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“They call it El Diablo for a reason, Annie.”

“Do they?” I replied, avoiding eye contact. I didn’t want to be talked out of this foolhardy plan.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Angus reached over and took my hand in his. “There’s still time to back out if you’re scared.”

“No,” I shook my head. “I can do this.”

“But it’s so hot,” he said. “What if you can’t handle all that heat?”

“I can handle it!”

“But....”

“Don’t ‘but’ me. I’m going through with the plan. My name is going on the wall of honor.”

“Maybe we should have a medic standing by, just in case.”

“Just in case what? You expect me to fail? I won’t survive El Diablo?” I demanded. He averted his gaze, knowing I was furious with him. That was a smart move on his part. “I’ve faced more dangerous situations in my lifetime, Angus McDonald. I am a woman warrior. Don’t you ever forget that!”

“That’s not fair, Annie. You know that I’m your biggest supporter. But this? It’s crazy!”

“Why shouldn’t I order the El Diablo special?”

“Because you’ll ruin those gorgeous taste buds of yours. You will no longer be able to enjoy all the good foods that await you. And then who will I find to replace you on food treks?”

“This is all about you, is it?”

“Sorry?”

“You’re afraid you’ll have to enjoy your culinary adventures all by your lonesome, eh?”

“I’m thinking of you,” he insisted. “This could kill you.”

“Not really. Capsaicin doesn’t do any damage to the taste buds.”

“Maybe not, Annie, but it does trigger the same fight-or-flight reaction in your body. Your heart races, you start to sweat....”

“So?”

“You could burn a hole in your esophagus if your body thinks it’s eaten a toxin and you start to vomit. Your body could go numb or you could have breathing difficulties.”

I looked over at that earnest face of his and suddenly wondered if I should pursue my goal of ordering the hottest thing on the menu at Ole Guacamole, one of the best Mexican restaurants in the state.

“Please, Annie,” he implored me. He seemed genuinely worried.

“Do you know something about the subject that you haven’t told me?”

He hung his head and went quiet. This wasn’t like him. Was this another unfortunate secret from his past?

“Tell me,” I insisted.

“We were a bunch of young guys, still in college. One of the bars was hosting a ghost pepper challenge. Norman made the mistake of eating too many of them,” he told me.

“And?” I pressed him. He averted his gaze.

“It triggered a severe reaction. He couldn’t breathe, his chest hurt, and his belly was on fire. He became hypoxic and his organs struggle to function because they couldn’t get enough oxygen. The ER doctors had to insert a chest tube to ease his breathing and a gastric tube to feed him because he ripped a hole in his esophagus from all the vomiting. Boerhaave syndrome is serious. He nearly died from eating those ghost peppers, Annie. Norman spent three weeks in the hospital.”

He looked up at me for a long moment. Was he ashamed of something?

“What’s the rest of it, Angus?”

“It was our fault. We taunted him without mercy. We called him a chicken to get him to do it. We nearly killed our friend.”

“Yikes!” I sat back, stunned by his story. That wasn’t what I expected to hear. “Maybe I will rethink that El Diablo.”

“I would if I were you,” he admitted. “I don’t want to have to take you to the hospital tonight.”

“How come they never talk about this on the cooking competitions on the Food Network?”

“Maybe it’s bad for business. You can’t get people to do crazy stuff if they know it might rip their throats out.”

I gazed down at the menu. Those carne asada fajitas were looking better by the minute. When the waiter came around, I ordered them.

“With extra salsa on the side, please.”

“Certainly,” Juan smiled. “And for you, sir?”

“I’ll have the mole poblano.”

We dipped our tortilla chips in the scrumptious guacamole that the restaurant was famous for while we waited. Angus seemed less intense now that he knew I wasn’t going to wind up being rushed to the hospital in an ambulance.

“You know, I could probably kill someone with that ghost pepper.”

“One of your characters?” he inquired. I nodded, tucking another chip into my mouth.

“I’ll bet it’s risky for someone with a heart condition to down one of those ghost peppers, especially if it spikes the blood pressure rate by dilating the blood vessels and affects the breathing.”

“Probably,” he agreed, sweeping a big chunk of avocado up with his tortilla chip. “The doctors might mistake the abdominal pain for ordinary indigestion. But I think most people with a heart condition are smart enough to know they should be prudent in their culinary adventures.”

“You’re right. If you ate one of those things, you’d know right away, wouldn’t you? Rats. I’ve got to come up with some novel ways to commit murder.”

“Does that mean you’ve got writer’s block?” he wondered.

I made a face. “I’ve sat at my desk for the better part of two weeks and I cannot get past the part where my victim bites the big one.”

“Maybe that’s because you don’t actually want to kill that particular character.”

I took a sip of my tempranillo wine and let it linger on my tongue, noticing all of the cherry, fig, and vanilla notes. Was he right? I considered the possibility. “The trouble is I like Mavis. She’s rough around the edges, but she’s a decent person underneath all of her bluster.”

“What’s the problem? Does someone always have to die in a mystery?”

“Fiction is not real life. Readers expect a murder. Think about how many characters got whacked up in Cabot Cove, Maine, just so Jessica Fletcher would have something to solve on Murder, She Wrote.”

“Couldn’t you save your character with good medicine?”

“Maybe. Or I could kill someone else in her place.”

“There you go. But this time, pick a character that nobody likes.”

“The trouble with that is that it’s damned if you do, damned if you don’t. Readers won’t care about the mystery if they can’t relate to the victim,” I pointed out.

“So? Give them a twist that they’re not expecting. Make them care about the rotten character after he or she is dead and gone.”

“That sounds like a challenge, Angus.”

“Consider it one. For this book, do the impossible. Create a victim that no one values until it’s too late and they have to live with their guilt unless they choose to redeem themselves in some fashion.”

The waiter set down my sizzling fajitas. As the aroma of onions and green peppers beckoned me, I put aside the idea for a while and reached for a warm tortilla. I heard Angus utter little sighs of pleasure across the table from me.

“How’s that mole sauce?” I inquired.

“Dynamite,” he managed to mumble in between bites.

“Dynamite as in tasty or dynamite as in hot.”

“A little of both. This stuff really rocks,” he grinned, reaching for his wine glass. “The spices are fantastic.”

“May I?”

“Please do.”

I reached over and dipped my fork into the dark brown sauce. The first thing that hit my tongue was a deep chocolate flavor, but then a moment later, the cloves and allspice and cinnamon rose up, begging to be noticed.

“They should bottle this stuff. People would pay a fortune for it. I know I would.”

“It’s pure Mexican gold, isn’t it? Not ironic given how many of the Mesoamerican cultures valued the cacao beans. Aztecs, Olmecs, Maya....”

We finished the meal by splitting an order of tres leche cake and an order of pineapple empanadas.

“What’s the rating for this place?” I asked Angus as I took the plate of empanadas from him. He took another bite of the cake and gave Ole Guacamole a nine-and-a-half. I had to agree. “The food is pretty amazing here.”

“And you must be relieved that you can still taste it thanks to my intervention,” he teased.

“I am, as a matter of fact. You learn something new every day, don’t you? I never thought ghost peppers could cause any harm. Then again, I’m not sure I know anyone who’s ever eaten them.”

“You do,” he told me. “I only had one, but I was miserable for more than half an hour, and that doesn’t include the stomach irritation that sidelined me the next day. Trust me when I say this, Annie. Human beings were not meant to eat ghost peppers.”

We walked out to the parking lot together after we settled the bill. A light snow fell, leaving a white blanket over the landscape. I pulled my coat closer.

“Have you decided what you’re going to do this Christmas?” he asked me. I shook my head.

“I’m still at loose ends. What about you?”

“My brother invited me to his place in New Hampshire.”

“That sounds like fun.”

“Not really. Duncan’s okay, but his wife is a real vulture, always circling in the air, on the hunt for fresh meat.”

“It’s Christmas, though. Don’t you want to stay in touch?”

“Stay in touch, yes. Stay with them, no way, José.”
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I unlocked my car door and turned back to him. He didn’t seem his usual self.

“Is that the real problem, that you and the wife really don’t get along?”

“Honestly?”

“Yes, Angus.”

“Drucilla made a pass at me the last time I went there,” he confided. “I couldn’t get away fast enough.”

I admit I was appalled by what he told me. Maybe it was because I had the experience of being betrayed in one of my relationships. Or maybe it was because I knew that Angus had experienced that kind of heartache himself. His wife had had an affair with his best friend right before she was murdered. It destroyed Angus’s faith in most women.

“Does Duncan know?”

“No, and I’d like to keep it that way, Annie.”

“I don’t blame you. She put you in a tough position. I thought you were going to tell me she was a lousy cook, but this? This is bad.”

“You have no idea how bad it is. I tried to arrange a fishing trip with Duncan a few months back. He told me that Dru wouldn’t allow that if she couldn’t come with us.”

“Do you suppose she’s afraid you’ll spill the beans about that pass of hers?”

“No, I think she’s biding her time in the hopes of spotting something more lucrative.”

“That sounds like an invitation to the Trouble Ball,” I informed him. He shrugged but didn’t say anything. “Angus, what’s really going on?”

“Duncan has been behaving oddly for the last year and a half,” he revealed. “It’s noticeable that he can’t think straight. Nobody can figure out what’s wrong with him. Dru claims he’s got signs of early dementia, but if that’s true, why isn’t he getting some kind of treatment?”

It was obvious to me that he had taken his brother’s betrayal to heart. Was there another way of looking at the situation?

“Some people don’t handle illness well. Maybe she’s one of them. Maybe she doesn’t realize that there are new medications that can help alleviate some of the symptoms of dementia in the early stages.”

“It’s more than that, Annie. She’s been going behind his back, moving their assets around.”

“But why? If he’s not terminally ill, what would be the point?”

“I wish I knew. I really do. Dru and I have never been close. Maybe it’s because I thought he made a mistake when he divorced his first wife. Sandy’s a lovely person. You’d like her a lot. She’s everything that Dru isn’t.”

“Maybe that’s why your sister-in-law tried to seduce you,” I told him. “If Dru’s a competitive person, your rejection probably brought out the worst in her. She’s not going to let it drop until she has her way with you.”

“All the more reason that I should avoid her like the plague.”

“Is it?” I queried him.

“That’s what my gut tells me. She’ll break his heart or mess with his head, but one way or another she’ll destroy my brother. There isn’t much I can do about that.”

“What if you stayed at a hotel instead of their house?” I suggested. “You’d control the situation that way.”

“I wouldn’t put it past Dru to show up in my room. She’s the kind of woman that is capable of bribing a hotel clerk for the key.”

In all the time that I had known Angus, I’d never seen him so pessimistic. He always had a game plan.

“You can’t just quit,” I told him, shivering as the wind picked up. “There must be a solution.”

“Go home, Annie. I don’t want you to get pneumonia on my account.” He wrapped his arms around me and gave me a hug, and then he kissed my cheek. “Drive safely. We’ll talk soon.”

As he walked away, I thought there had to be some way for him to reconnect with his brother. I hated to think that he had already written Duncan off.

When I got home, I leashed up my little Maltipoo for her last walk of the night. Cinnamon scampered in the fresh snowfall, running back and forth on the sidewalk in front of my granny flat with pure canine joy while I waited for her. A pair of headlights cut through the darkness. I glanced up and saw Angus’s SUV headed our way.

He pulled up by the curb and rolled his window down.

“How would you feel about joining me in New Hampshire for Christmas?”

“Can we bring the dogs?”

“We can do whatever you want.”

“Then yes, I’d love to.”

“I finally realized what my problem is, Annie.”

“What’s that?”

“I don’t trust my own judgment when it comes to Dru. I want you to meet her and decide for yourself if she’s trouble for Duncan. Do you mind?”

“Not at all. It’s the first Christmas since my dad died. I think the change of scenery will do me good. Should I pick up a hostess gift?”

“No, Annie,” he replied. “There’s no way that we’re staying with Duncan and Drucilla. I’ll get us a couple of rooms at a local hotel.”

“You’d better make sure they’re adjoining rooms.”

“Why?” He gave me an amused look. “Is this your way of telling me that you have feelings for me?”

“No, no. I don’t have any intention of seducing you on this trip. Maybe next time,” I teased, knowing that both of us were still recovering from bad relationships. “If you want to make sure your sister-in-law doesn’t cause a rift between you and your brother, you have to cut off her access to you.”

“Right,” he nodded, suddenly perking up. “This is why I want you with me on this trip, Annie. You’re not going to take any guff from her.”

“No, I’m not. But I will play fair. If I think she’s harmless, I’m going to tell you that.”

“I expect nothing less from you. Good night.”

“Good night, Angus. Talk to you soon.”

A week went by before I heard from him again. I was curled up on the sofa, watching a tear-jerker on the TV when he called me.

“Are you available for a week or just for two or three days at Christmas?”

“It depends on the kind of offer you’re making.”

“Well, Annie, I’ve found a two-bedroom cabin near the Ammonoosuc River in New Hampshire, but we’d have to rent it for at least six nights.”

“Is it dog friendly?”

“It is,” he said. “I’ve already spoken to the owner about it. He needs an answer tonight.”

“If it’s got a decent kitchen for cooking, I’m in. We’ll split the bill.”

“Great. The best part is that it’s twenty minutes from Duncan and Dru’s place, so she can’t just drop in on us whenever she feels like it.”

“Now I know what the real appeal of that cabin is. It puts some distance between you and the lady vulture.”

“No, no,” he laughed. “It’s much more than that, I assure you. You’re going to be mighty surprised.”

“In a good way, I hope.”

“You’ll see for yourself when we get there.”

I spent the remaining days before we left to get as much work done as I could. I finished the manuscript for the first book in a new cozy mystery series. My editor, Marcy, called me when she got it.

“I’ve only read the first ten pages, but I think you have a winner with your new amateur sleuth, Angela Palmieri.”

“Thanks,” I told her. “That’s good to know. Why do I think there’s a ‘but’ coming my way?”

“Your antagonist sounds like a dweeb.”

“Excuse me?” I had no idea what she meant.

“You’ve got a gutsy heroine who’s running rings around the guy, like he’s a complete idiot.”

“Well, that’s because he is.”

“There’s not enough tension between the two of them, Annie. Your story is over before it’s begun. You know how this works. You have to grab the attention of your readers in the first few lines. How do you do that with a wimp for a villain?”

“Give me some time to rewrite this,” I replied. “I’m going away for a few days with a friend. I’ll come back with a better story.”

“Remember what I said, Annie. Angela Palmieri is a great character. She’s smart and funny. She shouldn’t have to prove herself by taking on idiots and jerks.”

Those words stuck in my craw. I had no idea where I was going to find the inspiration for a worthy fictional opponent for my new heroine. Little did I know that I would find her the hard way, by meeting a real-life villain who was more despicable than any protagonist I could ever dream up on my own.

Angus arrived just after eight in the morning on Saturday to collect us for the ride up to New Hampshire. His dog Truffles was excited to see Cinnamon. We left them to their reunion in the back seat while we loaded his SUV with my luggage and the dog’s gear.

It was a long journey, but the weather was decent, and the winter scenery was delightful. We took our time getting there. As Angus drove through some of the small towns along the way, I felt the tension of the last year melt away. As much as I missed my dad, I had come to terms with his passing. His days had become unbearable for him. Letting go had been hard, but necessary. I made up my mind that I would welcome the New Year with open arms. I would let myself start to live my own life once more.

“Welcome to Twin Mountain,” said my companion as he drove down Route 3. “The cabin is just another mile or two down the road.”

I have to admit that the moment that I saw that gorgeous log cabin sitting up on the hill, I was charmed.

“What do you think?” he asked me.

“I think it looks promising.”

“So do I.”

I could already imagine myself working on my book corrections in that cabin while he spent some time with his brother, bonding.

We left the dogs in the SUV for a couple of minutes while we brought the luggage and gear inside. Climbing the steps to the porch, we turned and paused to gaze at the scene below us on the hill. A couple of deer wandered out of the woods and stopped to forage on the ground.

“What do you suppose they’re eating?” I asked him.

“In winter? It could be anything from acorns to apples. They need nourishment and they’ll take whatever they can get. Sometimes it’s just twigs and leaves.”

“You are a fountain of information, Angus.”

“That’s me, the walking encyclopedia,” he laughed. “Come on. Let’s take the tour.”

It wasn’t a large cabin, by any means. The first floor was open, with a sectional sofa positioned by the giant screen TV, a kitchen that had seating at the counter, and a dining room table that seated four.

“Let’s get the heat turned up,” he said. “Can you look for the thermostat?”

I found it on the wall in the narrow hallway near the bathroom. When I turned the dial, the furnace rumbled as it came on.

“I’ll get a fire going in the wood stove before we bring the dogs in.”

Angus lit his pile of kindling and loaded the logs into the belly of the cast iron stove. With the help of a few blasts of the bellows, the wood began to smoke and then caught fire.

“It should warm up in here quickly. Where are the stairs?”

We found them in the back of the cabin, by the kitchen and climbed them. Upstairs, there was a bathroom to the right of the stairs. The two bedrooms were connected by a narrow hallway that overlooked the living area below.

We poked our heads inside the first bedroom. It was small, but the view out of the window made up for that. The second was bigger and had twin beds.

“Which bedroom would you like, Annie?”

“Honestly? I like the smaller one. It’s cozier.”

“That’s good because Truffles is probably going to claim one of the twin beds for himself. Let’s go get the mutts.”

I saw what he meant when we brought them inside and unleashed them. As soon as his dog did a loop around the first floor of the cabin, he hopped up on the sectional, rolled around a few times while he kicked his legs in the air, and then he curled up.

Cinnamon had a different agenda. She headed into the kitchen, seeking her tiny dog biscuits.

“She heard me rattle the box when I was getting it out of the back of the SUV,” I laughed. “This dog has an incredible memory when it comes to food.”

“She does. Clever girl.” Angus laughed. “Here you go.”

He picked up the box that I had left on the counter and dug one out for her. That got Truffles’ attention. He immediately scrambled off the sectional and made his way into the kitchen, wagging that tail of his.

“Nice of you to join us, boy. I suppose you want one too.”
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We got ourselves settled. Angus and I carried the suitcases upstairs and unpacked. After that, we put away some of the dry goods we brought with us in the pantry. He offered to do a shopping trip for milk, eggs, butter, and meat.

“I’ll be back in a while,” he promised, slipping on his parka.

“Great. I’ll tackle my manuscript while you’re gone.”

I pulled out my laptop and got to work as soon as he was out the door. Marcy’s words came back to haunt me. She wanted a scarier villain, and I was determined to oblige her.

I lost track of all time as I typed. When I realized the afternoon light was fading, I got up and turned on some lights.

“Gee, he’s been gone a while. I wonder how far the grocery store is from here.”

By four o’clock, I was hungry. We hadn’t eaten any lunch. I tried to call Angus, but he didn’t answer. I sent him a text.

Are you okay? You’ve been gone a long time.

I made myself a cup of tea, sweetened it, and shrugged off the fact that I had no milk. It was hot and I was thirsty.

Just after five, I heard the crunch of tires rolling over the gravel driveway. Angus was back. I flipped on the porch light for him.

“How did it go?” I asked, holding the door open for him. He carried in the bags and set them down on the counter.

“It was fine.”

“Good.” I started to unpack the groceries, setting them down on the counter as I got organized.

“I went to see my brother.”

“And?”

“I hate that woman. I really do,” he growled. “I hate what she’s done to Duncan.”

“Could you expound on that a bit?”

“He’s my big brother and he’s acting like a complete idiot. She’s totally in control of him.”

“Are you sure it’s not the medication he’s using for his treatment, or even the illness itself?”

“Positive. He fawns all over her like she invented the Holy Grail or something. In all the years I’ve known him, I have never seen him this way. It would kill my parents to witness this.”

“How could your brother change that much?”

“I don’t know, Annie, but before we leave here, I’m going to find out. She never once left us alone. She kept her vulture eyes on us at all times.”

“That’s weird,” I agreed. “What was Duncan like when you two were growing up?”

“Not like that,” he shook his head. “He was clever and confident. He believed he was capable of doing great things. He sure as hell didn’t follow anyone around and simper.”

“How about a cup of tea?” I suggested as I put away the eggs and milk.

“Please,” he nodded. “This situation has me perplexed. I just don’t understand it.”

I put a tea bag in a mug and added some water. While it was heating up in the microwave oven, I put the last of the groceries away. Duncan kept talking.

“The house itself is huge, but it feels cold. It’s sterile, without any personality. There’s nothing that says Duncan lives there.”

“Here you go,” I told him as I set down the mug. He picked up a packet of sugar and poured it in. I handed him the jug of milk and a spoon.

“Tell me something. You mentioned that Duncan had been married before. What was his life like with his first wife?”

“From everything I observed, they were happy together. They had a house full of sports equipment, toys, photographs, and noisy boys. The house he shares with Dru is so empty, Annie. It’s like she hired a decorator to come in and strip the place of any charm, which isn’t easy because it’s got a great location on top of a mountain. Look out any window and there’s a beautiful view. They don’t even have a Christmas tree.”

“When did he and Dru tie the knot?”

“Two and a half years ago, the day after the divorce became final.”

“Had they dated for a long time?”

“God, no! He moved in with Dru the same day told Sandy that he didn’t want to be married to her any longer. He got a quickie divorce.”

“I didn’t know people did that anymore.”

“Well, he did it,” Angus sighed. “He was so desperate to leave his marriage that Duncan gave Sandy sixty-seven percent of the business and only kept thirty-three percent for himself.”

“But he still runs the business?”

“Yes, the day-to-day operations. Sandy is the chief financial officer.” For a long moment, Angus stared at the tea in his cup. When he finally looked up, I saw anger in those eyes. “Tell me why, Annie. Why would my big brother let a woman like Drucilla take over his life? It makes absolutely no sense.”

“Does it bother Dru that she’s not in charge?”

“Of course, it does. She’s done everything she can to get her talons on Duncan’s share of Ben Nevis Performance.”

“What kind of company is it?”

“They manufacture clothing for outdoor sports using specialty fabrics that enhance performance and comfort.”

“But with Duncan struggling to function, how can Dru not be running the show behind the scenes?”

“He didn’t build it by himself. He did it with Sandy as his partner. Now that she owns two thirds of the company, she has to sign off on everything.”

“Well, now I am intrigued. How did Dru take that news?”

“I’m sure she hit the roof. She was pretty angry when her bid to become a vice president at Ben Nevis Performance was nixed right after they tied the knot. I think she assumed that because he was still the
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