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Chapter 1

 


She was dancing in the
sun.

Sara Sawyer frolicked around the edge of a
woodland glade at midday, as unaware of the passage of time and as
innocent of weighty concerns as the butterfly that touched down
lightly on a golden flower nearby. Her peasant-style skirt of white
cotton flared out from her hips as she pirouetted high on her toes.
Strands of vibrantly colored beads graced breasts as unencumbered
beneath her off-shoulder blouse as were her dance movements. Brown
hair cut in a rough shag and streaked with blonde brushed against
skin the color of honey as she swayed back and forth.

She spun and twirled around the glade with
her eyes half-closed and dreaming. The corners of her lips curled
into a smile as she breathed the spicy fragrance of meadow grass.
Tiny yellow wildflowers tickled her bare feet, and the wind-chime
she’d hung from the limb of a nearby tree tinkled delicately in the
breeze. It was an utterly perfect day, and Sara Sawyer had never
been so happy.

The skirt swirled back down around her legs
as she came to a stop. Eyes of a bright, startling blue flew open,
and she caught her breath at the sight of the man watching her from
the edge of the glade.

As dark as she was fair, he was dressed in a
sleeveless leather jerkin and buckskin pants, both of which had
been bleached white and were as supple as satin. A choker of
polished quill had been tied around his neck. An eagle feather had
been fastened in midnight hair that fell nearly to his waist. He
stood motionless in the shade, a battered leather knapsack slung
over one shoulder, and watched her out of eyes almost as dark as
his hair.

For a long stretch of moments neither of
them moved. Birds chirped unconcerned in the treetops. The
butterfly fluttered from one golden flower to the next. Sara
remembered to breathe and realized she was glistening with sweat
and the exuberance of her dance. Her smile returned, a joyous,
irrepressible smile that lit her entire face. She started across
the clearing toward him.

He met her halfway. Shrugging off the
knapsack, he lowered it to the ground and stooped to open it. She
bit her lip and clasped her hands behind her shyly, the toes of one
bare foot curling into the carpet of soft grass that covered the
glade from one end to the other. Untying the leather thong that
held the knapsack shut, he lifted the flap and carefully removed
something. Standing upright again, he presented her with a strand
of iridescent, downy-green feathers. The shaft of each had been
threaded through hand-carved beads brightly colored with natural
dyes, then woven together with strips of dried sinew as thin and
light as thread. With solemn care, he tied them to a length of her
hair. When he was done, she shook her head slightly, making the
strand bounce and sway as if caught in the breeze. They felt secure
there; they felt good. They felt right.

Reaching into a pocket hidden in a fold of
her skirt, she removed her gift for him—a sturdy bracelet of
braided hemp tied with beads the same amazing blue as her eyes. The
bracelet was well-made to withstand to the rigors of an ancient way
of life, and she could tell by his gentle smile that he was well
pleased with it. He offered his wrist so she could tie it on.

With the exchange of gifts complete, they
clasped hands. Sara’s smile faded and she lifted her face to his,
her expression that of a woman hopelessly in love. Together, they
spoke the vows that pledged them to each other for eternity.

And then, as all couples do, they kissed.
Arms entwined around each other, they sank to the ground in the
center of the glade, suspended in the buttery warmth of the
afternoon sun, laughing breathlessly when the kiss finally ended
and their lips parted. Sara sighed, content with his arms around
her, and laid her head against his shoulder. His name was Hawk, and
he was hers forever.

Scanning the treetops around the glade,
Hawk’s smile quickened as his eyes lit on something. He raised a
hand, holding a finger outstretched, and gave a series of short,
lyrical whistles. A moment later there was a flutter of yellow in
the air. With tiny wings spread like sails to catch the wind, a
goldfinch landed on his finger. At his murmur of encouragement,
Sara reached out ever so slowly to stroke the bird’s soft plumage.
Surprised by her touch, it flew away. She gasped and then laughed
with wonder, and raised her face to his. He lowered his lips to
hers and she closed her eyes, feeling their souls merge as their
lips touched and his hands began to work a different kind of
magic…

“Hel-lo, Earth to Sara, are you IN
today?” Knuckles rapped sharply on the desktop in Sara’s work cube,
jarring her out of the past. Startled, she swiveled around in her
chair to see Ed Ritchie, co-worker and sports writer for the
Barrettsville Times, standing in her cube. She frowned, annoyed by
the way he’d crept up on her.

“I should think that would be obvious, Ed,
even to you.”

“I called your name three times, Sara Jane.
You were somewhere out in the stratosphere.”

“Well, I’m back now. What is it you
want?”

Ed Ritchie. Stocky build, lightly freckled,
brown hair cut short and neat somewhere just this side of a crew
cut. Boy next door. She and Ed had been engaged once, but that had
been before…

Stop it! Just stop it.

Sara flinched and shut off that particular
train of thought. What good did it do to dwell on it, anyway? After
all, the past was dead and reliving it through memories only made
for an empty shell of a life. Nevertheless, her hand rose
unconsciously to the beaded feathers she wore braided into her
hair.

Ed’s gaze traveled from her face to her
ankles and back up, pausing to spend some quality time with her
breasts. Sara shifted in her seat, uncomfortable with the
attention. It made her feel tired. It made her feel old.

“Ed, HR regulations declare, ‘Thou shalt not
leer.’”

Her words jump-started his eyes, returning
them guiltily to her face. His cheeks reddened and he grinned
sheepishly. Sara waited to see if he’d shuffle a foot, too.

“Sorry, Sara. I didn’t mean to stare. I just
can’t help but wonder—”

“Don’t go there, Ed. There’s no point in
it.”

He held up an appeasing hand.

“Okay. I get it. I’m just the errand boy,
anyway. Boss has an assignment for you. A good one. Go see the
man.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder in the general
direction of Max Gilberton’s corner office and grinned, perhaps
seeking to make amends for his roving eyes and one-track mind. “And
congratulations, Sara. You’ve earned it.”

Congratulations. You’ve earned it. A
juicy assignment—in this town? Oh, what I wouldn’t give to be able
to leave here, she thought sourly.

Sara could never leave though, because to
leave the small town of Barrettsville, South Carolina would be to
bury the past completely, and if there was ever a chance…that
things might change…and return to the way they’d once been…

Dammit. Wishful, wasteful thinking
once again. She picked up a pad and pen and rose from her seat. As
she made to leave her cube, Ed stepped before her and barred her
way, his eyes searching her face for something she wouldn’t give
him.

“Sara, what do want from me? What do I have
to do to get you back?”

She stared at him in disbelief. Why, after
all this time, was Ed Ritchie still interested in her? It didn’t
make sense.

“You really don’t get it, do you? It’s over,
Ed. After two years, you haven’t been able to figure that out?”

Ed gestured haplessly and stared off into
the distance as if seeking the words he needed to convince her.
They came out of his mouth sounding almost like a moan.

“But Sara, if you only knew—”

Sara’s patience chose that moment to run
thin.

“I’m sorry, Ed,” she snapped. “I wish I
could, okay? But I can’t. It just wouldn’t be fair to you, would
it?”

She shouldered past him out of the cube. His
eyes followed her as she left, and there was an odd little gleam in
them. Strangely enough, it wasn’t the light of his love for Sara—if
such a thing could even be said to exist. It was something else;
something that went beyond her. It was the glint of unrequited
greed.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


If Sara could have seen the look in
Ed Ritchie’s eyes as she walked away, it would have startled her
every bit as much as the look of pity in Max Gilberton’s when he
asked her to follow up on a lead of a possible murder out at the
river.

“You deserve this opportunity, Sara,” her
boss had said, in the false spirit of a rah-rah speech. “Now go get
me that story.”

Deserved it? She deserved it? Why not
“earned”? Hadn’t she worked as hard as any other junior staff
reporter? Did he feel sorry for her for some reason? Perhaps he
thought she deserved it because she’d grown up in
Barrettsville as an abandoned child, dropped off on the doorsteps
of the orphanage as a newborn. Maybe he pitied her because no
family, no one at all in that lousy, ingrown little town had ever
opened their hearts—much less their homes—to the little orphan
girl.

Or maybe he felt sorry for her because she’d
lost the only man she would ever love.

Sara shook her head impatiently and set the
feathers in her hair to swinging. Never mind. She’d worked hard,
caught a few lucky breaks, and had done all right for herself in
spite of the odds stacked against her. She’d return with a story
she’d earned the right to go after—regardless of whether or not Max
Gilberton thought she “deserved” it.

Sara Jane Sawyer (whose name had come to her
courtesy of the state; she supposed it was a better name than “Baby
Jane Doe”) slid behind the wheel of her Toyota Camry, oblivious to
the rising heat of the day. She cranked the engine, set the
air-conditioner on high, fastened her seatbelt, and settled a pair
of sunglasses on her nose.

Not so very long ago Sara had been an
attractive young woman. But that had been before the event two
years prior that had wrecked her life and left her devastated,
while leaving her no answers as to the why of it.

Now she was too thin, her eyes by turns
either dull or filled with baffled hurt, her laughter nonexistent.
Pain, she’d noticed—especially soul-pain—had a way of doing that to
a person, just tearing them up inside and leaving nothing but a
hollow space where their heart used to be. Now she ate without
tasting, slept but never rested, moved mechanically through the
motions of living without ever feeling alive. An emotional zombie
with a hollow space inside the size of the moon. She checked the
view in her rearview mirror, shifted the Camry (one of those lucky
breaks, she’d gotten it from Barrettsville Motor Company for a
song) into reverse, and backed out of her parking spot.

It wasn’t hard for Sara to find what she was
looking for. In fact, it would’ve been impossible to miss. Cars
lined the shoulders of both sides of Highway 9 near the river. She
pulled in behind a string of vehicles that included an ambulance,
two squad cars belonging to the Barrettsville Police Department,
and a Crown Victoria she thought she recognized as belonging to the
chief of police himself. Whatever had happened, it must be bad if
J.T. Andrews was out here. Switching off the engine, she slung her
purse over her shoulder and climbed out of the car.

The morning sun had already begun to simmer
the moisture in the air into atmospheric soup. Moving from the cool
of her car’s air-conditioning into the rising heat of the morning,
Sara’s sunglasses fogged over. She took them off, wiped them dry on
the hem of her cotton blouse, then settled them back on her nose
for a look around.

Here on the outskirts of town the land was
primarily undeveloped woodland that had so far managed to avoid the
butchering chainsaws and bulldozers of greedy land developers.
Years ago there had been an old covered bridge over the river but
it had been condemned and eventually torn down after a diving
accident killed a teenager. The rutted remains of a narrow track,
almost overgrown by roadside stands of sumac and snarls of
blackberry, led the way back through the woods to where the bridge
used to be.

Shouldering her purse, Sara picked her way
around the vehicles parked in the grass (which, by the way, smelled
as cinnamon sweet as the grass in that woodland glade two summers
ago) to the edge of a drainage ditch still marshy from recent
rainfall. She wrinkled her nose in disgust at the stagnant water
that pooled in footprints left by booted feet, noting the gnats
that crawled along the edges of the dark liquid like tourists at
the beach. She stepped gingerly over the ditch and pushed aside the
branch of a small tree, peering down the trail into the woods.

A darkness seemed to flit over the sun and
suddenly, a new emotion bloomed in the hollow place inside her:
terror. Dry-mouthed, puke-inducing, heart-throbbing terror. Sara
jerked her hand away from the branch as if it had stung her. It
whipped back into place as she staggered back a step. The heel of
her shoe splashed in the muddy water behind her, sending clouds of
gnats spiraling to safety.

Gasping for breath beneath the weight of
irrational fear, she spun around wildly, half-expecting to see some
malformed creature creeping up behind her. One hand at her throat,
she stared at her surroundings. The world seemed to have become
edged with an invisible filth, glinting with a dark intensity that
hurt her eyes. She flinched from the sunbursts of light that
crisscrossed chrome bumpers. Wildflowers she hadn’t noticed before
peppered the landscape with petals of sulfurous yellow. The
stinking puddle in the ditch roiled with oily rainbows that rippled
across its surface. Even the wings of the gnats that hovered in the
air around her seemed to shimmer with black iridescence.

With her heart jumping sporadically in her
chest, Sara stared at her trembling fingertips, rubbing them with a
thumb. Had there been something on the branch she’d pushed aside,
some poison she’d absorbed instantly through sweaty fingers that
could have caused such an intense reaction?

If the bark of the branch contained some
kind of poison, the effects were already receding. The runaway
pounding of her heart slowed to normal. Colors faded. Intensity
waned. Gnats returned to their rightful place along the shoreline
of the puddle, and the world Sara knew slid back into place.

Except for the woods behind her. A darkness
waited there, crouched and dangerous. Its long, clammy touch
reached out to stroke the back of her neck with a hint of cool. As
if drawn against her will, she turned to peer past the tangle of
brush into the shadows beyond. Something moved there, just outside
the range of her vision. Something sinister…and compelling.
Something that was waiting for her. Never mind it was irrational.
Forget it was impossible. Death was there. Death, and something
else. Sara knew with perfect clarity that if she crossed the line
between the shoulder of the road and the shadows of the woods, her
life would change forever—and not necessarily for the better.

Goosebumps began a slow march up her arms.
Drawn by curiosity, she pushed the tree limb aside a second time
and ducked beneath it. A moment later, she had stepped from the
sunlight into shadow.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


It was cool on the other side. Moist
green light hung beneath the limbs of trees, still as a shroud.
Overhead, the sun broke through in occasional columns of misty
gold. The voice of the river, subdued by rising banks and thick
woods, came to her as no more than a beckoning whisper of current.
Beyond it, the sound of human voices carried to her through the
wooded silence.

Careful of her footing, Sara sidestepped
ruts and gnarled roots that stretched from one side of the path to
the other. A flutter of black drew her attention to the canopy of
green where a crow hopped silently from limb to limb. Tree to tree.
It flapped its wings occasionally as it moved through the treetops,
staying abreast of her, above and to the left. From time to time it
angled its head down at her, fastening her with a malignant yellow
gaze.

Sara stopped on the trail, feeling the vague
menace of its alien scrutiny. The bird stopped, too. Its black
claws wrapped like manacles around a limb, anchoring it in place.
It jerked its head up. Down. Cocked it this way and that. Watching
her. Waiting for her to make a move. Its wicked yellow gaze never
wavered. Never left her.

Sara shifted the purse on her shoulder. The
bird rose up on its legs, lifting its wings as if it might take
flight.

“Go on! Get out of here!” Sara shouted
angrily, waving her arms at it.

The crow pumped its wings, rising
ponderously from the limb. It cawed several times as it spiraled
higher. Winging its way through the dense canopy, it disappeared
from sight, its cry drifting back to her like a warning.

Crows. The only birds known to flock toward
the sound of a gunshot.

“Just a bird,” Sara muttered. “Nature’s
custodian, here to clean to up the messes we leave behind.”

Yet something inside her begged to
differ.

Evil spirit. Murderer of innocents. Eater of
souls.

Sara shook off a sudden chill. Hitching the
purse higher on her shoulder, she continued down the trail toward
the sound of human voices.

She found them in a clearing that overlooked
the river, several hundred feet beyond the site where the old
covered bridge had once stood. Thick tangles of blackberry,
honeysuckle and wild grape grew in sunny spots along the edge of
the woods. The sweet scent of nectar-filled flowers drifted on the
air along with the scent of stale wood smoke. Sara eyed the charred
remains of a campfire. An empty cook pot, piles of trash, and
liquor bottles had been strewn about on the red clay soil of the
campsite, and the entire area had been cordoned off with yellow
police tape. A body lay sprawled on the ground at the center of it
all. A butcher knife had been buried in the palm of one hand,
pinning it to the ground.

Sara shuddered and looked away. Two
paramedics leaned against a tree, waiting to haul the corpse away.
Beyond them, she saw the Barrettsville police chief, J.T. Andrews,
talking to Harvey Simms. The coroner wore his usual white suit and
had pushed his white Panama hat up on his forehead. He pulled an
oversized white handkerchief from his hip pocket and mopped his red
face with it, giving her a polite nod as he tucked it back in his
pocket and resumed his conversation with J.T. Sara turned at the
sound of a voice at her side.

“Sorry, ma’am. I’m going to have to ask you
to leave.”

A rookie cop stood before her,
expressionless behind sunglasses with mirrored lenses. The leather
of his gun-belt creaked when he hitched it up around his waist and
his radio crackled with intermittent static and cryptic, coded
conversation. He was chewing gum. Sara caught the cool scent of
peppermint on his breath. She reached into her purse for her press
ID and displayed it for him.

“Press, Officer…” She glanced down at his
badge. “…Harland. Got a job to do. I know the rules.”

At the sound of her voice, J.T. Andrews
glanced over at the two of them. He hesitated a moment, then
shrugged and motioned for the rookie to let her pass.

There’s a favor I owe, Sara thought
as she ducked under the yellow tape. Flashing a smile that revealed
perfect teeth, the rookie took her by the elbow and escorted her
across the clearing.

“Careful, ma’am. Don’t want to disturb
anything.”

Sara ignored the hand on her arm.

“What happened? What can you tell me?”

“Not much more than what you can see for
yourself, ma’am. We’ve secured the area and are awaiting a response
from the crime lab people over in Columbia.”

Sara glanced down at the victim, cataloguing
details automatically: white male, approximately sixty years of
age, grizzled, gaunt, with bone-thin arms and legs and a belly
distended from years of alcohol abuse. He wore ragged tennis shoes,
and his jeans and t-shirt were tattered and dirt-streaked. Faded
lines of print on the front of his t-shirt listed the top ten
reasons to have a drink. Dust coated his face like some bizarre
theatrical powder…gray dust, like the cremated remains of a human
being.

Corpse dust.

Sara blinked, startled by the thought, then
pushed it away. Don’t be grisly. It’s just ashes from the
campfire. His attacker probably threw ashes in his face to blind
him.

“Who is he?” she asked Harland, waving a
hand to discourage a buzzing mosquito.

“No positive ID at this time, ma’am.”

“Homeless?”

“And probably harmless.” He nodded at the
old man lying on the ground. “Whoever did this is just plain
mean.”

Barely visible in the dirt beside the old
man was a partial footprint. Sara stooped beside the victim and
pushed her sunglasses up on top of her head. His eyes were wide and
staring, his mouth open as if he’d been screaming at the moment of
death. A puddle of dark blood congealed around blade in his hand,
drawing shiny green blow-flies. The blue of his eyes looked washed
out, faded, as if they’d been leached of color by the sheer terror
of the last thing he’d seen. A chill shivered up her spine,
dispelling the heat of the morning.

His eyes. Dear God, his eyes.

The cop squatted beside her and gestured at
the man with a hand.

“Looks like something sucked his soul right
out through his eyes, doesn’t it?”

Sara pulled her gaze away from the old man
and turned it on the cop. He grinned, chewing peppermint gum with
perfect white teeth.

“Is that the official cause of death,
Officer Harland?”

His grin didn’t falter. For long moments
they stared at each other, heedless of the corpse that lay baking
in the sun before them. Finally he sighed and looked away.

“No ma’am. I reckon you’d have to check with
Mr. Simms for that detail.”

From far away came the piercing cry of a
hunting bird as it circled the currents seeking prey. Sara took a
deep breath and realized she was shaking. The heat of the day had
grown heavier but the sweat she wiped from her forehead felt cool
to the touch. She rummaged through her purse for her camera.
Careful to be discrete, she took several shots of the old man and
the area surrounding the campsite. Not because the paper would be
able to use them, but because she couldn’t shake loose from the
feeling that someone…or something…was watching her.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


Later that afternoon, Sara pulled
into her parking spot at Mabry’s Marina on the river southwest of
Barnettsville. She sat there for a while watching thunderclouds
build. They sent towering formations thousands of feet in the air,
roiling and mushrooming all the way to the highest levels. At the
very top of the clouds, powerful winds sheared off wisps of cloud
like drifts of snow, sculpting them into what promised to be one
great big light show later that evening.

Old Mr. Mabry stepped out of the marina’s
fast-order restaurant and surveyed the business he’d built over the
years: summer rental cottages beneath the shade trees behind the
restaurant and on the other side of the parking lot, the boat
launch that led to the water’s edge, the grassy yard that rolled
from the restaurant down to the boat dock with its three fueling
stations. Customers with hotdogs and hamburgers sat in lawn chairs
on the concrete patio in front of the restaurant. In the center of
the yard, a young girl with a baseball bat slung over her shoulder
tossed a softball in the air and took a swing at it when it
dropped. She missed, and the force of her swing spun her around in
a circle.

Sara switched off the car and slid out.
Stopping at a series of black mailboxes secured to the top of a
wooden frame, she removed a handful of mail from her mailbox. She
shuffled through bills, circulars and credit card offerings as she
made her way down the boat ramp.

At the end of the ramp, a second dock led to
the right along the water’s edge. Here, on this side of Mr. Mabry’s
property, a few houseboats had been moored and were available as
summer vacation or year-round rentals. Sara and Mavis Jenkins,
Mabry’s sister, were the only permanent residents. Sara’s boat, the
Lucky D, was at the far end of the row. She liked it there on the
edge of everything, secluded from the parking lot and rental
cottages by a thick stand of trees and far away from the noise of
weekend boat traffic at the marina.

Mavis Jenkins lived in the first houseboat
in the row. As Sara walked past, she noticed Mavis seated in a yard
chair on the deck of her boat, a cane pole in her hands. A red and
white float bobbed on the surface of the river in front of her.

“Sunfish for supper tonight?” Sara
called.

Mrs. Jenkins turned, her brown eyes
twinkling. Her seamed and weathered face split into a grin.

“Got me a fat cat!” she said, pulling a
six-pound catfish out of a nearby bucket and showing it off. “Come
on by later and I’ll fry you up a snack.”

Sara shook her head.

“Sorry. I have work to do tonight. Some
other time?”

Mrs. Jenkins waved her on her way as Sara
continued down the dock to the pier that led to the Lucky D. She
stepped over onto the deck, greeted by an explosion of brightly
colored feathers as yellow finches, indigo buntings and scarlet
cardinals erupted from the platform feeder in the far corner. She
paused as she opened the screen door and started to let herself in.
From far away came a sound like the piping of a flute. Haunting and
eerie, it seemed to float on the river breeze like the breath of a
butterfly. Then it was gone. From the other side of the door she
could hear Titian, her long-haired calico cat, welcoming her home
from work. She opened the door and stepped inside.

The Lucky D was a one-room houseboat. Framed
on three sides by windows draped in linen curtains, it was light
and airy. Across from the galley with its built-in table and
benches was a couch upholstered in a blue-and-white plaid print. It
was flanked on one side by a hanging table with glass tabletop. A
braided rug lay on the floor before the couch.

The sleeping area took up the rest of the
boat. The bed was a simple structure, a thick piece of plywood
suspended from the rafters by stout lengths of marine rope tied
through each corner. Sara had filled in the spaces between the
rafters with dried grapevine wrapped with tiny white lights.
Sleeping there was like sleeping on a cloud beneath the stars.

Closing the door behind her, Sara scooped
the cat up and gave her a kiss on the noggin.

“Mrs. Jenkins told me she caught a fat cat
today,” she said. “Better watch out or she may catch hold of you,
too.”

Titian struggled to get down, annoyed by the
teasing. Sara obliged the cat and then dumped the mail and her
purse on the galley table by her computer.

After changing from her work clothes into
jeans and t-shirt, she went back into the galley where she poured
herself a glass of iced tea before settling down on a bench in
front of the computer. The day’s work had left her feeling
disturbed and slightly nauseous. The last thing she wanted to do
was review photos of the dead man and his campsite, yet the
haunting feeling that something had been watching her
persisted.

A few minutes later she had uploaded the
digital images from her camera. Sara had never seen a dead man
before. Not one like this. The face on the screen matched the one
burned into her memory: the terrified expression, near-colorless
eyes, a silent scream frozen into place. The initial coroner’s
report indicated he had died of a heart attack. Someone, or
something, had literally scared the old man to death.

But who…or what?

“And what business is it of yours?” she
asked herself severely. “Not your job to solve the crime, only to
report it. You’ve done that. Move on.”

She clicked through images, one after
another. Something had been out there today. She’d felt it. Felt it
still, like the whisper touch of premonition. Losing herself to the
static views of the woods surrounding the campsite, she idly
fingered the feathers braided into her hair. A familiar voice crept
into the solitude of her thoughts:

You see only with your eyes, Sara. Open your
mind. Open your senses. Use all your senses and learn to really
see, and you’ll find the shape of an outline, the shadow of a
silhouette, the pattern that is hidden.

Yet try as she might, she could see nothing
more than the tangled blackberry bushes and honeysuckle vines
bordering the edge of the camp like a privacy screen. Though the
photographs showed nothing more than what she remembered, her glass
of iced tea, no longer iced, was sitting in a puddle of water by
the time she finally gave up trying and turned the computer
off.

That evening the earth resonated to the
power of the storm that unleashed itself at the onset of night. The
houseboat trembled with every peal of thunder. Lightning clawed the
heavens with raw bursts of power; wild torrents of wind-driven rain
set the surface of the river to boiling. For a while Sara watched
the spectacular demonstration from a seat on the couch, cloaked in
darkness but for the artificial stars above her bed. Titian lay
curled in her lap and a stick of incense burned in an ashtray on
the hanging table beside her. Its tip glowed red as it scented the
air with jasmine. It was pleasant and in a strange way, comforting.
But when a bolt of lightning knocked out power to the marina and
plunged the Lucky D into total darkness, Sara decided to call it a
day. She reached for the incense to stub out the burning tip.

On the other side of the room the computer
came on, shedding a cold blue light throughout the Lucky D.

Startled, Sara glanced at the twinkle-lights
over her bed, thinking the lightning strike had only caused a surge
and the power had come back on. It hadn’t. The twinkle-lights were
still off. Nor was there any sign of life from the clock-radio by
the side of the bed or the clock on the microwave in the tiny
galley. There was no power at all coming to the Lucky D.

The ghostly glow from the computer screen
pervaded the darkened room and sent shadows scampering to the
corners like frightened children. Titian jumped off Sara’s lap and
landed on the rug with a faint thud, her ears pricked and
alert.

Sound from the computer speakers whispered
around the walls, an echoing susurration like a rattlesnake’s
warning. Sara stood up cautiously, dropping the stick of incense
back into the ashtray. Maracas. Castanets. An Indian dance rattle.
Whatever it was, it oscillated around the room, growing
stronger…fading to silence…returning a little louder each time,
with just a bit more force…as if something was pushing against the
fabric of reality, something on the verge of being born into a new
universe—

With a squeal of fright, Sara dashed across
the room to turn the computer off, then recoiled in horror from the
image displayed on the screen: the old man, painted in shades of
pale blue, dead and staring, his face caught forever in a moment of
screaming terror.

Thunder crashed outside, powerful enough to
shake the windows and rattle the door in its frame. Sara whirled
toward the door, suddenly terrified that something was coming
though it. On the other side of a window, backlit by a flash-pop of
purple lightning, she saw the stark silhouette of a man standing on
the deck of the Lucky D. Behind her, unseen on the computer screen,
dead features turned to stare after her with a face that twisted
into a leering grin of insanity.

 


 



Chapter 5

 


With her heart hammering at her
throat, Sara ran to the door and threw it open. The man on the deck
stood tall and erect, like a warrior from another time. Rain
streamed from long, dark hair. His buckskin jerkin, drenched by the
downpour, was cinched at the waist with a strip of leather. A
silver arm band glowed like burnished moonlight, and a strand of
shells gleamed around his neck. A lone eagle feather, proudly
defiant in spite of the deluge, hung at an angle, tied in the back
of his long black hair.

“Hawk!”

“Sara!” he cried.

With a shout of joy she flung herself at
him. He swept her up in his arms and swung her around in a circle,
returning her kisses with as much laughter as that with which she
gave them. She clung to him fiercely, feeling his strength beneath
his rain-soaked clothing. As if she weighed nothing, he carried her
through the door. Two years of grieving vanished in an instant at
the touch of his hands and the taste of his lips. It was not a time
for questions, but a moment of pure joy. Laughing like children,
they stripped each other of their sodden clothes and wrapped
themselves in the warmth of their embrace and the power of their
love.

Later, Sara lay with her head on his
shoulder. Hawk’s skin gleamed in the light of a single candle on a
bedside table. She drew circles on his smooth chest with her
finger, tasted the clean scent of his skin with her tongue. She
felt him turn his head to look at her. He took her hand in his,
lacing his fingers between hers.

“I missed you,” he said, in a voice that was
softly accented. “For two years I have seen your face in every
cloud, heard your voice in the song of every bird. At night I
dreamed of you, that we were together again, and whole. Then I
would wake, disappointed to find I’m still alone, only half a
man.”

His hand tightened on hers, and he lifted it
to kiss her fingertips. The storm outside had abated, the downpour
reduced to a drowsy patter on the roof. Lightning caused no more
than a distant flicker and rumble in the night.

“You didn’t have to go,” Sara said.

They lay in each others arms for a time,
listening to the fading sounds of the storm. Finally he sighed, and
Sara could hear the weight of pain in his voice. “The blood of the
old ones runs deep in my veins, Sara. I cannot live like you, cut
off from nature. Not for long, or my spirit would wither and
die.”

Sara tightened her fingers in his.

“Others do it,” she said stubbornly. “Ted
Nugent. That guy in New Jersey. The tracker. They manage to live in
both worlds.”

It was an old argument, one she’d lost once
before. Yet this time she felt his smile and heard it in his voice,
which was gentle.

“Yes. Some can do it.” He untangled his
fingers from hers and touched the feathers in her hair. “You still
wear them.”

“And you still have this.”

She plucked at the woven bracelet on his
wrist, remembering the summer they’d spent falling in love. She’d
never dreamed it would end. He had tied the feathers into her hair,
and she’d fastened the bracelet to his wrist. They had exchanged
their gifts with a formality that had cemented the bonds of
devotion between them. No diamond ring could ever be as beautiful,
or mean as much to her, as the feathers did. That either of them
should lose such priceless gifts was as unthinkable to her as the
concept that he might one day leave and return to the forest paths
his heart led him to follow. Yet that day had come. On that day, a
part of Sara had died.

“What of you, Sara?” he said, stroking her
arm lightly. “Tell me of yourself these past two years.”

She shrugged, her thoughts returning to the
present.

“I don’t know, Hawk. I…write. I write
stories for the newspaper, and for magazines. I live here on the
Lucky D, and…” Her voice broke and she felt the salt sting of tears
behind her eyes. “…and I dream about you, Hawk. I remember the
times we had.”

She lifted her gaze to his. His eyes held
such sadness it wrenched her heart. He stroked her cheek with his
fingers.

“You live in the past.”

“You left me no choice.”

“There was Ed Ritchie. You should have gone
back to him.”

“No.” She shook her head. “There’s no one
but you, Hawk. Not ever.”

The skin around his eyes crinkled into a
smile, and his teeth flashed white in the candlelight.

“And there has been no one else for me,
Sara.”

Sara laughed, and the thing that had died
inside her returned to life, filling her heart with joy. He was
back. Her love was back and if he had to leave again, this time
she’d go with him.

The rumble of his stomach interrupted her
thoughts.

“Hungry?” she said. “I can fix you
something.”

He grinned sheepishly. “Sorry. I’ve come a
long way in a hurry. I haven’t eaten since the day before
yesterday.” He circled her wrist with his thumb and a finger and
added, “You could use a meal or two yourself.”

“And is that what brings you here, Hawk,
flying in on the wings of a storm? The need for a decent meal?”

“No. You bring me here, Sara.” The smile
that was so precious to her faded as he added, “You, and the
skinwalker.”

 


 



Chapter 6

 


Skinwalker. The word
shivered down Sara’s spine and left her cold. It inspired
images of blood and terror, fear and loathing, and left her fairly
certain that she didn’t want to know what one was.

While Hawk dressed in dry pair of buckskins,
Sara threw on a robe and lit candles to push the night back into
the corners of the Lucky D. The old man, dead by the river. His
image, returned to an eerie half-life on the screen of her
computer. Skinwalker. Were they connected?

Sara carried a candle into the galley and
set it on the table beside the computer screen. It was dark now, as
if its earlier activity had been nothing more than a spark of her
imagination. Maybe that’s all it had been. With a shrug of her
shoulders, she set about putting together a snack for the two of
them.

Skinwalker. A word that twisted her
stomach with dread.

Cheese. Fresh artisan bread. Leftover roast
beef. Sara rummaged through the refrigerator and came up with a
couple bottles of fruit juice. She piled it all on a tray and
carried it over to the couch. Hawk was sitting on the rug in front
of the couch, digging through the worn leather rucksack he always
carried with him. His hair, nearly dry by now, fell over his
shoulders like a curtain. Sara set the tray on the couch and sat
down beside it.

Hawk rose to his feet, a sheathed hunting
knife in his hand. Steel whispered against leather as he slid the
eight-inch, razor-sharp blade from its sheath. Reflected
candlelight slid along the edge of the blade like a tiny sun,
seeming to light it from within with argent fire. A steel blade, a
rare concession to modern life.

The man in the camp by the river—someone had
buried a butcher knife in his hand.

Sara pulled her gaze from the knife in
Hawk’s hand. He settled on the couch with one leg tucked beneath
him.

“You are in grave danger, Sara,” he said.
“You must leave here.”

“Leave?” She looked at him, surprised. “What
do you mean, leave? Where would I go?”

The lines of tension in his face ran deep.
He avoided her eyes as, with long, precise strokes, he began to
slice the bread.

“With me. Come away with me, Sara. Away from
here. Now. Tonight. As soon as we eat.”

Come away with me. His words tore at
her. Why now? Why not then, two years ago?

“I don’t understand. What is this danger you
speak of, this…this skinwalker?”

Hawk built a sandwich of alternating slices
of beef and cheese. Handing it to her, he started on one for
himself.

“You have seen death.”

Sara halted mid-bite. Titian, who lay nearby
grooming herself, raised her head, fixing him with an unblinking
gaze. Hawk’s eyes, so deeply brown they were nearly black,
glittered at her in the candlelight. Sara shifted uncomfortably and
cleared her throat. The feeling of being followed while out of the
river returned in a rush, along with her suspicion of a hidden
observer.

“How…did you know that?”

Hawk cleaned his knife carefully on a
napkin. Returning it to its sheath, he set it aside.

“Winter will come early this year,” he said,
as if changing the subject.

Sara sighed and settled into her sandwich,
knowing all too well Hawk’s penchant for drawing out his tales.

“The oak trees are heavy with acorns,” he
continued, “and the hickory trees bear fruit the size of black
walnuts. Already winter geese return and though the days remain
hot, the summer coats of Coyote and Fox have begun to fill in and
grow thick. The winter will be long, and it will be hard. This I
saw in Sha-cona-ge, the Land of the Blue Mist. What your people
call the Smoky Mountains.”

The Smoky Mountains. An afternoon’s drive.
Sara felt a pang of dismay. Is that where he’d spent the past two
years? Not that it really mattered, now that he was back. Still, it
hurt to know. The muscles in Hawk’s arm flexed as he opened a
bottle of juice and handed it to her, then opened a second for
himself.

“I had gone there seeking a vision,” he
continued. “High in the mountains, in a land that sees few humans,
is a Sentinel Tree. It stands well above all others and has been
known as a place of great wisdom and strong medicine. It was here I
sought my vision.”

Hawk stopped speaking, shifting on the couch
as if ill at ease. With a start, Sara realized the problem. Vision
quests were extremely private ordeals, seldom shared with anyone
other than a holy man.

“Hawk, you don’t have to tell me—”

He shook his head, interrupting her.

“But you have to hear it, Sara.”

Titian padded across the floor to the couch,
the tip of her tail swishing back and forth as she stared up at
Hawk. Suddenly she sprang up onto his lap to investigate the last
of his sandwich. He stroked her head affectionately and offered her
a bit of cheese. She sniffed it delicately, then declined his offer
and curled up in his lap instead. Hawk continued with his
story.

“On the day of my quest, I rose early and
spent the morning in purification rituals and prayer. As the sun
climbed high, I approached the tree…and cleared a circle for my
use. Then I waited. I prayed and meditated. I ate no food, drank no
water. That night...” His face darkened and he frowned, disturbed
by something. Then he shrugged. “A dream. Nothing more. Of that,
there’s no need to speak.”

Sara waited as he wolfed the last of his
sandwich and washed it down with a swallow of juice. Titian purred
contentedly in his lap.

“That night there was a terrible storm,” he
said, setting the juice bottle aside. “I awoke in the morning,
still inside the circle, and disappointed for my lack of a vision.
It would require another day. Already hungry, exhausted…” He shook
his head. “A vision quest is not an easy thing, Sara. But the
harder it is, the more valuable the gift. And the vision I received
that morning was very valuable. It was a vision of you, stooped by
the side of a dead man in the woods.”

A bolt of fear shot through Sara’s heart. A
vision? Or had he been there? Hawk’s woodcraft skills were superb.
If anyone could have observed her from the woods without being seen
himself, it was Hawk. Sara’s unease began to gnaw at her
insides.

“Hawk, I don’t think I want to hear
anymore—”

He leaned forward, his eyes intent on
her.

“I will finish telling you of my vision. You
will listen.”

Her gaze faltered on his, and she nodded
hesitantly. He relaxed, his brow furrowed, and leaned back
again.

“I’m sorry, Sara. You must hear.” He
scrubbed a hand over his eyes as if exhausted, or in pain, then
continued.

“It was as if I watched events move backward
through time. I saw you speaking with a police officer. I watched
as you rose to your feet and left the woods, having not yet
arrived. The camp cleared of people. The sun traveled back toward
dawn. As it dropped below the horizon, I saw two boys with fishing
poles in their hands walk backwards along the shoreline of the
river. They disappeared from sight, and I saw something…something
terrible standing in the old man’s camp.”

His voice caught, and he forced himself to
go on. “A skinwalker, Sara. A spirit creature. A demon: part human,
part wolf. A shape-shifter, able to take either form at will,
though imperfectly. It was this creature that caused the old man’s
death.”

A skinwalker was a spirit? Did he expect her
to believe that a demon had taken the old man’s life? Yet
goosebumps rose on her arms in reaction. Then a far more
frightening realization hit her.

“Hawk, are you telling me you witnessed the
murder?”

“Murder?” he said, turning the question back
on her. “A skinwalker is a hunter. A predator. If a wolf takes a
lamb, has it committed murder?”

“You speak as if it killed for nourishment!
The old man out at the river, there were no physical injuries other
than—”

“It kills by consuming the life force of its
victim. This is what I saw, Sara. This was my vision of three days
ago, a vision of what happened today, and the reason you must leave
with me. Immediately, lest you fall victim to the skinwalker,
too.”

Sara dropped back down on the couch,
disturbing Titian, who jumped off Hawk’s lap and wandered toward
the back of the Lucky D in search of her litter box. Only an hour
ago she would have followed Hawk to the ends of the earth. Now it
seemed he was trying to force her to leave with him.

On a fundamental level, she couldn’t
reconcile herself with his words. A spirit in human form? The
police weren’t going to buy that explanation, either. But to
believe otherwise…was to believe in Hawk’s possible involvement.
Sara pulled in a deep breath, trying to quell the fear growing in
her heart.

Hawk believes in spirits, and I…I believe in
Hawk.

She glanced across the room at a computer
screen that had earlier exhibited signs of having been invaded by a
poltergeist. But reality depended on logic and certain rules, and
in a realistic world, poltergeists and demon spirits didn’t
exist.

There was a logical explanation for the
sudden appearance of the old man’s image on the screen, and for the
eerie rattling sound that had circled through the Lucky D. She
didn’t know what it was. Maybe a power surge through the system
caused the computer to come on.

Likewise, she knew there was a logical
explanation for Hawk’s knowledge of the killing…an explanation Sara
feared wouldn’t bear close scrutiny. She squeezed her eyes shut and
rubbed her temples with the heels of her hands.

Hawk shifted on the couch beside her. She
felt the weight of his arm over her shoulders as he pulled her
close. Her earlier elation at his return had evaporated, flattened
beneath the weight of fear and anxiety. He had witnessed a murder,
yet no one would ever believe how he had come to witness it. The
very truth of his vision was that they could never speak of it to
anyone.

Which, Sara feared, might very well make
them accomplices.

 


 


 



Chapter 7

 


Mystical visions of fire and smoke.
Flames bathed tormented, half-seen images in lurid shades of red
and black. Hawk groaned in his sleep, struggling with
demons—spirits that danced to the rhythm of his blood, casting
spells and breaking them as they whirled him away across a surreal
dreamscape.

There was a loud pop—a dream sound that
jolted him fully awake. His eyes flew open. He lay motionless,
sweating beneath the heavy down coverlet, and tried to hear past
the pounding of his heart to what had awakened him.

The call of a night bird.

A whisper of wind.

The lap of water against the boat.

The voice of a Spirit with a secret
message.

What message?

He cast back into his dreams, trying to
remember. It was too late. The message was gone, escaped beyond the
diversion of a dream sound, leaving him nothing but the nagging
sense that he’d forgotten something terribly important.

Outside, a last sliver of moonlight reached
through the broken clouds to touch the Lucky D. It dappled the
windows with shades of pearl and ice, creating a contrast that lent
power to the shadows trapped inside. Hawk let his gaze slip
furtively around them, already suspecting there was no movement to
see.

He was right.

He drew a deep breath, let it back out. The
air inside the houseboat was stuffy and warm. It tasted flat in the
back of his throat, robbed of vitality by confinement. Sometime
during the night the power had come back on. False stars twinkled
overhead like broken promises, and his back ached from the
unaccustomed softness of a mattress. Outside a whippoorwill began a
song of its love of the night: a wistful sound, muffled as it was
by four walls and a ceiling that enclosed him like a tomb.

Hawk shivered as if his sweat was turning to
ice on his skin. No wonder he’d had wicked dreams. Who could sleep
in such a place?

Sara could. His love lay beside him
breathing softly, her slumber deep and undisturbed. Quietly, so he
didn’t rouse her, he slid out of bed. Titian lay curled at the foot
of the bed. She raised her head slightly at the movement, her
cat-eyes slitted as she watched him steal across the room and
remove a leather bag from his rucksack.

He let himself out quietly, amazed by how
much difference one step could make. In just one step, he’d crossed
the boundary from one world to another. The chirr of crickets
welcomed him back into nature; a gentle breeze dried the icy sweat
of his nightmares. He breathed deep of air rinsed clean by the
storm, and settled cross-legged onto the damp deck of the Lucky D.
Pulling a hand-carved pipe from the buckskin bag, he filled it with
sweet wild tobacco. He lit it with the tiny flame of a disposable
lighter and shrugged to himself. One didn’t always have a proper
fire for lighting one’s pipe.

But the spirits weren’t particular about how
he lit his pipe—only the quality of the prayers that he chanted
softly to the four directions, and to the Creator and to his Earth
Mother. Gratitude for a safe journey, and for finding Sara safe,
and most of all, for the cover of the storm that had concealed his
arrival from hostile eyes.

As the storm had been fierce and beautiful,
so was the remainder of the night calm and serene. The last of the
clouds drifted away to the east, tugged along by the breeze that
followed in the storm’s wake. Moon shadows flitted through the
trees further down. Water spirits, barely visible in the starlight,
danced in rows across the surface of the river. The on-again
off-again spark of fireflies winked at him from pockets of deep
shadow. It was beautiful, and it was magic.

Yet for all the peace and subtlety of the
night, danger lurked beneath the shadows. His skin prickled at the
touch of wild eyes on the bank on the opposite side of the river.
In the distance, the screech of an animal was suddenly cut short.
Hawk was a hunter, too. He understood these things. One was either
predator or prey. But the tables could turn quickly, and even
hunters had to be careful not to become the hunted.

After a time the ashes in his pipe grew
cold. He let them blow away on the breeze. As he rose to go back
inside, his eye was drawn by the flickering light of a television
glowing red against the windows of the houseboat at the far end of
the row. Startled, he froze in place, his pulse thundering. An old
woman had lived there once. Did she still? It was late, and often
the old slept little. Had she seen him?

A shiver crawled down his spine and he
shifted his gaze to the stars overhead. The night was dangerous,
and not every hunter was human…or even animal. Without a sound, he
let himself back inside the Lucky D. His path was clear. He had
come for his woman. Tomorrow, she would leave with him.

One way or another.

 


 



Chapter 8

 


Gravel crunched beneath the tires of
the Crown Victoria as J.T. Andrews pulled into the parking lot at
the Lazy Daisy Diner. It was early. Dawn hadn’t yet started to pink
up the sky. In spite of the hours, some early and some late, most
days J.T. liked being the police chief in Barrettsville, South
Carolina. He knew many of the residents by name and those he didn’t
he could typically recognize by the family resemblance in their
faces. They were good people for the most part, and he felt good
about being their protector, though usually there was little enough
to protect them from. In a small town where everyone knew almost
everyone else, there was seldom any real trouble to set tongues to
wagging.

Until today.

J.T. climbed out of the car and went inside
where he was greeted by the welcome scent of country ham and hot
coffee, and the hearty chatter of about a dozen patrons. Hanging
his hat on the rack by the door, he settled himself onto a stool at
the counter and pretended to study the menu. The selections at the
diner never changed. Hadn’t in years. J.T. knew them all by
heart.

“Morning, J.T. You’ll have your usual?”

He looked up to see Liz Carpenter standing
before him, pad in hand and pencil at the ready. Liz was a thin
woman, all angles and edges. The flesh around her blue eyes
crinkled as she gave him a smile he was pleased to return. He
tossed the menu back on the counter.

“One of these days, Liz, I’m going to
surprise you and order something different.”

“Sure you will.” She nodded absently,
scribbling on her pad. “Two over easy with a side of grits and a
double serving of bacon. Anything else?”

“Coffee and biscuits.”

“Comes with.” Poking the pencil behind her
ear, she tore his order off the pad and passed it to the
short-order cook manning the grill. “How’s the wife?” Liz said,
turning back to him.

“Penny’s just fine, Liz. It’s kind of you to
ask. I’ll remember you to her.” Though he doubted Penny would
remember Lizzie, even at his urging. Penny hadn’t remembered much
of anything since the miscarriage twenty-five years before that had
stolen her mind and left them childless.

Liz set a white ceramic mug before him and
filled it with coffee.

“Story in the paper this morning about a
homeless man found dead out by the river,” she said, her expression
noncommittal.

Sara’s story, probably. J.T. had seen it on
the front of the morning paper. He hooked a couple fingers through
handle on the coffee mug and lifted it to his lips.

“Now, Lizzie, you know better than to ask me
about police business.” He winked at her over the mug, pursing his
lips to blow on it as he took a sip. She wagged a finger at
him.

“And you know better than to think you can
keep a secret in a small town.”

That, however, was where Lizzie Carpenter
was wrong. There were always secrets in small towns. Sometimes, the
smaller the town, the bigger the secret. Like the deep, dark secret
of why a beautiful little girl like Sara Jane Sawyer had been
forced to grow up as a homeless ward of the state. There were, for
certain and for sure, a few closets where the skeletons didn’t dare
rattle and if J.T. was bitter about it, well, that was just the way
it was.

“Well, Liz,” he said, “I suppose that’s why
I wouldn’t tell you. To make sure it stayed a secret.”

He grinned as her mouth dropped open and her
eyes went wide. Puffing like an indignant old hen, she braced her
hands on her hips.

“Well, I never!”

“Order up!” called the cook. He set a
breakfast platter down for Liz to pick up.

“You haven’t heard the last from me, J.T.
Andrews,” she called over her shoulder as she hurried back to work.
“I’m not through talking to you yet.”

J.T. sipped his coffee thoughtfully as he
mulled over her threat. But the breakfast crowd gained momentum and
the diner became even busier, leaving him free to pursue the
privacy of his own thoughts. He wrapped his mind around the
statement the two boys had made yesterday about what they’d
witnessed out at the river early yesterday morning—and not just
what, but who—and promptly forgot all about Lizzie’s idle
threat.

 


 



Chapter 9

 


Sara slitted her eyes open and
stretched. The gray light of dawn filtered through the curtains
over the windows. Titian sat on the window sill by the door, her
tail curled around her feet, and watched early birds flutter around
the feeder. Hawk’s presence in bed beside her was warm and welcome
in spite of the tension of the events surrounding his return.

She rose up on her elbows, her heart
hammering with sudden trepidation. He’d left her during the night.
She frowned, studying his gentle profile. He lay on his side with
his back to her, his eyes shifting to the rhythm of his dreams. Her
frown eased, and she relaxed. It had probably been nothing more
than the usual bout of claustrophobia he suffered from.

Careful not to wake him, she slipped out of
bed and into a pair of jeans and a tee-shirt. Sometime during the
night, power had been restored to the Lucky D. Tiny white lights
twinkled over the bed and the digital display on the clock on the
nightstand blinked two thirty-five. Sara’s wristwatch lay on the
dresser where she’d left it when she’d come in from work yesterday.
A quick check showed a more accurate time of six a.m. Plenty of
time before she had to leave for work. Yawning, she padded barefoot
into the galley to make coffee. Maybe she’d call in sick and take
the day off. Things looked different in the light of day, and she
needed some time to assimilate what Hawk had told her. Needed time
to make a decision.

She stretched up on her toes for the can of
Maxwell House coffee in the cabinet. As she did, her mind ranged
back over the conversation of spirits and demons. Could there
really be such things? Did it matter? Certainly Hawk believed in
them, and that belief had brought him back to her. As for herself,
Sara didn’t believe in spirits and demons. No more so than she
believed in a God who by all accounts loved her, yet had left her
to grow up lonely and unloved in an orphanage.

She put a clean filter in the coffee maker
and poured several scoops of coffee into it. There had to be a
logical reason behind the killing. The “supernatural” tendencies
exhibited by the computer the night before, along with Hawk’s
vision, had a reason rooted in logic: a power surge that had
brought it to life long enough to display, in monochromatic blue,
the last image stored in memory. A simple electrical impulse,
nothing more.

She hoped the rationale behind Hawk’s
skinwalker story was just as simple—and innocent.

Titian hopped down from the window sill and
wandered into the galley, serene and regal, her plume-like tail
raised upright over her back like a scepter. Sara poured water into
the coffeemaker and turned it on, then poured dry cat food from a
bag into Titian’s bowl.

While coffee dripped and Titian crunched
kibble, Sara opened the curtains over the galley sink and pushed up
the window to see what sort of day the morning had delivered. Her
eye was immediately drawn by the sight of a milling knot of people
on the deck of Mavis Jenkin’s houseboat.

Cops. Two of the people were uniformed cops.
They stood together on one side of the deck, out of the way. With a
burst of disapproval, Sara recognized the rude, arrogant rookie
she’d met the day before. What was he doing on the deck of Mavis’s
houseboat?

J.T. was there too, she realized suddenly.
And Harvey Simms. She registered the coroner’s presence as he
ducked out of the front door and emerged onto the deck of the boat.
He wore his white panama hat pushed back on his head. His fists,
braced at his waist, held the sides of his white suit open. For a
moment he and J.T. just stared at each other. Then he shook his
head.

J.T.’s expression went dark and thunderous.
He lowered his head and scuffed a foot against the deck. Then he
raised it again, his expression grim as he watched two paramedics
exit the houseboat. A white linen sheet had been pulled up over a
body on the stretcher they carried between them.

Sara’s heart began to beat faster. There was
one other person on the deck of the boat, too. Old Mr. Mabry stood
off in a corner by himself, his face red and contorted with
weeping. His hands twisted his apron into a knot. At this time of
day, he should be scrambling eggs and frying sausage for the
breakfast crowd. What was he doing on the deck of Mavis’s
houseboat? Sara shoved a hand into her hair, raking it back from
her face. Then the truth hit her.

Mavis Jenkins was dead.

Sara tried to tell herself it was reporter’s
instinct that sent her flying out the door of the Lucky D,
startling the birds at the feeder into anxious flight. Yet she knew
there was more to it than that. She knew by the way her hands were
shaking and the way the moisture had evaporated from her mouth,
leaving it cotton-dry. She knew by the way her heart slammed
against the back of her throat. Hawk had left during the night, and
now Mavis Jenkins was dead. She raced down the dock toward Mavis’s
place, her bare feet slapping against the wooden slats and drawing
the attention of the men on the deck of the houseboat.

J.T. met her where Mavis’s pier linked to
the dock. He caught hold of her, whirling her around, as she tried
to dodge past him to the stretcher.

“Whoa, wait a minute—”

“Let me go, J.T., please, I have to see, I
have to know—”

“Now, Sara, there’s no need for you—”

He pulled her aside and out of the way,
holding tight to her arm as the paramedics carried the stretcher
past. Sara watched helplessly, her eyes welling with tears. The
bundle beneath the sheet looked pitifully small, like a bunch of
sticks gathered together beneath a handkerchief. Harvey Simms
followed close behind. He nodded politely to her as she held out a
hand to stop him.

“Please, Harvey, J.T.,” she begged, looking
from one man to the other. “I have to see her.”

The two men hesitated, their eyes passing
silent messages back and forth while the paramedics waited. Harvey
doffed his hat, turning it aimlessly in his hands as if
straightening the brim.

“Maybe you better show her, J.T.”

J.T. nodded, the expression on his face
sour. He hitched at the belt around his waist.

“Right. Sometimes the truth…”

His voice trailed off, and Harvey nodded in
agreement.

“Well, I’d best be on my way. Stay in
touch.” Harvey tipped his head, taking his leave of them both. He
put the panama back on and edged past the stretcher, leaving for
his car.

J.T. turned loose of Sara’s arm, replacing
the grip he’d had with a look packed full of warning.

“Is this personal, Sara? Or is it
business?”

Sara swallowed hard.

“I’m not on the clock, if that’s what you’re
asking.”

“Then let’s keep this unofficial. I’m not
ready for it to hit the paper. You understand?”

He stared at her hard, until she nodded
weakly. Consenting to her request, he pulled the sheet back,
exposing the dead woman’s face. Sara’s stomach flip-flopped and she
clamped a hand to her mouth to keep from crying out.

Mavis Jenkins had died screaming. Her face
was twisted into the same shriek of terror Sara had seen frozen on
the face of the homeless man, her mouth open in a soundless scream
and her eyes bulging as if ready to leap from their sockets.

Every breath Sara took trembled in her
chest.

“But I didn’t—there was no—oh, dear God,
J.T., didn’t anyone hear anything?”

“We’re still checking,” J.T. said, his eyes
narrowing at her. “How about you, Sara? Did you hear anything
during the night? See anyone unusual hanging around?”

With shaking hands, Sara pulled the sheet up
enough to peer beneath.

“No. The storm. The windows were closed and
I…I went to bed early.”

The body looked dry and shriveled, as if it
had deflated with the parting of Mavis’s soul. One hand, her right
one, had been wiped clean of blood that no longer flowed. A red
gash crossed her palm, a lifeline sketched in blood. Sara
shuddered, afraid to ask the question.

“Is it…is it…”

“Knife wound,” J.T. confirmed. “We have a
pattern.”

Sara dropped the sheet and looked around for
a place to sit. There was nothing convenient. J.T. pulled the sheet
back up into place and nodded to the paramedics. As they left with
Mavis, he cleared his throat.

“Sara, let’s talk. Just you and me.”

 


 



Chapter 10

 


Sara’s nerves trilled a warning
through the numb shock of Mavis’s death. She jerked her eyes up at
J.T., seeking a hint.

“Why?”

“I’m looking for some information. I hope
you have it. Now that you’ve seen what happened to Mavis, I...”

He shrugged as if the words came only with
great difficulty. To the east the sun reached a bit higher in the
sky, touching the day with heat. But it did nothing to dispel the
chill that gripped Sara.

“How long has he been back in town, Sara?
And where is he now?”

Sara froze to keep her face from betraying
the sudden fear she felt. J.T. watched her intently, waiting for a
wrong move, for some fleeting expression or careless word that
would give him the truth.

“I don’t know who you mean,” she said.

There was no mistaking the cloud of pain
that passed behind his eyes.

“Sara, we have two witnesses that place
Hawk—or someone who fits his description—out at that camp on the
river early yesterday morning.”

The two boys Hawk had seen in his vision.
Apparently they’d had a vision of their own. Sara felt ill and
locked her knees to remain standing as J.T. continued.

“I only want to ask him some questions,
Sara. If you know where he is, it would make it easier on all of
us—Hawk included. Just tell me the truth.”

J.T.’s eyes flickered over her shoulder to
the Lucky D. Sara folded her arms over her chest. Hanging her head
so that her hair fell across her face, she took a few tentative
steps past him, forcing him to turn away from the Lucky D in order
to talk to her.

“Hawk left me two years ago, J.T.,” she
said, flipping her hair out of her face to look up at him. “I don’t
know where he is now.”

She flinched inwardly. But it wasn’t really
a lie. After all, Hawk could be in the bathroom, or the galley, or
still in bed. She had no way of knowing exactly where he was…and
she prayed hard that he didn’t come out.

The sound of a voice behind her caused her
nerves to jump.

“Don’t you worry, ma’am. If he’s around
here, we’ll find him.”

It was Harland, the rookie cop she’d met
yesterday out at the river. He was leaning against a pole a few
feet away, arms crossed casually over his chest and his eyes hidden
behind silver lenses. He was chewing gum. Sara’s jaw tightened. She
clutched her hands into fists and glanced at J.T.

“I thought this was a private
conversation.”

Harland pushed off from the pole and
sauntered over. Sara shrank away from him, closer to J.T.

“Just doing my job to reassure the
citizenry,” Harland said. “After all, ma’am, looks like we got us a
serial killer here, and I want to personally assure you …” He
leaned so close she could smell the peppermint on his words.
“…we’ll get the filthy bastard that did this and when we do, we’ll
lock his sorry Indian ass away for a long, long time.” He
straightened and grinned down at her, a lazy grin full of
confidence.

Stunned, Sara turned angrily to J.T.

“Where on earth did you get him?”

“Same place we get all our new cops,” J.T.
said. His expression, stiff as a mask, gave her nothing.

“Well, send him back!” she snapped. “He’s
obviously defective!”

The rookie raised innocent hands.

“Hey, I’m just trying to—”

J.T. interrupted him, his voice brisk.

“Harland, don’t you have a report to
write?”

Harland set his hands on his hips and
glanced around. His eyes lingered on the Lucky D while he blew a
small white bubble that he sucked back between his teeth with a
loud pop.

“Yes, sir, I sure do,” he said finally. “I
reckon I’d best be getting to it.” He dragged his gaze away from
the Lucky D and back to Sara. He touched two fingers to the brim of
his cap. “Ma’am, I hope you have a real nice day.”

The scent of peppermint followed him as he
left.

Sara watched until he was out of earshot.
She was shaking with rage and close to tears.

“Sara, I know how you feel about Hawk,” J.T.
said. “But believe me, it’s better if the two of you
cooperate—”

Better for who? she wondered bitterly. Not
for Hawk. That much was certain. She tucked her hands under her
arms to stop them from shaking.

“If I see him, I’ll tell him you’re looking
for him.”

J.T. sighed, his eyes searching the sky.

“Sara, if he needs you to protect him…”

Sara stiffened. Perhaps sensing he was on
shaky ground, he let the thought trail away. His expression
softened, and he gave her a smile. “I know you’ll make the right
decision.”

Sara watched him walk away. J.T. Andrews had
always been kind to her. As a child, he’d often brought her treats
at Christmas and presents on her birthday. He was being kind now,
too, trusting her and giving her a chance to learn the truth for
herself. She stood alone for a long time after his car pulled away,
wondering if the truth was anything she really wanted to know.

 


 



Chapter 11

 


J.T. returned to his office, closing
the door behind him after leaving instructions with his secretary,
Rosalie, that he was not to be disturbed. He dropped into the chair
behind his desk and opened the bottom right desk drawer, removing
an economy-size bottle of antacid tablets. Unscrewing the lid, he
poured three into the palm of his hand and popped them in his
mouth. He chewed slowly, savoring the chalky orange flavor not for
the taste but for the relief they gave his stomach.

Sara had lied to him. He felt the
disappointment of that keenly, a burning spike of indigestion in
the center of his belly. He hadn’t been sure at first. He’d hoped
he had been wrong. But she’d deliberately pulled his attention away
from the Lucky D, leaving no doubt as to Hawk’s whereabouts. It
made things look bad. As if Sara herself thought there was
something to hide. And maybe there was.

Could Hawk have committed the murders? J.T.
thought back on what little he knew of the man. It wasn’t much. He
certainly lived a different lifestyle, though that in itself was no
crime. And he had no criminal record, no outstanding warrants, not
even so much as a jaywalking violation, so far as J.T. had ever
been able to learn.

The door to J.T.’s office burst open and
John Kersey Hamilton III strode into the room, a storm of angry
emotion clouding his face. A real estate developer and one of
Barrettsville’s wealthiest citizens, Hamilton owned a multi-million
dollar home overlooking the river southwest of town. He’d funneled
money into the town’s most successful political campaigns—including
the one for Chief of Police. J.T. winced as Hamilton slammed the
door shut behind him and stormed up to his desk, the gold watch
chain swinging across the vest of his three-piece suit with great
agitation.

“That no good son-of-a-bitch is back in town
and I want to know—”

The door to his office flew open a second
time as a frantic Rosalie ran in, a file folder clutched in one
hand.

“I’m so sorry, Chief, he barged in past me
before I could stop him—”

Yes, and she might as well have tried to
stop a hurricane from hitting the coast. J.T. waved her out of the
room as Hamilton paced back and forth in front of his desk.

“It’s all right, Rosalie. I’ll take care of
it. Now, John—”

“Don’t you ‘now John’ me!” Hamilton planted
both fists solidly on top of J.T.’s desk as an anxious Rosalie
tiptoed out of the room. “What the hell are you thinking, sitting
down on the job at a time like this? Why aren’t you out there
looking for him?” He stabbed a finger in the general direction of
outside.

J.T. studied him calmly. “Why aren’t I out
there looking for who?”

“You know who!” the other man exploded.
“That sleazy, long-haired, red-skinned, sneaky goddam little
savage—”

He meant Hawk. Sara’s…friend. But why would
John Hamilton work himself into a frenzy over Hawk’s return?

“John, if you’re referring to the Indian she
was seeing a couple years ago, he’s not a savage. He’s—”

“I didn’t come here to hear you defend him!
I came here to see what the hell you’re doing about getting that
filthy indigent off the streets of our town.”

J.T. sighed, resigned to the inevitable
conversation. He popped two more antacid tablets into his mouth.
Not that he expected them to do much good now.

“Tell me something, John. How did you know
he was back in town?”

That stopped Hamilton cold, like a fist had
knocked all the bluster right out of his mouth. J.T. could almost
see the gears whizzing round and around in his brain as he groped
for a reasonable answer.

“Why, I—don’t you think—I mean—” Hamilton’s
expression went from angry to baffled and back again. “Now, you
look here, J.T. It doesn’t matter how the hell I know. The
important thing is that he’s back, and you know it, and I want to
know what you’re going to do about it!”

J.T. drew a deep breath. A better question
might be, why did Hamilton care? A formidable man with an even more
formidable bank account, John Hamilton’s three-piece suit cost more
money than J.T. would make in a month. He was a handsome man, too,
with blond hair not yet gone to silver except for a touch at the
temples, and snapping blue eyes that were used to seeing things
done his way. What concern did he have for a drifter that as far as
they knew had done nothing wrong?

J.T. scrubbed a hand against his chin
thoughtfully, his mind trailing back to Terry Harland and what he’d
said to Sara implicating Hawk in the murders. Harland had been out
of line. J.T. had only let him continue in the hope it would force
information from Sara. Harland would have known he was out of line,
too, yet seemed to have no problem with the Chief of Police
overhearing his verbal abuse of a citizen. J.T. met Hamilton’s
iron-hard stare grimly.

“John, how long has that boy been on your
payroll?”

A look of shock flitted over Hamilton’s face
and was gone, replaced by a reasonable facsimile of surprise. He
barked a short laugh.

“Now J.T., you know I employ a lot of people
around here. Who, exactly, would you be referring to?”

“Terry Harland.”

There was an awkward pause, one in which
J.T. thought he heard Rosalie drop an ink pen in the next room.
Hamilton blinked. His laugh carried a hint of embarrassment.

“Aw, J.T., it’s not what you think. Terry
Harland’s a good boy, and his mama’s dying of cancer. You know as
well as I do that a rookie cop doesn’t make what he’s worth, and
the cash helps him out—”

J.T. felt anger wrap itself around his
indigestion. No wonder Harland wasn’t worried about reprisals for
his on-the-job behavior. As Hamilton’s snitch, he’d make far more
money than the department could afford to pay him, and feel
reasonably secure about his job at the same time.

“So you are paying him to spy for you.”

Hamilton’s face reddened with
frustration.

“Well, dammit, J.T., you don’t tell me
what’s going on around here! How else am I supposed to find things
out? Like the fact that goddam Indian is back in town? Just when
were you going to tell me about that?” His expression turned sly.
“Or maybe you think I don’t have a right to know that dog’s back
and sniffing around my daughter again.”

J.T. Andrews was one of perhaps three people
who knew Sara Sawyer’s bloodline led to money—and as long as he
kept his mouth shut about it, his job as police chief was secure.
Cross Hamilton once and he knew he’d never work in the county
again. Maybe the state. But it rankled, knowing how the man treated
her, when J.T. had been desperate to adopt her. Hamilton caught the
look he shot him and countered it with a warning glance of his
own.

“Don’t walk down that road, J.T. We’ve done
it before, you and I, and you know as well as I do that even if I
wanted to claim that child, I couldn’t. If Victoria ever found out
about Sara, she’d hang my balls in a gold frame. Hell, I’d go from
divorce court to bankruptcy court in the same goddam day.”

Yes, and if J.T. and Penny had been allowed
to adopt Sara, maybe Penny wouldn’t have suffered a breakdown. J.T.
mashed his lips together to keep the old outrage from bubbling out
and said nothing. After all these years, there was nothing more
left to say. Sara was Hamilton’s daughter. He treated her as he saw
fit, forcing her to live a life of isolation while he manipulated
it from a distance, and there was nothing at all J.T. Andrews could
do about it.

Hamilton was still talking, his expression
having shifted from anger to guilt.

“—but hell, you’d have done the same damn
thing if you’d been in my shoes. At least in the orphanage she was
out of the way. And dammit, in spite of it all, I’ve done
everything I could to look out for that little girl.”

Anger and resentment spilled from his words.
For a moment a curtain drew back, allowing J.T. a look at the
private anxiety that must have haunted John Hamilton ever since
he’d learned, all those years ago, that he’d knocked up the little
Latina housemaid Victoria had hired.

J.T. supposed that in his own way, Hamilton
had done the best he could for Sara. But in the end, Hawk had been
the one to give her the most important thing in her life: love.
Sara had fallen in love with him and had broken off a budding
relationship with Ed Ritchie—a relationship that J.T. figured John
had whole-heartedly approved.

Several months later, a warehouse belonging
to Hamilton Enterprises had burned to the ground. The cause of the
fire had been determined to be accidental, a barrel fire gone out
of control. But a flint knife had been found buried in the rubble,
scorched by the heat of flames. Not long after, Hawk had left town.
The warehouse had been rebuilt and eventually life had returned to
normal…for everyone but Sara.

Now Hawk was back and beneath John’s
seething anger J.T. saw a fear that with his return, a closet door
might swing open and the skeletons hidden away inside would dance
out, shaking their old bones like kachinas in a rain dance, and
bring his rich, comfortable world tumbling down in ruins around
him.

The fire. Hawk’s disappearing act. John
Hamilton’s fury at his return. It was all starting to smell like a
set up, wasn’t it? Funny he’d never really thought about it
before.

With a start, J.T. realized Hamilton had
grown quiet and was staring at him intently.

“Yeah,” Hamilton whispered, his voice full
of menace. “You see my problem, don’t you?” He braced his hands
against the top of the desk and brought his face level with J.T.’s.
“Rumor has it that the Indian might be connected with a couple
murders around here. You investigate and I believe you’ll find it’s
more than rumor.” He gave J.T. a savage smile. “In fact, I’m sure
you will.”

He pushed himself off the desk, his voice
returning to a more normal tone.

“I don’t like to worry about Sara,” he said,
idly brushing a piece of lint from the sleeve of his suit. “You do
your job right and I won’t have to.”

He left quieter than he’d arrived. J.T.
groaned, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands until he saw
flashes of light. Now, on top of everything else, he had to worry
about interference from John Hamilton. As his indigestion cranked
up again, he pondered the dual meaning behind the man’s parting
shot.

You do your job right, and I won’t have
to.

Won’t have to what? Worry about Sara? Or do
his job for him? Blinking away the pressure flashes in his eyes, he
wondered where Terry Harland was, and what the young rookie was up
to.

 





Chapter 12

 


Sara returned to the Lucky D, her
feet dragging. She wondered if she looked as pale as she felt. Was
she going to faint? The world around her felt altered, surreal.
Insubstantial, as if she had slipped free of reality and fallen
into a world filled with lies and delusions.

For a moment she simply stood in the doorway
of the Lucky D. Framed by a rectangle of yellow sunlight on the
floor, Titian padded over to her and rubbed against her leg, her
tail curled into a question mark. Hawk was seated cross-legged on
the floor, dressed in buckskin breeches and leather jerkin. Her
gaze fell on the rucksack on the floor beside him, packed and ready
to go.

Hawk looked up, concern darkening his
face.

“Sara? Is something wrong?”

She couldn’t answer him. Her throat was dry,
paralyzed into reticence. As long as the words remained unspoken,
they didn’t exist in reality, did they? And if the words didn’t
exist, then maybe this terrible situation didn’t exist, either.

False hope. Sara ran a tongue across her
lips to moisten them.

“Hawk…” Her voice came out a croak. She
cleared her throat and tried again. “Hawk, the police…the police
want to talk to you.”

As gracefully as an egret rising on wings
from the surface of a pond, Hawk rose to his feet with little more
than the straightening of his legs. Sara took a few stumbling steps
toward him. He caught her by the arms, his face suddenly filled
with fear.

“Sara? What are you talking about?”

“There were witnesses, Hawk.”

“I—witnesses?”

“The two boys you saw. Apparently they
saw…someone…out at that camp on the river. Someone who…” She raised
her eyes to his. “Someone they say fits your description.”

Hawk’s grip on her arms loosened, and his
gaze turned inward.

“Saw…yes. Yes, I can see how that could be.
Sara, we must leave here. Now! There is no time to waste.”

“No, we can’t leave!” she cried. “Not now,
not with this hanging over you! It has to be resolved. You have to
go to them, you have to—”

“No!” His eyes were panicked, his breathing
harsh and rapid. His grip tightened on her arms again, painfully
this time. “Sara, you didn’t tell them that I’m here, did you?”

“Hawk, please, you’re hurting me—”

“Answer me! You didn’t tell them—”

He shook her, hard, and she wrenched free of
his hold, her eyes blazing with anger and fear.

“No, I didn’t tell them, but Hawk—”

He drew her back and crushed her in a fierce
embrace. She could feel his heart pounding in his chest like a war
drum.

“I must go, Sara. I cannot stay. I have
broken an oath in coming here to you,” he said, whispering the
words into her hair.

An oath? She braced her hands against
his chest and pushed back enough to look up at him. Her voice
sounded tiny and frightened.

“Hawk, tell me the truth. Did you kill that
old man?”

“It doesn’t matter, Sara,” he said hoarsely.
“If they learn I’m here, it won’t matter whether or not I killed
him.”

Sara went cold. Was that some sort of
admission? Tears filled her eyes, smearing his features, making him
appear watery and indistinct.

“Come with me, Sara,” he said, lowering his
lips to hers. “It’s the only chance we have. We have to take it and
go. Leave all this behind.” He stroked her face with his hand and
kissed her. She sagged against him, giving herself up to the
moment, wishing only that it would never end. But it did end, with
his breathless words brushing her cheek. “Please, Sara. I love you.
Please come with me.”

From the deck of the Lucky D came the
mirthless sound of laughter.

“Oh, wow, you know, I really think that’s
all the bullshit I have to hear.”

Terry Harland stood outside the screen door
looking in. His teeth flashed a peppermint-bright smile. Sara clung
to Hawk, staring at Harland in disbelief. Had he been out there
listening?

Harland framed the two of them in a bracket
between his thumbs and fingers, a director framing a camera
shot.

“Now, that is just too sweet. Just the way I
want to remember you both, as lovers clinging to each other in the
final moment before he…goes…down.”

He clicked his tongue against his teeth,
taking an imaginary picture. His grin fixed on Hawk as he opened
the screen door and stepped inside.

“You have the right, sir, to remain
silent…”

It was a horrible sight, one that tore
Sara’s heart. Hawk, his wrists lashed behind him, hauled away by
Terry Harland. Protesting, she followed them out of the Lucky D to
the dock. Nothing she could say made any difference. Just for
questioning ma’am, Harland assured her, but his peppermint
smile spread into an oily smirk as he added, on suspicion of
murder.

For a moment Hawk resisted, staring back
over his shoulder at her, desperation shadowing his eyes. Then a
jerk on his arm dragged him away, down the dock toward the waiting
patrol car.

Sara ran back inside the Lucky D. As she
tugged on sneakers, Titian let out a mournful yowl. If I
hurry, Sara thought, if I get there first, maybe I can stop
Harland from locking him up.

 


 



Chapter 13

 


For the second time that day, someone
flew past Rosalie and was through the door into J.T.’s office
before she realized it. I must be getting old, she thought
irritably as she hurried after the young woman, determined this
time to put a stop to the illegal entry. But once again J.T. waved
her away, and she shut his office door quietly as she went back to
her filing.

“You have to stop him,” Sara said, standing
before J.T.’s desk with words tumbling out of her frantically. “He
won’t survive in there. He’ll die! You have to help him—”

“Whoa, slow down! Take it easy, Sara.” J.T.
came out from behind his desk and made her sit down.

“I can’t take it easy!” she said, popping
back up again. “You have to do something—”

“And I will, Sara, but first you have to
slow down and tell me what’s going on.”

She sat, frustrated with the delay, and
tried to calm herself as she fidgeted nervously. Taking his place
behind his desk, J.T. pulled a lined yellow pad toward him and took
up a pencil.

“Now then, what seems to be the
problem?”

Sara lunged forward on the edge of her seat,
grasping the corner of his desk.

“It’s all a terrible mistake, J.T., it has
to be! Harland’s arrested Hawk. Please, you have to put a stop to
this.”

He paused in the process of jotting a note.
His brow furrowed and he pushed the pad and pen aside.

“Hawk,” he said, half to himself. “I see.
Sara, you told me you hadn’t seen Hawk.”

She felt a stab of guilt at having lied to
him. She bowed her face into her hands, her shoulders shaking as
she struggled with tears.

“I know and I’m sorry,” she said miserably
as she raised her head, flinging her hair back from her face. “I
should have trusted you, J.T. I should have known you’d be fair.
But I was frightened. I needed to find out from Hawk what was going
on and—oh, J.T., Hawk would never kill anyone, never! And now
Harland has arrested him and he’s going to lock him up and Hawk
will die in there, J.T., it’ll crush his spirit to be locked away
like an animal, you have to believe me! Please, I’m begging …”

Her voice faded beneath the weight of J.T.’s
stare. Her chin trembled and she swiped at her tears. J.T. sighed
and opened a desk drawer. Pulling a tissue from a box, he handed it
to her. While she dried her eyes and blew her nose, he laced his
fingers on the desk before him.

“All right, Sara, why don’t you start from
the beginning? And this time, let’s have the truth.”

But what was the truth? That Hawk had been
deep in the mountains three days before the first murder? That by
way of some sort of transcendental vision he’d actually witnessed
the old man’s murder before it happened? That in his vision he’d
seen not only the killer, but the two boys J.T. had mentioned?

And speaking of the truth, wasn’t it also
true that sometime during the night Hawk had disappeared from her
bed? Now Mavis Jenkins was dead. With a sickening sense of dread
building in her heart, Sara realized that any truth she could tell
J.T. would only make matters worse for Hawk.

A stray tune floated through her mind, the
melody of a flute. The haunting tune she’d heard yesterday
afternoon. It had been right after she’d returned home for the
day—right after she’d seen Mavis Jenkins alive for the last
time—and hours before the storm had struck. At the time, she’d
dismissed it as a trick of the wind.

Now she wondered. It was common for an
Indian man to court a female by playing his flute for her. Hawk had
done so for Sara on many occasions in the past. Had it been Hawk’s
flute she’d heard? If so, just when, exactly, had he returned? Had
he waited until the height of the storm to come to her? What
possible reason could there have been for that…unless, perhaps, he
hadn’t wanted to be seen?

I’ve broken an oath in coming here to
you.

A reckless anger began to build inside her.
Maybe he hadn’t left her to return to the forest as he’d told her.
Maybe he’d been driven away. But by whom? And why?

J.T. cleared his throat uncomfortably,
mistaking her silence for a legitimate concern for legal
ramifications.

“Sara, this is off the record, in case…you
know, just in case you were wondering…”

She raised her eyes to his.

“Hawk came to me last night, J.T. He told me
he broke an oath in doing so.”

J.T.’s jaw dropped in surprise. A fleeting
series of expressions passed over his face. Astonishment.
Disbelief. Anger. Disgust. Realizing she was reading him like the
morning police blotter, he shut off the parade of emotion. His eyes
went flat, leaving her to stare at a face as unreadable as a stone
mask.

“I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

Frustrated, she struck his desk with the
flat of her hand.

“You’re lying! Dammit, J.T., I want to know
what you know!”

Anger returned to his face in a rush of
blood.

“What I know or don’t know isn’t the issue,
young lady. What should be of far more concern to you is what you
know about what you’ve become involved in. You told me you hadn’t
seen Hawk. Now it appears you may have been harboring a fugitive.
Have you thought about that? What’s going to happen if we start
looking into that question?”

Harboring a fugitive? Sara shifted
uncertainly in her seat. If Hawk had committed murder, then the
fact that she had deliberately misled the authorities concerning
his whereabouts certainly was cause for worry. Except that Hawk
hadn’t committed murder. Sara was willing to bet her entire world
that he hadn’t.

That’s exactly what you risk losing if
you’re wrong, she thought. She turned the question back at
J.T., unable to keep the accusatory tone from her voice.

“So is that it? Just like that” —she snapped
her fingers— “you think he’s guilty?”

“That’s not for me to say. If it comes to
that, it’ll be up to a jury to decide.”

“Oh, sure!” Sara lurched to her feet, her
words as caustic as she could make them. “A jury of his peers. Like
he has any! Well, let me tell you something, Mr. J.T. Andrews.” She
leaned across his desk, planting her fists on the top of it, her
blue eyes blazing. “I know Hawk better than any so-called peer
group the court could dredge up out of the muck around here and I’m
telling you, he didn’t kill anyone. Hawk doesn’t have it in him to
do that. Something else is going on and I intend—”

“Stay out of it, Sara.”

“—to find out what it is because I have no
faith—”

He raised his voice over hers. “Stay out of
it, Sara!”

“—in your people’s ability to get to the
truth! Hawk’s being railroaded, J.T., and if you won’t stop it,
then I will!”

J.T. rose to his feet and faced her over the
desk, struggling with the effort of holding his voice level and his
temper in check.

“No one gets railroaded by my department!
But the fact is, two people are dead. We don’t know who did it, or
what reason they had for doing it, and just one more little thing
we don’t know…” He raised a finger in front of her face. “We also
don’t know where or when the killer might strike again.”

Sara sagged under the barrage of words. So
vehemently had she been defending Hawk that she’d spared no thought
for the real killer…or Hawk’s demon spirit…or what sort of danger
it might pose to her.

“Have I made myself clear, then?” J.T. said.
“Or do I need to point out that the last victim lived only a few
boats down from the Lucky D?” He glared at her with an odd mixture
of anger and compassion, swearing under his breath as he added,
“Dammit, Sara, can you vouch for him? Can you supply him with an
honest alibi?”

Sara thought for a long time before
answering.

“There’s little I could do to enlighten you,
J.T. I do know one thing, though. Hawk believes in spirits.” She
pushed herself off his desk and gave him a tired smile, adding,
“And I believe in Hawk.”

“For the last time, stay out of it, Sara,”
J.T. warned. “Let us do our job.”

She nodded wearily and turned away, walking
to the door. Better to leave before he could make up his mind about
holding her.

“Oh, and one more thing…” he said.

She hesitated, her back to him and one hand
on the door, knowing what was coming.

“…don’t leave town.”

 


 



Chapter 14

 


Plastic bindings cut into Hawk’s
wrists, hampering his circulation. His fingers had gone numb; now
his palms began to tingle. The back seat of the patrol car was
small and cramped. Claustrophobia wrapped its suffocating fist
around him, causing sweat to spring to his temples. At least for
now he could see through the windows to the earth and sun and sky.
It would be worse later. Much worse.

Hawk’s hope for slipping back into town and
convincing Sara to leave with him before danger could befall her
had fallen into disaster. John Hamilton would surely learn of his
return, perhaps from this very police officer, and he would extract
a price for Hawk’s broken oath. He would find a way to ensure that
Hawk was found guilty of the murders. Hawk understood the white
man’s court system. It was owned by people like John Hamilton.

Your public defender against my team of
attorneys, he’d told Hawk that day two years ago. Who do you
think will win? Then he’d smiled and added, but maybe
there’s another option…

As if he could read his thoughts, the
policeman glanced up in his rearview mirror at him. Their eyes met
and held through the bulletproof partition that separated them. The
cop grinned. Struggling to keep his fear at bay, Hawk flicked his
gaze aside and watched the landscape slide by.

By the time they arrived at the station his
hands had lost all feeling. The policeman who’d brought him in
nipped through the plastic bindings with a pair of wire snips.
Blood rushed back with the sharp prickle of pins and needles. Hawk
flexed his fingers and massaged his wrists. The discomfort
faded.

The officer joked around as he processed
him. At least, Hawk told himself it was joking—quick jibes and
subtle humors that he chose to not quite hear. The officer wore a
silver rectangular pin above the breast pocket of his uniform. It
had his name engraved on it. T. R. Harland.

“What’s your name, boy?” Harland asked.

“Hawk.”

Harland grimaced.

“Not that. Your real name. Your white name.
What’s your white name?”

Hawk thought about it. He had several names,
all of them real: his birth name, his family name, his spirit name.
He didn’t think he had a white name other than “Hawk.” If he did,
he couldn’t recall it.

“Just Hawk.”

Harland shrugged.

“All right. Have it your way.”

Harland took him through the process as if
he were showing it off. He searched him again, although he’d
already done so once before, and for the second time Hawk sent
thanks to the Creator that he hadn’t been wearing his knife at the
time of his arrest. Harland fingerprinted him, rolling the tip of
each finger across a pad of black ink and mashing their imprints
onto his paperwork. All the while he kept up a running dialogue
about a machine in Columbia that could read prints electronically.
A true miracle of technology.

Hawk didn’t understand and cared less. What
was in Columbia was in Columbia. What was here was here. All this
chatter was mere distraction, something he could use to ward off
the ever-growing discomfort of claustrophobia, a condition he
suffered whenever he was cut off from the natural world.

Meanwhile, Harland handed him a moist
towelette to wipe the black stain from his fingers. Hawk wondered
if the cloying imitation lemon scent was supposed to provide some
benefit. At his request, Harland pointed him to a sink in the
corner of the room.

And so it went. He was photographed (after
ignoring Harland’s suggestion to say “cheese”) and his valuables
taken (it was determined he had none) and was finally led away
through a steel-plated door into the jail itself.

It was here that claustrophobia struck its
hardest blow, driving the breath from his lungs as Harland pushed
him into a long, narrow corridor. He trudged slowly along, beating
back panic, and stared at his surroundings. The sight of it
sickened his soul. Overhead, buzzing florescent fixtures gave off a
harsh, flickering light. The wall that formed one side of the
corridor and the cells that formed the other had been painted a
dull green the color of mold. The unyielding concrete floor beneath
his feet threatened to bruise his heels through the soft leather of
his moccasins.

And the air! Sweet Earth Mother, the air in
the corridor was dead, robbed of life by concrete imprisonment.
Hawk had to fight to breathe it into his lungs. When he exhaled, it
was with the feeling that it had left thousands of disease germs
crawling inside him.

Harland stopped beside an open cell.

“This is it. Your home away from home.” He
grinned and tucked a fresh stick of peppermint gum in his mouth.
“Cozy, ain’t it?”

Hawk stared in horror at the cell. A lumpy
mattress lay across a metal bunk attached to the wall. An open,
stainless steel toilet fixture sat in a corner in the back.
Puke-green walls had been scratched with profanities and vulgar
artwork. Here, the air carried the memory of old piss and dried
vomit. Repelled by the thought of going inside, Hawk withdrew a
step—and backed right into Harland.

“I don’t think so,” Harland snapped, and
shoved him forward. Hawk stumbled a few steps inside and
instinctively whirled around, bolting for the exit. The cell door
rattled in its track as Harland slammed it shut, penning him
inside.

“Damn,” Harland said, grinning. “White man
wins again.” He whooped with laughter. So funny a joke, such a
wonderful sense of comedic timing. His laughter bathed Hawk in an
eye-watering cloud of peppermint. Not the delicate wafting
fragrance of hyssop or bergamot, but the sharp, overpowering
concentration of factory-created mint. Hawk shied away from it as
if it were poison.

From the next cell over came the moan of
someone awakening. For the first time, Hawk realized he wasn’t
exactly alone in the jail.

“Billy Hankins,” Harland said. “I know
you’ll enjoy his company.”

Billy Hankins lay on a bunk next door
steeped in a fragrance of his own, this one the sickly-sweet odor
of hard liquor and rank sweat. He’d been sleeping off a drunk and
disorderly when Harland’s laughter penetrated his drunken stupor.
He opened one eye. It went wide at the sight of Hawk, pulling the
other eye open, too. He forced himself up on his elbows.

“Hey, we got us an injun in here! A real,
by-God injun!”

He dragged himself off the bunk, his limbs
stiff and unresponsive, and stumbled to the front of his cell where
he grasped hold of the bars and peered out at Harland.

“Say, what’d he do? Take a few scalps? Raid
the liquor store or sumpin’? That’s it ain’t it? The liquor store.
You know how them fuckin’ injuns are about firewater!”

He laughed explosively, sending a reeking
cloud of his own liquor-breath drifting into Hawk’s cell. There was
a meanness to his laughter, a cruelty that set Hawk’s teeth on
edge. Harland laughed with him, his eyes on Hawk.

“Hey, Chief, what do you think?” Billy cried
as his half-drunken hysterics began to subside. “What do you think,
Chief? Think you might be able to do us a little
get-out-of-jail-free dance?” He cackled with laughter, dancing a
little jig of his own before his legs tangled up and dumped him
back onto his bunk.

Hawk’s heart sank even lower. He could feel
the toxic miasma of the place frying his soul black and crisp, and
he faced Harland with all the courage he could muster. After all, a
warrior didn’t show fear in the face of his enemies. Neither did
Hawk.

“I want a lawyer,” he said.

Harland nodded, then turned on his heel and
left.

“Oh, yeah, you do,” he called back over his
shoulder. “You certainly do want a lawyer.”

 


 



Chapter 15

 


“Hello., you have reached the
desk of Max Gilberton and today is Tuesday…”

Sara pulled her car into her usual park at
the marina and switched it off. The marina was deserted, a sign
posted on the door to the restaurant alongside a cross-shaped
wreath of ivy and white chrysanthemums. Nothing like a murder to
make vacationers scatter. Sara drew a deep breath as the answering
machine finished its message and delivered the beep.

“Hi, boss, it’s me, Sara. Sorry for this
late notice but I…um…have a critical situation and so I’m going to
be a little late this morning, which you’ve already noticed,
ha-ha!” Her laugh sounded as phony as it felt. She plowed on.
“Well, anyway, I don’t know how long it’s going to take me to get
this squared away, but if I don’t make it to work today, I should
definitely be in tomorrow. Okay?” She cleared her throat and
wrapped up quickly. “Okay, then, so I guess I’ll talk to you
later.”

She broke the connection and stowed the
phone.

Sara walked down the dock to Mavis Jenkins’
houseboat, looking at what was left of the woman’s life: two aged
and saggy-bottomed lawn chairs, an aluminum umbrella table scabbed
with rust, a battered five-gallon paint bucket holding several cane
fishing poles. The deck of the houseboat had been cordoned off with
yellow police tape.

What possible reason could anyone have for
killing a sweet old woman like Mavis Jenkins? Certainly Mavis
didn’t have anything anyone would want.

Neither did that old man out by the
river, Sara thought as she ducked beneath the yellow tape and
stepped onboard Mavis’s houseboat.

On the deck by the front door was a small
concrete statue of a frog. Beside the frog was a pot of red
geraniums. Sara lifted the potted plant just enough to peek
underneath. Nothing. She checked under the frog. A key lay beneath
it.

She reached for the key. J.T. had suggested
she’d been harboring a criminal. If Hawk was guilty, she was
already in a truckload of trouble. If she was caught breaking into
a crime scene, things would go even harder for her.

On the other hand, if Hawk was to be
believed, there might be worse things than being caught disturbing
a crime scene. With a glance around to confirm she was unobserved,
Sara unlocked the door and let herself inside.

Whereas the Lucky D was open and airy,
Mavis’s home seemed closed and stuffy, and smelled of last night’s
fried fish. Sara leaned back against the door to shut it and took
Mavis’s home in at a glance. Sunlight fell through hazy windows,
landing on worn and threadbare furniture, vases with plastic
flowers, handmade quilts that had been draped over furniture.
Stacks of newspapers and magazines collected cobwebs in the
corners, except for one corner where a grandfather clock slowly
ticked away the time. The clock, along with a fly that buzzed
fretfully at a window, provided the only sound in the place.

A bookshelf sat flush against the wall
beside Sara. It was cluttered with dusty trinkets and old
photographs. Curious, she picked up one of the framed pictures and
looked at it. A photo of Mavis and her brother in younger days,
standing on the dock of the marina with fishing poles in hand and
grins on their faces.

With a start, Sara realized she was leaving
fingerprints. She hastily wiped the frame clean using the hem of
her shirt and put the picture back where she’d found it.

Clutching the door key in one hand, she
tiptoed down a short hallway to Mavis’s bedroom. The pall of death
hung everywhere but especially there, in the bedroom, where the
jittery silence was disturbed only by the tock-tock-tock of
the grandfather clock. Sara let out a shaky breath as she glanced
around the room.

Mavis Jenkins had died screaming, but she’d
also died fighting for her life. Her bedcovers were twisted into
knots and kicked to the floor. Both pillows had followed. Telephone
and lamp had been knocked from the nightstand. A windup alarm clock
lay face-down on the bed. Perhaps Mavis had used it as a weapon in
her defense.

Good for you, Mavis, Sara thought
grimly. Human or evil spirit, I hope he’s got a helluva headache
this morning.

There was a blood-stained tear in the
mattress. Sara shuddered, unable to stop herself from imagining the
scene. Mavis, sleeping peacefully in her bed. The shadowy figure of
the killer towering over her, butcher knife raised high overhead.
Mavis using all her strength to fight back, her pitiful cries for
help unheard by anyone. The knife plunging down, stabbing brutally
through her hand and into the mattress, throwing her into shock and
pinning her to the bed.

Light dimmed, a shadow passing over the sun,
as Sara moved deeper into the room. There was a slight dusting of
gray on the bed sheets, as if an ashtray had been overturned on the
bed.

Corpse dust.

Just like the old man out at the river.

A harsh, ear-splitting clangor filled the
room. Sara shrieked, throwing both hands over her mouth to muffle
it. As she did, something clanged against the floor. The key! She’d
dropped the key. It bounced away beneath the bed, out of sight.
Staring wild-eyed around the room for the source of the noise, she
saw the alarm clock on the bed vibrating. One of the wind-up keys
on the back was turning. She snatched the clock off the bed and
shut the alarm off, her heart thumping painfully in her chest.

“J.T.’s right,” she muttered, tossing the
clock back on the bed. “I need to stay out of this and let them do
their job.”

While her racing heart slowed and her
breathing returned to normal, Sara picked up the clock again, wiped
the prints off and returned it face down on the bed the way she’d
found it. She’d have to remember to wipe the key, too.

The key. It was under the bed.

I have to crawl under there and get
it, she thought.

Sara didn’t want to crawl under the dead
woman’s bed. She wanted to leave. The shrill sound of the alarm
clock had unnerved her and she wanted to get off the boat as fast
as possible. Instead, she made herself drop to her knees by the bed
and peer underneath it. The key was there, about a foot in. She
reached for it, then grimaced and jerked her hand back at the sight
of some thing gray and bristly lying nearby. A dead mouse? No.
Wrong size and shape. She took a closer look.

It was a bit of rotted fur.

Sara picked up the key and used it to flick
the bit of fur closer. Nausea rolled in her stomach at the faint
whiff of corruption the movement set free on the air. The ragged
patch of animal flesh was roughly the size of a quarter and covered
in coarse, silver-gray hair. She tried to imagine how something
like that had gotten underneath Mavis’s bed and couldn’t.

A bit of rotted animal flesh. Sara shook her
head, confused. Hawk wore skins, yes, but not filthy, deteriorating
flesh such as this.

Skinwalker, murmured a voice in her
thoughts.

A shudder ran down her spine. Then she
noticed something else: a scattering of dirt, as red as river mud.
It triggered a memory.

Sara rose hurriedly to her feet. She’d been
there too long. She left, remembering to wipe the door key clean of
prints before replacing it under the frog outside Mavis’s door.

Titian met her at the door, full of catty
conversation. Sara scooped her up off the floor and gave her a hug,
wondering. A scattering of red dirt, and ragged bit of animal
flesh…

It couldn’t be Hawk. It just couldn’t
be!

The previous night, after the storm had
knocked out power to the marina, the computer had come to life and
displayed one of the photos she’d taken of the dead man out at the
river. At the same time, an eerie rattling sound had rounded the
room, building on itself until a second blast from the storm
revealed Hawk standing on the deck of the Lucky D. Now the computer
sat on the galley table with the screen dark, all lights off.

Sara carried Titian over to the galley
table, hugging her tightly as she reached for the on-switch. There
had to be a logical reason for the bizarre electronic event. A
power surge back through the system could have kicked it on just
enough to display the last image stored in memory. She preferred
that explanation to one of poltergeists or demons. But even that
was a logic and reasoning that carried with it an even more ominous
possibility.

What if the surge had blown the computer?
What if the pictures she’d taken at the river yesterday had been
lost?

There was only one way to find out. She
pressed the switch and turned the computer on.

 


 



Chapter 16

 


For a moment, nothing happened. The
keyboard lights flickered on and off. And on again. The hard drive
whirred to life and the screen came on, displaying her desktop
image, a photo of Titian sunning herself in the window. Sara let go
of the breath she’d been holding. She lowered the cat to floor and
sat down at the computer, wiping hands moist with nervous
perspiration on her jeans.

Opening an imaging program, she clicked
through the shots she’d taken at the river yesterday. Here, an
image of the dead man. Here, one of the campsite. And again: one of
the tangled greenery surrounding the campsite. She’d shot it while
trying to pinpoint the source of her unease, her feeling of being
watched. She started to click past it to the next shot in the
series…and something caught her eye. She frowned and zoomed in for
a closer look at a dark, blurred image in the background. She
clicked again and brought it into focus.

Hidden behind the foliage was the outline of
a crow perched on the limb of a tree.

Sara zoomed deeper and close-up details
burst into clarity. Glossy black feathers. Wicked yellow beak.
Sharp bright eyes, alive with evil humor and staring straight at
the camera.

You see only with your eyes, Sara,
Hawk had told her once on a walk through a patch of woods. Open
your mind. Open your senses. Use all your senses and learn to
really see, and you’ll find the shape of an outline, the shadow of
a silhouette, the pattern that is hidden.

And she had. Sara’s spirit soared in
triumph. She’d seen the pattern, the shape of the creature hidden
there. A crow. The same crow that had followed her through the
woods had also perched nearby on the limb of tree, watching her
through the green shroud of grapevines and blackberry vines and the
glossy cover of honeysuckle.

Yet what kind of reasoning was that?

“Oh, Sara, you’re imagining things,” she
whispered. “The crow’s only there for a meal.”

She returned to the images to see what else
she could find. Here, a shot of J.T. and Harvey Simms—again, with
an emphasis on the surrounding woods. Here, one with Terry Harland
in it. She paused to study it, her eyes narrowing. Her dislike of
Harland bordered on hatred.

Finally: shots of the victim sprawled on the
ground. She scanned through images that showed his worn T-shirt,
ragged jeans, and slick-soled tennis shoes, avoiding the expression
of wide-eyed terror frozen on his face. And there, in the dirt
beside him…

A partial footprint. Sara zoomed in until
the image crystallized enough for her to be able to make out a
waffled footprint, full of squared peaks and valleys that might
have been made by a hiking boot. She’d seen it yesterday and
forgotten it. An imprint of a hiking boot in the red clay soil of
the campsite.

She reached for the phonebook, her heart
racing. Tracing a finger down a column of phone numbers, she
located the non-emergency phone number for the police department
and dialed it. Her call was answered promptly and at her request,
was transferred to J.T.’s extension. His line rang five times
before going to voicemail.

“Hi, J.T. It’s Sara. I have a photograph
that will prove Hawk didn’t commit the murders. It’s one I took out
at the river yesterday. There was a footprint in the dirt beside
the homeless man that looks like it might have been made by a
hiking boot. You should have your men look into that, if they
haven’t already.” Hesitating, she swallowed hard, then added,
“Um…check Mavis’s place, too, for…for mud that might have come from
the same area. And call me, J.T. Please call me. I want to come get
Hawk. Call my cell.”

Sara left her number and disconnected,
turning her thoughts in a different direction.

I’ve broken an oath in coming here to
you, Hawk had whispered to her just before Harland had arrested
him. Not in coming back to Barrettsville, then, but in coming back
to her. Why? What had happened to their relationship in the first
place? Who would have wanted to wreck it? Ed? He hadn’t been happy
about their breakup, but he’d taken it in stride…hadn’t he? But who
else was there?

As far into the past as Sara could recall,
her life had been dotted by an endless procession of caseworkers
whose faces were lost behind false smiles and pity. Like wooden
manikins seated on the lap of some great, invisible puppet-master,
they mouthed empty words of encouragement. All the while Sara grew
older, watching other children come and go until finally, at the
age of nine, she realized the hopelessness of the charade. No one
wanted her. No one ever would.

And no one had. Not until Hawk had come into
her life. He had taught her to love. He’d made her realize her own
worth as a human being. For a moment Sara’s mind wandered through
the memories of nights of passion so intense it stung her eyes with
tears to recall them.

But the overwhelming urge to weep over the
ashes of her life and the loss of his love—however temporary—had
fled during her confrontation with J.T., and left something new in
its wake: the fire of determination. She had to find a way to free
Hawk—not just from the bars that held him, but from whoever had
barred him from her life. If she couldn’t, she might as well give
up, because there would be nothing left for her to live for.

A quick sequence of keystrokes took her to
the archives at the newspaper. Sara thought back on the day Hawk
had left her. A normal day. A day like any other. There’d been no
warning until she’d come home from work and found he’d made a
decision. He lived, he told her, not on the edges of civilization,
but in the wild places. He was a wanderer, a traveler. He was at
home in nature…and he couldn’t stay in her world any longer.

Stunned, Sara had pleaded with him and was
shocked to find that he ignored her. Hysterical tears met stoic
resistance. There was nothing more to be said. He signaled abruptly
to her, then walked out of her life, spinning her world into a
drowning hell. She’d never thought to recover from the devastating
blow he’d dealt her. She never expected him to return at all.

But he had, and the agony that had knotted
its fist in her soul since then had relinquished its grip. She
could breathe again, taste food again, even laugh again—because
Hawk had returned to her.

Those two events changed everything. He’d
returned to her, and he’d broken an oath in doing so. Now when she
looked back, she saw things in a different light. There had been
pain in his eyes that day, and behind it, fear. A haunted look; a
desperation in their last kiss.

The same haunted look of desperation she’d
seen in his eyes just before Harland showed up at her door.

Lost in thought, Sara combed through the
archives for anything that might provide a clue. She found it under
a headline in an issue dated several weeks after Hawk had left
her.

INVESTIGATION INTO WAREHOUSE FIRE
DROPPED

She had a vague recollection of the story. A
fire had gutted a warehouse belonging to Hamilton Enterprises, a
major real estate developer in the area. Big deal. There was money
in that company. They built luxury resorts at places like Kiawah
Island and Hilton Head. What was the price of a single warehouse to
the likes of Hamilton Enterprises?

Curiosity pulled her deeper into the
article.

The investigation had turned up evidence
that the fire had been accidental: a barrel fire gone out of
control. Speculation was that it had been started by one of the
homeless crowd who’d used the empty warehouse for a place to sleep.
The article quoted Mr. John Kersey Hamilton himself as stating that
even in the event the culprit should be found, he had no particular
desire to press charges against anyone in such an unfortunate
situation.

“Yeah, but even if you don’t press charges,”
Sara muttered, “there’s insurance…”

She found the clue she was looking for
buried at the bottom of the article. In the ashes of the rubble
they’d found the scorched remains of a knife.

A flint knife.

Alarm fluttered in the pit of Sara’s stomach
and she sat up straighter. Flint? Who used a flint knife anymore?
Not even Hawk used flint as a blade. It was brittle, quick to
shatter. One of his few concessions to “civilization” was the use
of a steel-bladed hunting knife.

And in two years, that hasn’t
changed, she thought wonderingly. Last night he used his own
knife to slice bread for sandwiches. I watched candlelight shimmer
off the steel blade.

And yet…if you wanted to set up an Indian
for blackmail, what better evidence could you use than something
that hinted at his heritage?

Sara sat back, connecting the thoughts in
her mind. Hawk had been framed. The wedge that had driven them
apart had been more than a simple oath. It had been blackmail…and
it had John Hamilton’s fingerprints all over it.

Oh, Hawk! she wailed silently.
What did you do to get on the wrong side of someone like John
Hamilton?

For a minute, despair threatened to
overwhelm her. Hawk would never tell, she knew. He’d given his
word, and he’d kept it as best he could. The only reason he’d
broken his oath to return to her was because he’d perceived her to
be in danger. But Sara was a reporter. She knew how to get a story.
Grabbing the phonebook, she scanned through it a second time. This
time the number she dialed was for the office of Hamilton
Enterprises. A receptionist put her through to Hamilton’s office.
His secretary answered on the second ring with a voice that sounded
as polished as silver.

“John Hamilton’s office. Myra speaking.”

Sara forced a smile into her voice.

“Yes, Myra. My name is Sara Sawyer. May I
speak to Mr. Hamilton, please?”

There was only the barest hint of hesitation
on Myra’s end.

“Mr. Hamilton isn’t in. I’d be happy to take
a message.”

“No message. I’ll call back. When would be a
good time to reach him?”

Again, the slight hesitation, as if Myra
were weighing her words.

“Mr. Hamilton just left for the day. He’ll
be on vacation until next week. I suggest you try back then…unless
perhaps someone else could help you? If I could ask your business,
perhaps I could direct you.”

Vacation? Who takes off for vacation in
the middle of the day on a Tuesday? Aloud, she told Myra, “It
was nothing important. I’ll call back later.”

Disinterest entered the woman’s voice as
soon as Sara uttered the words “nothing important.”

“When he returns I’ll let him know to expect
your call.”

Sara rang off, knowing Myra had already
forgotten her phone call and that her offer of relaying a message
now lay at the bottom of her trashcan on a discarded slip of paper.
No matter. Sara didn’t intend to wait until next week to speak with
John Hamilton. She devised a plan of action as she shut down the
computer and grabbed her car keys.

People like Sara took vacations at home,
relaxing on the deck or swimming in the river. People like John
Hamilton took advantage of discounted rates at the luxury resorts
they built on the shore of the ocean. If she hurried, maybe she
could catch him before he left town.

 


 



Chapter 17

 


The stallion was a beautiful
creature, massive and gray, with a white blaze that stretched from
its broad forehead to the tip of its pink-velvet nose. A luxurious
charcoal-gray mane and tail flagged out behind it as it moved in a
slow lope around the riding ring.

A woman sat astride the gray. She wore jeans
tucked into high-top black riding boots and a print blouse with the
sleeves rolled above the elbows. Her hair had been swept up and
tucked beneath a riding helmet. With cheekbones that would’ve been
the envy of Hollywood and exotic eyes accented with black, she was
a vision of perfection as she rode: heels down, posture flawless,
riding crop at the ready, stallion firmly in hand. A striking
woman, she took the creature through exacting maneuvers,
maintaining its carriage and gait with the same rigid perfection as
she required from herself.

John Hamilton stood by the side of the ring
watching his wife Victoria put the big stallion through its paces.
She rode easy in the saddle, gliding up and down to the horse’s
rhythm. He never tired of watching her ride.

It’s like watching music, he mused.
Really sexy music.

As the horse rounded the fence to where John
stood, it spooked. Startled out of its controlled gait by his
presence, it shied away from him toward the center of the ring,
nearly unseating Victoria.

Victoria’s face suffused with anger. She
reined the horse around hard. With a crack of the riding crop, she
drove it back to the point where it had broken its stride.

“You pay attention to my signals,” John
heard her hiss as they rode past, “not what’s going on outside the
ring.”

He leaned his elbows on the fence and
watched her ride, fascinated by the way she handled the fractious
stallion. She was a hard mistress, as strict with the horses as she
was with the hired help. A perfectionist with no tolerance for
error, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant. He recalled
a maid who’d inadvertently ordered red carnations for the dinner
table instead of red roses. Most employers would have provided a
mild correction. Not Victoria. She’d delivered a scathing reprimand
before the entire assembled ranks of the household staff,
castigating the hapless woman venomously in front of them all
before firing her.

I made a good decision in making her my
wife, he thought. She is such a fucking turn-on.

In addition, she was the only person in the
world who could leave John Hamilton waiting. Ten long minutes
passed before she finally reined the stallion in for a break. It
pranced nervously in place, its flanks quivering, champing at the
bit as she dismounted. Holding the reins beneath its chin, she led
it over to where John stood by the fence.

“This horse is worthless,” she declared,
removing the riding helmet. Long curls, a rich brown the color of
fresh coffee, fell into place with a gentle shake of her head. “I
should sell him for dog-food and be done with him.”

A fly buzzed at the horse’s ears. Tack
jingled as the stallion shook itself like a dog shedding water.
Victoria studied the animal with a critical eye as she removed her
riding gloves one finger at a time, revealing long, tapering
fingernails. The real thing, not those crass acrylic claws
currently in vogue. On the contrary, Victoria’s fingernails had
been professionally filed and lacquered with red polish.

“You’d know better than I what should be
done with him, Victoria, but if he’s a drain on resources—”

“It’s too bad, really. He’d sweep the
circuit with those looks.” She sighed and shook her head.
“Stunning. An absolutely magnificent creature. But if he can’t be
trained to the ring…” She left the sentence dangling and its
implication clearly understood.

John regarded the animal thoughtfully. It
was lathered in sweat, its sides heaving. Nostrils flared as it
blew heavily through them. Flecks of blood speckled the foam at the
corners of its mouth.

“He’s a stallion. Maybe you should have him
gelded. Make him more pliable.”

Victoria huffed, annoyed that her skill at
judging horseflesh had not extended to this particular animal.

“Well, there’s no rush. I’ll work with him a
little longer and then consider my options.” She turned her
attention to John, brushing him with a gaze that was as cool as it
was curious. “And what are you doing home in the middle of the
day?”

John let his jaw drop in an expression of
innocent astonishment.

“What, I can’t come home early to see my
beautiful wife?”

“You could,” she drawled, “but you never do.
Nor can I imagine what you’d think to gain by it.”

Regretting the rails of the fence between
them, he put a hand behind her neck and pulled her to him. Their
lips met and as he slipped his tongue around hers, he slid his hand
inside her blouse and cupped it around her breast. He felt the
shock of contact shiver through her body, and lingered over the
kiss before pulling away to stare into the depths of her brown
eyes.

“Does that give you any ideas?”

Victoria laughed deep in her throat. She
tossed her hair back, presenting the delectable curve of her neck.
Diamond earrings caught the sun, scattering shards of light.

“Gives me several,” she said as he lowered
his face to taste the sweat on her skin. With a smile as smoky as
the inside of a jazz bar, she arched her back, rubbing against him.
“Let’s do it. Right now. Right here in front of the horse.”

John breathed deep, savoring the
intoxicating scent of her flesh as she loosened his tie and started
to unbutton his shirt. It took every ounce of his restraint not to
take the little vixen right there on the spot.

“Let’s savor the anticipation instead,” he
whispered in her ear.

She drew back, abashed by his refusal.

“What? Why?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” he said, glancing up at
the cloudless sky. “A beautiful day, warm sunshine, the last of
summer…seems like a good time for a trip to Kiawah. What do you
think?”

The tension in her body shifted from sexual
overdrive to poised excitement.

“Kiawah?”

He grinned, delighted by the surprise on her
face.

“It’s been a while. They won’t be expecting
us.”

Victoria considered his proposal, relishing
the idea of a trip to Kiawah and the opportunity to catch the
resort staff off guard. It was, in fact, as exciting to her as the
prospect of a hot fuck before the eyes of God, the horse, and any
of the household staff that might happen to glance in their
direction.

“Why, John,” she said, turning an alluring
smile on him. “You must have closed a major deal.”

He thought of the cell phone in his pocket
and the text message he’d received less than an hour ago.
Birdie’s in the bag.

“Well…let’s just say it’s as good as
done.”

Her smile reflected his smug self-assurance.
She buttoned his shirt back up and patted his collar back into
place.

“Okay. You’re on. I’ll turn the horses out
to pasture before I go.”

“You’ll drive the Mercedes?” he asked.

“Of course. You’ll send the staff home and
lock up?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She caught his chin between her fingers and
her thumb and planted a solid kiss on his lips. “Race you, John.
Last one there’s a liar and a thief.”

Neither of which, he reflected, was
necessarily a bad thing. She flashed him a smile he found
infinitely desirable as she trotted off with the horse in tow.
They’d snap to attention when Victoria Hamilton walked through the
doors of the resort. By the time John showed up, their usual suite
facing the ocean would be open and aired, with fresh linens on the
bed and the covers turned back. The bar would be stocked with the
best wines and liquors, and the whirlpool on the private patio
would be bubbling at the perfect temperature. Somewhere nearby, a
staff member would be waiting discreetly in case he should want for
anything else on his arrival: a steak on the grill, perhaps, or a
full massage. Best of all, Victoria would be there, primed and
ready. It would be a fantastic week, full of sun, surf, sirloin,
and utterly sensational sex.

He grinned to himself. No one deserved it
more than he did.

Victoria left not long after, the top down
on the Mercedes and her hair blowing in the breeze. Hamilton
changed into more casual attire and made his way around the house
for a final security check. His travel bag, packed with a few
essentials, waited by the back door. The staff had been dismissed,
none daring to grumble at the loss of nearly a full week’s wages.
There was only one item left for him to attend to.

In the quiet privacy of his study, he
settled into the deep leather chair behind his desk. Unlocking one
of the desk drawers, he removed a laptop and set it up on his desk.
At the press of a button, it whispered to life.

No one but Hamilton, and a programmer who’d
been more than happy to exchange a bit of work for job security,
knew of the existence of this laptop. Locked behind the special
security passwords and coding the programmer had created was an
accounting of every transaction Hamilton had ever made on Sara’s
behalf—every cent he’d ever spent on her. A single false attempt to
log onto the laptop would result in the immediate and irrevocable
destruction of all data on the hard drive.

Rather like the destruction of the tape in
the opening scene of the old Mission: Impossible television
series, Hamilton imagined, but without all the smoke.

Typing in passwords that had been engraved
in memory over the years, he opened a ledger sheet and started to
key in an entry: ten thousand dollars for Hawk’s arrest.

The front doorbell chimed, ringing
throughout the house. Startled, Hamilton glanced up from the
screen.

“Now who in hell can that be?” he wondered
aloud. “The sign at the entrance clearly states, ‘no goddam
solicitation.’”

He went back to his ledger. Several seconds
passed before it dawned on him there was no staff available to
answer the door. He’d have to do it himself.

With a sigh of irritation, he pushed himself
out of his seat and made his way to the foyer where he opened the
heavy oak door at the front of the house. An ugly shock ripped
through him as he came face to face with Sara Sawyer on the other
side of the threshold. She flashed her press credentials at him
along with a smile as bold as any he’d ever seen.

“Mr. Hamilton, I’m Sara Sawyer from the
Barrettsville Times. I’m following up on a lead we received that
the investigation into the warehouse fire of two years ago is being
reopened. I wonder if you’d care to comment.”

She thrust a handheld voice recorder in his
face and with a flick of her thumb, set it to record.

 


 



Chapter 18

 


A narrow, recessed window in the
corridor, high above Hawk’s cell, admitted the only natural light
into the jail. It provided, at best, a truncated view of the world
outside: a rectangular slice of blue sky over which an occasional
cloud wandered. Amidst a flutter of wings, a black-capped chickadee
with bright, lively eyes landed on the window ledge outside and
pecked at the bugs it found there.

Hawk sat cross-legged on the concrete floor
of his cell, hands cupped in his lap, eyes closed, his face moist
with perspiration. He rocked back and forth, his lips barely
moving. He chanted softly to himself, praying for the strength to
survive the living death of his claustrophobia. It had never hit
him this hard before. Never. So intense was this attack that it had
forced any other thought from his mind. It stuffed his lungs full
of pressure, packed his ears with ringing silence, blinded him with
such heart-pounding terror that soon there was nothing left but the
driving need to escape. And escape was impossible. Rocking back and
forth, chanting softly, Hawk prayed for relief. Eventually, he
prayed to die.
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