Prologue

Blood. 

It painted the polished oak with matted rivers of dark red, and drew a swarm of flies into a frenzied buzz above. 

The boy stepped into the kitchen, taking care not to skid on the slippery floor. His eyes darted about as he surveyed the overturned chairs and the littered fragments of broken glass.

He edged his way to the body slumped in the far corner. With shaking fingers he reached for the knife stuck in the silent throat. His mind was shutting down, but the horror of the scene crawled somewhere along the edges, waiting to break through.

He needed to use all his strength to yank the knife loose. It surprised him that the ragged hole left by the blade didn’t bleed – the artery must have pumped empty by now. 

“Hurry,” his mother called from the hall. “We must go.”

“No.” The boy gritted his teeth to hold down the nausea welling inside him as he inhaled the smell of death. 

“I told you not to look,” his mother said.

The boy stared at the glassy-eyed corpse, unable to tear his gaze away. “We need to bury him.”

“There is no time,” his mother pleaded. “We must go.”

The boy turned, the knife clutched in his hand. “He was my father.” His fingers tightened on the handle as he took a step toward her. “I’m not going anywhere without burying him first.”

Chapter 1

Nathan Lithgow steered the car to a stop at the end of the rutted track and twisted to face her across the seat. “A gem,” he said, sounding like a proud parent. “Just as I told you.  And a real bargain.”

Antonia Henderson shoved the passenger door open and climbed out. Her high heels sank into the parched ground. Damn. She ought to have worn something more suitable – not a flimsy summer dress and sandals.  

Lifting a hand to shade her eyes against the fierce sun, she surveyed the cottage in the clearing. Gutters sagged and paint peeled. She guessed the walls had once been lemon yellow.

“Of course, the owner will tidy up the yard for you. Once the grass is short and the roses pruned back, it will be easy to maintain.” Nathan rushed ahead, the loose jacket flapping like a sail around his gaunt frame. 

Antonia followed him up the porch steps. She tugged a stray curl into the twist at the nape of her neck and aimed an angry swat at the flies that circled her. Then she stood still and waited as Nathan struggled with the old-fashioned key. 

“We don’t really bother much with locking doors around here in Oakhill,” he informed her with an apologetic glance over his shoulder.

Antonia gave him a curt nod. It was no business of hers what people did around here. She would lock and bolt, do whatever else it took to keep her safe.

Finally Nathan managed to yank the door open. A bloom tore off the rambling rose that cascaded over the top. The scent of crushed petals mingled with the rush of stale air from inside. “It needs cutting back,” Nathan said nervously as he moved aside to let her through.

Antonia took a few steps into the narrow hall. Dust danced in the wedges of sunshine filtering in through the dirty windows.  “Needs a tidy-up inside too,” she told him. 

Nathan didn’t reply.

The floorboards creaked under their feet, and an icy shiver rippled along Antonia’s skin despite the heat. It sounded as though the house was whispering to her, inviting her to stay. She turned to Nathan. “Would it be all right if I looked around on my own?”  

“Sure,” Nathan said. He watched as she drifted down the hall, twisting and turning to inspect the rooms through the open doorways.

He couldn’t believe his luck.

A stranger. A young and beautiful stranger who walked in off the street and asked for something cheap and secluded.  

Her youth and beauty mattered none to him, but had Antonia Henderson been local, she’d never have gone anywhere near the house. Nathan frowned with concern. Better make sure the lease had a penalty, in case she found out, made a fuss about leaving.

The click of high heels against the timber floor signaled her return. She tried to look casual, but Nathan could tell. He could always tell when someone wanted a place. 

“When was the house last lived in?” she asked him.

Nathan decided to tell the truth. “It’s been a long time. Years.”

“Why?” Straight dark brows came together above steel-blue eyes.  

This time Nathan allowed himself room to lie, just enough to skirt around the unpleasant facts. “The owner lives locally. He kept the cottage for visitors, but it didn’t get used as much as he had hoped. Now he is short on cash, and he’s offering it to rent.”

“Have you had many people interested?”

Nathan banked down the rising triumph and kept his voice steady. “It’s only just been listed. You’re the first to view.”

“Do you think the owner might be interested in selling?”

The question hit Nathan like a fist in the gut, churning up the bitterness that had festered inside him for years. A chance of commercial gain, snatched out of reach by the need for caution. He reached up and loosened the knot at the base of his throat. “Are you in the market for buying?” 

“Yes. The house needs a lot of work. It doesn’t make sense to spend that kind of money on a rental.”

Nathan’s brows creased. He felt old and tired, and knew it showed on his face. He needed to rest, as soon as he was alone again. “If you’d care to make an offer, I’ll take it to the owner,” he said stiffly. “But I don’t think he has a mind to sell. The house has been in his family for generations.”

A shrewd look filled the woman’s steel-blue eyes. “You said he needs money.”

Nathan controlled his voice. “But not that desperately.” He locked the door in silence and retraced his steps to the car. Antonia followed, her feet making angry little stabs at the sun-baked earth.

****

Kyle McShane stood under a canopy of oaks at the turn of the rutted track, his broad back propped against a tree-trunk, arms folded across his chest. The sound of the approaching car had caused him to interrupt his chore of gathering firewood. He had settled down to wait, confident that the faded jeans and sweatshirt allowed him to blend into the shadows.

When he recognized Nathan’s car and saw it pull to a stop, anger surged through him at the unwelcome intrusion. Then the passenger door sprung open and a woman stepped out to the clearing. Sunlight played in the wispy curls around her face, and a gust of wind fluttered up the hem of her dress, revealing a slim column of thigh. 

Kyle felt his breath catch as if a rock had landed in his chest. Every muscle in his powerful body grew taut as he stared at the woman who followed Nathan up the porch steps and stood behind him, a scowl of impatience furrowing her lovely face. A moment later she disappeared inside.

A shiver crept down Kyle’s spine as dark memories rose from the depths of his mind where he kept them buried. He struggled for control, his fingers digging into the flesh on his arms. When the front door creaked open again, the sound shook him back to the present. The woman came out, her chin in a stubborn tilt. She swept her gaze around the sunny clearing, and for one long moment her eyes lingered in Kyle’s direction. Then she turned, and carried on walking behind Nathan into the car.

In that instant, while she stared at his hiding place, Kyle fought a loosing battle. It was so long since he had loved anyone. Now the need to love again burned like a flame through him. 

He wanted to make this woman his, but first he had to find a way to make her stay. 

    ****

Nathan squinted against the glare of sunshine from the white mansion at the end of the long gravel drive. His fingers trembled as he parked the car and slammed the door. A few strides away, he tripped over a chunk of wood on the ground. Swearing, he hauled himself up and surveyed the building, until he spotted the gap in the balcony handrail on the second floor. A new beam, smelling of tar, lay drying in the sun.   

Nathan shook his head. Holy Mother and all the Saints. The industry of the lone occupant to keep such a huge house in good repair staggered him. 

If only the same industry extended to everything else.

“Kyle,” he shouted, bending to slap the dust from his trousers. “It’s me, Nathan. Open up.”

From inside, he heard tapping sounds. Nathan waited. Kyle McShane might let him in or he might not, and Nathan could never tell which. All he could do was to wait and find out. The door sprung open without a warning, forcing Nathan to scuttle back. In front of him stood a heavily muscled man, stripped down to ragged jeans. A hammer dangled in one of his strong hands. The other hand gripped a length of timber. He gave Nathan a blank look and stood aside to let him through.

“Thanks, Kyle,” Nathan said. His lips compressed into a thin line at the absurdity of expressing his gratitude for being allowed inside. “Can we go and sit down someplace? We need to talk.”

Kyle turned without a word and strode through the galleried hall, heading toward an open doorway on the opposite side. Nathan let out a tired sigh. Kitchen. At least he might get something to drink. He centered his mind on a tall frosted glass and shuffled behind his host. 

Sawdust and dirt clung to the sheen that played on the powerful back ahead of him, and for one brief moment envy at the vigor of youth burned within Nathan. Then he traded it for pity over a life permanently on hold, and accepted that he was the more fortunate.  

Kyle sat down at the long refectory table in the enormous kitchen. He didn’t discard the hammer, or the length of timber.

“I took someone to see the cottage today,” Nathan said as he settled into a chair. He heard himself talk, and knew that the words were reeling out too fast.

Kyle said nothing, but a nerve twitched in his jaw.

Nathan’s unease grew. “I know that you’ve never agreed to rent it out.”

Kyle made a grunt which Nathan interpreted in the negative.

“You’re flat broke,” Nathan said bluntly.

Sawdust dislodged and scattered as one of the strong shoulders heaved up and down in a mute shrug.

Bitterness stirred inside Nathan. “You’re only broke because you’re a damn fool. As soon as you agree to have your parents declared dead, you’ll gain access to twenty-four million dollars.”

Both shoulders shifted in silent dismissal.

“Well, anyhow, I showed the house to this woman, and she wants to buy it. She’s offering you eighty thousand dollars.”

“Sell it to her,” Kyle told him.

The dull voice sent icy fingers down Nathan’s spine. He leaned forward. “I thought you’d be mad at me for even showing the cottage. I’m only telling you because she said she’d come and find you herself, if I didn’t put the offer to you.”

“Sell it.” Kyle jerked his head up to face the realtor.

 Nathan shifted in the wooden chair. “I can’t do it,” he said emphatically.

“Why?”  

“You know why.”

Murky green eyes beneath a thick fringe stared at Nathan. Not a flicker of emotion animated Kyle’s face, but the silence conveyed a challenge.  

Nathan’s brow furrowed. “Rent, yes, and I’m sorry I did it without asking first. But sell, heck, no. You can’t do that. She might do anything. Remodel, landscape. That would be a problem.”

“Why?” 

Damn. Nathan sank deeper into the hard seat. Why did the Kyle have to make it so difficult? He’d been a boy of twelve, and twenty years had passed since anyone had lived in the cottage, although Nathan hadn’t been prepared to be quite that honest with the woman. 

“Tell me why, Nathan,” Kyle demanded.

Nathan looked up in surprise. It was a long sentence from Kyle. On the few occasions he consented to seeing anyone, Kyle rarely gave more than a grunted yes or no.

“You know why.” Kyle knew, Nathan was in no doubt about it, although nothing had ever been said, not in twenty years, and Nathan expected it would remain unsaid forever, unless the last one living would speak up, after the rest of them were dead. 

“Sell it,” Kyle repeated flatly.

“You can’t,” Nathan protested.

Kyle stared at him until Nathan felt a prickle dance along his skin.

“The offer’s too low. It’s not what the house is worth.” In his mind, Nathan felt satisfied that he was speaking the truth.

“Sell it to her.”

Nathan looked across the table, but he wasn’t able to read Kyle’s mind. In God’s name, had he done the right thing, with Todd Sullivan and Ray Pellegrino? It hadn’t been discussed, not suggested by one and agreed to by others. It had just unfolded by an unspoken common consent.  

Protect the boy.  

Perhaps they’d done wrong. If a seed of madness had been sown that night, the long years of solitude would have offered a fertile ground for it to grow and blossom.

“Don’t leave the papers in the mailbox. Bring them in and I’ll sign them.” 

Nathan’s mouth fell open and his shoulders slumped as he lost the will to argue. It was the longest sentence he’d heard Kyle McShane speak in twenty years.

****

Nathan watched with wary eyes as Antonia Henderson swung a green canvas bag on the desk between them where it landed with a thud. She undid the zipper and lifted out bundles of banknotes secured with white collars. It took less than a minute to empty the bag and arrange the money into neat stacks that resembled giant Lego bricks.

Nathan cleared his throat. “Cash,” he croaked, raising an unsteady hand for an awestruck touch. “That’s a bit irregular.”

“It’s legal tender and it’s legally mine,” Antonia said briskly.  She lifted her chin and locked her steel-blue eyes with him. “Do you have a problem with that?”

Nathan stared at her. His lids flickered, until he felt compelled to look away. “There’s money laundering, and…things.” His words trailed off. 

A slip of a woman, Antonia Henderson stood by his desk, looking fragile in the baggy fawn cargo pants and the white T-shirt hanging loose over her chest. Her golden hair was no longer twisted into an elegant knot, but streamed in a tangle of curls down her back. The size of a child, young enough to be his daughter, and she had managed to stare him down. 

And Kyle had suddenly become restless, last week venturing twice into town after twenty years of seclusion. Breaking the habits of a lifetime, for no other reason but to seek out Nathan and demand that he speed up the sale.

The money went to Kyle, but most of it circled neatly back to Nathan to repay the endless loans he’d advanced over the years.

“This is how it has to be.” The woman pushed the pile of money across the scarred desk.  “Do we have a deal or not?”

Nathan caressed the stacks of bills with his anxious gaze. Eighty-five thousand dollars. He’d never seen so much in cash. Despite the niggling doubts, his head dipped in a reluctant nod. “The seller has already signed the papers.” His voice came in a hoarse rasp from a tightened throat. “Let me just count it first.” He reached for the first bundle of banknotes and flicked it through his fingers. 

****

Antonia halted in front of the door under the tumbling rose. 

Hers. The shabby old cottage meant more to her than all the luxuries she’d once possessed. It offered a refuge. Walls around her, to keep her safe. A front door, to slam in the face of anyone who wasn’t welcome. The final stage in a careful plan to escape a life which had become too painful to bear.

She stepped through into the hall and closed the door behind her, sliding the rusty bolt. Then she turned and slumped with her back against the door. She drew in a deep breath and exhaled, long and slow and steady, savoring the sensation. 

It felt as though she’d been holding her breath for months. 

But now she could finally let go. 

Her knees buckled, and she slid down to the ground. Then the tears came. Great choking sobs that let out the anger, the frustration, and the fear, gathered during the long months of her downfall. 

She cried until the anger was spent, and a deep lassitude flowed into her body. For a moment, she felt at peace. Then she accepted that the fear would soon return, and the guilt would never leave. 

She curled into a ball over the floor and slept there until morning.

****

Kyle stood in the shade of the old oak tree, dressed in jeans and a brown T-shirt that helped him blend against the trunk. He’d watched, had seen her drive up in a decrepit old Toyota. A deep dent along one side made the tan car look like a leaking bottle of mustard. Long ago, there had been another car, equally old. He could no longer recall the make, but he remembered the spill that had covered the carpet, the last time he’d been inside. 

That one had been the color of blood. 

He listened as she got out of the car, his ears straining to hear every sound. She hummed a tune while she walked up to the house. He recognized the aria from Madame Butterfly. A shiver rippled along his skin. She shared his love of opera. Kyle hoped that wouldn’t turn out to be the only thing they had in common.

He’d been waiting. Not wanting to ask Nathan when, he’d been waiting every day since he had signed the papers to sell the house.

What was a week, when you’d been waiting for twenty years?

She stirred up his memories of the love he had lost so long ago. The fragility, the beauty, the long cascading curls were the same, although hers shone golden in the sun, instead of glinting raven black.

He waited under the oak tree, but she didn’t venture out again. No lamps came on inside as the daylight faded. Kyle grew hungry. First he ignored the gnawing in his stomach, but when the waiting brought him nothing, he slipped away from the tree, melting into the woods. 

There’d be plenty of time later on.

