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With the thousands of terrific authors in the world and literally millions of books to choose from, I am honored and grateful you have chosen A Fate Worse than Death for your reading pleasure.

No matter if you discovered this novel based on the recommendation of a friend, or if you’re a fan of my other books, or if you simply happened to be perusing selections and found the story description intriguing, THANK YOU for purchasing this book. I wish you a killer-good entertainment experience. —Shirley
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Life is a matter of choices, and every choice you make makes you. — John C. Maxell
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PROLOGUE
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A Killer Choice.

Monday, April 1, 2024.

“Tick-tock, tick-tock. Time is running out, Pepper Jackson.” His voice smooth as velvet, yet as deadly as the venom of an aggressive saw-scaled viper. 

Her skin prickled from head to toe as he paced back and forth in front of her, the dirt particles grinding against the cement floor under each step of his designer loafers.

“Make your choice. Which one will you kill? Which one will you allow to live? Choose now.”

“No. I won’t. I’m not a killer; you are.”

“You say that like it’s something bad.” He laughed softly under his breath. “Choose, Pepper Jackson. Choose.”

“Include yourself, and my choice would be easy. I’d choose you to die.”

“Good to hear you have murder on your mind.” He bellowed a maniacal cackle that echoed through the industrial garage, sounding like a horror soundtrack on the set of Fear Factory during Halloween.

Pepper shuddered. The marrow in her bones turned to ice.

He lanced her with a cool, rigid stare and lowered his voice. “Make your choice. Now.”

“Never,” Pepper shrieked as rage scorched her veins and fear gripped her throat.

“Understand that not choosing is also a choice. Your non-choice means they both must die instead of only one.”

“Noooo...” Beyond desperate, she fought. Although knowing damn well her efforts were futile, she gritted her teeth, clenched her fists, and fought the leather belts binding her wrists to the metal arms of the chair. Twisting her arms and pulling against the restraints, she struggled for freedom.

“Now, now, Pepper Jackson.” He clucked his tongue while eyeing the red liquid seeping from under the stiff leather. “There’s no reason to bloody your wrists. You can’t escape the straps. And even if you did, you would never escape me.”

Her throat, lungs, and muscles on fire, she gasped for breath as frustration reached its crescendo. The bastard was right. Even if she escaped the impossible restraints, she couldn’t escape him. But escaping him was not on her mind. Killing him was.

She finally surrendered. Ceased battling the restraints. Resorted to screaming at the top of her lungs, not that anyone who might help her would hear.

He let her scream until she couldn’t scream anymore. Tears burned a hot path down her cheeks. Clear nasal mucus leaked from her nostrils. She dropped her chin to her chest, relinquished all fight, and sobbed uncontrollably, wallowing in a pot of despair.

“Tick-tock. Tick-tock.”

She raised her head. Sniffled. “Kill me instead. That’s what you’re going to do anyway. So just get it over with.”

“Oh, no-no-no. That’s not how this works.” A slow-moving grin of triumph crept across his meticulously sculpted whiskers. “The punishment you must endure is far worse than your own death. I sentence you to life without the possibility of parole from the memories of this day and the killer choice you made.”

Pepper broke down, his words slicing her heart like the jagged edge of a rusted knife. He spoke the truth. And she knew it. After today, assuming she survived and one or both of the men she loved didn’t, living will be worse than death.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Easter Sunday.

March 31, 2024.

About 10:30 pm.

“The king of Novania, passengers and crew, are presumed dead.” Every news organization reported the same foregone conclusion. The five souls aboard the private jet couldn’t have survived. Besides one burned seat cushion floating on top of the water, they hadn’t found any other sign of the aircraft. Pundits speculated the plane had exploded, disintegrating midair, instantly vaporizing everyone on board. An act of terrorism could not be ruled out.

To hell with the media reports! Nima could still be alive. Which is all Pepper could think about. All Pepper cared about. Concern for Nima consumed her. The not knowing was a living hell. A hell that eclipsed the pain tenfold of not knowing what happened to Molly years ago.

Yet, while working the Stacy Walker missing person case, Molly’s disappearance was the only way Pepper had to come close to relating to the anguish the families of missing persons experienced. Although Pepper loved Molly, and Molly was a member of the family, she was a pet. An Irish Setter with a projected lifespan of ten years. Maybe twelve or fifteen.

Now, with Nima’s private jet going down somewhere over the Atlantic sometime Friday night, she related to the gut-wrenching trauma the families of those missing women endured. With little wreckage found and no sign of survivors, Nima’s death was the logical conclusion. And she might have accepted that if she hadn’t received that text.

Eyes fixated across the room on nothing in particular, questions pummeled Pepper’s mind. If Nima had perished in the plane crash, who sent me the text? Who else knew our secret three-thirty-three code? And who else would send a text at that exact time, 3:33, in the morning? Then again, if officials haven’t ruled out an act of terrorism, who could have wanted the King dead and sabotaged his plane?

“Someone with connections and financial means,” Pepper mumbled, answering herself. Someone like the son of the late real estate billionaire, Winford Dodge, topped her suspect list. Could Matt Dodge have learned that Nima’s rescue of her resulted in his father’s death? Could he have also somehow learned their secret code? Was the plane explosion part of a revenge plot? With Nima seemingly out of the way, could Matt Dodge be gunning for her next? Might sending those texts be his way of luring her in to exact his revenge by torturing her to death? The possibility skittered chills like spider legs down Pepper’s arms.

“Earth to Pepper.” Jack’s booming voice followed by the gentle touch of his hand on her shoulder snapped her back to the now. The TV blared in the background as they snuggled on the couch after returning from a delicious Easter dinner at Myrna and Frank’s house.

“I’m sorry, Jack,” her voice quivered, unable to hide the emotion on the brink of eruption. “I just can’t believe Nima is gone.” How could she? Why would she? Who else but Nima could have texted 333 at 3:33 that morning?

“I know, honey.”

No, you don’t. Nor could he ever. Pepper couldn’t tell anyone, especially not Jack, about the secret code she and Nima had, which added to the burning hell of his presumed death.

Jack drew Pepper closer, her head resting on his warm chest. “Tomorrow truly is promised to no one.”

Amen. Still, although everyone says it and claims to believe it, they act immune. Sure, people die unexpectedly every day. Just like people get mugged, end up car accidents, have their homes broken into, or even burned to the ground. Things like that happen all the time... to other people. Not to them. No one believes tragedy or crime could happen to them. Until it does. That’s when they break down, confess with all their hearts, I can’t believe this happened to me. Just like no one believes the end of days for a loved one will come until the Grim Reaper snatches them from their world. Then they believe. Now I believe.

“...why not start a new career on Tax Day?” Jack said, followed by a short laugh.

Pepper hadn’t heard the first part of the sentence but knew April 15th, tax day, would be the first day Jack and Frank would begin working as private eyes and co-owners of the Weston-Franz Investigation Group. Good for them. An irreverent thought scrambled into her head. Maybe I should hire the Weston-Franz investigators to search for Nima...

“Finding the little green Martians on Mars is our first case.”

“Oh, that’s interesting,” Pepper said. Other than the vibration of Jack’s chest as he spoke, she hadn’t even caught the tail end of whatever he had been yammering about. Her mind too consumed with Nima.

“Pepper.” He jerked back, pushing her off his chest.

“What?” She looked at him, genuinely clueless about what had triggered Jack’s rough thrust and irritated tone.

“You didn’t hear a word I said.”

“What?” Pepper batted her eyelashes and tapped her hand over her heart. “Why would you think that?” Granted, it was a lame response, but the best she could come up with given the situation.

“That’s interesting is all you can say?” Jack’s eyes bulged like a goldfish.

Busted. Shit. She hadn’t been paying attention.

“Do little green Martians ring a bell?”

“What?” Honest to God, she didn’t know what he was talking about but was certain she was on the brink of receiving enlightenment. Anger-filled enlightenment, no doubt.

“Where the hell are you, PJ? I just told you our agency’s first case was to find little green Martians on Mars.”

“I’m sorry, Jack.” She dipped her chin and kneaded forehead.

“Nima, right?” He erupted from the couch. Jaw set, eyes reduced to mere slits, he stabbed an accusatory finger in the air at her. “Your head is wrapped around Nima, isn’t it?”

Maddie and Brooke, lying in their favorite spots in front of the fireplace, jerked their heads up.

“I’m sharing the next chapter of my life with you. An exciting, life-changing chapter for me, and I thought it would be for you too.”

Pepper sat stoic. A life-changing chapter indeed. And not just for Jack.

“But you don’t give a rat’s ass, do you?”

She exhaled a sigh. “Come on, Jack. You know that’s not true.”

“Do I?” More goldfish eyes. “How the hell would I know that? By the attention you pay me, or rather the lack thereof, when I’m talking? How insensitive can you be?”

“Insensitive, Jack?” Pepper perfected her posture and folded her arms over chest. Cocked one brow. “You want to talk insensitive? Well, aren’t you the pot calling the kettle black?”

His mouth gaped. Gawked at her as if she were speaking in tongues.

Pepper remained seated, eyes drilled into him. “In case you haven’t noticed, Jack, the past month has been a hellish whirlwind. I’ve been kidnapped twice and stared death in the face both times. I think you could cut me some slack if, God forbid, I come across ‘insensitive’.” She made sloppy air quotes with her fingers.

“Nima’s dead. Get over him or get out of my life.” Jack spun on his heel and thundered out of the family room.

Pepper stared across the room, her focus once again fixated on nothing in particular while thoughts charged through her mind like a runaway freight train. Emotions almost nonexistent. Shouldn’t her heart be aching or anger surging in her veins over another of Jack’s ultimatums?

Jack spewed venom, his emotions lashing out. Whereas she felt nothing. At least regarding him. Indifference, someone once said, is the strongest force in the universe. Neither love nor hate stood a fighting chance in the face of it.

Married less than five months, had indifference already set in? If so, how did she get there? Or had it always been there, just waiting for the opportune time to reveal itself?
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CHAPTER TWO
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Minutes Later.

After Jack stormed out of the room, Maddie, always the sensitive one, leaped onto the couch and snuggled next to Pepper to console her.

“Thanks, girl.” Pepper stroked the German shepherd’s head.

She hadn’t been soaking up Maddie’s love and giving the dog ear rubs for more than five minutes when Jack waltzed back into the family room. Mouth quirked to the side, she steeled herself for what was sure to be a fiery round two.

Jack stood at the side of the couch, regret smearing his handsome face. “I’m sorry, PJ.”

Not what she expected. Didn’t know how to respond. Or if she should. Choosing silence, she continued slowly stroking Maddie’s head as she eyed Jack.

He pushed the coffee table aside. Kneeled at Pepper’s feet and gathered her hands in his. “You’re right. I’ve been so focused on my new career, I haven’t considered your feelings. You’ve been through hell and back. First with Mark Bailey, then with Winford Dodge. You solved the case of the Tumble Lake Three, and then brought peace of mind to dozens of families whose loved ones ended up tortured to death in the garage of the YeeHaw Waterpark. I know you put on a tough face, and you are tough,” he added with a smile of endearment. “But you’re human with feelings that run deep. Can you forgive me, Pepper Jackson?”

“You’re a good man, Jack Weston.” She slipped her hands out of his and returned to stroking Maddie’s head. “Let’s be honest. Something has changed between us.”

Jack pushed himself to his feet and rested his hands on his hips. A brittle smile curved his lips. “Nima, right?”

She seesawed her head. “You know it’s more than that. Nima’s just been an easy target. For both of us.”

Jack stepped away. Paced in front of the fireplace. Massaged the back of his neck.

“Tell me I’m wrong, Jack.” Pepper rose and strolled across the room to him. Wrapped her arms over his broad shoulders and nestled up to him, her breasts squashing against his muscular back covered with a tight-fitting black T-shirt.

He rubbed his hand against hers and then turned to face her. “Maggie Bloomfield.”

Pepper stepped back. Mashed up her face. “Who’s Maggie Bloomfield?” she asked, although in her gut she already knew. Not long ago and in a round about way, Myrna planted the seed in Pepper’s mind about the possibility of Jack having an affair.

Jack’s chin sank toward his chest for a moment before lifting his head to make eye contact with his wife. “A fingerprint tech.”

Pepper knew most of the employees working in the HHPD’s Forensic Unit, but didn’t recognize the woman’s name. Then again, she didn’t monitor new hires. Perhaps another agency employed the home wrecker.

“Do you need a fingerprint tech for your detective agency?” Pepper asked, playing the dumb blonde card. Although blonde, she was anything but dumb. Jack was about to confess an affair. She’d be damned to hell first before filling in the blanks and making the confession easier for him. She wanted to force her two-timing husband to spell it out. Every cheating detail. Especially after the holier-than-thou reaming out he earlier unloaded on her over Nima.

“Maybe we should sit down.” He ushered her back to the couch. Maddie jumped down and claimed her favorite spot next to Brooke in front of the fireplace.

Eyes wide, face feigning cluelessness, she continued to play the dumb blonde card. And played it well, if she said so herself. “What is it, Jack?”

“Maggie is... we are...”

“Is she part of your detective agency?”

“No.” Jack fidgeted. Wrung his hands. Looked like a kid busted by the principal for smoking in the boys’ room.

Geez, what happened to the badass cop soon to be private dick? Although petty, Pepper relished watching him squirm.

“I don’t know how to say this, other than just to say it.”

“Say what?” Pepper asked, revving up her dumb blonde act. For added effect of sympathy, she rubbed her palm in a circular motion across his shoulder. “What is it, Jack? You know you can tell me anything.”

“Oh, God. You don’t know how hard this—”

“How hard what is, Jack?” If she were in a playful mood, which she was not, she would have cracked off a comment about a certain part of Jack’s male anatomy being hard.

“I slept with her.”

“Slept with whom?” Pepper removed her hand from his back, perfected her posture, and gazed at him expectantly. Had to nibble the inside of her bottom lip to keep from laughing at how miserable he looked.

“Maggie Bloomfield.”

“What about Maggie Bloomfield?”

“I slept with her, Pepper.” He exhaled a sigh as if a thousand-pound weight had been lifted from his shoulders. “I slept with Maggie Bloomfield.”

“Since we’ve been married?” Pepper asked, her face stone, voice emotionless.

“Once.”

“How long ago?” Pepper crossed her arms over her chest. Stared at him like he’d crawled out of something that should have stayed buried.

“You’re not upset?”

“Do you love her?”

“No. Hell, no.” Jack scratched the side of his head and then clawed his fingers through his thick hair. “It was right after your thing with Bailey.”

“Thing?” Pepper stoked the fiery lasers in her eyes on the brink of burning a hole through him. Time to swap the dumb blonde card for the hit-below-the-waist card.

“You know, when Mark kidnapped you and we rescued you.”

“Ooooh. That thing.” Pepper sharpened the burn of her lasers. “Don’t you mean when Nima rescued me from Mark torturing and murdering me and planning to bury me in the backyard of his grandmother’s house and you tagged along?”

“I don’t want to fight.”

“Who’s fighting?” Pepper flicked her hands in the air. “I’m just clarifying the facts.”

“Pepper, please...”

“No, no.” She waved her index finger back and forth like a metronome set at 60 beats per minute. “Let me understand. I want to get this straight. You’re telling me the hell I had endured was so distressing for you, that you had to fuck a fingerprint tech? So, is fingerprinting Maggie’s primary job or is whoring? I mean, if you didn’t pick her up in the red-light district, then you must have been having some kind of relationship with her long before I endured the thing with Bailey, as you so callously put it.”

“She has a guinea pig named Janie. I told her about Quigley. We met for coffee a few times.” 

Rodents in common. Fitting for a rat. “Is she married?”

“Divorced. Her husband was a real jerk. One of those wife-beater lowlifes.”

He spoke soft words. Convincing words laced with compassion. But she saw through it. They were nothing more than pretty wrapping for the poisonous truth that he topped with a dirty bow of regret.

“Awh, Jack to the rescue of a divorcee whose husband smacked her around while his wife fights for her life at the hands of ruthless killers. Wow. That speaks volumes about your priorities. Doesn’t it, Jack?”

“It’s not like that.”

“Then what’s it like?”

“I had a weak moment.”

“A weak moment?” Pepper wrinkled her nose like she inhaled the last breath of a corpse. “Oh, please, Jack.” She crossed her arms over her chest again. “Do you love her?”

“No.” Jack rapidly shook his head.

“Does she know that?”

“Pepper, I love you. Maggie was a one-night-stand. A weak moment. Nothing more.”

“Damn. All those times I could have made love to Nima, yet refused because I honored my marriage vows to you, which I’m now really regretting.” She intended her words to cut like broken glass, slice through his heart. Maybe his throat.

Jack exhaled a stiff huff, bolted off the couch, and tossed his hands in the air. “I tried, Pepper. Here I am being honest and pouring out my soul to you, and I’m hitting a solid wall you built around yourself. A castle wall, complete with a moat, that only a king could breach. King Nima J. Neb, to be specific. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“What can I say, Jack?” She shrugged. “You and I have little in common these days. A handsome, powerful, wealthy king tempted me, yet I resisted. I stayed true to you. And here you break your vows with a rodent girl. Classy, Jack. Real classy.”

“You may not have had sex with Nima, but you fucked him plenty in your mind. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“Is that how you justified your adultery?”

“Yes. It’s your fault, Pepper. You pushed me into Maggie’s arms.”

“Poor little weak Jack.” Pepper rolled her bottom lip outward, making a pouting face. “Can’t man up and take responsibility for his indiscretions.”

“Who the fuck are you, Pepper Jackson?” Crazy goldfish eyes again.

“Not that long ago, I was the love of your life and you were mine.”

They stared at each other.

“What do you want to do, Jack?” Pepper asked, the first to slice through the suffocating silence. “All couples go through rough patches, especially when intense situations arise. Especially life and death situations, like my things with Mark Bailey and Winford Dodge.”

“I’m sorry about labeling your harrowing encounters as mere things.” His eyes radiated genuine regret.

“Honestly, do you see an us in your future, Jack?”

“Honestly?” He snickered. “Honesty has only landed me neck-deep in shit tonight. I’m not sure I want to be honest.”

“Then, I’ll be honest. I love you, Jack. I’m happy about your new PI business, and I want to support you.”

“And I want to support you.”

“Wait.” She raised her hand, gesturing a stop sign. “Let me finish, Jack. Then you can decide if you really can support me.”

“Fair enough.”

“You know Nima is important to me. His death rocked me to my very soul. If you want to support me, I need you to give me space and understand I need space. I won’t lie to you, Jack.” She pounded the side of her fist into her stomach. “My gut tells me Nima is still alive. I don’t know where. I don’t know how he could still be alive. But until they find his body, or I prove to myself he’s dead, I’m destined to be like the families of those loved ones who disappeared without a trace. Ever wondering. Always searching. And holding onto a thread of hope that Nima’s still alive somewhere.”

Jack nodded as he listened.

“Dealing with Nima’s disappearance and coping with not knowing what became of him is part of my life now. I intend to turn over every rock and shake every tree for a lead until I get an answer. Until I find Nima. And do you know why, Jack? Do you have any clue why?”

He stared in silence at her.

“Because I know in my heart,” she pressed both hands over her chest, “Nima would do the same for me. And has done the same for me.”

She hoped Jack understood she was talking about Nima coming to her rescue when Mark Bailey kidnapped her. And then again when Winford Dodge did the same.

“I can’t turn off this force compelling me to search for Nima. Even if I could, I wouldn’t want to, and I need you to not expect that of me.”

Another head bob in agreement.

“Having said that,” Pepper continued, “I respect your needs and feelings.” She swallowed a dry gulp, working to keep her composure over what she was about to say. Reminded herself of the adage about releasing something. If you let it go and it doesn’t return, it was never yours in the first place. Was Jack ever hers? Within moments she’d have the answer.

“If I’m asking too much of you, then, as much as it pains me to say this, I release you to find love, support, and companionship elsewhere, Jack Weston.” She braced herself, halfway expecting him to accept her offer and leave. Yet part of her—a big part of her, the biggest part of her—prayed he wouldn’t grab her offer and run, like a bandit jumping at the chance to perpetrate a crime of opportunity.

Jack pondered his response for a nanosecond before pouncing, his lips attacking hers.

They kissed long and hard like lost lovers, both with tears streaming down their faces.

He pulled back. Caressed her shoulder-length blonde hair. “I’m here for you, Pepper. I’ll even help you with your quest to find Nima.”

“You will?” Generous offer, but if she were to keep her and Nima’s secret code a secret, Jack couldn’t help her. No one could. Not even Myrna.

“Whatever it takes to keep us together, PJ. You can count on me.”

BZZT. BZZT. BZZT. Pepper’s phone danced across the coffee table, indicating she had received a text message.

Sniffling, smiling, and laughing, she picked up her cell phone. 

The text message 333 from an unknown number appeared.

She gasped and tapped her hand over heart upon seeing it.

“What is it?” Her audible response of surprise triggered a splash of concern across Jack’s face.

Shit. Can’t tell the truth. Gotta fib. She exited her text screen and tossed her phone onto the coffee table. “Spam. You know, one of those unknown numbers that wants you to click a link so they can scam you?”

“You reacted as if it was more than spam.”

Double shit. Jack didn’t believe her lame response. His cop intuition saw through the bullshit. Just what she didn’t need. Especially not now. Yet Jack needed a plausible explanation. 

Here goes nothing. “When I saw the unknown number,” she raked her teeth over her bottom lip before unloading the half-truth, “I thought it might be from Nima.” She manufactured a self-conscious giggle. “Silly, wishful thinking, I know. But since we’ve been talking about him...”

“Reality check, Pepper. I don’t mean to deflate your hopes, but the odds are against Nima still being alive. Even if he survived the crash, he likely wouldn’t survive very long in the water.” Jack worked his phone. Shared what he learned. “According to several sources, the surface temperature of the Atlantic Ocean in the area where Nima’s plane is suspected to have gone down, can range from the low forties to the high sixties Fahrenheit. Hypothermia can set in even when the water temperature is seventy degrees. The longer a person is in the water, the higher the odds their body temperature will drop into the low eighties, leading to death.”

“Haven’t you ever seen the movie Castaway, starring Tom Hanks?” Pepper rebutted. “He survived a plane crash.”

“That was a movie. The plane went down in the South Pacific, a much warmer climate than the Atlantic in March.”

“Wow. Gee, Jack. Thank you for that reminder. Just what I needed to hear.” Sarcasm underscored her words. “If that’s your idea of helping me, forget it. I don’t need that kind of negativity in this missing person case.”

“I don’t want to upset you, nor do I want to give you false hope. I’m just laying out the facts. It’s possible that whatever happened to Nima’s plane will be added to the list of other planes that have gone missing with little to no evidence of them ever being found.”

Then who the hell is sending me those three-thirty-three texts? Pepper wanted to shout, but couldn’t. Instead, concocted a resigning smile.

“Amelia Earhart’s missing airplane is my case in point.”

“You’re probably right.” She dipped her chin to her chest and exhaled a long sigh of feigned surrender. “It’s been a long day. I want to shower and go to bed.” She pushed herself off the couch. “Good night, Jack.”

“Wait.” He lurched from the couch. Stood in front of her. “Are we okay?”

“Well, we’re both still standing,” Pepper said with a little laugh.

“I’m serious, PJ.”

“So am I, Jack. There’s a lot to process.” She pressed her fingertips against her temples and closed her eyes for a moment before responding. “I need time to wrap my head around everything.”

“I understand.”

No, you don’t. You don’t know the half of it.

“I’m gonna stay up for a while,” Jack said with a soft smile. “Like you said, a lot to process. So don’t worry if I fall asleep down here on the couch. We could both use the space.”

Perfect. She needed time alone to reply to that three-thirty-three message from the unknown number. “What shift are you working tomorrow?”

“Oh-eight-hundred to who-knows-when.”

She planted a peck of a kiss on Jack’s lips and wished him a happy Easter before scurrying down the hallway to the privacy of the master bedroom. Maddie and Brooke at her heels. Couldn’t let Jack catch her replying to an unknown number. Yet, she needed to confide her secret in someone to help her work Nima’s missing persons case. But whom?
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CHAPTER THREE
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Genuine?

Or an Imposter?

If Pepper wanted to keep Jack in the dark, Myrna, her usual go-to when needing confidential support, wasn’t an option. Not since she married Frank Franz, and especially not since Frank was now Jack’s business partner. 

With seeking Myrna’s help off the table, next on her list of confidantes came Nima. Except he was the one missing. Or was he? If Nima didn’t send those three-thirty-three texts, who did? Who else would know about their secret code? The instant she wondered, the no-brainer answer popped into her head.

“Ajax,” she said, her voice just above a whisper. But had he been on the plane?

Probably. 

However, if for some reason he wasn’t, no doubt, Nima’s behemoth right-hand man had already launched a rescue mission along with a full-blown investigation. Dared she attempt to contact Ajax, given he had kidnapped her last Halloween as a surprise gift for the then-Prince about to be designated King of Novania? “Obviously, he cares a great deal about Nima, which could make him my perfect partner,” Pepper concluded aloud.

Not wanting to draw Jack’s attention from the family room, on tiptoes, Pepper crept into the formal living room. Peeked out the picture window at the house across the street with the for sale sign staked in the front yard. Hoped to see lights shining from inside. Or maybe the black Land Rover parked in the driveway. Signs that Ajax, or someone, could be at
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