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One



Abril was just returning from walking her boss’s dog around the block when her phone began to ring. Stopping halfway up the long driveway, she pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and glanced at the display. The words Boss Lady were on the screen.


Starting to walk again, she answered with, “Hey, Boss Lady.”


“Oh God, do you still have that as my display name?” Gina Spaldine asked with exasperation rather than greet her.


“Sure do,” Abril said on a laugh. “It is fitting after all.”


When the only response was a dubious grunt, Abril changed the subject and asked, “How’s the trip going?”


“Great!” Gina said with sudden enthusiasm. “Italy is gorgeous! If I could speak the language, I’d move here.”


“You said the very same thing about Spain, France, Puerto Rico, and Rio de Janeiro,” Abril reminded her with amusement as she reached the top of the driveway and stopped in front of the garage doors.


“And I meant it every time,” Gina told her. “These spa resorts are amazing. I swear they build them in the most glorious spot in each country.”


“They probably do,” Abril agreed, her gaze dropping to Lilith as the large yellow Labrador retriever tried to move away, tugging on the leash. Pulling the Lab back, she quickly bent to turn on the collar for the wireless fence that kept the dog safely in the yard. She then gave her an affectionate pet before undoing the leash to let her run loose.


Straightening again, Abril glanced around the three-acre parklike setting that was Gina’s yard and commented, “But I think your house is in a pretty gorgeous spot too.”


“It is,” Gina admitted, her tone saying she was pleased with the new home she’d purchased. “That’s why I bought it. Speaking of which, how is construction going?”


“Uh … good.” Abril glanced toward both the great gaping hole in the ground along the side of the house, and the big yellow vehicle that sat silent and unmoving next to it.


“Good?” Gina questioned, stress entering her voice. “You didn’t sound too confident when you said that, Abs. What’s wrong?”


Abril grimaced at the question. She’d rather been hoping to keep this problem from Gina, but should have known better. She was terrible at hiding anything. “It’s nothing really,” she assured her quickly. “It’s just that—Well, you know they finished the master bedroom, en suite bathroom and kitchen renos yesterday and planned to start digging the foundation for the addition this morning?”


“Yes. They were pretty close to finishing inside when I left for the airport the day before yesterday.” There was a frown in Gina’s voice. “What happened? Did they hit the gas line while digging the foundation or something?”


“No, no. Nothing like that,” Abril assured her.


“Well, then what is it?”


“The digger thing … excavator?” she guessed before rushing on, “It crapped out on them about midmorning. They had to stop for the day and wait for someone to come look at it. They’re hoping that will be first thing tomorrow morning.”


“Tomorrow morning? They couldn’t get someone in today or bring in another excavator to continue on?” Gina sounded annoyed now, and Abril wasn’t surprised. Her boss was not the most patient of women. It had taken forever to get these renovations started, and now that they were underway, every delay that came up—and Abril was sure there would be many—was just going to piss off Gina.


“I guess not,” Abril said finally, her voice soothing. “But we had a pretty good rain just before lunchtime and they would have had to stop anyway. And Jared assured me that he was positive their guy would be able to get here first thing in the morning to fix the excavator. He also promised they’d work Saturday to make up for the lost time.”


A long silence stretched along the phone line and then Gina muttered, “Right. Okay. Well, these things happen I guess.”


Abril murmured an agreement, her gaze shifting to Lilith as the Lab leaned into the six-foot round inground pond to drink out of it. Unsure if drinking the pond water was safe, Abril was just about to call her away when Gina spoke again, distracting her.


“So, have you had any visits from nosey neighbors yet? Or complaints about the noise?”


“Complaints no. Nosey neighbors yes,” Abril admitted, and then added, “At least I’m guessing nosey since I didn’t get to talk to them myself. That neighbor from the house one over to the left and across the street, Kim I think her name is?”


“Yes. Kim,” Gina agreed.


“Well, she and another woman came by just before lunch and were talking to some of the workers. I didn’t notice right away though, and by the time I did, and then got Lilith’s leash on and took her outside, Kim and her friend were already halfway up your very long driveway, leaving.”


Very long was an understatement when it came to describing Gina’s driveway. Her house had been built on the back of a pie-shaped three-acre property. The driveway was a good two hundred feet long. Maybe more, Abril thought and then added, “I was about to call out and walk down to talk to them and make sure they didn’t have any complaints about noise, but before I could Jared stopped me to tell me about the excavator thingie breaking down.”


“But construction will definitely be starting up again tomorrow, right?” Gina asked, obviously more concerned about the renos getting done in a timely manner than in what her neighbors thought.


“As long as they’re able to get it going again, yes,” Abril said cautiously, thinking it was better to prepare her for the worst-case scenario. After all, no one knew what the problem was. What if they needed to order a part and wait for it to be delivered before they could make repairs?


“Well, if they can’t fix it or find a replacement excavator by tomorrow, tell Jared to get to work on pulling out the indoor garden in the meantime. I know the carpet hasn’t arrived yet, but they can still dig out the plants and dirt, fill it in with the gravel, and pour and spread the concrete to be ready for when the carpet does get there,” Gina said firmly. “I really want all the inside stuff done before I get back. It’ll eliminate the bother of the construction crew tramping in and out of the house and distracting us while we’re working.”


“That would be nice,” Abril said slowly, and then grimaced and told her, “Except Jared explained that the carpet isn’t the only reason they didn’t move on to the indoor garden before starting outside. He said it was more economical to bring in the gravel and concrete for both the indoor garden and the foundation at the same time. He plans on having a couple of men dig out the indoor garden right before the gravel comes for filling the foundation, and the same with the concrete. They’ll pour it outside and inside from the same deliveries. He said that way there also wouldn’t be a great gaping hole in the living room floor for days or weeks for someone to fall into.”


Abril had no trouble hearing Gina’s mutter of irritation before the woman said, “Well, that makes sense, I guess. I just can’t wait to be rid of that indoor garden. I hate the plants in it.”


Abril smiled crookedly, relieved her boss wasn’t throwing a fit at the news she’d just imparted. Her relief had her teasing, “You mean you hate watering those plants on weekends when I can’t make it in.”


“That too,” Gina acknowledged. “But I hate the plants as well. Honestly, I don’t know what the Bransons were thinking. I mean, could they possibly have found uglier ones? Between that nasty, spindly palm tree or yucca thing that looks like a bent and emaciated old man, and those overgrown cornstalks—”


“They aren’t cornstalks,” Abril interrupted with amusement, but admitted, “They do kind of look like them though. Fifteen-foot cornstalks. And, yes, they are ugly.” After a brief pause, she teased, “But you didn’t even mention the Naked-man orchids. Won’t you be happy to be rid of those?”


“Oh, well, those aren’t so bad,” Gina said. “In fact, I find them kind of cathartic.”


“Cathartic?” Abril echoed with surprise.


“Yeah. Anytime I think of William and his taking off like he did, I go down and pinch the little pecker off one of the Naked-man orchids.”


“Oh gawd, Gina!” Abril cried on a disbelieving laugh. “You don’t!”


“I do. Well, at least, I did,” she assured her. “And I’ll miss doing it. In fact …” She paused and then said thoughtfully, “Maybe rather than get rid of the garden altogether, I should just have them pull out everything but the Naked-man orchids and plant different, more attractive trees and bushes around them.”


Abril grimaced at the words. Gina had vacillated for months between changing plants or digging up the garden and either replacing it with flooring or adding a water feature in its place. Her indecisiveness had nearly driven Abril and the contractor crazy. It had been a relief when her boss had settled on removing the garden and making the living room larger.


Much larger, Abril thought. The indoor garden was twelve feet by twelve feet, with a three-foot walkway alongside it. Once the garden was gone, the living room would be thirty-five feet by fifteen feet. That was much larger than she felt any living room needed to be, but had no desire for Gina to keep that damned garden. Mostly because she would be stuck continuing to water and tend it and Abril had also hated watering the ugly plants. She wasn’t eager to water different ones now, so warned, “Whatever you like, but as I already told you, my coming over on the weekends to water the garden was a favor I won’t keep up after this. So if you choose to keep the indoor garden, you’ll have to tend to it yourself, or hire someone to do it for you.”


Much to her relief, Gina breathed out unhappily and said, “I suppose it’s better to stick with the plan and get rid of it altogether then. I mean the indoor garden is the main reason I bought the house, but I can’t remember to water it myself, and don’t want strangers coming and going on the weekends, so if you won’t water it for me …”


A long pause followed. Abril knew her boss was hoping that guilt would move her to fill that silence with an offer to continue the weekend waterings, but that wasn’t happening. She’d already done that for Gina for over six months now and it had been a pain in the ass. An unpaid pain in the ass too, she thought with irritation. She hadn’t minded at first because it was only supposed to be for a month or so before the renos started. Unfortunately, the start date for that had got pushed back, and then got pushed back again, and then again. Six months later they had finally started, but she was thoroughly over it.


House and dog sitting for Gina during the last of the renos, which her boss had escaped by flying off to warmer climes, was the last of the favors she would do, and she was only doing that because she was being paid well for it. But after this she was only working normal hours. There would be no more coming in on weekends to water the plants and oh-while-you’re-here-can-you walk Lilith/run out and grab me groceries/pick up my dry cleaning, or anything else. Abril liked her boss, but that liking would only stretch so far.


“Right, so the original plan of removing it stands,” Gina said when Abril remained silent. Not letting her respond, her boss added, “I guess I should get off the phone. We’re going to do a little shopping before dinner.”


“Okay. Have fun,” Abril said.


“Will do,” Gina assured her. “You have my number if there are any more problems. Call if you need me, Abby.”


“I’m sure everything will go fine.”


“Famous last words,” Gina said with a laugh.


“Yeah, I’ll knock on wood,” Abril told her grimly.


“You do that. And call me if they find bodies or buried treasure in the indoor garden when they dig it up.”


“Bodies?” Abril asked with a disbelieving laugh.


“Yeah. Well, I’m still trying to figure out where William went. Months of dating and he just disappeared into thin air. Maybe he fell into the garden and the ground swallowed him up.”


Abril hesitated, unsure what to say. She knew Gina had fallen hard and quickly for William. And he’d seemed to be just as enamored. After months of dating, and another month of practically living at the house, the man had gone out for milk and never returned. His sudden disappearing act had hit Gina hard. It was why she’d arranged this trip with a couple of girlfriends, to get away, relax, and get over William. It seemed that the getting over him part wasn’t working out so well. Not yet anyway.


“It’s a joke, Abs,” Gina said quietly, drawing Abril from her thoughts. “William can go hang for all I care.”


“He wasn’t good enough for you,” Abril blurted. “I mean he was cute and fit, but the guy was dumb as a stump.”


“Yeah,” Gina murmured wearily. “Anyway, I should get going. Make sure you send those contracts to Rutherford. I’ve already started to work on ideas for those ads he wants and am eager to discuss them with him, but won’t do so until he signs on the dotted line.”


“Already gone,” Abril assured her. “I sent them by courier last night. I’ll let you know as soon as he signs and sends them back.”


“Thanks. You’re a star,” Gina said, some energy returning to her voice now that the subject was changed.


“That’s why you pay me the big bucks,” Abril teased.


“Yeah. Remind me to give you a raise when I get back.”


“Yeah, yeah. Go have fun,” Abby responded on a chuckle.


“I plan to,” Gina assured her, and then added, “Ciao.”


“Ciao,” Abril said with a smile and had started to pull the phone away from her ear when Gina suddenly cried out, “Oh, wait! I almost forgot what I was calling for in the first place.”


Eyebrows rising, Abril paused and said, “Yes?”


“I was calling to check on Lilith.”


“Ah.” Abril smiled, not at all surprised to hear that Gina was concerned about her baby. The woman doted on her pup like most people did on their children.


“Is she okay? Is she eating well? Is she missing me?” Gina asked and Abril didn’t miss the note of hope in her voice.


“Yes, of course she’s missing you,” she said, glancing around now for the dog in question. “She starts barking and jumps up to run to the door every time she hears a vehicle in the driveway, only to drag her butt back and flop down onto her bed when it isn’t you but a courier, or the construction guys.”


“Aww,” Gina said, a smile in her voice. “Well, give her a cuddle from me and tell her Mommy loves her.”


“Will do,” Abril said absently, turning to peer around the empty front yard of the three-acre property when she didn’t spot the Lab by the pond or anywhere else to the side of the hole and excavator.


“Have a good day. Talk to you tomorrow.”


“Mm-hmm,” Abril murmured and slid the phone into her pocket when the dial tone sounded telling her that Gina had hung up.


Fretting over whether she really had turned on the collar for the wireless fence as she’d meant to do, or had somehow done it wrong leaving Lilith free to run off, Abril started toward the back of the house. She intended to check there for her before panicking and widening her search to the neighborhood.


Rather than going all the way around the huge excavator, Abril took the lazy route, walking between it and the hole. The path got narrow where the vehicle sat, and she reached for the large bucket to hold on to it as she made her way past, but her hand never made contact with the cool metal. Before it could, the ground she was walking on suddenly gave way beneath her.


Fortunately, they hadn’t got far in digging out the foundation before the machine had broken down that morning. The hole was about ten feet long and twenty feet wide, but only three or four feet deep. This was a good thing, Abril decided when she came to a halt at the bottom of the pit. While the sudden fall was a shock and knocked the breath out of her, she wasn’t hurt as far as she could tell.


Abril took a moment to regain her breath, and then blinked her eyes open when a bark preceded a wet tongue scraping across her cheek. She’d found Lilith. Abril put out a hand to the eager dog to keep her from licking her again.


“Thank you. I’m okay, sweetie,” she murmured, petting the animal with one hand while urging her away with the other. “Let me get up.”


Whether Lilith understood her words was debatable, but at least the Lab gave up trying to lick her to death. Turning away, the dog trotted to the far side of the partially excavated area that was closest to the house. Breathing out a sigh of relief, Abril struggled to her feet on the soft, uneven ground and tried to brush off the dirt now covering her coat and jeans. Unfortunately, while the rain earlier had been brief, it had still managed to drop a lot of water. It had turned the dirt to mud that was not brushing off. Instead, it was smearing on her beige wool coat and faded blue jeans.


Cursing, Abril gave up trying to remove the muck and glanced around for Lilith. She relaxed when she saw that the dog was busily digging in the dirt close to the wall.


“Helping the construction crew, Lilith?” Abril asked, looking around to try to find the best way to get out of the hole without bringing more dirt down on herself. Where she’d fallen seemed like the best place to get out. The rest of the sides to the hole were pretty straight up and down and closer to five feet than the three or four she’d first thought. Where the ground had given way, however, the side was now sloped. It was also made up of soft, loose dirt. She could get out that way, but suspected she’d have to basically crawl to do it.


Grimacing at the thought, Abril glanced to where the Lab was still digging. Slapping the side of her leg, she called, “Lilith, come!”


Lilith did not come. She didn’t even glance around at the call. Abril scowled at the dog’s lack of obedience. The pup was usually pretty good about listening and happy to follow her about, but right now she was ignoring her completely and continuing to dig almost feverishly, something she had apparently been doing for some time. Her golden fur was drenched in dark earth; on her paws, lower legs, and face. There were even a couple of splotches of it on her back.


Muttering under her breath about having to bathe disobedient pups, Abril slid her now cold hands into the pockets of her coat to keep them warm, and headed over to collect the dog.


The construction had been planned to start last fall, the end of September to be exact. The renos hadn’t started until the end of March. Now it was the last week of April when the days fluctuated between warmish and cold and back. Today was really cold, but not cold enough to freeze the muddy earth she was presently squelching through.


“Lilith! Stop and get over here!” Abril ordered more firmly, retrieving the leash from her pocket when she felt it in there. When her latest command had no more effect than her others, Abril’s muttering changed to complaining about unruly puppies who didn’t listen and made their humans traipse through nasty mud that was ruining their shoes. That carried her across the remaining distance to Lilith.


“Bad puppy,” Abril growled as she bent to latch the leash to her collar. She’d tried to put a firm note into her voice, but it obviously didn’t fool the dog into thinking she was no longer the pushover she usually was for the furball. When Abril straightened and tried to tug the Lab away, Lilith resisted.


“For heaven’s sake, Lilith!” Abril said with exasperation, and yanked on the leash. “Come on. Let’s go inside. It’s cold out here.” Not above bribery at this point, she tacked on, “I’ll give you a treat. Two treats even if—Holy shit,” Abril breathed when Lilith suddenly stopped her digging to move closer to her, apparently ready to give up in exchange for the promised treats. Now it was Abril who wasn’t leaving. She simply stood there, gaping with disbelief for several minutes.


It was the cold assaulting her feet as they sank into the mud far enough to allow the frigid slush to cover and seep into her shoes that finally drew her from her shock. Breath leaving her on a gasp, Abril snatched the phone out of her pocket with a suddenly shaky hand. She punched in 911 as she backed toward the edge of the hole, pulling Lilith with her.


The moment her call was answered and the operator asked what her emergency was, Abril cleared her throat and said, “There’s a body in my boss’s garden.”


“Ma’am, did you say there’s a body in your boss’s garden?” the operator asked sounding shocked.


Abril couldn’t blame her. This was a small town on the outskirts of London in Ontario, Canada. Things like this just didn’t happen here.


But apparently, they do after all, her mind pointed out as she stared at the skull now half-exposed in the dirt. Letting her breath out on a resigned gust of air, she said, “I’m afraid so. Or a skeleton, I guess. At least the dog dug up a skull. Can you send someone out, please?”





Two



“Get in, Crispin. We have to go!” Alexander Roberts barked when Crispin opened the passenger door of their assigned vehicle.


Eyebrows rising at his partner’s impatient greeting, Crispinus Delacort slid into the car and pulled the door closed. They’d only separated moments earlier when Roberts had left him to finish a conversation he’d been having with another detective and gone to get the car. His partner had been fine and much more relaxed then. Now he was practically vibrating with excitement. “What’s the rush?”


“We have a case,” Roberts announced as he hit the gas sending the car shooting forward.


Guessing his partner had got the call on the car radio as he’d driven around to pick him up, Crispin quickly did up his seatbelt and asked, “So, what is it this time? A cat up a tree, a kid playing truant, or someone caught shoplifting?”


“None of those,” Roberts answered him. “Murder.”


“Really?” Crispin asked with surprise. As a homicide detective he supposed he shouldn’t really be surprised they’d got called to a murder. But they’d only had eight of them in London over the last year. Half of those had needed little to no detective work done since the perpetrators had called in the deaths and confessed at the same time. That had left four murders that had actually needed solving. It hadn’t made for a lot of work for him and Roberts. Unfortunately, that meant they’d spent the better part of their time helping out with piddling cases like chasing down truant teens. “Are we sure it’s murder?”


“Must be,” Roberts said as he headed out of the parking lot, tires squealing. “A body in a garden.”


“What?” Crispin gaped as Roberts turned on both the lights and siren.


“You heard right,” Roberts assured him, his expression a combination of grim tension and a strange almost glee. “A body buried in a garden. Most people choose a cemetery for the last resting place … if it isn’t murder.”


Crispin understood the glee thoroughly. While it might appear unseemly to most people to have that reaction to a body being found, it was what he and Roberts had been trained for and were paid to take care of. It was nice to actually use their training and earn their pay for a change.


“Where is the garden in question?” Crispin asked.


“Out of the city, just past Byron,” Roberts said.


The news made Crispin stiffen. His voice was careful when he asked, “How far past Byron?”


“Still in our jurisdiction,” Roberts reassured him.


Crispin nodded, relaxing a bit in his seat. It would have been just their luck to get a case like this only to arrive and find themselves muscled out by the Ontario Provincial Police because the case was out of the city’s environs. It appeared that would not be the case, however.


Despite speeding with lights and siren blaring, it took more than twenty minutes to reach their destination. Crispin knew they were getting close when Roberts killed both the siren and lights. Sitting up in his seat then, he glanced around with curiosity. They were passing farms and fields, and then they turned onto another road, a crescent, Crispin saw as he read the street name.


“Wow,” Roberts breathed suddenly, drawing his attention away from the street sign.


Crispin glanced to his partner, and then followed his gaze to the road ahead. It was a truly breathtaking view; dark green grass and large old trees, mostly cedar, spruce, and white pines on both sides of the street. It was like they were driving through a park. He didn’t even notice the houses at first, not until he turned his head to look for them. They were all set back on what appeared to be two or three acres of parkland each, and every one was a different design of large majestic home. Not one was unattractive. It was a vast difference from the cookie-cutter houses on tiny postage-stamp bits of land that had been being built for the last twenty years or so. Which meant these homes were probably twenty-five or thirty years old, he supposed, but not one looked like it was. They were all well maintained.


The house they wanted turned out to be the largest on the road, with the largest property, and sat smack dab in the middle of the curved crescent.


“Wow,” Roberts repeated, as he steered them slowly up the driveway. “So, this is how the other half lives.”


Crispin peered at him with disbelief. “Your house is twice the size of this one, and sits on forty acres.”


“Yeah, but I’m 373 years old,” Roberts pointed out.


“So?” he asked with amusement. Roberts said it as if his nearly four centuries was long-lived. But he was just a babe to Crispin who had been on the earth for nearly three millennia.


“So, I’ve had a lot more time to make the money to buy the land and build my house,” Roberts pointed out.


Crispin nodded. Being immortal, or a vampire as most mortals would call them, had its advantages. Having the time to build up personal wealth was just one of them.


“The owner of this house is a mortal,” Roberts went on. “How the hell were they able to afford this? For that matter, how the hell have all the mortals on this street been able to afford these homes?”


Crispin shrugged and peered toward the house again. “Hard work maybe. Or inheritance and hard work,” he added as his gaze landed on the man, woman, and dog standing in front of the house. The man was a patrolman in uniform, one he knew, Officer Tim Peters. He was a smart guy with aspirations of becoming a detective himself someday. He’d been on hand at more than a few of the murders they’d investigated over the last several years.


His gaze moved on to the woman and dog; a pretty, petite blonde who couldn’t be more than thirty years old, and a yellow Labrador retriever on a leash. The woman was young to have the kind of success that would land her in the largest house on the largest property on this crescent.


Roberts seemed to agree and as he parked next to the patrol car, he commented, “I’m thinking inheritance or a lottery win, most like.”


Once out of the vehicle and moving toward the pair, Crispin noted that the pretty blonde was presently looking somewhat stressed. Not surprising, he supposed. Finding a body in your garden had to be something of a shock, but that wasn’t all that was stressing her, he realized when she greeted them.


“Thank God, you didn’t come in a police car. It’s bad enough having one police car here. As it is, Gina will have fits about that and the gossip it will no doubt cause in the neighborhood. But a second one would definitely be an issue.”


Crispin exchanged a glance with Roberts at her words. It was true they had an unmarked car. However, the neighborhood would soon be crawling with cops and technicians, all of them arriving in police vehicles bearing the London Police logo.


Fortunately, Peters saved them from having to admit as much when he said, “Ma’am, these are detectives Roberts and Delacort. Sirs, this is Miss Abril Newman. She’s house-sitting for the homeowner, a Ms. Gina”—he flipped back a few pages in the small notepad he held and finished—“Ms. Gina Spaldine. She’s presently vacationing in Italy.”


Crispin nodded at the woman, “Miss Newman.”


After Roberts also greeted her, Crispin glanced to Peters and raised his eyebrows. “So, what do we have here? The report was a body in the garden?”


“Ah, yes. Actually, it’s not a garden anymore. It apparently was at one time, and part of it still was prior to this, but they were digging it up for the foundation of a planned addition,” Peters explained, leading them to stand in front of a large hole along the right side of the house. It was about twenty feet wide, nine or ten feet long, and about five feet deep. “Apparently the excavator broke down, the men left and Lilith”—he paused to explain—“the Labrador retriever. She dug up the skull. It’s really a skeleton, not a body.”


Crispin and Roberts followed his pointing finger to the disturbed area five feet below the sliding doors where a human skull was half uncovered.


“I’m just going to take Lilith for a bit of a walk around the yard while you catch them up. If that’s okay, Officer Peters?” Abril Newman asked and Crispin glanced around to see that she was standing back and struggling to hold onto the Lab as it fought to follow them to the hole.


“Of course. Go ahead,” Peters said, and then glanced quickly to Crispin and Roberts in question as he realized that he was no longer in charge of the scene now that the two detectives had arrived.


“That’s fine,” Crispin assured him.


Relaxing, Peters told the woman, “We’ll shout when the detectives are ready to talk to you.”


Offering a quick smile and nod, Abril Newman headed for the open yard beyond the excavator, having to use a lot of strength and effort to drag the Lab with her. The animal seemed desperate to return to the bones she’d uncovered.


“The dog dug up the skull?” Roberts asked. “Not the construction crew?”


“Yes, sir,” Peters affirmed. “Not just the skull either. She got loose while Miss Newman was talking to me and started to dig up what I think are parts of a second body in the opposite corner over there. A pair of hands.”


Eyebrows rising, Crispin managed to pull his attention from Abril Newman’s curvy behind to peer at the officer with sharp interest, but it was Roberts who asked, “There’s more than one set of remains?”


Peters hesitated, and then said, “Well, it’s either a second skeleton or it belongs to the skull and the body was chopped up and spread around the area.”


Crispin immediately jumped lightly down into the hole to get a better look at the revealed skull, fully expecting Roberts to follow. Instead, the man said, “I’ll be right back.”


Surprised, Crispin watched his partner rush back to their car. It wasn’t until he opened the trunk and reached in to grab the hand broom and dustpan kept there that Crispin understood what he was doing. Roberts had bought the hand broom to clean up any messes in the vehicle after another detective had apparently eaten donuts in the car and left a dusting of white powder everywhere. After a brief look through the trunk for anything else of use, Roberts closed it.


Knowing his partner would join him momentarily, Crispin squatted next to the skull to get a closer look. The forehead down to the jaw was on view, the eye sockets and nose hole were filled with the dark, almost black earth surrounding it, but everything else was pretty dirt free, almost like the skull had been washed.


“Miss Newman suspects the Lab was licking the skull before she found her and saw what she was up to,” Peters said suddenly from where he still stood at the edge of the hole, looking down at him. “Apparently, the Lab likes to eat dirt for some reason.”


Crispin grunted and then glanced to Roberts as he dropped into the hole and squatted beside him.


“Let us see if it is just the skull or not,” Roberts muttered. Given that the earth was so damp, he bypassed the hand broom for the dustpan and began to cautiously sweep away the top layer of dirt, starting just below the jaw. He was careful only to scrape a light layer away, then another and another. After that, he switched to using his hand to brush the dirt aside until he uncovered bone. The cervical vertebrae of the neck, Crispin recognized, and picked up the broom to brush away the now light dusting of dirt left on the neck bones as Roberts continued his own efforts farther down and in a much wider sweep.


“I think this is the clavicle,” Roberts said suddenly.


Crispin stopped what he was doing to examine the results of his partner’s efforts. Roberts had cleared away enough dirt to reveal the rotting remains of part of a shirt and what appeared to be a clavicle showing where the collar was open.


“Yes,” he agreed. “Obviously the head was not removed from the body. Although I suppose they still could have cut off the hands.”


Roberts frowned. “I would like to keep going to find out, but we are going to catch hell for disturbing the scene as it is.”


“We could claim the dog did this,” Crispin said with amusement. “Or put the dirt back.”


Knowing he was joking, Roberts didn’t comment as he straightened.


Crispin stood then as well and asked Peters, “You said the dog uncovered more bones?”


“Over there.” Peters pointed to the corner ten feet away along the wall.


Nodding, Crispin crossed to that area with Roberts. They both paused to peer at the bones in the dirt. Hands. One was on show from the distal phalanges at the tips of the fingers, past the wrist bones to the ends of the ulna and radius of the forearm. The other only had the finger bones and some of the metacarpals on display. One of the distal phalanges had been moved a little away from the others, but that had probably happened from the dog digging.


“So, if the hands were cut off there are still at least two bodies, but more likely it is three at this point,” Roberts commented finally.


“Three?” Peters asked with confusion. “I mean, if those hands don’t belong to the skull, that’s only two bodies.”


“I am guessing you did not get a good look at the hands?” Crispin asked.


“I … well, no. The dog was determined to go back to her digging, and Miss Newman was having trouble controlling her. It took both of us to get her away from the bones,” he explained. “Then we waited in front of the house for you to arrive.”


Crispin wasn’t at all surprised at that news. He’d suspected it had been something along those lines, because anyone who had gotten a good look at the bones on display would have realized—


“They are both right hands,” his partner told Peters. “Two right hands here belonging to two different bodies, and if the first skeleton still has its hands attached, that means three bodies.”


“Damn,” Peters breathed with wonder. “That means this was a multiple murder. These may even be the victims of a serial killer.”





Three



Abril was beginning to get more than a little annoyed. She was freezing her butt off out here while the men stood around talking. She knew Officer Peters had to give them his report, but how long could that take? It wasn’t like she’d had a lot to tell him that he would have to pass on.


The house wasn’t hers. She was house-sitting and the dog had dug up the bones after the digging had ended abruptly when the excavator had crapped out. There! She’d said it all in two sentences. Well, she supposed she’d left out a couple of bits, but seriously! She was cold! Her jeans were soaked from the mud she’d fallen into, leaving her legs feeling like two blocks of ice, and while the mud on her hands had dried and started to flake off, her fingers were actually beginning to feel hot and tingly. Wasn’t that a sign of frostbite or something?


“Miss Newman?”


Abril swung around with relief at that call, and urged Lilith to move back toward the men when the taller, good-looking one waved her over. She grimaced inwardly at the thought. Really, both men were good-looking. One was dark haired, and well-built with dark eyes, a strong jaw, and full lips. The other also had dark hair, but was a couple of inches taller, a couple inches wider, and had the most beautiful silver-blue eyes Abril had ever seen. He also had longish stubble on his face. She had always preferred the tall, dark, and handsome type, but usually preferred clean-shaven too. However, that stubble was really attractive on this man … She found him sexy as hell.


And that was probably a really inappropriate thought to have at a murder scene, she acknowledged, her gaze sliding to the open hole. She had no idea what had happened to the people Lilith had uncovered, but it seemed pretty obvious they hadn’t died of natural causes. Otherwise, they’d have been buried in a cemetery rather than in what used to be a garden along the side of the house.


She peered around what she could see of the street as she crossed the yard. Considering the distance between the houses, and the trees and bushes filling the yards, she suspected it wouldn’t have been hard to bury the bodies without being seen. Especially since there were no streetlights on the crescent and it was black as pitch at night.


“We have some questions for you, Miss Newman. But we can go inside to ask them if you like. You are obviously cold. You are shivering,” the shorter detective, Roberts, said as she reached the men coming out of the hole.


“Inside would be good,” Abril agreed, grateful at the thought of soon being warm again.


“Peters, keep an eye on the site until forensics gets here. Make sure no animals or anything else disturb the bones,” Detective Delacort ordered and Abril couldn’t help noticing that he had a really deep, sexy voice even before he added, “Once the team does get here, come inside. We might need your help with canvassing the crescent.”


“Yes, sir,” Peters said solemnly.


Abril actually felt bad for the guy. He’d been out here quite a while with her already while he’d taken down the information and then had waited for the detectives. He was obviously feeling the cold. His fingers, ears, and nose were all red from it.


“I’ll make coffee and bring you one,” she offered. “How do you take it?”


Peters hesitated, and then shook his head. “That’s okay, miss. I wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble.”


“It’s no trouble,” she assured him. “How do you take it?”


“One cream, and one sugar,” he said finally and offered her a grateful smile.


Abril nodded. As she turned to lead Lilith to the front door, she heard Roberts say, “Pull your car up closer to the excavated area and you can wait in it with the heat on, Peters.”


“Yes, sir,” Peters said smartly.


Abril glanced over her shoulder, intending to give the detective an approving smile for thinking of the officer’s comfort, but her view was blocked by a wall of man. Detective Delacort was directly behind her. Blinking, she raised her gaze to his face, realizing only then that he was more than tall, he was extremely tall. He must be a good six two to her five five. How had she not noticed that before now?


“Watch your step.” Detective Delacort’s concerned voice was deep and silken. When she was slow to turn her attention forward, he caught her wrist, drawing her to a halt.


Abril flushed at the physical response she had to his touch and finally looked around to avoid his gaze and saw that she’d been about to walk into the half wall that ran alongside the steps to the landing of the front double doors.


“Oh. Thanks,” she breathed, as confused by her reaction to him as she was embarrassed by her own clumsiness. When he released her wrist, she took a shaky breath and quickly walked around the short wall to mount the steps.


When Lilith began to tug then, obviously not interested in going inside and abandoning the treasures she’d dug up, Abril said, “Treat.”


That was the magic word. Lilith stopped digging her feet in and yanking her head around. Instead, she was suddenly up at the door, waiting for Abril to catch up.


“She is food driven,” Detective Delacort commented.


“Oh, yeah, definitely food driven,” Abril agreed, managing a wry smile. “Masked bandits could break in and kill all of us and she’d let them do it and even wag her tail while they did if they threw her a couple of treats. She is not a very good guard dog.”


Delacort chuckled, his warm breath brushing her ear. That and the deep, rich sound of his amusement actually sent a shiver through Abril’s body. It was because of the cold, she assured herself. That was a shiver of cold, not excitement. Dear God, the man was gorgeous and sexy as hell and—You are obviously delirious from the cold, she told herself firmly. There is a dead body or three in the garden. This is no time for flirting, or even noticing the man is attractive. Get inside, get these wet clothes off, make coffee, and answer their questions like the smart executive assistant you are.


“Shall I get the door for you?”


Abril blinked at the question, and then realized she was standing in front of the double doors, her fingers merely lightly clasping the door handle. Before she could shake herself out of her stupor, Delacort suddenly reached past her to do as he’d offered. His fingers glided against hers as he grasped the handle and opened the door.


Abril closed her eyes as his chest pressed against her back and she was half encompassed by his arm and body. The chaos that set off inside her wasn’t just embarrassing, it was downright alarming. She’d never reacted like this to anyone, ever in her life. What was he? Some kind of warlock or something with a love spell, or more accurately a lust spell that was turning her into a bitch in heat? Hell, if she had a tail like Lilith, it would be wagging right now. She was actually surprised her tongue wasn’t hanging out.


Abril was tempted to lean back into the man, but before she could, she was dragged forward as Lilith suddenly lunged through the open door.


Eyebrows high on his forehead, Crispin gaped after Abril as she stumble-jogged through the entry and out of sight to the right, pulled along behind the Lab. He then turned to Roberts when his partner chuckled.


“Are you laughing?” he asked with disbelief. Roberts rarely laughed. The man was usually the inscrutable stare type of guy, but he was definitely laughing now.


“Oh, yes. I am laughing,” Roberts assured him. “Between her thinking if she had a tail, it would be wagging, and your fascination with where that tail would be on her, I just cannot help it.”


“I am not fascinated with her ass,” Crispin growled with irritation, telling himself it was true. He’d merely been peering at her behind because he was … well, behind her.


Roberts released another chuckle. “Sure. So if she had been facing you, you would have been eyeing her other goods?”


“No, I would not. I—Wait.” He narrowed his gaze on his partner. “Are you reading my thoughts? You are,” he accused when Roberts merely shrugged. “How the hell are you reading my thoughts? I am older than you.”


“I do not know, my friend,” Roberts said, slapping him on the shoulder and moving past him to enter the house. “You are a detective. Sort it out. How could I possibly be able to hear your thoughts? When are older immortals vulnerable to being read by immortals younger than themselves?”


Crispin opened his mouth, closed it, and then his eyes widened incredulously. “No,” he said, denying the thought that immediately came to mind. Then, realizing that he was just standing there on the stoop alone, he stepped inside and pushed the door closed behind him.


Pausing, he peered around what he could see of the house. He was standing in a large foyer with a set of closed double doors directly ahead across an expanse of white marble. The closet? He suspected so, then glanced to the left where the marble gave way to a cream-colored carpeted walkway beside a large indoor garden full of tropical trees and plants. Crispin was impressed until he noted the plants themselves. They really weren’t very attractive, but then to each their own, he supposed and glanced past the garden to the living room beyond. Finding that empty, he turned to look to the right, peering through an open doorway. He had just recognized that it was a very large kitchen when he heard Abril Newman’s voice.


She was saying something about “good girl” and “treats” he noted and gave up his position by the door to enter the long, rather spectacular kitchen. It had to be forty feet long and at least sixteen wide, with a long island running down the middle between the cupboards and counters on either side. Everything was white except for the countertops, which were made up of a silver-streaked black granite. The floor was some exotic hardwood he’d never seen before. It was gorgeous though, the strips of wood a variety of reddish brown tones with distinctive black striping.


“It’s tigerwood.”


Crispin jerked his head up at that announcement from Abril, unsure what she was talking about until she added, “The floor. It’s tigerwood.”


For one moment he was terrified that she too could read his mind and then Roberts said soothingly, “You were staring at the floor.”


“Oh. Yes,” Crispin said, relaxing a little. “I have never seen it before. I have never seen hardwood in a kitchen before either though, so …” He shrugged.


“Yeah, that’s Gina,” Abril said with a faint smile as she turned to what appeared to be a coffee bar area. There was a tea kettle, a Keurig with a milk frother, and a normal coffee machine all side by side. It was the coffee machine she was working with, scooping grounds into the filter to make a pot of the dark brew. “She tends to do things a little different than everyone else.”


Finished with the tin, she put it away and switched on the coffee machine. But as she turned to join them, she slipped on something and started to fall back.


Panic punching at him hard, Crispin shot forward to catch her, one hand sliding under the back of her head to prevent it hitting the countertop, the other catching her arm to stop her fall. In the next moment, she was on her feet again and he was peering down at her with concern. “Are you all right?”


Abril peered up at him with obvious confusion for a moment, and then her gaze dropped to his lips and stayed there. Her expression began to change. It softened, her mouth opening slightly, her tongue slipping out to run along her lips. But it was the increase in her heart rate, and the scent of arousal suddenly coming off her that really caught his attention. It stirred a responding arousal in himself and Crispin tightened his hold on her and started to draw her to him, intending to kiss her.


“Shall I give Lilith the promised treat?” Roberts asked, interrupting the moment. “Where do you keep them, Miss Newman?”


Confusion crossed Abril’s face and she gave her head a shake, then began to pull away from Crispin to turn to look at Roberts. “The treats?”


“Yes. You promised Lilith one as soon as you made the coffee,” he reminded her, but Roberts’s gaze was on Crispin.


“Oh, yes,” she murmured, moving farther away from Crispin and leaving him feeling bereft. After centuries of having a complete lack of interest in sex, he wanted to pull her back and claim her mouth, uncaring that Roberts was there. He wanted to pull her against his body and—Christ! She was his life mate, he realized with dismay. The thought had occurred to him out on the stoop, but he’d denied it to himself then, unwilling to even give thought to the possibility. But there was no denying it now. Sex was something an immortal lost interest in after a century or so of life. Only finding a life mate could reawaken such desires. For Crispin it had been more than two and a half millennia since he’d felt such urges, but they were definitely awakening now. That could only mean that Abril was his life mate. Or a possible life mate, he supposed, since she could refuse him if she chose.


“Finally sorted it out,” Roberts said with open amusement.


“I’m sorry?” Abril paused in the act of taking the lid off a white tin container with a dog bone painted on it, and glanced toward his partner with confusion.


“Oh. I was talking to Delacort, not you.” Roberts gave her a smile, and then offered, “If you tell me where I can find a mop and bucket, I will clean up the floor for you so you do not slip again. Next time you might hurt yourself.”


Abril peered down at the floor. Seeing the frown that crossed her face, Crispin glanced down as well to see that there was mud all over it. There were several tracks; paw prints from the pup, and footprints from him, Roberts, and Abril, as well as chunks of dirt that had obviously dropped off Abril’s clothes or the dog’s fur. She wasn’t surprised, both she and Lilith looked like they’d rolled in it.


“Maybe you should go change,” Crispin suggested solemnly.


“Yes. I should probably—Oh, Lilith no!” she cried suddenly, and rushed past him after the dog as she headed for the doorway to the rest of the house. While the Lab didn’t stop, she did slow enough for Abril to get close enough to step on the leash still attached and dragging behind the Lab. That did make the dog stop.


Bending, Abril snatched up the leash handle and straightened, then hesitated, her gaze going from the dog to the doorway and then around the room almost helplessly.


Crispin had no idea what she was thinking or looking for; he couldn’t read her mind. He did try, but was unsurprised to come up against a blank wall. This seemed like further verification that she was a possible life mate for him. While immortals could read mortals and any immortal younger than themselves, they couldn’t read the mind of their life mate.


“I will hold on to Lilith while you go clean up and change,” Roberts offered, crossing the room to take the leash from her.


“Oh, no, I—” When her protest ended abruptly and she simply handed over the leash and turned to walk out of the kitchen, Crispin knew his partner had taken control of Abril and given her a mental push to do as he suggested. That irritated the hell out of him.


“It is rude to take control of the mind of someone else’s life mate,” he pointed out grimly.


“I think so too,” Roberts agreed. “But sometimes it just makes things easier.” Ignoring his scowl, he handed Crispin Lilith’s leash and walked down to a door at the end of the kitchen. Opening it, he disappeared through it.


Crispin had started to follow him when Roberts reappeared with a mop, bucket, and two miscellaneous bottles of some kind of liquid under his arm. The room was obviously some kind of broom closet.


“Pantry,” Roberts announced, correcting his guess. After setting the bucket in the sink, he removed the two bottles from under his arm to examine the labels before holding one out toward him. “Go wash Lilith.”


“What?” Crispin asked with confusion, and then glanced at the label on the bottle when Roberts gave it a waggle. It was dog shampoo.


“Go bathe Lilith.” Roberts spoke slowly, as if he thought Crispin didn’t understand the order.


“I understood your words, Alex,” he said irritably. “But why on earth would I do that?”


“Because if you do not, then I am going to wash the floor and Lilith is going to muddy it all over again, and Abril will have to wash the floor when we leave, as well as give Lilith a bath.”


“Fine.” Crispin snatched the bottle from him and started to turn away, only to realize he had no idea where he was supposed to bathe the dog.


“There is a guest bathroom down that hall,” Roberts said, pointing to the hallway about fifteen feet from the sliding glass door.


When Crispin showed surprise, Roberts shrugged. “Before she left the room, Miss Newman was thinking that she would have to bathe the dog. She was thinking she would do it in the guest bathroom up the hall to avoid the dog going across the cream-colored carpet in the rest of the house.”


“Oh.” Crispin started toward the hallway, tugging lightly on the chain so that Lilith would follow.





Four



Abril’s breath came out in gusty relief as she skidded into her bedroom and quickly closed the door behind her. The last couple of minutes had been somewhat harrowing. She’d left the kitchen, only to freeze as she got halfway across the marble floor of the entry and her gaze fell on the pale carpet beyond. She’d peered down at the black mud covering her clothes, and back to the cream-colored carpet unsure what to do.
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