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			“Let’s get this part out of the way,” she suggested. “You call me Naomi and I’ll call you Casey. We can’t pretend all this formality. Not after what we shared.”

			He stroked his chin as if considering her offer. “All right, Naomi.”

			“Drive safely.”

			She reached for her door.

			“I’m not going anywhere.”

			“Why? I have a security detail. Is it really necessary to have two right outside my door?”

			He considered the deputy in the cruiser then turned back to her. “I don’t really care for motels. I’m more at home in my SUV. I’ll be fine.”

			He started down the steps.

			“No.”

			He looked back. “No?”

			She shook her head. “You don’t have anyone to relieve you. You can stay on my couch. Get some sleep, like you said. If anyone tries to get to me, you’ll be right there on the couch.”

			“As long as you’re okay with the arrangement, ma’am.”

			“Naomi,” she reminded him as she unlocked and opened the door.

			“Naomi,” he amended.
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			Chapter One

			Winchester, Tennessee
Tuesday, October 19, 8:30 a.m.

			Thirty.

			Thirty.

			It sounded old.

			She looked old.

			Naomi Honea stared at her reflection and grimaced at the beginnings of crow’s-feet around her eyes.

			“Too much time in the sun without a hat,” she muttered. She knew better. It was the curse of pale skin.

			It was true. But there was nothing she could do to prevent spending time outdoors. She was a farmer now, after all. Just like her dad. At least she had been for the past year. She reached up and bundled her wild red hair into a sleek ponytail, then looped a band around it. Had the calluses on her hands like he’d had, as well. She searched the blue eyes she had gotten from her mom—the eyes, the hair and the freckled pale skin she’d inherited from the woman who had taught her about being strong and stubborn and utterly independent.

			Naomi sighed and turned away from the mirror.

			It was her birthday. The first one she’d spent entirely alone.

			That was the thing about being an only child. When the parents were gone, there was no one else.

			Well, there was her mother’s brother, Donnie, but he wasn’t exactly known for keeping in touch. At seventy, he still considered himself a sort of playboy. She could count on seeing him at funerals and the occasional holiday. But hearing from him on her birthday? Highly unlikely.

			It wasn’t entirely his fault. She’d been gone for all of a decade. He and everyone else she’d once known around town had gone on with their lives. Her reappearance was scarcely a blip on their radar.

			She walked into the kitchen in search of her boots. Found them by the back door. The neighbors and a few of her old school friends made an effort in the beginning when she first moved back. But everyone was busy these days. Besides, she really didn’t know anyone her age around town anymore. Plenty of acquaintances but no true friends. Too much time and distance. No fault but her own. Her mother had warned her about scurrying off to California to follow her dreams.

			You’ll be all alone, Naomi. You won’t know a soul.

			Until her nineteenth birthday she’d never been farther out of the state of Tennessee than LA—lower Alabama. Growing up her family had taken vacations to Gulf Shores, Alabama. At the ripe old age of eleven she’d met a boy on their annual trip to the beach who turned her world upside down. He wasn’t just any boy, mind you. A boy from the real LA. His mother was the lead in a movie being filmed in Fair Hope. Naomi had soaked up his every word about living in California and having an actress for a mom. She’d even been allowed to visit the set and watch a scene filmed—four different times. Who knew that acting was such difficult work? The actors carried out a scene over and over until the director was happy. Her new friend’s mother said that some directors simply could not be pleased. Many years later, Naomi learned this firsthand. The hard way. The acting gig was not the romanticized life she’d grown up believing it would be. It turned out to be terrifying and frustrating and unforgiving. But when things occasionally went right, there was immense joy and fierce satisfaction. Like the high of an intensely addictive drug, the wannabes struggled over and over to find and hang on to that moment again.

			For several months after that sultry couple of weeks on the sand when she was eleven, this incredibly interesting boy and she wrote to each other. Eventually he’d lost interest and the emails had stopped coming. Or maybe he had moved. Who knew? Regardless, she had been smitten with the life he had described so vividly. The life she had witnessed ever so briefly that one summer. She could hardly wait for the years to pass. Living in Winchester was the most boring thing in the world, and she wished the time away.

			She was going to be an actress and live in LA and maybe find her old pen pal and live happily ever after.

			Well, she had lived in LA rightly enough. After a brief attempt to be a good daughter and go to college first, she’d dropped out—to her parents’ dismay—and driven away from home in her ancient convertible (the one she’d inherited from her daddy’s sister after she passed). She’d found a room to rent over a garage and snagged a job as a stand-in dog walker and part-time waitress. Her story was cliché at best, but it was hers and she was determined to live it to the fullest. She’d spent the next ten years struggling to find her big break in the world of television and movies. There had been a good many commercials, even a few appearances on a reasonably popular sitcom and one dramedy. Enough to keep her hopes alive.

			Six years into her adventure her mom had died suddenly. She’d come home for a month to help her dad. Not only had she learned that he’d been keeping her mom’s terminal illness from her, he also begged her to stay, but she couldn’t. At twenty-five she still believed that her dream could come true, and on some level she felt betrayed by him and her mom—both of whom had made the decision to hide the truth from her. It had taken some time, but she’d forgiven her dad. A brief visit here and there had mended the hurt and Naomi had thrown herself fully back into the struggling actor role. The rejections continued to far outweigh the callbacks. She was too Southern-sounding (despite having worked so hard to lose her Tennessee drawl). She was a redhead who refused to go blond. Too thin. Too this. Too that.

			Then only four years later her dad had died. This time it was truly unexpected. No one had known his heart was failing him. By that time her dream had dimmed, and the loss of her dad had finished breaking her heart. She’d come home to prepare her parents’ beloved organic farm to be sold, but somehow, she hadn’t been able to bring herself to follow through.

			This was the home where she’d grown up. The house where she’d been born, since her mom had waited too late to say she thought the baby was coming. Naomi had gone to school in Winchester, had her first taste of acting in a middle school play and lost her virginity in the back seat of the class president’s car during a high school football game.

			For all its ordinariness, this was home.

			Her parents had poured their lives into this farm and she owed it to them to carry on that legacy. Owed it to herself, too. After ten years of struggle it was fairly clear that she wasn’t actress material. She simply didn’t have that special something the casting directors were looking for.

			But she had no regrets for trying.

			As her grandmother once told her: if she hadn’t gone after her dream, she would still be wanting to.

			Maybe this was her way of hiding from failure. That wasn’t true. But she hadn’t exactly come home with her tail between her legs. She’d survived in Hollywood. Paid the rent and other necessities. So she hadn’t exactly failed, she just hadn’t soared as she had hoped.

			Not the end of the world, just the end of that goal. Now she had a new goal. Take this organic farm to the next level.

			She pulled on her boots and walked out the back door to start her morning chores. Now she was more popular than she’d ever been back in high school or in Hollywood, for that matter. With the help of Arlene Beck, the agronomist, who had begun working with her parents before Naomi was born, the two of them had turned the struggling farm into a thriving enterprise. The CSA—community supported agriculture—deliveries had boomed. They made deliveries all over the county and many more folks had signed up for next year. Watching the growth was exhilarating. It wasn’t like the high of acting but it was amazing in its own way.

			If the growth continued Naomi would need to hire more full-time hands. The two full-time employees along with the part-timers she employed now would never be enough at this rate of expansion. Her parents would be thrilled. She certainly was. It was the oddest thing. She’d wanted so badly to be far away from Winchester and now she was so grateful to be back and to carry on with the dream her parents had worked so hard to do.

			It was far more satisfying than she’d expected. Her only regret was that it had taken her so long to see that ultimately this was where she belonged. She’d missed the final years of her parents’ lives and that made her sad when she allowed herself to dwell on the thought.

			The work was physically demanding but it was unexpectedly fulfilling. Now she understood what her mother loved so about the soil. While Naomi was growing up her dad had tried charming her with the planting of seeds and nurturing of the tiny sprouts. But she’d only had eyes for the stars. Back then she hadn’t been afraid of anything. She’d wandered all over this farm alone, daydreaming.

			There was little time for daydreaming these days.

			The air was cool this morning. She shivered, wishing she’d pulled on her sweater. The rain had kept them out of the fields for the past four days. As soon as the soil had dried out enough it would be time to get back to work. There was a good bit to be done this time of year. They’d finished a second greenhouse for growing the salad mixes folks typically picked up at the supermarket this late in the year. In fact, the variety they offered was the envy of the local supermarkets. For now, they focused solely on selling to families who signed up for the program. In time, the goal was to open up a new revenue stream through local supermarkets. Keeping the product top-notch quality was the most important aspect of their forward momentum. Expansion and all else had to be secondary.

			A cow lifted her head and watched as Naomi passed.

			“Morning, Gertie.” She couldn’t help smiling. Naomi only had a few head of cattle so far. By spring she hoped to offer designer cheeses as part of their biweekly delivery. She passed the goat pen. As the herd grew that pen would need to be expanded. The goats and the cows kept her on her toes. But it was the chickens that soothed her soul. Honea Farm was very close to needing a second chicken house. One small local restaurant, the Good Earth, was already buying eggs from the farm.

			The CSA subscribers loved the fresh eggs. She’d decided to move forward with the second chicken house over the winter when certain other work was slower. Sean Riley and Joe Jones, her only two year-round, full-time employees, would do much of the construction on the new chicken house. The concrete work and metal roofing would be subbed out.

			By spring she hoped to be ready to add to the flock. She already had her eye on new Rhode Island Reds, leghorns and Sussex chickens. When she really thought about it, it was strange how she’d moved so far beyond the glitz and glitter of the west coast world. The best laying hens and spring planting were her primary obsessions now. She headed for the place she and Arlene called “the lab.” It was where Arlene performed all her soil and plant testing with new foods and organic fertilizers.

			Besides the lab, there were two barns, a hay shed and her dad’s old workshop. She hadn’t been in the workshop in ages. The last time she’d walked in she’d inhaled the scent of wood and oils, grease and gasoline. It had reminded her so much of him that it literally hurt. Her right boot suddenly sank into the mud.

			“Well, hell.” She made a face at the sucking sound as she pulled her boot free of the dirt. This is what she got for journeying into the past rather than paying attention to where she was stepping. She swiped her boot, one side, then the other, against the nearest fence post.

			With the worst of the clumped soil gone, she unlocked the door and walked in. A flip of a switch had light filling the dark space. The smell of organic fertilizer concoctions and clean soil made her smile. Arlene was quite the chef when it came to creating organic enhancements for the crops. Naomi’s mom had spoken of Arlene as if she were a goddess of science. Naomi’s dad had, as well. The three of them had been more like a family than coworkers. The farm had gone through some rough times after Naomi’s mother passed away. She wasn’t sure of all the details as to how things went so far downhill, but Arlene had been instrumental in helping Naomi’s dad pull it back together and into forward momentum once more.

			In the lab, Arlene had a setup not unlike a high school chemistry lab. She gathered organic materials from all over the country—occasionally the world—to create the finest foods (aka fertilizer) for their plants. She also worked hand in hand with the veterinarian to ensure the animals received no hormones or other unnecessary substances. She truly was a bit of a magician in all things natural.

			In truth Naomi felt a bit guilty for invading Arlene’s territory without her this morning. This really was the older woman’s domain and she was more than a little territorial, but Naomi needed the invoices for yesterday’s delivery. Generally, Arlene dropped off the invoices on her way home each evening. But she hadn’t last night and Naomi hadn’t heard from her this morning. At any given time there was far too much going on to allow the paperwork to get behind. Naomi stayed on top of it. The others called her overly picky, but she had her way and they had theirs. Truth was, the lack of control she’d had over anything during her California days had kind of turned her into a bit of a control freak. She was working on relaxing and going with the flow. Easier said than done.

			She surveyed the tabletops and file cabinets. No invoices.

			As she circled the room once more the small flashing red light on one of the freezers snagged her attention. She frowned as she moved closer and leaned down to check the temperature status on the control panel. Forty degrees Fahrenheit.

			Her frown deepened. The temp was too high. Had Arlene somehow bumped the panel and caused the discrepancy? Naomi tapped the necessary keys until she’d lowered the desired temperature to a more appropriate setting. Since she couldn’t be sure how long the temperature had been that way, she opted to open the lid and check the contents. Again, this was Arlene’s territory and she hated to invade but this was necessary. If there were items already thawed, to refreeze them would not be a good thing.

			One touch of the first package she encountered, and Naomi knew they were in trouble. It wasn’t that the item was completely thawed but it was far softer than it should be.

			Not good.

			She needed to call Arlene and hurry her up. If there was anything in this freezer of particular importance there could be a serious issue. A bag, not a plastic garbage bag—something cloth—drew her attention deeper into the stack of frozen items. She tugged it from the mass, pressed one of the lumps in the bag and felt a little squish.

			Definitely not good.

			How in the world had this happened?

			She opened the drawstring on the bag she now recognized as muslin and peered inside. What appeared to be the tip of a nose...definitely nostrils...dragged her attention to one package in particular.

			She shook her head and looked again, expecting to find a mask left in the freezer to freak her out. Arlene was quite the prankster when the mood struck. Halloween was coming up. She probably had plans to give Sean or Joe a little payback for all the times they had pulled one on her.

			“Arlene, you are one sneaky old lady.”

			In truth, the woman’s sense of humor kept things from ever being boring around here. Winchester was a small, quiet town. Peaceful. Trouble rarely happened. Before Naomi came back there was a bit of a stir with the undertaker’s daughter. Her dad had told her about Rowan DuPont Brannigan and the bizarre goings-on at the local funeral home. But that trouble was a rarity. Not much happened around Winchester. Weddings and funerals were the biggest social events besides church on Sundays.

			Naomi reached for the package containing what appeared to be a nose. If this was Arlene’s or maybe Sean’s or Joe’s idea of a joke, all she could say was payback was a devil.

			Like the first package she touched, this one was slightly soft. She studied the fake nose that was actually part of a fake face. A mask. With Halloween coming up maybe Arlene was making something creepy for a friend. Seemed a little odd since Arlene was like Naomi. She didn’t do a lot of socializing.

			Naomi stilled. Damn. This mask certainly looked realistic. A shudder quaked through her and she sat the bag on the counter behind her to study it more closely under the light. Blood pounded in her ears as her pulse rate picked up. Naomi couldn’t be sure what drove her at that point—perhaps some instinct hovering way down, deep inside. Whatever it was, it compelled her to turn back to the freezer. She dug beyond the packages scattered around the top of the pile.

			Ear.

			Her stomach clenched as her brain assimilated what her eyes saw. Ear. Two ears. Her hand shook as she reached for the clear plastic bag. The same sort of bag her mom might have placed ears of corn in for stocking the freezer. Only this was certainly not corn. Another poke into the pile of packages revealed a wad of dark...something. Hair, she realized as she clutched the clear plastic bag.

			Wait. Wait. Wait.

			Her heart pounded harder and the air seemed to trap inside her chest.

			This wasn’t some mask to be used for a prank. This was...

			No. No. Impossible.

			Even as she shook her head at her own thoughts and warned herself the idea was totally crazy, she started to dig once more. Skin.

			Hand skin...it looked as if it had been peeled from the bone like a natural glove.

			Fingers trembling, Naomi reached into her back pocket and tugged out her phone. Whatever this was, it was time to call the sheriff.

			Sheriff Colton Tanner needed to see this...whatever it was.

			“Arlene,” she muttered, “if this is some sort of joke...”

			Every instinct Naomi possessed warned that this was not a joke.

			It was the start of a nightmare.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			Honea Farm, 11:00 a.m.

			Sheriff Colt Tanner and several of his deputies were scattered over the farm. Two of Winchester’s new forensics technicians were going through the farm’s lab. The sheriff had confirmed Naomi’s potential nightmare.

			The remains were human. Real human. Not silicone masks. Not a Halloween prank.

			Naomi reminded herself to breathe. She grabbed hold of the nearest fence post and steadied herself. There was a dead person in her freezer. Or at least part of a dead person.

			Holy moly, as her dad would have said. How the devil did this happen? Arlene, Sean and Joe were the only people who had access to the lab. Besides Naomi, of course. There was no sign of a break-in. She shook off the silly thought. Who would break in and leave human remains?

			Sheriff Tanner had asked her to wait outside the fenced area that surrounded the lab. She didn’t mind. The more distance between her and the remains, the better. She’d called Arlene’s cell phone three times, but the call had gone to voice mail on each attempt. Maybe Arlene was on her way and had forgotten her cell. She could have been in an accident. A heart attack? She was seventy-two or -three.

			“Stop it,” Naomi muttered. She was making herself crazy.

			“Naomi.”

			She shifted her attention to the man striding her way. “Did you find anything else?”

			Sheriff Tanner was the quintessential cowboy—boots, hat and all. He stopped a few feet away, propped his hands on his hips and glanced around as if he was unsure where to begin with what he had to say. Not a good sign.

			“Any luck reaching Ms. Beck?” he asked.

			“My calls keep going to voice mail. I’m hoping she’ll show up anytime.” This was so unlike her. Arlene was as dependable as the sun rising in the morning. Naomi’s parents had always complimented the woman’s loyalty and dependability. Not showing up or calling was very much out of character.

			The sheriff’s brow furrowed with concern. “How many employees you have this time of year?”

			“Just two. Sean Riley and Joe Jones. They both have the day off today. The only person who was supposed to come in today was Arlene.” Naomi stared pensively at the long drive that wound through the front fields connecting the road to the house. Having Arlene show up and explain everything away would be so good about now.

			“Well, I’ll send one of my deputies out to her house to see if she’s had any trouble this morning. Maybe she broke down somewhere between her house and here. She drives that old VW Bus and the thing has been on its last legs for a while now.”

			“I appreciate that.” Naomi had thought of going but she wasn’t sure of the protocol. Was she supposed to stay put during this search? It was official police business. He was right: that old Bus of Arlene’s was like something from the flower-child days. Although the era was right for Arlene’s age, Naomi couldn’t see her as the hippie flower-child type. Then again she had seen a photo of her mom and dad looking like hippies. Not so odd considering her dad was a farmer but a little strange given that her mother had been somewhat of an uptight physician. She’d operated a clinic in town until just before her death.

			“Why don’t you see if you can get Sean and Joe to come in? Don’t mention the reason. If either one of them knows anything about those remains, I don’t want him taking off or developing a cover story.”

			Naomi nodded, then shook her head. “I will, but I really can’t imagine either of them doing something like this.” It was totally over the top. She’d known these two men for years. They had worked for her dad.

			“I agree,” Sheriff Tanner said, “but one of them may have allowed someone not employed at the farm to use the freezer. Maybe one or the other stored something for a friend. Probably had no idea what was in the bags.”

			Made a sort of sense, she supposed. “Okay. I’ll call them.” She tugged her phone from her hip pocket.

			“Meanwhile,” Sheriff Tanner went on, “I’ve put in a call to Dr. Brannigan. She’s coming by to help us out.”

			Dr. Brannigan was Rowan DuPont Brannigan. Everyone knew the undertaker’s daughter. She was also the county coroner. “Thank you.”

			Naomi wasn’t sure what she was supposed to say but “thank you” seemed adequate.

			“You don’t have to wait around out here,” he offered. “If you have something else to do, feel free to do whatever it is. We’ll be here for a while.”

			If she went to the house, she would only walk the floors. She might as well stand around and keep an eye on how this situation unfolded. The idea that she might still make it in Hollywood with a film about an organic farmer who skinned people and froze their body parts almost made her laugh out loud.

			She was delirious. Obviously.

			“I’m fine,” she said, forcing a stiff smile. “I don’t think I could wait inside knowing all this was going on out here.”

			He nodded. “I understand.” The sound of a car engine drew his attention toward the long drive. “We’ll see what Dr. Brannigan has to say.”

			Rowan DuPont Brannigan was a gorgeous woman. Tall, thin, with blond hair. She was also smart. A psychologist, she had worked with Nashville’s Metro Police Department for years before returning to take over the family funeral home after her father’s death. Nowadays someone else ran the funeral home and Rowan served as the county coroner. Made sense. She had quite the reputation in solving crime and she certainly had a firm grasp on the ins and outs of the dead. In addition, she was married to Chief of Police William “Billie” Brannigan. Even though he was more than a decade older than her, Naomi remembered him from her high school days. Billie was a local hero. Hometown boy made good. Everybody loved Billie Brannigan.

			“Good morning, Sheriff,” Rowan said as she approached. She turned to Naomi. “Ms. Honea.”

			Naomi nodded. “I hope you can figure out our mystery. I’m completely at a loss.”

			Dr. Brannigan smiled. “I can promise you this—if I cannot, I will call in someone who can.”

			The woman’s confidence made Naomi feel far better.

			Sheriff Tanner and Dr. Brannigan headed for the lab and Naomi made the calls to Sean and Joe. Keeping the events of the morning to herself wasn’t easy. Both men liked their time off, and since they’d had to work all weekend, the call wasn’t one either had wanted to receive. While Naomi waited for the guys to arrive, she watched the deputies move about the area, checking for any little thing out of place. Footprints, etc. They would find plenty of hers where she’d stepped in the mud.

			Unable to wait any longer, she walked to the house and used the bathroom. Brushed her teeth to rid her mouth of the taste of stale coffee. It was lunchtime and food had been the last thing on her mind. A cold glass of water settled her stomach and helped her feel slightly more steady.

			Human.

			There were human remains in the freezer on her property.

			How in the world had this happened?

			She watched for Sean’s and Joe’s arrivals as she sipped her water. These were people she had known for years. Good grief, her parents had known Arlene for decades! There had to be some reasonable explanation. Human remains hadn’t just appeared in that bag in the freezer. Someone had put them there and, unless Dr. Brannigan said differently, they were real.

			Who was she kidding?

			They were real. This was real.

			Naomi tried Arlene’s number again. Same as before. Voice mail. “Arlene, please call me as soon as you get this message. It’s really important.”

			Sliding her phone back into her pocket she spotted Sean’s blue pickup sailing down the drive. Joe’s white truck followed close on his tail.

			Maybe one of them would be able to provide some insight into this insanity. Naomi started for the door, but Sheriff Tanner was already approaching the guys. She might as well hang back and let him give the news. It wasn’t something she was looking forward to doing herself.

			She should probably make a fresh pot of coffee. Distracted by the stunning find on her property she hadn’t thought to offer water or coffee to the sheriff and his deputies. She had to get her head back on straight. Preparing coffee was the least she could do.

			Ten minutes later with the carafe in one hand and a stack of disposable coffee cups in the other, she walked outside and caught up with the deputies one at a time. She thanked each one and was just pouring the last cup when Sheriff Tanner waved her over to the lab.

			“I just ran out of coffee,” she said when she reached the door where the sheriff waited. “I can make another pot.”

			“That’s a good idea,” he said, to her surprise. “I’ll give you a hand.”

			“Sure.” He ushered her to the back door of her house rather than into the lab, which was yet another surprise. She wasn’t sure whether to be worried about what he’d learned from Sean and Joe or if there was some other more horrifying update about this morning’s find.

			“Takes just a few minutes,” she said as she prepared the grounds and refilled the water reservoir.

			Sheriff Tanner removed his hat and sat down at her table. “Naomi, my deputy couldn’t get anyone to the door at Arlene’s house. Her vehicle is in the driveway so I gave him the go-ahead to use force to get inside. At this point we have to assume there’s something wrong.”

			Naomi’s chest tightened. No. No. No. She’d lost both her parents in the past few years. She didn’t want to lose anyone else. In spite of the worry choking her she managed to give a nod. “Of course. I understand.”

			“Arlene was not at home, and based on what she’s found so far, Dr. Brannigan believes we’re looking at the remains of possibly three people.”

			The news slammed into Naomi like a load of bricks falling from the sky. “Three people?” She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “How in the world?”

			“Sean and Joe seem to be as surprised by all this as you.” He shrugged. “For now, I’m reasonably confident they’re telling the truth.”

			Of course they were. Which left Arlene.

			“Why would Arlene do something like this?” The concept made no sense whatsoever. The woman was kind, caring. A little quirky. She wouldn’t hurt a fly much less a person. It just wasn’t possible.

			“Both Sean and Joe said basically the same thing.”

			At least she wasn’t the only one who hadn’t noticed anything off. Surely one of them would have picked up on something off-kilter.

			“Have you found...” How did she say this? “The rest of the parts?”

			“No bones. No organs. Just...tissue.”

			“So the flesh and...muscle were literally filleted from the bone.”

			“It looks that way.”

			Deep breath. “I think the coffee’s ready.” She walked slowly to the coffeepot, struggling to maintain her composure. Someone had filleted three people and left the remains on her property.

			Who were these people?

			Who in the world—her world—would have done such a thing?

			For the love of God, she was almost always here. Right here on the farm. How had this happened?

			She managed to pour the sheriff a cup without spilling it. “Cream or sugar?”

			“Black is fine.”

			She carried the mug to the table and placed it in front of him. “Can you use fingerprints or DNA to identify the...the victims?”

			“We’re going to try. Even if we’re successful it might take some time.”

			Her head was swimming with possibilities. “Surely they’ve been reported missing?” With ubiquitous devices, people noticed when a friend or family member disappeared. Even those separated by geography stayed in touch via cell phone or social media.

			But that wasn’t always the case. There were people who had no family. Homeless folks. The ones society often ignored.

			Her hand went to her stomach as acid burned there. “What else can I do?” She felt totally helpless under the circumstances.

			“Right now,” he said, “you’re doing all you can, and we appreciate your cooperation.” He sipped his coffee.

			What she would give to have her dad here to work this out. He had never been one to operate on emotion. Sadly, Naomi seemed to have inherited the propensity for emotional unsteadiness. Her mom had been sure it was from her own mother’s side of the family. On the other hand, her dad had insisted it was his only sibling, sister Trina—the one who left Naomi the car.

			“What happens next?” She had an awful, awful feeling that this was not going away any time soon.

			There were parts of no less than three people out there—of course it wasn’t going away quickly.

			“I’ve put in a call to the FBI office in Nashville. They’re going to send a team to have a look around. Their crime scene investigators have far more experience and far more state-of-the-art equipment. If there’s anything to be found they’ll find it.”

			The FBI.

			The ability to breathe escaped her for a moment.

			The sheriff held up a hand. “Don’t get unnerved by the federal authority becoming involved. I know the agent they’re sending, Casey Duncan. He’s a good guy and he knows his stuff. The case will be in good hands with him.”

			“But why the FBI? Why not the Tennessee Bureau of Investigations?” Seemed far more logical to her but then she knew little about police work beyond what she saw on television shows and in movies.

			“Considering we have three victims,” he explained, “there’s a possibility we’re looking at a repeat offender.”

			He didn’t say the words, but she knew what he meant. Serial killer.

			The queasiness returned with a second wind. “Serial killer?”

			He gave a noncommittal nod. “Possibly. This is nothing we want going public, but we have to consider all possibilities. Whatever happened here, it happened more than once to more than one person.”

			She managed to swallow back the bile rising in her throat. “Should I be concerned for my safety?”

			“I can’t say for sure at this stage, but I’d feel better assigning a security detail. Just as a precaution.”

			She nodded, the movement so stiff she felt her neck would snap if she so much as tilted.

			“We’ve focused our attention on the building where the remains were discovered and the immediate area surrounding it. The FBI will want to search your home. Your office. Basically, everything on the property. It would be best for all concerned if you agreed to all their requests. A warrant would be easy to obtain under the circumstances.”

			“Of course. Whatever they need to do.” She had no reason not to cooperate. No reason at all.

			“Good. I’ll pass that along to Duncan.”

			Duncan. The name sounded familiar, but she couldn’t place it. “He’ll be here today?”

			“He will. Might be three or four later this afternoon or early evening, but he will be here today.”

			“Thank you.”

			The sooner they figured out what in the world had happened, the sooner life could get back to normal.

			She pushed away the idea that normal might just be wishful thinking.

			How did you move on from something like this?

			They were talking about murder.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			Honea Farm, 4:05 p.m.

			From her kitchen window Naomi watched the man called Casey Duncan. There was something so familiar about him. About his name. She’d heard it before...maybe seen him before. And yet she couldn’t place him.

			Maybe she was mistaken.

			He didn’t look like she had imagined he would—for an FBI agent. No suit. No shiny black leather shoes. Nothing like the ones in the movies and crime shows. He wore jeans, a flannel shirt in blocks of tan and brown that matched his eyes. His blondish brown hair was a little longer than she’d expected, touching the collar of his lightweight leather jacket at the nape of his neck. The well-worn jacket covered the weapon she’d gotten a glimpse of strapped to his side via a shoulder holster.

			The strangest part of all was the cowboy boots. The boots were the preferred footwear of locals, but he was FBI from Nashville. Judging by his Southern drawl he was definitely born and raised somewhere in the south.

			Sheriff Tanner had introduced him, and Duncan had given her a nod. Hardly anyone shook hands anymore with concerns of the virus after last year’s pandemic making the moment whenever she met a new acquaintance feel awkward. Not following the urge to reach out in that familiar social exchange seemed wrong somehow. In this case, however, she was grateful for the societal change. Whatever it was about this man—and she couldn’t quite pinpoint the origin of the feeling—it disquieted her on some level.

			Two forensics technicians, also from the FBI, had arrived at the same time as Agent Duncan. Their vehicle, the expected black SUV, appeared to be loaded with the tools of their trade. She’d watched them go back and forth to and from the lab loaded with a number of cases.

			Dr. Brannigan had left with a new arrival, who’d wheeled what looked like a massive cooler in and then out of the lab. Naomi suspected the remains were taken for further examination. To the coroner’s office, probably. She was surprised the FBI hadn’t wanted to take them to their own lab. She had no idea of the protocols. No one had updated her since Agent Duncan’s arrival. The sheriff had his hands full so she didn’t actually feel slighted, just anxious.

			Sean and Joe had been allowed to go home. They hadn’t come to her door and spoken with her. Just left with their heads hung as if they’d been given a stern talking-to. Probably a forceful interrogation. Completely unnecessary in her opinion.

			Naomi wasn’t sure when her crew could return to work. At this point she wasn’t sure of anything. Still no word from Arlene. The deputy who’d dropped by her house hadn’t gotten an answer, so he’d gone inside. Nothing appeared amiss. She simply wasn’t there. But her VW was in the driveway, which was odd. Arlene preferred driving her vintage VW Bus to riding with anyone else. Naomi had racked her brain trying to think of someone Arlene might have needed to visit or some emergency contact who may have heard from her, but really there was no one. Sean and Joe hadn’t heard from her and had no idea who to contact, either. Arlene was a bit of a loner as far as they knew. If she had any relatives, local or otherwise, Naomi certainly wasn’t aware.

			Naomi pressed her fisted fingers to her lips. This wasn’t right. Arlene wouldn’t just disappear like this. Naomi kept expecting to wake up from a nightmare. For the dozenth time she asked herself how this could have happened.

			The answer was the same: she had no clue.

			The fact that Arlene was MIA was surely a coincidence. Maybe Naomi should go to her house and have another look around. Knowing Arlene as she did, Naomi might notice something the deputy hadn’t.

			She grabbed her keys and was turning for the door when a light knock stopped her in her tracks.

			She moved closer and peeked beyond the curtain.

			Agent Duncan.

			She drew back. Maybe there was news. She tossed her keys on the counter, unlocked the door and opened it. “Have you found something else?” Her breath stalled in her lungs as she waited for more bad news while mentally crossing her fingers in hopes that things couldn’t possibly get worse.

			The whole idea still felt utterly surreal.

			There were human remains on her property. She had been so shocked by the discovery she hadn’t actually taken the time to evaluate what this meant or how far-reaching the effects might be.

			Who would want to buy from an organic farm where human remains had been found?

			Good grief. She held more tightly to the door to keep herself steady. This was so, so bad.

			“May I come in?”

			His voice was the one trait that didn’t seem familiar. “Sure.” She backed up and held the door open wider.

			He walked inside—swaggered actually. He had the kind of saunter that spoke of a cockiness only found in the male species. She closed the door. “Have a seat.” She gestured to the kitchen table. “I’m anxious to hear whatever news you have.” She sighed. Gave her head a little shake. “No, what I’m anxious about is for some explanation of how this...” She searched for the right word, but it eluded her. “This...”

			“Homicide,” he provided.

			She flinched. Couldn’t help herself. “Yes. How this all happened.” No point arguing or denying the reality. People were dead. What else could it be called other than homicide?

			“I don’t have any concrete answers for you just yet,” he explained.

			He stood at the table but hadn’t taken a seat. She suddenly realized he was waiting for her to do so first.

			She pulled out a chair and sat. He followed suit.

			“What do you have?” she asked, cautiously hopeful that there was at least some measure of forward movement. Some form of law enforcement had been combing the lab and the area around it all day. Surely they’d discovered some clue to explain how this...homicide happened.

			She didn’t know any killers.

			Sean, Joe and Arlene were good people. Certainly not killers.

			The niggling idea that Arlene remained out of touch tugged at her, but Naomi ignored the ridiculous possibility. Arlene wouldn’t hurt anyone or anything.

			“I ran background checks on Riley, Jones and Beck.” Agent Duncan removed a pocket-size notepad and flipped over a page. “Jones and Riley are clean.”

			Naomi could have told him as much. “I wouldn’t have expected otherwise.”

			“And Beck,” he said, “how long have you known her?”

			A frown tugged at Naomi’s brow. “Are you suggesting you found something in Arlene’s background?” The very notion was ludicrous.

			When he didn’t immediately respond, she said, “She has worked on this farm for more than three decades. My parents considered her part of the family.”

			“I understand,” he said, not taken aback the slightest by her statement. “Do you know where she lived before moving to Winchester?”

			He’d completely ignored her question and moved right on to another one of his own. This annoyed her far too much. What was it about this guy that got under her skin? “I don’t recall, but I’m sure my parents or Arlene spoke of her life before. I simply can’t remember anything specific. Exactly what are you implying, Agent Duncan?”

			He shook his head. “Nothing. I’m only wondering why we can’t find anything on a seventy-something-year-old woman beyond the time she has lived here, working for your family.”

			“There must be some mistake. Maybe Beck is a married name.” Arlene had spoken of a brother. Where was it she mentioned having grown up? The answer just wouldn’t surface through the fog of confusion revolving around today’s events. Or maybe she hadn’t mentioned her past at all. Naomi just couldn’t say.

			“I thought you’d like to take a ride with me to her home. Have a look around and see if you notice anything out of the ordinary.”

			The offer startled her. She’d just been thinking of doing exactly that. Only she’d intended to go alone. “Sheriff Tanner said she’s not home.”

			“She wasn’t when his deputy called on her and most likely she’s not now. Tanner assigned a surveillance detail to her house and no vehicles have stopped by. No sign of Ms. Beck.”

			Naomi got it now. “You want me to go into her home when she’s not there?” Naomi wasn’t sure how comfortable she was with invading Arlene’s privacy. This felt completely wrong. All of it. Crazy wrong.

			“Ms. Honea,” Agent Duncan said as he rested his forearms on the table and leaned in, putting him a little closer to her. “If whoever did this is somehow connected to or watching Ms. Beck, she could be in trouble. It’s imperative that we do everything possible to find her and any connection she may have to this situation.”

			When he put it that way, Naomi couldn’t exactly deny the logic.

			“All right.” Naomi stood, pushed in her chair. “But I warn you, you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

			Beck Home, 5:20 p.m.

			ARLENE’S HOME ON Pleasant Ridge was deep in the woods. A prepper’s dream. The old cabin had a homey charm despite the No Trespassing and warning signs. The VW in the classic dove-blue color sat in the post-and-beam carport.

			“Put these on.”

			Naomi turned to the driver, who offered her a pair of latex gloves. She’d kept her attention focused on the passing landscape on the drive over. He hadn’t spoken and she hadn’t, either. But the smell of his aftershave had made her very uncomfortable. It wasn’t that the scent was overwhelming or unpleasant. In fact, it was so subtle she wondered if it was nothing more than him. Soap, maybe. Either way, it made her uneasy.

			She took the gloves and tugged them on. He donned a pair, as well. When he opened his door, she did the same. Rather than go straight to the front door of the cabin, he stopped at the VW and tried the driver’s side door. Locked.

			He peered through the windows, moving from one to the next. Curiosity getting the better of her, Naomi mimicked his moves. Arlene’s emergency bag was in the back floorboard. The older woman insisted that being prepared was the key to survival. In case of a breakdown of some sort, she carried bottled water, protein snacks, a blanket and some handy survival tools. Her shopping bags were in the back. She outright refused to touch a plastic or paper bag. Too wasteful, she insisted.

			Naomi’s mom had once said that Arlene was an old hippie. Until she was older, Naomi hadn’t understood what her mom meant. Then she’d watched a documentary on Woodstock. Oh, yes, a hippie was right. Arlene wore the jeans and tees and had the long braided hair with the occasional flower tucked in when she felt the urge. Never mind that her hair had long since gone gray and that her weathered skin was now wrinkled, she wore the clothes and the confidence of her youth like a badge of honor.

			“Anything jump out at you?”

			Agent Duncan’s voice made Naomi jump. She cursed herself and gave a shake of her head. “No.”

			She should pay closer attention rather than getting lost in thought.

			“Let’s have a look around inside her home and then we’ll check the yard and outbuildings.”

			Naomi followed him up the steps and across the porch. Arlene’s rocking chair sat empty save for the hand-crocheted throw and a cotton pillow that were always there. The flowers in the scattering of pots looked healthy. No sign of neglect. Obviously the thriving plants had been watered recently. Arlene couldn’t have gone far or for long.

			The door opened without the knob being turned. The wood around the knob and lock was split from the deputy having had to enter the property by force. Naomi would need to have the damage repaired or, at the very least, the door secured until Arlene was back. Her home couldn’t be left in this condition. Before following Agent Duncan inside Naomi glanced over her shoulder at the Franklin County cruiser stationed in the driveway. She supposed as long as the house was being watched securing the door wasn’t a pressing need.

			Inside the home appeared to be in order. Arlene’s taste ran toward the very rustic. The walls were sawmill-grade wood. The one other time Naomi had been here the older woman had explained that the cabin had been built using salvaged wood from old barns. Inside, the floors and walls were created from the same vintage wood. The ceilings were vintage tin, complete with a little rust here and there.

			There were only four rooms. Living room and kitchen were one big space. Two bedrooms with a single bathroom tucked into the corner of the larger one. The second bedroom was set up as a home office. Agent Duncan lingered in that room sifting through the contents of drawers and file cabinets. Naomi wandered around the kitchen, checking inside cabinets and drawers. There was yogurt and cheese and a handful of grapes in the refrigerator. A mostly empty carton of almond milk. She moved on to the bedroom and looked around. Arlene wasn’t one for fancy clothes or jewelry. Jeans, tees and sweatshirts were the mainstay of her wardrobe. Sneakers and rubber boots were her chosen footwear. There was one pair of well-worn sandals.

			On the secondhand dresser was a single framed photograph. Arlene was much younger in the photo. Maybe late forties, early fifties. A man who appeared to be several years younger held her in an affectionate embrace.

			Her brother?

			Naomi took the photo from the frame and checked the back. As she’d expected there was a date but no name as she’d hoped. Since she hadn’t found anything else unexpected or suspicious, she took the photo to Agent Duncan.

			“This could be the brother I recall her mentioning.”

			He accepted the photo and studied it a moment.

			“There’s a date on the back but no name.”

			He turned over the photo and confirmed. Then he snapped a pic of both sides with his cell and passed the photo back to her.

			“Thanks,” he said.

			Naomi stood in the home office for a moment. The notes on the bulletin board about different fertilizer methods for the farm made her gut clench. For the first time since she found those remains in the freezer the possibility that something bad had happened to Arlene started to seep into her, tying her belly into knots and making her chest ache with worry.

			“I think I’ll have a look around outside,” she said, desperately needing to get out of this house. Arlene’s home. Away from this man who seemed to already know what Naomi still wanted to deny.

			People had been murdered...dissected like biology specimens and stored on her farm—in the lab over which the missing Arlene ruled.

			“I’ll be right behind you.”

			Naomi managed a tight nod. She took the photo back to Arlene’s room and placed it in the frame once more, hands shaking so hard she could barely accomplish the task.

			Outside, she drew in a deep breath and reached for calm. What she needed more than anything was to keep her wits about her. This was not the time to come undone.

			Arlene would be back soon and explain everything. Naomi was sure of it.

			Pushing aside the fear that had her doubting that end, she took a peek in the well house. Nothing unexpected. There was an old smokehouse and a barn that had been a part of the original homeplace. Arlene had built her cabin on the same footprint as the previous home.

			The smokehouse served as a toolshed. Naomi checked the bigger toolboxes. The sight of the chest-type freezer in the far back corner made her heart start to pound. She walked slowly in that direction. Naomi felt reasonably sure she would never be able to look at a chest-style freezer the same way ever again.

			A strange laugh sputtered from her. This was exactly like being in one of those cheesy horror flicks she laughed at as a teenager. Then she’d ended up taking a part in one just for the movie credit. It was impossible to get a SAG card without those credits. Why in the world would she think of that at this bizarre moment?

			Perhaps because of the sheer absurdity of this situation? Things like this didn’t happen to her. She was a farmer now. In a small town where everyone knew everyone else.

			“Where the hell are you, Arlene?”

			Deep breath. She covered the final steps to the freezer. Arlene would show up and there would be a perfectly logical explanation for all of this.

			For a long moment Naomi stood very still, one hand on the lid. This freezer was an old one. Much older than the one at the lab. Made complete sense that Arlene would keep specimens here, as well. There was most likely all sorts of experimental plants and fertilizers around here. The woman loved her work.

			Naomi moistened her lips and swallowed.

			“Just do it,” she muttered.

			“Why don’t you let me do that?”

			She barely suppressed a yelp as her hands fell away from the lid. Naomi turned to Agent Duncan. “Thank you. Yes.”

			He moved up next to her and reached for the lid.

			Naomi held her breath.

			As he hefted the lid open, her gaze settled on the contents of the vintage freezer.

			Gray...skin and hair.

			Arlene.

			The woman was clad in a long white flannel gown and curled in the fetal position.

			A scream shattered the still silence.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			Honea Farm, 9:00 p.m.

			Naomi stared into the darkness beyond the living room window. The county cruiser sat in the driveway next to her vintage pickup. It had been her dad’s truck. He’d had the Honea Farm logo painted on the doors. Naomi blinked. Arlene was dead.

			Sheriff Tanner had insisted that a security detail was necessary just in case whoever murdered Arlene was still around and wasn’t finished yet.

			More murder. Body frozen. Naomi closed her eyes for a moment to block the horrible image. How could this be happening? Again she thought of that one horror flick in which she’d managed a small nonspeaking part. Only this was real.

			Arlene had been murdered. At least three other people had been, as well.

			Naomi shuddered and pulled the curtains together, then hugged her arms around herself. Based on Dr. Brannigan’s preliminary exam, Arlene had been strangled and then stuffed into her own freezer. It must have been early when she was attacked since she had still been wearing her nightgown. If she’d been snatched from her bed, the killer had taken the time to make the bed.

			What kind of killer made the bed?

			Naomi had wanted to rush out of the house and wait in Agent Duncan’s SUV until someone could take her home, but he’d insisted he needed her in the house with him. For her own protection. His request had made no sense at all. Primarily because she needed to be away from the horror of what she’d found. It wasn’t until she’d collapsed in a kitchen chair at Arlene’s small table for two that she’d grasped his reasoning for not allowing her to escape.

			Whoever had murdered at least four people was out there somewhere. Maybe watching every step taken in the past twelve or so hours. Waiting for the opportunity to complete some other part of his demented plan. The idea felt surreal. Like a bad script that simply couldn’t be salvaged.

			Who would murder Arlene? It was true that she didn’t have very many friends, but she had no enemies that Naomi knew of. She worked all the time. It was the story of farm life. You worked, you slept. If you were really lucky you made a living.

			Eventually one of Sheriff Tanner’s deputies had brought Naomi home. She didn’t recall his name. He was older and said that he knew her father. Not surprising. Everyone in town and around the county had known her parents. The move to organic had made the Honea farm the first of its kind in the area. Her mom’s medical clinic had been highly respected and always busy. The deputy had assured her he would stay parked outside her home until the next shift took over. Somehow, she’d dredged up a smile and thanked him.

			After walking the floors for a while, she had forced down a few crackers and a little water. Eating had been the last thing on her mind today. She turned away from the window and started pacing again. She’d done a lot of that today. If she kept moving, she wouldn’t have to dwell on the shocking things she’d seen today. No matter, the haunting thoughts hovered at the edges of her mind.

			Going to bed wasn’t an option. There was no way she could sleep. No way she could stop the bizarre images from flashing through her mind.

			Somehow the discoveries had leaked to the media. Another deputy was stationed at the end of her driveway keeping reporters off the property. She felt like a rare animal caged at a zoo. Everyone wanted a glimpse of the near extinct species trapped in its new habitat. She needed something to do until she heard from the sheriff or Agent Duncan again. Anything to keep her mind occupied.

			She went to the study that had served as her parents’ office. Amid the books on the wall of shelves were the family photo albums. She piled the albums on the floor and settled next to them. One by one she sifted through the decades of memories. Arlene had always been there in the background for as long as Naomi could remember. A blurred image in the backdrop or the one behind the camera.

			Naomi frowned as she moved from photo to photo. Surely a clear image of the woman was in at least one photograph. Naomi remembered her being present at every birthday party...every holiday. She really hadn’t liked having her picture taken, but she was in a great many.

			One by one she flipped through the photo albums and found nothing. Not a single image where Arlene was looking directly at the camera. She was in plenty but never looking at the camera or in focus. How odd was that?

			Quite, she decided, and for the first time since she discovered those remains this morning, Naomi understood that this, whatever it was, wouldn’t be a simple case of mistaken identity or wrong place. This had something to do with Arlene. Maybe with her distant past. Naomi certainly couldn’t think of one thing in her present life that would have made Arlene a target.

			With the last album shoved back onto the shelf, she searched the bedroom her parents had shared. The idea was a ridiculous one but at this point she was beyond merely desperate.

			According to Agent Duncan there was no documented history of Arlene’s existence before she came to work for Naomi’s parents. There had to be a mistake or some explanation. Her parents would never have hired anyone with a suspicious background, much less drawn that person into the family.

			The bedroom search yielded exactly what Naomi had expected. Nothing.

			She moved back to the study and prowled through the old files. Sean’s and Joe’s employment records as well as those of numerous other part-timers were all there but nothing on Arlene. Why had she never noticed this?

			Because there had never been any reason to suspect, much less look for an anomaly. Omission actually. The only documentation related to Arlene Beck was a W-2 form. Naomi stared at the social security number and then the name.

			“Who the hell were you?” she muttered.

			Naomi closed the final file drawer and stood. She surveyed the room, her gaze roving over framed business licenses and milestones depicting her parents’ journey from the purchase of the land to the official designation as an organic farm. Her mom’s medical diploma and awards from various civic and community organizations.

			Knocking on the front door drew her from the study. She glanced at the grandfather clock in the hall. Half past ten. Dread filled her belly. She’d just about had her fill of bad news today. At this hour, what else could she expect?

			She made her way to the front door, took a breath and opened it.

			Not surprisingly Agent Duncan stood on her porch.

			He executed one of those single nods that men use so often to acknowledge someone or something. “Ms. Honea, I’m sorry to bother you so late.”

			Why not? Today had been one big, long bad day. “Come in.”

			He followed her inside, closing the door behind himself.

			“Can I offer you something? Water? Coffee?” she asked. Personally, right about now she would prefer a stiff drink. And a vacation. She’d intended to take one this year. She’d been far too busy last year. But she and Arlene had gotten the books back in the black and the new aspects of the business in working order. The vacations would come later, she’d told herself.

			She’d always wanted to go to Italy. Relax and enjoy for a couple of weeks. Nothing over the top. Just an out of the way villa in a quaint little town with lots of wine and books. Fat chance that would be happening anytime soon.

			“No, thanks,” he said, snatching her back from the fantasy that today’s events had shattered. “Just a few moments of your time.”

			She nodded and gestured to the sofa. “All right. Sure.”

			They settled, her into the chair that had always been her mom’s favorite and him on the sofa. She braced herself.

			“Have you recalled anything else about Ms. Beck?”

			“Nothing beyond what I’ve already told you.” That wasn’t entirely true, but she wasn’t sure if what she’d noticed in the photo albums was relevant or just her imagination running away with her. It was late and she was mentally and physically exhausted.

			He executed another of those nods that neither confirmed nor refuted his acceptance of her statement. Somehow this made her feel guilty of something. Maybe it was better to just tell him about the photographs whether it was relevant or not. She didn’t like feeling deceptive on any level.

			“I thought about how Arlene has always been a part of the family so I looked back through the family photo albums.” She paused to gather her thoughts. “She’s just always been there. I never stopped to consider or to wonder why or how. But as I looked through the albums, I couldn’t find a single photo of her that fully showed her face. She’s either not in the frame, or her image is blurry or she’s looking away. It’s probably nothing but it feels strange.” Like this entire day. There was always the chance she was reading too much into the notion. Could be nothing more than a touch of paranoia.

			“Do you mind if I have a look?”

			“Please do.” She stood and led the way. No one wanted this mystery solved more than her. Even if the ending shattered all that she had thought she knew about the person closest to her parents.

			Naomi lingered in the doorway while Agent Duncan reviewed the family albums. Using his phone, he snapped pics of several photographs. When he’d prepared to take the first one, he’d glanced up and asked if she minded. Of course she’d said she didn’t mind. Saying she did wasn’t exactly an option. A shaky breath filled her lungs and suddenly she felt more tired than she had since those first few months after her return to the farm...after her dad’s death.

			When he’d finished, Agent Duncan put the last of the albums back on the shelf. “Again, I realize it’s late, but do you mind answering a question or two?”

			Yes, it was late and she was exhausted but in the interest of getting this done she nodded. “Sure.”

			He was walking toward the door before she had the presence of mind to back out of the way. She headed for the living room and took her usual seat. She should have made coffee whether he wanted any or not. She had a feeling this was not going to be a one-and-done sort of Q and A session. Some part of her understood that simplicity had gone out the window hours ago. The situation happening here was complicated and sordid and way, way over her head.

			He settled on the sofa, making the white slipcovered piece of furniture look far smaller. Naomi placed her hands on the arms of the chair to prevent clasping them in her lap in anticipation. She ordered herself to relax. After this she was going to run a very warm bath and soak while consuming the better part of a chilled bottle of white wine. She would sleep tonight, she decided, one way or the other.

			“You don’t recall ever seeing or overhearing anything regarding Ms. Beck that concerned you in any way? No comment by one of your parents that suggested some sort of concern?”

			“No. Never.” Hadn’t she answered that question before? Whatever had happened, her parents had nothing to do with it. She needed to make that very clear right now. The sheriff knew Naomi’s parents. This man did not. “My parents were above reproach, Agent Duncan. I have no idea how this happened or why, but I can guarantee you they were not involved in any way.”

			Absolutely not. No way. No how.

			When he remained silent for five or so seconds, she asked, “Is it possible Arlene was in witness protection or something like that? Maybe that explains the missing information about her and her apparent need to avoid being photographed.”

			The idea certainly explained how she apparently appeared in their lives out of nowhere since the agent had already said she seemed to come into existence when she began working on the farm. There had to be a mistake or some explanation like witness protection—as far-fetched as that seemed. Arlene had been in her late thirties when she began at Honea Farm.

			Still, he said nothing. But he did study her. Closely. This unnerved her completely. She shifted in her chair. Forced her hands to stay put and not start fidgeting. Told herself to relax. Impossible.

			“I’m looking into the possibility,” he finally said in answer to her question—the one it felt like she’d asked half an hour ago, though it had only been a minute, maybe two.

			“Good.” It was the only answer that came to mind.

			“Tell me about your parents.”

			He stated this with such a casualness, almost as if he only wanted to fill the time and that the request was not even relevant. Deep down Naomi recognized this was no insouciant suggestion. This nontypical federal agent was feeling out scenarios. Searching for pieces that completed the puzzle he suspected as the most likely.

			“My mother died five years ago. She was a medical doctor. The clinic closed after she became ill.” Naomi smiled as she recalled how incredibly dedicated her mother had been to helping others. “In whatever spare time she had, she joined my father in his work on the farm. She felt strongly about what he was striving toward. She believed organic food is the best way to help the world take better care of itself. She started wellness sessions at her clinic and helped Arlene and my dad to develop the perfect crop plans for supporting the community with good, healthy foods. She was very passionate about helping others be healthier. She’s the one who actually brought Arlene on board to help with the best ways to nurture the crops in a completely organic way. She firmly believed that totally organic was the way to go.”

			“And your father?”

			“Bottom line? He wanted whatever made Mom happy. He wasn’t quite so passionate about the organic path, but he would have done anything she wanted. He did feel strongly about not being wasteful and producing good food. He felt our throwaway, cancel culture goes against the natural order of things. He liked reusing and repurposing.”

			She couldn’t help but smile as she thought of how her father would buy a certain candy bar whenever he was in town. If he and Naomi went to town together, there were always secret treats. Don’t tell Mommy, he’d say. It was their little secret. He fully supported her mom’s concept of healthy eating but he loved his Snickers bars.

			Out of the blue a disturbing idea slid into her thoughts. Was that the only secret her dad had kept?

			“Did your parents have out-of-town guests often?”

			His question drew her from the worrisome thought. “No.” She shook her head, then frowned. “When I was in high school there was an influx of visitors to the farm. I’m not sure where they came from or who they were. I probably wasn’t interested enough to pay real attention. I think my dad mentioned something about the people being interested in how he and Mom had developed the farm. Something like that.”

			“Businessmen? Businesswomen? Suits? Casual wear?”

			What in the world did it matter what the people wore? She shrugged. “I really don’t recall.”

			“Casual wear, then,” he suggested.

			When her frown deepened, he added, “If there had been strangers visiting who wore suits or some other professional wear, you would have wondered about it. Maybe even asked. And you’d likely remember.”

			Made sense. “I guess so.”

			“Did you meet any of these people?”

			She had to think about the answer for a moment. “I don’t recall being introduced to any of them, but I did see some of the visitors. If it was the weekend or after school hours, I was generally here. I’m sure I met several.”

			“You may have heard one or more speak,” he suggested.

			She tried to recall an instance when she was home and overheard a conversation or walked into a meeting of some sort during that time. “I’m sure I did.”

			“But you don’t recall,” he pressed.

			As if he’d given her a shake, a memory tumbled loose. “There was once when I overheard my dad talking about soil properties to this one man. I remember thinking that the way he talked reminded me of a friend from California I once knew. Not really an accent, more a nonaccent. TV talk. The nonspecific voice.”

			The usual nod. “California?”

			Naomi couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was but something about Agent Duncan shifted just then. The way he looked at her...the sound of his voice. It was like a defense mechanism but not. Perhaps it was a guardedness that slipped into his bearing. She couldn’t fathom why. Didn’t try. She was way too tired.

			“Yes, I met a boy on our annual vacation once. To Gulf Shores, on the coast in Alabama. He was from California. His mother was an actress.” The memory relaxed some of her anxiety. Whoever Arlene Beck was and whatever had happened on this farm because of her, Naomi could truly say that her childhood had been a good one. A happy one.

			Agent Duncan stood. “Thanks for your time. I’ll keep you posted as we dig deeper into the case.”

			He was halfway to the door before she could make the transition from the past to the present. She shot to her feet and followed.

			There were at least a dozen questions she wanted to ask but none would allow her to pull them out of the fog that suddenly swaddled her brain.

			Door open, the man turned back to her and gave another of those nods. “Good night, Ms. Honea.”

			It was that moment, that single instant when his deep brown eyes collided with hers, that she felt the overwhelming sensation that she had met him or knew him somehow. Her mouth opened and, “Do I know you from somewhere?” popped out before her brain could override the reaction. Her cheeks turning warm with embarrassment, she stammered, “It—it feels like we’ve met before.”

			“I don’t think so.”

			And then he was gone.

			He was probably right. It was likely just one of those odd and unexpected feelings of familiarity.

			But it sure felt real.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			Franklin County Sheriff’s Department
Wednesday, October 20, 9:30 a.m.

			“We have nothing,” Assistant Special Agent in Charge Preston Wagner of the Nashville field office stated unconditionally.

			Casey hadn’t expected anything else. He’d hoped possibly there was information about Arlene Beck in some top-secret file to which he had no access. But that wasn’t the case. Beck simply didn’t exist anywhere on paper prior to her arrival in Winchester.

			“Thanks, sir. I’ll be in touch when I have more.” Casey ended the conference call and surveyed the other two men at the table. Chief of Police William Brannigan and Sheriff Colt Tanner. Both appeared to have something on their minds, and it didn’t take a psychic to figure out what.

			“When something like this happens involving a well-known family,” he offered, “it can sometimes be more than a little surprising. We all form opinions and have certain expectations for the people we know, especially those we know well.”

			The two local lawmen exchanged a look. Now he’d annoyed them. There was nothing for it. He had a job to do whether they liked what they were hearing or not. Whatever happened on the Honea farm, it was not accidental. It was murder. Likely it was somehow tied into something bigger.

			“I’ve known the Honea family my whole life,” Brannigan said. “Fine people. Whatever happened on that farm, it wasn’t their doing. I’m confident.”

			This was the response Casey had expected. “I appreciate your confidence, Chief, but things are not always what they seem. This, unfortunately, is one of those times.”

			Since Chief Brannigan had about a decade on Casey age-wise and far more experience, he understood he’d likely failed to articulate this adequately. Brannigan had no doubt been faced with circumstances like this more than once. To suggest otherwise would be seen as an insult. But these were the sorts of investigations Casey worked every day. He imagined the two men rarely ran into a situation like this one.

			Before Brannigan could respond, Tanner piped up. “We both know this family. There is no way—no way—they were or are involved in criminal activity. You can take that to the bank.”

			“Agent Duncan,” Brannigan said, his tone casual but his expression warned he didn’t intend to budge on his stance. “I’m well aware that people can wear two faces, can be good and bad. But what you need to comprehend is the fact that Muriel and Nolan Honea were good people who supported their community. You’ll be hard-pressed to find a soul in this county who didn’t like them or have the utmost respect for them.”

			“We appreciate the need for us to keep open minds,” Tanner offered to support what Brannigan was saying. “But understand that we expect you to tread lightly where Naomi is concerned. She’s been through a lot the past year. You won’t find a harder worker and more dedicated member of the community.”

			It was possible Tanner had a point. Casey didn’t doubt his assessment. The question was whether either of these men could see beyond what they wanted to see. What they’d always seen. It was human nature. Think the best of those who’ve given you no reason to do otherwise. You see what your mind tells you to see.

			“I want to share something with you.” Casey opened the file folder lying on the desk in front of him and removed Honea Farm’s bank statements for the past five years. “Have a look and tell me what you see.”

			While the two studied the statements, Casey considered Naomi Honea. He hadn’t thought of her in years until he saw her in that offbeat horror flick. But it wasn’t until the body lotion commercial that he was certain it was her. He’d spotted the half-moon-shaped birth mark on her left shoulder. Had to be her. How many blue-eyed redheads had a half-moon birthmark in exactly that spot on their left shoulder?

			Not that many, he’d figured, so he’d done a little digging. This was early in his days with the Bureau. He’d just gone from flying a desk to fieldwork. Sure enough, he was right. The actress in the sexy body lotion commercial was Naomi Honea from Winchester, Tennessee.

			Small world.

			“Have you asked Naomi about these deposits?” Tanner asked.

			Casey dragged his attention back to the present. “I intend to do that today.”

			“I can see how this looks suspicious,” Brannigan admitted, “but there may be a perfectly reasonable explanation. He may have sold equipment or an acre of land here or there. Land prices have skyrocketed the past few years.”

			“Possibly,” Casey agreed. Although in his experience, reasonable and logical weren’t always the same thing. When a person was desperate, many things could be deemed reasonable. Logic rarely played into it. The survival instinct kicked in and all else was banished for the duration.

			“I get the feeling,” Tanner said, his gaze narrowing, “you’re not being completely open with us. Seems like there may be more we should know.”

			Both were topnotch lawmen. He hadn’t expected to pull anything over either man. “I’ve given you all I’m able to confirm.” This was true. The rest of what he suspected was pure speculation. No need to stir that pot until something conclusive made it worth the trouble.

			Brannigan leaned forward, braced his forearms on the conference table. “What parts have you not been able to confirm?”

			This was where things got tricky. He really didn’t want to go there just now but he might not have a choice. Tanner and Brannigan were accustomed to being in charge.

			“I’m sure you’ve heard of the green burial concept.” This wasn’t really a question. Most people had at least heard of the method.

			“My wife’s father was an undertaker,” Brannigan confirmed. “There’s little in the field I haven’t heard about.”

			“I’m vaguely aware of the concept,” Tanner said.

			“Green burials are an effort,” Casey explained to ensure they were on the same page, “to eliminate as many chemicals as possible in the process of internment. Biodegradable products are used in the process. The end goal is to protect the environment. Bring life and death into balance, environmentally speaking.”

			“Last I checked,” Brannigan said, “we don’t have any cemeteries that meet the criteria in Franklin County.”

			“We have a Green cemetery,” Tanner pointed out. “But not a green burial cemetery.”

			Casey had already checked and there were none in Franklin County. “Another method of dealing with the remains of the dead in a more environmentally friendly way is human composting.”

			He had their attention now. Both men sat a little straighter and peered a little more intently at him. “Also known as natural organic reductions. The first legal operations turn the remains of deceased loved ones into mulch or soil, to put it simply.”

			“I see where you’re going with this,” Brannigan said, his tone a warning. “I would encourage you to proceed with caution. I don’t want this family’s reputation damaged unnecessarily.”

			“You have my word, Chief,” Casey assured him. “This is just one of my working theories based on what we’ve found so far.”

			“Maybe I’m not up to speed,” Tanner said, “on the latest information but doesn’t human composting include the bones? I haven’t heard anything about the bones being separated from the rest of the body. Maybe I missed something.”

			No one appreciated a stranger coming to town and accusing a respected family of the latest craze in saving the earth. Casey got that but this scenario was at the top of his list. Maybe it was something else, but this was an option he intended to explore thoroughly.

			“At this point, I have no working theory on that aspect of what we’ve found. The bones could be used in some other way or we just may not have found them yet. Whatever the case, the Bureau has tasked me with an in-depth search. Specialized equipment will be arriving later in the week. The Honea farm is a sizable one. Be aware this is going to take time.”

			“All right,” Brannigan said, “we’ll do all we can to support your efforts. Just keep in mind that we expect to be kept in the loop. All the way in.”

			Tanner offered a nod of agreement. “I’ll keep one of my deputies on security detail at all times.”

			“I’ll keep the media off your backs,” Brannigan said.

			“I appreciate the support, gentlemen.” Casey gathered his file and stood. “We’re good, then.”

			A few more minutes of conversation continued as they moved along the corridor toward the stairwell. Tanner agreed to have his chief deputy start interviews with friends of the Honea family. Brannigan and his wife, the coroner, would check through records to ensure all deaths over the past years were accounted for in terms of final arrangements. If any bodies couldn’t be accounted for, they would go on a list for further investigation.

			The remains found at Honea Farm had to come from somewhere. Could be local, could be from anywhere. But they had to start the search somewhere.

			Honea Farm, 12:00 p.m.

			CASEY HAD CHECKED in with his folks on the ground. Nothing new so far in the search. A call from Dr. Brannigan had given him an update on cause of death for Arlene Beck. Homicide. Not that he’d anticipated otherwise, but he’d been waiting for confirmation before interviewing Naomi again.

			He climbed the steps to her porch and knocked on the front door. It opened instantly as if she’d been waiting on the other side. If she’d seen him arrive, she probably had been. She looked from him to the file folder he held and back. Uncertainty sparked in her blue eyes.

			“You have a few minutes?” he asked.

			Those blue eyes seemed to burn a hole into him. Judging by the dark circles beneath them she’d barely slept last night. She looked tired and resigned. And gorgeous. She’d always been a looker. Thirty really did look good on her. Yesterday had been her birthday and he’d wanted to say something, but he’d thought better of it. Hell, she didn’t even remember him. She’d likely think he was a little off in the head for remembering her for all this time. Like he could forget. She’d damned sure made an impression that stuck with him. He’d fantasized about her way too often, especially after that body lotion commercial.

			Unable to help himself, his gaze wandered to her shoulder. Back off, he warned. This was not the time to go stumbling down memory lane. He should have forgotten those memories long ago.

			“Yes, of course,” she said.

			He followed her inside. She sounded tired, too. Frustrated and tired. Who wouldn’t be? Her world had been turned upside down. Prior to just over a year ago, she had been away from Winchester for the better part of a decade. A lot could have happened back home on the farm during that time. A lot she didn’t know about. Particularly after her mother’s death. Her mother had appeared to be the one spearheading the operation to some extent. It was after her death that all the anomalies had started to show up.

			Naomi sat in the same chair she chose every time and he lowered onto the couch. Over and over today he’d thought of last night when she’d asked him if they’d met before. He’d almost said yes. But muddying the waters at this point would be a mistake. Then again, it was possible she might trust him more if he told her. He’d play it by ear and wait for the right opportunity. Anything that impacted the investigation had to be handled with kid gloves.

			“The coroner has listed Ms. Beck’s death as a homicide. Cause of death was manual strangulation. Of course, that’s just a preliminary. There’s toxicology and such still to be done.”

			He allowed the news to sink in a moment before going on.

			“As you can imagine,” he continued, “this means we’re looking for an active killer. One who perhaps needed to cover up something. Maybe someone who worked with Beck in some capacity.”

			Naomi cleared her throat delicately. “It sounds as if you’ve made up your mind about Arlene.” She shrugged. “Maybe even my family and me.”

			There was an edge of anger in her voice. Nothing he hadn’t expected. A shocking insanity had descended on her life. Before this was over she would experience a range of intense emotions. The survivors always did.

			She wasn’t a suspect in his opinion. Maybe that was a mistake but so be it.

			For now.

			“I don’t believe you have anything to do with the remains you found or with Ms. Beck’s death. Obviously, you wouldn’t have called the authorities if you were somehow involved with the find in your freezer.”

			She blinked. Nodded. “At least there’s that.”

			The tinge of anger lingered.

			He placed the file folder on the coffee table between them and opened it, then he passed the bank statements to her. “Have a glance over these and tell me if you notice anything unusual.”

			She accepted the pages and with visible reluctance began a half-hearted perusal.

			These weren’t the full statements but the annual summary sheets of deposits and the subsequent balance after each for every month over the past five years. The report for five years ago showed little or no deposits. The balance from the previous year diminished quickly after that point. By midspring four years ago, the balance in the farm account was nearly gone. Then suddenly large deposits started to appear. The largest in more than a decade. His forensics accounting specialist was still reviewing records but what she had found so far couldn’t be called anything other than suspicious.

			He watched Naomi’s face closely. The changing expressions that danced across her face told him she hadn’t looked back as far as five years. Probably not beyond the past two. She’d come back just over a year ago to a hell of a mess and pulling it together had been top priority.

			“Five years ago is when my mom died.” She looked up from the pages. “It was a very difficult time. Obviously, Dad allowed the work to fall behind.”

			“If the work fell behind for better than a year, would he have been able to recover so quickly?”

			Naomi righted the pages and offered them back to him. “It depends.”

			He resisted the impulse to ask on what. A miracle? Donations? He didn’t have to ask. He already knew the answer. Sean Riley and Joe Jones had been employed by Mr. Honea for more than five years. Both had talked at length about how difficult things were for the year and a half surrounding Mrs. Honea’s illness and death. Some weeks they’d only received half their pay. Others they weren’t paid at all, but they hung in there to help the Honeas. Mr. Honea had made it right after things got better. Neither one could explain how things got better. Only that they did. New equipment, new plants, all sorts of new and improved items were brought to the farm.

			“Your employees can’t explain how the financial situation recovered.”

			“I wasn’t here,” she admitted, her voice sounding hollow. “I’m sure there was insurance money.”

			“No insurance.” He’d already checked. Jones had explained the circumstances as a part of his statement regarding the “lean” years. He’d overheard the conversation between Beck and Naomi’s father. “Ms. Beck loaned your father the money for your mother’s final arrangements.”

			Shock claimed Naomi’s face. “That can’t be right. He would have told me.” She stared at the pages lying on the coffee table. “He never said a word about things being so...difficult.” Her gaze lifted to his once more. “The truth is he didn’t tell me she was dying until she was gone. He said she wanted it that way.”

			Pain. The memory was still very painful. The people she loved and trusted the most had shut her out of something that may have landed them in deep trouble.

			“Did he give you a reason why she didn’t want you to know? The two of you were on good terms?”

			“We were.” She swiped at her eyes. “I had no idea she was ill. We talked every Sunday. To tell you the truth, when he died I still hadn’t forgiven him for keeping the truth from me. Now I wish I had.”

			And there it was. Proof that her father could and would keep secrets from her. Her mother, too.

			“Is it possible there were other things that were kept from you?”

			“My dad wasn’t a murderer,” she snapped. She blinked back more tears. “My mom wasn’t, either. I don’t know how any of this happened, but I know—knew my parents. They would never harm anyone or anything.”

			Jones and Riley had said the same thing. The Honeas were above reproach. Except that the evidence said someone on this farm wasn’t.

			“Ms. Honea,” he said, “our forensics technicians have found evidence of other remains on the farm.”

			“What?” She shook her head. “No. That can’t be right.”

			“They’ve checked random locations on the property as well as various specimens Ms. Beck was working with in the lab.”

			“What the hell are you saying?” Naomi shot to her feet. “That can’t be true. There must be a mistake.”

			“There’s no mistake, Naomi.”

			Her attention arrowed to him, showing him the confusion and surprise in her eyes before she banished the reactions. “I’d like you to leave now. I need to think.”

			He pushed to his feet. “I really need your help. I’m not accusing you or your family of anything. I’m only trying to determine what happened here and who is responsible. Your parents may not have known exactly what was going on.” He doubted this but he felt compelled to offer an out. He needed her to trust him.

			She considered his words for a moment. “I can assure you they had no idea.” She folded her arms over her chest. “You can make all the allegations you like but I am certain you will never be able to prove a single one.”

			“I’m not trying to prove anything, ma’am. I’m attempting to find the truth.”

			She flashed a fake smile but even the intensity of it jarred him. “It doesn’t feel that way from here.”

			“I can imagine it’s not a comfortable place to be,” he offered, “but you are the one person who can speak for your mother and father. There’s no one else. If you don’t help me—for them—no one can.”

			Her angry face vanished, and hope glimmered in her eyes. “Tell me what I need to do to help.”

			“Work with me. Help me find something that will tell us what really happened here and who was responsible. There’s always evidence. Always. It’s just the finding it that can be an issue sometimes.”

			“I’ll help you,” she said. “Whatever you need me to do. I want the truth.”

			Unfortunately, what he needed her to do and what he wanted her to do were two entirely different things.

			That problem was one he would have to work on. He never allowed personal feelings to interfere with an investigation. He wasn’t going to start now.

			Then again, maybe he already had.

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			Dogwood Apartments, 2:00 p.m.

			Naomi couldn’t remember the last time she’d talked to her uncle Donnie. He had this habit of popping in and out of their lives, more out than in. When he showed up, he always had lots of adventures to share. He was the spotlight on the rare occasions he bothered to visit. But his mind remained as sharp as a tack and he loved talking about the past—especially his past. But he knew Naomi’s mother better than anyone else. He had even helped out at the farm now and then ages ago.

			She rang the bell and waited, hoping against hope he was home. Knowing her uncle he was out gallivanting around. That was what her mother always said. Donnie loved women. The problem was he couldn’t love just one. Her mom would say he had the same problem with jobs. He never loved even one long enough to call it a career. Instead, he had floated around from one to the next, using his social security check as his main source of income. And the occasional donation from her mom—who’d sworn if he didn’t do better she wouldn’t help him the next time.

			But she always did. Isn’t that what mothers or rather sisters did?

			To Naomi’s surprise the door opened. Donnie wore ragged cutoff denim shorts and a sweatshirt, hood up. He’d kept his summer tan with the help of the ancient tanning bed he had in the second bedroom of this dinky apartment. Her mom had told her about the tanning bed. She’d laughed and said he refused to be pale like her. The O’Connor Scottish roots had given the three of them red hair, blue eyes and creamy pale skin. She smiled. Except that Uncle Donnie had spent so much time in the tanning bed that he looked perpetually sunburned. Redheads never tanned that nice golden brown the way other people did.

			“Naomi!” He grabbed her for a hug, then drew back. “What brings you to my humble abode?”

			He ushered her inside, closed the door and dropped the hood from his tangle of red hair. He obviously hadn’t combed the thick mop today. This was something else they shared, very thick hair. Like a horse’s mane, her mom had always said. Today Donnie’s looked a little more horsey than usual.

			Naomi sat on the sofa. Donnie dropped into a recliner that had apparently been his favorite for most of his adult life judging by the wear to the fabric and the indention in the padding that seemed to cradle him perfectly.

			“Did you hear about Arlene?”

			He scrunched up his face in a frown. “Arlene? No. I’ve been in a cleansing cycle. I’m not my best as you can see. I’m avoiding everyone and everything—except my favorite niece, of course—for two more days.” His frown returned. “So what happened to Arlene? Don’t tell me the old hag finally croaked.”

			Naomi winced. She knew he was kidding but he wouldn’t find it funny when she told him. Donnie had loved sparring with Arlene. Naomi always thought he had a thing for her, but she always ignored him, which made him pretend to dislike her.

			“She’s dead. Murdered.”

			He leaned forward as if he wanted to ensure he was close enough to hear more clearly. “What did you say?”

			“Dead. She’s dead. Strangled and stuffed into her freezer.”

			He collapsed back into his chair. “Who in the world would want to kill Arlene?” He made a face, eyes shimmering with a new brightness. “Except for me on the rare occasion when she didn’t tell Muriel or Nolan I’d called.”

			Her parents, Muriel and Nolan. Her chest ached. “There’s more. The remains of three people were found in the lab freezer.”

			He held up his hands. “Okay, wait a minute. You’re blowing my mind here.” He took a big breath, met her gaze and said, “Come at me again.”

			“Arlene is dead. Murdered. And the remains of at least three other people were found in the freezer at the lab. The FBI as well as the sheriff and the chief of police are investigating the farm. Me.” Her hands went to her chest. “Mom and Dad. Everything. It’s crazy...but, sadly, real.”

			She struggled to hold back the tears. Even after twenty-four hours and having discussed the situation repeatedly, it still felt shocking. Surreal. Like a nightmare that refused to end after she awakened.

			“That’s just ridiculous. My sister took an oath to help people. She wouldn’t have hurt a fly, much less a person. And she loved everyone.” He waved his arms magnanimously. “God knows Nolan couldn’t possibly have hurt anyone. He was too kind for his own good. Trust me, I know. I took advantage of him way too many times when Muriel turned me down.”

			Naomi opted not to respond to the latter remark. “Do you remember when Arlene first came to Winchester? Where she lived before? Anything about her past before her life here?”

			“I just remember coming back from a trip to Cancun with one of my old college buddies and there she was. She never liked me and I never liked her.” He made a face. “God rest her soul.”

			“Why didn’t you like each other?” Naomi knew the answer, but she might as well hear his side of things. She doubted it would make a difference.

			“I had a thing for older women, and I guess I came on a little too strong and she never forgave me.” He shrugged. “What can I say? I’m human and Arlene was a looker in her day.”

			“Just how strong are we talking?” This part she hadn’t heard. Knowing her uncle, he made a pass or two.

			“Let’s just say I kissed her, and she didn’t want to be kissed.”

			“So, you assaulted her,” Naomi offered, horrified. Why was it that some men could never understand that no meant no even if it was just a simple kiss?

			“It wasn’t like that, Naomi. It was just a sloppy, drunken kiss on New Year’s Eve. She overreacted. Anyway, Muriel held it against me for, like, forever. I think Arlene was pleased she’d put that wedge between Muriel and me. She had a mean streak like that.”

			Interesting. Naomi had never heard anyone mention Arlene having a mean streak. She’d have to ask Sean and Joe if they’d ever noticed Arlene being anything other than bossy. This was the one negative the two always said about the older woman. Moving on, she asked her uncle, “You really have no idea where she lived before?”

			He shook his head. “Sorry. Muriel always said I drank so much the first fifty years of my life that I killed a lot of brain cells. I guess they were mostly memory cells.”

			Just Naomi’s luck. “Was there anyone else Arlene was close to? I mean, I know she basically knew everyone in town, but she was always kind of a loner as far as I could tell.” Almost standoffish, if Naomi was completely honest. A very private person.

			“She didn’t let anyone close. If she had any friends, you would never have known it.” His eyebrows shot upward. “But there was one guy she seemed to have a thing with for a while.” He rolled his eyes. “I don’t know why when she turned me down flat.”

			“Who?” Naomi had never known Arlene to have a boyfriend. She figured the older woman was widowed and never got past the loss or just chose not to have a partner in order to remain independent.

			“You remember that old hermit, something Cotton is his name. He lives over in Shake Rag. Last I heard he’s still alive. A real strange one, though.”

			“Strange how?” If she was going to show up at someone’s door in the middle of nowhere, she needed to understand what kind of strange she would be facing. Just eccentric or a killer?

			“He was some sort of space engineer with NASA. Big top-secret stuff. He, like, kept his briefcase handcuffed to him, the rumor was. Wore dark glasses all the time. A real peculiar guy.”

			As strange as it was, he sounded exactly like Arlene. She had always been secretive and sort of odd. But she’d been kind and loyal. Naomi’s parents had relied on her. More than once she remembered her mom calling Arlene a genius. Maybe some measure of odd came with being a genius.

			This was likely the best she was going to get from Donnie. It wasn’t much, beyond his personal recollections, but she intended to follow through. “You have more specific directions to this Mr. Cotton’s home?”

			“I don’t, but if you ask anyone in the area, they’re bound to know him.”

			“Please call me if you think of anything else, Uncle Donnie. I need to find the truth about Arlene—otherwise, Mom and Dad are going to end up looking like the ones who did something wrong.” Agent Duncan had helped her to see that she was the only one who could or would be their voices in this.

			Naomi couldn’t help feeling guilty about making Arlene seem like the bad guy in this unholy mess. But what else was she supposed to think and do? The lab was Arlene’s domain.

			Donnie gave her a hug and promised to call if anything came to mind. Which was code for she likely wouldn’t hear from him again unless she knocked on his door or he ran into financial trouble.

			The drive to the community of Shake Rag didn’t take long. She took Highway 64 from Winchester to Huntland and made a couple extra turns, and there she was in the middle of nowhere. Maybe she should have asked Agent Duncan to go with her. No, she needed to do this on her own. His job was to solve the case—hers was to clear her family name. The first house where she stopped, the owner had no idea who she was looking for, but house number two proved her uncle hadn’t been completely wrong. The owner had given her directions to the “nutty as a fruitcake old hermit’s house.” Folks could be judgmental. Especially about things they didn’t understand.

			She followed the directions and ended up at a ramshackle old cabin tucked deep into the woods next to a creek. The place looked deserted. At least three of the four vehicles had weeds and small trees growing up through their decaying frames.

			She held her breath all the way to the door, hoping there wasn’t an aggressive dog running loose. The first step up to the porch had her drawing in a lungful of air. So far so good. A couple more steps and then half a dozen feet across the porch. The wood creaked with her every move. She grimaced, mentally crossing her fingers that she didn’t fall through the old floorboards.

			A rap on the door, then another. The place looked and sounded deserted. The occasional burst of breeze whispering through the trees and the distant trickle of the creek were the only sounds. As if to prove her wrong, a bird cawed from amid nearby tree branches. She started. Ordered herself to calm.

			“What do you want?”

			The harsh voice made her jump again.

			It originated right in front of her on the other side of the still closed door.

			Okay. Deep breath. Just do this. “Mr. Cotton?”

			“I said, what do you want?” roared through the rickety wood door.

			“I’m here about Arlene Beck.”

			The door opened a crack. One pale silvery eye peeked out at her. “What about her?”

			“May I come in, Mr. Cotton?” She really didn’t want to tell him the news on his porch. Plus she really wanted to get as much info from him as possible. Inside, she might have more luck. Out here it would be too easy for him to tell her to go and not respond once she answered the question asked.

			The door opened wider. “Well, come on, then.”

			She stepped inside and when the door closed behind her the room was nearly dark. Her pulse reacted to a rush of adrenaline searing through her veins. Before she lost her nerve completely, a light flickered on. Fluorescent bulb, she decided. The lamp sat on a table next to a chair.

			“Who are you?” he demanded.

			“I’m Naomi Honea from Honea Farm.”

			“What’s going on with Arlene?” His voice sounded rusty as if he rarely used it.

			Rather than tell him, she asked, “You don’t watch the news?”

			The story had reached last evening’s regional news. The Honea Farm sign over the front gate had flashed on the screen just before the headline: Murder in a Small Town. She worried that the headlines were only going to get worse and more targeted. The more sensationalized the news, the more viewers who tuned in.

			God, she hated this sort of publicity.

			“I don’t watch the news,” he said. “You can’t trust anything they say. It’s propaganda.”

			Deep breath. Just say it. “Sometime after she left work at the farm on Monday, Arlene was murdered.”

			On the drive here she had come up with a story to explain her questions. If Mr. Cotton was as strange as Donnie had suggested, he might have conspiracy issues, as well. For once she thought her uncle had been right. A quick glance around the room revealed boxes and boxes of what appeared to be files. They were stacked from floor to ceiling. The one part of the wall she could see was like a bulletin board with yellowed newspaper clippings pinned all over it. Most of the headlines appeared to be political in nature.

			Very strange.

			Maybe he was writing a book, she told herself. Some of the writers she had known in Hollywood created story or inspiration boards.

			The man abruptly burst into sobs. The unexpected reaction rattled her. Should she say something? Do something?

			“I’m so sorry, Mr. Cotton. This is a terrible tragedy. Do you know if she had any family? I just want to be sure anyone who should know what’s happened is contacted.”

			His sobs stopped as abruptly as they’d started. He wiped his eyes with the sleeves of his khaki shirt. She noticed then that he wore khaki trousers, as well. Khaki socks. Like a uniform of beige.

			“She had no family.” He reached into his pocket, retrieved a handkerchief and blew his nose. “The farm and the people there were her family. She loved that farm.”

			Emotion burned Naomi’s eyes. “She was family to us, yes,” Naomi agreed. “She was like an aunt.” Arlene had always been there. She had been a tremendous support since Naomi’s dad died. Moving forward would be difficult without her.

			“Do you know where she lived before she moved to Winchester? I’m so worried there might be someone we don’t know about. A distant relative or close friend.”

			He stared at her for a long moment, his silvery eyes seeming to narrow as if he were assessing her motive for asking about the possibility of next of kin.

			“What do you know about me?”

			Oh, no! He was a conspiracy theorist and already paranoid that she was here spying on him. If there was a way out of this cabin besides the front door that she would have to get past him to reach, it wasn’t visible beyond all the boxes. “I’m sorry, Mr. Cotton, I only know that you knew Arlene. I wanted to make sure you heard about what happened.”

			He nodded. “Good. Knowing anything about me is dangerous. More dangerous than you could possibly comprehend.”

			She suddenly wondered if she had misjudged the innocuousness of this man. Paranoia might not be his only issue. He could indeed be dangerous. “Is there anything you can tell me about Arlene and where she came from?”

			He chuckled, an out of practice and oddly out of place sound. “They’re on to what she was up to, I take it, and they’ve sent you here. That didn’t take long.”

			“I don’t know what you mean.”

			He stared at her, evaluating her motives, she imagined. Was she lying? After something only he possessed? Paranoia did that to a person.

			“If you don’t know now,” he countered, “you’ll know soon enough.”

			The man was very good at answering without actually telling her anything.

			“I’m afraid I have no idea, Mr. Cotton.”

			“They’ll keep looking until they know all the answers, trust me. It’s what they do.”

			Well, that was as clear as mud. “Do you know of anyone else in town who might have known her or had a connection to her?”

			“I can tell you that Arlene learned everything she knew from the master.”

			Now she was really confused. “I’m sorry, who is the master?”

			He stared at her for a long, uncomfortable moment. “You should know the answer to that one. Everyone who ever studied history, however briefly, should know.”

			But she didn’t. Before she could say as much, he lifted his hunched shoulders and let them fall in a careless shrug. “You could have a look around that house of hers. Perhaps you’ll find what you’re looking for there.”

			“I’ve already been to her house on Pleasant Ridge. I didn’t find anything useful.” At least nothing had been found as far as she’d been told. Now she was getting paranoid.

			He shook his head. “Not that house. The one on High Street.” He grinned, showing his stained teeth. “The one no one knew about.”

			“Arlene had another house?” She was absolutely certain this was a mistake. At some point in all these years she would have heard about that.

			“She did.” He gave her a knowing look. “It was a secret, but I knew. She didn’t know I knew, but I did. I’m smarter than she wanted to believe.”

			Naomi’s heart rate kicked into a faster rhythm. “Do you know the house number?”

			He frowned. “I never noticed the number.”

			Naomi rephrased her question. “How will I know which house?”

			“Oh, that’s easy.” He nodded adamantly. “Look for the cats. She loved cats.”

			Cats? How on earth could Naomi have known the lady all those years and not have been aware that she loved cats?

			High Street, 5:30 p.m.

			SHE DROVE SLOWLY along the street, craning her neck to visually search each yard and porch for cats. Cats. Who knew? Naomi wondered if her mom had known Arlene liked cats. Or that she had some sort of odd relationship with an even odder hermit living at Shake Rag?

			Maybe Naomi just never paid attention. From the time she hit puberty she had been focused on one thing—getting off the farm. She only had eyes for the stars on the west coast. There were probably lots of things she had missed.

			She thought again of Casey Duncan. He was so familiar to her. She must have met him before or something. He’d said no. Maybe he only reminded her of someone she’d run into eons ago.

			Something darted out in front of her. She slammed on her brakes. Her heart launched into her throat. A cat pounced across the yard to her left. Close. Too close. She had to pay better attention.

			She glanced in her rearview mirror, grateful no one was behind her. Then she checked the houses on either side of the street. This was the first cat she’d spotted.

			On the right, a dozen or more cats lounged on the porch of the old bungalow that had seen far better days. This had to be it. Naomi backed up a few feet and turned into the driveway. As she emerged from her car, felines bounced off the porch and romped out to the driveway to greet her. She leaned down and stroked the sleek back of one and then the next. Dark velvety bodies twined around her legs, rubbing and purring.

			By the time she reached the porch she had counted seventeen cats of all types and colors. Besides a rocking chair and a rickety table, three boxes waited on the porch. She checked the labels, didn’t recognize the senders’ addresses. The boxes were addressed to “occupant.”

			The squalling cats drew her attention. She realized they were probably hungry. If this house did belong to Arlene, she hadn’t been around to feed them. An ache bloomed in Naomi’s chest. She checked the door...locked.

			“Okay, kitties. I can go to the store and get food.” One of the cats trotted over to a large plastic container tucked behind the rocking chair and rubbed against it. Naomi wandered in the same direction. She had a look at the container, white plastic. With little effort she popped off the lid. “Aha.”

			The scent of cat food had the many felines crowding up against her. Since she didn’t see any bowls she dropped handfuls all around that end of the porch. When she estimated she’d distributed enough, she closed the lid and went back to the boxes. Why would Arlene have things delivered to this house instead of her own? If intended for her, why wasn’t her name on the boxes?

			She cupped her hands on either side of her face and stared through the windows. The house looked empty. No furniture. Dark inside save for the tree-shaded light that filtered in through the windows.

			Naomi moved down the steps and from one side of the house to the next and peered into each window. Every room she could see was the same: empty. Mostly dark.

			When she reached the front porch again, she knelt down to examine the boxes more closely. Three typical cardboard shipping boxes, three different senders from three different addresses. California, New York and Idaho. She picked at the packaging tape across the top until she’d peeled it back far enough to open the box flaps of the first one. Inside was a white Styrofoam object.

			Cooler? She shuddered at the thought of what she’d found in not one but two freezers.

			This was just a cooler, she reminded herself. Not big enough for a body. She tried to pull it out of the box, but the fit was too tight to lift the cooler free. She turned the box upside down and shook it. It was heavier than she’d expected. Slowly but surely, her arms burning with the effort, the white cooler slid out of the box. The cooler was taped across the top, as well. More picking and tearing with her nails. She kept them cut short, so it took some time. Finally, the stubborn tape was all peeled back, pulling white dots of Styrofoam with it.

			Briefly she considered she should probably call Agent Duncan. He would want her to wear latex gloves for this. He would most likely want to check this out himself.

			Too late. She’d already touched the packaging. She might as well finish what she started. Besides, her curiosity was killing her. She tugged at the lid until it came loose. A steamy fog rose from the container. She reared back.

			Dry ice, she realized. Her mom had ordered holiday hams that came packed this way. The dry ice wasn’t like regular ice. It was best not to touch it.

			She waved away the fog and peered inside. She closed her eyes a second, shook her head and then looked again.

			Eyes, wide open, peered back at her.

			Face.

			Dread expanded in her stomach.

			A face. Female.

			It was a face...a head.

			A muffled cry tore from her throat. She fell back onto her butt, then scrambled away like a crab.

			She clawed at her pocket for her cell phone.

			She had to call Agent Duncan.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			High Street, 9:30 p.m.

			Casey tucked his cell phone back into his pocket and surveyed the ongoing work in the High Street house allegedly rented by Arlene Beck. The place had appeared vacant but had proven anything but empty.

			As he watched, more of the paneling on the walls was removed. Two forensics techs had crawled around under the house checking between floor joists and in any other potential hiding place. So far, they’d found just under two million dollars. All in small bills and bundled neatly for storage in the wall cavities.

			The call he’d just received had added another twist to this already bizarre case. Dental records had confirmed the identity of the woman whose head was in the box Naomi opened. The woman had been missing for more than a week. Her identity had changed everything.

			This was no longer a mere homicide investigation. This thing had sprouted roots that went far and deep.

			“Got more money in the back bedroom.”

			The words echoed through the house.

			Casey walked through the rooms, each one lit like a photo studio with all the auxiliary lighting they’d brought in, until he reached the newest piece of evidence. More bundles of cash lined sporadic spaces in the wall cavities.

			The tech glanced at Casey as he entered the room. “I’m guessing we have another million in here.”

			Earlier today Casey had decided on the most likely scenario for what Arlene Beck was up to. He’d suspected she was conducting illegal green burials. It was fairly easy to set up a professional-looking website and then to make the necessary arrangements. Once the body was turned over to Beck the family probably never inquired as to additional details or locations.

			Beck was not simply burying the bodies free of chemicals and anything else that inhibited decomposition, she was using the bodies for her own purposes. Doubling her money so to speak.

			With today’s find he understood the business was far more sadistic.

			Casey snapped more pics with his phone to use when he briefed Naomi. “Check them all,” he said to the tech. “The attic, too. If there’s anything else in this place I want to know about it.”

			Sheriff Tanner was outside briefing Brannigan, who’d already done a walk-through of the house. Casey joined them on the back porch. A crime scene perimeter had been set up around the yard, front and back. Already reporters had gathered on the street out front and shouted questions at any uniform or official-looking person who appeared. Brannigan had agreed to handle tonight’s crowd at a ten o’clock press briefing. The three of them—Casey, Tanner and Brannigan—had put together a statement that really didn’t state a lot. But it was all they were prepared to give at this time. Far too many unanswered questions remained at this point.

			“The vic in the box has been ID’d,” he told the chief and the sheriff as he approached their position on the porch. It was well past dark but the single bare bulb in the overhead light provided enough illumination for Casey to see the lines of worry on the other men’s faces. No one wanted this kind of evil to visit their community.

			But crime didn’t pause at the borders of any town. It crossed lines of all kinds.

			“Helen Radner. She vanished just over a week ago. Her abandoned car was only a few blocks from her home in Philadelphia. She had agreed to testify against Big Tom Richmond.”

			Brannigan gave a long, low whistle. “I heard something about that. The missing woman was the first witness who’d ever agreed to testify against him.”

			“She made the mistake of calling to say she was coming in. They were monitoring her phone and had her before she was out of her neighborhood.” Casey shook his head. “I guess now we know where she ended up.”

			“Damn.” Tanner pushed back his cowboy hat and rubbed at his forehead. “This will go national,” he said, stating aloud what they all already knew. “I’ll call in my reserve deputies. We’ll have reporters from every major news outlet in the country descending on us.”

			“Good idea,” Brannigan agreed. “I’ll do the same.” To Casey he said, “The lab in Nashville picked up the other remains found at the farm. Rowan will be forwarding her final report to you tomorrow.”

			“Thanks.” This was officially the Bureau’s case now. Brannigan and Tanner would continue to assist as needed, which would be immensely helpful since this was their territory. They knew the place and the people. “I should go break the news to Ms. Honea.”

			Casey made his way toward his vehicle. A local shelter had called in volunteers from all over the county to pick up the cats for safekeeping until they could be rehomed. Photos of each one would be posted on the city website in case anyone in the neighborhood had a cat missing. Cats liked to roam. Casey had never been a cat person but his older-by-two-years sister and only sibling had loved them.

			“Agent Duncan!”

			“Agent Duncan!”

			Reporters shouted his name but officers prevented them from following Casey to his SUV. There would be a second official press conference tomorrow or the next day that he would conduct. Tonight Brannigan and Tanner would inform the citizens of their community about the ongoing investigation and give assurances as to their safety and the steps local authorities planned to take.

			Driving along the country road in the darkness Casey considered how often he’d thought of Naomi over the years. She had been his first real crush. Of course she had no idea. She’d basically ignored him, but he hadn’t been able to ignore her. Once he’d learned what became of her with that glimpse into her Hollywood life, he’d made an effort to keep up with her. Looking back, he decided his walk down memory lane after seeing that commercial must have been the result of a breakup. His relationships never lasted very long. Even when he put in the extra effort.

			The situation only grew worse after he found Naomi again. He ended up unconsciously comparing every woman he dated with Naomi. It was totally ridiculous, he recognized. When the right person came along, he’d forget all about Naomi and ancient history.

			The front porch light at the end of the long driveway to the Honea farmhouse had his pulse skittering like a guy about to go on his first date.

			“Idiot,” he grumbled.

			He parked next to her vintage pickup and got out. The conversation to come wasn’t one he looked forward to, but it was necessary. At this time, he had no reason to suspect she was involved in whatever Beck had going. The concept that he wasn’t completely objective where Naomi was concerned wasn’t lost on him.

			He glanced up at the full moon hanging low in the night sky. Halloween coming up and the full moon seemed somehow fitting with this increasingly strange case. He glanced around the place. The big old white barn in the distance and the towering dark trees crowded around the white farmhouse spoke of peace and quiet. Solitude and contentment. But there was a lie behind that picturesque facade. The real questions were how did that lie start and how deep did it go?

			Equally important, who started it?

			The door opened as he climbed the steps to the porch. Naomi, her fiery red hair backlit by the light inside, waited for him to say something, he supposed. It wasn’t unseasonably cool tonight, but she had the afghan that usually hung on the back of the sofa draped around her shoulders.

			“I know it’s late,” he offered, “but I hoped we could talk.”

			Almost eleven by now, he guessed. He was tired and she probably was, as well. This had been a hell of a two days.

			“Would you like coffee?” She turned into the house, leaving him to follow.

			“Coffee would be good. Thanks.” He closed the door behind him, locked it before joining her in the kitchen.

			The scent of coffee grounds filled the air as she scooped generous heaps into the brew basket. When she’d added water to the reservoir and hit the brew button, she faced him and said, “I watched the press conference. Chief Brannigan was very vague.”

			“Vague is the best we can do right now,” he explained, hesitated, then went on. “We’ve identified the woman.”

			She pulled the afghan tighter. Waited. Said nothing.

			“She was to be a witness against the head of an organized-crime syndicate in Philadelphia. She disappeared about a week ago.”

			Naomi’s eyes closed for a moment as she absorbed the impact of his words. This was not the kind of news one wanted to hear about a longtime employee—a member of the family, really.

			“Why...” She drew in a sharp breath as if what she had to say was almost too difficult to convey. “Why was her head mailed to Arlene?”

			The brew process started its gurgling and hissing routine, ushering renewed smells of dark roast coffee into the air. “I can’t answer that question with any measure of accuracy, but I can make an experienced guess based on the only other evidence found at the property.”

			She squared her shoulders, causing the afghan to drop from one side, revealing a pale length of skin between her shoulder and her throat. “I’m listening.”

			“Money. Bundles of cash hidden in the wall cavities. A lot of cash.”

			“But you can’t be sure the money was Arlene’s.”

			“We’ve confirmed the house was leased to her. The landlord stated she—Arlene—leased the property for immigrant workers at the farm.” He knew this to be only a cover story. The employees of the farm were all locals who didn’t need housing.

			Naomi turned away, reached for a mug with a trembling hand. “Then you’re telling me that Arlene was somehow connected to organized crime.” She poured the mug full of steaming coffee and offered it to him.

			He accepted, grateful for the caffeine-infused liquid. “I believe she was, yes.” He sipped the coffee, winced at the burn of hot liquid, but at the moment he needed the fortification it promised.

			She walked back to the living room and sat in her usual chair. After downing another swallow, he wandered back the same way. Took a seat on the sofa.

			“You’ve decided my father was taking money from Arlene and most likely was helping her do...” She hesitated as if uncertain how to label the horrible thing lying cold and raw in front of her. “To cover up murders. Why would this Philadelphia mob bother sending a victim all the way to Tennessee? Why not just dispose of her there? Or someplace closer? This seems far-fetched at best.”

			“That is a piece of the puzzle I don’t have yet. It doesn’t add up strictly from a logistics standpoint. I can only assume there is—was—some sort of agreement between Arlene and the man in charge.”

			“This makes no sense at all. If she had an agreement, why is she dead?”

			“Mob families have rules. They have territory. To cross the line is to make yourself a target. When a person makes the decision to go into business with these kinds of criminals, there is no going back and no room for error.”

			“Now you’re saying she double-crossed the mob.” Naomi held up a hand and the afghan fell to her elbows. “You’ve been here hardly more than twenty-four hours and already you’ve decided my family is involved with organized crime. What happened to innocent until proven guilty?”

			Casey stared at the dark brew in his mug for a moment, took another swallow, a deeper one now that it had cooled. Then he sat the mug on the coffee table. “I’m speaking in general terms, ma’am. At this point, it’s difficult to rule out Ms. Beck, with the mounting evidence that points to her involvement, but it’s not my job to prove her guilt. My job is to find the evidence and solve the crime based on what I can actually prove, not on speculation. There are lawyers and judges who determine if the evidence I find is significant enough to prove the actors I allege to be involved are guilty.”

			

			NAOMI WATCHED THE movements of his hands, the way he inclined his head as he spoke. Somehow, she knew this man. “I’m sorry,” she interrupted his monologue about the difference between what cops do and what lawyers do. “Are you certain we’ve never met? You said no before but I swear...” She shook her head. “There’s something about you—maybe your eyes?—that seems so familiar.”

			Her timing was ridiculous, of course. There were far more pressing issues. But she needed to know or maybe she just needed a moment that wasn’t about murder and bodies and mobsters.

			He stared at her for so long she decided he wasn’t going to respond. Then he finished off his coffee and leaned back on the sofa, his attention fully on her.

			“I grew up in Mississippi. Meridian, Mississippi. Attended Ole Miss. My first assignment with the FBI was in Jackson. Then I ended up in Nashville.”

			“I don’t recall ever having been to Meridian,” she said. Why did he seem so intent on evading the real question? “I’ve been to Nashville a million times. Maybe we ran into each other there.”

			“Every summer my family spent a lot of time on the coast. Gulfport. Biloxi. But one summer we went to Mobile instead. Stayed at a resort in Gulf Shores.”

			Naomi’s eyes locked with his and in that instant she remembered. “I was eleven that summer. You were thirteen. You had a dog... Jefferson. A chocolate Lab.”

			A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Loved that dog. He died while I was in college. I still miss him.”

			Her heart pounded so hard she could scarcely breathe. “We played all the time. The first few days I was there we were inseparable.” How could she have forgotten? The boy had grown into a very handsome man. “Why didn’t you say something?”

			“I wasn’t sure myself at first.”

			“Wow.” The memories flooded her, making her feel light somehow. “It really is a small world.”

			He leaned forward, braced his forearms on his thighs. “Actually, I wasn’t completely honest with you. I did remember you. I saw you in a commercial and I thought, wow, that looks like the girl from that summer in Mobile. Later on I spotted your name in the cast of characters in a movie and I knew it was you. I sort of kept up with you after that. Your career, I mean.”

			She made a face. “The career that wasn’t really a career.” A sigh burst from her. “I wasn’t cut out for showbiz, as they say. I was lucky to land a few parts and a decent number of commercials but I’m fairly certain things were never going to take off. When my dad died, I came back here to settle his affairs and ended up staying. It felt a lot safer, career-wise, than Hollywood.” She laughed at the irony. “Good grief, just look how that worked out.”

			“Hey, you made it a hell of a lot farther than most. You were actually in a movie.”

			“Two,” she corrected with a sad laugh. “The other one never made it beyond the cutting room floor.”

			“Lots of commercials.” He nodded. “The body lotion one is my all-time favorite.”

			“I was so embarrassed when my dad mentioned that he’d seen the commercial.” It wasn’t that she hadn’t been fully covered or that it was even remotely related to anything pornographic, but it was definitely suggestive. It really hadn’t fit with the daddy’s little girl image she’d always felt described her dad’s view of her. Surprisingly he’d told her it was great. She was all grown up and had every reason to be proud of how beautiful she was.

			Of course, daddies were supposed to say things like that. She’d never considered herself beautiful. More unique with all the freckles and the wild red hair. A sort of Nicole Kidman. Maybe that was stretching it, but a director had once made the same comparison.

			“When did you decide to join the FBI?” The different paths their lives had taken fascinated her. “I don’t remember you talking about cops and robbers or anything related that summer.”

			He shrugged. “I was thirteen. The only thing on my mind was girls.” He chuckled, looked away. “But going into law enforcement was no surprise to my family.”

			“I’ll bet your father is a cop, too.” God, it was such a relief to relax just a little. The past forty or so hours had been brutal. She could use the respite.

			“No, my mom was the influence. Captain Irene Duncan of the Meridian Police Department. She’s planning to retire next year.”

			“Wow. What does your dad do?”

			“Believe it or not, he’s a defense attorney. The best one in town, most people believe. The crookedest one, according to my mom.”

			Naomi’s jaw dropped. “How do they manage?”

			“They don’t. That summer at Gulf Shores is the last time we were a real family. They divorced. Mom got primary custody of me and my sister. My father found a new wife who appreciated his talent and started a new family.”

			No wonder he remembered that summer so vividly. He’d lost his father that year. His whole life had changed. “I’m so sorry. I’m sure it was a difficult time for you.”

			“It was the best and the worst summer of my life all wrapped into one.”

			Wow. She couldn’t imagine having to bounce back and forth between parents. It was so unfair to the children. The opposites-attract thing, however, she had experienced firsthand.

			“My parents were like that, very different. My mom was a medical doctor. My dad always said she was so studious she ignored a social life entirely. He, on the other hand, dated every single girl in Franklin County before they married, I think. I can’t tell you how many locals I have run into over the years who explained how they’d dated my father pre-Muriel. His father was a farmer. There were no siblings, so he inherited the farm. He had a little run-in with a chain saw, cut his leg and had to go to the ER. Until the day he died, he swore that Mom bewitched him that day. She was the physician on call and stitched him up. Forced him to have a tetanus shot and antibiotics, both of which he strongly insisted were unnecessary.”

			“How did they end up together?” Agent Duncan asked. “Did he break an arm for a return visit to the ER?”

			Naomi laughed. Now there was something else she remembered about the handsome young boy from that summer—he had a wicked sense of humor. “No, he sent her flowers at her clinic. That same evening she showed up at the farm, the big vase of flowers in hand, and said she didn’t accept gifts from patients. My father explained that he was not her patient. It wasn’t his fault she was on call that day.”

			Casey laughed. Casey. How could she have forgotten his name? The idea that he had remembered hers and followed her career warmed her, maybe a little too much.

			“Did she keep the flowers?” he asked, grinning.

			“No. She left them on the porch. She did the same thing every day for a week. He kept sending flowers and she kept bringing them back. One night he had dinner prepared and suggested she join him. She was so exhausted from a long day at the ER she gave in and had dinner with him. There was no going back then. They were married a few months later but it was a while before I came along. I was a surprise. Mom thought she was too old to be having children. Not medically, of course, but just as a person. She was set in her ways. Had her routine. Dad insisted that he made her fall in love with me. After I was born, she started a clinic to better control her work hours. She didn’t want to miss out on raising her child.”

			“I like your story way better than mine.”

			“Thanks, but it seems my story is all tangled up now.” Reality rushed back in with a sharpness that almost took her breath.

			“Sometimes great stories don’t have a happy ending for reasons outside a person or persons’ control.”

			Defeat kicked her in the stomach. “You’re convinced my father was somehow involved.”

			“I can’t ignore the sudden influx of large deposits. I know the farm started to thrive after you took over but that doesn’t explain the years before. Show me where he sold property or other assets. Maybe there was an insurance policy of some sort you didn’t know about.” He turned his hands up. “Did your mother publish a paper that earned unexpected royalties? Find an explanation for the money and you have my word I will take him off the suspect list. Otherwise, I have to follow the evidence. There is a possibility that evidence will show that your father was completely innocent. We can’t be sure what sort of private deals he made with Arlene. Did he or she mention his selling shares in the farm to her?”

			Naomi hadn’t considered that possibility. “No one mentioned any arrangements like that. There was nothing in the settling of the estate about any business shares belonging to anyone except my dad. Surely Arlene would have told me.”

			“It’ll take time, but I will find the truth. With this latest development, there will be a whole team of agents working on this case. Between now and then, my primary job will be to ensure your safety.”

			She suddenly wondered who was supposed to ensure the safety of the woman from Philadelphia. Following that train of thought right now was not a good idea. She would only offend him if she verbalized her concerns, and she was too tired to deal with a deeper discussion on how federal agencies worked. She pushed aside the nightmare and forced a smile. Better to stick with something lighter. “I can’t believe I didn’t remember you. I remember that summer so well. It changed the course of my life.”

			“I think you only had eyes for one boy that summer.”

			“Slade,” she said. “Slade Kenton. His mother was in Fair Hope filming a movie. He invited me to the set and from that day forward all I could think about was becoming an actress.”

			“A good old boy from Mississippi couldn’t compete with what he offered.”

			As if the defeat in his tone had kicked a memory loose from her brain, she instantly remembered her first kiss. Her real first kiss. The one this man—the boy version of him—had given her.

			“Ah,” she said, “but he didn’t get to be the first boy I kissed.”

			For a moment they stared at each other. The tension was thick.

			Then he stood, picked up his mug. “I’d forgotten about that kiss.”

			“Me, t-too,” she said, feeling offended somehow. “Completely. It only j-just occurred to me.” If only she hadn’t stuttered and stammered and sounded like a complete liar, her story might have been believable.

			“I wonder whatever happened to him?” Casey asked. “I don’t think his career took off the way his mother’s did. I guess celebritydom isn’t meant for everyone.”

			With that profound statement he took his mug to the kitchen. As he passed back through on his way to the front door, he gave her one of those nods and said, “Good night, ma’am.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Honea Farm, 11:20 p.m.

			Ma’am.

			For a few minutes Naomi had been certain the human part in Agent Casey Duncan had emerged. They’d had a personal connection that went back decades. On some level she had recognized him, but she hadn’t been able to pull the memory from the gray matter that was so shaken by the events of the past two days.

			Maybe if she’d run into him under different circumstances...

			She stalked back to the kitchen. Glared at his cup, then tucked it away in the dishwasher. He’d acted almost annoyed that she had recalled how they first met. Was she not supposed to remember? Or was he somehow still miffed that she’d only had eyes for Slade instead of him, as he put it. She’d been eleven, for goodness’ sake. She hadn’t known what she wanted.

			The notion that he would hold the actions of an eleven-year-old against her was ludicrous.

			Her determined pace back into the living room slowed and her gaze narrowed. Maybe the fact that they’d met before was just coincidence, but he’d used it to take her off guard. Certainly she’d opened up more than she would have otherwise. But nothing she’d said had confirmed his conclusions about her dad or Arlene.

			Though it was difficult to justify in any way whatever Arlene had been doing.

			How could such a seemingly nice woman have been making bodies disappear? Not just any bodies at that, the bodies of murder victims. She fully expected that when the remains discovered in the lab were identified they would be those of homicide victims, as well.

			What did you call someone who made bodies disappear? Not exactly a cleaner since they typically cleaned up an entire scene or situation. This was only body disposal.

			At least as far as Naomi knew.

			What if there were notes or files about the bodies hidden somewhere on the farm? Surely Arlene kept business records. It was a business, wasn’t it? Based on what Agent Duncan—she refused to call him Casey since he’d behaved so strangely before leaving—said it appeared that Arlene was paid vast sums of money to get rid of human remains. Add to this information the evidence found in the lab and in other areas on the farm, it made sense that Arlene, as an agronomist, would have taken her work to the next level.

			Human composting.

			Fear snaked around Naomi’s chest. If Arlene had composted human remains on the farm, using it as some sort of fertilizer, there would be endless lawsuits. Whether Naomi or her dad knew about it or not, they owned the farm. They signed up the subscribers for the CSA.

			Holy cow, she was in serious trouble. She needed a really good lawyer.

			She hesitated, one hand on her hip, the other on her chin as she tapped her cheek in hopes of prodding forth some revelation that would provide an out. Could a lawyer actually help if the question of who did what still remained? Or did it matter? Was she and her dad as well as her mother still culpable simply because they owned the property? “Of course you are, dummy.”

			She’d gone over the house fairly well and found nothing unexpected, certainly nothing that suggested there was some illegal operation on the farm.

			What she needed was the opportunity to go through the lab and office.

			Hurrying to the kitchen, she found her jacket, tugged it and her boots on and found a flashlight. Before going out the door she confirmed that her keys and her cell were in her pocket.

			Check.

			Slipping out the back door she disappeared into the darkness, opting not to use the flashlight. She’d made the trip to the barn and lab a million times. She knew the way. Besides, in retrospect, if she turned on the flashlight her security detail would see. She needed some time alone in the lab to think and pick through the decades of papers documenting the work done on the farm.

			The door to the lab was locked. Since the investigators would be returning tomorrow, they hadn’t sealed the door with crime scene notices. No matter, she understood that what she was doing probably broke the law.

			She entered the building, anyway. Now she would use the flashlight. If she turned on the overhead lights anyone outside would be able to see the glow cast through the skylights. Unless she directed the flashlight upward, that wasn’t going to happen. First, she did a walk-around and assessed what the forensic investigators or technicians had been doing. Thankfully they put things back as they found them after completing their tasks on a given worktable. She’d expected lots of jumbling and fingerprint dust. Did they even use that stuff anymore?

			The storage room was the same. The items on the shelves weren’t exactly where she and Arlene had put them, but they were close. Arlene preferred everything in its exact place all the time. If you moved it, you’d better put it back precisely where you found it.

			This was one of the traits her mom had loved about Arlene. Everything was always in its place. Her mom had been basically the same way. Even now Naomi found herself lining up the cereal boxes and cans in perfect order, arranged by product.

			But Naomi was more like her dad. Not so picky about where things were. Perfection wasn’t even an aspiration in her reality.

			The familiar tables and small greenhouses were comforting somehow. Without the darkness to distract her she noted the humid scent of warm soil and rich green plants.

			This was where Arlene tested her plant food. She never called it fertilizer. Food. Like humans, the plants needed food.

			Naomi shuddered at the idea that the woman may have been feeding the plants humans.

			Finally, she moved on to the office. The desk was hers, but she and Arlene had shared it, depending on who was doing what. No need to try cramming another desk into this little office. She sat down in the wheeled chair and began her search. The drawers first. Picking through each scrap of paper, business card and report, she moved from drawer to drawer. In the bottom right she found a piece of her favorite soft caramel candy. She peeled off the wrapper and popped it into her mouth.

			“Hmm.” Nice. On busy days those chewy delights were sometimes her lunch.

			A thorough check of the credenza and she moved on to the row of file cabinets. These massive file cabinets were the primary reason there was no room for another desk in the room.

			Not that she would need a second desk now.

			She stilled. Arlene was dead. Her parents were dead. She was it now.

			And everything had gone to hell.

			Emotion burned in her eyes, but she blinked it away and focused on the task at hand. Now, finding the facts was the most important task she had to accomplish. Folder by folder she read the headings of each. Customer names. Each business from whom they purchased goods or sold goods had a file. Each individual who bought from the farm had one, as well. She knew them all personally.

			She passed the Franklin County Lumber file but went back. Something stuck out of the folder. Arlene never left anything arranged in a sloppy manner. Maybe the forensics folks had bunched up some of the papers in this file.

			Naomi removed it but it wasn’t the lumber company’s file that was the problem. It had gotten tucked into another folder. This one was unmarked.

			Pulse thumping, she opened the file. Empty. Maybe it was just an extra file that stuck to the lumber company one. She scanned the front of the folder with her flashlight, then the back side.

			The beam of light stilled midway across the back side of the brown folder.

			Numbers.

			She placed the folder down on the desk and went over it more carefully. There were dozens—no hundreds—of numbers written on it.

			“What is this?” she muttered.

			Holding her breath, she turned on the desk lamp and looked more closely. Numbers. Numbers. Lots and lots of numbers. She took a photo with her phone, then slid it back into her pocket.

			Her first instinct was to call Agent Duncan.

			“Nope.”

			She intended to look into this herself before handing it over to him. After turning off the desk light, she slipped the folder back into the drawer next to the one labeled Franklin County Lumber. Maybe the numbers were combinations to locks. But there were no locks with combinations that she knew of on the farm. They all had keys.

			Something else she would need to look for.

			Maybe it was time to take the UTV, a utility terrain vehicle, around the property. See if there was a building somewhere she had missed. She really couldn’t say for sure that she had been over every acre of the property since she came back. Considering it wouldn’t help to do it in the dark, tomorrow would have to be soon enough.

			The air felt chillier as she left the lab or maybe it was just the idea that it was dark save for the moonlight. She paused and stared up at the low-slung full orb. There was no comparison when it came to country nights. It just wasn’t the same in the city.

			“You really shouldn’t be out here in the dark.”

			Her scream came out more a squeak.

			Fear slammed into Naomi like a fast-moving truck.

			Casey. Agent Duncan.

			When she could breathe again, she said, “You scared the hell out of me.”

			“Spotting something moving in the dark didn’t do anything for my serenity, either. Imagine me picking up movement between two trees. I am armed, Ms. Honea, as is the deputy on duty. This is a bad idea for everyone.”

			No matter that she knew he was right, anger overrode her good sense. “What are you doing here? I thought you left.”

			“I decided to hang around awhile.”

			“Why?” Her anger and frustration amped up a notch. “So you can come up with some other way to make me believe one or both of my parents was involved with whatever the hell is going on here?”

			“Looks to me like you were the one searching for something. Maybe you could tell me what was so important that you had to go out in the middle of the night and enter an ongoing crime scene to find it?”

			She didn’t have to tell him anything. “I needed the latest invoices, but I couldn’t find them. They must be in the house. I guess I overlooked them.”

			“Your invoices aren’t on some app or software on your computer?”

			“Good night, Agent Duncan.”

			She strode toward the house. The moonlight was plenty for her to see the way. Even if it hadn’t been, she wouldn’t have turned on the flashlight. Maybe he’d run into a tree. She rolled her eyes and mentally scolded herself for being petty.

			At least she wasn’t holding a nearly two-decade-old rejection against him. And it wasn’t even really a rejection. It was nothing but two silly kids and hormones.

			She stamped up onto the porch and still he followed right behind her. She wheeled around. “Why are you following me?”

			“I intend to make sure your house is clear before you lock yourself in for the night.”

			She gestured to the county cruiser in the drive. “I have a security detail.”

			As she made the statement another car pulled up and the one that had been parked all evening backed up and drove away. Shift change, she supposed.

			The driver’s door opened and an older deputy, broad shouldered and round bellied, got out of the car and waved. “Evening. I’m Deputy Lawton. I’ll be here for the night.”

			“Thank you,” Naomi called back. “If you need anything please let me know.”

			He nodded and climbed back into his vehicle.

			“Was there anything else you wanted to say?” she asked the man still towering over her. He looked almost as irritated as she felt.

			“Whatever I said that ticked you off,” he announced with an exaggerated sigh, “I apologize.”

			“You accused my dad of being a criminal. You even suggested I might be one. All because you have no idea who the criminal is in all this.” Probably not entirely true but saying it felt good.

			It gave her quite the bit of glee, in fact.

			“You’re right. I apologize for that, too.”

			Too. So, he did realize he’d been petty.

			“Thank you.” She turned to the door once more.

			“Ms. Honea, I really need you to think long and hard about the difference between what you’ve always believed and what the evidence shows. This will go a whole lot more pleasantly and a lot more quickly if we work together.”

			He’d said she should help him prove her parents were innocent in all this. So maybe she was the one being petty. Maybe he was only doing his job and she was the one fighting the process.

			“I looked through the files. There’s an extra empty folder next to the Franklin County Lumber file. It’s empty but it had numbers written all over it. Combinations or some other number sequences.”

			He nodded. “Thank you. I’ll check it out.”

			He descended the steps, heading back to the lab.

			She went after him. He glanced her way as she caught up with him. “It’s late, Ms. Honea.”

			“I can’t go in the house.” She pressed onward, matching his long strides as closely as she could.

			He cut a glance in her direction. “Why is that?”

			“You said you had to make sure it was clear before I go in.”

			

			CASEY LAUGHED. “YOU’RE RIGHT. I did say that. I guess I owe you another apology.”

			She made a “who cares” sound and kept walking.

			“You know you can’t go back in the lab.” Casey knew she would. That was something else he remembered about her. She was fearless. Are you brave enough...?

			“Then I’ll wait outside.”

			He unlocked the door and waited for her to go in before him.

			This time she turned on the lights. He’d followed her here. He’d been doing a walk around her house when she’d exited through the back door. Years of experience weren’t necessary to know where she was headed.

			In the office he pulled the file she’d told him about. He propped against the desk and reviewed the numbers. Some were written in black ink, others in blue.

			“Do you think the coloring of the ink is significant?”

			A logical question. “Maybe.” He glanced at her. “Maybe not.”

			She stared at the scribbled numbers. “There aren’t any combination locks around here. We only use locks with keys.”

			“Passwords,” he suggested.

			She leaned closer and he stopped breathing.

			“None of our computer passwords are number sequences. We use a combination of letters, numbers and special characters.” She smiled up at him as if she fully understood he couldn’t breathe. “The passwords are stronger that way.”

			When she drew back, he breathed again. “What about online accounts? Any of these resemble bank account numbers? Credit cards?”

			Her brow lined as she studied the numbers again. “I don’t think so, but I can check.”

			“We’re here.” He moved away from the desk. “Why not have a look now?”

			Beyond the fact that it was the middle of the night and that she shouldn’t be in here.

			Naomi slid into the chair behind the desk and started clicking keys. Casey walked around the office, surveyed shelves and items he’d already inventoried two or three times. Never hurt to have another look. Mostly he just wanted to let her feel like she was accomplishing something. He’d played this all wrong. Bringing up the past and making her feel vulnerable was the incorrect tactic. He didn’t usually make those kinds of elementary mistakes.

			Maybe the truth was that he’d let that tiny slice of shared history rattle him just a little.

			“Let me see the folder.” She held out her hand and he placed the folder in her fingers.

			He watched as she looked from the computer screen to the folder time and time again. Her pink lips were pursed, making him wish he could touch her there. A lock of red hair fell across her face and it took every ounce of strength he possessed not to reach out and tuck it aside.

			Maybe that was why he’d asked for this case as soon as it came across the SAC’s desk. He wanted to see her. To see if she remembered him. To help her find the truth. Or maybe to prove she was involved somehow.

			But that third option was wrong. She wasn’t involved. He knew this already. Could he clear her father’s name? Maybe not. But he would find the truth and he would do what he could to prevent tearing her world any further apart.

			“None of the accounts we have match any of those numbers.” She logged out of the computer and shut it down. “Back to square one.”

			“It’s late.” Past midnight, he imagined. “We should call it a night and have a fresh look in the morning. I’ll run it past our forensics accountant.”

			“At least we tried.”

			If having tried made her feel as if she were helping, he’d made the right choice. He really did need her cooperation.

			He followed her out of the building, locked the door.

			When they reached the house, he gave her a nod. “Good night, Ms. Honea.”

			“Why are you calling me that?”

			He hesitated, looked at her. “It’s your name.”

			“Let’s get this part out of the way,” she suggested. “You call me Naomi and I’ll call you Casey. We can’t pretend all this formality. Not after what we shared.”

			He stroked his chin as if considering her offer. “All right, Naomi.”

			“Drive safely.”

			She reached for her door.

			“I’m not going anywhere.”

			Her attention swung back to him. “Why? I have a security detail. Is it really necessary to have two right outside my door?”

			He considered the deputy in the cruiser, then turned back to her. “I don’t really care for motels. I’m more at home in my SUV. I’ll be fine.”

			He started down the steps.

			“No.”

			He looked back. “No?”

			She shook her head. “The deputies get to change up every eight hours. You don’t have anyone to relieve you. You can stay on my couch. Get some sleep, like you said. If anyone tries to get to me, you’ll be right there on the couch.”

			“As long as you’re okay with the arrangement, ma’am.”

			“Naomi,” she reminded as she unlocked and opened the door.

			“Naomi,” he amended.

			She nodded to the open door. “I’ll let you go first. Make sure it’s safe for me to come inside.”

			He doubted she had anything to worry about in there and most likely she knew it. She was using his own words against him. In reality, the problem was right here. With him. Maybe she didn’t understand or maybe she did.

			Guess he’d find out.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Honea Farm
Thursday, October 21

			Casey’s eyes opened to darkness.

			He listened.

			All quiet. But something woke him. He reached beneath the pillow Naomi had provided and found his cell. Checked the time: 3:00 a.m.

			He tossed aside the blanket and sat up. The sofa, he had to admit, was far more comfortable than the bucket seat in his SUV. He pulled on his shirt as he stood, buttoned up while he searched for his boots. Tucked his weapon into his waistband. Then, running his fingers through his hair, he took a moment to allow his eyes to adjust to the darkness. Turning a light on would wake Naomi. No need for that.

			Taking his time, he moved across the room to the stairs. The Honea home was a typical two-story farmhouse. Bedrooms were upstairs. As best he recalled from the search of the home on Tuesday, there were no squeaky steps on the staircase.

			He moved up quickly, going straight to the room on the right at the far end of the narrow hall. He had known this was her room the moment he entered it. Celebrity posters still covered the walls from when she was a teenager living at home. The posters were the right era, so he had assumed as much, anyway. The walls were white, allowing the colorful posters and banners to stand out on a blank canvas. The bed had been unmade. He had her figured for a girl who didn’t bother making the bed every morning. He, too, was firmly rooted in the what-difference-did-it-make camp. He was only going to climb back in that night.

			She’d left her door open. Good. At this point his eyes had adjusted well to the lack of lighting. Her form was easy to make out in the soft white covers. He knew the covers were soft because he’d touched them. Hadn’t been able to help himself. Her red hair was a dark cloud spread over the pillow. The sound of her soft, steady breathing confirmed his estimation that she was sleeping soundly.

			Back downstairs, he pocketed the key she’d left on the table near the door and grabbed his jacket. He slipped out and stood for a moment on the porch assessing the county cruiser parked in the driveway. The best he could tell the vehicle was empty.

			Where was the deputy?

			Maybe he’d needed to take a leak and the car door was what Casey had heard.

			Palming his weapon just in case, he made his way down the steps and toward the cruiser. No one in the car. Next he looked through the windows of his own SUV, then looked under both vehicles. Naomi’s truck was the same—empty.

			From there he took a walk around the house. All quiet. No shadows moving through the moonlight.

			Where the hell was that deputy?

			Moving toward the lab a sound alerted his senses. Casey stilled. The snap of a twig, crunch of gravel. Then he spotted the movement. A dark form progressing through the night, only visible when it passed beneath a slip of moonlight that filtered between the branches of the trees.

			The form moved closer to the house. Casey waited until he—presumably the deputy—was close enough to touch. He lifted his weapon to the form’s head.

			“Stop right there.”

			“Whoa!” Male voice. “I’m Deputy Lawton. Just had to do some private business, if you know what I mean.”

			Casey lowered his weapon. “Sorry about that, Lawton. Special Agent Casey Duncan. I thought I heard an intruder lurking about.”

			“You hear all sorts of sounds out here in the country, Agent Duncan. Owls, raccoons messing around the trash cans. It’s not like in the city. Sometimes a sound we’re not used to hearing will rouse us from a dead sleep.”

			“You’re right.” Casey tucked his weapon back into his waistband. “I’m more accustomed to the wail of sirens and the rush of moving vehicles.”

			“I had you figured for a city boy,” Lawton said.

			“How long have you been in the Winchester area?” Casey asked as they moved back toward the front of the house.

			“Since I decided life in Birmingham was not for me. Every time I turned around it seemed one of my fellow officers was getting shot. I headed north, spent a night in Winchester and decided this was the place for me. Until I got on with the department, I used to help Mr. Honea out on the farm. Stayed on even after I was hired as an auxiliary deputy. Once I got on full-time, I had to give up the extra work. He was a good man. Always the first to help when the community needed him.”

			“Did you notice any changes in the way the farm operated or in Mr. Honea’s personality over the past few years?”

			“Not that I can say.” He paused next to his vehicle, shook his head. “It was tough when his wife was sick and for a while after she passed. But that’s understandable. You won’t find a finer family than the Honeas. Good folk. Never any trouble out here. Like I said, always helpful to their neighbors. Always the first ones to pitch in during a crisis. This awful business is a real shame.”

			Casey had gotten pretty much the same statement from everyone he’d interviewed.

			“What about Arlene Beck? How well did you know her?”

			“Well, now.” He adjusted his belt as if his trousers were having difficulty staying up on his round shape. “Arlene was a different kind of bird. Definitely an odd one. Friendly enough most of the time. She wasn’t one to socialize. Not too many friends as far as I could tell. There was that one old conspiracy fella she spent a good deal of time with.”

			“Conspiracy fella?” Casey asked.

			“Elmer Cotton,” Lawton said. “He used to work for the government. NASA, I think. Had to retire early. They say he lost his mind.” He made a circling motion at the side of his head. “Went a little crazy. Anyway, he lives sort of off the grid over in Shake Rag.”

			“Shake Rag?”

			“A little community near Huntland. I’d be happy to show you the way when the next deputy arrives if you’d like.”

			Casey skipped over the offer for now. “How was Beck involved with this Elmer Cotton?”

			“Well, I can’t say for sure. I just heard she spent a lot of time with him. Might’ve been just a rumor. But you know what they say, ‘birds of a feather flock together,’ and those two appeared to have a lot of oddness in common. Don’t mean to speak ill of the dead, but she was a strange one.”

			“How well do you know Naomi?” Saying her name always caught Casey off guard. He’d thought about her plenty of times over the years, especially whenever he spotted her on television. But saying her name aloud was new.

			Maybe at some point he had gone beyond curious about her. Maybe he was a little obsessed. Not a good look on an agent. Particularly under the circumstances.

			“Not as well as I knew her daddy, Nolan,” he admitted. “She was gone out to California for a good long while. After Nolan died, she came back and helped Arlene pull the farm back into shape. Things were pretty bad there for a while.”

			Strange, it certainly didn’t look that way on paper. The farm dropped into the red after Naomi’s mother died. But a year later it appeared—on paper—to have been thriving with more cash flow than ever before. The bank statements showed a drop-off the final year of Naomi’s father’s life. Another oddity. Why the drop in income with little or no drop in production? Jones and Riley had insisted that work had been steady for the past five years, and even an uptick since Naomi came home.

			“Failing crops?” Casey asked. “Equipment issues?” Most of the farm equipment appeared to be fairly new.

			“I can’t say,” Lawton confessed. “Nolan wasn’t one to poor-mouth. I just know he looked like a man at his wit’s end. There was this one time that he mentioned he just didn’t know what he was going to do if things didn’t turn around.”

			Naomi hadn’t mentioned any discussions with her father about ongoing issues. “Did he ask Naomi for help?” Casey ventured. “Maybe she feels guilty for not coming home to help.”

			“I don’t think he would have worried her with whatever problems he had. He wanted Naomi to be happy. Even if it meant her chasing after her dreams way out in California.”

			“Maybe he discussed his concerns with Arlene since they were partners.”

			Lawton chuckled. “I don’t think he and Arlene got on so well after his wife, Muriel, died. She and Muriel were a team, but Nolan was kind of like a third wheel. I think that might have been a sticking point for Nolan and Muriel. But now, I have to tell you that part is just gossip. Nolan never spoke ill of anyone, least of all his Muriel. Arlene was a part of this farm and always here. I guess it was the three’s-a-crowd thing.”

			“Thanks, Lawton.” Casey gave him a nod. “I appreciate the information. You need anything out here? Water? Coffee?”

			The older man shook his head. “I’m good. Got a thermos still half full of coffee and a couple more bottles of water.

			“How well do you know Naomi?” Lawton asked when Casey would have turned to go back into the house.

			“I don’t know her,” Casey said, which was basically true.

			“Oh.” Lawton shrugged. “I just thought the two of you were close.”

			This was the man’s roundabout way of pointing out that he was aware Casey had been in the house all night while he was out here in his county cruiser.

			“It’s my job to make sure Ms. Honea stays safe. If sleeping on her couch makes that possible, then I can handle it.”

			“We do what we have to,” the older man said with a chuckle.

			Casey considered saying more but decided against it as he watched the deputy slide back behind the wheel of his vehicle. A small-town thing, he decided as he headed back into the house. When everyone knew everyone else, it was human nature to be curious about a change or disruption to the norm.

			As he unlocked the door a light came on inside. “It’s me, Casey Duncan,” he said as he opened the door.

			For all he knew Naomi could have her dad’s shotgun. He’d seen one propped behind the door in the man’s bedroom. He felt confident Naomi knew it was there even if she hadn’t bothered moving it—or anything else in her parents’ bedroom for that matter. The room was like a shrine to the late Honeas.

			It was a big enough house, he supposed, no need to be in a rush to clear out or pack up their things.

			Standing at the bottom of the stairs, Naomi pressed a hand to her chest. “You scared the hell out of me. I heard voices outside and I worried that something else had happened.” She closed her eyes, shook her head before meeting his gaze once more. “Anyway, is everything okay?”

			“Everything’s fine,” he assured her. He closed the door and locked it. “The voices you heard were Deputy Lawton and me. We had a look around outside.”

			“Why?” She moved toward the sofa.

			He raised his eyebrows in question. “Why what?”

			“Why were you looking outside at this hour of the morning?”

			He should have known that question would be coming. “I heard a noise and went to check it out.” He explained the circumstances. “No worries. It’s all good.”

			She pushed her hair back from her face, glanced around. “Okay, well, I’ll be back down in a bit. Feel free to get some more sleep or make coffee or whatever.”

			He tried his best to keep the smile from his face. He got it now. She’d just realized she was standing there in a nightshirt and with her hair a wild mass of curls.

			He loved it.

			She hurried back upstairs.

			He glanced at the couch. More sleep was out of the question. He’d log into the server via his cell and have a look at the latest reports from forensics.

			Keeping his mind off the woman upstairs would be best for both of them.

			Honea Farm, 8:00 a.m.

			NAOMI NIBBLED A slice of buttery toast and contemplated how she could possibly answer the multitude of emails and text messages from concerned CSA subscribers. There was no way she would be making this week’s delivery. Chances were she wouldn’t be able to make the one after that. Sean and Joe were being allowed to come back to work tomorrow but how could she do anything until she understood the situation more fully?

			Any second now she expected to receive notification that all deliveries were to be halted until a health and agriculture department investigation could be done. The farm’s certification was unquestionably in jeopardy.

			This was a major catastrophe. Thinking beyond the fact that people had died had been difficult until now. But at this point she had to face the reality that maybe she should have sold the farm last year.

			And she’d been so certain she was doing the right thing for her parents’ legacy. For her future.

			She tossed the remainder of the toast into the trash. She needed more coffee.

			Casey had left the house half an hour ago to meet his team in the lab. He hadn’t mentioned any new developments. No news so far on the remains from the freezer. The identification could take months or years.

			She’d spent some time searching the internet about human composting. Her stomach seized at the thought. It was a tricky business. Bodies used had to be tested for certain issues that might be passed along in the soil and onto plants. It wasn’t an “anything goes” sort of concept. There were rules and laws and licenses. Not unlike the many, many hoops to jump through for an organic certification. If the remains found here were tested and any issues discovered, the situation would grow exponentially worse for her farm.

			For the first time since Casey had shown her those bank statements, she asked herself if there was even the remotest possibility her dad could have known what Arlene was doing. This was assuming Arlene was the one responsible for this ungodly mess. Who else could it be?

			There could be no other explanation in light of the money found in that house she leased. The box with the head inside had been addressed to that property. No question. Arlene’s friend, Mr. Cotton, had said she used the house on High Street for deliveries.

			There just wasn’t any other explanation.

			To pretend otherwise was beyond ridiculous at this point. She looked out the kitchen window at the lab. A swarm of federal agents had arrived and spread out over her farm. People were coming in and out of the lab. She felt like a rat watching the comings and goings and uncertain when the trap would snap, catching her in its lethal hammer.

			She had to do something.

			Naomi grabbed her jacket, tucked her phone into the pocket and walked out the back door. This was her property. She had agreed to whatever searches the authorities needed to do but she had a right to know what was happening.

			She hadn’t seen Sheriff Tanner or Chief Brannigan today. This was the FBI’s case now so she wasn’t sure when or if she would hear from them again. She felt confident they were being kept in the loop. At least, that was the way it worked in crime shows in the movies and on television.

			The ground was drying up, which was a good thing. There was work that needed to be done. Until this week the rain hadn’t let up. The only thing she knew to do was to carry on with the fall planting and winter prep. This farm was now her livelihood. If the farm went under, so did she.

			The idea that Arlene could have more money hidden around the property crossed her mind. She really had to be losing it to think that way. And would the government seize the farm as a criminal venture?

			More knots formed in her belly.

			The lab door opened and an agent exited. This one was a woman. She smiled and nodded and hurried to a vehicle parked near the house. Naomi had no idea exactly how many agents were here or what they were all doing. Sometimes ignorance was bliss. Hopefully this was one of those times.

			She opened the door and stepped into the lab, breathing in the familiar scents. She surveyed the faces she saw in search of Casey. Some of the agents looked familiar. She’d seen them around before. But others were strangers.

			“Is there something you need, Ms. Honea?”

			The voice behind her startled her. She turned to face the man who’d spoken. “I’m looking for Agent Duncan.”

			“He’s in the office on a Zoom call with our forensics team leader back at headquarters. It shouldn’t be much longer.”

			She glanced toward the office—her office—and spotted him immediately, seated behind her desk. Another agent sat in the chair Arlene always used. Both were in deep discussion with a face on the computer monitor. A briefing, she supposed. Or maybe news from another source.

			“I’ll wait.”

			The agent wandered away.

			Naomi walked to the storeroom door, noted the two agents going through boxes and packages, canisters and jars. They appeared to be taking samples. Made sense. Everything was suspect now. She wandered to the greenhouse area and checked the plants. They were really only seedlings at this point but soon they would be ready to move to the larger greenhouse for growing winter greens. Once they were moved out, new seeds would be planted to start the spring plants.

			No matter that winter brought dormancy to much of the farm, there was always work to do in the greenhouses. Always a step that led into another on the land. An endless cycle that reaffirmed the beauty and endurance of nature.

			As a little girl she’d loved playing in the dirt. Her mother had adored flowers and she’d planted all sorts around the house in pots and beds. But as the organic farm operation grew, the time to spend with her flowers had grown less and less. Naomi had intended to start growing a few of her mother’s favorites again next spring. Just a pot here and there around the porch. The house needed some color. Starting with a few potted blooming plants seemed an easy enough place to start. She’d also considered getting a dog. Growing up there had always been a dog on the farm.

			Just another of the things that had changed after she moved to California.

			Not for the first time she wondered if she had stayed would she have been able to make life easier for her mom. Maybe her dad wouldn’t have had that sudden heart attack. Why hadn’t she come back after her mom died and stayed? Some part of her had recognized her dad likely needed her. But the part in that movie had just been offered. Even her dad had urged her to go back to her life. He and Arlene could take care of the farm.

			She should have stayed. Whatever happened over the past years led to this.

			Naomi scanned the comings and goings around her.

			Murder.

			Why hadn’t he said anything?

			She’d visited at least once a year. Called two or three times a month. He’d never said a word.

			Guilt weighed down on her shoulders. Made her feel sick.

			Drawing in a deep breath she kicked aside the self-pity. This was no time to worry about what-if. She couldn’t fully depend on anyone else to clear her dad’s name. It was up to her to make sure the authorities found the truth. Like Casey said, she was the only one who could advocate for her parents.

			The office door opened, and Casey and the other agent emerged. As if he’d sensed her presence his gaze landed on hers. He said something to the other agent and then started in her direction.

			Despite everything else that was going on, she couldn’t help admiring the way he moved. The ease with which he pulled off that sexy, masculine swagger amazed her. So not smart, Naomi.

			The instant he reached her, he asked, “Everything okay?”

			She was fairly certain nothing would ever be okay again, but she didn’t bother explaining the feeling. “As okay as it can be. Any news from your people?”

			“We have a DNA match for one of the three victims in the freezer. The name likely won’t mean anything to you. Jimmy Bagwell of Chicago. The word was his boss caught him skimming the weekly takes. He disappeared about a month ago.”

			“Are you serious? Another connection to organized crime?” What the hell had Arlene been doing? Running a disposal service for the mob?

			“We should talk in your office.”

			Something in his voice warned that things were about to get worse. Defeat tugged at her as she followed him across the lab.

			He closed the door of the office and waited for her to sit. She took her rolling chair and he settled into Arlene’s. Except Arlene didn’t need it anymore. She was dead. Never coming back. Arlene had been involved with bad people, doing very bad things. Getting rid of evidence—bodies. The realization jarred her. She pushed back the emotion and held on to her composure with both hands.

			“It’s becoming clearer and clearer that Beck was providing a disposal service.”

			“I actually just had that very thought.” Her head was spinning now. It was one thing to consider an off-the-wall theory but to have an official confirm the possibility was mind-blowing.

			“Whether it was disposal or whatever, she was working with very dangerous people. Considering she was murdered, we can safely assume something went wrong. She made a mistake. Crossed a line, ticked somebody off. Take your pick. The concern now is if there’s another shoe going to drop. Did Arlene owe them something they didn’t get?”

			“Like maybe all that money in the walls on High Street?” But weren’t they supposed to be paying her?

			“Maybe it was about the money,” Casey said, “but I’m guessing they knew about the address and would have torn the place apart if they were looking for money or something easily stored in a wall or under a floor.”

			Naomi felt ill. “But there’s something. Something she did or didn’t do.”

			“Most likely,” he said. “You were going to talk to someone? An uncle, maybe? Were you able to find him?”

			Oh, good grief. She had completely forgotten about her visit to Donnie and then the hermit over in Shake Rag. “Yes, I’m sorry. With all that’s been going on I completely forgot to share what I’d learned with you.”

			“Anything significant?”

			“I’m not sure. My uncle couldn’t remember where Arlene lived before moving to Winchester. He did recall that she had a sort of thing, maybe only a friendship, with this man—Mr. Cotton, over in Shake Rag. I was able to catch him at home. It was a strange conversation. He said a good deal without saying anything that meant a thing as far as I could tell. When I told him Arlene was dead, he mentioned that they—whoever they is—were probably on to what she was involved in. He was very cryptic.”

			“He didn’t explain what he meant?”

			She shook her head. “He said I would know soon enough. And he mentioned that Arlene had learned from the master.”

			“Sounds like we need to talk to him again.” Casey stood. “You free now?”

			“Sure.” She was surprised that he wanted her to go with him.

			“He may speak more openly since you’ve talked to him before.”

			Made sense. “Okay.”

			“Besides—” he reached for his jacket “—you know the way, right?”

			“Yes. I...I do.” She hoped the man didn’t shoot at them this time.

			Most folks in Franklin County kept at least a shotgun or a rifle in the house. Then again, Casey had a weapon. She supposed that evened the odds. But a man like Cotton—already on the edge and obviously troubled—probably lived by the motto that he had nothing to lose.

			Guess they would find out.

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Shake Rag, 10:15 a.m.

			“Did I mention this was a bit off the grid?”

			Casey parked. “You mentioned it, yes.” He glanced around the woods that marched right up to the narrow dirt road that stopped a good distance from the cabin barely visible in the distance. “You came out here alone?”

			“I grew up here, so I’m used to this sort of thing.” Naomi reached for her seat belt. “Mainly, I think I was running on adrenaline.”

			He grunted. The lady was definitely pretty fearless. The weight of the weapon nestled against his torso was reassuring. Off-the-grid types like the individual in this case could be a little sensitive to strangers.

			“Let’s see if he’s accepting visitors.” Casey emerged from the vehicle and adjusted his jacket. He really didn’t want to get himself shot today. As he moved beyond the hood, he glanced at Naomi. He definitely did not want her to get hurt. “Stay behind me.”

			“Somehow it didn’t look quite so ominous before.”

			“Desperation sometimes prevents us from seeing the danger before we make the leap.”

			“I’ve taken a few leaps like that in my time,” she confessed.

			“You were fearless even at eleven,” he pointed out as they started moving toward the small ramshackle structure ahead.

			She laughed, then covered her mouth and stared forward as if expecting the hermit to start calling out threats to halt or else.

			God, she had the bluest eyes.

			Focus, man.

			He parked his attention back on the potential danger lying ahead. This was no time to go wandering off the task at hand.

			“I have no idea what you mean, Agent Duncan,” she said in a stage whisper. “I’ve never considered myself fearless.”

			“The rule was no diving off the pier.”

			She stalled, looked at him. “Oh my God. I jumped.”

			The words came out in a sort of awe as if she’d only just remembered that long ago day.

			“You did. We had decided we were going to do it. Before either one of us had the good sense to stop, we were both standing on the railing. Someone shouted, No diving. The next thing we knew people, including security, were rushing toward us. We looked at each other and you just grinned and said, Are you brave enough to jump? Then you jumped. I didn’t have the guts.”

			“My parents had a fit. I didn’t understand all the fuss. I was a great swimmer. It was amazing. Those moments in the air before I hit the water were incredible.”

			“I think it had to do with sharks, rough waters and pilings. You know, all that dangerous stuff.”

			The image of strands of her red hair in the breeze, those blue eyes sparkling with mischief. And that smile. He’d never forgotten that moment.

			“I thought I was a mermaid in disguise. There was nothing to fear.”

			A mermaid. The perfect description.

			“I almost gave my mom a heart attack.” She shook her head. “It really was a foolish thing to do.”

			Now he felt guilty. “It may have been my fault.”

			She stared at him now, but he kept his eyes on the shack ahead. “How could it have been your fault? I’m the one who chose to jump.”

			“I recall there being a double dog dare involved.”

			She gasped. “You’re right. I dared you to jump and the challenge escalated from there.”

			The great diving incident had been the last day they spent together without the cooler kid from Cali. He’d heard about Naomi’s escapade and wanted to meet her. He and his mother were in the high-end condo community next door to the one Casey and Naomi were at. From that point on the west coast kid spent his every free moment on their side of the brick wall that separated the two communities.

			“We were kids,” he said, continuing on the path to the shack of a cabin. “Kids are reckless sometimes.”

			“I’m just glad to have survived.”

			Casey moved more fully in front of her as they reached the narrow porch on the shack. At the door he raised a fist and knocked a couple of times. It was way too quiet. They’d made plenty of noise on the walk up. The last thing he wanted to do was surprise the old guy.

			“Mr. Cotton,” Naomi called. “Are you home? It’s Naomi Honea. I brought a friend.” She glanced at Casey. “I hope you don’t mind.”

			“We’re friends?”

			She smiled. He forgot to breathe. He gave himself a mental shake and knocked on the door again.

			No response. Not even the slightest sound.

			An old truck sat next to the house. There were other vehicles, too, but none that would run without taking a sapling or two with them. “You know if that truck is his current ride?”

			“No idea. It’s the same one that was here before. The others, too.”

			Casey knocked again. Louder this time.

			Still nothing.

			He hitched his head to the right. “Move over there.”

			She did as he asked, and he reached for the door. The knob turned without any resistance. Unlocked.

			“Stay put,” he ordered as he drew his weapon.

			He moved beyond the threshold. Exigent circumstances were questionable. He actually had no real reason to believe Cotton was in danger. But he wasn’t answering the door. An operable vehicle sat in the yard. The resident was a hermit and the door was unlocked. Casey doubted he would go anywhere without locking the door.

			“Mr. Cotton?”

			The house was dark with only narrow slats of light slipping in through the closed shutters on the windows. He used the flashlight app on his phone to look around. No light switches, not even a pull string from an overhead fixture. Cotton was obviously a hoarder. Stacks and stacks of newspapers and magazines and boxes sat around the perimeter of the room. Otherwise, it was surprisingly clean and tidy.

			A fireplace appeared to be his heat source. Beyond the living room area was a small kitchen as well as a bedroom. He checked the bedroom first. Narrow bed tucked against the wall. Small dresser with drawers. No closet. He walked back into the kitchen. A window over the sink drew his attention. He crossed the small room in three strides and looked out over the small clearing that comprised the backyard before disappearing into the dense woods.

			Then he understood why Mr. Cotton wasn’t answering.

			“Naomi!”

			She stepped in through the front door. “Did you find him?”

			“I did.” He turned to her. “I want you to stay here in the house. I’ll be right back.”

			He exited the back door, which was also unlocked, before she could question him. The grass was knee-deep in the back. There was a small shed at the edge of the woods. An old-fashioned hand-operated well.

			Elmer Cotton hung from an orange nylon rope. The ladder lying about three feet away appeared to be the way he’d reached the sturdy tree limb and tied the rope there. It would seem that he’d made a noose on the other end, put it around his neck and then jumped from the ladder. There was no question he was dead. The lividity in his bare feet was obvious.

			“Oh my God.”

			Naomi stood at the back door, her hands over her mouth.

			“Stay where you are,” he ordered, “until I’ve had a look around.” The unknown subject could still be in the area.

			He moved all the way around the clearing. Scanned the ground for trampled grass. At the front of the house he found no indentation showing a vehicle had been in the yard other than his SUV. The killer likely parked on the road and slipped through the woods. Taking the elderly man completely by surprise. He moved back into the house then. Naomi waited in the kitchen near the back door just as he’d asked her to do.

			“Don’t touch anything,” Casey warned. “This is now a crime scene.”

			It was possible the old man had taken his life. He’d been pretty upset when Naomi told him about Arlene’s death. But Casey never liked a scenario that was too easy. Too convenient. Until he was certain, he wasn’t taking any chances.

			Casey was grateful for enough bars on his cell to call Sheriff Tanner and report the situation. Once the call was made, Naomi followed him back to his SUV where they donned gloves. They’d already been inside so no point in bothering with shoe covers.

			“Let’s have a look around.” He glanced at her. “Let me know if anything looks different than the way it was when you were here before.”

			She nodded. “Got it.”

			Fearless Naomi was a little shaken at the moment. Her lower lip had trembled when she spoke. Jumping off a pier and breaking the rules was vastly different from murder and so far she’d stumbled into several murder scenes. This may or may not be another but it involved a death nonetheless.

			He surveyed the wall of articles and photos Cotton had collected and displayed. Definitely a conspiracy theorist. His focus appeared to have been primarily on politics from decades ago. More recently he’d gone off on a tangent about pesticides and food additives. A few articles were related to climate change. But most of the recent articles were about how humans were being poisoned in an effort to depopulate the earth.

			“Hey! I think I found something!”

			The shout came from the bedroom. Casey joined Naomi there. Above the small dresser was a painting. Maybe eleven by fourteen. The woman was nude, seated on the edge of a pool or fountain, looking back over her shoulder at the artist.

			“I think this is Arlene,” Naomi said. “She looks much younger, maybe thirtyish, but I think it’s her.”

			Casey reached out and carefully lifted the unframed canvas from the wall. He turned it around and there was a large envelope tucked into the back.

			“How about holding that for me while I put the canvas back?”

			Naomi removed the envelope. He placed the canvas back on the wall and took the envelope from her. “Let’s have a look.”

			With the top of the dresser clear, he opened the envelope and spread the contents there. More yellowed newspaper articles. A few pages cut from magazines. A couple of photos. Old photos.

			“Some of these are in German,” Naomi pointed out.

			One article showed the date: 1958. November.

			Casey carefully laid out the articles in German and snapped photos. “I’ll send these in for translation.”

			“Here’s one in English.” Naomi pointed to another article. “This one is from 1964.” She pointed to the photo next to the article. “This is the woman in the painting.”

			“Has to be.” Casey quickly read the article. Naomi did the same, hovering close to see over his arm.

			Ursula Becker escaped East Berlin with her five-year-old daughter, Anna. Becker, a brilliant scientist, defected to the US and has been offered a position at the prestigious Johns Hopkins.

			“Anna,” Naomi said. “Becker. Beck. This must be Arlene and her mother, which would mean the painting is her mother, not Arlene.”

			“That would be my assessment, as well.” Casey moved through the articles. The newest one was from 1975. “Ursula Becker was murdered in 1975.”

			Naomi took the article from him and read it. “The police believed her to be a victim of a so-called Nazi hunter for crimes against humanity during the Holocaust.” She moved her head slowly side to side. “What in the world is all this?”

			Dread thickened in Casey’s gut. Were they looking at mob murders or something else altogether?

			Honea Farm, 2:00 p.m.

			NAOMI ENTERED DIFFERENT words into the search box. There had to be more about Ursula Becker. Naomi had come back to the farm an hour or so ago. A deputy had driven her home. Casey was still at Mr. Cotton’s shack—the latest crime scene. She shuddered.

			For her sanity’s sake, she had stayed away from the news and social media. Reporters were all over town. She’d seen all sorts of different news vans on the drive back through town. They had descended on the Cotton property right behind the forensics team. Naomi had hunkered down in the rear floorboard of the county cruiser to escape without the reporters seeing her.

			To occupy herself, she had been searching for information since she got back to the farm. If Arlene was Anna Becker, Naomi had never once heard her use a German accent or a German word, much less a phrase. But she’d been in the United States since she was five years old. It was possible she didn’t remember living anywhere but the US. Her mother may have worked hard to avoid the use of her native tongue—even going so far as to erase her accent. Had her mother changed her name to Beck, as well? No, no. The article from 1975 had used the name Ursula Becker.

			Ursula Becker came to this country as a renowned geneticist. The accusations against her as cited by the words scrawled on the wall above her dead body all those years ago were for her crimes against humans at Auschwitz alongside Josef Mengele. A handful of survivors from Auschwitz insisted she had served as Mengele’s closest assistant.

			Naomi reminded herself to breathe. Had her parents known who Arlene really was? About her family history? If any of this was true—and Naomi was so blown away by the idea that she couldn’t quite make the leap—how could they not have known? This was beyond the scope of anything she could have imagined when this nightmare began.

			The portrait in Mr. Cotton’s house and the photo in the newspaper article of the woman, Ursula Becker, certainly resembled Arlene. The likeness was uncanny. At this point there was no confirmation, but it couldn’t be anything else.

			Had Mr. Cotton discovered Arlene’s true identity?

			Naomi gave herself a mental shake. She had read about these horrors in history class. Watched the occasional documentary. A movie with her dad once. But this wasn’t something that happened in small-town Tennessee. This was truly stranger than fiction.

			Unquestionably more horrific than fiction.

			If it was true that Ursula Becker was guilty, that didn’t mean Arlene—her daughter—was guilty just because of the family connection. She left Germany when she was five. How could she have known or even remembered?

			How on earth had Mr. Cotton gotten involved with this? How had he figured it out? She thought of all the political articles she’d seen posted at his place. Maybe she should have read them instead of assuming what they were. No doubt Casey’s people were combing each one thoroughly.

			Mr. Cotton had asked her what she knew about him, then he’d said there were things about him that were dangerous.

			Is this what he’d meant?

			At least now she had some inkling as to why Arlene appeared not to have existed before coming to work on the farm nearly forty years ago.

			Where had she been between 1975 and when she showed up here? In hiding? After her mother’s murder, maybe she had been on the run. But why? At five years old when she fled Germany it was doubtful she had harmed anyone or knew things that could be helpful to anyone. Why would she have no choice but to hide? Why would anyone want to harm her?

			Unless she’d followed in her mother’s footsteps and had done some inhumane work here. On the farm. The remains she’d found...the body parts in the boxes—all of it made Naomi’s chest constrict.

			This was all too over the top. Like a bad movie. And if there was one thing Naomi knew it was bad movies.

			She stared out the kitchen window toward the lab Arlene had loved so much. What kind of person kept human remains in their freezer? Had recently decapitated victims delivered on dry ice to their secret address? Terror, black and inky, slithered through Naomi.

			Good grief, what had her parents gotten themselves into? Her mom and dad had been very intelligent people—her mother was a physician, for God’s sake. Surely they weren’t fooled for all those years.

			Naomi hoped they had been.

			She really, really did.

			A rap on the front door drew her to the living room. She peeked beyond the curtain and spotted Casey. She unlocked the door and welcomed him in. Her mind needed a break from this new level of her ongoing nightmare. Not that he likely had any good news but at least she would stop coming up with more terrifying theories if she were distracted.

			She didn’t even want to consider the rumors likely going around the community. Honea Horror Farm. She shuddered inwardly.

			“Were you able to get the articles translated?” What was she saying? Of course he had. He was the FBI. They could make anything happen.

			“Is that coffee I smell?”

			“Yes. You want a cup?”

			“I would love a cup.”

			Naomi hurried to the kitchen and filled a mug, then joined him in record time.

			“Tell me,” she urged. She lowered into her chair and waited.

			He sat down on the sofa. Sipped his coffee and smiled. “That hits the spot.”

			Her nerves were jangling. She forced a smile. Silently she urged him to get on with it.

			“The articles were lauding the brilliance of a young scholar, Ursula Becker. She was mentored by the top research scientists in Germany. There is no mention in her history about being at Auschwitz or any of the other places used by the Nazis. The trouble comes later, after the war, when her name showed up on a list put together by a group of survivors. Her murder was never solved, and no one openly took credit. Her daughter, who was a senior at Harvard no less, vanished. They kept their lives very private, so we haven’t found a lot of background yet, but we’ve got people on it.”

			“How did Mr. Cotton play into this insanity?”

			“We don’t know. He was a research scientist at NASA. About twenty-five years ago he had what was referred to as a breakdown. No one has heard from him since. I guess that’s when he went off the grid here.”

			“So, Arlene shows up here. Then Cotton. They had to know each other before. It’s the only logical conclusion.”

			“We’re leaning toward that scenario, but we have no proof just yet.”

			Naomi took a breath. “I need to know what conclusions your team has reached regarding the farm and all that’s happened here.” Right under her nose, she didn’t add. Under her parents’ noses!

			“I can share with you what we have so far.” He savored another slug of coffee. “The remains found in the freezer were filleted from the bones. There are no parts of organs present.”

			Her heart thumped harder with his every word. “The red market,” she said, her words hardly more than a whisper.

			His gaze narrowed. “What do you know about the red market?”

			“Only what I found on my internet searches since finding what I did in that freezer. Sometimes the organs and bones are sold separately from the rest.”

			“We believe,” he went on, “that is likely the case. The organs were obviously harvested before the rest ended up here. We’re investigating the possibility that Beck was using the rest of the tissue in her work on your farm. The part we haven’t been able to work into the scenario is the absence of the bones. Like you said, they were likely sold. Separately obviously. It just seems strange not to find a single one. Did she sell those first? Who knows? But we have some measure of evidence on the rest but nothing on the bones beyond the probability that they arrived here like the intact remains we found on her High Street porch. From there, we don’t know yet.”

			The shaking started deep inside Naomi. This nightmare had reached new, unfathomable levels. “You have to believe me when I say my parents would never have gone along with something like this. She had to be doing this on her own. Maybe after my mom’s death, during my father’s grief.”

			His steady brown eyes held on to hers for a long moment. “You have my word that we are exploring every possibility, including that one.”

			Naomi wanted to feel relieved but honestly it was impossible. To ask this man—his team—to assume all of this happened right here on the farm where her parents lived and worked without their knowledge was a stretch. She was aware.

			“I’ve worked with Arlene for over a year and I had no clue.”

			He nodded. “It’s possible. Some people are very good at hiding the bad things they do.”

			Was that an agreement with what she’d just said or a warning to brace herself for learning what her parents may have been doing?

			“What happens now?” she asked, her voice sounding hollow. She was so tired. More tired than she had ever been before.

			“I’d like you to help me with the search. You grew up here. If I know you as well as I think I do, you probably explored every square inch of this farm.”

			A real smiled touched her lips then. “I did. I’d roam the woods and the fields daydreaming about my escape.”

			He chuckled. “I think we all did some daydreaming about escaping as kids.”

			An escape would really be nice about now. Except reality was not going to allow that to happen anytime soon.

			“Let me grab my hiking boots and we’ll get started.”

			“The temperature is dropping, and the wind is up, so you might need a hat of some sort.”

			“Good idea.”

			She hurried upstairs, used the bathroom, then located her most comfortable boots, a scarf and a beanie. As she passed her parents’ room, she hesitated. “I hope you weren’t keeping secrets from me.”

			Not these kinds of secrets, anyway.

			She rushed back downstairs and found Casey waiting for her at the door.

			“You ready?” he asked.

			“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

			But not nearly ready enough for what might be coming next.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Honea Farm, 4:00 p.m.

			Sheriff Tanner and his deputies had shown up with UTVs for roaming the farm. For the past going on two hours, they had covered the open fields and pastures. More deputies, federal agents and officers had taken the woods, moving on foot in a grid pattern to ensure nothing was missed.

			So far Naomi had noticed nothing unusual. Nothing different than it had been when she was a child. Her hopes were dwindling.

			Yet, she knew there had to be someplace Arlene carried on this evil part of her work. There was nothing in the lab—other than the remains found on Monday—that even hinted at an operation like Arlene appeared to have been running. Naomi wanted to feel guilty for thinking such bad things about the woman, but she was so far past that point now she felt nothing but anger.

			Casey stared across the latest field they’d explored. “Think hard, Naomi. What we’re looking for could as easily be underground as aboveground.”

			He’d reminded her of this about a dozen times already.

			“I get that but...” She heaved a weary breath. “I haven’t seen anything that jumps out at me.”

			“I’ll check in with the other teams and see how they’re coming along.”

			The disappointment in his voice made bad matters worse.

			Surely there was something she was missing. She closed her eyes and thought of all those days she had roamed this farm, unafraid of running upon anything she couldn’t handle.

			“Idiot,” she muttered.

			Her mom had always scolded her for running off in the woods. She’d remind Naomi that there were sinkholes and caves around Franklin County that could swallow up little girls.

			Caves.

			“Casey!” She turned all the way around looking for him. Found him only a few feet away deep in conversation.

			She waited, barely able to contain herself, until the phone call ended. “There’s a place,” she blurted. “In the woods near a spring that comes out of the hillside. I used to sneak over there all the time. There are lots of rocks and trees. It was like a grotto in the hillside. I didn’t consider it as someplace Arlene might use until just a moment ago when I thought about all the caves in this part of the state. There was a narrow opening in the mouth of the hillside where the water came out. It might lead to a deeper cave.”

			“Show me.”

			They climbed into the UTV and headed toward the woods on the back side of the farm. The grotto wasn’t in the woods but it was nearby. Casey spoke to Sheriff Tanner en route and had him and a couple of his deputies meet them at the location.

			By the time Casey parked not so far from a cliffy side of the hill, she was ready to leap off the UTV and rush down the hill. How had she forgotten about this place? Maybe she’d erased more than she realized from her memory banks. When she’d gone to Hollywood, she’d worked hard to keep the memories of home at bay.

			She’d been homesick but refused to admit it even to herself.

			As they approached the spring-fed pool, she stalled. “This isn’t how I remember.”

			There was no narrow opening next to the water. She recalled vividly having to wade through knee-deep water to reach the narrow opening and peer inside.

			“You’re certain it was here.”

			She nodded. “Positive.”

			Sheriff Tanner, hands on hips, surveyed the terrain. “We didn’t run upon any other underground springs in our search.”

			Naomi was as certain as she could be and at the same time terrified that she might be wrong. Still, she insisted, “This has to be the place.”

			“Sometimes these hillside cave openings collapse,” the sheriff suggested. “With the water coming out there, you can bet there’s been an opening at one time.”

			“We need to get an excavator in here and start digging,” Casey suggested.

			“We’ll likely run out of daylight before we can get set up,” Sheriff Tanner warned.

			“If you have the resources,” Casey said, “let’s get them in place so we can begin first thing in the morning.”

			“I’ll make the call now,” he assured.

			Naomi walked closer to the small pool. The runoff from the pool traveled beyond her line of sight down the hillside. Even in the hottest part of summer there was water here. Sometimes in the winter ice would form on the pool. She remembered trying to skate on it and almost falling through.

			She really had been too adventurous. Fearless, as Casey said.

			She remembered all the times her father had to take her to the clinic and have her stitched up. Or to get a tetanus shot. Naomi was forever stepping on old rusty nails or ripping open a wound on some rock or what have you. The nurse who worked for her mother for as long as Naomi could recall would always say, “Uh-oh. Here comes trouble.”

			Nurse Sarah. Sarah Holland.

			Naomi had forgotten about her. She always gave Naomi whatever shots she required. Sarah would whisper to Naomi that her mom couldn’t bear to stick a needle into her little girl.

			“Sheriff.” She walked over to the man who’d just ended a call. “Do you know if Sarah Holland is still around?” Naomi hadn’t heard anything about her or run into her since she’d been back in Winchester this past year.

			“She is,” Sheriff Tanner confirmed. “She’s the administrator at the Happy Valley assisted living facility near the hospital.”

			“She was my mother’s nurse when she had her clinic.”

			He smiled. “That’s right. She came to the school on career day once when I was in high school.”

			Naomi walked over to where Casey was crouched by the pool. The way he studied the terrain she hoped he could see what she saw. Rocks and shrubs and secret places that ignited a child’s imagination.

			He pushed to his feet. “If there’s anything here we’ll find it.”

			She felt confident he only said this to make her feel better since the opening she recalled was nowhere to be seen. “There’s a nurse who worked with my mom when she had her clinic. I’d like to go talk to her.”

			“We could go in the morning,” he offered.

			“You need to be here. My security detail can take me, right?”

			“Sure. We can arrange that.”

			Anticipation fluttered in her belly. They could be getting closer to finding something useful in the search for answers. At least she hoped.

			Happy Valley, 5:00 p.m.

			HAPPY VALLEY ASSISTED living was one of the newer facilities in the Winchester area, Naomi learned as she waited to see Ms. Holland. According to the brochure on the lobby table, the facility was state of the art and the first of its kind in middle Tennessee. A very expensive and classy joint. Naomi was surprised. The rooms, if the photos in the brochure were any indication, were like high-end apartments only smaller. The shared dining room and kitchen were every bit as sleek and well-appointed as a five-star restaurant.

			If a senior needed help with everyday living, this was the place to be.

			“Ms. Honea.”

			Naomi looked up. “Yes.”

			The woman smiled. Her hair was gray, and she was now pleasantly plump, but Naomi recognized Sarah’s face.

			“Ms. Holland.” She stood. “Thank you so much for making the time to see me.”

			“I’m sorry we haven’t done this sooner. Let’s go to my office.”

			Naomi followed her along the corridor to a large, airy office that overlooked the grand fountain out front.

			“You’ve done a marvelous job of creating a sanctuary,” Naomi said as she settled into the offered chair. “I’m amazed at how peaceful and lovely it is here. I’ll bet you have a waiting list.”

			Smiling broadly, Ms. Holland nodded. “We do. We’re very lucky that people have recognized and appreciated the priceless value of a place like this one.”

			Naomi figured the priceless part was the one sticking point.

			Sarah’s smile slipped into a frown. “I’m so sorry to hear about the horrors you’re experiencing at the farm. It truly is quite awful. Your mother would be beside herself. Is there anything I can do to help?”

			“Actually, that’s part of the reason I’m here. In all the years that you worked with my mom did she ever mention any issues at the farm? Maybe with any of the people who worked with my dad?”

			Her mom had spent countless hours each evening after a long day at the clinic to help out on the farm. It hadn’t seemed strange at the time. To a nine-year-old there was no difference between a doctor and a farmer. They were both jobs. But now she understood that what her mom did was above and beyond the call of duty.

			Mrs. Holland pursed her lips. “You might not remember but one of the reasons your mother decided to work so hard with your father on the farm was because of Lanita Carlson. She was only four and she suddenly fell terribly ill. Your mother felt as though she didn’t diagnose her in time to save her life. She never got past it. Every physician loses a patient eventually, but this one haunted her. She started to second-guess herself in everything she did. It was quite painful to watch. After you left for California, she actually spent more time on the farm than at the clinic. A nurse practitioner took care of the patients.”

			Naomi felt sick. “I had no idea.”

			“It wasn’t something she wanted to talk about. Instead, she devoted herself more and more to the farm. Truth be told, your mother was the one who turned it around. Nolan, bless him, worked very hard to make a go of things. But he just wasn’t as savvy as your mom. He had the vision but couldn’t quite pull off the execution. Your mother really was a genius. To her way of thinking, the way to a healthy life stared with healthy eating.”

			“My dad seemed happy to have her with him in any capacity.” Naomi didn’t recall any tension between them, but she’d been a kid. She may not have noticed.

			“He was thrilled. As I said, she was the brains behind the vision. With her help, he had the farm thriving in no time flat.”

			“Arlene Beck had been working for my dad for a good number of years already when my mother started pitching in. They seemed to work well together also.”

			“Arlene was another one who had cutting-edge ideas about how to elevate the farm to an organic farm. She and your mother became quite close, I think.”

			“I guess you heard she was murdered.” It was ridiculous to think for a second she hadn’t. The debacle at the farm was big news. National news.

			Something flashed in Ms. Holland’s expression. “It’s all quite tragic. Your parents loved the farm. I know they would hate to see it torn apart this way.”

			On Naomi’s watch at that. How had she allowed this to happen? Surely there were signs. Had she just not been paying attention?

			“It’s unsettling to say the least.” Naomi considered how to best frame the next question. She’d already ventured into this territory but she needed to be sure. “When you were working together at the clinic, did Mom ever mention anything about Arlene? I don’t recall there ever having been any issues at all.”

			“I can’t think of a time when there was an issue. But then, your mother was very private when it came to her personal life.”

			“Did you know Arlene very well? I haven’t been able to figure out where she lived before Winchester. Or if she had any family I need to contact.”

			Ms. Holland frowned. “She was already here when I moved to Winchester. I suppose I’ve never thought of her as living anywhere else. I don’t recall her ever saying.”

			“No accent that suggested a particular part of the country?”

			Ms. Holland considered the question for a moment. “There was a bit of an accent. Nothing like ours down here. I assumed it had to do with where she’d been educated. These kids go off to college and come back talking like strangers.”

			Naomi could vouch for that scenario. She’d spent ages trying to conquer her Southern accent. “She never mentioned family or friends from somewhere else?”

			“Not that I recall.” She smiled, but the gesture was obviously forced. “I really didn’t know Arlene well.” She glanced at the clock. “Oh my, it’s time for my next appointment. I hope we can chat again soon.” She stood, broadening her plastic smile.

			“Thank you for your time, Ms. Holland. Please let me know if you think of anything that might help us learn more about Arlene.”

			“Of course.”

			Naomi left with the strangest feeling that she’d said something that made the woman uncomfortable. She’d seemed fine until Naomi pushed the subject of Arlene. She hadn’t wanted to go too deeply into that past.

			Certainly it was possible she did have an appointment but no one had been waiting in the lobby as Naomi left. Or perhaps she simply didn’t want to get involved in this bizarre case.

			Maybe Donnie would have some insight into Ms. Holland’s relationship with Naomi’s mom and Arlene. Didn’t hurt to ask.

			Dogwood Apartments, 6:00 p.m.

			DONNIE WAS SURPRISED to see Naomi again so soon. She was surprised herself. Her uncle wasn’t one to keep in touch and Naomi hadn’t really put forth the extra effort to try to change that reality. Frankly, she’d been a little busy.

			“This is wild,” Donnie said after listening to her rundown of the latest news. “You’re saying Arlene’s mother might have been some sort of war criminal?”

			“I can’t say for sure, but that’s the way it looks so far. I’m having trouble accepting that Mom didn’t know any of this. Dad might have overlooked it. You know he didn’t like to get into people’s business. But Mom was so keenly perceptive. I can’t see her missing all this.”

			She thought of the story about the patient—the child—her mom had lost, and her heart ached. Why hadn’t her mom ever talked about it? Had her dad known? What was worse, all these questions were making her doubt everything she thought she knew about her family. Naomi didn’t like that feeling at all.

			“I can’t see it, either,” he agreed. “Muriel was always the smart one. She was far too perceptive for anything to be happening around her and not recognize it. There’s something off with all this, Naomi. I’m very concerned. Would you like me to come to the farm and stay with you for a while? It’s not like I have anything pressing to do around here. The fresh air might even do me good.”

			“You’re always welcome, Uncle Donnie.” She thought of how Casey Duncan had slept on her couch and likely would tonight and instantly regretted having extended the invitation.

			“Oh, snap,” he muttered. “I did promise Heloise I’d look after Mr. Grumpy this weekend. She’s going to visit her sister in Indiana. He’s quite the feisty little pooch and her sister hates him. I’d have to come back and forth through the day and evening to take care of him.”

			“It’s not necessary right now, Uncle Donnie. I have my own personal bodyguards.”

			“Just like a celebrity,” he teased.

			She rolled her eyes. “One more question,” she ventured. “Do you know of anyone in the area who might have emigrated from Germany after the war? Anyone who might have known Arlene’s mother?”

			“You mean like a Holocaust survivor?”

			“Yes, I suppose I do.”

			“There were a couple I remember reading about, but that was years ago. I can’t recall their names.”

			“Maybe I could find something at the library?” If it was still open. Damn. She always seemed a day late and a dollar short.

			“I’d call that lady who owns the newspaper, Audrey Tanner. She’s the sheriff’s wife. I’ll bet she can tell you right off. I just remember that it was in the newspaper a while back.”

			Naomi started to go but decided she had another question or two.

			“Do you think Arlene could have done something like this? I mean, really, was she so coldhearted?”

			He stared at his clasped hands hanging between his knees. “You know, she was a little cold. Standoffish. Not with your folks, I don’t think, but she rarely spoke to me.” He chuckled. “Everyone likes me. But like I told you before, I sort of stepped on it where Arlene was concerned.”

			Naomi smiled. “You’re just a likable kind of guy.”

			Her uncle gave her a half smile. “Try talking to Audrey over at the Winchester Gazette. She’ll know if I’m recalling right.”

			Before leaving Naomi asked, “You remember that cave-like opening by the underground spring I used to talk about all the time? The one Mom told me time and time again to stay away from?”

			“Sure do. I even went in it one time. I was hoping for lost treasure or hidden booty of some sort. But I didn’t find anything at all.”

			“You could actually climb inside?”

			“Yep. I saw it with my own eyes.”

			“There was only one on the farm, right?”

			“As far as I know. Why do you ask?”

			“We went out that way this afternoon and it must have fallen in or something.”

			“That’s too bad. It was pretty cool once you got past the part that required you to belly crawl through it.”

			“Cool how?”

			“It was a big room. Like a cavern. Seems weird that it would just fall in like that. But it happens. Usually something causes it.”

			Very weird, she agreed. She could only imagine what had caused it.

			Something more to add to this horror story.

			Tanner Home, 7:00 p.m.

			THE WINCHESTER GAZETTE was closed so Naomi asked her driver, the deputy assigned to her security detail this evening, to drive her to the Tanner home. Casey had called to check on her—he was heading to the chief of police’s office for a big conference call with all the entities involved with this ever-evolving case.

			Just her luck to have the most bizarre criminal case to ever happen in Winchester. Her family would likely end up a part of some documentary.

			Not at all the fame she’d hoped for when she ran off to Hollywood.

			Naomi knocked on the front door of the Tanner home and waited. She was bone tired. When she got home she was having a long, hot shower to relax her muscles and her mind. Maybe some wine to take off the edge.

			The door opened and a very pregnant blonde woman smiled at her. “Naomi Honea. Nice to finally meet you.”

			See, the sheriff’s wife already knew her. “Likewise,” Naomi offered.

			She didn’t know very much about Audrey except that her family had owned the local newspaper forever, it seemed. Like Naomi, Audrey had left Winchester to follow her own dreams but then returned to take over the family business.

			They apparently had a good deal in common.

			“Do you have a few minutes to talk?” Naomi asked, hoping her impromptu visit wouldn’t be too much of an inconvenience.

			“Sure. Come in. Colt is still at work but I’m on maternity leave and bored stiff.”

			Naomi hoped one day to have children of her own. That dream seemed a long way off these days.

			“I’m sure Sheriff Tanner has filled you in on what’s happening at the farm.”

			“To the degree that he can, yes. Please have a seat.”

			They settled into chairs facing each other near the fireplace.

			“Has your paper in, say, the past thirty or so years done a story on Holocaust survivors living in the area?”

			Audrey thought about the question for a bit. “We did. I think it was about ten years ago.”

			“Could you share names with me so that I might speak—?”

			“I’m afraid they’ve both passed away since then. But I can round up next of kin for you if that would help.”

			“I’d appreciate it. I’m trying to make sense of all this and it’s just not happening.”

			“Sometimes it doesn’t until the final piece of the puzzle is discovered. I’ll locate the information and text it to you.”

			They shared cell phone numbers and Audrey showed Naomi to the door. Back in the county cruiser she thought of how lonely life would be on the farm now. Her parents were gone. Arlene was gone.

			If there was even a farm left when this was over.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Honea Farm, 8:15 p.m.

			Thirty-five minutes ago, Naomi had arrived home. Her first thought as she stood on the porch was, What now? All the official personnel and vehicles appeared to be gone for the day. Her surveillance detail had told her that Casey was still in the teleconference in town with the sheriff and the chief. A moment later as she entered the house, it occurred to her that it had been days since either of them had the opportunity for a decent meal. She had no idea why food even entered her mind. It certainly hadn’t before now.

			Even so, she rummaged through the fridge and the freezer to see what she had on hand. Stocking the shelves had been the last thing on her mind, but now, tonight, she was suddenly starving.

			It was weird. Her emotions and senses had been in some sort of partial limbo and suddenly they were all roaring at once.

			She was hungry. She was confused. She was alone.

			All of it swirled inside her like a cyclone.

			Thankfully she dug up a box of frozen lasagna that was not out of date. Frozen rolls that only had to be browned and frozen green beans that could be steamed in the microwave. It wouldn’t be five-star cuisine, but it would be edible.

			She had forty-five minutes before the lasagna would need to come out of the oven. A shower was essential to her feeling human again. Sweats would be comfy. While the water in the shower heated up, she grabbed a comfy pair of sweats and fuzzy socks. The weather app on her phone alerted her to cooler than usual temps tonight. Since the rain set in, the weather had been unseasonably cool. Maybe she’d have her first fire of the season. One of the things she loved best about this old farmhouse was the big fireplace in the living room.

			Wine, too. Definitely wine.

			The water felt fantastic as she closed her eyes and allowed it to sluice over her body. For a long time she only stood there, allowing the heat to envelop and relax her. Her muscles loosened and the insanity of the day slowly started to drain away. She washed her hair, working her fingers over her scalp, massaging and kneading.

			She continued on to her neck muscles, urging the tightness and the tension away. Before she could stop herself she imagined how it would feel to have Casey’s long fingers and wide hands moving over her body this way. She sighed and smiled a secret smile.

			Maybe it was the desperation she had felt for days now or the shock radiating through her again and again as each day brought some new harsh reality. Another stunning jolt...another murder. Somehow at this moment it coalesced into a need so strong she could hardly contain it.

			She placed her hands against the cool shower walls and took slow deep breaths until control was hers once more. A few moments passed and she felt ready to face the world again. She refused to allow the events of this week to take her down. Her parents had worked too hard to make this farm what it was. She owed them her every effort to right things once more.

			After drying her skin, she stood before the mirror and considered her hair. Wild and even redder when it was wet. She toweled it dry and applied the tiniest bit of product to stave off the frizzies. The sweats felt soft and warm and the fuzzy socks were the finishing touch.

			Descending the stairs, the smell of lasagna filled the air. It wasn’t homemade but it sure smelled good. Her stomach rumbled. She took the final step down and stalled.

			A blast of cold air slipped around her, made her shiver. She walked to the front door and ensured it was fully closed. Then she headed for the kitchen. She froze in the doorway.

			The back door stood open.

			For three beats she couldn’t move...couldn’t even scream.

			The timer sounded on the oven, shattering the eerie silence.

			Naomi forced one foot in front of the other until she reached the door. She pushed it closed. Locked it.

			Had she failed to shut it properly?

			No. She had come through the front door. She hadn’t touched the back door.

			Someone had been in the house.

			She reached into the pocket of her hoodie and closed her fingers around her phone. Then she went to the counter and pulled out the biggest knife in the block. The silver blade gleamed against the light.

			With her back to the sink versus one or the other exits from the room, she moved to the stove and silenced the timer, then reached for the knob to turn off the oven.

			It was already off.

			She stared at the knob. Closed her eyes. Looked again. Off.

			This was an old stove. Not one of the new ones that turned off the oven when the timer signaled. You had to manually turn off the stove. The timer was just a timer.

			The blood pounding in her ears, she moved toward the front door. The deputy on duty was right outside. No more than a dozen yards from the porch. All she had to do was go outside and wave to him.

			She backed across the living room, splitting her attention between the kitchen door, the hall and the stairs. Those were the only three usable routes to get to her...if someone was in the house.

			Her back bumped the door. She reached behind her, flipped the lock. In one fast move she whirled around and pulled the door open. She was on the porch and moving forward. Didn’t bother waving. She rushed down the steps and across the grass in nothing but her fuzzy socks. She didn’t stop until she reached the deputy’s car.

			Where was he?

			She moved closer. Peered through the window.

			Empty.

			She checked the back seat.

			Nothing.

			Fear pulsed in her veins.

			Before she could consider another option, she got in behind the wheel and hit the lock button.

			She called 911.

			Honea Farm, 10:30 p.m.

			CASEY BURST OUT of his SUV before it stopped rocking in the driveway. He rushed to the county cruiser. Naomi stared up at him, blue eyes wide with fear.

			“Unlock the door,” he said gently.

			The click sounded and Casey pulled the door open. He grabbed her and pulled her out of the car.

			Deputies and officers poured across the property to start the search for the missing deputy. The security detail who had apparently vanished.

			“You okay?”

			She nodded. Dropped the big knife she’d been clutching. It clattered on the ground. “I am now.”

			“Let’s get you inside.” He urged her forward, to the house.

			By the time they reached the porch Tanner was coming through the door.

			“House is clear.”

			“Thanks.” Casey breathed a little easier.

			Naomi looked from him to Tanner and back. “Where’s the deputy who was here? The one who drove me home?”

			Tanner gave her a nod. “Don’t worry. We’ll find him.”

			Inside the smell of marinara sauce reminded Casey that he hadn’t eaten since before lunch. Didn’t matter.

			Naomi dropped into her chair and he sat down across from her. “Tell me what happened.”

			“I put food in the oven and went upstairs for a shower.” She shivered. “When I came down the back door was open. I closed and locked it. Thought maybe I hadn’t shut it properly. But the stove was turned off. I didn’t turn it off. Then I realized I came in through the front door. I hadn’t been near the back door since I came home. Someone was in the house while I was in the shower.”

			“Let’s take a walk through and see if anything is missing.”

			“If something happened to the deputy or if he is dead...” A shudder quaked through her.

			“Let’s hope he’s after whoever came into the house.”

			She nodded.

			They moved from room to room, checking the closets, drawers, cabinets. In the downstairs study Naomi stopped.

			“He was in here.” She glanced around. “Assuming the intruder was a he.”

			“Can you determine if anything is missing or what he may have been looking for?”

			“It’ll take a minute.”

			“Take your time.”

			Tanner stuck his head in the door and Casey stepped into the hall to join him. “I hope we don’t have another body.” The count was already far too high, and they were no closer to finding the answers they needed.

			“Almost. We found the missing deputy. He’ll pull through but he took a hell of a blow to the back of the head. He spotted someone at the rear corner of the house and went after him. He didn’t get a look at his face, just a general size. It was an ambush. Looks like it bought the perp some time to get into the house.”

			Damn it. “Keep me posted on the deputy’s status.”

			Tanner assured him he would and headed back outside. Casey returned to the study to see if Naomi had discovered anything missing.

			“The deputy’s going to be okay?”

			“Looks that way. He confirmed there was an intruder. Have you noticed anything missing?”

			“I can’t be certain, but it really looks like he only riffled through papers. Whatever he was looking for must not have been here.”

			“We’ll check for prints,” Casey said, “but chances are he protected his identity with gloves.”

			This was what they’d found throughout the lab and other areas of the property. No prints other than those of the people who worked there.

			Within the hour the deputies and officers had cleared out for the night. Naomi had insisted on finishing the dinner and sitting down to a civilized meal. The bottle of wine surprised him.

			“Would you like to share notes from our afternoons?” She tested a bite of lasagna.

			“We found evidence to prove Cotton not only knew Arlene, but he had also been watching her for years. He left endless accountings of dates and codes. The final pages from the past month were all the same.”

			Naomi looked at him expectantly waiting for him to go on.

			“‘She has to die. She has to die. She has to die.’ Every entry was exactly the same.”

			“Is it possible he killed her?” She lowered her fork back to the table. “He seemed so overwrought when I told him she was dead.”

			“Maybe he was upset because he felt we were on to him.”

			“But we weren’t.” She frowned. “So, if he was Arlene’s killer, who broke into my house tonight?”

			“A very good question to which I do not have an answer.” He took a bite of lasagna and made a satisfied sound. “This is really good.”

			“Please. It came from a box in the freezer.” She suddenly looked paler than usual. “I’ll never be able to reach into the freezer and think nothing of it again.”

			He smiled reassuringly. “You seemed to have managed tonight.”

			“Maybe.” She speared a green bean and brought it to her lips.

			He watched with far too much interest. Caught himself and focused on his plate. “GPR picked up on some anomalies near your grotto so we’re excavating a small location to have a look.”

			“GPR?”

			“Ground-penetrating radar. It’s a way of looking beneath the surface of a location without digging randomly.”

			“Wow.” Emotions flickered across her face. “I’m beginning to wonder when this nightmare is going to end.”

			He understood this entire situation was incredibly overwhelming. Murder and puzzles like this were his work. Steps, routines and methods he went through with each case. For her, it was foreign, intrusive, more than a little scary.

			“How about you?” he asked, moving on. “You learn anything useful today?”

			“I talked to the nurse who worked closely with my mom when she had the clinic. She operates an assisted living facility now. She only had good things to say. She was unaware of any problems and didn’t know Arlene very well. She did mention that Arlene had a bit of an accent in the beginning but not one she could readily identify.”

			“Sometimes you have to beat the bushes for a while before something pops out.”

			“No kidding.” She sipped her wine. “I told my uncle what we had learned and suspected so far. He wasn’t a lot of help, but he did mention that there were two Holocaust survivors in the Winchester area. I spoke to Audrey Tanner, the sheriff’s wife. She owns the local newspaper. She confirmed what Uncle Donnie said, but unfortunately, the two had passed away. She’s going to look up the names for me and get us the information.”

			“We should hear more from my sources in the Bureau tomorrow. I have my doubts as to whether this relates back to Beck’s family history, but it’s important that we thoroughly investigate every possibility.”

			“I guess the mob connection is more likely.” She picked at her lasagna.

			“You don’t agree?” He sipped the wine. One glass was his limit.

			“I’m not sure. It feels like this is bigger than the mob connection. Arlene is dead. Why keep coming back? Why murder Mr. Cotton?”

			“If he was murdered,” Casey countered.

			“If,” she agreed.

			“The only reason for anyone to persist beyond her murder is if there’s something more they need or want. Something she hid from them.”

			“So, we keep looking.” She cradled her wineglass.

			“We keep looking until we’ve done all we can to find answers. At this point we have at least six victims. I want to make sure it ends now.”

			From this point forward if he had to be away from her for any reason, he would have a second deputy or officer stand in his place. The risk was too great. Whoever was behind this business, he wasn’t finished yet. He had come into this house with her here and alone and left without harming her. Casey would like to say that meant he had no intention of hurting her. But he wasn’t fool enough to believe anything of the sort. Without a doubt, he was searching for something.

			People who killed to accomplish a goal sometimes had rules, lines they didn’t cross and even a modicum of honor. But those same people would typically do whatever necessary to protect themselves.

			“I suppose when this case is over, you’re off.”

			Casey watched her as she gingerly tasted another green bean. “Back to Nashville,” he agreed.

			“You have someone there?” She dared to look at him this time.

			“My mom. My dad died a couple of years ago.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that.”

			“Thanks. And I have a sister—if you remember—who is bossy and nosy and better to me than I deserve.”

			A smile spread across Naomi’s face. “I do remember her. Blonde? Very pretty? About sixteen that long ago summer?”

			“That’s the one. She’s married, has four kids and thinks she knows everything. I cannot tell you the number of blind dates she has arranged for me. Generally, without my advance knowledge.”

			Naomi laughed out loud this time. “She sounds like a wonderful sister. She and your mother have probably got your wedding planned already. They just have to find the right bride.”

			“I’d lay odds on it.”

			They picked at their foot in silence. Casey imagined she was as exhausted as he was, but he wasn’t ready to crash. He wanted to talk to her. To be with her.

			“What about you?” he said. Turnabout was fair play, right?

			“Me?” She shrugged. “I’ve been so busy with the farm I haven’t had time to think about a personal life.”

			“You mean all the single guys in Winchester haven’t been knocking on your door?”

			“Are there single guys in Winchester? I’m pretty sure they’re all taken. Not that I’ve been looking, mind you.”

			The pink blush that crept over her cheeks told him she wasn’t entirely comfortable with the conversation.

			Casey allowed another taste of his wine. “You just turned thirty, right?”

			She made a face. “Is that supposed to mean something? Is my life over because I’m thirty and single?”

			He held up his hands. “No, no. That’s not what I meant at all.”

			“Good.” She sipped her wine. “I can assure you I will never forget my thirtieth. I found human remains in my freezer.”

			“That’s too bad. Definitely made for a memorable event.”

			“I’ll get over it. As my father would say, just another day.”

			Except it wasn’t just another day. It was a really bad day.

			Casey stood, gathered his plate and glass and took them to the kitchen. Naomi trailed him. Without further conversation they cleaned up the kitchen and tossed the remains of dinner in the trash.

			Naomi poured more wine and Casey wished he could indulge but he wouldn’t take the risk. The sweatpants and hoodie sweatshirt made her look like a little girl.

			“What are you smiling about?” She held up the bottle. “You want more?”

			“I should pass.”

			She stared at him over the rim of her glass. “What’s the smile about? I swear, I can’t think of a thing either of us has to smile about at the moment.”

			If he told her would she be flattered or annoyed? “I like the sweats. You look relaxed.”

			She tugged at the baggy top. “When I came home all I could think about was standing under the hot spray of water and getting into something utterly comfortable.”

			He had to remind himself to speak since his brain was still stuck on the image of her under that hot spray of water.

			She set her glass aside. “Okay, I don’t know if it’s the wine or the insanity of the past few days driving me, but I have to do this. I cannot take it anymore.”

			He frowned. “What can’t you take anymore?”

			“Kiss me.” She planted her hands on her hips. “I know you’re feeling the attraction just like I am so let’s get it over with. See if the real thing can stand up to the memory.”

			“You want me to kiss you?” he confirmed, his pulse already hammering.

			“Only if you want to—if you’re as curious as I am, then I’m certain you want to.”

			She had no idea.

			He took her face in his hands, glided the pad of his thumb over her cheek. “I’ve dreamed of doing this again for a very, very long time.”

			He kissed her.

			His lips melted into hers and the rush of sensations made it impossible to breathe.

			He drew back just far enough to look into her eyes. “How’s that?”

			“I’m not sure. Can we do it again?”

			A knock on the door sent them stumbling apart.

			Grappling for his composure, he held out a hand for her to stay put. He walked to the window and checked the porch.

			Deputy Lawton.

			Breathing easier, he moved to the door and opened it just enough to hear what the man had to say.

			“Just wanted you to know that I’m on for the night. You have any trouble you let me know.”

			“Keep your eyes open, Lawton,” Casey warned. “I’m sure you heard what happened to the deputy earlier.”

			“Got it, Agent Duncan.”

			He turned on his heel and walked back to his car.

			Casey closed the door and locked it.

			When he turned back to Naomi she was standing at the bottom of the stairs.

			“See you in the morning.”

			Then she was gone.

			One thing was for sure. That long ago kiss didn’t hold a candle to the one they’d shared just now.

			The memory would haunt him for another twenty years.

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Honea Farm
Friday, October 21, 6:00 a.m.

			Casey had just poured his second cup of coffee when he got the word. He was needed at the excavation site. They’d found something.

			He hadn’t heard a sound from upstairs. He’d worried that when he showered she would wake up, but she hadn’t stirred. It was late when she went to bed. Considering the recent events, he doubted she went to sleep immediately. Probably didn’t sleep well, either. He’d wanted to follow her up those stairs last night something fierce. But she hadn’t extended the invitation and he knew better.

			At least they’d had that kiss. The memory warmed him.

			Whatever happened when this investigation was done, he would think of that kiss for a very long time to come.

			Casey found paper and pen in a drawer and left her a note to call when she was up. He pulled on his jacket and headed out the front door, locking it behind him. It was warmer this morning than last night. He hurried down the porch steps and to the cruiser parked next to his SUV.

			The deputy powered down the window. “Morning, Agent Duncan.”

			Not Lawton. There must have been an early-morning shift change. Casey was surprised he hadn’t knocked on the door to announce the change.

			“Deputy.” Casey gave him a nod. So far this week he’d met a different deputy for each shift. Except for Lawton. He’d showed up for the detail three or four times now. “I’m heading across the field to the excavation site. I’d like you to move to the front porch until Ms. Honea is up.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			While Casey loaded into his SUV, the deputy climbed the porch steps and took a seat in a rocking chair. Casey backed up, then turned toward the narrow dirt road that led deeper onto the property. He could drive most of the way. A ping warned he had a text message. He stopped and had a look.

			Call me.

			Casey put the SUV in Park and made the call to his ASAC. Assistant Special Agent in Charge Preston Wagner answered on the first ring.

			“Duncan, this case just elevated to the highest priority.”

			Casey braced for whatever profound news he was about to receive. “I’m listening.”

			“Dental records and prints confirm your vic, Arlene Beck, was Anna Becker. Those numbers on the file jacket are showing up as foreign bank accounts that go back decades. There’s a lot we don’t know. But we were notified to stand down. I need you to wrap up and get back to Nashville.”

			“Wait—” Casey took a second to slow his frustration. “What does that mean, stand down?”

			“You know what it means, Duncan.”

			“I know what it means,” he growled. “I’m asking you in what capacity should I stand down on this one? We have multiple homicide victims and no confirmation that they’re all related. If—”

			“It means that whatever you find, it has nothing to do with Becker or that history. It means this is bigger than the Bureau and a task force will be taking over.”

			“Give me the day at least,” Casey argued. “There are loose ends to tie up here.”

			“I can give you that,” Wagner agreed, “but you cannot move forward on this investigation. It’s above our pay grade.”

			“I can live with that,” Casey relented. “But I want to know how did this Anna Becker end up in Franklin County, Tennessee, as Arlene Beck?”

			“I don’t know much,” Wagner admitted, “but I know that after the death of her mother, Becker—Beck—disappeared. She was the one to turn her mother in to the authorities. I have no idea why and probably never will. Before the authorities could move in on her mother—Ursula Becker—she was murdered. The daughter was never heard from again. It was assumed that the daughter was dead, as well. Apparently, that was not the case.”

			“Thanks. I appreciate that much.” He had a feeling this information explained a lot more than maybe Wagner understood.

			“Duncan, I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but the order came from above.”

			“Got it.” Casey ended the call before more could be said. No need to give the man time to toss out any other restrictions.

			Casey had never been one to break the rules. But this was different. He wasn’t going to pretend he didn’t know what he knew. He damned sure wasn’t leaving Naomi in the dark when she deserved far more. This was her home. Her family.

			When he reached the grotto, the excavator sat dormant, but judging by the amount of dirt and rock lying in a pile to one side, the digging had been going on for a while this morning. He was glad he hadn’t gotten the call from Wagner before the excavation began. Maybe they’d uncovered more pieces of the puzzle Naomi would need to get on with her life.

			Whatever was going on, he wanted the whole story. He wanted to protect Naomi from anything that might be coming. Hell, at this point they still had no idea who the bad guy was.

			Casey parked and headed for the half a dozen people huddled around the open pit that had been unearthed just above the pool of water below. One of the team members, Ted Letson, glanced up at him and shook his head. When Casey reached the other agent and had a look into the pit for himself, he understood the reaction.

			What the hell?

			In the pit was a pickup and a car. Both were damned rusty and bent up from being dumped into the pit and then covered with dirt. The vehicles looked to be thirty or more years old.

			“One of the Franklin County deputies who is licensed in cave rescues,” Letson explained, “is down there trying to locate a license plate on one or both vehicles. He had his gear in his truck, so we let him have at it.”

			Casey snapped a pic. “You called Tanner or Brannigan?”

			“On the way. Called them right after I called you.”

			Casey opted not to mention his conversation with Wagner. He intended to push forward as far as possible before the new investigators arrived.

			“Yo!” the deputy in the pit called out.

			“What have you got?” Letson called back.

			“We got bones in both vehicles. Like entire skeletons. One in each.”

			More victims. At least two. Damn. Casey said, “We need a bigger forensics team.”

			“I think you’re right,” Letson agreed. “I’ll call Wagner.”

			“Don’t worry about Wagner. Call Jensen directly. He’ll get someone down here ASAP.”

			Rule break number one. Wagner would not be happy when he found out.

			Letson made the call. While he did, Casey removed his jacket and donned the proper gear. He was going down there. Every minute they wasted put them closer to being shut down. He’d made a promise to Naomi that he’d find answers for her. He wasn’t going to let her down.

			Casey used the same ladder rope the deputy had put in place to make his way down to the vehicles. The car appeared to have been dumped on top of the pickup. The scent of disturbed soil rose up and filled his nostrils.

			“Have a look,” the deputy said as Casey found his footing atop the car.

			The driver of the car was still strapped into the driver’s seat. Like the deputy said, the skeleton remained intact. The clothes were mostly rotted away, but a pearl necklace hanging from the neck area suggested the remains were female.

			“Can we get a good look into the cab of the truck?” Casey asked.

			“It landed kind of canted to one side so there’s a good slice of cracked window right beneath the right front tire of this car.”

			Casey slipped down lower to a crevice where dirt had not filled in around the truck.

			“Be careful,” the deputy said. “I don’t think this car will move, but you never know.”

			“Got it.” Casey eased closer to the blue truck’s driver side window. It was necessary to force his head into the small area between the car and the truck to see inside. Another set of bones. Mostly intact. No seat belt this time. The bones lay against the passenger side door as if the victim had been slung there when the truck landed in the hole. Like the other victim, the clothes were mostly gone, but a good portion of a set of sneakers remained. He was only guessing, but judging by the length and width, this was likely a male victim.

			His assessments would need to be confirmed but he was usually on the money.

			“I can make out part of the car’s license plate,” the deputy called out to him.

			Casey climbed back in that direction using the occasional rock protruding from the earth and parts of the vehicle’s undercarriage.

			“I can see the first number but nothing after that.”

			Casey looked around. “Let me climb over the quarter panel and see if I can get a shot with my cell phone.”

			The deputy pushed on the car. It rocked ever so slightly. “Better be careful, this thing is not as stable as it looks.”

			“With that in mind,” Casey said, “you get back on the ladder while I do this.”

			“I’m not sure,” the deputy began, “it—”

			Casey shot him a look that warned this was not a debate. The deputy moved back to the ladder and climbed up a couple of rungs.

			When the deputy was safely out of the way, Casey moved up onto the vehicle. The car rocked slightly, and he stilled to wait for it to settle. Then he started to move again. When he was lying facedown across the quarter panel over the rear tire, he slid just far enough to lower his arm between the rear end and the dirt wall. He took a couple of pics and checked the screen.

			He got half the license plate, but he needed the whole thing.

			He slid on his belly, moving closer to the bumper, and reached deeper this time. Angled his phone a little more.

			The car moved.

			This time it didn’t stop.

			Honea Farm, 7:00 a.m.

			NAOMI SPREAD THE covers over her bed.

			She’d smelled the coffee and roused half an hour ago, but she hadn’t wanted to go down and face Casey just yet. It was silly, she knew, but she was a little embarrassed about having insisted he kiss her.

			Sleep had eluded her last night. Between finding Mr. Cotton hanging from that tree and...

			Good grief, how could this all be happening? Murders rarely happened in Franklin County. Suddenly the homicide rate had quadrupled and her farm was the primary crime scene. It was totally crazy. Beyond crazy.

			She walked down the hall and paused at the door of her parents’ room. Surely they had no idea all this was happening.

			But how could they not? It wasn’t just one thing, it was so many things. So many bodies. So many puzzling pieces. The hidden money. The strange strings of numbers. The remains in the freezer. A human head in a box!

			Still, big questions remained. Where were the bones? Who did this? Why? Beyond the money obviously.

			She thought of Arlene and all the years she had been part of this family. Other than Sarah Holland, her mom’s nurse, Arlene was the closest friend her mom had. Between the farm and her mom’s medical clinic, her parents basically knew everyone in town, but they were busy people. Always working either at the clinic or on the farm. There was the occasional community function to which her parents felt obligated to attend but there wasn’t a lot of socializing. Hellos and updates were provided in passing at the Piggly Wiggly or the Farmer’s Co-op.

			Naomi wondered if the lack of close friends was related to all this somehow.

			No. No, her parents had nothing to do with any of this. The idea was ludicrous.

			She moved away from their door and headed downstairs. The coffeepot was calling her name. She hoped Casey had received an update that answered questions rather than piled on more.

			The final step down, she called out, “Good morning.”

			Footsteps in the kitchen drew her in that direction. At the door she almost bumped into a deputy.

			“Morning, ma’am.”

			She blinked. Scrambled to recall his name. “Good morning, Deputy Lawton. Sorry, I was expecting Agent Duncan.”

			“He got a call to go out to the excavation site, ma’am,” Lawton explained. “He asked me to stay in the house since you were still asleep. He’s a little worried after last evening’s scare.”

			So was she. She pushed a smile into place. “Well, all right, then. I am dying for a cup of coffee.”

			“Just made a fresh pot. The other was a little stale.”

			“Thanks.” Casey had likely made coffee before daylight. A fresh pot was a good thing.

			She poured a cup and savored a long, warm swallow before moving back into questioning mode. She leaned against the counter and turned her attention to the deputy. “Have they found something near the pool?”

			“I’m afraid I haven’t heard anything specific, only that they needed Agent Duncan there.” He, too, leaned against the counter on the opposite side of the kitchen.

			Naomi enjoyed more of her coffee. Lawton’s cell phone made a sound and he pulled it from his belt and checked the screen. News, she hoped.

			“Looks like they have found something, ma’am.” He put his phone away. “Sheriff Tanner says the two of us should have a look around here. See if we find any old keys. They found an old car and old truck buried out there by that underground spring.”

			Naomi’s breath caught. “Oh my God. How is that possible?”

			“I don’t know, ma’am.” He shrugged. “Sometimes our folks don’t tell us all they know. They keep secrets. I suppose they think it’s for the best, but it usually turns out to be not good at all.”

			No kidding. Naomi set her cup aside. “It’s the craziest thing I’ve ever seen. I always considered my parents very honest people. I can’t believe they were keeping secrets like this. And Arlene.” She shook her head. “It’s just stunning that she did the things it appears she did. I still can’t fully believe it. Did you know her?”

			Lawton shook his head. “Not really. I mean, I’ve seen her around, but I didn’t know her. One of the other deputies told me she was cutting people off the bone. Wonder what happened to all those bones?” His eyes bugged out a little. “And I heard about that box with the head in it. You’re right. That’s pretty dang crazy.”

			“I’ve tried to think of where she might have hidden the bones, but it’s possible she sold the bones to a buyer on the red market. I’m sure you’ve heard of the red market.”

			“I’ve heard talk about it,” he said, “but I don’t know much. It’s not something you like to think about. And we don’t get a lot of that kind of thing around here. There was that one time Chief Brannigan discovered an employee at the funeral home was taking things—pieces—from folks they prepared for burial.”

			Naomi had almost forgotten the incident. She supposed it was possible there was a connection. She straightened away from the counter. “Shall we start the search? Keys, you say?”

			“He said keys and I guess it wouldn’t hurt for us to look for any kind of hiding place we can find. Like you say, those bones have to be somewhere.”

			She would certainly rather be doing something than standing around waiting for more bad news. “Sure. You’re probably more of an expert than me. Where would you suggest we start?” She had checked all the places in the house she could think to look already. But then she was so close emotionally to this, it was hard to know if she had been thorough enough.

			“We can start at the top and work our way down. I’ve found that’s usually the best. Could be a trap door or a hidden room.”

			Naomi managed a smile. “See, I knew you would have better ideas. I didn’t really consider a secret door or room.”

			She shook herself as she trudged up the stairs. These were her parents they were talking about. Would her parents really have a secret room of some sort they hadn’t told her about?

			At this point she wasn’t sure of anything anymore.

			What if she never knew the whole truth?

			The thought shuddered through her like a mini earthquake. She didn’t want to feel this uncertainty about her parents for a minute longer than necessary.

			She stopped at the door to their room, couldn’t help the guilt that sheared through her. “This is their room.”

			“First we check behind anything hanging on the walls and under anything in the room.”

			“No need to go through the drawers?” She was surprised he didn’t want to start there.

			“You probably already looked through those.”

			She nodded. “I did.”

			“Well, there you go. You check under the bed and under chairs and side tables. I’ll take the closet.”

			“Got it.” Naomi got down on all fours and started with a visual search under the bed.

			Once she had moved aside shoeboxes and dust bunnies she confirmed there was nothing under the bed but dusty hardwood floor. One by one she dragged the bedside tables away. Nothing on the floor or the wall where they had stood. With that in mind, she went to the footboard and tugged until she slid the headboard a few inches from the wall. She inspected that area as well and found nothing but plaster. Pulling the narrow rugs on either side of the bed aside, she found nothing there, either.

			There was a chair on each side of the bed. Her parents each had their own chair for reading or taking off shoes at night. Just in case, she removed the cushions and found nothing. Then she also pulled the covers back on the bed and checked there, then under the mattress all the way around. It was fairly easy to lift each side as she moved around the bed.

			Back to the chairs. She turned them over, checked the floor beneath them and the bottoms of the chairs.

			Since Deputy Lawton was still in the closet, she decided to remove the drawers in the night tables and check under them. After that she did the same with the dresser drawers. She had looked in all the drawers, but she hadn’t pulled them out or looked at their bottoms.

			By the time she’d finished she had drawers scattered on the floor all over the room. She’d even pulled the dresser from the wall and checked behind it.

			Deputy Lawton came out of the closet. He glanced around. “I think we can call this room clear.”

			Naomi nodded. “What’s next?”

			He lifted his eyebrows. “Your room?”

			“This way.” Naomi led the way to her room and started the same process.

			“You sure you don’t mind me digging around in your closet?” The deputy looked a little skeptical.

			“Have at it.” At this point Naomi had nothing to hide and doubted anything would embarrass her.

			While he started on her closet, she took the same steps with her bed and the rest of the furniture in the room as she had in her parents’ room. Like before, she found nothing. The deputy found nothing. They moved on to the guest room and the two bathrooms.

			With no luck on the second floor, they moved downstairs.

			Naomi checked her phone repeatedly. Nothing from Casey. She’d sent him a couple of text messages to see how it was going. It hadn’t been that long, maybe an hour since she and the deputy had started searching. Hopefully, she would hear something soon. One of his fellow agents, Letson, had called to check in with her a little bit ago and he’d assured her Casey would be in touch soon.

			The bathroom and hall closet downstairs were the same as upstairs. Dusty but little else that wasn’t expected. Nothing in the study, either.

			The living room took only ten minutes since there was no closet and only a few drawers in the side tables.

			Naomi sat her hands on her hips and surveyed the disarray. “Should we move into the kitchen or take a break?”

			Deputy Lawton’s face was red and he seemed to struggle for a breath. “No, no, I’m good. Let’s keep going.” He checked his phone.

			“News?” She sure hadn’t gotten a word from anyone.

			“Just checking the time. Does the house have a basement? A lot of these old houses do.”

			Basement? She shook her head. “If there’s a basement I’ve never seen it or heard my parents mention it. As many storms as we spent time hunkering in this downstairs closet, I feel like if there was a basement we would have been there instead.”

			No basement for sure.

			He nodded thoughtfully. “How about in the barn? Any hiding places you remember as a child?”

			“We can check.” She wanted to be cooperative. “I remember climbing around in the loft, horsing around in the stalls. But not much else.”

			“Your daddy had a workshop.”

			“I’m sure the forensics technicians went through the shop and the barn, but we can have a look if you’d like.” Even a trained specialist could overlook something.

			“I think that’s a good idea. Do we need keys for the shop?”

			“Yes.” She crossed the kitchen and reached into a cabinet for the old stoneware saltbox. It was empty save for a few keys. It was also an antique.

			“Well, I’ll be,” Lawton said, pushing his cap up a little off his sweaty forehead. “Who would have thought of looking for a key in an old saltbox?”

			“Dad said there was no use making things easy for thieves.”

			“Your daddy was a smart man.”

			The deputy followed Naomi out the kitchen door and toward the workshop. She glanced across the fields, wishing she’d hear something from Casey. He usually stayed in touch.

			Usually.

			That was a stretch. They’d only met on Tuesday and this was Friday. Their meeting nineteen years ago didn’t actually count. Well, maybe a little.

			Once the shop was unlocked, she and Deputy Lawton spread out and started the search. The place smelled of grease and tools. Her father had one of most anything one might need to work on the old farm equipment and the buildings. He never threw anything away.

			They checked all the shelves—the wall lockers, Deputy Lawton called them. They looked like metal cabinets with doors to Naomi, but she would take his word for that.

			“What about that?” Lawton asked. “Has it always been there?”

			He pointed to the ancient hydraulic lift. When she was a kid, her dad would drive his truck or her mom’s car onto the lift and send it up into the air for changing the oil and any other maintenance that required going under the car. Her dad had always been a little claustrophobic. She couldn’t help smiling at the thought. He had gotten trapped in a closet when he was a child and he never could stand to be shut up in a small space again. It was his one fear. Otherwise, her daddy had always been the bravest man she knew.

			“It has.” She shrugged. “At least as long as I can remember.”

			“You don’t mind if we check it out?”

			She shrugged. “Go ahead. It might not even work. Dad hasn’t done his own maintenance like that in years.” Age changes everything.

			Deputy Lawton crossed to the little door on the wall. Her dad had put the control in a sort of electrical breaker box that could be locked. He didn’t want Naomi or any of her friends messing around with it.

			He picked through the keys they’d taken from the saltbox and unlocked the panel. He pressed the necessary button and with a low growl the lift started to rise.

			When it was about halfway up, four or so feet off the floor, Naomi blinked, stared at the concrete floor again.

			What in the world?

			Instead of just two tracks that car tires usually sat on, a portion of the concrete went up with the two tracks.

			Now, with that section up in the air, there were stairs going down.

			“Has that always been that way?”

			Naomi shook her head. “I have no idea. I’ve never seen it before.”

			“Come on.” He pulled a flashlight from his utility belt. “Let’s have a look.”

		
	
        
			Chapter Fourteen

			Excavation Site, 10:00 a.m.

			Casey held stone-still while the crane struggled with the weight of the car.

			He was trapped.

			When the car moved, he had slid down between the truck and the bottom of the pit. The car had tipped and then wedged over him. He had no idea where his phone had landed.

			More than an hour had been spent trying ways to dig him out, but the consensus was any additional dislodging of dirt would only send the car further off balance. Now a crane had been brought in to extract the car from the pit.

			Letson had checked on Naomi half an hour ago and she and the deputy on detail were searching the house again.

			She was fine. Safe. Keeping herself occupied.

			The problem was, Casey was between a rock and a hard place.

			Metal whined and the crane strained as the car started to move. Casey eased deeper against the dirt wall. The smaller he made himself, the less of a target he would be if something went wrong.

			The noise ceased.

			Casey braced for bad news.

			“You still okay down there, Duncan?”

			“I’m good.”

			“All right, then. The car is a few inches above the truck so we’re going for it.”

			“Let’s do it!” Casey called back.

			The whining and groaning began again. Casey steeled himself and waited it out.

			Another few inches of space appeared between the car and the truck. Casey relaxed just a little. Another foot, then a second one. Now they were getting somewhere.

			The sound of metal shearing jerked his attention upward. The car was a good four feet above the truck now, but something had torn.

			Rusty metal ripped.

			The car dropped.

			Casey covered his head with his arms.

			Shouting above.

			Silence.

			Casey looked up. The car had stopped. They’d only lost about fifteen inches, but could they go any farther?

			“Duncan!”

			“Yeah?”

			“The guys up here are worried the metal is going to tear even more if we keep pulling the car upward. We’re thinking you should try to get out of there. Fast, man. Really fast.”

			“I’m coming.”

			Casey scrambled up from the ground and over the hood of the truck. He’d made it to the other side of the pit where the ladder hung when one end of the car dropped, slamming into the hood of the truck.

			Damn. That was close.

			“Get outta there.” Letson was at the top of the ladder waving him up.

			Metal screaming, Casey propelled himself up the ladder and out of the pit. He sat on the ground and watched as the car dropped completely onto the truck.

			Letson clapped him on the back. “The good news is while the car was in the air I got a shot of the license plate. The numbers were readable. Alabama tag, thirty-one years old. Hopefully we’ll have the owner’s name soon.”

			Casey stood, dusted himself off. “I should get back to the house, check on Naomi.”

			“Naomi?” Letson echoed, his eyebrows raised.

			“Ms. Honea,” Casey amended, not appreciating the man’s pointed question.

			“Duncan!”

			He turned to Tanner, who was jogging in his direction. Damn. He hoped there hadn’t been another body found.

			Worse, Wagner may have called Tanner and informed him they were to back off and wait for whoever the Bureau was sending to continue this complicated investigation.

			“I just received some interesting news from Rowan,” Tanner said as Casey met him a few yards from the pit.

			Rowan was Chief Brannigan’s wife, the coroner. Casey said, “Something I hope will fill in some of the missing pieces on this one.” The case had just taken another complicated turn with the find in the pit. Two more victims who had been missing for at least three decades.

			“When I was bringing Rowan up to speed on this business with Beck/Becker and Cotton yesterday, she got a hunch and had some lab work done. You know, she used to work with Nashville Metro. She made a lot of invaluable contacts. Anyway, she got one of her friends at a private lab to run DNA comparison for us on Cotton and Beck.”

			Judging by the excitement in Tanner’s voice, Casey figured this was big news. He needed a turning point. He was running out of time.

			“Elmer Cotton,” Tanner went on, “and Arlene Beck are siblings.”

			“That is an interesting turn of events. Considering the age difference, if Ursula Becker is the mother, then she had another child after arriving in this country.”

			“Makes me wonder if Cotton decided his sister was too evil to live. Maybe he killed her and then himself to end the line.”

			“A definite possibility,” Casey agreed.

			Now the question on Casey’s mind was how did Arlene Beck entwine herself so deeply in the Honea family? Were she and Naomi’s mother related somehow? Of like mind? Or maybe it was the dad, Nolan. It was becoming more and more difficult to believe they had nothing to do with all that was happening on their farm.

			Casey stared at the pit. Digging that pit, transporting the vehicles with the bodies inside, had taken teamwork. Careful organization. And complete trust.

			Based on the age of the vehicles and the time frame they were buried, Naomi either hadn’t been born or was a little baby. A hell of a lot had been hidden from her all these years.

			The need to talk to Naomi was stronger now. “I should go back to the house and give Naomi an update.”

			The distant whomp whomp filled the air. The sound drew Casey’s and Tanner’s gazes to the sky. A helicopter came into view, lowering as it neared their location.

			“Friends of yours?” Tanner shouted over the din.

			Casey spotted Wagner in the passenger seat as the helicopter sat down in the middle of the field. He decided not to mention it was probably trouble. Instead, he nodded. “Yeah, the assistant special agent in charge.”

			Tanner looked from Casey to the helicopter. “I guess he has something important to say since he made such a grand entrance.”

			Casey made a sound of agreement. No doubt. He strode toward the helicopter as it powered down. Wagner jumped out and hunkered down as he rushed to meet Casey. This was probably not going to be pleasant.

			The engine shut down and silence fell over the field. Deputies and agents watched, waiting for whatever orders the brass was about to relay.

			“Duncan,” he said when they came to a stop a few feet apart.

			Casey gave him a nod. “Wagner.”

			“I couldn’t reach you by phone and this was too important to wait. Between the State Department and various other agencies, we’ve been ordered to turn over all evidence ASAP. I need your team to pull out now. Locals, as well. I believe I mentioned this in our previous conversation. I had a feeling—” he glanced at the excavator “—you might have some difficulty extracting yourself from the scene. I thought I’d give you a hand.”

			“This was already happening when we had our previous conversation.” Casey gestured to the crowd gathered. “There was a bit of a glitch and I haven’t had a chance to pass along your order.”

			Wagner appeared to let that go. “We should sit down with the locals and debrief.”

			“You can say whatever it is you’ve got to say now, sir.” Tanner moved up next to Casey. “I’m Franklin County sheriff Colton Tanner.” Rather than extend his hand, he planted both on his hips. “Coming there—” he nodded to the cowboy striding toward them like a character out of an old Western movie “—is Chief of Police William Brannigan. We’re more than happy to hear what you’ve got to say, but this is our town, our case. We won’t be shutting anything down.”

			Wagner looked to Casey and he shrugged. He wasn’t about to give an assist on this one. Whatever had happened here, Tanner and Brannigan had a right to have the full story. Their community deserved the full story.

			While Brannigan and Wagner were discussing how they could all proceed together, Casey intended to slip away and check on Naomi. “Can you give me a ride back to the house?”

			“Sure thing,” Tanner said. “We should bring Naomi up to speed.”

			They loaded into the sheriff’s truck and headed back across the field.

			“It’s wild how you can know someone your whole life and never suspect what they might be hiding,” Tanner commented. “I guess even being a lawman doesn’t make you immune to deception.”

			“Being a lawman just makes it harder when you discover you’ve been deceived,” Casey commented. “You feel like you should have seen it when no one else did. But we are only human.”

			Casey relaxed when he saw the county cruiser parked in the drive next to Naomi’s pickup. But he wouldn’t be satisfied until he laid eyes on her. She was the biggest victim of all in this mess. She had been deceived by everyone around her.

			Inside, the house was empty. Casey’s guard went up. “She said she and the deputy on detail were searching the house again.” Though this looked a little intense, maybe she’d reached her limit on patience. Naomi wanted answers more than anyone.

			“Let me give my guy a call and find out where they are.”

			Casey would breathe easier when he knew where she was. He waited while Tanner made the call. When he frowned and ended the call, he said, “No answer.”

			They walked back outside and to the cruiser. Tanner looked it over, glanced inside. “I thought Higgins had detail this morning, but this is Lawton’s vehicle.”

			Worry niggled at Casey. “I was going to ask—there’s been a different deputy on detail every shift except for Lawton. He’s covered several shifts this week. Is he one of your most trusted deputies?”

			“They’re all trusted,” Tanner said as he put through another call on his cell. “Lawton volunteered for extra shifts because his sister is a longtime friend of the Honea family. She was Dr. Honea’s nurse for years.”

			“Is that right? He never mentioned it.” Casey thought about all Naomi had said about her mom’s clinic. “As a matter of fact, Naomi didn’t, either. She mentioned the nurse but not the connection to Lawton.”

			An uneasy feeling welled in his chest. Casey had to force himself to hold still while Tanner did what he had to do.

			Tanner ended the call he’d made. “Lawton’s not picking up, either.” The sheriff made a third call then, ordering someone on the other end to find Deputy Higgins. He surveyed the parked vehicles in the driveway before turning his attention back to Casey. “Naomi’s vehicle is here. So is Lawton’s. Let’s operate under the assumption they’re both on the grounds somewhere.”

			“I’ll get my people over here searching.” Casey reached for his phone, realized he didn’t have it.

			Tanner nodded. “I’ll have my people bring your people.” He made another call. “While I’m at it, I’m having Lawton’s sister picked up and brought over here. I think we need to talk to her. Clear up this confusion.”

			Casey was fairly convinced there was no confusion. Only desperation.

			

			“I CAN’T BELIEVE THIS.”

			Naomi had been pouring through ledgers for the past half hour or more. Arlene kept precise notes on every incoming “product” and each sale. Naomi was equally stunned and horrified.

			She looked up, surveyed the rows and rows of glass containers. Each held carefully stored bones. Every imaginable human bone. All carefully cleaned, from the looks of them, and stored. The room—basement, whatever it was—was climate controlled. It wasn’t that large, maybe twelve feet by twenty feet. Spotless, immaculate. The floors, the walls and the ceiling were white. Boxes of gloves sat on a table, she suspected for handling the bones.

			“It’s pretty incredible,” Deputy Lawton said. “Can you imagine how long it took to build a collection like this?”

			Naomi stood from the desk and moved toward the wall of bones. “I can’t even imagine.”

			“The prep area is state of the art,” he pointed out.

			She turned to the opposite side of the room. He was right. Stainless-steel tables and sinks. Refrigerator, supply shelves. How on earth had this room gotten here without her parents’ knowledge? It just didn’t make sense.

			“I don’t understand,” she murmured. “How is this possible?”

			“I’ll bet it took lots of money.”

			Naomi glanced at the deputy. He seemed astonished, as well. Who wouldn’t be?

			“My parents couldn’t have been part of this. It’s impossible. They would never do this.”

			“You’re right,” Deputy Lawton agreed. “It takes a certain kind of person.” He tapped his temple. “A certain genius, too.”

			Naomi wasn’t sure she would call it genius, but she understood what he meant. Maybe. She walked back to the desk and opened more of the drawers. Arlene had been meticulous in her record keeping. The buyers were recorded as numbers. Now all Naomi needed was the key to the numbers. The buyers should go down for their heinous parts in this, too. She thought of the numbers on that file folder. There had to be a connection. Now that she thought about it, the patterns were similar.

			“What you looking for?”

			She glanced up. “There should be a key or a legend somewhere that tells us who the buyers are or what these numbers mean. I’m certain the FBI will want to round up the buyers, too.”

			“I can’t let you do that, Naomi.”

			She looked up from the middle drawer. “What?” She must have misheard him.

			“You see.” He sat his hand on his service weapon and started toward her. “My sister and I have worked a very long time to help build this business. We started a very long time ago, but it wasn’t until we met Arlene that everything clicked. She truly was a genius. It’s a shame her disturbed brother thought he had to save the world from her. We told her to get rid of him a long time ago, but she wouldn’t.” He laughed, a deep one that shook his round belly. “Can you image, she couldn’t bear the idea of killing her brother when she did all this.” He waved his free hand around the room. “Oh, and far more. You have no idea all the things she did.”

			Naomi backed away from the desk.

			He continued coming toward her.

			As much as she wanted to charge him and try to get past him, the gun be damned, she desperately needed him to keep talking. She needed to know the truth.

			“How did she hide it from my parents? I can’t believe they missed all of this.” She looked around the room. “It’s too much.” He only grinned. So, she took a different tactic. “Maybe I’m wrong. It must have been my mother. She was a true genius. I’ll bet she’s the one who arranged everything. The mastermind. Arlene probably took orders from her.”

			Fury tightened his face. “Oh, no. Poor Muriel was like you, she believed the best in everyone. But then she let herself get in the way.” He shrugged. “She may have gotten a little suspicious, but Sarah took care of that. Did you know there are certain chemicals you can add to a person’s food and drink that will cause cancer? Really fast, fatal cancer.”

			Pain followed immediately by outrage roared through Naomi. “Are you saying she poisoned my mother?”

			He shook his head, grinning like a fool. “I said no such thing. But while she was sick and with you so far away, it was easy to set all this up. To expand the business. We took every opportunity to construct the things we needed but after you moved to California your parents just didn’t take vacations the way they used to. A couple of days here or there but nothing extended. Your father wouldn’t leave her side in those last months. We accomplished a lot during that time.”

			Ice slid through her veins. “What about my dad?” Every fiber of her being screamed in pain at the idea of what this man—this monster—was telling her.

			“For a long while he only muddled through, allowing Arlene to do as she pleased, but then he started to get a little nosy. Maybe it was all those extra deposits she made for him. He started to wonder where she was getting all that extra cash.”

			Her heart seemed to rip apart in her chest.

			“Exchanging his heart medication for something stronger was simple. Took no time at all. He didn’t suffer. Not the way your mother did. It was too bad, but it was the best way to do it, my sister said. No one is ever suspicious of cancer and, you know, heart attacks happen all the time.”

			For the first time in her life, Naomi wanted to hurt someone. No, rage exploded in her chest—she wanted to...

			What she wanted didn’t matter. She had to find a way to escape. Casey and Sheriff Tanner needed to know what had happened here. They needed to stop these people. Otherwise, her parents would end up being blamed in the end.

			She would not allow their reputations to be destroyed.

			She held up her hands to stop his advancement. “Just tell me what you want. The farm? What? They’re probably going to blame my parents, anyway. I’ll just go back to California and never look back. We all get what we want.”

			Another of those deep rumbling laughs burst from his throat. “Don’t try pulling that on me. I’ve got your number, lady. My only job was to find this place. You see, Arlene didn’t trust us completely. She liked hiding certain things like the records.” He nodded to the desk. “And the money. She doled it out like she was the only one in control. All I have to do now is set this place on fire and leave you to burn up with the evidence of our buyers.”

			She had to get out of here. “But what about the money? Don’t you want it? I know where she hid the money.”

			His gaze narrowed. “Don’t lie to me.”

			Obviously Sheriff Tanner and Chief Brannigan had not briefed all their deputies and officers about the find at High Street. Thank God.

			“You remember where I found that head in the box?” She held her breath. Prayed he would believe her.

			“’Course. I heard about that. I’m a deputy, after all.”

			“Well, what I didn’t tell anyone was that I found money, too.” She shrugged. “I didn’t know what was going to happen with all this and I thought I might need to run away if the police tried to blame me. So I hid the money. It’s a lot of money. A whole lot of money.”

			He studied her a moment. “I don’t believe you.”

			“It’s in bundles. All small denominations. A whole lot of money.” She emphasized the last part.

			“Where did you put it?” His fingers tightened around the butt of his weapon.

			“I’ll show you, but I’m not telling you. And you already know it’s not in my house. I’ll bet you’ve checked the barn and the lab.”

			His lips pursed with anger. “Tell me or I’ll kill you now.” He drew his weapon.

			She shrugged. “Then I guess you’ll never get your hands on the money because you will never find where I hid it. Never in a million years.”

			For a moment she was certain he wasn’t going to go for it, then he motioned with his gun. “Let’s go. You do anything I don’t like, and you’ll regret it.”

			She nodded.

			“First, take out your cell phone. Turn it off and leave it on the desk.”

			She hated to give up her cell but if it got her out of here, she would have a far better chance of survival. She took it from her pocket and turned it off as requested and then placed it on the desk.

			“This way.” He motioned with his gun again.

			She moved in front of him. She should have known something was wrong when he lowered the hydraulic lift after they came down the stairs. But the sight of all those bones had thrown her off balance.

			No problem. He had to raise it again for them to get out. When he did and they got to the top of the stairs she was running, gun or no.

			Rather than go to the stairs and press the button behind the locked glass panel, he went to the cabinet next to the sink. He opened the doors and checked inside, then moved around the wall on that end of the room, sliding his hand over the white surface. What the hell was he doing?

			“There it is.” He stood back and watched as a panel opened in the wall.

			Okay, this was too much.

			“I thought you didn’t know where this place was.” What a liar!

			“I didn’t, but my sister said Arlene talked about it all the time and the escape tunnel she installed.” He hitched his head toward the wall of bones. “I figured it probably wasn’t there or behind the desk where all the files are. This was just a guess.” He gestured to the small opening. “Ladies first.”

			“Why don’t we just go out the way we came in?” This is not how she had planned this happening.

			“Your FBI friend is probably back at the house by now. For all we know, the place could be crawling with feds and cops.”

			Exactly what she’d hoped for.

			“Let’s go,” he repeated.

			She ducked into the opening, grateful for the dim lighting, and walked two steps before she could straighten to her full height. About every ten feet there was a small dim light overhead. Like emergency lighting in a stairwell. He came in right behind her.

			“Let’s go,” he ordered.

			“I thought you were burning the place.” If he set a fire, surely smoke would set off an alarm in her dad’s workshop. There had to be ventilation.

			“I’ll do it after I have the money.”

			She got it now. He didn’t care about destroying the evidence. He had just assumed the money would be here with the bones and ledgers, but it wasn’t. He had searched the place while she studied the ledgers. The money is all he wanted.

			“Fine.”

			She started forward. “Do you have any idea where this goes?”

			“Nope, but I’ll go back the way we came if you run into a booby trap.”

			Her heart skipped a beat. She hadn’t even thought of that.

			They walked onward. The tunnel was narrow and she was surprised his broad body didn’t scrape the sides. The floor and walls looked like concrete, but she couldn’t be sure. Finally, the tunnel ended at an iron ladder that led upward.

			“Start climbing,” he ordered. “When you get outside, if you run, I’ll shoot you in the back. I’m not going to prison.”

			He was if she could do anything about it. “Okay.”

			Naomi steadied her breathing and reached for the ladder. She was halfway up when he said, “Don’t forget I’m right behind you.”

			She reached the top of the ladder and the exit appeared to be one of those round hatch openings like the ones in submarines—at least in the movies. She had to grab hold with both hands and twist with all her might to open it. When the lock released, she pushed the hatch upward as she climbed the last few rungs.

			The opening was narrow. If she was lucky, he’d get stuck.

			Looking around, she took her time climbing out. She needed to get her bearings before his head was out of the opening.

			Woods. Had to be only a short distance from the house. They hadn’t walked that far. She climbed out, pulled herself up onto the ground.

			All she had to do was run.

			A strong hand clamped around her ankle and jerked.

			She hit the ground face-first.

			Lawton was out of the hole and towering over her with his gun before she could scramble up. “If you scream, I will shoot. If you run, I will shoot,” he growled as if he’d been reading her mind all along.

			She eased into a sitting position and stared up at him. “So, shoot.”

			He grabbed her by the arm.

			She grabbed the weapon with both hands.

		
	
        
			Chapter Fifteen

			Tanner’s missing deputy had been slugged from behind, secured in the trunk of his cruiser and left on a side road less than a mile from the Honea farm.

			Casey found no relief in his statement of events. Lawton had arrived and told him there was a problem at the barn. Halfway around the house Lawton had attacked. When Higgins had awakened he had been secured in the trunk of his own cruiser. Naomi had still been in the house at the time Lawton showed up, only minutes after Casey had left. Naomi had likely still been asleep.

			Fury whipped through Casey. He and the others, including Wagner, had fanned out around the farmhouse and started the search. The barn, the lab and workshop, and the woods around the perimeter of the front and back yard had yielded nothing so far. Brannigan had ordered a team with dogs but it would be a bit before they arrived.

			The cell phone Casey had borrowed from a deputy vibrated. Tanner. “Is the nurse here?” he asked the sheriff.

			“My deputies just arrived with her. Two others stayed back to search her property. You want to question her, or do you want me to do it?”

			Casey considered going back to the house, but he needed to be on the ground. “See what you can find out. I’ll stick with the search.”

			With all the vehicles accounted for, unless someone picked Lawton and Naomi up, they had to be out here somewhere. If the sister had picked them up, hopefully they would soon know.

			“I’ll call you back as soon as I know anything.”

			Casey put the phone away and started walking again, deeper into the woods.

			“Agent Duncan!”

			The shout came from his left. Good distance away. He shouted a response and started in that direction.

			“We’ve got something over here.”

			Casey found the two officers from Brannigan’s department maybe a hundred yards from the workshop. They were huddled around something on the ground.

			His gut clenched and his heart slammed against his sternum.

			“It leads down a ladder into a tunnel,” one of the officers said. “You want me to check it out.”

			“Call for backup first,” Casey said. To the other officer, he ordered, “You come with me.”

			They started forward as the officer left at the tunnel opening called for backup.

			“Which direction is the road?” Casey asked. If that was an emergency egress, there was no doubt a way to get away from the farm. A vehicle or something stashed nearby.

			“This way, sir.”

			The urge to call out to Naomi was so strong he barely held it back. They couldn’t take the risk. The element of surprise might be their only leverage at this point.

			Casey and the deputy covered a good distance when a sound...a whisper or wheeze...stopped Casey in his tracks.

			He held up his hand, then motioned with a finger to his mouth for the other man to stay quiet. The sound came again. A gasp or wheeze.

			Fear, icy cold, rushed through Casey’s veins.

			Was Naomi injured?

			He moved silently toward the sound. Gasp...whoosh...gasp.

			The sound grew more frantic and louder as he neared a patch of thick undergrowth between two trees.

			His weapon at the ready, he rounded the first of the two trees.

			Lawton sat on the ground, leaning against the tree, service weapon in his hand. Red painted the front of his shirt, originating at a hole mid chest.

			His shuddered with the violent gasps sawing in and out of his sagging mouth.

			“Where is she?” Casey demanded as he took a step closer, his bead on the man’s head.

			Lawton stared wordlessly at him while attempting to raise his weapon.

			Casey tensed. His finger curled around the trigger.

			The hand grasping the weapon fell back to his thigh. The weapon slipped free of his grasp.

			Casey collected the weapon and pitched it aside.

			The officer who’d come with Casey rounded the clump of trees and underbrush.

			“Call Tanner,” Casey ordered. “Then, if this bastard tells us where Naomi is, call an ambulance. If he doesn’t, just leave him here to die.”

			While the officer called Tanner, Casey started walking away.

			A frantic attempt at a howl echoed behind him. He turned around and Lawton managed to raise his left arm and point into the woods on his right.

			Casey nodded at the officer to call for an ambulance, then he lunged in the direction Lawton had pointed. He called Naomi’s name. He raced through the woods, dodging trees, shouting her name at the top of his lungs.

			His own name echoed back to him. It was a distant cry. An anguished cry. But it was her and she was alive.

			He rushed toward her voice.

			She raced right up to him and threw her arms around him. “He was going to kill me.”

			“You’re okay now.” He set her back. “Are you injured?”

			She shook her head. “I’m okay.” She glanced beyond him. “Is he still alive?”

			“Barely.”

			“We struggled. The gun went off, he staggered back and I ran.” She blinked repeatedly to staunch the flow of tears, her words coming in a rush. “I just kept running even after I realized he wasn’t chasing me anymore. I was so hysterical I couldn’t remember the way to the road. I think I’ve been running in circles.”

			He hugged her close to his chest. “It’s over now.”

			She drew back, stared up at him. “His sister. She poisoned my mom and caused my dad’s heart attack.” The tears turned to a river now.

			“Come on.” He pulled her close and started back toward the house. “We’ll make sure they don’t get away with what they’ve done.”

			“My parents never knew,” she said. “They didn’t do anything wrong.”

			He tightened his arm around her shoulders. “I don’t think anyone ever believed they did.”

			“I know where the bones are now,” she mumbled against his chest. “There’s a bone room. Under my dad’s workshop.”

			This was going to take a long time to sort out.

			Casey wasn’t leaving until it was done.

			

			“NAOMI.”

			She was pretty sure she was dreaming. In this dream she could hear his voice. Casey’s voice. It was about the sexiest voice she’d ever heard.

			“Naomi.”

			A hand touched her shoulder, gave it a little shake.

			Her eyes opened and she sat straight up.

			It took a moment for her mind to orient itself. Sheriff Tanner’s office. Sofa. She’d fallen asleep in the sheriff’s office.

			Casey smiled and sat down beside her. “Hey.”

			She leaned into his warm body. “Hey.”

			The case was solved, and he would be leaving. Maybe tonight. She wasn’t ready. At all.

			She looked around the room for a clock. “What time is it?”

			Where was her cell phone? Oh, yeah, in that underground bunker bone room. She shivered.

			“Midnight,” he told her. “I came to tell you it’s okay to leave now.”

			She could leave? It really was done. She could not go back to the farm. Not right now. Maybe not ever. The idea of what those people had done to her family...the reality that if she had been there instead of chasing a dream in California...

			“I can’t go to the farm.” She barely got the words out without bursting into tears again. She’d cried so much already her eyes were raw from it.

			“I was thinking about a place where you’d feel more comfortable and where the reporters won’t think to look.”

			She stared up at him then. Even as exhausted as she knew he was—not to mention his near-death experience in that pit—he looked amazing. “Where?”

			“I’ll be able to confirm that any minute now.”

			“Okay.” God, she was confused. “This is way too crazy for a movie or a book. No one would ever believe it.”

			“I think you might be right.” His arm went around her.

			She snuggled into his side. Arlene—Anna, whatever—killed her own mother. Of course she hadn’t thought twice about killing Naomi’s parents.

			Sarah Holland—aka Juanita Tripp—claimed in her statement that Arlene had bragged about learning everything her mother knew and then getting rid of her. Her only mistake, she’d said later, was in not killing her little brother at the time. He’d only been a kid. She hadn’t expected him to remember that Nazi hunters hadn’t been the ones to kill their mother. She certainly hadn’t expected that he would one day find her again and try to get close. Once he confirmed that she was doing the same heinous things their mother had done, he’d killed her and then himself.

			If that wasn’t weird enough, there was Deputy Lawton and his sister—who was really his wife. The people in the pit—the ones whose identities Lawton and Holland had stolen—were just innocent victims who fit the profile of what the depraved couple were looking for.

			Tripp had needed a nurse identity in order to get close to Naomi’s mom so she picked Sarah Holland. Holland had no children. No husband and no close family. She was easy to become. Lawton was a little more complicated. He was a cop in Mobile, Alabama. But like Holland, he had no close family or friends. A loner. Easy for Richard Tripp to become him. Claim he had to suddenly move up to Tennessee for a sick relative, eventually getting a position with the sheriff’s department. His background checked out. It was easier back then to change personnel files. Not like now in this electronic-driven world.

			“But this is your story to tell,” he offered. “You might be surprised and end up with a book deal and a movie deal.”

			Could she? “This is Winchester, Tennessee,” she argued. “How does something like this happen in such a small town?”

			“It’s the perfect place to disappear,” Casey said. “It’s small, quiet. Not much happens in the way of crime. So, nobody looks too closely.”

			He reached into his pocket and retrieved his cell. “We are confirmed.”

			“Confirmed?”

			He stood and offered his hand. “We are the guests of Sheriff Tanner and Chief Brannigan at the Falls Mill Bed and Breakfast.”

			“Really?” She’d only been there once on a tour. Years ago. But she remembered that it was charming and tucked away from the world.

			“You game?”

			She accepted his hand and moved up beside him. “Are you my bodyguard for the night?” She really, really wanted to believe this part was not about work. The investigation was done for the most part. But that only meant that he would be going back to Nashville. Her chest hurt just thinking about it.

			“I was considering making an offer to guard your body for the foreseeable future.” He shrugged. “As long as you need or want me. Especially if you end up starring in your movie.”

			A smile stretched across her mouth. “I guess that kiss sealed our fate. The one the other night, I mean.”

			He cupped her cheek and smiled back at her. “I’m fairly certain the one from when we were kids did the trick. I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you.”

			“Well, Agent Duncan—” she tucked her arm in his and turned him toward the door “—I think we should explore these wanton desires you have and see where they take us.” She paused at the door and looked straight into his eyes. “All we have to do is be brave enough to jump.”
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			Christmas at Colts Creek 

			by Delores Fossen

			CHAPTER ONE

			“THIS IS LIKE one of those stupid posts that people put on social media,” the woman snarled. “You know the ones I’m talking about. For a million dollars, would you stay in this really amazing house for a year with no internet, no phone and some panty-sniffing poltergeists?”

			Frowning at that, Janessa Parkman blinked away the raindrops that’d blown onto her eyelashes and glanced at the grumbler, Margo Tolley, who was standing on her right. Margo had hurled some profanity and that weird comment at the black granite headstone that stretched five feet across and five feet high. A huge etched image of Margo’s ex, Abraham Lincoln Parkman IV, was in the center, and it was flanked by a pair of gold-leaf etchings of the ornate Parkman family crest.

			“Abe was a miserable coot, and this proves it,” Margo added, spitting out the words the way the chilly late October rain was spitting at them. She kicked the side of the headstone.

			Janessa really wanted to disagree with that insult, and the kick, especially since Margo had aimed both of them at Janessa’s father. Or rather her father because he had that particular title in name only. However, it was hard to disagree or be insulted after what she’d just heard from Abe’s lawyer. Hard not to feel the bubbling anger over what her father had done, either.

			Good grief. Talk about a goat rope the man had set up.

			“Do you understand the conditions of Abe’s will?” Asher Parkman, the lawyer, asked, directing the question at Janessa.

			“Yeah, do you understand that the miserable coot is trying to ruin our lives?” Margo blurted out before she could answer.

			Yes, Janessa got that, and unlike the stupid social media posts, there was nothing amusing about this. The miserable coot had just screwed them all six ways to Sunday.

			Twenty Minutes Earlier

			“SOMEBODY OUGHT TO put a Texas-sized warning label on Abe Parkman’s tombstone,” Margo Tolley grumbled. “A warning label,” she repeated. “Because Abe’s meanness will surely make everything within thirty feet toxic for years to come. He could beat out Ebenezer Scrooge for meanness. The man was a flamin’ bunghole.”

			Janessa figured the woman had a right to voice an opinion, even if the voicing was happening at Abe Parkman’s graveside funeral service. Janessa’s father clearly hadn’t left behind a legacy of affection and kindness.

			Margo, who’d been Abe’s second wife, probably had a right to be bitter. So did plenty of others, and Janessa suspected most people in Abe’s hometown of Last Ride, Texas, had come to this funeral just so they could make sure he was truly dead.

			Or to glean any tidbits about Abe’s will.

			Rich people usually left lots of money and property when they died. Mean rich people could do mean, unexpected things with that money and property. It was the juiciest kind of gossip fodder for a small town.

			Janessa didn’t care one wet eyelash what Abe did with whatever he’d accumulated during his misery-causing life. Her reason for coming had nothing to do with wills or assets. No. She needed the answer to two very big questions.

			Why had Abe wanted her here?

			And what had he wanted her to help him fix?

			Janessa gave that plenty of thought while she listened to the minister, Vernon Kerr, giving the eulogy. He chirped on about Abe’s achievements, peppering in things like pillar of the community, astute businessman and a legacy that will live on for generations. But there were also phrases like his sometimes rigid approach to life and an often firm hand in dealing with others.

			Perhaps those were the polite ways of saying flamin’ bunghole.

			The sound of the minister’s voice blended with the drizzle that pinged on the sea of mourners’ umbrellas. Gripes and mutters rippled through the group of about a hundred people who’d braved the unpredictable October 30th weather to come to Parkmans’ Cemetery.

			Or Snooty Hill as Janessa had heard some call it.

			The Parkmans might be the most prominent and richest family in Last Ride, and their ancestor might have founded the town, but obviously some in her gene pool weren’t revered.

			Margo continued to gripe and mutter as well, but her comments were harsher than the rest of the onlookers because she’d likely gotten plenty of fallout from Abe’s firm hand. It was possibly true of anyone whose life Abe had touched. Janessa certainly hadn’t been spared from it.

			Still, Abe had managed to attract and convince two women to marry him, including Janessa’s own mother—who’d been his first wife. Janessa figured the convincing was in large part because he’d been remarkably good-looking along with having mountains of money. But it puzzled her as to why the women would tie themselves, even temporarily, to a man with a mile-wide mean streak.

			A jagged vein of lightning streaked out from a fast approaching cloud that was the color of a nasty bruise. It sent some of the mourners gasping, squealing and scurrying toward their vehicles. They parted like the proverbial sea, giving Janessa a clear line of sight of someone else.

			Brody Harrell.

			Oh, for so many reasons, it was impossible for Janessa not to notice him. For an equal number of reasons, it was impossible not to remember him.

			Long and lean, Brody stood out in plenty of ways. No umbrella, for one. The rain was splatting onto his gray Stetson and shoulders. No funeral clothes for him, either. He was wearing boots, jeans and a long-sleeved blue shirt that was already clinging to his body because of the drizzle.

			Once, years ago on a hot July night, she’d run her tongue over some of the very places where that shirt was now clinging.

			Yes, impossible not to remember that.

			Brody was standing back from the grave. Far back. Ironic since according to the snippets Janessa had heard over the years about her father, Brody was the person who’d been closest to Abe, along with also running Abe’s sprawling ranch, Colts Creek.

			If those updates—aka gossip through social media and the occasional letter from Abe’s head housekeeper—were right, then Brody was the son that Abe had always wanted but never had. It was highly likely that he was the only one here who was truly mourning Abe’s death.

			Though he wasn’t especially showing any signs of grief.

			It probably wasn’t the best time for her to notice that Brody’s looks had only gotten a whole boatload better since her days of tongue-kissing his chest. They’d been seventeen, and while he’d been go-ahead-drown-in-me hot even back then, he was a ten-ton avalanche of hotness now with his black hair and dreamy brown eyes.

			His body had filled out in all the right places, and his face, that face, had a nice edge to it. A mix of reckless rock star and a really naughty fallen angel who knew how to do many, many naughty things.

			A loud burst of thunder sent even more people hurrying off. “Sorry for your loss,” one of them shouted to Brody. Several more added pats on his back. Two women hugged him, and one of the men tried to give Brody his umbrella, which Brody refused. You didn’t have to be a lip-reader to know that one of those women, an attractive busty brunette, whispered, “Call me,” in his ear.

			Brody didn’t acknowledge that obvious and poorly timed booty-call offer. He just stood there, his gaze sliding from Abe’s tombstone to Janessa. Unlike her, he definitely didn’t appear to be admiring anything about her or remembering that he’d been the one to rid her of her virginity.

			Just the opposite.

			His expression seemed to be questioning why she was there. That was understandable. It’d been fifteen years since Janessa had been to Last Ride. Fifteen years since her de-virgining. That’d happened at the tail end of her one and only visit to Colts Creek when she’d spent that summer trying, and failing, to figure Abe out. She was still trying, still failing.

			Brody was likely thinking that since she hadn’t recently come to see the man who’d fathered her when he was alive, then there was no good reason to see him now that he was dead.

			Heck, Brody might be right.

			So what if Abe had sent her that letter? So what if he’d said please? That didn’t undo the past. She’d spent plenty of time and tears trying to work out what place in her mind and heart to put Abe. As for her mind—she reserved Abe a space in a tiny mental back corner that only surfaced when she saw Father’s Day cards in the store. And as for her heart—she’d given him no space whatsoever.

			Well, not until that blasted letter anyway.

			She silently cursed herself, mentally repeating some of Margo’s mutters. She’d thought she had buried her daddy issues years ago. It turned out, though, that some things just didn’t stay buried. They just lurked and lingered, waiting for a chance to resurface and bite you in the butt. Which wasn’t a comforting thought, considering she was standing next to a grave.

			Reverend Kerr nervously eyed the next zagging bolt of lightning, and he gave what had to be the fastest closing prayer in the history of prayers. The moment he said “Amen,” he clutched his tattered Bible to his chest and hurried toward his vehicle, all the while calling out condolences to no one in particular.

			Most of the others fled with the minister, leaving Janessa with Brody, Margo and Abe’s attorney, Asher Parkman, who was also Abe’s cousin. It’d been Asher who’d called her four days ago to tell her of Abe’s death, and to inform her that Abe had insisted that she and her mother, Sophia, come to today’s graveside funeral. Both had refused. Janessa had politely done that. Her mother had declined with an “if and when hell freezes over.” That was it, the end of the discussion.

			But then the letter from Abe had arrived.

			The letter had been postmarked the week before his death, but because she’d been away on business, Janessa hadn’t opened it until this very morning. After reading it, she’d dropped everything and made the four-hour drive from her home in Dallas to Last Ride. She’d arrived just as the funeral had been about to start so there hadn’t been time to ask anyone about the letter.

			“Abe insisted I read his will at the graveside,” Asher announced when Brody turned to leave. “He wanted you to be here,” the lawyer added, giving glances to Janessa, Brody and Margo. Asher huffed, though, when he reached in his jacket pocket and came up empty. “I just need to get my reading glasses from the car.” He kept an eye on the swirling storm clouds as he hurried off.

			“Abe wants it read graveside because he probably hoped we’d all get hit by lightning,” Margo grumbled. Keeping her purple flowered umbrella positioned over her perfectly groomed head of seriously colored black hair, she walked to the tombstone and kicked it with the pointy toe of her red heels. “You miserable puss ball.”

			Janessa saw the muscles tighten in Brody’s jaw. Felt her own stomach tighten, too. Even if the miserable puss ball and flamin’ bunghole labels applied, those things shouldn’t be said at a funeral, and it definitely didn’t seem right to kick a man’s tombstone.

			“I guess you’re wondering why I married him,” Margo went on, talking to Janessa now. “Since it’s obvious I hate every puss-ball inch of him.”

			This definitely didn’t seem like graveside conversation, but yes, Janessa had indeed been wondering that just minutes earlier. Actually, she’d wondered it when she was seventeen and first met Margo, who had already been in the process of divorcing Abe. Instead of asking for an answer, though, Janessa simply shrugged. That lukewarm gesture was apparently enough to keep Margo going.

			“I hate Abe because of the way he treated me after our marriage went south,” Margo continued. “After things fizzled, he fizzled, too, and he turned dirty. And I don’t mean dirty in a good-in-the-sack kind of way.” She paused, and her fit of temper seemed to be waning fast. She sighed. “But before that, Abe did have...appeal when he wanted to have it.”

			Janessa had never actually been on the receiving end of that appeal. Her earliest memories of Abe were of the custody court battles between her mother, Sophia, and him. Shout-filled confrontations and spearing glares aimed at Sophia, but it had spattered onto her, too. Janessa had seen Abe’s angry face plenty of times, and even at that young age, she’d wondered why this man was fighting so hard to get her when he hardly spared her a glance.

			Abe had lost his final custody appeal when at age twelve, she was asked by a judge which parent she wanted to live with. It hadn’t been a fair question, of course. Live with the mother who’d, well, mothered her or the father who wasn’t a father. Of course, Janessa had chosen Sophia, and Abe had walked out. Again, without looking at her. And he hadn’t contacted her since.

			Not until sending her the letter.

			“You didn’t know Abe, not really,” Margo went on. “I mean, your mother divorced Abe when she was still pregnant with you, and she only lived at the ranch a couple of months before she hightailed it out of here.”

			True, and Sophia hadn’t come back. Ever. Added to that, she hadn’t wanted Janessa to come. Ever. Ever. Sophia might have gotten her way on that, too, if Janessa’s teenage rebellion hadn’t kicked in and she’d made the trip to Last Ride. A trip where Abe still hadn’t looked at her and she’d met Brody. It’d been a crazy summer of discovery and mixed emotions.

			Margo glanced over her shoulder in the direction of Asher’s car, and she huffed. “Asher’s sitting in there making a call while we’re all out here risking life and limb.”

			Janessa looked back to confirm that Asher was indeed in his sleek silver Mercedes, and behind his rain-streaked window, he did have his phone pressed to his ear.

			There hadn’t been any lightning in the past couple of minutes so that lessened their chances of losing life or limb while waiting for the lawyer. But the rain was still coming down. That’s why Janessa maneuvered away from Margo and went to Brody, so she could cover them both with her umbrella. He gave her a look with those amber brown eyes that somehow managed to be both chilly and sizzling at the same time.

			“It’s not necessary. But thanks,” he said, his voice a slow Texas drawl. However, there didn’t seem to be any actual gratitude in his tone. Maybe because he believed he couldn’t get any wetter than he already was.

			“You’re welcome,” Janessa answered.

			And with that brief exchange that barely qualified as a conversation, they seemingly ran out of things to say. Apparently, a past intimacy like tongue-kissing a bare chest didn’t keep you connected. Well, except the heat was still there. On her part anyway. She could feel it coming off her own body in thick hot waves.

			“Abe had better do right by me,” Margo grumbled, taking another kick at the tombstone. “He’d better have put in his will that I can keep my house.”

			“Her house?” Janessa asked Brody in a whisper.

			Oh, my. That set off some more muscle twitching in Brody’s jaw, and she didn’t know if that’s because it was a sore subject or if Brody disliked talking to her.

			“Margo got a house on Colts Creek as part of her divorce settlement,” he finally said. “She hated Abe, loved the ranch.”

			Okay, Janessa got that. While she couldn’t say she loved Abe’s ranch, Colts Creek was indeed beautiful. “If Margo got the house in the divorce, then why is she worried about losing it?”

			“Because Abe only gave her the house, not the land beneath it,” Brody explained after a long pause.

			Janessa pulled back her shoulders. What a crappy arrangement, and yet another example of the angry man she remembered from childhood.

			“Why’d you come?” Brody asked, drawing Janessa’s attention next to him. Apparently, they hadn’t exhausted personal conversation possibilities after all.

			It was not the right time to get into the letter so Janessa answered Brody’s question with one of her own. “Uh, how was Abe before he died?” She kept her voice low so Margo wouldn’t hear.

			He stared at her a long time. “Not sick if that’s what you want to know. He was just Abe.”

			Which, of course, could mean a lot of things. “When Asher called to tell me, he said they thought it was a heart attack that’d killed him.” She left it at that, hoping he’d either confirm or dispute that.

			Brody didn’t do either.

			Mumbling something she didn’t catch, he looked away from her, fixing his attention on the tombstone. “Abe had high blood pressure,” Brody finally said several rainy moments later. “High cholesterol, too. He refused to take meds or change his diet so, yeah, the doctors figure it was a heart attack.”

			She jumped right on that. “Figure? They don’t know for sure?”

			“The autopsy results aren’t back yet.” Brody paused, his jaw muscles stirring again. “I wasn’t with him when he died. No one was.”

			The way he said that made Janessa think there was more that he wasn’t telling her. Of course, there was more she wasn’t telling him, as well. But she also detected something else in his tone. Regret maybe.

			“I know you were close to Abe,” she threw out there.

			He scrubbed his hand over his face. Then he groaned. “Yeah. Abe was an asshole to most people but not to me.”

			“The son he never had,” Janessa said in a mumble. “I remember the way he treated you when I was here that summer.”

			Abe had invited Brody to eat meals with him where they’d talked about business deals he wanted Brody to be part of. Pretty heady treatment for a seventeen-year-old. Janessa had eaten some meals with Abe, too, but not at his invitation. Abe had done a superior job of freezing her out despite the triple-digit temps that summer.

			“He treated you like a son,” Janessa added.

			“Maybe, but you’re Abe’s only child,” he grumbled, “and he had the DNA test to prove it.”

			Janessa turned to him so fast that her nose nearly knocked into the umbrella stem. “He did a DNA test on me?”

			Brody nodded. “He told me it was something he demanded before he filed his first suit to get custody of you.”

			Well, heck. Janessa hadn’t heard a word about this. “He didn’t believe I was actually his daughter?”

			“He wanted it confirmed. Abe wanted a lot of confirmations,” he added in a snarl. “That included proving to the gossips that he hadn’t bedded my mother. He hadn’t.”

			“Why would he want to prove something like that?” she asked.

			“Because you and I are both thirty-three, and I’m only six months older than you. My mother was involved with Abe right before she married my dad and got pregnant. Abe had the DNA test done on me when I was born. I guess because he didn’t want your mother to have any ammunition to use against him in the divorce.”

			Put that way, Janessa could understand Abe’s reasoning. At the time Brody was born, Sophia would have been about three months pregnant with her and had already left Abe. Judging from the few tidbits Janessa had managed to glean, Sophia had wanted a quick divorce and gotten one, but the complications started after her birth when Abe pressed for custody.

			“Abe told me I was a nuisance.” Janessa cringed the moment she heard the words leave her mouth. Words still coated with hurt after all this time. Even if the hurt was justified, the timing was wrong to bash a man at his funeral.

			Thankfully, Brody didn’t have time to respond to her confession because Asher finally got out of his car. After popping open his huge black umbrella, he started back toward them. Not a brisk pace but rather a slowpoke stroll. The lawyer’s expression was like a textbook example of someone bearing bad news.

			Swallowing hard, Asher put on his glasses and opened the small white envelope he was carrying. “I’ll go ahead and read Abe’s opening statement as he instructed, and then we can go over a summary of the will.”

			Asher stopped, gave each of them a glance, then huffed. “Look, you should know right off that you’re not going to like what I’m about tell you. I tried to talk Abe out of doing this, but as you know, he didn’t always listen to reason.”

			Janessa felt her stomach clench into a little churning ball. Margo groaned and kicked the tombstone again. Brody, however, didn’t stir from his spot while Asher began.

			“‘I figure if you’re listening to this, then you’re wanting to know what and how much I left you,’” Asher read aloud. “‘I have some stipulations. Now, that’s a big-assed word for you, isn’t it? A fifty-cent way of saying you’ll have to do as I say or you get diddly-squat. My lawyer will tell you all about the terms, but I’ll bottom line this for you. My daughter, Janessa Parkman, inherits everything.’”

			Janessa froze, then blinked. “Excuse me?” she managed to say.

			“Everything,” Asher verified.

			“Everything?” Margo shrieked.

			Janessa shook her head, looking first at Asher, who gave her no clarification whatsoever. He certainly didn’t add a laugh and say wasn’t that a fine fifty-cent joke?

			Janessa whirled toward Brody to assure him that she not only hadn’t expected this, she darn sure didn’t want it. But Brody was already on the move, stepping out from the umbrella and walking away.

			“Wait!” Janessa and Asher called out at the same time.

			With the rain pelting down on him, Brody didn’t stop. Janessa ran after him. No easy feat what with her shoes slipping in the mud. He was already in his truck before she managed to reach him.

			“I’m so sorry,” she blurted out. “Why would Abe do something like this?”

			“Apparently, you weren’t a nuisance after all,” Brody drawled, right before he slammed the truck door, started the engine and drove off.

			There were so many emotions racing through her that Janessa wasn’t sure which one she felt the most. She thought about it a second and decided that really-bad-pissed-off fury won that particular award. The ranch should have been Brody’s, and nothing should have gone to her.

			When Janessa turned back around, she saw a fresh glare from Margo. “I didn’t know,” Janessa insisted. “And I’ll make it right. I can give the ranch and assets to Brody and you.”

			“Well, actually you can’t do that,” Asher said, drawing her attention back to him. He got that messenger-of-really-bad-news look on his face again. “I understand Abe sent you a letter.”

			That cooled some of her anger. “He told you about that?”

			Asher shook his head. “No, but Abe arranged for a courier in San Antonio to deliver a copy of that letter to my office in the event of his death. The courier company just found out that his funeral was today so they brought it over. It arrived a couple of minutes ago, and my assistant called to tell me about it. I haven’t read it yet,” he quickly added, “but on the outside of the envelope there was a sticky note saying you’d already received the exact same letter, that he sent it to you a week ago.”

			“That’s true,” Janessa admitted. “It’s in the car. I brought it with me.” But before she could say more, Asher held her off by lifting his hand.

			“Let’s get through the will first, then we’ll deal with whatever’s in the letter,” the lawyer insisted. “As Abe said in his instructions, he had stipulations.”

			“Stipulations?” Margo growled.

			Asher nodded, but he left his gaze glued to Janessa. “And when you’ve heard them, I’m betting that you’ll be in just the right mood to kick your father’s tombstone.”
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			Texas Baby Conspiracy

			by Barb Han

			Chapter One

			When Alyssa Hazel stirred and felt nothing but walls on all four sides of her, shock robbed her voice. Panic caused her pulse to pound and the extra blood thumped against her skull. Her head threatened to split open as she tried to recall where she was and why she was here.

			She pushed her hands out, trying to see if the walls would give. The material was pliable but solid enough to hold form. She felt for cracks or anything she could grip. Movement hurt. She attempted to stretch out her legs and couldn’t get very far.

			Where was she? What happened? Why was she enclosed in such a tight space? A haze pressed down on her brain and the pressure was the equivalent of a thunderstorm rolling in.

			It was pitch black and she couldn’t remember a thing about where she’d been or what she’d been doing before ending up in this...whatever this was. Forcing recall only made her brain hurt more. A stomach cramp drew her legs tighter to her belly.

			Wouldn’t there be a door if she was in some kind of compartment? There would have to be a crack around a door or hatch. She reached up and couldn’t find a ceiling. That seemed like the first good sign so far. It meant that she might be in a small closet or storage room.

			She felt around, trying to get her bearings because right now she was at a loss as to where she was and what she was doing there. Bringing her hands to cradle her stomach, she knew one thing was certain, she was pregnant. Very pregnant. Her belly was huge.

			Again, her mind drew a blank to a question that was so basic she felt like she should have an answer. What on earth was she doing there? She brought her hand up to her head and looked for a reason for the memory loss and headache. She touched a tender spot and felt dried blood.

			At least she thought it was. Seeing was impossible despite her eyes adjusting to the dark.

			Logic said if she’d gotten inside this structure, there had to be a way out. Bracing her hands against thin walls, she maneuvered up to a sitting position.

			Next, she instinctively checked to make sure she had on clothes and then immediately checked for her wedding ring. The band was gone. Thank heavens she had on a cotton shirt and jeans. No shoes but she did have on socks. She remembered wearing her favorite boots. The random memory seemed to float around with no context to ground it. Where had she been going? What had she been doing?

			A noise startled her. She froze, unable to make out what it was or exactly where it came from other than out there.

			There had to be a handle or lock that she could maneuver in order to free herself. But when she ran her hand along the fiberglass, she felt nothing but a hole where a knob should be. She ran her fingers over it and through it, trying to figure out how to open it. Then, she realized it was a pocket door.

			The door slid open easily once she figured out how it worked. Light practically blinded her. She brought her hand up to shield her eyes from the beams coming in directly from the window across from her.

			The paper-thin walls allowed a pair of men’s voices to travel through. The voices hadn’t come from far.

			Alyssa had no idea how long she’d been inside the closet. Her aching body said too long. She crawled out on all fours. A creek sounded. She froze, listening for the sounds of footsteps from down the hall.

			When she was certain no one had heard, she sat down. She shook out her hands, trying to get some blood flowing.

			The room had no dressers or chairs. There was a well-worn mattress pushed up to one corner of the room. It sat on the floor. No blanket. No pillow.

			The trailer had the overall smell of a locker room if it sat dead center of a frat house. The greasy smell of day-old pizza and stale beer sent a wave of nausea slamming into her. Bile burned the back of her throat as she tried to swallow against a dry mouth.

			The carpeting looked like a 1960’s relic. Fear, sweat and desperation reeked. Looking around the room, her mind immediately snapped to a human trafficking ring. She sat back on her heels and held on to her belly. There was no way she was letting someone take her child.

			“What does Bus Stop say the Judge wants?” A distinct male voice came through the wall. His voice was gruff and his words slow, like he had to think about each word.

			“He wants answers. We can’t hang on to her forever. She’s too hot of a property. Anyone figures out she’s missing, and the heat will come down.” The second voice had more of a nasal-sounding pitch.

			“I’ve done a lot of things with no problem, bro. You know me,” Gruff said. “But torturing a pregnant lady seems all kinds of wrong. You know my baby is due next month. This one is about the same size as my girlfriend. I don’t know about breaking someone’s fingers in her condition.”

			“I hear you, bro. But how else you gonna get her to talk?” Nasal asked. “She’s stubborn. You already saw that from earlier.”

			Alyssa performed a once-over on her body, checking her arms and legs for bruises. She found a massive one the size of a softball on her right hip.

			“What if she don’t give us what we want?” The fact Gruff didn’t want to hurt her because he had a kid on the way sent an icy chill down her back. Was that the only reason she was still alive? That she hadn’t been tortured? Maimed?

			At least it didn’t seem like they wanted to take her baby. The reality that she was the one they wanted didn’t provide much relief. Hurt her and they were hurting her baby too.

			“Then we have to suck it up and do our job, bro.” Nasal was the more heartless of the two. Although, she doubted she’d see either one at Sunday church service anytime soon.

			“I don’t want to be the one to do it, bro.” Gruff had a beating heart. She might be able to lean on his weakness. Find a way out of there safely.

			The window that the sunlight had blasted through was too small to climb out of in her condition. The slats on the blinds looked like they’d gone through a tornado. With paper-thin walls, she couldn’t risk making too much noise as she stood up and then crossed the room to get close to the door.

			“Yeah? She’s not worth my life. Push comes to shove, baby or not, I got no plans to die over a chick I don’t even know.” Nasal sounded determined.

			The earth tilted on its axis as panic set in. The reality that those men were prepared to take her life slammed into her like a rogue wave on a sunny day. They obviously wanted something from her. What?

			Alyssa should know what the two men were talking about but came up empty. Based on the conversation she’d overhead, there were others involved. Nasal was clearly in charge and he thought she had something or knew something.

			What?

			She didn’t even know who the Judge was let alone Bus Stop. Obviously, those were nicknames but not being able to remember was beyond frustrating. Searching her mind and drawing a hard blank was also scary.

			How long had she been knocked out? A day? Two?

			She had to be late term in her pregnancy based on her belly’s size. Although, she couldn’t exactly recall how far along she was. Her husband, Blake O’Connor, must be worried sick about her. Blake.

			Hunger pangs picked that time to tell her that she must not have eaten in a while. She had no cell phone on her. No car keys in her pocket. No purse.

			The only way to get out of the trailer she was in would be to walk right past Gruff and Nasal, and she highly doubted either would let her waltz out the door without a word. From the sounds of their conversation, their mentality was kill or be killed.

			Or, maybe she could find a soft spot in the flooring and pick it open. The thought of sliding out underneath heaven knew what sent another ripple of fear through her. The ancient trailer seemed to be coming apart at the seams. Speaking of which, she moved to the mattress as quietly as she could and, with effort, shifted its position.

			That’s when she hit pay dirt. Whoever had been in the room before her had squirreled a hole in the corner. She peeled back rusted piece after rusted piece of rotting floor until she saw dirt. Her imagination picked that time to go wild. There had to be dozens of spiders and other insects down that hole. And what else? Rats? With only socks on her feet, she might be cut if there was any broken glass or jagged cans in there.

			More possibilities crossed her mind and not ones she liked. The worst of her worries was the thought of insects crawling on her. She shivered at the thought. But she didn’t see another choice.

			Closing off her mind to all the potential creepy-crawlies that might be under there waiting for an opportunity like this one, she forced her thoughts to freedom instead. Getting out of there and away from those men was her only chance at keeping her baby alive. Alyssa had yet to officially meet the little bean growing in her belly, but she already knew she loved him or her.

			The thought of seeing that little face in a few weeks or a month, based on her size, carried her through her fears as she slipped into the hole. She drew her right foot up almost immediately after touching down for fear that she’d stepped on a sharp object.

			Rather than take the time to look around, she crawled on her hands and knees toward the lattice. At least there was enough light to see where to put her hands in front of her. The crawl space was about three feet deep.

			A large something moved to her right. A rat? She swallowed a gasp and kept moving. Whatever was over there seemed to be trying to get away from her as much as she was trying to steer clear of it.

			The first sound she heard when she emerged was the hum of vehicles on a highway. It was close. She had a shot at reaching it before they realized she was gone. The next thing she did was run her hand over her head and body, swiping at cobwebs.

			Then, she grabbed hold of her belly and made a run for it.

			

			THE SUN WAS coming up, signaling the end of another deep night shift for Blake O’Connor. These shifts were killing him. He hadn’t worked the overnight shift in years when he’d volunteered for the grind after being served divorce papers six months ago.

			The idea of sleeping alone every night had been too much and, besides, it wasn’t like he got any sleep after Alyssa left him anyway. His Houston apartment had never felt emptier than when she’d cleared out her belongings. Hell, she hadn’t even left her citrus-smelling shampoo behind. And he hadn’t been able to eat an orange or grapefruit since. Even lemons reminded him of her.

			The separation that was supposed to give his new wife time to figure out what she really wanted after her father’s death had turned into divorce. No explanation. No discussion. No chance to make it right. Just the term irreconcilable differences listed as the reason.

			What did that even mean?

			Yeah, he was still chewing on that bitter pill all these months later. So much for being able to let it go and move on with his life.

			Being on the force and having a routine—which he’d been ready to quit so the two of them could move back to the O’Connor family ranch in Katy Gulch and claim his birth rite—was keeping him sane.

			Blake came from a tight-knit ranching family, one of the most successful in Texas. The O’Connors were a close bunch. He figured part of the reason they were taught to love one another was because his parents had survived their worst nightmare. Their six-month-old daughter, and Blake’s only sister, had been a kidnapping target decades ago. Despite years of searching, neither the infant nor her abductors were ever found. His mother might have been forced to move on from the tragedy, but she never stopped thinking about Caroline or hoping for her child’s safe return.

			A few weeks after the kidnapping, his mother leaned she was pregnant again. She credited the pregnancy as being her saving grace. For the sake of her growing family, she’d forced herself to pick up the pieces of her life and carry on when she’d been so devastated that she’d wanted to stop living.

			The kidnapper’s trail might have dried up decades ago, but new evidence had come to light that had Blake and his brothers revisiting the cold case. Their father had been killed after taking it upon himself to investigate and life generally had been turned upside-down.

			So, yeah, tired didn’t begin to cover just how much he needed to face-plant in his bed right now.

			Blake pulled into his complex and navigated around to the back of his townhouse. He had an end unit, which let in a little more sunlight. He’d more or less adapted to city life after growing up on a ranch with acreage to spare.

			On his twenty-first birthday, like each of his siblings, he’d been handed keys to his own home on the property. That’s where he went to spend his days off and every vacation. He came home as often as he could during calving season to help out.

			Pulling into the garage, the hairs on Blake’s neck pricked. The feeling that something was off settled over him.

			The trash can, he realized, had been pushed up against the wall. It wasn’t trash day and he knew for a fact he hadn’t been the one to move it.

			He parked and kept the garage door open. With an eye on his side-view mirror, he caught someone trying to slip inside.

			Was this person kidding him? Hand on his gun, he removed the safety strap. He kept low as he opened the door. Climbing out, he moved so that the tire would cover him.

			“Hands where I can see them.” His demand came as he moved around to the back of his vehicle.

			Weapon leading the way, he used the Jeep as cover. When no response came, he repeated the command.

			“I’m alone. Don’t shoot.” The familiar female voice caused his heart to freefall.

			At first, he didn’t believe Alyssa could be standing inside his garage. A glance in her direction confirmed her presence. It was definitely her. But what he saw nearly cut a hole in the center of his chest.

			She was pregnant.
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