it, don’t you?”

      And just like that, Sara was done. Good and done. It was always the same with this town. Because her family had a history of alcohol and drug addiction, roughhousing and rowdiness, it all came back to the same ol’ song and dance. No one took them seriously. And no matter how much work she did to keep her family on the straight and narrow and employed, there was never an end to the drama.

      She could feel the inevitable hardened mask settle over her face as if she’d actually taken one out of her pocket and put it on. Turning her back on the man who had never once helped her, despite his civic duty, she faced Knox with a strong spine. She was pretty sure Joe’s spiel had lost her this dream job, but she wasn’t about to lose her uncle.

      “Can I please see where he was working?” she asked.

      She was actually pretty proud of the deadpan tone she used, the lack of emotion giving it a stronger quality. This was her deal-with-the-public persona. Taken out way more times than she cared to think about as she pulled her cousins and uncles and aunts out of various scrapes or commotions. Appeared with them in court for misdemeanors or property damage. Court ordered AA meetings. Therapy they never wanted to attend.

      She did her best. Sometimes it helped. Other times, not so much. 

      But Uncle Lou was precious to her. When Granny had gotten really sick four years ago, he’d pulled himself out of a drunken stupor, attended his first AA meeting, and taken over his mother’s care. He’d been Sara’s most sound employee since. He would never walk away. She just wouldn’t believe that. Even when Granny died three months ago, he’d held strong. For her, he’d said.

      He would not relapse.

      Knox studied her for a moment, his uncanny gaze trying to penetrate the change that had come over her. The intensity made her want to shift on her feet and look away. She had the uncomfortable sensation that he saw too much, in a town of people who never even bothered to look. But she refused to let down her guard. That never led to anything good.

      After fifteen seconds that felt like five minutes, he blinked, then gestured to her right. “The library is this way.”

      Knox pivoted to his left to face the long hall behind him, then halted.

      A blond man stepped from the shadows beside the stairs. If Knox was an archangel, this man had a touch of the devil, despite his golden appearance. His stern expression was reinforced by the scar running from his right temple down over one high cheekbone.

      Knox turned back to them, the men presenting a united front. “This is Gray, our head of security. Remington Gray.”

      Gray nodded. “Mornin’.”

      The soft southern drawl was a curiosity. Not what she’d expected from his serious demeanor.

      Sara gave a polite nod in his direction, though her tension ramped up as she recognized the name. The head of security had grown up around here, but he was just enough older to not have been in school with her.

      No, his name was familiar because of an article that appeared in the local paper about his final military tour in the Middle East. He’d run into an IED while trying to rescue a group of women and children.

      Looked like Hawthorne was full of surprises for her this morning. The question was the same as always. Would the outcome be good, bad, or tragic?
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      Knox and Gray led the way, with Joe whistling behind Sara as he followed her. She knew what he was doing, and tucked the emotions that it brought up deep down inside of her.

      That didn’t mean she couldn’t imagine the heat of his gaze along her back and down onto her ass. That would be just like the SOB. She cursed the fact that she hadn’t pulled on a longer flannel shirt to protect herself against the morning chill, as opposed to the short leather jacket she had on now.

      While Joe had never specifically asked for any sexual favors to get her family troubles to go away, it had been implied by him and a few of his deputies on more than one occasion—along with a handful of clients and sometimes just random men.

      She should be used to it by now.

      Too bad for Joe she believed in letting her family face the consequences of their actions, including one cousin in the state penitentiary for cooking meth. If that was the life they really wanted, there was nothing she did on their behalf that was ever going to change them. Just like her Granny used to say, the good Lord helps those who help themselves. And Sara wasn’t nearly that good—just stubborn.

      Those in her family that had managed a somewhat normal existence had embraced that same philosophy. They helped when they could, but walked away when it wasn’t wanted. Still the drama continued. Unfortunately her relatives were quite prolific in the child-bearing arena. She did the best she could keeping them together now that her father and Granny were gone, but the rest was on them.

      They were more than aware of the rules.

      Their little party headed down a main corridor decorated with large mirrors and some impressive antiques. Sara could hear people talking in a big room through a large arched doorway. If she remembered correctly from the plans, that had once been a ballroom. A quick glance showed it was now some type of cafeteria.

      Much fancier than any cafeteria she’d ever eaten in as a kid. And large enough that they passed two more sets of arched doorways before moving on.

      The two men leading the way were an interesting contrast. Both tall and broad, but one as light as the other was dark. Gray walked with an almost imperceptible limp, reminding her he’d lost part of one leg overseas. His stoic expression told her questions would not be appreciated. Knox, in contrast to his stern control, sported a thick, dark ponytail at the base of his skull. Intriguing. Once again, her hands tingled as if in anticipation.

      There hadn’t been many specifics circulating around town about the new ownership here except that the school was being run by a board of former students. Several were from families in the higher echelon of town, while others had only come to town when the school was in operation the first time over two decades ago. She wasn’t sure how Gray would have known the other men, as she knew he’d grown up on the same side of town as she did. Far away from this type of affluence.

      She’d been mildly curious after being hired on through a recruiter, and picked up bits of gossip around town. But the board hadn’t been mingling much. The school had only begun renovations last year. They were barely getting started if the number of closed doors they passed were to be counted, along with a few open areas with workman inside.

      If she remembered correctly, all rooms including 2 floors of dorms upstairs meant that Hawthorne Hall had over 200 rooms total in the main mansion. That didn’t include any outbuildings on the estate. In the southern United States, it was only rivalled in size by the Biltmore estate in North Carolina. It took Edward Ashley’s crews over fifteen years to complete, though he did not build the entire time, but rather did a series of renovations and add-ons to achieve his final dream. His son helped him convert the estate to a boys’ school late in Ashley’s life.

      Having now been inside the incredible walls, Sara had more questions than ever.

      She struggled not to gasp as they walked through a large set of double doors at the end of the corridor. Pictures and descriptions from her daddy didn’t adequately prepare her for the decayed grandeur of the library.

      Despite the packing boxes and half empty shelves all over the massive room, this place was gorgeous. The dark wood of the furniture contrasted with the off-white wainscoting being installed, and navy upper walls. Each corridor of bookshelves led to a two-story arched window looking out onto the back statuary garden. In the far right-hand corner stood the famous spiral staircase leading to the second-floor balcony that rimmed three-quarters of the immense space.

      Sara clenched her gloved fists, acutely aware of her palms itching. Everything in her yearned to run her hands over each surface. Good or bad, the sensations of a lifetime never failed to fascinate her.

      As her gaze searched the cavernous room, awe kept her from moving forward.

      The craftsmanship of the banisters, the crown molding, the furniture, it was as incredible as she’d always dreamed. 

      While the craftsman in her marveled over the workmanship, her inner self wondered about the history that resided here. She’d heard somewhere that all houses are born good. But after a lifetime spent in many, many of them, Sara knew that they were all a mixture of the people and events inside them. And this house had seen a lot of living.

      But she couldn’t let herself get distracted. Her first focus had to be on Lou. A glance around showed his tools over in the close right-hand corner. Knox led them in that direction.

      There was more disarray than she would have expected, as if Lou had thrown stuff around while he was frantically searching for something. That set off a little alarm inside her brain. Not only was Lou punctual, he was also tidy. Things might get out of order during the day, but before he left a work-site, it was clean and neat. No sawdust, no rags left laying anywhere. Nothing.

      Whatever had happened last night, he hadn’t closed down in his usual way.

      Gray walked to the farthest wall and pointed to the floor in front of the empty shelves. “There are a couple of spots of blood on the carpet runners here near the shelf. That’s the thing that concerns us the most.”

      Rosco didn’t even get close enough to see anything. He dismissed the evidence with a careless wave. “Pfft. He could’ve bumped his head on something; I told you, there is absolutely nothing to be worried about.”

      Even though she could feel it happening and knew it wasn’t the best thing for her to do, Sara found herself crossing her arms over her chest, closing herself off from the others. She waited, almost holding her breath to see how this would all play out.

      Did Knox and Gray believe the sheriff? Did they actually believe that her uncle wasn’t worth worrying about?

      Most people didn’t. Even those who didn’t actively brush them off had more important things going on in their lives than to worry about a former town drunk. So she watched and waited. That was all she felt like she could do…for now.

      “I’m telling you,” Joe kept on, “he probably went out with that nephew of his, if he isn’t drunk himself.”

      The pressure inside wouldn’t let her keep her mouth shut anymore. “Nick said—"

      “That good for nothing? I don’t see how you talked anyone into letting him in their house. Mark my words,” he said, waving his hand at Knox, “you made a bad choice here. This family will make off with the silver.”

      Sara flushed hot. One of the things she prided herself on was her business’s professional reputation. Regardless of what her family was like personally, they were well trusted in the area of restoration, and she’d had some pretty big jobs so far. She opened her mouth to say something, but Knox beat her to it.

      “We don’t have any silver,” he said, his voice so deadpan she almost laughed. “It’s not practical with teenagers.”

      “You know what I mean,” Joe grumbled.

      Sara found herself checking out of the conversation. If this entire investigation was going to be nothing but a crucifixion of her family’s reputation, then what was even the point? Things never changed in Tennessee. If you weren’t in the mayor’s inner circle, you didn’t exist in their eyes.

      The wealthiest in Thornbury Woods rivalled even those living in Nashville. But in this town, the divide between the haves and the have nots was wider than the usual, with very little in between. Besides Sara’s family’s reputation, those in power here didn’t like her attempt to bridge the divide. They didn’t like her getting too big for her britches.

      She’d be better off channeling her anger and fear into finding her uncle herself, rather than bantering with Joe Briggs. Instead she let her gaze roam over the tools, looking to see if anything was missing, what exactly was out of order besides the general mess. The words of the men flowed over her, no longer registering what they were saying.

      As she let her gaze travel, she caught Gray watching her. He could have been looking for any number of reasons. She could only hope he wasn’t rethinking her ability to do this job. Unsure how to respond, she simply let her focus slide on by.

      Her palms itched, urging her to act. Just not in a way the men would understand. If there was no one else in the room, she could have taken off her gloves and run her hands over the tools, the shelves, to see what she could find out. Sara had tried early in life to ignore her ability to read things just by touching them. After all, knowing what people were thinking and feeling, especially things they would never say out loud, rarely ended well. The only area where she embraced her ability was her work. Smoothing her hands along old pieces of furniture or railings told her a world of history that most people never heard or saw. But somehow she knew, if her uncle was in trouble, she could find something of him here.

      She startled when her name broke through the fog.

      “Miss Rutherford,” Knox said.

      She turned her gaze in his direction. “Sara, please,” she offered.

      He acknowledged her with a slight, impersonal smile that made her hope sink. “If you’ll just wait here, we’ll show Joe out. I think we’ve taken up enough of his time.”

      Disappointment wafted through her, even though she knew keeping the sheriff involved would accomplish nothing. She nodded, not sure what else would be expected of her. Obviously they didn’t believe her. At least Knox was going to be nice enough to fire her in private, instead of giving Joe the satisfaction of being a participant.

      But she couldn’t hold in one last dig as they moved toward the door. “See ya, Rosco…”

      Joe flipped her a subtle bird as he turned and walked out of the library after the other men.

      Deep inside, that urgent push to figure out what had happened here was growing. Lou had to be somewhere. He was a sixty-year-old man, and not always in the best of health considering what a roughshod life he’d had. Yes, he was clean now but he’d spent a lot of time destroying his liver and other body parts.

      Something told her he hadn’t just walked out of here.

      Where had he gone? What had happened…and why the hell was there blood on the floor?

      She glanced around the room she’d always dreamed of being in and felt her backbone harden to steel. There had to be a clue here somewhere. She would find it.

      Which would take time. So the question became, how could she keep the job…and her access to Hawthorne?

      But just in case… With a deep breath, she pulled off one of her gloves.
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