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TALES FROM THE DARKEST DEPTHS


For MacKenzie and Gage, who light up my life


A RING FOR HIS OWN

Marshal Ben Donegal burst through the batwing doors, heart pounding, and observed the chaos outside. Half the residents of Oakwood had taken to the streets, all of them admiring each other’s jewelry. Hideous creatures of saggy white flesh walked among them, taking notice of his sudden appearance. 

How did I lose control of the town?

***

When the stranger strolled into town, no one paid him any mind. Traveling salesmen often peddled their wares in Oakwood, as it was a regular stop for any stagecoach heading out west. Ben doubted this one would be hawking anything more than some sort of snake oil. This alone might have been the reason nobody informed Ben of his arrival.

The fact the man had come on foot, carrying nothing more than a suitcase, should have at least raised an eyebrow. Most salesmen came by way of carriage, but not this one. Somehow Ben had neglected to notice that, too, but upon seeing the man he meant to rectify the matter as soon as possible.

In his defense, Ben had been daydreaming about Sarah at the time. She had captured his soul, and he often wondered if his visits pleased her as much as they did him. He prayed she didn’t see him as just another client because he wanted to be more than that to her. She had given him little indication otherwise. As a result of her indifference, his heart ached for her even now.

She does love me.

A frown creased his forehead. Doubt nagged him, as did the townsfolk’s opinion of his frequent visits to her. In their eyes, any woman of that profession was doing the work of the devil. He wished he had been more successful at keeping his visits a secret.

After leaving the window of his jailhouse for the airy porch, he observed the salesman from a distance. The stranger had set up shop lickety-split and stood behind a table outside Jake Myer’s saloon. Ben bit off a plug of tobacco and sauntered across the dusty street. His spurs clanged against the wooden boards of the saloon’s porch. He poked his hat back with his knuckle and sized up the stranger.

“Where’d you get that cart, Mister?” he said.

The man wore a black top hat that tilted to one side when he regarded Ben with a fake-like grin. Ben had never seen clothes like these before, the man’s attire appearing fancy, yet odd. The salesman’s nose looked three sizes too big for his beady eyes.

“Why I brought it in with me . . . um Mister . . . ?” the salesman said.

Ben arched his back and stretched. He eased his hands into his front pockets, allowing his overcoat to spill open and reveal his badge. Nothing more needed to be said.

“Oh, I see, Marshal. I’m quite sorry. Let me introduce myself. My name is Dustin Haverford. I’ve come a great distance to sell my jewelry. I assure you, there is nothing more than respectable business practices to be found here, sir.”

When Ben just stood there staring at him, Haverford’s expression soured. “As I’ve yet to sell a single trinket, I don’t believe I’ve wronged anyone. Or have I?” He hummed. “Have I offended you in some way?”

Ben narrowed his vision on Haverford. After a quick glance at the man’s wares, he thought them hideous. These trinkets were nothing more than painted, misshapen tin with bits of glass bonded to them for decoration. He couldn’t fathom what type of person would be interested in purchasing this junk.

“Not yet,” Ben said, “but next time you stroll into town, make sure to check in with me first. Got it?”

Haverford nodded and offered a brief look of remorse.

Ben returned his gaze to the jewelry. None of it appealed to him, but he had to admit, he might have been a little too quick to judge the merchandise. “What exactly do we have here?”

Haverford’s eyes twinkled, perhaps considering Ben a potential buyer. “Only the most exquisite jewelry available to man.” His hands waved over the table, presenting each section. “Here I have some rings and cufflinks. There are earrings for the ladies over here and extravagant necklaces here. Each piece of jewelry is constructed of the finest metals and most precious jewels.”

Most of the jewelry disgusted Ben. The likeness of an unfamiliar strange animal had been set into each charm. He had never seen any creature with such a bulbous head, two tiny chipped-glass eyes, and eight snake-like legs.

So much for precious jewels. If that ain’t glass . . .

He turned and spit. Tobacco juice struck the throat of a nearby spittoon with a ring. “Don’t bother. I ain’t interested.”

Haverford beamed. “Of course, Marshal. I just thought you might have . . .  a lady friend.”

Ben flinched, wondering if someone had clued the salesman in on his personal life. Visions of Sarah in a frilly dress danced through his mind. She had the palest skin, so soft it hurt not to touch her. Whenever she pressed her naked breasts against him, he swore he could feel her heart throbbing.

“Oh, I see there is,” Haverford said. A coy smile returned to his smug face.

“No, I—”

The man was smart like a fox. He had trapped Ben with his words. Coaxed him to take another look at the jewelry. When Ben did, something didn’t feel right. The visions of Sarah were replaced by thoughts of these trinkets. He fancied how a ring might look on his finger. Somehow his hand had crept down to his gun.

What the—

The sheen on the jewelry looked different to him now. He wanted to let his eyes explore each piece again, to trace every edge and admire their beauty.

Maybe I should get her a necklace.

With this seed planted, the thought gnawed away at him like a vulture did a decaying corpse.

Ben rubbed his temple. “What manner of trickery is this?”

The man extended both hands and offered Ben a peek up each sleeve. “No tricks here, I assure you.”

Ben felt himself sway in place, almost on the verge of passing out.

He’s enchanted me.

Ben studied the man. The lines on Haverford’s face indicated how often the man grinned, which seemed quite a lot. Ben loathed men who smiled so much. In his experience, it often meant they were up to no good.

A shimmer caught his eye, and he glanced at the jewelry again. What he had thought had been silver now looked golden yellow. The chipped-glass inlay no longer looked like cheap glass, either. The way the sunlight danced across the brilliant jewels made it difficult to pull his gaze away.

“What do you think, Marshal?”

He ignored the man, mesmerized by the jewelry and the magnificent eyes of the strange creature. Once more, he considered purchasing a piece for himself.

A ring perhaps.

Shaking his head, he glared at Haverford. There were things he would like to ask this man, but he couldn’t keep his eyes from drifting back to the jewelry. He barely noticed the trickle of drool running down his chin but wiped it away when he did.

Go ahead. Get something for Sarah.

He revisited the necklace.

That one.

His lips moved to describe the trinket, but all he could manage was, “The necklace.”

Haverford retrieved the exact necklace he had wanted and draped it over his forearm. “This one, sir?”

Ben gazed at it. The sensation of drowning shrouded him, and he relished the feeling. He couldn’t stop thinking about his necklace.

Sarah’s necklace.

“How much?”

Haverford’s grin widened, his mouth so full of bright white teeth. “Two bits.”

Ben reached deep into his pocket and withdrew the money.

Haverford’s face wrinkled with curiosity as he accepted the coins with an open palm. “Perhaps I can entice you to purchase something for yourself?”

Ben traced the path of Haverford’s long fingers, watched as they waved over the jewelry. The motion made him woozy. Each piece captivated his senses. They were as beautiful as—

No, they don’t even compare to her.

Every necklace looked so delicate, each ring so intricate. Desperation filled him, and although he wanted a ring, he realized any piece would suffice.

Sarah would likely prefer a ring.

The thought forced his eyes away. “No, just the necklace.” He wavered and added, “For now. Can you bag it, please?”

This request seemed to annoy Haverford. “Okay, then.” He slipped the necklace into a blue velvet bag and cinched it shut. “One necklace for the kind Marshal’s best girl.”

Ben’s wooziness subsided once the necklace disappeared into the bag. Haverford extended his purchase, and Ben seized it with greedy hands.

Haverford tipped his hat. “Until next time, Marshal.”

Ben nodded his approval.

“Well then, good day to you, sir.” Haverford bowed.

The man had such a phony smile.

Of course, it’s bogus. The bastard’s job is to convince people to buy things they don’t need.

There was truth in that, but something else about the man felt awry. Ben considered sneaking one last peek at the jewelry but pushed through the batwing doors of the saloon instead. His fingers gripped the bag as he inhaled the expected odors. Whiskey, tobacco, sweat, dirt, and women struck him all at once.

Although no one acknowledged his arrival, he suspected they saw him and knew why he had come. The preacher had them out doing God’s work every day now. They kept an eye on Ben to see how often he visited his whore.

Damn that holy man.

Ben sat at the bar and placed the fine bag on the counter beside him. Leaning to his side, he spat his wad of tobacco into another spittoon.

Jake regarded the bag with a quick nod. “What you got there, Ben?”

Ben eyed the bag, but couldn’t rightly recall. He contemplated this and thought about taking a peek inside. Then it came to him, though he no longer remembered the salesman’s name.

Hank . . .  Handsel . . .  Haverton . . .

Finally, Ben shook his head. “Never mind that. Hit me with a drink, will ya?”

Jake fetched a bottle of whiskey from under the bar and filled a snifter. Ben once considered Jake a friend. The near-blind man had been the barkeep at the Oakwood Saloon for as long as Ben could remember. In recent days, Jake had developed a rather sharp eye when it came to Ben and Sarah. He had relayed their trysts to the preacher on more than one occasion. Jealousy or not, the gossip had eaten away at their friendship faster than a beaver took to a tree.

He tossed the whiskey back and slammed the glass down.

One for luck. Two for good measure.

After tapping his finger on the rim, he rolled a few coins onto the bar.

Jake refilled the glass.

Ben spun, seeing how closely Jake watched him. To avoid gritting his teeth, Ben sipped the whiskey, hoping that wouldn’t let Jake get a good read on him. Rumors spread faster than a brush fire on a hot day in a town like this. And Jake often played a part in such chatter. Sooner or later, the whole town would be protesting the Marshal and his hooker girlfriend, but Ben didn’t much care for their judgments anyway.

This afternoon saw all the usual patrons in attendance: Sally Alderton, Tom Dervin, Delroy Thomas, and even Harold Mays. Four out-of-towners played cards with Delroy. Sally sang a disjointed tune as Tom pounded away at the piano. Three cowpokes sat by their lonesome in the far corner of the saloon. A few others talked at the outermost tables.

When Sarah entered the room, everything brightened. Golden locks spilled over her exposed shoulders as she approached Ben. Her eyes invited him in, irises as blue as a cloudless sky. They sparkled like brilliant stars.

Or the jewels of a certain necklace.

Shaken from his reverie, Ben seized the bag.

But do I want to give it to her?

His fingers methodically rubbed the fabric of the bag.

Maybe I should keep it for myself.

He considered this.

I bought it for her.

He frowned, unsure why he should be so worried about the necklace.

It’s her necklace now.

The mere suggestion of this frustrated him.

Bag in hand, time slowed as he crossed to her. Several eyes tracked his progress. He stole glimpses at those people like a thief at night. They all looked away when he did, except for Jake. That bastard feared nothing about Ben’s gaze.

Damn them and their disapproving eyes.

She led him upstairs and hesitated outside her room. A warm inviting glow drew him to the open door like a bug to a lantern. Sweet perfumed aromas made him lightheaded with love. He entered, and she followed, pulling the door shut.

She smiled. “I couldn’t wait to see you again.”

He hoped she meant it. Without looking, he placed the bag on her nightstand and sat on the bed. His throat felt dry and raspy. He swallowed hard. “Me, too.”

The glow of a candle lit the edge of her silhouette as she turned her back to him. She slid off her dress, standing only in her undergarments. His heart pounded like the beat of a wild stampede. When she turned around, her magnificent breasts mesmerized him to the point where he stumbled as he removed his own clothes.

There, in the soft glow of candles, they made love. Afterward, he napped with her in his arms and dreamed of a bag with a special necklace hidden inside.

***

A loud crash woke him, and he sat up on the edge of the bed.

She roused at the same time, her eyes still sleepy. “What’s wrong?”

“I heard a noise.” He stood and slid on his pants. After he pulled his shirt over his shoulders, he watched her as he strapped on his guns. “I better check it out, just in case.”

Her eyes were elsewhere. “What’s this?”

When he saw the bag, his eyes traced each stitch, trying to remember why he had brought it along. He recollected the contents, and his thoughts betrayed him.

Don’t tell her.

Grinding his teeth together, he told her through pressed lips. “I bought you something.”

She beamed with anticipation. He knew she had seen her fair share of gifts from other gentlemen callers. These presents had shown up in her room more than he liked.

None of them can hold a candle to my gift.

He grabbed the bag and couldn’t help but run his fingers along the seams. The royal blue bag felt so soft between his fingers. He liked what was inside even more.

“Aren’t you going to give it to me?”

For a brief, sickened moment, he wanted to strangle her. He shook the painful thought away and held out the bag.

Still, she had to pry it from his clutches, letting out a frustrated giggle as she did. With it in her hands, he felt dejected, but watched with admiration as she opened the bag.

Her smile faded as she pulled out the necklace with two fingers. Face flushed, she looked up at him, then to the jewelry, and back to him. Her nose scrunched as if the jewelry emanated some offensive odor.

The necklace did smell—like hot apple pie resting on an open windowsill.

“What is it?” she said.

He couldn’t believe she could be so ignorant. “It’s a necklace.”

Her gaze questioned him. “Well, of course it is, silly, but—” An instant glimmer appeared in her eyes and several seconds passed without her saying another word. “It’s delightful.”

He shared in her excitement. For him, though, this emotion had changed, becoming something unexpected. Envy.

“Would you put it on for me?” She handed him the necklace, more willing to part with it than he. After flipping her hair to one side, she lifted it with her fingers.

The fine metal dangled from his fingertips, and he wanted to wear the necklace for all to see. Before he could stop himself again, he eased the necklace around her neck.

If I do this, I won’t get it back.

Her neck looked so soft, her blonde hair so beautiful in this dim lighting. She smelled wonderful. He longed to kiss her. Then his eyes returned to the necklace, and he considered how easy it would be to snap her neck. He fought the urge.

She sounded hurt and bothered. “Can you just put it on me?”

Does she sense my jealousy?

Her eyes flashed over her shoulder. She tapped an impatient foot on the floor from where she sat on the edge of the bed. “Hurry, please.”

He clasped the necklace, and her hair trickled onto his wrists. She breathed an air of satisfaction as his hands slid away.

When she turned, her eyes beamed. The necklace glowed on her bosom. It surprised him how much appeal the necklace held even now. Her chest heaved, and her expression was blissful. He had seen this look before, while caught in the throes of lovemaking. Now her passion came courtesy of the necklace.

The tiny, ruby eyes on the trinket blinked to life. Any envy he had felt lessened.

Oh, Christ.

The chain thickened, each link twisting and turning into a living rope, and forming separate extensions. The brilliant gold color altered to something that reminded him of wet clay. Dozens of small saucer-like growths appeared along the underside of each limb. Sucking sounds filled the silence as these limbs writhed about her neck.

He went to help her, but the head of this creature rose and bellowed a deep growl. When he moved away, the creature’s eyes trailed him. Then it spoke. Not aloud, but in his head.

Stay away, it said.

Her breathing labored, as passionate as when they made love. And her eyes darkened, too. He couldn’t help but slink away.

One tentacle pushed into her ear. A horrifying wet crack indicated the limb had gained access. Even after this, her smile never faltered. She gasped with orgasmic splendor as the appendage forced itself into her skull.

Two other tentacles squeezed up her nostrils. Green bubbles of snot dripped from her nose. A third explored her mouth, choking her as it pushed down her throat. She gagged, bile leaking from the corners of her gaping mouth. All the while, she wriggled in ecstasy.

His hand pawed at his hip and drew his gun, to which the creature hissed. For some reason Ben couldn’t bring himself to pull the trigger.

To his disbelief, the creature melted into her flesh like lard in a frying pan. Her eyes turned to him, lips drawn back in a crazed snarl. She convulsed, her eyeballs bulging out of their sockets. The color drained from her already pale skin, turning white as fine porcelain. Her flesh withered, the essence of her life consumed by this creature from the inside out.

When she stood, he got a full view of how emaciated her frame had become. It looked as though her insides had been sucked out, leaving behind a pasty skeleton-looking woman. He couldn’t bear to witness this horrific scene, yet he was unable to withdraw his eyes.

She spat out her teeth, a few at a time accompanied by blood and saliva. They rattled on the wood floor. Her lips parted enough for him to see two rows of small, pointed teeth.

His stomach released. Vomit exploded from his mouth and drizzled down his chin.

He scrambled for the door, fumbling with his free hand. Rushing out, he yanked the door shut behind him. Then he ran to the banister where he observed the spectacle below.

Jake gazed at a cowpoke’s ring with admiration. Ben could see the gleam in his eyes even from this distance. The card game had ended with only a single competitor without a piece of jewelry. That man couldn’t keep from gazing at the other men’s trinkets.

A few patrons had started to transform, and no one appeared to give a damn. They were all too enamored by the peculiar jewelry.

Two of the creatures spotted Ben, bared their fangs, and ran at him. He scrambled down the stairway, gun hoisted, hoping to beat them to the exit. But they were fast. He fired a shot at the closest one. The resulting gunfire could have leveled a small bison. Unfortunately, it did nothing to stop the creature.

They continued their assault.

One got close enough to reach out for him. It hissed, and despite his previous result, he unloaded two shots into its chest. The creature reeled back as each slug pierced its wrinkled flesh. Still, it persisted.

He plummeted down the last half of the stairs and crashed into the other creature. Slammed it into the wall, where it staggered back three steps but didn’t fall.

He burst out through the batwing doors, disoriented by the sun. His heart felt as though it might burst. Insanity had infested Oakwood.

“Wonderful, isn’t it, Marshal?”

Ben looked at the man who had called himself Haverford. Then again, he no longer looked like a man at all. Beneath the tall hat, Ben identified the man’s green-colored flesh, wrinkled like a raisin. And his fingers—

Each digit looked like the ass-end of a snake, writhing about and coiling upon one another. Ben realized he still had his gun in his hand and lifted it, wanting nothing more than to kill the guy. But the gun felt so heavy now. Even worse, after everything he had seen, all the atrocities, this evil man’s trinkets still tugged at his soul.

He glanced up at the town and saw the damage. It was too far gone. Behind him, the doors opened wide, likely one of the creatures exiting the saloon.

How could I let this happen?

His eyes turned back to the jewelry. Lying there among the trinkets, he spotted the most beautiful ring. It had such an unusual inlay, the image of some unknown creature—perhaps from the sea. He couldn’t take his eyes off that ring, especially now that Sarah was gone.

All he wanted was a ring for his own.


HEIRLOOM

The sleek leather dizzied him. His eyes traced each and every contour. Overwhelmed, he sat up and shook his head, but gained little relief. 

What’s my name?

His concern dissipated upon returning his gaze to the striking object. He had never seen one quite like it. Despite the lightheadedness, he yearned to touch it. Upon further examination, he felt scrutinized by the item’s solitary eye.

What a remarkable creation.

With that, he recalled his name.

With some effort, Thaddeus rose from all fours to his knees. He scanned the grassy knoll. No one else was around.

He brushed a light covering of pollen off the camera. When he did, a tingle surged through his fingertips.

Strange.

He glanced around again, feeling almost criminal.

It couldn’t have been here long. So, why didn’t the person who lost the camera return for it?

He surmised a possible truth.

Maybe it wasn’t lost.

People didn’t go misplacing possessions on purpose, either, especially when those belongings proved so delightful.

He had used cameras before, quite a bit in his profession. Enough so they had become second nature to him. He had never been so enthralled with any of them until now.

The camera appeared to date as far back as the early twentieth century. Though, the housing, worn and aged, wasn’t as boxy as those he had seen in pictures.

Again, he explored his surroundings. From this vantage point in the tall grass, he could see little more than bushes and trees that dotted the landscape. The road barely visible, he spotted his Cutlass still running with the door ajar.

Why’d I do that?

The distance from his car to this place in the grass shocked him. It was a miracle he had even seen the camera.

He remembered severe boredom striking him as he approached the New Hope Baptist Church. He had spotted the graveyard adjacent to the lot, where Thad had buried his mother several years earlier. He always held his breath until he passed the fence that surrounded the cemetery, a silly childhood superstition he hadn’t been able to shake. Had he not been counting the rows of pine trees, he might have passed the old Miller place.

It had been abandoned for years, Trevor Miller having lost his job, then his family, and everything else once he had gone bankrupt. The bank had foreclosed and boarded up the property when Miller failed to sell. People still came here now and then, mostly when they didn’t want to get caught doing something they shouldn’t. That had been the reason for Thad’s visit. He hadn’t expected to see the glimmer and find himself so mesmerized by this camera. Seeing it here now, it must have been a one in a million sighting. He couldn’t fathom how he had spotted it on such a lush grassy field.

Smiling, he glanced back and seized the camera. Its weight surprised him, as though the camera wanted to be left alone. Another thing he hadn’t expected.

I can’t just leave it here.

Turning the camera, he spotted a slight crack in its lens. It would be useless for taking pictures, but it would make a wonderful showpiece.

He opened the back panel. A layer of dust covered the guts, along with a few cobwebs.

The mirror’s broken, too.

Thad blew hard into the housing. Dust stirred and tickled his nose, making him sneeze. Itchy nose and all, he couldn’t stop staring into the camera.

What a great place to hide something.

But what?

Thad closed the lid and held it tight against his chest. That dazed sensation returned when he stood. Still, he hurried to his car, as if thieving this antique. He threw himself into the seat and gently placed the camera on the passenger seat before closing the door.

There we go, nice and pretty. My new camera with its special secret compartment.

He longed to put some trinket inside.

After a moment’s hesitation, he threw the car into drive and headed back to his office. The drive back to the city proved tedious. He had made the trip many times, always for business. This time, though, his mind swirled with thoughts of the camera all the way back to the office.

At least he had gotten the pictures of Harry Derbin having sex with his mistress. That would pay the bills for another month, maybe longer.

Money had a way of making problems go away. Then again, it also had a propensity for creating new ones. Last month’s setback came courtesy of the scotch he had special ordered.

Was worth the dough.

He poured himself a tall snifter and drank while he browsed the photos.

She’ll pay extra for these last few.

He spread them across his desk and then propped his feet onto the desk before separating three photos from the rest. These were as good as the filthiest pornos. Considering that, Thad thumbed to the last one. This picture revealed much of the young woman. He lingered on her curves, becoming slightly aroused.

She’s something else.

This provoked thoughts of the sleek antique camera he had discovered in the middle of nowhere. He crossed to his shelves and stared at the camera. After a moment, he picked it up, considering what to put inside.

Why not this photo?

In went the picture. He slammed the door shut and hugged the camera tight to his chest. Exhaling deeply, he returned the antique to its place on his bookshelf.

That looks perfect.

A knock at his door startled him. Thad gathered up the photos and shoved them back into the envelope. He seeded the best two at the very end, knowing they could be used as bargaining chips.

Jane’s fuzzy silhouette looked splendid through the frosted glass of his door. With his name written backwards across her face, he felt somewhat perverted.

“Come in,” he said.

Jane opened the door and stepped inside. Her skirt spun and twisted when she turned to yank the door shut behind her.

“Hello, Mr. Claremont. How are you?”

He lit a cigarette, took a drag, and puffed out the smoke. “I’m good. You?”

Her fingers fidgeted. “Did you—” She stammered. “Were you able to get what I asked for?”

This was all part of the game. He took a long drag and let the smoke out slowly. Convinced she would break if he took his time, he did just that.

He went to speak, then stopped, took another drag and breathed a smoggy cloud. “Of course, I did.”

She squirmed, anxious now. Eager buyers always paid well. It had worked in the past and would now as long as he remained patient. Especially with a disgruntled wife who would soon secure photos that confirmed her husband’s long-suspected adultery.

Did she deserve it? Hell no. But he had stopped trying to appease his conscience long ago.

Jane had no interest in divorce. For her, there were better ways of dealing with an unfaithful husband. She had the kind of money that could ruin a man. Thad kept that knowledge in his back pocket for just this occasion.

“Can I see them?” she said.

Thad tossed the envelope across the desk.

She nearly ripped the envelope fishing them out. She grabbed all the photos and fanned them like a deck of cards. Picture after picture, she gazed at the youthful Miss Harlow.

He had been unable to erase those images from his thoughts. How her spill of blonde hair hung down to her waist. The curve of her neck as it angled to her bare shoulders. Those cute dimples in the small of her back. Pictures of them hugging and kissing. And of course, there were the X-rated pictures he had pretty much memorized down to the smallest detail.

Jane stopped at the last two and gasped. One of these featured the girl on her knees with her head in his lap. The other, she was on all fours with him behind her. These were his favorites. Jane’s already flushed face deepened to a fiery red, glancing momentarily at her own breasts as if comparing.

“These . . .  these are exactly what I asked for . . . ” she said in a solemn voice.

Thad beamed. “I aim to please.”

Hurt-filled eyes searched him. “Do you?”

He had expected this as well. She would try to play his weaknesses against him, perhaps as a means of lowering the price. She didn’t need to, and he wouldn’t allow it. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t take her up on the offer. Afterward, he would hit her up for a bonus. Maybe even try to make her feel guilty for stooping so low.

She’ll pay. They always do.

Jane set the photos aside and threw off her long coat. He had always thought her a fine-looking woman. What a shame that a man should cheat on a woman like her.

She unbuttoned her shirt, revealing a hint of the red bra beneath. Slid off her skirt, and her lacy red panties captured his attention. Something astonishing followed.

A flash brightened the room, blinding Thad.

Did that come from the old camera?

That would be impossible. The damned thing didn’t even have a flash, he was certain.

Ignoring his temporary blindness, he discovered her soft, warm flesh. He took her into his arms, and she stepped closer, kissing his neck. He ran his hands down her sides and cupped her butt.

I don’t remember her being so curvy.

He had thought her a thicker build of woman, but now she appeared voluptuous. Caught in the throes of passion, he tried to see her through the white glow hindering his vision. She was all that mattered, her sensuous touch on him. He liked the way she tasted when her soft lips parted, and her tongue breached his mouth. It moved to engage his tongue in an erotic dance. Her hands were on his back, easing off his jacket. She hurried to unbutton his shirt. A single hand slid inside, rubbing his chest and working its way down.

With the white haze clearing, he opened his eyes and the red strap of her bra filled his vision. His hands worked fast, feeling their way around to undo the hook. It came away easy, and he stepped back to let it fall. Only then did he notice.

Bare-chested and clothed only in lace panties, young Daisy Harlow looked astounded. He couldn’t blame her. She should be surprised any man would pull away from her like that. Yet, despite his own shock, he couldn’t stop from stealing peeks up and down her firm body. Seeing this, she smiled.

This can’t be.

He staggered back, and her lips formed a pout. She bit down on one side of her bottom lip and pursued him.

Thad backed away again and soon found himself against the wall. She was at him, hands rubbing and touching him everywhere. How could he resist? Why would he want to? He shook his head but couldn’t keep his thoughts from her body and seductive ways.

Now, looking curious, she held him at a distance. “What’s wrong? Don’t you want me?”

“It’s not that.” He held up his palms, hoping she would ease up some. “It’s just that . . . ”

How could he word this without hurting Jane? Hell, he might even be going mad, so he didn’t want to just come out and say it. He would be doing her an injustice if he did. Once he started, though, he couldn’t stop himself.

“You look like Daisy Harlow,” he said. “I mean just like Daisy Harlow.”

Daisy’s smile waned to a frown, but her tone remained playful. “Well, of course I do, silly. Were you expecting someone else?”

“I . . . ” He felt wrinkles forming on his forehead. “I don’t understand.”

“What are you talking about, Harry?”

Eyes widening, he asked, “What did you call me?”

His voice sounded panicked. Then again, it didn’t sound like his voice at all. Not only that, but this wasn’t his office.

Shaken, he fell back. It surprised him when he landed on something soft.

She was on him, still rubbing, and he couldn’t help but surrender to these pleasures. Kissing him hard on the lips, she worked at his jeans. She pulled them off and straddled him, and she gasped when he entered her.

Thad forgot himself. Where he was or what might have happened. He surrendered fully to the passion. Nothing else mattered. Not even the door bursting open. He had been too caught up in their lovemaking to care. Not even the loud crash of a gun shook him out of his desires.

Her blonde hair was tinged red, but only on the right side. Her face, still angled up, lolled down to him. One side remained intact. The other side no longer looked anything like the beauty he had fantasized about. Where her eye should be was a gaping hole.

She collapsed onto his chest, while he was still inside her, blood-soaked hair flayed across his face. He pawed at his eyes and pushed her aside only to see a broad-chested man standing near the door.

Thad jumped to his feet and ran. A loud crack from a gun made him jump, but he wasn’t about to stop for anything. The second gunshot struck him. A hot sting tore at his thigh, halting his progress. He regarded the bullet wound and stumbled, unwilling to give up so easy. Hopping on one foot, he continued his escape, heading for the back door, unsure he would make it if he kept losing so much blood.

He heard the click of a gun chamber. A loud explosion followed, and everything went blurry. It didn’t clear, either. Instead, everything turned red and gray.
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