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CHAPTER ONE


His eyes are the wrong color.


That was the panicky thought that tore screaming through Charlie’s mind.


They should have been sky blue. They weren’t: they were a hazelish shade of brown.


She stared up at him, unblinking, and felt the ground tilt beneath her feet.


It has to be him. Who else could it be?


His eyes were the wrong color, he had a tiny white scar beside his mouth that had never been there before, his hair was cut short and was kind of styled, and his six-foot-three-inch frame looked leaner than it should have been. Maybe that was because the black leather motorcycle jacket he was wearing with jeans and a button-up collared blue shirt (!) hid some of the truly impressive muscles that the T-shirt she was used to seeing him in had revealed.


Yeah. And maybe not.


Michael? Her heart shivered at the question, which she didn’t repeat out loud.


Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross had posited that there were five stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. A little more than two weeks after Michael had disappeared—seventeen days, to be precise—Charlie reckoned that she’d just been torpedoed right into the third stage, because what kept running through her head was a feverish Please God I’ll do anything please.


She stood in the small, grassy graveyard, with the crude white cross that marked Michael’s grave in front of her and the viburnum hedge from which she had once gathered an armful of flowers to mark it to her left. As the steepled old First Baptist Church loomed in the background, Charlie desperately clung to a sliver of hope.


Please let it be him.


The heavy silver man’s watch that hung loosely around her left wrist—Michael’s watch, several sizes too large for her arm—glinted in the golden autumn sun. She didn’t know if that was a good sign or a bad one.


Vacillating between joy and fear, she looked at the man frowning down at her with an intensity born of marrow-deep need. Except for those few small differences, it was all there: the square jaw, the broad cheekbones and forehead, the straight nose and beautifully cut mouth. The tawny hair, the height, the outrageous good looks. Her hand was on his arm: she could feel the solid muscles through the smooth leather of his jacket. Yet her eyes probed his and she came up empty. There was no electric zing, no trumpets signaling a joyous reunion going off in her head. The vibration she was picking up with every atom of sensitivity she possessed translated to This is a stranger. Reality hit, and the fragile little bit of hope she’d been cherishing shattered like glass.


Face it, she told herself savagely as her hand dropped away from his arm, this gorgeous man is not Michael. He might be turning her inside out simply by standing there, but that was because of what was going on with her rather than anything to do with him.


The multicolored pinwheels of happiness, of answered prayers, of unlikely miracles that had begun twirling through her bloodstream from the moment she had set eyes on this man faded and stilled. It’s not Michael, she told herself again, and the world once more became the gray, colorless place that his absence from her life had made it.


“Who are you?” she asked, her voice raspy. Her throat was so tight it hurt to talk.


“Rick Hughes.” The way his eyes narrowed on her face with speculation, the way the tan skin around them tightened and crinkled, made her stomach twist. The expression was all Michael, even if the brisk syllables with their total lack of a slow Southern drawl were not. “And you are?”


Okay, he apparently didn’t know her. Didn’t recognize her.


Pain curled through her system.


She introduced herself, still in that same strangled voice: “Charlie Stone.” Still in shock from encountering the living image of the dead man she had only lately been able to admit even to herself that she loved, standing beside the grave where his body was interred. Despite everything her senses were telling her, she continued to search the man’s face, his eyes, for some hint of Michael, some sign that it was him after all. She forced herself to stop, to get a grip.


Michael’s gone. She knew that, but she was obviously having trouble coming to terms with it.


Rick Hughes’s surprised expression was so much like Michael’s that it was the equivalent of an arrow that lodged directly in her heart.


“Charlie Stone? Dr. Charlotte Stone?” His gaze moved over her. Watching his face, she was able to follow along: she had chestnut brown hair, a little longer than shoulder length, that today was pulled back into a low ponytail. Delicate features, fair complexion, denim blue eyes. Five-six and slender. Actually, more slender than usual, because since Michael had disappeared she’d barely been eating. Once Michael had told her men expected someone with her credentials to be butt-ugly instead of the babe he’d labeled her. Remembering this, she interpreted Hughes’s expression accurately, or at least she was pretty sure it was accurately. Her spine stiffened in response to the sheer sexism of men who automatically assumed that an educated woman would be unattractive.


“Yes,” she replied. And yes, okay, there was possibly a frosty overtone to her answer.


“I was just up at Wallens Ridge,” he said, referring to the supermax prison where Charlie, a psychiatrist, was currently conducting research on a government grant, studying the psychology of serial killers. It was also the place where, a little more than eight weeks ago now, Michael had been murdered. “And I was told that you’re the person I need to see. I was also told that you wouldn’t be available for several more days, as you’d taken a temporary leave of absence.”


“Yes, I did.” To assist an FBI team in catching a serial killer. Less than an hour before on this late Thursday afternoon in early October, she’d arrived back at Lonesome Pine Airport with plans to take the weekend to get her head on straight before returning to work at the prison on Monday. She’d been five minutes away from her house in Big Stone Gap when, from the backseat of the taxi that was currently waiting by the curb, she had spotted his stunningly familiar figure in the graveyard. Only, of course, in the way things tended to work in her life, it turned out that he was the wrong man.


The tiny part of her brain that wasn’t still reeling from shock scoffed: You didn’t really think that he was Michael standing there, alive, did you?


But from the crushing sense of loss she was experiencing, it seemed that somewhere deep in her heart, or soul, she had.


You can’t be gone. Not just like that. She sent the thought winging directly toward Michael, one of dozens that had taken that route since he’d disappeared, and immediately shut that folly down. Even if, somewhere in the misty reaches of the universe, he by some miracle did still exist (and she knew she shouldn’t even begin to allow herself to hope for that), mental telepathy had never been part of their thing. And yes, sometimes bad things happened, just like that.


Bad things like Michael being destroyed.


Taking a deep breath, Charlie tried to focus. When it came to her professional life she tried to keep things, well, professional. Her hands were clenched into tight fists at her sides, she discovered. She wasn’t yet able to tear her eyes away from this man’s handsome face, but she made herself unclench her fingers.


“What can I do for you?” she asked, liking to think that her voice sounded less off-putting than it had before.


“I have a court order granting me access to some files that are apparently in your possession.” He cocked a thumb at the grave, which, because it was still fairly new, formed a little higher mound and sported a little less grass than the ones around it. M. A. Garland had been hand-painted on the marker in black, slightly uneven letters, along with the dates of Michael’s birth and death. Looking at it made her chest ache. “On this guy: Michael Garland.”


Once again the ground seemed to tilt beneath Charlie’s feet. Hearing Michael’s name spoken out loud was bad enough, but at his graveside by his doppelgänger?


Really, God? What fresh hell is this?


“Who are you?” she asked again, in a different intonation. If he wasn’t Michael—and he wasn’t, she was now almost convinced of that—then the fact that this man existed, that he was apparently alive and real and human and right at this moment standing close enough to touch, officially blew her mind.


Her subconscious was shouting a warning: Hello, something’s up. Big red flag here.


All kinds of crazy possibilities started popping into her mind, running the gamut from his being some kind of shape-shifting demon to a faux-Michael from an alternate dimension to a very real-seeming hallucination brought on by grief and stress. At least, these possibilities might seem crazy to anyone who didn’t live in her world. Short version was, she had the unfortunate ability to see the newly, violently dead; Michael had been one of the serial killers she was studying; had gotten himself murdered; and then, as one of those newly violently dead that only she could see, had come back as a ghost to haunt, taunt, and otherwise make her life miserable until she’d made the truly colossal mistake of falling in love with him, at which point he’d been yanked away into a purple-twilight version of purgatory, where, according to all the psychic sources she’d desperately consulted when he had disappeared, he’d almost certainly suffered a fate far worse than death or even hell: oblivion.


In other words, the possibility of a shape-shifting demon or alternate dimension or too-real hallucination wasn’t as outlandish as it might sound.


To put it succinctly, in her world shit happened.


“I’m a lawyer,” Hughes said, adding to her complete and utter shock. That this spitting image of Michael, whose contempt for every component of the justice system was oceans deep, was a lawyer floored her. “A criminal defense lawyer,” he said. “The client I’m here on behalf of was charged with murdering his girlfriend. In the course of investigating the circumstances surrounding the crime, we discovered that it was identical in every significant detail to those committed by a serial killer known as the Southern Slasher”—he jerked a thumb at the grave again—“also known as Michael Garland. I thought we had a winner of an alternative theory about the identity of the true killer in my client’s case until I learned that Mr. Garland was in prison at the time this particular murder was committed. Still, I’m hoping that by following up on Mr. Garland I might learn something that’ll shed some light on my client’s case.”


“Since you’re here, you obviously know he’s dead.” She couldn’t say Michael’s name aloud: it just wouldn’t come out. For her to not see Michael’s grave was also impossible. It was there, in her field of vision, no matter how much she fought to not look at it. But looking at the man in front of her was even worse: it hurt. In the past two-plus weeks, she’d discovered that psychic pain could be every bit as agonizing as pain inflicted by a gun or a knife. “He’s not going to be shedding light on anything. You could have just sent for the files.”


“I’d also like to talk to you,” Hughes said. From his voice, she was pretty sure he’d grown up somewhere north of the Mason-Dixon Line. The vibe he gave off was more big-city polished than anything Mi—no, she wasn’t going there. You have to stop thinking about him. “I’m hoping you can help me with some questions I have.”


The last thing in the world she wanted to do was talk to him about anything, much less about Michael. Encountering him like this had shaken her badly; she had barely been keeping it together as it was. Now this—this terrible cosmic joke the universe was apparently playing on her was making her head spin, making it hard for her to catch her breath, making it impossible for her to think clearly. Looking at the man in front of her was physically painful. And it was starting to feel scary. If he wasn’t Michael—


He’s not. You know he’s not.


At the moment she wasn’t capable of much critical thinking beyond that, but she had managed to form and hold on to one crucial thought: Until you get this figured out, you need to be careful.


There was so much wrong with what was happening here she couldn’t even begin to count the ways.


She said, “I doubt I can be of much help. Anyway, if Mr. Garland was in prison at the time the murder you’re interested in was committed, I think that constitutes a fairly foolproof alibi. It’s unlikely that you’ll be able to deflect blame for your client’s crime onto him.”


Pointless as it was, Charlie realized that she was feeling defensive on Michael’s behalf. Then she scolded herself: What difference does it make if he’s accused of one more murder? It won’t change anything.


“The details of the killing are so similar to the ones Mr. Garland was convicted of that I still think there’s a chance he was somehow involved, possibly through an associate. I’m hoping the files you have will provide a lead, or maybe you’ll remember something that might help. One of the firm’s investigators would have come, but”—Hughes hesitated and gave Charlie an inscrutable look that, once again, was right out of Michael’s wheelhouse—“under the circumstances I decided to check things out for myself.”


“What circumstances?” Another murder that apparently fit the parameters of the brutal killings of seven women for which Michael had been sentenced to death—the possible ramifications were just starting to hit Charlie. The whole thing could be a mistake, of course; looked at by competent professionals, the evidence could prove that this murder was in no way connected to the other seven. But if the new killing did fit the parameters, if it was connected, it might be a possible avenue through which to prove that Michael was, as he had always claimed, innocent.


A spurt of excitement made Charlie’s pulse quicken. Then reality bit one more time: At this point, what did his innocence or guilt even matter?


Michael was dead. Dead and gone. Even if it turned out that he was innocent, even if that could be proved, it wouldn’t change a thing. It wouldn’t bring him back.


According to Tam, her daughter-of-a-voodoo-priestess, really-truly-psychic friend, it was unlikely that anything could.


Tam said that it was almost certain that Michael’s soul had been terminated as soon as he’d been snatched away.


As Hughes glanced briefly to his left, toward the not-so-distant sound of a leaf blower starting up, Charlie caught an excellent view of his profile.


Oh, God. Michael to a T.


Hughes said, “I understand that you interviewed Mr. Garland, did some psychological testing, that kind of thing?”


The only answer Charlie could manage was a nod. Remembering brought back too many emotions. She didn’t like recalling the hours she had spent interviewing and testing, or attempting to interview and test, Michael. At the time, he’d been a convicted serial killer on death row at Wallens Ridge, she’d been convinced of his guilt, and, even though he’d been shackled and chained to his chair and there’d been a poured concrete desk separating them and an armed guard peeping in the window at them every few minutes, she’d been secretly afraid of him. Mostly. Even then, though, there’d been moments when she’d trembled on the brink of liking him, moments when she’d been aware of his charm, moments when she’d felt attraction sizzle to life between them.


At the time, her thoughts on her reaction to him could have been summed up like this: Girlfriend, you are one sick chick.


“You performed the tests in person?” Hughes persisted.


Charlie nodded again, then said, “Yes.” Continuing to nod because she was finding it too difficult to talk was just weak of her. At some point, she knew, the pain of Michael’s loss would lessen, because even the worst heartbreak got better with time. Until then, she’d already determined her best course of action: Fake it until you make it. In other words, carry on as normally as possible until the raw wound that was her heart found a way to heal.


It would. She had to believe it would.


Hughes said, “Then when I tell you I’m here because I saw Michael Garland’s mug shots and got curious, you’ll understand what I’m talking about.”


He watched her, clearly trying to gauge her reaction.


Charlie’s throat felt tight as she asked, “You’ve—never met him? Never seen him in person?”


Hughes shook his head. “No. The mug shots were enough.”


She knew what he meant. The fact that this man was physically identical to Michael in all but the tiniest of details was impossible to miss. The resemblance was still knocking her sideways, messing with her emotions, blocking her thought processes. What it meant she had no clue yet, but if he was telling the truth, if he was who and what he said he was with no kind of chicanery involved, once he’d seen Michael’s picture there was no way he could have missed how much they looked alike. No one could.


If he hadn’t been aware of Michael’s existence until that point, the resemblance might well have been enough to bring him here. She knew that if she came across someone who looked exactly like her, she’d follow up.


“You look like him,” she said. It was the understatement of the year and she was proud of how steady her voice was and how coolly objective she sounded. But as she spoke her eyes moved over his face almost compulsively, and it was all she could do not to reach up and lay her hand against the smooth-shaven plane of his way-too-familiar-looking cheek.


This is not Michael.


The refrain shivered through her body with every heartbeat even as she yearned to believe that maybe, just maybe, she was wrong. But she was getting no sense of familiarity, no feeling of connection, and the awfulness of looking at the outer shell of Michael without it being him was beyond upsetting.


“From what I could see, exactly like him,” he said, still watching her. “Unless it was a trick of the lighting or camera angles or something when they took the mug shots.”


Folding her arms over her chest to try to maintain her calm, Charlie shook her head. “No. It wasn’t anything like that. It’s a—very strong resemblance. Except for your eyes. Your eyes are the wrong color. His are—were—blue.” She looked away from him with an effort, only to have her gaze fall fully on Michael’s grave. There were a few weeds growing in tufts that were taller than the sparse grass covering it—and it looked barren. And lonely. A hard knot formed in her chest, and for a moment the pain was indescribable. She jerked her eyes back to Hughes. “Other than that, you could be twins.”


It was only then, as she said it, that the possibility shot like a missile out of the chaos churning in her brain. She didn’t know why it hadn’t hit her sooner: it should have first thing, as soon as she’d looked at him, as soon as she’d decided that he wasn’t Michael.


If he wasn’t Michael, and he was alive and human, he almost had to be Michael’s relative. His brother. Maybe even his twin. Maybe even his identical twin.


Her eyes widened at the thought.


Could identical twins have different-colored eyes? She wasn’t certain, but until she could research it she wasn’t ruling it out.


Michael had been adopted at a young age. Michael wouldn’t necessarily have known he had a sibling, even if that sibling was an identical twin. In fact, he certainly hadn’t known it, or the fact would have surfaced during his trial.


For all intents and purposes, identical twins had identical DNA.


The DNA evidence left at the crime scenes had been the strongest evidence tying Michael to the murders.


Michael had always claimed that he was innocent. Of course, guilty men had been proclaiming their innocence from the world’s beginning, but by the time he’d disappeared she’d pretty much come to believe him. The man—ghost, whatever—she had come to know would never have brutally raped and killed seven women. It just wasn’t in him.


So maybe here was the answer. Maybe this man who looked exactly like Michael was Michael’s identical twin who shared his DNA and who was the real serial killer.


On that horrific thought, her eyes locked with his, and at what she saw in their wrong-color depths, Charlie suddenly felt cold all over.


Michael had always told her that her face was way too easy to read.


Moving closer, Hughes reached out to take hold of her upper arm. She was wearing a long-sleeved white shirt, thin and silky, with black pants. She could feel the strength of his fingers through it.


Like Michael, he was a big guy. Big enough to seem menacing even if all he did was stand there gripping her arm. Big enough that she might have some trouble getting away from him if he didn’t want to let her go.


“Something wrong, Dr. Stone?” he asked.




CHAPTER TWO


He was close enough that he loomed over her.


Looking up into that hauntingly familiar face, Charlie felt a flash of disorientation. She wanted to throw herself into his arms and pull sharply away from him at the same time. A tide of longing cut by a quick infusion of fear. It was uncanny and even kind of horrible to look up into the face of someone she knew so well—and know that it wasn’t him she was seeing at all. Being afraid of Michael—that seemed impossible now, given everything that had passed between them. Only—was she? But of course if she was afraid, it wasn’t of Michael: it was of this guy.


She had a sickening moment in which she found herself remembering how easily and quickly Michael had been able to kill when it suited him to do so.


A strong man could break a neck in a matter of seconds, she’d discovered.


Impossible to know whether or not Rick Hughes possessed similar skills. Stupid to assume he did not.


This is not Michael. She had to mentally formulate the words again to counteract what her eyes were telling her.


She’d come face-to-face with so much danger lately that having her heart start to pound and her pulse start to race and her breathing start to quicken felt almost normal.


Didn’t mean she had to like it. But whether she liked it or not, that’s what was happening to her now. She was afraid—of this man who wasn’t Michael.


To hell with this.


She’d spent enough time being afraid to last a millennium. She was done with being afraid.


It was daytime. Late afternoon in a public cemetery. They were in Big Stone Gap, the kind of Mayberry-esque small town where if she screamed every neighbor within earshot would come running, and given all the houses lining the street and the occasional car driving past and the leaf blower and the sounds of hammering and sawing she could hear from the not-so-distant town square, where booths were being assembled for the fall festival scheduled for that weekend, someone was bound to be within earshot. Her taxi with the driver in it was still waiting at the curb, for God’s sake.


Real serial killer or not, Hughes was not going to murder her where she stood.


“No, of course there’s nothing wrong.” She pulled free of his grip. He didn’t try to stop her. Tearing her eyes away from his face was harder, but she did it, and glanced toward the taxi idling at the curb. The driver, a stranger who’d come with the cab she’d hailed at the airport, had his head resting against the seat back and appeared to be napping. He’d rolled the windows down, presumably to catch the woodsmoke-scented breeze.


He would definitely hear her if she screamed.


“I have to go,” she said. Whether she was right or wrong in what she’d been thinking, she could no longer stand being so close to Michael’s grave, or to this physical replica of him.


“Hold on a minute,” he said, but she shook her head and turned away, heading for the taxi. Under the circumstances, keeping her spine straight and her gait steady required concentration, so she concentrated. She did not look back at Michael’s grave.


Hughes fell into step beside her. She didn’t look at him, either.


“I’d like to go over some things with you,” he said. Thank God his voice didn’t sound a thing like Michael’s honeyed drawl. She could listen to him and not get dizzy. “Do you have some time tonight? Could I maybe take you to dinner?”


When pigs fly. Her intestines twisted at the idea of sitting across a table from him. For all kinds of reasons.


“No.” Her reply was too fast and abrupt to be polite. She couldn’t help it. She felt like her heart was being carved up with a butter knife. She had to get away from him, had to have a chance to clear her head.


“O-kay.” There was a note in his voice that made her think that he wasn’t used to having women turn him down. No surprise, with such a great-looking guy. She could feel his gaze on her face as he persisted. “What about tomorrow? I can come to your office.”


She’d reached the taxi and he opened the door for her before she could grasp the handle herself. His hand was long-fingered and square-palmed and overtly masculine—and looked exactly like Michael’s.


Oh, God, this was the worst pain she had suffered since the night Michael had disappeared.


“I’m not going in to work tomorrow.” Sliding into the backseat, she gripped the window frame and pulled the door shut with Hughes’s hand still on the handle.


He leaned down to look through the window at her. “You really can’t spare an hour or so to meet with me? That means I’ll have to hang around here until Monday. I do have a court order granting me access to those files, so if you’re going back to work then, you’re not going to be able to put me off any longer than that.”


“I’m not trying to put you off,” she said. The thought of having him hanging around Big Stone Gap all weekend made her shudder inwardly. His resemblance to Michael was killing her and the best explanation she could come up with for it made her skin crawl. On the other hand, if he was the killer whose crimes Michael had been convicted of, what would his purpose be in coming here? Anyway, if he was the real serial killer, the Southern Slasher’s MO was to pick up hot young women in bars, not to take out unsuspecting psychiatrists in graveyards.


Although not every serial killer stayed true to his MO.


The thought brought a chill of warning with it.


“Oh? You’re not?” Hughes asked dryly. She glanced at him, an automatic, unthinking response to being addressed, and felt her heart shred. He was studying her face. She liked to think that it was unreadable, but that probably wasn’t the case. Michael, at least, had been able to read her expressions easily.


“No,” she said.


“So set a time and place. I’ll be there.”


His presence in town would hang over her head like the Sword of Damocles. The way he looked was killing her. Everything else—who he was, why he was there—she could sort out later. Her first priority had to be getting him gone so she could think and breathe—and function—again.


“I can meet with you in my office tomorrow. At three,” she conceded abruptly. That would give her the rest of the night and the morning to calm down. It would also give her time to get a quick background check run on Rick Hughes, attorney.


Luckily, she had friends in FBI places.


“I’ll be there,” he said at the same time as she tapped the back of the seat in front of her.


“Let’s go,” she said. The sleepy driver yawned in acknowledgment and nodded. A moment later the taxi was pulling away down the street. Charlie found herself leaning forward, watching through the side-view mirror as Michael—No, not Michael!—stood there in the churchyard with his arms folded over his chest, frowning after her.


She could not tear her eyes away.


It was only after the cab turned left at the intersection and she lost sight of him that it occurred to her that she’d never before seen Michael’s reflection in a mirror, because ghosts—which was what he had been for the majority of their acquaintance—have no substance to reflect.


Which, by reminding her once again that the man in the churchyard was not Michael, caused a fresh wave of heartbreak to slam into her like a tidal wave.


By the time she let herself into her two-story white clapboard house, she had a lump in her throat from choking back tears she refused to shed.


Once the door closed behind her she could feel Michael’s absence. A thousand images of him—walking through the front hall, stretched out on the couch watching TV, growling warnings into her ear as he followed her up the stairs—threatened to overwhelm her.


Her hands were shaking, she noticed. Taking calming breaths, she turned on the downstairs lights and the TV to combat the shadowy silence before doing what she always did as soon as she arrived home from a trip, which was lug her suitcase upstairs so that she could unpack. As a general rule, her hands never shook: since she had dealt with so much that was traumatic and horrible and terrifying over the years, keeping outwardly calm under any and all circumstances had become second nature to her. But this—this was different. This was shattering. Michael’s loss was killing her, and encountering Rick Hughes in the cemetery on top of it was the psychic equivalent of ripping open stitches that barely had been holding together a near-mortal wound.


Walking inside her bedroom, she flipped on the light to brighten things up in there and then stopped dead as more memories hit her: the last time she’d been in this room, Michael had been with her, giving her crap as usual. One glance at her big brass bed with its immaculate white spread made her knees go weak.


I can’t deal with this right now, she thought. Abandoning her suitcase just over the threshold, she fled back downstairs. The first time she’d had sex with Michael, it had happened in that bed; she’d slept many other nights in it with him beside her without having sex, because as an incorporeal being (i.e., a ghost) he was as insubstantial as air and ninety-nine percent of the time they couldn’t physically touch. The other one percent of the time—when something like strong emotion allowed him to briefly manifest in solid form, or when she somehow managed to pull off an astral projection that landed her on his side of the life/death divide—they wound up in each other’s arms as unerringly as metal flying toward a magnet. The sex was phenomenal. The friendship that had grown between them was, she was discovering now that he was no longer around, even more important to her.


She missed him so much that it was an actual ache inside her.


Without Michael, her house felt empty. It no longer felt like home.


One step at a time. That’s how you’re going to get through this. Focus on the here and now, on doing what comes next.


Which would be: Check out the creepy man in the graveyard.


Right.


Squaring her shoulders, she headed for the kitchen, fishing her phone out of her purse as she went. The number she punched into it was Tony’s. Tony as in FBI Special Agent Anthony Bartoli, head of the ViCAP serial killer unit that she’d just returned from working with. Tony was tall, dark, and handsome. He was smart and capable and gainfully employed. He was also single and had a thing for her.


And she liked him, she really did. If it hadn’t been for her damned (literally) ghost, they probably would have been hot and heavy by now.


As it was, she’d had to tell the closest candidate for Mr. Right that she had come across in years that she couldn’t get involved in a relationship with him right now because she’d been in love with someone she’d lost (that would be Michael, although she hadn’t gone into specifics about that) and she still hadn’t gotten over it. To which Tony, great guy that he was, had replied he was willing to wait.


The trouble was, he might be waiting forever, she thought, as Tony answered the phone with a casual “Hey there” that told her he knew who was calling.


She was starting to be afraid that she was never going to get over Michael.


People did recover from broken hearts, right?


“Hi,” she responded. She was still jittery with nerves from her encounter with Hughes, and on top of that she was getting a headache. She’d been experiencing them on a regular basis since Michael had disappeared. Setting her purse down on the counter, she dug out the bottle of Advil she had started keeping with her constantly and popped the lid off. “How are you?” she asked.


Tony had been shot and severely wounded moments before she’d received her far less serious wound, both at the hands of the serial killer they’d been trying to unmask. He was off work and staying at his parents’ vacation house as he recovered. He was able to walk and take care of himself, but he was still weak and had yet to regain full use of his left arm. When he’d left the hospital he’d asked her to come with him, but she’d turned him down.


Because of Michael.


“Recovering,” Tony replied as she swallowed two tablets and chased them with some water from the sink. “Today I managed to lift my arm over my head.”


She smiled at the humor in his voice as she walked around the breakfast bar to the kitchen table, which was piled high with mail, courtesy of the neighbor who’d watched her house while she was gone. Through the back window she spotted Pumpkin, said neighbor’s big orange tabby, stalking through the tall sunflowers that, despite being a little ratty this late in the season, still bloomed by her back fence. A short distance beyond the fence, Little Stone Mountain rose in all its fall foliage–covered glory. Once upon a time, she had run daily on the trail that wound up the mountain; she hadn’t done that, or run at all, for a while.


I need to start running again. Maybe that will help.


She said, “That’s great. I’m glad,” into the phone as she started to riffle through her mail.


“Yeah, I might actually make it back to work in another couple of weeks. You get home all right? How are things with you?”


“Yes, and fine.” That last was a lie if ever there was one, but the explanations that would be required if she responded in any other way were never going to happen. “Actually, I wondered if you could do something for me.”


“Ah. And here I was hoping that you’d called just because you wanted to talk to me.” The teasing note in his voice made her wish, for what must have been the millionth time, that things were different. That her life was different. That her stupid heart was different. With Tony, there really could have been something there. “What do you need?”


“Could you get a quick background check run on somebody for me?” As she spoke, she flipped past the electricity bill, the cable bill, and a sales pitch for life insurance. Just looking at them was comforting in an odd sort of way. Thinking about it, she realized that that was because they were the stuff of normal life, and normalcy was what she craved.


Once her life was back to normal again, once her routines were reestablished, maybe the pain of missing Michael would start to go away.


“Who do you want a background check run on?” Tony asked. She could hear the sudden alertness in his voice.


Charlie told him about Rick Hughes showing up out of the blue with a court order to see her files and a request to interview her. She didn’t feel good about lying to Tony, so she didn’t. She simply didn’t tell the whole truth. What she kept back was anything about her personal ties to Michael and the whole afterlife connection to the situation. In the version she shared, Michael was simply a convicted serial killer she’d been studying who’d been killed in prison, and now a lawyer who looked identical to him had arrived with a court order allowing access to her files. Framing it as the rampant speculation it was, Charlie also floated the possibility that Hughes might have committed the crimes for which Michael had been convicted.


“Wow,” Tony said when she finished. “Your life is nothing if not interesting.”


“Gee, thanks.” Her tone was dry. See there, she was fighting the darkness. She was fighting for normal. All was not lost in her bruised and battered psyche. “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”


“An observation, is all.”


“So will you do it?”


“Anything for you, Dr. Stone.”


He was flirting with her. More normal. If she faked it long enough, would she really start to feel normal again? She gave it the old college try and responded with a light “Have I mentioned lately that you’re my favorite FBI agent?”


“You keep that in mind next time we’re in the same zip code.”


“I will.” She was smiling again. God, it felt good to smile!


“So first thing you want to do is confirm this Rick Hughes’s bona fides?”


“Yes,” Charlie said, adding, “Anything you can find out about him will help. And, um, if you could get me a picture of him, that would be great.”


“A picture?”


“In case there actually is a Rick Hughes but this guy isn’t him.”


“Good thought.” The silence that followed told Charlie that Tony guessed there was more to the story than she was telling him, but he didn’t press her. His ability to take the off-the-wall things that happened around her in stride was one of the things she really liked about him. “You want me to come up there?”


He would, too. All she needed to do was say the word. She knew that.


“No. If it turns out that he’s not who he says he is, then we’ll see. But for now, you stay put and do what you’re supposed to do to recuperate. Just get me that information.”


“If it turns out he’s not legit, I’m on my way.” His tone made it a warning and a promise.


“Agreed.”


“Okay, then. I’ll get somebody on it now. You should have the information no later than first thing in the morning.”


“Thanks.” She was smiling again as they finished the conversation and disconnected. It was good to have Tony as a friend, to know that he was there if she needed him. It made her feel less alone.


Because that was exactly how she felt. Alone and bereft. No matter how much she tried to pretend otherwise.


It wasn’t until Charlie put the phone down that she realized that the last envelope in the mail pile, the heavy, cream-colored vellum one that she’d been vaguely aware of all along, was from the Brain and Behavior Research Foundation. Formerly known as NARSAD, the National Alliance for Research on Schizophrenia and Affective Disorders, it was the premier brain and behavior research foundation in the world. Its panel of experts in the field included Nobel Prize winners, present and former directors of NIMH, members of the National Academy of Sciences, and the chairs of the psychiatry and neuroscience departments of a number of leading medical schools. Each year they chose recipients of the annual NARSAD Distinguished Investigator Grants and on the last Saturday in October presented the awards with much pomp and ceremony at the foundation’s big annual gathering in Washington, D.C. The NARSAD awards were sort of like MacArthur Genius Grants for brain researchers, and to be selected was a really big deal.


Each award also came with a hundred thousand dollars.


Charlie was suddenly breathless as she tore open the envelope and scanned the letter it contained.


Under a gleaming gold letterhead that included an embossed illustration of the NIMH headquarters, she read:


Dear Dr. Stone,


We are pleased to inform you that you have been selected as this year’s recipient of the Goldman-Rakic Prize for Outstanding Achievement in Cognitive Neuroscience.


There was more after that, much more, details including previous winners and the time and place of the ceremony, but Charlie was so floored by what she was reading that the only thing that stuck was the fact that she had won.


Oh, my God.


The NARSAD awards were the most prestigious prizes in psychiatric research. To receive one at age thirty-two was—well, she was overwhelmed.


She hadn’t even known that she was under consideration. She’d never dreamed that she was under consideration.


Coming on top of everything else that had happened, it was simply too much for her to process. Pulling out a chair from the table, she sat down abruptly and stared at the letter in her hand.


It was such spectacularly good news, such an honor and a validation of her work and career, that under different conditions she would have been over the moon. Even through all the grief and turmoil and upset she was experiencing, she felt a flare of excitement.


This is huge.


Her fingers tightened on the letter. She had to tell someone. She was bursting to tell someone.


I have to tell Michael.


The thought was instant and instinctive, and it brought her crashing back to earth like nothing else could have. News like this was meant to be shared with the people you loved. The most important people in your life, the ones you could count on to be forever in your corner, the ones you automatically turned to in good times and bad.


The most important person in your life, the one you could count on to be forever in your corner, the one you automatically turned to in good times and bad.


When Michael had become that—well, person wasn’t quite the word: entity, maybe?—for her she couldn’t have said. But it seemed that he was.


How could I have let myself fall in love with him like this?


She’d done her best to keep it from happening. It had happened anyway.


She’d known the price all along. She’d known that it was going to be too steep to pay.


Yet here she was paying it.


Not being able to share the news with him dimmed the joy of it.


Not being able to share her life with him made the world feel like a cold, alien place.


Okay. Deep breath. Think about—


I won a NARSAD. A tiny shoot of happiness bubbled up through the pain like the first spring crocus pushing through a crust of snow. But the pain remained, grim and unrelenting and as deadening as a layer of concrete hardening around her heart.


Sitting there with the letter in her hand, Charlie glanced at her phone, which lay on the table in front of her. She should be snatching it up by this time, should be busy sharing the news. There were others she could call, others who would be glad for her: Tony, Tam, her mother. More friends, more colleagues. For God’s sake, she had people. People, not just a heart-stealing ghost.


Then her attention was caught by what she saw through the window, the one just beyond the table that provided her with a near panoramic view of her backyard: a pair of fat white hens scratched at the dirt beneath her sunflowers, unaware that Pumpkin, tail swishing, furry body low to the ground, was closing in on them.


Knowing the mayhem that was about to ensue, and maybe even secretly a little glad that she didn’t have to immediately decide who to call first with her news, Charlie jumped up, ran for the door, and flung it open.


“Shoo,” she cried, flapping her hands at the hens as she sped down the back steps. “Pumpkin, stop that!”


The hens didn’t shoo. They just kept calmly pecking away at the ground.


Pumpkin didn’t stop what he was doing, either. Now within pouncing distance, he crouched, wriggling his rear end ominously, his eyes fixed on the hens.


Charlie scooped him up just in time.


“No, Pumpkin,” she scolded him. Imprisoned in her arms, he gave her a baleful look. She could feel his tail swishing unhappily against her side.


“Oh, was he after Mrs. Norman’s chickens again?” Pumpkin’s twelve-year-old owner, Glory Powell, who lived next door with her parents, appeared at the fence separating their yards. She was thin and boyish-looking in jeans and a blue sweatshirt that read PROPERTY OF UNION HIGH SCHOOL. Her medium brown hair hung in one long braid down her back and her medium brown eyes were almost overshadowed by thick, dark brows. A tendency to glance shyly away from whomever she was talking to made her easy to overlook until she smiled. Usually her smile made her whole face light up. Today that smile flashed silver. “I’m sorry.”


“You got braces,” Charlie said in surprise, carrying Pumpkin to the fence and handing him over.


“Yesterday.” From the suddenly self-conscious way Glory tried to keep her lips stretched over her teeth as she spoke, Charlie surmised that she had forgotten about the braces until Charlie had mentioned them. She was immediately sorry she had. “I hate them.”


“You’ll be glad you had them when you’re older,” Charlie told her. Glory grimaced, clearly unconvinced. Glory’s mother, Melissa, who looked like a shorter-haired, late-thirties-ish version of her daughter minus the braces, stepped out of her house and onto her back porch. She waved at Charlie.


“Thanks for getting my mail,” Charlie called, waving back.


Melissa nodded. “Anytime.”


Glory followed Melissa inside, Pumpkin squirming unhappily in her arms. Charlie started to turn away from the fence, trying not to remember how Michael had laughed at her the last time she’d intervened in the cat-versus-chickens skirmishes that were a common occurrence in her backyard, when something—a feeling, a sixth sense, whatever—made her glance toward the street.


A car was parked across from her house.


Around here, people almost never parked on the street. They all had garages and driveways. Even guests parked in driveways. Anyway, unless something big was going on, like the Super Bowl or the Fourth of July or a funeral or a high school graduation, their street usually didn’t get that many guests who needed to park.


It was a quiet residential street. The houses were older, some remodeled like hers, others not, most with large yards. Nothing fancy or expensive. The neighbors were people like Mrs. Norman, the owner of the chickens, a widow in her eighties who lived next door, and Glory’s family, and Ken the deputy sheriff, who lived a little way down on the opposite side of the street with his family, and others like them. Charlie might not know them well, but she knew them all. She knew that none of them drove a car like the black Shelby GT Mustang at the curb across the street.


Looking at it, Charlie felt a frisson of unease.


A prickling at the back of her neck. A cold finger sliding down her spine.


All reactions telling her that something was wrong.


As she stared at it, the Mustang started up, pulled away from the curb, and drove off.


It was too dark to see who was driving.


What she was feeling added up to—a sense of foreboding.


If she had learned nothing else in her life, it was to pay attention to her instincts.


It was only as her view of the Mustang’s progress down the street was blocked by her own house that she realized dusk had fallen.


The fading light had a purple cast. A faint line of orange on the horizon was all that remained of the sun. Trees and houses stood in black silhouette against the darkening sky. The air felt heavier.


All was quiet. Unnaturally so. No noise at all, not even the whisper of the wind or the chirping of insects or the barking of a dog.


As if everything had stilled.


Liminal: that was the word she wanted.


It meant threshold, and in that moment it felt like the world paused on the threshold between day and night.


As Charlie frowned at the place where the Mustang had been, the last bit of orange glow on the horizon began to fade away and the purple shadows that lay over everything deepened.


Then something—a quiver in the air, a kind of heat shimmer—riveted her attention to one spot.


A shadow among the many shadows creeping over the yard across the street, just beyond the place where the Mustang had been parked, seemed to take on form and substance in the shimmer’s center. As she watched, the shadow resolved itself into the shape of a man.


A tall man, broad-shouldered and lean-hipped. Standing unmoving at the edge of the neatly cut yard.


It was already too dark for her to get a good look at his face, but she thought she could make out a white tee and jeans. And his eyes staring fixedly at her house, where light blazed from the windows.


The orange glow on the horizon began to disappear. As it did, a last ray of light streamed out to touch his hair.


It was the color of burnished gold.




CHAPTER THREE


Charlie’s heart thumped. Her breath caught. Forget the threshold between day and night. What she was seeing—was it the threshold between life and death?


Then the orange glow on the horizon was swallowed up by darkness, and the ray of light disappeared.


So did the man.


Gone just like that.


“Michael!” The cry tore out of her throat, and she found herself running, flying through the gate toward the place where the man had been. “Michael! Michael!”


But of course he wasn’t there.


No one was there. Nothing was there.


Cooling fall air with no hint of a shimmer. Deepening shadows with no substance to them. Chirping insects, whispering wind, ordinary outdoor sounds. Looking wildly around, Charlie saw the dark lines and angles of her own house, the lit windows with the curtains as yet undrawn that provided glimpses of the interior, and the homely, should-have-been-comforting sights of the neighborhood getting tucked in for the night.


Inside she was screaming.


It was a clear night. One by one, stars began popping into view overhead. Lights were coming on in all the houses, not just hers.


Charlie had never felt so alone in her life.


What just happened? What did I see?


If Michael had been there, he was gone.


If she had imagined him, she was in even worse psychological shape than she had thought.


If the man she had seen was Rick Hughes, where was he?


The Mustang had pulled away before the figure appeared, and there was no place where a solid, flesh-and-blood man could have gotten away to that fast.


Charlie had no answers. All she knew for sure was that the night was growing cold, and standing out there alone in the dark was starting to feel like a really bad idea.


Wrapping her arms around herself, she went inside …


Where her knees gave out, and she collapsed in a shivering heap on her kitchen floor.


If he was in hell, then all the preachers and all the sermons and all the holy books that had come at him over the years had gotten it only half right. Hell burned sure enough, but with a cold so intense that every second passed in it was pure agony.


But Michael was pretty sure he wasn’t in hell.


He was somewhere worse.


Imprisoned by bonds he couldn’t see or feel, but that surrounded him and held him fast. Trapped in darkness, suspended in a vaporous fog that smelled of sulfur and burned like dry ice, his existence an endless torment. An eternity’s worth of suffering compressed into a single instant, with every torturous instant the same.


His sense of self remained. The purple twilight nightmare of Spookville was a Disney theme park compared to this icy, stinking blackness. He could see shapes, hear the screams of others who, like him, were slated for annihilation.


The monsters—he caught only glimpses, but he thought of them as hunters on steroids—that controlled this place executed souls.


He’d been brought here to be snuffed out of existence.


If he’d been in any state to find anything amusing, he would have had to at least crack a smile at the idea that he’d wound up on the afterlife’s version of death row.


The more things change …


Too bad he was way past finding any of this funny.


He didn’t know how long he’d been here. Longer than any of the others. The drill was: souls arrived, something was done to them that made them shriek like they’d been doused with gasoline and set on fire, and then they turned into what looked like a pillar of ash and vanished, blown away by the frigid, unceasing wind, to exist no more.


He watched it happening around him, again and again and again, terrible, ruthless exterminations carried out with pitiless precision, the details imperfectly concealed by gloom. Sooner or later, it was going to happen to him.


Sometimes he almost thought it would be a relief.


Just get it over with. Boom. Done.


But then he suspected that thoughts like those were part of the process of wearing him down. The monsters’ whispers lodging wormlike inside his consciousness.


The searing pain that felt like it was devouring him from the inside out was excruciating. Indescribable. Never-ending. Worse than anything he had ever experienced in life, or afterward. It would have had him screaming for mercy to the heavens if he’d had a voice left with which to scream. But his outer voice was gone now, stripped away by overuse within either moments or centuries or eons (he could no longer accurately judge time) of his arrival in this place.


We can end your torment. We can make the pain stop. Your suffering is needless.


He heard the monsters talking in his head. They spoke to him constantly, in deceptively soft, gentle voices, coaxing him to give in to the inevitable, to let them wipe out his agony by ending his existence.


When he’d been alive, he would have sworn that there was nothing left in heaven or hell that could scare him. But that was before he knew that there really was a heaven and a hell, and there were things betwixt and between that could make dying seem like a day at the beach.


The thought of ceasing to exist—of having his consciousness obliterated—had disturbed him once upon a time. It still did on some level, but he rarely connected with that level of himself anymore. He recognized that the brutishness building up inside him was part of what was happening to him, was a function of this place. The knowledge didn’t make him feel any less savage. If anything, it made the savagery worse, because it fed his anger exponentially. It felt like the basest, most beastly and damnable part of himself was growing like a cancer, swallowing up the last shreds of his humanity, eating away at any small pockets of decency that remained to him.


It had gradually dawned on him that the reason the monsters had not yet terminated him was because they couldn’t.


The whisper that had followed him here was the constant to which he clung. It was his shield, his lifeline. The words—he had to force them into his consciousness now through the rising tide of ferocity that was slowly blocking them out—burned inside him, keeping the hellish cold from freezing him through. One day, he thought, he would no longer be able to remember the words, and that would be the day that it ended. That he ended.


I love you.


She’d said that to him. Charlie.


Those words were what held him to an existence. She was what held him to an existence. He wasn’t ready to let go of them, of her, of what was between them.


What he had done while he was alive might have damned him to hell for all eternity. He might even be carrying so much darkness inside him that he deserved to cease to exist. He wouldn’t argue with that. But he wasn’t ready to go.


He couldn’t leave her. He didn’t want to leave her.


Not yet. Somewhere along the way, he’d lost the ability to pray, but that was the plea that beat fiercely inside him. I need a little more time.


Part of the torture he suffered was that he could feel her pain.


She cried out to him, and he knew it, and each time she called his name was like a whip lashing his soul. She ached because he was gone, and a thousand billy clubs beating him unmercifully couldn’t have injured him more.


He’d never meant to hurt her.


She’d said, I love you.


The words were killing him and saving him at the same time. When he was snatched away, her whisper had flown after him into the dark. It had wrapped itself around what passed for his heart, and it held him fast now, like a string anchoring a kite to earth. Sometimes his consciousness flashed along the path of the string and he could see things. Not her—but things she could see.


Lightning glimpses of a hospital room, the interior of an airplane, her house.


So tantalizingly brief. So meaningless and yet—


Each one sharper than a thousand knives.


He had little doubt that he was deliberately being shown her life in snapshots as it was happening, as she continued on without him. The glimpses were a means of softening him up.


One day he wouldn’t be able to take the pain.


Holding on to her hurts.


His life had never been about love. He’d never really believed in it. He’d had bedmates, buddies, fellow Marines who for a time had become the closest thing he’d had to family. The men in his small unit—he’d cared about them. Band of brothers and all that.


But love was something deeper, something more profound. Other men seemed to experience it, but not him. He supposed it sprang from an openness and vulnerability that he didn’t possess. At its core his heart had remained a cold and distant place that allowed no one in.


He could have gone his whole life like that. But then he’d gone and died.


She’s better off without you. Let her go.


More insidious voices in his head, more attempts by the monsters to fuck with him. If he did what they wanted him to, if he closed his mind to her, if he let the words she’d sent winging after him into the dark fade from his consciousness, there would be nothing left to hold the monsters off.


The thing about it was, though, he was starting to feel like the voices might be right.


She was better off without him.
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She can catch a killer...
unless he catches her first.






