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Chapter One

~ Stalker ~

 

My heart hammered as I walked past her house again. Three times now, and still no sign of her. If I didn't catch a glimpse soon, I'd have to leave before some nosy neighbor called the cops.

Damn Karens.

The cops were the last people I wanted to see. A few questions, a little digging, and I'd be in serious trouble. I had too much to hide and everything to lose.

I sighed and turned toward home. A few blocks back to my car, then a ten-minute drive.

One last look. Just one glimpse. But instead of her, a car pulled into the driveway.

Crap.

Detectives Walden and Hartley climbed out. They wouldn't know me, but I knew them. Time to go.

I continued toward my car, keeping my pace casual. No need to draw attention.

I'd come back another day. Until then, I'd have to find someone else to satisfy my craving.

 

 

~ Joanna ~

 

I cradled Oakley in my arms as she cooed happily. We'd bonded quickly over the past two and a half months since I adopted her.

Her backstory was complicated. Her mother, Cate, had kidnapped me while I investigated a pharmaceutical executive's murder. Turned out Cate was the murderer. She went into labor during my captivity and switched from killer to terrified single mother. She asked me to be her labor coach and, afterward, to adopt her daughter. She knew she'd be going to prison for life.

Strange how labor, birth, and adoption could make us friends. My life was so weird.

"You have a sad backstory, little one, but together we'll have a bright future."

Oakley rewarded me with her sweet, toothless grin. Her newest skill, and it melted my heart every time.

"I never thought I'd have this," I whispered.

When my husband Ted died, I'd thought all hopes of motherhood died with him. Nobody had told me about the smiles, though.

I checked the clock. Close to naptime, and the detectives would be here soon.

In my office, I peered out the front window. No car yet, but a guy walked by, pausing in front of my house. Looking for something, maybe? I hadn't seen him before. New to the neighborhood?

Oakley squirmed in my arms, getting tired.

"Okay, sweet girl, let's get you in a fresh diaper and down for your nap."

Movement outside caught my eye. The detectives pulled into my driveway.

"Sorry, you'll have to wait." I rubbed her back as I headed for the door.

"Good afternoon, detectives."

"Afternoon." Clint nodded.

"Hi, Joanna and sweet Ms. Oakley." Terry wagged his finger at her.

She stared back with wide blue eyes before flashing one of her baby grins.

"Please, come in. I need to get her changed and down for a nap, but y'all can have a seat in the living room. Feel free to help yourselves to drinks."

They followed me in. I turned right toward Oakley's room while they went left to the kitchen. I could hear them whispering as I changed the baby.

"Sleep sweet, baby girl." I laid her down, checked that her monitor was on, and quietly left.

In the living room, Clint scratched at the wrapping on his water bottle while Terry perched at the edge of my dark blue armchair, whispering something. Clint's bouncing leg and Terry's drawn face made me anxious. Whatever brought them here was causing them stress.

"Thank you for meeting with us. Sorry about the timing." Clint nodded toward Oakley's room and cleared his throat. He looked at Terry before continuing. "We were hoping with your success solving the Landon Labs case, you could help us with another one."

"I'm not sure how. That was mostly luck. Plus, I don't want to change my whole business. I'm a medium, not a detective."

"I know, but that's exactly who we need right now," Clint said.

"Have you been contacted by any spirits who mentioned being killed by a serial killer?" Terry asked.

"No, not yet anyway."

They shared a disappointed look.

"Okay, thanks," Clint said.

"I'm willing to try, though. I don't want to put myself back in danger like with Jeremy."

Clint shifted in his chair. "We don't want to involve you too deeply or put you in danger, but we keep hitting a brick wall. Before this guy kills again, we want to try any source we can. We don't know who else to ask."

"Agreed. We definitely don't want to put you in danger again, especially now with Oakley in the picture, but if we can use you as a consultant, we think it would be helpful." Terry added.

I looked around the room at the many spirits present. During the daytime, my house was always full of them. Some hoped I could contact their loved ones. Others waited for their scheduled appointments.

Thankfully, they cleared out at the end of my workday. Privacy was rule number one with me.

None stepped forward, so I looked back at the detectives.

"Without contact with at least one victim, I'm not sure I can help, but I'll try." I thought for a moment. "Can you give me any information? It might help me get started."

"We can tell you some things that have been shared in the news. We can't give you confidential details." Terry said.

I nodded.

They shared what they could—names, some family members, and how they died. Much of it I could probably find online, but I took notes anyway.

They didn't want to share much about the deaths, but I pushed for details. Drugged, tied up, and tortured until they died.

"Yikes, that's awful. So cruel, but it helps me understand what I'm getting into." I jotted more notes. "I'll see if I can get one of them to meet with me, somehow."

How to call them? It wasn't like the dead had cell phones. I'd tried meditating and focusing on specific spirits before. Sometimes they appeared, but my success rate was maybe eighty-twenty. More coincidence than actual summoning.

I scanned the room as the dead people started chatting among themselves, trying to figure out if any knew the victims. Too many voices talking at once. Maybe that would be the key—getting this ghost network on my side.

"We really appreciate your time." Terry stood while Clint remained seated, staring at me. Terry tapped his shoulder and nodded toward the door. "We'll get out of your way."

"Yes, thank you for your time," Clint said, standing.

I walked them out. Clint hesitated at the door as if he wanted to say something else, but instead nodded and followed Terry.

I locked up behind them and checked the time. About an hour until the baby woke. Time to research the victims.

Firing up my computer, I started with the first victim, finding numerous news articles. She'd been reported missing and found a week later. Killed in the most gruesome way. I shuddered reading the details.

I searched for the next victim and the next. They all looked roughly the same. Dark hair, dark eyes. Between 5'2" and 5'4" tall, a few extra pounds, all in their mid-twenties to early thirties.

The hair on the back of my neck stood up. All the victims looked a lot like me. At least in basic features—not enough to be mistaken for twins, but enough to set my nerves on edge.

When Clint and Terry gave the description, it hadn't clicked. I vaguely remembered them mentioning it months ago when these murders started, but seeing the faces triggered my anxiety.

Likely a coincidence, but I couldn't shake the paranoia, especially given Grams's warning about someone still wanting to harm me. Had this been who she meant?

I flipped through their pictures again, staring at each face.

"Wow, this is eerie."

The silence broke with my daughter's faint cries—almost like kitten meows—as she started waking. She'd be ready for a change and a bottle.

I pushed her door open. "Hey, baby, did you have a nice nap?"

I changed and fed her, then carried her to my office to continue researching. Easy at this age to hold her while I worked.

Next, I looked for connections between the victims beyond physical appearance.

Ashley worked at a small law office. Lindsey was a vet tech. Laura and Emma worked at retail shops, but not the same one. Brittney was a waitress, and Jalynn worked at a daycare. The last victim, Bethany, was a teacher.

None seemed connected by friends, family, or jobs. I had to dig deep to find any mutual friends.

I didn't know much about psychology, but from what I did know, serial killings weren't usually random. Typically there was some connection. What it was with these women, I had to figure out.

After an hour or so, I couldn't look at the computer any longer. Time to make dinner.

"I can't figure this out." Oakley squirmed in my lap. "Yeah, I know. I didn't expect to figure it out in one night, but I hoped to find some clue."

She smiled in reply.

"A girl of few words. I like that."

As I stood from the computer, a new face stepped into the room. With so many spirits coming and going—though they normally quit around this time—I was rarely surprised anymore.

"Excuse me. You're Joanna, yes?" the ghost said.

"I am, and you are?" I recognized her from my research. "Oh, you're Lindsey, right?"

"That's right. I heard from some of the others you were asking about me."

"Yes, I was. The officers investigating your death—I'm sorry, by the way." She shrugged. I smiled before continuing. "They asked if I had contact with you. I said no, but that I'd try."

"I wish I could help. I honestly don't remember much. He grabbed me from behind. I never saw him. He injected something into me. The world started spinning, and that's all I remember until I woke sometime later. No idea how long, but when I came to, I was tied and blindfolded. What I do remember is him ranting a lot while he tortured me."

"Ranting?"

"Yeah, he kept saying things like 'She never notices me' and 'Why doesn't she care?' Weird stuff like that. I didn't understand what he was talking about. Thankfully I was heavily drugged, so I don't remember much else." She spoke calmly with no hint of anger or fear. I'd think either response would be more appropriate, but she seemed at peace. "Once he started cutting me, I passed out, and that was it."

"You seem almost at peace with this."

"I was upset at first, but it's strange how being dead shines a new light on things. I can't do anything about dying, so why stay upset? Plus, it was months ago. I've had time to adjust." She smiled. "But if I can help find the killer, I'm happy and willing to do that."

I nodded. I didn't know how I'd react if I was dead. When Cate had a gun to my head, I didn't like that. Had she succeeded, I can't imagine I'd be accepting of it.

"Do you happen to know any of this guy's other victims?" I asked.

"I'm not sure since I don't know who killed me. Only what I heard from the cops when they found my body. My spirit was still in the room. They said they thought we were killed by the same person—the 'Playhouse Killer,' as the media's calling him—but even they weren't sure at the time."

"That's true." I thought for a moment. If she couldn't give me information we didn't already know, she wasn't going to be much help. "Well, thanks for coming. If you remember anything else or meet any of the others, please let me know."

She smiled before turning to leave. Oddest conversation I'd had in a while. It didn't give me much additional information, but at least I knew she hadn't suffered. I wondered if the other victims had been so lucky.

 

 

 


Chapter Two

~ Joanna ~

 

That night a huge storm blew through. Thankfully, Oakley slept through it. Unfortunately, a tree fell on my patio, taking out the pergola and half the deck. Wind blew debris across my backyard and took down part of my fence.

"What a mess," I mumbled, surveying the damage.

I walked to the front yard. My oak tree had only lost a few small branches, and some trash had blown in from somewhere. Not as bad as the backyard, at least.

Up and down the street, neighbors inspected their homes. Some had minimal damage in the front, but the neighbors three houses down had a tree through the roof.

The entire street was littered with storm debris. It looked like a war zone. Everyone seemed as stunned as I felt.

While I stood there trying to decide my next move, a handyman's van pulled up at the curb. I'd seen him stop a few houses down to talk to neighbors. Painted on the side was Donovan's Handyman and Yard Services.

"Hello, ma'am. I'm driving around to see if anyone needs help with storm damage." His eyes scanned my front yard. "Did you have much more?"

"Yes. A tree fell in the backyard, damaging my patio and fence. Then these branches in the front." I nodded toward the name on the van. "Are you Donovan?"

"Yes, that's me." He smiled proudly and climbed out to shake my hand. "Do you already have someone working on it, or do you need an estimate?"

I hesitated. This seemed too easy, but it would save me time finding someone on my own. I didn't even know where to start looking for someone to do this work. What was the harm in having him check it out?

I looked him over as he stood there waiting. Thinning auburn hair with touches of gray. Stocky and short. Maybe five-nine. Muscles showed under his short-sleeved shirt, suggesting he was strong and worked his arms, even if the rest of him looked out of shape. His face was worn with age but not too old. Perhaps early to mid-fifties. His smile was warm and friendly.

"Yes, I'd love for you to take a look and give me a quote."

"Great." He grabbed a tool bag from the front seat and followed me to the backyard. "Wow, you sure did get some damage. Okay, let's see."

He examined the structure, then started measuring and writing in a small notebook. I stood back, feeling helpless. My beautiful yard was trashed.

I'd worked hard to keep it maintained. I'd imagined that as Oakley got older, I'd set up a play set under this tree for the perfect amount of shade. We'd have tea parties or dance parties on the deck.

Now those visions had changed. The deck could be replaced. A new tree would take years to be big enough to fill my dream.

"Okay, so you're looking at about two thousand for the whole job. Not including labor, which will add another three hundred. But that does include taking out the tree, repairing the pergola, deck, and fencing."

Not as bad as I'd thought. "Oh, wow. When can you start?"

"I could start immediately." He put his tape measure away. "I have one other house, but they asked me to start later today, so I have time now to at least start the cleanup."

"Really? That would be great." This was easy.

"I'll start hauling this out, then grab lumber and begin the repairs, probably tomorrow." He looked around the yard. "Or the next day."

"Do you need a deposit or anything?"

"No, ma'am. I'll collect full payment at the end of the job."

Perfect. I nodded. "Thanks. I'll let you get to it."

I went back inside to check on the baby, even though I was holding the baby monitor. I was still in the checking-that-she-was-breathing stage of motherhood, which made me look a little obsessed at times.

I had clients scheduled today. My nanny, Janie, would be coming in, plus my assistants Tessa and Micah.

With the storm last night, I'd checked on all three to ensure they were safe. Janie and Tessa were both okay, no problems, but Micah had a tree down in the street blocking him from getting out. He and his partner, Josh, were working on getting it cleared with the help of another neighbor. He said he'd be in once the road was clear enough.

I went to the kitchen to rinse the baby's last bottle and grab another cup of coffee. I peeked through the curtain to see how the work was coming along. He'd already gotten a large portion of the tree cut.

Wow, that was fast. I took a sip of coffee as I watched him work.

He paused a moment and looked at the house. Something in his expression sent a chill down my spine, though it seemed like an absurd reaction. I was thankful he couldn't see me from where I was standing. He only looked for a brief moment before going back to work.

I shook off the feeling as silly paranoia.

Stepping away from the window, I made my way to my office. I wanted to get in a little research on Lindsey before work.

Even though I'd already done that and talked to her, I wanted to dig into more personal information versus the news stories. If I could get more of a feel for who she was, maybe I could find clues to the killer.

I found her old social media accounts. My lucky day. They were open to the public.

She was a pretty girl with what appeared to be a loving family, had been engaged, and looked to be a social butterfly. Tons of pictures of her traveling or at clubs and parties. Vastly different from my own life.

I rarely went out, choosing work and staying home, particularly now. Though I did spend time with my family and a few close friends like Micah and Tessa.

Message after message of love and I miss yous for Lindsey. Some brought tears to my eyes. I couldn't imagine if I lost someone close to me, like my sister or one of my assistants. I'd worked with them for years. They were like family to me.

"Knock, knock," Janie said, announcing her arrival.

Perfect timing. I was starting to hear Oakley stir, and I'd have my first client shortly.

"Good morning. It sounds like she's starting to wake. I was about to go get her, but now you're here." I smiled.

 


Chapter Three

~ Joanna ~

 

The next day was more clients. My life was fairly predictable that way. I worked a lot, but I enjoyed my job, so it wasn't a chore. I got to help people, both dead and alive, find peace, giving them last messages of love and support. It was rewarding, though at times being so close to death could be depressing.

A good team around me helped. Adding Janie for Oakley was a blessing. I always thought I had fairly good instincts about people. Unfortunately, like anyone else, I got it wrong sometimes, but overall, not bad.

When Janie arrived that morning, Oakley was awake and in a playful mood.

"Hey, Janie. Here she is." I handed my daughter to her nanny.

"Oh, how's my favorite girl today?" She cooed to Oakley. "Are you ready for a fun day?"

Oakley giggled and cooed in reply.

"She has a new diaper and had a bottle about thirty minutes ago."

"Okay, great. We'll head back to her room for story time." She waved the baby's hand at me. "We'll see you later, mommy."

I turned into my office. I had to review a few checks and invoices Tessa left for me to approve and sign. Micah had also left his proposal for our next merchandise order, and I wanted to review it before he arrived so he could place the order today.

I was head down working when there was a sound by the door. I jumped.

"Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to startle you." The spirit said.

"No, I'm sorry. I was so into what I was doing." I recognized her from my research. "Emma, right?"

"That's me. I heard through the ghostvine, get it?" She laughed at her joke. I smiled. "Anyway, I heard you wanted to talk to me."

"Yes, I was hoping you could tell me more about who might have killed you. Maybe who it is? If you knew him?"

"Yeah, I had a feeling it might be about that. I didn't get a great look at him. He grabbed me from behind and drugged me with something."

"So, not even a glimpse?"

"Not really. A reflection in a window, so maybe I could describe him a little."

"Oh, great." I picked up a pen, ready to take notes. "So, is he tall or short?"

"Tall, definitely." She scrunched up her face. "No, he was short but taller than me. Maybe five-nine or five-ten? Do you think that's short or tall?"

"I don't know. Medium?" I said. "Um, okay. What about his build? Fat, fit, muscles, or thin?"

"Thin with muscles." She screwed up her face again.

"Are you sure?" I asked.

"No, you're right. He was fat."

"Okay, so a fat man a little taller than you."

"Yes, and he was almost definitely bald and had a mustache."

I started to write it down. This was frustrating.

"No, wait!" She exclaimed. "Darkish hair and thick but thinning in the back."

She was exhausting. I wasn't getting anywhere with her.

"What about the mustache? Yes or no?"

"No, clean-shaven. I'm sure of it."

"Okay." I wrote what she said, even where she changed her mind. Any description was better than none. Well, almost. I looked down at my notes. This could be anyone. I tapped the pen a few times and then looked at her.

"Maybe I don't remember it as well as I thought, but it's weird when you die. Details of your death are blurry. I remember my childhood, my family, and my friends. I remember my job, but I don't remember much about the man who took me or even where he took me."

"I guess I've heard that from some others."

"Yeah, despite the violent way I died, it was oddly peaceful."

"Really?"

"Yeah, I simply floated away." She smiled and stared straight ahead, then shook her head. "Also, he'd drugged me heavily. It messed with my mind."

"The other victim I spoke to said something like that too. She said she was at peace." I put my pen down. "I'm so sorry."

"No, no reason to be sorry, and I've been dead for a while now. I mean, I'm bummed in some ways, obviously, but I am at peace." She shrugged. "My life was crap before. Working retail? Being screamed at by customers. My boyfriend had ended things with me because he was sleeping with my sister. Men are pigs. Both parents were dead already, so I didn't have much. I'd hoped things would have gotten better, but now I am free, and it doesn't matter anymore!"

She threw her arms out and turned her face upward. "I'm happy. I stick around to see what my ex and my sister are up to. I haunt their house. It's so much fun." She giggled.

"Well, okay. I appreciate you sharing. If you can think of anything else, or hear of anything, would you let me know?"

"Of course. By the way, I think it's really cool what you do. I have talked to a lot of ghosties. They're happy with the peace you've given them. I don't have anyone still alive I care about, but ya know, still think it's cool." She waved, leaving as quietly as she arrived.

I sat there staring at the place where she once stood. I couldn't believe what she said. Having met a lot of dead people, while most were at peace in many ways, she was the only one so far that was happy to not have closure from anyone left behind, except for her haunting some of them. It made me sad for her life.

I heard a car pull up and saw it was Donovan. I went out to greet him.

"Good morning, Donovan." I waved as he got out of his van.

"Mornin', Ms. Joanna."

"I didn't get to see you before you left yesterday, but I wanted to tell you I was impressed with all you got done. I'm so glad to have found you."

"Thank you. I was happy for the work."

"I'll let you get to it. I have clients shortly anyway." I went back to the house and got back to work, reviewing paperwork and meditating before my first clients arrived.

Before I knew it, my busy workday ended. Between the work going on in the backyard, wonderful clients, and all the paperwork I had to go through with my assistants, the day flew by. I loved these days because it got me to the fun stuff.

At nearly three months old, Oakley was close to rolling over, so I spread a blanket out in the living room to let her stretch out and help her work on it.

"Here ya go, baby girl." I held a toy in front of her.

She reached for it but couldn't quite control her arms.

"Almost, Oaky. You can do it."

She tried again and again missed it. She made a few frustrated sounds but tried again. On that try, she rolled to her stomach, looking up at me with surprise.

"You did it!" I clapped. She smiled up at me, but she started crying. "Oh, no, don't cry. It's okay."

I scooped her up, rubbing her back, speaking to her softly. Once she was calm, I put her on the ground again. We continued playtime until there was a knock at the door, interrupting us.

"Now who could that be?" I looked down at Oakley. She should be okay for a second while I go to the door, so I left her playing. I peeked through my office window. It was Clint. "That's odd."

"Hey, Detective," I said as I opened the door. "Everything okay?"

"Hey, Jo. Yeah, yeah. Sorry to drop in. I just..." He looked down at his feet and back to my face. "Um, can I come in?"

"Oh sure, come on in. Can I get you a drink?"

"Oh, no thanks. I'm good."

We walked back to the living room, where the baby was happily playing. She had moved from her original spot in the middle of the blanket and was now on the edge of it. How did that happen? I guess things were going to get really real soon. Sooner than I thought.

"Oh, hey, Ms. Oakley." He squatted down to be closer to her face. She rewarded him with a huge baby grin. "Awe, she's cute."

He stood and looked at me. I gestured for him to sit.

"So, what's up? New stuff with the serial killer case?" I asked.

"No, but have you had any luck by chance?"

"Actually, yes, sort of. Two of the victims have contacted me now, Lindsey and Emma. I didn't call you about it because they didn't have any usable information on the case. Nothing you didn't already know. Emma tried to give me a description, but honestly, what she gave me could be any middle-aged man in Creekview."

"Darn. Oh, well, maybe one of the others will come forward."
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