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PROLOGUE

 February.

Valentine’s Day
Weekend.

“According to the FBI, three’s the
defining number.” The plastic coveralls protecting his bare body
from blood splatter crinkled as he moved. “Guess what? You’re
number three.” He rolled a chalk ball between his hands as he paced
in front of Melody Brady, his latest victim.

Strands of blonde hair hung like stalactites from
her drooping head. He had bound her spread-eagle to a plywood wall
covered with a layer of chain-link fencing. Blue circles dotted her
naked body. Each bulls-eye painted on a targeted area. Chest,
abdomen, upper arms, elbows, and wrists as well as her thighs,
knees, and ankles.

Blood oozed from puncture wounds created by the
razor-sharp Ninja stars he had thrown. Several stars remained stuck
in her flesh. Red stripes of leaking life fluid distorted the
circular shape of the bulls-eyes.

Muscle spasms twitched her head and limbs as if
induced by random electrical shocks.

“It’s taken me fifteen months of
meticulous planning. Your death will finally earn me the title I
coveted all my life.” He tossed the chalk ball into the large black
storage tote. “I hope you appreciate the great honor I have
bestowed upon you, Melody.” The killer picked up the hatchet leaned
against the wall.

“Thanks to you and your two
predecessors, the Bulls-Eye Killer is about to make history. I will
become more feared than the Night Stalker, Green River Killer, and
BTK Killer combined.” He arched his back and let loose his best
evil laugh, “Muahaha!”

The soundproofing panels on the walls and ceiling
absorbed his laughter. As they had her screams.

“You probably noticed, I’m quite
proficient at hitting where I aim.” He pointed with the hatchet to
the circles on her body oozing blood. “At least with the stars. Not
so much with the hatchet.”

Eager to hear his victim beg for her life, he
taunted, “I practiced on dozens of stray dogs and cats I’ve
captured over the years. As the thick blade chopped through their
bodies, their shrieks of ungodly pain unleashed an incredible high
in me. A high more intense than an orgasm.” He swung the ax back
and forth in front of his body, creating a figure-eight pattern in
the air. “Guess what? I’m ready to experience that high again.”

The killer rested the hatchet on his shoulder and
stood still. He eyed her, waiting for a reaction.

Nothing. Melody’s body just continued to quake out
of control.

He quirked his mouth and ramped up the rhetoric.
“You should know, I’ve yet to kill an animal or human with a
hatchet on my initial try. Maybe you’ll get lucky and be the first.
Then again, it may take me three or four throws before I can
deliver the fatal blow.”

Shaking her head, she moaned something that sounded
like a plea for her life.

Yes! Strobes of god-like power pulsated through his muscular body.
He removed the black leather sheath covering the cutting edge of
the ax. His chalked-up hands caressed the long wooden handle. “The
discovery of your body with my signature bulls-eyes guarantees my
place next to the greats. Ridgway, Bundy, Radar, Gacy, Dhamer,
Ramirez…”

The Bulls-Eye Killer closed his
eyes. Imagined his name among the list of the most notorious serial
killers in the United States. His
story would baffle criminal psychologists and FBI
profilers, and capture the macabre fascination of millions
worldwide. He saw himself granting dozens of interviews. Authors,
true-crime TV hosts, and screenwriters clamoring to document his
life and crimes as the Bulls-Eye
Killer. The murder
crate, as he so named the storage
container, would become a sought-after treasure for collectors of
murderabilia.

That kind of fame demanded the high
price of apprehension. But that would come years down the road. At
the time of his choosing.

Abducting and killing his third victim had been a
carefully planned goal. Likewise, the ultimate goal, the day he
took his place in history, had been planned.

Dressed in his Sunday best, he
would walk into the Hunter Heights police department. Ask to speak
with a homicide detective. Confess to dozens of murders, and
become breaking news all over the world.

Such notoriety meant living out the rest of his life
in a small cement room, confined like a wild beast. Likely
sentenced to death by lethal injection. But that was years from
now. Much more killing of women had to be done, including finishing
off the current one.

He opened his eyes. Zeroed-in on Melody.

Her head hung so low, it covered
most of the kill bulls-eye painted over her heart.

“Lift your head. Look at
me.”

The chain fencing clapped against the plywood as her
muscles continued to spasm. Otherwise, she didn’t move. Didn’t
respond to his order.

“Dammit, bitch!” He stomped over to
her and leaned the ax against the wall. Grabbed a handful of her
long hair and jerked her head rearward, slamming the back of her
skull into the chain-link covered plywood.

The metal fencing rattled.

Her eyes fluttered, a groan escaped her quivering
lips.

“How the hell can I target your
heart if your head’s in the way?” To prevent her head from
drooping, he threaded strands of her hair through the metal webbing
of the fence. Stepping back, he analyzed her from head to toe.
“Let’s show off everything you’ve got.” He pulled the tabs of the
disposable underwear he had earlier forced on her.

The urine and feces-filled diaper
dropped between her spread legs, hitting the floor with a
wet thud.

Gratified, his heart swelled. Pride
curved his lips upward as he relished her nakedness. He retrieved
the cell phone from his plastic coveralls. “These photos will
make you famous,”
he said with a demeaning laugh as he snapped multiple shots.
“You’re about to become the picture-perfect centerfold for killers
and envious wannabes all over the world.”

He scrolled through the photos. A smile of
contentment danced across his face. “Perfect. They’ll go well with
the others.” He glanced to his side at the wall of pictures before
dumping the cell phone back into the pocket of his plastic
coveralls. “Kind of fitting that on Valentine’s weekend, you’ll be
giving me your heart,” he goaded his victim and picked up the ax.
“To be more precise, I’ll be tearing your heart apart in the most
literal meaning.” He arched his back and let another sinister laugh
rip, “Muahaha!”

Melody’s eyelids bobbed open and shut. Open and
shut.

The chain-link clanked against the plywood with each
tremor of her body.

As he walked away from her, he counted each giant
step. “One, two, three.” Keeping his back to her, he stopped at the
middle of the container’s length. “That’s a good ten feet,” he
said, calculating the distance. Close enough to guarantee a
somewhat accurate hit. Yet far enough away to require a bit of
muscle behind the throw to ensure the blade stuck in her body.”

He grasped the ax with both hands. Sucking in a deep
breath through his nostrils, he blew the air out between his
compressed lips. “Fame is but moments away.” Heart racing, he
squeezed the ax, noting how easily his chalked palms glided against
the wooden handle.

Mentally preparing himself, he closed his eyes.
Standing in silence, he visualized a direct hit. Saw the blade of
the hatchet impale the blue circle painted over her heart.

His eyelids flew open like wound-up window shades.
He spun around. Planted his feet into a slight split leg stance.
Swung the ax up above his head and stepped forward as he hurled the
weapon.

THUMP-CRUNCH-AHHH.

The familiar sounds of the blade penetrating flesh,
severing bone, and the gasping of his target had become sweet music
to his ears.

Melody sucking in her last breaths summoned an
orgasm so strong, he trembled in ecstasy.

Experiencing sexual bliss within the plastic suit
created a sauna-like environment. Sweat coursed down every crack
and crevice of his naked body. Breathing hard, he dropped to his
knees and gazed at his work. “Another bulls-eye!”

Given the woman’s slender shape, he figured the ax
sliced clean through her. The blade had likely gashed a chink in
the webbing of the chain-link fence protecting the plywood.

Small spurts of blood spewed from around the
embedded blade in her chest.

Within seconds, her heart stopped pumping. Blood
stopped spurting. Melody Brady was dead.

Anticipation of the imminent danger he faced sent a
shiver through his body. Not induced by fear but excitement. As
always, the final phase—the body dump—was high-risk. Like the
others, disposal of Melody’s remains had to be perfectly planned.
Perfectly executed. Simply, perfect all the way around. And he knew
the perfect location. A place out of the way enough that security
cameras wouldn’t record his movements. Yet, traveled enough that
the corpse would be found within a few hours.

The discovery of Melody’s naked
body was all that remained before law enforcement recognized him as
an unidentified serial
killer. And all that remained before the
public feared a brutal murderer on the loose.

“Some may label me as infamous,” he
surmised, gazing at the lifeless woman’s body hanging from the back
wall of the storage container turned torture chamber. “But that
word carries such a negative connotation. I will be famous.
Famous! Muahaha!”

 


THREE DAYS LATER

He stabbed a red pushpin through
the top of a photo, tacking it onto the bulletin board hanging on
one of the soundproofed walls of his murder crate.

The pictures, lined up next to one another, captured
the horror on the faces of three women moments before he finished
them off.

The self-named Bulls-Eye Killer gazed at the photos.
With his chest out evoking an air of great pride, he recalled each
of his victims.

“Sheryl, my first.” He patted his
palm over the left side of his chest. “You will always hold a
special place in my heart.” He chuckled and examined the mark on
the inside of his forearm. “You fought like a she-grizzly bear
defending her cubs.” He rubbed his fingertips over the curved scar,
a souvenir embedded by her teeth. “I learned much from your
fight.”

His attention drifted to the second photo. “Molly,
Molly, Molly.” It had taken him twenty-three months to muster the
courage to abduct another woman after Sheryl. “So naive. So
trusting. Such a pathetic pleaser you were, Molly. You did anything
I wanted.” He shook his head and grinned. “Stupidly, you believed I
would spare your life in exchange for your cooperation.”

He extended his arms and rotated them back and
forth, examining his skin for scars. “No souvenirs from you.”
Smirking, he added, “That probably had something to do with your
hands cuffed behind your back and the fast-acting drug I injected
into you.”

He sucked in a deep breath and eyed
the picture of his latest victim. “My Melody. You’re evidence that
my confidence is rising and that I’m honing my skills of abduction.
It only took me fifteen months to build the courage and prepare
fool-proof plans to grab you. Homicide detectives refer to that
as escalating.
Your death is meaningful, but I’ve only begun.” He arched his back
and let out a cackle.

But his celebratory mood was
short-lived. Ousted by frustration. The fame he desired, planned
on, and looked forward to, had yet to manifest. Discovery of the
third body should have unleashed a wave of public hysteria fostered by grave warnings
from law enforcement. At least in his opinion.

He rubbed the back of his neck and hard-boiled his
eyes into the photo of Melody’s dead face. “Your body’s been found,
so why the hell hasn’t my work been recognized?

“The Bulls-Eye Killer should be
rapidly becoming a household name by now. I should be the top story
on every local news channel. Social media should be abuzz,
speculating the serial killer’s motive. The FBI should have held a
press conference and issued a profile by now.”

He paced in front of the photos.

The plywood floors creaked under each of his heavy
steps.

“What the hell am I going to have
to do to get the attention I deserve?”

No sooner had he spoken the words
of despair aloud, an idea materialized. Thinking of a story aired
that morning on Sunrise Utah,
the local TV news and entertainment show, a broad
grin spread his face.

“Maybe the winner of the
Kill Me contest that
authors’ group on Facebook is sponsoring should be the next to
experience my murder crate. No doubt that will capture law enforcement’s
attention.” He rocked back on his heels and tipped his head back
like a werewolf prepared to howl. “Muahaha!”


 CHAPTER ONE

Six Months Later.

August.

Friday Morning.

“You gotta be kidding.” Lips
pursed, Beatrice Goodman stopped at the curb. She narrowed her eyes
and gazed out into the parking lot from the sidewalk of Crafter’s
Paradise. “There’s an entire lot, practically empty, yet this
knucklehead had to
pull in next to me.” She scowled at the sight of the white cargo
van blocking the view of her restored 1965 Mustang
coupe.

RING-RING. RING-RING.
The vintage ringtone announced an incoming call on
her cell phone.

She slung the handle of the
reusable shopping bag over her arm and retrieved her phone from the
pocket of her shorts. Upon seeing the name, PJ, identified on the screen as the
caller, she answered with a cheery tone. “How’s my favorite amateur
crime-fighter today?”

“Don’t you mean your favorite
amateur cat sitter?” Pepper Jackson countered with a
laugh.

“That too, except you’re a pro when
it comes to taking care of animals. You’re the only person I trust
to babysit my Andy.” She smiled, fondly thinking of the
twenty-three-pound butterball of a Maine coon cat she considered
her feline child.

“I guess you left for Park City
already. It’s not quite eleven, I’m at your condo, and you’re not
here. I thought you said I could stop by anytime before two. Did I
misunderstand?”

“No. I decided I better fill my
tank before heading to the workshop.” Her classic Mustang ran
better on ethanol-free fuel than the standard gasoline modern cars
consumed.

“I don’t know if there’s a
Steward’s Emporium in Park City or if there is another gas station
around there that offers ethanol-free fuel.” She shrugged. “While
filling my tank, an idea popped into my head. I was already at the
far end of Hunter Heights. So, I figured I might as well swing by
the soft opening of the new Crafter’s Paradise in Nelson’s Shopping
Plaza.”

“Soft opening? What’s
that?”

“It’s when a business opens before
it’s officially open. At least that’s what we called it when I
worked in retail eons ago.”

“An unofficial opening, in other
words.”

“I have to admit, Crafter’s
Paradise was no paradise today. They sure have a lot of work to do
before their grand opening in a couple of weeks. Inside is a mess.
They only had one cash register open. The bathrooms aren’t
finished. Plus, electricians are still doing something with the
ceiling lighting. And the outside isn’t much better.”

“Let me guess, you waded through
the mess for the deals anyway, didn’t you?”

“You bet! I picked up several
packages of hot glue sticks for a killer-good deal. Plus, a bunch
more pom-poms in different sizes than what I already have.” She
grinned and waved her hand in the air. “You know me, I can’t pass
up a good deal. And that goes double when I’m hosting a crafter’s
workshop. I’d rather have too many supplies than not enough.” She
imagined Pepper, who everyone called PJ, rolling her big blue eyes.
PJ was a lot of things, but a crafter by any stretch of the
imagination she was not.

Beatrice’s larger-than-life dear
friend was every bit as intelligent as she was head-turning
gorgeous and sexy beyond words. At first glance, Pepper’s hourglass
figure and cover girl looks didn’t coincide with her crime-fighting
smarts. Or truncated Tomboy name. Instead, PJ could be mistaken for
a runway model. Or a ditzy bombshell of the stereotypical
dumb blonde sort. Even a
trophy wife sporting a fluffy name like Bunny.

But PJ was much more than met the eye. She was a
down-to-earth woman who didn’t mind cleaning a cat litter box,
scooping dog poop, or plunging a backed-up toilet. Or helping a
friend in need no matter what it was … as long as hands-on
craft-making wasn’t involved.

“I’m leaving the store and heading
to my car as we speak,” Beatrice said. “Go ahead and let yourself
in. I’m sure Andy will be pleased to see you.”

“By the way, I’ve meant to ask, how
has your life changed now that you’re famous?”

“Famous?” Beatrice furrowed her
brows. “What are you talking about?”

“Since you were announced as the
winner of the Kill Me contest last month, you’re famous now. Even more famous than
you already are among your tole painting and scrapbooking
cronies.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” she
said, pooh-poohing the notion. But, honestly, she’d welcome the
extra attention if and when it came.

“A month ago, only members of the
Killer-Good Writers Facebook group and your friends knew you won.
But not anymore. Since Utah Sunrise
talked about you winning the contest yesterday
morning, the whole world knows. Well, maybe not the
whole world. But at least
every early riser west of the Mississippi,” Pepper said, obviously
exaggerating.

“Well, I better do something about
getting the word out east
of the Mississippi.”

“All joking aside, please be
careful, Bea,” Pepper’s tone serious. “A jealous reader could be
stalking you at this moment.”

“Stalking me?” Beatrice tipped her
head back in laughter. “You read too many thrillers.”

“You don’t watch enough true-crime
TV.”

“Touché.”

“I’m serious.”

Beatrice rolled her eyes in the manner she imagined
PJ doing earlier.

“Did you ever activate the security
on your new phone to require a PIN to open it?”

Dammit. I forgot.
Of course, Pepper wouldn’t. Beatrice frowned,
silently chastising herself for not performing the simple task the
day she bought her new cell phone. More than that, she hated
admitting the oversight to Pepper, mostly because she dreaded the
almost guaranteed lecture that would follow. “Not yet, but I
will.”

“That’s what you told me last
week,” Pepper said, disappointment in her tone. Or was it disgust?
“Your entire life is on your phone.”

“I know.” Beatrice shook her head.
She loved Pepper like the sister she never had, but sometimes her
preaching got on her nerves. Probably because whatever Pepper said
more often than not struck home.

“If you know, then why the hell haven’t you
taken action? It only takes one time for the wrong
person—”

“Next week, I’ll find out which
author will use my name and how I’ll be murdered in her novel,”
Beatrice blurted, eager to change the subject. “I can hardly wait.”
A tingle of excitement shot through her. Winning the contest was a
dream come true, a manifestation of a deal she made with the
Universe.

When she entered the contest months
ago, she made a promise to herself and the Universe. If she won
the Kill Me contest, she’d fulfill her lifelong dream and finish her
version of the Great American Novel. And not only finish the novel
she’d been working on for years, but print out what she had written
thus far and ask Pepper to read it.

She credited those beloved Nancy
Drew Mysteries for wakening the writing passion within. As far back
as Beatrice could remember, she had dreamed of being an author. But
never told a soul. And never seriously considered finishing the
book she’d been working on for decades until entering that
Kill Me contest.

Beaming a mile-wide smile, she stepped off the curb
and almost skipped toward her car.

“Is there any author in particular
you hope will murder your character?” Pepper asked. “Or do you have
a preference for how your character will be killed?”

“I haven’t thought about either
much, but I hope my demise involves drawn-out torture by some
ghastly means. And as far as who
writes my murder, I like authors with more of a
gritty writing style, which are best suited to pull off a gruesome
scene. SynDee Unser and Zoelle Spencer come to mind.” She bumped up
her shoulders. “Alice Holladay would be okay, too. Although her
writing style is pretty tame, so the murder scene would be much
less gory.”

“Haven’t thought about either much,
huh?” Pepper commented with a chuckle.

“Busted.” Beatrice felt
embarrassment heat her cheeks. “That obvious?”

“No matter who writes the story or
how your character bites
the dust, for sure, Crime Busters will read it as our book of the
month.”

Beatrice nodded and continued to smile as she
thought of the popular book club sponsored by the Hunter Heights
library. “Speaking of authors, I have another favor to ask of
you.”

“Shoot.”

“I printed out the first
one-hundred pages of my novel and left them on the kitchen counter.
I want you to be the first to read my killer thriller.”

“Killer thriller?” Pepper
repeated.

“It’s the first draft, so it’s
rough—”

“You’re writing a novel! Almost the
instant I stepped foot in the door, I noticed that stack of papers
on the counter and wondered about it.”

Beatrice grinned. Of course, Pepper would have
noticed the papers right away. She had an uncanny knack for
noticing details the average person would likely overlook.

“Now I know it’s a
manuscript, your manuscript, that’s so awesome. What’s your book
about?”

“A serial killer mountain man who
preys on unsuspecting female campers.”

“Sounds creepy and just my kind of
book,” Pepper said with a laugh.

“I printed out the pages this
morning intending to give them to you when we met today. As I said,
you’re the first person I’m allowing to read my novel.”

“Wow. I’m honored and would love to
read your book.”

“Since you’re at my place already,
I’ll grab us a couple of fountain drinks from Steward’s on my way
home. Meanwhile, if you don’t mind, you could starting reading my
manuscript and then share your first impressions with me and maybe
give me some feedback.”

“It would be my pleasure. I can’t
wait to dive in.”

“I knew I could count on your support.”
And Beatrice meant it.

“Do you have a title for your novel
yet?”

“Mountain Murders
is the working title, but there are about a
zillion books already published with that name. Maybe after reading
it, you can help me come up with a more creative title.”

“I’d love to! That sounds
fun.”

Beatrice beamed, smiling from ear to ear, her
insides bursting with joy from Pepper’s enthusiastic response. Yet
her demeanor nose-dived as she approached her car. She rumpled up
her face. “I park in no man’s land to avoid people parking next to
me—”

“Let me guess. Someone with an old
beater snuggled up next to your classic car, right?”

“A van. A big white cargo
van.

“A van?”

“It looks pretty new, so at least
it’s not a rusted out piece of shit.”

“Killers park close to vehicles so
they can more easily abduct their victims. I heard something about
a white van being spotted leaving the area shortly before that
woman’s body was discovered in the park.”

“That was months ago.”

“To date, that woman’s murder
remains unsolved. A killer could be behind the wheel of that white
van parked next to you. Besides, you’re the perfect prey for a
killer.”

“Me?” Beatrice didn’t know whether
to laugh or cry. “Why in the world would you say that?”

“A short, slender woman is easier
to snatch than a two-hundred-pound gal.”

“That’s creepy and cruel, even for
you, Miss Self-Defense Guru.” Goosebumps splattered Beatrice from
head to toe.

“Call it creepy and cruel, but it’s
true. The FBI estimates there could be upwards of two-hundred
unidentified serial killers roaming in the U.S. at any given
time.”

“Hunter Heights is a small city and
very safe,” Beatrice countered with confidence.

“The size of the city has little to
do with murder,” Pepper shot back. “Take Fairbanks, Alaska, for
example. Although their population is about thirty-five thousand,
per capita, they’re ranked among the most dangerous cities in the
United States. Fairbanks ranks right up there with Detroit,
Michigan, which has a population of over three point five million
and sees nearly four-hundred murders a year. So the population of a
city doesn’t concern killers.”

“I should have known better than to
attempt to debate crime with you,” she admitted with a resigning
sigh. “I’m glad it’s broad daylight—”

“Sunshine offers little deterrent
to those committed to rob, rape, and murder. Statistics show half
of all violent crimes occur between the hours of six a.m. and six
p.m.”

“Enough already. Stop with the
bone-chilling stats, PJ.” Goosebumps once again splattered her
body. “There are people all around.” She swiveled her head back and
forth, surveying the area.

Although she spouted the claim, in reality, no one
was around. At least no one close to where she had parked. Even the
construction area was vacant. Perhaps the crew was working at a
different site that day.

She eyed the farm fields adjacent to the shopping
center. Near the far end of the parking lot, several shipping
containers were parked among shoulder-high cornstalks. Next to the
corn field, rows of alfalfa cut and drying in neat rows waited to
be baled. Not a human in sight in either field.

“On which side of your car is the
van parked?”

Shit! The driver’s side.
Beatrice swallowed hard. Bile inched up her
throat. “You’re giving me the heebie-jeebies.”

“Humor me, Bea,” Pepper said, no
humor whatsoever in her voice. “Without being too conspicuous, can
you read the plate number of that van?”

“PJ, you’re too much.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t catch that.
Would you repeat the plate number, please?”

“Fine. You win. Hold on a minute. I
don’t have my driving glasses on, and I’m not close enough to make
out the numbers yet.” Squinting and poking her head forward, within
about a car’s length of the back of the van, the plate number
became distinguishable. “A-T-B, fourteen-ninety-two.”

“Alpha, tango, bravo,
fourteen-ninety-two?”

“Correct. Or should I say
affirmative or
10-4?” she joked, poking
fun at Pepper. Not waiting for a comeback, “Make yourself at home.
There’s bottled water in the fridge, and you know where I keep
Andy’s treats. If I’m not home in twenty minutes, you can sound the
alarm and have your cop friends send out a search party to find
me.”

“This isn’t a joke, Bea. A guy with
rape or murder on his mind could be parked waiting to ambush
you.”

“Ambush me?”

“Why don’t you go back into the
store and wait for someone to walk out with you?”

“I’ve survived fifty-seven years
and haven’t crossed paths with a carjacker, rapist, or serial
killer. I’m confident I can make the six-mile drive home
unscathed.”

“It only takes one
time—”

“Stop, PJ! You’re going to give
yourself a coronary or, at the very least, a wrinkled
face.”

“Wrinkles? That’s motivation to
change my ways,” Pepper said with a laugh, but her brief cheeriness
faded. “I guess meeting with the Chief last night has me a little
more hyped-up than usual about lurking criminals. There’s more
crime in our little city than some people might think. Or
want to
believe.”

“Yah, yah.” Beatrice grinned and
rolled her eyes, acknowledging Pepper stated that last sentence for
her benefit. “Since you brought it up, you have some explaining to
do.”

“Explaining? For what?”

“You never called me yesterday
after your meeting with that cop.”

“I was going to, but…”

“I figured something came up, and
you’d catch me up at the library. So you can imagine my surprise
when Myrna announced you wouldn’t be at Crime Busters last night.
I’m a bit hurt that you didn’t call to give me all the scoop. And,
according to Myrna, you had a lot.

“I can only imagine what she told
you.”

“So when am I going to meet, or at
least see a picture of this drop-dead handsome cop who has a
Texas-sized crush on you?”

“A Texas-sized crush?” Pepper’s
voice rose three octaves.

“Myrna practically has you two
married. I want to hear all the juicy scoop firsthand.”

“I apologize for not calling you
yesterday.”

“No worries. You’re not obligated
to tell me, one of your best friends, anything,” Beatrice joked
with a whining poor me tone.

“Are you trying to lay a guilt
complex on me?”

“Do you feel bad for neglecting
me?”

“Well, your tactic must have worked
because I do.” Pepper laughed and added, “I’ll call you before I
call Myrna the next time I have juicy
scoop.”

“Fair enough. You’re
forgiven.”

“Jack’s picking me up at three
today, and Myrna doesn’t even know that. You’re the first person
I’ve told.”

“You’ve completely redeemed
yourself. Is this a date-date or a business-date?”

“He showed up on my
doorstep.”

“Say what?” Beatrice rounded her
eyes.

“You heard me, and that’s all I’m
going to say right now. I’ll give you all the juicy scoop in person.
Deal?”

“I don’t have a choice other than
to say, deal, do
I?” She bobbed her head and smiled, not expecting PJ to reply. At
times Pepper could be like a good novel blurb that makes a
reader have to
read the book as soon as possible. This was one of those times.
“Anyhoo, after you tell me all about this handsome cop appearing on
your doorstep, I’ll tell you what Myrna had to say last night
about Bound and
Butchered.”

“I don’t even want to imagine that.”

“I’ll swing by Danny’s Bakery to
grab a couple of brownies for us to enjoy with our drinks.” She
grinned from ear to ear. “Which will give you a little more time to
read a few more pages of my novel.”

“I can’t wait to dig into your
book. Though I have to say, I didn’t see this novel-writing
adventure of yours coming.”

“Well, I didn’t see you missing
book club without letting me know, coming either. So we’re
even.”

“Bea, I know I’m harping on this,
but please be
careful. Especially with that van parked so close to your
car.”

She appreciated Pepper’s concern and acknowledged
Pepper had a sixth sense about crime. But something was different
about Pepper’s wariness today. The belaboring of personal safety
was over-the-top, even for Pepper.

“Andy and I will be reading your
book and eagerly waiting for your arrival.” PJ disconnected the
call.

Beatrice shoved her cell phone into
the pocket of her shorts, then pulled it back out. Pepper’s
warnings had gotten the best of her. “Fine. I’ll take this parking
safety issue to the next level.” She snapped a picture of the van
and sent it to Pepper with the caption: Because I love ya!

Slipping the phone back into her pocket, hands on
her hips, she stood surveying the scene at the rear of her Mustang.
Despite PJ’s words still stirring wariness in her gut, “Not all
vans are owned by serial killers. And not all parking idiots have
murder or rape on their minds,” she rebutted. “Though I feel like
killing this bastard right now … or at least giving him a good
tongue lashing.”

DOODLEY-DOO. Her phone chimed, indicating she had received a text
message.

Beatrice grinned, figuring it was a reply from
Pepper. She pulled the phone from her pocket and tapped the text
conversation icon. She read the message aloud, “Thank you. Great
photo. I’ll make a crime fighter out of you yet.” A wave of pride
rolled over her. Pepper’s compliment meant a lot. “See, not
everything you say goes in one ear and out the other,” she texted
back before dropping the phone into her shorts pocket.

Refocused on the parking situation, she quirked her
mouth in disgust at the narrow space between the van and the
driver’s side of her car. “Here we go.” Beatrice slid the bulging
bag of craft supplies from the crook of her arm to her hand and
raised the bag above the Mustang’s roof. With her body turned
sideways, she sucked in her stomach, arched her back, and sidled
between the vehicles.

Inching toward the driver’s side door, her buttocks
skimmed the side of the van. The tight squeeze compressed her
silicon-enhanced breasts into her chest. “This is ridiculous.
There’s no way I can open my door wide enough to slip behind the
wheel.” She frowned and shook her head. “Asshole. Thanks for
forcing me into my car from the passenger’s side.”

As she started to backtrack toward the rear of her
car, the van’s side door slid open.

Startled, she about jumped out of her skin and
twisted in the direction of the door.

Fingers, like steel talons, latched onto her
shoulders and yanked her inside the van.

The side of her head hit the metal floor and sent
her arms and legs flying in all directions.

The impact catapulted packages of pom-poms and glue
sticks from the shopping bag, scattering them around.

Dazed, she blinked. Gasped to breathe. Heart felt
like it would pound out of her chest. “Who…? What…?”

The van door slid shut, the
automatic locks engaged with a sharp SNAP.

Black panic coursed through her veins. She screamed
and contorted her body, wildly kicking and punching at her
abductor.

Despite her defense attempts, he didn’t back
off.

“Helllllp!”

A gloved hand clamped over her mouth, driving the
back of her skull hard into the steel floor.

“No! No!” She couldn’t be abducted. This
couldn’t be
happening. Had to
be her imagination going wild, sparked by PJ’s creepy warning.
Didn’t it?

With one powerful jerk, he flipped her onto her
stomach and yanked her arms backward.

Her chin hit the van floor, driving her head into
her spine. She madly wiggled her body and shrieked high-pitched
squeaks.

He cranked her arms harder behind her back and
snapped handcuffs around her wrists.

“Noooo!” She fought as hard as she
ever had in her life. The more she struggled, the more the
handcuffs
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