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This book is a work of fiction.

The names, characters, places, and incidents are
products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously
and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons,
living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely
coincidental.

 


The author does not have any control over and does
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content.

 



 Other Books by
Shirley Spain

 


Jewels Trust

M.U.R.D.E.R. series

Mistaken
Trust

Ultimate
Trust

Relucant
Trust

Deadly
Trust

Endangered
Trust

Regretful
Trust

 



Pepper Jackson Thrillers

The Bulls-Eye Killer

Caught in the Middle

Countdown to Murder

 



Full Moon Trilogy

Werewolf Awakening, the Hunt Begins (FREE
download)

Werewolf Rising, the Hunt Escalates

Werewolf Legacy, the Hunt Resumes

 



Tumble Lake Thrillers

Buried at Tumble Lake

Abducted at Tumble Lake

Betrayed at Tumble Lake

 



Dedication


To Bud

my beloved feathered friend

 


Your presence has enriched my life beyond words of
description. You inspire me. Assist me. Guide me. Have fun with me.
Love me…

 


I’m basking in the deep appreciation radiating from
within. You taught me that life just keeps getting better, and
better, and better, and better. I am happy.


Acknowledgements

 Every time I publish a new
book, I am overcome with gratitude. Caught
in the Middle is no exception. I could not
be living my dream as an author were it not for the relentless
support and patience of my wonderful husband, Curtis Spain, who also provides
fabulous plot and character feedback.

 


A genuine thank you goes out to so many others,
too numerous to name, for offering words of encouragement to cheer
me on, often coming at a time when I need to hear them the most. I
am blessed and humbled to have so many wonderful people in my life
who accept and love me despite my quirkiness. Hugs of appreciation
to all of you.


 Author’s Thanks to
You

 


[image: tmp_e12cba933e24c1aa7fee0384cf69a2c5_uH3EiX_html_2ba9529e.jpg]

 


With the thousands of terrific
authors in the world and literally millions of books to choose
from, I am honored and sincerely grateful you have chosen
Caught In The Middle for
your reading pleasure.

 


No matter if you
discovered this novel based on the
recommendation of a friend, or if you’re a fan of
my other books, or if you simply happened to be perusing selections
and found the story description intriguing, THANK YOU for purchasing this book.
Your support is appreciated ... after all, I write for readers like
you!

 


I wish you a killer-good entertainment experience
and hope you enjoy reading this novel as much as I enjoyed writing
it!

 


Happy thriller reading,

-Shirley

 


P.S. Wanna FREE ebook? (Or two, or
three?) I invite you to join my Readers’ Club to receive
a FREE ebook copy of my
stand-along thriller, Forever
Breathless.

 


[image: tmp_e12cba933e24c1aa7fee0384cf69a2c5_uH3EiX_html_m759880d3.jpg]

Please visit my website to claim
your FREE copy today and learn
about my other FREE Shirley Spain novels.

Website: https://shirleyspain.weebly.com

Email: ShirleyASpainAuthor@yahoo.com

Facebook: https://facebook.com/authorshirleyspain

 



Copyright

Other Books by Shirley
Spain

Dedication

Acknowledgements

Author’s Note of
Thanks

Prologue

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Thirty-Three

Thirty-Four

Thirty-Five

Thirty-Six

Thirty-Seven

Thirty-Eight

Thirty-Nine

Forty

Forty-One

Forty-Two

Forty-Three

Forty-Four

Forty-Five

Forty-Six

Forty-Seven

Forty-Eight

Forty-Nine

Fifty

Fifty-One

Fifty-Two

Fifty-Three

Fifty-Four

Fifty-Five

Fifty-Six

Fifty-Seven

Fifty-Eight

Fifty-Nine

Sixty

Sixty-One

Sixty-Two

Sixty-Three

Sixty-Four

Sixty-Five

Sixty-Six

Sixty-Seven

Sixty-Eight

Sixty-Nine

Seventy

Seventy-One

Seventy-Two

Seventy-Three

Seventy-Four

Seventy-Five

Seventy-Six

Epilogue

Thank
You!

About the
Author

FREE Forever Breathless
novel!

PREVIEW:
Countdown to Murder

Other Books by Shirley
Spain

 



 PROLOGUE

Last Thursday in
September.

Tumble Lake Mountains.

Pepper struggled to regain consciousness. Her
eyelids stubbornly remained closed despite efforts to open them.
Confusion overpowered clarity of thought. Chaos wreaked havoc in
her brain. Couldn’t make heads or tails of the blur of mangled
memories streaking across her mind. But one thing was certain.
Something was wrong. Very wrong.

Her internal alarm swiftly
concurred, screaming for immediate attention. Wake up, PJ! Wake up now!

Heeding the prompting of her inner voice, she
squinted, blinked, coaxed her eyelids to remain open.

Dim lighting and stagnant air greeted her. The space
surrounding her felt small. Downright confining.

Something about the forbidding elements rang
familiar. But what?

Suddenly, a wave of memories crashed down around
her. Dreadful memories. Memories that explained the feeling of
being in a familiar place. She was lying on her back inside a
van.

A van! A
windowless cargo van, no less, with the only light streaming in
from the windshield. Deja vu.
Flashbacks of the Bulls-Eye Killer abducting her
swarmed like murder hornets converging for the kill. She was
reliving the nightmare!

No. That
wasn’t it. The jackhammer pounding in her head offered proof she
wasn’t in a dream state. Furthermore, her gut instincts rallied,
warning her surreal situation was fraught with danger. Grave
danger.

Throat dry, stomach in a knot, Pepper racked her
brain. The last thing she remembered was her SUV stalling on the
mountain road. Then…?

Desiring to massage her throbbing forehead, she
attempted to lift her right hand but couldn’t. Tried to sit up but
couldn’t. She jerked her head forward, raising her shoulders to
investigate.

Black nylon belts buckled across her chest and shins
prevented movement of her limbs. She was strapped to a narrow bed,
maybe a gurney of some sort. Pepper jumped to the conclusion she
had been in an automobile accident and was receiving medical care
in an ambulance. Relief sprinkled over her. Regardless of the
severity of the accident, she’d rather be in the care of a medical
professional than at the mercy of a serial killer. But a quick
glance around the empty interior of the van ripped that rug of hope
right out from under her.

Mind desperately scrambling for another
explanation—any explanation—she wondered if she were dead. Could
the van be a coroner’s wagon? Funeral home transport?

No. If
dead, she’d be zipped up in a body bag.

Recollections of the Bulls-Eye
Killer once again bulldozed their way front and center in her mind,
driving her to arrive at a bone-chilling conclusion.
I’ve been kidnapped. Again.

Black panic raced Pepper’s heart. Her eyes widened.
Every muscle in her body tightened. She panted short, fast breaths
and swiveled her head back and forth. Her eyes madly scanned the
van’s interior for a clue of who had captured her, their possible
motive, and what manner of ungodly horror may lie ahead for
her.

A man wearing a black balaclava mask materialized
from the top of the gurney. “I know you’re scared.”

Pepper startled at the sound of his voice.

Squatting next to her, he pressed his gloved palms
against her shoulders, forcing her to lie back.

“Who-who are you?” The belt buckled
across her chest constricted airflow to her lungs. She wheezed in
between words. “What do you want?”

“Shhhh-shhh-shhh.” He tapped the
side of his gloved index finger over her mouth. “I’m not going to
hurt you.”

“Take these off.” Pepper clenched
her fists and jerked her arms, pulling against the straps. “Please
take these off. Please.”

“Relax. The bindings guarantee I
have your undivided attention, which is as much for your good as it
is mine.”

“Where am I? Who are
you?”

“You’re in the throes of a massive
headache right now, but you’re going to be okay, PJ.”

PJ? Only
those who knew Pepper fairly well called her PJ. That meant she
must know her abductor. Wide-eyed, she gave him the once-over.
Though she could only see from his waist up, he wore a tactical
vest similar to the type Special Weapons and Tactics would wear.
However, no identifying patches or insignias were
visible.

As clarity of thought replaced the dissipating
mental fog, Pepper’s short-term memory returned.

The last thing she remembered was her SUV sputtering
to a stop on the mountain road and a cloud of white smoke billowing
through the air vents. Believing the engine was on fire, she
recalled yelling at Myrna to get out…

“Myrna!” Until that moment, she had
forgotten about her friend. “Where’s Myrna?”

“She’s fine,” Pepper’s captor
assured.

“Fine? What does that
mean?”

“Let’s just say she’s napping in
your car.”

Napping? “You killed her!” Pepper’s imagination ran
wild with god-awful possible means by which her dear friend might
have met her demise. Gassed to death, the life strangled out of
her, throat slit, shot in the head execution-style…

“I’m no killer.”

Right. Though Pepper doubted his words, she prayed he spoke the
truth.

“Take a look for yourself.” He held
up a cellphone and hovered it over Pepper’s head for her to see the
screen.

She narrowed her eyes and poked her head forward for
a closer look.

Sure enough, as the man had stated,
Myrna appeared sacked out in the front passenger seat. “Myrna’s
not napping.”
Pepper stopped short of saying, and
thankfully, not dead either. Didn’t want to
give the jerk the satisfaction of hearing her admit her accusation
had been wrong. “She’s unconscious. You drugged us with some kind
of gas.” Terror coursing through her veins, Pepper forced herself
to fake a calm, almost demanding, facade. “Why? What do you want
from us?”

“Not us, only you.” He reached behind him
and came up with a square box wrapped in brown paper. “You need to
make a delivery.” He tipped his head to the side. “More like a
deposit.”

“In a mailbox?” Pepper blurted,
assuming him to be a Unabomber copycat.

“Into Evidence.”

“At the police station?” Her voice
jumped three octaves.

“You are sharp,” he noted with a mocking
snicker.

Asshole.

He grazed his gloved fingertips over the side of her
face.

She flinched at his touch. “I don’t have access to
Evidence. Even the police chief doesn’t.”

“Not only must you deposit this
package into Evidence, but you must also do so
anonymously.”

“Anonymously?” Pepper bugged her
eyes. “Paperwork, including the submitting officer’s name, what the
evidence is, the case number…” She shook her head, mentally
continuing to detail the process. “Plus, security cameras are
everywhere. Not only that, but our employee badges document every
door we open, including when we arrive and leave the
station.”

“We know. That’s why you were
chosen.”

“You don’t understand police
procedures. If you wanted that package admitted into Evidence, you
should have had one of our techs authorized to access the area do
it.” Pepper frowned. “What’s in the box … a bomb?”

“Don’t worry about what’s inside
the box. Worry about the safety of your precious canine
kids.”

Pepper’s heart about stopped, her brave front
rapidly crumbling. “What do you mean?” Her voice softer, with less
of an authoritative tone.

He consulted his phone, then turned the screen for
Pepper to see. “Your doggies, right?”

An overhead snapshot of Brooke and Maddie meandering
about in their fenced backyard appeared on the screen.

Drone. The spying bastard took that picture with a
drone.

“Oh, and don’t forget your feline
friend.” He swiped his finger across the screen. A picture appeared
of her big yellow cat, Chester, gazing out the French doors in her
bedroom.

Anger and fear wrestled for Pepper’s emotions. She
didn’t know whether to scream or burst into tears. But the tears
were gaining ground. Fast.

“As added good measure, it would be
a shame if a certain police officer got killed during a routine
traffic stop.” He flashed a picture at her of Jack behind the wheel
of his HHPD-marked Explorer.

“What you’re asking me to do is
impossible.” Her voice quivered. “I’ll get caught. Then
what?”

“Then it’s bye-bye to one fat kitty
cat, two faithful canines, and one HHPD officer you’re quite fond
of.”

Pepper’s mind galloped faster than her heart, which
felt like it was about to hurtle out of her chest.

“By the way, you’ll be monitored.
As evidence from the pictures I showed you, we see everywhere you
go and hear everything you say. Any attempt to contact federal
agents, talk to Chief Stevens, or even Myrna or Jack about our
arrangement, we will know. And I guarantee punishment will be swift
and severe. You’ll receive no warnings or second
chances.”

Pepper’s breath caught in her throat.

“Is anything I said
unclear?”

“What you ask can’t be done.”
Thinking of the ramifications of failure, she broke down. “There’s
no way I can get that package into Evidence without someone seeing
me.”

He pulled back from her, straightened, and let out a
heavy sigh. “We thought you would say that.” He worked his phone
again. “Maybe this will convince you how serious we are.” Placing
the phone near the side of her head so she could hear, he played a
recording.

“For what it’s worth, I love you,
Pepper, and will always love you.”

“David,” she muttered, recognizing
her ex-husband’s voice as part of the dreadful message he had left
her the day before.

The recording continued, “You’re my
one and only Red Hot Pepper.” BANG!

Pepper gasped at the sound of the gunshot. “You
killed David!” A vicious combination of rage and hopelessness
consumed her. She tossed her head side to side and screamed at the
top of her lungs, launching an all-out assault against the
straps.

“Enough!”

The sting on her cheek from the slap of his hand
stole Pepper’s breath. She shrieked and ceased fighting the
restraints. Shaking without control, she gulped air and blinked
wildly. So much for the claim he wasn’t a killer. The bastard had
murdered David and would likely kill Jack and her four-legged kids
without a second thought. Caught in the middle, the lives of so
many of her loved ones depended on the successful completion of an
illegal and impossible feat.

“You have until Monday at noon to
deposit the package. That gives you all day tomorrow plus the
entire weekend to figure out how to plant it into Evidence. At
12:01 p.m. Monday, if the task is not complete, a
kill order will be issued
for your pets and lover. You won’t know when, where, or how they
will be murdered, but I guarantee they will be killed in a most
unpleasant way. Do you understand?”

Pepper had experienced fear before, or so she
thought. But nothing compared to the unadulterated terror ripping
through her now.

Her entire body trembled. She moved her lips, but no
words came out.

He grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked on
it.

Pepper shrieked and gritted her teeth, his brutal
hold intensifying the pain of the headache from hell.

Lowering his face to within an inch of hers, he
repeated, “Do … you … understand?”

His hot breath escaped the confines of the
balaclava, searing a broad path across her face still paining from
his strike. She locked her eyes onto his, mustered every bit of
courage she had, and snarled, “Yes.”

“Very good.” He released his
agonizing grasp and rubbed his palm over her head.

Was he smoothing out her hair to neaten it or
stroking her scalp as if she were an obedient dog? Didn’t matter.
The man was a cold-hearted, blood-thirsty barbarian.

“The package will be placed in the
cargo area of your Explorer. And, by the way, don’t unwrap the
package. Don’t shake it. Don’t get smart and ask someone to X-ray
it. Remember that curiosity killed the cat and the cat that will
pay the price for your curiosity is your fluff ball,
Chester.”

Pepper shot incendiary daggers at him she wished
would burn out his eyes and explode his head.

“Continue your venture to the cabin
if you must, but that will take time, precious time you don’t have.
I recommend you turn around and dump your sidekick as soon as
possible so you can focus on your assignment.”

Dump my sidekick?
He could at least have the decency to call her by
her name. “Myrna. My so-called sidekick’s name is
Myrna.”

“Fine. Dump Myrna.”

“I can’t dump her like a bag of garbage on the
side of the road.”

“Take her home.”

“And what are we supposed to talk
about during the two-hour drive home?” Pepper sniffled and blinked,
tears burning a hot path down the side of her face and puddling
around her ears. “Myrna’s curious. She’s gonna ask what happened
with the car, and if we don’t go to the cabin, she’s going to ask
why. And even if we go to the cabin, I’ll be in a rush once we’re
there. She’s going to know something’s not right. What am I
supposed to say? How can I explain my strange behavior? She knows
me well enough she’ll pick up that I’m rattled. She’ll figure out
something’s wrong, terribly wrong.”

He bucked up his shoulders. “You’re a smart woman. I
have complete confidence in your resourcefulness. That’s part of
the reason why you were chosen.”

“Chosen?” It was the second time he
said that. “I don’t understand.” Desperation, teetering on sheer
hysteria, charged her voice. Pepper sucked in deep breaths, trying
to calm herself. Trying to make some sense out of the impossible
assignment and the looming harsh consequences cast upon her. But
nothing made sense.

He picked up the protective gas mask from somewhere
on the floor Pepper couldn’t see and fitted it to his head.

A gas mask. “What-what are you doing?”

Not answering her or so much as acknowledging her
question, he reached under the gurney and pulled up an oxygen mask
with a small metal tank attached.

“What is that?” Fear surged,
spiking Pepper’s heartbeat to quadruple time. “What are you going
to do?” Although she asked, she knew damn well what was about to
happen. The bastard was going to knock her out again and put on a
protective mask to ensure he didn’t gas himself.

“Relax.” His voice clear but
somewhat subdued because of the protective device covering his
entire face. He hovered the triangle-shaped mask in his hand a few
inches above her face and turned the valve on the tank.

A soft hissing noise indicated the gas was
flowing.

“No! Don’t!” Pepper pitched her
head back and forth, but her resistance proved futile.

He forced the clear mask over her mouth and nose.
Pressing down hard, he steadied her head to ensure a tight seal
over her face.

The rigid frame gouged her skin. The inside of
Pepper’s cheeks ground into her teeth, filling her mouth with the
coppery tang of blood. Surrendering to the pain, she ceased
fighting, at least by pitching her head back and forth. Instead,
she pinched her eyes shut and held her breath in defiance.

“You can’t outlast me.”

Maybe not, but she wouldn’t knuckle under without a
fight, even if her fight was pathetic. She opened her mouth, sucked
in another deep breath, and again held it as long as she could.

Lungs on fire, throat burning, she finally
exhaled.

“Not much longer now.” He pressed
the mask down harder against her face.

She winced in misery.

“Nice, deep breaths,” he
taunted.

Pepper’s body craved oxygen and wouldn’t be deprived
any longer. Without choice, she drew in a deep breath of the
disabling gas. Eyes wide as possible, lips compressed, every muscle
in her body stiff, she fought the losing battle to remain
conscious.

Despite Pepper’s best efforts, the drug overcame
her. Her muscles relaxed, eyelids closed, and lips parted.

Within mere seconds, Pepper Jackson had succumbed to
the will of the masked man’s incapacitating gas.


ONE

 About
One Week Earlier.

Friday, 7:45 a.m.

Pepper knelt on a bright blue gardening pad
positioned at the side of the corner flower bed in her front yard.
Dozens of fuchsia geraniums created a blanket of vibrant color
contrasting against the deep green mugo pines. Pruning shriveled
blossoms was one of her Friday morning gardening chores.

Despite the task at hand, thoughts
of Hunter Heights police officer Jack Weston consumed her. Their
attraction had been instant. Chemistry spontaneously combustible.
Romance speeding ahead like a runaway train with no stopping in
sight. Could he be the one?

On the other hand, Jack was the first man—the only
man—she had dated since divorcing David. Though the divorce had
been finalized over a year, she wondered if she could still be on
the rebound. To be certain she wasn’t, maybe she ought to play the
field. Date other men.

As the Hunter Heights Crime Prevention Coordinator,
Pepper had almost daily contact with plenty of bachelors involved
in law enforcement. Yet, no one other than Jack interested her. And
her unwillingness to explore online dating, for a variety of
reasons, further limited her options.

Despite justifications for
resisting falling hard for Jack, her heart told her the handsome
cop was the one.
Even so, part of her yearned to date another guy or two, if for no
other reason than to satisfy her curiosity to see who was available
and compare compatibilities. Moreover, she harbored an ulterior
motive. Dating other guys would let Jack know he had competition.
“Maybe even make him a little jealous,” she said under her breath
with a mischievous grin.

“Good morning,
Neighbor.”

Pepper startled and swiveled her head, gazing up in
the direction of the voice.

An almond-skinned man with thick wavy jet black
hair, jungle green eyes, and a wiry physique stood at arm’s length
from her on the lawn. Dressed in khaki cargo shorts, an army green
muscle shirt, and brown leather flip flops, the
forty-something-year-old appeared California beach-bound. Only
sunglasses and a surfboard were missing. And a California
beach.

“My apologies,” he said, taking a
step away from her. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” He poked his
thumb over his shoulder at the rambler across the street. “I’m
house-sitting for Scott and Lynda.” He flashed a broad smile and
held it.

Pepper cocked her head and shot him a sideways
glance. “House-sitting?”

“While they’re in
Ireland.”

“Ireland?” Pepper knew the Coopers.
Not well, but well enough to know neither were in the best of
health. Lynda required dialysis three times a week. Scott had a
difficult time walking due to a bum leg from contracting polio as a
kid.

As the head of the crime watch program in her
subdivision, neighbors usually informed Pepper of their travel
plans. When knowing a family would be out of town, Pepper advised
the Neighborhood Watch patrols to keep an extra eye out on their
home. Yet the Coopers hadn’t mentioned a word. Strange. “What in
the world are they doing in Ireland? When did they leave?”

“I dropped them off at the airport
late last night to embark on the vacation of a lifetime with their
son.”

Vacation of a lifetime … with
their son? Pepper couldn’t keep her
eyebrows from shooting up and her suspicions rocketing higher. His
story reeked of fishiness with a capital F.

He flashed another handsome smile. “Eddie mentioned
something about his parents’ bucket list and their desire to
explore their family roots. He’s treating them to a month-long all
expense paid trip and plans to meet up with them in Ireland.”

The house-sitter’s story about the Coopers taking a
long vacation with their son, no less, sent Pepper’s suspicions
through the roof.

“Eddie said his parents expressed
concerns about leaving their home vacant for a few weeks. I work
from home, so I volunteered to help out a friend while enjoying a
pleasant change of scenery for me.” He flickered his brows in a way
evoking sexual innuendo as he eyed her. “And I’m loving the scenery
already.”

His flattery inflamed her
suspicions. “You know Eddie?” Skepticism
radiated through her words. Pepper knew the Cooper’s only
child.

Eddie lived in Canada and rarely
visited his parents. According to the rumor mill, Eddie was gay and
his parents couldn’t—wouldn’t—accept his sexual preference and
threw him out of the house years ago. Pepper couldn’t imagine what
had come over the Coopers to change their hearts. Or Eddie’s for
that fact. Perhaps the much-touted wisdom that’s supposed to come with
age finally caught up with Scott and Lynda. Eddie as well.
Regardless, she doubted that was the case.

“I understand Eddie’s quite the
computer geek who travels all over the world,” Pepper said, stating
a fact.

“His specialty is developing
technologies for photo manipulation.”

“Like with Adobe
Photoshop?”

“Celebrities, politicians, movie
studios, magazines, e-commerce companies, you name it, technology
is used to enhance or alter photographs. It’s big
business.”

“You sure know a lot about
Eddie,” and photo
manipulation, Pepper wanted to add, but
didn’t want to tip her hand that she was paying attention, close
attention, to his every word. “Last I heard, he lived in Mexico,”
she lied. “Is that where you met him?”

“At a conference in Canada a few
years ago,” he answered with that strikingly handsome broad smile.
“Eddie was one of the presenters. Using a picture of a healthy
woman sunbathing on a beach, he demonstrated how that same person
could appear lying in a hospital bed at death’s doorstep. The
transformation was stunning.”

“Interesting. I heard something
about Eddie living in Canada too.” Pepper bobbed her head. Had the
stranger sensed her attempt to catch him in a lie? Or was she being
her usual suspicious self, assuming he had to be lying or guilty of
something?

“I’m Nima J. Neb. That’s N-I-M-A.
It rhymes with lima, as in lima bean. People often mispronounce my
name, calling me Nema, similar to that famous animated fish,
Nemo.

Nima the lima bean mistaken for a
fish named Nemo? Pepper bit the inside of
her cheek to keep from laughing. The man was every bit as odd as he
was drop-dead handsome.

“But those within my tight-knit
circle of friends call me Ninja.”

Pepper rounded her eyes and bit
down a little harder on the inside of her cheek.
Nima lima, Nemo Ninja! Was he pulling her leg? Be that as it may, the hunk intrigued
her. “Ninja, as in the Japanese assassin type?” she asked, only
half-joking.

“As in the IT expert type,” he
returned with a chuckle. “By the way,” he glanced around the yard,
“your home, landscaping, and flower beds are magazine-picture
beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

He focused his attention on Pepper, adding, “Just
like you.”

She mentally rolled her eyes. His overt flattery
reinforced her ever-growing suspicions about him.

Spawning that captivating smile again, he extended
his hand. “Here. Allow me to help you up.”

Pepper dusted her fingertips over the tops of her
shorts. Maybe the only thing the guy was guilty of was possessing
killer-good looks, the charm of a storybook prince, and the humor
of a quirky comedian. Still, something about the claim of the
Coopers traveling to Ireland with their son, no less, gnawed at her
gut.

Not ready to clear the handsome house-sitter of
involvement in some sort of nefarious scheme, to be polite, she
placed her hand into Nima’s. “I’m Pepper. Pepper Jackson,” she
said, accepting his help up. “But most everyone knows me as
PJ.”

After pulling her to her feet and continuing to hold
her hand, he smiled and bowed. “Very pleased to meet you, PJ,” he
said and lightly kissed the back of her hand.

Taken off guard by his hand-kiss, Pepper nibbled the
side of her lip as a blush warmed her cheeks. “You’re not from
around here, are you?” She pulled her hand back, but he held
on.

“Out of respect and admiration,
don’t all gentlemen kiss the hand of a beautiful woman when
introduced?”

“Only in old Europe and mushy
romance novels.” Before Pepper could request he release her hand, a
black Ford Explorer marked as a Hunter Heights Police vehicle
pulled into her driveway. Shy of sliding to a tire-screeching,
rubber-laying halt, the SUV stopped abruptly.

Nima raised his hands to the side, fingers wide,
palms facing the police car. He smashed up his face and shot a
sideways glance at Pepper. “Did you call the cops on me?”

Stupid question.
Pepper wobbled her head and frowned. Surely Nima
was joking. They had been talking for less than two minutes. She
never left his sight, and her cellphone remained in her back shorts
pocket. When would she have had the chance to call the police?
Moreover, why?

Jack flung open the SUV and lurched out. His hand
resting on the top of his sidearm, eyes narrowed, his focus cut
between Pepper and Nima.

“Don’t shoot,” Nima said, his hands
still raised. “I’m house-sitting across the street and came over to
introduce myself.”

“I work with Pepper.” Shoulders
back, chest puffed out, and eyes locked on Nima, Jack strolled
across the lawn toward him. “I’m following up on a report Ms.
Jackson made of a suspicious character lurking around the
neighborhood.”

Tension skyrocketed. The air coagulated.

Ms. Jackson? Suspicious
character? Pepper could hardly believe
Jack’s behavior. Was he jealous? She almost couldn’t conceal the
grin at the possibility. Maybe this little encounter with the new
guy across the street was all the proof she needed to confirm what
her heart had been telling her for some time: Jack’s
the one.

Jack cocked a brow as he continued to eyeball Nima.
“You wouldn’t know anything about a suspicious character lurking
around, would you?”

Pepper stepped in front of Nima, placing herself
between the two men. “Officer Jack Weston, this is Nima Neb.” She
moved to the side of her new neighbor and gestured with her hand at
him. “But those in his line of work call him Ninja because he’s a
computer wizard.” She surprised herself by the amount of
information she spouted off.

Furthermore, how quickly she came to Nima’s defense.
Her reaction had more to do with making Jack jealous than coming to
Nima’s rescue. Not that Nima needed rescuing. Or, in all honesty,
that Jack had a valid reason to feel jealous.

“I guess it’s safe for me to lower
my hands now,” Nima said as he extended his hand to
Jack.

Jack took up Nima’s hand while keeping his eyes
laser-focused on the man. “Pepper is HHPD’s Crime Prevention
Coordinator and reports directly to our Chief.” Jack released
Nima’s hand but didn’t break eye contact. “She’s got a sixth sense
for identifying and bringing down criminals.” He stepped to
Pepper’s side and draped his arm around her shoulders, clearly
staking claim. “She recently brought down a serial killer and did
so in a matter of days. A feat even a team of seasoned homicide
detectives couldn’t do after working the case for months.”

“Sexy and smart.” Nima whistled and patted
his hand over his heart. “Being new to the area, I take comfort in
knowing that a bona-fide crime-fighter lives right across the
street.” He winked at Pepper. “I know who I’ll call first should I
ever feel threatened.”

Pepper mentally rolled her eyes again. The man was a
flirt with a capital F. His house-sitting story still fishy with a
capital F too. “If you’re going to be home later today, I’ll drop
off a Neighborhood Watch packet.” Her natural suspicion took
advantage of an opportunity to learn more about the handsome
stranger that made her heart pitter-patter. And, maybe as a side
benefit, to make Jack a tad more jealous as well.

“I work from home, so come over
anytime.” Nima spawned that killer smile at Pepper and nodded at
Jack. “It was nice meeting you both.”

Pepper and Jack watched Nima stroll across the
street and disappear into the Cooper’s house.

“A suspicious character lurking
around the neighborhood?” Pepper pulled a face and leaned into
Jack’s thick chest, the ballistic vest enhancing his torso’s
thickness and firmness. “Really, Jack?”

“The way he lurked around you
looked pretty damn suspicious to me. I’m glad I showed up when I
did. God only knows what would have happened if I
hadn’t.”

Beaming, Pepper pulled back to eye Jack. “Officer
Weston, are you jealous?”

“Should I be?” He lassoed her waist
in his arms and pulled her close.

“Time will tell,” she teased before
planting her lips against his.

They kissed hard and long until
Pepper broke away for air. “I didn’t file a suspicious person report, so why are
you here?”

“Carl’s band is playing at Porky’s
Barrel tonight.”

Pepper thought of Jack’s best friend, Carl Crust. A
member of HHPD’s SWAT team and gang unit, yet with his shaved head
and tattoo-laden body, Carl looked more like a hardened ex-con than
a cop. But when it came to Carl’s three-piece band named Cayenne
Crust, she often wondered if he had missed his calling in life. The
man played the Cajun accordion, fiddle, and harmonica like a New
Orleans native. And his deep, raspy voice was intoxicating.
Sexy.

“Wanna join me for a pulled pork
sandwich and some of Carl’s toe-tapping music?”

“Sounds fun, except I’d have to be
home by nine-thirty. I’m picking up Myrna at ten for our
Neighborhood Watch patrol. Hence, if you don’t mind leaving early,
I’d love to go.”

“Carl and I have a live-fire SWAT
training session at the range tomorrow morning starting at
four-thirty and not getting over until noon. So, I know he won’t be
playing much past nine.” Jack flashed his trademark toothy smile.
“Since I need my beauty rest, I was planning to hit the hay about
the time you pick up Myrna.”

“Then it’s a date. What time will
you pick me up?”

“My shift ends at four. Carl’s band
will start playing at six. You know how busy Porky’s gets on Friday
nights, so how about I pick you up around five? That way, we’ll be
at the restaurant by five-thirty to ensure we get a good table near
the band.”

“Perfect.”

Jack pressed his index finger against the receiver
in his ear and held up his hand as he listened to the
transmission.

Pepper watched Jack’s face tighten, a clue that
whatever he was hearing was serious.

Jack tapped the mic on his shirt and answered,
“Ten-four, on my way.”

“What’s up?”

“A six-year-old girl has gone
missing, last seen on the swings at Haun Elementary
School.”

“Be careful, Jack.” Pepper cradled
his chin in her hands and planted a kiss on his lips.

“Always.” He kissed her again
before jogging to his car.

She waved and blew another kiss to him as he backed
out of her driveway and sped down the street.

With Jack out of sight, and after silently saying a
little prayer that the child would be found unharmed, Pepper gazed
across the street.

No denying, Nima’s exceptional good looks and
magnetizing charisma captured her attention. Still, Nima’s story
about the Coopers traveling to Ireland with Eddie didn’t settle
well with her.

As Pepper returned to the task of dead-heading
geraniums, her mind churned out questions surrounding Nima’s
house-sitting story. Why would an elderly couple with significant
health issues travel across the globe for an extended vacation with
the son they disowned years ago? Was it possible Eddie and Nima
were more than friends? Maybe lovers? Did the Coopers have a hefty
life insurance policy Eddie wanted, or needed, to capitalize on?
Could Eddie be using Nima to pull off some sort of scam? And what
kind of a name is Nima Neb anyway? “Sounds made up,” she said to
herself.

Thinking of Myrna Sheffield, her sidekick partner in
crime-fighting, Pepper smiled. Myrna excelled in digging up all
manner of information from the internet. If it was in cyberspace,
Myrna would find it.

Pepper glanced over her shoulder at the Cooper’s
house. “Nima Neb, I do believe Myrna will give you a run for your
Ninja title.”


TWO

 Right
Where He Wanted Her.

Nima stood back a few feet from the picture window
in the Cooper’s living room cluttered with vintage grandma-style
furniture and knickknacks. Through the concealment of the graying
white sheer drapes, he watched Pepper and Jack interact.

Plainly, the two were romantically involved. A
curveball he hadn’t anticipated. Nevertheless, he relished a
challenge. The greater the challenge, the more satisfying the
reward when achieved.

“This is gonna be fun.” Ideas
percolated. He imagined his hands resting around Pepper’s small
waist. Her big blue eyes gazing longing into his. Their lips
locking in passionate kisses…

Another curveball. This one
personal. More than a pretty face and sexy body, Pepper Jackson
stirred his soul. Made him think of her as more than the
possibility of a one-night-stand or two. Much more. Could Pepper
be the one?

Once the officer drove away, he noticed Pepper’s
attention turn to the Cooper’s house.

“Pluperfect! I’ve piqued your
curiosity, Pepper Jackson,” he declared with his usual tone of
confidence. However, his heart thumped harder, and a tickle teased
his stomach, emotions blurring the lines between business tasks and
the possibility of a lifetime of pleasure.

Forcing personal desires aside, he focused on the
task at hand: Developing Pepper as an asset. “You’re so intrigued
by me that you gave yourself an excuse to pay me a visit by
offering to deliver Neighborhood Watch information.” He stroked the
bottom of his chin and narrowed his eyes. “Will you be able to
contain your fascination until tomorrow? Or will you hand-deliver
that packet later today?”

The longer he observed Pepper, the
broader his grin grew. “Since I’m a betting man and an excellent
judge of character, I know a sure thing when I see it. I bet … no,
correction,” he shook his head as his attention remained locked on
Pepper. “I guarantee you won’t be able to resist the temptation to ring my doorbell
before noon.” He glanced at his wristwatch: 8:03. “Make that ten
o’clock.”

Watching her return to working in the flower bed,
his grin exploded into a full-blown smile. “You’re right where I
need you to be, pretty PJ.”


THREE

 The Character Test.

Pepper couldn’t concentrate on
anything except her new neighbor. Not on Jack. Not on the lost
little girl Jack was called to help find. Not on their upcoming
date at Porky’s or the music of Cayenne Crust. Not even on
gardening. She had to know more about Nima.

“I wouldn’t dream of sicking
Myrna’s internet skills on him without first doing a little up
close and personal investigation myself.” Fortunately, she had set
up the perfect excuse to pay Nima an in-person visit by offering to
drop off the Neighborhood Watch information. “Since I’m already
stopping by, we’ll see what my girls think of you, Nima
Neb.”

Her dogs’ reaction the first time they met a person
was the litmus test for trust. If the dogs warmed up to the
stranger quickly, Pepper felt she could trust that person. However,
if the dogs showed aggression or were leery, Pepper would proceed
with caution.

She gathered her gardening tools, kneeling pad, and
bucket of shriveled flowers and hurried through the gate into the
backyard.

Pepper would be lying to herself if
she didn’t admit Nima had done more than stir her curiosity. The
butterflies playing flag football in her stomach proved he had
aroused her. “Be careful what you wish for,” she said, reflecting
how earlier that morning she frivolously desired for Jack to
encounter some competition for her heart. Or at least
perceived competition.

“Oh, don’t be silly,” she told
herself, continuing to think of Nima. “He’s probably married … to
Eddie,” she said with a laugh, “and wouldn’t be interested in me
anyway.”

Nevertheless, she invested several minutes in
primping and freshening her lipstick.

She marched into her office, opened the file cabinet
drawer, and withdrew one of the Neighborhood Watch packets she kept
on hand.

The packet contained an application to join the
patrol, maps of the neighboring subdivisions within the patrol
area, and a list of patrol members along with their contact
information.

“Jack mentioned I worked with him.
So giving Nima my HHPD business card wouldn’t come across like I’m
bragging or flashing credentials.” She tucked a card inside the
folder.

Moments later, armed with her two dogs and the
Neighborhood Watch packet, Pepper marched out of her garage.

Heart beating double-time, she
crossed the street and walked up to the Cooper’s front door.
Pressed the doorbell, swallowed hard, and waited.
Maybe he’s not home, she
wondered. Almost hoped. Why was she so nervous?

The sound of a deadbolt lock
releasing shot down her not home
hope.

“Well, hello again, PJ,” he
greeted, surprise in his voice, as he stood in the doorway eyeing
her from head to toe. “To what do I owe the honor of your
visit?”

Pepper cleared her throat and waved the Neighborhood
Watch packet in her hand. “While it was still fresh in my mind, I
thought I’d drop off—”

“Your dogs are beautiful.” He
stepped out onto the porch.

“Thank you. They’re my
kids.”

Stooping in front of the dogs, he let them smell him
all over. “A German shepherd and Chow-Chow, right?

Pepper nodded, somewhat amazed he mentioned the
dog’s breeds.

“What are their names?”

“Maddie and Brooke.” She pointed to
each dog.

“Hi, girls.” He scratched their
ears while they continued to smell him. “How long have you had
them?”

“A few years. They’re rescues I
adopted from kill shelters.”

“Growing up in the suburbs of
Pittsburgh, as a teenager, I volunteered at our local animal
shelter.”

Pepper watched, impressed by how the dogs accepted
him without hesitation or protest. The dog’s rapid approval of Nima
reminded her of how quickly they had warmed up to Jack. “Wow. My
girls are rarely this friendly with strangers.”

A genuine smile blossomed across Nima’s clean-shaven
face. “Mom made me quit volunteering at the shelter the day I
brought home three dogs, increasing our pack to fourteen.”

Pepper smiled. The once taut knot of suspicion in
her stomach loosened. The way a person treated an animal revealed
much about their personality.

“I brought home healthy dogs
scheduled for euthanasia. I always promised Mom I’d find forever
homes for them, but I never tried too hard. Despite her verbal
protests, in reality, mom didn’t mind. She loved the dogs. But more
than that, she loved that I loved them. She said she’d rather have
me hanging out at our house with dogs than terrorizing the
neighborhood with the local hooligans.”

“Your mom is a wonderful woman. Was
she surprised you didn’t become a veterinarian?”

“Mom passed before I graduated from
high school…” his voice trailed off.

Pepper sensed his heartache, which stirred memories
of the death of her own mother.

“Dogs are a great judge of
character.” He rose, dusted his hands over the tops of his shorts,
and eyed Pepper. “So did I pass?”

“Pass?”

“You wanted to see how your dogs
would react to me. That’s why you brought them over.
Right?”

Pepper felt her face burn Coke can red. “Yes and
no,” she admitted, hanging her head and feeling a bit silly and a
lot busted. “I take the dogs to the park every morning and thought
I’d detour across the street to deliver the Neighborhood Watch
information I told you about.” She handed him the packet.

“Thank you.” He accepted the
folder, glanced at it then refocused his attention on Pepper. “How
does this work?”

“Our Neighborhood Watch patrols
consist of residents from the surrounding subdivisions. They
volunteer their time, choose a partner, and use their own vehicles.
The teams sign-up to drive through the neighborhoods for a few
hours on certain nights of the week to act as the extended eyes and
ears of HHPD.”

“Great program. I was a member of
our grassroots crime prevention community in Canada. Sign me
up.”

Pepper wrinkled her brows and cocked her head. “How
long did you say the Coopers will be gone?”

“A month, maybe longer.” He quirked
his lips and flicked his shoulders. “I might as well help while I’m
here, even if it’s only for a few weeks.”

“I’m patrolling tonight. Would you
like to join me?” Pepper’s innards bubbled with excitement. If he
accepted, she couldn’t ask for a better opportunity to learn more
about this dog-loving, mysterious man she suspected of doing
something unlawful, though not sure what.

“You don’t waste any time, do you?”
he said with a laugh. “Sure. What time and where should I meet
you?”

“Patrols start at ten. End around
midnight, depending on what’s happening in the neighborhood. I’ll
pick up my partner, Myrna, first. She lives on the street behind
me.” Pepper twisted her body and pointed, indicating the direction.
“So we’ll be at your place a few minutes after ten. I’ll honk when
we arrive.”

He beamed that alluring killer smile. “Should I
bring anything or dress a certain way?”

“There’s an application for
Neighborhood Watch patrol in the packet. Fill that out and bring it
with you.” Once she had his application, she’d have plenty of data
for background investigations. One done officially through HHPD.
The other, though unofficial, would prove more thorough via Myrna’s
internet searching skills.

“Otherwise, dress comfy and bring a
bottle of water for yourself.” Pepper turned to leave but stopped.
“Oh, feel free to bring your cellphone if you like, but please
leave your handgun at home. Even if you have a CCW.” His
application would also reveal if he had a permit to carry a
concealed weapon.

“Got it. Fill out the application.
Bring water and a cellphone. No firearm.” He saluted. “See you
tonight, PJ.”


FOUR

 Let
the Cat and Mouse

Games Begin!

The rush of adrenaline stoked every muscle in his
body. Feeling almost giddy, Nima stood on the porch and watched
Pepper walk her dogs toward the park. As much as he resisted, he
couldn’t deny Pepper was different than the others.

A captivating beauty for sure, yet Pepper was more
than that. Pretty women could be found anywhere and everywhere. But
finding a kindred spirit, especially in his line of work, was
exceptional.

More than that, Pepper aroused an
intense animal attraction within him, something he hadn’t felt in
years. Could she become a trusted colleague? A business partner?
Could she ultimately be the
one of his heart’s desire?

But that was personal. This was business. And
business always came first. Always.

Still, as Pepper neared the end of the street, he
inhaled a deep breath and held it. Would she look back at him?

To his delight, she paused at the corner and glanced
over her shoulder at the Cooper’s house … at him.

“Have a good day,” he called out
and waved.

Pepper returned the wave then proceeded around the
corner from his sight.

He consulted his wristwatch: 8:33.
“Less than an hour after I introduced myself, she
had to see me again.
That’s a new record,” he said, thinking of other female assets he
had used. Was it a sign that she, too, felt a level of attraction
that would challenge her devotion to Officer Weston?

Beaming with pride, Nima stepped into the Cooper’s
house and closed the door. He browsed the Neighborhood Watch
packet, consisting of six or seven sheets of paper stapled
together, and stopped at the last page.

“Neighborhood Watch patrol
application.” He waggled the bundle of papers in the air.
“Exceptional, Pepper Jackson. A slick way of finding out a lot of
information about me.” Nima grinned so wide his face almost hurt.
“Plan to be blown away by what you’re going to learn about
me.”

Maintaining that ear-to-ear broad smile, he marched
into the kitchen to his makeshift office, turned on the laptop, and
settled onto the barstool. Heart pounding in his ears, stomach
flip-flopping in titillation, he slipped on a pair of white cotton
archival gloves retrieved from the open briefcase on the counter.
Choosing a black ink click-top pen, he began filling out the
application.

Every so often, he paused to consult a file on his
laptop before filling in additional information.

With painstaking attention to every detail, he
invested nearly an hour filling out the form. Once completed, he
leaned back into the barstool and clasped his gloved hands behind
his neck. Pepper’s visit and offer to join her that evening was no
coincidence. She harbored ulterior motives.

He tipped his head to the side and smirked. “You’re
either smitten or suspicious, Pepper Jackson. Maybe a little of
both. Regardless, one extraordinary personal triumph for me and an
unprecedented start to an op.”

He leaned forward, removed the gloves, and danced
his fingers over the computer keyboard. His lips twisted into a
crooked grin. “Let the cat and mouse games begin.”


 FIVE

Friday, Early Afternoon.

Pepper’s Kitchen.

Cooking the topping for her
famous three-layer
refrigerator dessert, Pepper stirred a pot of strawberry pudding as
it boiled over medium heat on the stove. Her cellphone stood in the
holder on the kitchen counter. With the volume set on speaker, she
brought Myrna up to speed on her encounter with the Cooper’s
house-sitter.

“When Nima volunteered to become
involved in Neighborhood Watch, I jumped at the chance to learn
more about this mysterious man. So I invited him on a ride-along
with us tonight.”

“Good thinking, PJ.”

“Once Nima’s in the backseat of my
SUV, he’s somewhat our captive and more or less at our mercy. We’ll
have a couple of hours to pump him for information.”

“Like the saying goes, keep your
friends close and your enema’s closer … uh, I mean
enemies.” Myrna let out a
huff. “Damn cow pie anyway.”

Pepper laughed. “You and
your cow pies.”

“Don’t ever ride your bike in a cow
pasture—”

“You were chasing that poor cow,” Pepper
said, having heard the humorous story a thousand times.

“Was not, but even if I had been,
Big Betty didn’t have to toss me headfirst into a fresh pile of
manure.”

“Well, I am grateful for that
feisty old milk cow because I love your cow pies. Your creative words add
extra charm to your character.”

“Enough about my charm, tell me more about your new
neighbor, besides he’s tall, dark, and handsome, and some kind of a
computer Ninja.”

“I think he might have a European
background, although he doesn’t have an accent.”

“What makes you think
that?”

“Because instead of the traditional
handshake when we met, he bowed and kissed the back of my hand.”
Pepper uttered a small laugh, adding, “I didn’t know whether to be
flattered or creeped out. Still don’t.”

“Sounds like your new neighbor
could be a high-class gentleman or a beguiling serpent. As usual,
you’re right to be suspicious, PJ. I’m eager as all get-out to meet
this guy tonight.”

“Giving him credit toward
the gentleman assessment, Nima’s a dog lover and passed the character test
with Maddie and Brooke. But…” Pepper compressed her lips and shook
her head, “there’s something about his story of the Cooper’s
traveling to Ireland and Eddie’s involvement that doesn’t feel
right.” She turned off the stove burner and set the pot aside to
cool while gathering the ingredients to make the cream cheese
layer.

“If you don’t think the Cooper’s
have gone to Ireland, where do you think they’ve gone? Or do you
think they haven’t gone anywhere?”

“You mean like they’re being held
captive in their own home?”

“Or dead and buried in their own
backyard.”

“Thoughts that the Cooper’s had
been victims of foul play had crossed my mind too,” Pepper
admitted. “My instincts tell me, behind Nima’s alluring facade, a
dark side lingers. I’m positive he’s hiding something, but I’m not sure he’s a
cold-blooded killer.”

“Have you told Jack about your new
neighbor who has your Spidey sense on alert?”

Pepper wagged her head. “I didn’t have to tell him.
Jack pulled into my driveway minutes after Nima came over to
introduce himself.”

“Oh, how interesting. Maybe Jack’s
Spidey sense was alerted as well. How did the meeting
go?”

“You know, Jack.” She opened three
packages of softened cream cheese and dropped them into the stand
mixer. “Always suspicious.”

“Kinda like someone else I
know.”

“I’m not that suspicious.”

“Yes, you are. That’s what makes
you so good at crime-fighting. You have an inmate ability, uh, I
mean innate ability, damn cow pie anyway, to smell out the rotten apples
among us.”

Pepper turned on the stand mixer to
blend the cream cheese, powdered sugar, and vanilla extract she had
added. Her focus drifted into a blank stare out the kitchen window.
Myrna’s rotten apples comment launched haunting memories of the Bulls-Eye
Killer.

The man tortured and murdered three
women and had abducted her dear friend, Beatrice Goodman, slated to
be his fourth victim. Although Pepper had been publicly credited
with bringing down the serial killer, a cloud of guilt hung over
her. In truth, her innate ability to smell
out rotten apples had played a significant
role in saving Bea from a drawn-out, brutal death. Yet, with the
killer right under her nose, if her senses were so good, why hadn’t
she been able to prevent those other women from being
murdered?

Self-doubt circled like vultures
over a fresh carcass. What if the Coopers had met foul play at the hands of
Nima? What if she had down-played her gut feeling about Nima simply
because of his good looks and charm?

Earlier that morning, Pepper had considered filing a
missing person report. Or at least voicing her concerns about the
Coopers to Chief Stevens. But if her hunch didn’t pan out, an
innocent man, guilty of nothing more than house-sitting, could be
sentenced to endure the scrutiny of an intense law enforcement
investigation into his life. Valuable police time wasted.

Furthermore, on a personal note, if
she sounded an alarm that turned out bogus, her credibility would
be tainted. Certainly, Detective Bailey would use that as
ammunition to bolster his case against civilian involvement in
police matters; against her
involvement with HHPD.

During the ride-along, Pepper hoped to glean a lot
of information about Nima. Either she’d clear him of some dastardly
deed involving the Coopers, or verify her gut feeling that he was
up to no good.

“Your Spidey sense tipped you off
that Brandon Butler had a dark side, and boy, oh, boy did he
ever.”

Myrna’s voice drew Pepper back to the conversation
at hand, as well as making the cheesecake.

“That hyped-up primal instinct of
yours is a superpower, PJ.”

“A superpower? Hardly,” Pepper
scoffed. She dumped a package of shelled walnut halves into the
blender and set the dial to CHOP.

“Don’t be so quick to dismiss the
notion. I believe everyone has at least one unique ability they
were born with. Unfortunately, few recognize their God-given gifts.
Even fewer pursue developing them.”

Until Myrna brought it up, Pepper
never gave much thought to people possessing superpowers. Talents, sure. Having a
knack for doing certain things, absolutely. But deeming those
inherent abilities superpowers…?

“I don’t want to sound like I’m
bragging, but I’ve embraced curiosity as one of my superpowers,”
Myrna shared. “It’s that curiosity that drives me to track down
obscure information on the internet.”

“Indeed.”

“Likewise, PJ, one of your
superpowers is your suspicion, which is the foundation of your
ability to pick up on the deep-seated evil in people.”

“A lot of good my suspicion
superpower did for those
three women Brandon tortured to death practically in my own
backyard.” Pepper blinked away the gathering tears. Police task
force photos assaulted her mind, gruesome pictures she wished she
had never seen.

“Cut yourself some slack.
Superpower development is a life-long process. Think of it as an
ongoing, never-ending work in progress. The more you use your
superpower and focus on honing it, the better you’ll become at
applying it.”

Pepper wasn’t sure she
whole-heartedly bought Myrna’s superpower theory but wouldn’t argue
the point. However, the superpower concept intrigued her enough to
have some fun with it. “Since you pointed out we both have
superpowers, we should
have superhero names to match.” She tapped her index finger against the tip
of her chin, thinking.

“Superhero names?” Myrna made a
clucking noise. “Come on, PJ. I was paying you a compliment, and
now you’re mocking me.”

“Wait, I’ve got it. You could be
Carrie Curiosity, and I’ll be Suzie Suspicion,” Pepper said, only
half-joking. “Those could be our secret identities. Wouldn’t that
be a hoot?”

“Carrie Curiosity?” Myrna repeated,
the tone in her voice lukewarm at best.

“It was just a thought.” Pepper
shrugged. “Honestly, I wasn’t mocking you. If I had been, I might
have suggested Cow Pie Polly as your name. Although in all honesty,
I like it better than Carrie Curiosity.”

“We’ve gotten a bit side-tracked.
Let’s get back to Jack,” Myrna said, seriousness accentuating her
words.

Pepper nodded, disappointed Myrna hadn’t found humor
in her superhero name suggestions.

“What’s Jack’s take on Nima
triggering your Suzie Suspicion senses?”

“Suzie Suspicion?” Pepper perked
up. A smile trotted across her face.

“Cow Pie Polly is curious,” Myrna
said with a chuckle.

“He received a call for assistance
to find a child that had gone missing from the playground of Haun
Elementary. He left right away, so we didn’t have the chance to
talk.” Pepper stirred a package of thawed frozen strawberries into
the cooling pudding. “I forgot all about the missing child until
now. Come to think of it, I haven’t received an Amber Alert on my
phone, so they must have found her.”

“I guess that means Jack doesn’t
know Nima will be joining us on patrol tonight,” Myrna
surmised.

“I’ll tell him over dinner when
we’re at Porky’s Barrel. Cayenne Crust is playing there
tonight.”

“Oh, geez. I would love to be a fly
on the wall during that
conversation.”

“Ha-ha. Very funny.” Pepper
attempted to laugh off Myrna’s comment, be that as it may, the
undertone of her friend’s words couldn’t be ignored. Myrna’s
insinuation that Jack would be unhappy was probably spot on. Either
due to safety concerns for her or out of jealousy of Nima, or
perhaps a little of both. No matter the reason, Jack wouldn’t be
pleased about Nima joining the patrol and would be quick to voice
his disapproval.

“Where in the world are you,
PJ?”

“Home. Why do you ask?”

“Are you tumbling bolts in your
dryer?”

“What?”

“All that background racket I’ve
been hearing sounds like a bucket-load of bolts clanking around in
your clothes dryer.”

“My apologies, I’ve got you on
speaker while I’m baking.” Pepper grinned and shook her head. “You
hear my countertop appliances blending ingredients and chopping
walnuts for my three-layer strawberry cheesecake.”

“You’re making your famous dessert
for Nima?” Surprise with a whisper of disapproval came across in
Myrna’s voice.

“Good heavens, no,” Pepper snapped,
taken aback by Myrna’s erroneous assumption. “I might have talked
with Nima for a total of ten minutes or less. For all I know, he’s
allergic to strawberries or is on a ketogenic diet.”

“Whoa. Touchy subject. Nima’s
really gotten under your skull, uh, I mean skin.”

“Skull.” Pepper laughed. “There may
be more truth to that than I want to admit. No doubt the man’s as
good-looking and charming as the day is long, but…” Pepper flicked
her shoulders. “I know if anyone can uncover the dark secrets of
this mystery man, it’s you.”

“So if not to impress your new
neighbor, why are you baking?”

“Since Jack’s taking me to Porky’s
tonight and Carl’s band is playing, I thought I’d whip up a chilled
treat for Cayenne Crust. Besides, my layered strawberry cheesecake
is one of Jack’s favorite treats.”

“You’ll save a piece for me,
right?”

“Don’t I always?”

“See you tonight, a little before
ten, Suzie Suspicion. Cow Pie Polly is over and out,” Myrna said,
ending the call.


SIX

 That
Evening.

On the Drive to Porky’s
Barrel.

“Pepper, you don’t know anything
about this guy,” Jack said, a trace of chastisement in his tone. Or
was it concern?

“That’s exactly why I invited him
to go on patrol tonight.” Pepper shifted her weight in the
passenger seat of Jack’s souped-up Camaro. “Once I have his
filled-out application in hand, we’ll know oodles more about him,
especially after we run the standard background check. Plus, once
we have more than just his name, Myrna will have the information
necessary to do a deep dive into Nima’s history.”

Jack launched a sideways glance at
her. “I understood that a basic background check done by law
enforcement was supposed to be completed before a person joined the
Neighborhood Watch patrol.”

“Nima’s not a member of the patrol. He’s merely
participating in a ride-along I can end at any time. Spending a
couple of hours with him in a vehicle where he’s basically our
captive is a great way to get to know him better. Besides, Myrna
will be with me to help with the interrogation.”

“Interrogation?”

“What can I say?” Pepper smiled,
tipped her head to the side, and jerked up one shoulder. “I’ve been
hanging around cops too long.”

Jack wheeled the Camaro into the lot of Porky’s
Barrel and parked. He cut the engine, unbuckled his seat belt, and
turned his body at a three-quarters angle to face her. “Nima
doesn’t exist.”

“What do you mean he doesn’t
exist?” Pepper folded her arms over her chest and leaned her
shoulder against the door. “You
saw him. You
spoke to him. I know damn-well he’s
not a figment of my
imagination.”

“I never said you made him up. The
man is real enough, but his name is not.”

Pepper felt the burn of embarrassment on her cheeks.
“I’m sorry, Jack. I don’t know why—”

“Nima Neb does not appear in any of
the local, state, or federal databases I searched.”

“You checked him out already?”
Pepper widened her eyes and relaxed her arms.

“Damn right, I did. And it’s not
just because of the way he leered at you, Pepper. Or the fact that
I have deep feelings for you.”

Her heart swelled with delight over
Jack’s deep feelings comment. Despite the intense desire to attack his lips with
hers, she didn’t move. Just continued to listen.

“When I shook Nima’s hand and
looked into his eyes, my gut told me that man was
not who he claimed to
be.”

Pepper nodded, confirming that was her first
impression of Nima too. Well, sort of anyway.

“People start new lives for a lot
of reasons,” Jack continued. “Some legitimately, but many because
they’re hiding from the law.” He twisted his head to the side and
rubbed the back of his neck. “And there’s another reason, which is
the one
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