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Come to me.




Frightened, Eduardo Leblanc shook his head within the diving helmet, the way a dog would shake water from its fur—trying to rid himself of the voice inside his skull.




Far below the surface of the Caribbean Sea, he had lost contact with the salvage ship, the Declan. The communication unit on his diving helmet had malfunctioned. He had been listening to an exchange between Krantz—the crew’s marine archeologist, the only other diver down on this shift—and the ship. Suddenly the comm unit cut out, and Eduardo heard nothing other than the exhaust of bubbles from his helmet and the usual soft noises of his equipment.




He looked over at Krantz. Krantz was in charge here, supervising the underwater recovery work they were doing on the Morgan Bray, an American merchant ship that had sunk in 1815. The light for video equipment on the archeologist’s helmet was on, as was Eduardo’s. As far as Eduardo could tell, both cameras were still running. Through the faceplate of Krantz’s mask, Eduardo could see he was still speaking to the ship, or at least narrating what his camera was seeing.




Come to me, and all will be well.




This was the second time Eduardo had heard the voice. The same thing had happened on his first dive in these waters, two days ago. The communications device cut out. He heard the voice. He felt afraid, and then—then the fear changed. Now Eduardo’s fear once again began to give way to a sense of anticipation. He looked anxiously between Krantz and a small mound of sand a few feet away, one among many that undoubtedly covered artifacts from the Morgan Bray.




He checked the connector for the communications cable hookup on his air hat—the model was one of the finest available to commercial divers—to ensure that nothing was loose. As he expected, all attachments were secure, although nothing he did brought the transmissions back. He looked back at the mound.




This morning, as he readied for this dive, he told himself that he had only imagined the strange sensations he felt two days ago, and that certainly the voice he had heard was not real. He blamed the experience on a lack of sleep, thought of it as a hallucination—they were not unknown in this profession. The voice was inside his head, and not being heard over the system, or anywhere outside his own skull.




Now he heard it again, and turned back to the mound of sand among the scattered wreckage, feeling quite sure that this was the place the voice wanted him to be. With every passing moment, he felt better about his decision to heed its call. The nearer he came to the mound, the greater his sense of calm contentment. Why had he ever worried about the voice?




The comm unit suddenly came back online, and the archeologist, who had never treated Eduardo as anything but a mule in a diving suit, asked, in a tone of suspicion, what he was doing so far away from where he was supposed to be working.




The voice fed him his lines.




Tell him, “My talking apparatus failed again.”




Eduardo heard himself effortlessly translate this odd phrase to his own wording. “My comm unit went out again,” he said.




Krantz frowned. “That’s dangerous—”




Tell him, “It seems to be working now.”




“It seems to be working now,” he heard himself echo.




Keep him happy, do your work. Come back to me when it is one hour before the time to begin your ascent. I am about to make you wealthy and more powerful than you have ever been in your life.




This now seemed entirely reasonable to Eduardo. He moved away from the mound and he and the archeologist continued their survey work, Krantz ordering him about as usual, until it was an hour before the time for the next team to take a shift. When the next prompting of the voice commanded him to stop what he was doing and walk back to the mound, Eduardo obeyed without hesitation.




“Eduardo!” Krantz said impatiently.




Eduardo looked back at him. A blank look came over Krantz’s face, then he turned and went back to work on recovering what appeared to be a ship’s bell.




He won’t bother you now, the voice said. Listen carefully, Eduardo, and I’ll ensure he never bothers you again.




Eduardo’s radio went out again.




Eduardo decided that the breakdown of the comm unit wasn’t such a bad thing. It was really great not hearing the ship give him orders. Being bossed around was no more fun underwater than it was on the surface.




Later he would wonder why he failed to perceive that the voice in the sea was far more commanding than any of his supervisors’ voices. Right now, it didn’t seem so much to be ordering him as coaxing him.




Do you want what I offer? Riches beyond imagination? Knowledge and power?




In Eduardo’s mind, visions arose. He suddenly saw himself surrounded by beautiful women, pictured himself driving up to a mansion in a luxury car. He saw himself being treated differently, not as a menial laborer, dismissed as a young fool, but as an important person, someone others made way for, someone they admired.




Do you want these things? Truly want them? Do you have the courage to take what is before you, or will you live your whole life regretting that you failed to take this opportunity? I offer you the ability to move in the first circles of society. A life of leisure. The wealth to buy jewels, horses, land—to dress in nothing but the finest clothing. Do you want these, and other pleasures you dare not even dream of now? Say yes, Eduardo. Say yes.




Eduardo vaguely noted that the voice’s accent was British. He frowned. Working in the Caribbean, Eduardo had been around plenty of Englishmen, and this voice didn’t sound like any Englishman he had ever met before. Even the accent didn’t explain how strange his words were, or why it was that when the voice said “horses,” Eduardo thought of race cars.




“Who are you?” Eduardo asked. “Are you the devil?”




Eduardo heard a soft laugh. No, I’m not the devil. Think of me as someone who was cheated, and needs your help to regain what is rightfully his own. I am willing to reward you handsomely for your help.




Eduardo felt a little easier, hearing that. But he asked, “If you’re not the devil, then who are you? What’s your name?”




If you insist on a name—I have most recently been known as Adrian, Lord Varre.




Immediately the thought came to Eduardo that he must never call this being Adrian. He must address him as “my lord.”




Indeed! Now say, “Yes, my lord, I agree to become your servant.”




Eduardo hesitated. If this was all a hallucination, then what harm would it do to follow it through, as one would in a dream? And if not—he suddenly imagined one of the other divers saying yes to the voice, someone else getting all the wealth. His wealth. His race cars.




Riches, Eduardo. Think of going back home and showing them how well you’ve done for yourself.




It did not occur to Eduardo to ask how the voice knew this secret wish of his.




“Yes, my lord, I agree to become your servant,” he said.




He waited for lightning to strike, even here on the floor of the sea. He braced himself, expecting Satan to appear before him, to tell him that he was going straight to hell. Instead, he heard only the soft sounds of the sea and his own equipment. Gradually, he was filled with a sense of well-being. Everything would be fine. He had nothing to worry about.




Excellent. Now, you must recover an object. I will help to ensure that no one knows you have taken it.




A few hours ago, he would have immediately pointed out all the reasons why it was impossible for him to do such a thing. Now he listened carefully as the voice gave him instructions. Eduardo could no more resist reaching to uncover the object beneath the mound of sand than he could resist his own heartbeat.




The object proved to be a small metal chest, crisscrossed with thick, rusty bands of iron and bearing two heavy locks. He felt excitement, sure that whoever had carried the casket aboard the Morgan Bray had stored something extremely valuable within it—jewels, most likely.




No, I’m afraid you won’t find anything but ashes within, so for the time being this chest must remain sealed. Place it in the canvas bag attached to your belt.




Eduardo did as he was commanded. A sensation of pure bliss came to him. He felt overwhelmed by it, his mind reeling, disconnecting from his surroundings as if he were drugged.




Now, I’m going to call some of my friends to help us. You must not be afraid—whatever slight harm they do to you will not be painful, and will merely ensure that others are distracted. For your part, you must help the other man to ascend to the surface.




Eduardo blinked, and the dazed sensation dropped away. He was startled as the comm unit suddenly started working again—a shipmate calling frantically, “Do you read me?”




“Yes,” Eduardo answered, “just came back online. I’ve been having trouble with my comm unit.”




“Krantz told us that, but—”




“Yes, his is working.”




“No, it’s not! Not for the last few minutes. I’ve just been getting static. Are you guys okay?”




“I’m fine. Let me check on Krantz—he’s not facing me.”




When he reached Krantz, the other diver seemed to come out of a daze. By now the captain had come online.




“Begin your ascent,” he ordered them. “I don’t want you working down there until we get this communications problem straightened out.”




So they began their careful rise toward the surface, halting as needed to avoid decompression problems.




“Can you hear me?” the captain asked when they had nearly started their last stage of the ascent.




“Yes, sir,” Eduardo answered when there was no response from Krantz.




“I guess Krantz’s equipment is out again. We’ve lost the cameras, too.”




“We’re almost ready to surface, sir,” Eduardo said.




“Get Krantz’s attention.”




Eduardo reached out to the other diver and saw that although Krantz was breathing and his eyes were open, he seemed unaware of his surroundings.




“I think he may be in trouble, sir.” Eduardo described Krantz’s condition.




“Hang on to him,” the captain said. “Bring him up as soon as you can safely do so. I’ll have Doc waiting for you.”




Don’t be afraid, the voice said. You’re about to have a little company. You must leave my friends unharmed. They’re just going to help us with a distraction.




“Company?” Eduardo said.




“Say again?” the captain said.




But now Eduardo had seen large gray and white shapes swimming strongly toward them.




“We’ve got company,” he managed to say, although his mouth was dry. It took all his will to resist pulling out his speargun.




“Say again?” the captain repeated.




“Tiger sharks. Two of them circling us now.”




They came close, close enough for Eduardo to see their small eyes, their wide snouts. Both were well over twice his own size. He guessed the largest one to be about fourteen feet in length.




There was a long pause, then the captain said, “Stay calm. You know they may just be curious. Let go of Krantz if you need to defend yourself—we can pull him up.” He heard the captain giving orders to other men.




He reached the surface without harm, and was just about to hand Krantz off to the waiting crew when the sharks struck. One bit hard into Krantz’s calf, causing Krantz to come out of his stupor with a scream. A moment later, Eduardo cried out in pain as well, feeling sharp teeth stab into his shoulder. The bite released, and a new wave of agony shot through him as strong hands hauled him up from the water.




Chaos reigned on deck. He nearly passed out as the crew worked to remove his equipment. It was soon seen that Krantz’s injury was far worse, and while one crew member held a pressure bandage to Eduardo’s wound, the doctor went to work to help the archeologist. He felt himself go into a state of oblivion, comprehending nothing but pain, and when his thoughts began to clear, the first of them was directed at the voice: You tricked me.




He waited for a response, even wondered if he had indeed hallucinated the whole thing, but then a reply came to him.




Tricked you? Not at all. Your wound will heal. For reasons you will come to understand later, it would not do for you to come out of the attack unscathed. Quickly now, hide the collection bag beneath that bench to your right. Trust me to keep the others occupied—and remember, you have pledged your obedience to me.




He considered resisting, considered arguing, but he wanted the chest to himself, so he did as he was told. As he started to reach for the bag, Krantz began thrashing about on the deck, and even the man who was holding the bandage against his shoulder abandoned him to help with Krantz. No one saw him stash the bag among the life vests stowed beneath the bench.




Return to me when you awaken tonight, the voice said. Soon we will leave this ship together. I will show you where to find riches, and you will help me to find a man named Tyler Hawthorne.




Eduardo lost consciousness.




 




Three days later, as the Declan lay in dock, the captain gave Eduardo Leblanc the pay he had earned, and a substantial bonus as well. He had tried to persuade the young man not to give up diving—he believed Eduardo had a talent for the work. But he understood completely. A shark attack was a rare occurrence, but he could hardly expect Eduardo not to fear it. In truth—and quite understandably—Eduardo hadn’t been himself since the attack.




“Doc said your wound is healing remarkably well,” the captain said, “and that you shouldn’t have any trouble from it in the future. But—there’s always more to something like this than the injury itself, of course. If there’s anything more I can do for you…”




“Thank you, sir,” Eduardo said. “I’ll be fine. I appreciate all you’ve done for me, but I need to move on.”




The captain fell silent. He had taken Eduardo under his wing, but he wasn’t the kid’s father, after all. Perhaps he would be fine. “What will you do now?”




“Oh, I’ll keep looking for treasure—I’m just going to look for it on land.”




The captain smiled. “I wish you luck. But if you fail to find it, you can always get a job with Declan Salvage.”




Eduardo thanked him again.




As he watched him go, the captain sighed and shook his head. Young men could be such fools.
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Ten Years Later




They reached a curve in the road near Tyler Hawthorne’s new home. Eduardo Leblanc, who had been looking toward the wooded hillside to the left, said, “Stop the truck—pull over here.”




Daniel, who was driving, immediately braked to a halt. Eduardo expected this sort of obedience from his two trainees. Lord Varre expected it.




“Is something wrong?” Evan asked.




“I saw something moving in the woods. Stay in the truck and lock its doors as soon as I get out.” He paused, then added, “Lord Varre will be extremely unhappy if either of you fail to do exactly as I ask.”




He could see they took this warning seriously, as they should.




“If anything should happen to me,” he said, “anything, then you must drive away as fast as possible. Do not try to rescue me. Do you understand?”




They nodded, but he could see the dismay written on their faces.




He wondered if Daniel had paid any attention to all he had confided to him earlier in the evening. He had little hope for Evan, who reminded him too much of himself.




He looked again to the trees that stood between Hawthorne’s home and the property below it and saw the bright eyes—golden in the reflected moonlight—watching.




Neither Daniel nor Evan seemed aware of the presence in the woods. He wondered if God would forgive him for bringing them into Lord Varre’s service.




But what should one sin matter over all his others? Starting with taking a small chest out of the wreckage of the Morgan Bray.




He got out of the truck, heard the door locks snick down. He began walking.




He knew Lord Varre already sensed his rebellion. His head began to pound, but he kept walking, one step and then another, alone up the road, toward the woods where he had seen the dog. The pain increased, moving through his whole body now, intensifying with each passing second. Although he felt near to collapsing from the agony, he forced himself to stand straight and still in the road.




The dog came out of the woods, a black blur racing toward him.




Somehow, in his pain, he found the strength to ask for mercy.




 




Evan and Daniel watched in horror as Eduardo stood in the road, letting the huge dog race toward him. In the beam of the headlights, they saw him fling his arms open and smile as the dog reached him.




The dog made one powerful leap and fastened his fangs on Eduardo’s throat.




Eduardo burst into flames. And was gone.




One moment, he had been in the road, covered in fire. In the next, he’d disappeared—with not so much as a pile of ash left where he had stood.




The dog looked toward the truck.




“Go!” Evan shouted to Daniel. Daniel wheeled the truck around and drove off.




 




Tyler Hawthorne stepped out of the master bedroom of his newly acquired home, onto the deck that almost entirely surrounded this level of the house. The hillside sloped away sharply enough to allow him a view through the trees, to see the lights of Los Angeles far below, glittering through the mist that had settled over the city on this moonlit spring evening. The house was empty and quiet.




A flash of bright light appeared from somewhere near a curve in the road below, and he wondered what had caused it. A fire? An explosion or accident of some sort? But there was no smoke rising, and there had been no sound of a collision, which even at this distance he must have heard. He waited, feeling uneasy, but the night stayed quiet.




A little too quiet. The usual insect noises had ceased.




“Shade,” he called softly. The big black dog had shown an unusual level of excitement about exploring beyond the fenced-in area of the property, and Tyler had let him out. Although he knew it was extremely unlikely that his closest companion would be harmed by anything in the woods, Tyler couldn’t help but feel uneasy.




He waited, listening, then the crickets took up their song again. What had disturbed them?




He called again to Shade, but the dog did not return. Odd behavior indeed.




Tyler sighed and turned back into the darkened house. Although he had purchased many of the previous owner’s possessions along with the property, not many of his own had yet arrived. His small staff was not due here for another two weeks. They would eventually have a guest, a man recovering from a serious illness, and Tyler realized he needed to consider all that would be required for his care. Unless he missed his guess, though, there was still a little time to make those arrangements.




He sat in an overstuffed chair near an empty fireplace and savored this opportunity to be quiet and completely alone, not even Shade at his side. No one asking anything of him.




He had youth, wealth, and excellent health. He looked at the luxury surrounding him and wished, not for the first time, that he would die.




He stood again, trying to shake off this mood. He decided that perhaps he should go out looking for the dog, then heard a floorboard creak just behind him.




He turned swiftly.




A match flared, and a voice spoke from the shadows. “Feeling sorry for yourself tonight, Tyler?”




“Colby?” he asked in disbelief.




“None other,” the man said. He lit a cigarette and blew out the match.




Tyler stayed where he was.




Colby laughed. “What, no warm welcome for an old friend?”




Tyler bent to turn on the lamp next to the chair. He straightened and said, “No welcome, and no old friend.”




The man standing across the room from him was fair haired and slender, slightly shorter than Tyler, dressed in an elegantly tailored suit. His blue eyes were full of amusement as he said, “I’m heartbroken.”




“Impossible.”




“You’ll say that’s because I have no heart, but really, you do me wrong.”




“It’s been a long time, Colby, but I doubt you’ve changed that much. What brings you to Los Angeles?”




“Strange occurrences. Don’t you notice something in the air?”




He had, but answered, “Cigarette smoke.”




Colby smiled and took a long drag, blew it out slowly. “Still self-righteous, I see. Haven’t you had enough of living as you do, Tyler?”




Although he had been thinking that very thing not five minutes before, Tyler said, “If you’re here to recruit me, you’re wasting your time.”




“Hmm. Terribly lonely, isn’t it?”




Tyler didn’t answer.




“Not necessary to admit it,” Colby said. “I mean, really—a city of millions of souls, and Tyler Hawthorne sits alone in the dark.”




“Amusement isn’t happiness. Starting to realize that, Colby?”




Colby lowered his gaze and took another long drag. “Really none of your business. What have you done with your only companion, by the way?”




“He’s nearby, don’t worry.”




Colby gave him a crooked smile. “The odd thing is, Tyler, I do feel a bit worried for you.”




“Why?”




“Well, for one thing, I think those woods out there are haunted.”




“As if that would bother you.”




“No, of course not. But…” He grew serious. “But something more, Tyler, I mean it. Bad neighborhood, for all its money.”




“It’s where I’m supposed to be now.”




Colby faked a yawn. “Yes, well, you go on being a good little scout. I’m sure that even as we speak, somewhere someone’s sewing a merit badge for you. Don’t bother showing me out.”




He was at the door when Tyler said, “Colby—”




Colby looked back at him.




“Good to see you again.”




Colby laughed derisively and disappeared from view.




Tyler was wondering if he should have done more to encourage Colby to stick around, despite the complications that would inevitably ensue, when his cell phone rang. He glanced at the number on the display. He answered and assured the caller that he would soon be on his way to the hospital.




He went to the deck again and called to Shade, waited a moment, then locked up. He tried not to worry about the dog, knowing those who had called from the critical care unit couldn’t wait for him to search the woods. He told himself that when Shade heard the van start up, he’d head back.




He had just driven past the gate when a familiar dark silhouette came racing up the drive.




Shade.




Relieved, he opened the passenger door, and the dog jumped in.




“I trust I’m not keeping you from anything important?” Tyler said, closing the door.




Shade wagged his tail.




Tyler gave him a soft scratch between the ears.




He hit the remote to close the gate behind him.




“I was a little worried about you,” he admitted.




Shade cocked his head to one side.




“Yes, ridiculous. But Colby visited.”




Shade sighed.




“Yes, I felt the same.”




By the time they reached the curve in the road, Tyler, his thoughts taken up with Colby’s visit and the work before him, had forgotten about the flash of light, the silence in the woods, the dog’s delay in returning.
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Harry Williams lay dying, knew it, and although he did not fear it, fought it with every ounce of his dwindling strength. Had he not been so desperate to communicate with his wife, Catherine, just once more, he would have let go, would have given in to the tidal pull on his soul.




For days now he had lain in a dark world, unable to move, unable to speak. Comatose. Trapped in a body that would not obey him, able to hear but not to respond—not with so much as the batting of an eyelid or the lifting of a finger. He had tried. If will alone could have accomplished it, he would have come back to the family that surrounded him.




But Harry couldn’t. He had fallen from the roof of his home while trying to adjust a television satellite dish, an accident he had come to accept in this sea of dark hours for what it was: stupid but unchangeable. He knew he would not recover—his injuries were too severe to allow his life to continue.




He was not destined to remain with his loved ones. He accepted this. But he wasn’t ready to go. Not yet.




Catherine and the kids, his parents, his brother and sister were grieving. Already missing him. At his family’s request—God bless them for following his wishes!—the respirator and the feeding tube had been removed. All this he knew. He could no longer feel physical pain. That had been true for some time now. All the same, Harry Williams was in anguish.




He had something to say. It was not, as some might have supposed, “I love you.” Catherine knew he loved her, just as he knew she loved him. If he had harbored any doubts about that, her whispered pleas at his bedside would have reassured him. No—more than spoken words, their love was something down in his bones now, or deeper even than that. The children—he realized there would be no knowing who they would become one day, but against that loss he felt the peace of a man who has done his best to be a good father.




He did not need to ask forgiveness—he had forgiven, and had asked for and received it for himself. This he also knew. No, the urgent message he had for Catherine was utterly mundane, a matter of business: the location of his hidden office safe and its combination.




She might discover it somehow. She might get someone to open it for her. But all that was maybe and would take time. Catherine deserved to have access to the papers and the cash he had stored there. He wanted her to find the diamond bracelet he had planned to give her on Valentine’s Day. The contents of the safe would help her and the kids to survive while she waited for the insurance to pay. He wanted her to have access to it now.




He had been a fool never to tell her about it. When he first realized that he would not recover, he had been angry with himself. He now thought of this failure in a dispassionate way. At this stage of the process of dying, all his passion went into hoping for one last chance to be granted the ability to speak.




Time passed in the darkness. He breathed. His heart beat. It would not last.




Only Catherine was in the room with him when the door opened.




“Oh!” she said. “You’re here! I wasn’t sure you’d come. Thank you!”




Harry heard the newcomer move toward the bed. A man took his hand. A doctor? No, not a doctor.




“I called you because he seems to be fighting so hard,” Catherine said. “The doctors say he won’t recover. But he’s still alive. Were they wrong?”




“No, they weren’t wrong,” said the stranger, but not unkindly.




A moment later, Harry thought the stranger was mistaken. He could see again. He was standing next to Catherine at his bedside. He felt stronger than he ever had before. Then he looked down and saw himself on the bed. He looked awful.




We only have a few minutes—perhaps less than that, the stranger’s voice came to him, although the man had not spoken aloud. Harry realized that he was somehow connected to the man, and hearing his thoughts.




What are you? Who are you? Harry wondered.




Never mind! Hurry! the stranger urged him. What do you need to say?




Suddenly Harry was certain that this was his only chance, and for reasons that he could not have explained to himself, he believed that this man was to be trusted. “Catherine, it’s me—Harry,” he said, and heard the stranger repeat the words aloud, felt them form and move in the stranger’s throat and mouth, felt the breath that moved them. Wonderful thing, speech, he thought, but at the stranger’s urging continued. “Listen carefully. There is a safe hidden in the south wall of my office. You can find it by going to the thermostat on that wall and removing its cover. There’s a keypad under it. Enter this code: one-eight-five-five-eight-nine.”




She was looking at him in shock.




Write it, the stranger commanded. Otherwise she won’t remember.




With his free hand—the stranger’s free hand—Harry searched quickly for the notepad next to his bed, found it, and wrote the number down. He turned back to Catherine. “Enter that and press the pound sign. A hidden panel will slide open. On the safe, enter Jerry’s birthday in this order: the four numbers of the year, then the two numbers of the month, then the two numbers of the day. Everything in the safe is yours, and will help you for a while. The bracelet is your Valentine’s Day present, Cath. Sorry I won’t be there to give it to you.” He paused, seeing Catherine looking into the stranger’s eyes, but seeing that she saw him there. “I love you, Cath. Be strong. See you later.”




He was back in his own shell then, and as cold as it was growing, wondrous things were happening. He heard Catherine crying and saying she loved him, too, her voice indicating that she had noticed that he was back in his body. He felt her clutch his other hand.




Are you an angel? Harry asked the stranger, knowing that only the stranger could hear him.




No, the stranger answered, in Harry’s own thoughts. Tell me—




Oh, now I know who you are, Harry said, as a new awareness began to flow through him. Yes. Things will be changing for you soon.




Harry could feel the man—Tyler Hawthorne—suddenly become alert.




What do you mean?




I’m not sure, I just know I’m supposed to tell you that. Oh—also, you’ll be needed in St. Louis nine days from now. The hospital room of Max Derley. Harry recited an address and a phone number, having no idea how he had learned them. He gave other details about this Missouri hospital he had never previously heard of, and the phone number of a man named Sam Gunning. He did not know how Mr. Derley and Mr. Gunning were connected, but he had a clear sense of the importance of Tyler receiving this information.




Fine, yes, but tell me—




And please stop by the hospice and check on your future guest.




I promise I will. Now, please tell me—




Harry heard the desperation in the man’s thoughts and pitied him for a brief moment. I’m sorry, Harry answered. He had to leave—this was a matter of supreme urgency, both unavoidable and wholly desirable. Still, he managed to add, Thank you. Tyler Hawthorne, and bid good-bye to his last friend on earth.




 




The dead, thought Tyler, are damned self-centered.




He left the room before the widow could add her thanks to her husband’s.




 




He was halfway to the van before he realized that he was not at all feverish. Then again, this hadn’t been an especially strenuous assignment, so perhaps this was one of those rare occasions when he’d escape that particular side effect of his work.




Shade was peering out the open window of the van, standing on the passenger seat, tail wagging so hard his whole back end curved with it.




“Happy to see you, too,” Tyler said, settling into the driver’s seat. “How do you manage to remain so enthusiastic?”




Shade briefly nuzzled him, then sat watching him.




Tyler sighed. “I’ll try to improve my attitude. I’m not sure why I find that so difficult lately.” He started the van. “We have another stop, by the way.”




Shade seemed undaunted.




 




It was just before midnight when he approached the open door of Ron Parker’s hospice room, but the visiting hours here were not restricted. Although Harry Williams had passed along the message saying he should come here—his second visit today—he was uneasy about the thought of waking Ron, who to all appearances was dying from leukemia. After all, the message had been to check on Ron, not to talk to him.




So he walked quietly into Ron’s room. Just past the doorway, he was brought up short by the sight of another visitor.




A slender, dark-haired woman sat in a chair pulled close to the left side of the bed. She was young, perhaps in her early twenties, probably Ron’s age or very nearly. Her face was in shadow, her head bent and mostly curtained by her hair as she read a paperback by the light of a small clip-on book lamp. As he watched, she managed to turn a page using only her left hand, the hand that held the book. Her right hand gently held one of Ron’s hands as he slept.




Was she Ron’s girlfriend? He was certain that Ron wasn’t married. Ron’s late grandfather, Derek Parker, whom Tyler had befriended, had not mentioned that his grandson had a fiancée or any other attachments. When Tyler had spoken to Ron on other occasions, including today, they had discussed many things, and there was no word of a girlfriend.




And yet, what he saw here was a picture of solace and faithfulness. Ron was asleep, might well be for the night, and still she stayed with him. Kept hold of his hand so that if he should wake, he would know he was not alone.




She looked up suddenly and, startled by Tyler’s presence, dropped the book and book lamp with it. The little light broke as the book went tumbling beneath the bed. She bent to retrieve it even as Tyler moved closer, ready to offer help. Ron woke up, looked around blearily, and used the control on his bed to bring the room lights up.




Even to Tyler, who had stood next to many deathbeds, Ron bore the appearance of someone in the final stages of leukemia. He was thin, his cheeks hollow. He had lost all his hair after his last round of chemo. His skin was dry and pale, except for the places, here and there, where he had dark splotches of bruising caused by the disease. His eyes, however, revealed a man still part of the world around him, however tenuous his hold on it might be.




“Amanda, are you okay?” Ron asked drowsily.




The young woman quickly straightened, rapping her head on the bottom of the rolling tray near the bed. The tray rattled, but nothing spilled. She winced and rubbed at her crown.




“Fine,” she said, blushing. Tyler could see her face now—lovely brown eyes, made no less so by the small scar near one brow. Her nose was straight and her lips full. Her face was not delicate enough to be called pretty, nor beautiful by current standards, standards Tyler didn’t particularly admire. An attractive woman. And Ron’s, he reminded himself sternly.




“Tyler!” Ron said, noticing him for the first time. “Hey, man—come on in!”




Amanda’s expression changed—Tyler was surprised to see her eyeing him with hostility. Did she blame him for the mishap?




“I’m sorry if I startled you,” he said. “I’m Tyler Hawthorne.” He extended a hand.




“Amanda Clarke,” she said, going along with the handshake but ending it as quickly as possible.




“Amanda, Tyler’s your new neighbor. I was telling you about him earlier.”




“Yes,” she said. “Umm—an odd hour for a visit, isn’t it?”




“Is it? You tell me.”




Ron looked between them. “Amanda—it’s fine. Hell, one minute you’re complaining that my so-called friends have deserted me, and the next you’re driving them off. Have a seat, Tyler. What brings you out at this hour?”




Tyler gestured for Amanda to be seated before he took the empty chair on the opposite side of the bed. “I’m often awake late at night. I was in the neighborhood, and—well, I thought I’d just look in on you, give you a little company if you were awake, not disturb you if you were asleep.”




“Appreciate it. I never know when I’m going to be asleep or awake lately.”




Tyler turned to Amanda. “Ron said we’re neighbors—”




“Yes. I own the house just below yours.”




“You own…?”




“Yes, I own it. I’ve owned it for about eight years, since my parents died in a car accident. It was in trust until a few years ago, of course.”




“Sorry—I just didn’t realize my neighbor was so young.”




Ron laughed. “Dude, you’re not so old yourself.”




“You’re right, I shouldn’t have assumed anything.”




“You aren’t the only one who’s surprised,” Amanda said. “Ron said you bought his house—I guess I should say, his grandfather’s house. I was expecting a friend of Derek’s to be older.”




“Oh, you know how Derek was,” Ron said, giving her a quelling look. “He liked being around people who were younger than he was. He never let me call him Grandfather, Tyler. I suppose he told you that.”




Tyler smiled. “Yes, he did.”




“How did you meet Derek?” Amanda asked.




Tyler looked across the bed at her, saw the suspicion in her eyes. “I was interested in some antiques he was selling. We got to know each other.”




“And you saw a chance to get a bargain on a house being sold by an old man in financial trouble.”




“Amanda!” Ron said sharply. “You’re embarrassing me, you know?”




She blushed again. “Forgive me.”




Ron took her hand. “It’s okay, but you’ve got it all wrong anyway. Tyler, don’t mind Amanda, she’s kind of protective of me. It’s none of your business, Amanda, but Tyler not only paid a generous price for the house, he bought a lot of Derek’s stuff, too. So if it weren’t for him, I’d have inherited a load of debt.” He paused. “I think Derek had his first heart attack because he was so worried about money.”




“And losing you,” she said softly.




Ron shook his head. “No, he never thought I’d live past sixteen, when I first came to live with him. So everything since has been a bonus. He thought he’d outlive me and I’d die never knowing he ended up broke. Tyler, you kept his last weeks of life from being miserable with worry, and for that, I’m grateful.”




“It worked out well for everyone, although I wish Derek could have been with us longer.”




“Me, too. I miss him.”




They fell silent.




Tyler began to feel a familiar combination of weariness and warmth—an unpleasant warmth, the sign of the beginning of the fever. He hadn’t escaped it after all. He would have to excuse himself soon, but he wished he could somehow smooth things over with Amanda, if for no other reason than the fact that they would live next door to each other for the next few years.




Ron yawned. “Sorry, I think I’m headed down for the count again. Thanks for coming by, you two. Amanda, go home and get some sleep, okay?”




She frowned. “I don’t mind staying—”




“I know. But you’re tired. I can tell.” He turned to Tyler. “Make sure she gets to her car safely, okay?”




“Now who’s being protective?” Amanda said. “But I would appreciate it.”




“My pleasure,” Tyler said. “Good night, Ron.”




 




As soon as they were out of earshot of Ron’s room, she turned to him and said, “I don’t need an escort to my car. I just wanted a chance to tell you that I think you’re the cruelest son of a bitch I’ve ever met in my life.”




















4










Really?” he said. “You’ve decided that after five minutes of knowing me? I’m tempted to be impressed with myself, but I have no idea how I earned the title.”




“No? Did you or did you not visit Ron earlier today?”




“I did. Was that cruel?”




“Did you or did you not tell him you believed he was going to live?”




“I did. Don’t you want him to live?”




“Of course I do!”




“Amanda—may I call you Amanda, or do you prefer Ms. Clarke?”




“Amanda is fine—I can put up with it for the next five minutes. What I can’t put up with is having someone who doesn’t know Ron at all—has no idea what he’s been through or is going through—give him false hope.”




“False hope?”




“Oh, and then really laying it on, Mr. Hawthorne—”




“Tyler. Even when the five minutes are up.”




“Telling Ron he can come back to live in a home that should have been his.”




“I agree, the house should have been Ron’s—but Derek was like you, Amanda.”




“What’s that supposed to mean?”




“He was a little too certain that he’d outlive Ron.”




“Are you threatening me?”




“No. Please keep your voice down.” He sighed. “I can understand why you don’t think he’s going to live. I can’t explain why I feel confident he will survive this round with the leukemia, other than to say I have spent a lot of time standing next to deathbeds, and—let’s just say I’ve developed a sense of these things, and my sense is that Ron will live.”




“An antiques dealer who spends a lot of time standing next to deathbeds? What, can’t wait until they’re cold to swindle their estates out of their belongings? I ought to report you to the administration of this hospice.”




He felt his temper rising—a rare occurrence, but he knew the fever would weaken his control of it. She must have sensed she’d gone too far, because she stepped back a pace. Then, catching herself doing that, lifted her chin and moved in again.




“Let’s continue this discussion in the lobby,” he said, struggling to keep his voice soft and level. “I don’t want to wake anyone—those who are here have enough to deal with—they don’t need to listen to us bicker.”




She nodded. They rode the elevator down to the lobby in silence, not looking at each other. By the time they stood near the exit, he had control of himself again.




“I collect antiques for my own pleasure,” he said. “I do not sell them, so I am not a dealer. I have never—not once—purchased an antique from any of those I’ve counseled. I have not accepted gifts from their families after their deaths. I don’t expect you to believe me, but I am well known among the staff here, so ask them.”




“You work here?”




“Not as part of the staff. I volunteer my time.”




She didn’t look entirely convinced, but said, “I apologize. It’s just that—it has been so hard for me to get to the place Ron is now, or was until earlier today. Until you came by with your predictions, he had accepted that he is dying, and was at peace with that. I didn’t get there so easily, and one minute I’d seem to accept it and the next…”




Her voice trailed off. After a moment, she said, “Believe me, I want Ron to live. I—I can’t imagine what it will be like when he’s gone. But telling him that he’ll get better, that he’ll be able to come back to his home—a home that isn’t even his now! Don’t you see what you’re doing to him?”




“Giving him hope.”




“You’re lying to him.”




His skin was growing warmer, his joints beginning to ache. Tyler brought all his wandering wits to bear on the conversation and said, “Don’t be so sure of that. Now, I promised him I’d see you safely to your car…”




“If you won’t listen to reason, I’ll ask the hospice to ban you from seeing him.”




“Unless Ron made that request, I don’t think the hospice would agree to it. Ron is ill—but he’s not a child, and he is not incompetent. I doubt he would cave in….” A wave of pain washed over him, and he shut his eyes.




“Are you all right?” she asked. “You look pale—”




“I’m fine,” he lied. “Just tired.” He opened his eyes again and forced himself to smile. “Listen, we aren’t going to resolve this tonight. I really do need to get some sleep, and I am sure you’ve had a long day, too.”




She stood looking up at him, unabashedly studying him. He fought an impulse to shift his own gaze away.




She shrugged. “I guess you’re right.”




As they walked across the parking lot, she asked, “Why are you so interested in what happens to Ron?”




“I made a promise to Derek. And I like Ron.”




“You don’t know Ron.”




He didn’t answer.




“I’m not saying your intentions are bad.”




“Thank you for that,” he said dryly.




They reached her car. She looked up at him and said, “You don’t look well—are you sure you’re going to be able to drive home? I could give you a ride.”




“I’ll be all right. But it’s kind of you to offer.”




“Well,” she said, “I’m sure our paths will cross again. Good night.”




“Good night,” he said.




He waited until she drove off, then walked to the farthest end of the parking lot, where he had left the van. He had left the window of the passenger side open, in case Shade wanted to roam in the small park at that end of the lot. But Shade had apparently decided not to rove—he was waiting for him. Tyler crawled into the back of the van and collapsed onto the bed there.




It wasn’t going to be bad. He judged, from long experience, that this one would last only an hour or two.




He regretted not being able to follow her home, to make sure she got there safely. He didn’t like the idea of her driving around alone so late at night, even though she didn’t seem fearful. Of anything. He certainly didn’t intimidate her.




The fever spiked, and he curled up on his side, trying to ride out another wave of pain. Shade came near, breathing softly onto his cheek. The pain receded, and Tyler fell asleep.
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Nine days later, Amanda Clarke lay in her bed in the darkness, thinking about Tyler Hawthorne and wondering if he was avoiding her. She believed she owed him another apology and being unable to deliver it irritated her. It was hard enough to admit to herself that she had been wrong to speak to him the way she had, and now it looked as if she was going to have to march up the hill to his house to say so.




Nine days since she had met him in Ron’s room. Nine days since Ron had started to regain his strength.




“Let’s see what happens,” Ron’s doctor had said today, but she was smiling. No one wanted to jump to conclusions, to be overly optimistic. At the same time, no one could deny that he was doing better. The doctor had looked at his most recent blood work and said, “Amazing. Let’s hope this trend continues.”




He was still very weak. He still tired out easily. But his color was better, his appetite was returning.




And he had hope. She had struggled not to hope as well. She had failed. Lying here alone, she admitted that she was nearly convinced that Ron would live, and prayed she wasn’t wrong.




She heard the sound of a creaking floorboard. Not quite alone, was she?




One of her cousins, no doubt, was also still awake at—she glanced at the clock by her bed—just after midnight. Brad and Rebecca had arrived a week ago, unannounced as usual. They owned a huge house in the desert, and their trustees would have gladly approved the use of funds to buy their own place here in L.A., but when they were in town they stayed here, or on a whim, they took rooms in one of the city’s luxury hotels. Amanda often told herself that she should change the locks and refuse to admit them. Telling herself what she “should” do was as far as she ever got with that plan.




Instead she avoided them as much as possible, even kept her own small bedroom on the ground floor of the house, apart from the more spacious rooms she reserved for them on the second floor. The house had a large master suite on the third floor, but so far, even her nervy cousins hadn’t tried to take over that room.




She listened, but there were no further stirrings from the second floor. The only sound reaching her through the bedroom door was the mesmerizing tick-tock-tick-tock of the grandfather clock in the living room.




Rebecca and Brad had met Tyler. She was annoyed that they had managed to encounter him when she had not. “TDH,” Rebecca had declared him. Tall, dark, and handsome. Well, she was right about that.




Rebecca already had one of her mad crushes on him. She had invited him to her upcoming party out in the desert, and said he had accepted.




Although the desert house was several hours from here, she couldn’t blame Tyler for accepting. Rebecca was as beautiful as he was handsome, and together, they’d make a disgustingly good-looking couple. Or would for four weeks, which had proved to be the maximum amount of time any man in his right mind could handle putting up with Rebecca.




The thought of them being a couple even for a month made her frown. She told herself she was concerned because she didn’t want problems with a neighbor. Maybe Ron would warn him about her cousin, whom Ron referred to as “Rudebecca the Train Wrecka.”




Today, when Rebecca had taken a breath during her “Let me tell you in excruciating detail why Tyler is so hot” marathon, Brad spoke up and invited Amanda to the party, too.




Amanda had been sure he was just trying to spite his older sister, so she was noncommittal.




“He asked if you’d be there,” Brad added. Definitely spiteful.




“You should come,” Rebecca said, surprising her.




“You never come out to visit us, we always have to come here to visit you,” Brad said.




She didn’t point out that they never really came to visit her, that they never took her along to the parties they went to in L.A., that even if she just wrote about the last few years, she could put together a really thick book entitled Signs That Rebecca and Brad Hate Me.




“I’ll think about it.”




“Don’t be boring,” Rebecca said, and went back to boring Amanda.




She apparently bored Brad, too. “Shit, Rebecca, you talked to him for about twenty minutes max,” he complained. “You’ve talked about him for about twenty hours now. We get the picture. If you don’t want Amanda to know how desperate you are these days, shut your piehole for a minute or two.”




So Rebecca fired up for an attack on Brad, which freed Amanda to escape from the house. By the time she came home from the hospice, her cousins were up in their rooms.




 




She dozed off and came awake with a start. She listened and heard the grandfather clock strike one.




No sound of someone prowling just outside the house.




Just a dream, she told herself. Her fears were surfacing in her dreams, not surprising on a stressful day. She had dreamed the noise.




She held her breath, not moving. Listening. Long moments passed.




No one, she tried to reassure herself, was moving stealthily just outside. No creature was stalking its prey just beyond her bedroom window. A dream.




She couldn’t convince herself.




She had heard something.




Perhaps the house had creaked in the way old houses do, or leaves had scratched against one of the upstairs windowpanes, or the refrigerator’s motor had hummed. Whatever the sound was that had awakened her, it was gone now. She exhaled softly through her mouth, drew another breath. Listened.




And heard a noise.




This time she knew it had not been her imagination. As her eyes adjusted to the dim light in the room, she saw the heavy curtains softly billow and realized she had left the window open. The afternoon had been warm, and she had wanted to air out the room. She had fallen into bed after a long day without thinking about the window—without shutting it. Now…




Now she was vulnerable. Now someone or something was moving around out there, just on the other side of a flimsy screen. She could hear the soft rustle of leaves disturbed by a step, the snapping of small twigs beneath the weight of a foot. Slow, stalking steps, not random movements caused by the wind.




Step. A pause. Step. A pause. More steps, slow and creeping.




She clutched the covers, tried to track the direction of the sounds. Maybe it was only a cat or a skunk. No, too heavy to be a cat, and skunks didn’t move with that stalking step.




It could be a dog. She shivered, and reached up to trace the old scar on the ridge of her eyebrow.




She feared dogs. Had been terrified of dogs for years now. Not without reason.




Or—was it a person out there?




The curtains moved again. Was it her fear, or had the breeze suddenly turned chilly?




She slid out of bed and crept toward her closet. She banged one of her shins on a dresser drawer she hadn’t fully closed, but managed to keep her reaction to the pain to a quiet hiss. She reached the closet, quickly put on her robe, and hurried toward her bedroom door. She opened it and stepped into the hallway, then softly pulled the door shut.




“What—?” a voice behind her said.
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