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This book is a work of fiction.
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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
not assume any responsibility for third-party websites or their
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

 


 



Copyright

Other Books by
Shirley Spain

Dedication

Acknowledgements

Author’s Note
of Thanks

John E. Douglas
Quote

Prologue

Nine Days Before Halloween - One

Two

Eight Days Before Halloween - Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Seven Days Before Halloween - Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Six Days Before Halloween - Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Five Days Before Halloween - Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Four Days Before Halloween - Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Thirty-Three

Thirty-Four

Three Days Before Halloween - Thirty-Five

Thirty-Six

Two Days Before Halloween - Thirty-Seven

Thirty-Eight

Thirty-Nine

Forty

Forty-One

Forty-Two

Forty-Three

Forty-Four

Forty-Five

One Day Before Halloween - Forty-Six

Forty-Seven

Forty-Eight

Forty-Nine

Fifty

Fifty-One

Fifty-Two

Fifty-Three

Fifty-Four

Fifty-Five

Halloween - Fifty-Six

Fifty-Seven

Fifty-Eight

Fifty-Nine

Sixty

Sixty-One

Sixty-Two

Sixty-Three

Sixty-Four

Sixty-Five

Thank You!

FREE Forever Breathless novel!

PREVIEW
– Buried at Tumble
Lake

About the
Author

 



 


Dedication


For Pat — my PJ Clark Soul Sister in

Gnomeville, UK — who motivates me

with regular emails reminding me to get my

“butt on seat, fingers on keyboard!”

[image: tmp_e268c511a179f68e74804bd6b57fbc81_Xv0sCk_html_m37f31fc8.jpg]

Gnome one gnomes me better!

Hugs and love to you, dear friend.
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 “… a new type of
violent criminal has surfaced in recent years—the serial offender, who often doesn’t stop until he is caught
or killed, who learns by experience and who tends to get better and
better at what he does, constantly perfecting his scenario from one
crime

to the next.”

― John E. Douglas

Mindhunter: Inside the FBI’s Elite Serial Crime
Unit

 



PROLOGUE


7 Days Before Halloween.

October 24th.

Friday.

 


Digital numbers marked the countdown.

2:13.

Afternoon or the wee hours of the morning? Didn’t
matter. She fixated on the flashing red dots between the hour and
minutes, counting the seconds.

Blink-blink-blink.

Seconds added up, counting down time.

Blink-blink-blink.

Her teeth chattered behind lips, all but frozen
shut. Entire body shivered. Bare buttocks stuck to the metal floor.
Shoulders and spine iced to the frost-covered surface. Handcuffs
tethered her to the stainless steel wall. One end locked around her
right wrist. The other fastened to a metal bar resembling a
security handrail in a bathtub.

Blink-blink-blink.

2:13 turned to 2:14.

Blink-blink-blink.

White hot pain radiated from the burned stumps that
remained of the three fingers on her right hand he had chopped off
one at a time in fifteen-minute intervals. Each amputated finger
cauterized with a chef’s butane torch.

Blink-blink-blink.

An ice-encrusted stainless steel bar spanned the
width of the walk-in freezer. Elongated S-hooks, designed to hold
sections of slaughtered livestock, hung on the bar. Her three
fingers, skewered like meat threaded on a kabob, dangled from one
of the sharp prongs. A butcher’s cleaver, smeared with her
coagulating blood, hung by the hole at the top of the blade from
another hook.

Blink-blink-blink.

Countdown. The seconds adding up. Time for another
round of torture getting closer. Closer.

Blink-blink-blink.

Next to the door opposite from
where she sat imprisoned, a bloody three-step folding ladder leaned
against the wall; his makeshift operating
table.

2:14.

Blink-blink-blink.

Every quarter hour, the alarm
sounded. Every quarter hour, another scientific experiment began.

Blink-blink-blink.

Prior to hacking off her index finger, he had forced
a horse pill-sized orange capsule down her throat. Caffeine?
Ephedra? Meth? Some bliss-creating combination of illegal drugs?
The fast-acting concoction gave her the jitters. Made her high
enough to orbit the International Space Station. Otherwise, she
would have passed out from pain. Or died from shock.

Blink-blink-blink.

2:14 turned to 2:15.
BZZZZZZ.

The freezer door swung open.

Her tormentor stood in the doorway.
White lab coat splattered with her blood. Ventilated safety goggles
with an adjustable elastic strap parked on his forehead. Clipboard
in one hand, butcher knife in the other. Or was it a chef’s knife?
Didn’t matter. Both designed to hack flesh—her flesh.

“For my next experiment, I’ll
amputate your left hand using nothing more than a simple butcher
knife.” He tucked the clipboard under his arm and grabbed the
handle of the operating
table. “A meat cleaver would cut through
bone with ease. But my experiments are much more than about
quickness or ease.”

Josef Mengele reincarnated.
Dear God in heaven, help me. Her head wobbled back and forth. Her lips, glued together by
ice, wouldn’t part. Mumbled words dissolved into unintelligible
whimpers.

He opened the step stool. Set the clipboard on the
floor. Reached into the pocket of his lab coat, pulled out fresh
latex gloves and wiggled his hands into them. “No worries about
blood loss. I have the cauterizing tool right here.” He patted the
left pocket of his lab coat.

Fear knotted her gut rock hard.

Gloved fingers grasped her left
forearm. Slammed her hand onto the top step of the
operating table, still
covered in globs of flesh and blood leftover from butchering her
fingers.

She squirmed. Jerked her arm. Little strength. Not
enough to save her hand from the blade of the monster’s knife.

A nauseating thud-crunch of crushing bone
reverberated through the freezer.

Her entire body vibrated from the impact of the
blade penetrating her wrist.

Pain, like acid eating flesh, chewed through her
arm, neck, and chest. Stole her breath. Tears exploded onto her
cheeks, burning a fiery trail down her face. She drew her shoulders
to her ears, recoiling like a turtle withdrawing into the safety of
its shell. Except there was no shell. No safety.

She struggled to keep from viewing the ongoing
butchering, but was powerless to resist. Mouth gaping, chest
heaving, eyes a slit, she watched.

Maintaining a firm grasp on her
half-severed hand, he chopped her wrist. Blood splattered like
water in hot oil. Again, bone crunched. He twisted her half
sawed-off hand back and forth while continuing to hack
away.

Not even the orange pill could prevent her from
passing out.

 


HER EYELIDS FLUTTERED. A guttural groan escaped.
Half-open eyes swept the room.

He was gone.

So was her hand.

Muscles, tendons, and bones protruded like alien
tentacles from the hideous stump. Black flesh with deep red
fissures in the surrounding meat of her wrist appeared split, like
the skin of a hot dog grilled over an open flame.

White clothesline, wrapped multiple times around the
middle of her forearm, created a tourniquet. The fire of the butane
torch hadn’t stopped the gushing blood.

The smell twisted her stomach. Launched dry
heaves.

She eyed the clock.

Blink-blink-blink.

2:28.

How the hell did she wake up so soon? Why did she
wake up at all?

Blink-blink-blink.

Mangled flesh, barely recognizable as her hand, hung
on a meat hook next to her kabobbed fingers.

Blink-blink-blink.

2:28 turned to 2:29.

Would the countdown to torture never end?

Blink-blink-blink.

Oh God, in less than a minute, the buzzer would
sound. What would he take this time? Her foot? Part of her leg? How
much more suffering could she endure? Why hadn’t she gone into
shock and died? Damn that orange pill!

Blink-blink-blink.

2:29 turned to 2:30.
BZZZZZZ.


 9 Days Before Halloween - Wednesday


CHAPTER ONE

About 7 a.m.

Pepper’s Bedroom.

 


Her head pounded. Jaw throbbed. Every muscle in her
body ached. Yet all Louise could think about was Ben. Had to find
her sweet Ben. But despite her best efforts, she didn’t have the
strength to keep her eyelids open, let alone hunt for her beloved
dog. “B-Ben,” she muttered before blacking out.

Pepper sucked in a deep breath,
only then realizing she had been holding it. “Never read a
so-called clean, cozy thriller. Did not know it could be that
riveting.” Marge, Kimberly Batson’s wife, had recommended
Buried Bones by Alice
Holladay. When the Crime Busters Book Club met that evening, it was
Pepper’s turn to choose the book.

“Buried Bones is the perfect book for the Club. It’s a thriller without all
the gory details.” She closed the Kindle app, powered down her
tablet, and set it on her lap. Between the horror of the Bulls-Eye
Killer and the treachery of the Lincoln Locke madness, those cases
had exposed Pepper to more gory details of true crimes than she
cared to recall. But there was no unseeing, unhearing, or
unsmelling the horrors she had witnessed firsthand.

With deep affection, she eyed the
German shepherd sleeping on the pillow next to her in bed. “Enjoy
this spot while it’s still yours.” She stroked Maddie’s side while
thinking of the handsome HHPD Officer, Jack Weston. “Someday, soon,
your pillow will be moved to the bottom of the bed to make room for
your dad.”

Maddie wagged her tail, as if she understood and
approved.

Pepper nodded at the robust black Chow Chow mix
sprawled out on the floor. “But don’t worry, Brooke, your favorite
sleeping spot is safe.” Brooke rarely slept in bed, preferring the
cooler floor.

I LOVE ROCK-N-ROLL, SO PUT ANOTHER
DIME IN THE JUKEBOX BABY… The Joan Jett
ringtone announced an incoming call on Pepper’s cellphone. She
reached to the nightstand and snatched her mobile. “Myrna,” she
said, seeing her friend’s name on Caller ID.

“Good morning. I just decided on
the novel for our book club tonight. I have to admit, I never read
a cozy thriller—”

“Have you seen the
news?”

Pepper sat up. Swung her legs to the side and
winced, her hand caressing the divot in her thigh. Silently cursed
David as she settled her bare feet on the plush carpet. “I haven’t
watched the news for days.” She wagged her head and brushed her
long, blonde hair over her shoulders.

“Deanna Stokes is
missing.”

“Why does that name ring a faint
bell?”

“Last year, she was hired as the
new warden in charge of the Hunter Heights Boys Ranch.”

“Oh, yes. How could I forget?”
Pepper scowled, thinking of the prison for violent child criminals.
“She’s the bleeding heart liberal who believes teenagers who rob,
rape, or murder are just misunderstood
youths who will grow up to cure cancer or
solve world hunger if given the chance.”

“That’s the one.”

“Who reported her missing? How long
has she been gone? Is foul play suspected…?” Questions blistered
Pepper’s ever-curious mind.

“Listen to you, PJ. You should be
given a gold shield and promoted to detective. And I don’t care
what that jealous chauvinistic pig Mark Bailey says.”

Ugh. Pepper recoiled at the mere
mention of Mark Bailey. Detective
Mark Bailey. Not one of her admirers. Nor she one
of his.

“The news reported that the police
alluded to foul play but didn’t provide any details. The anchor interviewed her
brother. Did you know he owns Sebastian’s Catering?”

Pepper wagged her head.

“He was supposed to meet his sister
at the Boys Ranch last evening, but she wasn’t there. He called her
cellphone, but she didn’t pick up. Even left several messages,
which she never returned. Doing a little investigating himself, he
discovered Deanna hadn’t been seen at the Boys Ranch all day,
although her car was parked in its designated spot. Thinking she
might have had car trouble and someone gave her a ride home, he
drove to her apartment. But she wasn’t there either. That’s when he
called the police.”

“Those circumstances
are rather suspicious.”
Pepper’s mind already whipping up plausible scenarios, most
revolving around a crime.

“I figured with your deep
connections at HHPD, you would know more or could find out the
details if you didn’t have them already.”

“I hate to say this, and wouldn’t
wish it on her or anyone, but my gut reaction tells me Deanna had a
run-in with one of the boys. She may have learned the hard way that
those misunderstood youths
can be more than misunderstood. They can be
downright evil.”

“Great minds think alike. That was
my first reaction, too, PJ.”

“I was at the public meeting when
Chief Stevens petitioned City Council for the school’s inmates to
wear an ankle monitor if they took part in a work release program.
He emphasized that a thirteen-year-old can kill a person as easily
as a thirty-year-old.”

“I’m glad the City Council agreed
with the Chief.”

“Only by majority rule because the
vote wasn’t unanimous. I remember being appalled by some of Warden
Stokes’ claims she made during the hearing process. She described
the Boys Ranch inmates as mere children,” Pepper mimed air quotes
with her left hand, “having been torn from their homes by a
cruel justice system,” another set of finger air quotes, “and placed in State custody
in a non-nurturing, sterile
environment.” Pepper twisted her lips to
the side. “She claimed they were good
boys who just needed a second chance in
life.”

“Pfft. Good boys my foot. What
about a second chance for their victims?”

“Exactly.” Pepper bounced her head.
“Chief Stevens was quick to counter the Warden’s sappy definitions
with cold, hard facts. He reminded the Council that the Boys Ranch
didn’t house juveniles convicted of shoplifting or stealing a car.
The residents were violent
kids convicted of committing violent crimes,
including murder.” Pepper exhaled a deep sigh. “Okay. Enough of
that. I’ll get off my soapbox.”

“Something tells me Suzie Suspicion
and Cow Pie Polly need to investigate this missing person
case.”

“I doubt the police would
want our help,”
Pepper said, once again reminded of Major Crimes Detective Mark
Bailey, who opposed her involvement in police cases and voiced his
opinion every opportunity he got. “Did you ask Frank about Stokes’
disappearance?”

“We had a fight.”

Pepper sat straight up, her back arched. “When? What
about?”

“Last night, he said he loved me
and wanted me to move in with him.”

Pepper widened her eyes. “And you fought about
that?”

“No. We fought about
you.”

“Me?” Pepper could hardly believe
her ears.

“Frank submitted his retirement
papers last week. He’ll work through October, then
retire.”

“I’m glad he has a date in mind.
But what does that have to do with your fight? Or me?”

“Frank’s brother wants to unload
the Park City condo. He’ll sell it to Frank for mere pennies on the
dollar.”

“That’s great. You two spend a lot
of time at that condo.”

“That’s where Frank wants to live
and have me move in with him. I thanked him for the offer but said
there was no way I would break up the Demonic Dame Duo, I
mean Dynamic Dame
Duo. Damn cow pie anyway.”

Myrna blamed her mixed up words on the family’s milk
cow for tossing her head-long into a fresh pile of bovine dung when
she was a child. Pepper laughed. “I see you’ve embraced that Triple
DDD name Prince Nima gave us.”

“I love Frank, but I love our
crime-fighting adventures, too. Maybe more. Or at least as much. I
couldn’t imagine never going on another Neighborhood Watch patrol
with you again.”

“What would you say if I told you
Jack and I were quite serious?”

“I’d say, duh. He practically lives at your
house and his guinea pig already moved in. I’m surprised you’re not
flashing a diamond on your left hand.”

“With Jack more involved in my life
and Frank in yours, it seems logical that our priorities will
eventually change.”

“Change? Why would they change?
We’ll always be friends, and I can’t imagine either of us
exchanging our crime-fighting badges for lovers.”

Shit. Myrna was making this harder than it had to
be.

“I didn’t just fall off a turnip
truck. You’re talking to Cow Pie Polly. I know you, PJ. There’s
something up with you. What are you not telling me?”

“All I’m saying is, people change.
Circumstances change. The only constant in life is change.”

“Oh, geez. You’re going
philosophical on me.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are.”

“No, I’m not.” Pepper thrust her
hand on her hip.

“Yes. You. Are.”

“Oh, stop it, Myrna.”

“No, you stop it, PJ.”

“This is ridiculous.”

“No, the mushroom treatment you’re
giving me is ridiculous.”

Pepper mashed up her face. “What are you talking
about?”

“You’re keeping me in the dark and
feeding me shit.”

“Mushroom treatment.” Pepper tipped
her head back in laughter. In all honesty, Myrna had a point. Sort
of. She wasn’t feeding her best friend shit. Just tap dancing around the
facts.

“Are you dumbing me, uh, I
mean dumping me?”

Dammit. Myrna forced her hand. Pepper raked her
teeth over her bottom lip. “I need to tell you something.”

“I knew it.”

Pepper rolled her eyes. “But not over the phone. Can
we talk… in your PT Cruiser?”

“I’ll be right over. We can go to
the Shakin’ Burger Shack and you can buy me a
milkshake.”

“It’s a little after seven in the
morning.” Pepper glanced down at her pink nightshirt. “I’m not even
dressed. Give me fifteen minutes and I’ll buy you a breakfast
burrito and a cup of coffee at the Fiddle and Grub
instead.”

“Fine. But you’ll still owe me a
milkshake.” Myrna disconnected the call.

Relief and concern wrestled for control of Pepper’s
feelings as she dressed in blue jeans and a long-sleeved, royal
blue, boat-neck sweater. Relief that she would no longer have to
keep her engagement secret from Myrna. Concern that her engagement
would no longer be secret, as she promised Valerie, her
attorney.

But Myrna was trustworthy. She had
bet her life on that trust more than once. Given that, Pepper
reasoned the secret of her engagement would still be
considered secret.
At least that’s what she told herself.

Sitting on the side of the bed, she zipped the black
suede knee-high boots over the legs of her skinny jeans. “I won’t
tell a soul I told Myrna. Not Jack. Not Valerie. No one.”

 


FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER.

“Woo-woo-woof.” Gerti, the
next-door neighbor’s lovable basset hound, sounded a drawn-out
bark. As reliable as a rooster’s sunrise cock-a-doodle-do, about
six o’clock every morning, the dog’s deep bark wakened the
neighborhood. But that wasn’t the only time Gerti barked. She
barked at delivery trucks. The mail person. People walking on the
sidewalk in front of the house…

“Myrna must be here.”

Pepper flung the black suede hobo-style purse over
her shoulder, grabbed her cane, and opened the mudroom door leading
to the attached three-car garage. “You’re in charge, Brooke until I
get back,” she called out to her black Chow Chow. “Keep an eye on
your brother and sister… and other brother, Quigley, too.”

She exited her house through the garage. Teeth
gritted, she fast-hobbled with her cane down the driveway to
Myrna’s candy apple red PT Cruiser. Silently cursed David as she
settled into the passenger’s seat and placed the cane between her
legs and purse on the floor.

Myrna’s face glowed, eyes twinkled, appeared she
could burst at the seams like a schoolgirl who couldn’t wait to
share a juicy secret.

Pepper buckled her seat belt. “You look like the cat
that ate the canary.”

“Frank called. He’s picking me up
tomorrow morning. We’re going to the Park City condo.”

“The best part of a fight is making
up. How long will you be gone?”

“Frank’s using some of his vacation
time and doesn’t have to be back to work until Tuesday.”

“You two will be back in time for
my Halloween pizza party on Sunday evening, won’t you?”

“Of course. I’m bringing the garlic
bread.”

“Good. Because watching
those Halloween movies—”

“You and Jack are engaged, aren’t
you?”

Pepper’s mouth fell open.

“Your secret’s safe with me.” Myrna
patted Pepper’s knee.

“How-how did you know?”

“I didn’t until you just confirmed
what I merely suspected.”

“Geez.” Pepper hung her head and
rubbed the back of her neck. “I fell for the trick cops play on
suspects all the time. At least it happened with you. I have to be
more careful. More on guard.”

“More careful? More on guard?
What’s going on, PJ?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to
you about.”

“It involves your ex, David
Bumshitz, uh I mean Bogenschutz, doesn’t it?”

“Bumshitz. He’s a shit, that’s for
sure.” Myrna’s cow pie momentarily lightened Pepper’s serious mood.
“Yes. What I want to discuss with you involves David. He’s once
again pulling strings in my life.” She exhaled a deep sigh. “It’s a
complicated mess that involves my attorney.”

“Does this have anything to do with
him pressing charges against you?”

“Yes, it does, with far-reaching
side-effects.”

“From the sound of things, we might
talk long enough you could buy me that milkshake for lunch this
afternoon.” Myrna shifted the PT Cruiser into gear and backed out
of Pepper’s driveway.

“I hope I don’t bend your
ear that long.”

Myrna grinned. “I hope you do.”


 CHAPTER TWO

7:10 p.m.

Hunter Heights Library.

 


“A cozy thriller?” Velma Wright
twisted her oval face, further defining the permanent wrinkles from
too much sun and too little sunscreen. “What in tarnation is
a cozy thriller?
That’s an oxymoron. How can a thriller be cozy? Makes no sense.”

“It’s a thriller without all the
detailed gore, sex, or swearing,” Pepper answered, surprised by
Velma’s caustic reaction.

“What do you mean, no gore, sex, or
swearing? You’ve gotta be joking.” Velma maintained her twisted
face expression.

Pepper couldn’t withhold a chuckle. “It’s a popular
genre. Kind of like a PG-13 rated movie. Not everyone enjoys gore,
sex, and swearing for entertainment.”

“I love you like a daughter, PJ,
but I don’t know how I feel about reading a thriller with no
teeth.”

“You like dogs, Velma. And the
co-crime-fighter in this book is a big black Labrador named Ben. In
fact, Louise, the protagonist, reminds me a lot of you, Velma, with
your flowing long white hair.”

A soft smile betrayed Velma’s protest. Pepper was
winning her over.

“We’ve all suffered through books
you’ve chosen littered with f-bombs, blood and guts, and graphic
sex.” Pearl Cox, a fiery great grandmother who wouldn’t take crap
from anyone, spouted at Velma.

“Here, here,” several of the
younger women in the group of ten seated around the long conference
table said in unison.

“I haven’t read a cozy thriller but
I’m game, if a dog’s involved,” Pearl said. “I say we read the book
PJ’s chosen. With all the violence going on in the real world these
days, I wouldn’t mind a break from the fictional horror of crime
novels.” She raised her bony hand, as if taking an oath. “I vote we
read Buried Bones despite its lack of real-world plausibility. Pepper’s never
led us astray before.”

All hands went up. Except Velma’s.

“Oh, for crying in a bucket, put
your hands down.” Velma sketched a wave of dismissal. “I’ll
read Buried Bones.”

Myrna let out a huff of air. “Glad
we got that peddled, uh, I mean settled. Damn cow pie.”

“So, you two ladies,” busybody
Bethany Fischer flicked her thick index finger between Pepper and
Myrna, “have connections with HHPD, right? I mean, you’re both
legitimate crime-fighters even though you don’t carry
badges.”

Pepper and Myrna exchanged glances.
Pepper mentally rolled her eyes. Here we
go…

“So what’s your feeling about that
missing woman? Do you think foul play’s involved? Do you think we
have another serial murderer, like the Bulls-Eye Killer, working
the area?”

“I’m sure Major Crimes is looking
into her disappearance.” Pepper jacked up her shoulders. “Other
than that, I don’t know—”

“Well, well, look who just walked
in the door.” Bethany pointed from the glass-walled fishbowl of a
meeting room toward the front of the library. She licked her dry
lips and sat a little taller. All the women sat a little taller as
they gazed at the handsome brick wall of a man dressed in an HHPD
uniform striding their way.

Jack! Pepper flashed a mile-wide smile in his direction. He
reciprocated with his trademark toothy smile as he opened the glass
door of the fishbowl.

“Hello, ladies.” His gaze swept
around the table. “I’m sorry to barge in. I need a moment with
HHPD’s Crime Prevention Coordinator.” He gestured at
Pepper.

HHPD’s Crime Prevention Coordinator? Must be
official business. Pepper pushed back from her chair and rose.
Curiosity and concern played tackle football in her mind. Jack
never stopped by the library during one of her book club meetings.
Nor referred to her with such formality. Something was up.

He offered his arm, allowing her to forgo her cane,
and pulled the glass meeting room door closed behind them.

“What’s going on, Jack?” Concern
overshadowed curiosity.

He offered no reply and ushered her toward the
aisles of books near the entry of the library.

“You’re scaring me, Jack. Talk to
me.”

He shepherded her around a corner into the section
labeled Adult Romance. Once out of sight of the fishbowl, he
wrapped his arm around her body, pulled her close, and molded his
lips to hers.

Taken aback for a moment, but only for a moment, she
melted into him. A tingle of desire spiked through her. Her tongue
probed, exploring every inch of his mouth.

He pulled back.

Pepper stood wide-mouthed, gazing up at him as if he
were a god.

“Carl’s partner’s pregnant wife
went into labor with their first child. He and a couple other guys
in the gang unit are staking out a drug house tonight, looking for
a member of one of the nasty Mexican gangs who frequents the place.
Carl asked if I’d go along.” He kicked up a shoulder. “It’s an
assignment that calls for street clothes. I was on my way home to
change when I thought I’d drop in. Give you heads up in person. I
won’t be coming over to your place tonight.”

Pepper caressed the side of Jack’s square jaw and
forced a smile. Couldn’t help but wonder if this is what life
married to a cop was going to be like. Work first? And was it just
her, or had Jack been working more lately? A lot more?

He glanced at his wristwatch. “I have to go. Do you
mind feeding Quigley his dinner?”

“Of course not. I’ll make sure he
gets dinner.”

“Thank you.” He flashed a blinding
smile at her. “I know my cavy boy is in excellent hands with
you.”

She smiled with deep adoration at the tough guy cop
with a pet guinea pig she was happy to babysit. She planted a kiss
on Jack’s lips. “Thank you for stopping by. Be safe.”

“Always.” He hugged her, kissed her
forehead, and strolled out the library’s double doors.

Pepper exhaled a long sigh as she stood in the Adult
Romance section. Seemed appropriate since that’s what she was
experiencing; an adult romance teetering toward a fanciful fairy
tale. She watched Jack pick up his pace to a jog, settle into the
HHPD Explorer, and drive off. Jack loved his job. Would she—would
their life—always take a backseat to it?

Pepper hightailed it back to the fishbowl. All eyes
fell on her. “What did I miss?” She returned to her chair at the
conference table.

“What’s going on with HHPD?”
Bethany asked, her eyes wide and twinkling, eager to hear news she
could pass along. And embellish. “Does it have something to do with
that missing woman?”

Pepper shook her head. “Jack just
wanted to let me know he’s working on a special project with the
gang unit tonight.” She said special
project instead of stakeout to avoid Bethany’s
interrogation.

Bethany waggled her eyebrows in a
suggestive way. “So he’s reporting
to you. I hear wedding bells in the future.” She
shot a sideways glance at Myrna. “Long before next
summer.”

All eyes focused on Pepper.

She laughed, raised her hands and wiggled her empty
fingers as if playing a keyboard, hoping they’d get the
message.

“Anyone with eyes and half a brain
can see Jack is crazy about you.” Velma reached over to Pepper and
patted her forearm. “Soon enough, dear, you’ll be sporting an
engagement ring, and I hope we’re among the first to
know.”

“Ditto,” Bethany said.

“Ahem,” Myrna cleared her throat.
“May we get back to Buried Bones
before my bones need married, uh, I mean
buried?”

Freudian slip? Pepper shot Myrna a knowing look.
They both chuckled a little as everyone else laughed out loud.

Pearl patted her palm on the table;
equivalent to tapping a glass with a knife to draw attention.
“Ladies… ladies, I motion we meet in two weeks to discuss
Buried Bones.”

“I second that,” Velma
offered.

“All in favor, say, aye.” A quick
look around the room at the raised hands, “So it is. And I believe
it’s Myrna’s turn to choose the next book.”

Myrna agreed with a stiff nod.

“Until next time, stay safe.”
Pearl’s gray eyes lit up, a beacon of youth shining through the
crevices of aged features. “Hope Buried
Bones is a killer-good cozy thriller.”

The meeting adjourned. Several women stayed to
chat.

Pepper and Myrna hightailed it out of the fishbowl
toward the library entrance.

Once in the privacy of Pepper’s Explorer, Myrna
tapped the back of her hand against Pepper’s shoulder and blew out
a huff of air. “That was a close call back there.”

Pepper bounced her brows. “Tell me about it.” She
fired up the Explorer.

“No. You don’t understand. While
you were gone, Velma and Pearl gave me the third degree about you
and Jack.”

“Because he stopped by?” Pepper
pulled out of the parking lot, nosing the Explorer into the flow of
traffic.

“They’re making bets about
when you’re going to show
up with an engagement ring.”

Pepper tipped her head back, laughing.

“They put me on the spot. Told me I
had to pick a date first, which would give them an idea when it
might happen.”

Pepper stiffened. She squeezed the
steering wheel. Her knuckles blanched. God, I hope I didn’t make a mistake telling Myrna.

“Summer. I told them my bet was
sometime next summer.”

Pepper relaxed her shoulders and released the death
grip on the steering wheel. Shouldn’t have given a second-thought
about Myrna’s ability to keep a secret.

“They seemed disappointed I thought
it would be that long.”

“They aren’t the only
ones.”

“Now that we’re alone, is that
really what Jack wanted or did he tell you something about Deanna
Stokes.”

“Not a peep about the Stokes case.
He’s working with the gang unit tonight.” She told Myrna about the
wife of Carl’s partner going into labor, which was how Jack became
involved in the gang unit stakeout with this best
friend.

“This might be a tender subject,
but have you thought about how you’ll handle being the wife of a
cop?” Myrna shook her head. “I don’t think I could deal with the
stress of saying goodbye and not knowing if it will be the last
time. Even with Frank retiring soon, I’m still uptight when he’s on
duty. In the back of my mind, I almost dread the phone ringing,
thinking it might be the hospital saying he’s been
shot.”

“Funny you should mention that now.
Until this evening, when Jack told me he was covering for Carl’s
partner, I hadn’t thought much about it. I mean, not seriously. But
something about tonight…”

The air clotted.

Myrna fell silent, turning her attention to her
phone.

Pepper loved Jack. That part of their relationship
was a no-brainer. But his job, that was another story. Could she
live with the stress? The worry that the next time he walked out
the door might be the last time she’d ever see him? If she married
Jack, would it only be a matter of time before she ended up
divorced… again? This time not due to infidelity, but to
stress?

“I just Googled some facts,” Myrna
said. “Depending on which site you look at, the average divorce
rate is about fourteen percent. Those in law enforcement, about
fifteen percent. But other sites say divorce among police is almost
eighty percent and their suicide rate is one and a half times that
of those not involved in law enforcement.”

Pepper gawked at Myrna. “Are you trying to make me
feel better or worse?”

“I don’t know, PJ. Marriage is a
scary thing. There are no guarantees. Then again, John Lennon might
have been right when he said, love is all
you need.”

“We know how well that ended for
him. Despite all that love, some lunatic with a gun murdered
him.”

“Bad example. How about this
one? It’s better to have loved and lost,
than not lost at all.”

Pepper laughed. “Not
loved at all. I believe
the saying is, It’s better to have loved
and lost, than not loved
at all.”

“You knew what I meant.”

Indeed, Pepper had.
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CHAPTER THREE

Morning.

Pepper’s Backyard.

 


Billows of sinister clouds ravaged the sky. Chilled
air swept in from the north.

Pepper loaded the remaining pumpkins from her garden
into the deep steel belly of the contractor wheelbarrow. She
stepped back, surveying the stack. Calculated the minimum number of
pumpkins needed to ensure each neighbor received at least one.
“None for the Coopers, since their house is vacant. The Shumways
grow their own, so they have plenty. Paula Jordan hates my
pumpkins, so none for her. Three for the Tuckers. Four to the
Crandalls. At least two for the Boschs.” Tapping her index finger
on each pumpkin, she counted them one at a time. “I need at least
nine and have fourteen.”

An icy gust swirled fallen leaves around Pepper’s
feet shod in bright pink athletic shoes. The invading storm
swelled, its crescendo imminent.

“Give me twenty minutes.” She
glanced up at the threatening thunderheads. “Let me get these
delivered, then you can rain cats and dogs. Or cattle and hogs, as
Myrna would say.”

Pepper smiled, thinking of her best friend and
amateur sleuth partner, Myrna Sheffield. Though priding themselves
as crime-solvers, sometimes their investigative antics teetered
between solving a crime and committing one. But that was half the
fun. Unless life and death danger snuck in, which had happened more
often than Pepper wanted to recall.

Nonetheless, they would be besties forever, even
with Myrna’s weekend jaunts to Park City with Officer Frank Franz
becoming more frequent and lasting longer. Not to mention their
rapidly evolving romance. Since Frank proposed Myrna move in with
him, could marriage be in their near future?

“Thanks to that pain-in-my-ass ex,”
Pepper verbalized with more than a hint of disgust in her voice,
“Myrna and Frank will probably tie the knot before Jack and me.”
Her lips curved into a thought-filled frown.

Frank had picked up Myrna at seven this morning.
They wouldn’t be back until Sunday afternoon, just in time for
Pepper’s Halloween pizza party. Although happy Myrna found a lover,
Pepper missed their daily adventures, even if only venturing to the
Shakin’ Burger Shack for a thick milkshake to shoot the breeze.
“Myrna has Frank. I have Jack.”

Unlike Frank, Jack had little
desire to retire from the force. He loved his job. Which explained
his enthusiasm to work with Carl last night and why he often worked
double shifts. Like the one he volunteered to cover that day. He
wouldn’t get off work until about ten o’clock tonight—twenty-two
hundred hours in cop speak. Maybe tomorrow they’d enjoy dinner
together. As the spouse of a cop, would dinner together tomorrow become a
daily promise? A promise rarely kept?

A single raindrop splattered on the
top of Pepper’s hand, snapping her out of the short and long
term dinner together tomorrow
possibilities.

“Dammit!” Despite the pressure of
an impending downpour, she stacked the bright orange squash,
ranging in size from a soccer ball to an over-inflated
basketball.

She loved decorating for Halloween, especially with
home-grown pumpkins to spruce up the fall foliage in her front
yard.

Pumpkins of varying sizes were set among the
colorful chrysanthemums, blue and purple asters, strawberry blonde
marigolds, and low-growing deep green mugo pines. An assortment of
cheery scarecrows interspersed among the pumpkins added to the
festivity of the fall holiday.

With a multitude of pumpkins decorating her flower
beds from the first two wheelbarrow loads, the third load would be
delivered to the neighbors.

The Crandalls were the only neighbors with children
on Pepper’s cul-de-sac of seven homes widely spaced apart on acre
lots. Her other neighbors were empty nesters or adults with no
children, like Pepper.

Any extra pumpkins would be given to her next-door
neighbors, the Boschs. Though retired, their two young
granddaughters often slept over on the weekends.

Thinking of the Boschs as grandparents, memories of
her grandmother blossomed. “Grammy.” A soft smile parted Pepper’s
lips. Fond recollections of decorating for Halloween and carving
pumpkins with her beloved grandmother overcame her. She credited
Grammy for her passion for growing pumpkins, sharing the bounty
with neighbors, and celebrating the season.

A microburst of frigid air accompanied by a clap of
jarring thunder drew her back to the present.

Pepper glanced at the sky, darkening by the minute.
“This will be close.” She zipped her hooded rain jacket, dusted her
hands together, and let out deep a sigh brimming with wariness.
“Come on, girls,” she called to the dogs who had been romping
around the yard.

Maddie and Brooke trotting at her side, Pepper
pushed the wheelbarrow of pyramid-stacked pumpkins across the
expansive back lawn. The front gate seemed farther away than the
last time she shuttled the pumpkins. In less than fifteen minutes,
the backyard seemed to have lengthened to the size of a football
field.

The illusion of increased distance aside, to beat
the downpour threatening to burst any moment from the glutted
clouds, she had to hurry. Yet, her steps remained calculated.
Focused more on a smooth stride than speed.

The chunk of flesh the .357 Magnum
hollow point had ripped from the outside of her leg was
healing nicely. At least
that’s what the doctor professed. But the golf ball-sized divot in
her quadriceps would leave her leg disfigured for life. Unless she
chose massive reconstructive surgery. More for vanity’s sake than
improvement in quality of life.

Despite Pepper’s best effort to endure, the
unrelenting pain echoed the turmoil assaulting the sky. Overpowered
her will. She stumbled. Grimaced. The wheelbarrow slipped from her
grasp, both hands automatically caressing the side of her right
thigh. “Damn you, David.” She gritted her teeth, not sure she would
ever forgive him for shooting her. Even if it had been an
accident.

Earlier that morning, Pepper had made it almost to
the front gate with the first wheelbarrow load before noticeable
pain kicked in. The second load, almost to the back porch. This
one, not quite halfway across the lawn. Had the yard somehow
stretched itself?

Despite the increased frequency and intensity of
pain, Pepper refused to quit. Once again, grasping the wooden
handles, she raised the wheelbarrow.

Pepper modified her gait, succumbing to the misery
induced when bending her right leg to walk. Knee straight, as if
locked in an imaginary cast, she proceeded with a stiff-legged limp
to haul the last load of pumpkins out of the backyard that might as
well had been a mile long and uphill. Although it wasn’t.

The option of taking a quick break before
distributing the pumpkins to the neighbors became more inviting
with each stiff-legged step. “I’m on no deadline,” Pepper reminded
herself, all but talking herself into delivering the pumpkins
later. After the storm. After her leg rested.

Upon reaching the open privacy fence gate, she
glanced across the street at the Cooper’s house. Stopped dead in
her tracks. Did a double-take of the shiny black exotic sports car
parked in the driveway.

Is that a Ferrari?

Through the neighborhood grapevine,
she had heard someone with financial
means had purchased the Cooper’s home, but
she never…

Hunter Heights had been labeled an upper middle
class affluent city based on home values and resident income. The
latest sporty model of BMW, Audi, or Porsche parked in the driveway
of any of the homes in her neighborhood was commonplace. Whereas a
Ferrari, not so much. Not at all.

She squinted, straining to see across the street.
Did the license plate have the familiar Utah features?

No.

Must be registered in another state. Yet, it looked
unlike any plate from any other state she had ever seen. That
narrowed the possibilities.

Couldn’t be him. Could it?

Yes. Yes, it could.
A black Ferrari suited him. Matched his
head-turning good looks and European sophistication.

Her mind awhirl, heartbeat picking up pace, a bit of
a flutter in her stomach, she moistened her lips with her
tongue.

The last time she had seen Prince Nima J. Neb was
weeks ago at HHPD headquarters during the Lincoln Locke case
debriefing. Their last conversation occurred minutes before the
start of the debriefing. Since then, she figured he had returned to
Novania, never to be seen in Hunter Heights or anywhere in Utah
again. Let alone across the street.

But he was back. At least an exotic car with
a unique license plate was parked in the Cooper’s driveway. Seemed
logical someone with financial
means who also possessed the title
of Prince would
drive a high-octane sports car like a Ferrari. But it made little
sense that a man with financial means, especially one with royal
blood coursing through his veins, would choose to buy a large
rambler in desperate need of modernizing, both inside and
out.

“Maybe he flips houses in his spare
time,” Pepper ventured with a snicker.

More curious about the Prince’s
motive for purchasing that
home than her school-girl excitement to see him—at
least that’s what she told herself—Pepper set down the wheelbarrow.
Fluffed her bangs and dusted the dried pumpkin leaves off the front
of her shocking pink rain jacket and thighs of her faded
jeans.

Thunder rumbled in the near distance. Another drop
of rain nicked her cheek.

“Woo-woo-woof.” The neighbor’s
basset hound sounded off. “Woo-woo-woof.”

“It’s still just me,
Gerti.”

The dog quieted at the sound of Pepper’s voice.

“Come on, girls,” Pepper said,
eyeing her dogs.

She gripped the smooth wooden handles of the cobalt
blue wheelbarrow and strolled down the driveway, not a hint of a
limp in her steps. Nor a second thought about the impending
storm.

A rush of internally generated heat blasted over her
as she pushed the cart toward the house once owned by Scott and
Lynda Cooper.

A surge of Arctic-infused air lashed her cheeks.
Rather than feeling a chill, her palms felt moist. A drizzle of
sweat meandered from her scalp onto her forehead.

She deposited the wheelbarrow on the sidewalk in
front of the Cooper’s house and swiped the side of her hand over
her brow. Needles of anticipation prickled her skin. Concluded
memories of her last conversation with Nima had launched her
nervousness.

The Prince had offered her a job as
a member of his elite mercenary team. A job. Right. Even operating
within the painkiller-caused daze at the time, Pepper had read
between the lines. Nima’s job offer included more than advanced
tactical training and Novanian citizenship with diplomatic
credentials. A romantic relationship had been inscribed in the
unspoken fine print…

Yet now, as before, the handsome
face of HHPD Officer Jack Weston faded thoughts of the dashing
Prince. A mile-wide smile scampered across Pepper’s face.
“Jack’s the one.
The only one for me.” All concerns about the dinner together tomorrow possibilities banished. At least for now.

Pepper chose one of the
over-inflated basketball-sized pumpkins from the wheelbarrow. She
wrapped both arms around it, pressed it deep into her abdomen, and
headed to the front door to introduce herself to the
new neighbor.

Maddie and Brooke trotted at her heels.

She surveyed the Ferrari. Noticed how the sporadic
raindrops slid off the sexy sports car like water on a duck’s back.
Though tempted to take a peek inside, she didn’t dare step too
close. Might trigger the vehicle’s alarm.

Memories of David’s short-lived fascination with
exotic cars spawned a grin.

She recalled a private visit to a showroom of
supercars David had arranged. She remembered seeing David sitting
behind the wheel of a McLaren. He looked as out of place as if he
had been seated on a John Deere farm tractor.

Although David had the financial
means to pay cash for a half-million dollar sports car, he claimed
it wasn’t a good
investment. But Pepper knew better. David
worried about drawing the attention of criminals. Cruising around
in an exotic sports car could target him to be carjacked or
kidnapped for ransom.

“The owner of this vehicle isn’t
concerned about being carjacked or captured for ransom,” Pepper
said to herself, assuming the hot car belonged to Prince Nima of
Novania. Also known as Commander Neb, the head of an elite
mercenary force.

Her attention focused on delivering the pumpkin and
welcoming him to the neighborhood, she walked toward the house.
Before she set foot on the porch, the front door swung open.

A chestnut-skinned giant of a man filled the
doorway. Shaved head, winter gray eyes, and plump mauve lips.

Pepper let out a slight gasp and stepped back,
expecting the handsome Prince not the bodyguard from hell.

Brooke bounded onto the porch and stood at Pepper’s
side. Head held high, chest puffed out, tail straight up, poised to
defend her momma if needed.

“May I help you?” His voice deep,
words fringed with suspicion.

“Uh, hi.” Pepper’s mind stalled.
Unable to wrap her head around the herculean man dressed in a
tailored black suit, black dress shirt, and black tie. Was that
honking diamond stud in his right earlobe real? “I, um, live across
the street.” She twisted her torso and pointed at her house. “I
grow pumpkins and like to share them. I heard the Cooper’s house
had sold and noticed the car in the driveway.”

The gargantuan didn’t move. Didn’t blink.

“Welcome to the neighborhood. My
name is Pepper. Pepper Jackson.”

He replied with a slight twitch of his brows and a
slow visual frisk of her body from the neck down.

The air thickened. At least from Pepper’s
standpoint. She cocked her head to the side and widened her eyes.
“And you are…?”

“You may call me Ajax.”

Ajax? Pepper’s eyebrows disappeared under her bangs.
Is that his first or last name?
Regardless, his colossal stature coincided with
Ajax the Great of Greek mythology known for his size, strength, and
fearlessness.

“And I’m at your service, Miss
Pepper.” He placed his right hand over his heart and dipped his
chin toward his chest in a slow, yet precise, bow of his head.
Never taking his eyes off her.

At my service? Obviously, the man wasn’t a local. Yet, his overtly polite
behavior rang familiar. Could he be from
Novania? Pepper cleared her throat. “Do you
have children, Mr. Ajax?”

“No mister. Just Ajax,
please.”

Pepper mashed up her face and let
out a small chuckle. “Okay, Ajax. Do you have a significant other
or children? If so, I have extra pumpkins if you think they’d like
them.” She tipped her head toward the loaded wheelbarrow at the end
of his driveway.

“Extra pumpkins not
needed.”

Pepper mentally scratched her head. Did his response
mean he had no significant other and no children, or that he didn’t
want anyone else in his family to have a pumpkin? “Well, here you
go.” Without stepping closer, she leaned forward and extended her
arms, handing the basketball-sized squash to the well-dressed
hulk.

Ajax stepped out of the doorway and onto the cement
stoop. He reached toward Pepper to take the pumpkin.

Brooke lurched forward, wedging her body between her
momma and Ajax. She bared her teeth and rumbled a warning
growl.

Ajax recoiled, cowering into the front door frame.
Eyes ballooned, he scrunched his shoulders to his ears and crossed
his platter-sized hands over his chest. His badass persona replaced
by an almost child-like overreaction of panic.

As if offering reinforcement to Brooke, Maddie crept
onto the porch, her hackles raised, eyes locked on to the once
intimidating man.

Pepper’s innards burbled with glee. So damned proud
of her girls.

Amused at the sight of the fear-stricken
behemoth—who had failed the litmus test of trustworthiness with her
dogs—she allowed her girls to scare the bejesus out of him a few
seconds longer before calling them off. “Brooke. Maddie.” She
snapped her fingers, feeling no remorse for intentionally
terrorizing her new neighbor. “Sit.” She pointed behind her at the
ground.

The dogs obeyed. Neither relinquished their
laser-focused gaze on the towering man appearing to impersonate a
massive bronze statue.

“My apologies, Ajax,” Pepper said,
although she didn’t mean it. Well, maybe she did. A little. She
exaggerated a smile. “My girls are very protective.” Not taking her
eyes off the man, she stooped and set the pumpkin on the porch.
“I’ll leave it here for you.”

Ajax exhaled an audible sigh of relief, placed his
hands in a prayer position in front of his chest, and bowed. “I
shall inform the Prince of your offering.”

Pepper shot straight up. “Would that be Prince Nima?
Nima Neb of Novania?”

“Indeed,” a male voice replied from
behind her.

Pepper spun around.

Prince Nima stood next to the
wheelbarrow of pumpkins parked at the bottom of his driveway.

The storm-tormented sky darkened behind him. An
eerie coincidence, or an omen?

Creepy weather aura aside, and not sure how it was
possible, but Nima looked more drop-dead handsome than Pepper
remembered. Maybe it had something to do with his broad shoulders,
sweat-glistened biceps bulging from the black muscle T-shirt, and
the jogging shorts emphasizing his narrow waist and chiseled legs.
Or the mop of wavy black hair accenting the five o’clock shadow of
his square jaw. Or the fact he appeared to have walked off the
pages of a fairy tale; an adult-rated, sexually charged fairy
tale.

Although
engaged—secretly engaged—to the sexiest cop alive and the love of her life,
that didn’t stop her from indulging in eye-candy when the
opportunity presented itself. And Prince Nima fit the bill of
mouth-watering eye-candy.

“Brooke, Maddie, come.” Nima
squatted and patted the tops of his well-defined tan
thighs.

The dogs bolted off the porch to greet him.

Pepper followed, not bolting off the porch, but not
leisurely walking, either. As far as the pain from the gunshot
wound in her leg… what pain?

“PJ!” Nima stood, his arms open
wide, to greet her with a hug.

Pepper didn’t think twice about throwing herself
into his embrace. Despite everything they had been through, it was
the first time they had hugged. And it felt good. Almost as if
being reunited in the comfort of a favorite old blanket. And he
smelled delicious. How could a sweaty man smell so good? Did his
royal genes make the difference? Or just high-priced cologne?
Pepper didn’t know. Nor care, indulging her olfactory nerve.

They hugged hard, her breasts smashed against his
iron chest. And they hugged long. Neither eager to relinquish their
embrace.

“Miss Pepper brought a squash to
welcome you to the neighborhood,” Ajax called out.

Pepper extracted herself from his
embrace and bumped up her shoulders at Nima. “It’s a pumpkin.” She
let out a goofy little laugh to cover her embarrassment. Duh. Of
course, he could see the squash
was a pumpkin. “I grow them for Halloween because
I love to decorate with them and share the bounty with the
neighbors.”

“I noticed.” Nima kept his eyes
locked on Pepper. Your yard is beautiful. I love the pumpkins and
scarecrows mixed in with the colorful fall flowers. I bet you could
give me some pointers.” He tipped his head at the all but
non-existent landscaping of his yard.

Pepper didn’t want to commit to anything. At least
not where Nima was concerned. “Do you have pumpkins and celebrate
Halloween in Novania?”

“Of course, we have pumpkins and
celebrate Halloween. But we don’t celebrate at all like Americans.”
He grinned, adding, “And not like most of the world.”

“My girls scared Ajax. I guess he’s
not a dog person.”

“Cats. Ajax is a cat
man.”

“Funny, I would have taken him more
for a rattlesnake man.”

Nima wrinkled his forehead and gazed at Pepper.

“Oh, that wasn’t very nice.” Pepper
tapped her fingers over her mouth. “I apologize.”

“I’m impressed.”

Because I apologized?

“You’ve got an uncanny ability to
read people, PJ. It’s a gift you should develop.”

“What are you talking
about?”

“Ajax is an amateur herpetologist.
He’s passionate about reptile conservation.”

“Interesting.” Frickin’ freaky was more like it. Out
of all the species she could have associated with Ajax, why
had rattlesnake popped into her head? Coincidence or something more? She made
a mental note to talk with Myrna about it.

“There’s no logical way to explain
how you chose rattlesnake,” Nima said, as if
chiming in on Pepper’s thoughts. “Which means you’re receiving
information from a highly perceptive intuition you have yet to
learn how to tap into and use at will.”

“Wow. That’s pretty far out, Nima.”
Although, honestly, she didn’t think it was that far out. She had too many
uncanny experiences related to her so-called
Spidey-senses.

“I can help you develop that
intuition.”

Pepper almost burst into laughter. “Thank you, but
I’ll pass.”

“What shall I do with this squash?”
Ajax inquired of the Prince.

Regardless of whether he heard Ajax, Nima remained
focused on Pepper. “In Novania, children don’t dress up and don’t
trick or treat.”

Pepper blinked several times, taken somewhat aback
by his abrupt change of subject. Perhaps Ajax mentioning the
pumpkin reminded him of the upcoming celebration.

“Halloween is a holiday when adults
dress up to play out their darkest fantasies,” Nima said. “It’s the
one night of the year when just about anything goes, as long as the
acts are consensual among those involved.”

A shiver jolted Pepper. “What do
you mean, anything goes? Anything like what?”

“On October thirty-first, from noon
to the stroke of midnight, willing participants dress up in
costumes to bring to life their dark dreams. Think of Halloween in
Novania as allowing the Victor Frankenstein’s to breathe life into
a creature they fantasized about creating all of their life.” After
a brief pause, “Murder and maiming are prohibited. Otherwise…” A
twitch of his shoulders finished his sentence.

“The Victor Frankenstein’s of the
world? That’s downright creepy.” Pepper wrinkled her nose. “Remind
me to never visit Novania on Halloween.”

Nima laughed. “It’s the peak of our tourist season.
Those eager to live out their dark fantasies book our hotels years
in advance.”

“I can’t imagine—”

“Think of Halloween in Novania as
the chance to star in your own house of horrors, similar to the
spook alleys you Americans attend for the thrill of in-person
frightful entertainment.”

“Minus the legal murder aspect,
what you’re describing reminds me of the dystopian horror
movie, The Purge.”

Nima beamed his killer-handsome smile, rested his
hands around her waist and drew her closer. “Celebrate Halloween in
Novania with me, PJ. I guarantee you’ll have the time of your
life.”

Pepper scowled, flattened her hands against his rock
solid chest and stepped back. “Thanks for the offer, but no thanks.
I don’t have any dark fantasies and am not interested in taking
part in anyone else’s dark fantasy, either.”

“Everyone has dark
fantasies.”

“Not me.” She snorted her contempt.
“I’ve seen too many real life horrors to have any desire to take
part in one, even in the name of Halloween.”

“Where’s your sense of
adventure?”

“Not in Novania and not during your
Halloween purge.”
Pepper shook her head and waved her palms back and forth in front
of her, the gesture emphasizing she wanted no part of his
offer.

“Would the Halloween celebration be
more appealing if I told you it’s also a birthday
party?”

“Whose birthday… yours?”

“As a matter of fact—”

“You were born on Halloween? Of
course! That explains why you’re a such a bad ass commander and so
good at catching bad guys.”

Nima’s handsome features twisted in puzzlement.

Pepper rolled her eyes. “Babies born on Halloween
are immune
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