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      Scotland, four hundred years ago

      

      Three men with large, hard, dirty hands lifted three infant girls from their cradles.

      “No!” Prudence Taggart cried, and a crockery bowl fell off the table, shattering against the floor.

      Roland McHugh, the king’s chief witch hunter, flicked a finger in her direction, and two other dark-clad men dragged her out the door of the cottage. Several more yanked her husband, Henry, along behind. Those not occupied hauling the five Taggarts from their home built a pyre. From the speed at which they completed their task, they’d done so before.

      “More than one soul in a womb is Satan’s work.” McHugh’s lip curled as he contemplated the sleeping children. “How many lives did you sacrifice so your devil’s spawn might be born?”

      Both Henry and Prudence remained silent. There was nothing they could say that would save them, and they knew it.

      Since King James had nearly been killed, along with his Danish queen, in a great storm he believed had been brought by witchcraft, His Majesty had become slightly obsessed on the subject of witches.

      However, as he didn’t want to seem backward and superstitious to his English subjects, who had very little regard for the Scots in the first place, he had been forced to commission a secret society, the Venatores Mali, or Hunters of Evil, to do his bidding. In McHugh the king had found a leader who hated witches as much as he did.

      Their captors lashed Henry and Prudence back-to-back against the stake then formed a circle around them. McHugh snapped his fingers, and two lackeys appeared with torches.

      The witch hunter removed a ring from his finger and a pincher from his wool doublet then held the circlet within the flame until it glowed. He pressed the red-hot metal to Henry’s neck. The scent of burning flesh rose, along with a nasty hiss, and the livid image of a snarling wolf emerged from Henry’s flesh.

      “Are you mad?” Henry managed.

      “Sometimes the brand brings forth a confession.”

      “Shocking how pain and torture make people say anything.”

      “It did not make you.” McHugh shoved his ring back into the flames, and his gaze slid to Prudence.

      “I did it,” Henry blurted. “I sold to Satan the lives of your wife and child to bring forth our own.”

      “Of course you did,” McHugh agreed.

      He was convinced magic, sorcery, witchcraft had been involved in the deaths of his loved ones. Nothing would change his mind, not even the truth.

      Some people could not be healed. McHugh’s wife had been one of them. By the time he had fetched Prudence, the woman had lost far too much blood, and the child was already dead.

      McHugh pressed his ring to Pru’s neck. She stiffened until the stake creaked. Lightning flashed, and somewhere deep in the woods a tree toppled. Wolves began to howl in the distance—a lot of them—and the circle of hunters shifted uneasily.

      “I confessed, you swine.”

      “You thought that would save her?” McHugh tut-tutted, then he snatched the blazing torches and tossed them onto the pyre. The dry, ancient wood flared.

      Henry reached for his wife’s hands. They were just close enough to touch palm to palm. “Imagine a safe place where no one believes in witches anymore.”

      The forest shimmered. Clouds skittered over the moon. Flames shot so high they seemed to touch the sky. When they died with a whoosh, nothing remained but ashes and smoke.

      And the men who had held the three infant girls held nothing but empty blankets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The Present

      

      I understand that my dream of being normal is merely that.

      For one thing, I’m adopted and everyone knows it. In a town like New Bergin, Wisconsin, adoptions are rare. Strapping Scandinavian farm folk produce blond-haired, blue-eyed children quick as bunnies. Which means my blue-black hair and so-brown-they’ll-never-be-blue eyes make me stand out like the single ugly duckling in a lake full of swans. Even before factoring in that I’m an only child.

      The only only child in New Bergin. Which doesn’t necessarily make me abnormal, but it doesn’t mean I fit in either.

      No, what makes me abnormal are the ghosts. As the freaky little kid in the movie said: They’re everywhere.

      At first my parents thought my speaking to empty corners and laughing for no reason was cute. As time went on, and people started talking . . . not so cute anymore.

      “Should we take her to a psychiatrist?” my mother asked softly.

      Ella Larsen always spoke softly. That night she whispered, yet still I heard. Or maybe one of the ghosts told me. I’d been four at the time. My recollection is muzzy.

      “Take her to a psychiatrist?” my father repeated. “I was thinking of taking her back.”

      Perhaps that was the beginning of my feelings of inadequacy in New Bergin, or at the least, the birth of my incessant need to please. If I wasn’t “right” I could be returned like a broken chair or a moldy loaf of bread.

      I stopped mentioning the ghosts the next day. I never did see that psychiatrist, although sometimes I think that I should. I’m still living in New Bergin. My name’s still Raye Larsen.

      Once I stopped chattering to nothing my father and I came to an unspoken understanding. He coached my softball team and took me fishing. I pretended to be Daddy’s girl. I had to. I didn’t want to go “back.”

      According to my records, I’d been abandoned on Interstate 94, halfway between Madison and Eau Claire. Whoever had left me behind had not liked me very much. They’d dumped me in a ditch on the side of the road—naked without even a blanket.

      Assholes.

      Luckily for me it was a balmy July day, and I was found before I had succumbed to even a tinge of sunburn. I’m just glad it wasn’t November.

      My mother died when I was twenty. Cancer. Haven’t seen her since. The one ghost I wouldn’t have minded turning up a few times and not a word. I don’t understand it.

      As I hurried down the sidewalk toward work, my best friend, Jenn Anderson, tried her hardest to keep up. “You wanna slow down?”

      “Not really,” I said, though I did just a little.

      We weren’t late for a change, probably because I hadn’t waited for Jenn. We worked for the New Bergin School District, Jenn as the attendance secretary, me as a kindergarten teacher, and walked to school together each morning.

      In choosing my occupation, I’d tried to get as far away from the dead as possible, figuring I’d be safe from ghosts in a kindergarten classroom.

      Boy, had I been wrong. As previously mentioned: Ghosts are everywhere.

      While I might have come to teaching for a reason that wasn’t, I’d discovered quickly why I should stay. Good teachers could be made, but the best ones were born, and I was one of them.

      Who knew I’d be great with kids? Not me. That they were honest and happy and full of energy and being around them made me feel better than anything else was an unexpected bonus. I’d even started to consider that I might want a few of my own. Perhaps if I created a family from scratch, rather than joining one already in progress, I’d feel like I belonged somewhere, to someone, and that constant emptiness inside might go away.

      Of course finding a man in New Bergin wasn’t easy. They were the same ones that had been here all along, and I wasn’t impressed.

      They hadn’t been either. Though I tried to be like everyone else, the fact remained that I wasn’t. In truth, the only people who had ever accepted me as I was, and loved me for me no matter what, were my mother and Jenn. Which was no doubt why I loved them the same way.

      Jenn and I had met on the first day of preschool and become BFFs. No idea why.

      Even without the long, perfect mane of golden hair and equally gorgeous face, complete with a pert little nose—although this Jenn’s nose was actually her nose, plastic surgery being a no-no in New Bergin—the name Jennifer Anderson was too close to Jennifer Aniston for high school kids to resist. When she’d begun dating the only Brad in town, she’d just been asking for it. As a result, one did not mention Friends, or Brad for that matter, ever. Do not get her started on Ross.

      Jenn, who was several inches shorter than me, had to take three steps to my one. The flurry of her tiny feet, combined with the spiky ponytail atop her head, made her resemble a coked-up Pomeranian.

      “Where’s the fire?” she asked.

      A breeze kicked up, making her silly hairstyle waggle. I could have sworn I smelled smoke; I even heard the crackle of flames. But if there were a fire, the local volunteer fire department would have been wailing down First Street by now. Which meant . . .

      I turned my head, and I saw him. Nothing new. I’d been seeing this one for as long as I could remember. Clad in black, he reminded me of the pictures in the Thanksgiving stories I read to my kids. Puritan. Pilgrim. One or the other. Although why the Ghost of Thanksgiving Past had turned up in Wisconsin I had no idea. According to the stories all those persecuted Puritans had lived, and died, on the East Coast.

      Maybe he was Amish.

      Neither case explained the sleek black wolf that was often at his side. The creature’s bright green eyes were as unnatural as the creature itself.

      Every time I approached, they melted into the woods, an alley, the ether. Unlike all the other specters that just had to talk to me, neither my Puritan, nor his wolf, ever did.

      I slowed, and as soon as I did the man in black—no wolf today—went poof. Now you see him—or at least I did—now you don’t.

      He’d be back. Most of the ghosts went on, eventually—wherever it was that they went—but not that guy. Someday I’d have to find out why.

      “Sheesh.” Jenn stopped, leaning over and setting her palms on her knees as she tried to catch her breath. Considering our daily walk, you’d think she’d be in better shape.

      I kept going; the sense of urgency that had plagued me as soon as my Keds touched First Street that morning had returned.

      “You—” Deep breath. “Suck!” Jenn shouted.

      I quashed the temptation to comment on her shoes, which were too high for walking and too open toed for a northern Wisconsin October. But then, as Jenn always pointed out, she didn’t have to chase children. Ever.

      The days of a school nurse had gone the way of the dodo. If children became sick, they were sent to the office—Jenn’s office—then sent home. Certainly they puked, or sneezed, but usually not on her. Her fashionable clothes discouraged it—today’s body-hugging red sweater dress appeared fresh from the dry cleaners—and her attitude ensured it. The instant a student walked into her office, she jabbed a pointy, painted nail at the bank of chairs against the far wall. If they puked or sneezed, they did it over there.

      Jenn insisted my comfortable jeans, complemented by soft tees and sweatshirts, often of the Packer, Brewer, Badger variety, invited disaster. Maybe so. But at least I matched everyone else in New Bergin.

      Except Jenn. Funny how she was the one who fit in.

      I reached the cross avenue B—those New Bergin founding fathers had been hell on wheels in the street-naming department—and stopped so fast I nearly put my toes through the front of my shoes.

      Gawkers milled about, blocking the sidewalk and spilling into the road, but since the police had roped off the avenue they weren’t in danger of becoming chopped suey.

      Brad Hunstadt—yeah, that Brad, Jenn’s Brad, make that ex-Brad—stood inside the rope, arms crossed, face stoic. He’d only recently joined the force following the relocation of another officer to Kentucky to be nearer his grandchildren.

      Before that, Brad had been kind of a loser. He might be pretty—like the famous Brad—but he’d never been a candidate for rocket science school. He’d graduated from high school, gone to tech school. I’m not sure for what because he’d never worked for anyone but his father, the local butcher, until now. We figured his daddy had paid someone off to get Brad out of his business and into another.

      My gaze was drawn to the woman standing at the edge of the crowd, staring at the dead body propped against the wall of Breck’s Candy Emporium—home of twenty-five different varieties of caramel apples. The staring itself was not remarkable. Who wasn’t? What was remarkable was that this woman could be the twin of the one she stared at.

      She was a stranger—believe me I knew everyone—in a place where strangers stuck out, even when they weren’t covered in blood and lying dead on the ground.

      I’d seen hundreds of ghosts, but each one still made my heart race. They were dead. I could see them. It was hard to get used to, and really, I probably shouldn’t.

      Jenn reached my side. “I can’t remember the last time we had a murder.”

      “Murder?”

      She cast me an irritated glance. “Look at her.”

      My gaze went to the standing woman, but contrary to most movies about them, ghosts don’t walk around with the wound that killed them evident on their spectral bodies. No gaping brains. No holes in their heads, their chests, or anywhere else there shouldn’t be. Even the massive amounts of blood on the reclining figure was nowhere in evidence upon the spectral one.

      Jenn snapped her fingers in front of my face. “Not there.” She pointed slightly to the left of the ghost. “There.” She transferred her pointy nail south until it indicated the dead woman.

      One of her arms was missing—that wasn’t easy to do—and her body, from the chest down, was blackened. The scent of charred flesh reached us on a frigid breeze. Weird. When I’d left my apartment, I could have sworn it was Indian summer.

      Jenn clapped a palm over her nose and fled, her itty-bitty Barbie feet and short legs moving so fast they appeared to blur. Jenn could move when she wanted to.

      Chief Johnson stood next to the body, wringing his hands. He’d been the police chief since the last chief—his father, also Chief Johnson—had keeled over in his lutefisk.

      I had to agree with him. I’d rather die than eat it too.

      However, as long as the present Chief Johnson had been in charge, there hadn’t been a murder in New Bergin. Had there ever been?

      The funeral director was our medical examiner. The extent of our CSI was probably to put up yellow tape and hope for the best. It appeared that Chief Johnson had managed the first and was hip deep in the second.

      Though I wanted to stay, I needed to get to school. If I wasn’t in class when the bell rang it wouldn’t be pretty. You think kindergartners are delightful? They are. But I learned not to turn my back on them. Or leave them alone long enough to trash the place.

      I planned to cut through the alley between B and C—my shoes would get indescribable gunk on them, but I didn’t have the time to care—and the ghost poured from the air, filling the space right in front of me. Her eyes were demon-black, not a fleck of white left anywhere. I’d never seen anything like it before. I never wanted to again.

      She had a burn, make that a brand, in the shape of a snarling wolf on her neck. I glanced at the body. Sure enough, there was the brand, though it was impossible to tell from here if it was a wolf. I probably wouldn’t have seen it at all, beneath so much blood, unless I’d known where to look.

      That I knew confused me. The wounds on the living did not transfer to the dead. Why had that one?

      She grabbed my arm. I bit my lip to keep from screaming. Her fingers were fire and ice. Smoke poured from her mouth. In the center of her too-black eyes, a flame flickered. “He will burn us all.”

      Then she was gone. If it hadn’t been for the trailing whiff of brimstone, and the blue-black imprint of her fingers just above my wrist, I’d have thought I imagined her.

      “What the fuck?” I muttered, earning a glare from Mrs. Knudson, who stood in the doorway of her yarn shop, Knit Wits, contemplating the most excitement to hit New Bergin in a lifetime.

      “I certainly hope you don’t speak like that in front of the children.”

      “Children!” I resisted the urge to use the F-word again and ran, skidding through Lord knows what in the alley, then bursting out the other side, trailing the mystery muck behind me.
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      New Orleans Police Department

      

      Detective Bobby Doucet stared at the photos splayed across his desk. “Goddamn serial killer.”

      “Isn’t that redundant?”

      Bobby’s partner, Conner Sullivan, lowered himself into the visitor’s chair. The thing creaked then wobbled beneath his weight. Conner, used to such behavior in furniture, either didn’t notice or pretended not to.

      “A serial killer is, by nature, damned. And damned comes from God. Therefore ...” Sullivan spread his quarterback-sized hands. “Redundant.”

      Bobby had joined the homicide division while Sullivan was on leave. The detective had been unwell, lost time, forgotten things. When he’d returned, no one had wanted to work with him.

      Bobby, the new man, the low man, had been elected. He didn’t mind. Though the two of them could not have been any more different in both appearance and background, Bobby had found the Yankee transplant from . . . Massachusetts? Maine? Maryland? Something with an M. It didn’t matter. He’d found Sullivan to be thorough, fair, and an obscenely hard worker. As homicide in New Orleans was a busy, busy business, Bobby appreciated all three.

      “’Tis a very Catholic view yer spoutin’, Conner.” Bobby’s use of a thick Irish brogue brought a rare smile to his partner’s face. “But then we are in the city of Saints.”

      Which made the man’s annoying habit of rooting for the Patriots even more so. Bobby liked him anyway. They both had secrets in their pasts, shadows in their eyes, and chips on their shoulders.

      Sullivan’s was much wider than Bobby’s but only because his shoulders were. The detective stood six five without shoes and ran about two fifty. He possessed sandy blond hair and oddly dark eyes considering the epic paleness of his skin and the potato-famine memories inherent in his name. His habit of wearing amusing ties with his pristine dark suits—today’s offering featured Fred Flintstone in full “yabba dabba doo” mode—had clued Bobby in to a lighter side of Sullivan that few bothered to uncover.

      In contrast, Robert Alan Doucet came from a long line of Creoles—both French and Spanish, with a little Haitian thrown in. He topped out just above six feet and he weighed one seventy only after he’d fallen into the river fully clothed. His hair was black; his eyes were blue, and his skin appeared tan year round.

      “Why are you staring at those?” The wave of Sullivan’s huge hand created such a backwash of air that Bobby had to slap his palm atop two of the photos to keep them from sailing off the desk and across the floor. “Keep it up and they’re gonna call you obsessed.”

      Sullivan should know. One of the reasons he’d been on leave was a tiny obsession of his own.

      With another serial killer.

      New Orleans seemed to attract them. Go figure. Large service population that worked on a cash basis meant very few records. The huge tourism industry caused folks to wander in and out hourly. Rampant alcohol— explanation unnecessary.

      Costumes. Masks. Voodoo.

      Then there was the fact that the city was surrounded on three sides by water, and water was a great place to hide bodies—or at the least make them damn hard to recover evidence from. In truth, Bobby was surprised New Orleans wasn’t the serial-killer capital of the world. Although . . .

      His gaze drifted over the photos on his desk. Maybe it was.

      The killer Sullivan had been after had never been caught. Most folks in the department didn’t believe there’d ever been one. The manner of death for each victim had been as different as the victims themselves. Which wasn’t the usual serial killer MO.

      Just like the case in front of Bobby now. Not only had his killer stopped killing—at least in New Orleans—but when he’d been doing so he’d offed his victims in all manner of ways. However, there was one thing they all had in common.

      Bobby lifted the latest photo, a close up of a dead woman, where the brand of a snarling wolf was visible on her neck, despite all the blood. He offered it to Sullivan.

      The big man accepted the picture, eyes narrowing on the image. “I never saw this one before.”

      “Just came in.”

      Sullivan stood. “Why aren’t we at the crime scene?”

      “Because it’s in Podunk.”

      “Where?”

      “Wisconsin.”

      “There’s actually a Podunk, Wisconsin?”

      “No.” But Bobby thought there should be. “It’s ...” He shuffled through the crap on his desk and found the information. “New Bergin.”

      Sullivan flipped up his palms. “Never heard of it.”

      “You are not alone.”

      The chair creaked closer to the floor when Sullivan sat back down. “When did it happen?”

      “This morning.”

      “How’d you find out about it so fast?”

      “FBI.”

      The detective’s lips twisted. When he’d contacted the FBI about his case, they had been less than helpful. They hadn’t been any more helpful when Bobby contacted them. However⁠—

      “The agent I spoke with about our cases was conveniently the one that . . .” Bobby glanced again at his cheat sheet. “Chief Johnson spoke with this morning.”

      “How many dead, branded bodies do they have in Podunk?”

      “Just the one.”

      “Then why would they call the FBI?”

      “Place hasn’t had a murder since 1867.”

      “Good for them. Still don’t see why they called the feds.”

      “They wanted help.”

      Sullivan rubbed his forehead. “Murder isn’t a federal offense.”

      “This one might be.”

      The detective dropped his hand. “How?”

      “The woman in that picture is the sister of a U.S. Marshal.”

      Understanding blossomed across Sullivan’s face. “And the murder of an immediate family member of a law enforcement official jacks the charge into the big leagues.”

      “Retaliatory murder,” Bobby corrected. “And this seems pretty retaliatory to me.”

      He tossed the rest of the crime scene photos—which weren’t very good and made Bobby think they’d been taken with someone’s outdated cell phone—to Sullivan. Despite his having seen the same, or worse, before, the man grimaced.

      “Missing body parts are usually a good clue.”

      Bobby had no idea why but gangsters—both the mob and the gangs—liked to hack people into pieces as a message. Usually they hacked them into more pieces than two, but the missing arm was both weird and worrisome.

      “The police chief called the feds,” Bobby continued, “and the feds forwarded his pictures to me to compare the brand on the Wisconsin victim to the brands on ours.”

      “And?”

      “I think they match, but I want to take a closer look.”

      “Me too. When do we leave?”

      “We don’t.”

      “Goddamn budget cuts.”

      “Redundant.” Bobby gathered the photos and other information together and then stuffed everything into the file. He had just enough time to pack a bag and catch his plane.

      Sullivan shifted his linebacker shoulders. “I’d hoped this guy was gone for good.”

      They hadn’t found a body in nearly a year. Bobby had hoped the guy was gone for good too. In prison. Dead. Lobotomized. He wasn’t picky.

      “I think he’s back,” Bobby said.

      The spark of worry in his partner’s gaze deepened. “I think you’re right.”
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      I reached my classroom only a minute or two after my class did. Still, David had already painted himself turquoise and Susan had picked the lock on the scissors drawer.

      I was going to have to keep my eye on Susan.

      Their excuse?

      “Stafford told us to.”

      As Stafford was laughing his forever five-year-old butt off right behind them I believed it.

      I’d hoped that working with children would lessen my exposure to ghosts, and it had, but not completely. Stafford was a case in point. The towheaded, blue-eyed imp was as dead as the scary lady on Avenue B. He liked to whisper naughty suggestions into the ears of my students then laugh and laugh at the chaos he caused.

      When I was four, I stopped talking about the people no one saw but me. However, I never stopped seeing them. Most children do—right around the time they start to speak—but not all of them. Some see and hear spirits for a while longer. These were the ones Stafford haunted.

      I’d tried to discover how long the child had been walking through the walls of my school, but, predictably, no adult had ever seen him but me. The previous kindergarten teacher only stared at me blankly when I asked if any of her students had spoken of an invisible friend. Which made me think Stafford was newly dead. Except there was no record of a child of that name dying in New Bergin or anywhere close enough to warrant his presence.

      Regardless of how devious my queries or how long I cajoled, he never shared any information about himself, and no matter what I said, Stafford would not cross over. He liked causing trouble too much.

      Today was no different. The kids behaved as if someone had slipped them chocolate-covered circus peanuts for breakfast. I felt like I was taming lions. When the last bell rang, I ushered them out, hoping for better tomorrows; then I locked my classroom door and had a conversation with Stafford.

      “I’m starting to think you want to get someone killed so you won’t be lonely.”

      Confusion flickered across his deceptively sweet face. “I’m not lonely. I have you.”

      “What about your mother?”

      Wariness replaced confusion. “What about her?”

      “Is she still alive? Because if she is, you could visit.”

      It wasn’t very nice of me to sic Stafford on his mother, but seriously, I needed a break. Besides, I doubted this would work. Stafford seemed attached to the school and therefore he probably couldn’t leave to haunt—I mean “visit”—his mother even if he wanted to.

      “If she isn’t,” I continued, “you could still visit.”

      Once he was on the other side, I didn’t think he could come back. At least none of the other ghosts I’d convinced to go into the light ever had.

      “Stafford?”

      His eyes met mine.

      “Your mother?”

      He looked away and didn’t answer.

      “How about your father?”

      One of the fluorescent bulbs flickered.

      “Stop that,” I said.

      “You stop that.”

      I had to bite my lip to keep myself from continuing the childish exchange. “I just want you to⁠—”

      The ghost child disappeared.

      “Come back here!”

      All the lights in the room went out. I didn’t bother to check the fuse or the switch. Been there, done that. The only way they would go back on was if Stafford wanted them to. Which was usually after I’d called Mr. Jorgenson, head of maintenance—i.e., the janitor. He would arrive to investigate thirty seconds after all the lights went back on. Then he would point out that every bulb was fully functioning and shake his head at the foolish female who’d probably neglected to flip the switch in the first place. As he was unable to hear Stafford’s laughter, I could hardly blame him.

      I gathered my things and left. On the street, I glanced back. Every light in my room blazed, throwing Stafford’s shape beyond the window into stark relief. I could count on a note in my mailbox tomorrow from the principal admonishing me about wasting energy.

      Stafford waved. I gave up and waved back.

      I could have avoided the crime scene on the way home. New Bergin was small but not so small there wasn’t an alternate route. However, I felt drawn there. Though I didn’t want to see the dead woman again, I probably would. Ghosts revealed themselves to me for a reason, and until I knew that reason, she might turn up anywhere. There was no avoiding it, or her.

      Yellow tape cordoned off the alleyway where she had died. The body was gone, but the asphalt still sported bloodstains and burn marks. I wasn’t sure how they’d make those disappear beyond repaving the street. Until the murder was solved that was probably off the table.

      I was surprised there weren’t a few stragglers ogling the crime scene. Horrific as the murder was, it was the most excitement we’d seen in New Bergin since a deer had jumped through the front window of the Norseman Café during rut. He’d trashed the place pretty good before he’d rammed his rack into the drywall.

      The sun was falling fast; the Indian summer warmth would disappear as quickly as Stafford had. The idea of standing on a dinnertime deserted street in the approaching twilight and coming face-to-face again with that ink eyed specter had me hurrying in the direction of my apartment at the same pace I’d left it that morning.

      Inside I slipped into my favorite yoga pants and a ratty tank top then studied the finger-shaped bruises on my arm. I was rarely without a bruise of some kind—shin, hip, thigh, chin—kids were rough.

      I opened the medicine cabinet and took out the arnica cream. People could label the concoction hippy-dippy all they wanted, but it was the only thing I’d ever found that helped the bruises fade more quickly.

      After squirting some onto my arm, I rubbed until the ointment disappeared. The marks still tingled like frozen toes immersed in warm water.

      I watched television for a few hours. A day spent with children turned my brain to oatmeal and until I had some distance, I’d be no good for anything. Eventually I popped the cork on a new bottle of cabernet and took both it and the glass to my kitchen table where I proceeded to correct papers.

      “You must run.”

      In the act of reaching for my wine, the voice nearly made me knock it over. My Puritan hugged the shadows of the living room. He had an accent—Irish? Scottish?—something with a brogue.

      “I... uh ... What?”

      Not only had he never spoken, but he’d never come so close. At this range I could see he was nearer to my age than I’d thought—mid-twenties perhaps—and handsome despite the prudish, black clothes.

      “Now, dear girl.”

      I glanced at my cell phone, which had been sitting on the table next to my papers, and it flew onto the floor then skidded toward the front door.

      I stood. “Was that really necess⁠—”

      My Puritan disappeared.

      Something moved within my darkened bedroom, and I took a step in that direction.

      “Hey—”

      The figure started toward me. Though I couldn’t see a face, or even get a sense of male or female amid the swirling shadows, the meat cleaver was unmistakable. I threw open the door and tore down the stairs. “Help!”

      Unfortunately it was ten p.m. In New Bergin. Everyone was safe at home, probably already asleep.

      I was so dead.

      I sprinted into the street, ignoring the chill of the pavement against my bare feet. Where I was going, I had no idea. The police department lay on the other side of town. Again, the town wasn’t that big, but the night was dark. No streetlights. No need. No one drove around at this time of night, and if they did there was a lovely invention called headlights.

      For an instant I believed my thoughts—or my wishes, hopes, prayers—had conjured some. Then the car that was moving too fast for First Street hit the brakes and screeched to a halt about a foot from my knees. A man jumped out.

      Talk about wishes, hopes, and prayers. He was the answer to all three.

      Fury brightened his blue gaze. “Are you crazy?”

      Despite the color of his eyes, he wasn’t from here. The Southern accent kind of gave him away.

      “I . . . well . . . uh . . .”

      Maybe, my brain whispered.

      “No,” I said firmly. “There was someone in my apartment. With a meat clever.”

      I expected him to laugh and ask if I was high instead of crazy. Instead, those brilliant eyes hardened. “Get in the car.” He reached inside and came out with a gun. “Lock the doors.”

      While I stood there gaping, he hurried up the stairs toward my apartment.

      I was torn between following him and doing as he’d ordered. Then the wind picked up, making the autumn leaves rattle like bones. The headlights blared down the street, creating shadows at the end that might be a dog, a cat, a murderer, or just shadows.

      I got in the car.
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        * * *

      

      On the landing Bobby leaned right and left, able to see nearly the entire living area and kitchen through the open door. Both were empty.

      “Police!” He stepped inside. “Show yourself.”

      Nothing moved but the papers on the table, which ruffled in the breeze through the door. A few had drifted onto the floor next to a cell phone, which the woman must have dropped when she ran. A cell phone would have been a good item to take along, but people did strange things when they were frightened.

      The papers appeared to be homework for the very young and proved an intriguing contrast to the nearly full glass of wine glistening like rubies in the lamplight.

      On one side of the sheet were three fish, four cats, two bicycles, and so on. The other side listed the numbers. Wavy crayon lines connected the numbers to the pictures. Looked like Jacob needed some special help as he’d connected the cats to the three and the fish had been counted as two.

      “Focus.” The meat-cleaver maniac might still be through door one or door two.

      The first loomed open on a shadowy bedroom. He flicked on the light, peeked behind the door, under the bed, in the closet. Nothing but brightly colored, casual clothes and more dust than she probably wanted anyone to see.

      He backed out, flicked the next doorknob, and sent the closed door flying open.

      Bathroom. Empty.

      He lowered his weapon, stepped to the room’s single window—painted shut—and glanced out. A dense forest began less than fifty yards from the back of the building.

      Bobby kept the gun in his hand. Forests gave him the twitchies. Pretty much anything could be in there.

      New Orleans had swamps—thick ones, with dripping Spanish moss and lots of alligators. Creepy in their own way but familiar. Bobby knew how to search a swamp.

      A forest? Not a clue.

      He retraced his path to the street. His car idled in center; the shadow of the woman shifted inside. Oddly no one had come out to see what was going on—as if shrieking women and cars idling in the middle of the road were commonplace. Then again, had she shrieked? Maybe not.

      He crossed to the car, flicked his finger, indicating she should get out. Instead, she lowered the window a few inches. “Anything?”

      “No.”

      She frowned. “Nothing?”

      “Was it a he? She?”

      “Yes,” she answered. “Definitely a he. Or a she.”

      Bobby shouldn’t be amused by that, but he was. “They didn’t trash the place, unless you call knocking your phone on the floor along with a few of the ‘One fish, blue fish’ papers a mess.”

      She lifted dark eyebrows toward hair as black as his own. The contrast of that ebony hair and milky skin made him think of Snow White. Too bad he’d never be a prince.

      Foolish thoughts. What was wrong with him? Probably nothing more than his having had no dates in the last year combined with the enticing sway of her ample breasts loose beneath that ancient tank top. Any man would want to be her prince the instant he saw breasts like that.

      “Who are you?” she asked, gaze on the gun in his hand.

      He slid his weapon into the shoulder holster. “Bobby Doucet, detective with the New Orleans PD.”

      “You’re a long way from New Orleans.”

      His gaze touched the trees again. “Don’t I know it?”

      “Why?”

      As now was not the time for that explanation, he ignored the question. “I didn’t find anyone in the apartment, Miss . . .”

      “Larsen. Raye Larsen.”

      “The intruder could have come down the stairs on your heels, then hoofed it into the woods at the sight of my car.”

      “Maybe.”

      “The other option is that no one was there in the first place. Take your pick.”

      A police cruiser, lights flashing, slid to a stop behind Bobby’s car. Apparently someone had noticed its presence after all and called 911. Or maybe the night watch had finally gotten back to this street. It wasn’t as if there were that many streets to keep track of.

      A sinewy fellow with tufts of white hair above his ears and none anywhere else stepped out. “What’s goin’ on here?”

      “Chief!” Miss Larsen hit the locks and nearly smacked Bobby in the chest as she opened the car door. She was taller than he’d first thought, at least five seven in bare feet.

      “Raye, what are you doin’ out here?” He turned his scowl on Bobby. “Who are you?”

      “Detective Bobby Doucet. Chief Johnson?”

      The man nodded.

      “I think you’re expecting me.”

      “Not in the middle of the night.”

      Since when was ten o’clock the middle of anything? In New Orleans ten was barely the beginning.

      “Miss Larsen requested my assistance.”

      The chief’s scowl deepened. “What type of assistance?”

      “I saw someone lurking around the crime scene.”

      Bobby opened his mouth, then shut it again. What the⁠—

      Johnson’s gaze narrowed. “Who?”

      She shrugged. “The detective arrived, and I flagged him down to tell him.”

      “You saw a strange man in a strange car and thought he could help you with the stranger?”

      Raye nodded.

      She was lying. Why? As he’d found no meat-cleaver-wielding maniac in her apartment, nor any sign of one, perhaps she’d decided she’d had a vivid dream while drunk paper correcting and just wanted it all to go away. He could relate.

      “Was there anyone there?” the chief asked.

      “No,” she answered. “Must have been a shadow.”

      Johnson grunted. He wasn’t convinced. But what could he do beyond calling the woman a liar, and why would she lie about something so pointless? Bobby couldn’t wait to find out.

      “You have a place to stay, Detective?”

      “Just point me to the nearest hotel.”

      “Forty miles that way.” Raye’s finger indicated the direction he’d just arrived from.

      The only hotel he’d seen between here and the Dane County Regional Airport had given him Psycho flashbacks. “Why don’t you have a hotel?”

      “We don’t need one,” she said. “Visitors stay with the relatives they came to visit.”

      “That’s ...” He wasn’t sure what it was. Obviously not impossible.

      “We have a bed-and-breakfast,” the chief said. “You want to run him over to your dad’s place, Raye? After you put on some clothes. If he sees you walking around like that he’ll have a stroke.”

      If her attire was stroke inducing she better hope her father never came to New Orleans. Bobby didn’t think he’d seen a bra—unless it was worn without a shirt— on Bourbon Street in years.

      The chief paused with one foot inside his cruiser. “Let’s meet at my office in the morning, Detective, and I’ll bring you up to speed. Say seven?” The chief didn’t wait for an answer, just climbed into his car, pulled around Bobby’s and drove away.

      “Talk about the middle of the night,” Bobby muttered.

      “I’ll grab some shoes, a jacket.” Raye turned, and he snatched her arm. She hissed as if in pain, and he released her. Finger-shaped bruises marred her pale perfect flesh.

      “You didn’t say he touched you.”

      “He didn’t.” She continued toward the stairs.

      Bobby followed. He didn’t feel comfortable letting her return to the apartment alone. “Who did?”

      She paused with one foot on the bottom step and cast a glance back. “I don’t need your help to dress.”

      She might not need it, but he wouldn’t mind giving it. “You really want to go up there alone?”

      She shifted uneasily, and the strap of her thin cotton tank slid to the edge of her shoulder. He held his breath, half hoping it would fall.

      “I was imagining things.”

      He dragged his gaze to hers. “You do that a lot?”

      “What’s a lot?” She lifted her hand and shoved her hair from her face. The bruises shone black in the moonlight.

      “Who hurt you?”

      She dropped her arm. “I’m a kindergarten teacher.” At his blank expression, she continued. “Kids run, and they can’t stop. They fall. They slide. They bump themselves and their teacher. I’ve always got a bruise somewhere. I’m lucky I still have my front teeth.” Her lips quirked upward. “Most of them don’t.”

      She was lying again. Maybe not about the bruises in general, but about these, definitely. Bobby could smell it as clearly as that slight whiff of something burning on the breeze.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I stomped up the steps and into the apartment before Detective Doucet could call me a liar. I tried to shut the door in his face, but he was too quick. I kind of liked that about him. Among other things.

      Blue eyes, cheekbones to die for, long legs, great arms, and a deep voice, with an accent that invited questions. He sounded both Southern and foreign. Although this far north, Southern was foreign.

      He was beautiful and built. Not that we didn’t see both in New Bergin. But not like this. Even scowling he was mouthwateringly gorgeous.

      “I’ll be right out.” I pushed on the door.

      “I’d rather you let me in.” He pushed back.

      “You said there was no one in the apartment.”

      “There wasn’t.” His gaze narrowed. “Why didn’t you tell the chief about the intruder?”

      I couldn’t tell Doucet that I’d started to wonder if the figure I’d seen was just another ghost. Then he’d stare at me as if I were nuts. Wouldn’t be the first time for me, but it would be the first time for me with him. And I liked the way he’d been looking at me. As if I were as exotic a being in his eyes as he was in mine.

      “Maybe I imagined him. Her. It.” I released my hold on the door.

      I’d hoped my Puritan was hanging about inside, and I could ask why he’d suddenly chosen to speak to me tonight when he never had before. As he wasn’t, no need to leave the detective out in the cold.

      “It?” Doucet repeated, and I spread my hands.

      “What else do you call a dream?”

      “Nightmare?”

      I’d been halfway to my bedroom but the word made me turn. His eyes were as haunted as my life. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why?” He glanced away. “Everyone has nightmares.”

      I didn’t think everyone had the kind of nightmares we did, those that hung around in the light. But I didn’t know him well enough to ask. Does anyone ever know anyone that well? I liked to think so, to hope so, otherwise what was the point of anything?

      I closed the bedroom door. If I was taking him to my father’s bed-and-breakfast I needed more than a jacket and shoes. I yanked out jeans, socks, a real shirt, and a bra. I felt as if I were arming myself for battle. Because I was.

      I knew in my head that I could no longer be sent “back,” but in my heart I felt my father still wanted to. I might have stopped talking to the specters in the presence of anyone but myself, but he remembered. I’d freaked my father out too much for him to ever forget.

      Whenever he was around, I tiptoed. Not literally— much—but I was always afraid I might do something wrong. Even more afraid I wouldn’t quite know that I had. No matter how hard I tried, I didn’t fit in because I wasn’t being myself. I couldn’t be.

      As a kid I’d been uncomfortable in my own skin, forever awkward, and the vultures—I mean teenagers—sensed it and pounced. I didn’t get picked on often, but I did get picked on well. The taunts of “Stray Raye” still drifted through my head more often than I liked.

      I stepped into the living room, retrieved my cell phone and keys, took a fortifying chug of my wine then led him onto the landing where I locked the place behind us.

      “Should I follow you?” he asked.

      “Don’t have a car.”

      He laughed then stopped when I didn’t. “You’re serious?”

      “Everything I need is in walking distance.”

      “I heard it snows here.”

      “A lot. So?”

      “Then what do you do?”

      “Wear boots. Look, I don’t melt in the rain, or freeze solid if the rain turns to snow. I know how to dress for the weather and a car would only sit on the street and rust. I’m a teacher. It’s not like I have money to burn.”

      “What if you have to leave town?”

      “Other people have cars, and I have family. Friends.” Make that friend. Jenn had a car, but I had to really want to go somewhere badly to get in one with her. She drove a lot faster than she walked. “There’s also this fabulous new invention called a bus. Lots of people can ride in it!”

      “Very funny,” he said, though he didn’t appear amused. “Point me in the right direction, and I’ll drive myself. You don’t have to come.”

      “I don’t mind. It’s not that far.”

      “Then I should definitely be able to find it.”

      “Maybe. However, you can’t walk up to the door and rent a room.”

      His forehead creased. “Why not?”

      “It’s my parents’ house. A big house, which is why there are rooms to rent, but my father isn’t going to let any nut job off the streets inside.”

      “Are there a lot of nut jobs on the streets?”

      “Apparently more than we thought.”

      “Touché,”

      I caught again that hint of France, which intrigued me far more than it should. Could he speak French? Would he?

      I climbed into the passenger seat, and Doucet got behind the wheel. “I’ll bring you home as soon as you vouch for me.”

      “Not necessary.”

      He shifted into drive. “What about the maniac?”

      “I imagined him. Her.”

      “It,” he finished, taking the right turn I indicated. “There’s a dead woman in town who begs to differ.”

      “Dead women don’t beg.”

      He cast me a quick glance. “You’re lying again.”

      What could I say? He was right.
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      Raye’s directions led into the damn forest. Did the place seem farther than far because of that? Or were distances different in a place so vast?

      Bobby’s low-slung mid-sized rent-a-car scraped along the dry, rutted trail between towering pines. He should have upgraded to the SUV, but he’d figured that would be a waste of money at this time of year.

      He’d never seen trees this tall. They had to be older than God.

      Something clanged against the undercarriage so loudly Bobby held his breath and waited for the car to die, but it didn’t. Lights flickered ahead, materializing into the ground-floor windows of a very large house.

      “Were your ancestors lumberjacks?” The place appeared big enough to house Paul Bunyan; the barn would have sheltered his blue ox.

      “I don’t know my ancestors.” She got out of the car. “I’m adopted.”

      He bit back an I’m sorry. Why would he be?

      Because she’d sounded so sad. He thought again of those bruises on her arm and hustled after her, reaching the foot of the steps just as she knocked. Why was she knocking on her own front door?

      The porch continued around both sides of the house. Several rocking chairs sat near handcrafted tables, perfect for holding a glass of iced tea or a chess set. Bobby could imagine relaxing here on a sunny afternoon. Except the woods were so thick and the trees so high the sun probably shone in this clearing for only an hour at midday.

      The door opened, and the silhouette of a man appeared; the lights at his back were so bright Bobby’s eyes ached.

      “Father.”

      Who called their father “Father” anymore?

      “I brought you a guest.”

      Though Bobby still couldn’t see a face, he sensed when the man’s gaze turned in his direction. “Nice to meet you, sir. I’m Detective Bobby Doucet, from New Orleans.”

      Mr. Larsen continued to stand inside, his expression shrouded by the night.

      “Chief Johnson sent him over.”

      Her father pushed open the screen. Would Bobby have been invited in if not for Chief Johnson?

      Raye reached for the door. Bobby’s hand, already doing the same, connected with hers. Silvery blue sparks leaped through the silent night. They both pulled back, and the screen door banged.

      “Sorry,” Raye and Bobby blurted at the same time.

      “Get a move on,” Mr. Larsen said. “I was just about to head to bed.”

      Considering the barn and the early bedtime, Bobby wondered if the Larsens had once been farmers. Though if they had where were the fields? He doubted trees this big sprouted up like beanstalks.

      Raye led him into a rustic kitchen. Butcher block. Large hand-crafted table with matching chairs. Frilly, seemingly handmade curtains. However, the appliances were state-of-the-art. The countertops and the floor covering might appear old, but they’d been made to.

      “Detective Doucet, this is my father, John.”

      If Raye hadn’t already told him she was adopted, he would have wondered. John Larsen was a short, squat man with silvery-blond hair, a florid complexion, and eyes of so light a blue Bobby thought it must hurt them to be exposed to the sun. Which might explain why he lived in shadow.

      “Mr. Larsen.” Bobby held out his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      They shook.

      “I suspect you’re here about the dead woman. First murder in New Bergin in several lifetimes.”
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