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			Chapter One

			My husband died screaming.

			I didn’t hear it myself, but I could tell when I saw his twisted face, his empty mouth stretched wide. The theory was he’d bitten his tongue off on impact with something, though no one could say what would do that kind of damage. What could have pulverized him from the chest down but left no trace of itself at the scene. I spent endless hours far from sleep, picturing how it could have happened. Seeing and hearing his last moments of pain, and wondering if it was my fault.

			Those same screams echoed through my head as I leaned against the passenger-side window of my little SUV, the nightmare image of Tony’s ruined face staring back at me from the darkened glass. Had I been asleep? Lately the fog of grief I drifted through made it hard to tell the difference, exhaustion a constant weight around my neck. I twisted in my seat and saw Samantha conked out in the back, then stole a glance at Dimi. He was tuned in to the nighttime highway, the long fingers of one hand draped over the steering wheel.

			“Somewhere in Tennessee, Rybka,” he said.

			We were good at that, the mind-reading thing, one more reason I was glad he’d decided to come with us. I was closer to Dimi than any of my three blood brothers, and had been since we adopted each other during my one and only undercover op, eight years before. I’d worked anti-gang with the NYPD for the last part of my career – it was a big part of my identity and my social life. That was all over now, the only life I’d known disappearing in the rear view, and I tried not to feel cut adrift, directionless and alone. My partner, Rick Fierro, was my closest friend, and I’d left him behind, along with everything else. At least I still had Dimi. Since defecting from the KGB almost a decade before, he’d known no other home than New York, but I couldn’t picture my life without him. Especially now, when it felt like he was the only unsevered link to who I used to be.

			I looked back at Sammy again, watched the rise and fall of her chest. Saw her smoothed forehead, face peaceful in a way that consciousness rarely was for either of us. Eyed the shadows surrounding her and told myself it was only the dark. She was safe now, from the things that haunted her back in New York. Things I couldn’t see, but I believed in nonetheless.

			“Ready to stop for the night?” I asked Dimi.

			He hunched one shoulder. “If you wish.” He’d been driving for hours but showed no signs of tiring.

			I tried to stretch my back. “Might as well. We’ve covered more than half the distance – should have no trouble making it to Silver City tomorrow.”

			He returned no response, but his ice-blue eyes flicked over highway signs, analyzing exits at a glance to pick a motel safe enough. It was the kind of thing he did without thinking: threat assessment, unemotional and accurate.

			He’d been a godsend after Tony’s death, acting as a sounding board for my fury and speculation without laying on sympathy I didn’t want or need. I counted on Dimi in ways I couldn’t with anyone else. He was protective, funny, efficient, and dangerous, which was more than enough. And when he played with my daughter it was with an attention and intensity that made you think the forty-something Russian was a closet Barbie fan.

			“This one,” he said finally, lifting one tattooed knuckle.

			We pulled into a well-lit parking lot and paid for adjoining rooms. Dimi carried Samantha to her bed and checked the dark corners before heading next door to drink until he passed out. I envied him, but stuck with my decision to curb my own alcohol consumption. A fresh start meant breaking a chemical dependency on bourbon to lose consciousness.

			Which added up to more sleepless nights than I wanted, but exhaustion was my new normal. Once I was sure Sammy was down for the count, I rummaged in my bag to find the container of Himalayan salt I’d refilled before leaving New York and poured a line at the base of the door and windows, testing locks and latches as I went. Let housekeeping make of that what they would – I’d leave an extra twenty to apologize for the mess. I wanted to believe the shadowed things that brought my kid to shuddering sobs couldn’t follow us, but I didn’t take chances. Not with her. When I finished I checked my phone and saw I had a missed call and two texts from Rick.

			All well, Cameo?

			Then an hour later: Cam, call me or I’m sending out the National Guard.

			In the midst of hell, Rick still had the power to make me smile. I texted an update then dipped into my luggage again in search of a distraction. On the way I caught sight of myself in the mirror, and stopped, leaning in and bracing my hands against the dresser. I didn’t know what I hoped to find. Maybe something Tony had seen, or hadn’t, that made it so easy to set me aside in favor of the delicate, cotton-candy blonde who stole him away the night of his murder.

			My reflection brought no revelations. I saw a short brunette with good shoulders, strong hands, and more weight on her hips and belly than she’d like. Dark blue eyes rimmed in red, smudged circles of exhaustion underneath. A generous chest and a nice ass I’d built from scratch with squats and deadlifts, and an absolutely killer resting bitch face. I saw me. Whether I liked it or not, and whatever my husband had seen in a stranger that tempted him away, I couldn’t change it.

			I turned away. “Fuck this, Ambrose. We’re not going down sad sack road tonight.”

			I settled into the second double bed, a horror novel for company and my gun for comfort, my eyes on my kid. I hoped the distance and change of location meant she wasn’t at risk for the kinds of things that had become commonplace in New York. As the night grew longer and the shadows kept to their corners, my resolve wore down and I ended up scrolling through pictures of Tony and me in better times. Looking for the man he’d been, the one I’d never get to know. The long-standing affair that came to light after his death was bad enough, but the distance he’d put between me and my kid was far worse. He’d known about the ghosts, likely from the very first time they noticed her, and he’d kept me in the dark. I hated him now as much as I’d ever loved him, but that hadn’t made grieving him any easier. It felt like double the loss, and tears soaked my pillow by the time I finally captured sleep.

			Sober or not, I was under too deep to see the bathroom light flicker, or hear the water begin to trickle, in the early morning hours.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I woke to a stench of mildew and must, and if I’d had a hangover like usual, I’d have tossed my cookies before I even opened my eyes.

			“The fuck?” I muttered, struggling to sit up. There was no way the room had smelled like this last night. I’d have checked right the hell out.

			“Mommy?”

			I twisted to find that Samantha had migrated to my bed at some point during the night. It set up a thrum of worry in my head, but I tried to keep it from marching across my face. “My bad,” I said, smiling and opening my arms to her. At the same time I checked her for signs of any nighttime visitors. She looked okay, the dark circles under her eyes a mirror of my own, her springy red curls a bit dull and lifeless, but there were none of the other hallmarks. No glazed eyes, accelerated breaths, or inability to see me. No standing in the corner, facing the wall and talking to her dead father. I’d take it as a win. We had so few these days.

			She cuddled under my arm and was quiet. I wanted to ask her how her night was, if she’d had a ‘good sleep’ as she called it, but she wouldn’t tell me the truth. It’s a strange thing, knowing your five-year-old will lie to you, but Sammy was reserved and secretive in ways she never used to be. I clung to the hope we’d done the right thing by taking her out of New York, away from all the things that scared her.

			“You smell that, sweet pea?”

			“She who smelt it dealt it, Mommy.”

			I laughed, because she’d learned that one from me. People always thought it was her father teaching her vulgarities. It drove Tony nuts.

			Tony. Shit. I squeezed my eyes closed against the wave of knowledge that hit me anew each morning. Your husband is dead. Your husband was murdered. Your husband was having an affair.

			I took a deep breath and shoved it out of sight.

			“I don’t think a toot could do all this damage, girlie. Maybe there was a leak or something.” I swung my legs over the side of the bed, and for a second Sammy clutched me tight, not letting me go. I looked at her, was about to ask what was wrong when she released me and sat back. I dropped a kiss on her head. “I’m not going far, babe.”

			My feet squished onto the floor, my socks soaked through and clinging unpleasantly. Cold liquid seeped between my toes, grit settling next to my skin. “Mother of monkeys,” I said, this time catching myself before the profanity flew out. I eyed the motel carpet, thinking of all the invisible residue 60 Minutes always warned about rising to the surface and wriggling into my bloodstream. “Ugh.” I looked at my daughter. “You take a bath this morning?”

			She shook her head, eyes solemn and wide. She knew better than to enter any body of water without me, bathtubs included.

			I frowned and squished my way to the bathroom, hands held out to my sides. A half inch of water covered the tile floor and my feet slid when I stepped onto it, pain zinging through my hip. I grabbed the towel bar, moving slower until I made it to the bathtub. It was filled to the top, but the water wasn’t running, and I thanked God it wasn’t an overflowing toilet.

			“You sure you didn’t turn the faucet on, Sammy?” I called. “It’s okay if you did, I just need to know.”

			“I didn’t, I promise.” She paused. “Mommy? Don’t close the door, okay?”

			“I won’t.” Since Tony died, she’d developed a pathological fear of losing me. She didn’t like having me out of her sight. It was something we’d have to work on, but not today. My fears matched her own, and as tired as I was from months with no break, I didn’t want my kid with anyone else.

			Thoroughly grossed out by now, I hovered over the toilet seat and studied the tub. It was one of those ones that’s meant to be used as a shower, and you had to push a special nozzle to make the drain stopper work. I always had a hell of a time with stuff like that, and Sammy rarely stayed in motels.

			When I finished peeing I picked my way back to the tub, staring at the murky surface. It wasn’t clear, like bathwater should be, and more grit rested at the bottom. I wanted to drain it, but the nozzle was covered and I couldn’t make myself put my hand in. Water freaked me out, always had, but only the kind you can’t see through, where who knew what could be swimming right next to you. Nothing swam in the cold, still bath, but I couldn’t shake the image of something grabbing my hand and pulling me in. I could only imagine what Dimi would have to say about my newfound fear of bathing.

			After confirming none of our luggage had been ruined beyond repair, Dimi didn’t want to talk about the flooding at all. He was worried about the same thing: Samantha sleepwalking again. Maybe it was that, maybe it wasn’t, but it didn’t mean the change of scenery wouldn’t work. We were in a strange place, after a full day of driving. Things would get better. She would get better.

			Thankfully the motel manager was more interested in apologizing for the mess than blaming us for it, dropping hints about Yelp reviews the whole time. I promised him five stars and got out of there. Even with that small piece of luck, it was an inauspicious start to the day, and by the time we reached Silver City limits in the late afternoon, any vestige of yesterday’s hope evaporated in a mist of exhaustion, whining, and car sickness. Poor Sammy yacked up everything she’d eaten, crying and begging us not to drive anymore. We stopped at the first gas station we saw, and by the time we’d cleaned up the kid and the car, we were all tired, homesick, and irritable. Not the best impression to make on our new neighbors, but we were well past even basic courtesy by then. I found myself wishing Tony were there, when I saw the extent of the mess in the back seat. Every normal parenting challenge took on immense proportions when it was only me.

			Sammy sat on the curb sipping a ginger ale while we let the Kia air out, and Dimi and I fought with our phones and GPS.

			“We have missed a turn. There is no other explanation. You see, the map, it does not even show your uncle’s ranch. We are in the wrong place.”

			I scrubbed the heel of one hand over my eyes, viciously poking my phone’s screen with the other. “No, dip dong, we can’t have missed the turn because we haven’t gotten there yet. We’re literally at the city limits. You saw that sign back there – Silver City. Bert lived in Silver City, so we’re in the right place.”

			Silver City, Texas, where my Uncle Bert had lived until passing away the previous December. I hadn’t been back in ages, but when I’d decided Sammy needed a change of scenery, Dad offered up his brother’s ranch, empty and in need of occupants. It seemed like kismet.

			“Why would I listen to you? Your sense of direction, it is terrible.”

			“Better than your people skills, butt head. Come on, I’m sure it’s just one of those things where the satellite has trouble finding it – let’s go inside and ask, someone’s bound to know where it is.”

			He glared at me. “Yes? We arrive in town, where we are meant to be hiding out, and then announce to all where we can be found. How have you stayed alive this long?”

			“We’re not hiding out. We’re just…getting a change of pace. Besides, no one knows us here. Who would care?”

			He shook his head. “You have spent too much time in New York. Small towns like this, they are different.”

			I blew out a breath. Of course he was right. But our navigation was fucked, and we couldn’t drive down every rural road in the hopes we’d find Bert’s place. My stomach couldn’t take it, and neither could Sammy. She was still green around the gills, her lips pressed tight.

			“’Scuse me,” came an unfamiliar voice, a broad shadow falling over us. “I, uh, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I heard you say you might need directions? Would that be to Bert Donlon’s place?” The voice was deep, like the idle of a big diesel engine.

			I looked up, shading my eyes with one hand, to find a dark-haired cowboy type hovering nearby. He looked friendly, his face open and on the verge of a hesitant smile, but he didn’t get any closer.

			Dimi and I both stood, slid into our standard formation. Him in front of me, me in front of Sammy. We exchanged a look, a clear negative in his expression. I decided he could go fuck himself if he wasn’t going to get directions himself.

			“You know where it is?” I asked, returning my attention to the cowboy.

			He nodded, still keeping his distance. “Bert and I are neighbors. Were neighbors, anyway. I’m Eric Morgan.” He shuffled forward a step and extended his hand like he was poised to snatch it back at the least provocation.

			I took it and exchanged another glance with Dimi. His glare had deepened and he kept his hands at his sides. I hedged over introductions until Morgan saved me the trouble.

			“You must be his niece. He talked about you a lot, you and your brothers. Bert was close with my pops. Your dad said you’d be coming out here.” His full smile broke then, deep laugh lines appearing around warm brown eyes. “Welcome to Silver City.”

			I allowed myself to relax, gave minimal introductions all around. Dimi kept his hands stubbornly to himself, and Samantha looked wan.

			Morgan gave her a sympathetic smile. “This little lady looks like she needs to get somewhere cool and settle in.” He pointed down the main drag, the way we’d been headed. “The turnoff is down here a piece, ’bout two miles, then it’s a straight shot for another three or so. It ain’t marked, and it’s easy to miss, but that means we don’t get too many solicitors. If y’all want to follow, I’m headed home now, too.”

			Dimi wouldn’t budge until I shoved him. “Move,” I muttered under my breath after getting Sammy settled back in. “He’s our neighbor.”

			He slid to the passenger’s side. “I have watched television. Often it is your neighbors who murder you.”

			“We’re not in New York anymore. We came here to start over, which means meeting new people. Maybe even making friends.”

			He looked over at me, eyes wide. “People? I did not sign up for that. Please, when is the next flight back to New York?”

			“Shut up, Dimi.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			I wanted it to feel like home. I’d spent summers in Silver City with my brothers until Mom died when I was fourteen, and I’d explored every inch of Bert’s considerable spread of land. I’d hoped to feel something, a visceral recognition that this was where we were meant to be. But coming up on it in the early evening, when the setting sun beyond was at its most beautiful, it felt depressingly inert in comparison.

			Bert’s place was in good repair, if a little dated. It was bigger than I remembered from visits as a kid. That’s backwards from how things usually are, but back then, being a city girl, the long low building had been dwarfed by the wide expanse of sky overhead. I was used to buildings so high they blotted out the sun, a skyline bristling with spires and constant movement. Out here, in the endless blue that looked like it must have been painted with brighter colors than the rest of the world, I felt small. The house was a one-story adobe in the midst of acres of scrub brush, sitting behind a low stone wall at the immediate front of the property. The roof and trim had faded to a slate gray, and stairs led up to a long, deep porch wrapping around the front of the house, a ceiling fan turning lazily. Cushioned chairs and a love seat sat back in the shadows and I pictured my uncle sitting out here, having a beer and watching the desert sunsets each night. I felt the first stab of real sadness at his loss – I don’t think it hit me until then that he was really gone. Which kicked up my guilt, and brought down my mood even further.

			I shook it off. I had to lead by example, make this place our home. Leave the ghosts of our past back in New York. I stomped on an alternate vision of arriving here with Tony, as a family. How different it would have felt to still be part of that unit. That had been the plan, last summer – a family vacation out to see Bert, let him get to know Tony and Sammy. I’d gotten caught up in work and hadn’t made it, but the two of them went. Would things have been different if I’d told work to fuck off? Would our marital bond have been strengthened by the time together, and closed out the opening that allowed another woman to slither into our lives?

			Dimi tapped my shoulder. “Still not your fault, Rybka,” he said, too low for Sammy to hear.

			I flipped him the bird, because that was my love language, then stepped out of the car and stretched. An expired punch card for a barbecue place fluttered to the ground and I grabbed it. Our neighbor had stopped in sight of the ranch to wave us on, and with a shaking hand passed me the card through our open windows.

			“My, uh, my number’s on the back, there. If you need anything.” His dark eyes looked past me to Bert’s place and he frowned. “It can be a little…disconcerting being out here, and I’m just a couple hundred yards on up that hill. I live alone so, uh, I mean…” His face grew progressively redder under his tan, and he finally clamped his mouth shut and drove on, the tires of his truck kicking up a spray of gravel.

			“I think you scared him,” I’d told Dimi.

			He’d quirked up one side of his mouth. “I believe that was you.”

			Now with the card in hand, I detected a pleasant scent on it. Something like sweet alfalfa and spice. It made me think of stealing Tony’s sweaters back when we’d dated, to keep the scent of him close to me. I realized I couldn’t remember what his cologne smelled like, and I jammed the card in my back pocket. Tony had been here earlier in the year, not long after Bert died. He’d gone as a favor to my dad, to organize the house and tie up loose ends. I’d thought it was sweet at the time, but now I wondered about his motives, and if more pain awaited me inside. Had he left traces of himself? Of his mistress?

			“Mommy, can I get out?”

			“Sorry, hon, got distracted.”

			Sammy frowned at the house while I extracted her from her car seat.

			“Something wrong?” I asked, hoping like hell the answer was no. Far more than for me, I wanted this to be home for her.

			She cocked her head. “It doesn’t feel the same.”

			I stood with her on my hip, looking at the darkened house, thinking she was right.

			“It will, baby. Just give it time.”

			She didn’t acknowledge my words, nor did the frown leave her face.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Long past midnight, and only shortly after falling asleep, a sharp burst of static dragged me back into consciousness. I took a second to mourn the fact that I was awake at all, then frowned and sat up. Where would static come from? I hadn’t unpacked the baby monitor last night, since Sammy was sharing my bedroom.

			A quick glance at the bundle of covers next to me assured me she hadn’t gone walkabout again. I watched, laser focused, until I saw the blankets rise and fall with her breath. There didn’t seem to be anything off in the room, as worthless an observation as that was. Much as I’d enjoyed the subject of ghosts in my innocent youth, I never thought I’d be desperate for the ability to see their every creeping move.

			Static again, then a plopping, wet sound. A slow leak in the pipes? A drip in the faucet? Neither seemed likely to have penetrated my sleep, and it didn’t explain the static.

			I’d almost talked myself into lying back down when a low hum of conversation started from somewhere out in the main house. I checked the time – past one in the morning, so probably not Dimi on a late-night call with his girl of the week.

			I eased from the bed, grabbing my phone and my gun. I’d turned in my badge and service pistol, but I still had the Smith & Wesson Dad bought me for my eighteenth birthday. It would be a long time before I felt safe stirring far without a firearm. I poked my head into the hall and saw Dimi standing there, .38 at his side, his hairy feet bare on the tile. Our eyes met in the dark, and he nodded down the hall.

			I returned his nod and waited at my bedroom door, gun at the ready, the safety thumbed off and a round in the chamber. An intruder seemed less and less likely – the murmuring hadn’t stopped and there was a rote, easy cadence to it that didn’t fit with someone breaking in. I still wasn’t leaving my kid unguarded, so Dimi went alone.

			He made it across the central living room area and to the other end of the hall, where Bert’s study was. As soon as he touched the door, the voices stopped. I held my breath while he checked it out, then he came out with a shrug and I went to meet him where we wouldn’t wake Samantha.

			“The hell was it?” I asked, and he shrugged again.

			“I do not see anything that could have caused the noise. Perhaps a radio?”

			“Maybe. But you didn’t see one?”

			“No.”

			I looked around, feeling cold and wondering how far to take this. “What’d it sound like to you?” I asked him.

			He frowned. “Some kind of transmission, I think. It was hard to tell. It was in Russian, did you hear?”

			I felt colder than ever, and wrapped my arms around myself. “Shit. Could you make anything out?”

			“No. It was too quiet.”

			“And do you think…is it related?”

			He raised one shoulder. “It is a strange coincidence, is it not? Us arriving, and then….”

			“Yeah. I don’t like it.”

			“I have liked very little of the events of the past few months.”

			“Stay here with her. I’m checking the rest of the house.”

			He nodded and retreated halfway into the room where Samantha still slept. It had been a guest room, one with bunk beds where my two eldest brothers, Danny and Barry, had stayed when we were kids. Bert’s room was the biggest by far, but I hadn’t wanted to sleep where the old man was found. I didn’t love the idea of entering it now, but I eased inside and looked around, clearing the closet and bathroom and all the dark corners.

			Once that was done, I edged down the hall, and made a thorough search of the rest of the place. One more bedroom on this side of the hall, leaving out where Dimi was sleeping, and another bathroom. The main open living area, a kitchen beyond, then the other half of the hall leading to one last bedroom and Bert’s study. I trusted Dimi, but I checked that out as well, hoping to hear the low hum of electronics. I wanted something to tell me for sure it was a coincidence that we’d heard a Russian transmission the very night we moved in, fleeing ghosts with a distinctly Eastern European flavor. There was nothing, and the garage held no surprises, just the usual detritus of equipment and an old Bronco standing over a wide oil stain.

			“Well?” Dimi asked when I returned.

			“Nothing.” I chewed my lip, any chance of getting back to sleep quickly dissipating. I turned to my brother. “What do you think? Human, or other agency?”

			He gave me a cold smile. “If it were other, we would not have been the ones to hear, yes?”

			We went back to bed, but I didn’t close my eyes the rest of the night.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Though I dragged myself from bed in my customary state of foggy exhaustion, Samantha had for once slept through the night. Her chipper demeanor lifted my heart, easing my guilt over uprooting her while she grieved the loss of her father. Maybe the radio thing was a fluke, and we’d find the culprit in the light of day. Dimi was right – if what woke us the night before had been anything other than corporeal, it didn’t make sense that we’d have heard it and Sammy wouldn’t.

			She knelt in the middle of the great room floor, lining up a herd of plastic horses on the edge of Bert’s coffee table. I sat next to her and watched the set up of what promised to be an epic pony adventure, my hand on her back, just to feel close to her. She’d reached the stage where our move had become an adventure. “Good sleep?” I asked.

			She nodded. “Good sleep. Uncle Bert did pretty good.”

			I frowned. “Bert did good with what?”

			She shrugged her small shoulders. “He just did. Everyone was asleep.”

			Before I could ask further she leaned her head against me and I gathered her close.

			“And you’ll still look for the silent key, right?” she asked.

			I went cold. “You didn’t hear it last night, did you, baby girl?”

			“No, but we still have to find it. If we don’t, things’ll get bad again.”

			I swallowed hard, my grip on her tightening. Silent key. A dream phrase she’d been uttering since her very first encounter. Or at least, the first one I knew about. She couldn’t tell me what it meant, only that it was important for me to find. I’d have turned the whole world upside down looking for it, but I had no idea how to start. I’d done multiple internet searches but none of the results made sense in context. There were advertisements for quiet keyboards, piano tuning services, some ham radio message boards, and reviews for an obscure book of the same name, but I couldn’t see how any of that helped.

			“I’ll find it,” I promised. “Mommy’s on the case.”

			She wriggled from my hold to get back to her toys, my audience over, so I dropped a kiss on her head and went for the kitchen, where Dimi had made coffee. He sat at the table, absorbed in a paranormal romance novel, but when I walked in he looked me over and brought me a cup.

			“The silent key?” he asked.

			“Yeah.” I sighed. I wished for a brief moment I had any kind of social media presence so I could crowd source the damn thing, but I had enough distractions so I’d always steered clear. It was just as well, since Dimi would have made me scrub everything anyway. Too many ways to leave a data trail, make it easy for someone to find us. I’d spent countless hours searching for Tony’s presence after he died, trying like hell to find a hint of his girlfriend, his other life, but all it got me was eyestrain and a lot more stomach acid. I pushed the thought away and looked Bert’s kitchen over. The best feature was a big picture window looking out to the pinkening horizon.

			I wondered if I’d ever get used to the flat Texas skyline, but it was a pleasant enough view. Dimi and I sat across from each other in silence and I swiped my phone screen, hoping for good news, though I didn’t know what that would consist of. A call from the medical examiner saying they’d made a mistake, the dead man wasn’t my husband? A text from the homicide detective handling Tony’s case, apologizing for the mix up, but there’d been no mistress? A last message from Tony, telling me he loved me? None of those things were possible, and the damage was already done, but somehow I never managed to kill the hope.

			Which made the crash that much worse when I saw what was waiting for me. Another email from her.

			My stomach dropped and bile rose in my throat, my blood pressure rising to fill my ears with a disconcerting rushing noise. Rage filled my heart and I pulled back to throw my phone through Bert’s kitchen window. I might have done it if Dimi hadn’t caught my wrist and pried it from my shaking hand.

			“The whore?” he asked in a placid tone.

			I nodded, unable to speak. I didn’t like the word ‘whore’, resented the constant judgment of female sexuality, but when it came to the woman who’d been fucking my husband, the epithet fit.

			Dimi sat back down and scrolled through the message. After the first one, I’d learned I needed a buffer for this kind of thing. There were words I didn’t want in my head, joining the endless loop of torment. Bad enough I’d seen her picture. Bad enough I’d read the texts. There was a limit to what I wanted to know.

			“Well?” I asked when he put the phone down.

			He hunched a shoulder. “It is more of the same. She is sorry, he was a good man. She wants to speak with you.”

			The anger surged to the point it blurred my vision. I couldn’t stand being in my own skin – felt like I needed to run for miles or beat the shit out of someone before I could calm down.

			“Rybka,” my brother said softly. When I could focus on his face, he pointed to the floor.

			Right. Push-ups. My go-to in order to avoid screaming endlessly in front of Samantha. I dropped and pounded them out, not bothering to count, instead striving for a goal of exhaustion and calm. When my arms finally gave out, I lay with my face pressed to the floor, my breath stirring crumbs and dust bunnies under the cabinet. I made a mental note for someone to clean under there. Not me, just someone.

			“Fifty-two,” said Dimi. “You are getting better.”

			Whether he meant upper body strength or anger management, I didn’t bother asking. I climbed to my feet and armed sweat from my forehead, sinking back into my chair. I leaned back to check Sammy and she looked up and smiled. That helped, too.

			“There is one other thing,” said Dimi.

			I glared at him. “And you waited to tell me why?”

			He frowned, steepling his fingers over my phone. “This time she wishes to say that you are in danger.” He inclined his head in the direction of the great room. “You, and the little one.”

			“Is she fucking threatening my kid?” I asked with dangerous calm. “Because I will fly back to New York tonight and I will kill her ass. I will cut her into pieces and spread her all over the island. I will dump her in the Hudson River and light her on fire.”

			Dimi sighed. “When you are finished.”

			My glare intensified. “For now.”

			“Very good.” He turned the phone screen back on. “She does not speak of a personal threat. She wishes to convey that you are both in danger from the same thing that killed Tony.”

			This time fear warred with anger in my gut. There was no clear winner, just a morass of the same tangled web of misery that had defined my life since mid-March. I’d been afraid of this from the moment I learned my husband was dead.

			I’d been on the gang squad for more than eight years, and made myself plenty of enemies. I’d come within a hair’s breadth of losing my life during my one and only undercover op – only the actions of the man who sat across from me had saved me from a gruesome death. I’d accepted, years ago, that my job involved risk, and I’d made peace with it. What I hadn’t considered was that I might make someone angry enough to come after my family.

			Homicide wasn’t convinced. It had been a promising lead, but nothing matched up with my case history, or the MOs of our current targets. Rudy Petrovich, the crime boss whose organization I’d imploded when I infiltrated his gang, was high on my suspect list, but he’d been ruled out pretty quickly. In fact, Homicide didn’t seem to have any clear suspects anymore, and there was a strong chance Tony’s murder would never be solved. Which meant I’d never know for sure why he died, or whether Samantha and I were at risk. It was another reason we’d decided to cut ties with the city and start over in Texas. I planned for the worst, even when I couldn’t find the energy to hope for the best.

			Dimi knew all of this, which was why he’d felt it pertinent to pass on that part of the message from The Whore. He watched me in silence, calm unimpaired, though if the situation had been different, he’d have happily joined me in visiting serious bodily harm on the people who hurt me, Tony included. That knowledge helped me focus, bring the situation back down where I needed it.

			“And does she give any details about this ostensible unnamed danger?” I ground out from somewhere behind my molars.

			“Of course not. That is offered upon condition.”

			“She wants to meet with me.”

			“Da.”

			I swore under my breath. This had been the pattern from the first communication from the woman who’d been sleeping with my husband. Shortly after Tony’s funeral, she’d sent a text from a burner phone, telling me without any apparent shame that she was Tony’s mistress, and asking for a meet. Sometimes I told her to fuck off, mostly I ignored her messages. I’d tried passing it off to Rick and the rest of the team, to attempt to trace her and get answers. He’d been gung ho, since the woman who was with Tony when he’d died was a person of interest to the investigation, but they never had any luck finding her. She always used burner phones or emailed from IP addresses that pinged all over the world. She was savvy as well as soulless, and I hadn’t been the only one to posit that it was probably an attempt to lure me into a place of vulnerability. I never agreed to meet, and she never stopped trying.

			“Do you wish me to respond?” asked Dimi.

			“No.” I slumped in my chair, exhaustion overwhelming me as adrenaline leached from my system. I wanted one good day. Just one. “Forward it to Rick, please.” It wouldn’t do any good, but it would at least prompt an inappropriate response from my partner.

			Ex-partner, I reminded myself, feeling a vista of uselessness spread before me. The combination of Bert’s paid-off ranch and Tony’s life insurance meant it would be a while before I had to look for work, but that wasn’t as comforting as it should have been. My job had been my solace since Tony died, and I had no clue what the fuck I was going to do with myself. I hated being at loose ends.

			I pushed away from the table, draining the rest of my tepid coffee. “Can you handle breakfast for the munchkin?” I asked.

			Dimi nodded. “Where are you going?”

			“To make myself useful.” And with any luck, to find someone to punch.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			It was barely past seven, but the sun was getting high in the desert sky, baking the scrubland beneath my boots. I walked the perimeter of Bert’s place, checking windows and doors, looking for any signs of disturbance. We still didn’t know what we’d heard the night before, and especially after the email from the skank, I wasn’t taking any chances. I filled in the gaps in my memory, too, getting a better picture of my surroundings. It had been almost twenty years since my last summer here.

			On my way to check an outbuilding I’d spotted, the sound of tires on gravel made me turn. Our neighbor’s dust-coated black pickup made its way up the drive, and he stopped beside me, one arm propped on the open window.

			“Hey there, Cam. First night go okay?” He looked tired, his eyes red and heavy, his skin dry and sallow. Worry creased his brow, and I wondered where he’d been.

			I crossed my arms over my chest and stepped a little closer. “It was fine, thanks. Some weird noises, but you know. New places and all.”

			He frowned and seemed about to say something, but clamped his mouth shut again.

			Part of me wanted to leave it at that. I made it a point not to get to know my neighbors – less chance of being trapped in conversation with them, but there was something about this guy that made me want to reach out. Maybe it was just his isolation that tugged at me, made me feel a kindred spirit.

			“Everything okay, Eric?”

			He looked down, and I recognized the weight that bent his broad shoulders. “Yeah, everything’s fine. I was visiting Pops. I don’t usually stay the night, but he was having a bad one. He’s doing better now.”

			I remembered Ben Morgan, a big, bluff man with a booming laugh and a kindness for kids. He’d been good friends with my uncle, and he’d come over sometimes to share a beer with Bert. He’d always been friendly to me, and I felt a stab of guilt that I hadn’t asked about him.

			“I’m sorry,” I said.

			He nodded, his mouth twisted. “Yeah. Say, y’all got everything you need? Your husband got things squared away pretty good when he was here, but that’s been a while. Everything running like it ought to?”

			My smile went tight and brittle, every mention of Tony bringing me back to the dark place. “It’s fine. I called ahead for the utilities.”

			“Good. He coming out later with the moving van?”

			Now it was my turn to look down. “No. He’s – Tony’s not coming.”

			There was a tense silence before he exploded into apologies, his face suffused with red. “Aw shit, I’m sorry,” he said in horror. “I can’t believe – I should’ve known better, you weren’t wearin’ a ring.”

			In New York, I’d gotten used to people knowing I was a widow. It had been a while since I’d had one of these encounters, and I’d never mastered how to handle them. Death brought people down, they never knew what to say, but it felt dishonest to let him think Tony was alive.

			“It’s not your fault, you couldn’t have known. He’s—” I cleared my throat of the surge of tears, wondering if I’d ever get to a point where I could just say it. But each time the words escaped me, they felt a little more real, and that scared me.

			“Tony’s dead. He died in March.”

			“Oh fuck. I’m so sorry, I knew I shouldn’t have – fuck.” He clammed up again, eyes front, hands tight on the steering wheel. He looked like he desperately wanted an excuse to speed away from the encounter, and a sudden urge to laugh took me by surprise. He couldn’t have looked more guilty if he’d killed Tony himself.

			I stepped closer and laid a hand on his arm. “Hey, man. It’s okay. This part is always awkward. I’ve been trying to think of a ditty or a pithy t-shirt I could wear to smooth things socially, but nothing seems right.”

			He looked at me for a speechless second before breaking into a rumbly laugh that banished the worry from his face. “Hell, I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t laugh. I don’t get a lot of human interaction.”

			I smiled and took my hand back. “Humans are overrated, for the most part.”

			A chorus of barking started up, drawing my gaze to his place at the top of the hill.

			He gave me a sheepish look. “Y’all don’t mind dogs, do you? Only, I’ve got a few.”

			I raised an eyebrow. “A few?”

			“Uh, yeah. Anyway, I better get back to ’em, been gone all night. I’ll uh, I’ll see ya.”

			He sped away up the hill, and I doubted we’d see much of our enigmatic neighbor. Dimi was right, I made the man uncomfortable. Which was just as well. Eric Morgan was cute enough to be a risk next time I got in a mood to punish Tony, but I didn’t need the complication, and neither did he.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			“There was a call for you,” Dimi said as soon as I stepped back into the air-conditioning.

			I’d left my phone inside while I searched, the only way to keep myself from checking it incessantly, but it wasn’t on the counter. I frowned, hoping I wasn’t about to have another rage fit.

			“Who was it?” I asked, following the sound of Samantha’s voice. I found her and my brother in the unused room across the hall from where she and I had slept, setting up a stable for the horses under a shitty futon that might have once been white.

			“Did you know your uncle was a military history puff?” Dimi asked, a pony in each hand.

			“It’s buff, not puff. And yeah, he was career Navy, he loved that stuff. He’s even got a boathouse out back.” I’d been surprised to find a good-sized fishing boat on a trailer in the outbuilding I’d explored. That had definitely been installed since my time. “Who called?”

			Dimi’s eyes lit up. “He has a boat? This is excellent.”

			My brother had an ardent love of the sea, which clearly prevented him from focusing on anything else. I snapped my fingers. “Phone. Who called?”

			“Oh. A lawyer.” He handed me the cell, losing interest. “I took a message. It is in the kitchen. May I have the boat, please?”

			I shrugged, wondering what Dad’s eventual plans were for this place. “I sure don’t want it.” I gave Samantha a squish, which she struggled out of.

			“We’re playing a game here, Mommy.”

			Dimi’s note was a combination of Cyrillic and awful handwriting, so after puzzling out a possible name I called the last incoming on my cell. Hearing from a lawyer kicked my anxiety up – these days I was braced for bad news. The call to Ron Fischer, Attorney at Law, provided no clarity, just an insistent request that I come to his office to discuss a matter of importance regarding my uncle’s estate. I jotted down the address he gave me then stood staring down at it. Dad was Bert’s executor, and he hadn’t mentioned an estate attorney, or any kind of issue. Dad could be prickly about stuff like this; not with the boys, but he’d never stopped seeing me as a goofy kid, no matter how old I got. Meeting about Bert’s estate without his say-so was likely to fall into the category of impugning his authority. And how had this dude even known I was here, and how to reach me?

			I searched the guy’s name, and came up with a website and Yelp reviews in Silver City, with a phone number that matched the one I’d called. So he was at least halfway legit, but I was still wary.

			Dimi frowned, sitting ramrod straight while Samantha galloped the herd over his shoulders and closely shorn head. “Maybe it is more money. You were always Bert’s favorite.”

			I waited for the rest.

			Kill him anyway? he mouthed. His version of better safe than sorry.

			When I declined, he announced his intention to accompany me, until Samantha balked at getting back in the car so soon. I was left with a quandary that was all too common since becoming a single parent. I wasn’t worried about needing Dimi for backup, but I didn’t want my kid out of my sight. Did I torture her by making her go, or trust she’d be okay without me for an hour? She was safer with Dimi than anyone else, but I could never escape the feeling I was letting her down by leaving. She didn’t like it either, but the memory of yesterday’s car sickness was enough for both of us to relent.

			The attorney’s office was in the tiny professional district of downtown Silver City. The town itself was charming – historic buildings lined the two-block retail district, framed by impossibly blue skies on either end. There was more here now than when I was a kid – a few diner- and sandwich-type restaurants, a Mexican place, and several boutique shops faced the two-lane road. And oh my God, the parking. Empty spaces as far as the eye could see, and my New Yorker’s heart rejoiced. Traffic was minimal but there were people out and about, window shopping or eating a late breakfast. Samantha would like it, and I could picture happy small-town festivals here, tree-lighting ceremonies and Fourth of July parades. Home, I told myself. This can be home.

			It didn’t stop me from checking my rearview and examining every face that passed, looking for someone who might mean me harm. Nor could I stop myself from searching for Tony, as dumb as that was. I was never going to see him again, yet I looked for his face everywhere.

			Focus, Ambrose. I got out of the car and straightened my spine, on the lookout for the street number the guy had given me.

			Fischer’s office was in a brick-front building that also housed an art gallery on the first floor and a CPA across the hall. It was a small but posh-looking firm, with comfortable furnishings and low lighting. I looked down at my jeans and t-shirt that proclaimed Namaste in Bed, feeling underdressed, but most of my nicer clothes were in storage. I hadn’t foreseen any need to impress in the near future.

			The receptionist desk out front was unoccupied, but Fischer’s office door was half open and I could hear a one-sided conversation. I walked into his sight line and waved; he nodded and held one finger up. I barely had time to pull out my phone before he called my name. He remained standing until I sunk into a plush leather couch, then sat and gave me what must have passed for his smile.

			“Thank you for coming down, Ms. Ambrose. I know it’s an inconvenient time, you having just arrived, but I’m leaving town this afternoon and didn’t wish to wait.”

			I studied him, trying to pinpoint the off vibe I was getting from the dude. “How’d you know we were here, anyway? We just got in last night.”

			He raised an eyebrow in desperate need of trimming. “You’ll have to get used to small towns. Especially in a place like Silver City, news travels fast.”

			Had our new neighbor ratted us out? It seemed unlikely. Anyone could have seen us at the gas station, but it still made me uneasy. Dimi might have been right to insist on a lower profile. “Uh huh. That doesn’t explain how you got my cell number.”

			Fischer frowned, his already thin face compressing. I was being rude – hadn’t remembered to reset my social skills from Yankee to Southerner.

			“Your uncle made certain I had it, in the event of his death.”

			I sat forward, hands on my knees. “What on earth for? My dad’s the executor, right?”

			He inclined his head. “He was named to handle the estate, yes. However, your uncle also had materials he’d set aside for you, and only you.”

			I thought about that. “Bert died eight months ago. Why didn’t you contact me then?”

			Fischer sighed and sat back, looking uncomfortable. “Time gets away from one, doesn’t it? It was an odd bequest, and at the time he made it, I had no expectation he’d be passing anytime soon. Besides, your husband was here not long after – I was certain he’d tell you about it. I’ve been expecting you to get in touch.”

			I sat frozen, staring at him. “My husband? When was this?”

			He waved a hand. “January, perhaps? Sometime after Christmas. He said he was helping to tie things up.”

			Tying things up meant the house, utilities, that kind of thing. Dad took care of the legal formalities of the estate when he came to get his brother’s remains, and I couldn’t think of a single good reason for Tony to visit Bert’s attorney. “He say why he came to see you?”

			Fischer became absorbed in something he found on his desktop, his gaze focused, fingers smoothing something I couldn’t see. “As a matter of fact, he came about the items your uncle left you. Said he’d been sent in your stead, that you couldn’t get away from work.” He met my eyes again, his an almost colorless green. “I need hardly say I did not comply.”

			My stomach spent so much time in my shoes these days I was going to have to go up a size. I kept thinking nothing could surprise me anymore, yet every time I found another secret my husband kept from me, I was back in that cold, sad space he’d banished me to. I hadn’t even known Bert left things for me, yet Tony had not only known, he’d come here to take them out from under me. Maybe Dad told him, and he was still trying to be helpful, but I’d learned better than to underestimate the man I’d been married to.

			“I’m sure there was no nefarious intent, Ms. Ambrose.” Fischer leaned forward. “He acquiesced gracefully, so I can’t imagine it was all that important.”

			Yet important enough for Bert to set aside, and Tony to look for.

			I held my hand out. “Do you need me to sign something? Because I’d like to see this stuff.”

			Our transaction didn’t last long after that. I left his office in possession of a bulging Tyvek package, my curiosity high enough that I didn’t wait to get to my car before I peeled it open. Before I could examine the contents, I saw the notation on the back, made in faded pencil.

			Silent Key.
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