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​Chapter 1: A Ring and a Painting 
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A freckled face kid entered the open office door just as the nearby church bells rang twelve. Dressed in a green coat and tan newsboy cap, the visitor held a .45 automatic on his host. The gun and the man’s hard eyes told the man behind the desk that he was not dealing with a youngster.

“You’re Ray Irish,” the gunman accused the man behind the desk. Ray slowly nodded, wondering how fast he might retrieve his gun from the desk drawer. As he gently put his newspaper on the desk, he dropped the idea after a quick calculation of his odds. Fortunately, the young hoodlum lowered his automatic enough to let Ray take a breath. 

“Just a word to the wise, Irish: Lay off the Dela Cruz dame. Don’t take anything she gives you. Just tell her you wouldn’t take it with a ten-foot pole. You understand?”

Ray didn’t have any idea what his intruder was talking about, but he slowly nodded. The gun pointing at him encouraged his agreement.

“Any chance I get an explanation?” Ray asked.

The gunman slid the automatic back in his pocket and grinned.

“No need to worry yourself, gumshoe,” he assured Ray as he backed out of the door. “I’m glad you have some sense. Just don’t forget what I told you. No hard feelings, understand? This is just a business deal.” 

An instant later, the stairs squeaked as the visitor walked down to the street exit. Ray went to the office window and looked out, catching the green coat intruder getting into a black DeSoto passenger side. The car drove away, making a left turn on Cherry Street as the detective considered what the message meant beyond the obvious. He went back to his desk. Ray glanced back to the window, then shook his head as he sat in the chair. He leaned back in the squeaking chair while he rested his feet on the windowsill so he could look over the building next door. The Morning Beacon newspaper scrolled its flashing headlines to pedestrians above the street. The electronic news strip scrolling the latest news about a nationwide walkout of coal miners along with the dire threats of a worldwide heating crisis before the coming winter. 

It’s a damn crazy world.

After glancing at the office door again, Ray went back to reading his newspaper.

~~~
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Detective Arizona Charlie Campbell sat at his desk, chomping on his unlit cigar. He looked at the autopsy report of the latest murder victim in Oyster City. His floppy face turned into a scowl at the description. Sydney Green’s death read like a copy of the murder a month before. They found the corpse hanging by one leg. A young man from an excellent family found with his throat slit and the body drained of blood. He knew the kid had a few minor infractions, a bit of a troublemaker.

Nobody deserved to die like that.

“Are you planning on living in your office now?” The female voice came from the open office door.

“Hiya, Cat. What brings you here?” Arizona asked.

The freckle-faced girl slid into the chair across from him. She wore a green dress, and an outrageous black feathered hat topped her strawberry-blond hair.

“Looking for news,” she told him casually while she beamed a smile. “You know, I’ve got to keep the pictures flowing to the paper.”

“No, you only get photos when you hang out with the sergeant’s desk and grab shots when we bring the crooks in,” he reminded her. “Either come clean or leave. I’m busy.”

Her smile turned into a slight pout when Arizona went back to the report.

“Alright, you’ve got me. I want to know more about those two missing teenagers,” she confessed. “The police have been keeping a tight lid on this one.”

“You’re a photographer,” Campbell reminded her. “Besides, there’s nothing to tell. Two kids fall in love, and they leave town.”

Cat leaned forward. 

“You can’t lie worth a damn,” she said. “Jack Romano is the star quarterback on the football team, and he might get to college that way. Maggie Weber is one of the most popular girls in high school. They found their car out on Oldman Pointe, a known make-out spot for high school kids. Are you telling me they walked away from Oyster City, then hitched a ride to nowhere?” 

He stared at her for a moment. 

“Alright, I can’t lie,” he confessed with a sigh. “I don’t know what happened out there. But you’re barking up the wrong tree by coming here. It’s a missing person’s case, and they found the car outside our jurisdiction. Go bother the state police.”

“Does that mean you’re not working on this case?” Her question appeared framed as an accusation.

“Get off the reporter act with me,” he told her. “I’m only telling you this because we’re friends. Between you and me, I’m not sure what happened. But their parents came here, and I got the police chief to put a call into the state about it. They say they are making it a top priority. Even the district attorney is involved, ok?”

“Alright, Arizona,” she said with a tinge of guilt. “I didn’t mean to press so much. I met with Maggie’s mother, and I promised I would ask.”  

Campbell took a drink of his cold coffee, and his face screwed up at the taste. 

“Listen, I understand, but you can’t come at me whenever something bad happens in this city,” he said thoughtfully. “I’ve got several unsolved murder cases on my desk. I have enough trouble with those.”

“Speaking of that, do you have anything on those murders?” She asked smoothly enough that the cop wondered why she wasn’t a politician. 

“I heard a rumor there’s a link between the La Spina’s chauffeur and that murder the other night,” she lowered her voice. “Somebody cut their throat, isn’t that correct?” 

He scowled at her question. 

“You’re assuming your rumors are correct. I’m warning you right now; don’t go looking for more trouble. Friendship only goes so far with me,” Arizona told her firmly. His tone forced her to nod in agreement.

“Alright, I’ll drop it,” she told him. “How about getting a cup of hot coffee? It’ll be my treat.”

Detective Campbell grinned at her, his yellow teeth showing. 

“I can’t afford to be seen with you today. Everyone in the building saw you come in, which means everyone will know you’re trying to press for information. I’ll take a raincheck.”

The woman stood, adjusting her hat. 

“Well, it’s your loss. I’ll see you soon,” she cheerfully stated as the woman walked to the door. “Maybe the desk sergeant will be nicer to me.”

Campbell shook his head, but he kept his gaze on her nicely compact figure while she walked down the hall, the sound of the high heels tapping on the wooden floor. He told himself he would stop by her apartment soon with a bottle of rye whiskey. While he wasn’t one of the high-class guys she liked to play with, he hoped a few drinks might warm her up. Besides, it gave him an excuse to see her and warn her again. Catherine was not the type to drop something. His gut feeling about the sinister similarity of the murders kept him up at night. Arizona did not need reporters discovering that someone drained the bodies of blood. He liked her well enough, but he did not trust her. 

Catherine Bennett was the type of woman who would steal your wallet while making you feel good about it. 
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The sunshine shot through the dusty, open blinds, forcing Ray to turn his back against the annoying rays of the summer evening sun. Inside the Canton Noodle Parlor, Ray finished his shredded pork in hot garlic sauce with a fork. He never got the hang of using chopsticks. That afternoon, he was in no mood for a lesson. Sitting by his plate were the remains of a nearly empty tumbler of whiskey and water. Usually, Ray enjoyed the food and atmosphere. However, his day started rotten and went downhill since his strange encounter in the morning. 

Gladys Peer, his crazy landlady, came by his office about a half-hour after the young punk with a gun left. She was looking for the rent, which the shamus did not have. He had already blown through his dough from the last couple of cases. He tried to appease Gladys with some half-truths, but Ray figured he would have only a few days before she returned. Later in the day, he tried calling Catherine Bennett, his occasional partner, who wasn’t returning his calls. The last two dollars in his pocket told Ray that he had plenty of reasons to scowl at his food.

The small restaurant held a few people, and the nearby kitchen sounds seemed extra loud. Ray took several more bites, his jaw chewing like a machine, as he thought about the La Spina case. It grated on him that the murder case remained cold. The dead woman paid him to find her killer before she left Oyster City. While the bizarre request seemed nutty at the time, he changed his tune when he learned of the suspicious circumstances of her supposed death overseas. 

Ray knew why!

He saw the body. Greye La Spina lay buried near the state capital. He was sure that her decomposed and mangled body was there with the rest of the unidentified bodies. All the corpses found by the state authorities along the Chesapeake Bay shores lay in the same potter’s graveyard. 

The problem was that Ray could not prove it. Hell, he couldn’t even let the police in on his suspicions. But he knew Greye La Spina never left the United States, and he had used up most of her payment trying to prove it. His search for witnesses and records came up empty. Everything he found showed Greye leaving Oyster City on a train, boarding a ship to Europe, before drowning off Italy’s coast. The police never recovered the body. Ray sighed and finished his drink.  

As Ray slid out of the booth, a feminine figure suddenly blocked his path. He looked up to see a black-haired cutie standing in his way. She gave him a nervous smile and motioned for him to slide back. He retreated to his corner with a puzzled look filling his face. The girl slid in next to him. Her clothes were the latest fashion, but Ray noticed her brown eyes. He could have stared into the eyes for a while. 

“Are you Mr. Irish?” Her voice had the lilt of a slight French accent.

“Yes. What can I do for you?” 

He replied with a broad smile while his eyes gave her a quick look over. It was an exotic look he liked. 

Huang, the owner of the restaurant, arrived at the table for his new customer. The lady glanced at Huang, and then she shook her head when the owner offered her a menu. 

After the disappointed owner left, the woman placed a small, sealed package in front of Ray. 

“I understand you once helped Margie Harris with a similar problem. Will you please open this, Mr. Irish? It is essential.” 

“Sure,” he told her, picking up the box to inspect it before he broke the sealing-wax. 

He remembered Margie. A down-and-out writer who witnessed a murder committed in a parked car along her street. The police couldn’t find the vehicle or body, so they wrote her off as an attention-seeking nut job. It took Ray a couple of weeks to prove her story was accurate when discovering the body before finding the murderer. 

I should have wrapped the case with a bow for the cops. 

The man fumbled with the package as he remembered the case. Instead of giving him a medal, the district attorney threatened obstruction of justice charges against him. Only the reporter’s articles about the police nearly blowing the case got the DA to back off. As for Margie, she had only a couple of nickels to her name, so he didn’t get any money from solving the case. She promised she would pay him the extra hundred when she sold her story to the newspapers. Of course, the last Ray Irish heard from Margie came from a column in the Morning Beacon. She left for New York with a signed contract on the day she promised him the money. They were turning her story about finding the corpse into a Broadway play. 

It was funny that Margie forgot to send him a check. 

The painful jolt from bumping the still sensitive nub of his missing pinky made Ray drop the package on the table. Startled at the noise, she stopped scanning the room. He gave her a sheepish smile; then he focused on the box again. Irish missed her eyes suddenly widen when she glanced out of the window behind him. 

“How do you know Margie?” he asked as he opened the bright red package. 

“I met her at a reception on the night Margie’s play opened,” the woman said. “I mentioned the need to come here, and she spoke highly of your work. There’s even a small part of your work in her play.”

“Yeah, I’m sure,” he replied sourly.

“Although, the actor who plays you in the scene is a much smaller individual,” she observed as she scanned him intently before she glanced behind him again. “I was expecting to find someone more polished.” 

Ray let the comment go as he opened a white plush jeweler’s box. After thumbing the catch, the lid opened. Stuck into the slotted purple satin lining of the box was a woman’s finger-ring. It was a strange-looking hoop of gold wrapped around like the body of a snake, set with five diamonds on the back of the snake with the symbol of a pentagon. The large stones sparkled inside their platinum prongs like slivers of congealed fire. A unique design and expensive as hell, he guessed. 

“What’s this all about?” Ray looked at her.

“I need you to keep this ring and guard it with your life, Mr. Irish.” She hurriedly told him. “My name is Orella Dela Cruz. I’ll pay you a thousand dollars when I return for the package. People are after me, and they want it desperately.” 

Ray looked down at the ring in his hand. 

“Well, you have to give me more than that to work with, sister. This thing looks like it’s worth a lot more than a grand. What’s your game?” 

She attempted another smile, sliding out of the booth. 

“I’m sorry for the mystery, but we cannot speak here. I promise that I’ll come by your office tomorrow and give you a full explanation.” She told him as she glanced at the window behind him. 

“Please consider this valuable ring to be a retainer for your service.” The woman pointed at the package. “Take a look at the wrapping, and you will discover more details.”

Ray reached down into his lap and picked up the red wrapping, laying it on the table to smooth out the crumpled paper. He turned it over to inspect the inside. The document was blank. When he looked back at Orella, she was gone. 

Ray hurriedly slid out of the booth after her, sending his drink to the floor. As he reached the door, he only caught a glimpse of Dela Cruz, who was already in a taxi, telling the driver to hurry away. Ray attempted to run to the street, but Huang caught him and grabbed him by his coat. The small man was swearing in a combination of Chinese and English, accusing Ray of trying to stiff him for the meal. 

He glared at Huang, cursing him sharply before he reminded the restaurant owner that he came to the place several times each month. Ray watched the taxi speed away and returned to the building while Huang held open the door. The detective shoved the ring box into his pocket as he walked inside. 

Moments later, the mystified man walked back to his office with the crumpled wrapping paper along with the broken wax seal in his pocket, along with the ring. He kept thinking of the girl’s anxiety, and he replayed the warning from the green-coated gunman in his office that morning. Ray pondered the problem that just came into his life. When he reached the corner at Cherry Street, he decided to take a detour to see a friend. 
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Footsteps echoed along the sidewalk in the early morning mist that blanketed Oyster City the next morning. Some might consider the early morning darkness and chilly haze bracing. Ray just grumbled to himself that he was a fool as he walked up to the Hopely Arts Center’s front entrance. He saw Catherine Bennett waiting for him at the top of the steps. The strawberry-blond woman wore a light blue dress with a fox stole hung over her shoulders. As he closed the distance to her, the detective noticed her shiver, and the woman crossed her arms tightly around the fur. The man gave her a sly grin when he reached the top step.

“I hope you weren’t waiting too long?” His intentional sarcasm caught her attention. Ray’s dreams about the pretty stranger and her ring vanished at the insistent ringing of his telephone. He didn’t appreciate Cat dragging him out of his bed.

“Oh, you’re a riot!”

She cast an evil glance in their routine that was fast becoming their typical banter while the man grunted. He followed her through the lobby.

Cat worked for the Morning Beacon as a part-time photographer. Otherwise, her gold digger portfolio came from the rich boyfriends she kept happy. The attractive woman remained his sometime business partner, occasionally finding a case to throw over to Ray. It remained a way to keep him in business and to keep opportunities open for herself. 

“It’s your fault when you get me up at such a god-awful hour,” Ray grunted. “Now, what is going on?” Her slightly freckled face kept the frown as she led him along, and he felt her apprehension. 

“Reginald and his friends need your help. You’re the troubleshooter for these kinds of things.” 

He looked around the place with a nod. Ray guessed Reginald would be the new man she mentioned the other day. She dated a wealthy guy so often; the names came and went for him.

Any gigantic building seems creepy enough in the dead of night, but hearing the faint echoes of half-muted personal conversations somewhere deep inside the building gave him the willies. The slap of his shoe leather, along with the tapping of women’s high heels, on the white stone floor echoed in the musty-smelling air. The private detective came out of his early morning fuzz to wonder at several items that were amiss, including the fact no security guard greeted them.

“So, why the mystery?” he asked when he noticed her slow pace in the pale light. “Normally, I can’t shut you up when you have something to talk about.”

Cat shook her head like she wanted to forget something, her complexion pale, which fit the vast lobby’s eerie atmosphere. 

“You have to see this to believe it!” 

Ray felt the tension and knew something unpleasant was waiting for him. He occasionally tugged at the rim of his Fedora out of habit. The man shuffled along with his unusual gait and slumped over posture, both permanent reminders of a Japanese artillery shell landing too close. However, his long legs allowed him to keep up with his silent partner. They passed the human-sized marble sculptures of Greek and Roman figures interspersed along the walls. Out of habit, he tried to scrutinize each ghostly white face in the alcoves, determining if he’d seen the sculpture in a book he’d read. However, the marble statues appeared out of place as he rounded a strange cubic thing that sat in the middle of the floor. At first glance, it looked like some alien spacecraft he saw in the pulp magazines linking Pappy’s newsstand. Whatever the so-called art was, it cast strange shadows. 

The whole place cast the same strange gloom as the rest of the damn city. 

While they walked in the dim light, he fumbled to unbutton his long, dark gray wool coat. As they turned the corner into a large room, they saw a group of four waiting. The detective’s stoop and shuffling walk caused the four men to mistake Irish for an old man at first. A slight man with slicked-back black hair and dark brown eyes advanced to them. Surprise crossed his face when he saw Ray’s youthful but rugged look. He hesitated before he extended his hand.

“Mr. Irish? My apologies, I...well, I’m happy you came,” he said with a slight Spanish accent. “I’m Harold Garza, curator for the Hopely Arts Center. We have a terrible situation and need your help. I know it’s a dreadfully early hour, but Mr. Carter told me once of your help in a delicate business matter. Miss Bennett suggested we engage you immediately.” 

Garza’s hand felt like ice to Ray, and he followed the director over to the three men waiting nearby. Ray nodded at Frances Carter the Third, who returned the nod. Dressed in a black tuxedo, the investment banker kept the same expression. His broad face wore a tight-lipped mask while deep blue eyes looked over Ray carefully. The prominent Oyster City businessman, who was also the Hopely Museum’s chairman of the board, introduced Ray to the others standing next to him. ​

A few months before, Ray put an end to a blackmail scheme that involved sex-filled photos and letters involving Carter’s young wife. Initially engaged to pay off the blackmailers, the detective decided on a different path. He discovered the hideout of a former husband who held incriminating evidence of Carter’s wife. With the help of a smoke diversion started by Catherine Bennett, the shamus retrieved the blackmail evidence. He handed it over to Frances Carter, and the rich man’s gratitude provided compensation enough to keep Ray’s new detective business afloat at the time. It also gave him a developing reputation, which Ray welcomed as a newcomer to the city. His other benefit was Carter’s pretty daughter, Samantha. Unfortunately, Frances Carter’s gratitude did not extend to his daughter. Ray and Samantha had to meet on the sly for a blistering two-week romance before she called it quits. He couldn’t forget that day since he felt like a fool for letting her get under his skin.

Standing next to Carter, a slender man with a V-shaped face and carefully clipped Van Dyke beard regarded the troubleshooter with an air of conceit. The attitude, along with a hawk-like nose, caught the detective’s attention. As Ray learned, the art critic and a national journalist carried the improbable name of Marc Kiilu. He liked to dress like his artist brethren. Wearing dungaree pants and a green broadcloth shirt, he appeared out of place among those wearing tuxedos around him. While Ray never heard of the guy, those in the small group regarded Kiilu as a near equal to their social positions. In this manner, the art critic heartily agreed with the group’s assessment, the superior air of his presence immediately grating on Ray. Killu’s narrow, intense blue eyes steadily observed the detective in the gray coat as Ray turned to Cat. 

Catherine stood next to a thin, brown hair young man named Reginald Kincaid, who brought her to the Center. He gave Ray the impression of a milksop, standing like an undertaker with his gray pallor, dark eyes, and black tuxedo. Kincaid provided him with a weak, cold handshake that gave Ray the willies. The expression he gave Cat caused her to scowl while her lips pursed tightly. 

You’re fooling yourself, lady.  

“Cat didn’t give me a description of the problem over the phone, Mr. Garza,” Ray turned back to his host, noting the back-and-forth glances among his new clients. 

“What’s happened and what you want from me?”

The curator nodded and, without another word, started toward the other end of the exhibition hall. His reluctant walk told the detective that they were heading into trouble. Carter and Kiilu followed behind the shamus, but deliberately, as if they would have preferred not to be there. The undertaker and Cat remained behind.

Walking through the darkened hall, they passed various exhibits hidden in shadows. Each person remained quiet while the noise of their footsteps filled the air. The sound mixed eerily above them as the echoes rained down from the high ceiling. Ray could make out two massive white pillars, one in each corner of the room. They gave the place a strange Greek look.

Garza came to a stop a few paces away from the column. Ray noticed the spotlight beam came from behind the massive pole, displaying a thick wooden plank nailed across horizontally. The display formed a crude-looking cross. In the harsh back light which temporarily blinded him, Ray moved aside, finally seeing the reason for his visit. A body hung from the wooden plank; the forearms nailed into the wood. The gray face and open mouth of the crucified man appearing like an eternal scream of torment.

Ray witnessed a lot of horrible death during his three years of hell in the Pacific; however, the scene made him pause. 

The white marble floor had a pool of blood at the base of the improvised cross. The troubleshooter gingerly stepped around the pool, stopping to crouch as he gave a careful look at the long spear lying in the dark liquid. He noticed the spotlight deliberately placed behind the pillar and body to provide a morbid theater effect. 

He drew closer to the blue-uniformed body hanging several feet above him and noted how the screams of the dying man would have carried throughout the place. Either the killer didn’t care, or the victim was unconscious. There was no ladder in sight, but Ray knew the victim, along with the plank, required a platform to put the body where the feet dangled above the floor. It told him more than one person had to be involved.

Scrutinizing the body, Ray followed the large bloodstain that ran down the clothes from the stab wound on the man’s side, no doubt from the lance on the floor. The trail of blood dripped across one of the dead man’s black leather shoes. The shamus noticed the railroad spikes driven through the victim’s wrists into the support beam. 

It was a coldly calculated, horrific way to die. 

Recalling his Bible stories, Ray knew the victim must have spent a considerable amount of time suffering before he died. However, the lance made quick work of it. The whole thing appeared staged, yet somehow, he felt the scene carried a spontaneity. Irish could not get a handle on the reason for his feeling.

You don’t kill an old night watchman just because he’s in the building. He saw something.

“I take it you discovered the corpse. What time did you find the body?” Ray finally asked Garza when he turned back to the pale-faced director.

“We arrived about an hour ago. The doors to the center are closed to the public at five-thirty each day; however, I was in my office until about eight o’clock,” Garza said. “Townsend was sitting on the stool by the front door when I left the building, just like he always does.” Ray stepped over the hideous pool, which looked black in the light as he walked back to the group. 

“Obviously, your night watchman ran into a killer who knows your schedules. From the amount of blood, I guess an artery got pierced by the lance.” Ray paused as he tried to think through the killing. “I assume he is the only guard at night?” Garza nodded his confirmation. 

“It’s lunacy, sheer madness.” Garza appeared to be speaking to himself while he stared up at the wall directly in front of the pillar. 

“It’s like some hideous joke.”

“Yeah, some joke. They’re supposed to be funny,” Ray reminded him grimly. 

“This isn’t.” 

His gaze followed in the direction of Graza’s eyes. When he saw the painting, Ray understood what Harold Garza meant. 

As the spotlight beam passed from behind the corpse, the white light exposed a large, bright depiction of a crucifixion which hung on a wall across from the tortured man. It would have been the last thing the victim saw in his dying torment. 

The painting dazzled with garish colors, and it looked like someone used a straw brush to brush the oils. The scene inside the picture showed Christ’s crucifixion’s classical image, except a vaguely uniformed man hung in the place of Jesus. Against a gray sky background and a cross of black, the pain-contorted, bleeding body in the picture stared back at the dead man on the pillar. Ray didn’t bother to guess the artist’s intent, but the image was nearly a dead ringer for the gruesome killing. Then, he noticed the spectators in the background along the bottom of the painting. Naked bodies wearing white, devil-like masks danced around the body. One disguise in the picture caused him to do a double take. The mask eerily reminded him of a chance encounter with a similar disguise several months before.  

Ray immediately dismissed any idea of a connection. He arrived in Oyster City a few months before. The dark alley where he saw a similar mask had nothing to do with the painting. It had to be a coincidence. 

“What the hell is this all about?” He finally asked, trying to understand the bloody scene.

“We don’t know anything about it,” Carter spoke up from behind. “When we arrived, I was leading the party through here into another room and found the body.”

Ray glanced back. “Any ideas on why anybody wanted to kill this man? Better yet, psychopaths, you know of running around here?”

Garza shook his head, his voice a whisper. 

“I mean to murder someone so fiendishly. Townsend is a night watchman.”

“You’re telling me he wasn’t important enough,” Ray sarcastically stated as he moved closer to the golden framed image.

Garza’s face blanched at the comment. 

“No, it’s just Townsend was a nice guy who kept to himself,” he said. “Our guard was a quiet person who got along with everyone.”

Ray nodded, but his face remained skeptical. 

“Was he married?” He asked as he glanced over. Francis Carter and Marc Kiilu remained like statues, keeping their distance from the display. Carter kept looking away from the sight in their strained silence.

Garza shook his head when he answered, 

“No, he was single and retired. Townsend told me he was a detective with the Pinkerton Agency before they forced him into retirement.”

“To live out his years in peace and quiet,” the shamus commented aloud as he frowned at the irony. “Is the nut job who painted that damn picture still alive?” 

He asked, trying to pull his eyes away. The scene on canvas made the horror of the reality that much worse. Harold Garza remained quiet, and his face went a couple of shades paler. 

“What the hell does that have to do with this murder?” Carter suddenly snapped.

“It’s showing us a copy of the crime, and someone deliberately placed the painting across from the murder victim. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out why I would ask. Now, is the painter alive or not?” Ray held his ex-clients’ gaze for a moment.

“Listen, we have nothing to hide,” Garza hastily interceded. “I don’t think any of us noticed this painting hanging there until now. You see, after we found the body, we didn’t stay around for very long. Townsend was dead, and we had to determine our next steps. It’s been a shock for all of us to see such a terrible death,” 

“Yeah, killings can do that, I guess.” Ray knew people reacted to murder differently, but he did not like the answers so far. 

“Let’s get back to who the painter was?” 

“Gabriel Reece painted the picture, but that’s not relevant to this killing,” Carter said emphatically. “It just can’t be connected to him.”

“And why not?” Ray asked skeptically. “You’ve already said Reece is here.” 

“He’s not the type,” Carter told him. 

“I can tell you that somebody has moved the painting,” Garza insisted. “When I left the museum earlier, Reece’s work hung on the wall over there.” Ray looked over into a dark area across the room where the curator pointed. He couldn’t see the other wall, but he assumed the man told him the truth. It would be easy to verify.

“Does Reece have any connection with your security guard?” Ray looked over the array of suspects.

“Gabriel is one of our talented local artists,” Garza said. “I’m sure he must have met our night watchman at times when he came over in the evenings. We’ve displayed several of his paintings here. But they were never friends that I know about. You see, we use this area to show those local artists who are moving the art world forward.” 

“Where is Reece?” The detective asked. 

Carter stepped closer, giving him a self-satisfied smile. 

“I had Gabriel take Samantha out of here. They are in the Print Room. They arrived just a few minutes after we did, so he’s not a suspect. He comes from a well-respected family within Oyster City.”

Ray kept his temper at the dig. Carter could be a real ass when he wanted. 

“How many more people came with you in the middle of the night?” he grumbled with a glare.

“Only Mrs. Rose Smyth joined us. She’s in another room as well. As you know, Rose is one of the major sponsors of the artist community in Oyster City,” Carter reminded him.

“It’s understandable how shaken we were after seeing—that.” Harold Garza interjected, and he looked visibly ill. 

Ray frowned. 

“Alright, let’s go for the obvious question,” he said. “What in the hell are all of you people doing here at four in the morning?” 

Carter took the ball, outlining the night.

“It was around three fifteen when we arrived, Mr. Irish. We came over directly from my house. Earlier in the evening, I hosted a party for several prominent families,” he explained. “We had a great night talking about the center and its future. Before I realized it, it was just after two o’clock. I believe Mr. Kiilu suggested we come over to view the recent Raphael acquisition. He reminded us that the Madonna of Bogota just waited for us. Everyone left came over when I suggested a private screening, so to say. Nobody could refuse the offer, especially when a noted art critic came to town to see this painting.”

“And you all came over?” Ray asked. He didn’t try to hide his disbelief. 

“None of you could wait until daylight?”

“You don’t know much about the art world or its habits,” Marc Kiilu’s reply came with a tight-lipped, condescending smile.

“No, you’re correct about that,” Ray replied sharply, “But I’ve learned a lot about murders since I’ve come to Oyster City. There’s never been one without reason. I’m trying to find a motive that might come into play here. Now, assuming a psychopath didn’t kill your watchman, then maybe he walked in on another crime like a robbery?”

“But that’s absurd,” the curator’s head jerked up at the thought.

“Why?” Ray insisted. “I read in the Beacon that your new Raphael picture is worth a fortune. I’m sure some of the other pieces in this building are worth a lot of cash to the right people. This crazy killing could be a great distraction from the main event.”

“What could a thief possibly do with such a priceless artifact?” Kiilu asked, then shook his head at the detective’s apparent lack of intelligence. “Every gallery and collector in the world would know someone stole it.”

Ray stared at the arrogant intellectual for a moment. He debated how the man would handle a punch in the jaw.

“I suppose none of your society friends would purchase something under the table,” he replied after a deep breath. “Has anyone doubled-checked the displays here to see if anything is missing?” 

Garza’s eyes widened at the idea, and he hastily shook his head. 

“No, this is a large building; I haven’t looked at our collection,” he confessed. “Once we found the body, we were rather busy trying to determine our next steps.”

Ray interrupted him impatiently. 

“Listen, I’m a private detective,” he reminded Garza. “All of you realize that this murder is police business. Why are they not here yet?”

Garza looked at Carter, and the chairman cleared his throat. 

“You must understand, Mr. Irish, that we are in an unfortunate position. We have devoted much time and a lot of money to make this center a success,” he explained. “If this brutal killing becomes public, it will cause great difficulty for the center. Not to mention the rest of us, of course.”

“Perhaps, or it might become a moneymaker for you,” Ray suggested. “I can see folks lining up at the door to gawk at the place where somebody bumped your guard off. At ten cents a head, you’ll have this place rolling in dough.” 

He gave him a knowing look. Francis Carter’s face went red at the thought. 

“We couldn’t possibly do that. Such an action would lower the prestige of this institution to nothing more than a sideshow carnival. We must find some way to keep out of any hint of scandal,” he insisted. 

Ray suddenly noticed Catherine and her undertaker date walk into the pale light at the exhibition hall door. He wasn’t surprised at her curiosity, but he remained curious why she stayed away from the hideous display. Cat liked photos for the readers, the more gruesome, the better for her pocketbook.

“Are you asking me to get rid of the body and then eliminate any trace of the murder?” Ray’s intentionally caustic response caused a stir among the small group. 

“Oh, by God, we have no intention of such a thing!” Garza exclaimed. “Miss Bennett told us of your ingenuity, Mr. Irish. We’re hoping you could advise us how to handle this matter with the least amount of publicity when we engage the police.”

Ray had already decided on the course of action. 

“Listen, Cat is a good egg. But publicity or not, the Oyster City police get very upset about someone interfering with a homicide,” Ray warned them. “The cops would jail me in a heartbeat if they thought I was trying to cover up this mess. You can expect they’ll run each of you through the wringer just for this delay. I’ll play the intermediary if you need me to, but the police will come in the next few minutes. Now, where’s your phone?” 

The group stared at him like a deer in the headlights before Garza pointed out the direction of his office. Ray decided someone misinformed them about how the police would react, or they wanted to cover up this killing to save their hides. He decided he didn’t have the patience to find out.

Ray passed by Carter, telling the banker he wanted a retainer check if the Hopely Art Center wanted him to hang around after the cops arrived. The stubborn look told Ray that he would not be getting any money for his early morning trip. He shrugged his shoulders and walked toward the phone. 

Ray entered a room displaying etchings and block prints. He immediately noticed Samantha. A young woman in a white dress sat on a plush-covered bench near the entrance. She sat next to a young man, about her age, dressed in dungaree pants and a loud yellow shirt. A middle-aged woman sat on the other end of the bench, her gold dress too tight for her expanding figure. Ray’s shadow crossed them in the dim light as he walked across the carpet. The girl emitted a frantic, surprised gasp, nearly jumping to her feet.

“Calm down, Samantha. I’m one of the good guys,” Ray told her with a grin.

“Ray, why are you here?” She sank back with a deep sigh.

“That’s the question I had. How are you doing?” 

It had been a couple of weeks since he last spoke to the petite girl. He noticed she had changed her hairstyle. The stylish shortcut brown hair complimented her attractive round face. Despite her unnatural pallor and tear-stained cheeks, she looked great. 

“That’s a funny question. I’m not doing too well,” Samantha replied sarcastically before going silent. 

“Don’t you have enough sense not to sneak up on people at a time like this?” The older woman’s sharp voice interrupted the conversation.

“Next time, I’ll wear bells, lady.” He answered with a stiff smile.

“Are you the detective?” the young man with a porcelain face asked while he eyed Ray cautiously. He had long dark hair and imperious green eyes. 

“Looking for Garza’s office,” Ray told him. “You must be Gabriel Reece.”

Nodding, Reece waved a hand toward another door. 

“In there,” he told the shamus.

A few moments later, Ray called his friend, Arizona Campbell. He thought a direct call could help bypass any reporters hanging out at the police dispatch center. After only getting a couple of sentences out about the murder and Art Center, Ray moved the receiver away from his ear as Arizona loudly cursed the gumshoe. 

“What the hell are you doing there? You know the procedures. Why haven’t you called the police desk?” The lieutenant breathed fire through the line.

Ray took a deep breath.

“They wanted this thing kept quiet, so they called a shamus in for the job,” he told him. “You know I’d look around, ask a few questions, and then tell them who the killer is. They must realize how well I can fix problems around here.”

“Yeah! Well, you don’t want my opinion of your reputation.” The man on the other end of the phone loudly puffed while struggling to get out of his bed.

“Listen, they are trying to keep the reporters out of this for a while,” Ray told him. “All the evidence remains just like when I arrived. Plus, you have all the suspects in one place.”

“Well, damn it; keep your keister there unless you want me to slap you into a holding cell. I’ll send someone over,” Arizona told him, then he hung up with a loud click.

Samantha Carter remained on the plush bench when Ray entered the room again. The woman looked vulnerably appealing to the man. She sat leaning forward with her hands in her lap. Ray wondered why her father wasn’t there, comforting the girl. He came closer to the bench, noticing Mrs. Smyth scowling at him. The old lady didn’t like smart retorts from people of his lower social status.

“I take it you saw the mess out there?” Ray stepped next to Samantha, looking down at her. He didn’t like how he asked the question. She simply nodded, and Ray expressed his condolences.

“Samantha, did you see the painting across from the body when you arrived?” He wanted to confirm her father’s account of the events. She gave him a blank look, then shook her head.

“No, I didn’t see that much. We came in late, and we found Dad and everyone standing in the hall. He tried to get me out of there, but I saw enough to make me sick.” She told him her attention remained focused on the floor. 

“Yeah, that stuff will do that to you. Where did Gabriel go?” He asked. 

Vulnerable blue eyes glanced up at him and then retreated to stare at her hands again. 

“He went to get a drink of water,” she told him. 

Her utterly flat voice gave Ray a gut feeling that something more than the shock of walking in on a hideous homicide affected the woman. He gazed at her for a moment, strongly tempted to reach out and place a comforting hand on her shoulder. 

Instead, the gumshoe walked out of the room, meeting Cat at the lobby area entrance. Now alone, his photographer partner gave him a leer. She enjoyed watching his conversation with Carter’s daughter.

“She’s not your type, shamus,” Cat told him in a breezy whisper. “After she dumped you, she went back after artists, people with talent.” 

“Yeah, that’s hilarious,” he replied in a biting tone. “Unlike you, Samantha Carter has class and scruples.” 

Cat glowered at him, but she held her tongue for the moment.

“Did you figure out anything?” she asked.

“Yeah, you’re all involved.” Ray shook his head with a tired scowl. “It’s a damn puzzle right now. Anyway, you better hang around and have your alibi ready since the cops are coming. You know they’ll be putting you and your new undertaker boyfriend through the wringer. I’m going out front to wait until they get here.” 

He brushed by her, going into the lobby. He stopped, turning back. 

“I forgot to ask you something. Why haven’t you got your news pals down here already? You’re not the type to give up on some exclusive news and pictures.”

“You don’t know me as well as you think, Irish. Reginald asked me to keep this quiet.” Cat explained. 

“I get it; your boyfriend didn’t want the publicity. You never cease to surprise me.” 

He walked away. The shamus didn’t bother to look back, since he knew she was throwing daggers at him with her stare.

Ray and Cat had a strange partnership, and he still wasn’t sure where he stood with her on any day. Despite her heart of larceny, he liked her in more ways than he wanted to admit. And Ray knew her attraction to him. Well, at least, he believed it in the way that she stuck with him. Always in control, Cat would not allow him to get too close. She reserved her attention for males able to afford her social climbing.  

Halfway down the large hall, Ray stopped dead in his tracks, suddenly listening to the silence. The voices that once echoed in the other rooms’ background suddenly vanished in the extensive building. He found the dark silence so intense that it carried a physical presence. Something inside Ray told him someone waited and watched. Then he heard the sound. Instead of a typical tapping noise of leather soles across a stone floor, the sound he heard barely whispered something different. Someone was deliberately tiptoeing across the cold marble. 

The idea that someone snuck around a building that held a dead body forced Ray to pull his .45 automatic from an underarm holster. Sliding behind a large display of ancient Chinese porcelain, he peered around the lobby toward the sound. Almost immediately, he noticed a slight movement at the front entrance, near the exhibits of ancient statues he passed earlier. There were just a couple of dim lights casting a soft glow across the vast lobby, but he caught a glimpse. A shadow stealthily moved along to a place near a sculpture. Ray leaned against the display in front of him, peering into the shadows. For a long moment, nothing moved.

“Might as well come out,” Ray spoke out as he took a different tack. “I’ve got you covered.” 

The response came in the form of a bullet sent his way. It went too high, striking a large pot on the shelf above him. Pieces of ancient pottery showered the detective, and he quickly backed behind the case. The shamus caught sight of the figure moving away before quickly exiting into another room through an arched doorway. He raced down the lobby to the entrance as he heard Cat’s voice calling out in the dark hall. In another part of the center, a male voice yelled out something unintelligible. 

When Ray reached the door through which the gunman had disappeared, he found the exhibition room filled with darkness. He quickly slid past the room’s entrance, going behind a strange-looking sculpture. He expected the sound of gunfire. Instead, silence covered the area except for the sound of his winded breath. Nothing stirred in the shadowed room. 

After a moment, his eyes adjusted to the blackness, and he determined his location inside a room. Filled with unusual displays which cast weird looking shadows, the shamus worked his way through the room, keeping close to the wall. 

Despite feeling like a blind man searching for a needle in the sizeable area, he discovered as much as possible in the next few minutes. As he meticulously moved and slipped behind various displays, Ray determined the Center’s layout. It held four or five exhibition rooms, each connected to the main lobby. Like a deadly maze, the place had multiple doors into other small spaces, most of which joined the main hall. Anyone could have popped off a shot and quickly ducked behind the numerous exhibits and floor displays. When Ray finally got back to the center of the main lobby, the suspects stood under the pale light of a single overhead lamp. The group, gathered in a circle, looked like they were waiting for someone to tell them what to do next. Only Cat was missing. The group gawked at the troubleshooter’s gun, still in his hand.

“What in the hell were you shooting at?” Carter demanded as he stared at the man’s hand.

“I didn’t take a shot. But someone took out one of your vases by aiming at my head.” Ray stated. 

Garza went pale at the announcement. His expression confirmed the man was more concerned about losing an ancient artifact than the death of a certain private detective. 

“I noticed someone sneaking across the lobby,” Ray said as he looked over the group. “When I warned them to stop, they sent a bullet my way.”

“The murderer?” Reece gasped. “Is he still here?”

“Maybe,” Ray told them as he holstered his gun. 

“Whoever took the pot shot at me might have gone out through the front door, but I probably would have seen that. Or they might have slipped out through a window or other exits I’m not aware of.” 

“But every window and door has an alarm,” Garza told him. 

Ray scratched his head at the news. Neither scenario seemed likely. He carefully observed those standing around him. 

“Then, the person who took the shot is in this lobby right now,” he said.

Garza looked apprehensively at the surrounding shadows, but Kiilu instantly realized what Ray suggested. He gave another one of his smiles, which made Ray want to smack the man’s face. 

“Are you accusing one of us?” he hummed.

“No accusations, just following the logic,” Ray told him with a scowl. “Now, where were all of you when you heard the gunshot?”

Their answers didn’t clarify anything. Reginald stated he was talking with Mrs
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