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Blurb

Cassie and Mitch are back, and their new PI firm, Chase Investigations, has its first big case. Roman Ricardo, owner of Roman Tackle and the sponsor of one of the biggest fishing tournaments in town, has been murdered. Someone slipped a lethal amoeba into Roman’s nasal spray. Now Mitch and Cassie have to figure out who did it, and their list of suspects grows as they investigate the people who last came into contact with the victim. With Mitch’s dad in town, they have some extra help, but father and son don’t exactly see eye to eye. Will Chase Investigations be able to catch the killer?
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“The amoeba did it?” Cassie Wynn popped out with the question and then glanced at her lover and partner, Mitchell Chase—Fatmire, Florida’s newest PI.

She saw surprise in Mitch’s blue eyes, although his intense training kept him from revealing the emotion on his face. Given his background in crime reporting, he wasn’t easily shocked.

As a mystery writer, Cassie had a good imagination, but even she had to admit she hadn’t seen this one coming. Single-celled organisms had never rated high on her suspect list.

Zack Benton, their newest client, sat in the hard wooden visitor chair on the other side of the desk. When they had decorated Chase Investigations, Mitch had insisted on the uncomfortable seat. He said it helped clients get right to the point. Judging by the way Zack kept fidgeting, it was working.

“Primary amoebic meningoencephalitis,” Zack said, stumbling through the medical term. “That was the cause of death according to the autopsy report. From what I understand, it’s some kind of freshwater parasite. What I want you to find out, Mr. Chase, is how Uncle Roman got infected. Thanks to the fishing tournament, he was only around salt water, and I had the tap water at his house tested. I also checked the restaurants he usually frequented. There’s no sign of contamination anywhere.”

Mitch’s chair creaked quietly as he leaned back. “You’re certain he didn’t visit a lake or stream? Even a swimming pool?”

“I’m positive,” Zack answered. “Uncle Roman swore by salt water. His company doesn’t even produce freshwater lures, and his backyard pool was filled with salt water. I don’t understand it. I have to know how this happened.”

It sounded to Cassie like the man needed closure. This was definitely an unusual case—a real David and Goliath story. A tiny, unicellular parasite had managed to take down wealthy Roman Ricardo, owner of Roman Tackle and sponsor of the Fatmire Explorers Tournament.

She watched Mitch pull out his trusty notebook. Her partner always wrote notes the old-fashioned way during his investigations. The sight had her flashing back to the first time she had laid eyes on him. He had been writing a newspaper article about the murder of her neighbor Vicki Cash and had come to Cassie’s house to question her. Although they’d been discussing a dead body, that first meeting had been the start of an exciting and romantic partnership.

“I’ll need a feel for the timetable,” Mitch told their client. “When exactly did your uncle get into town?”

“He arrived just before Thanksgiving.” Zack shifted his weight again and winced. “Uncle Roman never liked the cold. He always wintered at his house here in Fatmire.”

Considering this was now January, the victim must have picked up the parasite locally. Cassie sidled behind Mitch and wound up lodged between the back of his chair and the wall. He turned to arch his eyebrow at her before scooting in. She snatched up the laptop from the side of his desk and tried to connect to the Internet.

So far, Chase Investigations had only received a handful of small cases, so money was tight. Since Mitch was too proud to let Cassie aid him financially, she had helped find ways to cut costs instead. Between the two of them, they had negotiated a good deal on this office space after Tammy, the murderous nutritionist who had previously occupied it, had been incarcerated. As for their Internet service, she had discovered they could tap into the library’s wireless signal for free. She just had to find the right spot to pick it up.

Holding the laptop at eye level, she began pacing the room, looking for the right number of bars. When she climbed on top of a chair and picked up four at once, she got excited, but the City Marina’s signal was password protected.

Cassie noticed Mitch staring at her as she continued to circle the room. She blushed and shot him a wink. Although he was usually very focused, he obviously couldn’t keep his eyes off her today.

Mitch cleared his throat. “Did your uncle live alone?”

She continued to listen even as she finally got through. Although she had to lift her left foot and point it at her opposite knee to maintain the signal, she managed to type in her search.

“No, my aunt, Audrey Ricardo, was there,” Zack said. “She was the one who took Uncle Roman to the hospital when his symptoms got really bad.”

“Any children?”

Zack returned a tight smile and shook his head. “My uncle didn’t believe in children. I’m the closest thing he had to a son.”

“You say your uncle was taken to the hospital when his condition worsened.” Mitch’s ballpoint pen moved stealthily across the page as he took notes. “When did he first show symptoms?”

“That’s where it gets a little hazy,” Zack confessed. “The best we can tell, he got sick at the opening of the fishing tournament two weeks ago. Everyone thought it was a typical winter head cold. Uncle Roman used some nasal spray and over-the-counter medication to clear it up, but nothing seemed to work. He kept complaining that he couldn’t smell or taste anything. Even when the headaches and nausea hit, we assumed the illness had progressed into a bad case of the flu.”

“You were with him?” Mitch asked.

“Only for the opening weekend of the tournament. Then I flew back home because I couldn’t afford to take off work. The last time I saw my uncle, he was only a bit stuffed up. I learned the rest from my aunt.”

Cassie could tell her partner was intrigued.

“When did your aunt first realize this was more than a common virus?” Mitch asked.

“Three days ago. She took Uncle Roman to the hospital as soon as he grew delirious. By the time they got there, he’d lost consciousness. He slipped into a coma and died early the next day. I’m told even if he had been admitted sooner, his chance of survival would have been almost nonexistent. This parasite is extremely lethal.”

“Yes, it is.” Cassie scanned the information about the little bugger online. “Death typically occurs within fourteen days. The amoeba is found in warm freshwater and likes to nestle in the top layer of mud. It enters through the nose and travels across the olfactory nerve to the brain.” She glanced at Zack. “One way or another, your uncle got water up his nose.”

“He certainly didn’t get infected by drinking bad tap water or taking a shower,” Mitch added. “Could this parasite live in brackish water?”

Cassie scrolled to the bottom of the page before shaking her head. “This article doesn’t say, but it doesn’t look that way.”

“Huh.” Mitch finally stood. “Mr. Benton, I accept the case. I may need to ask you some more questions, and I’ll have to talk to your aunt.”

Zack jumped up like he couldn’t wait to get out of the chair. “You can speak with my aunt later this evening. I’m staying with her at the house until this is settled.” He gave them the address.

“Then I just need you to sign this contract and put down a deposit, and I can begin.” Mitch tackled the business end of things with the sleek grace of a corporate shark. Cassie thought all he was missing was an expensive suit.

She watched Zack’s eyes widen in appreciation when he looked at Chase Investigations’ contract. Feeling smug, she shot her partner a triumphant grin. Hadn’t she told him that printing the whole thing in Edwardian Script would make it look more impressive?

Once their new client had signed the contract and handed over the check, they saw him out.

Cassie did a happy dance as soon as he was gone. “This is so exciting.”

“It’s certainly different,” Mitch said. “Care to tell me why you were climbing around and impersonating a flamingo in front of our client?”

“I was trying to get good reception. And that wasn’t a flamingo stance. That was a retiré.”

“A what?”

Cassie demonstrated. “It’s a ballet move that requires good balance.”

“You’ve done ballet?” She could tell by the tiny furrow between his eyebrows that Mitch was impressed.

Although she hated to disappoint him, she had to be honest. “I only took a few lessons from an instructional video. It was part of my research for my book Tutu Many. The villain was a prima ballerina with dissociative identity disorder who went around killing her rivals. She baffled police because at least one of her personalities could always pass the polygraph test.”

There was a beat of silence.

“Okay, I give,” Mitch finally said. “If she beat the lie detector, then how did she get caught?”

“She didn’t. Instead, one of her minor personas grew jealous of the headliner, so she finally killed her with some poisoned rosin powder. It was sort of a murder suicide.”

His groan made her feel all tingly inside.

“I doubt there’s anything sinister going on with Roman Ricardo’s death,” Mitch said. “Most likely we’ll discover he made an unexpected detour to some swimming hole. Just because his nephew and aunt think that’s out of character doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.”

“I’m not so sure about that.” She hated to contradict him, but she remembered what she’d read. “Like I said, this infection is picked up from warm water. That means cases usually occur in the summer. This is winter.”

“Are we sure there has never been an incidence of infection in the wintertime?”

“Never say never,” she answered.

Mitch frowned.

Cassie tried to imitate his sober attitude. “Do you want a mug shot of the killer?”

“What?”

“They had a picture of the amoeba online. It’s an evil-looking circle.” She mused for a second. “Come to think of it, everything I’ve ever seen under a microscope is a circle. Cork cell circles and onion circles. Little green circles being attacked by red circles. A whole big circle of death. Hey, that gives me a great idea for another book.” She grabbed a piece of paper to write that down before she forgot.

“Cassie.”

“Roman Tackle is a huge fishing lure company,” she continued. “You should have seen how many search results I got for it before I lost the signal. At first, I thought they took the name from some kind of fighting sport. You know, like Greek wrestling. Of course, then, silly me, I realized Roman named his company after himself, like Mike’s Lemonade or Trojan condoms.”

“Cassie.” Mitch pinched the bridge of his nose. “The Trojans did not invent condoms.”

“Ha! They didn’t invent that horse either. That was the Greeks. Speaking of Greeks, would you like me to pick up some falafels for lunch?”

He was already shaking his head. “No, thanks. I told Pops I’d come home for lunch today. Aren’t you on a deadline?”

“Yes.” Her deadline was still far away, but she had a lot of writing to do in that time. “I’d better get to it. Maybe this new case will help inspire a few plot twists.”

“I’ll pick you up this evening, and we’ll go question Audrey Ricardo.”

“Sounds good.” Cassie leaned in to give Mitch a nice, long kiss. It was a good thing she was wearing closed shoes this time of year. If she’d been in sandals, everyone would have seen her toes curl.

They broke the kiss, and she headed out the door.

Mitch stopped her. “One question.”

“Is it multiple choice?” she asked.

“Let’s go with free response. Zack Benton mentioned that his uncle didn’t believe in children.”

“Yes?”

Mitch shrugged. “It occurred to me that, well, I’ve never heard your thoughts on the subject. Do you?”

“Do I believe in children?” What a funny question. Come to think of it, this wasn’t the first time her partner had asked her something personal like that lately. “Of course I do.”

“You do?”

“Yes, Mitch. I’ve seen them.”

She closed the door behind her and heard a rhythmic thumping sound from inside as she walked to her car.
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Once Mitch was done hitting his head against the wall, he headed home. He had been living with his grandfather in the retirement village since moving to Fatmire, although he now spent a great deal of time at Cassie’s house. When he pulled in, he spotted Mrs. Naranja nearby. The elderly widow, who always dressed in orange, gave him a big wave hello.

As he returned the greeting, Mitch noticed a gentleman walking beside her in similar garb. It looked like Mrs. Naranja had finally found her soul mate, which meant Pops had one less “lady friend” in his harem. The old tomcat had girlfriends spread all over the retirement village.

“Hi, Pops,” Mitch greeted his grandfather as he came through the door. “How’s it going?”

Although he’d just turned eighty-three, Owen Ashwood had the energy of a much younger man. He was thin and bald and wore a tan that only a Floridian could sport at this time of year. At the moment, he was surrounded by the scent of grilled cheese sandwiches, which he was busy fixing on the stove.

“We’ve got company,” Pops warned him.

Mitch was taken aback. In the months he’d lived here, he’d never known his grandfather to bring a woman home. He certainly hadn’t expected it in the middle of the day. Then again, noon was the peak hour for most of the elderly residents.

“Do you want me to clear out?”

He secretly hoped not, although he’d stand by the offer. Despite any potential awkwardness, he didn’t feel like going out to eat now that he had a craving for grilled cheese.

“Nope.” Pops continued to flip the sandwiches. “He came all the way here to see you, though he won’t admit it. Vacation, my duff. This isn’t a bed and breakfast, you know.”

“He?”

“I wouldn’t have to stay here if all the motels in this backwater town weren’t booked up,” said a familiar male voice.

Mitch froze. He could feel every muscle in his body tense in denial, although there could be no mistake. Taking a deep breath, he turned to face the speaker, who stood in the doorway. The stern jaw, no-nonsense stare, and short silver hair—hair that had once been the same light-brown as his son’s—hadn’t changed a bit. Neither had the aura of disapproval that always surrounded Samuel Chase.

“Dad.” Mitch barely managed to unclench his jaw. “What the hell are you doing here?”

If his father was put off by the greeting, he didn’t show it. “Your mother decided to go on some girly vacation to a mountain spa. I thought I’d come down here and see what you’re still doing loafing around this town.”

“I’m hardly loafing. Mom isn’t with you?” He couldn’t believe it. His father never went anywhere by himself. According to his mother, most of the time his dad didn’t go anywhere, period. Not since he’d retired from the police force.

“The boy’s an entrepreneur now, Sam.” Pops slid the sandwiches onto a plate and plunked them on the table. “Mitch has his own private investigation business. Didn’t Tracy tell you? This summer, he and Cassie tracked down a killer.”

His father grunted. “She might have mentioned it. Murder investigations aren’t for civilians. You should have turned the matter over to the police.”

“The cops didn’t solve it,” Mitch said through gritted teeth. “Cassie and I did.”

Already fighting his temper, he fixed himself a drink before sitting down and snagging one of the sandwiches. The gooey cheese gave him an excuse to fall silent.

His father sat across from him and eyed him shrewdly. “So that’s the way of it, huh? You’re involved with some woman?”

“Nice girl,” Pops said between bites. “A good cook, too, and she’s a looker.” He shot Mitch a wink that lightened his mood.

Although Cassie wasn’t what society considered beautiful, she was definitely pretty. She had blonde hair the color of wheat and gray-brown eyes that always twinkled with mischief. Her vibrant energy and quirky personality were the attributes that really stunned Mitch. Stunned, perplexed, and ultimately drove him to distraction. There was no denying he was crazy in love with her.

“You living with her?” his father asked.

“No. Cassie says it goes against her strict Catholic school upbringing to live with a man outside of marriage.” Mitch felt his lips twitch. “She usually boots me out right after sex.”

Pops chuckled.

His dad scowled. “So she’s Catholic?”

“No.” Mitch relaxed a bit and actually started to enjoy himself. Sappy as it sounded, thoughts of Cassie made him happy. “I haven’t pinned down what her religion is, although I suspect it’s a nondenominational, nature-loving sort of deal. She probably worships the ‘oyster that hunkers at dusk.’”

At his father’s look, he added, “That’s what Fatmire supposedly means. It might or might not be an Albanian word.”

“You think you’re funny, don’t you?” his dad growled.

“Hardly. Pops, what does Fatmire mean?”

“I don’t know.” His grandfather made a grumbling noise. “‘Clam that wakes at noon’ or something like that. I never did buy into that Albanian myth. I thought Fatmire was an Injun word.”

“Native American,” Mitch corrected him.

Pops waved that away. “They were Injuns when I was growing up.”

“The world was flat then, too, but things change.”

“Smart-ass.” Pops laughed.

His father refused to be sidetracked so easily. “Is this Cassie a reporter?”

“No, she’s a fiction writer. She writes mystery novels under the pen name Dusty Zain.”

“Why the name Dusty?”

Mitch nearly choked on his drink. “Trust me,” he sputtered. “Don’t ask.”

Leave it to Cassie to choose a pseudonym at random just to drive curious people bonkers.

“What’s that new book she’s working on?” Pops asked.

“Playing Chicken.” Mitch couldn’t help but smile. “She says it’s about a serial killer who disguises himself as a giant chicken like you see wearing a sandwich board to advertise restaurants. Cassie wanted to have the villain put his victims in the deep fat fryer, but her editor warned her that was too gruesome. Of course, Cassie took that to mean the frying method was too high in cholesterol. Last she told me, she had the bad guy hatch—eh-hem—a plot to bury his victims in oversized plastic Easter eggs.”

“I’ll have to give that one a try,” Pops said. “Her books are growing on me. Never laughed so hard in my life.”

Mitch knew the feeling.

“Have you two lost your minds?” his dad demanded. “You expect me to believe this nonsense?”

“Not all at once.” After all, it had taken Mitch some time to adjust to the insanity in this small town. “Let it seep in slowly. There’s no use fighting it.”

His father muttered under his breath as he finished his sandwich.

“How’s work?” Pops asked. “Get anything but infidelity cases and lost items?”

Mitch thought back to Zack Benton’s visit this morning. “Actually, I have an interesting case of a rich lure company owner dropping dead. Roman Ricardo of Roman Tackle. He died of an infection from a freshwater amoeba, but his family swears he never came in contact with any ponds or springs. The victim’s nephew has hired me to find out how he caught it.”

“Retrace his steps,” his father told him. “The next of kin don’t always know everything. Sounds to me like a straightforward case of accidental death.”

Mitch tamped down his spark of annoyance. His dad always devalued his work and his ability to do it. “Probably, but there’s a catch.”

“Oh?”

“This parasite is rare, and it only thrives in summer. So how did Roman Ricardo become infected in the middle of winter?”

He was watching his father closely enough that he caught the glimmer of interest that flashed across his dad’s face. It confirmed Mitch’s own instincts. Despite what he’d told Cassie, he had a feeling this wouldn’t be an easy case. The tingle on the back of his neck suggested there was something fishy going on here—something more unusual than just the cause of death.

Mitch looked forward to getting started and interviewing the deceased’s widow tonight.
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“Traffic is terrible,” Cassie said. She delivered this observation from the passenger seat of Mitch’s car. “All the winter residents are down, and it’s always crowded during a fishing tournament. You wouldn’t believe how long it took me to get out of the Cash-’n-Snack parking lot the other day.”

“Would you turn already?” Mitch glared through the windshield at the truck in front of them.

At least, Cassie thought there must be a truck in front. She couldn’t see anything past the enormous boat it was pulling behind it—a thirty-foot, twin-engine sportfisher with a colossal tower. The guy’s right turn signal had been winking at them for several blocks, and despite Mitch’s attempt at mind control, the driver showed no sign of taking any of the side roads.

“It’s the trailer lights,” she told him. “You know you have them hooked up in the traditional manner when the brake lights don’t work and one of the turn signals is stuck on. Didn’t you ever notice that when your grandfather took you fishing as a kid?”

Mitch made a face. “Now that you mention it. We never went out on anything that big, though. These guys are serious.”

He had that right. Cassie had managed to do a little research before Mitch had picked her up. Her home Internet access had been far more reliable.

“I told you fishing is big in this town, second only to clamming. The grand prize this year is about ten thousand dollars. There are also second, third, and other minor awards. The winner of each species weigh-in gets a painting of his fish.” That got Cassie thinking. “Do you suppose they paint something dignified or sketch more of a caricature?”

Mitch groaned again, presumably at the traffic.

She was still trying to picture what kind of artwork a fish painter might produce. “Maybe they do an old-fashioned portrait with the fish sitting by a fireplace wearing a smoking jacket.”

“Only if the fish is sitting too close to the flames,” her partner joked. “How long does this tournament last? Zack Benton said it started two weeks ago.”

“The Fatmire Explorers Tournament lasted exactly two weeks. It’s already over.”

Cassie could see her partner frowning in concentration. “If the tournament is over, why am I looking at the Dirty Bottom in front of us?”

Following his gaze, she read the sparkling name written across the stern of the boat being dragged ahead of them. “I have to say that isn’t the best name I’ve seen. If it were me, I might have gone for Bottoms Up or Sandy Bottom instead. This has a bad connotation.”

“To say the least. Again, if the tournament is over, why is this guy here? Why hasn’t he gone home?”

“Maybe he’s trying to go home,” Cassie told him. “At fifteen miles an hour, who can tell?”

Her lover’s growl was so sexy.

“To answer your question,” she continued, “there’s more than one tournament. Roman Tackle hosted The Fatmire Explorers Tournament to kick things off. Now Ian Timms is sponsoring the Fatmire Yacht Club Fish Frenzy for the rest of the month. The inshore competition starts this Friday. There will be a big fish fry with all the fixings over the weekend, followed by some minor events and junior angler competitions during the week. After that, they go sailfish hunting.”

“You mean deep sea fishing, right? Please tell me they don’t use rifles or explosives.”

Cassie laughed. “You’re so witty.”

“Just checking,” Mitch muttered. “So who is Ian Timms?”

As usual, her partner was like a bloodhound on the scent. She swore she could see his nose twitching.

“I didn’t have time to get all the details,” she admitted, “but I can tell you that Ian Timms is the owner of IT Reels and Lures. He was also Roman Ricardo’s ex-partner. Ian started his company after he was fired from Roman Tackle, and now he’s the chief competition.”

“That’s interesting. Seems like Timms might have been thumbing his nose at Ricardo. Why else would he hold a similar tournament at the same time and place as his former partner? Fatmire isn’t exactly a big name on the map.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Cassie warned him. “This town is very well known among the fishing community. Our politicians encourage the tournaments because they’re good for business. The motels are packed.”

“Unfortunately.” Mitch didn’t clarify that statement. “At least we know Roman Ricardo didn’t drive all over the place in the last two weeks. He couldn’t have gotten anywhere fast in this traffic. So it’s just a matter of tracing his whereabouts approximately fourteen days before his trip to the hospital. Once we...”

He kept talking, but Cassie was no longer paying attention. She rolled down her window and stuck her head out to peek around the boat still blocking their way. “Someone has left their Christmas lights up too long,” she announced.

Mitch fell quiet for a moment. “What?”

“I can see the glare around the side of the boat. There’s a bunch of blue twinkle lights flashing on and off in one of the front yards. Between you and me, I can’t stand that strobe effect. My neighbor’s bush almost induced a seizure this year.”

“Is that why you asked for blackout curtains?”

Cassie smiled. “Exactly. It’s also a good security measure. A gunman could easily take you out if you’re silhouetted against the front window. You don’t want to have to wear a bulletproof vest all the time, do you?”

“Of course not.” His lips twitched. “Those vests pinch under the arms.”

They reached the street they were looking for and turned off the main road. Still pacing itself, the Dirty Bottom lumbered along without them. Instead of a blinking blue reindeer on Audrey Ricardo’s lawn, however, they confronted something far more ominous.

“Well, damn,” Mitch said.

Parked in the driveway was a police car with its lights flashing. Cassie wasn’t sure when the cops had changed from red lights to blue, but she had to admit it was a pretty color. If the department brought back the old lights and worked in some white, they could go for a patriotic theme.

Not sure what to expect, she got out slowly and approached the house. The wide drive served as the main walkway and was outlined with a low garden. Whoever had installed it had painstakingly matched the pavers to the warm tones of the Spanish tiles on the roof. At this time of year, the grass wasn’t as brilliant green as it would be in summer, but she could see it was nice St. Augustine sod. Or should she call it Fatmire sod now that it was firmly planted here?

While Mitch did a perimeter check behind her, Cassie walked to the front door and pushed the bell.

“What are you doing?” he demanded. “Hang back. We don’t know what’s going on yet.”

His protectiveness made her feel warm and snuggly, but she wasn’t concerned.

“Don’t worry,” she assured him. “I know you’d never let me be hit by a stray bullet in the shootout. Besides, we were invited.”

“That’s not the—”

Someone swung the door open before he could finish. Expecting their client, Cassie was surprised to see their local detective, Shane Waters, instead.

“What are you doing answering the door?” she blurted out.

Shane looked them over with his usual laidback air. “Miss Wynn. Mr. Chase. I was just on my way out. What are you doing here?”

“Mr. Benton is a client of Chase Investigations,” Mitch explained. “What happened? Why the light show?”

Stepping past them, the detective looked at his vehicle and winced. “Needed the lights to get through traffic. Now they’re stuck that way until I can get my car to the shop. Those grease monkeys swore they’d fixed the electrical problem.”

He followed the remark with a long-suffering sigh before walking to his vehicle. “If I were you, I’d rethink keeping Benton as a client.”

“Why’s that?” Mitch asked.

Shane opened the door and glanced back at them. “Mr. Benton and Mrs. Ricardo are now people of interest in the death of Roman Ricardo. Have a good night.” He got in his car and shut the door before they could respond.

“That guy always seems to make a quick getaway,” Mitch remarked. He continued to watch as the blue lights disappeared down the road.

Cassie agreed. “Shane can be pretty slick when he wants to be. I still remember what a name he made for himself back when he was a patrolman. The incident was all over the news, which is probably where his aversion to being interviewed comes from.”

Mitch turned to look at her. “What incident?”

“One night, they had him patrolling the pavilions over at the beachside park, mostly to run off teenagers making out on the tables. I guess it was pretty dark, though how anyone could have missed his squad car, let alone his uniform, I’ll never know. Some guy looking to rob him walked up to Shane and pulled a fake gun.”

“The idiot held up a cop?”

“Exactly.”

“So what happened?” Mitch asked.

Cassie shrugged. “As cool as you please, Shane pulled out his real gun and pointed it at the guy. The robber immediately threw his hands up and surrendered.”

“Pretty gutsy. How did Detective Waters know the gun was fake?”

“Easy. The price tag was still on it.” Cassie could still picture the headline: “The Price of Crime.” “Apparently the little white sticker shone in the moonlight. Everyone knows you have to pay more than $12.99 for a real gun.”

“Only in this town,” Mitch muttered. “Come on. Let’s go check on our client.”

Thanks to the detective, the door stood open for them, so they made their way inside. Cassie wasn’t quite sure when a large house crossed the line into mansion territory, but this place was close to the threshold. It was two stories, right on the water, and had a wide pool and a dock visible through the back windows.

Mitch called out, and they turned a couple of corners to find Zack Benton fixing himself a drink at a built-in bar. Cassie’s gaze immediately drifted to the large marlin hanging on the wall above his head. She had a minute to wonder if the oversized fish was plastic or an embalmed version of the real deal before she noticed someone else in the room. Seated nearby was an older woman with fluffy blonde hair and layers of jewelry.

“Mr. Chase.” Zack approached Mitch as soon as he spotted him. “I’m glad you’re here. There’s been a complication.”

“Zack.” His aunt spoke his name in an aggrieved tone.

“This is my aunt, Audrey Ricardo.” Zack made the introduction with a surprising lack of emotion. “Aunt Audrey, this is Mitchell Chase and Cassie Wynn of Chase Investigations.”

“Charmed,” Cassie said, still mesmerized by all the jewelry. How did the woman keep that many chains from tangling?

“Right.” Mrs. Ricardo eyed her uncertainly. She must have been more comfortable with men, because she returned Mitch’s pleasantries without the hesitation.

“Won’t you please sit down?” Their client invited them toward a suede sofa loaded with dozens of throw pillows.

Cassie took a seat and noted how full and fluffy the pillows were. “Wow, these are really nice. What’s inside them? Some kind of foam?”

“Certainly not. We only use real down in this house.” Audrey appeared to scrutinize her.

Cassie was impressed. She supposed it must have taken a lot of birds to stuff all these pillows with real feathers. That gave her an idea.

She slipped her writing journal out of her purse and murmured to herself as she made a note: chicken feathers in pillows. This case was proving inspirational already.

As soon as she put her journal away, Mitch got right to the point. “Mr. Benton, what happened to get the police involved? They obviously think there’s something suspicious about your uncle’s death.”

“Not just suspicious.” Zack exchanged a glance with his aunt, whose lips were tightly pursed. “According to Detective Waters, my uncle was murdered. After Uncle Roman passed in the hospital, the nurse who gathered his clothes and wallet discovered the bottle of nasal spray he’d been using for his cold. She recognized from the label that it was a product that had recently been recalled.”

“Because it caused cancer?” Cassie asked.

Zack scowled, obviously as horrified by the idea as she was. “No, because it caused nosebleeds. But that’s beside the point. At the time, she didn’t know the cause of death, so she was concerned that the nasal spray might have had something to do with it. She had the bottle tested. It was filled with muddy water.”

Cassie was shocked. “No wonder the company recalled it.”

Beside her, Mitch groaned and rubbed his forehead.

“That did occur to the police,” Zack confirmed, which made her partner jerk his head up.

She shot him a smug grin.

“Detective Waters assured us that this was not a case of multiple murders,” Zack continued. “This isn’t some error the manufacturer is trying to cover up, and no one is sabotaging bottles of nasal spray to kill unsuspecting people. The local pharmacy claims it made a mistake leaving several bottles on the shelf for sale. Three bottles remained, and they’ve all been tested and have come back normal.”

Given the local pharmacist’s tendency to “misplace” portions of his drug inventory, Cassie figured he’d ignored the recall in favor of turning a little extra profit.

Mitch summed up the situation succinctly. “So someone who knew what they were doing put the contaminated water in your uncle’s nasal spray. They had to know where to find the parasite and how to administer it, targeting the olfactory nerve.”

Zack nodded. “I still need you on this case. I hired you to discover when and where Uncle Roman came into contact with this amoeba. If you trace the murder weapon, you’ll find his killer.”

“That’s enough, Zack.” Finally, Mrs. Ricardo spoke up. “This is now a matter for the police.”

“I don’t trust the police in this dinky town,” Zack snapped.

“But you trust the local PI?” Mrs. Ricardo turned to them. “No offense.”

Mitch grunted.

Were they about to lose their new client? Given the steep early-termination clause in their contract, Cassie wasn’t too worried, but she wanted to build their reputation.

Fortunately, Zack Benton was determined to have his way. “It won’t hurt to cover our bases. Besides









































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





