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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.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			It couldn’t be a coincidence. No way in hell. It wasn’t a common enough phrase to just show up, so maybe Samantha learned it from Bert. That was what I wanted to think, to smooth out the jagged landscape of what haunted my daughter. But she’d only begun saying it after Tony died, and only after a visitation. I reminded myself to keep my mind open, but I’d have dumped the package out in my passenger seat and pawed through it on the instant if someone hadn’t called my name.

			“Detective Ambrose? Excuse me, are you Camilla Ambrose?”

			A dark-haired man with a sheriff’s star waved me down from across the street. He was a fit forty-five or so, and looked friendly, but there was no mistaking the authority in his tone and I resigned myself to whatever this was. I gave Bert’s package another look then shifted it under my arm and waited.

			He held a hand out when he reached my side of the street. “Detective?” he asked.

			I shook hands. “Formerly, yes.” Damn, I hated saying that. I’d worked my ass off to get my shield, but I had to get used to it. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life pretending to be something I wasn’t anymore.

			He winced, knowing what it cost me to reject the title. I liked him immediately.

			“I’m Joel Ortiz, sheriff of Grant County. Office is just over thatta way.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at a building that could have come straight out of a Western. “I was planning on dropping by, once you’d had a chance to settle in, but I saw you heading up to see Ron and thought I’d save us both the trouble.”

			I studied him, wondering if this was another big city–little city thing. “You were coming to see me? Anything wrong?”

			He smiled, scratched the back of his neck. “Not wrong, exactly, but you’re not our average citizen.”

			There were so many places that could go. I decided to remain silent.

			“I mean, I’d want to welcome you, no matter what,” he continued. “Glad to have you here – Bert was a good guy, you know?”

			“He was,” I agreed, and waited.

			Ortiz cast a glance over his shoulder. “Coupla reasons I was gonna make a visit. Thing is, I wondered if I might ask you a favor.”

			The tension in my back let up. This wasn’t the direction I’d been expecting. “Go for it.”

			He looked back at me, his smile sheepish. “I don’t mean to open any wounds, with your uncle, I mean. I know he hasn’t been gone that long. It’s just…the cause, you know? It’s been bothering me. And not just me, a lot of folks here in town. It’s not as bad as it was right after he died, but I still get at least ten calls a week from folks worried about weird symptoms.”

			I frowned, getting that off feeling again. “I’m sorry? What kind of symptoms?”

			He shrugged. “That’s the problem, isn’t it? Nobody knows, so rumor fills in the blanks. All anyone heard was that it was weird, kinda exotic. Hospital won’t say much, HIPAA and all, but I was hoping, as a professional courtesy, you might help me out, give me something I can use to allay fears.”

			I stared at him, my mind struggling to catch up. “You’re talking about Bert? I thought he had a stroke or something.”

			Ortiz’s hazel eyes narrowed. “Shit. You didn’t know?”

			I sucked my lips and bit them hard to keep from screaming. I’d heard that phrase so much lately. You didn’t know? No, folks, I’m a goddamn idiot, please fill me in.

			He raised both hands. “I’m sorry. I thought, after what your husband said when he was here…”

			Goddamn it. Tony, again.

			He laughed. “I ought to have sent my wife to talk to you. You’re getting that look like she does, when I keep digging myself deeper. My golden shovel, she calls it.”

			I twisted my mouth, trying not to smile. “Let’s start over. Evidently I haven’t been filled in on what killed my uncle. What can you tell me?” When he hesitated, I rolled my eyes. “I’m not gonna faint or anything. I loved the guy, but we weren’t close anymore.” Another kick of guilt at that. We should have been close. I should have made an effort.

			Ortiz sighed and looked down at his boots. “I’ll tell you what I know. Eric Morgan found him, same day he died. Bert was in real bad shape, and the docs couldn’t figure out what the hell was wrong. He died later that night, and everything’s been pretty hush-hush since. But gossip has a way of getting around, you know? There were rumors, from folks at the hospital, that he didn’t look natural. They thought it might be some kind of rare disease, which has every hypochondriac in a twenty-mile radius gnawing their nails. It doesn’t help that when he was found, he was soakin’ wet, just like Jack Turner a few months before—”

			I held a hand up. “Soaking wet?”

			He nodded. “Yeah. Salt water, which was the weirdest part.”

			My mind churned, pulled back to the medical examiner’s report on Tony’s death. He’d been soaked with salt water, something they’d never been able to make sense of. He hadn’t died by drowning, but was it possible he’d been submerged? Doused after the fact? To what purpose? Nothing about Tony’s death made sense, but the thought of him flailing in the dark ocean before being crushed made my imaginings that much worse.

			I focused on the sheriff again. “And you’re telling me there was someone else that died like that? The same way Bert did?”

			Ortiz hedged. “Not exactly, no. We’ve got a COD on Turner, it was just strange, the similarities. The two of them were friends, close, which makes it even weirder.”

			I took a mental step back and reassessed. “All right. So, Bert died of apparently unnatural causes. And you’d like to know how.”

			He rubbed a hand across his jaw. “This conversation went a lot better in my head.”

			I shook my head, forced a smile. “It’s fine. Fair ask. I wish I could help, but clearly I’m out of the loop. If I find anything out though, happy to let you know. Maybe I can ask Eric Morgan.”

			He laughed. “Right, sure, that’ll go well.”

			I frowned. “He does speak.”

			Ortiz shook his head and smiled. “Not to me. Anyway, yes, I’d appreciate it if you could share any info you come across. Sorry for the awkward start, Det— Miss—”

			I smiled and shook his hand again. “How about Cam? That works for all occasions.”

			He grinned. “Joel. Really am glad you’re here, Cam.”

			I was already to my car before I remembered what else he’d said. “Joel?” I called.

			He turned.

			“You said there were a couple reasons you were coming out? What was the other one?”

			His face closed down, and he looked at me for a minute before heading back my way.

			My heart dropped and I wished I hadn’t asked.

			He stood by my car, looking anywhere but at me. “I reckon it was a welfare check, as much as anything.”

			I frowned. “A welfare check? We just got here.”

			“Yeah, but I got word from your old squad.” He met my eyes finally. “They think there’s a chance whoever hurt your husband might show up here.”

			I stared at him, reeling. Wondering who’d reached out, and what they knew.

			“Point being, we’re keeping an eye out, okay?” He handed me a card. “You run into any trouble, you give me a call. I don’t care if you’re retired or what. You’re still one of us, and we’ve got your back.”

			He left without waiting for a response, and I watched him go, wondering what the hell I’d gotten myself into.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			My phone rang as soon as I climbed into my Kia, but I took a second to crank the air-conditioning – Texas summers don’t fuck around. Rick was on the caller ID and I bumped him to voicemail. I could call him back after I had a chance to look over Bert’s papers. That Silent Key notation was burning a hole in my brain.

			Rick called back immediately and I sighed, resigning myself. “I swear to God, Fierro, I’ll put a GPS chip in my ass if you want, but you gotta stop freaking out every time I don’t answer my phone.”

			“Reel it in, Cam, this is serious. You’re okay?” There was enough tension in Rick’s voice to stop my bitching.

			“I’m fine, perfectly safe. What’s going on?”

			“Dimi? Sammy? They with you?”

			A hand of ice closed on my gut and I threw my car into gear. “No, they stayed back at the house. I’m in Silver City.”

			“Shit. Dimi’s not answering his cell.”

			I peeled into traffic and rode the accelerator, heading back toward Bert’s at high speed. “Tell me.”

			“Sorry, sorry, it’s probably fine – there’s no reason to think—”

			“But obviously you did, so fill me in before I come through this phone and tie a knot in your dick.”

			“Someone’s been here.”

			“Been where? Where are you?”

			“I’m at your apartment, but it’s not just here. The evidence room down at the precinct, your place, Dimi’s place, your storage unit.”

			I tried to process what he was telling me. “Wait, someone got into all those places? In how short a time frame?”

			He sighed, and I heard voices in the background, the squawk of a radio. My apartment was a crime scene. It was empty now, awaiting its new tenants, but I hated having all those people there, invading the place where we used to be a family.

			“Hard to say exactly, but it can’t have been long. You guys just left a couple days ago, but we don’t know when someone could have got at the evidence. Tony’s case is halfway to cold, so who knows the last time someone went in there looking for something?”

			“Tony’s case? That’s what they wanted?’

			“I have to assume so. It was the only box that’d been disturbed.”

			Stuff. It’s only stuff. But it hurt, thinking of someone stealing things that belonged to my husband.

			“What’d they get?”

			“They’re still checking the inventory, but looks like mostly what was on him when he died.”

			I couldn’t even remember what that had been, if I’d ever known. I cursed when I realized I’d missed the turnoff, and spun the steering wheel in a sharp U-turn.

			“What about everywhere else?”

			“Dimi’s place was cleaned out, but I assume that happened before the break-in.”

			He was probably right – Dimi always traveled light.

			“The storage unit is pretty rummaged through. I’m sorry, Cam. I can’t tell what’s missing without you here, but looks like mostly Tony’s stuff again. Some of Sammy’s.”

			“What?” Bad enough someone was rifling through my memories of my dead husband. I couldn’t stand the thought of them touching my daughter’s things.

			“I know. I’m fucking pissed too, and we’re fingerprinting up one side and down the other. Canvassing too, someone’s got to have seen something.” He sighed again and I heard the dry sound of his hand rasping over stubble. “Then there’s your place.”

			“My place? It’s cleaned out, too. What could they possibly have done there?”

			“It looks like it may have been their ultimate goal – they must have spent a lot of time here. That’s why I was so freaked out when I called. I was worried maybe they were looking for you guys.”

			I floored it down the gravel drive, kicking up a cloud of dust that turned my visibility to shit.

			“What, Rick? What’d you find?”

			“It was some kind of, I dunno, summoning circle or some shit. There was a pentagram, and some other stuff I didn’t recognize, and the whole thing smelled like rotten eggs. And Cam, it was all concentrated in one place. Sammy’s room.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			“Dimi? Sammy?”

			I stormed into the house at high speed, but it was silent and empty. I hurtled from room to room, but there was no sign of the two people left that made life worth living. They weren’t in the yard, either, and a check of the garage showed the Bronco still in place.

			I ran out the front door, trying to fight the hysteria rising in my chest. “Dimi! Sammy!”

			“Cam?” came a voice, but not the one I wanted.

			I turned to find Eric Morgan coming down the hill from his place. He had a hammer in one hand and looked like he was prepared to use it.

			“Have you seen them?” I asked, not even trying to curb my panic.

			“They’re in the boathouse, last I saw. Everything okay?”

			I took off running. The boathouse door was open, and my heart seized up when I saw them both, Sammy standing in the boat, Dimi checking instruments. An industrial-sized fan was going and they didn’t hear me until I was right up on them. Sammy squealed when I grabbed her and I felt bad – I’d meant to alleviate my fear, not terrify my kid – but I closed my eyes and held her close, letting relief flood through me.

			Dimi watched me, eyes narrowed. “What is wrong, Rybka?”

			At Samantha’s struggling I set her back down in the boat. “It was….” I saw her wide eyes on me and worked up a smile. “Sorry, it was nothing – I couldn’t find you at the house, and you weren’t answering your phone.”

			He opened his mouth, then stopped, his gaze focused behind me. “Mr. Morgan?” he asked, with such ice in his tone it didn’t surprise me our neighbor shuffled backward.

			“Sorry, was just, uh, wanted to make sure everything was okay.” He retreated as he spoke and by the time he’d finished the sentence he was hurrying back up the hill, head down and shoulders hunched.

			I glared at Dimi. “Will you at least try to be nice? He came because he heard me yelling for you guys.”

			Dimi’s expression didn’t change. “I find that creepy. How was town?”

			I put my shoulders back and steadied my breathing, coming down from my adrenaline high. “Enlightening,” I said, and it didn’t take much to convince him to abandon the boat in favor of checking out Bert’s stuff with me, once I’d shown him the envelope. I felt bad hiding it from Sammy – it was her dream phrase, her quest to find out the meaning of the silent key, but I wasn’t going to freak her out any more than I had to. She was, sadly, too old to nap, but she settled in with an episode of Spirit on my tablet while Dimi and I set up in the kitchen. I filled him in on what Rick had told me while we worked.

			His face narrowed until it looked carved from stone. “And Rick, he believes it was Tony’s killer?”

			I frowned. “Maybe. He was worried, which got me worried.”

			“I thought the detectives did not even believe there was a murderer.”

			I shrugged. “Rick always has.”

			He inclined his head. “Because he is your partner.”

			“I know, and that’s enough for me. I’m glad it’s enough for him.” I tamped down the anger that blossomed. Dimi had always been derisive about my department, believing we were too soft on criminals, but KGB methods didn’t fly in New York. After the clusterfuck of Tony’s death he’d lost faith in them completely, and I couldn’t say I blamed him. I still trusted Rick though, and wanted to believe he’d figure it out eventually. If he didn’t, it wouldn’t be for lack of trying.

			The papers and detritus that tumbled from Bert’s package weren’t what I expected. I figured there would be neatly clipped stacks of signed legal documents, or maybe a memento Bert wanted me to have. But it was a mishmash of crumpled papers, a few spiral notebooks filled with my uncle’s handwriting, two crumbling bundles of herbs, and a whole bunch of crystals. There was also a small leather-bound journal, and an envelope with my name on it.

			Dimi nudged one of the bundles. “What the hell is this?”

			I leaned close and sniffed. “Sage, I think.” Before Tony died I wouldn’t have recognized the stuff, but I’d been giving myself a crash course in spiritual shit ever since Sammy’s first encounter.

			“Ah. For cleansing?”

			“I would assume. And the crystals are likely for the same purpose, but I didn’t think Bert was into this stuff.”

			I poked through the pile and nudged them all to one corner, not liking the pit opening in my gut. “Gimme the letter.”

			He handed it over and examined the other contents of the package while I read. The letter wasn’t what I was expecting, either.

			I hope you don’t come back, it began, kicking up a surprising amount of hurt. I’d told Ortiz that Bert and I weren’t close anymore, but I’d always felt we had a warm relationship.

			I hope Tony’s the one that does, and that you never read these words. I’ve given up believing I’ll come through this – try as I might, I’ve found no escape. Jack’s dead now, and that proves what they can do. The best I can hope for is that my death closes the circle. But as Tony will have told you, that might not be the case, and they might not be stuck to this house. I hope we’re wrong, and you never need this, but it’s everything I have that might help. That, and one reminder: Trust yourself, girl, and no one else. The danger comes from more than one direction, some of them close to home.

			P.S. Remember the game we used to play? It was always your favorite.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Bert’s letter left me feeling cold, and more confused than ever. I passed it over to Dimi, but he had no more insights than I did.

			“Was your uncle ill?” he asked when he finished.

			I hunched a shoulder, my gaze sliding to find Sammy then back again. “I don’t know. From what the sheriff told me, it looked like an acute illness or accident that killed him, but he didn’t know much about it. If you’re thinking it was something that affected his mind, I guess it’s possible, though Tony never said anything.”

			His eyebrow arched and I put a hand up. “I know, I know. Tony was an unreliable fuck.”

			I wished I could feel as dismissive of him as I sounded, but Dimi at least was satisfied.

			“He also seemed to think Tony would have told you things, which is another argument in favor of dementia.”

			I glared at him. “Twist the knife a little more to the left, will you?”

			“Just heading off any possible sentimentality.” He tapped the letter with one long finger. “I would, in fact, like to know what killed your uncle. Since he seemed to think it was by agency, and that whoever did it had killed once before.”

			“Me, too. And what the hell does he mean, they’re not stuck to this house? How could anyone be stuck to a house?”

			Dimi considered me. “A ghost could be stuck to a house.” He held up a hand. “I am not saying that is what happened, but combined with these other things?” His gesture took in the spread of occult items. “It suggests that is what your uncle thought.”

			I looked around Bert’s kitchen, standing to get a better eye on my kid where she sat in the great room. She looked absorbed in the tablet, not frightened or worried, and with the sun spilling in through the glass door panels the room was light and welcoming.

			I came back to the table. “This doesn’t feel like a haunted house. And anyway, I don’t believe ghosts can kill people.”

			He shrugged. “Six months ago you did not believe in ghosts at all. In any case, I am not saying it is true. And we cannot forget that Bert warns of danger coming from more than one direction.”

			I chewed my lip, studying my uncle’s missive. I didn’t want to ignore the warning he’d thought so vital to provide, but it didn’t tell me how to keep myself safe – except not to come back to Texas, and it was too late for that. With Tony’s multiple trips to Silver City, how much had he known? And why had he wanted the damn package? Some of them close to home…. What had Bert known?

			Dimi spoke up again. “What was this game he speaks of?”

			I took the letter back and studied it. “The only game I remember playing with Bert was a kind of spy game. Figuring out coded messages he’d leave for me.”

			“And why would that be relevant in this instance?”

			“Good question.” I looked through the rest of the contents of the package – one of the spiral-bound pads appeared to be full of notes Bert had taken on books he was reading, all centering around the occult. Another looked more like a memoir, with recollections of his Navy days interspersed with acronyms I didn’t understand, and some numbered notations. I set that one aside to read later.

			The loose papers made little sense – snatches of what might be poetry or quotes, maybe even prayers, though not like anything I’d seen before. There was a list of phone numbers and email addresses, but the only one I recognized was Tony’s. I showed Dimi. “I thought this was all stuff Bert put together for me. Why would he think I’d need my husband’s phone number?”

			He frowned and shrugged, then tapped the number beneath Tony’s.

			I bent to read it. “Aliyah? So what? I don’t know any Aliyah, do you?”

			His lips thinned. “I do not, but I believe Tony may have. They appear to be paired in this list.”

			I looked again, and this time I saw the arrow joining my husband’s name with this unknown woman’s. I felt sick. “You think Bert knew?” I asked, trying to keep my voice from shaking. Had Tony brought her here? Why would Bert have accepted her if he had? And who else had known? Had Sammy met her?

			I swallowed back a rush of tears. “Why would he think I’d want this?”

			Dimi’s face softened and he wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “He would not. I am probably wrong – your uncle would not do that to you.”

			I sniffed and pushed him away. “Whatever. It doesn’t matter. I’ll send the number to Rick, see if he can connect it to anything.” I set the list aside and opened the journal, studying the careful notations inside. “This may explain why he mentioned our game.” I showed it to Dimi.

			“What is this supposed to be? It is gibberish.”

			I shook my head slowly. “No, it’s code. Like when I was a kid.”

			He squinted at it. “Do you remember the code? Can you read it?”

			I flipped through a few pages, coaxing the memories of those summer days. The missive was short, only three paragraphs. “It was never the same code twice – they were one-time ciphers. I had to figure it out from the beginning every time.”

			He tilted his head. “And how were you to do that?”

			“I think we used books, somehow? I’m blanking on the actual process.” In fact, I couldn’t come up with any direct memories of working on the codes, just a vague impression. It was disconcerting, that something like that had faded so completely. It made me think of Tony. How long would it be before I struggled to remember his favorite wine, or the goofy song he sang to Sammy every night before bed?

			“Mommy? My show’s over and I’m hungry.”

			I hurried to cover Bert’s stash, but I wasn’t fast enough.

			“None of it does any good, Mommy.” Her expression was wooden, her eyes glassy. “It never has.”

			I got up and wrapped her in a hug. “Nothing to worry about, Sammy girl. This is just some old junk Uncle Bert left me.”

			“I know,” she said, then pulled away to examine the sparse contents of the fridge.

			“I’ll go to the store,” I promised as we cobbled together what we could from our dry stores and Bert’s dusty cupboards. I was riddled with guilt again. Too distracted to even feed my kid; no wonder she didn’t trust me with the ghost shit.

			Our investigation halted until after lunch, but I kept turning it all over in my mind. Why had Bert gone to the trouble of putting this stuff together for me, then left the instructions out? What dangers was he worried about? Then there was the disconcerting connection of the sage and the occult references in Bert’s stuff with whatever had happened at our apartment in New York. Did any of that have to do with Tony’s murder, or Samantha’s ghostly visitations?

			The thing that bothered me the most, and Dimi too, was Bert’s reference to what killed him, or rather, who. It sounded like he knew who was responsible for the death of his friend, Jack, and he feared facing the same end. Tony, Bert, and Jack, dying miles and months apart, but with bizarre similarities.

			Once Dimi and Sammy headed back to the boathouse, I struck out up the hill, looking for answers from the closest source.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			A pack of dogs set up a raucous alarm as soon as I crested the top of the gravel drive and Eric Morgan’s place came into view. It was a trim, light blue two-story, with large windows in the front reflecting the blaze of the afternoon sun. There was a good-sized outbuilding in the back and a lot of chain-link fencing, and that was where the action was.

			I stopped in my tracks. “Holy shit. A few dogs?”

			In my vocabulary, ‘a few’ meant three, four at a stretch. There were at least twenty dogs in the pen before me, barking and yelping and climbing over each other in an attempt to get to the fence. I grinned and stepped closer, drawn like a magnet to all those wriggling, happy bodies.

			“Aren’t you guys the absolute cutest?” I dropped to my knees to pat the snout of a happy, low-rider corgi mix who pushed to the front. I wanted to wade into the pack and start collecting doggie kisses, but I didn’t have permission. Dogs need space, same as anyone else, but just being close to this many upped my happy by a factor of ten.

			“Guys, guys, eh, hey, what’s the problem, huh? We got neighbors now, you gotta keep it down.”

			Morgan emerged from the outbuilding with a staple gun in one hand, sweat running down from beneath his grimy ball cap. He stopped short when he noticed me, jaw clamping shut in what I was starting to recognize as his standard response to humans.

			“Sorry, that was my fault, I got them stirred up.”

			His face reddened. “It’s no problem, you’re welcome here. I mean, it’s fine that you came. Or—”

			“Thanks,” I said. “This is a hell of an operation, man. How long you been running a pit rescue?”

			His thick brows descended in a guarded look. “It’s not really a – I mean, they’re mostly crossbreeds, and they’re all, I mean, you don’t have to worry about ’em, they’ll – but I understand if you, and I’ll do a better job of—”

			I sighed inwardly, wondering if this was about me being a cop, or just how he spoke to everyone. “Dude, chill. I’m not with the zoning board or whatever. I love dogs – are they cool with people?”

			He relaxed enough to give me a small smile. “Some of ’em. The rest are too skittish – they ain’t had the best lives, you know.”

			“I can imagine,” I said, turning my attention back to the dogs. “Okay if I pet them?”

			His expression brightened and he came around to open the gate. “Sure, come on in if you want. They’d love it.”

			I spent the next twenty minutes forgetting every trouble I’d ever had, hugging dogs that stood on hind legs to lick me, rolling in the dirt with a boxer-pit mix, and loving on an enormous fella with soft gray fur, the kind they call blue. I pulled his ears gently and scratched beneath his collar, his eyes closing in bliss.

			Morgan joined me after a bit. “This one’s Atticus. He don’t like just anybody.”

			I ran my fingers lightly over the web of scars that cut through the dog’s velvety fur. “I can see why he would feel that way. Love his name – that’s my favorite book.”

			His smile widened. “Yeah? Me, too – that white one over there’s Boo Radley, and the little corgi mix is Scout.”

			I bent to make Scout’s acquaintance, then regretfully got to the point. “Hey, I did come up here for a reason – I was wondering if I could ask a favor.”

			He kept his eyes on Atticus and nodded, but his mouth tightened and his shoulders tensed. The man had a lot in common with his dogs.

			“I met Joel Ortiz today, and he mentioned you were the one who found Bert.”

			Morgan sighed and sat back on his heels. “I did, yeah. Not that it did him much good.”

			I looked down at my hands. “At least he didn’t die alone.”

			He shrugged but didn’t respond so I pressed on.

			“Anyway, I was wondering if you could tell me anything about how he died?”

			He was quiet for a minute and I felt like I should explain myself.

			“Sorry, that’s probably a weird request. It’s just…we were told natural causes, okay? So I’m thinking stroke or heart attack, and when Dad came they didn’t tell him any different, just gave him Bert’s ashes and sent him on his way. But Ortiz tells me there was something strange about it, and…he – Bert, I mean – left me some weird stuff, and I’m trying to make sense of it.”

			He looked up at me, his dark eyes unreadable. “You sure you want somethin’ like that in your head, Cam? ’Cause you can’t unsee it. Believe me, I’ve been trying for months.”

			I thought about that, because he was right. I’d been a cop for a good long time, and I’d seen some bad things. Thankfully I’d never had to kill anyone, or lost a partner, but something I hadn’t realized when I was young and watching Faces of Death for fun was that images of pain and suffering could burrow under your skin, could taint you if you weren’t careful. The older I got, the more true it was, and though I still read horror every chance I got, I’d given up the slasher gore fests that used to make up my entertainment.

			There was a part of me that wished daily I hadn’t insisted on seeing Tony. He hadn’t just died; he’d died hard, and his suffering was written on every portion of his skin. You don’t want to see the insides of someone you love, opened to air and hands and instruments and the thread that pulls him back together before the casket closes for the last time. I still heard those screams every night, though my mind only conjured them from what I’d seen, not heard. But I’d had to do it then, and I needed to do it now.

			I sighed and nodded. “Not because I want it in my head, but because I need it if I’m going to keep my family safe.”

			His frown deepened, and once more he seemed about to say something, then changed his mind. He pushed to his feet instead, and held a hand out to me. “You want a beer? Because I can tell you already I’m gonna need one.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			“His hair all fell out,” Morgan said as soon as we settled on his porch steps with cold bottles of beer. “That’s what I saw first. And it had to’ve happened fast – I’d seen him a few days before, and it wasn’t nothin’ like that. It was all lying in clumps around him, and he had some of it in his hands, like he’d pulled it out.”

			“Jesus,” I said.

			He didn’t look at me, kept his eyes on the bottle’s label as he picked at it. “That woulda been bad enough, but that wasn’t it. He was sick, real sick, couldn’t stop pukin’, and it hurt to listen to. He – he puked up some of his teeth, it looked like.”

			“Fuck.” I took a swig and wished I’d brought bourbon. Remembering too late my self-imposed ban on alcohol, but deciding some occasions warranted it.

			Morgan did the same, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “His face was all red, like he’d been burned real bad, and there were blisters all over it. When I tried to help him up, I realized it was all over his body, almost every bit of skin. Some of it…some of it kinda slid off while I was tryin’ to get him up. Maybe I was wrong to take him myself – maybe I oughta have waited for the ambulance, but it takes ’em forever to get out here. One time, when Pops fell, it was over an hour. I couldn’t stand that kinda wait, and I was afraid he wouldn’t survive it, so I wrapped Bert in his blanket and carried him out. Got him to the hospital, the docs took over and I didn’t see him again. Tried to come later that night and visit, but they told me he’d passed.”

			There was a long silence while we both drank, and I remembered why I liked alcohol so much. That made me set the beer aside and wait until he finished.

			“So. That doesn’t sound like any natural cause I’ve ever heard of.”

			He laughed in that deep rumble again and the sound made me smile. “No, I’d have to agree with you there.”

			I looked at him. “What do you think it was?”

			He looked up at the sky and wiped sweat from beneath his eyes. “I thought about that a lot. Tried to talk to the docs, but they just kept sayin’ they couldn’t tell me if I wasn’t family. They were nice about it and all, so I figured they’d tell your dad or whoever.”

			“Yeah, well they didn’t.”

			“I checked WebMD, all of that stuff, and every place I looked it came back to one thing, but it didn’t seem possible, so I finally quit lookin’.”

			“And what was that?” I asked, afraid I knew the answer.

			His eyes met mine. “Radiation sickness. Acute. And even though I ain’t got a clue how he coulda got exposed, I believe that’s what it was. Eight months later, it still keeps me up at night.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Radiation sickness. I hadn’t grown up during the Cold War, and wasn’t part of the earlier generations that saw the effects of the atomic bombs up close, but there was still something so viscerally terrifying about it. You could be exposed and not know it until your body began to break down, and all you could do was watch it happen and wait for death. It didn’t seem likely Bert could have come up against a source that would cause the level of damage Morgan described, but I’d already been thinking it before he said it. It was a horrible thought.

			“Was Bert acting okay? Before he got sick?”

			Morgan twisted the empty beer bottle between rough, calloused hands, staring at the gravel road, but he returned his gaze to me. His expression was once again closed off, brows down and mouth shut tight. “I don’t rightly know. We were more the kinda neighbors that wave as we drive by, or drop off mail that’s been delivered to the wrong place. We’d share a beer every so often, but it don’t mean I’m an expert on him.” His gaze dropped. “I miss him, though.”

			I hadn’t thought of the ripples of loss Bert’s death might leave, but I should have. In a way it made me feel better to know there was someone who felt his absence.

			“You want to come to dinner tonight?” I asked.

			He looked up. “Me?”

			I smiled. “Yeah, you. The cupboards are a little bare, but I’m planning to get some groceries later. It won’t be gourmet or anything, and you’ll definitely have my brother and my five-year-old inflicted on you, so I understand if you’d rather not.”

			I asked him on impulse, and started to regret it once I realized the ramifications of what I’d done, but the smile that transformed Morgan’s face made me glad I had.

			“I – yes, I’d love to. If you’re sure that – and I know you just – and if you change your mind, it’s—”

			I touched his arm, feeling the same warmth I had that morning. “Great, we’ll be glad to have you.” I stood and brushed myself off. “About six? We eat early so Sammy can get to bed on time.”

			He walked me down to the edge of his property. “Can I bring anything? Dessert, maybe? My mom had some good recipes.”

			“That’d be great, thanks.” I looked at his hands, shaking at his sides. “Maybe a dog or two for company?”

			“Yeah, okay, sure.”

			He hurried back up the hill, and I tried not to feel guilty about the spring in his step. I wasn’t doing anything wrong, I told myself, but my conscience didn’t agree. It was only when I got back to the house that I remembered Bert’s warning.

			Trust yourself and no one else…the danger comes from more than one direction.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Dimi was less than pleased with the plans I’d volunteered us for.

			“It is a date?” he asked flatly, arms crossed and looking like a judgmental father.

			My gaze shot to Sammy where she sat coloring at the table, but she hadn’t looked up. I glared at him. “Of course not. I have no interest in dating, it was just, I felt bad for him. I think he’s totally alone out here, except for his dad in a nursing home.”

			“So it is a pity date, then.”

			I gave his arm a sisterly smack. “Drop it, jerk. If you’d rather not visit with the grown-ups, you can have dinner in your room.”

			He rolled his eyes. “And if I do that, who will cook? You?”

			“Fuck off, I can cook.”

			“Macaroni and cheese from a box does not count.”

			In the end he not only cooked, but went to the store, so I could spend time with Sammy. We colored together, and she told me she was going to write a book, as soon as she learned how. I was a little uneasy when she told me it would be a ghost story, but my clumsy attempts to get her to open up about the ghosts weren’t successful. She sidestepped them with ease and her look told me she knew exactly what I was doing.

			I’d never felt so far apart from her, and my fury with Tony had me fighting tears. It was hard not to feel like this distance was his fault, and I’d never even known it was there between us. I’d thought we’d have years before she reached the teenage stage of closing me out. I hugged her and kissed the top of her head.

			“It’s fine, baby girl. You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, but I hope you know I’ll always believe you.”

			She returned my hug fiercely, and it eased some of the worry. “I know, Mommy.”

			A check-in with Rick yielded no further information from his end, but I handed off the name and number we’d found in Bert’s package. Rick didn’t like the implications of what Morgan told me, and lectured me on being careful.

			“I want my partner back safe, Cameo. Anyway, you’re supposed to be resting and healing, not creating mysteries to stave off boredom.”

			“Hey, this one fell in my lap. What the fuck am I supposed to do?”

			“Shove it off your lap and kick it to the appropriate jurisdiction. But since there’s no chance in hell you’ll do that, just promise to take care of yourself. Make sure you put Dimi out front as cannon fodder.”

			He couldn’t see my middle finger in the air, but he knew it was there.

			* * *

			It wasn’t a date. It was most assuredly not a date, so why did I change my clothes five times and fight my hair for twenty minutes?

			I went back and forth between wanting to feel pretty, for what I told myself was my own sake, and dressing like a frumpy nun to make sure my lack of interest was clear. The latter was where my conscience landed me, but when I came out of my room in an oversized crew neck t-shirt, my hair pulled back in a ponytail, Dimi grabbed my arm and marched me back in.

			“Do better,” he said, looking me up and down with a critical eye. “The v-neck black shirt, I think, and the skinny-leg jeans. And hair down, Rybka. You are not going to gym class.”

			“I thought you didn’t trust this guy,” I said.

			He shrugged. “I do not trust anyone, and like even fewer, but that should not stop you having a sex life.”

			He slammed the door before I could chuck my brush at him, but I followed his advice and even left my wedding ring off. I’d moved it to my right hand months ago, not wanting to let go of Tony completely, but unable to bear the constant reminder of a marriage that failed without me knowing. My hand felt naked and strange, but Dimi approved of the change.

			While we waited, Sammy and I played an alternate form of Chutes and Ladders in which we spent the entire time sliding our pieces down chutes and squealing. We couldn’t hear anything over the racket we made, so I didn’t know Morgan had arrived until the shadow of an enormous dog fell across the game board.

			“Atticus,” I said, smiling, and threw an arm around his thick neck. I looked up at Morgan and was glad I’d listened to Dimi. He wore a slate blue button-up and jeans that nicely molded to his body, and his dark, curly hair was combed back from his forehead. Did he have someone like Dimi to tell him what he looked best in, and what scent was most likely to linger in a woman’s memory? Either way, I liked the appreciation in his eyes when he looked down at me.

			I held out a hand to Sammy. “Sammy girl, stand up and say hello to Mr. Morgan.”

			He shook his head and got down on his knees, keeping things on her level. “Ma’am. I believe we met the other day but you weren’t feelin’ too good. Hope you’re better now.”

			Samantha’s attention was caught by Atticus, and I waited to see what her verdict would be. My last dog died before she was born, so she didn’t have much experience with them, and Atticus was easily twice her weight. But the giant pit settled on his rump next to me and was silent, about as unobtrusive as possible for an animal his size.

			She looked up at Morgan. “Can I meet your dog?”

			Introductions were made and she shook an enormous paw, before shoving aside to make room for the new arrivals. It didn’t take long for Morgan to learn the rules as written by Sammy, and he joined in with gusto. In less than five minutes she managed to open him up more than I had in multiple meetings, and the more he loosened up, the more I liked him.

			He was more wary of Dimi, but most people are. My brother gave off a ‘get fucked’ vibe that surpassed even my resting bitch face, but had apparently chosen to be on his best behavior. He stayed in the background until it was time to eat, then turned on the shine that earned so many admirers.

			Once our neighbor got more comfortable, I found him articulate, intelligent, and well read. He talked about books and movies, his dad and his dogs, and made one glancing reference to a long-ago divorce. Once Samantha asked about his dogs, you’d have never known him for the same tongue-tied guy.

			“I’s a veterinarian back in Abiline, and I started seein’ more and more pits that needed homes. They can be a challenge to adopt out – there’s rampant abuse and you can be sure that makes for some messed-up dogs. I couldn’t find places for ’em all, so I just started bringin’ ’em home. I call ’em my pit crew,” he said with a crooked grin.

			Samantha’s eyes shone. “Can I be a vet-a-neran when I get older, Mommy?”

			“Of course you can. I think you’d be great at it.”

			She flashed me a giant, gap-toothed grin and proceeded to pelt our guest with questions. It eased my heart to see her blossom like this, the constriction in my chest and back letting go for the first time in ages. Sammy hadn’t been this excited or carefree since Tony’s death, and even if I wished I could be the one to bring her out of her funk, I was happy no matter what the cause.

			Dimi volunteered to give her a bath after we finished thick slices of the coconut cake Morgan brought. Though Sammy was reluctant to leave the table, Morgan promised to introduce her to the whole crew the very next day.

			“Long as it’s okay with your mom,” he backpedaled, his eyes wary.

			I gave my blessing and the two parted as friends.

			“She’s a smart little girl, ain’t she?” Morgan said, smiling after my daughter. “I ain’t got a lot of experience with kids, but she don’t talk like most five-year-olds, does she?”

			I looked over my shoulder at Sammy. “I’m biased, but yeah. She’s always been precocious. I didn’t know much about kids, either, so I didn’t do the baby talk thing. She might have picked up more than she should, to be honest.”

			Now we were on our own, he got quiet again, until Atticus shuffled over and nudged his hand.

			“So, uh, how you likin’ Silver City so far?”

			I shrugged and reached to scratch behind the dog’s ears. “It’s pretty, and people seem friendly. It’s a little weird to be in a place with so much real estate, and not much on it, but the landscape out here is incredible.”

			“It’s a beautiful part of the country, for sure.” He cast a glance around the darkening kitchen. “Bert’s place workin’ out okay?”

			“So far. It’s been a long time since I was out here, and nothing seems the same.”

			“Yeah. I get that. New places and all. Like you said, weird noises.”

			I wrapped my arms around myself, remembering the transmission from the night before. Dimi and I had searched the place in daylight, and found nothing that could have been a source. I didn’t like the idea of hearing it again. “Yeah. Weird noises.”

			He coughed and looked at the floor. “What uh, what kinda noises, if you don’t mind me askin’?”

			I frowned, not having anticipated taking him into my confidence. But he’d lived here for years, so maybe he’d be able to explain it. I told him what we’d heard, trying to play it down a little. I didn’t want to seem like some skittish city girl.

			His lips pursed and he still didn’t look at me. “You said it was in Russian?”

			“Yeah, weird, huh? You ever hear anything like that out here?”

			He shrugged. “It coulda been a ham radio. Pops was an operator, before he…before he got sick. Bert did it too, a little. When my dad started to go downhill, and he couldn’t manage the equipment anymore, Bert learned to keep him company. Helped him keep in touch with all his pals.”

			I smiled. “I had no idea Bert was into that stuff, but that’s got to be it, right? He must have left it on and it picked something up last night.”

			His expression remained unreadable. “Could be. You see one around here?”

			“No, not yet, but I’m not even sure I’d know what to look for.”

			“It’s true the airwaves are clearer at night – it’s the best time to pick up transmissions from further away, so it’s possible that’s why you didn’t hear it earlier in the day. You want me to help you look?”

			I accepted with thanks, and after a brief hiatus to kiss Sammy good night, we went on an exploration of the ranch house. We started with Bert’s study, and when we opened the door a wave of briney stench smacked us head on.

			I stepped back, covering my nose with my arm. “Oh gross, what the hell is that? Did Bert clean fish in here or what?”

			Dimi came to check out the commotion but backed up quickly. “It did not smell this way last night. I would have noticed.”

			Morgan didn’t say much, just opened the window, but his jaw was set, and he cast several wary glances over his shoulder as he searched through the utter hellhole that was Bert’s study. Dimi stayed for a few minutes before losing interest and wandering away, but after a concerted search effort, Morgan pulled a decrepit-looking unit from the back of the closet.

			“Jesus, it’s like he didn’t want anybody to find that,” he said.

			I looked over his shoulder as he set the radio down on Bert’s desk. “Maybe that’s why it was so quiet – if it was buried under stuff, the volume would have been muted.”

			He bent over the machine, a heavy frown on his face. “I don’t think that’s what you heard. Not this one, anyway. Looks like somebody took a baseball bat to this thing – I doubt it’s even operative. And anyway, this one’s battery powered, and there ain’t no batteries.”

			“Oh.” My heart dropped, and the unsettled feeling I’d had since hearing the transmission began to creep back in.

			“Hey, why don’t we get outta here and you can tell me more?”

			I agreed, and by tacit consent we headed out to the front porch, fresh drinks in hand. I’d caved and had a beer with dinner, but promised myself this would be my last one. We settled into a love seat with plenty of space between us, and enjoyed a comfortable silence before I told him everything I could remember about the night before.

			“It sure sounds like one of Bert’s stations. He was fluent in Russian, wasn’t he?” Morgan asked.

			I nodded. “He taught me some, convinced me to minor in Russian. It helped me get on at the NYPD.”

			He looked at me. “You speak Russian? Is that how you met Dimi?”

			“More or less.” I left it at that, since people didn’t always react well to the knowledge they’d shared a meal with a former gangster. Dimi wasn’t that man anymore, but not everyone saw that, and I didn’t want to sour what had been an enjoyable evening.

			“What’s that name he calls you? Rybka?”

			I smiled. “It means little fish. He thinks it’s hilarious I’m afraid of water.”

			He chuckled, then turned it into a cough. “Afraid of water?”

			I sighed. It was what everyone said. “Not like the fluid. The stuff inside the water. Creatures. Fish. Possible dead bodies.”

			He blinked. “Dead bodies?”

			I shivered. “Yeah, like when they flood a town or something, and don’t move the graveyard? Can you imagine? Bony hands floating to the surface, reaching out to grab your ankle – you never think about stuff like that?”

			“Well now I will, thanks.”

			“You’re welcome. Better to be informed.”

			We lapsed into silence, and after a minute or so Morgan slid a hesitant arm behind my shoulders. Just like that, it became a date. A rush of nervousness made my stomach flutter and my palms sweat, before guilt kicked me square in the gut. It felt like cheating, but I didn’t want to stop. Was that how it felt for Tony, when he’d gone back to his mystery woman? Was it this sense of newness that he’d been looking for? The ache of it hurt my heart, so I pushed it away and leaned into Morgan’s body.

			His heart thudded out of control against my cheek. Mine didn’t feel much calmer, but he was warm and smelled of sweet alfalfa and spice, and it was a nice place to be. We managed a silence for long enough that I almost fell asleep against him.

			“Listen, uh, Pops knows a lot more about that ham radio stuff than I do. All the shorthand for it, the specs and stuff like that – if you like I can ask him about it. Or you could come talk to him, if you wanted.”

			I sat up, the pieces coming together much slower than they should have and banishing my exhaustion. “Shit, that’s got to be it.”

			He drew his arm back quickly. “What does?”

			“Hang on a sec.” I went to grab Bert’s envelope, stopping to run my fingers over the penciled notation on the outside. How could I have been so dumb?

			“Silent Key?” Morgan asked.

			“Yeah – I didn’t know what it meant, but if Bert was an operator, that has to be the reference.” I pulled my phone out and searched the term again, this time clicking on the ham radio entry. “It’s an operator who’s passed away – gone silent.”

			He frowned at Bert’s scrawl. “So, was he talkin’ about himself? Or did someone else write that?”

			“No, that’s definitely his handwriting, but he had to have been talking about someone else.” I dug through the package for the notebook that had all the acronyms and numerical notations, then searched until I found a page full of entries with ‘SK’ next to them.

			“Wow. That’s a lot of dead people,” observed Morgan. “Did Bert know all of ’em?”

			“I don’t know – I guess. I still don’t have a clue what the rest of this stuff means.”

			He flipped through and shook his head. “I ain’t much use either, but like I was sayin’, if you want to ask Pops, he’d probably know.”

			I studied his profile. “Is he up to visitors?”

			He nodded. “In the mornings, yeah. He’d like it – gets tired of seein’ nobody but me and the nurses. We both get tired of it, truth be told.” He reddened and handed me the notebook back, then pushed off the seat and wiped his hands on his jeans. “I’d better let you get to bed – it’s late. But I’ll call you tomorrow, see when’s good?”

			I stood as well, sorry he was leaving, but glad I hadn’t broken any more of my own rules. “That sounds good – I’ll have to make sure Dimi can watch Sammy.” I reached down to pat Atticus where he lay snoozing at our feet. “C’mon boy, time to go.”

			The dog thumped his tail twice but made no move to get up.

			“He can stay here, if you want him. He’s a good guard dog, might make you feel safer. He won’t need nothin’ else tonight, he ate before we came.”

			Atticus rolled onto his side and presented his belly. I accepted his invitation and his thick tail thumped against the porch. “Think he’ll stay without you?”

			Morgan smiled. “I think he’d walk all over me to get to you. Go on, I ain’t leavin’ ’til I hear the deadbolt. And Cam,” he said.

			I looked up from where I knelt.

			“Thank you, for tonight. It was…I think I needed it.”

			I smiled. “Me, too.”

			I watched him walk up the hill until he turned and waved at the top, then I headed in to get ready for bed. I didn’t know if it was the beer or the hundred-pound dog at my feet, but for the first time in ages, I dropped right to sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			I woke to the meaty, copper stink of old blood. I opened my eyes in the darkness, and in the dim glow of Sammy’s unicorn night light, I saw my husband in my bed. He lay on the other side of our daughter, his eyes pools of freezing black, breath as cold as the grave wafting over her curls to chill my blood. She didn’t stir, and when I put my hand on her back, Tony laid his over mine. It felt like being touched by liquid nitrogen, so cold it burned, and I couldn’t move to get away. It was nightmarish, but I wasn’t asleep. My dreams always had an unclear, muzzy feel to them, and everything was too sharp for that.

			My breath came fast and when his tongueless mouth gaped open I moaned and tried again to pull away, to get Samantha out from under his touch. Viscous black blood slid from his mouth and down his chin, soaking into the pillow below.

			Camilla….

			My name sounded hollow on his lips, as though he spoke through endless, empty halls. His hand slid up my arm and down to my hip in a parody of intimacy, freezing everything in its path.

			They’re coming, Camilla…he whispered, and leaned in as though he would kiss me. They’re coming and when they get here, you will need me….

			I felt endless darkness at my back, an emptiness that wasn’t empty, instead teeming with dark, cold hands that reached for me. No, not for me, for my daughter. I struggled to move, to turn and face the dark, but I was paralyzed and helpless as the first hands reached me. I tried to scream when a guttural growl came from close to my ear, but the only sound I made was a low squeak.

			The bed dipped with the weight of something heavy behind me, and its touch broke the spell. I turned to face the threat, placing my body between it and my daughter, but after a second or two of disorientation, I recognized Atticus’s blockish head and could have cried with relief. When I turned again, Tony was gone and Samantha slept on.

			I wrapped my arms around the dog’s neck and sobbed into his fur. It was the single most terrifying thing I’d ever seen, but did that make it real? It certainly looked and felt real, the edges of the experience too clear and defined to be a dream, but my inability to move changed my mind.

			“Sleep paralysis,” I whispered to Atticus, wiping my tears on the back of my hands. “That has to be it.” I’d never experienced it before, but Tony had. I’d woken him from it several times when he moaned beside me in the dark, struggling but unable to move. He’d had night terrors, too, early in our relationship, but by the time Samantha was born they were gone. He claimed I scared them away, but those words were suspect now in light of his lies. Like everything else he’d ever said.

			The dog maintained his silence, while I convinced myself I’d been dreaming. If Sammy had seen it, I’d have believed her without hesitation, but I was closed out of whatever paranormal experiences she’d shared with her father. Besides which, did I truly believe Tony would come back only to frighten me? Sammy had seen him several times since his death, but she’d always been comforted by those visitations, so he couldn’t have appeared that way to her. It was probably just my subconscious manifesting the guilt I’d felt over Eric Morgan’s touch.

			Even so, I invited Atticus to share our bed, and he lay at my feet, on guard, his gaze focused on the place where Tony had been. I lay awake the rest of the night, still feeling the burn of my dead husband’s flesh.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Though I didn’t sleep again, I lay in bed long after my daughter rose, exhaustion turning my body to concrete. When I got up it would be worse – then would come the shakiness, the physical pain from lack of sleep that concentrated in my chest and made it hard to breathe. Atticus stayed with me, a comforting warmth at my feet, until I finally dragged myself into the land of the living.

			Dimi handed me coffee as soon as I stepped into the kitchen, his pursed lips telling me I looked at least as bad as I felt.

			“If you do not start getting some sleep, I will be forced to knock you unconscious.”

			“What’s stopping you?” I croaked from a dry throat. At this point the gift of oblivion would be a welcome one.

			He arched an eyebrow. “The knowledge of what you would do to me when you woke.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek, then headed for the front door, whistling something jaunty.

			“Hey, Dimi? Did you…sleep okay last night?”

			He turned and frowned. “Yes, why?”

			I looked for Sammy and saw her in the great room, absorbed in a My Little Pony coloring book. I moved closer to him and lowered my voice. “You didn’t hear anything last night? See anything?”

			His gaze narrowed. “Ah. No, I did not. Did you? Was it the transmission?”

			I opened my mouth and closed it again. Tony’s appearance had only been in my subconscious, I reminded myself. Finally I shook my head. “No, just bad dreams.”

			“That does not surprise me. Your life has been the stuff of nightmares.”

			I glared at him. “Thanks, that’s comforting.”

			He booped my nose and headed for the boathouse.

			I joined Samantha at the coffee table and nudged aside a plate with the remains of eggs and toast. At least she was eating. I kissed the top of her curly head and she looked at me with solemn eyes.

			“Daddy thinks we’re forgetting him,” she said, and I nearly spit my coffee.

			Setting the scalding cup far out of reach, I scooted closer and wrapped an arm around her small shoulders. “Oh sweet pea, what makes you say that? We could never forget Daddy. He knows that.”

			“He told me, Mommy.”

			I stroked her hair. “When did he tell you that?”

			She shrugged. “I don’t remember.”

			“So you didn’t see him? Like before?”

			She shrugged again. “Maybe. He might have told me in a dream.”

			I held her close. “I have dreams like that too, baby. We’re not doing anything wrong though, if that’s what you’re worried about. Coming here, starting over, none of it’s about forgetting Daddy.”

			She gave me that contemplative look I could never read. Was she taking in what I’d said? Rejecting it out of hand? Did she even hear me, half the time? When had this become so hard? When had I lost the grip of my little girl’s hand?

			She turned her attention back to her coloring while I wallowed in momentary regret. Then my phone buzzed and she looked up, bright-eyed once again.

			“Is that Mr. Morgan? Can I go meet the dogs?”

			I smiled when I read the text – he hadn’t forgotten his promise and we were invited up the hill, if I wanted to make time before our trip into town. Sammy got ready in a whirlwind of mismatched socks and accessories, and it was hard to tell which one of us was more excited. I didn’t want to be – being smart about relationships meant not putting myself in positions where I’d be tempted to do something dumb. It had been a strictly held tenet for me in marriage, and even if I was the only one who’d adhered to it, it was still a good policy. If you don’t want to cheat, don’t accept that offer of a drink after work from the colleague you find attractive. Don’t go to a movie with the friend you know has a crush on you. And if you’re recovering from intense heartbreak, definitely don’t spend time with a shy, handsome cowboy who rescues dogs no one else wants and is great with kids.

			My own excitement was dimmed a bit by Morgan’s demeanor – though he was open and welcoming to my daughter, he was as closed off with me as he’d ever been, stiff and unresponsive. Had I misinterpreted things? As he walked Sammy through the pit pen, introducing her and showing her the best ways to approach the dogs, he barely spared a glance for me where I sat with Atticus at my side. Disappointment dipped my stomach, and I started feeling pretty dumb. I must be rusty at romance, and overestimated his interest. It stung a lot more than it should have, and I wondered if I should find a way out of the trip to the nursing home, but it was for my daughter’s benefit. I’d just have to adjust my expectations and get over it.

			Once Sammy was back home with Dimi, the house locked up and guarded by Atticus at Morgan’s insistence, the silence between us grew awkward. He loaded a few things into his truck while I stood next to it feeling like a nuisance. Finally, I’d had enough.

			“Look, dude, if this is too much trouble, it’s cool. I’ll figure something else out.” I turned to head back down the drive, but his fingertips brushed my shoulder.

			“Cam, please don’t. I want to help, truly, and I ain’t got any other agenda. I’m sorry about last night, and I promise it won’t happen again, okay?”

			I turned back to him, and his hand dropped to his side. He looked miserable, his shoulders hunched, his mouth turned down in a heavy frown.

			“What the actual fuck are you talking about?” I asked.

			“Last night, when I – I’m really sorry, I should have kept my hands to myself, and I will.”

			I frowned. “I don’t get it. You’ve been acting all morning like I’m the last person you want to be around.”

			He twisted his key ring. “No, that ain’t it at all. I mean, I kinda wish I could catapult my dumb ass into the sun, but that’s a different subject. I just….” His gaze dropped and he sighed. “I’m sorry. I looked up your husband last night after I got home. I had no idea he’d been murdered like that, and I’m sorry as hell to bring it up, but you seemed uncomfortable, and I realized it was because you weren’t even close to ready for somethin’ like that, and I—”

			I stepped forward and kissed him. He was too surprised to respond, but I put my hand to his stubbled jaw and moved my mouth against his, liking the warmth of him, the brief taste of his tongue. I drew back and wrapped my arms around myself. When I glanced at him again he looked like he’d been carved from stone and I started to laugh.

			“We are really not good at this, are we?” I asked.

			He blushed and started to chuckle. “No, I s’pose not, but you’re a few steps ahead of me.”

			I moved closer again and he reached for my hand. I took his fingers in mine, playing with them to avoid making eye contact. “It’s okay that you looked him up. I would, too, in your position. And not to get too deep into things, but yes, the whole thing was fucking horrible and still hurts like hell, and I’m not ready for anything new.” I glanced up and saw the ready sympathy in his eyes that made it so hard to look away from him. “But I really, really liked it when you put your arm around me.”

			He smiled and squeezed my fingers. “Okay, good. Me, too.” He cleared his throat. “So, uh, where does that leave us?”

			“I haven’t a fucking clue. Are you okay with that?”

			“Yeah, of course.”

			I let go of his hand and looked down again. “Okay, so now that I’ve increased the awkward factor exponentially, are you good to go?”

			He turned a bright red beneath his tan. “I – good to – for – you want to—”

			“To see your dad?”

			He blushed even more. “Yes, yeah, absolutely. Let’s go.”

			He hadn’t recovered by the time he handed me into his truck, but this time the silence was okay. I didn’t have a chance in hell of keeping this guy at arm’s length, but at the moment I couldn’t have given a fuck.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Ben Morgan had a room in a converted mansion, a place with well-kept grounds and a cozy wrap-around porch. Staff pushed residents in wheelchairs along shaded paths before the sun got too high. It was charming and stately, as much as any such place could be. It must have cost Eric Morgan an arm and a leg to keep his father there.

			He was nervous signing us in; his hands shook and he avoided eye contact with anyone in the lobby. The older woman at the reception desk eyed me in an interested way, but didn’t offer a smile or greeting. I hooked my arm through Morgan’s on the way down the hall to give her something to talk about, but he seemed to take comfort from it.

			“I always swore I’d never put him in a place like this,” he confided. He looked around, seeming to catch every dirty corner, tray of dried breakfast, and lost and vacant face.

			I pressed his arm. “It’s a lovely place. Lots of natural light. Looks like they have a good staff ratio, too.”

			He cast a glance at me. “I did a lot of research, you know. When I realized….”

			“Yeah. I get it.”

			He moved slower the closer we got to the end of the hall, and I stopped him. “Listen, I know you extended the invitation, but if this is going to upset you, or him, it’s okay. I can wait in the truck.”

			His dark eyes were unreadable, then he smiled. “Nah, it’s okay. I just…he says things, now and then. Cruel things, but he don’t mean ’em. It’s the disease. So if he says something, I don’t want—”

			“I’ve had plenty of experience with Alzheimer’s, so I promise not to take offense, okay?”

			He tightened his grip on my hand. “Yeah, okay.” He turned to knock on the door of room 118. “Pops? You decent? I brought company.” He opened the door on his words, and after a quick check to make sure Ben was presentable, he stepped aside for me to enter a room outfitted in a bright and cheerful maple, a matching wardrobe, bookshelf and side table accompanying the inevitable hospital bed. I doubted those were standard issue, nor were the framed paintings that hung on every spare inch of wall. While Morgan attended to his father, I stepped closer to the painting nearest me – an achingly beautiful landscape of wide-open sky over a sparse and many-colored desert. I knew fuck all about art technique, but the emotion poured onto the canvas was palpable. The signature on the bottom right corner read ‘Anne Morgan’. I could have looked at that scene all day, but Morgan called to me from across the room.

			“Cam? I’d like you to meet my dad.”

			Ben was a big man when I knew him – taller than his son by several inches, and every bit as broad. The man in the wheelchair bore little resemblance to the one in my memory, his body sunken and compressed, eyes vague behind thick glasses, hands shaking with palsy. His smile was kind, a welcome that extended beyond his son to envelop me. I felt a stab of nostalgia for the days back on Bert’s ranch, when my cares had been adolescent and simple, my uncle was alive, and the man before me had been strong and well.

			He reached a hand toward me. “My goodness. Where’d you find her, son? She looks like a movie star.” He patted my hand. “You can sit on the bed, if you like – the only chair in the room is generally…occupied.”

			After Morgan and I settled in, Ben asked to see Bert’s notebook, his glasses perched on the end of his nose as he paged through it slowly. “So, Bert’s been keeping close tabs on his channels, I see. And you want to know what these things mean?”

			I smiled. “If you can tell me, I’d appreciate it. Bert left this for me and I don’t understand much of what’s there.”

			“Most of this is easy enough, young lady. DTOI, that there means date and time of intercept. When he picked up the signal, you see?” His speech was slow and halting, finding the words only after searching his mind, but the concepts were there. “SK means Silent Key, the operators who’ve passed on. All these notations here, they’re call signs, and you can tell by the prefixes what country they originate from. But I can tell you without lookin’ what Bert wanted was the Russian stations. They were the only ones he was interested in.”

			I exchanged a glance with Morgan, then sat forward on the bed. “Do you have any idea why that was?”

			Ben continued looking through the notebook, his attention caught by a world he was no longer part of. “He was lookin’ for someone, that’s why. A fella he knew from his Navy days. Never knew what happened to the man, and it got to bothering him, the older he got. So he asked me to show him how to work the radio, and he started lookin’.”

			I frowned. “I don’t understand. Why would he think this other man would be on the airwaves? Wouldn’t it be a needle in a haystack, even if he was?”

			Ben chuckled. “That’s what I told him, young lady, but Bert never listens to me. Maybe he’ll listen to you.”

			Morgan touched the back of my hand and I nodded. I knew better than to try to correct Ben. If he remembered my uncle’s death, the memory wasn’t close, and there was no good reason to put him through the pain of loss all over again.

			Ben shut the book with a slap and shoved it onto the adjustable tray in front of him. “I told him it’d lead to trouble – a thing like that is best left in the past. But he couldn’t let it go, and you can’t tell me that ain’t how they found their way in.”

			His bright eyes met mine, but his chest was heaving, his breathing erratic.

			Morgan laid a hand on his father’s arm. “Pops, you okay?”

			Ben shook him off, his gaze locked on mine. “You know what I’m talkin’ about, don’t you?”

			I looked at Morgan, but his troubled eyes were on Ben. The old man was working himself into a fury, but he wanted me to understand, so I pushed on. “How who found their way in?” I asked, afraid to know the answer.

			Ben held my gaze for several beats, his face reddening, breath quickening. “Them that come from below. They’d still be restin’ at the bottom if it weren’t for Bert.” He leaned close and grabbed my wrist in a painful grip. “But once you’ve woken ’em, ain’t much you can do. He learned that, too. See you learn it as well, girl.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			I waited for Morgan by his truck while he got his father calmed down, guilt over upsetting the old man warring with the cold grip of fear in my gut. I’d wanted to ask more, to know what exactly Bert had gotten me into, but Ben became irate and devolved quickly. Realizing I was the source of his upset I took myself off fast, and braced myself for Morgan’s blame when he returned. While I waited, I checked in with Rick, but there was nothing new on his end. The number for Aliyah, whoever she was, was a dead end, and they’d had no luck finding out who was behind the break-ins. He texted me a few crime scene pics from our apartment, and I studied the chalk drawings on the floor of my daughter’s empty room, feeling completely out of my depth. I had a fleeting thought that Tony’s mistress might know what she was looking at, but the likeliest scenario was she was the one who’d broken in to start with.

			When Morgan returned he stood beside me and stared at the hard-baked ground, shoulders bowed with the same guilt he carried each time he saw his father. “Sorry about that,” he mumbled. “I didn’t think he’d get like that so quick. He used to…he was a good man.” His voice got thick and he turned from me.

			I put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s my fault. I should have been more careful. I left because I figured I was the one upsetting him.”

			He cleared his throat and faced me again. “No, I don’t think you were. I think it was the memories of Bert, which don’t make a lot of sense – those two got on like a house on fire. They were together all the time, especially after Mom passed. There was a time when the only person Pops saw was your uncle, before I moved home.”

			I stepped back and stuffed my hands in my pockets. “Was your mom Anne? The one who painted all those pictures?”

			He smiled. “Yeah. She had a real talent, didn’t she? Even sold some of her stuff, when she’d let Pops take it to a gallery.” The smile faded. “She’s been gone a matter of fifteen years.”

			“I’m sorry. You don’t have any brothers or sisters to help with your dad?”

			He shook his head. “Nah, just me. That’s more than enough, though – it ain’t like I’m doin’ much for him, now he’s in a home.” The bitter twist to his mouth hurt my heart. Did this man ever give himself a break?

			“Listen, what he said about ‘them that come from below’,” I asked, “any idea what he meant by that?”

			He watched me, frowning, his jaw clenching while he thought. 

			“Sammy sees ghosts,” I said, before he could talk himself out of whatever he wanted to say.

			His eyes widened and the rest of him went still.

			“Where?” he asked. Not what, or how, or get a grip, but where.

			“Everywhere,” I said, crushed by the scope of it. “Ever since Tony died, or maybe before, I don’t know, but they’re always around her, and I don’t have a clue what to do about it.”

			“But not…not at Bert’s place?”

			I dropped my gaze. “I’m not sure. She doesn’t always tell me,” I said, hating the way it sounded out loud.

			“But somethin’s bothering you about the house.”

			“Yes.”

			“The noises.”

			I sighed and leaned against his truck, the warmth of the metal leaching through my t-shirt. In an hour or two it’d burn my skin straight off. “That, and Bert left some other stuff for me – weird occult shit, like he thought I’d need it. It worries me, because part of getting out of New York was about a fresh start for Sammy. I don’t pretend to understand what she experiences – I can’t see any of it.” The phantom burn of Tony’s touch ran up my arm and I shuddered.

			Morgan studied me, then shook his head. “I don’t buy that. What’d you see, Cam?”

			I eyed him. How in the fuck could he read me so well? “It was a dream.”

			“Felt like a dream? You remember wakin’ up?”

			 I shook my head. “No, but it could have been sleep paralysis. Those can seem really real.”

			“Was Atticus with you?” he asked.

			I frowned. “Yeah. I let him sleep in my room.”

			“And how did he act when you saw what you saw?”

			I thought back to the dog’s serendipitous appearance at my back. “He growled, I think. I’m not sure, I wasn’t really awake yet. And, I guess he stared at the spot for a while.”

			His thick brows were furrowed, his mouth turned down. “Atticus is silent, have you noticed that?”

			I blinked. “I mean, he’s quiet, for sure, he never barked or anything.”

			“No, I mean he’s dead silent, all the time. He can make noise, it ain’t a medical issue, it’s just that somebody beat it out of him. He won’t even squeal if he gets hurt. So the fact that he growled at what you saw tells me it wasn’t a dream.”

			The rising summer heat was at war with the core of ice forming inside me. I shook my head. “Come on, that’s not conclusive, and I’ve never in my life seen a ghost.”

			He looked away, then back again. “Neither had I, ’ceptin’ the occasional relative saying their goodbyes. But there’s something wrong over at Bert’s place. It ain’t always been that way, but somethin’ happened in the last year, and it’s changed. Pops knows it – he won’t say in so many words, but I think that’s what he meant. Atticus knows it, too. That’s why I sent him over – it’s worried me, since y’all moved in over there.”

			“What is it?” I asked, part of me still screaming at the insanity of this conversation. Ghosts are real, though. And even if they’re not, they’re real to Sammy, and that’s enough.

			“I don’t rightly know. It’s more of a feeling, I guess, though some of the things I’ve seen and heard comin’ from that place since your uncle died…. I just don’t know.” He met my gaze. “What I do know is, it ain’t a good idea for you to start by distrusting yourself. Whatever you end up doing, believe what you saw. Chances are it’s real as hell.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			When Morgan dropped me at home, it was with a promise to call him the second I needed him, and the number of the only person in Silver City he thought might help me. He asked me to a late breakfast, but the longer I was away from Sammy, the antsier I got. He understood, and even worked his way up to gripping my hand before I got out of the truck. 

			I stared at the scribbled note and wondered what to do with it. The Reverend Bella Rose.

			The lady’s name was cool as hell, I’d give her that. I was still hesitant to call her – not that I was an atheist, but I couldn’t call myself an active believer, either. Once I’d learned what Sammy was up against, I considered seeking spiritual help back in New York, but I’d never made the leap. I was just never sure what good a priest could do us, and didn’t want to be told to keep the faith. Fuck keeping the faith. It was the shit I’d been fed after Tony’s death, and long before that, during my mother’s slow dance with cancer. I didn’t believe everything had to work out for me all the time in order for there to be a God, but that ‘everything happens for a reason’ garbage could take a flying fuck at a rolling communion wafer. Sometimes things were just shit, and there was nothing to do but get through it.

			Which brought me back around to the question of how I was supposed to get us through this particular affliction.

			I’d expected my pair of hooligans to be in the boathouse again, but the door had a shiny new padlock. I made my way into the main house and found Atticus standing guard over Sammy in the great room while she tried to explain to him his role in whatever scene she was enacting.

			“Do not ride the dog,” I admonished her when I bent to kiss her. “He’s not a reindeer.”

			“Moooo-ooommy. He’s only a pretend reindeer.”

			“Then you can stick to pretend riding him. Dogs aren’t made for that. Where’s Uncle Dimi?” I asked, thinking there’d better be a damn good answer to that question. If he’d left her on her own for any reason, he’d be one dead Russian.

			“I am in here, Rybka, there is no need for the mom voice.”

			Sammy gave me a look and we giggled. I found my brother in Bert’s room, doing something that involved tools and electronics over by the main window. The room still gave me the creeps, especially in light of what Morgan had told me, so I stood in the doorway to watch.

			“What’re you doing?”

			“Installing perimeter alarms and surveillance equipment, what does it look like?”

			I frowned. “Seriously? Where’d you get all that stuff?”

			He bent close to the windowsill, attaching a wire to something tiny. “I brought it with me. Why, what did you think I had packed? Five thousand pairs of socks?”

			I snorted. “I figured it was a year’s supply of bad-boy leather jackets and condoms. Anyway, what prompted this foray into home improvement?”

			He looked at me, then out into the hallway beyond.

			I checked the great room. “She’s out of earshot. What?”

			He pushed to his feet, wiping his hands and heading for the laptop on Bert’s bed. “We have had visitors.”

			My flesh went cold and I stared at him. “What kind? When? How do you know?”

			He bent to adjust something on the screen. “They appear to be of the large human variety, though I cannot answer when. The boathouse was disturbed this morning – not very much, but enough for me to notice. I made a perimeter check while the little one was locked in here with the very big dog. There were footprints around the windows, though someone tried to obscure them.”

			“Oh, fuck. Seriously? Here? We just got here, how the hell—”

			“I do not know, and I cannot guarantee this is the same person we have worried about.” He nodded to the computer screen. “If they return, I wish to know them better.”

			I checked Sammy again, then came into the room to peer over his shoulder. “What the hell do we do?” I asked. “Should we tell the sheriff?”

			He looked at me from narrowed eyes and took his time answering. “I do not know this man. I do not know anyone here, and I prefer to work alone. As for what we do, we prepare, and we protect. As we have always done.”

			“Right, but I mean, if someone’s here already, if it’s not safe, then we have to leave, right?”

			He studied me for a long moment. “We have been here two nights. We have traveled many miles to get here. Where do you suggest we go that would be safer?”

			I wanted New York. I wanted to be home in the place I knew, with my NYPD brothers and sisters around me. I wanted to be in my apartment, on the twelfth floor with no window access, not a one-story ranch house with twenty different entry points in the middle of nowhere.

			He read it in my face, and shook his head. “The danger in New York is real. Someone has broken into all our sacred places in a very short time. I do not know who has come here. Whether it is the person who killed Tony, or a transient looking for somewhere to squat. It does not matter. We knew this could happen, yes?”

			I nodded slowly, my hand over my mouth. I couldn’t seem to get my thoughts straight.

			“So we defend ourselves. My Rybka would know this.” He turned his back on me and went back to fiddling with wires and gadgets.

			It took a minute for his words to sink in. “Wait a sec, what the fuck is that supposed to mean, I would know that? You trying to say I’m not who I was?”

			He turned to watch me, his thin lips compressed. “Of course you are not. None of us are, how could we be? But I do wish that you would remember who you were before you met Tony Ambrose. I would like to see that girl again.”

			Without waiting for an answer, he took his tools into the bathroom and closed the door. I stared after him and wondered what the fuck I was supposed to do with that information. And then a tiny chasm opened in my heart, and I wondered what had become of Cam Donlon, and whether I could find her again. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Dimi’s strange accusation pissed me off, but it had one positive effect: I couldn’t sit passively and wait for things to come to me. If Dimi was making the house safe from a corporeal intruder, maybe I could do the same for anything that stalked us from within. I still wasn’t sure I’d actually been visited by the ghost of my dead husband, but Morgan was right, there was something off about Bert’s place. Even if there wasn’t, and I was letting my imagination fill in gaps out of fear, my daughter was inarguably sensitive to ghosts. So the smart thing to do was clean house and set boundaries in any new place.

			We’d covered all the usual things the first night we arrived, the snippets I’d learned about keeping her safe. The salt, the sage, the little blessings. But the truth was I didn’t know shit about what I was dealing with, so it was time to go to the source.

			Sammy looked up when I sat cross-legged on the floor in front of her. I leaned in so we could talk the way we used to – girl talk in close whispers with no one else in our world. My mother had done it with me in a noisy household full of boys, and it made me feel seen.

			“Samantha, what do you feel, in this house?”

			She frowned, drawing into herself, pulling away again.

			I touched her arm. “When we got here, you said it didn’t feel the same. What did you mean?”

			She shrugged and looked away, settling in behind the barrier I couldn’t break through. “It’s fine, Mommy.”

			I took a deep breath, thinking of all the times I’d claimed to be fine and meant the opposite. “I saw something. Last night.”

			She looked up at me, eyes wide.

			“I don’t know if it’s what you see, but it scared me. I hoped we could leave all that stuff behind us – that you could be safe – but I’m starting to realize that’s not how it works.”

			Her eyes dulled. “You want to get rid of it.”

			“Get rid of what’s scaring my little girl? Of course I do, but I gotta be honest, I’m out of my depth here. Can I show you something?”

			She gave a cautious nod, and I hurried to get Bert’s package. When I spread it on the floor she came to sit beside me.

			“Is that Uncle Bert’s stuff?”

			“Yeah. There might be something that can help us, but I don’t know much about it. Maybe you can tell me? And then there’s this.”

			I showed her the envelope and tapped the faded words. She frowned and moved her lips, trying to sound it out like we’d been working on. I traced a finger under each letter.

			“Silent Key.”

			She looked up at me, mouth open wide. “Did Uncle Bert write that?”

			“He did. I think it’s a reference to ham radio operators – do you know what those are?”

			She nodded. “He showed me when I was here.”

			“Okay. So a silent key is an operator who’s passed away.”

			Her forehead scrunched while she took it in. I had a knee-jerk desire to protect her from even the mention of death, but it wasn’t practical. She had a vague understanding, since she’d known more death than a five-year-old should, but the concept of forever hadn’t sunk in.

			“So gone like Daddy,” she said.

			I put an arm around her. “Yes, sweet pea, gone like Daddy.”

			“Is Daddy the silent key? Is that why we had to find it? Does that mean he’ll come back?”

			I took a shaky breath, the hope in her voice a knife in my heart. “I don’t think so, honey. It’s like we talked about, Daddy can’t come back, remember?”

			She dipped her chin and wouldn’t look at me.

			“And anyway, Daddy wasn’t an operator.” I paused, wondering if that were even true. The Tony I had known wasn’t a ham radio enthusiast, but maybe the other one was, the one that kept himself hidden from me. I shook it off. It didn’t matter now. “I think Bert might have been looking for someone, and maybe they were the silent key. I’m not sure.”

			She studied me from sweet brown eyes that looked just like her father’s. “Do you think he’s here?” she asked.

			“The key? I don’t know, honey.” I sure as hell hoped not. “But maybe something Bert left us could help keep the house safe, you think? Want to help me look?”

			We lay on our bellies and sorted through things, Sammy studying each object and placing them in piles that made sense only to her. I made notes of anything she named. Dimi came out to join us when he was done with his work, but in the end we didn’t know a whole lot more than when we started.

			Sammy sat turning a piece of chalk over in her small hands, scowling. “I just can’t ’member, Mommy. When Daddy did stuff like this, he had a lady that helped him. I was s’posed to learn, when I got bigger.”

			Dimi reached a swift hand out to touch the back of my wrist and I took a breath, pushed my anger somewhere else for the moment. When he was sure I wasn’t going to fly off the handle, he scooched next to her, arms looped loosely around his knees.

			“This lady, do you remember her name, little one?”

			She looked at him, wary and separated from us by all the secrets her father made her keep. “Just some lady. I don’t know.”

			“And did you meet her here? Or back home?” I asked as calmly as I could. Dimi shot me a look that told me it wasn’t as calm as I’d hoped.

			Sammy drew further away. “Both, I guess.”

			Dimi let her keep her distance. “We are simply wondering if this lady might be able to help us. Do you think she could do that?”

			She turned to look at me and I dredged up a smile.

			“Maybe. Daddy knew how to call her.”

			“And when he did? What did he say her name was?”

			She looked down at the floor. “Ally. He said she was a really old friend. But maybe she can’t help you, Mommy.”

			“Why’s that?” If I couldn’t manage calm, I could at least keep it quiet.

			“She talked about you a lot, but Daddy told her not to call you. He got kinda mad about it. I don’t think he wanted her to be your friend.”

			Dimi tweaked one of her curls. “Ah, well. Perhaps it is not a good idea after all. There might be someone else, yes?” He glanced at me.

			I smiled. “Of course. Mr. Morgan told me today, there’s a pastor here in Silver City who might be able to help. He gave me her number, and—”

			“No!” Sammy shrieked.

			Dimi and I stared as she stumbled to her feet, chest heaving, glaring at me.

			I reached for her. “Sammy? Sweetheart, what’s wrong?”

			“Never! Daddy said never, ever, ever. You can’t make me see her, you can’t, she’ll—” Her voice caught, suspended by sobs, and she ran for our bedroom, slamming the door behind her.

			Dimi and I exchanged a look.

			“What the hell?” he asked.

			“I don’t know. I’ll go see.”

			He frowned. “Does she need time alone?”

			I shook my head. “What she needs is to know I’m here, that I’ll listen. If she wants alone time after that, fine.”

			I found her on our bed, curled with her head under a pillow, shivering. The room felt cold, and the rancid smell of old blood filled my nostrils. This wasn’t right – none of this was right. Morgan had a point about me needing to take my experiences seriously – why was it I could do that for everyone but myself? I glanced around the gathering shadows and went to my kid, sitting close enough to put my hand on her trembling back.

			“Sammy? Can you tell me what’s wrong?”

			Her voice was thick with tears. “You’re going to take me to her and she’s going to hurt me. Daddy said, he told me never.”

			I lay next to her and wrapped myself around her body, the way I’d done when she’d been tiny and deigned to fall asleep in my bed. “I won’t. I won’t take you if you don’t want to go. I didn’t know. And Sammy.” I held her close. “I will never let anyone hurt you, do you understand?”

			Her little body still heaved, but she relaxed into my arms and let me hold her. I stroked her curls and dried her tears.

			“Can you tell me what you’re afraid of, honey? What did Daddy say would happen?”

			She didn’t answer, and I tried not to take it personally. I wondered, though, how many more mines Tony had planted in my way to my daughter.

			I snuggled closer to her, shutting everything else out. Especially that nagging, desperate need to always be doing. “I’m trying, baby. I know I’m not Daddy, but I will always listen to you. We’ll figure this out, okay? I promise.”

			I had no way of knowing if she believed me. I wished I had the faith to believe myself.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Sammy’s outburst left her drained enough to fall asleep, and when she got up she was calmer, even settling in my lap for a minute or two. Her arms looped around my neck, her soft curls against my shoulder when she rested her head on my chest – it was better medicine than anything that came in a bottle. The one silver lining to the upheaval in our lives was the extra time I got with her. Before everything went to hell, I was never home enough, especially when I worked overtime. I’d never wanted to be a stay-at-home mom, and those parents who could deserved all the accolades and chocolate, but missing Sammy was a physical ache. Having her close was a blessing I tried not to take for granted.

			I broke my own rules about screen time for the umpteenth time since Tony died and gave her my tablet, so I could have her near me. While she giggled at cartoon antics, I spent the rest of the day with Bert’s journal, working through every book I could find to test as the key. It was the last source of untapped information, and I needed to do something. It was hazy at first, but the method came back to me as I went, the strategies I’d used as a kid to match the code to a specific page in a book.

			The work tried my patience something awful. Back then, Bert always left a clue for what book he meant me to use. I pored through his note to me, and everything else in the packet, but couldn’t come up with anything. So I was stuck trying every book in the house, and by the time the sun went down, all I’d done was give myself eye strain and a crick in my neck.

			Rick checked in that night, and though I’d acquiesced to Dimi’s desire to keep the sheriff out of the loop, that didn’t extend to my partner.

			“Fuck. And Dimi thinks it’s someone who followed you from New York?”

			I glanced at my brother, standing by the stove stirring things that smelled like heaven. “He won’t commit. He’s not even sure it’s fresh – might have happened before we got here.”

			Dimi lifted a wooden spoon dripping with sauce. “The boathouse at least was new.”

			Rick sighed and I pictured the way he’d be sitting, bent at the waist, an elbow resting on his knee. He sounded exhausted. It was a lot to keep up with, and he carried the burden alone, for the most part.

			“Do you want to come home, Cameo?” he asked, and tears started to my eyes.

			I took the phone to the front porch and sat scrunched up on the love seat, my feet tucked beneath me. “Yes. But also no. Do you think it’s safer there?”

			He hesitated. “Hell, I don’t know. Part of me just wants you guys here, where I can keep an eye on you. But it fucking bugs me that somebody got in the precinct, not to mention Dimi’s place. You gotta have a death wish to break in over in his neighborhood. Whoever’s here, Cam, they’re real fucking trouble, and the timing would be pretty tight for the same person to have been poking around at Bert’s house.” He snorted. “Even Woodford’s started to think Tony might have actually been murdered.”

			I made a sound closer to a growl than a laugh. The detective heading up Tony’s case had tied himself in knots to avoid acknowledging foul play, and if Rick hadn’t kept a hand in I’d have already lost my mind. “So was that him that called Barney Fife?”

			Rick cleared his throat. “Ah, no. That was me. Sorry, I don’t mean to hover, I just don’t like you being on your own down there. You suck at asking for help, so I thought I’d make you a play date.”

			“I do not. You and Dimi do all my bitch work. I’m actually a selfish user.”

			“Huh. Good point. Maybe Ortiz can take some of that off my plate. Either way, I feel better with someone local watching your back.”

			I sniffed and rubbed my sleeve across my face. “I’m not alone, anyway. I have Dimi.”

			There was a long silence.

			“What?” I asked. “What now? I know Homicide thinks he’s sketchy, but you’ve known him for years.”

			“Ease up, Cameo. I love Dimi, it’s just…look, I finally got over to his place to check it out. I knew he hadn’t left anything behind, so it wasn’t high priority, but man. His place got trashed. I’m talkin’ hammers to the wall, broken windows, piss and shit everywhere.”

			I sat up, my free hand at my throat. “What the hell? Were the other places like that?”

			“No, not even close. Nothing like that level of anger. And believe me, whoever was in there was angry as fuck, and it looked personal. Did you ever consider whether this was more about him than you? Because the guy has a knack for making enemies. You know that.”

			I pressed the heel of my hand against an incipient headache. “I love you, Fierro, but I’m hanging up.” Not because he wasn’t right, but because I had no answers. The fact that Dimi could be a vicious force of nature was part of why I liked having him around.

			“Just be safe, huh? On all fronts?”

			I agreed to it and headed back inside, but not before stopping to look up the hill at Eric Morgan’s place. His lights were on and his truck was there, and it made me feel a little bit better.

			That night Sammy and I moved to the junked-up room across the hall. The futon was nowhere near as comfortable as the bed, but I hoped a change of surroundings might mean a peaceful night for us both. Before we went to bed, Dimi checked the physical perimeter of the house, and I searched every corner. I wished I had some ghost-hunting gear to thrust into every room, something that would scream an alarm when the spooky shit got close. Maybe I’d look into it. You could buy anything online, and I’d have paid every cent of Tony’s life insurance to make us safe. But there was no equipment in the world that could have helped us that night. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			I woke to the sound of my daughter crying. They were dark, bitter tears, the kind of chest-heaving sobs a child gives when they’ve lost all hope. I’d heard her cry that way before, and it broke my heart in two.

			I sat up in the darkness, my hand searching the rumpled sheets for her body beside me. The bed was cold and empty. The crying grew louder, but not closer.

			The corner, had to be. That was where these sessions always ended up. I swung my legs out of bed, flipping on my phone’s flashlight. I recoiled when my bare feet squished into the sodden carpet. Just like the motel, but this room was nowhere close to the bathtub. What the fuck was going on?

			“Sammy?” I whispered, my light finding only empty walls. I spun faster, shadows jumping, no sign of my daughter. My phone blipped off, leaving me blind. When I couldn’t get it to come back on, I jammed it in the pocket of my pajamas and put a hand to the nearest wall, making a slow circuit. My foot nudged something big and warm in the dark, and I pulled back. My eyes adjusted enough for me to make out Atticus standing guard by the closet. Samantha huddled in the farthest corner, her small shoulders bent, her forehead pressed close to the wall. If she heard me she gave no sign, but Atticus watched me in the dark.

			“Good boy,” I whispered, and gave his head a pat as I knelt down. He leaned into my touch but didn’t budge from his post.

			“Samantha, honey, I’m here. Tell me what’s going on.”

			She pressed closer to the wall, eyes squeezed shut in the darkness. “Not looking,” she got out between hitching sobs. “I’m not looking.”

			I squinted into the shadows, but saw nothing. “Okay then. If something’s in this room with us, let’s go. I’ll carry you out, you don’t have to look.”

			When I tried to stand, a strong wave of vertigo nearly knocked me on my ass. I shook my head, braced a hand on the wall, and tried again. But the feeling didn’t pass. Instead my legs buckled, my weight shifting heavily to the right. My head felt odd, heavy, and my ears popped but it didn’t relieve the pressure.

			I struggled against gravity that had been turned on its side, reaching for Sammy as she pitched back into my arms, the floor moving beneath us. How the hell could it do that? Her sobbing continued and she clapped her hands over her ears. Whatever was going on here wasn’t just me.

			I managed to get her on my hip, bending my knees to get my balance, but even the few steps to the door were a battle, the climb getting steeper by the second. Atticus trailed us, having similar problems, his claws scrabbling for hold. I couldn’t get oriented, unable to visualize what was happening. It felt like one whole side of the house had been lifted on a jack, but that didn’t make sense.

			“Dimi!” I called out. “Get your ass in here, now.”

			There was no response, but when we made it to the hallway the house came alive with a confusion of noise that screwed my senses further. A cacophony of klaxon alarms and the sounds of rending metal blended with shouts in Russian and an odd hissing noise. I stopped where I was, squeezing my eyes shut, dizzy as I’d ever been after a heavy night of drinking. I felt sick, the world flung upside down, and darker than it should be.

			“Dimi?” I tried again, focusing on the shouting, tuning everything else out. It had to be him, but it sounded like it was coming from everywhere at once.

			As disoriented as I’d been in our bedroom, it was worse out here, the air heavy and wet. I braced myself against the wall but flinched away from a stream of unbearable heat. My hand was scalded and stinging after less than a second’s contact. It was water – a fine spray coming from everywhere at once. It shouldn’t have been bad, but it was superheated, hanging in the air and making it hard to breathe. I struggled to pull enough oxygen into my lungs, but it felt like breathing warm syrup. Atticus hacked and coughed beside me, and I put my free hand to his collar. I didn’t want to risk losing him in the dark.

			“Mommy, it’s happening!” Sammy was hysterical, sobbing against my neck. Her whole body trembled, her nails digging into my skin.

			“I’ve got you, babe,” I said, reeling in my own panic and forcing calm into my voice. I settled her more firmly against me, my bicep aching. “You don’t have to look, Mommy’s got you.”

			I’d gotten turned around in the dark, no idea where the front door was. The floor had grown slick in the ceaseless spray, and I could see nothing. Where the hell was the moon? Even if the electricity was off, it shouldn’t be this dark. I wiped moisture from my eyes, fought against the floor’s crazy drift. Had it been tilting us toward the door, or away? Atticus pulled, his considerable strength dragging me in his wake, and I tightened my grip on his collar. He fought in one steady direction, and I followed, struggling to keep hold as Sammy’s weight slipped down my body.

			Shouting came from close by on my left, but I saw nothing in the chaotic dark.

			“Dimi?” I cried.

			A second voice answered the first from just behind me, close enough to feel breath on the back of my neck, and my blood went cold.

			“Oh, fuck this,” I said, doubling my speed for the door. Atticus pulled free of my grip to circle back and herd us from behind. The whole house groaned, the heat rising to unbearable levels. The pressure in my head was worse than ever, but we made it to the front door. It canted at a sharp angle and at first wouldn’t open. Sammy slid in my wet grip but clung to me like a limpet, her small body shuddering. One-handed, I struggled with the door. Atticus stood on his hind legs and scratched, leaving deep scores in the wood. At last it sprung free of its frame and we stumbled out into the night, finally able to hear our own screams.

			We hit the wet grass at the bottom of the stairs, my lungs still burning in the cooler air. Atticus circled around to stand between us and the house, his big head lowered, his focus on the open door. Whatever was happening in there wasn’t over. The sounds, the heat, the movement of the contracting walls, and through the windows the reflection of unstill waters roiled.

			“Dimi!” I screamed. My brother was still in there.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Strong hands closed around my arm and pulled me back, away from the house.

			“Come on, come on, I ain’t got any idea how far that shit can reach,” came a deep voice behind me.

			I turned to find Morgan at my back, looking like he’d just fallen out of bed and trying to get me to his waiting truck. I looked back at the house, everything in me urging me to go back inside. I couldn’t leave Dimi behind – he would never have left me.

			“Mommy, please,” sobbed Samantha.

			I handed her to Morgan and kissed her forehead. “I’ll be right back,” I promised.

			Her scream tore at my heart, but I steeled myself and ran back up the steps. Standing at the threshold was like being at one of those crazy upside-down museums or funhouses – the door still canted to one side, and this close the heavy pressure returned. Shadows of water moved across the windows, and my heart froze. Was that what I’d have to face? Deep, dark waves?

			“Dimi!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, but got no response. The cries from inside were worse than ever, the heat intense, and as I leaned closer the skin on my face tightened, stinging like a bad sunburn. What the fuck would happen if I went back in there? What was happening to Dimi right now? Were some of those screams his? I braced my hands against the doorframe and gritted my teeth.

			“Cam, he ain’t in there,” bellowed Morgan before I could take another step. He sounded a hell of a lot farther away than the few yards that separated us.

			His words broke the spell and I looked back. Sammy sat in the cab of his truck, both hands reaching for me, tears streaming down her face. Guilt kicked in hard – her worst nightmare was losing her only parent, and I’d gone and given her a front-row seat. I closed my eyes and pushed away, but it took effort this time, getting clear of the door. More than the psychological need to find my brother, there was a physical pull to the place. Would I have ever made it out again if I’d gone back inside?

			Every step away from Bert’s felt like a nail in Dimi’s coffin. I was consigning him to death, but Sammy was more important, and he would have agreed. I bit my lips to keep from sobbing, and sat with my daughter in my lap long after Morgan’s truck made it the short distance up the hill.

			Her screams turned to those of fury. “I hate you! I hate you! I hate you!” Each repetition was punctuated with a small fist driven into my chest, just over my heart. I sat still and took it, knowing I’d be sore as hell the next day. A reminder that her fury was more than justified, and I deserved much worse.

			I let it go on as long as she needed. The pummeling fists slowed, the blows landing lighter until she collapsed against me, sobbing. I wrapped my arms around her and tucked my head beside hers. “I love you. I’m so sorry,” I whispered. She slumped against me, no longer fighting, but she wouldn’t return my embrace. I deserved that, hating myself at least as much as she was. Which was worse? A father who makes you keep secrets, or a mother who risks making you an orphan?

			I carried her up the front stairs to a brightly lit foyer, Atticus trotting at my side. Morgan’s house had plenty of space, with bedrooms to spare, but we chose to all curl up in his living room, equipped with a butter-soft couch and two easy chairs. He brought us blankets and puttered around clearing surfaces, apologizing the whole time about the mess. I barely heard him; my focus was on my daughter. I stroked the hair at her temples, watching her eyelids grow heavy until they finally closed, her breathing deep and even.

			I slid out from under her, tucked her in and went to the sliding doors that gave the best view of Bert’s house. All had gone quiet – there were no lights, no screams, no sounds of rending metal. There was also no sign of Dimi, and I braced myself for more grief. My face stung after only minimal exposure, my hand throbbing where spray from the walls scalded me. What was going on at Bert’s wasn’t a harmless haunting.

			Morgan hovered beside me, a dark reflection in the glass. “You okay?” he asked.

			I palmed tears from my face. “Why did you say Dimi wasn’t in there? Do you know that for certain?”

			“Pretty sure, yeah,” he rumbled. “Your car ain’t there.”

			My heart froze, afraid to hope, but when I peered into the night desert he was right – the Kia was gone. It wasn’t conclusive, but relief flooded through me. My phone had somehow made the trip with us, so I tried calling Dimi six times in the next two minutes, with no response. Still, it rang through instead of going straight to voicemail, so I took hope from that.

			Morgan laid a hand on my shoulder, his warmth an antidote for the freeze that spread through my body. I was in my pjs in a house with heavy air-conditioning, but this went beyond that, the adrenaline leaching out of my system leaving me drained and achey.

			“C’mon. I got somethin’ that’ll help.”

			When I hesitated, he smiled. “We ain’t goin’ outta sight or sound of her, I promise. Just to the kitchen.”

			I didn’t ask where the bottle of Larceny Small Batch came from, I just wrapped myself in the shirt he’d loaned me and appreciated the mellow creeping in over the terror of the night. He sat with a beer in front of him, content to wait in silence.

			“What made you come out there?” I asked when I could form words again.

			He flushed and looked down at the table. “I sorta…I been keepin’ an eye on the place, since y’all moved in. Not, not like a stalker or somethin’ – I promise I ain’t been invading your privacy or anything. It’s just, like I said, somethin’ happened to that house. It ain’t right anymore.”

			I frowned. “So you just…what, stay up all night and watch our house?”

			He shook his head, but still wouldn’t meet my eye. “No, not like that at all. All’s I did was start sleepin’ with my windows open again. That way I could hear if somethin’ went wrong – I used to do it back before Bert died, when I was worried about him. When it woke me up tonight, I knew, and I was afraid y’all wouldn’t be able to get out. That maybe what happened to Bert might happen to you. So, so I came. I’d rather look dumb than not be there if you needed me.”

			My eyes stung at another rush of tears, my nose still clogged from the last time. Maybe it was weird that our neighbor was so interested in us. Maybe I was a monumental idiot for sitting in his house in the middle of the night when no one else knew where we were. But when I thought of the cost of every single interaction for this man, how hard it would be for him to make that admission, I wondered if anyone had ever sacrificed like that for me, and I wanted this to be right.

			“Thank you,” I said, my voice husky, and he handed me a tissue. I dropped my gaze to the table, checking my phone for the twentieth time to avoid his eyes.

			“I know I shoulda just told you, but it’s hard comin’ up with the words, you know?”

			I gave an exhausted laugh. “Yeah, I really do.” I was fast sinking into a stupor, but he was still fidgeting and tense, and I reached for his hand. “I’m glad you came. I was almost really fucking dumb tonight.”

			He didn’t respond but wrapped my fingers in his own, and we sat like that for a long time.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			When next I woke, it was with my daughter beside me, and a heart full of worry. I blinked bleary eyes, but I was free of that dragging, ill feeling that had shadowed my every day for the last four months. I lay still and breathed it in, probing carefully for misery, but it wasn’t my body playing a trick on me. I actually felt human. I sat up and groped for my phone. My heart dropped when there was nothing from Dimi.

			Easing out from behind Samantha, I went to the glass doors trying not to hope, but there was still no Kia. I searched the early morning gloom, but there was no movement, and no sign of where my brother had gone. Nor was there any indication of the insanity that took place in that house the night before, but I dreaded seeing the inside.

			I checked Sammy one more time before leaving her with Atticus while I found a bathroom. The smell of coffee led me to the kitchen, where Morgan sat at the table reading. I stood in the doorway for several seconds, self-conscious in a way I hadn’t been the night before.

			He smiled and got me a cup as soon as he saw me. “Anything from Dimi?” he asked, pulling out a chair.

			I shook my head and tried to quell the fear in my heart. Last night the realization that Dimi took my car had been a relief, but the fact that he wasn’t back yet was ramping my anxiety. I wanted to go look for him, but I had to be there for my daughter when she woke. I wasn’t going to keep making the same mistakes.

			“You said something last night. About Bert, and how he died.”

			His expression closed off and I touched his hand.

			“Not that part. I meant when you said you were worried about the same thing that happened to Bert, happening to us. What’d you mean by that? Bert died from radiation poisoning, right?”

			“Ostensibly, yeah. I mean that’s what I think it was.”

			I waited instead of asking the obvious question.

			He wrapped both hands around his coffee cup and stared into it. “It’s probably nuts, I know that. But I can’t help thinkin’ about how he got exposed, and how it happened so fast. I told you I’d taken to sleepin’ with my windows open. It was a night like that when I found him. Early mornin’ I s’pose, but that racket woke me up and I came lookin’ for him.”

			“You went in there? With all that going on?”

			He shook his head. “It was quiet by the time I got over there, but I know what I heard before that. Bert was alone, in bad shape like I told you, and both he and the floor around him were soakin’ wet.”

			I remembered what Ortiz said, about the mysterious death of Jack Turner. The similar findings from Tony’s autopsy, and the sodden carpet beneath my feet just before everything went to hell. “You think whatever that was, it killed Bert?”

			Morgan drew his shoulders in and avoided my eye. “Told you it was nuts. But every time I tell myself that, I can’t help but try to find a better explanation, and I ain’t got one.”

			I sat frowning at the tabletop, turning it over in my mind. Could ghosts kill? That seemed an outlandish thought – if they were real, then they were by nature indefinite, existing on a different plane, unable to influence our own. But what was I basing that on, other than years of consumption of horror media and ghost-hunting shows? Whatever happened at Bert’s the night before had plenty of earthly elements – the vertigo, the tilting floor, the heat and strange sprays of water. This went way beyond some green-screen bullshit of ambiguity. Even granting that, though, did I believe they could cause the kind of massive cell degeneration Morgan described?

			I thought of the rising heat, the way it stung my skin. Was the house itself a source of contamination? Were Sammy and I in trouble?

			“What’re you thinking?” asked Morgan.

			I rubbed my eyes and tried to focus. “I’m thinking I need clones. Like a minimum of three of me.”

			He gave me a small smile. “My mom used to say that all the time. Anything I can help with?”

			“I don’t think so. I need to find Dimi, I need to find out more about what the hell happened to Bert, and I need to talk to Joel Ortiz about Jack Turner. I also need to find a way to fight ghosts, and I need to do all of that without leaving my daughter’s sight.” My isolation weighed heavy on me, and I felt an aching wish for Tony. This hellscape was largely his creation, but I couldn’t stop those feelings. Why hadn’t his cheating canceled that out? It was an unfair emotional loophole.

			“Let’s start with Dimi. You want me to call the sheriff’s office?”

			I drummed my fingers against my thigh. “Should we check over there first? What if he is in the house?”

			He shrugged. “Okay, I’ll check.”

			I studied him. “You’d go in there?”

			“You were goin’ to.”

			“Right, but….”

			“But you’re a badass and I ain’t? I know that, but I can fake it to impress you, right?” He grinned, and I told the butterflies in my stomach to take a hike or I’d drown them in bourbon.

			My instinct was to tell him no. If anyone was going to risk their lives over there, it should be me. Dimi would have volunteered, but he wasn’t here, and if I wanted to see him again, I didn’t have the choice of going it alone.

			It didn’t take Morgan long to return with a head shake and a grim expression. “He ain’t in there.”

			I blew out a breath, the constriction around my chest easing. “What’s it look like inside? Bad?”

			“About like it did after Bert. Floor was soaked, and that dead fish smell was back, but otherwise it’s like it never happened.”

			“Mommy?” Samantha called with an edge of panic.

			“I’m here,” I said, running into the living room. “Hey, you. You slept late.”

			She gave me a wary look, her eyes still swollen and red. Tears welled up again, and I reached for her.

			“I’m sorry, Mommy,” she whispered. “I don’t hate you.”

			I stroked her hair. “I know that, honey.”

			“Do you hate me?”

			I pulled back to look into her eyes, my hands cupping the most precious face in my world. “There is nothing, and I mean nothing, you or anyone else could do or say to make me stop loving you. You understand?”

			Her face crumpled and she nodded, then cried against me for a minute or so. I held her and cried too, for everything we had lost, and everything we’d come close to losing. Atticus waited as long as was reasonable before shoving his head between us, and Sammy laughed and wrapped her arms around his neck.

			“This place is really cool, Mommy. Is it a library?”

			For the first time I took notice of my surroundings. Morgan’s living room was entirely walled in bookshelves. It reached the full two stories, and beside a fireplace, a rolling ladder stood just waiting for one of us to start enacting scenes from Beauty and the Beast. I stood and took a quick peek at his titles, noticing at least three full bookcases given over to horror. This guy was like Cam catnip.

			Sammy searched a shelf close to her eyeline. “I don’t see any ghosts, Mommy,” she said after a minute.

			“You don’t?” I asked, my heart racing before I saw her hands on the spines and realized what she meant. “It’s not a real library, so there aren’t stickers to tell us which are ghost stories. But I’m sure Mr. Morgan could help you find some.”

			She smiled shyly and looked around the place. “I don’t see any other ghosts, either.” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “It’s a really safe place, can you feel it?”

			Before we had a chance to pursue the subject, the smell of bacon reached us from the kitchen and Sammy opened her eyes and went running for it. I followed at a more sedate pace, trying to feel what she did. Was the safety a part of having Morgan close, or was there something different about this place?

			Morgan gave Sammy a warm welcome and got her set up with a breakfast of bacon and pancakes, but before I could sit down he jerked his head at me with a frown. I followed him into the hall with a dip of my gut.

			“I called Joel. He’s gonna want to talk to you, but he found Dimi.”

			“Found him where?” I asked, trying to keep my tone even. “Where is he now?”

			He sighed. “He was dumped in front of the sheriff’s station sometime last night. One of the deputies found him early mornin’, but he didn’t have any ID on him, so they didn’t know to call you.”

			“Fuck me,” I said, squeezing my eyes shut. “There a reason Dimi couldn’t tell them himself?”

			“Head injury. Joel wasn’t sure how bad, but it was messy. He’s at the hospital now, but he hadn’t regained consciousness, last Joel heard.”

			My heart froze in my chest. “Car accident? Hit and run?”

			He shook his head. “Somebody hit him, looks like.”

			“But not – he’s not—”

			He put a hand on my shoulder. “No, he was breathin’.”

			“I have to go. I need to see him.” I looked around for my keys before remembering my car was gone, and my purse was still back over at the hell house. “Shit, I can’t leave Sammy, but—”

			“I’ll take you. Let’s go.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			My feet pounded down cold tile hallways, dodging nurses and slow-moving patients until I made it to Dimi’s hospital room. I stopped outside, my heart in my throat, wondering if my life was about to get turned upside down again. “Please, you fucking prick,” I muttered as I stepped inside. “Please don’t be dead.”

			His eyes were closed and blackened, but his mouth quirked up on one side. “I am not, but I expected better treatment from you, Rybka.”

			Tears sprang to my eyes and I threw my arms around him. “Oh thank Christ, you stubborn fuckwit, jerkface asshat.”

			He’d groaned and tried to pull away from my loving assault, but he perked up at that. “Ass-hat? What is this ass-hat? Why have I not heard it before?”

			I sat back and wiped my tears with the hem of my shirt. “Because I told the other cops to stop teaching you shit. But since you’re injured, I gift you asshat. Use it in a sentence today.”

			“Ass-hat,” he repeated several times under his breath, trying out inflections.

			“Hey. Injured or not, you are in deep shit with me, Zolnerowich. Where the fuck did you go last night, without even telling me you were leaving? I’ve been worried sick.” My breath hitched. “I thought you were dead.”

			He avoided my eyes. “Yes, well. I intended to be back before you woke. And a man must have some secrets, yes?”

			I eyed him. “When did you find time to get a hookup?”

			He sniffed. “There is this thing called the internet. You should try it.” Eyes narrowed, he looked behind me. “You are all right? Where is my little one?”

			“She’s with Morgan – they’re one floor down in the cafeteria.”

			He looked me over, eyes boring into mine. “You are not okay. What happened?”

			I dropped my gaze. “We’re fine. Ghost shit.”

			“What kind of ghost shit?” he asked, the tension still in his voice.

			I gave him the thumbnail description, feeling dumb the whole time, though the terror of those endless seconds scrabbling for the door in a sea of disembodied voices still made me cold. Morgan was right – it was hard to find the words, even telling someone I knew would believe me.

			As I finished, Dimi reached out to touch my cheek, which was pinker than usual. “That’s why, when I couldn’t find you last night, I was afraid…I thought you hadn’t made it out.”

			He stared at the wall behind me with murderous intent. “Eb tvou mat,” he said through grinding molars.

			“Yeah. Don’t ask me what the fuck any of it means though, because I haven’t gotten there yet.” I shuddered. Even in the sterile brightness of the hospital, I wanted space from the memory. “Anyway. You gonna tell me what the hell happened? Who beat you up?”

			“I do not know,” he said, but he drew into himself, and I didn’t like the look in his eyes.

			I leaned in close. “Cough. It. Up. Does this have something to do with what happened to your apartment?”

			He frowned. “So you know about that.”

			“Of course I do, Rick told me.” I glared. “Although the implication that you thought this was something you could keep from me is less than cute. What is this, Dimi? Who’s coming after you?”

			He dropped his gaze and picked at his blanket. “I am not lying when I say I do not know. I did not get a look at them – I was jumped from behind.”

			“Someone got the drop on you?” I asked, my eyebrows reaching for my hairline.

			“Yes, there is no need to rub it in. Whoever it is, they were Russian, and FSB.”

			Cold prickled up my spine. FSB was the Federal Security Bureau, a change in name only from the former KGB, from which Dimi had defected ten years before.

			“How do you know?” I asked in a whisper.

			His ice-blue eyes met mine. “It was a phrase he used – one that was common to our profession, that I have used many times myself.”

			I waited, and he straightened.

			“He said he had brought my nine ounces.”

			I frowned. “Nine ounces?”

			He tapped behind one ear. “It means 9mm bullet, right here.” He swallowed. “He said he had brought enough for all of us.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			“Petrovich,” I said.

			He returned no answer, but I pushed on.

			“It has to be. Who the fuck else would go to all this trouble?”

			Rudi Petrovich, a Russian crime boss who was both the reason Dimi was in my life, and the cause of the six-inch scar across my right hip. My first and only undercover op had been to infiltrate his gang. The guy who tapped me for the job had finally figured out the secret – the male cops he sent in kept getting made, because no one got close to Petrovich without a years-long pedigree. Women were another story. An old-school sexist, the guy saw women as so much furniture, without the autonomy to exist beyond the physical wants of his men. Young, fluent in Russian, and too dumb to know any better, I’d slid right into the belly of the beast with no one the wiser.

			Except Dimi. One of Petrovich’s most ruthless enforcers, he’d made me as a cop the first time he met me. He could have killed me. He could have done a lot of things, but instead he’d come early one morning to scoop me up from the lower-level guy I was playing girlfriend to. He’d taken me back to a house he shared with three other Russians, and that car ride was the most scared I’d ever been up to that point. I’d wanted to call my handler, get the fuck out and call the thing a wash, but Dimi didn’t give me a choice. Instead, he installed me in his bedroom, and slept on the floor by the door every night until the day I fucked up Petrovich’s world. The man had been out of circulation for a long time now, and Homicide wrote him off as a suspect. But he had plenty of reason to hate us both, and I had uneasy memories of what he’d done to the people who’d earned his ire back when I’d known him.

			Dimi smirked. “I am talented in the area of pissing people off. Petrovich is neither the first nor the worst.”

			“Right, dildo, but your guy mentioned ‘all of you’ – is that us? Our family? Because if so, our Venn diagrams of revenge don’t overlap that much, dude.”

			He shrugged, and his expression hardened. “Perhaps it is just someone who hates me enough to threaten what I love. That is why I was worried – they had not yet let me use the phone, and I needed to know you were okay.”

			I sighed and wondered what the hell I was supposed to do now. “Do we think this is the same person creeping around Bert’s place?”

			He shrugged. “It seems likely.”

			I studied him. “Why do you think they left you alive? Was it intentional, or did they think they’d killed you?”

			His eyelids lowered and obscured any read I might have gotten from him. “I do not know the answer to that, either. The fact that I was dumped at the sheriff’s station and not a medical facility leads me to believe the latter.”

			 Every time my mind skated close to the idea of Dimi dead, I veered in another direction. “Well, whatever, the time for lone gunman is over. I’m bringing in Rick and Ortiz. Not that we have a choice – Ortiz peeled you off his front step this morning.” I kissed his cheek and headed for the door. “You okay for a few? I need to make some calls and check on Sammy – she likes Morgan, but with the palate on that kid she’ll raise hell if the hot chocolate isn’t up to par.”

			Dimi grabbed my wrist, his face blank when I turned to look at him.

			“Are you leaving me, Rybka?”

			I frowned. “What? No. Just trying to regroup. There’s a fuck of a lot to worry about right now.”

			“Because I would understand, if you did.”

			I came back to the bed and sat beside him, taking his hand in mine. It was rare that Dimi needed anything or anyone, and there were plenty of people who believed he was incapable of feeling insecurity, but I knew better. So I looked into his eyes, squeezed his hand, and told him what he needed to hear. “I’m not going anywhere, numbnuts. Also, I love you, and I’m really fucking glad you’re not dead.”

			“You say the sappiest things. While you are fucking around out there, find my doctor and get me discharged. You cannot be left unsupervised.”

			I was ready for a heart attack when I returned to a closed cafeteria, but I checked my phone to find a text from Morgan explaining they’d been lured by an ice cream stand and were sitting in his truck with Atticus getting a sugar buzz. He sent me a picture of my daughter with melted chocolate smeared over her entire face, and I hoped he wasn’t too in love with his truck’s interior. I sent back my own proof-of-life selfie, which had been one of Sammy’s conditions for being left with Morgan, and shot them Dimi’s room info, now that I knew he was in a condition to be seen. My daughter didn’t need any more horrors taking up headspace.

			I found Sheriff Ortiz in conversation with an exhausted-looking resident whose name tag read Dr. Patel. Ortiz was getting the rundown on Dimi’s injuries for the police report, but he stopped to introduce me. When I dutifully asked if Dimi would be allowed home that day, the doctor put both hands up.

			“No, absolutely not, and I’ve heard plenty of this from him already. He has a serious head injury, Ms. Ambrose. He only regained consciousness a short time ago, so he will be staying at least one night for observation, is that understood?”

			I backed up a step. “I see you’ve gotten the full Dimi treatment already, so that’s promising. I said I’d ask and I have. I bow to your superior medical knowledge, Doc.”

			He sighed and cleaned his glasses, then turned away to address a nurse as she went by. We were dismissed.

			Ortiz eyed me critically. “What the hell is your brother into, Cam? This kinda thing doesn’t happen much in Silver City.”

			I shrugged. “You can ask him and see if he’ll tell you any more than he did me.”

			He twisted his mouth to one side. “You think it’s the same person who’s been fucking around at your place?”

			I frowned. “How’d you—”

			“Dimi mentioned it. Kinda disappointed you didn’t tell me earlier.”

			“Yeah, well,” I said, feeling a flash of annoyance at my brother. He was the one who’d wanted to leave Ortiz out of the loop in the first place, and now I looked stupid, shady, or worse.

			The sheriff grinned. “I get it. What cop can resist keeping shit in-house? But maybe give me a heads-up next time?”

			I returned his smile. “I can do that.”

			“Good deal. I’m gonna go talk to your brother, but find me later. I’ll send a deputy out to document whatever you guys found. I’d love to believe whoever went after Dimi doesn’t know where you live, but it’d be a pretty big coincidence.”

			I stared after him, thinking there was no way we could live there anymore. Three nights, that was as much as we’d gotten from our big do-over. Where the hell were we going to go now? There was New York, but Dimi was laid up here for at least one more night, and I still wasn’t sure how safe it would be. I wasn’t sure how safe anywhere would be until I figured some things out.

			I snagged Patel before he could make it to his next patient and asked about Uncle Bert. He pulled a face, told me he remembered the case, but hadn’t treated him. He sent me to the ER admin desk, which began an endless goose chase in which each person denied having treated Bert, but referred me to someone they thought had, and started the chain over again. No one even knew if he’d been admitted, or died in the ER. After the fifth no-go, I decided to take another tack.

			I found what I was looking for in a deserted back hallway, near a service elevator bank. A small, discreet sign indicated the elevator led to the morgue, on a basement level. I half expected it to be restricted access to even get down there, but it wasn’t until I stepped out of the elevator that I ran into an obstruction. I faced a set of closed doors with no buzzer or instructions, just a panel for a swipe card. I hesitated over whether to make a nuisance of myself, feeling naked without my badge. Then there was a chunk followed by a hydraulic hum and the double doors began to open.

			I stepped back and waited until two techs came through the doors, which automatically closed behind them. The young guy walked backward, absorbed in the story he was telling. He didn’t spare me a glance, but the older woman with him frowned and stopped, looked over at me.

			“Are you lost, ma’am?”

			Her tone was wary but not belligerent. Her companion looked me over with barely contained irritation – another member of the public who couldn’t read simple signs.

			“Not lost, but I’m not sure if you can help me.” I remembered my manners and made an effort to switch from Yankee to someone who belonged, hoping it sounded better outside my head than in. “I have some questions about a patient who died in this facility last December.”

			Now they were both wary, the woman’s pale eyes narrowing as she leaned away from me. “Anything like that has to go through hospital administration. I can’t help you.”

			Dippy, the irritable companion, started walking again and the woman followed suit.

			I trailed behind because I felt like annoying him. “I get that, and this isn’t a formal inquiry. It’s nothing to do with malpractice – the patient was my uncle, and the family has no problem with his care.” I hoped Dad wouldn’t make a liar out of me. However convoluted their record keeping, Bert’s death hadn’t been Gila Regional’s fault.

			I smiled, trying to soften my resting bitch face. “It’s kind of a peace-of-mind issue, for my dad.”

			Dippy huffed and turned his back on me. “Come on, Marla, let’s go. Elevator’s that way, lady.”

			The issue had been undecided until then, but a look of irritation crossed Marla’s face and she stepped back. “You go on. I’m due for a smoke break.”

			He sighed and did something with his head that flopped hair into his eyes. “It’s your funeral,” he said with a smirk, and headed on his way until he disappeared through another set of doors at the other end of the hall.

			“That quip would be funnier if he didn’t use it ten times a shift. Here, follow me.”

			She led me down a short hall to an outside door and used her badge to scan us into a small dirt courtyard with a single stone table and two benches. It was walled on all sides and clearly for hospital employees only. Marla settled on one of the benches and lit a cigarette, and I positioned myself upwind as much as I could without being rude. The courtyard was dry and provided no protection from the sun blazing overhead – we were both sweating before she spoke.

			“So, your uncle. Died in December, huh? I bet I know exactly who you’re askin’ about. That guy – the one the CDC came and took.”

			I sat down across from her, all thoughts of avoiding her smoke pushed to the back of my mind. “Yeah, that’s the one – Bert Donlon. I guess you remember him?”

			“Hard to forget, what with all the hazmat rigmarole.”

			Hazmat was new information, but it made sense, given the oddity of Bert’s condition. “Were you involved in…disposal?” I couldn’t think of a better way of saying it.

			“Not exactly. He came through the morgue, but those CDC guys took care of everything – special handling, lead-lined casket, the works.”

			Lead-lined casket. Morgan was right – a precaution like that wouldn’t be necessary if it wasn’t radiation. It also meant whatever they’d handed over to Dad in that urn hadn’t been Bert.

			“Did they tell you what killed him? When he came through, I mean? Was there any kind of autopsy?”

			She shook her head. “Not carried out by our people. They told us it might be some kinda industrial accident, but they were using contagion protocols out of an abundance of caution. We’re not stupid, though.” She grinned. “It’s the accent – people always underestimate southerners.”

			I smiled back. “So what was the consensus around here, about what killed him?”

			She shook her head. “Your New York accent doesn’t make me think you’re stupid either, honey. I said lead-lined casket and you didn’t blink. You’ve already heard radiation, haven’t you?”

			I hedged. “Not from any official source – no one upstairs can tell me who treated him.”

			She frowned and took another draw from her cigarette. “Then who? I ain’t been able to find anyone else who knows anything.”

			“Our neighbor was the one who brought him in.”

			Marla smiled. “Eric Morgan? And you got him to tell you about it? You must be one sweet talker. I don’t think I’ve heard that man speak more’n ten words in my life.”

			I blushed. “He’s been really welcoming,” was all I could think to say.

			“Mm hmm, I bet. Well, he’s a nice man. That explains why no one else is talkin’, though. I’ve been too skittish to tell anybody, and Eric won’t open his mouth for love or money.” She smiled at me again. “Well, money anyway.”

			“Why skittish?” I asked, eager to turn the subject.

			She shook her head and looked down at the stub between her fingers, the cigarette burned down nearly to the filter. “I guess you could say I was scared.”

			I frowned. “Of what? Did they say you couldn’t talk about it?”

			“Not exactly, though they certainly encouraged me to be discreet. No, what bothered me was the trucks.”

			“What trucks?” I asked.

			“Were you in the city on 9/11?”

			“I – yes, but not in the middle of things. I was eighteen, on my college campus. What does that have to do—”

			“You ever see any of those refrigerated trucks? The ones they used on the site, and at the morgue?”

			That same icy finger ran down my spine. I hadn’t seen the trucks – Dad wouldn’t let me anywhere near ground zero. But he had, and I’d read about them later. They were body trucks, for storage of disaster victims. Because of the volume of the tragedy, the morgues and hospitals ran out of room.

			“You’re telling me the CDC was expecting something large scale?”

			She blew a lock of short hair out of her eye. “They never said so, not to us, anyway. But the night your uncle died, and for a coupla weeks after, there were trucks parked out back, at least two refrigerated semis. No disrespect to your uncle, Miss Ambrose, but yeah. That was the part that really worried me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			On my slow trip back to Dimi’s room, I tried to shake the crushing sense of doom that slid over everything in my world. There were calls I had to make, things I needed to do, but each time I tried it started a cascade of other questions. Primary among which was, where the fuck could we go?

			Everything sounded kosher from the hall so I took a minute to call Rick and fill him in on Dimi’s attack. Once he finished using curse words in new and exciting ways, he promised to pin down a location for Petrovich, who should still have been rotting in a federal penitentiary. Rick barely kept a lid on his anger, sure it was Dimi putting us in the line of danger. I wasn’t so certain, but though Rick and Dimi got along okay in New York, each had unresolved trust issues with the other. Dimi didn’t trust any cop but me, and Rick didn’t like gangsters. I stayed out of it, like I always had.

			“Do me a favor, Cameo. I know Dimi’s the international man of mystery, but keep Ortiz in the loop from now on, will ya?”

			“Yes, sir. Hey, one more thing, Fierro.”

			“You’re coming home and we’re all moving into an industrial-sized panic room?”

			I smiled. “Not the worst idea you’ve had. No, I want you to find me everything you can on Tony’s autopsy. I want the full ME’s report, but if you talk to them, try to get a feel for whether there’s anything they left out.”

			There was a long silence on the other end. “You sure you want that, Cameo?”

			The night Tony died was on both our minds, that hellish trip to the morgue I’d insisted on, with Rick beside me. It broke me, seeing my husband with the life gone from his eyes, the chest I’d once lain my head on crushed beyond repair. There had been a flash of unbearable pain when I saw his face, a wave that incinerated hope in its path, then my mind separated from my body and I slumped to my knees next to Tony’s corpse, reaching for his hand. I’d begged him to return my touch, to be just enough alive that we could save him. It felt like all I needed was a few backward turns of the clock, and this could be fixed, tragedy averted. I was delirious enough to believe if I wished hard enough I could make it happen.

			When I pictured Tony now, I saw his cold arms returning my embrace on the stark autopsy table, pulling me to his ruined body, his crushed heart thudding against my cheek.

			I shuddered and took a deep breath, pushing away the images and the deep well of grief. “I’ll be okay. And this is important. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t.”

			He promised me, though he wasn’t happy. I stood out in the hall, leaning against the wall and staring at my phone. There was more to do, but I couldn’t think how to start. The bright notes of Sammy giggling with Dimi came through the door, and that at least eased my heart. My tiny family was still intact, and however badly Dimi had been hurt, he was going to be okay.

			Morgan eased into the hall and leaned beside me. “Hey, there. How’s the investigation goin’, Detective?”

			I told him what I knew, and he listened in silence. I’d hoped talking it out would clarify things, show me my next step, but all I felt was tired.

			“So your biggest worry right now is where to go,” he said, arms crossed over his broad chest, eyes on the tile floor.

			“Yup. I guess we need to find another hotel, but…fuck.” The hotel – the soaking floor, just like last night. Samantha swore she hadn’t turned the water on. I’d believed her, but I hadn’t followed up. Had she lain in terror five feet from me and not asked for help? Had this started then, or was it a continuation of something that plagued her in New York? Were there any rules to this shit?

			“Hey, uh, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way. Like, I ain’t trying to get anything over on you, but why don’t y’all just stay with me?”

			I pulled my mind back from the rabbit hole I was rapidly spinning down, examining every odd occurrence of the past year. Wondering what was real, what was coincidence, and what was the haunted landscape my daughter lived in bleeding into the rest of our lives.

			“What?” I asked, frowning.

			He turned red and tightened his arms around himself. “Not if you don’t want to. Maybe it’s a dumb idea, it’s just, my house is right there. There’s plenty of room, and a whole hell of a lotta dogs. My place is more secure than Bert’s, and ain’t nothin’ ever happened there. A hotel’s fine, but it ain’t gonna be as safe, if whoever jumped Dimi’s still hangin’ around.”

			I shook my head. “That’s a very kind offer, really, but—”

			“But I could be a weirdo, right?”

			I looked at him, ready to deny it, but he smiled.

			“My guess is, if you’ve talked to many people around here, that’s what you’ve heard. The Boo Radley of Silver City.”

			I smiled back. “Actually, no. What I keep hearing is what a nice dude you are, even if you don’t talk. And I’m less concerned with your possible weirdo status than I am about imposing on someone I barely know.”

			“Uh huh. That’s just you bein’ polite – I’ve seen the way you clock anybody that looks sideways at your kid. Good on you. But anyway, what if I don’t mind being imposed on?” He reached out and took my free hand. “What if I want to get to know you better? And aside from any of that, what if I don’t want to watch a woman I respect the hell out of carry a burden that ain’t meant for any one person?”

			I hesitated, knowing I should say no. Or was this just my stubborn independence tripping me up again? I didn’t know. I didn’t trust my own feelings or thoughts, and that made it hard to move in the mire I’d created. But I thought of Samantha’s face that morning, basking in the peace she’d woken to. I wanted her to keep that feeling – was there something special about the place that might give her respite?

			He gripped my hand. “I’ll do whatever you need to be comfortable with it. Just let me help, Cam. Please.”

			I hoped it was well-reasoned concern for my daughter that made me say yes, and not the strong feeling that I didn’t want to miss whatever this man might bring to my life.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			The fact that Dimi was okay with my decision went a long way toward making me feel better. He trusted less than I did, and his libido was out of the equation.

			“The little one – she speaks of this house with great enthusiasm. She feels safer there – that is reason enough for me. If this Morgan is a creep, we will murder him and throw him outside.”

			“Glad we’ve got our contingencies covered.”

			He smiled. “I will be home tomorrow in any case.”

			“Good. Ortiz is going to see about mounting a guard for you, at least overnight.”

			“You do know he is too old for you, yes?”

			I frowned. “Why the fuck would I care how old the sheriff is?”

			He gave me his shark smile. “Not him. Your new cowboy.”

			“Eat a dick, Zolnerowich,” I said, heading for the door. I stopped at the threshold and looked back. “Why, how old do you think he is?” I asked, and immediately regretted it.

			Dimi waggled a hand. “Mm, mid-fifties. That does not mean you cannot have some fun, and save a horse.”

			I glared at him. “Your continued existence depends on you not finishing that sentence.”

			Ortiz was unexpectedly okay with sending me Jack Turner’s autopsy file, which confirmed that the water found in Jack Turner’s lungs had a high salt content. It was the same as what Tony had been soaked with, and Bert, too, according to Morgan. Turner had also suffered from nitrogen narcosis, which his employers believed could have contributed to his drowning on dry land.

			“What the hell is nitrogen narcosis?” I asked.

			“Usually it’s from diving too deep below sea level, but it can also happen from breathing in the wrong kinds of gases, I think.”

			“How the fuck does that make sense?” I asked Ortiz, my phone clamped between my jaw and my shoulder as I turned through papers.

			“I told you it was weird. Nitrogen narcosis causes hallucinations though, so could be he was suffering from it and it caused enough confusion for him to drown.”

			“In sea water. And then march his dead ass over an hour’s drive back from the coast?”

			He sighed. “We only got so far before the feds took over. Turner was an experienced diver, went out on your uncle’s boat all the time. My guess is he was with someone when he died by misadventure, then they panicked and dropped him at home.”

			“Meaning Bert, I guess. That’s fun.” I frowned. “Wait, why the feds? What’s there in a drowning death to bring them down to bumfuck? No offense.”

			“None taken, city cop.” Ortiz and I had already developed a comfortable rapport of sniping. “Jack Turner was a fed. It was a matter of taking care of one of their own. That, and I wonder if what happened to him had something to do with his work and they didn’t want to advertise it.”

			It was a theory with a lot of holes, but I didn’t have a better one.

			Ortiz was as good as his word and sent not one, but two deputies out to bring me my car, which had been found two blocks away from the station, Dimi’s phone under the front seat. They were also under instructions to check out the signs of disturbance Dimi reported. I hustled over to supervise, mostly out of a guilty fear that the ghost shit would kick up again and something awful would happen to the deputies. A few minutes in their company convinced me that one of them at least, Amber Trent, would benefit from some time in a haunted house. She was blonde and lovely and snotty as hell, making it abundantly clear how much she resented having to do anything on my behalf.

			When she flounced off to check the boathouse, the other deputy, a forty-something guy with a round face and a friendly smile, apologized for her behavior. “Sorry. It’s not you. She’s, uh, not a girl’s girl.”

			He introduced himself as Brian Craven and made sure I had all the contact numbers I needed. The second they were done I booked it back to Morgan’s house, looking over my shoulder the whole time.

			While Sammy got a lesson in dog training that afternoon, I worked through everything else I could think of to put things together. Rick reported that by all accounts, Petrovich was a lame duck. He’d flipped and snitched a couple years back in order to get himself out of general population at the prison, and as a result no one would take his calls. Tony’s autopsy report was hard reading, but I gritted my teeth and tried to disassociate the stark clinical descriptions of suffering from the man I’d loved. It held no surprises – Tony’s body bore no signs of what killed the other men, beyond the confirmation that he’d also been soaked in salt water, though it wasn’t what killed him. Not completely outlandish, but still weird as fuck, and there were more questions than answers about how he’d come to be crushed that way.

			I’d promised Rick I would be okay, and as much as possible, I was. But even without the pictures, which Rick had left out, reading what happened to Tony filled my head with it again. My mind latched on to each stark detail, each piece of the man I’d loved that had been mangled and destroyed. I wanted to hate him for his infidelity, but it still couldn’t overwhelm bitter regret at the way he’d suffered.

			By the time the afternoon waned, there was one more person I needed to contact. I hated the idea, and put it off as long as I could, helping Morgan make a dinner of ribeye steaks and grilled corn. But once we’d eaten and Sammy was in bed, I couldn’t wait any longer. I wanted to believe nothing could happen to us here, that there was something magical about the place that would keep the ghosts at bay, but I couldn’t count on it.

			We sat on the back deck with drinks in hand, a video monitor for Sammy’s room at my elbow. Morgan had thoughtfully grabbed some clothes and toiletries for both of us on his foray to Bert’s place that morning, but the monitor was his own, from the time before Ben went into the nursing home.

			“Is there anything else I can do?” he asked.

			I pulled away from my worry and smiled. “Do? No, you’ve been awesome, thank you. I still feel like I’m taking advantage of you.”

			He shook his head, his eyes on Atticus where the dog lay between us. “You just seem antsy. I can leave you alone, if you’d rather have the space.”

			I scooted my chair close to his. “Hey, no, it’s not that.”

			He reached for my hand without looking at me, and ran one thick finger up and down each of mine. “Then what’s up?”

			I sighed, mesmerized by the movement of his hand. “It’s just something I don’t want to do. Somebody I need to talk to but I’d rather chew glass.” I took a shuddering breath. “Tony’s stupid fucking mistress.”

			His hand froze over mine and he met my eyes. “He was cheatin’? What a colossal fuckin’ idiot.”

			I dropped my gaze, irritated by the tears that welled up. “Yeah, well. I’m not the first, and I won’t be the last.”

			He leaned in and took both my hands between his. “I reckon not, but this is your hurt. Other people hurtin’ don’t make it any less.”

			I dragged a sleeve across my eyes. “I know. It doesn’t matter.”

			He dipped his head so he could meet my eyes. “You’re wrong about that, it does.” He squeezed my hands. “That’s what broke up my marriage. Christ, she was my first girlfriend, how’s that for sad?”

			“What happened?” I asked. It was an inappropriate question, but it was that kind of conversation.

			He sat back but kept hold of my hands. “Oh, what ever happens? I don’t guess I ever knew much about keepin’ a woman happy. Thought if there was somethin’ wrong, she’d tell me. But she never did, just kept gettin’ colder, and then one day I wasn’t the only man in her life. I found these letters – real raunchy stuff, and I remember thinkin’, but Deb doesn’t even like sex.”

			“Shit. That’s fucking awful.” My stomach dipped, my face growing hot the same way it did every time I thought of what Tony had done.

			“It was at the time, yeah. Felt like the bottom fell outta my world. Dumbest thing was, I thought somethin’ like that ever happened, I’d be done. Because if you can’t trust somebody, then what’s the point, right? But when it came down to it, I was the one beggin’ her to stay.” His laugh was a hollow shade of its usual self. “I guess I just wanted her to want me.”

			He was somewhere far off then, a place I recognized. A cold, lonely planet of betrayal, feeling the loss of everything he’d counted on all over again.

			I worked one hand loose and dropped it to his knee. “Hey, Morgan?”

			“Yeah?”

			“I think your ex-wife’s a cunt.”

			His eyes met mine and he laughed, for real this time, that happy rumbling sound I was really getting to like.

			“You ain’t wrong.” His gaze dropped to my hand on his leg. “You wanna tell me yours? You ain’t gotta.”

			I glanced at the monitor screen and saw Sammy was still out cold. I moved my hand up to his thigh and pressed my hip close to his.

			“Not much to tell. I was blindsided. I thought things were fine, until he died and Homicide went through his phone and email.”

			His leg trembled beneath my touch and he cleared his throat. “That uh, that’s pretty shitty.”

			I was just buzzed enough to decide whatever constraints I’d been placing on myself could fuck off, so I stood and put a knee in his chair, my thigh pressed next to his, leaning close.

			“Yeah. It was hell.” I played with the top button of his shirt, working it out of its fabric slot, tracing one finger down his chest. “I had no clue, but apparently she’d been around a long time. Longer than me.” The words hurt, as they always did, and I shoved the memory away. Instead I pressed my body close to Morgan’s. “You know what? Who gives a shit about Tony Ambrose?”

			Morgan tasted perfect – warm and sweet, with a hint of mint accompanying the hops in his beer. His tongue met mine, his kiss more than enough to scatter my pained memories. I was shaking when he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me the rest of the way into his chair. I wanted to feel confident, sure of myself, but this was all new territory for me. I straddled his lap, pressing myself against his crotch, wrapped my hands in the thick, curly hair at his nape, and lost myself in his touch.

			The first time my phone buzzed, we ignored it. The second time, too, but the third was insistent enough to kill the moment. I reached for it with a growl, staying where I was, and he pressed his head to my chest, both of us breathing hard while I checked my text messages.

			“Everything okay?” he asked, and even managed to sound like he cared.

			Fury kicked my libido in the gut, and I climbed off him, shaking for a different reason now. “I guess I should be grateful she spared me making the call.”

			He sat up. “You’re kidding. The mistress? The fuck is she texting you for?”

			I read through her messages, each more insistent than the last. She knew something had happened, or wanted to make me think she did. The uneasy thought occurred that she might somehow have eyes on us. Would that make her more useful, or more dangerous? “Same reason I was planning on getting in touch with her. Supposedly she’s some kind of occult expert. Claims she can help us, Sammy and me.”

			His dark eyes were too hard to see in the fading sunset. “You believe her?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t want to, because the last thing I need is to hear from her what a good man Tony was. But there’s no denying he was into something more than I can understand. Sammy needs help, and he’s not around anymore. Neither is anyone else who might have been able to tell us what the fuck is going on over at Bert’s, or what it has to do with my kid.” I was reminding myself as much as telling him, but it didn’t stop the nauseating roil in my belly.

			He reached for my hand. “Okay, then. I’m right here.”

			I’d been about to excuse myself, give him a break from the shit show that was my life, but my anxiety eased at the idea of not being alone. I smiled at him, took a deep breath, and placed the call.

			It rang twice and went to voicemail. I stared at the screen, my anger threatening to boil over. “What the actual fuck.”

			My text notification buzzed a second later. Can’t talk now. I’ll call tomorrow. Stay AWAY from your uncle’s place.

			Morgan shook his head when I showed it to him.

			“She must not be all that worried if she can’t even pick up. Why the hell’d she blow up your phone, then?”

			I picked up the video monitor and focused on my sleeping kid, trying to let it bleed off some of the fury. “I don’t fucking know. To keep me off balance? Establish herself as top dog? I get that he chose her over me, what more does she want?”

			He stood and put his arms around me, just being there.

			“Does it ever stop hurting?” I asked, hating the catch in my voice.

			“It gets a hell of a lot better. I promise.”

			I pushed it away, tamped it down. I might have to ask this bitch for help, but that didn’t mean I had to let her live rent free in my head. I turned in his hold, wrapped my arms around his neck and stood on tiptoe to kiss him. It didn’t take us long to find our momentum again, moving slowly against one another, my nipples hard where they pressed against his chest. I pulled back and pushed the hair away from his face.

			“You know the best way to get over someone, right?” I asked, reaching down to cup the straining fabric of his jeans.

			He moaned low in this throat and pressed himself against my hand. “Get under somebody else?”

			“Fuck yes.”

			The adage was old, but proved to be as effective as I’d heard.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			I woke to my own nightmare, drowning in freezing water, black waves closing over my head as suction pulled me downward. I couldn’t breathe. Even after my eyes opened, my chest remained locked, the weight of millions of gallons of black water pressing on me from above. The pressure didn’t recede when I realized where I was. I couldn’t fight the desire to breathe, the involuntary spasms of my lungs drawing salt water deep into my airway. My eyes bulged in the blackness. I fought, limbs flailing as they went numb. Something brushed against me, big and impossible to see in the dark ocean. Panic made me suck the water in faster and my body fought against me. A hand closed around my wrist, dragged me deeper, and I tried to scream. The hand was nothing but bone.

			All at once I was alone, standing at the end of a long dark hallway, freezing, wearing only a shirt that smelled like sweet alfalfa. I sucked air into oxygen-starved lungs, falling to my knees to keep from losing consciousness. I winced as they made contact with the hard tile, but the pain brought me fully awake.

			I must have been dreaming, but I still felt the cold grasp of that skeletal hand, my chest burning, vision spotted. Shuddering from the terror of it; my phobia come to life. It wasn’t real. I wasn’t suspended in the ocean, or anywhere close to it. But I wasn’t at Morgan’s, either, and my skin crawled as I realized. I was back at Bert’s, alone in the dead of night, with no memory of how I got there.

			I pushed to my feet and felt an aching sting in both of them, the ghostly white tile dotted with dark spots of blood. Sleepwalking? Sammy had done it a few times, but only as far as the corner of her room. It jarred me, thinking of her making the trek I must have, barefoot in the desert and back to a house that was haunted as hell. For now it was silent, but I needed to get the fuck out before anything happened.

			But what if she had made the walk? What if she was here somewhere, still under the influence of her waking nightmares, defenseless against whatever walked these halls beside her? I couldn’t leave without making sure.

			“Samantha?” I whispered. There was no response, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something listened in the dark. I clamped down on my fear. If there was something here, all the more reason to make sure my kid wasn’t.

			“Samantha?” I called, louder this time. I reached for the light switch but touched only smooth, cold walls. Panic set in – this wasn’t right.

			Don’t fight it, trust it. Something is coming.

			“Samantha!” I shouted, running in the dark. I threw open door after door, my hands scrabbling over featureless walls. Each was empty, until I got to Bert’s study.

			The door flew open with a bang, crashing into the wall behind. Gone were the shelves and equipment and stacks of books and papers. Instead it was a room bristling with knobs and dials and metal. And men. Sailors, ten at least, though they were in frantic motion at first, but at my entrance they stopped, and turned their blank and silvered eyes on me as one.

			“Ohhhhhhh fuck,” I whispered in the silence of impossible stillness. The room was dark, but bathed in a strange red light, each man cast in an eerie silhouette. They stayed frozen in place, moving nothing but those round, glowing eyes to track my every step.

			I backed out of the room, and they made no move to follow, but still they watched. I was nearly clear when my shoulder rammed into a freezing presence that hadn’t been there a minute ago. I trembled as my eyes moved slowly up a solid shadow standing only inches away.

			Blank, silvered eyes looked down upon me, illuminating square features on a young face. We stared at each other for seconds that stretched into eternity, and might have stayed there forever. But a shriek of rending metal was followed immediately by an impact that rocked the entire house. It threw me against the wall, away from the shade that stood at my shoulder, and the world began to tilt.

			“No,” I moaned. Not this again.

			The shadowed man – The ghost. He’s a fucking ghost, Ambrose – braced himself against the wall across from me, still watching. Klaxon alarms began to sound, a familiar hissing noise all along the hall. Russian voices on an overhead speaker, and he glanced up, then back at me. The way he looked burned itself into my brain – it telegraphed an awful knowledge that made his jaw tremble and his hands clench.

			“My ne mozhem eto ostanovit’,” he said in a voice devoid of hope.

			When I didn’t move, he loomed closer. The skin of his cheeks slipped away to reveal gaping eye sockets; his nose slid down his face. His voice became a wet gargle as he screamed at me, “My ne mozhem eto ostanovit’!”

			I screamed, too, and scrambled to my feet, already sliding on a floor that tilted out from under me. We can’t stop it, he’d said. I had to save myself.

			It was a nightmare repeat of my previous escape, except in reverse – this time I was on the other side of the house, and instead of climbing uphill, I fought a downhill slide. Water sprayed everywhere, making the air heavy, and I lunged in the direction of the front door.

			Another impact threw me into the air, and I sailed right past the door, slamming into the wall on the far side of the great room. There was a metallic groan and an incredible crash, followed by screaming that quickly cut off. Another sailor, crushed beneath the weight of some enormous piece of machinery, the silver glow bleeding from his eyes as his life left him.

			He’s a ghost – ghosts can’t die, I told myself in a numb panic.

			The rising heat knocked me out of it and I scrabbled to reach the door, but when I got there, instead of a slab of wood with a knob, there was only a sealed hatch.

			“Fuck!” I screamed, throwing myself against the wheeled mechanism that locked it, putting all my weight into trying to turn it, but it wouldn’t budge. I held on to it as the floor went nearly vertical beneath me. Dangling in that impossible space, I saw the door to Bert’s bedroom, glowing an unhealthy orange. Heat rose from it, and from within came the screams of doomed men. If I lost hold of the door, I’d slide straight inside.

			I closed my eyes and braced myself for a last-ditch climb, but all at once, the air around me cooled and went silent. When I opened my eyes again, it was once more Bert’s house. Everything was where it should be, the front door at my back where I sprawled on a floor no longer tilting.

			A board creaked and I looked up. A man, very much of the earthly variety, stood over me with a gun at his side.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			We stared at each other in perfect silence, and I wished like hell I had anything resembling a weapon at hand. He cocked his head and studied me, but before either of us could speak, a loud, vicious barking broke the spell. He flinched as a large, snarling something threw itself against the front door. He backed away, but when I crawled in the other direction, he changed his mind and followed me. When I hit the pair of glass panels, he loomed close, and I threw open the door.

			Atticus launched himself through it, escaping my grab for his collar, hurtling after the man as he ran for the kitchen. I jumped to my feet and ran after the dog, afraid he’d end up hurt in my place. They were still out of sight when the back door slammed open and there was a scream.

			When I rounded the corner into the kitchen, the door stood open, blood splashed liberally on the linoleum floor. Atticus attempted to limp after his quarry, but I dropped to my knees and hugged him, pulling him back inside.

			“You did good, buddy, that was some kind of bark.” My voice trembled and I fought tears, reaction kicking in now the man was gone. “Stay here with me, okay? Did you get hurt? Let me see.”

			He flinched when I ran my shaking hand over his right shoulder, and my fingers came back darkened with blood.

			“Oh, poor boy, come on, let’s get you back to your dad.” It was a minute or so before I could make my shaking legs obey – in the end Atticus and I leaned on one another.

			It was a slow and painful walk for both of us, but Morgan stood on the front porch and came running when we got in sight. He reached for my shoulders, panic in his eyes, but stopped short and let his hands fall to his sides.

			“Goddamn it, Cam, what the hell happened? Why in the fuck would you go over there after what happened yesterday, and alone? Where’re you hurt?”

			I shook my head, my breath still coming in uneven gasps. “It’s not me, it’s Atticus. He’s got a cut on his shoulder and I don’t know how deep it is.”

			He handed me the video monitor and bent to pick up the enormous dog. There was no more talk until he’d cleaned and stitched Atticus’s wound.

			“Is he going to be okay?” I asked when he was done. I’d knelt at the big dog’s side throughout, his head on my lap, silent once more. “I’m so fucking sorry, Morgan, I hate that he got hurt.”

			He washed his hands and brought a mason jar of some kind of thick salve that he eased onto the dog’s wound. “Why’re you sorry? I’m the one who sent him after you.”

			I frowned, stroking Atticus’s head. “Why the hell would you do that?”

			He gave me a dark look. “I’d have come myself, but I wasn’t about to leave Sammy alone.”

			I stared at him, speechless, wondering how many people would have made that choice. Whether Dimi even would have. If I’d let myself, I could have fallen in love with Morgan right at that moment. I couldn’t think of a thing to say, but how in hell did he keep getting it so right?

			He dropped his gaze. “If you’re gonna keep doin’ shit like that, I’m gonna need a coupla clones of myself. What the hell were you thinking?”

			“I wasn’t – I mean I didn’t go there, not on purpose. I don’t know if I was sleepwalking or what. One minute I was asleep in your bed, the next I was standing over at Bert’s, feeling like I was drowning.”

			His hands shook as they worked over the dog, and he kept his eyes downcast. “Jesus Christ. I heard it again, and I saw the lights, and you weren’t in bed or anywhere else and all’s I could think to do was send Atticus for you. He was losin’ his mind, barkin’ like I ain’t never heard, and when you came walking back you were movin’ so slow, and I was afraid, so fuckin’ afraid you’d look just like Bert did, when he – when I—”

			I moved closer and put my hands over his. “I’m sorry I scared you.”

			He looked up at me, his mouth set in a heavy frown. “No, hell, I’m sorry I yelled at you. You ain’t accountable to me for anything, I just – shit.” He sat back and reached for me, then again dropped his hand.

			I scooted in close and he wrapped his arms around my shoulders, crushing me to his chest. I hadn’t realized how bad I was shaking until he held me, but I shivered against his warmth.

			“Hell, what am I doin’ here stitchin’ up the dog before I even get you warmed up?”

			I smiled at him through chattering teeth. “Kids, dogs, then human adults. Sounds right to me.”

			He smiled back but wouldn’t meet my eye while he got me settled on the couch and wrapped a thick, wool blanket around both of us. I could almost hear his internal monologue of abuse, lashing himself for what he saw as a misstep. I wished I could do something to combat that voice, but I didn’t know the man that well. Even if it didn’t feel like that.

			Under the blanket and with his body heat shared, I should have been boiling, but I still shivered uncontrollably and I couldn’t seem to get my head on straight enough to tell him what happened. I stuttered and started and stopped until he went to the kitchen for a glass of bourbon.

			“It ain’t the FDA-approved cure for shock, but your lips ain’t blue and I’m here to make sure you don’t pass out.”

			My moratorium on alcohol had gone by the wayside, and I indulged in momentary guilt before giving in. It hit quick on an empty stomach, warming my bloodstream and softening the sharp edges of my fear. Once I was calm enough, I took him through everything, starting backward with the intruder Atticus chased away.

			“Fuck me,” he said. “You think that’s the same guy that whacked Dimi?”

			“I’m almost certain of it. What’re you doing?” I asked when he reached for his phone.

			“Callin’ Joel, what the hell’s it look like?”

			I put a hand over his. “No. Not now.”

			He studied me with dark eyes. “Babe, you’ve had a scare, but you ain’t thinkin’ straight. Aside from anything else, there was a real live human asshole over there, and we need to call the cops.”

			I shook my head. “We can’t set aside the ‘anything else’, though – that’s exactly my point. It’s still night, and the only catalyst for this thing seems to be the presence of people. So what happens when some poor deputy shows up to take fingerprints and photographs? They end up like Bert? Or Jack? Or Tony?”

			He set his phone down and took my hands again. “Tell me everything.”

			When I finished, he was silent for a long time while I obsessively checked Samantha’s video feed. She stayed quiet, but gave the occasional reassuring kick or flop.

			Morgan finally stirred. “That’s what killed him, isn’t it? That glowin’ door, that killed Bert somehow.”

			I shrugged, then I nodded. “Yeah, I think so.”

			“What was it?”

			I sighed and settled closer, reaching down to pet Atticus when he crowded close. “As nuts as it sounds, I think it was a failed reactor.”

			He frowned. “A nuclear reactor? In his fuckin’ bedroom?”

			I shook my head. “It wasn’t his bedroom – not then. Not for the duration of the haunting. I don’t know how it happens, or why, but that’s not Bert’s place once things get started.” I blew out a breath. “It’s a fucking nuclear submarine, and it’s going down.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			I don’t know what I’d expected by way of reaction from Morgan, but it wasn’t quick acceptance. It sounded ridiculous in my head, even having just lived through it for the second time. He didn’t have any such problem, thinking for a minute, then nodding.

			“Okay, yeah, that fits, actually. The water, the noise, the heat – it’s a scuttled sub. And with Bert’s history in the Navy, it makes sense. Maybe he was on it when it went down, or he knew somebody on board, and they haunted him before he died.”

			I mulled that over, then shook my head. “I don’t think so. For one thing, I doubt anyone made it off that thing alive. For another, Bert served during the Cold War, and that’s a Russian crew over there, no doubt. He wouldn’t have met any Russian sailors, let alone become friends with them. Unless he was a spy or something, I guess.”

			Morgan eyed me. “Which, given his propensity for code breaking, would also make sense.”

			I stared at him. “You think Bert was a spy?”

			He shrugged. “It fits, don’t it? What do you wanna bet the guy he was lookin’ for all those years was a Soviet sailor? Somebody he met doin’ covert shit. Pops said Bert lost track of the guy, and that makes sense, too. If he was on this sub, it ain’t real likely Bert would know what happened to him.”

			“But a spy? Bert? He was way more Magnum PI than James Bond.”

			Morgan grinned but shook his head. “Why else did he know so much Russian? Why’d he know how to code break? Why didn’t he talk about his service?”

			“We were kids…Dad always said it was rude to ask. But he didn’t tell Ben, either?”

			Morgan passed a hand over his jaw. “Now, that I don’t know. Pops was a submariner, too, but during the Korean conflict. He rode the diesels, not the nuclear, and he didn’t tell us everything, but enough. Bert mighta said something to him, but I never heard a word of it, if he did.”

			“Would Ben remember something like that?”

			Morgan frowned. “I can’t say. It’s possible, but no guarantee. Does it matter all that much?”

			“No, I guess not, and definitely not enough to upset your dad again.” I looked up at him. “So…are we just accepting the premise that ghosts can kill?”

			He borrowed my bourbon glass and grimaced when the burn hit the back of his throat. “Do we have a choice? I mean, maybe it’s nuts. Maybe we’re both certifiable and it’s something unrelated, that just happened to kill three men in bizarre ways, months and miles apart, all consistent with causes of death that would have occurred during a sinking.”

			“That no one else has been able to figure out,” I added.

			“Right. So, I like your wording. We’re accepting the premise, ’cause to do otherwise would be dangerously fuckin’ stupid.” He turned red again and looked down. “I keep meanin’ to mind my language – I’m sorry. I don’t talk to people, much.”

			I stretched up to kiss him. “Have I ever told you that fuck is my favorite word?”

			“I’m pretty fuckin’ fond of it myself,” he said. “For a lotta reasons.”

			“All right, so if we’re accepting it for now…that begs a hell of a lot of other questions. How? Why? Why now, and why here? And how the hell do we stop it?”

			He handed my glass back and settled me more comfortably against his chest. “Way I see it, the only one of those that much matters is the last. I reckon we might have to get answers to some of the others before we can do that, though. You said you thought it was with you in the hotel?”

			I shuddered. “Something was, I’m pretty sure. And if we think Tony died the same way, it must have happened in New York, too. So we can’t count on it staying in one place – Bert even said in his note to me, they’re not stuck to the house. Otherwise I’d just seal it up next door and throw a match.”

			He dropped a kiss on my head. “I like the way you think.”

			I sighed. “I guess we’re both not saying the obvious, which is we might have to wait on The Whore to get any answers.”

			He choked, setting off a brief coughing fit. “Shit, you’re gonna have to warn me before you say stuff like that.”

			I grinned. “Sorry. It’s kind of cathartic.”

			“I can see that.”

			My eyes grew heavy as we sat together, his fingers tracing patterns on my shoulder.

			“Why didn’t it kill me?” I asked.

			He pulled me closer. “Don’t say that. Don’t even think it.”

			“No, really though. Why is Bert dead, and not me?”

			“You said you couldn’t get out, right? And then it just stopped.”

			I sat forward and twisted to look at him. “Right, but why did it stop? It can’t have stopped for Bert – it killed him. And the sailor, the ghost that spoke to me tonight, he even said, we can’t stop it. So what did? What was different?”

			“I don’t know. It’s gotten worse every time, right? So maybe it just has to build up to it. Which means you ain’t goin’ anywhere near that place, if I have to tie you to the bed.”

			I raised an eyebrow. “I prefer to be the one doing the tying up, thank you.” I liked making him blush, as long as it was for the right reasons.

			Once he was coherent enough, he snapped his fingers. “The guy. The one who broke in. He wasn’t there before, as far as we know. Maybe he’s the difference.”

			“Which means what? If we want help, we have to choose between a dangerous criminal, and the woman who was screwing my husband?” Damn it. Why did I keep thinking throwing it out there like I didn’t care would make it true?

			His mouth curved on one side only, and I knew he was in my head. He bent to kiss me again. “Either way, it’s a tomorrow problem. But maybe you’d like to tell me more about this tying up thing?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			Dimi came home the next day, with strong admonitions about rest and head injuries.

			“I missed you, dingus.”

			He flashed a grin at me. “Missed you too, ass-hat.”

			I punched his shoulder. “You’re not supposed to use that shit on me.”

			“You are not supposed to hit an injured man.”

			“It’s your head that’s injured, not your arm. Although your face looks like shit, too.”

			He sniffed. “You are one to talk. The bags under your eyes no longer qualify for carry-on.”

			We bickered until we were out of the hospital, then Dimi turned serious. He was up to speed on everything that had happened the previous night, and looked as dangerous as I could want.

			“Where is my little one?” he asked as soon as we were in the car.

			“Having breakfast with Morgan, in town. She turned down the offer of hospital cafeteria food.”

			“She is wise beyond her years. And she has had no disturbances since you left Bert’s?”

			I shook my head. Samantha woke late that morning after an undisturbed sleep, looking as chipper and clear-eyed as she’d been before our lives went to hell. She told me again she liked it at Morgan’s, and asked how long we could stay.

			“And what did you tell her?” asked Dimi, looking at me with innocent blue eyes.

			“Same thing I’ll tell anybody that asks. We’ll see.”

			“Is that in a parental handbook? Do you have a quota you must meet, of using that phrase?”

			“They swear you into the sacred order of ambiguous promises before they let you leave with the baby.”

			“We are not going back to your uncle’s house.”

			“Fuuuuuuuuck no. Ortiz sent a deputy over this morning to check things out, then I’m going to grab the rest of our shit and we’re locking it up.”

			He grunted. “And The Whore? What does she have to say?”

			My teeth ground audibly. “Nothing, yet. She hasn’t been in touch. Didn’t answer when I called again.”

			He perused the messages on my phone. “Perhaps someone else murdered her. She is an extremely obnoxious person. It would not be surprising.”

			“Not before that bitch tells me what she knows. She owes me.”

			He looked over at me. “That is not a debt you are likely to collect to your satisfaction.”

			As the day wore on my temper frayed, all the fury I’d squashed down over the last months threatening to boil over. I distracted myself as best I could by playing with Sammy and helping Dimi set up surveillance and defense at Morgan’s place. I called Rick, Ortiz and my dad as I struggled to keep everyone informed and up to date, with or without added ghost shit, as the situation called for. So help me, I even resorted to cleaning.

			After Morgan chased me out of the kitchen with threats never to cook again if I didn’t stop, I was trying to decide between a run and push-ups until I dropped, when my phone finally buzzed. I waited, since Dimi had taken custody of it, and he came into the library a few seconds later, a grim look on his face.

			My heart rate shot sky high and anxiety made everything go haywire. This was the part I hated most – feeling the physiological symptoms of terror when what I wanted most was five minutes with this bitch in a room with no cameras. I would wipe the fucking floor with her, but my stomach told me otherwise.

			When Dimi handed me the phone, a Zoom link on screen, I almost choked. I had to look at this woman, on top of everything else?

			Morgan took one look at my face and lifted Sammy down from the rolling ladder. “Time for a dog welfare check. You up for helpin’?”

			After asking my permission she pelted out the door ahead of Morgan, who stopped to squeeze my hand. “I’m still right here,” he said, and it helped, if only a little.

			Dimi stood over my shoulder. “Call her,” he said.

			I took a breath. “You staying for this?”

			He smiled, a hint of wolfish canine on one side. “Of course. I have a great wish to see this shlyukha.”

			“Wow. We’re like an international swearing club. We need merit badges.”

			He poked my shoulder. “Call. Her.”

			I waited for the connection, wanting to cry or throw up or both. I reminded myself over and over it was for Sammy. When I’d said, as I had so many times throughout her life, that there was nothing I wouldn’t do for her, no battle I wouldn’t fight, I’d never imagined how often that fight would require emotional bravery instead of physical. But that was the nature of parenting – kids rarely need you to run into an actual burning building. Instead you have to be their advocate, and do the things that truly scare you.

			When the box popped open with the woman’s image, anger turned to stomach-churning hurt. I’d seen her picture, the one that Tony kept on his phone, the digital version of a faded photo hidden in his wallet. She looked older, her face softer, more weathered. Her hair was still that swirling cotton-candy blonde, but cut shorter, just above her shoulders. Her hands were folded beneath her chin as she studied me, her nails recently done. She wore makeup, had dressed up for this call. I looked down at my sloppy self, my nails cut short and unpainted, and wondered if this was why.

			“Cam, how’re you doing, honey?”

			I looked up again, hating the smarmy tone, hating my name on her lips. Tears threatened to close my throat and I hated them even more.

			Dimi gripped my shoulder, then leaned down into frame. “You may call her Detective Ambrose, suka.”

			She frowned, caught off balance, then smiled at him. “You must be Dimi. Tony told me a lot about you.” Her gaze flickered back to me. “And of course, little Sammy always talks about her Uncle Dimi.”

			Dimi turned and spoke in a loud whisper. “This is the woman Tony had on the side? Do you think he had cognitive problems we were unaware of?”

			Her smile dimmed. She was the kind of woman who thrived on male attention – any male, and the realization made me sit up straighter, lift my chin.

			“The only reason I’m talking to you is the chance that you can help my daughter. I’m not interested in some kind of competition or alpha display. Tell me what you know, or fuck off.” My voice only trembled a little.

			She sneered. “Yes, and that’s the only reason I’m talking to you. Tony made his choices, neither one of us could control that. But you need to understand how I knew your husband.” She leaned close. “I’m a seer, same as him. Same as your daughter.”

			“A seer,” I said flatly. It sounded so fucking pretentious.

			“Yes. A seer. Tony and I both come from long lines of seers – it’s passed down genetically, which means we get training on how to handle it from a young age. That’s what we were helping Sammy with.”

			“Tony’s family – they were seers, too?”

			She looked down her nose at me. “They are seers. They’re also one of the richest and most influential families in America. How else do you think he could afford a three-bedroom apartment like yours on a museum salary?”

			Tony’s family. He’d told me they were dead, that he was alone. It was why he’d wanted children so quickly, why he’d several times pushed for more since Sammy’s birth. None of that was true. I had known nothing about this man.

			“You are a terrible storyteller,” remarked Dimi. “This is far too much exposition – your pacing is awful, and I have no emotional investment in these characters. Please to move along. Get to the part where you idiots summoned a sinking submarine.”

			I choked at the expression on her face. Dimi had always been my favorite asshole.

			She looked flustered, her face flushed. “We did not summon anything, that was your uncle and his friend. They were foolish, playing with things they didn’t understand, and Tony was negligent in helping them in the first place. I had nothing to do with it. Tony brought me in to help fix it.”

			“Fix what? What happened over there?” I wanted this over with before Sammy came back inside.

			She took a breath and made an effort to compose herself, then fixed her attention back on me. “You’ve been there. Your daughter has experienced things?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you? Have you seen them, too?”

			“Yes.” I wasn’t giving her any details – there was still the chance she could be a total fake.

			She sat back, her shaking hand covering her mouth.

			“It’s gotten worse, then. If it’s appearing to someone like you—”

			“Didn’t it appear to Bert, and Jack Turner?” I interrupted. “You telling me they were both seers?”

			She glared at me. “No, they were not. But they were the ones who caused this mess.” She sighed. “To start at the beginning—”

			Dimi groaned. “No, do not do that. Can you not summarize?”

			“Dimi,” I said, trying not to laugh.

			Hostility crackled through the connection, and I pinched my brother. We didn’t need her hanging up before she told us what she knew.

			“Fine. The short version is, Tony tried to help your uncle when he visited last summer. It was harmless – Bert was looking for someone from a long time ago. Tony researched first, then I guess whatever he found suggested the man was dead. So at that point he offered to help another way – by attempting to reach the man in the spirit world.”

			“Tony knew how to do that?” I asked.

			She made a seesawing motion with her hand. “There are a few methods we can try, none of them foolproof, and none of them advisable. He was partially successful, but not fully. Tony warned them that was all they were going to get, but after he left, your uncle tried again, based on what he’d seen, but without a seer to guide him. Incredibly foolish.”

			It did sound stupid, but Bert had always been a risk taker. “Why did it work, if they didn’t have a seer with them? Can just anybody do it?”

			Her look was cold. “Absolutely not. But they’d seen just enough to be dangerous, and we theorized, Tony and I, that the first attempt might have weakened the barriers in that particular location. That, or the placement of the house made it susceptible to incursion. We can’t know for sure.”

			I leaned forward. “So what is it? How do we make it stop?”

			She blew out a breath and tucked her hair behind her ears. “It’s a haunting loop. It’s common for spirits to get trapped in reliving experiences of extreme stress and emotion, even more so when the occurrence led to that person’s death. What you saw, the initial impact, everything going to hell, that’s where the loop starts. It ends with the sub on the bottom, all hands lost.” She swallowed. “Eventually.”

			I thought of the man – a boy, really – who tried to warn me. He was trapped living his own death over and over, every night for all I knew. None of those deaths would have been easy. None of the deaths they’d caused had been easy. “Is it common for them to be able to influence the living world like that? For the haunting to kill people?”

			She looked down at her hands. “It’s happened, but not often. Usually in circumstances in which the worlds have been allowed to overlap, for them to bleed into ours, and us into theirs. Neither reality is completely true at that time – it’s fluid between the two.”

			I closed my eyes, wishing my daughter and I could have gone our whole lives without knowing shit like this. “Okay,” I said, opening them again. “How do we stop it? Because it doesn’t seem to be confined completely to Bert’s place.”

			She nodded. “Have you experienced it, where you are?”

			I shook my head. “Not here, no. But I think at least some elements of it were present in New York, and unless I’m way off base, it’s this loop that caused Tony’s death, right?”

			She looked to the side, her mouth pressed tight, trying not to cry. I dug my fingernails into my palms, hating her for it. For everything she’d taken from me, she deserved to cry, but not for him.

			“Yes,” she said unsteadily. “When Tony realized the haunting hadn’t stopped, that Bert’s and Jack’s deaths hadn’t closed the loop, he knew something had to be done. The sailors appeared to him, more and more often, until finally they went after Sammy.”

			My breath caught. How long had my little girl been suffering for the sins of others? “She’s five years old,” I ground out. “How could he do that to her?”

			She shook her head. “He never meant…but when he realized, he knew we had to try again. We made an attempt, back in Silver City, and we hoped that would take care of it. It didn’t. We were…we tried to be careful, thought we had an exit strategy. It worked in the past, we’d always managed to stay safe. But it was worse that time, too fast, and we didn’t take into account the positioning – it was only seconds after impact that something fell on him.”

			I remembered the dead sailor dying again, crushed beneath phantom machinery. I pictured life bleeding from Tony’s eyes the same way that strange silver light had seeped from the dead man’s. Venom took the place of grief.

			“You got out just fine. How’d you manage that, exactly?”

			Her smile was a pursed and bitter thing. “Not exactly at all, actually. I’m sure you’ll be happy to know I carry my own scars from that day.” She clicked on a lamp just out of frame and rolled up one sleeve. The skin beneath was riddled with weeping red sores, paper-thin in places and completely stripped in others. After she gave us a good look, she covered herself again, but her attitude deserted her. “That thing is going to keep seeking out your family, and it’s going to keep hurting people, unless we find a way to stop it.”

			Dimi was rigid with fury beside me, and it was he who spoke. “Tell us how. Do it now, and leave nothing out.”

			She shook her head, palming tears from her cheeks. “You don’t understand. You’re not equipped – you’d be making the same mistakes as Bert and Jack. Like it or not, to do this you’re going to need me. In the flesh.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			“Want me to kill her for you?”

			The offer came from Morgan, which surprised me, but brought a measuring nod of approval from Dimi.

			We gathered in the library after Samantha went to bed, and I tried not to feel bad about the three fingers of bourbon in my glass. Dimi filled Morgan in and I tuned them out as best I could while I tried to claw my way out of the hurt.

			We’d left it with a vague promise for The Whore, or Ally as she preferred, to return to Silver City in the next day or so. She admonished me not to call in clergy, for any reason, and when I asked why, she only sniffed and said I wouldn’t understand. It was what Sammy had said, and it made me queasy to think of them sharing things like that.

			Ally wouldn’t commit to an exact time, which meant my wounds would stay open, my mind in a constant flood of anxiety. I’d wanted to burst into tears and go ugly cry but Sammy was back by then, so I’d put on a happy face that probably fooled no one. Being with my kid was the ultimate analgesic, though, and by the time we curled up for bedtime stories the urge to cry had passed.

			I smiled at Morgan over my glass. “Not until we get what we need from her. Then it’s whoever can get to her first.”

			“Y’all really think she’s capable of…closin’ this loop, or whatever the hell she’s gonna do? It didn’t work the first time.”

			Dimi made a rude noise and I lifted a shoulder. “I have no idea. I’m giving her a shot but I’m not depending on her.”

			Morgan frowned. “So Bert’s your backup plan?” He gestured to the journal and notes stacked on the table in front of me. “Don’t seem like he was real successful, either, if we take this lady at her word.”

			I sat forward and grabbed Bert’s journal. “Not with that part, no. Bert knew fuck all about ghosts, but he knew a hell of a lot about submarines. Whatever started this, it was something from Bert’s past, and I’d like to believe there’s a reason he left this stuff for me, and kept it from Tony.”

			Dimi contemplated his drink through slitted eyes. I’d initially denied him alcohol, given his head injury, but when he threatened to walk to a liquor store, I relented and gave him a small glass. He was determined to make it last.

			“I find that interesting as well, if Bert believed Tony was an ally. Why would he decide to close him out, after seeking his help?”

			I sighed. “I have to assume nothing I knew about Tony was true. Maybe Bert found some of that out, or maybe he wasn’t happy with how things worked once Tony and Ally took over.” I tapped the cover of Bert’s journal. “There’s a lot in here, but it’s not like, X marks the spot or anything. I’ll keep going through it and see if I can work out that code.”

			Dimi peered at it. “It is a lot of trouble for a very short message. I wonder if it will be of any use.”

			I sighed, rolled my neck. “Fuck if I know. Better than losing my mind waiting on Hot Pants to show up.”

			We made an early night of it, checking doors and windows and all of Dimi’s new security measures. Morgan implemented one of his own, showing me a ribbon of jingle bells he’d found in Christmas storage.

			“I don’t want to lock you girls in, or put anything in your way you might trip over. But I figure with this on your door, I’m bound to hear it if you get up in the night.” He smiled at the dog at my side. “Plus I think Atticus has his own plans to keep you safe.”

			I walked into his arms and rested my head on his chest. “You think of everything. How do you do that?”

			He ran a hand down my hair. “I ain’t got much else to do, I guess.”

			Wherever he touched me felt warm and relaxed, with those little tingles you get from a really good massage. I didn’t ever want to move, but my mind cycled back to Ally, and I stepped away in a rush of embarrassment.

			“I’m sorry about today. The phone call, the whole mistress thing. It’s not your problem, and I know it had to feel weird, being subjected to all that.”

			He watched me with a smile I couldn’t interpret, then he took me back in his arms. “What I feel is lucky. I’m…I’m on my own a lot. And I’m used to it, you know, I ain’t askin’ you to feel sorry for me. But havin’ y’all here, in a house that’s been quiet as hell, it’s….” He trailed off and let me go, his gaze dropping to his feet. “Anyway. I ain’t good at sayin’ things, it’s just, I’m glad you’re here. And if I get a chance to make things better for you, then that makes me lucky, too.”

			I stood on tiptoes to kiss him. “I’m glad we’re here, too.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			It wasn’t the jingle of Christmas bells that woke me that night, but the raucous barking of dogs. I sat up and looked for Atticus, who stood by Sammy’s side of the bed, alert but silent. A moment later heavy footsteps hit the floor and Morgan thundered down the stairs.

			“Fuck,” I muttered. Sammy slept on beside me, so I eased out of bed as quietly as I could. I retrieved my gun and stepped into the hallway where Dimi stood, looking awake and murderous, just how I liked him.

			I jerked my head. “In there, with her. Lock the door.”

			“Da.” His face was set in hard lines, his own gun at his side.

			I turned at the top of the stairs. “My phone’s on the bedside table. Call Ortiz, tell him to come. And keep Atticus inside.”

			I didn’t wait for a response but hurried after Morgan. The glass doors were open, but he was nowhere in sight. I locked up behind me and followed.

			The outside lights were on; the pit pen flooded with fluorescent. Dogs leapt at the chain link and it moved in an undulating wave as their heavy bodies slammed into it, claws catching on the metal. The barks and snarls kicked up when they saw me; each pushed past the others to get close. I bent and put a hand to the fence, looking for injuries, talking to them in calm tones.

			“Easy, babies, easy. Good guarding, good pups. Everyone okay?” I looked them over and saw none who was obviously hurt, but my chest tightened with dread. Morgan should have been with the pit crew.

			I jogged the perimeter of the fence, looking for some sign of where he had gone. Halfway around I came across a darkened, wet spot on the hard-packed ground. Drag marks proceeded from the disturbed area – something heavy had been taken across the desert, toward Bert’s ranch.

			I had no flashlight, and the reach of the fluorescent ended not far past the fenced pen. There was nothing ahead, either, no handy pools of light to follow, so whoever was out there was flying blind as well. I set off after them, following the marks and trying to ignore the ominous dark drops and stains that spattered the desert ground.

			I heard them before I saw them. Labored breathing, the scrape of flesh against sand, and Russian curses. Nothing from Morgan – was he unconscious? Dead? The thought stole my breath and I shoved it away. He’d be okay, I’d have a chance to get him out of this. Time enough then to worry why it mattered so goddamn much.

			“I know you are out there,” a man called from up ahead on my right, heavy Russian accent. They couldn’t be more than fifteen feet away. “You follow me to get this one back, yes?” There was a meaty thud and a low groan.

			I crept closer.

			“You will stop moving now, or I will kill him. I have nine ounces for him – I have enough for all of you.”

			I breathed, let sweat drip into my eye, ignoring the sting. “What do you want?”

			He paused, sounding surprised when he answered. “It is the woman? Where is your Russian brother, then? He sends you out in his place?”

			“What do you want?” I repeated. “I know you’ve been following us – you were the one in the ranch house last night, right? The same guy who clocked Dimi? What’s your problem? What do you want with Morgan?”

			“I want what is mine, my birthright. I want what was taken from my family. And if I cannot get it myself, I will take it from you.” The dragging sounds resumed and I hurried after, trying to close the gap before he stopped again.

			“The fuck are you talkin’ about?” He didn’t answer, and I edged closer. “What birthright? We didn’t take anything from your family. Does this have something to do with my uncle? Did he have something of yours? Because if so, we can work with you. We can make it right, just let him go.”

			The Russian stopped again, and when he turned I was close enough to feel the breath of his words, the heat from both their bodies. My night vision was crap but my eyes were adjusting to the dark, making the most of the light of the half moon. I could make out their silhouettes, which meant this guy could see mine. Morgan was low, his head drooping, his chest close to the other man’s waist.

			“Make it right?” The stranger’s low voice thrummed with fury; he spat. “I want to see him. I want to know what happened, and fix the past. That is the only way things can be made right.” He shook Morgan’s limp body, the pistol’s muzzle jammed against the base of his skull. Was his finger on the trigger? It was too dark to tell.

			“Tell me who you’re talking about – I can help you. But not if you hurt him, understand?” My tone grew hard. “If you hurt him I will fuck you up all the way to Ohio and back, and you will get nothing.”

			“Chertov izhets.”

			“I’m not lying – I’ll help you. You’re upset, and you’re worried about someone you care about – I can understand that. I’m in the same position myself, right? So why don’t you talk to me?”

			He dug the muzzle deeper and Morgan groaned again. “You are not in a position to negotiate. Give me what I want or I will kill him.”

			I squeezed the trigger and fired. Aiming for the upper left shoulder, hitting close enough. He staggered back, losing his grip on Morgan but swinging the gun my way. I didn’t let him complete the motion, stepping over Morgan’s slumped body to get in close with the Russian, into his space so he couldn’t get the gun aimed. I delivered a knee to his gut, and when he doubled over, an elbow to the back of his neck. He fired two shots but they hit the dirt next to me and I grabbed his wrist, wrenching it until he let go of the gun. 

			He recovered quickly and swept one leg behind me. I went down hard but wrapped one arm around his neck and dropped him with me, rolling as I fell to land with one hip in his gut. We struggled for the gun but with my free hand I reached between us and administered the first self-defense move my father ever taught me – grab, twist, and pull.

			He screamed and lost his grip on the gun, bending double and catching me a stunning blow across one eye with his forehead. I saw stars but didn’t let go. I struggled out from under him and flipped him on his belly, wrenched both his arms behind his back, and placed one knee there, pinning his wrists and wishing my pajamas came with a pocket for handcuffs.

			“Stay down, motherfucker, or you’ll get your own nine ounces.”

			When I pressed the hot muzzle against the base of his skull, he went still.

			“Yeblya suki,” he said sulkily.

			“Yeah, well, so’s your mom.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Six

			“Morgan? Talk to me, are you all right?”

			There was silence for heart-stopping seconds before he groaned.

			“I’m here. That’s about all I can vouch for.”

			Relief flooded my body, and I leaned down to get close to the Russian’s ear. “That voice out there is the only thing keeping you alive. You better be glad he’s in a position to talk.”

			He snarled something unintelligible, which I ignored, turning my attention back to someone I gave a shit about.

			“Morgan. Are you hurt? Can you move?”

			A sharp intake of breath. “Yeah, yeah I can move.” Several shuffling steps and he stood over me, hands pressed to his side.

			I looked up, scanning him for injuries, wishing I could touch him. “Are you shot?” I asked.

			“No. He clocked me pretty good in the head, and my ribs have seen better days, but nothing life threatening. Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine.” I’d be sore in a couple of hours but for now the adrenaline kept the pain at bay. “Are you good to go back to the house?”

			“Like hell – I’m not leaving you out here alone with him.”

			“He’s not getting up, but I need something to secure him.”

			With another intake of breath and a muffled yelp, Morgan peeled his shirt off, then knelt and used it to tie the man’s wrists together. I rolled him over again and checked his arm where I’d shot him. The bicep was torn and bleeding, but I hadn’t gotten an artery. I got him on his feet and we all three limped back to the house, our prisoner twisting to look behind us every few steps, back in the direction of Bert’s place. I looked, too, but there were no noises, no lights. Was that where he’d been taking Morgan? I shuddered, thinking of anyone getting locked in there with that. But had the man’s presence been what stopped the loop before? Would it again? I had no answers, and little faith that Ally would be able to provide them.

			By the time we got back sirens were blaring up the gravel road leading to the two houses. As we approached the pit pen the dogs went nuts, growling, howling and barking, lips pulled back to reveal twenty sets of sharp teeth.

			Our prisoner refused to take another step. “You shoot me if you are to kill me. I will not go in the pen to be eaten by wild dogs.”

			“It’d serve you right, you fuck,” Morgan growled, as menacing as any of his pits. “If you hurt ’em, I’m throwing you over the side.”

			“No, no, I only threw rock to make it squeal.”

			Morgan leaned close and grabbed a fistful of the man’s shirt. “You threw rocks at my dogs, you son of a bitch?”

			“Cam? Eric?”

			“We’re back here, Ortiz,” I called.

			The sheriff rounded the corner, gun drawn but at his side. “You caught the guy?”

			“This is him. He needs medical attention – one GSW to the left arm, might be a sprained wrist.” I looked at the way he hunched over. “An ice pack for his nuts.”

			Morgan started laughing but stopped and clutched at his ribs. “Ow, hell.”

			Amber Trent was hard on Ortiz’s heels. “The ambulance just pulled up,” she said, her thin mouth twisted, narrowed gaze running up and down me before flitting away.

			“Take him over, please. Make sure you secure him,” said Ortiz.

			She turned to him and got closer than she needed to, her voice getting small and babyish. “Joel, can you walk with me? He’s awful big.”

			So that was why Trent didn’t like me. The dip in my stomach surprised me – the sheriff’s love life was none of my concern, but he’d said he was married. It bothered me to think of his wife, any wife, being betrayed like I’d been, and my respect for him took a nose dive. Cheaters will tell you everyone cheats – I didn’t want to believe it, but sometimes it seemed depressingly true.

			“I’ve got it,” I said, keeping my gaze averted. “Morgan, you’re coming, too. I want you looked at.”

			“Can I at least check on my dogs and grab a shirt first?”

			I smiled. “I’ll take care of it. You don’t want to climb more stairs than you have to, if those ribs are broken.”

			Ortiz took my prisoner’s other arm, reading him his Miranda rights as we walked. He secured the man in the back of the ambulance, and one of the EMTs climbed down to look Morgan over. He reached for my hand and my tension finally began to ebb. I hadn’t lost him in the desert – he’d come back to me, and I didn’t want to let him go.

			The sheriff appeared at my side and Morgan’s fingers slid from mine. “What about you, Cam? You look like you went ten rounds with a Rottweiler.”

			I waved a hand. “I’m good, it’s just a bruise. I need to check on my daughter.”

			She and Dimi waited in the library, watching the action through the sliding glass doors. I took the back steps two at a time and as soon as Dimi opened the door, she ran to me in silence, her head tucked low, and I knelt and wrapped her in my arms.

			“You’re okay?” she whispered through tears.

			I closed my eyes. Shit. I’d done it again. But how could I make things safe for her, for any of us, if I never went into the darkness? I held her tight and kissed her head. “I’m fine. Everyone’s fine, it was no big deal.”

			“Where’s Eric? Did he get hurt?” She sounded almost as anxious as I had, and I wondered uneasily if I was letting all of us get attached too quickly. I had to keep reminding myself we’d only known him a few days.

			“Eric’s okay. He got a bump on the head but he’s getting looked at now.” I took her over to the window in the dining room, where the flashing lights of the ambulance illuminated him.

			She looked up at me. “You didn’t go to Uncle Bert’s?”

			I pushed her curls back from her wet face. “Not even close to it.”

			She sighed and tucked her head against my hip. “Good. Daddy said you might.”

			My skin crawled, prickling with the weight of invisible eyes. Was Tony here now? Was he always around, watching us? I searched the shadows for one that didn’t belong. Dimi met my eyes and lifted his shoulders. He’d seen nothing, but that didn’t mean shit.

			After promising Sammy I’d stay within her sight, I checked the pit crew over, and found no visible injuries. They were still excited but calmed quickly once I went inside the pen, and I was able to take one worry off Morgan’s mind.

			“Good,” he said darkly. “Fucker can live long enough for Joel to figure out who he is.” He reached for the shirt I’d brought.

			“Eh, let me.” I helped him ease the button-up over his shoulders, trying to keep him as still as possible. The EMT’s assessment was what I’d figured – no concussion, likely broken ribs. He’d refused a ride in the bus with the prisoner, who was attempting to burn holes of hatred in me with his gaze. I smiled real big and waved, because that always pisses people off. Ortiz, attempting to question him, gave me a look.

			Morgan took my hands and I turned my attention back to him. “Sammy?” he asked.

			“She’s fine. Worried about you. Afraid you were going to Bert’s.”

			He gazed across the desert at the silent ranch house. “I gotta feeling that’s where we were headed.”

			I looked back at the Russian, but they were closing the doors, getting ready to transport him to Gila Regional. Deputy Craven had arrived and was riding back with him, which unfortunately left Trent with us. At Ortiz’s request we headed toward Morgan’s place, but he stopped me.

			“You ain’t gonna cuss me?” he asked.

			I looked up at him. “Cuss you? Why would I do that?”

			“For doin’ the same thing I cussed you for. And I wasn’t even sleepwalkin’.” His gaze dropped. “I’m sorry as hell. I shoulda thought before goin’ out there like that. He was waitin’ for me – I did exactly what he wanted.”

			It was dark without the ambulance lights, but I knew his face would be bright red if I could see it. “Hey. You. Don’t go down that road, okay? People make mistakes all the time, not just you. That voice in your head that says otherwise, it’s lying.”

			He didn’t look convinced, but there wasn’t time for that.

			I tugged at his hands. “Sammy needs to see us both. Let’s not keep her waiting.”

			“Both,” he repeated quietly as he traveled in my wake, a smile spreading across his face.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Seven

			I got the feeling Ortiz would have questioned us twice as long, had the hour not been so late. My kid refused to go back to bed, instead falling asleep on Morgan’s chest. Ortiz could tell there were holes in our story, but he’d have hardly been satisfied if we’d told him everything. He kept a speculative eye on my brother, who stared back with his own frozen blue gaze. Amber Trent became collateral damage, switching her attention from the sheriff to Dimi, following him into the kitchen to make coffee, touching him at every turn. I tried not to laugh – Dimi was bad-boy Kryptonite and he knew it. Ortiz’s palpable relief made me think I’d jumped to the wrong conclusion about his own interest in his deputy, and I was glad of it.

			When he’d gotten all he was going to, he stood and tossed a set of keys to Trent. “Drive Brian’s unit back to the station, please.”

			She didn’t look happy at the dismissal, but managed to turn it into a sultry flounce on her way out the door. When she was gone, Ortiz turned his attention to my brother again.

			“And you’re sure, Mr. Zolnerowich, you’ve never seen this man before?”

			Dimi gave a wide smile that looked like cooperation but was in fact a giant fuck-off beacon. “I have not, Sheriff. Russia is a big country – we do not all know each other.”

			Ortiz’s gaze narrowed. “And you have no idea why he sought you out, knocked you unconscious, and left you on my doorstep?”

			The smile widened. “No, but I have hopes he will tell you. Please do let me know.”

			There was a short staredown, then Ortiz turned and let me walk him to the door.

			“You up for helping me question this guy tomorrow? Brian texted to let me know the dude’s in surgery now, but he should be up to it by then. I’d like somebody bilingual I can trust.”

			“Wouldn’t miss it,” I assured him.

			Dimi was grinning when I returned to the library, the ice melted after the sheriff’s departure. He waggled his eyebrows at me. “I got digits,” he said.

			I sighed. “I’m sure you two will be very happy together. Go to bed.”

			He followed orders for once, doing a little dance for my benefit on the top stair.

			“Watch your step, twinkle toes,” I said, and he flipped me the bird.

			Morgan smiled at me over Sammy’s curly head. “She’s out cold.”

			I winced. “That’s got to be killing your ribs – I’ll take her.”

			He shook his head, put a protective hand on her back. “It don’t hurt,” he lied, imperfectly concealing the pain in his voice. “She’s like one a’ them weighted blankets. I feel better already.”

			I let them stay like that for another few minutes before I lifted Sammy and settled in on the couch with her, Atticus ever present at our feet. Morgan elected to stay with us in one of the recliners, struggling to get comfortable as the pain got worse, but he refused to return to his own bed.

			“It ain’t like I’m gonna sleep anyway. I’d rather stay where I like the view.”

			I closed my eyes and wished I could freeze us all like that, safe and together, with no impending threats from either side of the grave.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Eight

			I woke early, the house silent but for the light breathing of my daughter and Morgan’s heavier snores. He was conked with a book on his chest, and as I stared at the familiar purple spine, inspiration hit me like a baseball bat.

			“It was always your favorite,” I whispered. I extricated myself from the couch and eased the book from Morgan’s hands. When I turned it over I knew I’d been right.

			He opened bleary eyes and smiled at me. “What’s up?”

			I showed him the book. “It was always your favorite.”

			He yawned and nodded. “Yeah, yours too. I remember you told me, the first time you came over here.”

			“No, that’s what Bert said, in his note to me. That was the clue – I knew he’d never make it that hard. To Kill a Mockingbird – it’s been my favorite book since I was a kid. This might even be the same edition – I remember this cover.”

			I grabbed Bert’s journal from the kitchen table and spread myself out on the library floor. Morgan sat stiffly above me, turning pages and giving me the letters, once I’d walked him through the process. We kept it quiet and Sammy slept on, though Atticus took an interest in our activities.

			It didn’t take long to work out the entirety of the message, but there was no blinding recognition, no great wisdom that solved our problems. The message was in three separate entries:

			Kiril Pyotr Kosolov – 1981 read the first one. The second was a string of numbers I couldn’t make sense of, though Morgan retrieved his phone and started searching. The last was a single line as well, and the most concerning.

			Tony was wrong.

			Morgan and I exchanged a look. He made one failed attempt to get out of the chair himself, sucking breath through his teeth and muffling a grunt of pain. It took both of us to get him to his feet, and he shuffled after me to the kitchen, pressing his hands to his ribs.

			“Is it too early to start drinkin’?” he asked, his mouth twisted.

			“You should have gone to the damn hospital last night,” I said.

			He leaned in and kissed the corner of my eye, just before the bruising started. “And you shoulda put a steak on that,” he rumbled.

			I made coffee while he looked over Bert’s message again, double-checking his work against the code.

			“That has to be it,” I told him. “If it was the wrong key, it’d be gibberish.”

			He sighed and accepted the mug I’d brought him. “I guess I was hopin’ we missed somethin’. None of this is too helpful, is it?”

			I tapped the name. “If I had to guess, this Kosolov guy is probably the one Bert was looking for, the one that started this whole thing.”

			He frowned. “Which would about have to confirm that Bert was a spy, right?”

			“Probably. Nineteen eighty-one would have been in the middle of his service, and that was heavy Cold War time, so yeah, I’d buy that. I don’t understand why that part was coded, though. I mean, if he brought your dad, and Jack Turner, and Tony all in on this project, then it’s not like that was information that needed protecting.”

			Morgan stared down at my scribbled translation. “Did you tell me the estate attorney said Tony tried to claim that stuff Bert left for you?”

			I frowned. “Yeah. That was weird.”

			“Makes me wonder if Bert coded it to keep it safe for you. We didn’t see any other reference to this dude’s name, did we?”

			I shook my head slowly. “No. I’d remember that.”

			He traced a finger under the last line of Bert’s message. “‘Tony was wrong,’” he read. “Wrong about what? And whatever it might have been, is that why Bert stopped trusting him?”

			I wrapped my hands around my coffee cup, fingers gripping it tight. “Do you think he was talking about Ally? That he realized what Tony was up to?”

			Morgan put a hand over mine. “Cam, if your uncle knew your husband was cheatin’ on you, he’d have beat his ass. Bert might’ve been on the shady side of sixty, but he could still land a mean punch.”

			I hunched my shoulders. “Makes me wish he had found out. I’d give a lot to see Bert kick Tony’s ass.”

			He smiled. “Maybe there’s a parking lot in the afterlife where they’re dukin’ it out right now.”

			I thought of Tony, the way he’d appeared to me. How he was still getting through to Sammy, and how the fuck to put a stop to it. He’d told me I would need him, and maybe this was what he’d meant – that he’d be the one who could help us close the loop and keep Samantha safe. But it made me uneasy, and those three, stark words at the end of Bert’s missive had my stomach in knots. Did he mean Tony was wrong about how to close the loop? He certainly hadn’t succeeded while he was alive. Did Ally have any new ideas, or did she plan to rehash the old?

			Morgan’s phone buzzed and he reached for it without thinking, gritting his teeth when his side zinged. I grabbed it for him and he frowned when he saw the caller ID.

			“Eric Morgan,” he said, the frown deepening as he listened. “Yeah, okay I’ll be right there. No, don’t sedate him, please. I’ll be there shortly.”

			“Your dad?” I asked, moving to the cabinets in search of a travel mug.

			His eyes were dark, his lips pressed tight. “Somethin’ happened to upset him – he’s pretty bad off. He was sayin’ somethin’ about a radio.”

			I took a breath. “He doesn’t have a ham radio there, does he?”

			He shook his head and braced his hands on the table to stand, gritting his teeth. “He don’t have a radio at all. I gotta go see him.”

			I legged it upstairs to get him a change of clothes, handing him his phone and keys as he headed for the door. He was turned around, worried, moving too fast and dropping everything. I took his face between my hands and repeated his own words back to him.

			“I’m right here, okay? It’s going to be fine.”

			He put his hands over mine and took a breath, managed a smile. “Okay, yeah. I’ll call you. Be safe, okay?”

			I watched him go and tried not to let my worries leap straight to the worst-case scenario. “He’s a dementia patient,” I told myself. “It’s normal for him to get irrational.” It didn’t have to mean that the dark things that reached for my family in the night had slipped their tendrils into the room of a helpless old man. If they had, we were all living on borrowed time.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Nine

			Even with Sammy safe in Dimi’s care back at the ranch, I got antsy the second I lost sight of the house in my rearview. I wanted to turn back around, but I’d promised Ortiz my help, and in any case, I wanted to know who this fucker was.

			Morgan’s attacker was in a large private room, on the opposite hall from where Dimi had been. Gila Regional was quiet; most of the rooms I passed were dark and empty. The ones that were occupied contained only the patient. Two doors down from my destination, a young man lay alone in the dark, staring at nothing. There could be any number of reasons he was on his own, but it hurt my heart, thinking he might have no one. It could have been Dimi. It could have been Morgan.

			Ortiz stepped out into the hall and beckoned me. He winced when I got close. “Ouch. That eye got worse overnight. Hurt?”

			I shrugged. “It’s sore, but I can see out of it. It’ll heal. Where’s our boy?”

			The Russian sat up in bed, his arm bandaged and elevated, wrist in a brace, the other cuffed to the bed rail. Brian Craven sat beside him, back ramrod straight, his attention focused on the prisoner.

			I hadn’t gotten much of a look at him the night before, and at first I caught my breath – he could have been Dimi’s brother. They had the same narrow face, blue eyes, and closely shorn hair. They were of a similar build, too, and when he looked at me, his expression was pure Dimi.

			“You are the bitch who shot me,” he said in Russian.

			“You’re the asshole who clocked my brother,” I answered in English.

			“Your brother,” he spat with enough venom to rouse Craven.

			“That’s enough,” Craven said in a brook-no-bullshit cop voice. “Treat us with respect, we’ll do the same for you.”

			I pulled a chair close and sat backward in it, folding my arms across the low, wooden back. “Yeah, my brother. You ready to tell me what your problem with him is?” Now that I was closer, the similarities to Dimi were surface deep. This man’s face was more square, less handsome, and his hair was dark instead of Dimi’s dirty blond. They resembled each other only in the way soldiers do.

			He glared at me and shook his head. “You have no idea what you are dealing with.”

			I sat back. “You’re right about that. There’s a whole lot going on I don’t understand. Does that mean you can clue me in?”

			His glare settled into a frown. “What does that mean? What do you think I can help you with?”

			“For starters, I’d like to know who you are, and what you’re doing here.”

			His lip curled and he turned away.

			“I’m also wondering if the FSB knows where you are.”

			His gaze snapped back, his eyes narrowed.

			I smiled. “Yeah, I mean, could be you left on good terms, but I doubt it. Way I understand it, you leave the service in a body bag, or not at all. I have a feeling they’d be glad to know where you are.”

			He leaned close. “I have the same feeling about your brother.”

			I set my jaw, annoyed he’d called my bluff but trying not to show it.

			“Look. Whatever your deal is with Dimi, it doesn’t involve me. As long as you leave him alone and don’t try anything else. He’s my family, which means he falls under my protection. Other than that, I see no reason for us to be at odds. You think I have something that belongs to you – tell me what it is, let me try to sort it out. I can’t make any promises, but I get it, the inheritance thing can get weird. So help me out.”

			He clenched his hands into tight fists, his jaw bunching. Finally he cast a dark glance at Ortiz. “I will talk to you, but alone.”

			Ortiz shook his head. “You don’t set the rules. I’m the sheriff in this county, so you’ll talk to me.”

			The man kept his silence, and I met Ortiz’s gaze with a shrug. I wasn’t worried about my safety, but I wasn’t going to step on toes, either.

			Finally he sighed and stood. “Five minutes. Craven and I will be right out there, just call if you need us. And you,” he said, pointing a finger at the prisoner, “try anything cute, and I’ll make you regret it.”

			The room was silent after they left. The Russian stared down at his lap.

			“Can we start with a name for you?” I asked.

			He eyed me. “You may call me Sergei.”

			“Okay, that’s a start. So what do you want to talk to me about, Sergei?”

			He studied me for another minute. “Have you seen them?” he asked softly, freezing the blood in my veins.

			I raised my gaze slowly, and when our eyes met, he nodded.

			“You have.”

			I scooted my chair closer and swung it around, perching on the edge of the floral-patterned seat. “You’re talking about the ghosts.”

			He nodded again.

			“How do you know about them? Have you seen them?” I kept my voice low, glanced at the closed door.

			Sergei shook his head. “No. I have heard of them, much. Your uncle and his friend, they spoke of it, often, but I have never seen.”

			I sat back, frowning. “You knew my uncle?”

			He hunched one shoulder. “Not precisely. We met.”

			“You met…and he immediately started in on ghost stories?”

			He shook his head. “He had his reasons. The details are not important.”

			“Really? Because I’d be interested in knowing how you found him in the first place. It’s a big world, so how’d you manage to zero in on a guy living in the middle of nowhere, Texas?”

			He straightened and tapped the fingers of one hand against the bed rail. “The internet has made the world much smaller than it used to be.”

			I frowned. “You cyberstalked him?”

			He shrugged. “We had...mutual interests. As I say, it is not important. The ghosts, they are what matter, and I have never seen them. I need to. It is obligatory.”

			“I can’t advise that. It’s—” I stopped. What the hell was I doing? Taking a total stranger into my confidence, one who’d injured at least two people I cared about? “We think it’s dangerous.”

			He set his jaw. “I know this. They will not hurt me.”

			I studied him. “How do you know that, if you’ve never seen them?”

			“Because they stop for me.”

			We can’t stop it…that was what the doomed sailor said to me. Had he only meant he couldn’t stop it for me? It was true Sergei’s appearance at Bert’s had coincided with the end of the haunting. Was he somehow protected?

			“Why you?” I asked.

			He lifted a shoulder. “It does not matter. What does is that I can help you, but I need your help as well.”

			“How can you help me?”

			His smile was too close to Dimi’s, but I stomped on the thought.

			“With what you want – you wish to close the loop, yes?”

			I’d doubted whether he’d really ever spoken with Bert or Jack Turner, half-convinced this was a con. His use of that phrase changed my mind. “You know how to do that?”

			He nodded, his expression solemn. “In fact, I believe I am the only one that can do so. Your husband, and his lady friend, there is a reason their efforts failed.”

			I let his words find their mark without flinching. “How?”

			He shook his head. “I told you. I need your help in exchange. I need to see the ghosts.”

			I stared at him. “I don’t understand. You said they stop for you. How does that work?”

			His expression hardened and he stared somewhere over my shoulder, his gaze unfocused. “I do not know. I only know that everything stops once I arrive. I need someone with me, someone who can bring me to the ghosts.”

			I pushed away, hands up. “Fuck that. I ain’t going anywhere near that place.”

			His lips thinned. “Yes? And you think you will stay safe that way? How did that work out for your husband?”

			I closed my eyes and struggled against my rising anger, the increased heartbeat and roiling stomach. Tony was a weakness, an open wound anyone could exploit. I couldn’t let it keep happening.

			I stood and pushed the chair back to where I’d found it, my movements deliberately slow, faking calm.

			“Where are you going?” he asked.

			“I don’t believe you can help me. You’re wasting the sheriff’s time, and mine.”

			He shrugged. “That is your choice. I hope that all of you live long enough to find another solution.”

			“As opposed to letting a dangerous criminal talk me into a haunted house alone? Yeah, I think I’ll come up with a plan B.” I turned to leave, calling out to Ortiz. Before he got back in the room, the man’s hand snaked out and grabbed my wrist.

			“You are not who I thought you were,” he said, frowning. “I believed you were like your brother, cold, callous. Inhuman. But you are not those things.”

			Ortiz came in with Craven hard on his heels. “The fuck is this?” he said. “You don’t touch her.”

			I yanked my arm away from Sergei, holding my hand up to stop the sheriff’s intervention. “You can quit trying to make me think you know Dimi. You don’t. He’s none of those things.”

			His mouth quirked in a half smile. “You are wrong. I know Dmitrov, very well. Even in the business we were in, as vicious as it was, he made a name for himself, synonymous with cruelty.”

			I rolled my eyes. “So you heard of him because you worked for the same organization. Cool story. That doesn’t mean you know him. Not like I do.” I turned my attention to Ortiz. “Sorry, I don’t think I did any good. He didn’t tell me anything useful.”

			Sergei called to me as I reached the door.

			“Believe me or not, it does not matter. But know that whatever else you may face, the evil you have allowed into your home presents a far greater threat than any I could offer.”

			I turned back to look at him, my mouth twisted. “Is that so.”

			He gave a slow nod. “Do not take your eye from him. He is not who you think he is.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty

			“So this sheriff you’re working with, he’s cool with armed civilians just shooting people and taking them into custody?”

			I tucked myself into an unused corridor off the hospital hallway. “Fuck off, Fierro. This is Texas. Even the livestock are armed.”

			He laughed, but his words opened a pit in my gut. He was right – I wasn’t a cop anymore, or anything close to it, but I’d sure acted like I was. It hadn’t seemed to bother Ortiz, but now it bothered me. A rush of embarrassment turned my face hot.

			I pushed it away. There’d be plenty of time to torture myself with it later. “Anyway, not the point. You got what I sent you on the names and dates?”

			“Yep, one Kiril Kosolov, and a possible Sergei. I’ll see what I can find. I’m also reading back through Tony’s work emails – his boss mentioned he had a lot of international contacts, because of his research, so I’m thinking that’s where his involvement with your uncle’s clusterfuck started.”

			“Good call, Fierro – come up with anything yet?”

			He sighed. “You gotta give me more than five minutes, Cameo. This isn’t the only case I’m working.”

			I tried not to let it sting – Rick’s whole involvement in the case was a favor to me. But it felt like the beginning of our end, the first fractures in our partnership that would eventually split our life paths. “I get it. And I know this is a lot on you.”

			“You know that’s not what I’m saying.”

			“I know. If it’ll help, why don’t you send it my way, if you find anything? I can follow up, save you the time, and it might help to be fluent, anyway.”

			He hesitated. “Pretty sure that doesn’t fall within Woodford’s bounds of keeping you out of it.”

			“I won’t tell him if you don’t. You can even take credit for my work – just like old times.”

			“Bite me, Ambrose. Okay yeah, against my better judgment I’ll kick it your way.” After checking in on his favorite five-year-old, he handed me off to Tess McGee, one of the FBI components of my old task force.

			“Ambrose, what the hell?” she said. “You’ve been gone for less than a week, and I’m just now finding out from Pornstache over there you’re already knee deep?”

			Tess was a brilliant forensic accountant, close to my age and climbing the ladder fast. The feds valued her skill set and the task force had, too – she was one hell of an asset in putting cases together against gangs. She was a pint-sized redhead who swore as much as I did, and the sound of her voice brought a smile to my face.

			“I gave it a few days, but if I don’t come up with something then I don’t get to talk to you guys.”

			She snorted. “Just try and fade out of my life. See what happens. I have frequent-flier miles and I know how to use them. Anyway, I want one of those quiet cowboy types they got out there. Found any of them yet?”

			“Only enough for me, sorry. I’ll keep an eye out. What’s going on?” I asked.

			“Oh, real subtle subject turn. I totally didn’t even notice that. Tell me about the cowboy.”

			Ortiz rounded the corner on the other end of the hall and raised a hand when he saw me.

			“Later,” I said. “Sheriff’s coming my way. What do you have for me?”

			“Mm hmm. If there even is a sheriff. So, I tried to check on this Jack Turner guy like you asked. There’s not much out there that I can access, but he’s listed as KIA, and I confirmed his last assignment was as a resident agent in Silver City.”

			I wrinkled my nose. “Killed in action? He drowned, so how does that fit?”

			“Just because it’s in a file, doesn’t make it true. You know that.”

			I thought that over. “This place seems pretty small for a resident agent, don’t you think?”

			“Maybe. Could be there’ve been problems in the past, or could be he was in the doghouse for something. Hard to tell. There was nothing much on how he died, beyond what your sheriff buddy already told you. The only person I found who knew him was an analyst in the Albuquerque office. She couldn’t tell me much, but she sounded pretty pissed at the whole thing, so you could be right about something being off there.”

			“Hmm. No chance of getting the fed’s autopsy findings, I guess. Ortiz gave me what they had here, but I’m betting they’ve got more.”

			“Ha. Good one. No, although I did manage to find something interesting. I’ve got a buddy over at Homeland Security, and get this. About eight months ago, end of last year, DHS issued an NTAS Bulletin for all of Grant County, Texas. Later they extended it almost to Arkansas.”

			“Holy shit.” NTAS was the National Terrorism Advisory System that replaced the previous color-coded alerts. A Bulletin meant a more general threat, rather than specific information regarding an attack, but it was still disturbing. It also made the silent presence of those refrigerated trucks a hell of a lot more real. “Why didn’t we hear anything about it?”

			“You wouldn’t have. My friend didn’t have the details, but evidently there was some kind of reported risk, then they investigated and didn’t find anything. But there’s still a flag on the file – whatever they were looking for, they expected to find something, and they didn’t.”

			I sucked in a breath. Eight months ago, right around the time Bert died, and DHS never found the source. If Morgan was right about the haunting loop killing Bert, they never would.

			Ortiz stood a respectful distance away, but it was clear he was waiting on me. “Listen, Tess, I gotta go, but call me if you hear anything else. Or, you know, call me if you don’t.”

			“Try and stop me, girl.”

			I hung up and Ortiz closed the distance.

			“You get anything else from our boy?” I asked.

			He shook his head, giving me a speculative look. “I get the feeling there was more to your conversation than what I heard. Care to fill me in?”

			I hesitated. The sheriff had been nothing but nice to me from the start, when he didn’t have any reason to be. It felt shitty to close him out, especially when he could tell I was doing it, but what the hell was I supposed to say?

			Ortiz sighed. “Is this about your brother? You don’t have to protect him, you know. He’s a grown-up.”

			I pursed my lips. “It’s not like that. This guy, Sergei or whatever his real name is, he’s full of shit, anyway.”

			His gaze didn’t waver. “Uh huh. That why you’re tying yourself in knots trying to keep Dimi out of the spotlight?”

			I took a deep breath and made myself go slow. “I’m not. I’m not blind to Dimi’s faults, or who he used to be. But I don’t like wasting time trying to convince people he’s changed, especially not when we have a bona fide fucking criminal in custody.” I hadn’t meant to sound so pissed, but it was a battle I was sick to death of fighting.

			Ortiz watched me, unsmiling, weighing me up. Finally he shrugged. “Your call, Cam. You don’t want to trust me, you don’t have to. But don’t work so hard at obscuring the truth that you blind yourself. Even biological family can fuck up.”

			He left without giving me a chance to respond, and I felt the first tendrils of belonging wilt in his wake. Fine. That was okay – I wasn’t the man’s deputy, and I didn’t have to make friends here. Dimi was worth more than the entire population of Silver City put together.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-One

			When I pulled up to Morgan’s house, his truck was still gone, but my daughter was out front. She was alone, standing at the corner of the main house that met the pit pen fence, facing inward, her head bent low. I cursed my brother under my breath and hurried up the drive to her side. When I reached her, it felt like I’d stepped into cold storage; the air surrounding her was at least twenty or thirty degrees below what it should be.

			“Sweet pea?” I said softly, putting a hand to her shoulder.

			For several more seconds, she remained focused on the space in front of her, brow furrowed, lips moving silently.

			“Sammy?” I tried again, louder this time, with an eye toward the empty ranch house. There was nothing.

			She broke from the hold of her trance, coming back to herself in increments, like waking up. She blinked at me in the harsh sunlight. “Mommy?”

			I forced a smile. “Hey there. What’re you doing out here by yourself, little girl?”

			She frowned. “I’m not by myself. Daddy’s here.”

			I cast another uneasy glance around. “Guess he doesn’t feel like coming inside today?”

			She shook her head. “He can’t. None of them can, that’s why I had to meet him here. He needed to talk to me.”

			Fury built inside my chest, making my face hot and my throat tight. What the hell was I supposed to do about this? How could I stop Tony’s unhealthy influence over our daughter? He’d done enough damage while he was alive – how long would I be struggling under the shadow of his ghost?

			I got to my feet and took her hand. “Daddy knows as well as I do you need to be in out of this sun. You’re as pale as your mama – we need to get you into the shade.”

			She trailed in my wake, and even let me pick her up, but her expression had gone flat, her eyes dull. Was that Tony’s influence, or mine?

			“What’d Daddy need to talk to you about, sweet pea?” I asked.

			Her mouth compressed and her eyes slid away from me. “Nothing,” she said. “You wouldn’t understand.”

			My stomach dipped again. This year had been the roller coaster from hell, but my hurt was my problem, not hers. If I wasn’t connecting with her, it was because I hadn’t found the way, yet. I held her closer. “I’d like to try, Sammy. I know this was something between you and Daddy, but maybe I can help.”

			She frowned at me. “You can’t. Nobody can but Daddy – he told me so.”

			Then why the fuck had we agreed to let Ally try her hand? I shook it off – I couldn’t take the word of a dead man as gospel truth, especially when filtered through a five-year-old.

			I stopped at the front door and pressed my cheek to hers. “I’m not giving up on you,” I whispered. “Maybe I don’t understand everything you’re dealing with, but I’m not going anywhere. And when you’re ready to talk, I’ll be here.”

			She didn’t say anything, but laid her head against my shoulder.

			When we walked in, Atticus trotted up to see us, his limp almost gone, and I left Samantha with him while I looked for my brother. Dread was a weight in my belly, but I reminded myself his attacker was cuffed to a hospital bed. When I found Dimi sprawled on the living room couch, my heart stopped – until he started snoring.

			Fury flooded through my veins, burning like good whiskey. “Wake up, Zolnerowich,” I said.

			His eyes fluttered open, and for a moment they didn’t focus. Then he saw me, made a swift connection and sat up, clutching a hand to the back of his head.

			“She’s fine,” I said, because I didn’t believe in torture. “She’s in the kitchen with the dog. But I found her out front, alone, talking to Tony.”

			There was only momentary relief in his eyes before the ice mask returned, and disappointment took the place of my anger. It wasn’t often he tried to close me out, anymore.

			I looked down. “I guess there’s not much point in asking what the hell happened.”

			The mask cracked. “I have no good answer. I was tired, so I sat down. The little one was looking at books, but I did not mean to fall asleep. It was inexcusable.”

			Fuck. His head injury – I hadn’t even thought of that, before treating him like my personal built-in babysitter. I dropped to one of the recliners and put my head in my hands. “Shit. I’m sorry. You’re not even close to healed, and I just—”

			“Do not do that,” he cut in, his voice full of venom. “Do not make excuses for me. It does not matter. I was responsible for her safety. She is my family as well.”

			I stared at him and he eased back on the intensity level.

			“I am sorry. Allow me to be sorry, and to have some worth, please. I will go speak to her.” He pushed himself off the couch, his movements stiff and sore, his eyes not meeting mine. “I can still be trusted.”

			I sighed. “I know that. I left something in the car, can you sit with her, please?”

			He straightened and nodded. “Of course.”

			When I made it back to the spot where I’d found Sammy, the temperature had evened out, the cold spot gone. I faced the wall, as she had, then put my back to it, searching the midday shadows. “I may not be able to see you, but I’m betting you can hear me just fine,” I said to the ambient air. “Whatever you’re doing, whatever you were doing before you died, it’s time to let it go. Time to let her go, do you understand me? You are not fucking welcome – not here, and not anywhere we are. Find the light or whatever – it’s time for all of us to move on.”

			I waited for an answer, knowing better but hoping anyway. It felt like all the times Tony ignored me when I’d brought up subjects he didn’t want to discuss. How I’d work up the courage, then wait in agony for him to acknowledge my words. Sometimes he’d leave without answering me, and that hollow feeling of abandonment took his place. I wondered now why I’d been okay with that, and it occurred to me for the first time that he wasn’t the only one in our marriage I didn’t recognize anymore.

			I didn’t expect an answer that day, and I didn’t get one. But I hoped I’d gotten my message across. I did it for Sammy more than for myself, but she was right that I didn’t understand what I was doing. I only thought I did.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Two

			My guilt trip must have been effective, because early in the afternoon, Rick forwarded me an email chain from Tony’s work account. The recipient was someone named Lana at a university in Saint Petersburg, who’d agreed to use her resources to locate Kosolov. The correspondence began a few days after Tony and Samantha returned from their summer visit to Bert’s, and I tried to ignore the flirtatious tone of it. She sounded willing and confident in her abilities, but two days after their initial contact, she abruptly cut it off, telling him she wouldn’t be able to help. None of his follow-up messages elicited a response. I read through the exchange several times – she’d gotten spooked by something, which was promising. I wrote and revised a message to her six times before hitting send, anxious butterflies in my belly. Following in Tony’s footsteps kept his memory close, and all the baggage that went with it.

			Her reply waited in my inbox when I checked it minutes later. She was sorry to hear of Tony’s death, but she couldn’t help me. She’d been told to leave the inquiry alone, and suggested I do the same.

			I shot her reply to Rick, chewing a thumbnail while I stared at her words. Who the hell was Kiril Kosolov, that a benign question from a university raised flags that fast? Rick had no answers, but told me to leave it alone, so I switched to Bert’s notes after throwing together a casserole with what I found in the fridge. Unlike mine, Morgan’s kitchen was well stocked.

			His truck finally pulled up the drive close to six, and I set aside my work with relief. When he hadn’t made it through the front door several minutes later, I went to the window. The sun’s glare made it hard to see his face, but he still sat in the truck, hands on the steering wheel, and my stomach dipped. Had he spent the afternoon alone at his father’s deathbed?

			He didn’t see me approach, and was startled when I rested my hands on the open window.

			“Hey, you,” I said. “How’s Ben?”

			For a moment the exhaustion and grief that clouded his face made me doubt whether he wanted us there. Was he regretting tying himself up with us, irritated not to be coming home to an empty house?

			“Cam,” he said with a tired smile, and made an awkward attempt to reach me, flinching when the movement put pressure on his injured ribcage.

			“Hang on,” I said and came around to climb in beside him. He twisted to pull me into an embrace, his chin resting on my shoulder.

			“Damn, it’s good to see you. It’s been a shitty fuckin’ day.”

			“Your dad?” I asked, and he nodded against me.

			“He’s okay, as much as he can be.” He pulled back finally, but tucked me against his side, under his arm, and took my hand. It was hot as hell with the air conditioner off, and he was sweaty and rumpled, but it felt good.

			I let out a breath. “Thank God. I was afraid….”

			“Nah, nothin’ like that. Sorry, I shoulda let you know, I just ain’t used to anyone else givin’ a shit, you know?”

			“Yeah. So what’s going on with him?”

			He slumped against the seat back. “I’m afraid he’s – I think they found him. Even there, in the home, they found him.”

			I made myself ease up on the death grip I’d given his hand. “Who found him?”

			He shook his head. “The ghosts. The motherfuckin’ ghosts found my pops.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Three

			Guilt crested through me and I pictured the old man helpless against the onslaught of spirits who could be all too physical when they wanted to be. It was my fault. The Morgans had been fine, safe as anything before I came along, kicking things up.

			“What happened?” I asked.

			He sighed. “He was sayin’ something about the radio to the night nurse. Kept tellin’ her to turn it off, get it away from him, but she swore he didn’t have one. As far as I knew, he didn’t, but when I got there today I found one under his bed.”

			My heart stuttered. “A ham radio? Like Bert’s?”

			“No, just a plain old radio, but maybe that’s all they need. Took me forever to get him calmed down enough to tell me, but he said there were voices comin’ from it all night. They’d stop whenever the aide came in, but they started up again as soon as he was alone.”

			I put a hand to my mouth, tears filling my eyes. Ben must have been so afraid, with no one to chase away the ghosts, because his son was home dealing with mine. “Jesus, I’m so fucking sorry. He was alone with them all night?”

			“Yeah. I ain’t thrilled with the staff for not callin’ me, but I reckon they thought it was just the usual confusion.” He gave a sad smile. “That’s another shitty thing about bein’ old – nobody takes you seriously. That’s part of the reason I’m there so much, so I can check things out. Sometimes he don’t know the right way to say it, to make them understand.”

			“Same with kids, I guess,” I said, my gaze straying to the spot where I’d found my daughter that afternoon. “People think they’re just making stuff up all the time, and they end up getting ignored.”

			He kissed my hand. “Hey, you don’t ignore Sammy. You believed her, when a lot of parents wouldn’t.”

			I frowned. “It doesn’t seem to be enough, though, or maybe I’m doing it wrong. Anyway, we’re talking about Ben. Did you manage to calm him down?”

			“Yeah. Took quite a while, but he was okay when I left. I took the damn radio apart in front of him, let him see me trash it before I took it to the dumpster. And the nurses know to listen to him, but I ain’t sure how much good that’ll do.” He blew out a long breath. “He said there were all kinds of folks talkin’ to him all night. Bert, Jack Turner. Mom. Buncha Russian stuff, too, but he don’t understand any of that.”

			I put my head in my hands. “Doesn’t seem to be much doubt, does there?”

			“Nope. Not on my part.”

			I sat up. “So what are you going to do?”

			He began running his fingers through my own. “I don’t rightly know. I was sittin’ out here tryin’ to decide that. On the one hand, I feel like I should stay with him tonight, make damn sure nothin’ comes callin’ for him, or if they do, at least I can be there.”

			I nodded. “Okay, makes sense. Are you just here to get a change of clothes? Do you have time to eat before you head back?”

			He frowned. “I ain’t at all sure I’m goin’ back. I don’t like leavin’ you and Sammy alone here, with all that shit next door. They might be using a radio to try to get to Pops, but at least they ain’t dangerous.” He touched my chin to make me look at him. “I’ve gotta real bad feelin’ if you end up over there one more time, you ain’t makin’ it out. I can’t have that.”

			“No way,” I said, pulling my hands from his. “You have to make sure your dad is safe. We can take care of ourselves.”

			“And Pops can have an aide stay in his room tonight – I’ve already asked the home to get somebody.”

			I shook my head. “What happens if they escalate? They’ve done it everywhere else, we have to assume they’ll do it there. Think about what happened to Bert – you can’t leave him vulnerable to something like that, and there’s no guarantee whoever’s there will be able to help him. They could get hurt, too.” I took a breath and looked down at my hands, twisted together in my lap. “We should go. The three of us – we should find somewhere else to stay, and you can bring your dad back here, or sleep there with him if you think it’s safer, but I can’t—”

			He took my hands again and held them tightly. “No. This is exactly what I didn’t want you to do – this ain’t your fault, any of it, and I don’t want you to go. I don’t reckon that’ll do Pops any good, anyhow.”

			Guilt and fear warred within me. Sammy was my top priority, and she felt safe here, happy. I didn’t want to take her away from that, but I couldn’t stand to leave Ben alone in a dark room, without even the ability to walk on his own. He’d be trapped and vulnerable to whatever the ghosts chose to do. I leaned away from Morgan but he didn’t let go. “If something happens to the only family you have left, you’re going to feel differently about that. I can’t stay here and fuck your life up.”

			He bent his head low, his breath coming hard, hands shaking. “I’m – I’m gonna say this wrong, so bear with me. I probably shouldn’t say it at all, but I’m gonna. Yeah, Pops is all the family I got left. All the blood family anyway, but you know better than most, blood ain’t everything. I’m not – I don’t want you to think I’m gettin’ ahead of myself, because I ain’t. I’m a grown-up, and I don’t got any expectations, where you and I are concerned. But what I do know, is that since y’all came here, I feel more human than I have in years. I feel like bein’ in the world some, like maybe there’s somethin’ out there for me.” He swallowed, still avoiding my eye. “That first night, when y’all were at the gas station – I tried to work up the courage to come talk to you for a good ten minutes. I’m…I ain’t good with people, with knowin’ what to say. Gets to where my mouth feels encased in cement, and I couldn’t open it if I wanted to, and I just don’t know how to get in, you know?”

			I gripped his hands. I did know – it was the same struggle I’d seen Dimi go through, standing on the outside of human interaction with no idea how to do it. They might come at the challenge with different attitudes, but it was the same familiar desire to belong, and it was universal.

			“Anyway, there was somethin’ about you, the way you were with Dimi, and Sammy, and how you looked tired but your eyes smiled. And that’s how I feel every time you look at me – like no matter what else is goin’ on, you’re glad I’m there. I ain’t never felt that way, and I – I want you to stay. I want to help, okay? I like feelin’ like I’m part of somethin’. I care what happens to you guys, and if you’re out somewhere I can’t follow, I’ll drive myself crazy worryin’. So can we agree to find a way to solve this together? Please?”

			He finally looked up, a plea in his dark eyes. Don’t leave me alone, they said, and I thought of the way he’d shouldered the burden of his father’s care, and the dogs he felt responsible for, and how lonely all of that was. It felt familiar, that isolation, and I couldn’t do it to him.

			“Okay,” I said. “But if you change your mind….”

			He hugged me fiercely. “I ain’t ever gonna change my mind. Never.”

			Relief flooded through me, loosening the tension in my chest, but it was tempered by guilt. I hoped Morgan wouldn’t have cause to regret this.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Four

			We wondered, but never pursued what it was about Morgan’s home that kept the ghosts next door from seeping through. That night when he’d left to stay with his father, I started to have an inkling he might be part of it.

			Samantha went to bed at eight and Dimi and I sat up watching our favorite horror movies. Maybe it wasn’t the best choice of entertainment given our current situation, but there was something comforting about terror that could be contained on-screen. My attention was half on the film, half on Bert’s notes, and all on my phone whenever a text from Morgan pinged through. He was bored and worried and our back and forth was a comfort to us both, plus it made me feel less awkward about staying at his place without him.

			I told him what I’d found so far, filling in the gaps in light of Ben’s knowledge of how the radios worked, and what we’d learned from Ally. However things ended up, everything started with the radios. With Ben’s help, Bert had made a concerted effort to find his old friend, who he had reason to believe might be scanning the airwaves himself. He never explained that, or how he’d come to have a Russian sailor for a pal, but he took detailed notes on what he found. Sometime the previous summer he’d gotten a lead, and that seemed to be around the time he’d enlisted Tony’s help on the research side of things. Tony’s work involved a fair amount of genealogy research so it made sense, but as far as we could tell, it never led anywhere.

			It wasn’t long after that Bert first heard what he called the phantom transmission. Somehow he’d determined that the men he heard on the other end were in fact on the other side, and he’d spent a lot of time trying to communicate with them. After things went to hell with Tony’s involvement, and Jack Turner’s death, Bert returned to the radios, desperate for a way to close the loop. Pages were ripped out in places, and I wondered if he’d done it himself, or someone else had, and what their purpose was. Morgan promised to keep looking for a connection between the numbers in Bert’s coded message, and I was about to pack it in for the night when I heard a sharp burst of static.

			I sat up, heart pounding, and looked over at Dimi. He was asleep, head tilted back and snoring softly. The remote had slid down to his lap but the volume was low, the subtitles on.

			I held my breath and the sound came again, from the dark and seldom-used dining room. Heart pounding, I stared at my phone, wanting to call Morgan, to not be alone with whatever was about to happen, but I couldn’t pull him away from Ben.

			Soft music drifted through the house, and the fine hairs on my nape rose. I swung my legs to the floor, my bare toes sinking into the thick carpet, fingers gripping the edge of the couch. “Dimi,” I said in a loud whisper, flinching at the sound of my own voice.

			He didn’t stir, his thin chest rising and falling beneath his folded hands.

			I crept closer and tapped his arm, but he still didn’t wake. He needed rest – he was fresh off a head injury, and Dr. Patel ordered it. I should let him sleep, not be a bother to anyone. I could do this myself. I checked the video monitor and saw Sammy splayed out in her bed, not likely to move much before morning.

			I took a deep breath and crossed into the dining room, my steps measured and silent, shining my phone’s flashlight in every corner. The place was a wreck, which explained why we ate all our meals in the kitchen. Both the table and a sideboard were stacked with junk, and a radio could easily be hidden under strata of mess. The music was old fashioned, crackling. It echoed in ways that made my scalp crawl, sounding across the room one second, and just behind my ear the next.

			The music stopped and a young, male voice began to speak, reeling off numbers in Russian too fast for me to catch. I jerked at the sound, my palms sweating and my stomach doing flips. There was a hollow, tin-can quality to the transmission. Water pinged against metal, and dread froze me in place.

			“Hello?” I whispered.

			The numbers continued, unheeding. The man stopped and coughed, a painful, wet sound, then he started over again at the beginning.

			My heart felt like it was going to thump all the way up my throat, and my extremities were frozen. I felt surrounded by deep, dark water, as though Morgan’s house had somehow set sail. It was crazy, a ridiculous thought, so why did my ears pop? I looked out the dining room window and saw nothing to reassure me. The unbroken night could as easily have been endless ocean, and my phobia eroded the edges of rational thought.

			I cleared my throat and tried again. “Kiril?” I said, my voice shaking. “Kiril Kosolov?”

			The transmission cut off, leaving hissing white static in its place. It was loud, abrasive, but it wasn’t water, and my heart rate began to slow. Then came the sound of a swiftly moving tuning dial going up and down the airwaves. The volume of the static increased, my tension along with it, until I was as taut as a cello string. I screamed when something spoke from within.

			Cam…came the voice from unseen speakers. I’m not going anywhere, sweetheart.

			Tony. A strange, distorted, breathless Tony, but it was him. I looked around the room, sure I would see his blood-soaked, ruined corpse step out from the shadows.

			I clenched my trembling hands, and searched for the right words. “If you love your daughter, you’ll go, Tony. What you’re doing isn’t right.”

			I can’t go. I’m not finished. And she needs me – you need me, Camilla. No one else can help you. You can’t hide from this, and you can’t run. They’re coming.

			The temperature in the room dipped low enough for me to see my own breath, and fear held me hostage. I couldn’t move or speak, afraid that at any moment Tony would come to take his place at my side, and climb the steps to get his daughter.

			A low growl came from the door that led to the living room. Atticus stood there, backlit by the television, his gaze fixed in the far corner, hackles raised.

			“Go, Tony,” I said, in a whisper. “I’m not going to tell you again.”

			My words died as a cold hand reached from the darkness and clamped around my shoulder. I spun to face it, and there was Bert. His face was raw and red, pulsing sores open on every exposed surface. He held clumps of thick gray hair in both hands; blood ran from his gums down dried, cracked lips. His eyes rolled wildly then he leaned in close, and opened his mouth in a wordless scream.

			I clamped my hands over my ears, eyes shut tight, and stumbled backward. The dining room table rammed into my lower back, sending a stack of paperwork cascading to the floor. I opened my eyes again, scrambling to put the table between me and the walking horror my uncle had become, but the room was empty. I was alone, except for the freezing air and the soft crackle of radio static.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Five

			I spent the rest of the night sitting straight up in bed next to Sammy, a gun in one hand, a set of charged crystals in the other. I didn’t understand how the crystals worked, but I hedged my bets wherever possible.

			Sammy slept through whatever the disturbance had been, for which I was grateful. Dimi had too, and I was less grateful about that, but I woke him up and dragged him to the kitchen to fill him in. My stupidity only goes so far.

			“Those numbers you heard – were they familiar?” he asked.

			I thought about it. “Yeah, actually, but I can’t think from where?”

			He slid Bert’s translated message to me and tapped the row of numbers. “These, perhaps?”

			I squinted down at the page, exhaustion blurring my vision. “Maybe? I didn’t catch all of them, but a few of them line up, sure. I still don’t know what it means.”

			Neither did he, so we set it aside. We agreed not to bother Morgan with the whole thing, but Dimi was at the foot of our bed, on a twin mattress we’d dragged from another room. I felt better with him there, though not good enough to sleep. Our haven was compromised, and now it felt like there was truly no safe place.

			Was Morgan himself the key to our safety? I had no idea why or how that would be the case, but it was an impractical solution at best. He couldn’t be in two places at once, and it was far too much burden to place on a man who was already struggling. Besides, however strong his feelings were for me, they were almost certainly a result of oxytocin, which would wear off over time. The same was true for me. The comfort I felt in his presence, the way my stomach fluttered when he came home, it was all hormones.

			Home, I thought to myself, disgusted. This isn’t your home. Quit acting like a lovesick teenager. You can’t cling to this guy forever just because he keeps the ghosts away.

			I hoped that wasn’t the answer, that it would turn out to be something else, and tried to take comfort from the fact that the only ghosts we’d seen here were family. Maybe whatever magic existed in this place still kept the submariners on their side of the property.

			Neither visitation had been pleasant, though. Tony felt less like Tony every day. I tried not to rewrite history, turn him into a one-dimensional enemy. There was more wrong with our marriage than I’d wanted to see at the time, but that didn’t take away from the good things he’d once been. He was a good father, a loving and patient one, aside from the secrets he’d kept; and even that, he was doing because he thought it was right. It wasn’t just Samantha, either. He’d made me happy, too, as much as it hurt to remember. I didn’t want to let that pain turn everything else to ash, but my memories of the living man were a separate thing from whatever version of him lurked in the shadows. Tony, wherever and whatever he was now, had changed into something darker.

			The same could be true of Bert – my uncle died hard. It was terrible to look upon, but that suffering didn’t explain why he’d tried his damnedest to frighten me. Why would he want to scare me off now? He set me up for this whole hellish rodeo. Maybe it was dumb, trying to apply reason to what these men had become since death.

			When the sky showed its first signs of lightening, I finally dropped off to sleep, and woke up too few hours later to the ping of a text message. I groaned and struggled to sit up, alone in the room.

			The message was from Rick and included a lot of exclamation points but I took the time to check on my family before calling him back. My two were cooking breakfast together and Morgan was passed out in his room. I grabbed coffee, kissed everyone I could get to and called my partner.

			“Since when do you sleep late, Cameo?” was the first thing he said.

			“Since I didn’t lose consciousness until after sunrise, Fierro. What the hell’s so important?” I made my way to the back porch and settled in one of the deck chairs, appreciating the view despite my exhaustion.

			“What’s so important is that I’m awesome, and I tracked down your uncle’s pen pal.”

			I sat up. “Kosolov? Seriously? How?”

			“After that Lana chick went all Mission: Impossible on us, I tried some other avenues and lucked out with a naval records organization. They mostly keep records of missing and killed in action, but they have access to other stuff.”

			I looked across the desert to the quiet ranch house. “Which category did Kosolov fall into?”

			Rick muffled a yawn. “Neither. They keep a running record of men who are unaccounted for, but considered either prisoners or casualties, so they can match up remains when they’re found. Our guy was definitely not on the list. But the chick I talked to was smart – evidently the Soviet government could be a little unforgiving. For some reason Kosolov and everyone else on his ship were listed as missing, but not in action. They’re presumed AWOL.”

			I frowned. “What the actual fuck? An entire sub goes missing and they think the crew just all conveniently ditched out at the same time? That seems willfully obtuse.”

			“I get the impression that’s the point. If the deaths aren’t classified as KIA, then benefits aren’t paid out to the families. This sub was in American waters the last time they had contact, and that was in ’81. When they never reported in again, somebody in charge decided they’d docked in Miami and started living it up in the States.”

			I closed my eyes, thinking of all those families. Dealing not just with the hell of losing a loved one, but never knowing what happened, and bearing the shame such a finding would bring. I’d heard enough from Dimi to know the loss of those benefits could have made the difference in whether they ate or not. If a person wanted to buy into the whole unfinished business theory of lingering ghosts, it would be a doozy of a reason.

			“Nineteen eighty-one – that would have been Cold War era. How in the hell did Bert make friends with this guy?” Rick asked.

			I sighed and rubbed my eyes. “I’m starting to think my uncle really was a spy. Assuming Bert was able to get this information about Kosolov, where does that leave us?”

			“We know from his emails Tony was interested in Kosolov’s family, too.”

			I rolled it through my mind. “Maybe Bert thought he could question them, if he didn’t find Kiril. Or offer them some closure, if he knew something?”

			“Hard to say, and I can’t tell for certain if Tony or Bert ever managed to track them down, but I did.” The size of his smile came through in his voice.

			I pumped my fist, exhilaration shoving exhaustion out of the way. We were overdue for a win. “Fuck yes, that’s my partner. All the points go to Fierro.”

			“That’s right, suck it, Tony, your research skills are for shit.”

			I pinched the bridge of my nose. Tact was not Rick’s finest-honed skill.

			“Uh. Sorry. That was probably unnecessary. Anyway, information is pretty spotty, but it looks like the fortunes of the family Kosolov went pretty steeply downhill after the sub went missing. The wife died a few years later. There was a daughter, but she died pretty young, too. Unsolved murder. There were two sons, but the youngest went totally off the map in his early twenties, and he’s assumed dead as well. The eldest son, Maksim, he’s the only one left, and there isn’t a damn thing on him. He could be dead, too, for all we know.”

			I chewed it over. “I don’t think so. I’m betting the reason his trail falls off is because he joined the FSB. I think he defected not long ago, and that he’s currently sitting cuffed to a hospital bed, or hanging out in a cell in the Silver City jail.”

			“Ding ding ding! Give the woman a cookie. That was my thought, too, though it might be hard to confirm, especially if this dude did what I think he did.”

			I frowned. “What does that mean? What do you think he did?”

			“Uhhhhh, orchestrated the violent death of your husband? Isn’t that why we were tracking him? Tony starts asking questions, our boy Maksim intercepts through the wily means of the FSB—”

			“You think that’s what scared Lana off? The Kosolov name raised a flag and Maksim found out?” It fit with the attacker’s insinuation that he’d found Bert through similar channels, but it was creepy to think of anyone having that much reach.

			“It works for me. Guy’s a state-sponsored murderer – I can see him having the ability to monitor communications, especially if Lana messaged anyone in a government position. So he figures out someone’s looking at his family, gets pissed for some reason, who knows why, and decides to do away with him. Are we even working the same case right now, Cameo?” he asked when I didn’t respond.

			“Sorry, I guess I just – I don’t see the logic behind it,” I said. There was silence on his end, and I struggled with the urge to tell him everything. About the ghosts, and why I was no longer chasing a living murderer for Tony’s death. But I knew what he’d say, and how I’d be treated. We trusted each other implicitly, but something like this went beyond those kinds of bonds. If you hadn’t experienced it yourself, there was no way to convey what was going on here.

			“Well, maybe you can fill in those logic holes when you question him, if you’re allowed to sit in.” I felt his disappointment through the phone, and searched for something to say to fix it, but Rick kept going. “I sent all this to your boy Ortiz, too, so he’ll know what he’s looking at.”

			“Rick, thank you. I mean it. And I’m sorry, I just…I thought I would feel different, knowing what happened to him. But I don’t, and I don’t know what to do with that.” It felt manipulative, playing on his sympathies that way, but it was true. I’d believed for days that I knew what killed Tony, but it hadn’t stopped the hurt, or filled the hole in my heart.

			His voice softened. “I get it, Cameo. Give it time, and hey, maybe I’m wrong. Maybe Woodford was right all along and a truck fell on him then levitated away.”

			We shared a laugh, but he stopped me before I could hang up. “Listen, whether or not this guy had anything to do with Tony’s death, you need to remember he’s dangerous.”

			I frowned. “I get that, I’m not stupid. He went after Dimi.”

			“Yeah, and as much as that pissed you off, you’re thinking of that as something separate. Don’t forget he dragged your boyfriend halfway across the desert and kicked the shit out of him on the way.”

			I glared at the phone. “I haven’t forgotten any of that. Fuck, I was out there with them. I’m the one who brought him back. You think I’m not taking this seriously?”

			“I dunno, Cameo. I think you feel sorry for him. I get that, but he’s probably the guy who broke into Dimi’s and trashed it all to hell.”

			I sighed and fought creeping exhaustion. “That thought had crossed my mind.”

			“Yeah? And did it occur to you if he’s the one who did that, he’s also the guy who broke into your storage unit? The one who got real cozy in Sammy’s room and tried to summon Satan?” Rick was pissed, a bite to his tone, the easygoing teddy bear nowhere to be found.

			“I thought you said the timing was too tight for whoever vandalized our places to be the same person causing trouble here in Texas. Did that change?”

			“It did, actually, now we know the connections. I said it was tight, not impossible. So stop making excuses for this asshole.”

			“I get it.” I wanted to be annoyed, but I hadn’t given enough thought to Maksim’s involvement. I hated the idea of him in my kid’s room, where she used to sleep, where she was at her most vulnerable. Maybe Rick was wrong, but maybe not, and I needed to keep things in perspective.

			He sighed. “You can’t save everyone, Cameo. Remember that, okay?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Six

			“Your father was on that submarine when it went down.”

			I sat bedside at the hospital again, waiting for an answer from Sergei/Maksim. When I used his real name, he didn’t acknowledge or even look at me, but I kept going.

			“He died there, his whole crew did, and your country never recognized his sacrifice.” And now he’s haunting my family, I wanted to add, but Ortiz and Amber Trent were both in the room, albeit keeping to the background. The sheriff was as friendly as always, but I could feel the avenue of professional courtesy between us had shut tight against me. I couldn’t blame the man – I was the one hiding things from him, just not the things he thought.

			When the Russian didn’t answer, I leaned closer. “Maksim,” I said softly, “I know, okay? What I don’t know is why you’re here, or what you were doing in New York. I don’t know why any of this is happening.”

			He finally looked at me, his eyes as cold as Dimi’s could be. “You say that so casually. Your father, he died at the bottom of the ocean. Your family, they were ruined, doomed to a life of misery and early death. To you, it is just a footnote in history. To us, it was the end of everything.”

			Ortiz cleared his throat, and I looked down at my hands.

			“I’m sorry,” I said, my tone subdued. I’d wanted to hold him at a distance, avoid falling into the trap of empathy. I raised my eyes again. “I didn’t mean it to sound that way. I was trying to open a dialog between us. Sergei, Maksim, whatever you want me to call you. I want to understand what it is you’re doing here, and what your interest in my family is.”

			“You know my interest very well,” he said, his gaze locked with mine.

			Ortiz and Trent moved restlessly behind me, and I wished they would fuck off. 

			The Russian’s gaze flicked to them and back again. “I want to see him,” he said, switching to his native language. “You want to close the loop. We can help each other.”

			“I’m not sure we can,” I answered in Russian. “If I take you to the house, I might not make it out alive. And I don’t think you know how to close the loop. I think you’re just telling me that.”

			“Then we have nothing else to say to one another,” he said, turning away from me.

			I sat back. “Come on, please. There has to be another way. I thought—”

			He looked back at me, his thin face drawn. “You thought if you brought me this information, if you revealed that you know who I am, I would have no choice, yes? That I would be forced to do as you wish, with nothing in return? I am not your Rumpelstiltskin. Knowing my name gains you nothing.”

			Ortiz stood and moved in closer. “Any chance we could bring this conversation back to English, folks? The law enforcement types back here are getting antsy.”

			It felt like a deliberate slight – I was on thin ice with him.

			“I need to know what killed them,” I said in English.

			Maksim gave a mirthless smile. “You already know what killed them. And you had better hope it doesn’t come looking for you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Seven

			“Cam, wait up.”

			I stopped beside my car, letting Ortiz catch up. I was surprised to see him – we’d debriefed before I left, and he’d laid into me over my foray into Russian.

			“I guess you know your partner sent me everything he found on this dude’s alleged family?”

			I shaded my eyes against the sun. “He told me he had.”

			“You’re pretty convinced this guy’s the older brother?”

			I thought about it and nodded. “Yeah. From everything he said before, about why he was here, what he wanted. I think I’m right. Why, you don’t?”

			He made a noncommittal sound, looked off to the right, then back at me. “Got any thoughts on the second brother?”

			I frowned. “There’s nothing on him for more than a decade. Based on that, I figure him for dead.”

			He put his hands on his hips. “Yeah, wasn’t that the same for this Maksim dude? Why’s that different?”

			I crossed my arms. “Because of their activities at the time. The little one, Pyotr, he was in deep with gangs. His rap sheet backs that up. When someone like that disappears, nine times out of ten it’s because they ate a bullet. Maksim was being groomed for service, and this dude looks the type.”

			He looked down. “Uh huh. Well, I guess you’d know, being close with Dimi.”

			I sighed. “Right, cool. Back to this again. What’s your point?”

			He lifted a shoulder. “My point is, what’s the deal between him and the guy we think is Maksim? Seems like they have personal problems, some old grudge, maybe. And I’m wondering if both of those brothers made it out of Russia alive. Whether one of them just made it out sooner.”

			My eyes narrowed. “Spit it out. What are you saying?”

			“I’m just saying be wary, that’s all. This guy fell off the map over a decade ago. How long have you known Dimi?”

			My mouth dropped open, surprise stealing my voice. Dimi was my brother. “Eight years,” I managed to say. “But I know who he is, and his family’s still alive. He’s got a mother and sisters in Russia.”

			“Which you know because he told you.”

			I ground my teeth with the effort not to fly off the handle, but before I could speak, he put a hand on my arm.

			“Listen. I’m not your enemy here, and I’m not trying to give you more shit to deal with. I understand you’re loyal to him, and you trust him. But look at it from my perspective. I’ve got a coupla weird-ass deaths in my town that I still have no explanation for, and no sooner do you guys show up than I’ve got a serious assault, an attempted…whatever that guy wanted to do to Eric Morgan, and no one wants to talk to me. Whatever’s going on here doesn’t add up, and to me it looks like too much of a coincidence.”

			I looked at him for several long seconds, thinking I’d been right with my first assessment of him. That he was a good cop, an honest one, and an official that gave a shit about his city. In any other circumstances he’d be my people.

			He lifted his hands and smiled. “Keep it in mind, that’s all I’m asking. And if you get in over your head, and you need my help, don’t be too proud to ask for it, okay?”

			He turned without another word and headed to his own unit, and I felt my isolation stretching much further than that short distance. Even knowing there was nothing he could do to help, I still wished I could earn his trust back. It was a lonely life I was setting up for myself. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Eight

			I pulled up in front of Morgan’s place just as my phone rang. ‘Unknown number’ on the caller ID made my heart pound, and before she spoke I knew it was Ally. The knowledge didn’t protect me from the sickly jar of hearing her voice.

			“We need to meet,” she said.

			My stomach plummeted, but I’d have to do it. I took a breath. “Fine. When? Are you in town yet?”

			“I just got here – I’m sitting on Main Street. There’s a diner, the Silver Dollar Cafe – I’m getting us a table.”

			“Now?” I asked, sweat from my palms making the phone slippery.

			“Yes, now. You want Sammy safe as soon as possible, don’t you?”

			I swallowed hard and closed my eyes, tried to even out my breathing. I didn’t like the speed of this, the immediate demand for a meeting without a chance to prepare. I hadn’t forgotten that she’d been trying to lure me into a solo meet for months now – this could still be a ploy.

			“Of course I do, but this isn’t a good time. I can’t just drop everything the second you show up – you should have given me notice.”

			Her voice hardened. “You’d better make time, Cam. This is your daughter we’re talking about. And I may not care what happens to you, but she’s Tony’s daughter, too, and he wants me to keep her safe, so that’s what I’m going to do. Ten minutes. Be here.”

			The line went dead. I stared at the screen, at the blinking call ended message. A connection that lasted forty-three seconds, and still managed to upend my day, fuck my entire equilibrium.

			My shitty temper descended and I screamed within the confines of my car. Clutched the steering wheel and shook it, knuckles white as I did my best to wrench it from the dash. I needed to break something, punch it into oblivion. I hated this kind of anger, the veil of fury that hazed out details and good judgment. I felt like I would tear out of my own skin if I didn’t do something. I fantasized about walking into the diner, grabbing Ally by the hair and slamming her face first into the glass storefront to see which would shatter first.

			The passenger door opened and Morgan climbed inside, scooted close.

			I pulled away and kept my eyes on the wheel. “You need to go,” I said between clenched teeth. “I can’t right now – I can’t come down from this and I don’t want to say something awful.” I wished it had been Dimi – he’d been handling me for years, and knew how to put my hot head to good use. I didn’t want to be this way in front of Morgan.

			He wouldn’t leave, though. Instead he reached for my shoulders until I looked at him. “Breathe in, count of four, okay?”

			I did it because he breathed with me, but the calm started before that, seeping down from my shoulders where he touched me. A minute like that and I was okay, the rage under control, the anxiety calmed.

			His touch moved down my arms to my hands, and he rubbed his thumbs over them. “Ally?” he asked.

			My hands clenched around his, but he didn’t pull away. “Yeah. She wants to meet, now.”

			“That’s what you were waitin’ for, right?” he asked, his deep voice a balm for my hurt.

			I took another breath. “Yes. I just – she tried to get under my skin and I let her. She talks about Samantha like we’re co-parents or something, like she has any right to my daughter. I need to have a clear head when I see her, but I just couldn’t.” I managed to smile at him. “Sorry. I’m better now.”

			He pushed my hair behind my ears. “If that shit didn’t make you mad, I’d worry there was something wrong with you.”

			I looked at the dashboard clock. “Fuck. I gotta go do this.”

			“Okay,” he said. “Your car or mine?”

			I frowned. “I need you here with Samantha.”

			He shook his head. “Dimi’s got her. I heard you pull up, saw you answer the phone. We figured it was Ally calling.”

			“I’m going by myself.”

			“Hell no, you ain’t. Maybe she can help, or maybe she’s a nutjob who’s been waitin’ for her chance to get you alone. I ain’t gotta go in, but I’m drivin’ you there, and I’ll be waitin’ when you’re done.” He traced a thumb over my jaw. “It’s code. Nobody goes to see their ex-spouse’s lover alone. And that goes both ways – if Deb’s boyfriend ever shows up here, wantin’ to talk to me, you gotta come with.”

			“Who the hell is Deb?” I asked, hopping out of the Kia and following him to his truck.

			“My ex-wife,” he said, holding the passenger door for me.

			“Ohhhhh, her. See, if you’d said The Cunt, I’d have known who you meant.”

			His rumbling laugh lasted all the way down the long gravel drive.

			* * *

			The taste of Morgan’s warm kiss was still on my mouth when I sat down in the booth across from the woman who’d been sharing my husband’s bed since before we met. The kiss couldn’t protect me from the pain I felt every time I saw her face, but it served as a buffer, a reminder that I wasn’t alone. I steeled myself for whatever she might say, but she didn’t look up. Instead she stayed with her head bent, a tissue twisted between her fingers.

			“Well?” I said after giving her a full minute’s grace. “You’re the one who called me here.”

			She looked up, tears smearing her mascara, her nose red and wet.

			I frowned. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

			She swiped at her eyes. “I miss him, okay? It’s only been four months. Not all of us have moved on,” she said, a pointed gaze at Morgan’s truck where it sat, waiting to carry me away from this shit.

			Rage swept through me despite my best attempts to control it, my hands clenching hard enough to make my fingers throb. The glass window was right there, inches from Ally’s head, but the waitress appeared to save her from annihilation. I ordered coffee because they didn’t serve bourbon but declined any food. I would eat with my family.

			We didn’t speak until my coffee arrived, and I wrapped my hands around it and breathed. “I’m only going to say this once. You and I are not on the same level. I was married to him, and you knew that. Cheating on me was his choice, but stop trying to even this playing field. You want to mourn Tony, you do it somewhere else. Anything else is deliberate provocation, and I’m not putting up with it anymore.”

			Fresh tears spilled down her face as she watched me, shoulders sagging. I wish I was a good enough person to feel sympathy for her, but I didn’t. Instead her tears made me hard, scoured me of my own grief, if only for the moment.

			“You said you wanted to help my daughter. Tell me how, and why it’s going to work better than what happened in New York.”

			She blew her nose, wiped her eyes again and made a visible effort to get herself under control. Blowing out a breath with trembling lips, she raised her watery eyes to mine. “Tony almost had it right. His plan was solid, about how to close the loop, but you remember what I said, about the overlap between realities?”

			I nodded. “That’s what’s allowed so much influence in our world, right? Why people have been dying?”

			“Yes. Tony thought, because the spirits appeared in New York, that we would be able to fix things from there. The overlap wasn’t exact enough. It could still have worked, but things weren’t lined up right, so we couldn’t predict the chain of events.” She sniffled, looked out the window. “We should have done it here, at your uncle’s place.”

			I leaned my shoulders against the booth. “You already tried that. You and Tony came down after Bert died, but it didn’t work. That’s why it followed him to New York.”

			Her eyes slid to the side, her hands reaching for the caddy of sweeteners, sorting through the packets without looking. “We were missing one crucial element, both times. We know that now.”

			“Who the hell is ‘we’?” I asked, my stomach sinking.

			She met my eyes, her jaw set. “Tony. He’s been coming to me, since he died.”

			I should have expected it. That was their bond, maybe even the reason he’d never committed to me fully. Seers must seek their own kind. It should be a profiling question on dating apps.

			She waited for my reaction, but I kept it on the inside this time. I could cry later, and maybe one day I would run out of tears. For Samantha, I reminded myself, resisting the image of a ghostly lover’s reunion, Demi Moore style.

			“So in the great wisdom of the afterlife, what’s Tony’s advice?” I asked.

			“Samantha,” she said. “She’s the missing element we need to close the loop. She must come with me to Bert’s, and it has to be tonight.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Nine

			“Go fuck yourself.” I stood without meaning to, my thighs knocking into the table hard enough to bruise.

			“Be quiet, and sit down,” Ally hissed, grabbing my hand. “Everyone’s looking at you.”

			I yanked out of her hold. “You think I care?” I asked, but I lowered my volume, not bothering to look at the eyes I knew were on me. “You want to put my daughter in danger. Embarrassment’s the last thing on my mind.”

			“Sit down and hear me out,” she said, her own gaze darting all over the cafe.

			It struck me she might have been here before. With Tony, maybe even with Sammy. Was that why she’d been crying when I walked in? Was that why she cared? Did she think she had a reputation to protect in this place?

			“Please,” she said.

			I eased back down but sat at the edge of the booth, leaning in close. “If the sum total of your assistance is to demand my five-year-old go into a haunted house with you, save your breath. It’s not happening. It took everything I had to get us out of there last time. We’re not going back.”

			She shook her head. “Not you. Only Samantha.” She held up a hand. “I know what you’re going to say.”

			“I sincerely doubt that. You don’t have anything like my vocabulary for swearing.”

			Her lip curled, and she looked at me like the wrong kind of Rosé. “You think that kind of vulgarity gets you anywhere? You ever wonder if that’s what kept Tony by my side? That he wanted a lady?”

			“Swearing is my happy place, bitch. It’s zen as fuck, which is the only reason I haven’t thrown you through that window. And if Tony didn’t like my language, he should have fucked off years ago.” I was suddenly exhausted. The constant state of anxiety, the fury that burned through me and left me spent, the months with little to no sleep. I had nothing left for this woman, and nothing left for my husband. They couldn’t help my daughter, which was the only thing that mattered.

			I slid to the end of the booth and threw a five down on the table to cover my coffee. I never carried cash, but Morgan had pressed it into my hand before I got out of the truck.

			“In case you need a dramatic exit,” he’d said, and in the moment, I fell in love with him a little more.

			“Cam,” said Ally, and reached for my hand.

			I looked down at her fingers resting on mine, then back at her face, and she let me go.

			“I know you’re angry,” she said. “I know you hate me, and I don’t like you, either. He was mine, do you understand? For years he was mine, and then you came along and you took him.” Her mouth whitened and her jaw trembled. “I had him longer, but he went home to you. He gave you a child, so I’ve had a lot longer to hate you. But you need to trust me about this one thing, if nothing else. This is what I do, this is my life. Tony and I, we’ve dealt with ghosts every day for decades. Your daughter is in danger. Tony is the only person who can help her, and I’m the only one who can facilitate that. He’s told you as much. You need to set aside your pride, for her sake. If you don’t, she has no chance.”

			I looked into her faded eyes, trying to parse my feelings. I so often questioned myself, whether what I felt was legitimate. But pride didn’t come into my decision. Bert’s place was bad news, a certain death trap, and anyone trying to get my daughter away from me and into that hellhole didn’t have her best interests at heart.

			Tony was wrong. Bert not only left the message for me, he’d taken the time and effort to code it, to make certain it wouldn’t be intercepted. I didn’t need his message from beyond the grave, though. I could trust myself on this one.

			I looked out the window and saw Morgan leaning against the pickup, watching the diner door. “We’ll find another way,” I said, and turned my back on her.

			“There is no other way, Cam,” Ally called as I reached the door. “You’re damning her if you walk away.”

			I didn’t turn back. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty

			Morgan took me for a drive without saying a word. We stopped at a cemetery on the outskirts of town, and I followed in his wake up a winding path to the top of a hill with a lovely dogwood tree. There was a double headstone, with his mother’s name and dates carved into one side, Ben’s own engraving on the other, all but his death date. We sat together in the sweltering heat, but in the quiet up there, I found peace. He was restful, this man whose enlightened path I’d stumbled across, and by the time we got back to his place, I was in a good enough mindset to see my daughter without betraying my turmoil.

			Sammy was waiting for us, ready for another training session with the pits. She looked happy, no trace of worry shadowing her, and relief flooded me. I’d half expected her to hear through the ghost grapevine that I’d defied Ally and Tony. I wasn’t sure how she’d react if she did know, but this was one of those times I needed to keep things to myself, for her safety.

			Morgan took me in his arms. “You did the right thing,” he said. “I can’t stop you from second-guessing, but I promise you, you’re right. She’s safe here for now, okay? We’ve got some breathing room to figure this out.”

			I watched him head to the pit pen and wondered what to tell him about the night before, Bert’s appearance and Tony’s warning. It felt wrong, hiding something like that from him – it was his home, after all, not mine. But if I told him he’d feel obligated to stay, leaving his father vulnerable. There were too many moving parts, too many threats and vulnerabilities. No matter what he thought, time was running out. I had to find an alternate solution, and fast.

			I found Dimi hunched over Bert’s notes at the table. I dropped a kiss on his head and smiled when he stood and poured me a bourbon. It was early, but if ever a situation called for day drinking, this was it.

			“Did you murder her?” he asked. “I brought body bags if you need one.”

			I watched him over the rim of my glass. “It’s weird that I don’t know whether you’re fucking with me or not.”

			He gave me a shark smile. “How was it?”

			I filled him in as succinctly as I could, and he cussed in all the right places. He got up and poured more bourbon in my glass when I was done, then fetched another for himself.

			“So. There will be no help coming from that quarter.”

			“I guess not,” I said, head in my hands. “Any luck with this stuff?” I gestured at Bert’s notes spread out on the table.

			He frowned. “It is interesting, but not useful. I am wondering about all of these strings of numbers.” He pointed out several occurrences.

			I leaned over to look. “Yeah, I saw those. They didn’t match up with what’s in the translated message. I thought maybe more code, but whatever the key is, I don’t have it. I tried with Mockingbird, but that wasn’t it.”

			He grunted and kept reading.

			“Hey, concussion boy, I don’t think that kind of work is the best idea. Why don’t you give it a rest?”

			He kept his eyes on the page as he answered. “Because night will come again, Rybka. It is not a solution for you to never sleep.”

			I wrapped my arms around myself and stood to find a view of the pit pen. “I know that.”

			“And what of your plan?” he asked. He knew what Rick had found out about the Kosolov family, but like me, he wasn’t sure how to use the information. At least not without resorting to interrogation methods that violated every treaty known to man. “Did this Maksim tell you what you needed to know?”

			“No,” I said, and watched him for a minute.

			“What is it?” he asked. “I can feel you looking at me. What?”

			Why was I hesitating to fill him in on Maksim’s accusations and Ortiz’s theory? We told each other everything. Was I afraid of what he would say?

			“Do you know him?” I asked.

			He went still, but didn’t turn around. “Know who?”

			I frowned and came around the table to meet his eyes. “Maksim. Sergei. Whoever. Do you know him?”

			He looked up at me, his expression as open as it ever was. “I would have mentioned this, yes? Do you not believe me, as the sheriff does not?”

			I sat down and leaned close. “I believe you. But he says he knows you, that you served together, and that’s why he went after you.”

			He sat back and studied me. “And you believe it is true, and that I am lying.”

			“I said I believed you. I’m just trying to understand why he attacked you – it wasn’t random, he had to have stalked you. Why would he do that if he’s a total stranger?”

			He watched me, playing with the pen between his long fingers. “I do not believe that is all he told you. I imagine he also spoke of my reputation, the kinds of things I did for my country. He told you I am a monster, yes?”

			I reached for his hand, but he pulled it out of reach. “I’m not worried about what he said. I know none of that’s true.”

			He cocked his head. “Now, why would you assume that? I have told you myself, many times – I am as bad as this man says. Likely worse, but you never wish to believe that.”

			I glared. “Don’t do that shit. That macho bad-boy garbage to try to put a wall between us. Fine, you did terrible things back then. That doesn’t change anything now – you’re not that man anymore, and my only interest in Maksim is making sure he doesn’t cause you any trouble. So I want to know – is he the one who broke into your place in New York? Did you know he was coming? Is there something more personal I should know about?” Is he your brother?

			His icy gaze held mine for long seconds, his smile just as cold. Finally he shrugged. “All of that is possible. It does not mean I am lying.” He pushed away from the table and stood, leaving everything but the bourbon. “I think perhaps you are right, I should give this work a rest. I will take a nap.”

			“Okay, good,” I said, wishing I hadn’t brought the whole thing up. Now he was closing me out, too.

			He stopped at the door and looked back at me, flashing me a smile, that sharp canine peeking out. “What need would I have to lie? You always believe the best of me without any reason at all.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-One

			“I ain’t leavin’.”

			Morgan stood on the back deck, shoulders hunched, wearing as mulish a look as I’d seen.

			I sighed and checked my phone. “I was afraid you’d say that.”

			He stalked closer and lowered his voice. “You can’t seriously expect me to go if that means you guys ain’t safe. Pops would understand.”

			I tried again. “We don’t know for sure it has anything to do with you. It could be a coincidence.”

			He dragged a chair over to sit facing me, leaning forward. “I ain’t countin’ on a coincidence keepin’ that little girl in there safe.” He jabbed a finger at the closed glass doors, where Sammy curled up with Atticus, pretending to read a book.

			“And I can’t count on some rando health aide to keep your dad safe.”

			We glared at each other, on the verge of having our first fight, if you could call it that. I reached out to take his hands when he didn’t relent.

			“Bring him home, Morgan. If you’re not going there, then you have to bring him here.”

			He shook his head. “You don’t understand. He’s way past that point – that’s why he’s there in the first damn place.”

			“Not forever. Just until we figure out a way to make everyone safe. I can help – I’ve got some basic medical training, and I can help you lift him, stuff like that.”

			He turned away, staring down at the milling dogs below. “I ain’t havin’ you wipe my dad’s ass.”

			I smiled. “It would be far from the least dignified thing I’ve done. But if you’re worried about it, have the aide come here, too. They can stay with him, be an extra line of defense in case we need it.”

			He looked back at me, trouble clouding his face. “It’s fuckin’ complicated, you know that, right?”

			I shrugged. “What about this isn’t? We’ll cope.” When he would have protested again, I raised a hand. “You ever seen a mother duck with her ducklings?”

			He stared at me. “Uh, yeah. What the hell does that have to do with anything?”

			“I’m that duck. Any time there’s like, a bad storm coming, or something crazy and scary goes down somewhere, I want everybody under one roof. All in a row where I can count them.”

			He gave a reluctant laugh.

			“I’m serious. It drives Dimi crazy, but I don’t feel good unless I have everybody safe. So indulge me. As long as it’s not going to be medically dangerous for him, bring him home.”

			He smiled. “Shove him in the nest, huh?”

			“You’re getting the idea.”

			He leaned close, putting a hand to my cheek, tracing a finger down my jaw. I leaned into his touch and closed my eyes.

			“Where’d you even come from, Cam?” he asked in a low voice.

			I opened my eyes and smiled. “New York, remember? It’s clearly implied by my accent.”

			He shook his head, running his fingers through the hair at my temples. “You came from a dream. From a prayer.” He bent to kiss me when a loud squeal from inside made us both pull back. We checked to see if our cover was blown, but Sammy was giggling at Atticus’s attempt to climb onto the couch next to her.

			Morgan cleared his throat and stood, offering me a hand. “All right then, Mama Duck. Let’s go prep the nest.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Two

			It was a tiring few hours arranging for Ben to come home for a visit, but when he was settled in and sleeping, Morgan felt a hell of a lot better. I did too, watching lightning crackle across the desert as the last of the sunlight gave way to night. A real storm was coming, and even if it wasn’t the kind where the news anchors told you to grab your ankles and kiss your ass goodbye, I was glad to have everyone together.

			The aide was an older woman named Mandy, with thick glasses and even thicker paperbacks to accompany her through her night watch. She nearly fainted when she saw the library, and was thrilled when Morgan gave her free pick of the shelves. The stack she took back with her convinced me she had no plans to fall asleep on watch.

			Sammy was in bed by eight and Dimi never came back downstairs, which left Morgan and me alone in a semi-quiet house. We curled up close on the couch, pretending to watch The Thing while fooling around like teenagers under a blanket. A loud clap of thunder preceded a flicker of the lights, then the power died.

			We lay next to each other in the dark, holding our breath while we waited for it to come back on. Another roll of thunder made me jump, so loud it shook the house, and still the rain hadn’t come. Our eyes met and we exchanged sheepish smiles.

			“It’s starting to get where I expect a ghost around every corner,” I whispered.

			He moved to lie over me, supporting his weight with one arm. “Not while I’m here, remember? I’m a real live Ghostbuster.”

			I pushed his hair back. “Every young boy’s dream.”

			Taking the video monitor that was never out of my sight, we lit candles in the kitchen and took one upstairs to his room, then made love in its flickering glow. It was even better this time, slower and sweeter but with all the need and heat of two people who’d been alone too long. With the power out, the air-conditioning was dead but a stormy breeze came in through the open windows. I lay in his bed after, letting him trace patterns on my bare flesh and wishing things could always be this good. It was with reluctance that I left his warmth behind to go to my own room, but I needed to be with Sammy.

			I hadn’t been asleep long when I woke to the sound of whispering. I went from dead asleep to wide awake in the space of a second, but there were no strange presences in the room, no movement from the shadows. Only my daughter, pressed into the corner between the closed closet door and the window, her head bent low, hands clasped in front. Whatever she was saying was too low for me to hear.

			I wanted to go to her, to snatch her up and hide her from whatever she was talking to. But I watched the cant of her head, the corner of a smile, and the dog sitting vigilant but silent at her side. I wondered if this was where I’d gone wrong all along. Some of the visitations frightened her. The first one she’d told me about had her in tears, but other times, especially when she talked to Tony, she seemed fine. I hesitated, wondering if it was more innocent than it felt to me. It was a world I didn’t understand, but that didn’t make it inherently bad – even Morgan mentioned seeing family members after they’d passed. He’d said it without embarrassment, just an accepted part of life. So what if Sammy’s abilities meant her goodbyes were a little more involved? Was I letting my anger at Tony cloud my judgment?

			I eased from the bed, moving slowly. If she was zoned out, I wouldn’t try to wake her, as long as she didn’t seem to be in distress, but I couldn’t just roll over and go back to sleep. As I got close, Atticus looked over his shoulder and let loose with a low, blood-curdling growl.

			I froze, heart pounding, staring at the big dog in the darkness. It was only the second or third time I’d heard him make a noise. “Atticus, bud, it’s me,” I whispered.

			His snout wrinkled and his hackles rose, and he repeated the growl, longer this time.

			What had happened to the dog who’d come racing to my rescue? How had I become the enemy? I wondered if he, too, was under some kind of trance or was half asleep and disoriented. I’d had a border collie once that would bite if she was awakened too abruptly. Morgan wouldn’t bring a dog inside that he didn’t trust, but every animal has their threshold.

			“Atticus,” I whispered, taking another step, my hand held out. “That’s my kid, so you’re not going to keep me from her, okay?”

			He made a sudden lunge to his feet, but before I could react he pushed past me to the window and stood with his nose pressed to the glass, his breath fogging out in a circle.

			I stole another glance at Sammy, who had gone still but remained pressed to the wall, her eyes shut tight. Creeping to the full-length window, I knelt next to the dog and followed his gaze. I saw nothing at his level, but movement out on the drive drew my attention. There was the muted clunk of a car door closing, then a tall figure strode from my Kia to the front door. The man wore a hoodie pulled close to his face, but I knew it was Dimi, and my stomach burned as I tried to sort out what I was seeing.

			A digital clock on the bedside table glowed blue and told me it was past three a.m. Late as hell for my brother to be out, but he’d hinted before at an assignation. I’d wondered at the time, as I did now, but his not telling me didn’t make it a lie. We weren’t responsible to each other for our sex lives, but I was pissed at him for sneaking out like this when so much else was going on. What if something happened again and we needed him? Did I have the right to make that kind of demand?

			What I was trying to avoid were the questions and accusations from Maksim and Ortiz. That Dimi wasn’t who I thought he was, that he had once been capable of great violence and cruelty, and that he still was. That he might even be brother to the man I’d shot, who was tied in disturbing ways to my uncle’s death, and maybe Tony’s, too. I’d rejected such suggestions at every turn, but even Dimi himself told me I was being foolish. Was that true? Was I taking it for granted that the man who’d been by my side for longer than my husband held to the same values and ethics code that I did? What did he get up to when he left the house in the middle of the night?

			I shook my head. Fuck that. It was tempting, in the wake of infidelity, to believe that no one could be trusted, that everyone was hiding painful secrets. I didn’t want to be that way. The truth was I trusted Dimi over people I’d just met because he’d given me reason to. If he’d wanted to fuck me over, he’d have ratted me out to Petrovich all those years ago, and I’d be rotting at the bottom of a river, or buried in pieces in some building foundation. He’d proved himself worthy of my trust a hundred times over, and as for his own self-deprecation, it was a pattern I recognized. He’d never admit to having self-esteem issues, but he’d go through patches of being down on himself. He’d try to convince me he wasn’t worthy of my affection, of his place in our family. I just had to keep the faith, like I always did, and he’d come around.

			The simplest explanation was the most probable. Dimi was a lady’s man, always had been, so the most likely scenario was a woman. Maybe even one he thought I’d disapprove of, like it had anything to do with me. I thought of Amber Trent, and the constriction around my heart eased. Of course, that was probably it.

			Atticus uttered a short, sharp bark and I almost jumped out of my skin. My heart pounded but Sammy stayed as still as before.

			I put a shaky arm around the dog’s soft neck. “Dude, it’s just Dimi, and he’s inside now. No need to wake the house.” I stroked his fur, trying to calm us both. “Finding your voice, huh, bud?”

			He kept up the low growl, his attention focused lower down, at the very edge of the window. Was Dimi still outside?

			Then I saw it. Fingertips, gray and mottled, clinging to the very edge of the outside sill. I stared at them while time spun out, my breath leaving my lungs and refusing to return as my brain tried to tell my eyes they were full of shit.

			Heart pounding hard enough to make me sick, I leaned slowly forward until my forehead pressed to the cold glass. The fingers led down to hands, that in turn led to wrists and arms beneath. And then all at once there was a face. His face, Tony’s – eyes blackened and leaking, flesh dirty and lined, but the teeth in his wide, dark mouth glowed an eerie white.

			“What the fuck,” I whispered in a trembling voice, frozen by fear.

			“Bye, Daddy,” came my daughter’s soft voice behind me.

			The face tilted back, the fingers released, and he was gone.

			I turned, my throat locked, unable to speak. Sammy gave me a concerned look, her little brow furrowed, her mouth turned down. She reached a hand to my face.

			“Oh, Mommy, don’t you know? You’re not s’posed to look.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Three

			“He can’t help that he looks that way,” Sammy said.

			We sat up in bed, a candle lighting the room in fitful flickers as it burned down to its stub. The power was back but the dark felt natural for this conversation.

			“You’ve seen him?” I managed to ask from a dry throat. “You know what he looks like now?”

			She shook her head. “No, Mommy. I told you – you shouldn’t look. That’s why I stay in the corner.”

			“How…how did you know to do that?” I asked, trying like hell to keep the fear from my voice.

			She hunched a shoulder, frowning. “Daddy taught me. Sometimes the people who visit are scary. Sometimes it’s on purpose, other times, they can’t help it. Daddy said either way, it’s better not to look.”

			I studied her through a mother’s eyes, looking for fear, for something to protect her from. “What does Daddy want, when he comes to see you?”

			Her expression closed off, became guarded, and I sighed, looked down at my hands. Thought about how I’d been approaching this, remembering the way her little face would dull in my presence, her expression going flat. I didn’t want to be someone she had to defend herself against.

			“You don’t have to tell me, if it bothers you. It’s not a requirement. I know you and Daddy had kind of a…secret world. I understand I’m not part of that. But I am your mom. And like it or not, I’m the parent you have left in this world, looking out for you. Maybe I’ll never understand. Maybe I’m not meant to. But you get what we’re up against, what we’re dealing with next door? Over at Uncle Bert’s?”

			She nodded, her eyes big, her mouth small.

			“It’s scary stuff.” I leaned forward, put my hands on her shoulders. “I will not, under any circumstances, let it hurt you. But I wish I knew what you and Daddy know. I wish I knew how to help.” I held back tears. “I wish you could trust me, like you do Daddy.”

			Her chin trembled and tears gathered on her long lashes.

			Regret jabbed me and I pulled her into a hug. “I’m sorry, that wasn’t fair.”

			She sniffled against my shoulder, and warm tears gathered on my collarbone. I felt the simultaneous ache of failing her, and the instant peace that came with her touch. Her small hands had always had the power to shut the rest of the world out, from the first time I held them.

			“He says you wouldn’t understand,” she said in a whisper.

			I fought the instant rage at Tony, and tried instead to listen to my daughter. “And what do you think?” I asked.

			She was quiet for a minute. “You don’t like what I am.”

			Her words were a crushing blow over my heart, and I pulled back to look at her. Her face was scrunched, her chin wobbling, and tears spiked her lashes.

			“Oh, baby. What have I done to make you think that?” I asked, my own voice choked by tears.

			Her eyes sought mine. “Whenever…when I do what I do, when I talk to ghosts, you get mad. You want to stop it.”

			I struggled with the urge for instant refutation, looking at my actions through her eyes. “I’m not mad at you, Sammy girl. If I get upset, it’s because I’m worried for you. I don’t want things to scare you – it’s my job to keep you safe. So yes, when I see you being scared, I want to stop it. Don’t you?”

			She shook her head, her mouth compressing. “I can’t stop it. Daddy taught me that. I had to learn to love it, so I could love me.” More tears spilled down her round little cheeks. “And I want you to love me.”

			I crushed her close, one hand on her soft red curls. They were Tony’s curls, nothing like my straight dark hair. She had his eyes too, and his lean body, and I loved all of it on her, as I had loved every inch of her, since the moment I’d seen a double line on that pregnancy test. You can’t tell kids that, though. Or rather, you can, but you’d better be prepared to back it up, because they see, and hear, and ingest everything you do.

			“I do love you, baby girl. Everything you do, and every little thing you are, even your stinky feet.”

			She gave a watery giggle.

			“I think I get it now, okay? I won’t try to get rid of it, because it’s part of you.” I pulled back and looked in her eyes. “But there are parts of this that scare even you, right?”

			She nodded.

			“And probably Daddy, too?”

			She sniffed and looked away. “Yeah.”

			“Okay. Then you can be the one to tell me what you want help with, and what’s just life.”

			“Okay, Mommy.”

			We lay down after a while, and I stroked her hair in the heavy silence.

			“Mommy?” she said, when both our eyes were closing.

			“I’m here, sweet pea.”

			“The ones next door – they’re some of the scary ones. We have to make them go away.”

			I pulled her into my arms. “I’m on it, babe,” I whispered.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Four

			“I wish you’d stayed with me. Let that fucker come to my window, see what I’ll do.” Morgan fumed over two cast-iron skillets, thick sausage patties in one, delicate French toast fingers in the other. They were Ben’s favorites, and the old man had passed a restless night.

			I felt guilty about that, knowing it was likely his new surroundings, but Mandy didn’t agree.

			“It was the storm, I think,” she said, stifling a yawn. “That room’s just as comfortable as can be.”

			Morgan kept his father’s downstairs master bedroom empty, still equipped from the time he’d cared for him at home. Mandy hadn’t needed any help during the long night stretches, and Ben wasn’t upset the way he’d been after the radio transmissions. Instead he was subdued, sitting in his wheelchair in front of the sliding glass doors, staring in the direction of Bert’s place. Sammy sat on the floor by his side, following his sight line. They didn’t talk much, but he smiled down at her from time to time.

			I turned back to Morgan. “Problem with that—”

			He sighed. “Yeah, I know, realized as soon as I said it. The real worry is Sammy. I just don’t like him scarin’ you like that.” He cast a look my way. “Your hands are still shakin’.”

			I set my coffee down and wrapped my arms around myself. “At least half of that is exhaustion.” I leaned so I had a clear sight of the stairs, where Dimi had yet to appear. I hadn’t mentioned his nighttime foray to Morgan, and I wondered if I was going to mention it to Dimi himself. In the light of day it seemed even more likely his trip out was innocuous – he was used to having his own place, to coming and going as he pleased. I didn’t want to make him feel watched. There were plenty of plausible reasons to talk myself out of it.

			Morgan edged closer and kept his voice low. “And you ain’t got any idea what Tony’s sayin’ to her?” he asked, with a look back at Sammy.

			I shook my head. “All she’ll say is that it’s not scary, and it makes her happy to talk to Daddy.”

			“What do you think?”

			My mouth twisted. “I think those grief counseling books need a few chapters on this subject.”

			He rumbled a low laugh. “You might have to write those.” He flipped sizzling patties with an expert turn of his wrist. “You think him showin’ up at the window like that, does that mean he can’t come inside?”

			“That’s what Sammy says.” I frowned, thinking of Bert’s jump scare the night before. “That at least seems to be the case when you’re here.”

			He smiled down at the skillet of toast and didn’t answer.

			I leaned my back against the counter beside him. “Man, a ghostbuster and a helluva cook. How are you still single?”

			He turned red and didn’t meet my eye. “Not a lot of demand for that particular combo. And…am I?”

			“Are you what?”

			He was bright red, his jaw working as he fought the slide into silence. “Single,” he said finally.

			I studied his profile, wondering how to answer that, knowing I’d set the question up. How long had it been since we’d met? A matter of days, less than a week. There was an enforced intimacy to our circumstances, one neither of us had caused. It had been an age since I’d dated, and I didn’t remember how everything worked, but this was fast by anyone’s standards. Morgan didn’t have much experience either, instead he followed his heart, which made him a hell of a lot braver than he gave himself credit for. I didn’t have to examine my own feelings for long before coming to an easy conclusion. I wanted him to be mine, and no one else’s. Fuck an arbitrary grieving timeline – I wasn’t going to waste loyalty on someone who didn’t treat me like I deserved it myself.

			I nudged his hip with mine. “No. Consider yourself snatched up, sir.”

			“Good,” he said, and the smile that spread across his face could have lit half of Texas. I smiled too, because I liked making him happy.

			He cleared his throat. “So, uh, you mentioned you knew what you were gonna do next? Anything I can help with?”

			A flash of anxiety set my heart racing. “You’re not going to like it.”

			His face darkened and he looked over at me. “About the only thing you could do that I wouldn’t like would be to leave the state—”

			I shook my head. “Staying put for now.”

			“—or go back over to Bert’s.”

			When I didn’t answer he turned down the burners under both skillets and looked at me. “No.”

			I frowned. “You haven’t heard what I was going to say.”

			“I don’t have to. If it involves goin’ back over where the fuckin’ ghosts ain’t house-trained and keep accidentally killin’ people, then no, it does not have my approval.” He noted my expression and sighed. “Which, in case it needs to be said, I understand isn’t required for you to do whatever you want, but seriously, Cam. It ain’t safe.”

			Mollified by his backtrack, I looked at Sammy again. “I didn’t say I wanted to go inside, okay? And I’m not planning on going at night, which is the only time this stuff seems to happen. But Ally was the only plan we had, and now that’s fucked. I’m not sending my kid back to Bert’s, and I’m sure as shit not trusting her to that bitch.”

			His shoulders slumped. “You don’t want to just stay here? It’s been workin’ so far, right?”

			I pushed stray hairs out of my eyes and lifted one shoulder. “It has nothing to do with want. We don’t know how any of this works, or how long we’ll stay safe. I can’t wait for these things to come to us, like Tony showing up last night. I need to be proactive.”

			He leaned one hip against the counter beside me. “All right, so what do you think goin’ over there will accomplish?”

			I grabbed my coffee cup to have something to focus on. “I have a few thoughts. This loop that the submariners are caught in, it happens around the same time every night, would you agree?”

			He thought about it, then gave a reluctant nod. “I guess so, far as we know. We’re not over there all the time, though.”

			“Well, the one who talked to me – that warned me to leave – maybe he, or really any of them, might be able to communicate at other times, without having to be caught in the loop. Because the radio stuff, that’s happened at all hours, right?”

			He nodded again, but his mouth was set in a frown, waiting his turn to refute everything I said.

			“So maybe the sailors can talk to me, tell me what they know about how this started, and how to stop it.”

			He shook his head. “Ain’t that the first thing he said to you? They can’t stop it. If they could, they would.”

			I shrugged. “Fine, so maybe not them, but they’re not the only ones. What about Bert? Or this Jack Turner dude? If they’re around, and they were involved with this thing from the beginning, maybe they can tell me something.”

			Fat popped in the skillet at his elbow and he sighed and turned back to the food.

			“Y’all were over there three days. In all that time, did Bert show up? Offer any great wisdom?”

			I shivered. Bert had never appeared to me at his own place, and Morgan didn’t know about his visitation over here. “No.”

			“But?” he asked.

			I blew out a breath. He had a point – Bert might have left me his notebooks, but this side of the grave he seemed more interested in scaring the hell out of me. “Okay, if he won’t talk to me, then what about Tony?”

			I’d half expected him to blow up at me – maybe I even wanted him to. The sight of Tony hanging from that windowsill the night before had burned into my psyche, catching me with jolts of fear each time it pushed to the forefront. But he kept telling me I needed him, and if Sammy wouldn’t, or couldn’t, tell me what he had to offer, maybe I could get it from the source. I hated the idea, but I wouldn’t make my kid the go-between. I was out of options.

			Morgan didn’t get angry; instead he got still. “Is that what you want to do?” he asked. “Because if it is, then okay. I’ll help you.”

			“No,” I said. “It really fucking isn’t. But I’m afraid for her, and I have nowhere else to turn.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Five

			“No fuckin’ closer than the bottom stair, okay?”

			I looked back at Morgan and gave him a thumbs-up, shifting the heavy radio onto my hip.

			“And if it looks like anything is gonna happen, anything at all, you leave that fuckin’ thing right there and come back, right?”

			“Yes,” I said, glad there was someone more nervous than I was.

			Dimi wasn’t keen on the idea, but aside from saying so once, he remained silent on the subject. He stayed with Sammy and Ben, still holding me at a distance. Given that I was the one with a grievance, it got under my skin, but it wasn’t like I could say so.

			I had one of Ben’s ham radios to give me a better line of communication than a simple receiver. The old man showed me how to use it, his fingers recalling what his mind did not. Neither he nor Sammy had been told what we were doing, but his trembling hand reached for mine before we left, and he squeezed it without meeting my eyes.

			The closer I got to Bert’s porch, the less sure I was. Last night this had been so clear, but now fear spread its tendrils in my gut until I didn’t know what end was up.

			I settled on the lowest stair, as admonished, one eye on the closed front door. Nothing twitched, the ranch house silent, waiting. I turned on the battery-powered unit and scanned the airwaves like Ben showed me. I came across the usual local chatter, the standard stations I’d been told to expect, but nothing in Russian, and nothing ghostly. I kept going, my teeth gritted, back aching from holding myself so tight. I’d come here because I needed the voices, but every second without them the anticipation grew worse.

			Sweat poured down my face, strands of hair stuck to my cheeks. I looked over at Morgan sitting in the truck, engine running, his gaze never wavering. I threw my hands up and he shrugged, tapped his wrist where a watch would be. I held up five fingers, but before he could respond a groaning creak came from behind me.

			Morgan’s eyes went wide and I whipped around, my breath caught in my chest. The front door stood half open, and the seeping cold reached me even this far away, the sweat drying against my skin, goosebumps rising in its place.

			The truck door slammed and Morgan’s boots crunched against gravel. I pushed to my feet, craning to get a better look into the shadowed depths, and what I saw there stopped me. An arm, limp, its wrist turned up, lay just inside.

			“There’s someone in there,” I called, starting up the steps.

			He leapt up and was at my side by the time I’d mounted the porch. He took my shoulders from behind and stalled my progress. “What’d we agree on, Cam? Anything happens, anything at all, and you come back to me.” He spoke low in my ear, his own fear coming through in the grip of his fingers.

			“That’s a person,” I whispered. “And they might need help.”

			He stared into the shadows, then sighed and took my hand. “We go together. No going inside, and no letting go.”

			I returned the pressure of his fingers and we crept closer. The house beyond the door was in total darkness, and even getting to the door itself, we could see no farther than the arm’s elbow. I shuddered, remembering the night before, wondering if this too would lead to some nightmare version of my husband.

			“Looks like a woman,” Morgan said, and at second glance I saw what he meant. The hand was small and tapered, the wrist and forearm slim. “What do we do?”

			“We can’t just leave her here.”

			“She looks pretty dead,” he said.

			I shrugged, then leaned in close and kicked the arm. There was no movement.

			“Cam, for fuck’s sake,” he said. “You coulda tried takin’ her pulse.”

			“I didn’t want to get that close just to have her grab me.” I said. “I don’t trust this place or anything that comes out of it.”

			“Fair point. So do we move her?”

			“Whoever she is, and whatever shape she’s in, I guarantee she’d rather be out here.”

			He dropped my hand reluctantly and we grabbed on, flinching at the feel of cold flesh against our fingertips. We yanked her out with as much care as we could, and when she lay sprawled on the porch, blackened eyes staring up at nothing, shock buckled my knees and I put a hand to my mouth.

			“Jesus Christ,” said Morgan, trying not to retch.

			“We’re fucked,” I said. When he frowned at me, I pointed to what was left of the woman’s face. “That’s Ally.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Six

			I couldn’t get the image of Ally’s limp arm out of my head. I watched it while Morgan called Ortiz, only half listening to what he told the sheriff. We’d backed off the porch, but I stayed close enough to study the pale, dead flesh, the painted nails curling into the palm. Flies landed, exploring only as far as the skin was unmarred. Even the eaters of the dead shied away from the rest of the scalded, ruined body. When my gaze slipped from the arm, it settled on Ally’s face again. On her twisted features, her eyes nothing but blackened nubs in their sockets. Her mouth gaped open, gums shriveled away from her teeth. A dark, viscous fluid oozed down her fleshless cheek, and I returned my attention to her untouched arm. When a swarm of faceless people in yellow hazmat suits showed up, I kept my gaze on the limb as it flopped from the special-containment body bag on the first try, unable to look away until it was tucked in and zipped out of sight.

			Only when Tony’s mistress had been carted off did I focus on the activity around me. They flashed government IDs and herded us along, away from the front of the house. My flesh went cold watching the endless stream of outsiders trundle awkwardly around Bert’s place, waving Geiger counters and taking samples. Ortiz was nowhere in sight. Where had all these strangers come from? How did they get here so quick? My chest tightened and I wondered about secondary exposure. If radiation killed Ally, how close had Morgan and I come to the source?

			He held tight to my hand until we were separated for decontamination. Two little tents were set up in the backyard and they split us up to strip down and hose off, our clothes taken away in sealed bags. They barked questions at us, ones we had no answers for, and no one had anything to say when we asked our own. After we were cleared, we stood in borrowed scrubs, pushed back to the wide perimeter they’d established, but still on the inside.

			“Fucking finally,” came a familiar voice behind me, and I turned to find Ortiz muscling through the ranks, his expression grim. He stopped in front of me and held a cell phone out. “Your daughter wants to talk to you.”

			I snatched the phone from him, my hands shaking. I’d left my own at home and Morgan’s was confiscated as soon as the containment crew arrived, though he’d managed a quick call to Dimi so he’d know to keep everyone inside. “Sammy? Are you okay, baby?”

			“Ally’s dead, Mommy.” Her tone was flat, a million miles from me.

			I stepped to get a sight line on Morgan’s house, searching for my daughter’s face at a window, seeing only reflected sunlight. I squinted against the flame-bright flash and tried not to think of Ally falling through a glowing bulkhead door, a wave of heat incinerating her on contact.

			“Yes, baby,” I said, pushing dark images from my mind. “I’m sorry.” When she didn’t respond, I took a breath. “How’d you know, sweet pea? Did…did Daddy come to tell you?”

			Ortiz cast a puzzled glance at me and I moved further away.

			“No, not Daddy. I think he’s still there. She came. Ally.”

			Dread filled my heart. “When, honey? Before?”

			“No, listen, Mommy. Ally came when she died. She got hurt, real bad, and then she was sitting on my bed. I didn’t mean to look, but I did, ’cause she was there so fast. She was really mad.”

			Jesus. I started running for the house, and when someone stepped in my way, Morgan ran interference, clearing my path with his own solid body. “I’m coming, Sammy.”

			Her little voice grew high and shrill. “You said you would listen!” she shouted.

			I stopped, though every muscle in my body itched to go to her. “Okay. I’m listening.”

			“Go to the mailbox. She left it for you.”

			Morgan’s mailbox was out closer to the gravel road, an aluminum one big enough for packages. The hot metal burned my fingers when I opened it. It was empty save for a dead spider stuck to the door. “There’s nothing here.”

			“There is,” she said, her tone impatient. She sounded strange, not like herself, and it set up a thrum of worry. Was it really Sammy I was talking to? The thought opened a pit of despair inside me and I banished it. She was my kid, no matter what crazy shit she was dealing with.

			I reached into the dark depths of the mailbox until my fingers brushed something all the way in the back. I pulled out a scrap of paper torn from a takeout menu. The cryptic phrase Last chance ranch was scrawled across the top, just above a number with a Texas area code. “Sammy? What is this?”

			“She said it was for you. And she said Daddy was wrong.”

			My stomach dipped and I clutched the phone tighter.

			“About what?” I asked, in as calm a tone as I could muster.

			“About the loop. Daddy was wrong and now they’re all dead.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Seven

			I stood on Morgan’s back deck with three fingers of bourbon at my elbow, my mind running in endless circles. The faces of the dead had taken up occupancy in my head and it would take a lot more than alcohol to banish them, but it was all I had for the moment.

			“Cam? Have you heard a word I’ve said?” Ortiz stood next to me, his dark brows drawn, hands on his hips.

			I focused on him and didn’t bother lying. “Not a one. I’m sorry, I’m worried about Sammy.”

			His face softened. A father himself, he’d been the one to suggest Dimi get her out of the house. My brother and daughter had gone to the sheriff’s place to make the acquaintance of his kids, Anna and Joel Junior, and though I was glad to have her away from all this, I didn’t like her being out of reach.

			“I get it. She didn’t see much, did she?” he asked.

			I shook my head. I couldn’t tell him the truth.

			“Good.” He was silent for a few seconds, frowning at the hive of activity over at Bert’s. “This whole thing is bullshit, you know.”

			“Uh huh. I didn’t cause it though, so I don’t know why you keep looking at me like that.”

			He sighed and sat down opposite me, both of us turned so we could keep an eye on the action. “You just told me that woman, she was your husband’s…uh….”

			“We’ve been calling her The Whore, but mistress will do.” I took a long swallow of bourbon and made more promises to myself about curbing my vices. There always seemed to be a good enough reason to give in.

			“Right. And you didn’t know she was over there, but you met with her yesterday?” His expression screamed skepticism, and if Ally had died under almost any other circumstances, I’d be on my way to the station for more questioning, and probably a spot in the cells.

			I nodded. “Yeah. I didn’t like the situation, but I told you, she had some things of Tony’s, stuff Sammy would want.”

			He tapped his fingers on the table. “And her interest in your uncle’s place?”

			“Apparently she’d been there before,” I said. “With Tony.”

			My face burned beneath his scrutiny. I’d never thought much about the humiliation aspect of infidelity before it happened to me, but it was a big, unpleasant truth. People, especially married people, couldn’t help but examine all the ways in which your life had been infiltrated, and wonder if they’d see the signs. I had to keep reminding myself I wasn’t the one who should feel ashamed.

			“But she didn’t tell you she was going over there?”

			I shook my head. “No. I figured she’d blow town after we met up – it wasn’t pleasant.”

			“I’d imagine not.” He cocked his head and studied me. “And y’all had no idea she was over there, because you’ve been staying at Eric Morgan’s.”

			I met his gaze. “Yeah.”

			“You mind telling me what that’s about?”

			I lifted my chin. “You mind telling me why that’s your business?”

			He laughed. “Three reasons. Partly professional. I’m trying to establish there was a good reason you didn’t know this dead woman was over there. Partly human interest – this is a small town, Cam, and it’s no secret you and Eric are an item.”

			I stared at him, frowning. “But we don’t – we’re not—”

			He put a hand up. “Spare me. The cat was out of the bag the day you went to the nursing home with him. I didn’t ask about it the night Maksim showed up, but I figured you guys didn’t just wander over from your uncle’s place in the middle of the night. And look, I think it’s great. I don’t know if he’d call me a friend, since he doesn’t get close to anybody, but I like the man. So, yeah, a little nosy small-town curiosity there, ’cause you gotta admit, that’s a pretty quick move in.”

			I held my glass between my laced fingers and watched the happy dogs below. They hadn’t noticed Ally, either, which made me feel a little less dumb, but a lot more vulnerable. “It wasn’t like that. We were scared, okay? Whatever killed Bert, it’s in that house, and he died hard. It freaked me out, and my daughter couldn’t sleep. It’s not permanent.”

			He nodded. “And that brings me to my third concern – public health. At least two people have died over there, and whatever the men in space suits say, we can agree it looks a lot like radiation sickness, right?”

			“Right,” I said, clutching my glass to keep my hands from shaking. I shut my eyes against images of Ally’s face contorted in a silent scream, Bert standing in front of me with clumps of bloody hair in his hands, puking up his own teeth.

			“So I have concerns about how long you folks were over there, and what kind of exposure you’ve had. It’s a relief you’ve been here for the last few days, and I’m glad everyone seems to be clear on that front.” He leaned forward. “But that leaves us with the very real problem of what the fuck could cause that kind of concentrated, short-range exposure, and what we do about it.”

			I drained my glass. “Yeah. That’s a big one.”

			He finished his beer and frowned down at his lap. “I gotta say, no matter what scenario I come up with to explain what killed that woman, I can’t come close to seeing what happened with her arm.”

			“Mm.” I shuddered against a wave of nausea, picturing her crawling to the door, pulling herself along the tilting floors just as I had. Maybe she’d made it to the door too late to do anything but fling that one appendage outside the influence of the loop. 

			“Cam.”

			I looked up at him.

			“I need to know what’s going on here. What killed those people?” His tone was even, his gaze steady. Effective interrogation techniques – I found myself wanting to drop my problems on his shoulders.

			I gave a short laugh and leaned back, glancing through the glass doors to see Morgan sitting with Ben, both of them looking a little lost.

			“I don’t know, man. I wish to hell I did – this isn’t something I want to be dealing with alone.”

			He sighed and pushed to his feet, and I waited for another lecture, but instead he laid a hand on my shoulder. “You’re not, though. Whatever the hell this is, it’s in my county, so it’s my responsibility. We’ll figure out how to keep you guys safe.”

			Unexpected tears stung my eyes, and I thanked him without looking up. I watched as he descended the back stairs and headed for his SUV, and wished for the first time in my adult life that I could hand this off to the proper authorities. But when it came to the real threat, every authority I knew was dead. I frowned and fingered the slip of worn paper in my pocket. Maybe there was yet one avenue to try.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Eight

			I studied the note Ally left me, picturing it clasped between her manicured fingers. My stomach churned and it was hard to breathe – back in the spring, after learning of Tony’s affair, I’d turned our apartment upside down looking for things like this. Unexplained numbers, messages written in the language of lovers. I’d found a few, just enough to send me into a sick spiral of hurt, but that was the past. My husband cheated, and both he and his mistress were dead, so a few words in her handwriting shouldn’t hurt like this. Funny how reasoning with your emotions never does any good.

			I hadn’t told Ortiz about it. I wasn’t even sure what Ally’s intention was, leaving the number for me – she didn’t like me, never had. But something made her go inside a place she knew to be a death trap. She hadn’t been faking her fear of it when we spoke – she’d watched Tony die firsthand, and experienced her own consequences. So why did she go inside alone? And how the fuck had she gotten there, when there was no vehicle in sight? An Uber or a cab could answer the second question, but the first was still a mystery. Had she been lured somehow? By a living person, or in a dream state, as I had been?

			I wanted to talk it over with Dimi, to get his detached and ruthless logic on the subject, but he and Sammy hadn’t returned yet, and I wasn’t sure if he’d talk to me, anyway. Neither Rick nor Ortiz knew about the haunting aspect, which left only Eric Morgan. I was shaken by what we’d found, but he looked shell-shocked, and I hated that he’d been dragged into this.

			When I got back inside, he and Ben were watching a military documentary, but the younger Morgan’s eyes were glazed over, his mind somewhere unpleasant. When I touched his shoulder he jumped, and for a second he looked so haunted I was afraid something else had happened while I’d been outside.

			“Hey, you okay?” I asked.

			He looked over at Ben, who was absorbed in the documentary, and followed me into the kitchen, a hand pressed against his ribs. “I’m good, sorry. Got to thinkin’ some dark thoughts, that’s all. Joel of any use?”

			I grabbed him an ice pack from the freezer, gently pressed it to his side. “He knows something’s up, but I can’t think of any benefit to bringing him in on this. It’s not like he’s going to have some hidden knowledge of ghosts.”

			He took over with the ice pack with one hand and held mine with the other. “I’m sorry about Ally, the radio. I know things didn’t work out like you hoped.”

			I sighed. “No. It was probably a dumb idea anyway, I just…I’m out of my depth.”

			He let go of my hand, staring at the floor. “Yeah. I guess we both are.”

			I stepped closer. “Seriously. You’re not okay. What’s up?”

			His gaze stayed fixed between his boots. “I’m all right.” His phone buzzed and he checked it with a grimace. “Shit. One of Frank Tester’s cows is hurt. Got herself caught in a barbwire fence.”

			“You still do vet work?”

			He nodded. “I don’t keep a clinic anymore, and I ain’t got regular hours, but folks call me when they need me. Usually more busy than I’ve been the last week.”

			I frowned. “Will your ribs hold up to dealing with livestock?”

			He shrugged. “If she needs liftin’ I’ll get Frank to do it. I’m more worried about leaving right now.”

			I looked over at Ben, still absorbed in the television. “Go if you need to. I can handle Ben on my own for a bit, and Mandy’ll be back in a couple hours.”

			He hesitated. “You sure? He can get a little difficult.”

			“Given the shit I’ve put you through this week, I’m not even going to address that.” I smiled. “Go. Get out of the house. Grab yourself some lunch, too. Alone time is important.”

			A shadow crossed his face. “I’ll be back as soon as I can – I’ve had enough alone time to last.” He bent to kiss me, then headed for the door, stopping at the threshold. “You know what I’d really like, when this is all over?”

			I followed him and leaned my hip against the stacked mail table. “What’s that?”

			“I’d like to take you to dinner. You and Sammy both. Go somewheres we don’t gotta worry about ghosts or anything, and order whatever you want.”

			I stood on tiptoe to kiss him. “It’s a date. Even if one of us ends up having chocolate ice cream for dinner.”

			He grinned and shrugged. “Fuck, I think we should all have ice cream for dinner.”

			Dimi texted to let me know he and Sammy were stopping for something to eat before getting on the road home, so I settled in next to Ben with a book. I hoped to keep my mind from circling endlessly in worry – most of my best revelations came when I was doing something else. I ended up getting pulled into the documentary, following a specific platoon in the Second World War. When I felt eyes on me, I turned to find Ben’s gaze pointed my way.

			I smiled. “Can I get you anything?”

			He didn’t answer, but smiled back, a little vague. “Do I know you, miss?”

			“We’ve met, but you might not remember. I’m a friend of Eric’s.”

			His smile faded and he shook his head. “That boy was always so much like his mama.”

			I settled in to face him, my back against the arm of the sofa. “I bet she loved hearing that. Most of us do.”

			He sighed. “I think we both hoped he wouldn’t struggle like she did, but it’s in the blood. Must have been. He’s an odd boy, but we love him all the same.”

			“He seems pretty easy to love,” I countered.

			Ben didn’t answer, his gaze focused on a place I couldn’t follow. “We hoped the marriage would help him find his feet, but she turned out to be a gold digger. Innocent boy like him, he had no idea. She saw a kid about to graduate from vet school and thought her future was made.” He gave a bitter laugh. “That woman. When Anne died, she didn’t even come.”

			My jaw would have dropped to my chest if I’d let it. “His wife didn’t come to his mother’s funeral?”

			Again, he didn’t seem to hear me. “The boy found her, you know. He ain’t been right since, and he wasn’t so hot to begin with.”

			I frowned. “What do you mean he found her? Found who?”

			His watery eyes finally focused on me. “His mama. We were all looking, but he was the one.” He shook his head. “I wish I coulda spared him.”

			Goosebumps chased themselves up my arms. “Wait. You’re telling me Eric found his mother’s body?”

			Tears gathered in the old man’s eyes and dripped unheeded down his cheeks. “She was somethin’ special – a sensitive woman, with an artist’s soul. That was the worst day of my life, young lady. I always thought I’d go first – I wanted to go first.”

			I searched for a tissue and wiped his face, careful of the paper-thin skin around his eyes. I was torn between wanting to know more, and distracting him before he got caught in a painful memory. My conscience won out, and I brought him one of the smaller paintings that hung on every wall. It was a landscape done in desert colors, yellow and gold and brown, with a small boy painted in simple lines sitting at a river’s edge. Ben smiled when he saw it, reached out to hold it, and lost himself in stories of his wife. His recollections were erratic and he spoke of her in present tense, but it made him happy and eventually he drifted back to the documentary.

			I made him a plate of scrambled eggs and performed a covert search on my phone while he ate next to me, stopping now and again to help him get the food on his fork. I found not only an obituary for Anne Morgan, but several articles detailing the search for a missing woman. My stomach dropped as I read of the desperate three-day search, culminating in her adult son finding her car upside down over an embankment. One piece reporting the tragic end to the search was accompanied by a black-and-white photo of a younger Eric Morgan, standing at the cliff’s edge. His expression mirrored the one he’d worn today, and my heart ached for him.

			Bert and Ally weren’t just mutilated bodies to him, though that would have been bad enough. Each time, he’d been forced to relive that day, and it was no wonder he was so haunted. What would such a thing have done to an already sensitive man? I couldn’t have known, but I still felt like shit, dragging him back into that agony. I cleaned Ben up after his meal, and vowed to keep Morgan as far away from pain as possible.

			When Mandy arrived an hour later, I headed back to the deck to call the number from the strip of paper. Wondering the whole time how stupid I was being. It came from a dead woman’s hand after all, and one who had reason to hate me. Was I being set up again? One last jab from the woman who’d done her best to ruin my life?

			The line rang on and on, never triggering a recording. I set my jaw and let it keep ringing, until there was a quiet click somewhere after the twentieth time.

			“Aliyah,” came a pleasant voice, male and with more than a hint of Texas twang. “I thought I told you to keep your filthy fingers from ever dialing my number again, hmm?”

			“Aliyah’s dead,” I said, wondering why he’d thought it was her. I was calling from my own phone, after all.

			There was a long silence, and when the voice returned, it was just as cultured but with an edge. “Oh, my. I wish I could offer you condolences, but in truth I’m not the least bit sorry.”

			“Me, either,” I said, glancing back through the glass doors at Ben and Mandy. “Bitch was fucking my husband.”

			There was another silence followed by a burst of laughter, and I found myself kind of liking this weirdo.

			“Oh, my dear, you’ve certainly brought an unexpected highlight to my day.” The edge returned to his tone. “May I know how you got this number, since Aliyah is – or rather was – the only person who knew it?”

			“She left it for me. She was supposed to help me.”

			All pleasantry dropped from the man’s tone. “And she went and died before she could. I see. So you thought I might take over in her place, is that it?”

			I planted my feet on the deck and glared down between them. “Honestly? I don’t even know what the fuck you people do. I assume it has something to do with ghosts, which I know fuck all about. She promised she could close a loop, does that mean anything to you?”

			“It does.”

			“And is that something you can do?” I asked, when he didn’t volunteer anything further.

			“Not on your life,” he replied. “Don’t bother calling this number again. I won’t be answering.”

			There was a click, and the line went dead.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Nine

			“Ghost people appear to be ass-hats,” observed Dimi in a dispassionate tone. He and Sammy got back in the late afternoon, my daughter bubbling over with stories about her new friends, Anna and Joel Junior. She hadn’t mentioned Ally or Tony, and she was now fighting to stay awake in one of the library recliners.

			I shrugged, glad we were at least talking again. “With the exception of my kid, I’d have to agree.”

			He cocked his head. “Did you truly think this man would help you? A stranger on the other end of a number left you by the mistress of your husband?”

			I flinched. “When you say it like that it sounds dumb.”

			“It was dumb,” he observed.

			“Thanks, jerk.” I glared at him. “It was all I had left, in case you didn’t catch that part.”

			He sniffed. “You are forgetting the jailed Russian, are you not?”

			“Has he been moved to the jail now?” I asked. “Deputy Trent give you some inside information?”

			He shrugged but didn’t meet my eye. “We do not do much talking.”

			“Right. Anyway, I don’t believe he can help us. And I’m sure as shit not agreeing to go back to Bert’s house with him on the off chance he can.”

			“I did not suggest that.”

			I waited, but he kept looking at me with a half-smile that heralded an awful suggestion. “Fine, I’ll bite. What’s your solution?”

			“He has said the ghosts stop for him, yes? And you observed this yourself?”

			I nodded cautiously. “I think so, but I’m not willing to bet my life on it.”

			The shark smile dawned. “You do not go there, we bring him here.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Sure. Great idea, let’s add a dangerous criminal to the mix. I’m sure that won’t cause any problems.”

			His smile widened. “I did not say we would bring him alive.”

			I groaned. “Dimi, seriously?”

			He raised a shoulder. “What? We salt him, preserve him, hang parts of him at every window. He will be like our own lucky rabbit’s foot, but with more entrails.”

			I had no idea if he was serious or not, but I laughed until my stomach hurt, which probably said something about my lack of humanity. Afterward, though, the same heavy depression settled over me. I struggled to know what to do, what path to try next since they had all closed, one by one.

			Dimi reached out and tapped my hand. “I am serious, you know. Not about killing him, but he is still an option.”

			I hunched my shoulders. “I know, but I’ve tried twice, and all we do is talk in circles. He wants me to do something I can’t, and without that he won’t talk.” I scrubbed a hand against my tired eyes. “It doesn’t help that we have to tiptoe around the sheriff’s department.”

			He tipped his head to one side. “There is where I might be able to help you. It is unscrupulous, you understand. Detective Fierro would certainly not approve.”

			I fought a smile. “Uh huh. And would this involve the nefarious distraction of a certain blonde deputy?”

			His grin was the most wicked in his repertoire. “I do not kiss and tell. But yes, this Amber, she is rather smitten. And it so happens she is on night shift for now, to keep the prisoner under observation.”

			Dimi’s suggestion was more than unscrupulous – it was straight up criminal. If I’d caught someone doing that in my precinct, I’d have torn them a new one. I should say no – I needed to work with Ortiz, not against him. But I couldn’t picture a scenario in which he’d leave me alone with Maksim, even if I told him everything.

			The front door swung open before I could answer, followed by Morgan’s heavy tread. Sammy came flying from the library and I was in time to see her launch herself at his waist, already talking a mile a minute. He winced when her head knocked his injured ribs, but the haunted look left his face, and the smile he gave my daughter brought an answering one from both of us.

			Dimi came up behind me, his own expression unreadable, then he bent to my ear. “Whatever you decide, keep this between us, yes?”

			I nodded. “The fewer people know of our criminal enterprise, the better.”

			He watched Morgan with Samantha for a few seconds. “You would do well to be careful there. This man is not like most, and he is getting quite attached.”

			He didn’t wait for me to answer, and I frowned after him, feeling a nebulous guilt. He was right – Morgan didn’t have any built-in defenses, so no matter how much I reminded myself we were unlikely to be together long, he wouldn’t realize that. I’d been shit at putting any distance between us because he was so open, and also because it would be artificial. However long it did last, I didn’t want distance. I wanted him, and if we hadn’t been keeping our relationship from Sammy, I’d have thrown myself into his arms as fast as she had.

			No more was said until later that night, while Morgan sat dozing beside me on the couch, leaning back with an ice pack on his ribs. We Need to Do Something played on low volume. No matter how many times I saw the damn thing, the part with the dog always scared the hell out of me.

			“Who’s a good boy?” came the line, and I almost jumped out of my skin when Dimi tapped my arm.

			“Fuck,” I said in a loud whisper. “You did that on purpose, you shithead.”

			He snickered. “You are too easy. Every time.”

			I kicked at him. “You’re dead, Zolnerowich. Was there a point to this interruption?”

			He held his phone up. “Tonight is a good night to be unscrupulous. Are you in?”

			I looked over at Morgan, still unconscious, then back at Dimi. “I can’t leave Sammy,” I said.

			He shrugged and pointed at Morgan. “So let him help.”

			When I wavered, he sighed. “I know you, and this overactive guilt complex. You are not abandoning your daughter – you are going so you can help her.”

			I took a deep breath and nodded, and ten minutes later we were on the road with Dimi at the wheel. I still felt like I was doing something wrong, and it hadn’t helped that I’d had to lie to Morgan. I told him Ortiz asked for me, and he agreed to keep watch over Sammy.

			“What he does not know will not hurt him,” said Dimi, reading my mind again.

			“My guilt complex is my business. Stay outta my head.”

			He dropped me off a block away from the station and I waited in the shadows, feeling ridiculous. He parked out front, made a phone call, and less than five minutes later Deputy Trent came tripping out the front door and headed for my car. I groaned. “Ew, gross Dimi.” I waited until she’d climbed into the passenger seat before making a run for the entrance. I kept expecting to be challenged, or for an alarm to go off, but I made it to the second floor and found Maksim with no trouble.

			He sat on the edge of his bunk like he’d been waiting for me. “You are back,” he observed. “I hope you have more to offer this time.”

			I found a chair and dragged it over, sitting down and leaning forward until my arms rested on my knees. “To start with, all I’ve brought is conversation. I want to talk this out without anyone else interfering.”

			He cocked his head and smiled after a moment. “Better, then. All right, you start.”

			Before I could open my mouth he held up a finger. “Be truthful, please. Remember what I have seen, and do not waste my time.”

			I took a breath. “Okay. The truth is, the ghosts that were triggered by my uncle are still active, and they’re getting worse. And given what we think they’re capable of doing—”

			Maksim shook his head. “We do not think, we know.”

			“Fine. What we know they’re capable of. I need to close the loop, send them back wherever they came from. Is that truthful enough for you?”

			He continued to watch me and I was struck again by a momentary resemblance to my brother. “Nearly,” he said. “Who is it that you are most worried for? Is it your brother, or that man with all the dogs?”

			I frowned and straightened my spine. This guy had hurt both of the men I cared about. I needed to remember that, and not get sucked in and hear only what I wanted to hear. “My daughter. She’s five.”

			He smiled like I’d passed a test. “Very good. Now, we come to my truth. I believe my father to be one of the spirits from that submarine.”

			I sat forward. “How do you know?” I asked. “Have you seen him?”

			He shook his head. “I told you, I have never been able to see the ghosts. They always stop for me. But that in itself is proof, do you see? My father would never wish to hurt me.”

			Picturing the haunted look on the dead man’s face, the one who’d warned me to leave, I didn’t think any of those men wanted to hurt anyone. But maybe Maksim was right, and his blood connection protected him somehow.

			“Okay,” I said. “Let’s say that’s true. If the ghosts always stop for you, then what good would it do to have me there with you? They stopped the other night, as soon as you showed up. Wouldn’t the same thing happen again?”

			He stood and paced within the confines of his cell. “I believe there is a way. It has to do with timing. This was the theory of your husband, as well, and his woman.”

			I closed my eyes against the pain of his casual cruelty, then opened them. “If that was what he was trying to do, he failed miserably. He’s dead, and so’s his woman.”

			He stopped to face me, stepped to the bars. “Ah. So that is why you are here – how did she die?”

			I swallowed, my throat dry. “Same way as Bert. She went to the house, alone, and they killed her.”

			His mouth pressed into a thin line and he stood for several seconds, thinking it through. “I do not understand why she would go there in such a way. She knew she had no hope of closing the loop by herself – she needed me to do it.”

			My eyes narrowed. “You’ve talked to her? Did you know she was coming back?”

			He shook his head. “I only spoke with her briefly, after your husband died. But I believed she would come here, and that she would bring me in.”

			It made a certain amount of sense, but the revelation unsettled me. I didn’t care who he talked to – he was a virtual stranger. But if I shone a black light on my life, Ally’s grubby fingerprints would be all over every surface, and it skeeved me out.

			I struggled to focus. “Does that mean you need her to close it? Are we fucked now that she’s dead?”

			He smiled. “No, we are not. Her abilities were ineffective, and she knew it.”

			“Okay, so go back to how you think this is going to work.”

			He bent his head. “Let us begin instead with a little of the why, before we get to the how.”

			I looked uneasily at my phone, wondering how much time Dimi would be able to give me. When I returned my attention to Maksim he gave me a cold smile.

			“I will keep it short. When my father died, I was seven years old. The eldest son, but still too young to be of any help. In my country, the poverty line was always very close, and after he went missing it closed over our heads.” He went back to his bunk and sat with his hands clenched on the edge. “Had we received the benefits we were owed, it would still have been hard, but things would have been different. As it was, my mother took in laundry at first, much of it from the men who were my father’s superiors. When that was not enough, she began to take those men themselves. She died of syphilis when I was eleven.”

			I covered my mouth with my hand. “Jesus Christ.”

			He gave me another icy smile. “He was not around to assist, either. At that point, I had already found work doing…errands for a certain type of person. With that I was able to keep the three of us afloat. My older sister, Inessa, she followed in the footsteps of our mother, but was not given the chance to grow old in her profession. Her pimp murdered her when he believed she was concealing money from him.” He met my eyes. “All of that was bad, you understand. But none of it matched the shame. With the Navy’s assessment that my father was a deserter, a stigma attached itself to our family. I could not hold my head up in the street, and I burned, for I knew it was wrong.”

			His hands trembled, his knuckles white, the old fury coming through in his rigid tone.

			“It was wrong in the sense that it was not true, and also wrong because it was a slap in the face of his sacrifice. My father was rarely home, worked long months at sea in dangerous waters so his family could eat. The way he died….” He wiped the back of his hand against his cheek. “They would not all have died in the initial impact, or the reactor failure. For many, yes, their deaths were quick, if not painless, but for many more it was a slow and agonizing process. Some drowned with their heads above water, in the spray from the bulkheads. Some boiled to death, as that water became superheated. They all suffered from nitrogen narcosis as the sub hit bottom. But I do not believe any of that was what killed my father.”

			I hugged my arms around my middle, picturing each of the terrible deaths he described. “Then what did?” I asked.

			He’d been staring into nothing, his blue eyes unfocused, but at my question they found me again. “When the sub hit bottom, there were still men alive. My father was a radio operator, and though they would have known there was no hope, I believe he continued transmitting their location until he suffocated.”

			I had nothing to say. The raw pain in the man’s voice told me this wasn’t just some story – it was a horror he’d lived every day since he was little older than my daughter. He’d done terrible things, but so had Dimi. It was more than a soldier’s bearing that made them alike – it was that pain of a heavy burden from a young age, of an isolation that cut deep.

			He took a deep breath, dragging himself away from the image of his father’s death. “That is why I believe it is a matter of timing, you see. It is that, and location. I do not believe my father knows that I am there. If you can find him, you can speak to him, tell him I am waiting for him. If he sees me, he will not go. He will give me what I need to be able to right these wrongs – the location of his tomb. Then he can rest, and so can I.” He inclined his head. “So can you, knowing that your daughter is safe.”

			I frowned, looking him over. Trying to keep Rick’s warning in mind. “And is that what you were trying to do, when you broke into my apartment in New York? All that occult summoning shit? You planning to try that again?”

			He shook his head. “No. It did not work, as you know. It was my attempt to put my father to rest without involving your family any further, once your husband died. I have never had any desire to put anyone else at risk.”

			Unlike Ally, I thought. I stood, took a turn around the room, then stopped behind my chair, holding its back. “I want to help, Maksim. And what you’re talking about makes more sense than anything anyone else has come up with. But you have to understand, I’ve got two major problems here.”

			He stood and returned to the bars. “Getting me out of here being one, yes?”

			“Yeah. No way Ortiz is going to go for it.”

			He inclined his head. “Must he know? You were able to get in here.”

			I shook my head. “That’s different.”

			“Very well, and what is the second problem?”

			I took a shaky breath. “I believe you would try not to let these things hurt me, because without someone else there, you’re back to square one. But I’m not sure you’d be able to stop it in time. Shit can happen fast in there. I’ve been lucky to get away twice, but a third time….” My heart pounded, my mouth going dry while my brain screamed against the very idea of going back.

			He nodded, his expression grave, and he didn’t try to minimize my fears. “I can only tell you that I would not let anything happen to you. I spoke of the location, the layout. I know the ship’s schematics very well, and between what you have seen and what I know, I believe we can avoid the biggest dangers. And there is one more reason you can trust me,” he said, and held a hand out through the bars.

			I stared at it but didn’t reach out and he dropped it back to his side.

			“I was an orphan, from a young age,” he said, his gaze holding mine. “I have missed my father every day since he has been gone, and my mother as well. Your daughter…she reminds me of my younger brother. She has already experienced loss, too much. I would not make an orphan of her. You have my word.”

			Fear kept me trembling on the precipice, nightmare images of dead and dying seamen crowding my brain. The memory of that glowing bulkhead door made me sick with terror. But how much worse for Samantha? How long had she lived with these terrors? She was a child, far too young for the burdens she carried, and I’d found no other way to shoulder them myself. This was it, my only chance to do so. My only way to keep her safe. I took a trembling breath and nodded, just as my phone buzzed with a text message.

			“I have to go,” I said, shoving the chair back where I’d found it. “But you’ll hear from me. I’ll do it.”

			“Let it be soon, Camilla Ambrose,” he said as I headed for the door. “I do not believe there is much time left.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixty

			I made it out of the building without running into Trent, and had a new understanding for how someone got into evidence storage back in New York. I frowned at the thought – I hadn’t asked Maksim about that part, why he’d needed Tony’s stuff, but maybe that had been Ally. And if it had been Maksim, still attempting to conjure the ghost of his father, I could forgive him.

			Initially Dimi was enjoying his afterglow too much to question me, which made me shift uncomfortably in my seat and keep an eye out for car detailers. By the time we reached our turnoff he’d refocused enough to grill me about what Maksim had told me. He wasn’t happy with my answer, his good mood turning to irritation.

			“I did not bring you there to make friends with this man. You were to interrogate him, get answers. Possibly remove digits.”

			“I’m not friends with him, and I’m not removing body parts. I did things my way.”

			He sat frowning beside me. “And this Maksim, did he speak more of me? What a terrible monster I am?”

			I sensed him slipping away from me again. “No,” I said. “Your name didn’t come up, okay? And even if it had, I wouldn’t give a shit.”

			He grunted but offered no other response until we pulled up to the house. The porch light was on, a welcome beacon in the darkness, and I was eager to get inside. Dimi stopped me with a hand on my arm.

			“And what of this Eric Morgan? Do you trust him as well?”

			“Trust him with what?”

			He lifted one corner of his mouth and gestured to the silent ranch house. “With that. With your safety, and that of your daughter. With everything you have put in his hands.”

			I twisted in my seat to look at him head on. “You think I’m moving too fast.”

			“Do you not?”

			I raised a shoulder. “In some ways, maybe. Some of that can’t be helped. I’m not sorry we’re staying here – Samantha wanted it, and she’s doing better, much better than New York. And yeah, I like him, and he likes me. I haven’t given him my ATM PIN or anything, and I get this is probably short term, but coming from a guy who just banged a rando in my car, you’re getting awfully judgy.”

			He put both hands up. “I am only asking you to remember that all of these people are strangers to us. Sex is one thing, trust is entirely another.”

			When we got inside he went to his room without another word. Frowning, I watched him go up the stairs until a soft call from the library got my attention.

			“Hey, babe,” Morgan said when I poked my head in the room. “How’d it go with Joel?”

			Guilt made my face go hot. “It was fine. Kinda more of the same but hoping the guy gave us enough this time to help.” I sat beside him, glanced at the monitor by his side. “Why are you still up? It’s late. You could’ve taken that to bed with you.”

			He shrugged and set aside his book. “I wanted to see you.”

			I leaned in to kiss him, silencing Dimi’s voice in my head. “All quiet here?”

			He nodded and began running his fingers through my hair. I leaned into his touch, then turned to work out some of the kinks on his broad shoulders.

			“You feeling a little better?” I asked softly.

			“God, yeah,” he said, melting into my hands.

			I laughed. “No, I mean about earlier. What we saw. Is there anything you want to talk about?”

			He got quiet, but not tense, and I pressed my thumb into a knot above his shoulder blade.

			“That stuff bothers me sometimes, but I’m okay.”

			I hesitated, then plunged ahead. “Because of your mom?” I asked.

			He leaned away from me and his head dropped. “Yeah. Because of her, I guess. How’d you know?”

			I pushed up to my knees and traced my fingers down his neck and along his shoulders. “Your dad happened to mention something. I looked it up. I’m sorry.”

			“Me, too,” he said, sounding exhausted.

			“I’m sorry there was no one there for you.”

			There was a long silence. “I had Pops,” he said finally.

			“Yeah. But you deserved better than what you got. I just wanted you to know that,” I said, draping my arms around his neck, laying my cheek against his.

			He reached up and held my arms in a strong grip. “You did, too, you know.”

			“Yeah,” I said, and we stayed like that for a long time.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixty-One

			“What happened at Uncle Bert’s, Mommy?” Sammy asked the next morning while we cleaned out and refilled water bowls in the midst of the milling herd of dogs. “How did Ally die? She was all burned up.”

			She said it without inflection, just another observation of the world around her, and fear gripped my gut. She’d been on her own, and she’d looked this time. I shuddered at the memory of Tony’s dead, gray visage, and knelt to wrap my arms around my daughter. She hugged me back, but without the urgency I felt.

			I pulled back to look at her, brushing soft curls away from her face. “What did Ally tell you?”

			She shrugged. “What I told you. That Daddy was wrong, and to look for the paper. She was real mad.”

			I took a deep breath through the fury that tightened my chest. “Did she yell at you, sweet pea?”

			Sammy shook her head. “It gets real cold and dark when they’re mad.”

			My hands trembled, from fear or anger I didn’t know. “Has she been back?”

			Another head shake. “I hope she doesn’t.”

			“Me, too, baby.” I wanted to assure her the ghost wouldn’t return, that I would stand between my daughter and anything that frightened her, but I had no defenses. If I called the number again, could I convince that enigmatic voice to give me tools, even if he wouldn’t come in person?

			“Did the ghosts do it?” Sammy asked. “Did they kill Ally?”

			I hesitated, but she looked at me like she expected a lie. “I think so, sweetheart. Only because she went over to Uncle Bert’s, though.”

			She frowned. “Daddy told her to. Why would he do that?”

			My knees were killing me so I settled on the ground, wondering how to answer. “I don’t know. Grown-ups do our best, but we aren’t always right. It sounds like he was trying to help, though. Has he…come to you, since what happened?”

			She shook her head. “I don’t know where he is – he was with Ally, over there. The ghosts can’t hurt him, can they?”

			Dead men can’t die – my mind had screamed it even as I watched a ghostly sailor crushed, the light bleeding from his eyes. I took a breath. “I don’t think so, baby. Daddy’s tough – he can take care of himself.”

			Her chin trembled. “He said he would take care of us. I don’t want him to go away like Ally.”

			Tears pricked my eyes and I wiped a hand across my nose. If Tony never came back, she would lose her father all over again.

			Sammy turned to look at Bert’s place, clutching my hand. “What will we do now, Mommy?” she asked, her tone hollow and hopeless.

			I pulled her into my arms again. “I’m working on it, baby,” I whispered. I didn’t have a choice anymore – Maksim was a last resort, but we were already there.

			I placed the call to Ortiz before I could talk myself out of it. I hadn’t thought about what I would say – I had a half-assed idea of straddling the truth somehow, and asking him to believe me on principle. It worked as well as I expected.

			“I wish I could help you, Cam. I hear you when you say this is something you need, but I can’t just let this guy go free on your say-so.”

			I paced the length of the deck. “I get it. What about bail?”

			He sighed. “Bail hasn’t been set yet. Judge Halpert won’t be holding arraignments until tomorrow, and even then I wouldn’t get my hopes up. Moscow’s been in touch.”

			My blood ran cold. If Maksim’s former employers got hold of him before I could, he’d be swept off and I’d never see him again. I’d also have to count on him not ratting Dimi out – maybe it would be good for my brother to take a short hiatus. I felt so fucking helpless – I wanted to be able to attack this problem physically, to run it down in the street and tackle it by the legs. Finesse and patience had never been my strong suit.

			When I hung up with Ortiz, I called Rick and left a message, in the forlorn hope my partner might be able to talk the sheriff around, but I didn’t really expect it to help. Morgan could tell I was antsy, and I teetered on the verge of telling him everything, but the look on his face after we’d found Ally kept coming back to haunt me. Dimi was right about one thing – I had a responsibility not to turn Morgan’s life upside down.

			Later that day I stared blankly at Bert’s notebooks, hoping to find an answer by osmosis. Ben watched another documentary in the library, making it hard to concentrate, but I had nothing to focus on anyway so I didn’t bother moving. This one had to do with naval history – submarines, in fact – and I tuned in again without meaning to. Even so, it took longer than it should have for me to make the connection, and once I did, I could have punched myself for missing it all this time.

			I stretched across the table and pulled Bert’s translated message to me, scanning the second line. Two strings of numbers, six digits each. “Coordinates, dumbass,” I said under my breath. “That’s what Bert was giving me.”

			I pulled up a navigational website on my phone and punched in the numbers Bert left me. It spit back a location off the coast of Texas, somewhere in the Gulf of Mexico. It wasn’t more than a couple miles offshore, and the depth seemed shallow for a submarine, but they’d been scuttled, so maybe they’d arrived there by accident.

			My body thrumming with excitement, I looked around the quiet house for someone to share my eureka moment. But Morgan was out on a vet call, Sammy was napping, and Dimi had taken off to parts unknown without saying a word. Mandy was around, resting up for another long night watch.

			I looked over to find Ben’s eyes on me, gleaming from behind his glasses.

			“You figured it out, didn’t you?” he asked.

			I cocked my head. “Did you know?”

			He didn’t answer, but reached out and patted my hand. “Bert was right to trust you. He knew how smart you were – you were always his favorite.”

			I smiled at him, but my mind was already turning it over. Bert left me the coordinates because he expected me to sort it out. He told me Tony was wrong, but about what? About how to close the loop? Had Bert believed, as Maksim did, that finding the sub and bringing it to the attention of the Russian military would close the loop? It seemed right, in light of what I’d learned. That didn’t mean there wasn’t another way, that Ally or Tony or his unknown and sinister looming ghost syndicate of a family couldn’t figure something out, but Bert was like me. After those methods failed, he would look for his own solution, and here it was.

			But how to use the information? If Bert knew the coordinates, perhaps from a transmission he’d intercepted, why hadn’t he been able to save himself? Had he been wrong, and expected me to keep looking? Or maybe he hadn’t had the chance to get the information to anyone who could use it. I pondered that – who exactly would one report the location of a downed Russian sub to? Russia, obviously, especially if the end goal was to get the sailors’ KIA status recognized, but what entity?

			I shot Rick a text, figuring the organization that had given him the information about the status of the missing sub would be a good place to start. He responded quickly, which made me think he was purposefully ignoring my request for help talking over Ortiz, but I let it go.

			When I contacted them, however, Bert had been ahead of me. The woman I spoke to remembered my uncle, and though she was sympathetic, her hands were tied.

			“Without confirmation the submarine is there, the Navy cannot simply launch an expensive salvage operation,” she said. “I told this to your uncle. He was meant to be finding such confirmation.”

			I thanked her and hung up, chewing a thumbnail and staring at the coordinates. Bert had left me most of the answer, but he hadn’t been able to close the deal, which was why the ghosts were still active. He’d said he was getting confirmation of the sub’s location, which had to mean some kind of photographic or physical proof. That must be why he bought the boat, but even with that, how would he have obtained evidence? It wasn’t like anything would be visible from the surface, or even snorkel depth. Had Bert been diving?

			A shudder passed through me, my stomach doing an unhappy flip, my fear of water threatening to undermine my commitment. It was out of all proportion to any possible risk, but the idea of being suspended in the deep black ocean, with no way to see the bottom or what might touch me, made my heart pound and my hands sweat. Anything could brush up against you, or eat your lower half, and there would be nothing you could do about it. How anyone could willingly dive was a mystery to me that I’d hoped would remain unsolved for the duration of my life. I’d do it for Sammy. But could I make myself slip between waves and into the deep?

			I checked on Ben, still peacefully involved in his documentary, and tried to calm myself. It didn’t have to be me – I was a strong swimmer, but I’d never dived. Dimi might know something about it, or Ortiz, or Morgan, or literally anyone other than me. Hell, there were professional outfits I could hire to check out the coordinates for me. Had Bert thought of that? Or had he been so consumed with paranoia at the end of his life that he’d trusted only himself?

			I pored through online listings and settled on one that looked promising, Deep Dives Salvage. My hopes were raised when the phone was answered by a capable-sounding older man who assured me his team had years of experience successfully bringing up wrecks.

			“Oh, yeah, we’ve done sailboats, yachts, barges, houseboats – you name it. I gotta good crew here. Whaddya lookin’ for?” he asked.

			“It’s a submarine, actually, Cold War era.”

			There was a long silence. “Ma’am, there’s a reason wrecks like that stay at the bottom. Anywhere deep enough for a sub to dive would be too far for us, and we don’t have equipment to handle that size of vessel. The military has their own department for that.”

			“Right, I understand, and I’m not looking to get the whole thing brought up. Your website says you do survey diving, and that’s all I need. Just photographic evidence that this thing is where I think it is, then I can take it from there.”

			“Uh huh. And where exactly do you think that is?” he asked.

			I read off Bert’s coordinates, and the man put me on hold. When he came back he gave a long sigh. “What’s your name, ma’am?”

			I had a sudden flash of being told that Tony had been there ahead of me, so on impulse I gave him my maiden name.

			“Donlon, huh? Any relation to Bert Donlon?”

			“Yeah. He was my uncle.”

			“Right, I thought as much. Lady, you can tell him the answer’s no different no matter who calls. We’ve tried, okay? Sent down multiple dive teams in the area, branched out, but there’s no sign of a damn sunken submarine. Wherever he got his information from, it’s wrong.”

			“Wait, please – I’m willing to pay whatever your rates are, okay? It’s important.”

			He sighed again. “It ain’t about money, not anymore, and your uncle knows that. I don’t know what the deal is with that area, or what you folks are up to, but I lost two men to that spot, and I ain’t about to lose any more.”

			There was a click and a dial tone, and I was left staring at my phone, wondering if it was coincidence, or if the divers found out the hard way that ghosts could still kill at the bottom of the ocean.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixty-Two

			“It’s been years since I dove, but I’m not opposed to it,” said Morgan from across the kitchen table, clicking through the satellite pictures of Bert’s coordinates.

			I pulled my feet into my chair. “That makes one of us.”

			He smiled at me over his black-framed reading glasses. “You ain’t gotta get in – we’d need somebody topside, wouldn’t we?”

			“You can’t dive by yourself,” I told him. “You need someone more experienced.”

			He shrugged. “I did those tour boat dives three or four times, so I ain’t brand new to it, but I take your meaning.”

			“You big on water sports?” I asked.

			He waggled a hand. “The divin’ was somethin’ I did while Deb socialized. If you’re underwater with a respirator in, no one expects you to talk.” He snapped his fingers. “Joel’s certified. Believe he even teaches on occasion.”

			I twisted my mouth. “Yeah, not sure how keen he’ll be to help.”

			He raised one thick brow. “You manage to get on his bad side? Or was that Dimi?”

			I shrugged.

			“Speakin’ of, what about Dimi? Didn’t you tell me he was a boat nut? Maybe he learned too, somewhere along the way.”

			“It’s possible, and we can ask him, if he ever shows up.” I checked the time. My brother had been gone for hours with my damn car.  “Not sure it’s the best idea with his head injury, though.”

			Morgan reached across and put a warm hand over mine. “I know you want to be doin’, but it doesn’t have to happen right this second. There ain’t enough time to get out there and suited up and actually dive before dark, so it’d be tomorrow anyway. We’ll figure it out by then.”

			I stood and paced, moving between a view of the front drive, to where I could see Sammy in the library with a book on graveyards. “Maksim said time was running out. Maybe it’s just the power of suggestion, but I feel like that’s true. Whatever it is over here that makes us safe, there’s no guarantee it’ll stay effective. Every time the sun goes down, I worry this will be the night we can’t hold them off anymore.”

			He stood and wrapped me in his arms. “I get that. I feel it too – that place over there makes me skittish as hell, only I’m more afraid of you girls endin’ up over there than somethin’ comin’ over here.”

			Yet I’d told Maksim I would go back and trust him to keep me safe. A mixture of guilt and fear made my stomach roil, but I hoped I’d found a way to close the loop without his help. What that would mean for him, I wasn’t sure. He wouldn’t get to see his father, but if we achieved his ultimate goal of restoring his family’s honor, that might be enough. Compared to me risking my life, it seemed like a good trade.

			“Okay,” I said, relaxing against Morgan. “Tomorrow. We just have to make it one more day.”

			It was still mid-July, hotter than hell and not much past the longest day of the year, but the light fled the desert fast as the afternoon waned. Ben was uneasy, restless and growing more upset, and eventually Mandy asked for our help in putting him to bed early.

			“I’m not sedating him,” she told Morgan before he could ask. “Just seeing if I can get him to rest a little.”

			Morgan went from window to window after that, with Atticus picking up on his disquiet and staying by his side. “If Pops is like that it means a storm’s comin’, and a bad one,” he told me. “Weather report’s only givin’ a ten percent chance of rain, though.”

			I got up from where I sat next to Sammy, coloring pictures of horses she’d drawn. She liked to do the line work; I was just there for the easy parts. I peered out beside him. “Hmm. It is kinda dark.” I looked up at him. “He didn’t get bad the first night he was here – it stormed then, too.”

			“Yeah, but he was in bed before it did.”

			I put a hand on his arm. “What are you worried about? You think it’s bad enough to be dangerous? Do we need to prep anything?”

			He smiled. “Sorry, all this and you’d think I was the one afraid of a little thunder. I don’t know why it’s makin’ me jumpy. I’ll go batten down the hatches for the dogs – mind to check the windows upstairs?”

			I agreed to it and headed up after looking in on Sammy. The window was open a few inches in Morgan’s room and the air outside was hot and still, but carried with it the unmistakable scent of coming rain. I closed and latched it, then craned to see Bert’s house. It was quiet now, but there was caution tape everywhere, fluttering in the strengthening wind. Movement caught my eye from somewhere behind it, around the parts of Bert’s land we hadn’t yet explored.

			A man, tall and thin, face obscured by a drawn hood, crested the hill leading to Morgan’s, headed straight for us.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixty-Three

			I wanted it to be Dimi. The build was right, the set of his shoulders, and the clothing he wore looked like something my brother would own. But if it was Dimi, where was my car? And why did the sight of the man fill my heart with dread?

			I told myself there could be an easy explanation – maybe the Kia had engine trouble and he’d had to hoof it. Maybe I was letting Ben’s unease get to me, and Dimi would come striding in the door with a wicked smile and a good story. I took the stairs three at a time on my way down, dialing Morgan’s cell as I went. It rang in the kitchen and I cursed.

			“Mommy? What’s wrong?” Samantha stood by the back door, hand on the latch.

			“Get away from that door, now,” I said, checking the surveillance feed Dimi set up. I frowned, fear gaining traction. All screens were dark.

			Sammy pouted. “I want to help Eric with the dogs – I’m not afraid of storms like a baby.”

			I reached her side and put her behind me, scanning the desert. There was Morgan, kneeling at the entrance to the dogs’ building, his attention on his task. If someone came he wouldn’t know until it was too late.

			I moved Sammy back to the library. “Sit here, on the couch. I’ll be right back.”

			“What’s going on?” she asked, her eyes wide.

			“I don’t know. Maybe nothing. Don’t open the front door, not to anyone, you hear me?”

			She nodded and I ducked out the glass doors, peering around the side of the house. No one there. Where had the man gone?

			“Morgan,” I said softly.

			He didn’t turn around, was singing something to himself or the dogs. “Fuck,” I muttered, and went down the first few steps.

			“Eric Morgan,” I said, a little louder.

			He straightened, looked around, then smiled when he saw me. “I’m almost done.”

			I waved frantically for him to come to me. He frowned, took a step my way, then stopped. “Who the hell is that?”

			I followed his gaze and my heart dropped to my stomach. “Morgan, now, fast as you can.”

			Whether it was what he saw on the man’s face, or the fear in my voice, he listened. He took a second to fasten the dogs into their structure, then was out the gate and headed toward me at a run. He didn’t look back, but I did.

			The man, face still obscured by the hood, was bearing down on Morgan, only yards away. Carrying my brother’s snub-nosed .38.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixty-Four

			He reached the bottom of the stairs just as we ducked inside the house, slamming and locking the door behind us. Morgan went for his guns and came back with a rifle, while I kept Sammy away from the door’s sight line.

			“That ain’t Dimi, is it?” Morgan asked as he went past.

			“No,” I said.

			He crept up to the door and peered out from the side. “Where’d he go?”

			I wrapped my arms around my kid, her little body shaking against mine. “I don’t know, I didn’t see, and the security feed is down.”

			He sucked in a breath. “Shit. That ain’t good.”

			“Go check the front.”

			He jogged for it, and tested the locks before looking outside. He came back a moment later, shaking his head. “I don’t see him now. What the hell’s going on?”

			I lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know, but it doesn’t feel right. Can you stay here with Sammy a sec?”

			He agreed and stepped in to put an arm around her. She moved closer to him, clinging to his leg, and watched me with solemn eyes.

			I smiled and help up a finger. “Only one minute, baby. Be right back.” I ran upstairs for my gun, checking Dimi’s room on the way. I hoped to find his revolver, but it was gone, and my blood ran cold. There was no way it was Dimi out there, so how had the other man gotten his gun?

			When I got back downstairs, I took Sammy into the kitchen and tried dialing my brother while Morgan checked on Ben and Mandy. This being Texas, Mandy knew her way around a firearm and was happy to stand guard with one of Ben’s old handguns.

			Dimi’s phone went straight to voicemail and I tried not to let it panic me. Maybe I was wrong – maybe it wasn’t his exact gun. There were a lot of snub-nosed .38s in the world, so there was a good chance someone else had a painted sight like his. It didn’t change the fact that an armed stranger was circling our house with an agenda we knew nothing about.

			“I’m callin’ Joel,” Morgan said.

			I kept an arm around Sammy and kissed her head, making what I hoped were soothing noises. Adrenaline coursed through my body, urging me to do something, anything, but I held myself in check.

			When Ortiz picked up, he was loud enough for me to hear across the room. “Tell me she’s with you, Eric,” he said, anger crackling through the line.

			“Who?” asked Morgan.

			“Cam, who the fuck else? You can tell her she’s in seriously deep shit with me.”

			I held my hand out for the phone and Morgan took my place once more with Sammy. “Tell me yourself, after we tell you why we’re calling. Someone’s here, at the house, with a gun.”

			There was a stunned silence. “Where’s Dimi?”

			“Fuck if I know, but it’s kind of secondary at the moment – did you hear me?”

			“I heard you,” he said, grimly. “I assumed he’d be with you.”

			“He commonly is, but I haven’t seen him since this morning. Are you listening to me? Armed man, outside the house. You sending someone or what?”

			“I’m already on the way, stay on the line. I’m not done with you.”

			I directed a what the fuck look at Morgan but he raised his shoulders, worry darkening his face. I pointed to Ben’s room, the most contained place in the house. It was big, with no line of sight from anywhere that was easy to get to. He didn’t look happy about it but he nodded and took my daughter with him. Atticus was even more reluctant to go, but I frowned and pointed. “Go guard our girl. That’s your job.”

			He slunk after Morgan and the door closed behind him, leaving me alone. I turned my attention back to the phone.

			“Tell me what’s got you so pissed, Ortiz.”

			“Oh that’s good, very convincing. Is that the tone you used on my deputy when you snuck in to meet with my prisoner behind my back?”

			Fuck. I’d forgotten he had a damn good reason to be mad at me – it seemed like small stuff now, but I made the connection. “Is he missing?”

			“Your new friend? Of course he is, for the past couple hours, at least. I figured you’d know.” His window was open, highway sounds racing by in the background.

			“The only reason I know is because I’m pretty fucking sure that’s him outside. The guy is a threat to my family, or did you forget that?” I went to the front door again, pushing aside the sheer curtains that covered the side glass panes. I didn’t see anyone, but my car was out in front of Bert’s place. I frowned, wondering if I’d missed it before. Did that mean Dimi was here? But what the fuck would he be doing over at Bert’s, and why would he need to drive to get next door?

			“I didn’t forget, but I figured you did. Why else would you help get him out?” Fury throbbed through Ortiz’s tone, but I was too busy trying to make all of this fit in my head, in a way that didn’t say anything bad about my brother.

			“I had nothing to do with letting him out. I talked to him, yes. I know that looks shady, but I’m happy to explain that once we get the current situation contained.”

			He took a breath, trying to keep his temper in check. “Okay. I’m going to believe you for the time being, but if you didn’t have any part of it, Dimi sure as hell did.”

			I followed his example and tried to keep the anger out of my voice. “What makes you say that?”

			“He was here. He parked outside the office half the fucking day – when I realized it was him, I figured it had something to do with Amber. She told me they’d met up before, that they were seeing each other. That wasn’t until later, when I had to let her out of one of our own fucking cells, but I guess now I know why he was interested.”

			I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead, struggling to make sense of what he was telling me. “I don’t understand,” I said. “Maksim and Dimi can’t stand each other – why would you think Dimi had anything to do with letting him out of jail?”

			“Because it’s on fucking camera. Your goddamn brother is responsible for the man with a gun outside your house.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixty-Five

			“I don’t believe you,” I said. It was a knee-jerk thing, as easy as breathing. Defending Dimi had been part of my life’s work for the past eight years, but even as I said it, I knew how stupid it was. There was my car, after all, and I no longer believed that was any gun but Dimi’s. He was involved in this. I just didn’t know how.

			“You don’t have to believe it. I saw it happen on playback.”

			I paced to the sliding glass door. The afternoon sky was dark as hell, the deep purple of a bruise creeping over the horizon, and thunder rolled across the flat land. Ben whimpered behind the closed door and I could have kicked myself for bringing him here, putting him in danger.

			“Why?” I asked, without expecting an answer.

			“Pyotr. The younger brother,” said Ortiz, calmer now that he was getting his accusations out in the open. “The timing lines up too conveniently, and those two know each other. Dimi is Pyotr – there’s no other explanation.”

			Shock held me frozen in place. Ortiz was wrong, he had to be – Dimi was who he was. He’d never lied or tried to sugarcoat it, so why wouldn’t he have told me if his real name was something else, if he was the son of a sailor?

			Except he was. Dimi hadn’t spoken of his father much, and I’d sensed there was a rift there, but the man definitely served in the Navy. That didn’t have to mean shit – as Maksim had said, naval careers meant better food, which made it a popular profession. But then why the animosity between the men, if they were brothers, working together? Or if they weren’t both in on it, if Maksim had simply caught up with his little brother, why wouldn’t he have blown Dimi’s cover, if he hated him so much?

			He never told me what happened to Pyotr, I realized. When Maksim gave me his thumbnail family history, he told me the fate of his mother and sister, but there’d been no mention of his younger brother. Why not? I stared out at the Kia, parked in front of the last place I wanted to go, and prayed for another explanation.

			I went back to the front door and there he was – Maksim, hood pulled back, teeth bared in what might be a smile, but probably wasn’t. He was at the foot of the porch steps, and when he saw me he started up them. I backed down the hall.

			“Fuck,” I said, trying to keep quiet. “Where the hell are you? He’s at the damn door.”

			“I’m almost there, just turned off from the main road.”

			“Cam?” Morgan called from the back of the house.

			“He’s here – stay in there and lock the door.”

			Sammy began to cry and I felt that same searing split – did I go to comfort my baby, or stand in the way of what threatened her? Morgan spoke to her in deep, comforting tones, and I stood my ground.

			There was a thudding knock at the door. I’d expected it, but the proximity made me jump, my heart rate climbing. “Camilla Ambrose, come out, please. You see that I have solved the first of your problems, yes? I found other avenues to get out.”

			I thumbed the safety off on my semi-auto and steadied my aim at the door. “This wasn’t part of our deal, Maksim. Where’s my brother?’

			He chuckled. “Your brother. What a ridiculous claim. But if you are interested, he is with me. Waiting at your uncle’s house. Time to go.”

			I popped the slide and chambered a round. “Fuck off. Get the hell off the porch, and away from this house. The sheriff’s on his way.”

			“All the more reason to come out. Will you honor our bargain?”

			I rolled my shoulders and tried to slow my breathing. “Not like this.”

			“Very well.” The glass next to the door shattered inward as he smashed it with the butt of the .38, and someone screamed from the back bedroom.

			Sammy. He couldn’t be allowed to get to her – I’d kill him first. I fired twice through the broken pane, but he dodged out of the way and neither shot hit the mark. He reached through the shattered glass and had the door half open before I could get there. I threw my shoulder against it, pushing him back a foot or so, but he gave a swift shove and I went stumbling.

			“Motherfucker,” I swore, raising the gun to fire again, but he was ready for me and delivered a blow between my eyes with the butt of his gun.

			My vision blurred and I swayed, still trying to get a bead on him. He chopped my wrist and my hand went numb, the gun dropping to the floor while my fingers refused to obey. He grabbed me by the hair and pulled my face close to his.

			“Come with me now, or I will give you your nine ounces, then I will take your daughter in your place. Your choice – I do not care.” His breathing was harsh but his tone was eerily calm.

			My vision doubled, and I blinked back tears at the pain in my scalp, the dull agony between my eyes, my blackened eye throbbing in sympathy. Rage threatened to make me do something stupid. I’d overpowered this guy before; I could do it again.

			He leaned closer, his breath in my ear, and pressed the gun’s muzzle to the base of my skull. “Do you truly think you can save her from me if I decide I want her?”

			“Mommy?” cried my daughter though the closed bedroom door.

			I closed my eyes. “I’ll go.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixty-Six

			No one could help me. I told myself that as Maksim dragged me out the front, Ben’s bedroom door swinging open and Morgan charging out. Armed though he was, it didn’t matter, he couldn’t stop this, and I put my hands up. “Stay with her,” I said, trying to sound calm. “Don’t come after me – I need you here, with her.”

			The last sight I had was of the turmoil on his face, but he would do what was right. He was that kind of guy. He followed us at a distance, stopping at the front door. “Cam,” he said, his hands gripping the stock of his rifle, his eyes desperate. “I-I—” he stuttered, stopped, getting stuck in the mire.

			I fixed my gaze on him for the brief seconds I had and tried to smile through the pain. “I know,” I said, my voice trembling. “Me, too.”

			Maksim wrenched my head around, his hand tight in my hair. My back screamed at the unnatural angle I had to assume to follow in his wake. I never heard the door shut behind us, but the next time I managed a glimpse, it was closed. I was glad – I wanted everyone in that house to be safe, but it was a blow to my heart, knowing I was cut off from everyone but the man dragging me to my fate. It was killing me not to fight him, but he’d carry out his threat if I did. My eyes were on Bert’s house, my heart thudding out of control, and when we pulled up short I didn’t understand, blinking hard to refocus my blurred vision.

			“Back here,” said Maksim, dragging me in the direction of the boathouse. The Bronco was parked in front of it, a trailer attached, Bert’s vessel on board.

			I planted my feet, fought against the forward motion. “What the fuck is this?”

			He paid no attention, giving my hair a vicious yank that sent me stumbling after him. He threw me in the driver’s-side door, but pushed until I was in the passenger seat, then climbed behind the wheel himself.

			I went for the door handle, had it open and one foot out before he got an arm around my throat and pulled me back, cutting off my airway. I clawed at his arm but it was like trying to move marble.

			He spoke in my ear, calm and hard. “You are going to be tempted, many times, to get away from me. I have no doubt that you would succeed eventually. But there are two things you need to be concerned about. Are you listening?”

			My vision went spotty as his bicep pressed against my throat. I kicked and fought, but couldn’t move him.

			“I will take that as a yes. First, as you are aware, your daughter is in the greatest danger. Even were you to overpower me, disable me completely, it would not help her. They found her in New York, they have found her again. She will continue to be at risk until the loop is closed, yes?”

			He eased up enough for me to nod, so I did, gasping in air.

			“Very good. I have determined that using the ghosts themselves to close the loop will not work. They will not comply. I believe you already know this – you have coordinates, do you not?”

			He let go of me and I pushed backward, a hand to my throat. My first attempt at speech only resulted in an choking cough, but he waited me out.

			“How did you know? I just figured it out today,” I said in a hoarse whisper.

			He smiled. “Yes? I do not think I believe you, but it does not matter. Someone figured it out sooner than that. In any case, plan B, as you say. We are going to dive.”

			Fear held me speechless for several seconds as he reached across me and pulled the door shut, not bothering to engage the lock. It would have taken the work of a second to unlock it, but that little casualness bothered me.

			“I can’t dive,” I said. “I’ve never done it – I have no idea how to use the equipment.”

			He wasn’t looking at me, his gaze fixed through the windshield at a cloud of dust coming down the road. Ortiz, it had to be, and my heart rose. Maybe I’d get out of this after all.

			“None of that matters, Camilla Ambrose. You will dive because you must.”

			I looked down at my shaking hands. “Maksim. Please listen to me. My uncle hired divers – professional, commercial divers, and they weren’t able to find the sub. What makes you think we can?”

			He pulled a phone out of his pocket – Dimi’s. “We can because we must, as I said. For me it is imperative because of my family – my father’s honor. For you, it is also a matter of family. Your daughter, and your brother.”

			My belly went cold with dread. “What the fuck does that mean? I thought you were so sure he wasn’t a brother to me.”

			He handed me the phone, a live video feed on the screen. I put a hand over my mouth when I realized what I was looking at.

			“Dimi,” I moaned. The black-and-white, grainy quality of the video made it hard to see any detail, but it was my brother, laid out on a king-sized bed. He was unconscious and badly hurt. Dark patches bloomed from his white t-shirt. His face was bruised and cut, his eyes swollen shut, but the worst part was the compound fracture in his lower left leg. Splintered bone protruded through a blood-soaked patch in his jeans and I gagged.

			“Not a pretty sight, I know.”

			“Is he alive?” I asked, refusing to let my heart hope.

			“For now. You needed the proper incentive.” He took the phone back, but kept it where I could see the screen.

			I tried to make my mind work through the fog that had descended. “I don’t understand.”

			He started the Bronco, but didn’t take it out of park. “Do you not recognize that bed?”

			I looked again, at the bed itself and the surrounding room. My mouth went dry, and I looked at him. “Is that Bert’s room?”

			He nodded and smiled again, put the phone in his pocket. “Now you see the incentive.”

			“Maksim, that’s where the fucking reactor shows up. If the loop gets started, he won’t have a chance.”

			His smile widened and he put the truck in gear. “You are seeing the whole picture. Let us go.”

			I was a strange mix of numb and erratic, wanting to jump out of the car and get Dimi out of there, scoop my daughter up and take her somewhere safe, but I couldn’t make myself move. It didn’t matter anyway, since he turned the gun on me again, this time pressing it into my stomach while he drove. I looked for Ortiz, certain he must be here by now, but there was no one in sight.

			Once we got to the first turnoff, I saw why. Ortiz’s SUV half-blocked the road, skewed to the side with its nose crumpled into a barricade that hadn’t been there before. The tires were flat as hell.

			Ortiz was on the other side, his gun aimed at Maksim. “Stop the car, fuckhead!” he bellowed.

			I leaned over Maksim as far as I could, ignoring the gun pressing into my belly. “Dimi!” I shouted. “Dimi’s at Bert’s!”

			Maksim shoved me back and sped up, pulling the gun away long enough to fire shots at the sheriff. Ortiz ducked and I held my breath, but I watched in my side mirror and saw him get up. It didn’t make up for everything else, but I breathed a little easier knowing his wife wasn’t going to get the call I had. I just hoped he’d heard enough to get Dimi out of the path of destruction before it was too late. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixty-Seven

			I stayed silent on the drive, swaying with the movements of the Bronco as Maksim fought the weather, bouncing in and out of potholes, swerving to avoid a fallen tree in the road. He was right – I thought of ways to escape the whole way there. Of jumping out of a moving vehicle, of punching him in the dick when his guard was down, of wrestling the gun away from him. But then I thought of my daughter, at the mercy of whatever creeping things took notice of her in the dead of night. Of Dimi, in the path of the failing reactor. I didn’t understand how he was still alive – we’d been operating on the assumption that all the ghosts needed to get started was a human presence. I hadn’t been inside the house, but I’d seen no lights or signs that anything was going on, and the video feed hadn’t shown any such interference. I remembered, too, that Morgan mentioned seeing and hearing strange things in the months since Bert died, though he hadn’t ventured across the threshold. There must be something else, some element I was missing.

			It was one that Maksim was missing as well. He didn’t tell me what happened at the jail, how or why Dimi got him out. Instead he went straight to his attempts to summon the ghosts using Dimi as sacrifice.

			“I disabled him first, of course. It was much easier that way. I tested retreating further distances, but it did not matter. My father would not come.”

			It chilled my soul, thinking of Dimi over there by himself, getting beaten to a pulp and awaiting the horror of the haunting. All the while I’d been a few hundred yards away, annoyed that he wouldn’t answer his cell. I could only be glad the ghosts hadn’t complied, but it confused me, and my mind cycled fruitlessly on what the difference was, and whether it could help us. Maybe it had to be nighttime, a specific time, as we’d wondered before. That would at least be good for Dimi, if not for me.

			“If you don’t need me for the ghosts, then why the hell are you dragging me along on this dive?” I asked. “I don’t know anything about it. I’m not going to be any damn use to you.” I watched his profile, hoping to see a crack in that granite facade. There was humanity in there, I knew it. I just had to find the right words.

			He looked over at me for the space of a second, and I had time to hope. “Who said I did not need you for the ghosts?”

			I stared at him, my stomach in free fall, my fear kicking into overdrive. Would that work? Had he tried this before, and that was why the salvage team lost divers? Or did the ghosts even need summoning – did they loop there at the bottom of the sea like they did on land?

			It didn’t matter what I said or asked, he didn’t utter another word the rest of the drive, except to point out the sign for the beach we were heading to. Three miles: that was all that stood between me and vast expanses of water, teeming with sea life. I had nothing more to say after that.

			We pulled onto an access road that led down to a small dock. I stood by, numb, as he made his preparations. I carried things when he asked me, helped get the boat in the water. Once again I could have run, but I wouldn’t. I couldn’t be sure Dimi had made it out of that house, and regardless, Sammy was still at risk.

			Time had no meaning in the state I was in, and it seemed only seconds before we boarded the boat in storm-tossed waters, my gaze fixed on the impenetrable black of the waves. I searched for movement beneath the surface – a dorsal fin, a hide of scales, the dead black eyes of a predator.

			And then we were there. The boat stopped, tossing in the uneasy ocean, rain pelting down and soaking us both. Maksim handed me my gear, the dive suit meant for someone much larger, and I tried to listen to his instructions as my fingers struggled with the thick material. I couldn’t stop thinking of sliding beneath the surface, of being blind, dependent on breathing equipment I’d never used. I felt like my heart would explode before I could make it ten feet.

			“Ready?” Maksim asked, perched on the side of the boat beside me.

			I stared at him, panic rising. “Ready for what? What the hell am I supposed to do?”

			He inclined his head. “Dive. The ghosts will do the rest.”

			My breath came fast, my head swimming. Did I know enough to avoid drowning out there? What about the bends? I’d read about those, and knew they had something to do with descending or ascending too quickly, but I couldn’t remember the parameters. “How do I know he’s still alive?” I shouted above the wind and thunder. “He’s been in there over an hour alone – he could be dead.”

			He watched me for several seconds, then bent to reach for the phone.

			I lunged, used my elbow to bludgeon the back of his bent neck, lifting my knee to smash into his nose. It crumpled on impact, the crunching bones loud enough to hear over the storm, blood spraying my dive suit.

			He grunted but did not go down, instead pushing to his feet with his shoulder in my gut. It knocked the wind out of me and I gasped for breath while he carried me to the edge of the boat. Without another word, he threw me over the side. I fell backward and landed in black, choppy waves, and then I went under.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixty-Eight

			Confusion, chaos, and cold. The thrashing of the waves above gave way to disorientation below – I had no idea which end was up, whether I was pointed up or down. I didn’t have the mental capacity to worry about how I would find anything in this madness – my brain was shutting down to protect me from the panic. I was in water. Cold, dark, endless water filled with living creatures, and I was rigid and useless with terror.

			I struggled for the surface. My calculated attack hadn’t included a contingency plan for being tossed in the ocean. I flailed for my regulator and felt it knock against the back of my hand, but could never get a grip on it to bring it to my mouth. The panic grew worse when I didn’t break the surface. I must be going in the wrong direction; I hadn’t had time to sink that far.

			My mind and movements were erratic, jerky, and in a dim, removed way I understood this was why I couldn’t get the mouthpiece in. I tried to slow down, to only think of this one thing, and it worked long enough for me to get a hand around the hose and drag the whole thing to my mouth. Doing it underwater was complicated and messy, and it took several heart-stopping seconds to get it working enough to obtain airflow. When I finally closed my lips around the rubber and drew oxygen into my starved lungs, my panic lessened.

			I treaded water, trying to get oriented. I squinted through my dive mask into the depths, but there wasn’t enough light to see. I tried to think. Would Maksim follow me into the water? Should I try to overpower him again, or just accept my fate and try not to die down here?

			Except it had never been the plan for me to make it back to the surface. I was meant to act as a catalyst, and then he could dispose of me, same as Dimi. No matter what promises Maksim made, none of us were safe. Even if he found proof of the sub’s location, it might protect my family from the ghosts, but there was no guarantee he wouldn’t come back for them.

			I had to make sure he never made it to the surface, either.

			I moved slowly, reaching in front of me with shaking hands. It was a fight not to fold in on myself and give up, but I kept pushing, hyperventilating and taxing my tank. I felt things in that dark water. Big things, small things, living and dead things. It was hard for me to tell the difference, or even if they were really there, primed for terror as I was. I jerked back each time, but eventually I found the boat’s hull. I came up underneath it, still submerged, and waited, keeping full panic at bay by sheer force of will.

			Light penetrated the tossing water, but it faded to nothing only a few feet deep. I looked down, then wished I hadn’t – I could see my own legs kicking beneath me, suspended in the bottomless deep. I felt like I was suffocating, the regulator’s measured gas unable to keep up with my panicked breathing.

			Then there was the splash of something big, and I pushed backward, cracking my head against the bottom of the boat. I searched the gloom and saw Maksim illuminated in the weak glow from above. I retreated further beneath the boat, and when he turned on his headlamp I was far enough out of range to stay hidden.

			He searched for a minute or so. To make certain I was dead? Or to drag me down to a depth that would kick-start the haunting from hell? Either way, I had no intention of obliging him. I wasn’t going looking for the damn sub – I’d hire more divers, whoever I needed to, but it wasn’t going to be me poking around at the bottom. I only needed to go deep enough to kill Maksim.

			At last he began his descent, and I followed at what I hoped was a safe distance. I was both grateful for and immensely terrified by his headlamp, its pool of light catching only snippets of what shared the deep with us. I hoped like hell none of those things swam fully into the light.

			I had no sense of time or depth, but we’d been descending for at least a minute before something clamped onto my wrist, yanked me backward.

			I screamed and kicked, the regulator flying out of my mouth, but I couldn’t get loose. Maksim’s light was fast disappearing, but in its last glow, I caught sight of what held me. A hand of bone and tendon, with bits of reddened flesh that floated away into the darkness. Before I could see any more, the light disappeared, and I was alone in the dark with the dead.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixty-Nine

			I struggled, clawing blindly at the hand that held me, but it did me no good. Water moved around me and I pictured bodies everywhere, forced to live their own personal hell by my proximity. I wasn’t making it out this time – my lungs burned from lack of air, and I wouldn’t reach the surface before I gave in to the compulsion to suck water in.

			Something touched my face and I jerked away, but soon found my regulator pressed against my mouth. I managed to draw air again, my panic slightly less. Had someone helped me? Who was down here with me?

			Light crept up from below, and at first I feared Maksim would return and find me helpless. But this light was different, a strange red that cast the ocean around me in two-toned relief. I couldn’t see where it came from, but I steeled myself to look at what was holding me. I almost lost my regulator again.

			Bert. He floated beside me, motionless, no need to tread water. His flesh had deteriorated since he appeared to me last, and his face was mostly a meat-spattered skull. Only his eyes had life, moving lidless, tracking the motion of whatever was below us. I wouldn’t have known it was him if it weren’t for the tattoos still visible on each of his forearms – a chicken on one, a pig on the other. An old sailor’s superstition, meant to ward against death by drowning.

			I tried to say his name around my regulator, but the sound was lost in the water. His eyes rose to meet mine, and he lifted a bony finger to where his lips had been, then pointed down. Something was coming.

			Big, broad, churning the water around it, I saw gray and all I could think of was an enormous shark. A great white, or something even more monstrous, disturbed by our intrusion into its world and coming to wreak havoc. But as it got closer it became obvious it was far too big, and man-made elements revealed themselves. Long before it got close enough to touch, I knew it was a submarine. The lost one, rising from the depths.

			Despair flooded my heart. This was it. I’d managed to kick off the loop, and it would play out here, beneath the surface. I’d die all the same. I looked at Bert’s deathless face and he shook his head, so I waited, his hand still holding me fast.

			The sub hovered beside me, its proximity as bad as any other denizen of the deep. What was it waiting for? Did I need to step aboard for the whole thing to begin? Because fuck that. I’d drown first.

			Metal groaned, and a clanging came from within the ship. The top hatch rose in a slow, silent movement. My heart accelerated – would I be dragged aboard?

			Another shape moved in the darkness beside me, and again Bert held me fast. It was Maksim, but his headlamp was off, and his attention was on the submarine. I watched from the shadows as he drew closer, his hands reaching out, the closest he’d been to his father since he was seven years old. That was his humanity right there, and it was reserved for a dead man.

			He moved closer in increments, until he finally reached the open hatch. He hesitated at its opening, and looked back at me once. Then he slid inside the ghost ship, swallowed by darkness as though he had never been.

			The hatch closed behind him and the water around us moved with the spinning of silent propellers. There was the scream of rending metal as it impacted with something – the loop had begun. The ship canted oddly, began to descend much too fast, the hull breached. I watched the hellish dive from outside this time, but I could picture each moment inside, see and hear the death of each man. Was Maksim dead yet, or had he found his father? Would they meet their end together this time, and would it be enough for him?

			As the sub descended into the darkness below, there was a tug on my wrist and we began to drift downward. I shook my head at Bert, my eyes wide. I didn’t want to see the end, or risk being pulled into the loop, but he made no response, only dragged me down behind him. I pulled at his grip, but before I could get loose, another pair of hands closed on my shoulders.

			I froze, shaking in the hold of fingers that were somehow colder than the frigid depths in which I swam. One of them moved to my chin and pushed it up, and I was face to face with my husband.

			He didn’t look like the Tony that had hung by dead fingers from our daughter’s window. He didn’t even look like the tired and withdrawn man he’d become by the end of our marriage. This was Tony as he’d been when we were falling in love. Earnest, loving, smitten. He cupped my face with both cold hands and came closer, his eyes dark and endless.

			My nose clogged with tears that threatened to fog my dive mask. There was so much I wanted to say, but still I couldn’t. He pressed a cold kiss to my forehead, then took my free hand and gently tugged. Up, this time, instead of down.

			Bert had let go but he floated beneath me, waiting. I didn’t want to descend any further, wanted desperately to get out of my nightmare made real. But there was yet something I needed to see.

			I looked back at Tony and he shook his head, smiled, and pointed up. Once more he tried to pull me in his wake, and there was a part of me that wanted to go. Not because I forgave him, or could forget every lie he’d told. I was just tired. I hadn’t realized how much he’d taken the lead in our lives, always the one to choose the path, whether I liked it or not. It pissed me off sometimes, but there had been a comfort to it, as well. Tony had always been confident, sure of himself and his own infallibility.

			But Tony was wrong. I hadn’t needed messages from the dead to know that. He’d ignored common sense, refused to listen to anyone else or allow himself to be swayed, and it cost lives. Maybe it was the age difference, or something vital missing in my own personality, but I’d always gone along with him. I couldn’t anymore. This wouldn’t be done until I ended it.

			I pulled my hand free from Tony’s and drifted down toward Bert. Tony watched me from above, disappointment radiating from every part of him. Bert took my wrist again and I let him pull me down, my eyes on my husband as he slowly disappeared into the darkness.

			Worthless tears flowing from my stinging eyes, I followed Bert through black depths, chasing the dying red of the submarine. Surrounded by churning water as it dropped, it juddered to a halt, then disappeared from view all at once. Yet Bert would not stop until we reached the ocean floor. My feet touched the cold, sandy bottom and I wondered how my heart had held out this long.

			But it was not the ocean floor, I realized as I caught sight of the red glow. I crept closer and saw I stood on the edge of a deep ravine. The sub had slid down inside it, and now rested nearly vertical, its red light dying. Before my eyes it aged, sprouted holes and rust, beards of algae. It sagged and pieces toppled from it. There was a steady banging from inside, which ceased as the light died altogether, leaving me stranded on the seabed in perfect darkness.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventy

			The weight of millions of gallons of black ocean pressed down on me, disorienting me with an intense feeling of déjà vu. But this had happened before – in my dream, the night I walked to the ranch house in my sleep. Had it been a premonition? It ended with me waking to another nightmare, but this one was enough for me.

			I struck out in a panic, reaching for Bert. I couldn’t feel his hand on my wrist, and as I turned in frantic circles, I knew he was gone.

			How deep was I? How much air did I have left? The tanks had a maximum life of an hour – surely I was close to that. It already felt hard to breathe, but that could have been psychosomatic. I couldn’t reason further than that, and I pushed off the ocean floor and began to swim upward.

			Something moved beneath my foot as I pushed off, and panic took over. I kicked as hard as I could, desperate to get back to the surface. I was risking the bends but I couldn’t make myself slow down, until a light from above blinded me, and someone took my shoulders.

			I screamed, thinking it was Tony again, or even one of the dead sailors, but the hands that held me were intact and warm, the face behind the mask still wearing its skin. I recognized Ortiz after long, panicked seconds, and could have passed out from relief. He held me still and checked my tank, then gave me a thumbs-up and took my hand. I succumbed to exhaustion, and let him guide my ascent.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventy-One

			I stood outside Dimi’s hospital room, an ICU bed at Houston General. He’d been airlifted there for treatment of a serious head injury and internal bleeding caused by a vicious beating. Today was the first day I’d been allowed to see him – he’d lost the lower part of his left leg, and his vision was reduced to sixty percent. He’d had multiple surgeries and spent time in a medically induced coma. All of that was bad, but I was endlessly thankful there was no radiation sickness. Either Ortiz got to him quick enough, or the loop never began at Bert’s. I had no idea why that would be the case – if Dimi himself wasn’t closely related enough to the events that brought the loop into existence, or if there was a timing component. It seemed destined to remain a mystery.

			I’d been kept overnight for observation after spending a couple of hours in a hyperbaric chamber the night of the dive. I’d shown symptoms of mild decompression sickness, but was mostly better now. My biggest symptom was still fear. Fear of what might happen to my daughter if the wreckage of the submarine wasn’t found. Fear of ever setting foot near a body of water again. Fear of what I might learn when I walked through the door in front of me.

			Morgan touched a hand to my back. “I’ll be right outside,” he said.

			I smiled and nodded, and went in to face my fears.

			The man I’d known for eight years as my brother watched me from the bed, his body gaunt beneath the single white sheet. One of his eyes was covered by a bandage, and there was a Frankenstein-style set of stitches across his shaved head where they’d opened his skull. His bruises had faded to a sickly yellow in some places, but tears sprang to my eyes when I saw the empty space where his lower left leg should be.

			“You have come,” he said heavily. There was no pleasure in his tone, but I pulled a chair to his bedside.

			“Yeah, well, I had to make reservations like a week in advance, but I finally got my audience.” I sat down and reached for tissues. Crying would be a big part of this conversation, no matter the outcome.

			He frowned. “Why did you wish to see me?”

			I shrugged. “Why not? Something to do.” If he wasn’t going to make this easy on me, I could return the favor.

			He gave a short laugh. “I would ask you how I look, but your expression tells me everything.”

			“So, butthurt, is that what you’re saying?”

			He laughed harder at that, though it ended in a painful cough. When he looked at me again it was with cautious hope.

			“Ask me,” he said.

			“Fine.” I squared my shoulders. “Why’d you do it? Why’d you let that asshole out?”

			He frowned again. “I expected you to start with who I am.”

			I sighed. “I’m not the one with the head injury, dude. I know who you are.”

			His brows shot together. “You do not wish to know if I am Pyotr Kosolov?”

			My heart thudded; my mouth went dry. I shook my head. “I know who you are now, and whoever you used to be isn’t important. But for the record, I don’t think you are. I still want to know why.”

			He nodded and looked at his hands. “To spare you. To pull my weight, and do what you could not.” He met my gaze. “I believed what Maksim said about stopping the ghosts. I had the coordinates – I figured out what they were several days ago. I have been diving at night, trying to find the wreckage. Having no luck, I planned to use him.”

			“And leave him at the bottom,” I said.

			He hunched one shoulder. “It was what he planned to do to you. You never saw him for what he truly was, and that left you vulnerable. Killing him was the only way to ensure your safety – all of you.”

			I let that lie. There was truth to what he said – I recognized far too late the mistake I made with Maksim. I’d seen him as another version of Dimi. A man who made poor choices in the past, but who could do better, given the benefit of the doubt. He wasn’t Dimi, though.

			“So what happened? How did he overpower you?”

			His mouth compressed to a thin line. “I believe I have gone soft. Certainly his experience is more recent – I have allowed myself to become…domesticated. I had not realized how much.”

			I frowned. “You’re telling me you didn’t go with a gun? I don’t believe that.”

			He looked away. “I did, but he had one as well. He took it from Deputy Trent.”

			“He what?”

			“Just before I came. I believe he overheard our telephone conversation. I should have recognized someone with his skills would only be kept in a rural jail cell by choice. I assume he was awaiting his chance.” He ground his teeth in a way that sounded painful. “By the time I made it upstairs, he had her at gunpoint. I should have let him kill her.” He shot me a look. “That is your fault, Rybka.”

			I pointed at my chest. “Me? I’d be first in line to shoot her myself. How is that my fault?”

			“It is more of that domestication.”

			“I see.”

			There was a long silence. “How is my little one?” he asked in a softer tone.

			“She’s fine. We’re at Morgan’s for now, until we can be sure it’s really over. I found the sub, we’re just waiting for the salvage team to confirm. But the Russian government is already putting the wheels in motion to get the crew redesignated as killed in action.”

			His jaw dropped. “How in the hell did you find the sub? You hate water.”

			I shuddered. “A story for another time. I have one more question for you. It’s an important one, so I want you to think about it before you answer.”

			He straightened and met my eyes, but he trembled with the same fear I felt.

			I took a breath. “You talk about being domesticated. It sounds a lot like regret. I know when we started this, life looked a lot different. I get you may be tired of babysitting, and bedtimes, and family holidays and shit. If you’ve decided that’s not something you want anymore, I understand.” My hand shook as I wiped my tears. “It doesn’t matter to me who you were. I know you think I don’t listen, when you try to warn me, and maybe that’s true. Sometimes I only see what I want to see. I’m going to do better about that, but I need to know if you’re in, or you’re out. Because Sammy and I, we need people we can count on—”

			“Please,” he interrupted, reaching for my hand. “Please, it is what I want. I want to be part of your family, and I do not mind being domesticated. I will be someone you can count on.”

			I leaned in to wrap my arms around him. “Oh thank God, you asshat. I was going to look real stupid backpedaling that whole speech if you said no.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventy-Two

			Morgan and I walked the streets of Silver City, our hands entwined, while he pointed out sights and tried not to make eye contact with all the people grinning at him. He was a lot better liked than he realized.

			“That there’s where they set up the Christmas tree, the Saturday after Thanksgiving. There’s a lighting ceremony, and a parade. Sammy would love it.” He turned red, and I knew what was on his mind. I wasn’t going to make him say it.

			Instead I tugged him toward an out of the way bench near the library. He sat beside me, fidgeting, his eyes anywhere but on me.

			I touched his knee. “Morgan.”

			His shoulders dropped. “She ain’t gonna be here for Christmas, is she? Neither one of you are.”

			“Morgan—”

			He tried to smile. “Hey, you ain’t gotta make excuses. I get it. City girl like you was never gonna stay in a place like this.” He dropped my hand. “Maybe…maybe sometime I could come see you?”

			“Eric,” I said, and that got his attention. “We are going to have to move. Bert’s place is just…not an option.”

			“You don’t want to stay with me, I guess.”

			I scooted closer and took his hand back. “It doesn’t really matter what I want. You and I got into this fast. I think you know that.”

			He nodded, his jaw clamped shut.

			“There’s a big part of me that wants to stay. To just move our stuff in and make a family. But it’s not healthy, in the long term. As much as I want things to work out, it’s too much pressure, on both of us.”

			“It’s okay, Cam. I understand what you’re sayin’, and it doesn’t bother me. You grieve as long as you want, in whatever way you need.”

			I frowned and looked down at my shoes. “It’s not about grief. I mean, there’s some of that, sure. But what happened to Tony and me…there was more wrong with our marriage than I could admit to myself, back then. I need to know how I got there. Why I let someone walk all over me, make me secondary in my own life. I don’t want to make the same mistakes again, just drift and not be…” I searched for the word. “…intentional. I want to live my life intentionally.”

			His broad shoulders were rigid, his head dipped low. “I understand.”

			“Thank you,” I said, resting my head on his shoulder. “You get that I’m not going back to New York, right?”

			He lifted his head slowly. “You’re not?”

			“No. I’m sorry, I should have been more clear – New York is my old life. The old me. I have to find where the new me fits.”

			“So, uh, where—”

			“Here, if it’s okay with you.”

			He took my shoulders and turned me to face him. “So you’re not leaving?”

			I smiled and pushed his hair back. “Not going far. I like this place. I like the festivals, and the small-town stuff, and the pace of life here. Sammy and I still have a lot of work to do, and that’s without taking into account her abilities. I think this is a healthy place to do it. I’m going to find a place for us, Dimi and Sammy and me. I want to rent, not buy. And I want to keep seeing you, and help take care of the dogs, and get to know Ben.” My smile failed, my chin trembling as tears spilled down my cheeks. “However this new life looks, I want to make room for you.”

			He crushed me close, his cheek pressed to mine. “Whatever you need. However much time, distance, whatever. You’ve got it – I just want to be in your lives.”

			“That’s what we want, too, both of us. That, and chocolate ice cream for dinner.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			I don’t know why I thought Tony was gone. I guess I hoped that since Bert left as soon as he showed me the sub’s location, Tony would, too. His death was tied to it after all, and it seemed as though the loop was truly closed, the haunting over.

			Maybe I was afraid to look too closely, or to acknowledge that out of everything we’d faced, my dead husband’s ghost instilled the most dread.

			I got a call the week after we moved into our new place, a cute two-story a couple of blocks removed from the center of downtown. It had plenty of room for all of us, even as often as Morgan stayed over, and for a girl used to New York rents, the cost dropped my jaw.

			The number on my caller ID wasn’t saved, but it showed one prior outgoing. I answered hesitantly.

			“Ms. Ambrose,” came a voice I recognized, polite, cultured, and southern. “I trust you’re doing well.”

			“I don’t remember giving you my name, Mr.…”

			“You didn’t, and you’re not getting mine, either. I learned your name the same way I learn many things – spirits talk, you see.”

			My hands turned to ice. “I’ve heard that. Would Ally be the particular spirit you spoke to?”

			“No, but good guess. In fact, I haven’t been able to locate Ms. Ally, which is troublesome. I have questions for her, starting with what got in her head to get herself killed in the first place.”

			I swallowed hard, having wondered the same thing. “So who—”

			“It wouldn’t mean a thing if I told you. Suffice it to say, I’m well aware of who you are now. We don’t know each other, and I doubt we ever will, but I wanted to put you on your guard.”

			“My guard?” I looked around for my family, and saw Sammy playing in the backyard with Atticus while Dimi sat nearby, crutches at his feet.

			“Tony Ambrose was a powerful ghost talker, but even he shouldn’t have been able to stick around this long, not after everything that’s happened.”

			I frowned, my heart speeding up. “Why do you think he’s still around?”

			“It doesn’t matter. You don’t have to believe me, ask that bright daughter of yours. But listen to me first. Whatever he’s done to bind himself to this world, and your child, it will have consequences. He is not the man you knew. Don’t trust him.” His tone was hard – he believed what he was telling me.

			“How the hell do I get rid of him, then?” I asked.

			“I’m sorry, I can’t help you any more than I have. Watch out for yourself, young lady,” the stranger said, and the line went dead.

			I tried calling back, but each time it rang endlessly. I hurried outside, panicking when I didn’t see Sammy. Dimi had his nose in a book, but before I could jump his case, I heard my daughter talking.

			I found her in the corner of the yard, facing the fence. The air around her was freezing even in the Texas summer heat, but the cold dispelled as I approached. She turned toward me and smiled, a gap-toothed grin.

			“Sweet pea?” I asked, searching her face for fear. “You okay?”

			Her smile widened and she threw her arms around my waist. “Oh, Mommy, Daddy said to tell you he loves our new house.”
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