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  Prologue


  Oh, God, it was cold . . . so cold . . .


  Bobbi shivered. She was sluggish, could barely move, her mind groggy and dull. She wanted to sleep, to ignore the vague sense of uneasiness that teased at her mind. Her eyelids were heavy. As if she’d taken too many sleeping pills. An acrid odor reached her nostrils, something foul. She cringed and realized that her room was quiet. Still. Eerily so. No sound of the hall clock ticking off the seconds, or the fan from the furnace turning the air . . . no . . . the silence was deafening.


  You’re not in your room.


  The thought hit her hard.


  You’re not in your bed.


  She forced an eyelid open. She was . . . where?


  The rancid smell made her gag. Slowly, her mind began to clear. Where the hell was she and why couldn’t she move? Her lungs were tight, the air thin, the darkness complete. Panic shot through her blood as she realized she was lying on her back, wedged against something hard, slick fabric pressed against her nose.


  It was dark. Airless. She had trouble drawing a breath. And that god-awful smell . . . She nearly retched.


  This was wrong, all wrong.


  She tried to sit up.


  Bam!


  Her head cracked against something hard and she couldn’t move her arms. Not upward, not side to side. She was wedged tight in a small space, upon an uncomfortable bed . . . no not a bed, something softer and spongier and squishy, with hard points poking upward against her back. And that horrendous, rotting smell. Fear, cold as death, shrieked through her thick brain. She was crammed into some kind of tight box.


  And then she knew.


  With sickening clarity.


  She was stuffed into a coffin?


  God, no! That was impossible! Unthinkable. Her mind was just clogged, that was all. And this claustrophobic paranoia was all part of some kind of weird, macabre dream. That was it. That had to be it. But her blood was pumping frantically through her body. Sheer terror sliced through her.


  No, oh, no . . . please, no . . . this has to be a dream. Wake up, Bobbi. For God’s sake, wake the hell up!


  She screamed and the shriek resounded in her eardrums, going nowhere, bouncing in the tight airless space.


  Think. Don’t panic! Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God.


  Wildly she tried to kick upward, but her bare feet hit the hard surface, a toenail catching on the lining. It ripped backward. Raw pain seared up her foot and she could feel her nail hanging by a thread of flesh.


  This couldn’t be happening. It was a nightmare. Had to be. And yet . . . with all her might she tried to push, to climb out of this horrible confining space with its satin lining and . . . and...Jesus Christ, she was lying on something soft in places, hard in others, a .. . a . . .


  A body! You’re lying on a body!


  “Noooooo! Please let me out!” She shredded the lining with her fingers, scratched, clawed and pounded, felt bones and rotting flesh and the bristle of hair against her bare skin...bare skin...dear God, was she naked? Shoved into this gruesome box without any clothes? Who had done this to her? Why? “Help! Please help me!” Her own screams echoed in her ears, ricocheting back at her. “Oh, God, oh, God...please, someone.” Jesus Christ, was she really lying on a dead person? Her skin crawled at the thought of the rotting flesh beneath her, the lipless mouth pressed against the back of her neck, the bony ribs and hands and . . .


  Maybe it’s still alive—just comatose like you were.


  But she knew better. The once-live padding beneath her was cold as death and reeked and was probably already decomposing and . . . oh, please let this be a horrible, monstrous nightmare. Please let me wake up. She heard sobbing and realized the sounds escaped from her throat. Don’t panic. Try to figure a way out of this . . . while you still have air. The fact that you’re breathing means that you were probably just dropped here. Just because you’re in a coffin doesn’t necessarily mean you’re underground . . . But she smelled the dank earth, knew that this death box was already in a grave. It was only a matter of time before—


  Snap out of it and figure a way out of this! You’re a smart woman, think! THINK! If you’re not buried, just trapped in here, there could still be time . . . But she knew the seconds were running out, each one bringing her closer to a macabre, unthinkable death. Please, God, don’t let me die. Not like this...not ...not like this.


  “Help me! Help! HELP! she cried, shrieking and scratching wildly at the top of the coffin. She tore at the smooth satin lining, her long, manicured fingernails breaking, her skin ripping, sharp pain searing up the back of her hands. The stench was overwhelming, the air so cold and thin . . . it had to be a dream. . . had to. And yet the pain in her fingertips, the blood flowing under her nails convinced her that she was living a nightmare so evil she could barely imagine it.


  Horror strangled her and she thought she might pass out. Screaming at the top of her lungs, she kicked, banging her knees and feet, her muscles cramping, her bare skin torn and bleeding, tears running from her eyes. “Don’t let me die this way, please, oh, please, don’t let me die this way . . .”


  But the darkness remained. The squishy body beneath her didn’t move, decaying flesh touched hers, sharp ribs poked upward against her back. She shuddered, nearly vomited, and screamed.


  Above the sound of her voice she heard the chilling, resonate thud of dirt and stones raining onto the top of this hideous coffin.


  “No! No!”


  She pounded until her fists bled and burned, all the while pleading and crying. “Let me out! Please, please!”


  Who would do this to her?


  Why...oh, God, why...Who had she wronged so horribly? There were so many she’d lied to, their faces running through her half-crazed mind, chased by panic. But who would hate her enough to torture her this way? Who would have cause? Who would be so cruel?


  She gasped. The air nearly gone. She was fading. Her mind spun wildly to thoughts of the men in her life and to one in particular, one who probably didn’t remember her name, one she had wronged fiercely.


  Pierce Reed.


  Detective with the Savannah Police Department.


  A man honored, but with dark secrets of his own.


  No...Reed wouldn’t do this to her, didn’t really know how deeply their lives were entwined, didn’t care.


  It was another man, some monster who had trapped her here.


  She began to shiver and weep.


  “Let me out! Let me out,” she screamed, sobbing, her throat aching, her skin crawling with the thought of the decomposing human that was her bed. “Please, please, let me out of here...


  I’ll do anything . . . anything, oh, please, don’t do this . . .”


  But she didn’t even know to whom she was begging and the shovels of dirt and pebbles kept raining on the grave.


  She gasped, drawing in a ragged, burning breath of what was left of the air. Her lungs were on fire from lack of oxygen and she felt suddenly weak.


  Helpless.


  Doomed.


  She made one last vain attempt to claw her way out of her prison, but it was no use. The blackness crashed over her, crushing the fight from her, squeezing the life from her, and her hands fell to her sides. This, then, was her tomb. Forever.


  Above the gruesome silence she thought she heard laughter. It sounded far away, but she knew it was meant for her to hear. He wanted her to know. To hear him before she drew her last breath.


  Whoever had done this to her was enjoying it.


  Chapter 1


  “That son of a bitch is taking me back to court!” Morrisette blazed into Reed’s office and slapped some legal papers on the corner of his desk. “Can you believe it?” she demanded, her west Texas drawl all the more evident in her fury. “Bart wants to reduce my child support by thirty percent!” Bart Yelkis was Sylvie Morrisette’s fourth and latest ex-husband and father of her two kids. For as long as Reed had been with the Savannah Police Department, Sylvie and Bart had been at odds over how she raised Priscilla and Toby. Sylvie was tough as dried leather and rarely kept her sarcastic sharp tongue in check. She smoked, drank, drove as if she were in the time trials for the Indy 500, swore like a sailor and dressed as if she were pushing twenty rather than thirty-five, but she was first and foremost a mother. Nothing could bristle her neck hairs faster than criticism of her kids.


  “I thought he was caught up in his payments.”


  “He was, but it was short-lived, believe me. I should have known. It was just too effin’ good to be true. Damn it all, why can’t the guy be a dad, huh?” She dropped her oversize purse onto the floor and shot Reed a glance that convinced him right now all the men in Morrisette’s life were suddenly considered big-time losers. Including him. Morrisette had a reputation for being tough, a woman hell-bent to do a man’s job, a prickly female cop whose tongue was razor-sharp, her opinions unpopular, her patience with “good ol’ boys” nil and her language as blue as any detective’s on the force. She wore snakeskin boots that were far from department issue, spiked platinum hair that looked as if Billy Idol had been her hairdresser, and had an attitude that would make any young punk think twice about taking her on. Reed had suffered many a sympathetic glance from other cops who pitied him for his bad luck in the partner draw. Not that he cared. In the short time he’d been back in Savannah, Reed had learned to respect Sylvie Morrisette, even if he did have to walk on eggshells upon occasion. This morning her face was flushed a color bordering carmine and she looked as if she could spit nails.


  “Can he do that—reduce the payments?” Reed had been opening his mail but, for the moment, set his letter opener on a desk that was a jungle of papers.


  “If he can find himself a wimp of a judge who’ll buy into his pathetic, poor-pitiful-me act. So, Bart lost his job, so what? He should get off his ass and find another means of gainful employment—you know, like normal people do? Instead, he thinks he’ll cut back on me and the kids.” She rolled her eyes and straightened her petite frame, from the worn heels of her boots to the top of her spiked blond hair. Her west Texas drawl was stronger than ever when she was on a tear and she was on a major one this morning. “Bastard. That’s what he is! A card-carrying, dyed-in-the-wool, fucking bastard.” She stalked to the window and glowered outside at the gray Savannah winter. “Jesus, it’s not as if he pays us millions to begin with. And they’re his kids. His kids. The ones he always complains about not seeing enough!” She stomped a booted foot and swore under her breath. “I need a drink.”


  “It’s nine in the morning.”


  “Who cares?”


  Reed wasn’t too concerned. Morrisette was known to go into overdrive in the theatrics department, especially when her kids or one of her four ex-husbands was involved. Her domestic traumas reinforced his vow to remain single. Spouses were trouble and cops didn’t need any more than they already had. “Can’t you fight him?” Reed drained a cup of tepid coffee, then crushed the paper cup and tossed it into an overflowing wastebasket.


  “Yeah, but it’ll cost. I’ll need a damned attorney.”


  “The town’s lousy with them.”


  “That’s the problem. Bart’s got a friend who owes him a favor—a lawyer friend. So he called in his marker and she filed a motion or whatever the hell it is. A woman. Can you believe it? Where’s the sisterhood, huh? That’s what I’d like to know. Isn’t there supposed to be some kind of female bond where ya don’t go trompin’ all over another woman’s child support?”


  Reed didn’t touch that one with a ten-foot pole. As far as he knew, Morrisette wasn’t part of any sisterhood. She ran roughshod over men and women with equal vigor. He picked up his letter opener again and began slitting a plain white envelope addressed to him in care of the Savannah Police Department. The address was written in plain block letters: DETECTIVE PIERCE REED. The return address seemed familiar, but he couldn’t place it.


  “So, this is it,” Morrisette groused. “My kids’ future in the toilet because Bart built this woman a fence for her dogs a few years back and whamo—she goes after my paltry support check.” Morrisette’s eyes slitted. “There oughta be a law, ya know. Don’t people in the legal profession, and I use the term loosely, have better things to do than file stupid lawsuits to screw little kids out of a piece of their father’s paycheck?” She raked her fingers through her already unruly hair before storming back to the desk and scooping up her legal papers. Flopping into a side chair, she added, “I guess I’ll be putting in for overtime, and lots of it.”


  “You’ll get through this.”


  “Screw you,” she spat. “The last thing I expected from you, Reed, is platitudes. Okay? So stuff ’em.”


  He swallowed a smile. “Whatever you say.”


  “Yeah, right.” But she seemed to cool off a bit.


  “Why don’t you sue Bart for more money? Turn the tables on him.”


  “Don’t think I haven’t considered it, but it’s the old adage of tryin’ to get blood out of a damned turnip.”


  Reed glanced up at her and grinned. “You might not get anything but the squeezing might be fun.”


  “Let’s not talk about it.”


  “You brought it up,” he reminded her as he extracted a single sheet of white paper from the envelope.


  “Don’t remind me. My luck with men.” She sighed through her nose. “If I were smart I’d become a nun.”


  “Oh, yeah, that would work,” Reed mocked. He unfolded the single page. There was nothing on the paper save a few lines written in the same neat block letters that had been used in the envelope’s address:


  ONE, TWO,


  THE FIRST FEW.


  HEAR THEM CRY,


  LISTEN TO THEM DIE.


  “What the hell is this?” Reed muttered.


  Morrisette was on her feet in an instant. She rounded the desk and studied the simple note. “A prank?”


  “Maybe,” he muttered.


  “A warning?”


  “For what?”


  “I don’t know.You think maybe this is a benign nutcase or a bonafide psychotic?” She frowned, her worries about court-ordered child support reduction seeming to have disappeared. “I don’t like the mention of ‘listen to them die.’ God, there are some real sickos in the world.” She studied the block lettering, then scrutinized the envelope. “Mailed directly to you.” Her eyes narrowed on the postmark. “From here in Savannah. And the return address is downtown on Abercorn . . . Jesus, just around the corner.”


  “Colonial Cemetery,” Reed said as it came to him.


  “The cemetery. Who would send a letter from there?”


  “Another crackpot. This letter’s a crank,” he said, frowning. “Someone who read about the Montgomery case and wants to jerk my chain.” Since last summer when he’d been on the trail of a killer who had a vendetta against the Montgomery family, Reed had gotten a lot of press. Too much of the kind of publicity he abhorred. Credited with cracking the case, Pierce Reed was suddenly looked upon as a hero and sought after as an expert by other departments, by reporters who were still reliving the case, even by the attorney general in Atlanta. His reputation had been exaggerated and his personal life picked and prodded ever since capturing Atropos, a woman determined to decimate one of Savannah’s wealthiest and most infamous families.


  In the past six months, he’d been quoted, photographed, and interviewed more times than he wanted to think about. He’d never liked the limelight, had always been an intensely private man. He had a few demons of his own, secrets he’d rather keep hidden, but hell, who didn’t. Reed would have preferred to go about his job without the inconvenience of fame. He hated all the attention, especially from those reporters who seemed fascinated with his past, who had taken it upon themselves to find out every little piece of information about him and to tell the world what made Detective Pierce Reed tick. As if they had any idea. He picked up the letter and envelope with a handkerchief, then found a plastic bag in his desk drawer. Carefully, he slipped the envelope and note into the bag. “I think it’s nothing, but you never know. Better keep it in case it ends up being evidence.”


  “Evidence of what? That there’s another looney on the loose?”


  “There’s always another looney on the loose. I’ll keep it just in case and then send out a BOLO over the local system and through NCIC, just in case any other department in the country has gotten anything like it.” He turned to his computer, accessed the National Crime Information Center run by the FBI. “Maybe we’ll get lucky,” he said to Morrisette. “In the meantime, I think I’ll take a break and walk over to the cemetery.”


  “You think you’ll find something?”


  “Nah. Not really. But you never know.” He stuffed his arms through the sleeves of his jacket. “As I said, it’s probably just a crank. Someone getting his jollies by making a vague threat against the department.”


  “Not the department. This particular crazy has zeroed in on you.” Sylvie was adjusting her shoulder holster. “I’m coming with you.”


  He didn’t argue. It would have been useless. Sylvie was the kind of cop who followed her instincts and bent the rules— the kind of hardheaded woman who couldn’t be talked out of a decision once she’d made it. He slid the plastic bag into a file drawer.


  They walked outside through a side door and the winter wind slapped Reed hard on the face. The weather, usually mild in December, had a definite bite to it, the product of a cold snap that was roaring down the East Coast and threatening crops as far south as Florida. Morrisette, fighting the stiff breeze, managed to light a cigarette as they walked the few blocks past Columbia Square. Colonial Cemetery, Savannah’s oldest, was the final resting place to over seven hundred victims of the nineteenth century yellow fever epidemic and was the site of far too many duels in centuries past. General Sherman had used this plot of land in the middle of Savannah as a campground during the Civil War, or, as many of the locals referred to it, the War of Northern Aggression. Shade trees, now barren of leaves, seemed to shiver in the wind, and dry leaves skated down the pathways that cut through the ancient gravestones and historic markers where so many people believed demons resided.


  It was all bunk as far as Reed was concerned. And this morning, this burial place seemed as much a park as a graveyard even though dark, thick-bellied clouds scudded overhead.


  Only a few pedestrians wandered through the tombstones and nothing about them looked suspicious. An elderly couple held gloved hands as they read the markers, three teenagers who probably should have been in school smoked and clustered together as they whispered among themselves, and a middle-aged woman bundled in ski cap, parka and wool gloves was walking a scrap of a dog wearing a natty little sweater and pulling on its leash as it tried to sniff every old tombstone. No one seemed to be lurking and watching, no graves appeared disturbed, no cars with tinted windows rolled slowly past.


  “Don’t we have better things to do?” Sylvie asked, struggling to keep her cigarette lit. She drew hard on the filter tip.


  “You’d think.” Still, Reed scanned the dried grass and weathered grave markers. He thought of the cases that he was working on. One was domestic violence, pure and simple. A wife of twenty years finally had decided enough was enough and before suffering another black eye or cracked rib had shot her husband point-blank while he slept. Her attorney was crying self-defense and it was up to Reed to prove otherwise—which wasn’t that hard, but didn’t make him feel good. Another case involved a murder-suicide pact between lovers, in this case a couple of gay boys, one seventeen, the other almost twenty. The trigger man, the younger of the two, was still hanging on to life in the hospital. If and when he got off the ventilator and came to, he’d find himself looking at a murder charge. The third recent homicide case wasn’t as defined. A body pulled out of the Savannah River two days before. No ID and not much left of her. Just another Jane Doe. No one seemed to be looking for her, no missing persons reports were on file for a black woman whom, the ME thought, was around thirty years old, had type O-positive blood, extensive dental work, and had borne at least one child.


  Yeah, he did have better things to do. But as his gaze swept the cemetery that was the final resting place of Savannahians who died two hundred and fifty years ago, a graveyard where it was rumored ghosts resided, he had the unnerving sensation that the crank letter wasn’t the last he’d hear from its author.


  One, two, the first few. Hear them cry, listen to them die.


  What the hell did that mean?


  No doubt, he’d soon find out.


  “I seen him,” Billy Dean Delacroix insisted excitedly, the pimples on his boyish face a brighter red in the cold wind. At fifteen he was a pistol. “That ol’ buck started up over ta the hill. But he won’t get far. I nailed him, I did, he’ll be drop-pin’ soon. I seen his white tail a-flashin’, come on, Pres!” Billy Dean took off at a dead run, galloping through the undergrowth with the easy gait of a track star, his pappy’s big-eared dog streaking beside him.


  Prescott Jones, Billy’s second cousin, older by six months and heavier by fifty or sixty pounds, struggled to keep up. Berry vines pulled at his old jeans, ripping at the denim while branches scratched his face, nearly knocking off his glasses as he dashed along the old deer trail that wound along the banks of Bear Creek. A raccoon, peering from behind his dark mask, waddled quickly out of the way and deep into the bracken. Overhead, a hawk slowly circled.


  Prescott was panting by the time he reached the crest of the hill, sweating beneath his hunting jacket and his pa’s old thermal shirt. Billy Dean, dressed head to toe in camouflage, was nowhere to be seen. Nor was the ugly red-coated dog.


  “Son of a bitch,” Prescott muttered, gasping for breath. Sometimes Billy Dean could be such a bastard, running off ahead and all. He wondered if Billy had even hit the buck hard, probably just clipped him and they’d be chasing the wounded sumbitch for miles.


  Prescott caught sight of some red spots on the dried grass near the trail, enough to change his mind and make him think that the deer had been wounded badly. Good. He couldn’t handle much more of this fast-assed traipsing through the wilderness. Truth to tell, Prescott enjoyed everything about hunting but the actual tracking of the prey. Oh, he liked to shoot a squirrel, buck or fox as much as the next guy. Even fantasized about killing himself a bear or a gator and having it stuffed, but all in all, hunting was a lot of work and he much preferred the beer, weed and a bit of crank now and again that went along with the actual hunt. He liked campfires and making up stories about whores and big game, all the while getting high. The hunting itself, the tracking game, the wounding game, the gutting game and the hauling out of the game was kind of a pain.


  “Hey! Over here! Pres! C’mon. Just over the ridge . . . What the hell?” Billy’s voice came from down in a holler, one deep in shadow. Prescott followed the sound, noticed a few more splashes of fresh blood on the bent grass and curled up leaves on his way down an overgrown trail. Through tall pines and scrub oak, he eased his way down. The path was steep, cut into the side of a cliff, and precipitous enough that his hunting boots slid a time or two. Prescott’s heart was thumping. Holding on to his pa’s hunting rifle with one sweaty hand, Prescott feared he might pitch himself over the cliff. But all along the way down he spied a smattering of blood. Maybe Billy hadn’t lied, after all. Just because the boy was known for telling whoppers didn’t mean he hadn’t actually struck the whitetail in a vital organ.


  Prescott eased his bulk through a thicket of saplings to a small patch of dead grass, a shadowy clearing in this dark ravine. Ringed by scraggly woods, the clearing saw very little sunlight.


  Billy Dean was standing to one side of a snag that bore the charred bark of a tree hit by lightning. In front of the dead tree and Billy Dean was a thick mound. At first, Prescott thought it was the lifeless buck, but as he got closer he could see that he was wrong. Dead wrong. Billy Dean was scratching the side of his face nervously while staring down at a pile of dirt and rocks that was about seven or eight feet long and over two feet wide. Billy’s dad’s old dog was whining and pacing around the edge of the neat, unnatural heap.


  “What is it? What you got there?” Prescott asked and noticed that the red dog held his nose up, into the wind.


  “It’s a grave.”


  “What you say?”


  “A grave, man, look. And it’s big enough for a human.”


  “No way . . .” As Prescott, breathing hard, walked closer, he saw that Billy Dean was right.


  The dog whimpered, his fur shivering.


  Prescott didn’t like the looks of it. A grave out here in the woods near Blood Mountain. No, he didn’t like it at all. “What d’ ya think we should do?”


  “Dunno.”


  “Dig it up?”


  “Maybe.” Billy Dean nudged a pile of soft dirt with the barrel of his gun, something his daddy would skin him alive for if he ever caught him.


  The hound was still acting weird. Jumpy. Whining and staring across the clearing. “Oh, shit.”


  “What?”


  Billy Dean leaned down. “There’s somethin’here. A ring . . . hell, yes, it’s a weddin’ band.” He reached down and picked up a gold band with several stones. Billy wiped it on his pants and a diamond, a big sucker, winked in the poor light. Smaller red gems glittered around the diamond as the nervous old dog whined. “Jesus. Look at the size of it. Must be worth somethin’.” Squinting, he studied the inside of the band. “It’s got something etched into it. Listen to this: To Barbara. Love forever. Then there’s a date.”


  “Whose is it?”


  “Someone named Barbara.”


  “Duh! I know that.” Sometimes Billy Dean could be so damned dense. He might be able to run like a gazelle, but Prescott figured he weren’t no smarter than one of his daddy’s half-breed dogs. “But Barbara who? And why’s it here?”


  “Who cares? Too bad, though. The inscription prob’ly means it’s not worth as much.”


  “So what? You ain’t thinkin’ of stealin’ it.” But Prescott knew better. Billy Dean had a larcenous bent to him—not that he was bad, just poor and sick to the back teeth of never havin’ anything. The dog let out a low growl. Lowered his head. Prescott saw the reddish hackles rise.


  “I’m not stealin’ nothin’. I just found it. Tha’s all.” Billy pocketed the ring, then before Prescott could say anything else, let out a whoop. “Looka there. Now don’t tell me this ain’t my lucky day. There’s the buck! Shit-o-day! Look at him. It’s a damned four-point!”


  Sure as shootin’, the deer had dropped and breathed his last damned breath just on the other side of a pair of knotty oaks. Billy Dean had poked it to make sure it was really dead, and satisfied, was already unsheathing his knife, but Prescott didn’t help. He felt a chill as cold as the devil’s piss. It skittered down his spine from the base of his skull clean to his tailbone and it had nothin’ to do with the wind whippin’ and screamin’ down the holler.


  No, it was somethin’ more.


  A feeling, the kind that warned him of danger.


  Just like ol’ Red, the hound.


  Prescott glanced over his shoulder, his eyes squinting behind the smudged lenses of his glasses.


  Was someone watching them?


  Demon eyes peering through the dark foliage near the abandoned old logging road?


  Why did the damned dog keep watch, staring at the darkest part of the forest?


  The spit dried in Prescott’s mouth. He suddenly wanted to pee. Bad. “I think we best git outta here.”


  “Why?” Billy Dean was already on one knee, slitting the buck’s belly from sternum to his privates.


  The dog growled again.


  Low.


  A warning.


  “I got me a buck to gut,” Billy said, “then I figure we’ll dig up the grave.”


  “What? No way!”


  “Hey, there might be more where that there ring came from.”


  “Maybe we should call the police.”


  “Why?”


  “Cuz there’s somethin’ evil here,” Prescott whispered, edgy as he eyed the other side of the clearing where the brush was dense and dusky. The dog showed his teeth and began to circle, his eyes never moving from the shadowy trees. Prescott’s insides nearly turned to water. “It’s somethin’ we don’t want to mess with.”


  “Speak fer yerself. I ain’t goin’ nowhere till I field dress this sumbitch, dig up the grave and see what’s what. Maybe there’s some more damned jewels—some kinda treasure.”


  “Why would there be?”


  “Who knows?” Billy Dean rocked back on the worn heels of his boots and squinted one eye up at the sky as if to see better.


  Dark clouds shifted. An omen if ever there was one.


  Billy didn’t seem to see it that way. “I figure this here is God payin’ me back fer all the times He shit on me.” Billy turned back to his work. He’d already sliced the four-point’s hide just far enough not to puncture any innards. The guts rolled out on the ground in one glistening lump. “I know, I know I shouldn’t talk that way about the Lord, but He never did much fer me. Till now. I figure He finally’s squarin’ things up a bit.” Shoulders hunched, Billy worked at cutting the buck’s bowel and tying it off.


  “I don’t reckon so,” Prescott argued, fear making his skin crawl as stubborn Billy worked. “Come on, Billy Dean. We need to get out of here. Now.”


  “I’m not leavin’ my kill. And I’m diggin’ up the damned grave. What’s got into you?” Billy stood, then turned, still holding his hunting knife in his left hand, blood dripping from the blade and staining his fingers. The skin across his face appeared more mottled than ever as he glared at his cousin. “Ye’re scared, ain’t cha? Jesus H. Christ.” His voice was filled with disgust. Billy’s eyes moved to the shaded woods. “What is it? What’d you see?”


  “Nothin.’ I ain’t seen nothin’, but that don’t mean there ain’t somethin’ there.” Prescott caught a movement, shadow on shadow, a bit of leaf twisting unnaturally in the wind. The dog’s growl was low enough to seem unworldly. “Come on,” Prescott ordered, starting back up the trail at a jog. “We need to get goin’,” he yelled over his shoulder. “Now!” He didn’t stop to see if Billy Dean was following him, just took off as fast as he could, running hard up the trail. The dog streaked past him on the fly, tail between his legs.


  Damn it all to hell, Billy Dean had better come along. No deer or no damned ring was worth dealin’ with the pure evil Prescott sensed had trod through this stretch of backwoods. The path was steep, his feet unsteady, his lungs threatening to give out as he breathed hard enough to fog his glasses. Sweat poured down his face, into his eyes, under his collar. God, please help me git outta here alive and don’t blame me for Billy Dean’s attitude. He’s an idiot, God, please . . . His lungs were on fire, his heart pumping crazily as he stumbled past a fork in the path and around a steep switchback. This was the right way. Or was it? Had he passed that split oak—


  Something moved . . . shifting in the hazy light filtering through the trees. Jesus! Whatever it was, slid through the undergrowth. A person? A dark figure. A man? Or the embodiment of Satan himself? Prescott’s heart froze. He spun around too quickly, twisting his ankle.


  Pain splintered up his leg.


  Oh, shit! Prescott let out a squeal, then bit his tongue. He didn’t want Lucifer to find him.


  Run! Now!


  He had to hide. He bolted. Up. Down. Wherever the trail led while the pain in his leg shrieked through his body.


  Don’t think about the pain. Don’t think about Billy Dean. Just get away. Fast!


  The forest, bracken, scraggly trees, scrub bush flashed by in a blur.


  From the trail ahead the dog let out a frightened, painful yelp. The cry echoed through the canyons.


  And then there was silence.


  Deadly, empty silence.


  Oh, God. Prescott felt a fear as deep as he’d ever known.


  He froze, his ankle screaming in agony. He strained to see through the foggy, smeared lenses. Where was the dog? Where the hell was the damned dog? And the dark figure? Holy shit, where had that devil gone? Maybe it had all been a figment of his imagination. That was it. A trick of gloomy light in shadows? And where had it been—the black image? Higher on the ridge, or had he been turned around with the switchbacks and offshoots on the trail? He couldn’t think, could barely breathe.


  Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God!


  He had to keep moving!


  Deep in his boot, his ankle throbbed. Sweat covered his body. He was half blind. The crest of the ridge seemed hundreds of feet above him, the ravine abutting the trail a deep, dark abyss. How would he ever make it out of here? Why hadn’t he tried to follow that damned old logging road? If only Billy Dean would show up and help him and . . .


  Snap!


  Somewhere nearby a twig broke.


  He froze.


  His pulse throbbed in his ears.


  God help me.


  Fear sliced through his heart.


  Did he hear someone behind him? Footsteps on the blanket of dry leaves?


  Prescott spun.


  Again too fast.


  Agony ripped through his ankle and it buckled.


  Pebbles on the path skittered beneath his feet as he slipped toward the edge of the ravine. His arms waved frantically, but it was too late. He lost what frail footing he had. Screaming, he scrabbled wildly in the air, catching only a glimpse of a shadowy, tall man in the trees as he fell backward, pitching headfirst over the edge.


  Chapter 2


  “Come on, Nikki, give it up. Let’s go out for a few drinks.” Trina Boudine paused at the edge of Nikki Gillette’s cubicle, stretching her model-slim black frame over the edge that separated their desks. “You know what they say about all work and no play.”


  “I’ve heard. But I don’t know who ‘they’ are, and they probably weren’t concerned about paying the rent.” She glanced up at Trina. “And, just in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not Johnny, and I’m not a boy.”


  “Details, details.” Trina’s dark eyes flashed as she smiled and showed off white teeth that were crooked enough to be interesting. She flipped a sleek wrist where half a dozen copper bracelets jangled. “What’re you working on that’s so damned intriguing? Last I heard you were doing a series on the budget cuts to the school district.” She clucked her tongue. “Mighty fascinatin’ stuff, that.”


  “Okay, okay, you’ve made your point.” Nikki rolled her chair away from her computer and hoped Trina didn’t catch any of the text she’d written as her story had nothing to do with money, budget cuts, or public outcry over lack of school funding. Instead, she was writing another crime piece, about a woman fished out of the river two days earlier. It wasn’t really her story. Norm Metzger had been given that assignment, but Nikki couldn’t help herself. Crime fascinated her. It always had and it had nothing, not one little thing to do with the fact that her father was Judge Ronald “Big Ron” Gillette. She frowned at the thought of her father, then glanced up at Trina. “Okay, so I’ll meet you. When and where?”


  “Sevenish for drinks and hors d’oeuvres at Bridges. Aimee and Dana will be there. We’re celebrating. Aimee’s divorce and Dana’s engagement. Kind of both ends of the romance spectrum.”


  “Sounds fun,” Nikki muttered sarcastically.


  “Well, you can see why we need a few more people. I’m hoping maybe Ned, Carl and Joanna can join us—you know, make it a party. Aimee is having some trouble getting enthusiastic about Dana’s engagement, but Dana wants to celebrate.”


  “Even though she was married twice before?”


  “You know what they say—”


  “Third time’s a charm, yeah, yeah. You’re just full of pearls of wisdom today, aren’t you?”


  “Always.” Trina’s phone rang and she rolled her eyes as Nikki’s computer screen flipped crazily.


  “This damned thing,” Nikki growled. “I thought Kevin was going to fix it.” Kevin Deeter was the editor’s nephew, a part-time student and full-time electronic whiz whose sole job at the Sentinel was to keep all the electronics working. A loner who told weird jokes, he kept mostly to himself. Which was a blessing. She frantically punched the escape key, then rebooted and the computer came back to life.


  “Kevin was by earlier.”


  “Did he do anything to the computer?”


  “Sorry. I was busy. Didn’t notice.”


  “Great,” Nikki mumbled testily. She didn’t really like Kevin, but tolerated him for his computer skills. It certainly wasn’t for his sense of humor. “I swear, he messes up more than he fixes. Damn.”


  Trina gave a quick shake of her head, a warning that Nikki caught. From the corner of her eye Nikki spied Kevin lurking by the coatrack, earphones plugged into his cassette recorder. He probably hadn’t heard her and even if he did, he needed to know that he was supposed to fix things, not make them worse. And what was with the earphones? If Tom Fink caught anyone else tuned into headphones while on the job, that employee would be out on his ass.


  “I’m going to tell him to leave my equipment alone unless I’m here,” Nikki vowed.


  “Sure you are.” Trina’s phone jangled for the third time. “Duty calls.” Sliding her desk chair into the booth, she answered, “Savannah Sentinel, Human Interest. This is Trina.”


  Nikki rolled her chair closer to her computer monitor. She’d been surfing the Internet, getting as much information as was available on the Jane Doe who had been found tethered to heavy barbells at the bottom of the river. Scuba divers had found her remains and the police had been called in. Detective Pierce Reed was in charge of the investigation. As usual, he had “no comment” about the case and no amount of calling on her part had even gotten her connected to the reclusive investigator.


  She clicked on a picture of Reed. He looked as if he might have done time as the Marlboro man. Tall and rangy, with a craggy but handsome face and eyes that didn’t miss much. She’d discovered that he was single and had told herself it was necessary to know as much as she could about him, including his marital status.


  She’d also found out that he had worked for the Savannah Police Department once before, over twelve years ago and only for a short while, before he’d moved to the West Coast and joined the San Francisco Police Department where he’d eventually become an investigator.


  From there on his past was a little murky, but from what she could piece together she figured that Reed had landed himself in some kind of hot water. Major trouble. A woman had been killed while he’d had her apartment under surveillance. From what Nikki could discern, Reed had seen the murder, hadn’t been able to save the woman’s life, nor ever capture the killer. Reed had been reprimanded, though not stripped of his badge. Nonetheless, he’d resigned and shortly thereafter, he’d returned to Savannah.


  The rest, as they say, was history. Capped in the form of the Montgomery murders.


  While the strains of some easy listening music filtered through the speakers set high overhead in this warehouse-turned-office building, she tapped a pencil on her desk and scowled at the image of Pierce Reed, a photograph taken thirteen years earlier when he’d still been a fresh-faced cop in Savannah. In his late twenties, but still serious, he nearly glared into the camera. She wondered what drove the man. Why uproot himself and move to California, only to return here over a decade later? Why not marry? Why no children?


  She’d love to do a story on Reed and was working on an angle to sell to her editor. Something along the lines of the man behind the myth, a personal look into one of Savannah’s finest . ..


  Her phone jangled and she cut off speculation about the elusive detective.


  “Savannah Sentinel,” she said automatically, her attention focused on the caller. “Nikki Gillette.”


  “Hi, Nikki, this is Dr. Francis with the Savannah School Board. You called earlier?”


  “Yes, I did,” Nikki said quickly as she visualized the woman—tall, imposing, never a hair out of place, an African-American woman who had made good and at forty-two held a major position of authority in her hometown. “Thanks for calling. I’d like to interview you on the recent budget cuts,” Nikki said and clicked over to her notes on the computer while holding the receiver between her shoulder and ear. “There’re rumors that some of the smaller neighborhood elementary schools are going to be closed.”


  “Temporarily. And we prefer to call it merging. Taking two or three schools and blending them together for everyone’s benefit. We maximize our talent that way, the students are exposed to a lot of different teachers with innovative ideas, their educational experience is broadened.”


  “Even if they’re bused out of their neighborhoods, mainly the poorer neighborhoods, and shuttled across town?”


  “So that they ultimately benefit,” Dr. Francis cut in with her smooth, dulcet voice. A native Savannahian, her accent was subtle and refined. She’d been a poor girl who had worked her way through the school system here, who had found scholarships, grants and work study programs to propel her through undergraduate school and a doctoral program while her single mother held down two menial jobs and raised a total of six kids. Dr. Francis was the epitome of the American dream, a philanthropist, never married, with no children, but a woman with foresight who actually seemed to care about all of the kids in Savannah. So why did Nikki have the feeling that she’d somehow sold out? Dr. Francis rambled on and on about serving the needs of the students and the community and Nikki took notes, reminding herself not to be so cynical. Maybe the woman really believed the garbage she was peddling. And maybe it’s not garbage. Just because they’re closing down a school you attended years ago, doesn’t make it necessarily bad.


  Nikki clicked her pen and listened, agreed to meet with Dr. Francis later in the week and hung up thinking that the story wasn’t exactly Pulitzer Prize material, not even Nikki’s particular cup of tea, but it might have merit and was certainly newsworthy in its own way. No, it wouldn’t spark a byline in a bigger newspaper, wouldn’t propel Nikki Gillette to a job at the New York Times, or Chicago Tribune, or San Francisco Herald, but it would help pay the bills for the month and maybe she’d learn something.


  Maybe.


  In the meantime she wouldn’t give up on the Jane Doe pulled from the river, nor would she put her story on Detective Pierce Reed on the back burner. Nope, there was something there, something newsworthy. She could feel it. She just had to find out what it was. To do that, she needed to interview Reed, somehow get close to him.


  Which was about as likely as cozying up to a porcupine. The man was bristly, grumpy and sometimes just damned rude. Which was probably why she couldn’t just drop her idea about a piece on him. He was a challenge. And Nikki Gillette had never backed down from one. Never. Not the daughter of the Honorable Ron Gillette.


  Somehow, some way, Nikki would ferret out everything there was to know about Detective Pierce Reed. Maybe she’d come up dry, with nothing of interest. Maybe Reed was about as interesting as a dirty gym sock. She smiled. No way. In her gut, she sensed there was a story around the elusive cop. She’d just have to uncover it, no matter how many layers deep Reed had covered it.


  The life-flight chopper took off in a noisy whir of rotors as it lifted from the floor of the ravine. In a rush of winter air, it scaled the forested cliffs before disappearing over a hill. On the trail halfway up the cliff face, Detective Davis McFee turned his gaze on the young boy shivering before him. The kid was scared as hell, that much was certain, but other than the older boy might not survive, McFee didn’t know much.


  McFee’s partner, Bud Ellis, took over. “Let’s go over this again, Billy Dean. You were out hunting and something spooked your friend.”


  “My cousin—er, second cousin.”


  “Prescott Jones?”


  “Yeah. Me ’n him hang out a lot.”


  “It’s not huntin’ season.”


  “Yeah.” The pimple-faced kid had enough smarts to look down at the ground and dig his toe into the soft earth.


  Jones’s story was that he and his cousin had been tracking a deer, following the wounded buck down into the ravine, stumbled upon what looked like a grave and something had spooked the Jones kid. Scared spitless, he’d scrambled up the hill along with Billy Dean’s dog, and by the time Billy Dean had climbed to this section of the trail, he’d discovered that his cousin had fallen down a steep precipice on the switchback.


  In the fall, Jones had cracked his skull, broken three ribs and splintered his right forearm. He’d also scratched the hell out of his face and shattered his glasses. The EMT in the chopper wasn’t sure, but the kid could also have a punctured spleen or some other internal injury, no doubt a concussion. McFee wasn’t certain the older boy hadn’t been pushed down. Maybe the two boys got into a fight, maybe they were just squirreling around, but somehow Prescott Jones had ended up fifty feet below and beat to crap.


  Ellis prompted, “So you was chasin’ him up the hill?”


  “No, sir. I was followin’ him and old Red, wherever the hell that mutt is. Anyway, when I got ta here, I seen him down there.” He pointed down the steep hillside, into the woods below. “I couldn’t get to him so I kept runnin’ to the truck. His pa’s got a cell phone in there and had to drive a mile for reception but then I called you all right quick. That’s what happened. I swear.” The kid’s teeth were chattering from the cold or fear or both.


  “And you found a grave down at the bottom of the holler?” Ellis asked.


  “Yes, sir.” Billy Dean nodded so furiously that a lock of his dirty blond hair flopped up and down between his eyebrows.


  “Let’s take a look-see.” Ellis cast a glance at McFee and they followed the boy to the bottom of the trail where, on one side of the clearing was a gutted buck, his innards spilled onto the ground, and, nearby, just as the kid had sworn, was a mound of fresh earth, appearing for all it was worth like a grave. McFee didn’t like the looks of it. He pulled out his can of tobacco and stuffed a wad near his gum. What the hell was beneath the surface? Maybe another dead deer. Maybe nothing. Maybe trash . . . though usually trash was left strewn about without much care. This was a pit that was covered, but the earth hadn’t been camouflaged with leaves or sticks or foliage to hide it. Aside from the fact that the grave, if that’s what it was, was tucked deep into this ravine, whoever had buried something here had left it visible to anyone who passed.


  It was odd. Damned odd. “Let’s see what’s in there,” he said to Ellis.


  “Shouldn’t we call the sheriff? Maybe we need a crime scene unit.”


  “For what crime?” McFee asked. “Who knows what’s inside. We dig it up and find nothin’, then what? We’ve called everyone out here on a wild goose chase.”


  “Tell ya what. I’ll go up and get the shovel and make a call to the department.”


  “You do that. Billy Dean, here, will keep me company, won’t ya, boy?”


  The kid looked about to argue, but changed his mind. “Yessir.”


  “Good. Man, it’s cold down here.” McFee rubbed his arms and looked up at the sky. Gray clouds threatened rain. As Ellis hurried up the trail, McFee took out his knife and carefully moved some of the dirt to one side. The kid fidgeted and McFee guessed he knew more than what he was saying. “You ever been up here before?”


  “Yep.”


  “Ya have?”


  “Well, not right here, but around.”


  “You been in this holler?”


  “Once. A month or so ago.”


  “You see this grave then?”


  “No, sir, it weren’t here.”


  That much McFee believed. The earth was too fresh, like turned sod in a new field. Not quite the right color of the surrounding dirt, not trampled by animals or packed by rain. There had been a downpour two days ago. Torrential. Enough to flatten this mound. But it hadn’t. Because whatever was beneath the earth was fresh. McFee scraped again with his knife. He was square in the middle of the mound, centered so he wouldn’t miss whatever was below. But as he dug, making a small hole, his blade went deep, deeper than the shaft of his knife, deep enough that he had to lean over and place a knee on the dirt. Deeper and deeper while the kid shifted his weight from one foot to the other, ran the back of his hand under his runny nose and jangled the keys in one pocket.


  “Your dog the kind that runs off?”


  “What? No, sir. Old Red, he don’t go far.”


  “Where you reckon he is?”


  “Don’t know.” His eyebrows pulled together in a scowl and his lips turned in on themselves as if he were worried. He bit at his lower lip and sniffed. “Pa’ll skin me alive if somethin’ happened to him.”


  “No reason to borrow trouble,” McFee said. He felt certain they’d found enough as it was.


  Reed’s stomach growled. Acid burned up his esophagus. He glanced at his watch and realized he’d been going through paperwork, taking calls, answering E-mail and generally catching up ever since he and Morrisette had returned from the cemetery this morning. Breakfast had been coffee, lunch nonexistent and he’d been up since six A.M. It was now two forty-five. Time for a break. He rolled his neck around, trying to crack it and break up the tension in his shoulder muscles. How long had it been since he’d been to the gym and worked out. A week? Ten days? Hell, maybe longer. Tonight. No matter what came up, he’d throw on his sweats and trek over to the old athletic club where boxers sparred, weights clanged and the smell of musk and sweat wafted to the old rafters. It wasn’t a typical today type club with fancy computer-linked treadmills and stair-step machines that calculated heart rate, calories burned and distance traveled. Nope. This was old school. Weights, weights and more weights. If you wanted to run, you jogged. If you need an upper body workout, you tackled a big bag, throwing punches to get rid of your aggression, or for faster, quicker movements, you worked with a sparring bag.


  The real macho types could don gloves and mouthpieces and go at it in the ring while the other members of the gym looked on and placed a side wager or two. Not that it was legal, but then, what was? Reed and a few others in the department chose not to see the bets going down. He imagined drug deals were transacted on those cracked concrete floors, or behind a bank of battered lockers, but he hadn’t witnessed money exchanged for meth, coke or steroids. So far. He hoped he never did.


  Stretching in his chair, he considered the note he’d received this morning. The letter was probably mailed from another nutcase getting his rocks off by trying to rattle the department and get a little fame for himself. The envelope had been mailed to him as he was an easy target, the most high profile detective in the department compliments of the Montgomery case a few months ago.


  Which galled him.


  He reached into his top drawer, found a bottle of antacid and popped two with a swig of leftover coffee just as the phone rang for what had to have been the hundredth time today. He swung the receiver to his ear. “Detective Reed.”


  “Sheriff Baldwin, Lumpkin County.”


  Reed straightened. Not a usual call. Lumpkin County was over three hundred miles north. But familiar to him. Too familiar. “What can I do for you, Sheriff?”


  “I think ya need to come up here straightaway.”


  “Me?” Reed asked, his stomach knotting the way it always did when he sensed something wasn’t right.


  “I think it would be best.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Two boys were out huntin’ with their dog, up near Blood Mountain. One boy, Billy Dean Delacroix, he got lucky and wounded a buck. The kids took off after him and followed his trail into a ravine. Found the buck dead at the edge of a clearing. And that’s not all. They think they stumbled onto some kind of grave cuz of the fresh turned earth and their old hound was going ape-shit. One kid, Billy Dean’s cousin, Prescott Jones, got spooked and ran, said there was the devil there or somethin’ and hightailed it the way they came in. Billy Dean was pissed, thought his cousin was imaginin’ things, but a few minutes later, he gets to feeling jumpy and takes off after Prescott. Just as Billy Dean’s comin’ over a rise, he hears a scream that scares the liver out of him. He rounds a corner and sees the Jones boy doin’ a header off the cliff. Now, it’s fifty feet down and there’s no way to reach him, so Billy Dean, he runs to his daddy’s pickup and calls for help on the cell phone—which doesn’t work so hot up in the mountains. He has to drive a ways before the call actually connects.”


  “Jesus.” Reed was doodling, writing down the kids’s names on a pad, hoping the sheriff would get to the point.


  “The way we figure it, the two kids were out there where they shouldn’t be, probably high on somethin’, and they either had an accident or one kid pushed the other.” He hesitated, sounded as if he were drawing hard on a cigarette. Reed waited. Still didn’t know why the sheriff had called him.


  “Trouble was, it was just as the boy said. A grave was down in the holler, fancy coffin and all.”


  “Coffin?”


  “Yep, someone went to the trouble of buryin’ the bodies in a rosewood box.”


  “Bodies? As in more than one?”


  “Ye–ep. Two, as a matter of fact. One fresh, one not so . . . The reason I’m callin’ you is that we think you might know one of the victims.”


  “Me? Why?” Every muscle in Reed’s body tensed. He quit doodling.


  “We found your name in the coffin.”


  “What? My name?” Was the man insane? His name on the inside of the coffin? What did that mean? “In the coffin?”


  “That’s right. A note addressed to you. Along with a small microphone.”


  “Sheriff, hold on a minute. There was a note for me and a microphone inside a coffin that held two bodies up in the woods three hundred miles from Savannah?”


  “You got it. A hole was bored into the box and the mike placed in a corner, near the vic’s head, the note was placed at the foot, tucked into the lining.”


  “Any ID on the victims?” Reed’s mind spun. First, the weird note this morning and then this bizarre news about bodies in Lumpkin County, the part of Georgia where he’d grown up— a place he’d rather forget.


  “Both Jane Does. Maybe you should just come on up and see for yourself. I’ve already worked it out with the state police. They’ll fly you up in a chopper. The major crime team is already up there, preserving the site, but seein’ as your name was on the note, I really think you should take a look at this.”


  Reed was already reaching for his jacket.


  Around four o’clock, Trina said, “Something major is going on up in Lumpkin County.” She was on her way back from the soda machine, a sweating bottle of Diet Coke swinging from her fingers. An instrumental rendition of a Patti Page tune wafted from hidden speakers in the offices of the Savannah Sentinel as Nikki tried to put an interesting spin on her dry story about the school board.


  “How major?” Nikki looked up from her computer monitor. She was interested in anything having to do with news even though Lumpkin County was a long way north of Atlanta, not far from the Carolina border.


  Trina’s forehead furrowed a bit. “I don’t know. But big enough to warrant the interest of the Sentinel.”


  “Really?” Nikki was all ears.


  “All I know is that Metzger was so excited, he almost forgot to gloat.”


  Norman Metzger was the Sentinel’s crime reporter. His byline accompanied nearly every story having anything to do with the Savannah Police Department or other police agencies in the state. It wasn’t that he was such a bad guy, just inefficient in Nikki’s mind and, as Trina had indicated, had a high and extremely inflated opinion of himself. “He was grabbing his jacket and barking orders to the photographer, telling Jim to get a move on.


  “When I asked him ‘Where’s the fire?’ he threw me a grin that the Cheshire Cat would have killed for and just said ‘Dahlonega.’ ” Trina twisted off the cap from her Diet Coke and her eyebrows elevated over eyes that were charged with fire. “I figured you’d want to know.”


  “You figured right.” Nikki scooted her chair back, looked down the hall and saw Metzger plop a wool cap on his head and jangle his keys in the pocket of his jacket. He tossed Nikki a glance down the hallway, caught her staring and gave her a mock salute as he winked at her.


  Creep.


  He knew she wanted his job and couldn’t help but rub it in every chance he got.


  Her jaw tightened as she rolled her chair back to her desk.


  “Don’t let him get to you.” Obviously, Trina had caught the entire exchange.


  “With Metzger, it’s impossible.”


  “Nah, it isn’t. Don’t play his game. Let it slide. Water off a duck’s back.”


  “If you say so.” Nikki’s mind was spinning. What was it that was so important up in the north Georgia mountains? “Thanks for the tip,” she said to Trina. “I owe ya one.”


  “Oh, you probably owe me a dozen or more, but who’s counting. You can buy me a drink tonight. Remember, whatever this is, you’re not bagging out on us. I’m not going to be the only piece of sanity between Dana’s elation and Aimee’s despair. No way, honey. You’re showin’ up.”


  “Promise.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know.” Trina slid into her chair and disappeared behind the partition just as her phone began to jingle. “Savannah Sentinel, this is Trina Boudine . . .”


  Nikki didn’t waste a second. She picked up her cell and called a number she knew by heart. Another cell phone. This one belonging to Cliff Siebert who worked in the detective unit of the Savannah Police Department. He made it his business to know what was going on and for some reason, he usually confided in Nikki. Maybe he was interested in her, a thought she harbored but didn’t want to acknowledge right now. So far, he’d never really come on to her. Well, not lately. There was a chance he opened up to her because she was Big Ronald Gillette’s daughter, but, more likely it was because of a severe case of guilt.


  “Hi, it’s me,” she said brightly when he answered.


  He groaned, but it was good-natured. “What do you want?”


  “Something’s up. Something big if I can judge by the smile on Norm Metzger’s face. He’s on his way upstate. Dahlonega.”


  “How’d he find out about that?”


  “About what? And I don’t know.” There was a second’s hesitation, just as there always was each time Nikki pried and Detective Siebert struggled with his conscience. “Come on, Cliff. What’s happening?”


  “You can’t find out from that end?” he asked, stalling. As he always did.


  “Are you kidding? You know how my boss thinks. Tom’s a good ole southern boy, who, beneath his liberal veneer, feels that all women should be a cross between Scarlett O’Hara and Heidi Fleiss.”


  “Careful now, I’m a good old southern boy, too.”


  “You know what I mean,” she said with a sigh. Cliff was getting on her nerves, but then, he usually did. Always had. Cliff Siebert had been her eldest brother’s best friend in high school. Andrew had gone on to Duke University. Cliff had gone through the police academy and had finished college while working at the Savannah Police Department. His family owned property outside of town, three farms that had been in their family for six generations, but Cliff had balked at becoming a farmer. He’d wanted to be a cop from the first time he’d seen a black and white cruiser patrolling the streets of the small town where they’d grown up. The weekend Andrew had died, Cliff was supposed to have visited him but had bagged out at the last minute. He’d been swimming in guilt ever since.


  “Metzger really gets under your skin,” he said now.


  “Amen.” Nikki tapped her pencil angrily. She’d had it with men who talked out of both sides of their mouths, the ones who extolled the virtues of the working woman by day, only to pull a Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde routine after quitting time when they expected dinner on the table at six and their wives to act like thousand-dollar call girls—well, after the late night news and latest sports report, of course. Didn’t that attitude go out in the fifties? The NINETEEN fifties?


  Tom Fink, the Sentinel’s editor, could breathe fire, brimstone and right-wing politics all he wanted to from his side of the glass ceiling. But he wasn’t going to hold Nikki Gillette back. No way, no how. She planned to bust right through that invisible barricade. The way she figured it, Fink could cut himself a whole new attitude with the shards that flew out as she rocketed past him on her way to the big time. All she needed was the right story. Just one. She sensed that whatever was happening up in Lumpkin County might just be it. “Come on, give. What’s going on?”


  There was a heavy sigh, a loud creak, as if he’d turned in his chair, and then a lowering of Cliff’s voice. “Okay, okay. Listen. All I know is that Pierce Reed roared out of here. Fit to be tied. On his way to the sheriff’s department in Lumpkin County, if you can believe that. He left about twenty minutes ago. I don’t know what that was about, but I did hear that a kid was life-flighted from the backwoods in that part of the mountains, fell down a cliff or something, and he’s on his way to Mason Hospital in Atlanta. I don’t know all the details, don’t even know the extent of the kid’s injuries or how the whole mess is connected to Reed, but from what I can piece together all this came down about half an hour before Reed got the call.” He fell silent for a minute. “You know, Nikki. You didn’t hear it from me.”


  “I never do.” Nikki glanced at the clock. “Thanks, Cliff,” she said, mentally on her way to north Georgia. “I won’t forget this.”


  “Do—forget it. Okay? I didn’t tell you anything. If you spout off, it could cost me my job. So, remember, how you found out about this—you picked it up on the police band or something.”


  “Right.”


  “And Nikki?”


  “Yeah?” She was reaching inside her purse for her keys.


  “Say hi to your mom for me.”


  Nikki stopped cold. Just as she always did when she thought of her mother these days. Her fingers brushed the metal of her car keys and they felt suddenly icy. “I will, Cliff,” she promised, then hung up. In her mind’s eye she caught a fleeting glimpse of her mother, now frail, unhappily married, dependent upon a big bear of a man who, if he didn’t love her, at least wasn’t unfaithful. Well, as far as anyone knew. From outward appearances, Judge Ronald Gillette was the epitome of propriety, ever the doting husband to a sickly wife who was often confined to her bedroom.


  As Nikki shot to her feet she tried to shake off the sadness that settled like a blanket over her soul whenever she thought of her mother too long.


  At the reception desk, she marked herself out for the rest of the day and pushed all thoughts of her family out of her head. Holding her jacket tight around her, she hurried outside where the wind caught in her hair, blowing wild red-blond strands over her eyes and slapping at her face. The day was already dark, twilight pressing in as she dashed across the street to her little hatchback parked beneath a street lamp.


  What the devil was Pierce Reed doing in Lumpkin County, so far out of his jurisdiction? It smelled like a story, but she tried not to get her hopes up. Maybe this was all a wild goose chase. Yeah, well, if that was the case, then why was Norm Metzger hot on Reed’s trail? No, there was definitely a story there. Ramming her car into gear she sped toward I-16, pushing the speed limit. It would take her at least five hours to get to Dahlonega, and then what? Even if she caught up with Reed,


  what were the chances that he’d fill her in?


  Slim and none.


  Nada and zilch.


  Unless she found a way to get to the man.


  She maneuvered through town to the interstate while half listening to news radio. She also had the police band on and heard about traffic violations and a robbery at a convenience store on the south end of Savannah, but nothing about whatever it was Reed was involved in. Nothing at all.


  She passed a semi hauling something flammable and pressed her foot hard on the accelerator. The trucker honked and she gave him a cursory lift of the hand as she flew by like the proverbial bat out of hell. She didn’t know what she’d find in Lumpkin County, but she figured it was ten times more interesting than the latest action by the Savannah School Board. Anything surrounding Detective Reed was.


  Handsome, stoic, all business, Pierce Reed was a prickly one, a detective who never let anyone too close, a man who totally clammed up when it came to dealing with the press.


  But that was about to change.


  Reed just didn’t know it yet.


  “So, this is what we make of it. Whoever brought the coffin up here used this old logging road.” Sheriff Baldwin pointed to a fork in the twin ruts and angled the nose of his Jeep to the right. “We figure he probably used a truck with a lift and a winch. I’ve got a detective already talking to the DMV about possible owners of that kind of truck. We’re also lookin’ for any that might have been stolen.”


  “Good idea,” Reed said, unbuttoning his jacket. Baldwin was in his late fifties, but as lean as when he’d been a drill sergeant in the army some thirty years earlier. A no-nonsense man with a craggy face, sharp eyes and thick gray moustache, he had the heater cranked up, and it rumbled as it blew hot air onto the windshield and into the interior of the department-issued vehicle. The police band crackled with static and the engine whined as the rig bucked up the hill.


  “It’s a start. But not much of one. Hell, I’ve worked for the county for twenty years. Never seen somethin’ like this.” Baldwin shifted into a lower gear. The Jeep’s headlights slashed through the gloom, beams bouncing off dried grass, sparse gravel and the rough trunks of scrub oak and pine. An opossum appeared from beneath a scraggly bush, its eyes shining, then it turned and lumbered awkwardly into the darkness of the surrounding brush.


  “I just can’t figure why anyone would go to all this trouble.”


  Neither could Reed. As the Jeep bounced and whined its way through the woods, he glared into the darkness. What the hell was he doing up here, near the little two-bedroom house where he’d been born? How had his name been on a note inside a damned coffin with two bodies up here? From the moment Baldwin had called, Reed had thought of nothing else. He’d brooded about it during the helicopter ride, and the sheriff, when Reed had met him at the courthouse, hadn’t had enough answers to satisfy him. No one did.


  Yet.


  They’d been driving nearly forty minutes, leaving the lights of Dahlonega and civilization far behind, when Reed caught his first sight of some kind of illumination through the trees.


  Here we go, Reed thought, feeling the usual rush of adrenaline he always did when coming upon a crime scene.


  “We started investigating late this afternoon, but daylight was fadin’ fast. The forecast is for rain and we were afraid we might lose a lot of trace evidence if we had a real gully washer, so we hauled in some major equipment ASAP,” the sheriff explained, but Reed knew the drill. Had seen it before on major cases.


  Other vehicles, vans, SUVs and cruisers were parked at odd angles about a hundred feet from a gate. Headlights, lanterns, flashlights and the glowing red tips of cigarettes cut through the gloom. Officers from several state and county agencies had already roped off the scene. The back doors of a van were open wide and crime scene investigators had already begun collecting evidence. Detectives and deputies from the county joined with the state police.


  Baldwin made a couple of quick introductions, then, as one of his deputies held a fluorescent lantern aloft, he pointed to a rusted gate that consisted of one heavy bar which swung over the dried grass and dirty, sparse gravel, the remains of what had once been a road. “See how the weeds’re bent, and the oil drips are visible on the grass?” Reed saw. “And the gate, here”—Baldwin pointed to the rusting bar—“had been chained and locked, but the chain’s been cut clean through. Had to be heavy cutters to take care of those links.” Reed squatted, bending close to observe the damage. “Whoever did it was careful to wire the gate shut behind him . . . See, here.” He swung his flashlight at a spot in the chain where the links had been severed, then reattached with something akin to coat-hanger wire. The gate had been dusted for prints and an officer was taking tire impressions. Others were scanning the weeds with flashlights and roping off the area to preserve it for morning light when they might be able to find trace evidence.


  Cautiously, so as to not disturb the scene, Baldwin led Reed deeper into the woods, up a steep rise and down the other side to a clearing where klieg lights had been set up and more investigators were carefully sifting through the soil, taking samples, using digital cameras, Polaroids and video camcorders to record everything. The wind was cold as it cut through Reed’s jacket and there was a threat of rain in the air, but above it all, something else lingered in the atmosphere. Something unnamed. Something dark. Evil. He sensed it. As he did with most murder scenes. Baldwin angled through a copse of spindly trees to a clearing. They passed by a dead deer, its sightless eyes catching in the beam of the flashlight, its innards spilled onto the forest floor. Dark blood pooled and thickened in the grass around the carcass and Reed felt the scavengers hiding in the dark woods. Waiting.


  Baldwin came to a shallow grave. Reed’s gut clenched as he spied earth piled around a rosewood and brass coffin, the wood blackened and stained, the metal no longer shiny, the lid pried open under the eerie, unnatural illumination from the klieg lights mounted on poles near the scene. Reed stepped closer, every muscle tense.


  “Jesus!” Reed’s voice was whispery and thin, his curse more like a prayer. He drew a deep breath. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me she was alive when the bastard tossed her inside?” Rage tore through him. “Who in God’s name . . .”


  Wedged into the stained satin-lined box were two bodies, one nearly hidden by the other. The smell of death, of rotting flesh, was overpowering. The bright lights seemed eerily out of place in these dark woods as they illuminated a ghastly scene. Reed stepped closer, squinting in disgust. The body on the top was that of a naked woman, her skin blue-white with death, bruises discoloring her face, arms and legs where she’d obviously tried to force herself out of this tomb.
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