
[image: Cover]


BOOKS BY KAREN ROBARDS

Shiver

The Last Victim

Sleepwalker

Justice

Shattered

Shameless

Pursuit

Guilty

Obsession

Vanished

Superstition

Bait


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

KAREN ROBARDS is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of over forty books and one novella. The mother of three boys, she lives in her hometown of Louisville, Kentucky.

For more information you can visit Karen’s website at www.karenrobards.com and on Facebook at www.facebook.com/AuthorKarenRobards or follow her on Twitter @TheKarenRobards.


THE LAST KISS GOODBYE

Karen Robards

[image: Logo Missing]
www.hodder.co.uk


First published in the United States of America in 2013 by Ballantine Books
An imprint of The Random House Publishing Group
First published in Great Britain in 2014 by Hodder & Stoughton
An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Karen Robards 2013


The right of Karen Robards to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 1 444 78614 9

   
Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH



www.hodder.co.uk




The Last Kiss Goodbye is dedicated to my
   wonderful editor, Linda Marrow. It is also dedicated, as always, with love to my three sons, Peter, Christopher, and Jack, and to my husband, Doug.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Writing is a lonely profession until it’s not. That’s when the fantastic team at my publishing house steps in and starts to work their magic. My thanks to Linda Marrow, Gina Centrello, Anne Speyer, Ania Markiewicz, and the entire team at Ballantine Books.


CHAPTER ONE

The sight of the dead man stretched out on her couch stopped Dr. Charlotte Stone in her tracks.

Except for the flickering glow of the TV, the house was dark, but his big body sprawled across the pale natural linen upholstery was impossible to miss. Freezing in place just inside the threshold of her living room, Charlie fought desperately to get a grip. Lying on his back with his head resting on one of the couch’s thickly padded arms, eyes closed and arms folded across his wide chest, he could almost have been asleep. But she knew better: he was beyond sleep now. The sudden tightness in her chest as she looked at him made it difficult to breathe. Her heart pounded. Her pulse raced.

She was swallowing hard, working on corralling her runaway emotions and whipping them into some kind of acceptable shape, when he opened his eyes and looked at her.

Even seen by TV light, those sky blue eyes of his were enough to make an unsuspecting woman go weak at the knees. Luckily, she had experienced their power before. Plus, she knew what he was, what he was capable of. But the sad fact was, she was a sucker for him anyway.

He smiled at her. It wasn’t a particularly nice smile. Didn’t matter: her stomach still fluttered.

Idiot.

“So how’s that whole moving on thing working out for you, Doc?” he drawled.

The hint of acidity in Michael Garland’s honey-dipped voice didn’t stop the warm rush of—let’s call it relief—that had started flooding her veins the second she’d laid eyes on him. She absolutely should not have been so glad to see him. In fact, she should not have been glad to see him at all. But where he and she were concerned, “should” had flown out the window a while back.

“Fine.” Charlie’s answer was as cool and untroubled as she wasn’t feeling. Regaining her power of movement, she hit the wall switch that turned on the lamps on either side of the couch. Then she walked across the polished wood floor to the bleached oak coffee table, picked up the remote, and turned the TV off, ending the deafening blast of the sports channel he had been watching. Cranked to an almost painful loudness, the sound was what had brought Charlie rushing in from the porch a couple of moments before—and what had broken up the more than friendly good-night that she’d been exchanging at her front door with Tony Bartoli, the handsome FBI agent whom Garland thought she was moving on to. Garland had clearly seen her kissing Tony, and he just as clearly hadn’t liked it. What his jibe meant was that he thought that she was moving on to Tony from him. Not that she and Garland had the kind of relationship that she could move on from, exactly, but—well, it was complicated.

The short version was, she was a psychiatrist who studied serial killers. Garland was a convicted serial killer, and, as an inmate at Wallens Ridge State Prison, where she was conducting her latest government-sponsored study, her former research subject. That association had ended with his death.

This was the part that bore repeating: Michael Garland was absolutely, positively, no-coming-back-from-it dead. As in, what she was looking at and talking to was his ghost.

See, she had the unfortunate ability to see ghosts. Oh, not all ghosts. Only the recently, violently departed, who, confused about what had happened to them, sometimes lingered for a short period on earth after their passing. Garland had been murdered eleven days before, shanked by one of his fellow inmates. Charlie had tried to save his life, to no avail. In classic no-good-deed-goes-unpunished style, his ghost had attached itself to her at the moment of his passing, to torment and harass (among other things) her until he should finally pass on to the Great Beyond.

Which, in typically irritating fashion, he was resisting.

Usually the ghosts she could see lingered for no more than a week. By that yardstick, Garland was already well past his sell-by date.

Which was one reason she had been so glad—strike that—so surprised to see him. She had last set eyes on him some four days before, when he had saved her life. Since then, she had been afraid—strike that, too—increasingly convinced that she would never see him again.

Much as she hated to admit it even to herself, the thought had made her heart bleed.

But here he was, all six-foot-three hunky inches of him. Thirty-six years old at the time of his death. Chippendales-worthy body in a snug white T-shirt and faded jeans. A thick mane of tawny hair that didn’t quite reach his wide shoulders. Square jaw, broad cheekbones and forehead, straight nose and well-cut mouth. Absurdly tan and healthy-looking for a ghost—or a man who had spent the last four years of his life in federal prison, which he had done. Outrageously handsome. Certifiably dangerous. The proverbial bad penny.

Who could make her heart pound and her blood heat and her good sense fly out the window. He was the very last thing she needed—or wanted—in her life.

Dead or alive.

Not that she had any choice in the matter.

She could no more control his presence in her life than she could control the sun, the moon, and the stars. He had just shown up, and one day—probably sooner rather than later—he would disappear. The universe was in charge here, not her.

The thought steadied her.

“Where have you been?” If there was a snap in her tone, he had earned it, simply because he had somehow managed to make her care about the answer. Still, afraid her question might reveal how stupidly involved with him she had become, she would have taken it back if she could have.

“Missed me bad, hmm?” Garland swung his long legs off the couch and sat up. Under other circumstances, Charlie would have given a dirty look to the scuffed cowboy boots that he hadn’t seemed to have any qualms about planting on her pristine couch. But ghost boots—she was pretty sure that they didn’t leave marks.

Anyway, the smirk in the grin he directed at her was way more annoying than the boots on the linen, so she directed her dirty look right into his twinkling baby blues before turning on her heel and walking away.

“Nope.” She hadn’t missed him one bit, she told herself. She threw the reply over her shoulder as she reached the hall and headed toward the kitchen, past the old-fashioned staircase that led to the second floor. Standing up, he followed her. She was wearing nothing more exciting than a silky white sleeveless blouse and a pair of well-tailored black slacks with heels, a little dressier than her usual attire because Tony had been taking her out to dinner but nothing special. Still, she could feel Garland’s eyes on her, and strongly suspected that he was watching her trim backside with appreciation as she walked. Casting a quick, suspicious glance over her shoulder, she tried to catch him at it, but he was (a) too quick, (b) too wily, or (c) just too damned lucky to get caught. As their eyes met, he grinned at her.

“Liar,” he said.

She snorted, shaking her head in firm denial. Terrifying to think that having a ghost following her made her feel more fully alive than she had in days. Even more terrifying to realize that what she really wanted to do was turn around and walk right into his arms.

Which she couldn’t do, because he had no more substance than air. And which she wouldn’t do even if she could.

Because she truly wasn’t that self-destructive. She didn’t think.

Moonlight pouring through the kitchen windows—a tall, wide one that took up almost all the back wall behind the eating area, and a smaller one set into the top of the kitchen door—illuminated the white cabinets and stainless steel appliances and hardwood floor. She’d left the curtains in the front of the house closed, so no one could see in from the street. The kitchen blinds were raised all the way to the top of the windows, because there was no one living behind her to see in, and because she liked the view. As she stepped from the hall’s gloom into the silvery light, Charlie saw her reflection in the big window’s dark glass. Her chestnut brown hair hung in loose waves around her shoulders. Her fair skin was, as usual, pale, but her denim blue eyes looked kind of sultry because she had deliberately played them up with liner and shadow, which she almost never wore, and an extra coat or two of mascara. Her wide mouth looked full and soft, but more vulnerable than it should have, given that right after dinner she had freshly applied deep red (vampy) lipstick. That softly smudged look would be because, she realized belatedly, Tony had subsequently kissed all her lipstick off, so her lips were now both slightly swollen and bare. She was five-six, slender and fit at age thirty-two, and over the years a lot of guys had told her that she was beautiful. If she remained skeptical, it was because most of the time those same guys had been trying to talk her into the sack. Tonight, the makeup plus the three-inch heels made her look, um, sexier. Ordinarily she wore low-heeled, sensible shoes because the last thing she wanted to do was give off any kind of look-at-me-I’m-hot vibe. This almost daily exercise in discretion owed a lot to the fact that her usual work was carried out in a prison full of incarcerated men. Which was also why she customarily wore her hair up and minimal makeup. But tonight, for Tony, she’d made an effort. With, yes, the thought that she might allow their relationship to progress to the next level, as in, sleep with him. Because Tony was way handsome and because she really liked him and because she badly needed a normal, uncomplicated man-woman relationship in her life.

And because she’d feared—thought—that Garland was gone for good and she was determined to eradicate any lingering memories of him. Of them.

In the end, she hadn’t been able to bring herself to invite Tony in.

She’d already been sending him on his way when the blasting of her should-have-been-silent TV had reached her ears and caused her heart to swell with hope and hurried things along. Sex with Tony, she had decided somewhere between dinner and her front door, was something that just wasn’t going to happen. At least, not yet.

But Garland didn’t have to know that.

In fact, she wasn’t about to let Garland know that.

He was way too full of himself already.

Charlie suddenly realized that hers was the only reflection that she saw in the window, although Garland was right behind her. A lightning glance over her shoulder confirmed it: he was still there.

But to judge by what she could see in the window, she was alone. His reflection didn’t show up. And that would be because, in the physical world in which she and every other living creature existed, he did not.

Only she could see him.

“Admit it, Doc: you were worried about me.”

Charlie closed her eyes.

Worried about him. That vastly understated the case. Truth was, when he had not shown back up after materializing for just long enough to take the killing blow meant for her, she had been sick with fear over him. Afraid that he had been sucked up into Eternity, and that she would never see him again.

The pain that had accompanied that fear had shown her how very vulnerable she had become where he was concerned. Now that he was back, she was determined to better guard her clearly way-too-susceptible heart.

Falling in love with him was not an option. In life he’d been the baddest of bad men, the convicted murderer of seven women, sentenced to death for horrible, brutal crimes.

And as sexy and charming as he might be, he was the exact same person in death.

That’s what she had to keep reminding herself of, even if some too-stupid-to-live part of her refused to accept it.

He claimed he was innocent. All the evidence said otherwise.

Even if, for the sake of argument, she allowed herself to believe in his innocence, believe that the exhaustive police investigation and all the evidence and the courts and the entire criminal justice system were plain wrong in his case, she still wasn’t about to let herself go where she feared their association was headed.

She wasn’t about to commit the ultimate folly of letting herself fall in love with him. No way, no how.

Bottom line was, he was dead, she was alive.

Whatever their relationship was or wasn’t, the hard truth was, there was absolutely no future in it.

If she let herself forget that, she deserved every bit of heartbreak that would be hurtling her way.

So get over being so ridiculously glad to see him already.

Charlie opened her eyes. There she still was, looking at her own reflection in the kitchen window, with not so much as a glimmer to indicate that a gorgeous (dead) guy was standing right behind her.

“I was actually very comfortable with the idea that nature had finally taken its course with you.” She spoke over her shoulder, admirably cool, as she crossed to the light switch beside the back door and flipped on the kitchen light. A round oak table with four slat-back chairs stood in the eating area in front of the window. Because she had been away, the table was piled high with mail. Beyond it, out the window, she could see the tall, nodding shadows of the sunflowers that grew in a patch along her back fence. Backlit by moonlight, they were striping the grass with shifting lines of black. Beyond that, a thickly wooded mountainside formed an impenetrable wall of darkness as it rose to meet the night sky.

This old-fashioned, two-story white clapboard farmhouse with its gingerbread trim and wide front porch was the first real home she had ever had, and she loved it. Located on a quiet street at the edge of Big Stone Gap, Virginia, a coal mining town deep in the heart of Appalachia that was still reeling from the recession, it provided her with a much-needed respite from the daily grimness of her work at the prison, which perched like a vulture at the top of the mountain, overlooking the town. Decorating and furnishing the house had been a project that she had enjoyed.

Until right this minute, when Garland’s presence suddenly seemed to fill it to bursting, she had never recognized that with only her in it, the house had sometimes felt empty. No, strike that: lonely.

“Bullshit,” he said without heat, and the inescapable fact that he’d hit the nail on the head there made her lips tighten. Ignoring him, she crossed to the table with the intention of checking out her mail. He stopped in the kitchen doorway and, folding his arms over his chest, propped a broad shoulder against the jamb. “Thank you for saving my life, Michael.”

His mocking falsetto earned him a narrow-eyed glance. But truth was, he had saved her life, and she was grateful.

“Thank you.” She turned her attention to the mail. Nothing like a fat stack of bills to provide a distraction.

“Michael,” he prompted. She could feel his eyes on her.

Ostensibly busy flipping through the pile of envelopes, she said nothing. The last time she had called him Michael—well, she wasn’t going there. She was going to forget that whole mind-blowingly sexy episode.

Yeah, right. Never gonna happen as long as you live.

Well, she was going to try.

“So, you shack up with FBI guy while I was gone?”

The question annoyed her. Actually, he annoyed her. Greatly.

In the process of tearing open an envelope, she flicked him a look. And lied. “Yes.”

“Your nose just grew, Pinocchio.”

“If you’re not going to believe me, why ask?”

“Good question.” He shrugged. “So why aren’t you shacking up with FBI guy?”

“Because, believe it or not, I don’t sleep with everything in pants,” she snapped before she thought. As a slow smile spread across his face, she felt like biting her tongue. Because, of course, she had slept with Garland. Sort of. As in, ghost sex. Again, it was complicated.

But whether or not it had been, in the strictest sense, real or not, it had definitely been the hottest sex of her life.

And she was not going there. Not again. Not even in her thoughts.

“I do believe it.” He crossed the kitchen to stand across the table from her. His big hands curled around a chair back. His steady gaze made her uncomfortable. She concentrated on the mail. “Thing is, I think I’m starting to know you pretty well. I think you’re a one-man woman, Doc.”

Her eyes snapped up to meet his. At what she saw for her there, she felt a wave of heat.

God, don’t let it show.

“You might be right,” she said with a false cordiality of which she was justifiably proud. “And if ever I find that man, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

His answering look made her foolish, reckless heart pick up its pace. Afraid of what he might read in her eyes, she let them drop to the square brown packing box that had been the next item of mail to come within reach of her hands. Damned tape—the box was swaddled in it. Clear and shiny, it was stubbornly resistant to all her attempts to breach it. Reaching for the small pair of scissors she kept along with items like pushpins and paper clips in a basket on the sideboard behind her, she cast another glance at him. She was just in time to watch him fade into translucence. Eyes widening, hand tightening convulsively around the scissors, she registered with a tingle of shock that she could absolutely see the rest of the kitchen through him. Even as she stared, he wavered, then started to solidify once more.

She was still struggling to wrap her mind around what she was seeing when he did it again.

“Might want to close your mouth, Doc. Damned if you don’t look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

That at least had the virtue of snapping her out of total immobility. Her lips met and firmed. Her eyes collided with his. “Funny.”

He seemed to look at her more closely. Of course, it was hard to tell when he was once again as diaphanous as smoke. “So what’s up?”

“You—you’re flickering.” Her mouth had gone dry. Wetting her lips, she tried to swallow.

He was returning to being almost—almost—solid-looking. Oh, God.

“Flickering?” He glanced down at himself. Seeming to notice nothing amiss—okay, he looked solid again, so why would he?—he lifted his eyebrows at her.

“Fading in and out. Like—like Tinker Bell at the end of Peter Pan. You know, the Disney movie. When Tink was dying, and the children had to clap to bring her back.” The comparison made Charlie feel cold all over. She was so rattled that she was hardly making sense, she knew. Her eyes stayed glued to him: he’d started fading again as she spoke, and was now as insubstantial as a layer of chiffon, and rippling like one, too, if said chiffon had been caught in a breeze. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen an apparition flicker, but it was definitely the first time that the sight had made her heart lurch and her blood drain toward her toes.

The other times—she’d been relieved. And she’d been relieved because the flickering was a sign that the ghost she was looking at would soon cease to be a problem to the living. And that would be because that flicker meant the apparition was minutes away from fading into nothingness, and she was comfortable in the knowledge that it was leaving this earthly plane and never coming back.

But now, with him, she felt her composure shattering into a million lacerating shards as she faced what that flickering probably meant: either he was getting to the stage where she wasn’t going to be able to see him anymore, or he was being drawn permanently into the Hereafter. One way or the other, it didn’t matter. If what she’d seen happen in the past was a prologue to the present, he was going.

It wouldn’t be long before she was free of him. For good.

Which she had known all along was going to happen.

He was a ghost, and ghosts couldn’t stay.

So why did that make her feel so utterly devastated?

“Must’ve missed that one,” he replied drily.

Her eyes stayed fixed on him with a kind of horrified desperation. The glowing green numbers of the digital clock over the microwave were perfectly visible through his wide and muscular chest. She could read the time: 11:22.

“How—how do you feel?”

“To tell the truth, like I died about a week back.”

“Would you stop joking?” Her tone was fierce. “I’m serious.”

He shrugged. “Thing is, I had a hell of a fight getting back here this time. Way harder than I’ve ever had before. Them Spookville walls—they didn’t want to let me out. If I hadn’t been so worried about you, I don’t think I could have made it through. Ever since I did, I’ve been feeling the damned place pulling at me, like it’s doing its best to reel me back in. Right now, it’s pulling pretty strong.” His eyes narrowed at her. “You got a particular reason for asking?”

“Oh, God.” Her chest felt tight. Drawing a breath required real work. “I think—it might be time. I think—you might be getting ready to leave.”

His brows snapped together. “What? Hell, no. I’m not going anywhere.”

“I don’t think you have a choice.”

“So do something. Ju-ju me.” His relatively unalarmed tone told her that he did not perceive the immediacy of the danger.

Charlie shook her head, speechless because he was now pulsing like a lightbulb getting ready to burn out and was clearly unaware of it. Something that felt like a giant fist closed around her heart. She gripped the scissors so hard the metal hurt her fingers.

She already knew how this story had to end. But she wasn’t ready. There was so much still unresolved between them, so much to say …

“Please don’t take him yet.” The words were scarcely louder than a breath. Emerging of their own volition, they weren’t addressed to him: she was speaking to the universe, to the vast, unknowable forces of Eternity, to God himself. Then, realizing what she had said—and what it revealed—she shifted her grip on the scissors and looked down and started cutting through the tape on the box. Savagely.

Anything to keep from watching him disappear.

Because there was nothing she could do to stop it. Because this was the way it had to be.

“Whoa, hold on there. What was that?” Even in this moment of what felt to Charlie like extremis, there was humor in his voice. “Sounded to me like that was you admitting you’re not ready to see the last of me.”

“Oh, go—soak your head.” Her fingers stilled as she looked back at him. She’d been about to tell him to go to hell, before it had hit her like a baseball bat between the eyes that that was in all likelihood exactly where he was going.

“Quit fighting it.” He was all but transparent now, as see-through as delicately colored cellophane, coming in and out of focus faster than she could blink. Grief and dread combined to turn her blood to ice. “Would it kill you to give up and admit that you’re crazy about me?”

His eyes teased her. Her heart felt as if it would crack in half.

Okay, so she’d known this moment was coming. Known it from the beginning, from her first horrified realization that this scariest of ghosts had attached himself to her: the affliction was temporary.

At first, she’d reminded herself of that as a source of comfort.

Then she had simply tried not to think about it.

But now, she discovered, she couldn’t bear the knowledge that he was actually about to be gone from her world.

That she would never see him again.

That he would be caught up in the horrible purple fog of the place he called Spookville, forever.

Or at least until he was dragged off to someplace even worse.

Abandoning the box, she put the scissors down on the table. Her movements were careful. Precise. Otherwise, she feared her hands would shake. Then, because her eyes were glued to him, she accidentally knocked the box over. All kinds of white packing peanuts came tumbling out, spilling across the table, onto the floor, everywhere.

She scarcely noticed. She didn’t care.

He was barely there at all now, with no more substance than a heat shimmer. Her fists clenched so hard that her nails dug into her palms. It was all she could do to breathe. Her heart wept.

In consequence, her tone was angry. “You think this is a joke? Look at yourself now.”

He looked down at himself. It was instantly plain that he saw what was happening. Charlie could feel the sudden tension emanating from him, a new and electric sense of urgency in the air.

His jaw was tight as he looked back at her. “You might want to get cracking with that ju-ju, Doc.”

“There’s nothing I can do.” At his behest and against her better judgment, she’d already used every scrap of spirit lore she’d ever learned that might keep him grounded to earth. There wasn’t anything left, or at least nothing that she knew. If running to him and throwing her arms around him would have done any good, she would have been racing around the table to his side, but she already knew it would be easier to try to hold on to mist. This is how it has to be. She knew that, accepted it. And still her next words were nothing she had ever imagined she would say to him: “Concentrate. Try to hang on.”

“Ain’t working.” He was fading so fast now, she was afraid he’d be gone in the next instant. “Better start clapping, Doc.”

She sucked in air. “Garland—”

He was gone. Just like that. Her stomach dropped to her toes. Her knees went weak.

“Shit.” She could still hear him. “I don’t make it back, don’t worry about me. Charlie …”

The rest of what he said was indistinct.

“Michael!” Forget keeping her distance, keeping her cool. Despite what she knew was the absolute futility of it, she rushed around the table to where he had been standing anyway, reaching for him, plowing her hands through the now-empty air. Nothing. Not even the slightest hint of an electric tingle—the telltale sign of contact with an invisible spirit—to mark where he had been. Defeated, she gripped a chair back hard. God, what had she expected? The universe always reclaimed its own. She knew that, knew it had to happen, knew this was no more than the natural order of things, but still she felt as if her heart was being ripped out of her chest. She wanted to cry. She wanted to scream.

“There has to be a white light,” she called urgently through the pain, because helping him navigate Eternity was the only thing she could do for him now. “Michael, do you hear? You have to look for the light.”

She thought he said something typical like, “Fuck that,” and then, “Charlie,” with something else after, but she couldn’t be sure: his voice was too faint.

“Michael!”

This time there was nothing. No response. No voice. No sign of him. She took a deep, shuddering breath. Her throat closed up. The pain she was experiencing was acute. This is what grief feels like. Then she realized, No, this is what heartbreak feels like.

Her eyes stung: it was from welling tears. Second time in the last eleven days that she, who never cried, had found herself doing just that. Both times had been over him.

Cursing herself for her idiocy, she dashed her knuckles across her eyes.

Bam! Bam! Bam!

A frantic pounding on the kitchen door tore Charlie’s eyes away from the spot where he had last been, made her jump and gasp and shoot a startled glance toward the sound.

Pale and big-eyed and terrified-looking in the darkness, a woman’s face peered in at her through the diamond-paned window in the top of the door.

“Help me,” the woman screamed, pounding the door again. “Please, you have to let me in!”


CHAPTER TWO

In an instant Charlie saw that the woman was young, with long, dark hair, pale skin—and a scarlet river of blood running down the side of her face.

“Hurry!” the stranger cried, rattling the doorknob now even as she continued to pound on the door. “Please let me in! Please!”

Her eyes locked with Charlie’s. They begged. Charlie knew that look—it was mortal fear. She recognized it instantly because she had experienced it more than once herself. She knew what it felt like, processed it viscerally, and her pulse leaped and her gut clenched in response. Thrusting her own pain aside, reacting automatically to this new emergency, to this fellow creature in such obvious distress, she dashed her knuckles across her burning eyes one more time and flew to open the door.

“Goddamn it, Charlie, no!” It wasn’t a roar, although she could tell that was what it was meant to be. It had more the quality of an echo, faint in volume but furious in tone: Michael. Glancing frantically around for him at the same time as she yanked the door wide, she saw nothing of him.

“Michael?” His name was wrenched from her. A warm wind, thick with humidity, ruffled her hair. The scent of the mountain in late August—mossy and damp, laced with honeysuckle—filled her nostrils.

There was no answer from him. No sign.

The woman spilled headlong through the door—“Thank you, oh, thank you!”—instantly reclaiming Charlie’s attention. Bursting past her into the house, moving so fast that her wet, muddy shoes slipped and skidded on the hardwood, she was breathing in great, gasping sobs. Outside, fat drops of rain were just starting to fall. The steady plop as they splattered on the stoop and the concrete pavers leading up to it made Charlie think of fast-approaching footsteps, and the tiny hairs on the back of her neck stood on end.

“He’s got a gun! He’s coming! He’s going to kill me!” Choking out the warning over her shoulder, the woman stopped and bent double, then dropped to a crouch as if her knees had suddenly given out. Coughing and gagging, she huddled near the table while Charlie stood stupidly gaping at her while even more stupidly holding the door wide.

“Who?” Hand tightening convulsively on the doorknob, Charlie cast a frightened look outside, searching the darkness for a sign of anyone who might be giving chase. Although she could see nothing out of place, the soft summer’s night with its starry sky had changed dramatically in the brief time since she had stood outside on her front porch saying good-night to Tony. A gathering storm had blown in, transforming the sky into something dark and menacing. The light from the kitchen spilled over the small back stoop, turning the quickening raindrops to a mercurial silver, but beyond that Charlie could see nothing.

“Shut the door! Lock it! Oh, my God, he’s right behind me!”

Charlie’s heart jumped. Her pulse leaped into overdrive. Already slamming the door as the girl’s nerve-jangling screech reached its apex, Charlie shot a jittery glance at the shivering figure crouched on her floor.

The woman—a girl, really, no more than twenty, was Charlie’s guess—was soaking wet, far wetter than the newly falling rain would account for. She was also muddy, with a swampy scent that spoke of stagnant rather than fresh water. Slender and pretty, she wore shorts that had once been white, a red T-shirt with some kind of logo on it, and sandals. Visibly shaking, breathing like she had run for miles, she streamed water and blood. Charlie registered all that in the blink of an eye. Then, with a last apprehensive glance out the window into the night—she saw nothing that shouldn’t have been there, but the sense that someone was there was strong—she shot the deadbolt closed.

“Who’s right behind you?” Skin crawling as the probable inadequacy of the door as a source of protection from a determined intruder occurred to her, Charlie rushed forward to crouch down herself and wrap a steadying arm around the girl’s heaving back. The slender body felt wet, cold, frail. A puddle of muddy water swirled with blood was forming around her feet. At Charlie’s touch, the girl threw up her head and looked at her. Cold drops of water flung from the long strands of her hair spattered Charlie’s cheek. Even as she automatically swiped the droplets away, Charlie registered that the blood came from an ugly, inch-long gash in the girl’s forehead. “You’re hurt.”

“It doesn’t matter. Don’t you understand? He’s going to kill me.” The shrill, unsteady cry sent a cold chill running down Charlie’s spine. Every nerve ending she possessed quivered in sympathetic reaction to the sheer terror that was impossible to mistake. Fear was suddenly as tangible in the air as the smell of swampy water. Beneath her sheltering arm, Charlie could feel the girl’s tremors. Her eyes—they were golden brown—were huge and dark with fright. “He was—I can’t believe I got away! He made us—he made me—” Her hysterical voice deteriorated into a series of shuddering gasps. Wild-eyed, she looked around the kitchen. “We’ve got to call the police. Quick, quick, quick! Before he gets here! He’ll kill me! He’s got a gun!”

“Damn it to hell, woman, do you have a fucking death wish? You think whoever’s after her won’t kill you, too?” That was Michael again, closer, louder, still sounding as if his voice should have been a furious roar although it wasn’t: it had a muffled sound as though it was reaching her through some sort of interference. Charlie’s heart lurched. Then she could see him: a shimmer a few feet away.

She tensed, instantly riveted on that shimmer. Michael—even though every cell in her body yearned toward him, she retained just enough presence of mind not to call out to him aloud.

“Where’s your phone?” the girl cried.

“On the wall.” Charlie gestured toward it as Michael started to solidify, and then for a second there she forgot about everything but him. About the girl, and any possible looming threat, and her own burgeoning sense of danger.

“In the kitchen?” The girl followed Charlie’s gesture with her eyes, then pulled away from her, scrambling forward, pitching upright, wet shoes noisily slapping the floor as she stumbled past the foggy shape that was Michael toward the far end of the kitchen, where the slim, beige landline phone hung near the microwave. Charlie registered her progress distractedly. She couldn’t help it: in that heartbeat of time, her focus was almost exclusively on Michael.

She could see his face. His features. His eyes.

He was scowling at her.

“Jesus Christ, what part of ‘man with a gun’ did you miss? Run! Get the hell out of here! Get away from her!”

Relief at his reappearance was tempered by a stabbing fear that it might be very brief. In all likelihood, this was just another flicker.

Her throat tightened. Her eyes locked with his.

“I can see you. Can you hold on?” Her voice was low and hoarse, the words meant only for him.

“Who the hell knows?” He was almost completely solid now. Striding toward her, he made an urgent gesture toward the hall. “Go! That way! Run! If she’s got some guy after her trying to kill her, the last thing you want to do is get caught up in the middle of it.”

“I can’t.” The urgency of the present reasserted itself like a thunderclap. Even for her own safety, she knew that abandoning her traumatized and endangered guest was beyond her, and knew, too, that the hard truth was that agonizing over him—over something she couldn’t control—was useless. Even as her heart was being put through what felt like a meat grinder, she had to leave him to the mercy (or not) of the universe and deal with the reality of the emergency in her kitchen.

“What do you mean you”—this time his response actually started as a roar, only to fade as he grew fainter again—“can’t?”

A knot formed in her chest. He was once again barely there.

“Michael. If you get sucked back in, you need to ask for forgiveness. You need to pray.” The words were wrenched out of her even as she tore her eyes away from him, got a grip, and launched herself after the girl. She might not be able to stop what was happening to him, but maybe she could make a difference here, tonight, this minute, in the real world, for this endangered girl. And maybe, if he followed her advice, she could help him avoid the ultimate horror, after all. It might be the only thing she was able to do for him. Because the sad truth was, even if he did deserve eternal damnation, she couldn’t bear to think of him suffering it.

Fool.

He snorted. “Kinda late for that. Damn it, what the hell are you doing?”

As she raced past him she saw that he was little more than a shimmer again now, and her heart sank.

“What I can.” Instead of running into the hall as he’d clearly expected, she darted around the breakfast bar into the food preparation area, which was basically a narrow galley kitchen that looked across the open counter of the breakfast bar at the table and the back door beyond. The girl was there, in the process of snatching the phone from the kitchen wall. She threw a wide-eyed look over her shoulder at Charlie.

“Who are you talking to? Oh, no, are you nuts?” The girl squeezed closer to the wall as though to put as much distance between them as possible. Of course, the girl could neither see nor hear Michael. Looking at things from her point of view, having the person she was counting on for help conduct a frantic, one-sided conversation with an unseen entity must be unnerving. Charlie sympathized, but there were more urgent matters to deal with. Like where the girl’s attacker was now.

“How close behind you is he?” Casting another lightning glance out the windows—nothing to see but a whole lot of dark, plus silvery streaks as rain ran down the glass—Charlie felt her stomach cramp.

“Close. I don’t know. It was dark.” As she gasped out the words, the girl looked at Charlie as if she was afraid of her now, too.

“I’m a doctor, okay? You can trust me.” Usually, when she was where anyone could overhear, Charlie was way careful not to talk back to the spirits who afflicted her, but this moment—Michael—was the stress-induced exception. God, he was gone again! Looking desperately around, she wanted to scream his name but did not. Not only to keep from freaking the girl out, or to save herself from looking, um, nuts, but also because she knew that it would do absolutely no good. Taking a deep breath, she did her best to focus on the girl. “Who’s chasing you? Is it your boyfriend, or—”

“No. You don’t get it, do you? He’s a killer.” The girl kept throwing quick, terrified glances at the door. “Oh, my God, is it 911 here?” Shaking visibly, breathing as if she might hyperventilate at any second, she was already frantically stabbing an unsteady finger at the number pad. With her inky black hair streaming water and blood pouring down the right quarter of her face, she looked like something out of a nightmare—or a horror movie. The mere sight of her was enough to send goose bumps racing over Charlie’s skin—and convince her that whatever the details might prove to be, the girl definitely had been the victim of something horrific.

“Yes.” Shooting more increasingly spooked glances out first the window in the door and then the big window behind the table—as dark as it was outside, with the light on in the kitchen anyone out there could see everything that was going on inside, she realized with a stab of dread. Then Charlie had an epiphany: there was a better way to get help fast. But first things first. Working hard to maintain the outward appearance of calm, she grabbed a handful of paper towels from the dispenser and thrust them at the girl.

“Press that against the cut on your forehead,” she ordered. “Hold it firmly. Do it.”

That last was in response to the girl’s hesitation, which manifested itself in a suspicious look from the paper towels to Charlie. As the girl did as she was told, Charlie left her to run for the cell phone in her purse, which she had dropped on the console table in the front hall when she’d rushed inside earlier. She knew from experience that here the response to 911 could sometimes be slow, and every instinct she possessed screamed at her that they needed help now.

“This chick ain’t your problem,” Michael growled from behind her.

Looking around, Charlie saw the shimmer that was him at the top of the hallway, and drew a ragged breath.

“Did you do it? Did you pray?” she demanded fiercely.

“Hell, no.”

“Where are you going? Don’t leave me!” the girl shrieked after her. The echoing shrillness of it practically curled Charlie’s hair.

“I’m not leaving you.” Charlie snatched up her purse. “I’m coming right back.” Then, at Michael, she snapped, “Pray, damn it,” and bolted past him.

“Leave her,” Michael said furiously. “Run the fuck upstairs and lock yourself in your bedroom. You hear me? This whole savior complex you got going on is gonna get you killed.”

“Savior complex?” Charlie was outraged.

“Oh, yeah.” The shimmer appeared in front of her, blocking her path.

“Go away,” Charlie snapped before she thought. Fumbling around in her purse in an effort to find her phone, a process that was slightly hampered by the fact that she was running and glaring at him at the same time, she dodged around him because that seemed more appropriate than running right through him, which she easily could have done, and immediately took it back. “I mean, stay. Only out of the way.”

“Damn it, Charlie—”

“Who are you talking to?” Sounding terrified, the girl hugged the phone to her ear. Holding the clump of rapidly reddening paper towels clamped to her forehead, she jiggled from foot to foot in nervous agitation as she watched Charlie dart toward her while conducting a running argument with something she couldn’t see.

“Don’t worry about it,” Charlie snapped, her façade of composure on the verge of coming dangerously unglued. Sliding to a halt feet from the girl, Charlie found her phone at last and snatched it out of her purse.

“A cell phone? Hell, I thought you were rooting around in there for a gun.” Michael was right behind her. “You do have a gun around here somewhere, right? Now would be the time to grab it.”

Unable to reply, both because she didn’t want to be caught supposedly talking to herself again and because, in actual fact, she didn’t possess a gun at all and didn’t want to listen to him bitch about it, Charlie ignored that. Instead she fumbled to call up her contact list and listened as the girl gasped into the landline, “I need the police! Now! A man’s chasing me! He has a gun and he wants to kill me!” Then, to Charlie, who had just hit the button to call her across-the-street neighbor Ken Ewell, the (armed) sheriff’s deputy, she cried, “They need the address! What’s the address?”

“A death wish and a savior complex.” Despite the savagery of his tone, Michael’s voice in her ear would have been welcome if what he was saying hadn’t been so maddening. “Looks like the real question is, how many ways can you come up with to get yourself killed before somebody actually wins the prize?”

Shut up, Charlie almost snarled, but managed to swallow the words in time so that the girl wouldn’t go totally ape. Heart racing, working hard to focus on the here and now and at the same time disregard the furious vibrations Michael was sending her way, she listened to the Ewells’ phone beginning to ring in her ear as she answered the girl in a carefully controlled voice, “23 Laurel Way.”

“Take it from me, babe, being dead ain’t that fun.”

A quick glare over her shoulder in the direction of that velvety drawl found Michael in heat vapor mode right behind her.

Her gut twisted as she realized one more time how tenuous his hold on this world was.

The girl repeated the address into the phone then moaned to the dispatcher, “Hurry! Oh, please, please, hurry!” while giving Charlie another mistrustful look. Taking a shuddering breath, she added to the dispatcher in a wobbly, barely there voice, “There are two other girls—they’re up there—they’re dead!”

“What?” Charlie and Michael exclaimed in suddenly riveted unison.

Instinctively shooting Michael a did-you-hear-that-too look, Charlie encountered nothing but barely there shimmer. Was he fainter than before? Oh, God, he definitely was. Panic made her feel cold all over. Remembering something he’d once said to her—about running water drawing him back from wherever he had been at that time—she hastily leaned over the sink and turned the faucet on full blast. Cold water gushed out, splashing into the sink, the whoosh of it adding just one more jarring note to the discordant background symphony of drumming rain and shuffling feet and gasping breaths, plus the rhythmic drone of a distant telephone ringing away in her ear.

“Good thinking,” said Michael, and Charlie felt a rush of relief as the shimmer seemed to grow brighter and denser.

“There were three of us.” The girl’s eyes were wide and haunted. She was talking into the phone but looking at Charlie, and besides the rampant wariness that Charlie knew was absolutely aimed at her, there was such fear in the girl’s expression that Charlie felt sweat start to dampen her palms. In response to something the dispatcher must have asked, the girl repeated her words, then added unsteadily, “I’m the only one left. He made me—he made us—”

Tears filled her eyes, and she broke off with a shaky indrawn breath that turned into a sob. She trembled so violently that Charlie could hear her teeth chattering. Beneath the streaks of blood, her skin had gone beyond paper white to almost gray. If the girl hadn’t been wedged in the corner formed by the wall and the counter, Charlie thought that there was a good chance she would have collapsed.

“You’re safe now.” Charlie felt a fresh well of fellow feeling: this kind of terror she knew. Safe might not be exactly accurate, but it was close enough: as long as there was breath in Charlie’s body, nobody was getting to that girl again. She would have put a comforting arm around her guest, but the girl shrank away from her—clearly, doctor or not, she wasn’t coming across as all that reassuring, for which she knew she had Michael to thank—and with some chagrin Charlie let her arm drop. She was doing her best to project steady strength, to ignore the rushing adrenaline that caused her nerves to jump and her heart to jackhammer. But the situation—Michael, the girl, the possibility that some kind of murderous lunatic was right outside—was making it difficult. Way difficult. As she processed the possibility that whoever was out there had killed two other girls, she felt a wave of fear threaten. What she had first thought was likely a case of domestic violence was starting to sound like something even worse.

Something horrifyingly familiar.

“At least get the hell away from the windows.” Michael’s voice held a note of barely controlled ferocity that made her breath catch. He, too, was clearly afraid—for her. “Unless you like the idea of giving some loony tune the chance to put a bullet in your brain, that is.”

Oh, God, he had a point. Darting another fearful look at the black blankness of the windows, Charlie touched the girl’s arm, saying, “Probably we should try to get below the counter.”

The girl jerked her arm away, and moved as far from Charlie as she could get, which wasn’t very far.

“I don’t know,” she sobbed into the phone while fixing wary, tear-filled eyes on Charlie. “He was chasing me. Oh, I need them to hurry.”

“See, that’s normal survival instinct. Teen-queen there spots trouble, at least she has the sense to try to get away from it,” Michael said. Charlie’s response was an aggravated thinning of her lips and a quick glare thrown his way. That’s when Charlie realized that she could see him again. Although he was still a little foggy around the edges, she was getting enough detail to know that he was looking at the girl like she guessed he might have looked at a live bomb.

“We need to get down.” As Charlie gestured at the windows then dropped into a crouch, the girl’s eyes went even bigger than before. “He could shoot through the glass.”

With one more terrified glance at the windows, the girl followed suit, letting her back slide down the wall, sinking down until she was folded in a soggy huddle with her chin almost touching her knees. A puddle was already forming around her as her eyes locked with Charlie’s. They were glassy with fright.

“I don’t know,” she answered the operator. “They just need to get here. Please.”

“Look, I …” Charlie began, meaning to conclude with, I’m on your side, only to be interrupted by the sound of the Ewells’ phone being picked up at last.

“Hello,” Ken’s wife, Debbie, said in her ear.

“It’s Charlie Stone across the street.” In the spirit of not wanting to further spook the girl, Charlie tried hard not to sound as panicky as she was starting to feel. “I need Ken over here right away. There’s a girl in my kitchen, and she says”—explaining the whole thing was going to be too complicated and time-consuming, and anyway Charlie still had no idea precisely what the whole thing was, so she cut to the chase—“there’s a man with a gun after her. We need Ken now.”

“Cops going to get here any faster ’cause you’re hanging out with The Black Dahlia here in the kitchen trying to get yourself killed? Run upstairs and lock yourself in your bedroom and stay put until the po-po show up.” A solid-looking presence now, Michael planted himself between her and the girl. That was deliberate, Charlie knew, as was his aggressive stance. Whatever he was or wasn’t, where she at least was concerned he seemed to have a marked protective streak. Of course, since she was all that was anchoring him to the world of the living that shouldn’t come as a big surprise. “Damn it, Charlie, you’re not doing her one bit of good by sitting here looking into her eyes. You’ve done your Mother Teresa thing: you let her in. Cops are coming. So leave her to it and go.”

Shooting him a shut-up-or-die look, Charlie gave a quick, negative shake of her head.

“How far away are they?” the girl moaned to the dispatcher.

“He’s in bed asleep,” Debbie objected. Of course, it was nearing midnight. In Big Stone Gap, that was late for decent folks.

“Can you wake him up?” Charlie did her best not to yell on that last part, with indifferent success. At the same time she watched Michael disgustedly mime a gunshot to his own head with a thumb and forefinger. Charlie frowned. The frown was directed at Michael, of course, but the girl, whose eyes she had been holding until she had flicked that sharp stop it look up at Michael, shrank away. “I really, really need him. Like I said, there’s a girl in my kitchen being chased by a man with a gun.”

“Well, I guess.” There was a sound that Charlie interpreted as Debbie laying the receiver down. Over the still-open line, she listened to her neighbor calling to her husband. Who as far as she could tell wasn’t answering.

Damn it.

“I’m Jenna McDaniels,” the girl said into the phone on a shuddering intake of breath, in obvious answer to a question posed by the dispatcher. “I was kidnapped three days ago. The other girls are—uh, w-were—Laura Peters and Raylene Witt. There has to be somebody looking for us. Are the police even close?”

Jenna McDaniels? Even caught up in the aftermath of a nightmare as she had been, Charlie had heard of the University of Richmond sorority girl who had vanished from a college-sponsored event just as preparations for the fall rush were getting under way: reports of the disappearance had been all over TV. But Charlie didn’t have the chance to do more than look at her with widening eyes, because a sound—a faint rattle from the direction of the back door—froze both her and Jenna in place. Suddenly as still as rabbits with a dog nearby, united by fear, they shot simultaneous panicky looks in the direction of the sound, to no avail: the solid base of the breakfast bar was in the way, preventing them from seeing anything beyond it. But for Charlie at least, there was no doubting what they had heard: the doorknob rattling. Her heart thudded in her chest. Goose bumps chased themselves over her skin. As she strained every sense she possessed in an effort to divine what was happening beyond that door, she tried to swallow, only to discover that her mouth had gone desert dry.

This can’t be happening.

“He’s here,” Jenna gasped on a note of purest horror, her hand around the receiver tightening until her knuckles showed white. The wad of paper towels she had been holding to her forehead dropped, forgotten, as her hand fell. Oblivious to the blood that still oozed from the cut, she shot Charlie a petrified look.

Charlie knew exactly how she felt.

“That’s it,” Michael barked at Charlie as his big, semi-solid-looking body surged right through the breakfast bar in a preemptive rush toward the back door and whoever was on the other side of it. “Move your ass. Upstairs. Now.”


CHAPTER THREE

“Don’t go outside. You might get sucked in. You need to stay close to the running water,” Charlie called urgently after him as, galvanized by fear, she shot into motion herself. If he heard her, she couldn’t tell: he had disappeared from view. Physically formidable in life, in death Michael could provide her with about as much in the way of actual protection as a whisper of air, although he didn’t seem to remember that most of the time and there were indeed occasional moments when he solidified and was once again the badass he had formerly been. Not that those moments were anything that he could control, or she could count on, so she didn’t. Thrusting her cell phone into her pants pocket, careful to stay hunched over so that she couldn’t be seen through the windows, Charlie lunged across the kitchen toward the only possible source of a weapon in the house: the silverware drawer.

Pathetic? Oh, yeah. But she had no gun, no burglar alarm, no real defensive system set up in the house, because after what felt like a lifetime of living in fear she had been sick to death of it.

“Who are you talking to? There’s nobody there,” Jenna wailed. Then, into the phone as Charlie threw her a startled, self-conscious look because she hadn’t even realized that she had been talking to Michael out loud, Jenna added in a voice that shook: “He’s here. He’s trying to get in the door. Tell the police to hurry. Please, please tell them to hurry.”

Trotting out her standard line that she was talking to herself seemed pointless under the circumstances, so Charlie didn’t bother. Pulse racing, eyes fixed on what she could see of the windows—she could make out nothing beyond the darkness and the rain, which was falling heavily now, but she knew, knew that someone malignant was out there—Charlie snatched a steak knife from the silverware drawer. Then cautiously raising her head above the level of the counter, she did a lightning scan of the kitchen. Despite the fact that she was focused on the whereabouts of the man with the gun, the thought that instantly struck her was, No sign of Michael. The panicked realization curled through her mind, threading through the more immediate issue of getting to safety like a worm through soft wood. Was Michael outside, or had he been sucked back into Spookville? Not that it made any real difference. In either case, there was nothing she could do.

And right then, living through the next few minutes was paramount.

Gesturing to Jenna to head for the hall, acutely conscious that the bad guy might be right outside and even, possibly, able to hear them, Charlie whispered, “Our best bet is to lock ourselves in my bedroom until help gets here. Upstairs, second door on the right.”

Jenna nodded jerkily. Breathing “Hurry” one more time into the phone, Jenna dropped the receiver. Staying low, she darted toward the hall with Charlie right behind her. Without the sheltering breakfast bar to conceal them, they had to be perfectly visible to whoever was outside as they flew across those last few yards. Charlie imagined that she could feel eyes—evil eyes—trained on them the entire way, and a cold chill snaked down her spine.

“I’m scared.” Along with that charged whisper, Jenna threw a hunted look back at Charlie as they gained the dubious security of the shadowy hall and raced down it toward the stairs. Blood and tears mixed on Jenna’s face: she looked ghastly in the dim light. Drops of water splattered the floor in her wake, making it dangerously slippery beneath Charlie’s unaccustomedly high heels. She would have kicked them off if it had been possible, but it wasn’t: the elegant sandals had ankle straps. Do not fall down.

“He’s going to kill me, I know it. Oh, please don’t let him get me again.”

At the terror in Jenna’s expression, Charlie felt cold sweat break out on her own brow. “I won’t. I promise. Head up the stairs.”

A sudden loud thud from the kitchen—Oh, God, was that the sound of the door being kicked in?—sent Charlie’s heart leaping into her throat. This has to be a nightmare. Only it wasn’t. Jenna looked back at her, horror-stricken.

“What was that? Did he just break in?” Her eyes were wild.

Shaking her head—a silent I don’t know—while her blood ran cold, Charlie mouthed, “Go.”

The police—Ken Ewell—help—would be there at any second. Charlie hoped. No, she prayed. But would they be in time? If he was already in the house—she couldn’t finish the thought. Strain her ears though she might, she could hear nothing else from the kitchen over the clatter of her own and Jenna’s harried footsteps and the harsh pant of their combined breathing.

That very stillness made her stomach cramp. She couldn’t stop herself from looking over her shoulder.

Where is he?

Jenna was on the stairs, clambering up them as if she expected to be grabbed from behind at any second. It was a noisy, clumsy progress that no one who was inside the house could possibly miss hearing. Clenching her teeth in an effort to keep a lid on her own fear, Charlie grabbed the newel post, meaning to fly up the stairs in Jenna’s wake. The sudden loud buzz of the doorbell caught her by surprise before she could so much as plant a foot on the steps. Both she and Jenna squeaked and jumped like terrified mice.

“Oh, no, oh, no!” Jenna gasped, shooting a look at the door as, halfway up the stairs, she nearly lost her footing.

The killer wouldn’t ring the doorbell. That was the near certainty that struck Charlie like a lifeline even as an instant, reactive terror exploded along her nerve endings and, heart in throat, she whirled to face the door.

“Are you kidding me? Is that a fucking steak knife in your hand?” Michael demanded furiously. Charlie was so glad to know that he hadn’t yet been trapped forever in the Great Beyond she didn’t even mind the attitude. Along with a surge of profound thankfulness, she felt instantly safer simply because he was there, no matter how stupid that might be. “Well, that would sure scare the hell outta me.”

I don’t care how relieved you are to see him: don’t answer. The adrenaline she’d been mainlining made her shiver. Michael must have seen because he swore.

“It’s got to be the police.” Her pounding heart and jumping nerves notwithstanding, that doorbell had to be good news, she was almost sure. Charlie threw the reassurance up the staircase at Jenna just as the girl gained the second floor and scrambled from view. Certain that she was right—praying that she was right—even while her ears acutely sought any sounds of an intruder rushing at her from the kitchen and her eyes were busy trying to detect some glimmer of Michael, Charlie leaped for the door.

Enough doubt about who might be on the other side of it remained to prompt her to take a few nerve-racking seconds to peer through the peephole—“She’s hiding and you’re opening the door? You don’t see anything wrong with that?” was Michael’s incensed take on it, in reply to which she was goaded into hissing, “Shut up, you, it’s my neighbor”—before fumbling with the lock and throwing the door wide.

“Oh, Ken, thank goodness!” The scent of wet earth rushed past her into the house. Outside, it was as dark as a dungeon now, with pouring rain that sounded like a waterfall and fell in silvery sheets. Across the street, she could see, pale and wavery, lights on in the Ewells’ house. Hurtling toward her—thank God!—she could hear sirens, although from the sound of them they were still some little distance away. Right in front of her stood Ken, foursquare and solid, squinting questioningly at her. He wasn’t tall, maybe five-nine or so, and wasn’t particularly imposing, either, but as a sworn officer of the law he was exactly what she needed. Bathed in the porch light’s yellow glow, fully dressed down to a clear plastic rain poncho with a hood that he had pulled on over jeans and a dark-colored shirt, he was the most welcome thing she’d set eyes on since finding Michael on her couch earlier. A solid family man, father of two young boys, he was around her own age, as was Debbie, but his stocky build coupled with thinning brown hair made him look older. Not that Charlie particularly noticed, or cared, beyond what interested her most about him right at that moment: his gun. The weapon was in his hand, covered protectively by a fold of the poncho.
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