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Blurb

Nothing ever happens in a small clamming town like Fatmire, FL. At least, that’s what Mitch Chase thinks until he teams up with eccentric mystery writer Cassie Wynn to solve a murder. Vicki Cash is found facedown in her seafood dinner after someone at the Clam Festival slipped her a deadly ingredient. Now Mitch and Cassie have to eliminate suspects, but that’s easier said than done. Vicki wasn’t exactly well liked. She took her ex-husband for everything he was worth, evicted the town’s most successful clam farmer, feuded with her sister, and bad-mouthed the mayor’s wife. As they investigate, Mitch discovers this small town isn’t what it seems, and he’s attracted to more than Cassie’s powers of observation. With his quirky and intriguing partner by his side, he’s sure to lose his heart while he catches a killer.
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“Detective, based on your appearance here, may I assume Vicki Cash’s death wasn’t an accident? Do you suspect foul play?”

Cassie overheard the question and watched the man who had asked it from her vantage behind the side garden of her house. The profusion of plants prevented people on the street from seeing her small paved patio with its table and chairs, but she could observe them and much of the rest of the neighborhood at her leisure. That’s why she liked to sit here in the afternoons.

Today, what she saw held her full attention. The man speaking was a stranger to her, which was unusual in the small town of Fatmire, Florida. He was currently questioning Shane Waters, their local detective.

Her next door neighbor, Vicki Cash, was dead, and the newcomer—a reporter, apparently—seemed to realize there was more to the case than met the eye. Keen intuition and tenacity were two qualities Cassie gave to all her novels’ heroes. She was pleased and intrigued to learn they were part of this fellow’s character, as well.

Of course, Cassie also liked to make her heroes attractive. This man certainly had the right look with his strong physique, sharp blue eyes, and thick light-brown hair. She didn’t know his name, but she was hoping it was something wonderfully exotic or macho like Falcon or Axel. Maybe he was a martial arts expert or a former covert agent or sniper. The possibilities fired her imagination.

Barely breathing, she continued to eavesdrop on his conversation with Shane. They were standing outside Vicki’s house, which had been tidily cordoned off with police tape. Cassie saw Shane pause for a moment and rock back on his heels.

“We’re still investigating the matter,” the detective replied. “All I can say right now is that there were no signs of forced entry, burglary, or violence. The evidence thus far indicates that Ms. Cash died alone while in the middle of eating supper.”

“Who discovered the body?”

Cassie held perfectly still when Shane pointed at her house. “That would be Miss Wynn next door.”

Her new hero glanced her way and jotted something down in his notebook. Had he seen her? With his sharp eyesight and advanced military training, he probably could have spotted her in a sea of replicas. He was so focused on his interrogation, though, that it appeared he’d missed her behind her blind.

Cassie took a second to write the word replicas in her writing journal before she lost the thought. It had potential as a plot device.

“How old was the deceased?” her hero asked next, snagging her attention again. “Do you know if she had any pre-existing conditions?”

Shane’s lazy expression never altered. “Ms. Cash was in her late forties and wasn’t suffering from any chronic health problems that we know of.”

“Choking?”

Not a bad question, considering Vicki had died during dinner.

“In a manner of speaking,” Shane answered as he returned to his car. “Apparent cause of death was anaphylaxis. Good day.” These last two words were uttered over his shoulder as he opened the driver’s side door and hopped in.

“One more question.” Her hero didn’t give up. He leaned down to look at the detective. “What was Vicki Cash eating when she died?”

This time, Shane smiled. “Got herself some shrimp from the Clam Festival. You should head over there yourself. It lasts all week.” He punctuated this remark with a muffled slam of his car door and started the engine.

Cassie watched her hero eye his own vehicle before turning and walking toward her house. When he reached her door, he studied her front garden with a small frown of concentration. Perhaps he was a botanist or herbalist who liked to experiment with various elixirs. Or maybe he was looking for signs of a trap.

Just as he was about to knock on her door, she cleared her throat. “She’s not home. You’ll have better luck if you come over here and talk to me.”

She could see she’d surprised him. The way he shifted—had he been ready to fall into a crouch? Was he poised for action every moment, in constant peril while dealing with the terrible scars of his past?

Cassie sighed. “You poor man. Why don’t you sit down and have some tea? You can keep your back to the wall if you sit over there.”

*
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For a long moment, Mitch just stared at the interesting creature before him. His first thought, if it could be called a conscious thought, was that she was quite pretty. Her wheat-blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail, and he would have sworn her eyes were made of equal flecks of gray and brown. She was neither buxom nor skinny, glamorous nor plain. No, she was simply pretty, except for one very distracting quality: her eyes twinkled. He didn’t know whether they twinkled with mischief, laughter, or insanity, but the effect seemed to owe nothing to the sun.

His second thought, which was most definitely conscious, could best be summed up with a single syllable: huh? “The wall?”

She nodded.

“I’m looking for Miss Wynn,” he explained, glancing at his notes again. “You say she isn’t home? Do you know when she’ll be back?”

Her nodding grew more emphatic as she pointed at the seat again, forcing him to accept. He lowered himself into the wrought-iron chair and looked gratefully at the umbrella above his head. It was a relief to sit in the shade. The summer afternoon was sweltering, and frustration wasn’t helping his heat level.

Mitch had only been offered a freelance position with the local paper. He needed something juicy to prove himself. For some reason, the locals didn’t seem impressed that he’d worked the city crime beat. So far, there was no reason to think this story would develop into anything, and yet...

Mitch knew better than to ignore his hunches. For some reason, he had a feeling about this one. Since he didn’t have anything else to do right now, what would it hurt to dig a little deeper?

“Tea?” The woman sitting across from him made the offer with the same bright smile.

She held an old-fashioned teapot in one hand and plucked another cup and saucer from the formal tray in front of her. Mitch didn’t have time to refuse before she started pouring. He was surprised to hear the clink of ice chips as she passed the little teacup to him. Iced tea in a cup and saucer? With a shrug, he took a tentative sip, followed by a long, hardy swallow. The cold was refreshing.

“Thanks,” he said. “I needed that.”

She waved her hand before thrusting it out to shake his. “I’m Cassie Wynn, or Dusty Zain, depending on what I’m doing. And as you can see, I’m out of the house but still available to meet with you. How do you do?”

Mitch was known for having a good poker face. He was even considered pretty slick by some, but he still had to blink hard before he could formulate an answer.

“Fine, thanks.” He paused and then asked, “Dusty Zain?”

“My pen name.” She returned another one of those brilliant smiles and leaned forward. “I write mystery novels. And you are?”

“Sorry,” he muttered. He returned her handshake more firmly. “I’m Mitchell Chase, but you can call me—”

“Chase!” She blurted the word with an excited bounce in her seat.

“No,” he answered with a bemused smile, “you can call me Mitch.”

“Oh.” She pouted, withdrawing her hand. “I thought for sure you’d go by Chase. Falcon or Axel would have.”

“Falcon or Axel?”

“Never mind.” She smiled again. “You’re investigating my neighbor’s murder, right? You’re a reporter?”

“I’m writing this piece for the newspaper, yes.” He was surprised to feel himself grinning back at her. She was sort of a daffy little thing, wasn’t she?

He picked up his notebook and returned to business. “I understand you were the one to discover Ms. Cash?”

“Yes, that’s right. Why did you qualify your response instead of just saying you’re a reporter? Are you doing journalism on the side while you pursue something else?”

She picked up a small notebook of her own, causing him to lean forward in fascination as she scribbled in it. It looked like some kind of journal. Although the book was upside-down to him, he managed to read her note: cover for anti-terrorist activity.

“Not really.” He swallowed another gulp of iced tea to disguise his bewildered chuckle. “I’m not on staff with the paper, but working freelance for them. I quit my full-time reporting job before I moved here.”

“Why’s that?” she asked.

“Among other things, I was sick of the constant time pressures. I always took the crime beat because my father was a cop.”

She propped her chin in her hand as she leaned forward. “You wanted to honor your dad?”

He laughed, mostly at himself. “Hardly. I guess for me, being a cop’s son was a lot like being the preacher’s kid. I wanted to become a reporter because I knew that would irritate the hell out of him. I majored in journalism in college and then worked as campus security while I was trying to get established.”

“Not the uniform your father expected?”

He shook his head. “It had its benefits, though. Women, including college girls, still love a man in uniform.”

“That depends on the uniform,” Cassie pointed out. “If you define uniform as any outfit you have to wear for work, then you have to take into account men who dress like giant chickens to sell chicken. I won’t even comment on the irony there, but I assure you women are not attracted to giant chickens. For all you know, there could be a serial killer under those feathers.”

Mitch would have sputtered if he hadn’t finished swallowing. As it was, he managed to rein in the reaction to a soft bark of shock. The crazy woman didn’t even appear to notice. Her eyes had widened as the last words left her lips, and she held up a finger while she bent to scribble something else.

“Killer chickens,” she muttered as she wrote. She set the book down again. “So you became a reporter instead of a cop?”

“Yes.” He wasn’t sure how he’d lost control of this interview or why he was continuing to share, but he didn’t really mind. “I came to realize I was good at it. It requires curiosity, resourcefulness, and analytical ability, and I enjoy the challenge. I’ll probably continue to freelance, but I’m looking to find something else that will use my skills.”

Her expression was one of understanding. “And when did you move here? We’ve never met, so you can’t have been here long.”

“I got here about a week ago,” he admitted. “Though it feels longer.”

Mitch was convinced most of the town’s residents were already dead and just didn’t know it. Fatmire wasn’t exactly metropolitan.

“Ah.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Ah?”

“You’re bored already, aren’t you? The inaction is driving you crazy. You’re used to the adrenaline and excitement, and now you feel trapped in this small town. What’s holding you here? Are you tracking a lead? They’re hiding kilos of cocaine in the jetty rocks, aren’t they?”

“Yes,” he said. “I mean no. That is, I admit this place doesn’t exactly compare to the city. I moved in with my grandfather, who lives over in the retirement village, so I’m not exactly in bachelor heaven. Most of the people here are in his generation or else raising families, and there doesn’t seem to be anything to do. Don’t you feel that way? You’re young, and you’re not married or retired.” He paused a moment, then blinked to clear his thoughts. “Cocaine?”

“Just a suggestion,” she said. “No, I’m not married or retired. I bought the house from my parents when they retired and moved to Arkansas. I always thought that state was the elephant graveyard.”

For the second time since Mitch had sat down, he almost choked. Then he was struck with the realization that he was actually enjoying speaking with this odd woman. However, it was time to get back to business.

“So, Cassie,” he began, trying to maintain the same friendly tone of voice, “have you been neighbors with Vicki Cash for a long time?”

Although she sat back and folded her hands in her lap, her smile didn’t fade. “Three years. Longer if you count when my parents lived here, although I wasn’t here all the time then.”

He jotted that down. “Were you friendly with her?”

“Goodness, no!” She looked shocked. “How could I be? She was president of the Community Crime Patrol.”

Mitch studied her expression before deciding she was completely serious. “What’s the Community Crime Patrol?”

She leaned in confidentially. “It’s a neighborhood spy ring. No, don’t look at me like that. I don’t mean that quite literally, but that sums it up. The Community Crime Patrol, or CCP, is a bunch of the most well-to-do neighbors who ride around the block in little cars decked out with official insignias and flashing lights. They’re supposed to be watching for crime in the area, but they really use the CCP as an excuse to keep an eye on their neighbors and enforce zoning rules. If you were tracking cocaine dealers from the jetty, they wouldn’t know what to do if they ran into one. Some of the CCP are all right, I guess, but most of them are power-hungry snobs, and Vicki Cash was their leader.”

“I see.” He fought back a smirk. “Had a few run-ins with her, did you?”

“More than one,” she admitted. “She made me take down my dead palm tree because she said I wasn’t allowed to carve it into a giant phallus.”

Mitch covered his mouth with his fist and started to cough. It only served to bring tears to his eyes.

“Are you all right?” she asked

“I’m fine,” he choked out. “I’m almost afraid to ask. Why did you carve your tree into a giant phallus?”

She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t! What kind of woman do you take me for? Vicki was the one with a perverted mind, and she clearly never benefited from a classical education. Anyone with even a passing knowledge of Greek mythology would have recognized Polyphemus.”

He closed his eyes for a long moment to compose himself. “Are you telling me it was a cyclops?”

She beamed at him as if he were an exceptionally bright student. “That’s it exactly. I admit I discovered a lack of talent for carving, but really. If she was worried about phalluses in the yard, she should have gone after that streaker who winters down the block from us. He walks around watering his lawn buck naked like a fat golden raisin.”

“I see.” Mitch cleared his throat again and turned back to his notes. “So tell me. What made you suspicious that something was wrong at Cash’s house? If you weren’t friendly, then you certainly couldn’t have been going over there to pay a social call.”

Cassie curled her lip and shuddered. “It was the smell. Vicki had all her windows open, you see, and you know how warm it is this time of year. I suspect every time the wind blew through her house, it carried the odor over here.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, and he meant it.

He’d smelled death more than once while working in the city, and it was one more reason he had decided to leave that job. Too much of that, and after a while the scent seemed to cling to you.

“The decomposing body was bad enough,” she continued, “but the layer of rotting shrimp over it was insufferable. I knew what I’d find when I went over there, of course—after all, it’s not like this is the first dead body to turn up in the neighborhood—but I wanted to be absolutely sure before I called the police. As it was, it only took a quick glance through the side window to see her slumped at her kitchen table.”

“Wait a second.” He quickly decided which statement to follow up first. “What do you mean there have been other dead bodies in the neighborhood?”

Cassie shrugged. “Happens all the time. We’ve had at least one other murder and two suicides. That’s how Jacki-Rae made it big in real estate. She started buying these death houses cheap and flipping them for a profit, at least before the market went downhill. For a while, it was rumored that she was actually killing her neighbors like she killed her husbands, in order to get a hold of their property, but the police never found any evidence. I always said she was just an opportunist.”

Mitch was taking notes so fast he was getting a cramp. “This woman, Jacki-Rae, killed her husbands? Not one, but more than one husband?”

“That was the rumor at the time,” she answered more carefully. “I only know two of them died. At least one of them was pretty old when she married him, though.”

“Let’s go back a minute,” he said. “You keep referring to Vicki Cash’s death as a murder, but the police haven’t labeled it a homicide yet. What makes you think it’s murder? Did you see something through her window that looked suspicious?”

“Other than the dead body?” she asked with a straight face. “Not really. She keeled over face-first in her take-out container of shrimp. There was no blood or sign of trauma, but we already know she died of anaphylactic shock.”

“From the shrimp? Do you know anything about seafood allergies?”

She nodded enthusiastically. “Did you know some people are so allergic to shellfish that eating something that just touched a shellfish can trigger a reaction? For others, it’s even worse than that. They can be affected simply by inhaling the cooking vapors.”

He frowned. “You seem to know a lot about it. How did you find all this out? Or are you allergic to shellfish yourself?”

“Me?” Now it was her turn to frown. “No, not at all. I looked it up.”

“Interesting.” Clearly he’d have to do some digging on Miss Cassie Wynn. “Was it common knowledge that Vicki Cash was allergic to shrimp?”

“Nuts,” she blurted.

“What’s wrong?”

“No, I mean nuts, as in the snack food. Vicki was allergic to peanuts, not shellfish.”

“Nuts?” Mitch sat back and raked a hand through his hair. “How the hell did nuts get in her shrimp dinner?” His frown deepened. “And why did you just tell me all that about shellfish allergies?”

“Well,” she answered, “the shrimp dish could have had peanut oil in it since a lot of Asian-inspired dishes use that, but I happen to have overheard the police talking—the windows were open, after all—and they said there were whole chunks of peanut lodged in the shrimp. As for my sharing my knowledge of shellfish allergies, I was trying to be helpful. You were the one who brought it up.”

He swore she was making his head spin. It was a pleasant sort of dizziness, though. “But you said you looked up that info. Why would you research shellfish allergies in regards to a death by peanut?”

The wattage of her smile turned almost blinding. “Oh, I didn’t look that up recently. I used that information for one of my earlier books, The Cocktail Killer. In the first chapter, the victim is killed just like Vicki when his business partner’s wife lobs a shrimp at his face during a corporate cocktail party. She claims it was an accident and blames it on her stiletto heels, which supposedly threw her off-balance.”

Although he knew he’d probably regret it, Mitch couldn’t prevent himself from asking. “So how did that story end? Did she mean to kill him?”

She nodded. “Oh, most certainly. You see, she was having an affair with the victim, and he was about to confess to her husband. As it turns out, she later stabs her husband in the face with one of those same stiletto heels after he finds out about the affair on his own. Because of their prenup, she would have gotten nothing due to her adultery. The cocktail shrimp silences her husband’s business partner before he can confess to the affair, and the stiletto stops her husband before he can reveal her motive and divorce her. She would have gotten away with it and inherited everything, including the business, except she couldn’t bear to part with her stilettos. They were designer, you see. She cleaned them up, but forensics still found traces of blood and vitreous when they took the heels to the lab.”

“That’s...different.” He shook his head to clear it. “If there were pieces of peanut in Vicki’s shrimp, then this couldn’t have been an accident.”

“Like I said,” Cassie announced, “it was murder.” She studied him for a second. “You’re going to launch your own investigation into this, aren’t you?”

“I plan to follow all leads,” he agreed. “Why? Do you have anything else you want to tell me?”

“Oh, there’s a lot more I could share with you, including possible motives and suspects. I always keep an ear open and an eye out, and the rumor mill is ridiculously busy, even at this time of year. This town isn’t nearly as boring as you think it is—not when you scratch beneath the surface. Since murder mysteries are my business, I’ve also got a unique perspective.” Her eyes lit up. “We could be partners!”

“Partners,” he repeated flatly. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Cassie, but I don’t think that would be a good idea. A murder investigation, even an unofficial one, isn’t fun and games.”

Good Lord, where had that come from? Mitch wasn’t a cop. He wasn’t even a full-time crime reporter anymore. His stomach sank as he realized something else. Damn if he didn’t sound just like his father. He almost groaned aloud over that little epiphany, but he still felt an inexplicable urge to keep this woman tucked safely away from any possible danger.

“I have a great deal of experience with these things,” he braved on, “and it’s not like I’ll be keeping my findings a secret. You’ll be able to read about this whole thing in the paper when I’m done.”

“Read about it?” She narrowed her eyes at him. “You don’t want to work together on this? You want to play the lone hero?”

“I’m hardly playing the hero,” he said, trying to sound reasonable. “However, I do work alone.”

Best to leave it at that and let the finality of his words sink in. He pushed back his chair and got up.

“Okay,” she replied.

Something about the way she said it had him worried. “Okay?”

“You can go ahead and try it on your own, if that’s what you want. I doubt the locals will tell you anything important, and of course, you’ll never learn the local history on your own, but I suppose you can give it a try. When you do change your mind, I expect you to buy me dinner. I have no more patience for stubborn heroes than my heroines do.”

Not knowing how to respond to that, Mitch decided to leave her the satisfaction of having the last word. He was sorry to disappoint her, but it was for the best.

To his surprise, she followed him down the driveway to his car. She wasn’t exactly smiling now, but neither was she frowning. In fact, she wore an expression that was equal parts impatience and smugness. It wasn’t until he’d hopped in and started the engine that a thought that had been niggling at him finally moved to the forefront.

“Wait.” He stopped her before she could turn to leave. “One more question.”

“Only one?” she asked.

“Yes. Why Dusty?”

This time, she was the one who looked confused. “Excuse me?”

“You said your pen name is Dusty Zain. What made you choose Dusty?”

Those bright little twinkles were dancing in her eyes again. “Because I don’t have enough cleavage to be Busty.” She gave a quick wiggle of her shoulders. “See you soon.”

He laughed and shut the door on the image of her swaying hips as she walked away.
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“Pops?” Mitch faced his grandfather over the breakfast table the next morning. “Do you know a woman named Cassie Wynn? She lives over on Fullt Street in the neighborhood just north of Sapphire Grove.”

Plowing his way through some oatmeal across from him, Owen Ashwood looked up with a crooked grin. At eighty-two, he was as slim as a swizzle stick, darkly tanned, and still virile enough to entertain a number of “lady friends” around the retirement village. He also took an intense interest in his only grandson—the same boy he’d taken swimming and fishing over the years when Mitch’s father had been too busy fighting crime.

“Our local author?” Pops replied. “I see her from time to time when I’m in the grocery store or buying bait. She’s a cute young thing. I even read one of her books by accident once. The Silent Killer. With a name like Dusty Zain, I thought it was a western, but it turned out to be a crime novel.”

Mitch was almost afraid to ask, but he couldn’t help himself. “What was it about? Did you like it?”

His grandfather was wearing a confused look that was becoming a familiar reaction to Cassie Wynn.

“It had me in stitches,” Pops answered, “but I can’t say I fully understood it. This woman was slowly murdering her husband by feeding him high-cholesterol foods. He was an obese man with a family history of heart disease, and she was purposely putting lard in every meal.”

He should have known. “And this constituted murder?”

“No.” Pops twisted his lips. “If I recall, the wife kept sneaking up behind him to startle him into a heart attack. When that didn’t work, she poisoned his food, but then she slipped on some cooking grease and cracked her head open. The detective, a former kung fu master who used to work for the CIA, had to figure out how the couple was killed.”

Mitch was grinning in spite of himself. “That woman sure has an imagination.”

“Cute too,” Pops repeated with a shrewd look. “Cassie is about your age, isn’t she?”

“She might be.” Mitch cleared his throat. “I met her yesterday when I was following up on Vicki Cash’s murder. Cassie was the one who discovered the body and called it in. She didn’t seem to have much nice to say about the victim.”

“Not surprising,” his grandfather said. “Cash was part of the hoity-toity clique around here. She belonged to the Fatmire Yacht Club along with Mayor Maxwell and his set.”

“You met her?”

“Nah. I saw her around, though. The woman was on just about every committee, board, and volunteer group in the county. She liked being in charge of them, too. I don’t think I’d have taken to her, although I never got the chance.” Pops paused. “Murdered, you say?”

“That’s what it looks like. I need to do a little more digging.” Mitch pushed back from the table and moved to rinse out his cereal bowl.

His grandfather chuckled. “For someone who didn’t want to follow in his father’s footsteps, you sure chase crimes an awful lot. Which reminds me. Have you thought about what you want to do? If you’re serious about getting out of the newspaper business, you’ll need another career.”

“Still thinking about it,” Mitch answered, but then he narrowed his eyes. “Why? Did you hear about a job?”

Pops wiggled his eyebrows. “Well, I’ve been thinking about it, and it occurs to me that this town doesn’t have a PI. The last one left after he was in a car crash.”

“Private Investigator, huh?” He mulled it over. “Do you think there’s enough need for that here?”

“Ha!” Pops rocked back in his seat. “You’d be surprised how much hanky-panky goes on around here. You already have the skills for the job. I doubt you’d make it rich, but I bet you could earn a living.”

“Hmm. I’ll give it some thought. Do you know you’re the second person to tell me there’s a lot of shady business going on around here? I obviously need to take a closer look at this town.”

“You could use a local to help you out,” his grandfather said.

Mitch responded with a fond smile. “Thanks, Pops. I appreciate the offer, but I think I can manage on my own.”

“Wasn’t talking about me,” his grandfather responded with another eyebrow waggle.

* * *
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By the time Mitch walked into the library late that afternoon, he was hot under the collar for more reasons than the humidity. He’d been to the County Office Building, the Board of Elections, the courthouse, and the Recorder’s Office trying to do some background checks, and he’d run into the same problem every single time. Everywhere he went, the places were closed or understaffed due to the damned Clam Festival, making it impossible for him to get more than a fraction of the information he’d gone looking for. The few locals he’d talked to had been friendly enough, but they referred to everyone by their first names and assumed he already knew their gossip, family connections, and history. Then he’d gone to the grocery store to pick up a late lunch only to be held up by an incompetent teenage salesclerk who couldn’t seem to scan more than one item an hour. When he’d asked her to hurry up, she’d burst into tears.

It was enough to give him a headache. He was not a man who admitted defeat easily, but he was swiftly getting there. The library was his last stop and, sadly, his last hope before he’d have to eat some serious crow. Although he wouldn’t mind seeing Cassie again, he wasn’t going to crawl back to her without a fight.

As he stepped through the doors into the library’s cool interior, he realized just how down and dirty this last fight was going to be. Although he should have been immune to these sorts of surprises by now, he was still shocked when he took in Fatmire’s library—the entire library—in a single glance. If this was the main branch, what on earth did the satellite branches look like?

The diminutive building clearly consisted of a single room, which had nevertheless been broken up into a dozen tiny sections. In the back left corner, behind the fiction shelves, a mother and child were enjoying a picture book in the juvenile area. The nonfiction bookcases, with their biographies, magazines, newspapers, references, and general books, stood to his right. Oddly enough, most of the patrons were congregated in front of the computers in the middle.

Grabbing the only free chair, Mitch sat and started searching the electronic catalogue. As he did so, he couldn’t help but notice that none of the other people were touching their keyboards. In fact, they weren’t even looking at the computer screens, but chatting with each other or sitting quietly.

“Excuse me,” he said, leaning toward a middle-aged man on his right. “Is there a meeting or something?”

“Meeting?” the man asked gruffly.

He glanced around again. “Everyone seems to be gathered here.”

“It’s a hot day,” the fellow replied. “Not everyone has air conditioning, and older folks can’t take the heat so well.”

“I see.” Mitch shook his head in disbelief and turned back to his own screen.

He jotted down the call numbers for a few local history books, along with the titles of some Dusty Zain novels in residence. Marching back to the right, he then began a perusal of the nonfiction racks. When the titles in question didn’t turn up under general nonfiction, he worked his way through the five or six books on the county history shelf. He still couldn’t find them. Then he roamed over to the fiction novels and faced the same predicament.

“I need a little help here,” he finally told the librarian. He tried to loosen his jaw enough not to speak through gritted teeth. “These books are supposed to be available, but I can’t find them on the shelves.”

The woman, whose frizzy hair was barely contained by a plastic clip, took the scrap of paper from him and stared at the call numbers.

“Well,” she said, “there’s really no way for us to keep track of these things. People check the books out, and we just hope they bring them back.”

This time, his jaw did loosen, if only to drop open. “Are you serious?”

She nodded. “Have a nice day.”

Mitch clenched his fists and then held his palms skyward in supplication. Finally, he left empty-handed. Unbelievable!

If he didn’t know better, he’d swear this was all Cassie’s fault, except this degree of chaos and ineptitude couldn’t possibly be orchestrated. Damn if he wasn’t going to have to take on a partner after all.

* * *
[image: ]


That evening, when Cassie opened her door to find Mitch standing there looking severely disgruntled, she knew she had won. Since she also knew better than to test a man’s temper when his ego was under attack, she quickly suppressed her smile. She would try to be gracious about this.

“Why, Mitch, what a pleasant surprise,” she told him.

His handsome features turned as hard as granite, and he pointed his finger at her in warning. For a moment, Cassie thought he might yell, but then his shoulders slumped.

“I suppose I deserve an I-told-you-so,” he muttered. “You’ll be pleased to know I spent the entire day running all over town without much to show for it. I’m here to ask you out to dinner so we can discuss the possibility—the very slim possibility—of working as partners on this.”

Oh, he was so cute when he was angry. Frustration made his blue eyes pop, and he’d obviously gotten his hair mussed running his hand through it. He really did look the part of one of her heroes.

“There’s a new Indian restaurant that opened on the other side of the bridge,” she suggested. “How does that suit you?”

“Fine. Do you want me to come back and pick you up?”

“No, I’m ready now. Let me grab my purse.”

Practically skipping with joy, Cassie snagged her purse from the corner of the sofa and checked her lipstick before darting out the front door and locking it behind her.

“Wow,” he remarked, looking happier now. “I don’t think I’ve ever met a woman who took less than half an hour to get ready.”

“Ah, but I’m not like most women,” she retorted.

“I’m beginning to realize that.”

She didn’t bother telling him she’d already heard about some of his exploits today and so had been expecting him. There was no reason to rub it in.

Mitch watched her as they walked toward his car. “You’re laughing at me, aren’t you?”

She tilted her head at him. “What makes you say that?”

“It’s in your eyes. They’re twinkling all over the place like you’re enjoying a private joke.”

He’d noticed her eyes? That made her insides feel all warm and fluttery.

“Oh, I don’t think I’d dare laugh at you,” she teased him. “After all, you might turn on me and make me cry like poor Stacy down at the Cash-’n-Snack.”

“You were there?” He had the grace to look sheepish.

She slipped inside his car as he held the door for her. “No, but the story is all over town.”

Although she couldn’t be sure, she figured she was glad he closed the door just then. She didn’t think she wanted to hear what he was muttering as he walked around to the driver’s side.

Twenty minutes later, they were enjoying dinner at Fatmire’s first Indian restaurant. In Cassie’s experience, a full belly always put men in a better mood. Mitch was no exception, although he was still a little grumpy halfway through their meal.

“This food doesn’t have any flavor,” he lamented. “It’s just chicken and rice with a handful of saffron.”

Cassie hummed noncommittally.

They were seated across from each other in a bright orange booth, with an enormous dancing elephant looking down on them from the wall mural. The only illumination came from the red paper lantern overhead, which was a carryover from when this place had served Chinese takeout. She could still see where the letters for Wong’s Wok had been scraped off the front window.

“At least our breath will smell flowery fresh,” she said. “You’re right, though. It looks like they used food dye to turn the chicken and rice orange. I’m starting to think these people aren’t even Indian.”

She saw Mitch scrutinize the pale-blond waiter who came to refill their water glasses. “You may be onto something.” He took another bite. “So, are you ready to stop gloating and twisting the knife now?”

Cassie couldn’t suppress her grin. “You’re touchy, aren’t you? My third book was titled A Twist of the Knife, by the way. It was about these twin sisters. The first sister had warned her twin about this guy she was dating, but the girl wouldn’t listen until she caught him cheating on her. After that, the sister who had warned her couldn’t let it go. She kept bringing it up and acting smugly. Finally, the second sister couldn’t take it, so she stabbed her twin with a kitchen knife and twisted the blade for good measure.”

“And?” He sounded genuinely interested.

“Well,” she said, “two months later, the murderous sister discovered she needed a liver transplant or she was going to die. Unfortunately, her victim was the only match, and those organs were useless because they weren’t packed on ice fast enough following her demise. Also, the knife had gone through the victim’s liver, rendering it unusable in any case. Oh dear.”

Cassie muttered the last words as she leapt up to pat Mitch on the back. The poor man was choking so badly he had tears in his eyes.

He lowered the napkin from his mouth and waved her away. “I’m all right.”

“Must be the saffron. Not everyone can take Indian food.”

Mitch closed his eyes for a moment, obviously still recovering. “Why don’t we talk about this partnership you want to form? What exactly did you have in mind? I assume you’ll want to be listed as a coauthor for this article.”

“Heavens no,” she retorted. “You’ll be doing all the writing, so why would I steal any of the credit? No, I only want to work on the investigative end of things. You know, solve the murder.”

“Just the easy part,” he teased her. “Why do you want to do this? Are you thinking of using the story for one of your books?”

Again, she was surprised. “No, that would be cheating. After all, I write fiction. However, I love the adventure of it, and I think this could be wonderfully inspiring.”

“Inspiring,” he repeated.

“You see,” she explained, “I live here and grew up here, so I have inside knowledge. You, however, have an outside perspective. If I tell you what I know and suspect, then you can sort through all the clues to help discover the killer. What do you say?”

Cassie tried not to let him see how excited she was. Heroes like him took their jobs very seriously and didn’t appreciate overenthusiasm.

“You’re bouncing in your seat,” he said.

“See. You’re incredibly observant.”

Mitch sighed, and she could hear resignation in the sound. She knew she had him.

“You’ll share everything you know?” he asked. “You’ll let me steer the investigation and won’t try to go harrying off on your own?”

She offered her hand. “I’ll tell you all about the area, the neighbors, or anything else you want to know, and I will bow to your investigative instincts when I think you know better. If I’d wanted to look into this on
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