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Dedication

For those whose loved one vanished still waiting for
answers.

 




Opening Quote


“The past may be over, but it’s never truly gone.
It’s always waiting to be uncovered.”

― Pat Brown Criminal
Profiler

CEO of The Pat Brown Criminal
Profiling Agency and CEO/co-developer of

The Pat Brown Method of
Investigative Criminal Profiling for Major Crimes
Detectives—


 CHAPTER ONE

April 21, 2021.

 


The morning was as perfect as the ambush spot. Sunshine sparkled against
the dewy canopy of pines and clumps of naked aspen that swayed like
lithe dancers in the wind. The slight rustle of the early morning
breeze tickled the pines, creating a calming rhythm worthy of
background noise for a meditation recording. The aroma of damp
leaves wafted in the crisp air.

At the side of the trail he crouched, his brown
uniform blending in with the thickets of prickly bushes entangled
with stems of dead weeds and dry wild grasses. A keen predator set
to spring a surprise attack on his lovely unsuspecting prey. Stacy
Walker. His latest fantasy.

There had been women before her,
all had once been his fantasy too. Each an experiment in the ways
of prolonged torture for his pleasure. Stacy would endure much of
the same horrors the others had and more. More experiments in
pain-inducing torment. How long Stacy would remain alive in
excruciation and how long he would allow her to remain alive, were
often one and the same. He had become an expert in estimating the
time of death of his prey.

Months ago, he fixated on Stacy
Walker. He had to have her. She would satiate his ever-present need
to kill. At least temporarily. Once she had served his pleasures,
others would follow. There had
to be others.

He consulted his smartwatch. Heart rate a steady 64
beats per minute. Blood pressure 116/78. Oxygen level 97. The
calmness had come with practice. Each successful abduction and kill
stoked confidence. And the desire for more.

As with every target before, he had done his
homework. He timed the distance from the ambush site to the parking
lot. A three minute, twenty-five second leisure walk, less than
three minutes if he picked up the pace. Well within the four
minutes before she regained consciousness.

Like his other captures, Stacy knew him. They talked
often. She trusted him. He had studied her daily routine for weeks
before choosing the abduction site. Mentally rehearsed when and
where Stacy would cross his designated ambush spot.

Just as important as planning the perfect location,
perfect timing was paramount. Factors out of his control, like
weather and traffic on the trail, would guide his action.

Would today be the day… the day his long awaited
fantasy would come true? Or would he have to abort again? Try
another day?

His gut told him this would
be the day. How
could it not be with the numbers aligning in his favor? Four and
twenty-one always brought him luck. The fact the date was four,
twenty-one, twenty-one and Stacy would be his fourth capture,
confirmed the intuition in his gut. Today
is the day.

He glanced at his watch.

7:12.

Grinned. Reverse the numbers of
minutes and voila, twenty-one! More confirmation.
Today is
the day! Any moment
Stacy would prance around the corner and come into view. Tingles
electrified his fingers and toes. But he couldn’t allow himself to
celebrate. Not yet. Had to stay calm. In control.

Heart rate: 66 beats per minute.

With seconds to spare, he conducted an equipment
inventory for the third time in a matter of minutes. Or was it the
fourth? No such thing as being too careful or too prepared. Had to
plan for Murphy’s Law. If anything could go wrong, it would.
Couldn’t risk anything going wrong. Anticipation of the possibility
of a well thought out plan spiraling into a shit show were the keys
to success. At least, according to him.

He glanced at the small roll of duct tape clipped to
his brown pants, the standard uniform worn by the groundskeepers of
the Sage River Trail. Fished his black nitrile gloved-hand into his
right jacket pocket to confirm several large pieces of duck jerky,
the Australian Kelpie’s favorite. In his left pocket, three zip
ties. One to bind Stacy’s hands. One for her feet. And one just in
case, because shit happens.

Estimating the location where he would strike, he
placed one of the trail’s brown 96 gallon trash cans on wheels on
the shoulder of the paved trail. A trash bin, the perfect size for
transporting a body.

He checked his watch again.

7:13.

As predictable as Yellowstone’s Old Faithful geyser,
Stacy turned the bend in the trail, materializing like an angel
from heaven. Less than fifty yards away and getting closer. And
closer.

He scanned his mental
go no-go checklist.

Vitals. Heart rate 70. Blood
pressure 122/80. Oxygen 94. Not a bead of sweat anywhere on his
body. Check.

Surroundings. Looked up and down
the trail. Held his breath. Listened. Other than her, no one within
eyesight or earshot. Check.

He emerged from his hiding spot, kept his back to
the trail, and opened the garbage can lid, pretending to throw
something inside. Watched her out of the corner of his eye.

“Good morning,” she said, not
giving him a second look as she jogged past. Check.

With all the mental
go boxes checked, he
raced after her, tapped his index finger against her left shoulder
while positioning himself at her right side. “Hi, Stacy.” He
pressed a button on his watch to start the four-minute
countdown.

She startled and swiveled her head to the left.

He delivered a swift hand chop to the side of her
neck, the power of the blow disrupting blood flow to the brain,
instantly knocking her out. Her body collapsed into his arms.
“Brandy,” he softly said, calling her dog’s name.

The dog wagged her tail and looked at him.

He laid Stacy on the ground and tossed a jerky treat
to her four-legged companion. Rolled Stacy onto her stomach, zip
tied her hands behind her back and bound her ankles together.

Glanced up and down the trail.

No one in sight.

Consulted his wristwatch timer.

Three minutes, forty-five seconds.

On track, with seconds to spare.

He tossed another treat to the dog, then gathered
Stacy in his arms. Dumped her bound body feet-first into the
garbage can. Lowered the lid of the thick plastic bin. Clamped it
shut.

“Brandy, come,” he beckoned,
turning his attention to the dog as he unclipped the roll of duct
tape from his waistband. He pulled out a six-inch length he had
written on, lifted Brandy’s harness and attached the tape to the
underside of the harness. Would the cops notice? They better. It
was the ideal red herring to lure detectives down a path teeming
with countless suspects. Plus, the ink used to write the words would
further baffle them. To ensure his message stayed preserved, he had
earlier covered the writing with clear packing tape.

For no other purpose than to add more intrigue for
the police, he swapped the matching leash for a length of
clothesline pulled from his back pocket. Tied the dog to the trunk
of an aspen. Stuffed the pink leash into his back pocket. Tossed
the pooch another piece of duck jerky.

Glanced at the timer.

Two minutes, thirty-three seconds remained.

Attaching his duct tape message to the harness
chewed up precious seconds. More than planned.

Heart rate 78. Blood pressure 125/82. Oxygen 95.

He wrapped his gloved hands around the thick handle
of the garbage can and tipped it back.

Her body shifted, knocking the garbage can off
balance, almost tipping it over. Teeth gritted, he jerked the
garbage can to the opposite side to rebalance the weight.

RUFF! Brandy barked. RUFF!
RUFF!

Shit. Never considered the dog might bark drawing
unwanted attention.

The dog lurched forward, wanting to follow. The
aspen’s bare branches rustled as the dog pulled against the
rope.

Shit. The rope has to hold. If it doesn’t…

BEEP BEEP. The two-minute warning sounded on his watch.

Shit! Time was slipping away. Had to increase the pace. He
speed-walked, pushing the can down the trail toward the parking lot
of the trailhead.

A bead of sweat trickled into his eyes. Burned. He
blinked to lessen the burn.

Seconds later, his pickup and trailer came into
view.

“Ahhhhh.” A soft groan came from
within the garbage can.

Fuck! Stacy can’t wake up. Not
yet.

Stress jabbed him like a
pinprick. Fuck! Indeed, Murphy’s Law alive and
well.

He jogged to his vehicle. Set the garbage can to the
side of the trailer.

Stacy groaned again.

Timer check. Forty-three seconds, or less, before
she regained consciousness.

More sweat. More burning eyeballs. More
blinking.

He swung open the back door of the
toy hauler. Lowered the ramp slowly to avoid a heavy
thud that might draw
attention if he let it slam to the ground. Scanned the
area.

No one in sight.

More groaning. The garbage can wobbled.

She was awake enough to move!

With no time to lose, he tipped the garbage can back
on its wheels and pushed it up the ramp into the toy hauler. Wedged
it between an ATV and the wall of the trailer.

BEEP BEEP.

The countdown reached zero. He should have been on
the road by now.

Charged with adrenaline, he raised the ramp, closed
the trailer door and padlocked it. Sprinted to the driver’s side
door, slid behind the wheel of his pickup, and slammed the
door.

Sucking air, he checked his vital readings. Heart
rate 105. Blood pressure 142/88. Oxygen 93. A mile-wide grin parted
his face. Another mission accomplished.

He fired up the truck, took a swig from the water
bottle in the cup holder, and pulled out of the trailhead parking
lot onto the main road.

His fingers and toes tingled with pleasure in
anticipation of the tortures that lie ahead for pretty Stacy
Walker.


 CHAPTER TWO

Three Years Later.

Hunter Heights Police
Station.

Thursday. March 21,
2024.

8:30 am.

 


Pepper’s black high heels
clacked against the cement as she climbed the
stairs to the Chief’s office on an elevated level of the building
affectionately called the
turret. Beneath her tailored black suit
jacket and knee-length black skirt, butterflies played tackle
football in her stomach. Would she attend POST? Receive a new title
and become a paid HHPD employee?

In a few minutes, she’d know the answers from last
night’s closed door meeting Chief Watkins had with the City Council
and Mayor.

At the top of the stairs, she glanced at the
closet-sized room that used to be her office when she served as the
Crime Prevention Coordinator under Chief Stevens. The room now
vacant except for a simple desk and chair that looked like it
belonged in a college dorm. She adjusted the hobo-style black
leather bag on her arm, flipped her long blonde hair over her
shoulder, perfected her posture, and marched to the open double
doors of the Chief’s office. Stood in the doorway. Knocked.

“Come in, Pepper.” Chief Doug
Watkins rose from behind the masculine mahogany desk. The
fifty-something man reeked of authority. His steely eyes added
another layer of danger to his already badass persona.

“Thank you for meeting with me.”
He motioned for her to have a seat in one of the black leather
casual chairs parked at an angle in front of his desk.

Pepper surveyed the room. She hadn’t been in the
office since Chief Stevens resigned late last year.

The large print of Arnold
Friberg’s Prayer at Valley Forge
still hung on the wall behind the desk. The
five-shelf bookcase matching the mahogany desk remained against the
far wall. A red leather sofa sat against the wall closest to the
double doors.

Certificates and awards adorned the beige walls.
Books packed the shelves.

A cardboard file box with a name and case number
written in black marker on the side replaced the former chief’s
family photos once displayed on the credenza. Otherwise, little
else by way of decor had changed with the new chief.

She perched on the edge of the chair and set her
purse on her lap. The butterflies ramped up their rough and tumble
game in her gut.

Chief Watkins strolled around the front of his desk
and settled into the chair across from her. “How are you,
Pepper?”

“Good.”

He leaned forward and cocked a
well manicured dark silver brow at her. Looked her square in the
eyes. “How are you, really, PJ?” His voice soft, laced
with genuine concern. “It’s not even been three full
weeks.”

She inhaled a deep breath and exhaled a sigh. “If
you’re asking how I’m recovering after that nightmare with Mark,
I’m good with that, too.” The tone of her words sounded less than
convincing, even to herself. No doubt, the former homicide
detective read between the lines, prompting clarification. “I mean,
as good as can be expected given the situation.” She sat a little
taller and interlaced the fingers as her hands rested on her
purse.

“The town celebration Louise
hosted last Saturday helped me have something positive to remember
about Tumble Lake,” she elaborated. “And Jack’s been a great
support. But to be honest, I need
to focus my attention on something other than the
Tumble Lake Three and Mark Bailey. I’m looking forward to getting
involved with HHPD again.”

“Have you heard from
Nima?”

His blunt question took her off guard. “Nima?” She
shifted her weight in the chair and stroked the simple stud earring
in her right earlobe. “No.”

His eyes remained locked on hers. He cocked his brow
at her again, but said nothing.

Pepper squirmed in the chair. Her body suddenly hot
as if sitting in front of a blast furnace. Did the Chief sense her
dilemma? No. Impossible. He couldn’t know Nima consumed her
thoughts. Was guilt eating her alive? She cleared her throat and
swallowed a dry gulp. “I mean, why-why would he? Nima didn’t attend
the celebration. I mean, he’s in charge of an entire country.”

Chief Watkins broke his laser-focused eye contact
with her and leaned back in the chair. “The Council approved the
hiring of four more officers.”

His rapid change of subject, although
welcomed—anytime the conversation didn’t involve hiding her
feelings for Nima was a welcomed relief—took her off guard once
again. Surely the same jarring tactic he employed when
interrogating suspects. “Four? Oh, wow. Last I heard, you were
requesting three new officers. That’s great news,” Pepper said,
genuine delight in her tone. “Maybe now Jack won’t have to work so
many odd shifts.”

“I asked for three officers and
the Council suggested hiring four.”

“I’m glad they see the importance
of having a sufficient number of officers to serve the residents of
Hunter Heights.”

“The option they gave me to hire
that fourth officer forced me to choose, a decision I wish I didn’t
have to make.” Chief Watkins crimped his dark gray brows and wagged
his head. “I could send you to POST and change your unpaid Crime
Prevention Coordinator title to Crime Prevention Supervisor as
part-time paid position. Or I could hire a fourth full-time
officer.”

“Oh. I can’t say I’m not
disappointed, but I understand,” Pepper said, and meant it. “Adding
another sworn officer will serve the department and community far
more than a paid part-time civilian position.” She glanced at her
lap, then eyed the Chief. “If restarting the Crime Prevention
Coordinator position is still an option, I’ll gladly
volunteer.”

He leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees,
and clasped his hands together. “I appreciate the offer, but with
everything that has happened to you and the situation with
Mark—”

“I understand.” Pepper dipped her
chin toward her chest and choked back tears.

“Pepper,” he leaned forward and
placed his hand on her knee, “the Council wants you to resign from
the Neighborhood Watch program all together.”

She jerked her head up. “You mean I can’t even go on
night patrols through my subdivision with Myrna?”

“I’m sorry.” He removed his hand
from her knee and jacked up his shoulders. “It’s not personal,
Pepper. It’s politics.”

Not personal! Who the hell was he kidding? Anger and
hurt surged. After all she had done, including solving the
Bulls-Eye Killer case and tracking down the serial killer calling
himself Ted Gein, and all the misery she had endured at the hands
of HHPD’s Detective Bailey, being banished from the department and
prevented from volunteering her time was her thanks? Pepper
bristled as she yanked open her purse and dug around inside. Pulled
out her HHPD ID badge and handed it to the Chief. “Here. And you
can tell the Council they can shove it up their asses.” She erupted
out the chair, slung her bag over her shoulder, and stomped toward
the door.

“Wait.” Chief Watkins bolted in
front of her, preventing her from leaving.

“What?” Tears crested her eyes.
“Next, are you going to tell me the Council wants me to move out of
HHPD’s jurisdiction?” She hung her head. Sniffled. Dabbed the tears
trickling onto her cheeks with the sides of her fingers.

Chief Watkins rested his hands on her shoulders.
“I’d like to hire you as a consultant.”

Pepper jerked her head up. “A consultant? Riiight.
Is this your attempt at some sort of mercy consolation prize to
cushion the blow of the Council trashing me?”

“Come on, Pepper. I thought you
knew me better than that. I’m insulted.”

Pepper jutted her chin out and
bugged her eyes. “You’re insulted? Please!” She pursed her lips,
narrowed her eyes, and crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine.
Let’s say you are serious about hiring me as a consultant. I suppose if you’re
seeking advice on how to volunteer your time to the community,
including risking your life for the greater good, so you can be
shit on by a group of political pricks who act like gods with
hearts of devils… I’m your gal.”

His face emotionless, not even a crack of a smile,
he said, “We received a federal grant earmarked for cold cases. I’d
like to hire you to look over the files of the Stacy Walker case.
She disappeared without a trace three years ago.”

Pepper’s jaw unhinged. Her knees felt weak.
Embarrassment heated her face. “I’m-I’m sorry, Chief. My emotions
got the best of me. I was out of line.”

“Please,” he motioned to the
chairs in front of his desk from which she had just vacated. “Take
a seat.”

Not having to be asked twice, Pepper made an about
face. Elation tickled her insides. A consultant on a cold case?
Never in her wildest dreams, especially not after being kicked off
Neighbor Watch minutes earlier. “Stacy Walker?” She racked her
brain as she once again perched on the edge of one of the black
leather casual chairs in front of the Chief’s desk. Couldn’t recall
anything about the missing woman.

“Stacy disappeared the morning of
April twenty-first, the same day the tornado touched down in Tumble
City later that evening.”

“I remember. The tornado made
national news. It touched down in an area that had never recorded a
tornado, plus it was a rare type of tornado.” Pepper pursed her
lips and tilted her head to the side, thinking. “If I recall
correctly, the meteorologists called it a rain cloaked tornado, or something
similar, and it struck at night. Dozens of people killed. An entire
mobile home park destroyed. And most of the Tumble City Mall
trashed. Damage was reported in the hundreds of
millions.”

“That’s right. Most everyone
remembers the Tumble City tornado. Sadly, because of the timing,
the media didn’t mention Stacy’s disappearance until days later.
Even then, local TV news coverage of her disappearance didn’t
amount to more than a five-second blurb, a flash of her photo, and
the HHPD tip line number scrolled across the bottom of the screen.
Even now, on the date of her disappearance, the media rehashes the
anniversary of the anomaly of the Tumble City tornado, the lives it
took, and the damage it caused.”

Although sad, Pepper understood
the cold facts of the news business: If it
bleeds, it leads. And the more it bleeds,
the more coverage it receives, which means the more viewers are
sucked into their newscast.

“Though Stacy’s body was never
found, foul play is suspected.” He settled into his high-back
leather chair behind his desk. “She disappeared during an early
morning walk with her dog on the Sage River Parkway.”

Pepper nodded, familiar with the fifteen-mile wooded
trail at the banks of the Sage River. The neighborhood park where
she walked Maddie and Brooke every morning connected to the trail.
Sometimes they ventured onto the trail for a change of scenery.

“A woman walking the trail that
morning, who knew Stacy, found Stacy’s dog tied to a tree.” He
shook his head, regret devouring his handsome, clean-shaven face.
“We have three cold cases in Hunter Heights. Two confirmed
homicides because bodies were found. Both murders, considered a
double homicide, occurred in 1958. Robert Bush and his six-year-old
daughter, Ruby, were found butchered with a hatchet in the pumpkin
patch in their own backyard.”

Pepper recoiled and pulled a face. Sounded like the
storyline of a cult classic horror movie.

“Dean’s Market stands where the
Bush house and the adjoining acres of the Holman potato farm used
to be.”

“Dean’s Market?” Pepper repeated,
vocalizing her thoughts. “That’s just a few blocks from my house. I
shop there all the time.” A shiver fluttered through her. “I didn’t
know two people had been murdered on that property years
ago.”

“According to the detective’s
notes, Ivan Zolotov, one of the many immigrants Holman employed to
pick potatoes, was considered the primary suspect.”

“Why?”

The Chief grinned. “People said that Bush’s wife,
Margaret, and Zolotov were lovers.”

One of the oldest motives in the book, Pepper
thought. “Zolotov and or the Bush woman were never charged?”

“The day after Margaret’s husband
and daughter were buried, she and Zolotov disappeared before the
investigation was finished and charges could be filed, which is why
the murders are still considered unsolved.”

“They disappeared?”

“Theories abounded. Most figured
Zolotov took the Bush woman, apparently a real looker, back to
Russia. Maybe to pimp her out. Others thought the couple fled to
Mexico. Regardless, no trace of either of them was ever
found.”

Made sense why the Chief wouldn’t invest the cold
case grant money on pursuing the Bush murders.

“Stacy Walker, although listed
as missing, I
presume is dead.”

Pepper hung on his every word, questions already
percolating.

“Sometimes a fresh set of eyes and
a person not familiar with the case will see something I, or one of
my detectives, missed.” He flashed a genuine smile. “Naturally, I
thought of you. Are you interested?”

“Yes! Absolutely!” Pepper about
bounced out of the chair. “When can I start?”

Chief Watkins chuckled and pushed himself to his
feet. “I hoped you’d be interested, so I had the case files brought
up from storage.” He pointed to the cardboard box on the credenza.
“I wish I could say differently, but there’s not much in it. We
never had much to go on. Stacy’s sister, Gracy, calls me the first
Monday of April every year to remind me of the upcoming anniversary
of her sister’s disappearance on the twenty-first. She always asks
if there’s been any movement on the case. I want to be the one to
initiate the call to Gracy this year. I want to inform her I’m
reopening her sister’s case and have an expert reviewing Stacy’s
disappearance.”

“An expert?” Pepper widened her
eyes and tapped her hand on her chest. “I’m flattered that you’d
consider me an expert, but I’ve never done anything like this
before.”

“You had no experience when you
tracked down the Bulls-Eye Killer or Ted Gein, but you broke those
cases wide open.”

“Thank you for the vote of
confidence, Chief, but those were active killers.”

“I believe Stacy was murdered, and
her killer remains at large. That’s why you’re the perfect person
for this case. For all we know, Stacy wasn’t the killer’s first, or
last, victim.”

Fire electrified every muscle in
her body. Her toes tingled. Heart beat like the drum solo in the
song Wipe Out.
“Where do you suggest I start with Stacy’s case?”

“Fair warning, the case binder
doesn’t have much in it. But what’s there should be in
chronological order. Read the reports. Scrutinize any corresponding
photos. Listen to the recorded interviews. A word of advice, when
you’re listening to those tapes, don’t be quick to judge based on
their comments or tone of their voice. People cope with stressful
situations differently.”

Pepper nodded.

“Most of the reports are typed,
but you may find a few handwritten notes. If you can’t read my
writing, let me know and I’ll try to decipher my chicken
scratches.”

“This was your case?”

He nodded. “The only case that has remained unsolved
since I became the lieutenant of HHPD’s Major Crimes Unit fifteen
years ago.”

“Did you have any
suspects?”

“Only about one-hundred-thousand
of them.”

Pepper raised her brows and held them there.

“Stacy was one of those so-called
social media influencers. She and her sister
operated an online mystery magazine with several hundred thousand
subscribers.”

“That’s a lot of potential
suspects. Any boyfriends or family members that might be
suspects?”

Chief Watkins laughed. “Read the files, PJ. If I had
enough evidence to arrest who I suspected, this wouldn’t be a cold
case.”

“So, you did suspect someone?”

“I don’t want my opinion to
influence you or taint your investigation. I hired you to take
a fresh look at
the case. And that’s what I want.”

“I understand.”

“Before I forget, do not write on
the reports, make any notes in the margins, or highlight any
information. The DA will want to see the reports in their original
condition if this case goes to trial.”

“Is it okay if I make a copy? I
have a personal copier at home.”

“Those reports are confidential.
If you make copies, they’re to be kept confidential and become the
property of HHPD.”

“I understand.”

“Be sure to indicate at the top of
any page you copy that it is a copy. List the date you made the
copy, print your name next to the date, and sign underneath your
printed name. Then add it to the case binder.”

“Would it be okay for me to show
Jack the files and discuss the case with him?”

“Sure.”

“What about Myrna? She’s excellent
at research, especially when the internet is involved.”

“The contract pays a flat rate of
$2,000 a month for the next three months.” He opened a desk drawer
and pulled out a red folder. Slid it across the desk to her. “I
know the pay isn’t much. I also know you’re not taking on this
project for the money.”

Pepper smiled, thinking of her ex. David had
generously arranged for her financial security for the rest of her
life, even if she remarried. And, somehow, everyone in Hunter
Heights knew it.

“You’ll want to consult your
accountant regarding taxes.”

Pepper nodded.

“How you choose to spend the money
is up to you. Meaning, if you want to pay Myrna to assist with the
case, you’re welcome to do so. If you encounter any expenses for
which you will want reimbursed, you’ll need to get my approval
first.”

“Expenses? Like what?”

“Out-of-town travel. Or maybe cash
to help soften silent lips.”

The Chief’s comments gave her
pause. Didn’t realize consulting
might involve actual in-the-field work, but made
the job that much more intriguing. “Do you want me to report to you
every week?”

“The terms of the grant require a
written progress summary each month, but I’d like an update every
week.”

“What if I have questions about
the notes in the files?”

“Write down your questions and
save them for our weekly meeting.”

“I understand you don’t want me
calling you every five minutes,” Pepper said with a nod. “But what
if I discover something important, like new evidence that might
lead to a new suspect?”

“Of course, if it’s important,
call me. I trust your good judgment. You have my personal cell
number, right?”

Pepper nodded and opened the folder. Scanned the
contract.

“I’m not an attorney, but the
terms are straight forward, Pepper. Basically, the contract says
you’re prohibited from talking to the media but are permitted to
talk to the victim’s family and friends and pretty much anyone
whose name shows up in the files or anyone else you think might
help with the case. When engaging with the public, you must
identify yourself as a consultant hired by HHPD.”

“Should I have an ID that proves
I’m a consultant for the police?”

“Yes. When we’re done here, see
Kimberly Batson. I’ll call and make arrangements for you to have a
special ID. Since you’re a consultant, you won’t have
twenty-four-seven access to the station or secured parking like you
did when you were the Crime Prevention Coordinator.”

Reading the contract, she said, “It specifies that
I’m not to disclose any information that was withheld from the
media to any unauthorized person.” Pepper pointed with her index
finger at the paragraph in the contract. “Does that mean I can’t
tell Jack and Myrna?”

“Jack and Myrna are fine as long
as you make it clear they cannot share the confidential details of
this case with anyone else.”

“If I tell Myrna, does that mean
she can’t tell Frank?”

Chief Watkins beamed a broad smile. “Frank is a
hero. If the MTAF trusts him, I believe we can trust him to keep
the case information confidential.”

“What information was kept from
the public?”

“As you will read in the files,”
he tipped his head toward the box on the credenza, “Stacy’s cell
phone, driver’s license, Discover credit card, and twenty bucks
cash were found zipped in a special pocket on the top of the dog’s
harness. So robbery wasn’t a motive. Nonetheless, we checked for
prints and DNA. Only Stacy’s were found. However, a note written on
duct tape and covered with clear packing tape was found on
the underside of
the dog’s harness. We never revealed that to the
public.”

“A note? What did it
say?”

“Brandy knows. Brandy won’t
tell.”

Pepper wrinkled her forehead. “Who’s Brandy?”

“Stacy’s dog.”

“So the perpetrator is someone who
knew the name of her dog.”

He seesawed his head. “As I said,
Stacy published an online mystery magazine. She called it
Brandy Knows, Brandy Won’t Tell.”

“Oh, I see why there are so many
suspects,” Pepper said, thinking aloud. “Anyone who has ever read
her magazine or seen any of her posts on social media could have
written that note.”

“That’s what we thought until
analysis of the writing came back from the lab, which made sense
why it was covered with clear packing tape. The words were scrawled
in dried blood. DNA confirmed the blood was Stacy’s.”

“But how did they get her blood
before she disappeared?”

“Stacy donated blood
regularly.”

“Wow. That broadens the suspect
pool.”

“Now you understand why Stacy’s
case has gone cold.”

“Indeed.” Pepper signed the
contract. Closed the folder and slid it back across the desk to
Chief Watkins. “May I have a copy of that?”

“Do you have
questions?”

“Not yet. I’m just eager to dig
in.” She rubbed her hands together and stood in front of the
chair.

He picked up the folder and placed the contract on
the desktop copier, making a duplicate for Pepper.

“After you get your badge from
Kimberly, stop by accounting. Judy will have a check for you. And
I’ll have an officer carry that box down to your car for
you.”

“Thank you, Chief.” She scooped up
the copy and waved it in the air. “This means more to me than you
could know. Thank you so much for this opportunity.” She turned to
leave.

“Pepper…”

“Yes, Chief?”

“It’s the not knowing that eats away at the
loved ones left behind.”

“I can only imagine.” She bobbed
her head. Considered sharing the internal torture she felt not
knowing what happened to Molly, the beloved family dog when growing
up. She scoured the neighborhood, stapled Lost Dog fliers on telephone poles,
and taped them on the windows of any stores that would permit. Yet,
the dog was never found. What became of Molly and the mystery
surrounding her disappearance, even after thirty years, still
haunted her.

“I was just a kid when my mom’s
niece, Charlotte Wright, disappeared.” He rolled his lips inward
and knitted his brows. “One minute, the eight-year-old was playing
in the front yard in a fort made of fallen leaves. The next minute,
she was gone. Never to be seen again.”

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.” She
wondered if Charlotte was the reason he chose a career in law
enforcement.

“Probably why I became a cop and
focused on advancing to Detective in Major Crimes,” he said, as if
reading her mind.

Pepper nodded. Until the Chief shared his story, she
hadn’t considered the influence Molly’s disappearance may have had,
perhaps even subconsciously, drawing her to become involved in the
Neighborhood Watch program. After all, if neighbors had been more
observant back then, someone might have seen Molly the day she
disappeared from their fenced backyard. Or noticed a strange
vehicle prowling the neighborhood streets searching for dogs to
snatch to sell for experiments or even meat. Pepper shuddered,
thinking of the possible horrible fates her sweet Molly could have
met.

“Growing up, we were never close
to Mom’s side of the family, largely because they lived in upstate
New York,” the Chief said, his voice soft, almost reverent. “I
never met Charlotte. But even as removed as we were, that child’s
disappearance had an impact on our family, especially on
Mom.

“Down to her last days before
succumbing to lung cancer, Mom continued to pray whatever happened
to Charlotte would finally be known.” His shoulders dropped as he
exhaled a sigh. “To date, Charlotte’s case remains unsolved. I
surmise Charlotte would be in her late fifties if she were alive
today. Most of her family speculates she’s dead. Murdered by some
twisted sexual deviant shortly after she disappeared. And I
agree.”

Pepper wished she could disagree. But statistics
proved, unlike kidnappings committed by an estranged parent,
stranger abductions almost always resulted in murder.

“Pepper, I’m hoping with your
help, Stacy’s sister won’t have to continue to endure decades of
not knowing what happened to her loved one, like my mother and my
aunt’s family have, and still do.” He rose, indicating she should
follow.

“I’ll do my best,
Chief.”

“I know you will.” He patted her
shoulder and escorted her to the door.

“Any final words of advice,
Chief?”

“Keep an open mind, PJ. Everyone
is a suspect until they’re not.”


CHAPTER THREE

 9:45 am.

HHPD Parking Lot.

Pepper’s Ford Explorer.

 


Eager to share her exciting news, Pepper called Jack the instant she climbed
into her SUV.

“Good morning. Is this HHPD’s new
Crime Prevention Supervisor?” Jack asked, his tone
playful.

“The Council declined the position
and me attending POST and if that’s not bad enough, they dissolved
my volunteer position and don’t want me back. Not even on
Neighborhood Watch patrol.”

“Are you shittin’ me?” Jack
snapped. “Those ungrateful bastards! After everything you’ve been
through and everything you’ve done for the community.”

“I was hurt and angry until the
Chief gave me the good news. I’m so excited, Jack, I almost can’t
believe this is happening. I had to pinch myself to confirm I
wasn’t dreaming. I couldn’t have imagined this in a million
years.”

“You’ve got me in suspenders,”
Jack said with a laugh, borrowing the silly phrase his grandmother
said when she was in suspense.

“I’m investigating a cold case,
Jack. Isn’t that amazing!”

“A cold case… you’re investigating a cold case?”
Disbelief and confusion laced his words.

“The Chief received a grant from
the federal government to open up cold cases and wants me to look
into the Stacy Walker case. She vanished three years ago, and
although she’s listed as a missing person, the Chief suspects
someone murdered her, possibly a serial killer. I have the evidence
box with the paper trail in a binder, interview tapes, bagged
evidence, and everything.” She reached across the console and
patted her hand on the cardboard box sitting in the passenger seat.
“Isn’t that fabulous?”

“Time out. You’re
investigating a cold
case?”

“The Chief said even though much
of the information is confidential, I can ask you, Myrna, and Frank
to help. I just can’t talk to the press. He’s paying me $2,000 a
month I can use as I want, plus expenses, for the next three
months. I already have the first check. And Kimberly made me a new
ID badge that says I’m an official HHPD consultant, so when I go
out and interview people, I’m taken seriously. Isn’t that amazing,
Jack?”

“So you’re a detective now?”
Judgment underscored his words.

Taken aback by Jack’s harsh tone, Pepper sat
wide-mouthed, staring out the windshield.

“That’s one helluva promotion from
a civilian Crime Prevention volunteer to a paid detective.
You’re not even a cop.”

“You’re right. I’m not a cop. The
Chief hired me as a consultant,
Jack. An independent contractor.”

“The Chief never asked me to
consult on a cold case and I’ve been a patrol officer a helluva lot
longer than you’ve been a consultant.”

“Jack, why are you on the
defensive? I thought you’d be happy for me. The Chief said
sometimes fresh eyes can spot something he, and everyone else who
looked at the files, had missed. Stacy Walker is the Chief’s only
missing person case he never solved. I can’t wait to tear into it
and can’t wait to call Myrna and see if she can help me go through
the paper trail this morning. Maybe tonight you can look at it
too.”

“Maybe look at it?” Jack hissed.
“Gee, the great and powerful Pepper has
spoken,” he said, twisting a line from the
original Wizard of Oz movie,
“and will grant me a look at the files.”

“Jack! Where did that come from?
What’s wrong with you? Why can’t you be happy for me?”

Silence.

Pepper massaged the left side of her head. Hadn’t
expected Jack’s negative reaction. “What time will your shift
end?”

“I’m scheduled until eighteen
hundred hours but since we’re so short-handed, I—”

“Oh, I almost forgot the best
news, Jack,” she said, changing the subject with genuine
enthusiasm. “The Council approved hiring four new officers. The Chief
requested three, but the Council gave him four in exchange for
getting rid of my position. Isn’t that great? Soon you won’t have
to work all these extra shifts and we can get our life
back.”

“I gotta go.”

“I love you, Jack. Stay safe.”
Pepper expected Jack to reply always as he usually did when she
told him to stay safe. But he disconnected the call without even saying goodbye, let
alone that he loved her.

Lips pursed, body stiff, she fired up the Explorer.
“Damn you, Jack. Why does everything have to be a competition and a
blow to your ego? Why can’t you be happy for me?”

Pepper threw the SUV into gear and mashed the pedal,
squealing wheels out of the secured HHPD parking lot.


CHAPTER FOUR

 10:30 am.

 


Not allowing Jack’s caustic words to derail her from focusing on Stacy
Walker’s case, Pepper settled into her favorite corner on the couch
and surveyed her family room as she sipped a Diet Coke from her
Pittsburgh Steelers insulated mug.

Brooke slept sprawled out on the floor in front of
the fireplace; the Chow Chow’s favorite spot. Chester, a
twenty-five pound yellow Maine Coon cat, had made himself at home
on top of the cardboard file box Pepper had opened. And Quigley,
Jack’s guinea pig, munched fresh carrot sticks in his cage on the
bookshelf next to the fireplace. “The gang’s all here, Maddie,” she
said to the German Shepherd lying next to her on the couch.

Pepper deposited the mug on the coffee table and
picked up the binder she had pulled from the file box. Opened it.
Taped to the inside cover, a 5x7 color headshot of a
thirty-something woman smiling and hugging a black and tan dog.
“Stacy and Brandy,” she whispered, her finger caressing the photo
of the pretty blonde. Three tabs divided the information in the
thin binder. Reports. Forensics. Interviews.

“Might as well start at the
beginning with reports.” She turned the Reports tab. The first page
was a handwritten report by J. Weston, badge 8349, the responding
officer on the scene.

“Jack,” Pepper whispered, thinking
about his less than enthusiastic response to her reviewing a cold
case. “What’s going on with you?” She recalled his indignation a
few weeks ago when he overheard some officers in the locker room
snickering behind his back as they referred to him as a
kept man. Until then,
she hadn’t realized the depth of Jack’s resentment toward her
financial situation.

That same resentment reappeared when she told him
the Chief planned to send her through POST and upgrade her
volunteer position to a paid one. Now that the Council killed those
options, and the Chief hired her to look into Stacy Walker’s
disappearance, the case wasn’t the only thing that had turned
cold.

She exhaled a long breath and shook her head.
Shelved thoughts of Jack’s frigid reception to focus on the Stacy
Walker missing person case.

After noting the report date as April 21, 2021, she
read Jack’s notes aloud. “At approximately zero seven forty hours,
I responded to a possible missing person call on the Sage River
Parkway between trail markers 7.6 and 7.7. Upon my arrival, a
middle-aged woman standing next to a dog tied to a tree at the side
of the path waved me over.

“Eyes wide, the woman dashed
toward me. Somewhat out of breath, she introduced herself as
Barbara Mills.”

Pepper smiled, thinking three
years ago she didn’t know Jack Weston existed. Moreover, would have
never imagined considering tying the knot again after ending her
bizarre marriage to David Bogenschutz. Of late, Jack’s ego had
added a new level of bizarre
to the challenges of marriage she never
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