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    For A.M., as always.
Special thanks to Jennifer Barnes for her extraordinary editing skills. Working with her was an absolute delight.

      

    


Author’s Note

No part of this book, including the cover, was created with the help of AI. The cover art is composed images that I took plus a healthy dose of filters and transparencies.

I took some liberties with the placement of the statue of St. George and the Dragon. It’s actual location is less remote than is described in this book. Also the surrounding roads are currently closed to vehicle traffic. It is worth visiting, and is close to several other interesting museums and monuments.

This was not an easy book to write, as it was drafted in a time of global fear and uncertainty combined with personal challenges. I hope reading it provides a bit of escape for you.
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Chapter One
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Unless they were from her girlfriend, Paige Harmon did not like surprises. A far-right candidate for governor showing up at her office qualified as unpleasant in the extreme.

His name was Arlo Spicer. Seeing him with two other men, probably bodyguards and/or henchmen, kicked Paige’s self-preservation instincts into overdrive. She had never actually crossed swords with Arlo, but she had encountered his wife. That had led to her and her best friend almost being killed. So Paige reached for her gun.

Arlo’s goons were good. Paige had her hand on the grip of her gun, but somehow theirs were already drawn while hers had yet to clear its holster.

If she was going to die, she wasn’t going to go without a fight, so Paige didn’t move her hand. “What the fuck are you doing here?” she said.

Arlo raised his arms from his sides. He looked like a conductor calling for pianissimo. “Maybe we can turn the temperature down a touch. Please. I assure you, we mean you no harm.”

“Well. That would be new, considering your wife tried to have me killed a couple times.”

“Roxanne has made some questionable choices in business partners, I’ll agree with you there. And I am sorry that things escalated so badly. But I had nothing to do with the unpleasantness you endured.” He looked at each of his associates, who reluctantly lowered, but did not holster, their weapons. 

“Thank goodness for small favors, I guess. My question still stands.”

“My security detail has reason to be jumpy, as you can imagine.”

Paige lifted an eyebrow. “You are a bit removed from your comfort zone in the middle of the state.”

“My base of operations seems to be less secure than I imagined. You heard about the hunting accident?”

Paige nodded once. Arlo Spicer had been out drumming up support with gun and hunting enthusiasts. During a hunting trip, he’d nearly been hit by a stray bullet. “One of your bodyguards was shot by a deer rifle, correct?”

“He was killed instantly. Both of these men knew him.”

“I’m sorry for their loss. That still doesn’t explain why you’re here.”

“I don’t think that incident was an accident. I think my wife was trying to assassinate me.”

Paige tried to feel surprise, but found it to be in short supply. She had, after all, been the one to send files alerting Arlo Spicer to one of his wife’s liaisons. Even if Roxanne Cushing Spicer had her husband’s blessing to engage in affairs necessary to the interest of expanding their jointly owned gun manufacturing business, Paige doubted the gubernatorial hopeful appreciated the fallout which ensued. Still, she opted to feign ignorance. “Why would your wife want to assassinate you?”

”She became too friendly with some of those aforementioned business partners, as you’ll recall. I’ve asked her to distance herself from the ones who are still alive. It’s hurting the PA Patriot Arms brand. And frankly it’s damaging to my campaign as well. I’d be lying if I told you our marriage was a happy one. But for publicity’s sake, I had hoped it would last until after the election in the fall.”

“You’ve got to be aware of how I feel about your campaign. Why are you coming to me about this?”

“Someone once said ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend.’ While I don’t wish to be enemies with my wife, she seems to be intent on forcing the issue. I thought, if you were to follow her or at least let her know you’re watching, maybe she’d put whatever plans she’s hatching on hold. God knows you’re dogged enough, and you can certainly be imposing. As a bonus, if you were to catch her in any kind of infidelity, that might prove very useful to me.”

Paige sighed as she considered what Spicer was offering. “I did warn you once already that your wife was into this questionable stuff. Why wait until now to take action?”

“Honestly? She hadn’t tried to kill me yet.”

“And how do you know she tried to shoot you? If that’s what you’re implying?”

“I don’t,” Arlo said. “I suspect she paid someone to do it. Either with cash, favors, or something else.”

“Favors?”

“Of the kind she apparently bestowed on a certain businessman before he met his demise at an abandoned school.”

“I honestly don’t know how much help I can be. I can’t exactly operate discreetly around her.”

“Like I said, the show of force might be all that’s needed.”

She didn’t have an answer for that.

“Give it some thought, at least. I know you and I are on opposite sides of the aisle. But I also know you don’t suffer murderers. In that regard, at least, I’d like to think we’re the same.”
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There was a time when Paige would have recoiled at the idea of involving a lover in one of her cases. Her girlfriend Leda, however, took a strange delight in accompanying her. She certainly provided good cover. People looking for a tail rarely were going to suspect two women who were just as apt to be holding hands and necking as they were to be scanning the room.

“You know I love being your beard,” Leda teased. She sipped at her drink, which was non-alcoholic. 

Paige lifted an eyebrow and sipped at her own virgin concoction. “Maybe I should start making you wear a disguise, too.”

“Can it be those Groucho Marx glasses? With the eyebrows and moustache?”

“Not the most discreet option.”

Leda pouted. 

“I’m not saying you wouldn’t look adorable in them.”

“Well, at least I know what to put on next time you want me to dress up and roleplay.”

Paige sighed.

“So. Who are we after tonight?” Leda asked.

“Actually, I’m not investigating anyone. I’m just doing some pregame recon.”

“Oh? Is that why we’re not drinking the good stuff?”

“We’re not drinking the good stuff because we’re both strapped.”

“And you like to pregame while strapped.”

“I like to do lots of things strapped.”

“And I like to be strapped.” Leda winked and took a sip of her drink.

Paige failed epically at keeping herself from blushing. Leda often had that effect on her. So she turned the conversation back to business. “One of the bartenders reached out. She’s going to meet with me at the office. I wanted to get an idea of what her vibe is.”

“Makes sense.” Leda did a good job of looking around without being obvious about it. “Which one?”

“The one named Cleo. She’s closest to us.”

“Kinda cute. I suppose a threesome is off the table if you’re working for her.”

Paige just barely managed to keep from headdesking on their table. “What would Andie think if you hooked up with someone before she had a crack at you?”

“Maybe it would spur her into action.”

“Don’t I get a say in what action you have?”

“I mean, I guess it’s the polite thing to do since we’re shacked up together now.”

Leda had recently moved in with Paige full-time. She still had her own apartment in the city, but was subletting it to a young culinary student they’d recently helped. “I’m so glad your manners are intact,” Paige said, “even if your wholesomeness is just a facade.”

Leda blew her a raspberry.

“I also want to make sure we’re not being tracked by Arlo Spicer and his goon squad.”

“Yuck,” Leda said. “What does that creep want?”

“He says he wants to hire me. His bodyguards nearly blew my head off this morning when they came by.”

Leda’s gaze narrowed. “Who do I need to cut?”

“No one, yet. If someone needs filleted, I’ll make sure you get dibs.”

“You better. Andie might kill them too quickly. They try to hurt you? I want them to suffer for a long, long time.”

“You know, I like to tell myself that it’s my fault you’ve turned into such a monster of retribution, but I think deep down you’ve always been a little off-kilter.”

Leda leaned forward. “I can use my powers for good as well as bad. Or, if you push me far enough, I can use them for really, really naughty.”

Paige didn’t bother trying to hide her arousal. “I think we’ve seen enough here. Let’s get you home, properly lubricated with a real drink, and see just how naughty your powers can be.”

“That sounds like a divine plan.”
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Chapter Two
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“You were in my bar this weekend. You and a pretty girl. Not that you aren’t pretty, too.”

Paige had recognized her visitor when the woman walked into her office. She didn’t let on that she’d been doing an in-person background check. “You were tending bar, right?”

The woman nodded. She had short, spiky hair dyed purple with blonde tips. She’d introduced herself as Cleo Rose. “Were you on a case?”

“A date,” Paige replied. “I was with my girlfriend.”

“Right on. You guys been together long?”

“Longer than I’ve been with anyone else.”

“Congratulations. I think my longest relationship was around three months. I’m not a fan of commitment.”

“How long have you been at Stiff Bree’s?”

Cleo Rose thought for a moment. “Off and on for a little over a year.”

“Well there you go. Sounds pretty committed to me.”

Cleo blushed. “It pays the bills.”

Paige gestured around the office. “Supposedly so does this. Anyway, what can I help you with?”

Cleo sighed. “I don’t even know where to start. I have a friend. She’s into some weird stuff.” She paused there.

“Illegal weird stuff? Morally questionable weird? Or just weird-weird?”

Cleo snorted. “Probably the second. I don’t know. Maybe some of the first, but we don’t talk about it much.”

“Are we talking drugs? Prostitution?”

“No, I don’t think so. Maybe some weed, right? She’s an artist.”

“So’s my girlfriend.”

“No kidding? Does she smoke?”

“She does not.”

“Oh.” Cleo fiddled with her hands.

Paige could tell she was nervous, probably trying to decide how much to reveal. She didn’t know how to put the woman’s mind at ease, so she just pressed as gently as possible. “Can I assume your friend is missing?”

Cleo nodded. “She hasn’t gone completely dark. I still get the occasional message from her. But they’ve been weird lately. They don’t sound like her. And the last two times we’ve tried to get together, she’s ghosted. I’m worried something’s happened to her. I don’t want to go to the cops, and I’m not sure they’d help even if I did.”

“What makes you think so?’

Cleo spread her hands. “You were at the bar with your girlfriend, right? So you know what kind of clientele we attract. Cops would be just as likely to throw me in jail as to take me serious. Plus I don’t want them sending ICE after any of our kitchen staff.”

“Okay. Who’s your friend?”

“Her name is Aimee. A-I-M-E-E. Last name’s Cahill.”

Paige started taking notes. “And she’s an artist.”

“That’s right.”

“What kind of art?”

Cleo thought for a moment. “She dabbles in all sorts of stuff. Paint. Photography. Mixed media.”

“Is her art the ‘weird stuff’ you alluded to?”

“Yeah. She makes...I don’t know how to describe it. Witchy stuff I guess? Things to go on altars and stuff. She says she uses polyresin or something for it, but I don’t know. Some of it looks so real.”

Paige sat back. “I’m afraid I’m not following you. What looks real?”

“The bones,” Cleo said.

“Bones?”

“Yeah. She makes altar pieces and other statues, I guess. Out of bones. Or what looks like bones. Like I said, she told me they’re stone or plastic or whatever that stuff is.”

“But you think otherwise?”

“She admitted some of her things are made from animal bones. Like she’d get a whole chicken from the store and bleach the bones or something. But some of the skulls? I don’t know. I’ve never studied them up close, but they sure look real to me.”

Paige set the pen down on the notepad and leaned back in her chair. “Can I assume these skulls aren’t animal?”

Cleo shook her head. “No. They’re human.”
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Paige didn’t see any reason to overcomplicate things, so she went down to the art studio where Leda worked.

“Hey, Lover!” Her girlfriend’s face lit up like an excited puppy. “I didn’t think I’d get to see you until tonight.”

Paige kissed her. “I assure you, this visit is all business.”

“Ooh, do you need your own bodyguard now?”

“Nope. Just an informant.”

Leda tried to look hardcore. “You know this bitch ain’t no snitch.” She failed miserably.

Paige held up a twenty-dollar bill. “What if I make it worth your while?”

Leda snatched the bill from her. “I don’t know. This one seems kinda lonely.”

The owner of the gallery, an older man with an exquisitely waxed moustache, walked over to them. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say it looks like you were trying to bribe my employee.”

“Hi Mario,” Paige said. “That’s exactly what I’m doing. She’s driving a hard bargain, though. Can you spot me a twenty?”

Mario snorted. “You’re going to have to add a couple zeros to the end of that figure to pique her interest.”

Leda lifted an eyebrow. “He’s not wrong, you know.”

Paige rolled her eyes and shook her head. “You’re incorrigible. Both of you.”

Mario snorted. “Whatever terms Leda offers, I suggest you accept them. And tell Andie not to be a stranger.”

He walked to the back of the store.

“Okay, I’ll cave,” Leda said. “Who am I squealing on?”

“Have you ever heard of a young artist named Aimee Cahill?”

Leda put a finger to her chin and looked up at the ceiling. “How young are we talking?”

“Five years younger than you. She went to Drexel.”

“I think I’ve heard the name, but I’m not sure where. She’s not somebody I know personally. She have a presence online?”

“Probably, but the only thing I’ve found under her real name is a locked-down profile that looks like it’s just used for family. My client doesn’t know what her alias is, if she even has one.”

“That’s unusual. I’m surprised she doesn’t have obvious links to a professional profile somewhere.”

“Me too. I haven’t gone too far down the rabbit hole, but so far none of the Aimee Cahill’s I’ve found are who I’m looking for.”

“Is she in trouble?”

“She seems to have ghosted her friends.”

“That’s not very nice of her.”

“Also not very nice of someone if they’ve forced her to ghost her friends.”

Leda nodded. “Guess I should have figured that’s why you’d be asking around. What does this Aimee Cahill do?”

“Her ghosted friend says she’s into the macabre. She likes to create mixed media pieces using animal bones and replicas of human skulls. Only this friend isn’t so sure all of those skulls are replicas.”

“If she’s some kind of provocateur or shock artist, I’m really surprised she isn’t online.”

“Maybe she’s hiding her identity like some of the graffiti artists.”

“Could be.” Leda scrolled through her phone. “Let me ask around with some of my classmates and maybe a professor or two. They might be able to point us in the right direction. If your client has an example or even a picture of her work, that would really help, too.”

“I didn’t even think to ask for one. I’ll get right on it.”

Leda leaned up and kissed her on the side of the mouth. “This is why you’re such a good PI.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know to call in the experts when you’re stumped.”

“Guess that means I need to put you on payroll, now.”

Leda gave her a saucy look. “Maybe we can come up with a way to keep things off the books.”

“I have definitely created a monster.”

“Yup. A monster who’s gonna want you to cook her dinner tonight.”

“I suppose it’s the least I can do.”

They kissed again, and Paige headed back out of the gallery.
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Next, she met her best friend, Andie June, at the Philly Girls Chess Club. The group had been started by a grandmaster and her wife, and was situated in a rowhome near Center City. The front room featured shelves of books and an actual working fireplace, though today it wasn’t lit. They sat in comfortable chairs next to the fireplace. Each of them had a glass of bourbon on the rocks. It may have been early, but that meant that there wouldn’t be students in for a couple of hours yet.

“Some days I think I’m a pretty poor excuse for an artist,” Paige said.

“What’s brought this gloomy mood on?” Andie replied. 

“New case I caught. An artist has gone missing. I don’t recognize her name, and I barely recognize the kind of art she does. Leda’s going to ask around at the school and with some of her colleagues to see if she can turn any leads up for me.”

“Seems like that was a wise choice.”

“It was. I just wish I was more tied into my own community, ya know?”

“I hear you. Gonna do any outreach yourself?”

“Yeah. I’m sure I can find a friend of a friend who knows somebody.”

Andie took another sip of her drink. “You think this artist is in trouble?”

“Don’t know. Maybe. She’s into shock art, so she may have pissed off the wrong person or tried to get supplies from a dubious source.”

“Is there a thriving black market for paint and canvasses?”

Paige snorted. “With how expensive everything is? Wouldn’t surprise me. But no, I’m more concerned about where she gets her animal and possibly human bones.”

“Well. That would certainly lend one to finding trouble, whether or not they were actively seeking it out.”

“Kinda makes my naughty portrait painting seem tame.”

“Guess you gotta up your kink game if you want to hit the next level.”

“I was just planning to ride Leda’s coattails for that.”

“Also a valid plan.” Andie looked into the fireplace for a few minutes.

“What’s on your mind?” Paige asked.

“I don’t want to make your day any worse.”

“Well now you have to tell me. Otherwise, I won’t be able to concentrate when I’m cooking Leda dinner.”

“That how you got her to snitch?”

“You know it. If I’m really lucky, I’ll get Nino to bake something tasty for dessert.”

“How is our young baker doing?”

“Loving subletting Leda’s apartment. He’s enjoying culinary school, too.”

“I’m glad we helped him get on his feet.”

“Me too. Still doesn’t let you off the hook though.”

Andie sighed. “Okay. I’m thinking of putting the condo up for sale.”

“Wow. Downsizing or upgrading?”

“More of a lateral move, hopefully. But, uh, it won’t be here in Philly. It won’t actually be here in the States at all.”

“Whoa.”

“Yeah.”

“I mean...I guess I can’t blame you.”

“It’s bad here, Paige. Especially for people like me. Honestly? You and Leda should look at getting out too.”

“Where are you thinking of going?”

“There’s an island in the Caribbean. St. Hildegard’s. St. Hilty’s for short. You can get more than just residency there. Make the right donation to their education fund, and you get citizenship with a passport and everything.”

“This place legit?”

“From everything I’ve read. Used to be Dutch, then British. Now they’re independent. Passport’s recognized anywhere you’d actually want to travel, too.”

“That’s kind of a lot to take in.”

“Yeah. Hard to believe myself. But I talked to an emigration attorney, and it’s doable. Figure if I’m going to make a move, best to do it while my US passport still has my real gender on it.”

“St. Hilty’s won’t give you any grief for being trans?”

Andie shook her head. “Not from what I’ve seen. I’m going to take a trip there in a little bit. Scout around, get the vibe, that sort of thing. Call it a working vacation.”

Paige stared into her drink. “Well shit. Maybe I’ll let this Aimee Cahill find herself and join you.”

“Wouldn’t be the worst idea.”

Before they could talk further, they heard the beep of the front door unlocking. The head coach of the club, Adah Gelin, and her wife Fayza Kamila walked through the door.

“Greetings,” Adah said, “I see you guys are getting a head start. Got any more of that?”

Andie held up the bottle.

“I’ll go get some glasses,” Fayza said. She went back to the kitchen and procured the promised glasses along with a bucket of ice. 

“You guys want the good chairs?” Paige asked.

Adah shook her head while Andie poured. “You’re fine.” She accepted a glass, as did her wife.

Fayza sighed happily and leaned back in her armchair. “So glad I don’t let religion interfere with good bourbon.”

“We were going to make Old Fashioneds, but decided to just get straight to it,” Andie said.

“As long as we’re sober enough for any of our younger students who wander in, I’m having a hard time arguing with your logic,” Adah replied.

They sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes, enjoying being in good company. Paige was honored that she and Andie had been given codes and keys to the club. It was nice to have a comfortable place to relax and learn when she needed it.

Adah pulled out some wooden chess pieces and set them up on the table between all the chairs. She arranged them in a puzzle for Paige to solve.

“I imagine you guys are having a tough day, too?” Paige said. She set her glass down and leaned forward to study the board. “Hitting the sauce kind of early.”

“We’ve been having a pretty good day, actually,” Adah replied. “You caught us coming back from a noon quickie.”

“Nice,” Paige said. “So this is a celebration then? Is this mate in two?”

“Very good,” Adah said. “And yes, both celebrating and steeling ourselves.”

“What’s going on?” Paige made the moves that she’d found, putting the black king in checkmate.

“Rana and her family have left the country.”

Paige looked at Andie first. “I assume it’s not for a vacation?”

“No,” Adah said, “they’ve moved to Canada. Her father is going to work as a counselor there. Her mother will continue to write, I assume. Rana is going to attend university and possibly be a coach for their national chess team.”

“Sounds like they’ve had this in the works for a while. Did you know?”

“We talked while they were driving to the airport. Omar has been working this for almost a year. He didn’t want to say anything about their plans to anyone. I can’t say I blame him.”

Paige leaned back and drained her glass. She thought about a young chess prodigy who Rana had been mentoring. “Cassidy is going to be devastated.”

A rare flicker of emotion crossed Adah’s face. She cleared her throat. “I was hoping you could help me break the news.”

“Of course,” Paige said.
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


Letting eight-year-old Cassidy Harding bawl on her shoulder was one of the hardest things Paige had to do, especially since she had to try to keep herself composed. She’d promised to have a play date soon, and had even been there when Rana video-called after her plane landed in Canada. That had led to more tears, but Cassidy felt better when she knew she could still message and video chat with her mentor and friend.

“You’ll take good care of Paige, yes?” Rana asked Cassidy. “She needs a good coach.”

“I promise,” Cassidy said.

At that point, Paige had excused herself to the bathroom so she could cry for a minute and pull herself at least somewhat together.

She’d never been so grateful to be cooking for someone as she was when she got home and started working in her kitchen. 

Leda came in a few minutes before dinner was ready. “Holy shit, it smells amazing in here! I think I just came already.”

Paige wiped at her eyes for the ten-thousandth time but managed to laugh.

“Oh god, Paige? Are you okay?”

She didn’t even bother putting on a brave face. “Not even a little bit.”

Leda was there in a flash, doing her best to wrap Paige in a bear hug. “What can I do?”

“Hold me until we’re ready to eat.”

“I’ll hold you as long as you want.”

“I’m hungry, so we can pause for food.”

“Want me to sit in your lap and act as a blankie while we eat?”

That made Paige smile. “Yeah, that sounds perfect.”
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In the middle of the night, Paige woke up and couldn’t get back to sleep. She padded into her home office, which by now was mostly a studio for Leda. Paige still had a laptop on the corner of a table, and that was where she placed herself. While Paige had been consoling Cassidy, Leda had been asking around and came up with both a name and an online forum. Paige looked up the name first.

Louis Macabre Specialties, LLC had a simple landing page for a website, but was active on some of the more fringe social media sites. It mentioned that business hours were by appointment only, so Paige dutifully filled out the form expressing her interest. She found some reviews for Louis Macabre, and then signed up for a membership to Crafty Creatives, which was not a knitting or sewing society. Instead, it was a forum that catered to artists of the witchy persuasion, witches with an artistic bent, and anyone else who was into the paranormal and unusual. Once she’d made an account, Paige found that she could read most forums, but needed to submit a number of her own posts before she could interact in certain ones.

While she scrolled, Leda slipped into the room. “Leaving me in the night for an internet rendezvous?” She yawned.

“Still trying to find your nudes online.”

Leda scooted onto her lap and kissed her temple. “They’re only up if you’re selling them somewhere.”

“You mean no one took pics when you posed in art school?”

“Cameras were forbidden.”

“Glad they’re not forbidden in my studio. Are you wearing any underwear?”

“Nope.”

Paige slid her hand up Leda’s thigh and under her t-shirt. She found what she wanted, and strummed gently, eliciting a moan from her girlfriend. “I’m not, either.”

Leda cleared her throat and squirmed. “I thought I already took care of you earlier, but clearly you need an encore.” She slid her hand over the front of Paige’s shirt. “God I love your tits. I really hope I’m not impeding your investigation.”

“Nope, I’m all set until morning. Well, what most people call morning.”

“So that means you’re going to carry me back to our room and fuck me?”

“Or I could just fuck you against the wall of our studio.”

“Ooh, yes please!”
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Paige was true to her word, and for good measure they ran another course when they got back to bed. She didn’t know what time it was when they finally fell asleep, but she sure felt better when she woke up in the morning. Neither of them had bothered to put clothes back on, which meant she was snuggled against Leda’s bare skin under their very comfortable covers. It was not a situation that was conducive to getting up and at ‘em.

Fortunately, Leda convinced her that a shower was in both of their best interests. That took longer than either had planned, which meant breakfast was a short meal. On the whole, Paige decided it was a worthy sacrifice.

Her first stop was going to be in the suburbs west of Philly. The area she drove to was well on its way to gentrification. While there were a few rowhomes that were burned out or condemned, most places had been renovated. Shops, boutiques, and restaurants had popped up, and if one didn’t think of all the families who were displaced due to the lack of affordable housing, one might think it was a sure sign of progress and upward movement.

Paige turned into a neighborhood that featured small ranch homes on postage-stamp lots. Most places didn’t have garages or driveways, so she noted the house she wanted and found parking about a half-block away. From Cleo Rose, she’d received the name of a township that Aimee Cahill had hailed from, as well as the high school she’d attended. There were three Cahill families that lived in that area. Only one seemed to be a match for Aimee’s likely family. Paige didn’t know if they would be home, but she figured it was something to do until she was scheduled to meet with Louis Macabre.

She walked up steps embedded into a small hill and then followed the path to the front door. There
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