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STAR-SPANGLED

KILLER

Cupcakes in Paradise Book 2

 


CHAPTER ONE


 

Melissa Gladstone Beckett slid a tray of her latest creations, star-spangled cupcakes, into the commercial oven. The Fourth of July was right around the corner, and she was trying out different recipes for the many orders she’d received for the holiday. These particularly delectable cakes were made from a moist, decadent white cake, filled with mixed-berry cream cheese, and topped with fluffy vanilla buttercream frosting. The finishing touches included fresh blueberries and strawberries, a drizzle of blue glaze, and a sprinkling of white candy stars. She’d been trying out new red, white, and blue recipes all week, and this one was a definite favorite.

“Mmm… something smells amazing in here.” Missy’s best friend Echo Willis came in through the back door with her sweet and sound-asleep baby, Jasmine, strapped to her front.

“You’re in luck. I had a hunch that you ladies would be dropping in this morning, so I baked the vegan version of my new recipe first,” Missy gestured at a large tray of the cakes that were on the counter. “If the little lady stays asleep for a bit, you can help me frost them and be my guinea pig to see how they taste,” she offered, grabbing the ingredients that she needed for vegan frosting.

“Twist my arm,” Echo grinned. “I’ll get started with the frosting if you grab the coffee.”

“Perfect,” Missy agreed, as her friend began assembling the frosting bag and tip.

The women settled in on barstools at the prep counter, frosting and catching up with each other’s lives, as they tried to do at least a few times a week. A tentative knock sounded at the back door of Missy’s cozy little shop, Cupcakes in Paradise, surprising them. It was early in the morning, well before the shop opened, and they weren’t expecting anyone. Raising her eyebrows at Echo briefly, Missy set down her frosting bag, pulled off her nitrile gloves and went to the door.

“Hi,” she greeted the thin, muscular brunette with a smile. “Can I help you?”

The younger woman was clean, but her simple outfit of jeans and an olive green tank top looked worn. Her hair was in a simple ponytail, and she had a bandana around her neck. Missy thought that the poor thing must be uncomfortable in the sweltering heat of a Florida morning.

“Hi,” she smiled sweetly. “I don’t mean to bother you. I wanted to drop by when there weren’t any customers around so that I wasn’t interrupting anything. I used to work in a commercial kitchen, so I figured you’d be here quite a while before you opened for business. May I come in?”

“Of course,” Missy motioned toward the spotless interior of her kitchen. “It’s no bother at all. You can even try some of my latest batch of cupcakes if you’d like. Freshly baked this morning.”

“Oh, that’s so sweet of you,” the young woman replied. “But I can’t. Health reasons,” she shrugged apologetically.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Missy’s gaze was sympathetic. “I’m Missy, this is my friend, Echo, and her sleeping little one is Jasmine.”

“So nice to meet you all. Jasmine is precious,” she craned her neck to get a better view of the dozing infant. “My name is Angel Tucker, and I work at the Refuge, downtown.”

“The Refuge?” Echo asked. “Is that a bar?”

Angel covered her giggle with her hand. “No, definitely not. It’s a place for the homeless to sleep and get a good meal.”

“Yes, I’ve heard of it,” Missy nodded, smiling at Echo’s mistake. “Y’all have a very good reputation.” 

Having moved to the sleepy seaside town of Calgon, Florida, a little more than a year ago, Missy still retained a shade of her native, southern-Louisiana drawl.

“Thanks,” Angel blushed. “We try to do all that we can to get folks back up on their feet with the few resources that we have.”

“That’s great,” Echo nodded appreciatively.

“And that’s why I’m here, actually…” the younger woman, who looked to be in her mid-thirties, and seemed to be quite shy, began.

“Oh! Of course,” Missy exclaimed. “Let me go get my purse.”

“No, no,” Angel protested. “I’m not soliciting donations, at least not monetary ones.”

“Okay,” Echo stared at her, waiting for her to continue.

“I was wondering… what do you do with the leftover cupcakes at the end of the day?” Angel asked.

Missy blinked at her for a moment before answering. “Well, it depends on how many there are. If there are only a few, I send them home with family and friends. If there are several, they usually end up in my freezer at home, why?”

“Well, I was brainstorming the other day. My boss at the shelter had a cupcake from here, and she was going on and on about how amazing it was. It made me kind of sad, because we have barely enough money to cover soup and some vegetables and bread for the homeless, so they almost never have the chance to experience a normal treat, like a cupcake. So I wondered if maybe, since you close at five o’clock, which is right before the dinner hour at the shelter…”

“That we could donate the leftover cupcakes at the end of the day!” Missy exclaimed, finishing her sentence for her. “What a great idea,” she grinned. “Would you be able to pick them up, or would we need to drop them off?”

“Oh, I’d be happy to pick them up, and I know that the guys and gals at the shelter would be so grateful for them.”

“How many people do you have eating and sleeping there, generally?” Echo broke in.

“Usually we have between thirty to fifty people seated for dinner, but only twenty to thirty who actually stay overnight in the shelter.”

“Where do the rest of them go?” Missy asked, eyes sad.

“Under bridges, behind buildings… some of them even sleep beside dumpsters,” Angel said softly.

“Oh, how awful. Well, yes, I’d like to help in any way that I can, and I hope that at the end of the day, I’ll have enough cupcakes to go around,” Missy decided.

“If not, we can at least make sure that the children get a piece of cupcake,” Angel reassured her.

“Children. Wow, I didn’t even think of that,” Echo hugged Jasmine a little closer and kissed her downy, sweetly scented hair.

Angel nodded sadly. “About a third of the homeless that we see on a daily basis are kids. They try to keep up with their homework even though the shelter environment can be chaotic at times.”

“I’m so glad you came to me,” Missy said, her heart hurting. “If my cupcakes can help brighten the day of a homeless child, I’ll be so happy about that.”

“I think once Jazzy is a bit older, I might like to volunteer there,” Echo mused. “Whom should I contact?”

“That would be amazing,” Angel glanced at her old-fashioned wristwatch. “Oh dear, they’re going to be missing me. So, what time should I stop by tonight?” she turned to Missy.

“Anytime between five and five-thirty will work.”

“Great! See you then, and thank you so much. These little things mean so much to people who have nothing,” Angel smiled and headed for the back door.

“What a nice person,” Missy mused after Angel had gone.

“There’s a story there,” Echo observed. “I wonder if she’s been homeless herself.”

“Maybe so,” Missy nodded. “If that’s the case, it’s even more wonderful that she’s helping others and has found her way.”

Jasmine gurgled and cooed, warming the hearts of both women, who immediately interrupted their frosting again in order to play with the beautiful child.

 


CHAPTER TWO


 

“Man troubles?” the kindly man with a heavy New York accent asked Izzy Gilmore, world-famous horror author.

“No,” she muttered. “Why would you even think that?”

The man paused for a moment. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you’re in a bar in Manhattan during the middle of a workday, sipping your second scotch?” he asked, not judging, just observing.

He picked up a towel and dried off the top of the bar in front of her.

“Lots of people come through here, and everyone has a story. Usually, when they have an expression like yours, it’s relationship troubles or a bad job situation. You get fired?” the bartender tried again.

Izzy snorted. “Definitely not. The one stable thing I have in my life is my work. It’s always there. At least I can depend on that one thing never changing,” she sighed.

“So if work is steady, and you don’t have man troubles, what’s a knockout like you doing so down in the dumps?” he gave her a smile of encouragement.

“It’s complicated,” she placed her elbow on the bar and rested her chin in her palm.

“That’s what they all say. I’ve heard some sad stories in here,” the bartender moved a stack of clean glasses, setting them underneath the counter.

Izzy was saved from answering by the timely arrival of her micromanaging publisher, Miranda Banks. The aging dame’s frizzy white hair had been dyed a shocking shade of red, and her turquoise eyeshadow perfectly matched her peacock-themed wrap. Completing the look with turquoise pumps and nails, she stubbed out her cigarette at the doorway of the bar and made a beeline for Izzy.

“You’ve been here, what—two minutes? And you’re already boozing it up?” Miranda surveyed her young hotshot author from head to toe. “You look like something the cat dragged in,” she proclaimed, then turned to the bartender. “A sloe gin fizz, pronto,” she waved an overly-accessorized hand at him.

“Now I understand,” he told Izzy, nodding. That got a smile from her.

“Hello, Miranda.”

“Don’t you ‘Hello, Miranda’ me, young lady,” she stuck a gnarled finger out and shook it, her perfume enveloping Izzy in a floral fog. “You disappear without a word, buy a house in the swamp, and don’t communicate with anyone other than to send your manuscripts in, we got a problem, you and me,” the disgruntled publisher huffed, sliding daintily onto a bar stool.

The bartender set her drink in front of her and she wrinkled her nose. “More lemon,” she pushed it back to him and turned to Izzy. “What kind of place is this? Girl can’t even get a decent drink,” she shook her head. “So, what are you doing back here? If you came back here to quit, you can’t. We have a contract and it would be very expensive for you to try and…” Miranda began, her voice rising with every word.

Izzy held up her hands to shush the woman. “Miranda, no. Don’t worry, I didn’t come back here to quit.”

“‘Don’t worry’, she says,” Miranda shook her head, looking at the bartender for sympathy. 

He put her fresh drink down and busied himself at the other end of the bar.

“I’m not worried,” she continued. “I’d just make a call to my attorney, Marty Shapiro, and that would be that,” Miranda waved her hand, and her turquoise nail polish gleamed in the low light of the bar. “Where you staying? I’d offer my guest room, but Louie sleeps in there, and he doesn’t share.”

Louie was Miranda’s cantankerous Persian cat. He hated everyone, including Miranda, but she doted on him. Izzy wouldn’t be surprised if she willed her entire publishing business to him upon her death.

“I kept my old apartment in the city, so I’ll be staying there.”

“For how long?” Miranda demanded, taking a healthy gulp of her drink, then grimacing a bit. “Too much lemon. What a ham-fisted bartender,” she sighed.

“I don’t know yet. I… missed being in the city, so I thought I’d come back for a while.”

Miranda’s gilded eyes narrowed. “Missed the city? I thought you moved away because you hated the city.”

“I didn’t hate it, I just wanted a change of pace, that’s all.” 

Her phone, sitting on the bar, buzzed. She looked at it, rejected the call, then looked back at Miranda.

“So I’m not the only one whose calls get ignored, huh?” the crone raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t come here to get back to the city, you came here because you’re running from something. That’s your MO,” Miranda nodded slowly, pleased with herself at figuring it out. “You on the lam?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Izzy put her empty scotch glass down on the counter and began digging in her purse. The ever-observant bar tender came over.

“Refill?” he asked, tilting the glass at her with a kind smile.

“No, thanks. Just the check please. I’ll get hers too,” she glanced quickly at Miranda, who was smiling at her like a predatory animal, then looked away again.

“Hmm… buying me a drink… that’s a good start. It’ll be good having you back in town again, where I can keep an eye on you,” Miranda nodded. “Hope you work out whatever you’re running from… or should I say, whomever?”

When she got no response from the young author, she chuckled softly. “We’ll get some real work done now.”

 


CHAPTER THREE


 

Young, handsome Marine veteran and highly trained personal security agent Spencer Bengal was beginning to wonder what was going on. He’d tried texting and calling Izzy several times, and she never responded. He went by her house on his lunch hour, and both she and her lovable Leonberger, Hercules, were gone. Striding out of the elevator at Beckett Investigations, where he worked side by side with Chas Beckett, Missy’s husband and independently wealthy owner of the company, he headed straight for the technology room. 

Ringo, their resident hacker, had his feet up on a computer tower, fiddling with his laptop, which he’d balanced on one knee. There were assorted food wrappers and associated debris scattered around the odd young man’s chair, and he was so intent upon scrolling through masses of data that he never heard Spencer come in.

“I need you to look something up for me,” Spencer announced, flopping into a chair across from Ringo.

The young man gasped and put a hand to his chest. “Geez dude, you gotta stop using that ninja stealth around here. You scared the crud out of me,” the hacker exclaimed, tossing his head to the side to move a limp lock of hair out of his eyes.

“There was no stealth employed in this maneuver,” Spencer commented dryly. “You really need to work on your situational awareness skills.”

“Not my department,” Ringo declared through a mouthful of cherry chocolate doughnut.

“Whatever.” Spencer was trying really hard to keep a lid on his impatience. “I need you to check passenger lists for all transportation leaving Calgon and the surrounding areas.”

“Easy enough,” the young man shrugged, now tearing into a bag of corn chips. “Who are we looking for?”

Spencer stared at him for a moment. “Izzy Gilmore. Do you ever eat real food?”

“The horror author? Cool. What’s it like dating a famous creepy chick?” Ringo grinned slyly, but when Spencer merely continued to stare, he reached into the bag for another chip.

“Fine, geez,” he muttered. 

“Thank you,” Spencer’s response was clipped, and he headed for the door.

“And for the record…” Ringo’s voice stopped him at the door. “My food is real… life’s an illusion,” he grinned.

At the moment, Spencer Bengal had no sense of humor, so he continued out into the hallway.

***

“What are we working on?” Spencer heaved himself into one of the tasteful leather club chairs across the desk from Chas.

Chas had recently left the Calgon PD’s homicide division to open his own private investigation service; however, because the small town wasn’t exactly a hotbed of criminal activity, the local police chief had turned over several boxes of cold cases for the two of them to work on. Although Chas charged clients who came in to solicit his services, he volunteered to look into the cold cases, so that the families of victims would have closure.

“Nothing new at the moment, so we can hit those cold cases pretty hard.”

“Gotcha,” Spencer stared into space, distracted.

“You okay?” his boss asked, frowning.

“Yeah,” was the unconvincing response. “Izzy is gone.”

“Gone? What do you mean, gone?” Chas leaned forward.

“I’ve been texting and calling, and she doesn’t answer. I went over to her house at lunch and she and Herc were both gone. It’s really weird of her just to take off, with no explanation,” he shook his head, baffled.

“Is it?” Chas asked quietly.

Spencer looked at him, puzzled.

“She’s done similar things before, hasn’t she?” the PI probed.

“Well, yeah, kind of… but at least when she did it before, I knew why. We had talked about it. This time I have no idea. Things have been going great. We recently started dating again, and it’s been really fun.”

“Did you look into this at all?” Chas asked.

“Yeah, I told Ringo to do a transportation search. I hope that’s okay.”

“Yeah, it’s fine, otherwise we’d be paying him to sit in there and eat pizza all day.”

“And doughnuts,” Spencer agreed, one corner of his mouth quirking up in a ghost of a smile.

***

When Spencer Bengal left Chas’s office, he had to clear his head, or he’d be staring blankly at the police files, accomplishing nothing. He wandered out into the foyer and waiting room area of the office suite, where the new receptionist, Holly Meadows, was busily tapping at the computer.

“Hey Spence, how’s your day going?” she asked brightly, her headset for the telephone only making her look even more efficient and adorable.

He shook his head. “I can’t seem to get it together today. I need to clear my head. Maybe I’ll go down to the coffee shop on the corner,” he shrugged.

“But… you don’t drink coffee,” Holly frowned, never having seen the young PI like this.

“See? That’s what I mean. Oh well, the walk will do me good,” Spencer sighed.

“Do you want me to come with you?” she offered, concerned.

“Nah, I’ll be okay. Just shoot me a text if I’m needed back here right away,” he instructed, heading for the door.

“Hey! Can I uh… ask you something?” Holly stopped him on his way to the door, a slow red blush creeping up her fair cheeks.

“Of course,” Spencer turned around, his hand on the knob.

“You aren’t like… feeling weird because we went to sushi last night, are you?” Holly asked, her words all coming out in an embarrassed rush.

“Definitely not,” he gave her a reassuring smile. “It was great hanging out. No weirdness at all.”

“Oh good,” she let out a relieved breath. “I’m so glad that whatever is going on with you isn’t my fault,” she giggled nervously.

“Not at all. It’s always nice to get to know someone new. See ya in a few,” he lifted his hand in a friendly wave and exited. 

She stared after him, putting cool, moist palms against her cheeks and feeling the heat there.

 


CHAPTER FOUR


 

Angel Tucker smiled with satisfaction. The inhabitants of the Refuge had loved Missy’s cupcakes, and now that word had gotten out about them, more and more folks lined up at the door to get a meal and eat the first dessert that many of them had had in a very long time. So many of the homeless needed various kinds of help; medical attention, mental health assistance, basic hygiene needs, etc.… but they refused to come to the shelter. Once they signed in, they could be redirected to resources, and have a hot meal and a place to sleep. The mission of the Refuge was to help those who couldn’t help themselves, and now people were coming in in droves.

“Angel!” Maria Rossman, the Center Director, barked from across the room, intruding into the woman’s thoughts. “Ricky Thompson is still asleep. It’s well past time to wash linens and put the cots away. Can you go get him up and out the door so that we can actually get something accomplished today?” the frazzle-haired woman complained.

“Sure, yeah. I’ll go wake him up,” Angel agreed.

She approached the sleeping fifty-year-old, making sure that her shoes made sounds on the cement floor as she walked. Many of the homeless were accustomed to sleeping out in the rough streets, and would awaken in a manner that was dangerous for the person who dared wake them. She kept her distance, both for her safety, in case he woke up fighting, as the men often did, and to preserve her sense of smell. As Ricky was one of the men who refused to go to the communal showers, his odor emanated from him like a sickly green cloud. 

“Ricky… time to get up,” she called out, making her voice firm. Ricky didn’t like to be told what to do, and could be belligerent when challenged.

“Ricky, it’s time to go,” she tried again, louder this time. Still no response.

She grabbed a yardstick from a nearby storage closet, and approached the sleeping homeless man again.

“Ricky, c’mon now, it’s time to get up,” she ordered, prodding at him with the stick.

Edging a little closer, she took a small sniff, wondering if perhaps he’d managed to sneak a flask into the shelter and was currently passed out from drinking. While he smelled far worse than usual, she didn’t detect a whiff of alcohol in with all the congealed filth.

Backing off again, she sighed and poked him with the stick, hard, in the ribs. That should’ve woken the dead, but Ricky didn’t move, and Angel had a horrible thought. What if Ricky had died in his sleep? Maybe he wasn’t just ignoring her. Maybe he was dead.

“Mariaaa!” she called out, alarmed. 

When the director came out of her office, she did not look happy.

“Really, Tucker? I gave you one task,” she grumbled, her brow furrowed in an angry frown. “What’s his problem now? Is he faking sick again?” Maria stood, hands on hips, staring at the unmoving homeless man.

“I think he may be dead,” Angel whispered, backing away a bit.

“Oh don’t be ridiculous,” the director made a face. “We can’t be that lucky,” she joked, heading to Ricky’s bedside.

“Alright, Richard. Get your lazy bones up now, or we’ll take you off the roster for dinner. Don’t think I won’t,” the strapping woman bellowed, standing about twelve inches away from the bed.

“Holy cow, do you think he could smell any worse?” she turned to Angel and waved a hand in front of her face.

Angel just continued to stare at the man, mute.

“Okay, if you’re gonna play it like that, I’m gonna have to remove you myself,” Maria hitched up her pants and took off her hoodie. “Well come on, little Miss Thing. This is going to take more than just my two hands.”

Angel was rooted to the spot.

“Get over here. You can take his feet and I’ll grab the dangerous end,” Maria pointed to a spot by the bed and made a face.

Angel walked over to the spot and stood with her arms crossed. Maria flung Ricky’s feet off the bed, and the rest of him just tumbled right after them. He landed with a dull thud and a loud expulsion of gas. When the homeless man still didn’t move, realization finally struck Maria.

With an exasperated sigh, the director shook her head. “Great, looks like we’ve got a stiff. I hate the paperwork on this stuff.”

Angel stood staring at the man on the floor, not saying a word. Maria had to snap her fingers in front of the woman’s face to get her attention.

“I’m sorry… what?”

“I said, call Feldman’s Funeral Home rather than Memorial Mortuary. Their paperwork is much less comprehensive. Get ’em over here ASAP. We can’t serve dinner tonight with a body on the floor,” Maria shook her head in disgust and wandered back to her office, coming out later with a spray bottle of disinfecting air freshener.

 


CHAPTER FIVE


 

“I know you don’t like public appearances, but when you run for public office, it comes with the job,” Mayor Archibald Greenbaum insisted, when his second in command, Vice Mayor Dallas Puxton III protested having to go on a “charitable endeavors” tour.

“But you’re higher profile; it’ll have more impact if you go,” Dallas refused to back down. 

There were those around Calgon who swore that Dal Puxton had only run for office in order to influence the city council so that laws and ordinances would continue to favor his family’s multimillion-dollar businesses, but he swore up and down that he held the best interests of the people in his heart.

“There is real work to be done here, Dal, and I’m the one whose signature goes on the dotted line. You have the time, and it’s in your job description, so you’re going to do it. You’re going to get out there and meet and greet the wonderful citizens of Calgon or you can step down and I’ll appoint someone who will,” Archie gave his vice mayor a pointed look over the top of his reading glasses.

“Wow, that escalated quickly,” Dal’s voice dripped sarcasm. “Is that how you want to play this? Threats? I thought you were better than that, but whatever. I’ll go catch the plague by kissing babies and shaking hands and giving hugs,” Puxton grimaced.

“There’s some aspirin in my secretary’s desk drawer. Just see that you replace whatever you use,” the mayor replied mildly, his interest captured by the report in front of him.

Dal left the office in a huff and tapped his watch to call for a driver.

***

Dallas Puxton was in a sour mood, and had a stomach to match. In one day, he’d managed to squeeze in visits to a local orphanage, the county nursing home, a homeless shelter, an afterschool program for junior high kids, and a rehabilitation center. He was exhausted and needed a shower. Every place he’d visited had been teeming with strange sights, smells, and food, and every single one of them had held a reception in his honor. He’d never had so much sticky, red, fake-fruit punch in his life, and it was currently rumbling in his stomach in a most alarming way.

Dal managed to last until the ride back to the city offices was over, but once the nondescript sedan pulled up to the curve in front of the mayor’s office building, he flew from the car and headed straight for the manicured gardens out front, where he lost every nasty little germ-infested morsel of the awful food he’d been forced to eat. He waved off his driver when the kindly man came over to offer assistance, and eventually stood, wiping his mouth with a silk tie, then tossing the ruined accessory in the nearest trash can. He was dizzy when he stood up, but considering the forcefulness of the primitive event that he’d just endured, that was more than understandable. The driver stood uncertainly by the car.

“Take me home,” Dallas muttered, practically tumbling into the back seat.

***

Detective Art Solinsky hated it when crime happened after five o’clock. He’d accepted the homicide position in Calgon when golden-boy Chas Beckett had stepped down because he’d thought that the slow-paced beach town would be too ridiculously boring to have any real crime, and it upset him when that didn’t seem to be the case.

No matter what time of day, Solinsky’s out-of-style suits were rumpled and hung askew on his somewhat squishy frame, so when he was summoned to Dallas Puxton’s lavish home at two o’clock in the morning, he didn’t look much different than he had that afternoon, except that his comb-over hung off to one side.

“Great, a crying widow,” he muttered, when he saw an EMT consoling a woman who sat sobbing in a chair.

The vice mayor had died in his sleep after a night of stomach flu, and given his enormous size and poor health to begin with, it wasn’t exactly a surprise, though he was only in his late fifties.

“What do we got?” Solinsky demanded of the first uniformed cop that he encountered.

“Deceased is a fifty-nine-year-old male, who…” the officer began, only to be rudely interrupted by the detective.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. It’s the middle of the night, so cut to the chase. Do we know if it was natural causes? Is there any reason at all for me to be here?” Solinsky sighed, thinking of his nice warm bed, waiting at home.

“Uh, no, actually,” the cop maintained his cool, his jaw muscles flexing. “Looks like natural causes, and the wife doesn’t want an autopsy. Coroner said he died around one-thirty. His wife woke up and realized he wasn’t moving, then called us.”

“Good. Looks like you’ve got things under control, so I’m going home.”

“Don’t you want to check out the scene… talk to the widow?” the officer was astonished.

“Give her my condolences,” Solinsky smirked on the way out.

 


CHAPTER SIX


 

Timothy Eckels, Calgon County Coroner and owner of Memorial Mortuary, was glad to have a body to process. Business had been slow, and while he would have preferred to have been tasked with performing an autopsy on the late Dallas Puxton, he’d have to settle for merely preparing the deceased for burial. Tim might have horn-rimmed glasses as thick as Coke bottles, but he’d known that something was wrong the moment that he and his spunky assistant Fiona had shown up to collect the body. The vice mayor’s wife didn’t want an autopsy done on her husband, because clearly the strain put on his heart, caused by the stomach flu, had killed him; she didn’t want his unhealthy habits broadcasted to all of Calgon.

When the coroner tried to call into question the wisdom of the widow’s decision, based upon the appearance of the body, he was soundly rebuffed by Calgon’s newest homicide detective, Art Solinsky.

Fiona McCamish held her tongue as long as she could, which was roughly three minutes after they left the Puxton residence with their cold passenger.

“Okay, there’s something wrong with the body, right?” she demanded. “He didn’t die of a heart attack, did he?”

Fiona had begged long and hard to work for the reclusive Timothy Eckels. The man was a genius in his field, and like her, death fascinated him. He firmly believed that each corpse had a story to tell. He’d hired her finally, with the condition that she remove multiple piercings, turn her mohawk into a more modest hair style that wouldn’t scare the customers, and transform her all-black wardrobe and goth makeup into something less off-putting to the general public. Echo had been Tim’s neighbor at the time, and she and Missy had taken Fiona under their wing for a makeover. The results were splendid and the duo had been working side by side ever since.

“Your assumption is most likely correct. I don’t believe that Mr. Puxton died from a heart attack,” Tim admitted, lost in thought.

“Why do you say that?”

“What color is the skin of a heart attack victim typically?” he answered her question with a question, as he often did. He was introverted, but knew that his assistant wanted him to mentor her, so he usually obliged.

“Pale, often with a bluish tinge,” she recited.

“And what color was Mr. Puxton?”

She pursed her lips and thought for a moment. “He seemed kind of… grey.”

“But where did you see bluish coloring?”

“In his lips and fingernails, but there are tons of ways to die that leave those blue,” Fiona frowned. 

“Precisely,” Tim made a face. “Which is why I wanted to conduct an autopsy.”

“I’m not a huge fan of the new detective.”

“Men like Art Solinsky are the reason why I keep meticulous notes of my findings when I prep bodies. Even if I’m not authorized to do a full autopsy, I still have to prepare the body for burial; if I happen to notice something that might become important after the fact, I make certain to write it down.”

“You are a sneaky one,” Fiona grinned at her boss, who never ceased to surprise her. He had a reverence for his work that was unparalleled.

“I am no such thing,” he retorted, not taking his eyes from the road. “I’m just meticulously observant. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

She poked him in the arm, knowing full well that he typically avoided all forms of human contact, with the living at least.

“Geez, it was just a joke. Learn how to take a compliment,” she teased, knowing exactly what buttons to push.

“A joke? Death is a…” he began, with his standard reply.

“…very serious business,” Fiona finished the sentence, lowering her voice in an attempt to sound like her boss.

He turned his head to the side, very briefly, to shoot his impudent assistant a scathing glance, then returned his gaze to the road with an exasperated sigh, as she chuckled beside him, pleased with herself.

They were silent for a few minutes, Tim looking troubled.

“Hey look,” Fiona began. “Don’t be mad, I was just having fun,” she said softly, wondering at why something so simple would upset him. She teased him all the time, it was their typical manner of interacting.

“I’m not angry. I don’t get angry, generally,” he stared straight ahead, his mind seemingly miles away.

“Then what’s up with you? You’re acting really weird… even for you,” one corner of her mouth turned up slightly, but her half-smile faded when he didn’t respond right away. He seemed to be thinking, and that sort of freaked her out.

“I know who broke into your house,” he said finally, his tone ominous.

Fiona lived next door to the mortician, renting out Echo’s cozy little pre-wedding cottage, and the two carpooled every day. For weeks now, Fiona’d been stalked by someone she’d never quite been able to catch a glimpse of. One night last week, after they’d gotten home, Fiona had let out a scream that stopped Tim’s heart. He’d raced into her house where he found a very strange scene indeed. On Fiona’s kitchen table was a circular arrangement of what looked like transparent leaves, small animal bones, and pieces of leather. In the middle of the grisly circle stood one of Fiona’s butcher knives, splitting the wood of the table.

At her boss’s words, Fiona’s eyes grew large. “What do you mean?” her voice was low and scared, and she glanced at the door handle of the car. “How could you possible know that?” she mumbled.

Surely she couldn’t be that bad a judge of character. Yes, her boss was an odd duck, but there was no way he was stalking her. She would’ve been able to tell, she noticed everything about him. Though he was pale and doughy, with thinning hair and abominable glasses, she felt somehow oddly drawn to him. She would’ve known if he was her stalker.

“My past has come back to haunt me,” the mortician muttered.

Fiona blinked at him for a moment before finding her voice. “What’s… what’s that supposed to mean?” 

Suddenly her mouth went dry, and when she swallowed, her throat made an unbearably loud click.

Tim sighed and shook his head. Fiona waited, not realizing that she was holding her breath, for him to speak. When he finally did, he still made no sense.

“I think that someone is trying to scare you, but it’s not about you, it’s about me,” he made a face, then stopped talking.

“You realize that that makes no sense, right?” she raised an eyebrow, skeptical.

“It does,” he insisted. “But I can’t tell you any more than that.”

“Why?” Fiona’s heart beat faster.

“Because you’re already in enough danger,” he blurted, then clamped his mouth shut.

“Danger? Timothy Eckels, you had better tell me right now just exactly what is going on!” the young woman demanded, adrenaline shooting through her.

“I’m sorry. I can’t,” was all he said.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN


 

Timothy Eckels had the newspapers for every neighboring town within a fifty-mile radius spread out on his dining room table. He used the internet frequently for research, but he’d found that when he was looking for small details and hidden meanings, sometimes the best sources for obscure news were often local newspapers and TV stations. He’d turned to the Death Notices section of all of them, and was meticulously poring over the names and circumstances of death, occasionally circling items of interest that looked promising.

Tim’s head snapped up, and he stared at the front door when his doorbell rang. No one ever just dropped by his house. Ever. He’d posted a No Soliciting sign prominently by the front door of his tidy little home, and he had no friends nor family. Eyes darting to and fro, he hurriedly stacked the newspapers together in a pile, took them to a hidden panel in the floor of his pantry, and dumped them inside, securing the panel again. Catching his breath and shoving his heavy glasses back up his nose, he was nearly to the door when whoever was on the other side of it started knocking frantically. That, at least, was reassuring. Those who meant to do harm generally didn’t pound on doors as though their lives depended upon gaining entry.

Glancing out the peephole, he saw his assistant, Fiona, standing on his doorstep, arms folded across her midsection, looking worried, which was odd. Fiona was as tough as nails, and Tim found it disconcerting to see her looking vulnerable. He sighed softly, and reached for the doorknob, hoping that she didn’t need comforting of any sort. He’d never been a nurturer, and while he had a begrudging respect for his spunky young assistant, he would have no idea how to be supportive or react to any expressions of emotion from her, good or bad.

He opened the door and stared at his assistant with mild curiosity, not seeing a need for the formality of greeting her. 

“I know I’m bothering you,” she blurted. “But I have to talk to you or I’ll lose my mind. Can I come in?” 

“I’d rather you didn’t,” he answered mildly.

Fiona knew her reclusive boss well enough that she wasn’t offended. She knew he was merely being totally honest.

“I know, but this is important,” she persisted, glancing back toward her house. “I don’t feel safe at my place right now, and I need to talk to you. Please?” she implored, managing not to sound pathetic.

Tim stared at her again, realized she wouldn’t readily take no for an answer, and decided to let her into his private space, a privilege which very few had ever shared.

“Fine,” he sighed, his brow furrowed.

On her way in, Fiona placed a hand lightly on his arm. “Look, I know it’s a big deal for you to let someone into your house, and I appreciate it, okay? Believe me, I wouldn’t even have asked if it wasn’t so important.”

“I have pie,” he said. For him, it was the ultimate attempt at being a gracious host.

“I love pie,” she smiled faintly.

Tim’s home was eerily similar to his offices at the mortuary and in his underground realm at the county morgue—uncluttered and clinically sterile. The paint colors and furnishings were neutral and practical, and the only decorative object he had was a small tree on the mantel which looked as though it had been constructed of leather.

“You can sit in the dining room,” he pointed to a round table which had four chairs, three of which looked like they’d never been used. 

Fiona sat in one to the right of what was clearly Tim’s favorite chair, judging by the upholstery’s permanent impression. The introverted mortician looked very much out of his element carrying two slabs of thick peach pie, topped with whipped cream, its thick juices oozing onto delicate china plates.

“My grandma made the best pies,” he announced, setting Fiona’s in front of her. His piece was placed across the table, at the seat furthest from her.

“My grandma drove a truck,” she replied, a tad wistfully, digging what looked like an actual silver fork into her pie, and sliding it into her mouth, relishing the explosion of flavor. “Oh my gosh,” she exclaimed, putting her hand up in front of her mouth so she could talk and chew at the same time. “This is the best thing I’ve ever tasted. Your grandma was a genius.”

“No, she had a high IQ, but she didn’t fall into the genius category. She just put lots of butter in the crust,” he commented, taking his first bite. 

He chewed slowly and swallowed, watching Fiona dive into the dessert as though she hadn’t eaten in weeks. “So why are you here?” he asked, forking up another bite.

“Well geez, don’t mince words, let me know how you really feel,” Fiona muttered, her mouth full.

“I never mince words, as you know. Why are you here?”

“I heard some strange sounds, which prompted me to get away from the house, and since you seem to know who’s stalking me, I thought I’d just come over and bug you until you tell me what I’m dealing with.”

Tim’s eyes went wide and the color drained from his face. “You can’t be here,” he whispered, his glance darting to the window. “It’s more dangerous for you.”

Fiona’s fork stopped halfway to her mouth. “What?” she inclined her head and stared him down. “Timothy Eckels, are you trying to tell me that you’re the stalker?” she put her fork down too carefully, the move looking staged.

Astonished, he stared at her, blinking. “Don’t be ridiculous. We work together.”

“Then you have to tell me what you’re talking about,” Fiona leaned over the table, her gaze locked on his.

“No. I can’t. I won’t. You have to leave right now. It’s not safe for you to be here and it may not be safe for me either,” he insisted, clearly agitated and heading for the front door. “I’ll bring the rest of the pie to work tomorrow, since you didn’t finish,” he promised, shooing her out the door. 

Fiona looked toward her house and screamed, seeing smoke billowing out of the garage windows. “Tim!!” she beat on his door with both fists. “Tim, call the fire department!! The house is on fire!!”

***

Timothy Eckels was not a man who liked to get involved. He just wanted to live his life, do his job, and make certain that every moment of every day was as predictable as possible. He didn’t like surprises, he didn’t like drama, and he didn’t like having to step inside the luxurious interior of Chas Beckett’s office building, but he had no choice. While he had little contact with law enforcement as a private citizen, he’d dealt with police on nearly a daily basis in the context of his job, for quite some time. There were good cops and bad cops and lots of in-between cops, but Chas had been the only detective he’d ever encountered who actually listened to his theories surrounding time, cause, and method of death, and took Tim seriously when he had a feeling that something wasn’t right. Tim hoped desperately that Beckett the PI was the same measured, rational man that he’d been when he’d been Calgon’s lead homicide detective.

“Mr. Beckett will see you now,” Holly Meadows announced, leading the way down the hall toward Chas’s office. “Can I get you some coffee, tea, maybe water?” she offered, with a gracious smile.

“Uh, no. Caffeine makes me itch,” Tim muttered.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Holly was at a loss for words, but recovered quickly. “Well, let me know if there’s anything that I can do for you.”

“I’m here to see Beckett,” Tim frowned.

“Well, here we are,” Holly opened the door, announced Tim’s arrival, and disappeared quickly, leaving Tim standing in the doorway.

“Eckels, good to see you,” Chas didn’t offer his hand, knowing the mortician’s aversions, but indicated that he should sit. “What brings you in?”

“Murder.”

Chas inclined his head, thinking that surely he hadn’t heard the mild-mannered mortician correctly.

“Excuse me… murder? Is that what you said?”

“Yes. Murder,” Tim nodded once.

“Then shouldn’t you be talking to the police, rather than me?”

“Arthur Solinsky is an incompetent fool. If I thought he’d respond appropriately, I would have gone to him, but he doesn’t like me, so there’s no reason for him to believe me.”

“I’d venture to guess there are very few people that Solinsky does like,” Chas commented, intrigued. “Eckels, you haven’t killed someone, have you?” he asked somberly.

“No. I have not, but I believe that my assistant Fiona is being stalked by someone who has killed numerous people.”

“Who’s the stalker?” the PI grabbed a pad of paper.

“I can’t tell you that.”

Chas tapped a pen on his desk blotter, pursing his lips. “Then why are you here, Tim?”

“Did you investigate when someone broke into Fiona’s house a few days ago?”

“No. I wanted to help, but Solinsky marked his territory and refused to share information with me. I thought it looked like some sort of ritualistic expression with the circles and leaves and bones. Or something religious maybe,” Chas shrugged. “You think the person who did that is a murderer?”

“Did you know that there was a fire last night? At the house Fiona’s renting? The one next to mine?” Tim shuddered, distress altering his usually punctilious manner of speaking.

“No, I’m sorry, I hadn’t heard that.”

“I overheard the fire chief when he was walking around over there. He said it was arson.”

“Was there much damage? I wonder if Echo knows.”

“It stayed in the garage, so that has to be replaced, but the rest of the house is fine. Except for smelling like smoke.”

“The timing between the two events is a little too small to be considered coincidental. So you believe Fiona may be in danger, but you refuse to tell me who the potential killer may be. What are you hoping to gain by coming in today?” Chas preferred to get right to the bottom line with every potential client, a trait which Tim admired.

“I want you to find the killer and bring them to justice. They’ve struck before and they’ll strike again. I may have some leads for you,” the mortician reached into his black briefcase and brought out a stack of newspapers.

“You still read these things?” Chas asked, accepting the bundle.

“Yes, and so should you.”

“You realize that if you suspect that there is a killer on the loose, you are supposed to report as many details as you can to the police, right?”

“I have no proof. You can get proof. Here’s a number you should call,” Tim handed him a slip of paper with a name and phone number on it, and stood to go.

“What’s in this for you, Eckels?”

“Peace,” he replied quietly, almost in a whisper. “I just want peace.”

 


CHAPTER EIGHT


 

Missy was more than a little pleased with the morning’s experiment. She was calling her latest patriotic-themed cupcakes “Old Glories,” and loved how festive they looked. She had layered strawberry cake, lemon cake, and cotton candy cake batters in her cupcake papers to form red, white and blue stripes. She then layered red, white and blue buttercream frosting in her frosting bag, and had dotted the top of each brightly-colored cupcake with red, white and blue flowers, finishing them off with edible glitter, and fireworks made from tiny strips of red licorice. Not only were the cupcakes beautiful, but the unique combination of flavors was spectacular. She’d made a triple batch after having tasted the test batch, and would spend the rest of the morning getting them ready unless Echo came by to help.

Unfortunately, after receiving the news that her garage had been set on fire by an arsonist, Echo was dealing with her insurance company, so she couldn’t assist with the frosting. Spencer, Missy’s other go-to-froster, was apparently working on something special for Chas and couldn’t get away. So she left the cupcakes in the racks, and the frosting in the bowls and bags, frosting as quickly as she could in between customers. School had just been let out for the summer, so there were plenty of young families coming in to buy cupcakes for family gatherings, graduations, and early summer parties. To say that Missy was swamped would be a vast understatement. She had just come back out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel after hearing the front door chime, when she saw a rather dour-looking bald, bespectacled gentleman in a wild Hawaiian-print shirt and khaki cargo shorts.

“Hi, how can I help you?” she asked, with her signature smile.

“I’m Jerome Freneman from Public Health and Safety,” he flashed his credentials at her, not returning her smile. “I’m here to do an inspection of your business.”

Missy frowned. “Wait, I’m confused. Those inspections are scheduled months in advance, and I just had one a few weeks ago, there must be some mistake.”

The inspector was clearly in no mood for discussion. “Look lady, you’re on my list for inspections today. I don’t make the rules, I just do inspections,” he sighed.

“Well, I always comply with the rules, but I don’t think this is right. There’s no way that I should be scheduled for another inspection so soon. I’d like to speak with your supervisor, please,” the cute, sweet blonde began a slow simmer, hands on hips, foot tapping.

“Seriously?” the inspector made a face.

“You’d better believe it,” Missy rose to her full height, which was still petite, and stared the man down.

“Fine. I gotta go back to my car to make a phone call,” Jerome Freneman turned to go.

“No, you don’t. I have his number and a telephone that you can use, right here behind the counter.”

Jerome made the call. Roughly fifteen minutes later, his boss, Chuck Gambel, strolled in with a smile.

“Morning, Ms. Beckett,” he greeted Missy with a warm handshake. “How are you today?”

Missy’s accent thickened when she was agitated, and right about now, she sounded like she’d just walked straight off the set of Gone With the Wind.

“Hey, Chuck. My mornin’ was goin’ just fine until Mr. Freneman got here and started swearing up and down that he’s gonna do an inspection, when you and I both know that I just had one a few weeks ago.”

“You sure did,” Chuck nodded. “Passed with flying colors.”

“So then why is this man insisting that he’s gotta do an inspection today?” she demanded.

Chuck turned to his subordinate, with the same kind smile that he’d given Missy. “Hey Jerry, why don’t you go outside to check and see how many visits we’ve done in the past couple of months,” he dismissed the man.

Jerome gave him a look and headed for the door, slamming it a bit harder than necessary on the way out. Chuck wasted no time getting to the point.

“I might talk to your husband if I were you,” he confided. “There’s rumors going around that the vice mayor died of food poisoning, and one of the last things that he ate was one of your cupcakes. The homeless shelter that he visited on some kinda promo tour was serving them. He ate a ton of food that day, and every business that supplied food anywhere along the way is being inspected, to try to narrow down where he got food poisoning,” he explained.

“But then why didn’t y’all just call me and let me know?”

“The call came in this morning, when I was in a meeting. The detective who ordered it asked specifically for Jerry, so he came out before I even knew what was happening. I apologize about the way that this was handled.”

“Oh, it’s not your fault,” Missy sighed. “So, this really has to happen today? I’m swamped right now.” Her words were underscored by a trio of teenage girls who came in for cupcakes and coffee.

“Yeah, it’s supposed to be a sneak attack. Between you, me and the fence post, I think they must have some idea of what they’re looking for, and they’ll be trying to find it anywhere they can,” he gave her a pointed look.

“Okay, I get it,” Missy said wearily, heading behind the counter to help the girls. “Thanks for the heads-up, Chuck.”

“Wish I could do more, Ms. Beckett. You have a good day now,” he flashed another professional smile and left.

***

“Who do I need to talk to?” Missy demanded, more furious than she’d been in a long time.

The clerk at the Health Department wasn’t even remotely sympathetic. “Mr. Gambel is out of the office at the moment,” she dismissed the irate blonde in front of her and went back to chewing her gum and pretending to work.

“Then I want to see his boss.”

“He’s on vacation for two weeks. I can schedule an appointment for when he comes back. I think he has an opening in six weeks,” she peered at Missy over the top of her glasses.

“This is an outrage. I’m going to the mayor,” her grey eyes flashed fire as the woman gazed at her skeptically.

“The mayor? Yeah, you do that, honey,” the clerk snickered, having no idea that the mayor happened to know Missy by name.

“You should be ashamed of yourself,” Missy suddenly exploded, the barely contained fury that she’d held back for the past few days finally spilling over. “People come in here with issues and concerns and you don’t even pretend to care. There are people out there who would be grateful to have your job and you sit smugly behind that desk, entirely unwilling to actually do something,” she vented, her words sounding shrewish, even to her own ears.

The woman leaned forward, her expression unchanged, with the exception of a fire that had been ignited in her eyes.

“You know nothing about me,” she said quietly, but with the full force of her anger. “You don’t know what I’m dealing with in my life, you don’t know the mask that I have to put on every day just to function. You have no idea, up in that ivory tower of yours, what kind of abuse and nastiness that I have to deal with every day from people like you. No one can admit that they’ve made a mistake, no one even tries to hold themselves accountable when they fall short—it’s much easier to take it out on me. I don’t have the slightest idea whether you’re right or you’re wrong in this particular case, and you are correct, I really don’t care. The reason that I don’t care is because you came barreling in here, guns blazing, making demands and not treating me like a human being. Yeah, I know, government workers are just a cog in the machine, right? Sorry, honey. You be as rude as you want to, but it’s not gonna make me care about your problem. Have a nice day,” the clerk ended with a sarcastic smile that dripped venom, and Missy felt like she was an inch tall.

“I’m so sorry,” she murmured. “I didn’t realize… you’re right…” she began.

“Save it, ma’am. Make up for it by treating the next person you meet with dignity, no matter where they work,” the clerk retorted, lips pursed.

Missy practically fled the office, cheeks burning with shame. She knew better, she hadn’t been raised to treat people poorly, no matter what the circumstances. When she got back to her car, she took several deep breaths, willing herself not to cry, and feverishly making plans for what nice things she could do for the clerk. Sending over a dozen patriotic cupcakes and a floral arrangement would be a good start.

Jerome Freneman had found a series of tiny, ridiculous infractions and had insisted that her cupcake shop stay closed until the infractions were remedied. Her freezer temperature was one degree too low, there wasn’t a specific way to distinguish the hand towels from the kitchen towels, the rubber baseboard in the kitchen wasn’t the correct height… the list went on and on and none of the items listed had a direct impact on food safety. Missy felt that she had been targeted and wanted to know by whom and why. Chuck Gambel had always been kind to her, so she doubted that the genial man had been a part of what was going on, but she needed to get to the bottom of this before it had a profoundly detrimental impact on the beginning of her busy season. Freneman had insisted on posting a report card in her front window, proclaiming that her health inspection had been unsatisfactory, and that definitely wasn’t going to be good for business. Her day took a definite turn for the worse when she got back to her shop and found Arthur Solinsky waiting for her.

 


CHAPTER NINE


 

Spencer had been given very specific guidance before he’d made the call to Sheriff Arlen Bemis. Timothy Eckels had given Chas the sheriff’s phone number, but had made it clear that nothing should be said to arouse the sheriff’s suspicions. It was now Spencer’s job to mine information from the opinionated and closed-minded small-town sheriff, without giving away his motivation for asking. Apparently the sheriff had once arrested a serial killer who Tim believed was now stalking Fiona. How he knew about this, or the extent of his involvement was a mystery that the fledgling PI was going to delve into further on his own.

“Bemis,” the sheriff drawled into the phone.

“Good morning, Sheriff. My name is Cooper Nelson. I’m an author doing research for a book on serial killers. I wondered if you might have a few minutes to talk with me. From what I understand, you’re a bit of an expert on the subject.”

Tim had clued Chas in to the fact that perhaps the best way to approach the bristly, egomaniacal sheriff would be to flatter him, so Spencer chose to lead with compliments.

“Well now, I don’t know about all that, but I s’pose I could answer some questions for ya,” the sheriff’s attempt at modesty failed miserably.

“Perfect. Are there any encounters with serial killers that you’ve had that really stick out in your mind?” Spencer asked, doing his best to sound fascinated, like an eager young reporter.

“Well, I’ll tell ya, there was this one case a couple years back,” Bemis began, and a slow smile spread across Spencer’s face as he picked up his pen. Bingo.

***

Chas had just hung up after speaking with the mayor on Missy’s behalf. While Archie Greenbaum was sympathetic, there was nothing that he could do. The restaurants and bakeries that were under scrutiny were being targeted by Detective Art Solinsky because, while Dal Puxton’s grieving widow didn’t want any publicity or official inquiry into her husband’s death, she wanted someone to suffer over it. Once the inspection reports had been logged, no one could legally take them out of the system; the only answer was for the owners to bring everything up to code and hope that no additional items were found on subsequent inspections. The alternative was closing the shop.

The former detective rubbed his face in annoyance, and looked up when Spencer appeared in the doorway. 

“Got any objection to me taking off to investigate for a few days?” the young man asked.

“Of course not. Where you headed?”

“Minnesota and Key West.”

“Just charge it to the account. So your conversation with the sheriff was enlightening?” Chas raised an eyebrow.

“Interesting, odd, and enlightening, yes,” Spencer agreed.

“I get why you’d want to head to Minnesota, after having spoken with the sheriff, but why Key West?”

“Just a hunch.”

“Well, your hunches have worked out well in the past, so I have no problem with you chasing this thing down. Try and wrap it up as quickly as you can though, I’m seriously concerned about Fiona’s safety, and Eckels’s.”

“I’m on it,” Spencer nodded, his mouth set in a determined line.

“Heading out now?”

“As soon as I can throw a bag together.”

“Keep me posted.”

“Will do,” Spencer turned to leave.

“Hey Spence,” Chas stopped him.

“Yeah?”

“Ever deal with a serial killer before?”

“Not that I can publicly disclose. Command had a… different way of dealing with such things,” he replied grimly, referring to his top-secret past.

“Understood. Be careful out there.”

“Careful doesn’t always get the job done.”

***

Izzy sat in the familiar confines of her New York apartment, staring at her laptop as if it were a snake. Its blank screen mocked her, as it had been doing for the past few days. She hadn’t written a word, not a single one. She had her plot in front of her, all her usual supplies: a cup of tea beside her, aromatic oils wafting from a diffuser, basket full of healthy snacks that she hadn’t touched, and fuzzy slippers on her feet, but still… nothing. It wasn’t that words weren’t flowing, it was that she felt entirely incapable of producing words at all. She’d made seven attempts at her first sentence before giving up and taking Hercules for a walk, thinking that she’d find inspiration while she was outside, in the midst of the buzz of city life. Yet here she sat, facing the same creative paralysis that had gripped her all week.

Her phone buzzed, breaking into her thoughts and making her heart jump. She looked at the screen, almost hoping that it might be Spencer, and incredibly disappointed when she saw that it was her publisher.

“Hi, Miranda,” she sighed into the phone, stirring her now-lukewarm cup of tea.

“Hi yourself.” The dour woman’s annoyed response was entirely expected. It was just how she operated, and Izzy had ceased taking it personally a long time ago. “When am I getting the book? You’re edging up on a deadline in a few weeks, and last time I saw you, you were staring out your window patting the dog. He’s a nice dog, but that don’t get books written, Little Miss.”

Izzy made a face, knowing that Miranda was right, but not knowing what to do about it. 

“I’m just blocked right now,” she admitted. “I’ll go see a movie, or buy a purse or something and I’ll get past it. It’ll be fine.”

“You haven’t written a word yet, have you?” Miranda accused. “Let me tell you something. I’ve been around the block more than once, and I know that you aren’t going to get squat done until you’ve faced and resolved whatever it is that you’re running from, sweetheart,” there was a pause and Izzy heard the intake of breath as her publisher took a long drag on one of her thin, expensive cigarettes. “Go get your life in order, handle your business, then get your tush back here and get my book written. Got it?”

“It’s not that simple…” Izzy began.

“Don’t gimme that nonsense,” Miranda cut her off. “Put on those big girl panties and handle your stuff. I’d hate to have to fine you for a late manuscript,” she threatened.

“I never turn in late manuscripts,” Izzy protested. 

“Yeah, let’s keep it that way, Sunshine,” Miranda puffed her cigarette again and abruptly hung up, ensuring that she had the final word.

As much as Izzy hated to admit it, her irascible publisher was right. She couldn’t work because she couldn’t get her mind off Spencer. She needed to talk to him, the sooner the better. She tried calling him and reached his voicemail, but didn’t leave a message. She didn’t want to text because it seemed so impersonal, so she decided to initiate a full-court press and return to Calgon. If she loved this man the way she thought she did, she owed it to herself and him to be an adult and have a face to face conversation.

“I’m on the next plane out,” she texted Miranda. The only reply she received was an exclamation point, but she knew her publisher well enough to know what that meant.

 


CHAPTER TEN


 

Fiona McCamish had finally resorted to taking hard-hitting allergy medicine to help her go to sleep. The garage hadn’t been a total loss, but it had taken days for the cleanup crew to strip it, then clean the entire interior of the house to get rid of the smoky smell after the fire. A construction crew had made quick work of restoring the garage, and life should be back to normal at this point, but the fact remained that someone, who seemed to be getting more dangerous by the day, was stalking her.

She slept hard, mouth open, snoring, a trickle of drool pooling on her pillow, entirely unaware of the dark presence that lurked in her home. Feeling completely befuddled, not knowing what had awakened her, and so exhausted that she could barely open her eyes, Fiona barely registered that a strong hand clamped a sweet-smelling rag over her nose and mouth. The journey back into oblivion was short, and considering the circumstances, sweet. 

Waking the next morning, her mouth dry and her head throbbing, one of the first things that Fiona realized was that her leg seemed to be stuck to the sheet below her, and her calf hurt like crazy. Rolling over, she peeled her leg from the sheet below and cried out in pain and fear. Throwing the covers back, she saw that the tattoo on the back of her calf, a tribute to her Native American ancestry, had been partially removed. The part of the artwork that had been a blue and purple eagle feather, roughly four inches long and an inch wide, had been precisely cut away from the rest of the design, along with several layers of skin beneath it. Fearing for her life, she called 911.

***

“Look, there’s a knife from your kitchen on your nightstand, no one’s fingerprints but yours are on it, and there’s a bottle of pills you might have used to deaden the pain. It’s okay to admit that you need help, young lady. We’re going to take you to a place where you can get the help you need,” a uniformed police officer explained to Fiona, in just about the most patronizing voice she’d ever heard.

“Are you kidding me right now?” she was aghast. “I’m not crazy, I did not do this to myself,” she insisted, wincing as EMTs cleaned up the skin surrounding the wound.

“No one thinks you’re crazy. Everything will be fine,” the officer gave her a reassuring smile. “You’re a mortician’s assistant, correct? And you work at the morgue as well?”

“Yes, but what does that have to do with…”

“So you use scalpels and other surgical-type tools on a regular basis?”

“When Tim lets me, which isn’t very often, but…. Wait, you’re insinuating that I was practicing my body prep skills on myself? That’s just sick. I wouldn’t have the stomach for that anyway,” she sighed, frustrated beyond belief.

“And you’re familiar with the construction of skin layers and anatomy?” he continued, glancing down at her leg. “This is very precise work.”

“How on earth could anyone perform ‘precise work’ as you call it, on themselves? I mean, think about it! Look, if you want someone to vouch for the fact that I’m not crazy, call my boss, Tim Eckels. He’ll tell you that not only am I totally sane, but my dissection skills aren’t nearly good enough to have done this.”

“We spoke with your boss. He came over when he saw the emergency vehicles. He also seemed to think it was a good idea for you to… go away for a while, just to take some time for yourself.”

“I don’t believe you,” Fiona shook her head vehemently. “He needs me, both at the mortuary and the morgue, and he knows I’m not crazy.”

“He said he was giving you a leave of absence. Now you can fight this process and I’ll get a court order within half an hour, or you can comply willingly, but either way, you’re going to get the help that you need, okay?”

“This is outrageous,” she shook her head and began to cry. “I’m being stalked by a dangerous person, and instead of trying to find him and put him in jail, you’re having me committed. Unbelievable!” Her tears were bitter, and Tim’s betrayal made it even worse. She knew that he was just trying to protect her, but this was not the way to go about it.

“Will you agree to be taken to a facility to receive medical and psychiatric care?” the officer prompted.

“It’s not like I have much choice,” she muttered.

“Here, this will help you rest while we transport you, and it’ll help with the pain,” an EMT assured her, slipping a needle into her arm. That was the last thing that she remembered.

***

“Thank you for coming to see me,” Fiona greeted Chas, whom she used to call Detective Tall, Dark, and Handsome. “I know we don’t know each other very well, but I’m in a really sticky situation and I just don’t know where to turn.”

Chas held up a hand. “I think I know where you’re going with this, and I believe I may be able to ease your fears and frustrations a bit. Your boss came to see me last week, and explained some of the things that have been happening to you. Since I’m no longer on the police force, I don’t have access to any of the information that they have, but I’m guessing that they haven’t really given this case the attention that it deserves anyway…” he began.

“Yeah, it’s easier for the cops to think I’m just crazy,” she interjected bitterly.

“It may be in your best interest that they’re in the dark for the moment,” Chas said carefully.

“How is that possible?”

“Well, for one thing, this place is staffed round the clock, and no one is allowed in or out without permission. That means that you’ll be safe from the stalker until we get this figured out. Also, the stalker seems to be pretty smart. If we can allow him to believe that the police have no idea what’s going on, he may get bolder and he may get sloppier, then we can nail him.”

“Yeah, that makes sense,” Fiona nodded. “Still, I hate being trapped here. At least they’ve stopped drugging me,” she sighed.

“If you can just hang in here and cooperate with the staff, I’ll try my best to get this all cleared up in a hurry,” Chas promised.

“Thanks, Detective,” she shook his hand.

“It’s not ‘Detective’ anymore,” he reminded her. “It’s just Chas.”

“Well, thanks, Just Chas,” she smiled for the first time in days.

***

Timothy Eckels was sorely pressed to keep up with his duties, both at the mortuary and the morgue, without his assistant at his elbow. She handled all the tasks which involved contact with the public: talking on the phone, funeral planning, funeral insurance, scheduling and planning viewings, wakes… and now he’d be forced to handle those odious activities by himself. For the first time in his professional life, he hoped that there would be few, if any, bodies to autopsy and/or prepare.

Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he’d gone over to talk with police, first making sure that she was okay, then making sure that she stayed okay by insinuating that she could have harmed herself. He’d hated to do it, but he knew that she’d be protected within the strictly controlled confines of a psychiatric center. In the meantime, he intended to do what he could to find her stalker.

He needed to wash his hands before he made his breakfast, and what he saw when he approached his sink made his heartbeat speed up, and he turned rapidly in a circle, looking for the stalker. There was a smudge of blood by the sink, and he was guessing that it was Fiona’s, which meant that once the stalker had finished their evil deed next door, they’d come to Tim’s house to wash up. Thankfully the police hadn’t asked to come in, as it would have been hard to explain the blood away. Also beside the sink was a strand of short dark hair. It wasn’t black, like Fiona’s, nor non-descript brown/blond like his; it was an almost auburn strand, which puzzled him.

He heard a sound from the direction of his bedroom, and froze, listening hard. He heard it again, and recognized it as the flapping of the blackout curtains in his room. The window was open. He never left his windows open. Ever. The intruder had been in his room, and a quick tour of the rest of his house revealed that clues had actually been left in every room, including the bathroom. While he slept, the dark presence from which he had fled years ago had haunted his safe and sterile world.

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN


 

Angel Tucker saw the official-looking paper on the door of Cupcakes in Paradise and leaned closer to read it.

“Sorry, we’re closed,” she heard Missy’s voice from behind her.

“I just saw the notice,” Angel pointed to the paper in the window. “I’m so sorry.”

“Well, it’s temporary, I hope.” Missy sighed. “Just a misunderstanding with the health department, so I’m afraid I won’t have any cupcakes to donate for a while.”

“Oh, that’s too bad, but… umm… that’s actually not why I’m here. I was hoping that you might be hiring,” Angel confessed.

“Really? I thought you were working at the Refuge.”

“I was. I hated to leave, but some things happening there really made me question whether it was a healthy environment for me to be in,” the young woman shook her head sadly.

“Oh?”

“Yeah. You know the vice mayor, the guy who died?”

“I knew him vaguely. We attended some of the same events,” Missy was intrigued.

“Well, for some reason, Maria Rossman, my boss at the Refuge, hated him. She used to say how he was arrogant and didn’t deserve his title, stuff like that. The night before he died, I heard her on the phone, and she was shouting and saying some not-so-very-nice things. After she left to go to dinner, I checked the caller ID and saw that she was talking to Dallas Puxton.”

“The night before he died?” Missy clarified.

“Yeah. I didn’t want to cause any problems, but I knew I couldn’t stay there with everything that kept happening,” Angel looked sad and uncomfortable.

“There’s more?” Missy’s eyes went wide.

“Definitely. A week before the vice mayor died, a homeless guy named Ricky died too. Maria told me to have Feldman’s Funeral Home pick up the body, rather than Memorial, because she said they’d ask fewer questions,” she explained.

“Do you think she…?” Missy couldn’t finish the sentence.

“I don’t know. But the thought certainly crossed my mind, and I knew that I couldn’t stay there anymore. So here I am,” the young woman shrugged.

“Well, we’ll be opened back up in a few days, hopefully, and when we do, I actually could use a delivery driver.”

“Oh. Well, I don’t have a license. Driving is just something I’ve never learned to do,” Angel seemed embarrassed.

“Oh, okay. Well, maybe you could mind the counter while I make deliveries. You’re certainly accustomed to dealing with the public. I would think taking care of the cash register would be…”

“A piece of cake?” Angel grinned.

“Exactly,” Missy laughed, taking her phone out of her purse. “What’s your number? I’ll put it in my contacts and call you when we’re open again,” she looked at the young woman expectantly.

“This is really embarrassing, but… the shelter didn’t actually pay me enough for me to afford a phone,” Angel’s face flushed.

“Oh, honey, don’t be embarrassed. You were doing important work. How about I just jot down my number and you can call me to check in periodically?”

“That’s perfect, thanks for being so understanding. Oh, and I’d really appreciate it if we could keep the stuff I said about Maria just between us. I don’t have any proof or anything, just a really bad feeling.”

“Of course, my lips are sealed. But you know, sometimes women’s intuition is a powerful thing. You might want to think about going to the police. If they look into things and find her innocent, that’s great, but if she’s committing… crimes, then she needs to be stopped.”

“I see your point. I hate to be a tattle-tale, but you’re right, this could be important,” Angel agreed.

“Keep in touch, sugar,” Missy squeezed her arm supportively.

“Will do. Thanks!” 

***

Timothy Eckels was so rattled when he got to work at the mortuary that he sat at his desk for a full ten minutes, just staring into space, brought out of his reverie only by the insistent ringing of his office phone. The caller was Dallas Puxton’s wife, wondering if everything was in place for Dal’s funeral the following day. Tim had been so preoccupied that he hadn’t yet started the preparations of the body, so immediately after hanging up, he locked the front doors of the mortuary and headed for his underground prep area.

He pulled out the refrigerated drawer containing the former vice mayor, and used a gurney to place the bulky corpse onto a stainless steel prep table. Hours into the process, when he began to remove organs and entrails, something significant caught his eye. He held up a kidney and examined it under a magnifying glass, nodding, then proceeded to do the same with several other organs, as well as exploring stomach contents, confirming his hypothesis.

When Tim finally finished the internal preparation of Dallas Puxton’s body, he realized, with great trepidation, that, like it or not, he had to call Arthur Solinsky and report his findings. He briefly considered calling Chas Beckett and letting him deal with the cranky detective, but decided ultimately that that wouldn’t be fair. 

Snapping off his nitrile gloves, he picked up the phone, dialed Calgon PD, and asked to speak with Solinsky. Timothy Eckels was a man of few words, and wasted no time with niceties on this man for whom he had no respect, professionally.

“Dallas Puxton was murdered,” he announced, monotone, when Solinsky picked up the phone.

“Are you out of your mind, Eckels? First of all, no. He wasn’t. He died of food poisoning and a heart attack. And secondly, it would take an autopsy to determine that, and you were not directed to perform an autopsy,” the detective’s tone was menacing, but didn’t affect the mortician in the least.

“First, no. He didn’t die of food poisoning and a heart attack. I have positive proof that he was poisoned, most likely with ethylene glycol. Second, it didn’t require an autopsy to secure that proof, because it was more than evident when I removed the organs to prepare the body.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Eckels, but you had better be darn certain about this or your career is over, am I making myself fairly clear?”

“Indubitably,” Tim made a face.

“What the heck is ethel-whoever-you-said, anyhow?” Solinsky demanded, his Jersey accent somehow enhancing his skepticism.

“Ethylene glycol. Antifreeze,” Tim explained, rolling his eyes.

Solinsky was silent for a beat. “You expect me to believe that the vice mayor of this town was stupid enough to consume antifreeze and not know it?” he challenged.

“Intellect has nothing to do with it. Antifreeze has a sweet taste, and is odorless and colorless, all of which makes it easy to mask in sweet foods or drinks.”

“Antifreeze isn’t colorless, it’s green,” Solinsky tried one last time to argue, but Tim was out of patience, and had no desire to try and explain distillation and chemical properties to the Neanderthal detective. 

“I’ll be submitting my official report to your department, with a copy to the chief, before I leave the office tonight. I would think that you’d want to do some investigating in the meantime. I find it rather odd that Puxton’s wife didn’t want an autopsy and now we’ve discovered that he’s been poisoned,” the mortician suggested.

“You tryin’ to tell me how to do my job, Freakshow?” was Solinsky’s immature defensive response.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Tim replied, and promptly hung up.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE


 

“Will this madness never stop?” Missy shook her head in disbelief. “I told you last time we spoke that I’ve only met Dallas Puxton briefly at social events, and I have nothing against him,” she told Arthur Solinsky again. 

He’d shown up shortly after she’d gone into the cupcake shop to do some deep cleaning. She’d already passed the latest health inspection, and was simply doing everything that she could to spruce up the cozy little bakery while awaiting the arrival of her compliance certificate.

“I’ve jumped through your stupid hoops, nothing was found here that could have caused food poisoning, yet you keep coming around and questioning me. Wouldn’t it be more productive to find a realistic suspect?” she challenged.

“You got a garage on this building?” Solinsky asked, looking around and ignoring every word she uttered.

“There was a garage, yes. This used to be a home, but since we didn’t need the garage, it’s been converted into a storage shed.”

“Mind if I take a look around?”

“If I allow you to go through the shed, will you leave me alone and go find a real criminal?” Missy shot back, at her wits’ end.

“Depends on what I find,” Solinsky smirked.

“Why am I not surprised?” Missy muttered. “Come on,” she directed, heading for the back door. “It’s quicker this way.”

Solinsky called in a team and performed an exhaustive search, finding nothing of value or interest for his investigation.

“I’ll be in touch,” he told Missy when he and his team left, making it sound like a threat.

“Can’t wait,” her reply was drenched in sarcasm. “Hey, Detective,” she called out, just as Solinsky was about to get into his car.

“Yeah?”

“If you want to make some headway in your case, you might try talking to Maria Rossman,” Missy suggested, squirming a bit inside for having betrayed her promise to Angel.

The detective seemed to consider her statement, then narrowed his eyes. “You know, Ms. Beckett, lots of perps try to disguise their guilt by throwing someone else under the bus.”

“What a piece of work,” Missy murmured under her breath. Aloud, however, she replied, “Sure, whatever, just continue to spin your wheels. That’s how all crimes get solved, right? You just keep pursuing dead-end leads until something falls into your lap?”

Solinsky didn’t hear her last sentence, as he had already slammed his car door behind him and started up the engine of the police sedan formerly used by Chas. Missy watched him go, arms folded, and wondered just what had gotten into her lately. She’d been short-tempered, snippy, and borderline rude. While it was true that being constantly badgered by an uncouth detective about being a potential suspect in a death that hadn’t even been classified as suspicious, and being put in her place by a government clerk hadn’t been the most fun she’d ever had, it was unlike her to be so out of sorts.

***

Maria Rossman had just experienced a particularly challenging day, and her face fell when she saw a cop walk through the door of the shelter.

“What happened and who did it?” she asked wearily, when Solinsky flashed his badge.

“Funny, that’s what I’d like to know,” Solinsky gave her a direct look.

“Whatever it is, spit it out so I can get on with my life. So far today, I’ve had to break up two fights, clean up vomit and urine, and delouse the place. I ain’t got the time or patience for games, so give me the bottom line and I’ll tell you all I know about whoever it is,” Maria sighed.

“How well did you know Dallas Puxton?” Solinsky got straight to the point, hoping to throw her off guard.

“Better than I would’ve liked. He was my daughter’s biological father,” Maria replied matter-of-factly. “We didn’t exactly get along.”

“Sounds like you got along at least once,” Solinsky shot back crudely, receiving a withering glance in response.

“Even that once wasn’t exactly grand, Detective,” she rolled her eyes.

“Dallas Puxton stopped by here on the day before he died, didn’t he?”

“Yeah, so?”

“So, tell me about the nature of his visit.”

“He was doing some publicity tour for the mayor, trying to make people believe that he actually cares or something like that. He came, shook hands with a few people on camera, had some refreshments and left,” she shrugged. “It wasn’t a personal call at all, and he behaved himself because the cameras were on. Most likely his job was on the line or he wouldn’t have done it.”

“Did he and the Mayor have issues?”

“He had issues with everybody. I don’t think anyone liked him, including his wife. I hate to speak badly of the dead, but he was just not a nice guy.”

“Did he have marital problems that you know of?”

“I wasn’t exactly his confidante, Detective,” Maria said dryly.

“Did you have any recent contact with him? Aside from the publicity stunt?”

“He called the day before. Tried to tell me that I needed to pay half of our daughter’s tuition. He knows what I make, and everyone knows that he’s loaded, so I told him where he could shove it.”

“How did he respond?”

“How do you think he responded? He said that if he had to take me to court to pay for my daughter’s education, she’d see that I’m not a good mom and she’d hate me.”

“And your reply?”

“Is not suitable for your ears. I called him every name in the book and told him I’d see him in court.”

“I see. Does the shelter operate any vehicles and keep them on the premises?”

“Yeah, we have a shuttle bus that we use to take the residents to job fairs, or doctor’s appointments, stuff like that. Why?”

“Who does the maintenance on the vehicles?”

“I do most of it. Sometimes we’re lucky enough to get a former mechanic in and they help out.”

“So you do things like change the oil, put antifreeze in, that sort of thing?”

“Well, it’s Florida, so we use coolant, but yeah, that’s usually all me,” she nodded. “I really need to get going, Detective, are we done here?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she gazed at him with suspicion.

“Maria Rossman, you are under arrest.”

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 

Timothy Eckels opened the newspaper and one particular headline caught his eye… “Vice Mayor Murdered, Killer in Custody.”

“Oh no,” he whispered aloud, his eyes going wide. “Oh no…”

When Tim got to the psychiatric hospital to check on Fiona, after ignoring his incessantly-ringing phone, he was greeted by the terrifying sight of an ambulance, fire truck and assorted police cars clustered around the entrance. He flashed his credentials at the officer directing traffic near the front gate, and feared he was too late. Hoping against hope that the killer hadn’t reached Fiona before he could, he hastily parked his car and made his way to the wide front doors at the front of the hospital. Art Solinsky was on the sandstone steps, speaking with a uniformed cop, and looking more than annoyed at having to go out on a homicide call so early in the morning.

“Eckels!” he barked, when he saw Tim approaching. “What took you so long, why didn’t you answer your phone, and why aren’t you driving the meat wagon?” the detective drilled him with a glare.

“I’m… assessing the situation,” he replied carefully, truthfully. “My assistant is…” he couldn’t finish the sentence, the lump in his throat preventing him from speaking.

“It’s not your job to assess the situation. We got a stiff, and it was obviously a homicide. You need to get in there and do your job.”

“I will,” Tim nodded, in shock. “What room?” his voice was almost a whisper.

“If you would have answered your phone or listened to your messages, you’d know that,” Solinsky snapped. “It’s 221, get up there, pronto.”

The reclusive coroner’s vision greyed a bit. Room 221. Fiona’s room. The killer had gotten her. He’d tried to protect her by having her committed, and she died anyway.

“Move it, Dr. Death,” Solinsky’s near-shout broke through the fog of his thoughts, startling him, and he automatically headed inside, his feet moving despite the paralysis in his soul.

Timothy Eckels stood outside the door of Fiona’s room for a moment, wanting to delay facing the inevitable for as long as possible, but eventually, after receiving strange looks from the forensics techs and police wandering in and out of the crime scene, he made himself step inside. It took no more than a second for Tim to realize that something was desperately amiss. The body splayed out on the floor was larger than Fiona, had different hair than Fiona, and was wearing pink scrubs.

“Who is the victim?” he rasped, barely able to utter the words.

“Night nurse. The desk staff heard screams coming from the room’s occupant, and came in and found her like this,” an officer in the room replied.

“Where is the… occupant?”

“Upstairs, in a secured room, zonked out on some kind of injection that they gave her.”

“Did she…?” Tim couldn’t bring himself to finish the thought.

“Ice the nurse? Nah. She was in restraints the whole time. Strange thing is, no one here will fess up to having put her in the restraints. Maybe whoever killed the nurse did it,” the cop shrugged, and Tim paled at the thought.

“Are there any leads?” he asked hopefully.

“Not so far. Scene is clean. Whoever did this was pretty skilled. Aren’t you supposed to be taking pictures or something?” the officer frowned.

“Yes, I am,” Tim mumbled and knelt by the body. Lifting up the woman’s long hair, he discovered something that made his blood run cold. Hurriedly standing, he rushed from the room, dialing Chas Beckett’s number as he went.

***

Spencer Bengal walked from the tiny shack on the beach that he’d rented in Key West, to a cozy little shop that advertised the “World’s Best Key Lime Pie”. He intended to speak with the owner, a feisty gal named Marilyn, who, by complete coincidence, he’d met last year when she’d vacationed at Missy and Chas’s inn. He hoped that she didn’t recognize him so that he could play the part of private investigator a bit more convincingly. When they’d last met, he was working under the guise of being a handyman, pool guy, and limo driver at the inn, all while actually serving as personal security for the couple; he didn’t want to have to explain the transition.

A cheerful and chubby grey-haired woman greeted him from behind the counter when Spencer stepped into the heavenly smelling shop.

“Hiya, handsome! What do I have the pleasure of getting you today?” she grinned, grabbing a pair of plastic gloves and slipping them on.

“I’m actually hoping to speak with Marilyn Hayes if she’s around,” Spencer returned her smile, adding dimples in for good measure.

“Sure honey, I’ll go get her, but are you sure I can’t tempt you with any of these goodies?” she gestured grandly to the luscious-looking treats in the spotless glass display case.

“Well, I feel like I have to at least try the World’s Best Key Lime Pie while I’m here,” he nodded, stroking his chin.

“I knew it!” the attendant was delighted at his decision. “Let me just get a slice plated for you, and I’ll run and get Miss Marilyn,” she promised. “Whipped cream?”

“Double whipped cream,” Spencer agreed.

“Good man,” the woman nodded happily, and once she’d sat him down with pie and an iced water, she hurried toward the back of the shop to let Marilyn know that she had a handsome visitor.

Spencer was nearly finished with the most amazing piece of pie that he’d ever put in his mouth, when the two ladies came back up front.

“Hey, there,” Marilyn called out. “I’m Marilyn, what can I do for you?” 

“Hi, my name is Spencer Bengal, and I’d just like a few moments of your time, if that’s okay,” Spencer stood to greet her, then sat back down when she did, attacking the rest of his pie.

“I already have certain charities that I contribute to, so if…” she began.

“I’m not soliciting anything,” he assured her with a raised hand.

“Oh? Then, sure. What would you like to talk about?” she leaned over the table, putting her chin in her hands.

“You used to have a neighbor named Timothy Eckels.”

“Yes, I did. It was a couple of years ago,” she frowned. “Oh dear, is that poor, strange soul in trouble?”

“How well did you know Mr. Eckels?” Spencer ignored the question.

“Not very well at all. I had a few encounters with him out in the yard. He applied for a job here, and when I didn’t hire him, he was pretty upset about it.”

Spencer licked his fork clean and put it down on his plate. “Wait, Tim Eckels wanted to work in a pie shop? Did he say why?”

“Repeatedly,” Marilyn chuckled. “He swore up and down that his grandmother made the best pies ever, and she’d taught him to do the same.”

“So, why didn’t you hire him?”

Marilyn looked uncomfortable. “Frankly, he weirded me out a little. He seemed to appear out of nowhere sometimes, and he was always looking for a missing cat,” she pursed her lips, remembering.

“Did you ever see him with… a woman?”

Marilyn let out a snort of astonishment. “Tim Eckels? Uh, no. He wasn’t exactly Casanova. He could barely hold a conversation. My daughter thought that he was just tongue-tied around me because he had a crush on me,” she chuckled softly. “He talked to her like a relatively normal human, so she thought he was nice. What’s this all about? Has he… done something?” her tone suddenly turned serious.

“No. Nothing like that,” Spencer assured her.

“What’s your interest in Tim anyway? A fine-looking young man like yourself asking questions about my strange ex-neighbor strikes me as being a little bit odd.”

“Do you recognize this woman?” he showed her a photo of a plump young woman with blonde hair.

Marilyn studied the picture with a frown, then slowly nodded. “Yeah, I used to see her around, but I haven’t in a good long while. Her hair was darker. I think she may have been homeless or something. I’m a horrible person, but I used to joke with my daughter about her,” she sighed.

“Why?” Spencer asked casually, observing Marilyn’s every move.

“Because every time I saw her hanging around, something awful would happen at the store. Our freezers would be left open and everything inside would be ruined, there was a dumpster fire, burst pipes. We called her the harbinger of doom,” she smiled wryly. “Who is she? Is she related to Tim or something?”

“Did you ever have strange things happen to you or your home when Mr. Eckels was your next-door neighbor?” Spencer sidestepped the questions.

“All the time. I don’t know why he’d do strange things, but they stopped when he moved away. It was a relief, really.”

“What kinds of things happened?”

“Oh, little things mostly… like these weird, paper-thin leaves scattered outside my doorway, eerie scratching sounds at my back door at night, silly things like that. It wasn’t dangerous or anything, it just seemed a little juvenile and irritating. I also would find my kitchen utensils in different drawers, the knives and herb shears especially. He was just looking for attention, I suppose.”

Spencer nodded and took the photo back from her.

“Do you know if Mr. Eckels left a forwarding address when he moved from here?”

“I really have no idea,” Marilyn shrugged.

Spencer stood and reached to shake her hand. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Hayes, it was indeed a pleasure.”

“The pleasure was mine, handsome-stranger-who-managed-to-avoid-every-one-of-my-questions,” she grinned, standing. “How about a slab of that pie in a to-go box the size of your head?” she offered, heading toward the counter.

“Well, if you have an extra piece that you need help with…”

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 

“Is Fiona McCamish under police protection?” Spencer demanded, as soon as he was out of Marilyn Hayes’s earshot.

Chas hesitated on the other end of the line for just a moment. “I don’t know. Her night nurse was murdered. I got a call from Tim Eckels this morning. He was pretty upset.”

“Let me guess, the body had a certain characteristic marking.”

“You got it. What do you have for me?”

“We need to make certain that Fiona has 24/7 security. I believe that she may be the target of a serial killer.”

“That’s gonna be a tough one,” Chas sighed, running a hand over his face. “You and I both know that Solinsky isn’t exactly inclined to listen to my hunches, or yours, and he already has a suspect in custody.”

“Send a picture of the suspect to my phone,” the younger man suggested. “We’ll see if Solinsky might have gotten lucky and jailed the correct perp.”

“I’ll go through some channels down at Calgon PD and see if I can get an ID. Eckels swears that they have the wrong woman and that Fiona is in grave danger. Are you headed back here?”

“Yep, and when I do, I’ll need to talk to Missy,” his voice was grim.

“Missy?” the alarm in Chas Beckett’s voice was evident. “Why?”

“I have a hunch that she may have had some interaction with the killer.”

“Get here as fast as you can,” Chas said quietly, and hung up.

***

“Eckels, if what you say is true, you have to go to the police and tell them what you know,” Chas encouraged the pale, bedraggled mortician.

“Solinsky is incompetent,” was the simple reply.

“I’m aware of that, but there are quite a few officers over there who aren’t, and the situation that you’re describing is one that they need to know about. I’d go to him myself, but he’d refuse to investigate, not only because the info came from me, but because it would be secondhand. You have firsthand knowledge that he needs to know about, and if he won’t follow up, you need to contact the FBI.”

“I just wanted to live my life. I just wanted to forget. Was that too much to ask?” Tim sounded utterly defeated.

“I’ll drive you to the station,” Chas stood.

***

“Spill it, Freakshow, I ain’t got all night,” Solinsky sucked on his teeth, feet on his desk, hands locked behind his head. 

He’d thrown his weight around by insisting that Chas couldn’t come back to the office. Tim had to talk to him alone, and to say that the coroner was unhappy about that would’ve been quite the understatement.

“You have the wrong person in custody for the murder of the vice mayor,” Tim said softly, not realizing that his usual forthright honesty would be offensive to the prickly detective.

“Oh really? You gonna tell me how to do my job now?” Solinsky swung his feet down from the desk and leaned over it angrily staring at the miserable lump of humanity that was Timothy Eckels at the moment. “You got a lotta nerve. I oughta throw you outta here right now,” he threatened, blustering.

Tim was unfazed. “More people will die and they will die horribly. She’s not going to stop. She can’t stop. It’s her art.”

“Now you’re talking gibberish,” Solinsky rolled his eyes. He moved as though to rise from his chair to escort Tim out, when an urgent knock sounded on his door.

“What?” Solinsky barked, settling back in his chair and picking up a pen that he twiddled in his fingers.

A uniformed cop with decades of experience poked his head in the door. “Sorry to interrupt. We got a PI out here who says he has info about the murder of Dallas Puxton and the night nurse over at the psych hospital.

“Of course,” Solinsky tossed the pen down. “Get Doctor Death outta here and send in the rent-a-cop,” he sighed.

Moments later, Spencer Bengal strode in and took a seat across the desk from the odious detective, who sneered at him. Tim gave him a look that seemed almost desperate when they passed one another.

“Well, don’t this just make my night complete. Chas Beckett’s boy. I shoulda known. Don’t waste your breath, sonny. I know you’d do whatever you need to do to help Beckett out, but you don’t gotta worry about it. I cleared the wife, she ain’t a suspect, now run along back to the clubhouse, and give the folks a hug from big, bad Detective Solinsky.”

Spencer stared at the sour little man for so long that the detective began to fidget under the clear blue gaze. Then he leaned forward, eyes still locked on Solinsky’s.

“You’re going to listen to me, or it’ll be the end of your pathetic career, Solinsky. You’ve got a serial killer on the loose. And while you’re wasting time holding the wrong suspect. I’ve tracked the killer from Minnesota to Key West to here, with a few bloody stops along the way. I can assure you, the streets of this town will run red if you don’t drop your condescending, big-city attitude and listen to me,” the PI growled.

Solinsky started to speak and Spencer silenced him with a glare, then opened a manila envelope that had photos in it which would turn the stomachs of most regular folk.

“See these?” Spencer spread photos that he’d gathered from Timothy Eckels’s archives, as well as from the files of morticians and coroners all along the killer’s path, having circled some startling similarities. “Notice anything in common?”

Solinsky gave the photos a cursory glance, then shrugged. “Buncha bloody stiffs. So what? See ‘em all the time in my line of work.”

“Look closer,” Spencer’s tone somehow spurred compliance, as he pointed out strange leaf-shaped patches of skin that had been removed from each of the victims.

“Yeah, so? What’s that got to do with Dallas Puxton? He didn’t have that done to him.”

“Serial killers don’t necessarily follow the same pattern with every victim. For some reason the killer wanted to keep the fact that they’d killed Puxton a secret.”

“A secret? Now serial killers are breaking from their established patterns and playing games?” Solinsky was skeptical. “Tell me, oh wise one… why would they do that?” he raised an eyebrow in a most patronizing manner.

“Because the killer knew that there was someone in town who would be tipped off immediately if the piece of trophy skin was taken, and they’re wanting to remain hidden for the moment,” Spencer replied, ignoring the jibe.

“Who would be tipped off?” Solinsky was suspicious now. “Don’t tell me that you’ve been taken in by that crackpot Eckels’s nonsense,” he scoffed.

“Tim Eckels isn’t a crackpot, and his claims aren’t nonsense. He knows who the killer is, he knows why she’s here, and he knows what she’s capable of. I’ve just spent the last several days collecting data that proves this killer is one sick and ruthless individual. You can either get on board with helping to bring her to justice, or you can sit back with your wrongfully accused suspect while I do it. In either case, there’s a young woman who needs round-the-clock protection until this killer is caught,” Spencer insisted.

Solinsky sighed and made a face as though he’d just experienced a bad episode of acid reflux. “Okay, sonny, I’ll humor you for a minute. I’ll pretend that your big bad serial killer actually exists, despite the fact that I have physical evidence linking Maria Rossman to the crime. Who is the bloodthirsty boogeyman wanting to snuff?”

A vein pulsed in Spencer’s forehead, and the muscles at his jaw flexed. The part of him that had been well-trained for years by the U.S. government kept him in check and allowed him to squelch the impulse to dive across the desk and throttle the ignorant detective. As much as he hated having to work with him, he needed to get the job done, and working with him was better than working against him.

He paused, swallowed, and forced himself to have a neutral tone of voice. “Fiona McCamish. She’s the killer’s target. The night nurse who was murdered either got in the killer’s way, or was used to send a message.”

“And you know this how?” Solinsky looked bored.

“Because she was missing a patch of skin in the shape of a leaf, and Tim Eckels verified that he’s seen the killer’s work before.”

“How do we know that Eckels isn’t the killer?” Solinsky challenged. “Maybe you’ve bought into his nonsense and are now helping throw me off his tail. I mean, anything is possible, right?”

“Timothy Eckels is married. His estranged wife, who was arrested for multiple murders years ago, escaped custody and has been on the rampage ever since,” Spencer laid his cards on the table, knowing that precious time was being wasted. “She’s left a trail of carnage from Minnesota to Florida, and seems to be a dark angel of sorts, watching over her husband, despite his attempts to keep a low profile and elude her. She must have just recently found him, because there have been several deaths in the area where the victims had a signature leaf-shaped patch of skin missing. I’ve talked with dozens of morticians and coroners, and they all agree that the removals are done by someone who is quite skilled. Fiona McCamish is in danger because she is a woman who works closely with Tim, and apparently Susannah doesn’t appreciate that. The objects left at Fiona’s house were trophies from some of her kills. She’s been sending a very clear message, and we need to make certain that Fiona is protected.”

“Susannah?”

“Yes, Susannah Eckels. She’s dangerous, and she’s escalating her behaviors. We can’t waste time.”

“Still doesn’t tie her to Dallas Puxton’s murder.”

“According to the studies that the FBI has done on her, she has a problem with authority figures, particularly men who tend to be domineering. From what I’ve heard of Mr. Puxton, he’d be a prime target for Susannah.”

“How would she have even had contact with him?”

“Isn’t that what you should be out there right now finding out?” Spencer goaded him. “Trust me, Solinsky. Susannah is going down, one way or another. Either you do it, or I do it. On second thought, maybe we should just call in the FBI. Let them make the high-profile arrest in your jurisdiction. Wouldn’t that look great on your resume?” he got up from his chair, thoroughly disgusted. “You get some protection on Fiona McCamish. Anything happens to her, it’s on you, and I’ll make sure that everyone knows it when it hits the national news,” he said quietly, closing the door behind him.

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 

Missy hadn’t heard from Angel Tucker in several days, and was hoping that the kind-hearted young woman would call, because she could really use the help. She had several orders that needed to be delivered this week, and with Spencer out of town, there was no one to make the deliveries. Her only alternative, if she couldn’t find someone to help out, would be to close the shop while she made the deliveries herself. She was in the middle of frosting the last three dozen cupcakes for a Boy Scout meeting when the bells over the front door sounded. Glancing at the clock above the doorway to the front, Missy grumbled a bit when she realized that, today of all days, she had customers who had come in despite the fact that it was clearly well before business hours. She sighed inwardly, put down her frosting bag, and hoped against hope that her early visitor might just be Echo, coming for coffee and a cupcake.

“Hi!” Angel Tucker gave her a little wave when Missy appeared behind the counter. “I’m so sorry I didn’t get back to you sooner. I had… a few things going on and I got tied up with those. Do you still need some help?”

Missy breathed a huge sigh of relief. “Oh honey, I am so glad to see you. Come on back here and grab an apron. We’ll get these cupcakes frosted in no time, and we have a full day of deliveries for you.”

She was so enthralled at the prospect of having help in the busy season, that all thoughts of details like having Angel fill out an application and tax information slipped her mind, and Missy let Angel into her kitchen with no questions asked. Her new helper immediately put on an apron, scrubbed her hands and snapped on a pair of protective gloves like a pro. She picked up a frosting bag and topped a cupcake with a bouquet of intricate flowers in a matter of minutes. Missy stood back in awe.

“Wow, you certainly seem to know your way around a kitchen,” she remarked, impressed.

“I like cooking,” Angel shrugged, not looking up from her work. She turned into a different person, a consummate professional, and became totally absorbed in her task. There was a sort of glazed look in her eyes as she crafted the cupcakes that made Missy somehow uncomfortable.

“Hey, darlin, don’t worry about making each one a work of art. We need to make them nice, of course, but we should have fun too,” she instructed, giving a nervous little laugh.

Angel slowly raised her head, a cupcake in one hand, the frosting bag in another. “It needs to be done properly. Food is art,” she stated in a flat manner that gave Missy pause.

“Are you okay, sweetie?” she asked, her heart beginning to race inexplicably. “I know you’ve been through some things lately,” she backed away a bit, as her new employee still stood staring at her, frosting bag raised.

The unblinking stare went on for several seconds, until finally Angel seemed to snap out of it, and laughed awkwardly. She lowered the bag, shook her head, and avoiding Missy’s eyes, put down both the cupcake and the bag. 

“Sorry, I just get really carried away when I’m in the kitchen. I’ve worked in several,” she said, blushing to the tips of her ears.

The hair on the back of Missy’s neck stood up, and she felt strangely chilled.

“I understand,” she nodded. “I love cooking too, and always want to do my best. Hey, I was just about to take a break. Why don’t you join me? I just forgot that you haven’t filled out your paperwork yet. I can’t even pay you for the amazing work that you’re doing until we get that taken care of.”

Missy’s words sounded false in her own ears, and apparently they didn’t ring true for Angel either. The younger woman stared at her coldly.

“Do you typically take a break with all of this work still needing to be done, when you open in forty-five minutes?” She raised an eyebrow… and Missy’s ire.

“Honey, I’ve been in this business my whole life. I’ve run a cupcake shop since my parents passed when I was seventeen, and I put myself through school while doing it. Now, I can appreciate that you’re some sort of perfectionist, but I’m thinking it’ll be best if you let me run my business the way I run my business. If I was looking for a managing partner, I’d’ve let you know,” she said, managing to keep her cool and smile sweetly at the end.

Angel’s eyes glittered in a way that made Missy think of awful things… like the way Louisiana copperheads glide through the water. Graceful, elegant, deadly. It took a strong amount of resolve to stand in her place under that malignant gaze.

“It’s criminal to toy with food,” one corner of Angel’s mouth quirked up in a smile that spoke of sadistic horror.

“I don’t think this is going to work out,” Missy folded her arms, stone-faced. “I’ll give you twenty dollars for the work that you’ve done, and we’ll just agree to part as friends,” she attempted to keep a pleasant look on her face as a curl of fear unfurled in her midsection.

“They’re going to blame you, you know,” the sadistic grin spread wide. “I killed that arrogant chump using one of your cupcakes and they’re going to blame you. When they find you, they’ll think that you were so guilt-ridden that you decided to end it all,” Angel tittered.

Missy paled, realizing that she was in the presence of a monster—a monster who stood awfully close to a block filled with razor-sharp kitchen knives. “Who are you?” her eyes narrowed, and she quickly glanced away from the knife block.

“I’m Angel. The angel of death,” The woman looked quite pleased with herself. “Don’t try to be clever, I saw you looking at the knives, and yes, I have plans for those… later. For now, I think I’ll toy with you a bit, because I love the smell of your fear. You’re just a warm-up by the way. Sorry if that makes you feel less special. My real prize is still waiting in the looney bin. It’s easy to get into, though. Kinda makes me feel at home.”

“You need to leave… now,” Missy said firmly, clenching her fists in an effort to keep from trembling.

“You’re so cute, but let me just explain something to you. You’re rich and spoiled and accustomed to being in charge. You use your fluttery lashes and cute little drawl to disarm people so they let you walk all over them. Sorry, but your little dream world where you control the universe doesn’t exist right now. I’m in charge and I’m not nice. I don’t even pretend to be nice unless it gets me closer to my… projects. You messed up, little Missy,” Angel leaned back against the counter. “If you hadn’t gotten all self-righteous on me, I probably wouldn’t have had to kill you, even though you have an irresponsible attitude toward food prep, but now… you just have to go.”

“Don’t. You. Dare. Threaten. Me.” Missy snarled, her anger overriding her fear.

“Oh, honey,” Angel mocked Missy’s southern accent, hands on hips. “That ain’t a threat, that there’s a promise.”

Missy launched herself at the killer in her kitchen with a primal roar, head down, at top speed, and slammed into what felt like a brick wall. Angel, also known as Susannah Eckels, had taken up bodybuilding so that she could more easily subdue her victims, and when Missy charged toward her, she put up a powerful forearm and slammed the petite woman to the ground with very little effort. Instead of deterring the infuriated blonde, Susannah’s easy rebuff seemed to ignite her anger even further, and she let out a war cry, springing to a crouch and tackling the murderess around the knees. Smug Susannah was caught off guard and crashed to the floor like a ton of bricks.

“You wanna play, huh, you cutesy little twit,” Susannah gave Missy a predatory smile as the older woman tried to scramble on top of her, and with two quick martial arts moves, flipped her over and plunked herself squarely on Missy’s midsection, knocking the wind from her. As she struggled to breathe, making futile choking sounds, Susannah sat atop her with a maniacal grin.

“I love that sound,” she leaned closer, putting her ear near Missy’s gaping mouth.

In a flash, Missy lifted her head and clamped down on the killer’s ear, breath or no breath. Susannah cried out in pain and jerked her head up, her bleeding ear slipping from between Missy’s teeth.

“Ha!” the killer exclaimed, her eyes wide and bright as she gazed down at her next victim. “You’re feisty, I love that! I just want to go ahead and thank you right now for making your death a pleasant experience for me. The more you fight, the sweeter my victory… oh, and the worse it’ll hurt for you. By the way, it’s an ear for an ear, sweetheart,” and with that, Susannah snapped Missy’s head to the left and swooped down, clamping her teeth onto Missy’s ear.

The breath returned to Missy’s lungs in a merciful whoosh and she emptied them soon after with a scream so powerful that the birds in the trees at the front of the cupcake shop were startled into silence. A searing pain gripped her, and she was afraid that she’d lose her ear and ultimately her life, but she was determined to fight… to the death if necessary.

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 

Spencer heard Missy’s bloodcurdling scream and feared that he was too late. His heart shrunk within him as he considered the possible demise of the sweet, loving woman who had become like a mother to him, and he picked up his speed, charging into the cozy shop and heading straight for the kitchen. He smelled the blood before he saw it, and noted instantly that there was still a struggle taking place.

“Spencer, help!” Missy screamed in terror.

The moment that the words left her lips, Susannah sprang up and sprinted for the back door, disappearing from sight as Spencer knelt beside Missy.

“You’re hurt,” he said calmly, methodically assessing her from head to toe, looking for injuries.

“I’ll be fine. Go get that monster before she kills Fiona,” Missy sobbed, her hand going to her ear. “I’ll call 911, go! Just go!” she insisted, pushing him away.

Spencer headed out the back door, and once outside, he looked in every direction for an indication of which way the killer might have gone. Checking the ground for telltale signs, he found no trace, and grimaced. True to her word, Missy had called 911 and he heard the whoop-whoop of sirens as he returned to the kitchen.

“Sweetheart, thank you for saving me. I love you, Spence, but you’ve got to get out of here and head to wherever Fiona McCamish is being held. She wants to kill her, darlin. Don’t let that happen, please,” Missy pleaded, holding one hand to her throbbing ear and squeezing his arm with the other, hoping desperately that Susannah didn’t have any diseases.

“I’ll take care of it,” he promised, his jaw set. 

EMTs entered the shop just as he was exiting, and he directed them to the kitchen, then jumped into his car, speeding toward the psychiatric hospital.

***

“I have something to tell you,” Timothy Eckels tried his best to maintain eye contact with his assistant, as she lay there in the hospital bed, looking and feeling perfectly healthy. 

He hated conversations in general, and felt particularly reluctant to have this one, but he felt that it was past time, so he tried to stifle his characteristically awkward shyness and do what needed to be done.

“Okay,” Fiona said, setting aside the magazine she’d been thumbing through.

“The person who has been… bothering you, is…” his sentence tapered off. He didn’t want to finish it.

“Is what?” she prompted, eyes wide. She’d never seen her ultra-competent boss seem so unsure. He was always awkward, but this was a whole new level, even for him.

“My wife,” he sighed deeply and stared at the floor.

To his surprise, Fiona blushed, from her neck to the tips of her ears. “Excuse me, your what?” she whispered, thunderstruck. “You’re… ?”

“Married,” he nodded. “Yes, I am.”

Fiona went from high color to no color at all as the blood drained from her face. “But you never said anything.” She was clearly in shock, staring at her enigmatic boss, who studiously avoided her gaze.

“She’s… different. She… kills people,” he sighed again.

“Why isn’t she in jail?” Fiona unconsciously bunched the sheets in her fists.

“She was. She was captured in the small town next to ours when we lived in Minnesota. She killed the guard and escaped. Apparently she’s been following me ever since, even though I’ve tried to keep a very low profile so that she wouldn’t find me.”

“Are you in danger?” Fiona trembled at the thought.

He finally raised his head and looked at her carefully, seeming to weigh his words. “I don’t believe that I am. Clearly you are, however. I just can’t understand why.”

“I work with you, I carpool with you, I have direct access to you every day, and she doesn’t. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out why she’d want to snuff me.”

“I don’t understand,” he frowned.

“She still loves you, obviously, and she sees me as a threat.”

“Why would she see you as a threat?”

“Well… maybe if she’s been watching you as closely as you think she has…” Fiona swallowed and took a deep breath, capturing the mortician’s gaze and holding it steady. “Maybe it’s sort of obvious to her, how…”

“How what?” Tim tilted his head like a dog hearing a strange sound.

“How I feel about you,” she blurted, dropping her gaze, her flush returning.

“I don’t… I can’t…” Tim began.

“Well, well, well… isn’t this just cozy?” a familiar voice sent chills down Tim’s spine and he stiffened, not turning to look at the face of doom. Susannah sauntered into the room and stood by the window, as though she was a casual visitor. Blood from the ear that Missy had bitten had run down onto Susannah’s blouse, soaking the shoulder. She also had blood on her cheek and chin, and she held a bloody box cutter.

“I’d love to stay and chat, but I think the body outside in the hallway is going to cause a bit of a stir, so we’ll have to decide who lives and who dies pretty quickly,” Susannah stated matter-of-factly, staring at Fiona as if she were a delectable pastry under glass. “Your skin will serve me well. I may make an entire tree of leaves out of it,” she mused. “Timmy, you’ll need to step aside. I don’t want to hurt you. I never did want to hurt you.”

“Don’t call me Timmy,” he whispered, not moving, still not facing her.

Fiona’s terrified gaze shot to the door, making Susannah glance over as well, just in time to see Spencer’s massive form looming there.

“You again?” Susannah said. “Okay, junior. You have pretty skin too. If you want some of this, you’re gonna have to come get it,” she held her hands up and beckoned him.

“She’s got a knife!” Fiona screeched, not wanting Spencer to come to harm.

Susannah took advantage of the momentary distraction and darted past Tim, heading for the door, Spencer dove after her, and would have been able to catch her easily, if Tim hadn’t shot out his foot and tripped him.

“I’m sorry,” he shook his head as Spencer scrambled to his feet and sped toward the door, the sound of sirens in the distance growing rapidly closer. “She can’t help it,” he called after the PI. “It’s art for her,” he finished lamely, his chin dropping to his chest, his shoulders shaking.

“You love her,” Fiona breathed. “In spite of everything… you love her.” The statement had a small sob at the end of it.

“I’m incapable of love,” Tim muttered and turned to go.

“Hey!” Fiona stopped him with the word. She didn’t speak again until he turned to face her. “Why did you decide to tell me about her?”

He looked into the eyes of his assistant, who’d just made a declaration that would make working together impossible, and breathed a painful sigh of regret. 

“Because you deserved to know. She shouldn’t have done what she did. I’m sorry,” he turned to leave once again, dejected, and she let him go, tears running down her cheeks.

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 

“Hi!” Izzy Gilmore greeted Holly Meadows, her nemesis, with a bright, cheery smile. 

The imaginative author had managed to convince herself, on the plane ride back to Florida from New York, that what she had seen was probably just an informal meal between two coworkers, which meant nothing of significance. She’d also decided that, if it had indeed been a date, Spencer Bengal was worth fighting for, and she’d be happy to remind him just exactly how she felt about him.

“Hello, how may I help you?” Holly replied with her professional smile. She clearly had no recollection of having spoken with Izzy previously.

“I’m here to see Spencer Bengal. I don’t have an appointment,” she said hastily, before Holly could ask. “But my name is Izzy Gilmore and I’m a close personal friend.”

“I see,” Holly replied neutrally. “I’m sorry, but Mr. Bengal hasn’t been in all morning.”

“Okay,” Izzy pursed her lips, recognizing the run-around that she’d been given on every occasion that she’d spoken with the insufferably polite receptionist. “Does that mean that he’s actually not here, or just that he’s been in his office because he’s busy and you haven’t seen him in a while?” she challenged with a determined smile.

“I’m sorry, I can honestly tell you that I have no idea as to Mr. Bengal’s whereabouts,” Holly didn’t even bother with the professional smile. “Would you care to leave a message for him?”

Izzy sighed, frustrated. “Why yes, yes I would.” 

She waited for Holly to get to her message screen on the computer. After lots of important-sounding clickety-clicking, the receptionist finally nodded at Izzy to begin.

“Hi Spence. I missed you, so I came back to town earlier than I anticipated. I’d love to take you to dinner and talk, and maybe go for a romantic walk on the beach later. Please call me when you get this. Love, Izzy,” she dictated.

“Got it,” Holly confirmed, her expression never changing. “Anything else?”

“No, that’ll be it. Thanks so much,” Izzy grinned, feeling much better. She swung her bag up onto her shoulder and sashayed out the door.

***

“She’s gone. I couldn’t get to her quickly enough and she just disappeared,” Spencer shook his head, not liking the unaccustomed feeling of failure. 

Susannah Eckels had managed to elude him twice today, a feat never accomplished by another human being. The former Marine was furious with himself and Timothy Eckels. Missy and Fiona had been in grave danger and he hadn’t been able to catch their attacker.

“She’s been on the run for years. She’s smart, and she’s determined,” Chas let him off the hook. “If you want to try to keep tabs on her in your downtime, you’re more than welcome to try, but aside from that, you need to shake this off, Spence. It wasn’t your fault, and there’s a nationwide manhunt on for her now that the FBI has caught her trail again, so it’s only a matter of time before she’s captured,” the PI assured him.

“Knock-knock,” Holly called from the doorway to Chas’s office.

“Yes, Holly?”

“I just wanted to let you know that I’m heading out, Mr. Beckett. Mr. Bengal, I put your messages on your desk,” she smiled and left.

“Thanks, Holly,” Spencer gave her a brief, distracted smile on her way out.

“Head home, Spence. Treat yourself to dinner, come to my house for dinner, do whatever you need to do, but let this go,” Chas advised, reaching for his jacket

“I don’t feel much like treating myself, but I get what you’re saying,” Spencer sighed and headed for his own office, where precisely one message sat in the middle of his desk blotter. Reading it, he dropped his head into his hands and stayed that way for a few minutes, until the growling of his stomach alerted him to the fact that he’d skipped all his meals thus far today.

He stopped by his favorite deli on the way home, changed into shorts and a tee shirt, and had just settled into his couch, TV remote in hand, when his doorbell rang. He hit the power button, shutting off the TV and trying to mentally gear up for the conversation that he didn’t want to have.

“Hey, I missed you!” Izzy threw her arms around his neck and kissed him soundly when he opened the door. “Did you get my message?” she asked, pulling back just a bit, her nose merely inches from his.

He gently took her by the upper arms, caressing them for a second before setting her away from him. “Yes, I got your message.” His heart was in his eyes, and hers broke when she saw it.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I panicked. I saw you with Holly, and I…”

“It’s okay,” he interrupted. “Come on in,” he led her to the couch that he’d just vacated. “Can I get you a drink?”

She shook her head mutely, watching him go to the sink and fill a glass of water for himself. When he came back, he sat down, about two feet away from her.

“There’s nothing going on with Holly. She’s our receptionist, that’s it. I have a personal policy that I never date anyone with whom I work,” he explained.

“Are we… okay?” Izzy bit her lip, her eyes filled with hope and dread.

“First,” he scooted closer, grabbed her hand and held it between both of his. “We’re always going to be okay. I’m never going to shut you out of my life, and we’ll always be friends…” he began, and her face fell.

“Oh gosh… I see where this is going,” she whispered, and the tears flowed.

“Izzy, I had one of the most ruthless and dangerous serial killers ever in my sights today. Twice. And she escaped both times. Do you know why? Because I was distracted. I knew that you had gone to New York, I tracked you down. What I didn’t know was why. You wouldn’t text or call or respond to me in any way, and it messed with my head,” he placed her hand gently on the couch between them, and clasped his own together.

“What I do is important, and sometimes it’s dangerous, and I can’t afford to be distracted,” he said carefully. “I care about you, I really do, but I can’t count on you, Iz. When you see something that hurts or confuses you, you don’t ask me about it, you don’t talk to me like my feelings count, you run. You avoid and evade, and I can’t handle that. I’m sorry, I really am, but I just don’t think that ‘together forever’ is going to happen for us.”

Izzy saw the compassion and honesty in his eyes and fell entirely apart. 

“The one thing in my whole miserable life that was working out, and I screwed it up… again,” she gasped, her sobs punctuating her words.

“Izzy, your life shouldn’t be miserable. You’re incredibly talented, successful and an amazing person. You also have a great dog and a heart of gold,” he smiled tenderly. “If the only thing that you felt was working in your life was our relationship, maybe it’s time to start thinking about what you really want. If you’re not happy, make a change. You’re young and smart and the world is your oyster. Make it happen, Iz. I believe in you—maybe more than you believe in yourself.”

“If you believe in me, why can’t you believe in us?” the author dabbed at her eyes with the sleeve of her light sweater.

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you… until you believe in you, and are happy in your own skin, there can never be an us. Or a you and someone else. You gotta love your own company first, Iz. You’re a pretty terrific person, and the sooner you realize that, the sooner you’ll have something precious to offer someone else,” he stood and held his hands out to her, helping her to her feet. 

Once she was standing, he pulled her into a gentle, brotherly hug, and let her wet his shirt with her tears.

“This is goodbye, isn’t it?” she murmured, clinging to him for perhaps the last time.

“There are no goodbyes between friends, Izzy. I’ll always be here when you need me,” he walked her to the door and opened it.

“I need you now,” she whispered, and then she was gone.

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 

Missy had styled her hair differently, sweeping it over to one side to hide the damage done to her by Susannah Eckels’s teeth.

“I can’t believe you tackled a serial killer,” Echo sipped her coffee while rocking Jasmine’s chair with her foot as the child slept soundly. “You could have been killed. What were you thinking?”

“I wasn’t thinking. I was just so mad. She had threatened me, and the thought of losing my life, never seeing Chas, or you, or sweet Jazzy again,” she gave the baby a tender glance. “I just couldn’t deal with that. Rational thought went out the window and I just fought as hard as I could,” Missy shrugged.

“Did you get tests done to make sure that she didn’t infect you with anything?” Echo worried.

“Yep, I’m still as healthy as a horse. Just a horse with a sore ear,” Missy chuckled.

“Thank goodness it wasn’t worse than that,” Echo shuddered, thinking about what could have been. “But she escaped… doesn’t that mean that you’re still in danger?”

“Not really. The FBI have been profiling her for years, and whenever she becomes too visible in a community, she disappears.”

“But what if she comes back… like maybe years from now?”

“I’ll worry about that then,” Missy’s response was pragmatic. “In the meantime, Spencer will be working around here for a while, until I can get another person hired. He’ll bring his computer and sit at one of the bistro tables when he’s not frosting or delivering, and work on cold cases and tracking Susannah. Apparently he has a buddy at the FBI, and he’ll be sort of working with him on keeping her in their sights.”

“I’m so glad he’ll be here with you.”

“Me too. He was pretty upset when she got away from him. I hope he isn’t working here out of some strange sense of guilt,” Missy mused.

“Well, either way, it solves your problem for the time being. Has anyone heard about how Tim and Fiona are doing?”

“I haven’t heard a thing. That poor girl must’ve been scared nearly to death,” Missy shook her head. “And it must’ve been terrible for Tim to realize that the person wreaking havoc on this community was his wife.”

“He didn’t seem like the marrying kind,” Echo commented, biting into a red, white, and blue cupcake.

“If you found out that your spouse was a serial killer, you might not seem like the marrying kind either,” Missy pointed out.

Echo raised her cup in agreement. “Oh hey, on a lighter note, I’m interviewing nannies this next week so that I can get back to work at least a few hours a day. If you agree to let me do the interviews here, you can help me check out the prospective nannies. I’d love your opinion.”

“Oh, of course! It’ll be fun,” Missy grinned.

“Are you okay after all of this madness?” Echo asked, concerned.

“Yes, I’m okay. Better than okay. I’d lost sight of what was important for a bit, but being attacked by a serial killer certainly brought my world and priorities back into sharp focus.”

“Good,” Echo reached across the table and squeezed her friend’s hand. “I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you.”

Missy grinned. “Fortunately, you’ll never have to know.”
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