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Chapter One

 

Josie Yearwood gazed out at the blue-black night waters of Roanoke Sound and the twinkling lights of fishing boats in the distance.

She’d always loved living here on the Outer Banks of North Carolina, with its miles of beaches, its luxury vacation homes, its close-knit communities. Even in the off-season when the vacationers left and shops closed down and the winds turned cold, the barrier island coastline had its charms. And at night under the stars and the vast expanse of midnight blue sky and ocean, the coves and inlets and seashores took on a majestic beauty that was hard to surpass anywhere else.

She was glad she’d come back home, she thought, as she stole a glance at the man behind the wheel of the Mercedes she was riding in.

Tall and lean, with casual ease he wore a pair of slim tapered Dockers, a navy-and-white dot half-knit shirt, and a dark sport coat. His face was intriguing. Great bone structure framed by wavy amber blond hair cut long on the top and short on the sides. His deep penetrating eyes were as blue as the ocean.

He was better-looking than she expected from his online profile. Having dated several dozen prospects from various dating sites, she’d decided to try a new one. And so far, this guy was rating higher than average. He got extra points for being a CFO of a logistics company in Charlotte.

Josie always did have a soft spot for rich men.

He’d taken her to her favorite restaurant in Manteo and had spared no expense, earning him more points. When he’d asked her if she’d like to go to the microbrewery in Kill Devil Hills for dessert and a handcrafted beer, she couldn’t say no. Even though she had a rule about not going anywhere with a guy until the third date.

Something about him made her break it this time.

They drove across the bridge and a few miles along South Croatan Highway, then he turned onto a side street and into one of those pricey oceanfront neighborhoods. After a few yards, he made another turn.

Looking out the window, she smoothed the skirt of the heather three-quarter sleeve jersey knit dress she’d paired with a plaid jacket and leather ankle boots. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.” He gave her a heart-stopping smile.

They drove past more homes and condos. Three- and four-story luxury homes like the kind her grandmother used to clean for a living. Josie had lived in a penthouse when she’d been in New York, but she hadn’t been inside one of these edifices since she was a child. Most of them were rental properties, and this time of year over half were vacant.

They went a little farther and he pulled into a drive and came to a stop.

Josie gazed up at the massive three-story structure. Under the yard lights she could see it was painted a sunny yellow and had pretty white trim. A long white staircase led to the front door and two white wooden decks that ran all around to the back of the house.

“Is this your rental?” she giggled, suddenly realizing she’d had too much Sangria at the restaurant.

“I’m using it while I’m here.”

He’d told her he was on vacation for three weeks.

“I thought we were going to the microbrewery.”

“I wanted to take you here first.”

She could just imagine the amenities on the inside. Plus there would be a breath-taking view of the Atlantic.

“It’s got a hot tub on the second deck. You’ve got to see it.” Without waiting for an answer, he hopped out of the car and came around to open her door.

A warning bell went off in Josie’s head and she hesitated.

Chuckling he leaned in. “What are you waiting for?”

What was she waiting for? She really wanted to see this place. Was it the alcohol making her let down her guard? Before she could figure that out, she let him take her hand and pull her out of the car.

When he put his arm around her and led her to the door to the lower level of the house, she stopped. The wind blew against her face giving her a strange chill and waking her brain up a bit.

“We’re going in that way?”

“It’s got an elevator. C’mon.” There was a slight harshness to his tone that set her nerves on edge.

“Maybe we should just head for the microbrewery.” Or better yet, home.

“C’mon, Josie.”

His grip around her grew tighter. He pulled her along, and before she knew it she was inside the dark enclosure.

Most of the houses near the waters had spaces like this for storage and water flow during storms and hurricanes. Some were furnished. This one wasn’t, but it had a concrete floor.

He slid a door closed behind her and reached for a switch. A single light bulb with no shade came on. Beneath was nothing but a single wooden chair. Not exactly the amenity she had imagined.

Before she could ask where the elevator was, she felt cool metal clamp around her wrist and heard it click shut.

She looked down. Handcuffs? Had he had them in his pocket the whole time?

Her heart began to pound. She spun toward him, forcing a smile. “Hey, I’m not into kinky stuff. Especially on a first date.”

“That’s not what I heard, Beauty Queen.”

Beauty Queen? No one had called her that in years. “What?”

“You really don’t remember me, do you?”

She stared at him, trying to recall his features. She’d dated a lot of guys over the years. Tons of them. She didn’t remember this one.

“Look, I think it’s time to call it a night. Why don’t you just take me home?”

His sharp laugh was hollow and frightening. “But the evening’s entertainment is just about to start.”

Her heart began to hammer in her chest, but she knew she couldn’t let him know she was afraid. “I mean it, now.”

“And so do I.” Suddenly his eyes filled with such hate, it took her breath.

He pulled her over to the chair. She struggled, clung to a nearby cabinet for a moment. Then he yanked her off it and forced her down into the chair. Holding her with his body, he jerked her hands behind her.

“You’re hurting me.”

“Not nearly enough.” He fastened the cuff to her other hand.

She twisted and kicked out at him, but he moved away and her foot hit only air. She let out a scream.

“Help,” she cried wildly.

“Why are you making this so difficult?” Swiftly he pulled a pair of dark leather gloves out of his pocket and put them on.

Then the leather clamped down over her mouth.

She screamed into the glove, even though she knew no one could hear her.

His face twisting with irritation, he shoved his free hand into his coat and drew out a pocket knife. With a flick, he snapped it open and held it to her face.

The blade was long and sharp. It glistened under the light bulb. Oh, my God, she thought, her brain fully awake now. This guy was crazy.

“You will be quiet now, won’t you, Josie?” he said to her as if she were a child.

Realizing he’d cut her if she tried to fight, she nodded. Slowly he pulled his hand and the knife away. Then he turned toward the row of cabinets against the wall.

She took several deep breaths, trying to keep panic from engulfing her. If she could talk to him, reason with him, maybe she could get free.

“Please let me go,” she begged softly. “I won’t tell anyone about this.”

Instead of answering, he opened a cabinet and pulled out a roll of duct tape.

She twisted her wrists in the handcuffs, trying to get loose. If she could drag the chair over to that door they’d come through, maybe she could get out. But the chair wouldn’t budge. She craned her neck and saw it was fastened to the floor with metal bolts.

A wild thought went through her brain. He had the cuffs with him. And the gloves. He was prepared. How long had he planned this? Since he’d asked her out online? Before then? Had he done this before?

Oh, why hadn’t she checked him out more thoroughly?

He sliced through the roll of duct tape in his hands and turned toward her, lifting it toward her face. He was going to gag her.

“You don’t have to do that. I won’t scream again.”

A corner of his mouth turned up. “Oh, yes, you will.”

Her blood went cold. “I have money,” she lied. “My family is wealthy. They’ll give you anything you want.”

He forced the tape over her mouth. “You don’t understand. It’s you I want. Do you know how long I’ve been waiting for you? Do you know how humiliating it is to be rejected by everyone? To live every day in torment? Wanting to die?”

What was he talking about? Nobody was rejecting him.

“Of course you don’t. You’re popular. You’ve always been popular. That’s why I have to show you what it’s like to feel real pain.”

He strolled to the counter and picked up the knife again. Once more he turned toward her.

She stared at him, fear clawing her insides. Please, please don’t do this, she tried to beg. But the tape muffled her words.

He came toward her. She tried to plead with him with her eyes.

He ignored her and began to slice open her new dress. She felt the cold air against her skin. Every part of her shivered with terror. No. Please, no. Please don’t do this.

But he did.

And just as he’d said, she began to scream into the tape, though she knew no one could hear her. She closed her eyes and felt the tears start to stream down her face.

And then she felt the incredible pain as he dug the blade into her flesh.


Chapter Two

 

The sun was just setting over the sound as Officer Cindy Smith made her way up South Croatan Highway in her patrol car. Just past the Dairy Queen, she could see the rosy colors peeking over the rooftops of the vacation homes that lined the horizon, the brilliant hues lighting up the overcast sky.

Maybe she could take in a real sunset once in a while if she wasn’t stuck on second shift patrol every Saturday night.

Her job as a low level Nags Head police officer had turned out to be pretty boring. Oh, she’d processed a few B&E’s. She’d brought in a guy on drug charges a few months ago. But most of the time the work was dull and monotonous. Especially in the off season.

But then, that was her own fault. With a sigh, she wondered what she’d be doing now if she hadn’t quit the Parker Agency a year and a half ago.

She’d been near the end of her training when the instructor, Detective Judd, had started talking about final examinations. At the very sound of the words, she’d frozen and started looking for a way out. Then her father got sick, and she’d used his illness as an excuse to go home to North Carolina’s Outer Banks where she’d grown up.

Three months later her father succumbed to lung cancer, and she told herself she had to take care of her grieving mother. Instead of going back to the Parker Agency and finishing her training, she’d looked for a job at a local police department.

And here she was.

What would she be doing now if she’d stayed at the Agency?

She’d wondered that a lot since she’d come back home. All her life she’d wanted to be a hot shot detective, facing down scary killers, solving crimes others couldn’t figure out.

As a kid, she’d watched all the cop shows on TV she could. Her father used to watch them with her, while her mother fussed at him, saying he was encouraging their daughter to pursue a life of danger.

Her mother hadn’t needed to worry. Cindy had discovered she didn’t have the stomach for danger. Every time she’d had the chance to go for her dream, she couldn’t do it. Still, she longed for adventure. At times, she’d thought about going back to Atlanta, but she could never work up the courage to do it.

Besides, there was another reason why she’d left the Parker Agency.

Miranda Steele.

Nobody knew who she was or where she came from, though Dave Becker told her once he thought she’d been with the FBI. She was so good. She’d solved the murders of two young girls and an heiress before she was halfway through training. And she had a thing with Wade Parker.

Cindy knew she didn’t stand a chance. Out of insecurity, she’d been nasty to Steele. She could admit that now. But to be truthful, the woman intimidated her.

Cindy knew she’d never be a detective like that. No, for her it was giving out DUIs, checking abandoned vehicles, and driving up and down her designated portion of this narrow two-hundred-mile-long strip of islands.

Today’s feature was a four-fifteen—disturbing the peace. One of the residents in the oceanfront homes had complained someone had left a loud radio on.

Real excitement there.

With a heavy sigh, Cindy turned off the highway and into the quiet neighborhood. Rolling past the expensive rentals, she looked for activity in the yards. There was none.

Some of the owners had come in to do repairs and get their places ready for sale, others to celebrate the Thanksgiving holiday with their families on the beach. But unlike the summer months, when vacationers came in and out of the houses like people going through a revolving door, this time of year most of the homes were empty.

Cindy pulled up to the residence of the woman who’d made the complaint and rolled down her window.

The neighbor was right. She could hear the music from the street.

She rolled her squad car along the curb until she reached its source two doors down. She looked up at the big yellow house with the white trim. There were no cars in the driveway or parked along the street. Didn’t look like there was a party going on.

She got out of the car, pulled her jacket around her and made her way across the lawn and up the dozen or so steps to the front door.

She rang the doorbell and waited. No response. She gave the doorframe a loud rap and waited again. Still nothing.

The owner might be cleaning and couldn’t hear. Though she didn’t hear a vacuum.

For a moment she stared at an empty rocking chair on the porch, then turned to make her way around to the back. The deck ran all the way around to the ocean side of the house, where a long strip of beach and the choppy water bordered the property.

Cindy knocked on one of the sliding doors and waited again. Still no answer.

She put her hands to the glass and tried to peer inside. All she could see was a blue carpet and a neatly-made bed. Like most of the homes in the area, this one had a reverse floor plan with the bedrooms on the main floor and the living room and kitchen above. Vacationers preferred the maximized view.

The renter must be on the top floor.

She found another stair to the second deck and made her way up. She had to be right. The music was louder here. She could make it out now.

“Red Roses for a Blue Lady.”

That song was ancient. She only knew it because her mother liked it. The renter must be an old guy.

A deaf old guy.

She made her way to a wide set of sliding glass doors. The blinds were drawn. That was unusual. The view was what you paid for.

She knocked, waited, and once again got no answer. Feeling frustrated she tried the handle.

The door slid open easily.

“Sir? Ma’am?” she called out as loudly as she could.

No one answered.

She stepped onto the light-colored hardwood floor and looked around at a large open living room done in ocean pastels. Multi-colored light flickered in time to speakers in the corner, shooting strange shapes on the walls of the dimly lit space. The music was deafening, but it was the strange odor that caught Cindy’s attention.

“Sir? Ma’am?” she shouted again as she came around an armchair and switched on a light.

And then she stopped in her tracks.

The foul air in her nose, she stared down at the body of a woman. A young woman. She had to be about her own age. She’d been spread out naked over a soft-hued throw rug, as if she were sunbathing on the beach outside. Her long blond hair had been arranged over her head to form a halo-like shape. Purple roses had been strewn around her like some sort of homage.

Her eyes were closed and her mouth was tight, as if she were in pain. No wonder. Her whole body was covered with bloody, gaping wounds.

Cindy began to shiver. And then her gaze rose to the wall, and she saw the horrifying words written in the woman’s blood.

Her head began to spin. Her knees turned to jelly. Suddenly she was overcome with the urge to vomit. Slapping a hand over her mouth she bent over.


Chapter Three

 

No, she told herself sternly. No, Officer Cindy Smith. You are not going to hurl. That is not part of your job description.

Cindy pulled herself upright, found a handkerchief in her pocket, and put it over her nose and mouth. She breathed into it until her head cleared.

Then she found the source of the music. An mp3 player was connected to the pair of dancing fountain speakers that was casting the colorful lights on the wall. The song was on a loop, making it play over and over—the noise the neighbor had complained about.

She found the off button and used the end of her jacket to press it.

The whole place went still.

Her ears were ringing, whether with relief or shock, she couldn’t tell. Then a thought struck her.

Was the killer still here?

She had to secure the building, but procedure said she should get backup, and she knew she’d better follow it.

She reached for her radio and spoke softly into it. “Requesting assistance.”

She rattled off the address. Then she took out her service weapon and headed across the floor and into the hall.

She checked all the rooms on the upper floor, on the main, and in the lower level. What she found there made her want to gag again, but she managed to make her way back upstairs before calling her boss.

“Officer Smith?” His voice sounded raspy and she knew he was annoyed.

“Yessir.”

“And why in blue ball blazes are you calling me on a Saturday night? I was just about to go out.”

Sergeant James Ballard was a short skinny guy with a thin neck and a protruding Adam’s apple. He wore his dirty blond hair combed straight back and held in place with a lot of gel. He was two years younger than her and only had a certificate in criminal justice, but they’d put him in charge after Sergeant Harrison retired. Everyone knew it had been the mayor, Ballard’s uncle, who’d got him the job, but that was little comfort. After he reviewed her file, Cindy swore Ballard had made it his life’s mission to make her quit the force.

She stepped out onto the deck for fresh air. It was almost dark and the wind was getting chilly. “Sorry to disturb you, sir, but I didn’t know what else to do.”

“Follow procedure, officer. Didn’t you learn that in your training at the Parker Agency?”

“I followed procedure, sir. Back up hasn’t arrived yet. Besides this is different. This is an oh-one. A homicide.”

“Smith, can’t you—did you say homicide, Officer?”

“Yessir, I did.”

“And what makes you so sure of that, Smith?”

Glancing back through the sliding door, she described what she’d found in the living room.

“Wait. Wait just a diggity-dog minute. Now say all that again. Slowly this time.”

He hadn’t been listening. Cindy summoned up the remainder of her patience and repeated what she’d just told him in as calm a voice as she could.

There was a long pause. “Are you trying to pull one over on me, Smith?”

“No, sir. I—”

“Are you trying to one up me? Because if you are, so help me—”

“I wish I were, Sergeant.” Now he was making her mad. “Maybe you’d like to come over here and take a look yourself? Or if you prefer, I can send you a photo.”

A muffled grumble came through the phone. “Okay. Stay calm. We can handle this.”

She frowned into the phone. Was he talking to her or himself?

“Oh, good grief, Smith. What in the frigging Pho are we going to do about this?”

She inhaled and straightened her shoulders. “I think we should process the scene as best we can.”

“I’m not talking about that. What are we going to do with the press? We can’t have a murder. Dare County doesn’t have murders, let alone—did you say a serial killer?”

“Yes, I think this looks like the work of one.”

“Dare County doesn’t have serial killers.” He sounded as if he blamed her for letting it happen.

“Yessir. Nonetheless, I think we should call the coroner.”

“Yes, you’re right. Wait. Wait just a doggone minute. You used to work for the Parker Agency, didn’t you?”

Didn’t he mention that a minute ago? He razzed her about it all the time because she hadn’t finished training. “Yes, I did.”

“Aren’t they doing consulting work now? And didn’t they catch a serial killer just a few months ago.”

“Yes, they are and they did.” Cindy had heard it on the news, though she’d tried not to pay attention. Miranda Steele was making a real name for herself.

“Then they can help us.”

Cindy felt her stomach quiver. “Help us?”

“They can handle this investigation. Plus they can take the heat from the press. Give them a call.”

Now he was going too far. “Excuse me?”

“Call them. You’ve got the number, don’t you?”

Actually, she still had Detective Judd’s personal number in her phone. He could probably get her in touch with Mr. Parker. “I’ve got something, but—”

“Good. And when you’re done with that, you can notify next of kin.”

She blinked in shock. “I don’t even know who she is yet, sir.”

“I’ll get a detective out there to take fingerprints and so forth. In the meantime, you make that call.” He hung up.

Cindy scowled down at her phone, her eyes tearing up with anger.

The last thing in the world she wanted was to call the Parker Agency. And if she could actually get them to come here? What was she going to do then? She couldn’t face Wade Parker after quitting his specialized training. And the thought of seeing Steele again made her feel sick. For a brief moment she thought about walking out of the house, packing her things, and leaving this place for good.

But she couldn’t leave that poor woman lying in that living room like this. She couldn’t let her killer go free. Ballard was right. Parker and Steele could find whoever did this better than anyone in the county.

She took a moment to settle her feelings, then she found Judd’s number and made the call.


Chapter Four

 

Miranda Steele sat on the ice blue sofa in the elegant living room of the Chatham estate squeezed in between her two pregnant friends, balancing a piece of chocolate-and-caramel cake on a small paper plate in her lap.

Across from her were Colby and Oliver Chatham, dressed in their usual tan-and-gold sophisticated attire. To their side, Shelby and Iris Van Aarle, the golf pro and cosmetics executive, were nestled into cream-colored tufted armchairs.

Parker stood behind her alongside Estavez, both of them in suits. Becker stood behind Fanuzzi, his thick dark hair curling around his ears. He had on a dark green sweater and a nice pair of slacks. The dressiest Miranda had seen him since their days in training.

The chatter was low and festive, and all eyes were fixed on the dark-haired girl in the black sweater with the multi-color sparkles surrounded by balloons.

Miranda’s daughter.

Perched in a chair at the edge of the gift-strewn coffee table, Mackenzie Chatham smiled at her guests as she reached for the small silver package—the one from Miranda.

Tomorrow was her birthday. Still concerned about her daughter’s behavior, Colby had decided to have a get together with all her adult friends instead of inviting a houseful of teens. After some begging, she’d made an exception for Mackenzie’s two closest peers.

Next to Miranda, Fanuzzi waved a hand in the air. “Not that one, honey. Open mine next.”

Miranda winced. Fanuzzi wanted the girl to save her gift for last, but she wasn’t sure that was such a good idea.

The coffee table was already cluttered with a haul of teenage-appropriate goodies.

There were light-up letters that spelled out her name from her best friend Wendy, who sat on the arm of her chair. A set of Zumba DVDs from Rachel, Mackenzie’s new friend, who occupied a nearby ottoman. A makeup kit from Iris Rose Cosmetics, the company owned by Wendy’s mother, complete with rainbow eye shadow and unicorn handled brushes. Next to the kit was a new cell phone with all the accessories, such as designer earbuds and the indispensable selfie stick. And clothes. Lots of clothes.

Mackenzie opened the gift. Inside was a box containing a round white shape with a gray mesh cover. She frowned.

“It’s a waterproof speaker—to listen to tunes in the shower,” Fanuzzi explained.

The girl broke into a smile that seemed genuine. “Cool. Thank you, Mrs. Becker.”

“You’re very welcome, sweetie.”

“Now can I open this one?”

Fanuzzi glanced at Miranda. There wasn’t much choice. It was the last package. But she was sure her gift was going to be anticlimactic.

For two weeks she’d agonized over what to get her daughter for her fifteenth birthday. Finally Fanuzzi had dragged her to the mall and they’d spent four hours looking for the perfect gift. Miranda’s current relationship with her daughter wouldn’t win her any mother-of-the-year awards, and she desperately wanted to please her. To assure her she cared about her, to make her feel whole, to make the pain and anxiety she saw in her so often lately disappear. But Miranda knew no mere birthday gift could do that.

Not if the girl knew the truth about her father.

Holding her breath she watched her daintily tear open the shiny paper. Inside was a jewelry box. Mackenzie opened it and stared down at a silver heart-shaped necklace.

“It’s—beautiful.”

Miranda let out a breath. She’d been half expecting her to say it sucked. “It’s got a flash drive in it.”

“Really?”

Mackenzie held up the heart to a chorus of oohs from the onlookers. Then she pressed a tiny latch on the side, and the USB connector popped out.

“Seriously?” said Wendy, her brown eyes wide.

“No way,” cooed Rachel, sounding a tad envious.

“You can wear it to school and store all your documents around your neck.” Miranda let out a nervous laugh.

Was it too obvious she wanted Mackenzie to think of her while she was in class? It had been Fanuzzi’s idea, but her friend was certain the girl would like it.

And she seemed to.

Mackenzie’s blue eyes sparkled with appreciation. “That’s so cool. I can really use this. Thank you, Mother.”

And she hopped up and gave Miranda an unexpected hug.

“I’m so glad you like it.”

“I do. I really do.” And for just a moment their eyes connected.

Miranda saw something in her daughter’s expression that she couldn’t quite identify. Longing? Expectation? Acceptance? Maybe she was reading her own hopes into it.

Then Mackenzie broke away and turned to her friends. “Hey, let’s go try some of this stuff out. Is that okay, Mom?” she said to Colby.

“Of course. Just don’t get too loud.”

“We won’t.”

Wendy and Rachel got to their feet. Mackenzie put the necklace back in the box. The girls gathered the gifts in their arms, and they all headed through the archway toward the staircase, taking Miranda’s own heart with them. Well, she didn’t expect to hang out with her daughter the whole time. What fifteen-year-old did that?

Reverting to adult conversation, Iris turned to Coco. “I understand you and Antonio are writing songs together?”

Coco smiled modestly. “Yes, he’s very talented.”

Behind her, Estavez took her hand. “She’s the talented one,” he said in his exotic Hispanic accent.

“He came up with the idea of recording them and selling them online.”

“It was a natural progression,” he said. “Your voice is too lovely not to be heard.”

“I didn’t know you were doing that. I’ll have to check out your songs.” Colby got to her feet. “There’s more food in the dining room, if anybody’s still hungry. Although I must say this cake is to-die-for, Joan. You have to give me the recipe.”

Fanuzzi winked at her. “Trade secret.”

“Oh, but we’re friends. Surely you can tell me.”

“I’ll think about—”

Beside her, suddenly Fanuzzi stiffened. She shoved her plate into Miranda’s hand and shot to her feet.

“Excuse me,” she mumbled and hurried toward an archway that led to a guest bathroom down the hall.

“Is she all right?” said Colby.

“Joanie!” Becker cried and rushed after her.

Fanuzzi’s voice rang out from the hall. “Leave me alone. It’s your fault I’m like this.”

Miranda could hear the tears in her voice. She shot Parker a look over her shoulder. She could tell he was concerned for their friends.

Becker returned to the group looking embarrassed. “She’s just going through a thing.” He took Fanuzzi’s plate from Miranda and hurried off to the kitchen.

Coco, who was even more pregnant than Fanuzzi got to her feet. “I’ll go check on her.”

Not knowing what else to do, Miranda followed her down the hall.

As soon as she heard the retching sounds, she regretted her decision.

“What do we do now?” Miranda didn’t want to get her head bitten off.

“I feel so guilty,” Coco whispered to her. “She’s had horrible nausea while I never felt better.”

“It’s not your fault.”

Miranda looked down at Coco’s belly. Coco had on a floral green maternity dress that really brought out the color of her blue eyes, but the waistline was pretty big. She and Fanuzzi were both showing now, but it was obvious Coco was a month farther along. Strange how motherhood could be so different for different people.

Unlike most women, Miranda remembered Mackenzie’s birth, but she barely recalled anything about her pregnancy. She’d been in a haze most of the time, afraid Leon might kill her for what had happened.

The sound of rushing water came through the door and after a moment Fanuzzi opened it.

She looked pale, and her dark Italian eyes were bloodshot. The teal blue empire waist dress she had on was a little wrinkled and the dark hair she’d let go back to her natural shade was mussed.

She swiped a hand under an eye. “I—I don’t think I can look at another piece of chocolate—ever,” she said in her Brooklyn accent. “What am I going to do, Murray?”

She put her head on Miranda’s shoulder and sobbed.

Miranda didn’t know what to think. This was the woman who used to boss burly men around on the road crew they once worked on together. They’d gone out bar hopping a couple of times.

At a loss, she patted her back. “It’s going to be all right.”

“No, it isn’t. If I can’t even look at chocolate, how am I going to work?”

After leaving the road crew, Fanuzzi had started her own catering business and her culinary creations had become the talk of the town. Becker did well at the Agency, but Miranda knew her family depended on her income to make ends meet. She already had three kids from her first marriage.

“What am I going to do?” Fanuzzi bawled.

“You’ll think of something.”

“I can help,” Coco offered.

Fanuzzi dismissed her with a wave. “You’ve got your own life to live. You’ve got your recording.”

“We can trade. Antonio’s been working long hours on a case lately. You can come over and help me upload files while I make your desserts.”

Fanuzzi eyed her cautiously.

“I can bake. And you can teach me your specialties.”

Fanuzzi’s gaze shifted at the sound of footsteps coming down the hall.

Hoping it wasn’t Becker, Miranda turned in the direction.

It was Parker.

As he moved toward her, cell phone in hand, she eyed the expensive dark suit that caressed the muscles of his toned body. His dark hair was a little grayer around the temples. She blamed that on their last case. They’d been through a literal hell. But no matter where they were or what condition either of them was in, he could always make her heart come alive.

Right now he wore a serious look on his handsome face that told her something was wrong. As his gray eyes locked on hers, her heart froze.

“I apologize for interrupting,” he said to Coco and Fanuzzi. “I need to speak to my wife.”

“Sure, Wade.” Coco put her arm around Fanuzzi. “I think we should get you home.”

“Yeah, that’s a good idea. I’ll talk to you later, Murray.”

“Okay. Take care.” And Miranda watched Coco help Fanuzzi back down the hall to the living room.

“Is Joan all right?” Parker asked, concerned for their friend.

“It’s morning sickness. She’s got it bad.”

He nodded. There was nothing either of them could do for that.

Miranda pointed to his cell phone. “What is it?”

“We’ve got a case. A rather grisly one, I’m afraid.”

She could see the disquiet in his eyes. It sparked the same feelings in her. “A murder?”

He nodded. “Suspected to be the work of a serial killer.”

Another one of those. Fun, she thought, fighting down the nerves that suddenly swarmed in her stomach. “Who’s the client?”

“A police department on the Outer Banks of North Carolina.”

“Okay.” She’d never been there before. Must have been one of Parker’s connections who’d called.

“There’s no direct flight, so it will take us some time to get there.”

Miranda pushed her hair away from her face. “You want to leave right away?”

“I hate to tear you away from this.”

She smirked. “It’s all right. Mackenzie’s upstairs having fun with her friends, anyway.”

Solemnly he nodded. He was well aware of how much she agonized over her daughter. “Would you like to take a team member with us?”

He wasn’t going to let her shake the boss role, was he?

She thought a moment. Holloway was just back from his leave of absence and his head was still in a funk. His ex-wife had been denied bond and was being held for psychiatric evaluation while waiting for trial. She couldn’t tear Becker away now. Fanuzzi needed him, even with her mood swings. Fry wouldn’t leave the office. That left just one person.

“How about Wesson? She was good on the Boudreaux case.”

“Yes, she was. But you may want to rethink that.”

“Oh, why?”

He drew in a breath. “The person who called was Officer Cindy Smith.”

Miranda frowned a moment, unable to place the name. Then it came to her. “The Cindy Smith I went through training with?”

“The Cindy Smith who dropped out of training,” he corrected.

All Miranda could remember was that Smith and Wesson hung out so much together, their names became a class joke, especially when they’d studied firearms. And that the pair had done all they could to make her life miserable.

And now she was going to put them back together again?

“Cindy Smith is a police officer in North Carolina?”

“Apparently. It’s her home town. She returned there after she left the Agency.”

“Why is she calling us?”

“It’s seems her boss insisted. He doesn’t think his staff has the expertise to handle a case like this.”

Miranda didn’t know what to say. A grisly murder, a serial killer, and Smith and Wesson, too? She rubbed her arms, trying to make the anxious feelings go away.

“I can suggest someone else to them,” Parker offered.

Had he been hoping she’d say that? This case must be bad. Really bad. And after what they’d been through a couple of weeks ago, it wouldn’t be unreasonable to pass on this one. But she wasn’t going to let a killer go free. Especially not a serial killer. Not if she could do something to stop him.

It just wasn’t in her nature.

Dismissing Parker’s offer, she shook her head. “You get the tickets, I’ll call Wesson.” 


Chapter Five

 

Wesson was on a date at a noisy nightclub on the strip when Miranda called, but she sounded happy to drop everything and meet her and Parker at the airport.

After saying goodbye to their friends and calling another “Happy Birthday” upstairs to Mackenzie, she and Parker left for the penthouse.

“We’ve been doing so much traveling lately, we should probably just keep a couple bags packed,” Miranda muttered as she tossed some things into her suitcase on the big luxurious bed she shared with her husband.

Parker’s only response was a grim look.

He was worried about her, she knew. She’d lived through a walking nightmare on their last case, and she already could tell this one was going to be difficult as well.

“I’ll be okay,” she whispered to him, and gave him a kiss on the cheek as she zipped up her case and headed downstairs with him.

At Hartsfield-Jackson, Wesson met them in the lobby with her flaming red hair pulled back in a ponytail, wearing fashion jeans, sandals, a black leather-sleeved jacket, and a large pair of sunglasses. She looked more like a fashion model than a private detective.

Parker managed to get them on the next flight out. They were going to a town called New Bern, which was still about two and a half hours from their destination. They tried to catch some shut eye on the plane, but Miranda was worried about getting to that crime scene in time. She had no idea what Cindy Smith might be doing while she waited. Evidence could be contaminated, and the condition of the body—Miranda didn’t want to think about that.

When they landed at the small regional airport, Parker told her they had the option of renting a private plane and flying into an airport in a small town called Manteo. Parker was a good pilot. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust his abilities. But it was dark and with the winds, the unfamiliar territory, and their experience in Brazil last July, Miranda thought it would be better to drive.

She was glad when Parker concurred.

They rented a silver Nissan Rouge with charcoal interior, which had plenty of room for Wesson’s extra luggage. After an hour’s delay, they took off over the flat sandy Coastal Plain.

Miranda napped most of the drive, as did Wesson, whose soft snoring in the backseat kept her from falling into a deep sleep. It was just as well. Since their last case, Miranda’s dreams had been more troubling than usual.

She woke when Parker pulled into the lot of a small two-story brick building that looked more like a large house than a police department.

“This is it?”

“It is.”

“And where are we again?”

“On the Outer Banks of North Carolina. It’s an irregular line of coastal landforms stretching over two-hundred miles along the edge of the Atlantic.”

He held out his phone so she could see the map he’d been following along with the GPS on the dash. Apparently they’d crossed two bridges and a large island and were now on a narrow strip of land to the east. Waterways with spiny fingers stretched in every direction.

Parker pointed to the red dot that was their destination. “This is Nags Head, in the northern part.”

“So we’re near the ocean.”

“We are. The coast includes a number of sounds and landforms, much of which is occupied by dozens of privately owned luxury homes. Most of them are rented to tourists during the peak season.”

“Which isn’t now, I take it.”

“No. The population decreases dramatically during the off season.”

Maybe that would decrease the number of suspects.

“My father owned several properties in the area at one time. I vaguely remember visiting here when I was a boy. He sold them a few months before a hurricane hit.”

Nice. Mr. P always had impeccable timing when it came to finance. She frowned. “Was that where the body was found? In one of those rental homes?”

“I gathered as much, but Officer Smith didn’t give me many details.”

“Then let’s go find out.” She turned toward the backseat. “Wake up, Sleeping Beauty. We’re here.”

“Already?” Wesson stirred and rubbed her eyes. “What time is it?”

“Just after midnight. Time to get the party started.”

As Miranda got out of the car and headed for the entrance with Parker and a sleepy Wesson, the first thing she felt was the salty wind against her face, teasing at her hair. She pulled her dark gray single-breasted trench coat around her, thankful Parker had bought it for her and insisted she bring it, and made her way across the asphalt to the glass entrance.

Gentleman that he was, Parker held the door open for both of the ladies. But once inside, he let Miranda take over.

She walked up to a well-lit reception area.

Peeking through the glass divider, she saw neatly stacked folders, pens in a cup, a dark computer screen, and an empty chair.

“Nobody’s home,” she smirked to Parker. “Hello?” she called through the mouthpiece, a tad of annoyance in her voice. “Officer Smith?” That title was hard to get out.

Parker took out his phone. “I’ll give her a call.”

“Maybe she’s out on patrol.”

Wesson frowned. “Who is it we’re supposed to see?”

Miranda hadn’t told her who had called them for help.

Before she could think of a good reply, a wooden door in the far wall opened and a woman appeared. She was dressed in a dark police uniform, complete with badge, shoulder patches, and a loaded duty belt. Tall and thin, she still wore the short sunflower-blond curls Miranda remembered.

“Mr. Parker, I’m so glad you’re here,” she said in a Southern accent thicker than Miranda recalled. Then she stared at who was with him, her electric blue eyes widening with surprise. “Wesson? I didn’t know you were coming.”

Beside her, Wesson blinked. “Cindy Smith? I didn’t know you were the client. It’s good to see you.”

Wesson rushed across the floor and gave her old buddy a hug. Laughing, they broke apart and pointed their forefingers at each other as if they were guns.

“Bam,” they said in unison.

Then they spun around and stood back-to-back as they blew on their fingers at the same time, like a coordinated dance move.

“Smith and Wesson together again,” they said, and broke into laughter.

Oh, brother. Miranda remembered that silly exercise they’d invented when they were IITs. She cleared her throat and the room went silent.

Smith’s eyes went wide again, this time with embarrassment. Her cheeks turned pinkish. “Steele. I’m glad to see you, too. Thank you for coming. I really appreciate it.”

Miranda gave her a nod. “I understand from what you said on the phone this case is urgent?”

“Yes. Very urgent.”

Before she could reply, another police officer appeared behind the window.

“Smith?” he barked through the glass, but his voice was muffled. “What are you doing out there?”

He held up a finger, turned and hurried out of sight. A moment later the door opened again and he marched into the reception area wearing a deep scowl.

He was a skinny dude, about three inches shorter than Smith. His straight blond hair was combed back and glistened under the fluorescent light. His skin was tanned, but just now his face had a dark red hue. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down with obvious irritation.

He glared at Smith with bulging brown eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me they were here?” he growled.

“They just arrived.”

He shook his head in disgust, then held out a hand first to Parker, then to Miranda. “Mr. Parker. Ms. Steele. I’m Sergeant James Ballard. I’m so glad you’ve come. And you brought another investigator, too?”

“This is Janelle Wesson. She’s a member of our team,” Miranda explained.

The sergeant shook hands with her as well, his gaze lingering a bit on her attractive frame.

“The more the merrier.” Ballard turned to Smith. “Have you shown them the crime scene?”

Smith’s cheeks were burning now. “No, sir. Like I said, they just got here.”

He clapped his hands at her, like a schoolteacher gathering up young children. “Well, let’s get to it. The coroner will be here soon.” He turned back to Parker. “I hope you can help us with this case.”

“We’ll do our best.”

Miranda could hear the disapproval in Parker’s tone at the way this man handled his employee.

“And I hope you don’t mind handling any reporters who might show up,” Ballard said. “We want to keep this as quiet as possible. Ours is a small, friendly resort community. We don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea about us.”

“Wrong idea?” Miranda said.

“Our town is a safe place for folks to come and relax on vacation. It’s not a murder capital.” He gave her a sheepish grin.

So he was more interested in the town’s reputation than in solving the case. And he didn’t seem to think too highly of Smith. For a brief instant, Miranda felt sorry for the woman.

Straightening her shoulders she faced the man. “We’ll do what we can, Sergeant. Now, as you said, we’d like to see the crime scene.”

“Of course.” He turned to his officer and snapped his fingers. “Smith, take them over there now.”

Smith struggled to swallow down her wounded pride. “Yessir. My squad car’s out back. You can follow me.”


Chapter Six

 

Smith led them north up the main highway, then down a side street and into a residential area lined with multi-story homes. Bunched together to make the most of the real estate, they reminded Miranda of some of the high-end subdivisions in Atlanta.

At last Smith pulled over near a pretty yellow house with white trim. Lights were on in every room, as if a rousing party were going on.

Another police car was parked along the curb, its lights flashing. An officer was in the yard, guarding the area cordoned off with crime scene tape. He looked a little bored, and Miranda wondered how much progress they’d made.

As soon as Parker stopped the car, Miranda hopped out and headed toward the officer. “I’m Miranda Steele,” she told him. “My team and I have been called in to help investigate.”

The officer straightened and looked at Smith, who was coming up the yard behind her.

“That’s right, Hill,” Smith called to him. “Sergeant Ballard asked me to call them.”

The officer named Hill seemed young. He was a bit overweight and had no hair on his head. He ran a hand over his scalp, then eyed Miranda carefully.

“Did you say Miranda Steele?” His gaze drifted to Parker, who had just reached her side. “And Wade Parker? From Atlanta? I’ve read about you both in the paper.” His eyes went wide as he caught sight of Wesson with her flaming ponytail and stylish duds. “And you are?”

“Janelle Wesson,” she said shaking his hand.

“We’re here to do all we can,” Parker assured the officer.

“That’s good. Good. We need all the help we can get. It’s a real mess in there.” His face turned a little pale as he said the words.

“He’s right. You’d better put these on.” From a case on the ground, Smith handed each of them a pair of gloves, booties, and a face mask.

This was going to be worse than she thought, Miranda decided, as she put her equipment on.

When they were ready, Hill stepped aside and let everyone through the tape.

As they headed up a set of friendly-looking white steps, Smith filled them in.

“Around four-thirty this afternoon I got a call from a neighbor who said someone in the vicinity was playing a loud radio. When I arrived, I could hear the noise from the street, so I came up here to check it out. I knocked on the door, but no one answered, so I went around toward the back.”

She led them over the deck, their footsteps clattering on the wooden boards, as they retraced her steps to the back of the house. “No one answered here, either,” she said. “These homes usually have the main living area on the top floor so folks can enjoy the ocean view, so I figured the occupant might be upstairs.”

She led them up a narrow staircase to the upper deck.

“I found the sliding door back here open, so I stepped inside.” She moved to the doors and opened them. “And this is what I found.”

Miranda adjusted the mask over her face and stepped through the opening and into a living room.

Even through the mask, the odor in the air made her eyes water.

The space was done in light, beach-toned colors of teal and turquoise and peach. A large sofa with comfortable looking cushions occupied a spot near a far wall. Placed around the room in a tasteful arrangement were guest chairs, white furniture, sea green table lamps. The hardwood floor was a light pecan. A mosaic crab hung over a fireplace tucked into an alcove.

A nice cozy place to vacation—except for the naked body in the middle of the floor.

“Dear Lord in Heaven,” Parker murmured behind her.

That was followed by a soft gasp from Wesson.

Miranda stepped around an armchair to get a better look.

The woman was young. Maybe in her early thirties. Pretty. Some might say beautiful. She had been tall and shapely when alive. The coffee table had been moved to the side and she had been placed on a throw rug as if she were part of the décor. Her long thick golden-blond ringlets had been carefully laid out on the floor to highlight her face.

Her eyes were closed, thank God, but her expression wasn’t serene.

There was agony in it.

It was easy to see what had caused the anguish. Bloody gouges covered her body. Miranda counted a dozen or more of them. He must have sliced her up with a knife. Probably worked on her for hours. Hours of wretched misery for her.

Suddenly Miranda couldn’t breathe. A vision floated through her head of Hannah Kaye’s dead, mutilated body hanging from a rafter in an old house on the east side of Atlanta. She could smell the dankness and the death. She could feel the darkness. She could hear the pounding rain outside that horrible house.

Inside her head a voice echoed. She could have sworn it was Tannenburg laughing at her.

Overwhelmed with disgust and defeat, she reached for the armchair to steady herself.

“Miranda?” Parker’s tone was low, but full of concern.

Stubbornly she shook off the sickening sensations. “I’m all right.”

Focus, she told herself as she squatted down for a closer look.

The marks weren’t random. They were carefully placed all over the body. Her arms, her breasts, her stomach, her legs. There was a sort of sadistic artistry to them. Even with the dried blood, Miranda could make out the shapes.

“Hearts,” she said, swallowing back her nerves.

“That’s what they look like to me,” Smith agreed, her voice a little shaky.

For an instant the heart-shaped pendant she’d given Mackenzie flashed into her mind. She wanted to throw up. Instead she forced herself to focus. And noticed something else.

Were those letters inside each of those gory hearts? She could make them out clearly.

She turned to Smith. “JY?”

“One of our detectives took photos and got her fingerprints earlier. We managed to identify her as Josie Yearwood. She’s a local. Single. Lived on Roanoke Island in Manteo. She owned a boutique there. Josie’s Gems.”

The killer carved her own initials into her? Like carving initials in a tree? That was sicker than usual. But where were the killer’s initials? If this was some sort of bizarre declaration of love, shouldn’t they be there, too? Not if you didn’t want the authorities to know who you were.

“The killer knew her,” Parker said.

“Or at least her name,” Miranda agreed. “That wasn’t how she died. Look at the marks on her neck.” There were bruises along both sides of it. “The bastard strangled her with his hands when he was finished with her.”

“The petechiae adds weight to that idea,” Parker said, noting the red marks around the victim’s eyes.

With her gloved hand, Miranda carefully lifted an eyelid. Sure enough, the eyeball was as bloodshot as it gets.

Wesson pointed to the flowers scattered around the body. “What’s with the roses?”

Smith had moved back to the sliding doors. She stood rubbing her arms and staring out at the ocean.

But she turned and gestured toward a far wall where electronic equipment stood on a side table. “That mp3 player was playing ‘Red Roses for a Blue Lady’ over those speakers real loud.”

So loud, a neighbor had called it in. Miranda looked down at the roses spread in a circle around the body. “These aren’t red or blue.”

“They’re purple,” Parker said, his voice dark with meaning. “Meant to signify love.”

Hearts and flowers. He had a theme going on here. Was he a boyfriend? Miranda stood and studied the wall, her heart pounding as she read the words written in blood.

Roses are red.

Violets are blue.

I got you dead.

I’ll get the others, too.

A chill went down Miranda’s spine. That was the intended effect.

“Not very original,” Wesson said with a smirk, but Miranda could tell she was hiding a shiver in her voice.

Miranda studied the letters. They didn’t look like a killer’s handwriting. Instead they had an artistic flair. Almost like calligraphy.

She pointed at the last line. “The others?”

Parker crossed the room to examine the writing for himself. “It means there are going to be more.”

Now it was Miranda’s turn to be skeptical. “Maybe. Or maybe he’s just bragging.”

“Other what?” Wesson asked. “Lovers? Girlfriends?”

“That’s for us to figure out. It’s part of his game.”

Wesson let out a breath. “What a sick bastard.”

“Yeah.”

Suddenly Miranda’s stomach began to quake. Not with nausea this time. With anger. A hot searing rage, building up inside her like a volcano about to explode. She was going to find this sonofabitch and make sure he got what he deserved for what he’d done.

She was going to make sure he’d never do it again.

She turned to Smith, who was still at the door. “Okay. So who’s renting this place?”

Smith raised her gloved hands. “I called the rental company, but no one answers.”

“Have you found any fingerprints yet? Any trace evidence?” She looked at the wall again. If the killer had written those words with his finger, there might be some prints. But he’d probably worn a glove.

Smith’s voice sounded weak as she answered. “The guy who came out here earlier looked for trace. Another one of our detectives is following up. He’s dusting for prints on the lower level now. It’s worse down there.”

Miranda stared at Smith. Worse? “What do you mean?”

“Follow me and I’ll show you.”

Smith led them to an elevator. The four of them piled in and rode down to the lower level. When the doors opened, Miranda stepped out into an open basement like area.

At the end of the space, a man who seemed to be in his mid-thirties was busy dusting a set of cabinets. Dressed in casual clothes with his hair cut high and tight, he wore an intense expression on a good-looking face. A bottle of Luminol and an ultraviolet light sat on a counter nearby.

Overhead hung a single bare light bulb. Beneath it stood a chair with bloody smears all over it. As Miranda crept toward it, she could see a large pool of blood on the cement floor under the chair.

This was where he’d carved her up.

There had to be blood traces from the killer in there. Surely he cut himself with all that work.

“Have you found anything yet, Deweese?” Smith said to the man.

He shook his head, his face showing the strain of his work. “No trace. I’ve only found one set of prints as far as I can tell, which is the vic’s. He had to use restraints of some sort, but all I’ve found is a roll of duct tape. No remnant of anything else anywhere.”

They stared at the grisly scene for a moment, then Smith remembered to introduce the newcomers. “This is Wade Parker, Miranda Steele, and Janelle Wesson from the Parker Agency. The sergeant asked me to call them in. And this is Mike Deweese, our top detective.”

“Glad to have you aboard.” He held up his gloved hands. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t shake hands.”

Parker nodded. “Of course. We hope we can be of help on this most unfortunate case.”

Miranda looked around the space. This was a storage area. There should have been stuff here. A lawn mower. Tools. Gardening equipment. But except for a few things on the cabinet shelves, it was empty.

She turned to Deweese. “Have you found anything that might tell us who this guy is?”

“Only that he was careful. He’s smart enough to cover his tracks well. He thinks he can get away with this.”

That was all too apparent. “Anything that belonged to the victim? Her cell phone? Her clothes?”

“He must have taken all of that with him.”

Careful was an understatement. This guy was meticulous. “Let Smith know if you do uncover anything.”

“Will do.”

They moved through a door that led outside to get a much needed breath of fresh air.

Taking off her mask, Miranda studied the yard. There was no car. How did Josie Yearwood get here? The killer had to have brought her, then left. And where did he get those roses from?

She turned to Smith. “We need to find out who’s renting this house ASAP.”

“The rental company might not open until Monday.”

It was the wee hours of Sunday morning now. “Is there anyone on staff you can call? Anyone you know?”

“Maybe. I’ll work on that.”

Miranda gazed at the homes across the street. “Have you canvassed the area?”

Smith nodded. “The houses over there are vacant right now. The folks we spoke to in the few places that are occupied didn’t notice anything unusual.”

“What about the vic’s next of kin?”

“I paid a visit to her grandmother earlier. As far as I could tell, she’s Josie Yearwood’s only living relative in the area. I didn’t tell her—how she was found. Of course, the poor woman was very upset. Too upset to give me much information.” Her face turning pale, Smith rubbed her arms again.

Giving that kind of news had to be one of the hardest things Smith had ever done. Miranda felt for her. They needed to talk to the grandmother soon, but it was better to let the news of her loss sink in a while before questioning her about her granddaughter. Besides it was late.

So they were at a standstill for now.

She gazed down the street. “What about that neighbor who called in the disturbance?”

“I talked to her earlier. She’s the closest occupant, but she didn’t see any activity here.”

And she was probably asleep now.

Miranda’s gaze moved to Parker. He was weary from the travel and the gory sight inside, but she could see he was most concerned about her. Wesson looked exhausted from the ordeal, as well.

Suddenly all she wanted to do was find a hotel, throw up, and crawl into bed.

But that wouldn’t find Josie Yearwood’s killer. She turned to the house again. “A lot of rooms in there.”

“Yes,” Smith said wearily.

And the local staff was small. “You can use some help dusting for prints. Do you have some kits we can use?”

“Sure, Steele. Thanks.”

“It’s what we’re here for. That okay with you two?” Miranda said, directing her gaze at Wesson.

Wesson came alert. “Of course.”

“A good decision,” Parker agreed.

And they headed back inside.


Chapter Seven

 

About half an hour later, the coroner showed up. She turned out to be a stern young woman named Dr. Natalie Lipman. She wore a serious look and a lab coat under a fall jacket, and her long dark hair was pulled back at the nape of her neck, making her appear practical and professional. As Miranda expected, she made a preliminary confirmation of manual strangulation as the COD.

They went through the rooms.

Miranda focused on the kitchen, dusting every surface, every countertop and knob and handle, along with every plate and cup and glass in the cupboards. She found nothing.

In the baths and bedrooms, Parker found no sign of activity. Wesson had taken the halls and closets and found just as little evidence.

It was if the house had been freshly cleaned, waiting for the next renter.

“This place hasn’t been used at all,” Miranda said when they met back on the second floor.

“No, it hasn’t,” Parker agreed. “Except for the gruesome incident on the third floor and lower level.”

“Maybe the killer wasn’t a renter,” Wesson suggested.

“How did he get in here? I didn’t see any signs of forced entry.” Had someone else let him in? This wasn’t the type of crime where there would be an accomplice.

There were too many questions, and they were all blurring together in Miranda’s head. It was after three a.m. This was all they could do for tonight.

“Let’s get some rest and see what we can do in the morning,” Parker suggested seeing the weariness on her face.

Giving in, Miranda nodded just as Smith came down the hall. “We’ll try Yearwood’s grandmother in the morning and see if she’s up to talking to us,” she told the officer.

“I was just about to suggest we wrap things up. Dr. Lipman is getting the body ready to take downstairs. Hill’s going to stand guard here over night.” Looking drained, Smith reached into her pocket for her cell. “Here’s the grandmother’s address. I can meet you there at nine.”

Miranda took down the information. “Sounds good.”

They made their way back outside and watched Deweese and Hill carry the body out on a stretcher. They had wrapped the woman completely in cloth, so her body couldn’t be recognized, as well as for sanitation reasons. They were just loading it into the ambulance to take it to Greenville for the autopsy, when a news van squealed around the corner and came to a screeching halt at the curb.

Just what they needed right now.

A woman in a bold red suit hopped out of the passenger seat with a microphone in her hand. She had flowing dark hair and a gorgeous face. There was a touch of Asian in her dark, heavily made up eyes that flashed with excitement as they took in the scene. Behind her, the van door slid open and a bulky guy with a camera on his shoulder climbed out.

The woman waved wildly at the back of the ambulance. “Get that shot. Hurry. Before they close the doors.” Then she rushed over to the doctor. “Excuse me. What can you tell me about what happened here today?”

Dr. Lipman gave the reporter a surly look. “You’ll have to speak to the authorities. They’re right over there.”

The woman in red turned and focused on Smith.

Smith shook her head. “Oh, no. I can’t face her. She’s the most aggressive reporter in the Outer Banks.”

Parker leaned over and murmured in Miranda’s ear. “Do you want me to take care of them?”

She’d love to, but how would that look to Smith? “No, I’ve got this.” She straightened her shoulders and marched across the yard. “Can I help you?” she said to the reporter when she reached her.

The woman stared at her a moment. “Are you? Why, glory be, yes, you are.” She spun around to the man with the camera, who had followed her and made a wheeling gesture with her hand.

“Rolling, Ms. Tremblay,” he said to her.

She looked into the lens and spoke to some invisible person who was probably at the station. “Well, Tim, as you can see, my tip was correct. Miranda Steele and Wade Parker are here from the Parker Investigative Agency in Atlanta. Ms. Steele, can you tell us why you’re here in the Outer Banks?”

She stuck the microphone in Miranda’s face, pushing her irritation level up several notches.

This lady had gall.

Nice to meet you, too, Miranda wanted to say. Or maybe just shove a foot up her ass. But they weren’t here to pick a beef with the local news.

Instead she forced herself into professional mode. “The Parker Investigative Agency has been asked to consult on a case,” she said as calmly as she could.

“A murder case, correct? That’s what you’re famous for after all.”

Miranda resisted the urge to wince. This lady wanted sensational, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to give it to her. She wanted to reassure the viewers they were safe. But how could she do that with a serial killer on the loose?

She thought about what Sergeant Ballard had said to them. We want to keep this as quiet as possible.

“We have no conclusive information at this time.”

The reporter shook a hand toward the gurney. “What do you mean? Those officers are putting a body in that ambulance. Isn’t that woman over there the coroner?”

Miranda put her hands behind her back and resisted the urge to yank that microphone out of the woman’s hand and pop her on the head with it. “I can confirm there has been an incident, but I’m unable to provide details at this time.”

“You mean you can’t tell me who that is?”

“The victim’s name has not yet been released by the—” she turned to Parker and whispered. “Where are we again?”

“Nags Head,” he murmured back.

Weird name. “By the Nags Head police department.”

“But there must be something unusual about this case to call in the Parker Agency.”

“No comment.”

“What can you tell us, Ms. Steele?”

Miranda paused a moment, giving the coroner and the officers time to finish up and close the doors of the ambulance. “We have nothing to report as yet. When we do, Sergeant Ballard will give a press conference.”

From the corner of her eye, she saw Smith cringe.

The reporter huffed with frustration. “Surely you must be able to tell us something about this case, Ms. Steele.”

“Not that I haven’t already said.” The ambulance pulled away from the curb. Miranda waited until it rounded the corner at the end of the block. “Right now, we’re calling it a night.”

She turned away from the woman, who stared at her open-mouthed as they all started across the lawn to their cars.

With no other recourse, the reporter faced the camera again. “Though there was little Ms. Steele could tell us tonight, rest assured I’ll be staying on this case and reporting details as soon as I uncover them. This is Angela Dawn Tremblay for Channel Three News.”


Chapter Eight

 

Miranda reconfirmed the meeting with Smith with Yearwood’s grandmother in the morning, then she and Wesson climbed into the Nissan with Parker and they headed across the bridge to Roanoke Island.

Parker had made reservations at a quaint little bed-and-breakfast in the middle of town. A restored bungalow from the early nineteen-hundreds, its rooms featured a traditional décor with antique furnishings, yellow bead board, a large four-poster bed with a canopy and an eyelet quilt, and cozy throw rugs over a hardwood floor.

But Miranda could barely take in the furnishings. After saying goodnight to Wesson, as soon as they were inside the room, she stripped off her clothes and headed for the shower, hoping the hot pulsing water would wash away the images of the blood and gore.

It didn’t, but at least she was clean.

As she stepped out of the bathroom in the terrycloth robe the place had provided, Parker took her into his strong arms. She melted into them, relishing their soothing power.

He kissed her forehead and leaned his face against her temple. “I’m so sorry you had to see that tonight.”

He was shaken, too, though he hid it well. That scene had evoked horrifying memories of the Tannenburg case for him, too.

She leaned her head on his chest and closed her eyes. “Part of the job.”

She felt his chest expand in a patient inhale. “If at any time you feel you can’t handle this—”

“I know. You said that before we left.”

“I mean it,” he said darkly. “There are people I can call.”

She didn’t want to hear it. She raised her head and let her eyes bore into his. “But this is our job. That poor mutilated woman belongs to us now. We’re the ones meant to find who did that to her.”

Parker gazed into his wife’s fiery blue eyes and saw what he’d seen there so long ago.

Her stubborn grit, her courage, her willingness to sacrifice herself to save others. For justice. That warrior spirit of hers that had reached deep into his soul and won his heart was stronger than ever. This was her destiny, she’d often told him. What she was born to do.

She would never let go of this case.

He’d tried to stop her once and almost lost her. He would not do that again. But if this case began to unravel her psyche, to destroy her from the inside—he’d have to find a way to make her stop of her own accord. That might prove to be more daunting a task than finding this killer.

He ran a hand over her wild dark hair. “I know,” he said, kissing her lips. “And we will find him.”

And then he did the only thing he knew to do. He picked her up, carried her to the bed, and buried himself in her flesh. As she answered him with her own body, responding with moans and thrusts and heartfelt kisses, he lost himself in her.

He could only hope he was giving her the same escape and washing away tonight’s horror.


Chapter Nine

 

Miranda’s eyes jolted open to the rays of an overcast sky shining through a nearby window.

She’d had another nightmare, but she couldn’t remember it. All that was left was the vague memory of running through pools of blood while knives slashed out at her. No doubt Leon and Tannenburg had put in their usual appearances, but she couldn’t recall seeing them.

Still the dream left her as exhausted as she’d been last night.

She got up and went to the window to gaze out at the overcast sky.

“There’s an excellent complimentary breakfast in the dining room.”

Miranda turned around to find Parker freshly showered and dressed in one of his expensive dark blue business suits. He was so handsome no one would be able to resist telling him anything he wanted to know.

She hoped that would help.

“I told Janelle we’d meet her there in fifteen minutes. Is that enough time?”

He was going to make sure both she and Wesson were fed before they headed out for another trying day.

“Sure,” she said, stepping over for a morning kiss. “I love you, you know.”

“And I love you. What are you going to wear?”

Recognizing his gentle nudge, she glanced at the clock. It was past eight. He was right. She needed to hurry.

Rushing to the closet she pulled out a classy pair of dark teal slacks with a matching jacket and gold silk blouse. Professional enough, she decided. Low heeled pumps completed the outfit.

Parker approved her choice with a nod.

Breakfast was a mix of gourmet and traditional Southern, with grits, free range eggs, fresh fruit, artisan breads, and strong hot coffee.

Lots of coffee.

Wesson had found enough of an appetite to help herself to two platefuls, but no one said much at the table. They were still processing what they’d seen last night, trying to get down the much needed fuel without thinking too much about it.

When they finished, they climbed back into the Nissan and headed west. Leaving the quaint downtown area, they drove through a cozy neighborhood of ordinary-looking frame and brick homes, much older than those they’d seen last night along the oceanfront. After passing churches, antique shops, and a library, Parker turned onto Agona Street.

Josie Yearwood’s grandmother lived a few blocks away in a little green house with a dark green roof, a small front porch, and a white picket fence.

In fact, most of the houses here had white picket fences. They were probably occupied by old-fashioned traditionalists who’d be very upset a member of their community had been brutally murdered. Miranda hoped the news reporter she’d faced last night hadn’t blabbed too many details during her follow-up broadcasts.

Smith’s squad car was already parked along the curb. After Parker pulled up behind it, everyone got out of their vehicles.

Smith reached out for Miranda’s arm.

“What is it?”

“Um, you can handle this, can’t you? I’m waiting to hear back from Dr. Lipman and the rental company.”

Miranda scowled. Why couldn’t she wait for the call inside and excuse herself when it came?

Smith was supposed to be the police presence that would introduce them to the victim’s grandmother and ease them into a conversation about her granddaughter. But looking at her drawn face, it was clear she didn’t want to see the woman again. Not after delivering the devastating news yesterday.

She was making an excuse so she wouldn’t have to. For an instant Miranda wondered if that was why Smith had quit the Agency a year and a half ago. Had she realized she didn’t have what it took to be an investigator?

“I’ll just wait in the car.” She waved a hand at the vehicle as she moved back toward it. “Let me know if you need me.” And she disappeared inside.

“Guess we’re on our own,” Miranda said.

Ignoring the stunned look on Wesson’s face, she marched across a patch of lawn that was turning brown to the porch.

“Why don’t you do the honors,” Miranda said to Parker when they reached the front door.

With an understanding look, he nodded. “Very well.”

He knocked. After a minute or so the door opened and a good-looking elderly woman with fluffy white hair appeared. She had on an orchid suit with a decorative flower on the jacket as if she were dressed for a special occasion.

Blinking at Parker, she raised her brows. “Well, I didn’t expect to see a movie star at my front door this morning.”

Miranda was hoping Parker’s award-winning looks would help the woman warm up to them. But despite her remark, her smile was grim, and there were dark circles under her red eyes. In her hand she held a crumpled tissue.

“I’m so sorry to bother you so early, ma’am. My name is Wade Parker with the Parker Agency in Atlanta. My associates and I have been called in to help with your granddaughter’s case. May we speak with you a moment?”

She tore her gaze from Parker and narrowed her eyes first at Miranda, then at Wesson. She didn’t register the recognition they were getting from everyone else. She must not pay attention to the news from Atlanta.

“I was just getting ready for church, but certainly. You can come in.”

She led them through a short hall and into a small living room with colonial style blue plaid curtains, a slip covered sofa, and a rustic rough brick fireplace. Embroidered pillows and plaques on the walls offered up cheery phrases like “Life is Beautiful,” “Enjoy the Little Things,” “Home Sweet Home,” and “Stay Awhile.”

Miranda could smell something delicious baking in the nearby kitchen.

“Have a seat, anywhere is fine.”

Wesson settled into a corner of the couch, and Miranda caught her glancing out the window at the squad car. She must be having the same thoughts she was about Smith.

Mrs. Yearwood took a spindle chair next to a round table holding a blue flowered cup half full of coffee. Parker chose to remain standing. He’d gotten them in the door, now it was her turn to take over.

“First,” Miranda said stepping to the fireplace. “We’re all very sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you.” Mrs. Yearwood smoothed the skirt of her orchid suit. “What would you like to know about my granddaughter?”

Miranda eyed the photos on the side tables and along the rough wooden mantelpiece. Most were of Josie at various ages. Her high school graduation, her college graduation, a prom picture, a picture of Josie in her blond loveliness, dressed in a pretty formal gown with a banner across the front. Images of the young woman when she was alive and vibrant. Apparently she’d won some sort of beauty pageant.

Then Miranda spied a photo in the middle of the mantelpiece with four adults and a very young Josie. One of the adults was a much younger version of Mrs. Yearwood. Probably in her mid-forties.

They looked to be on a picnic on a pier. Everyone was dressed in colorful summer clothes and smiling. Balloons bobbed in the background and boats sailed on the water.

“That was the last time we were all together,” Mrs. Yearwood said with a wistful tone.

Miranda turned to face the woman. “We?”

“It was Josie’s ninth birthday.”

“I see.” Miranda thought of Mackenzie’s birthday party yesterday and how important it was to cherish every moment.

As if Mrs. Yearwood had overheard her thoughts, she added, “A year later her parents were killed in car accident.”

“Oh, no,” Wesson said from the sofa.

Miranda glanced at Parker and saw the deep sympathy in his face for this woman.

“I’m so sorry to hear that,” Miranda told her.

“They were vacationing in Virginia, driving along the Blue Ridge Parkway. It was supposed to be a second honeymoon for them. They got caught in a bad rainstorm and ran off the road. The car rolled forty feet down, hit rock, and exploded.” She put the tissue in her hand to her face. “I lost my Kenneth a few years after that.”

“Your husband?”

“Yes. Josie’s grandfather.”

This woman had had a lot of tragedy in her life. It made Miranda burn with the need to find her granddaughter’s killer.

“Josie’s parents had left her with us, so we were made her legal guardians and raised her. Well, I did after Kenneth passed. She was always such a good girl.” She straightened her back and looked Miranda in the eye. “Was it someone Josie was dating who killed her? I always told her to be careful.”

That was an interesting statement. Miranda glanced at Parker. His face was grim.

“What do you mean, Mrs. Yearwood?” he asked.

“Please. Call me Louella. Everyone does.”

“Louella. Was there someone in particular your granddaughter was dating?”

“Not in particular. Josie dated a lot of people. She liked to flirt. It was harmless.”

Not this time.

“She could always turn a man’s head, even when she was in high school. She was Miss Dare County when she was a senior.” Mrs. Yearwood waved a hand toward the beauty pageant photo of Josie on the mantelpiece.

Miranda studied the photo again. “Impressive.”

Mrs. Yearwood smiled wistfully. “And she loved clothes. She was good with that, too. She studied fashion design at the community college, then she got a scholarship to Parsons in New York.”

“Wow,” Wesson said. “That is impressive.”

Miranda turned to her with a raised brow. “Parsons?”

Wesson raised her hands. “It’s only the most prestigious school in the country for fashion. Everyone in the industry knows it.”

“She used to run a boutique in LA,” Miranda explained, recalling what Wesson had told her on a case weeks ago.

“Oh, well then you understand. Josie moved to New York, got her BFA and started working at a top apparel company as an assistant designer. That was when she met Aaron.”

“Aaron?”

“Aaron Connor Afton, of the New York Aftons.” She rolled her eyes, indicating what she thought of the man. “He was a mergers and acquisitions executive for an investment bank in Manhattan. She was so excited when he asked her to marry him a few years later.”

Miranda had to move over to the couch and sit down next to Wesson on that one. “Josie was married?”

With a you-didn’t-know that? expression, Mrs. Yearwood nodded. “His family paid for a big wedding down here on the beach. They gave them the works. A huge banquet hall. White table linens. Elegant glassware. The guest list was over five hundred people. And Josie’s gown…it was exquisite. She designed it herself. She was so beautiful in it.”

Miranda could imagine.

The woman nodded toward the mantelpiece. “I used to have pictures up there, but I put them away when they divorced.”

Ah, so that explained why Josie was dating. “How long were they married?”

“About five years. She left him and came back home to start her own business. I was glad when she did. I missed her while she was away, and I worried about her.”

“Was her ex violent?”

“Oh, no. He was never around enough to be violent. Stayed busy all the time, and then she found out he was cheating on her. As far as I know, she hasn’t spoken to him since the divorce.”

“Were there any children?” Wesson asked.

“No, unfortunately. Like I said, they didn’t have time in their busy schedules.”

Miranda decided to rephrase Parker’s question. “Mrs. Yearwood. Do you know who Josie was dating recently?”

She put her fingers to her lips. “There was a doctor for a while.”

“Do you know his name?”

Searching her memory, she wrinkled her brow. “I think he was a radiologist at the hospital in Nags Head. But I believe she stopped seeing him.”

“Can you think of anyone else?”

“My Josie always had someone she could out go with, but I didn’t pry into her personal affairs.”

“Did she use a dating site?” Miranda asked. It was easy for a creep to turn up on one of those.

Mrs. Yearwood scoffed at that idea. “My granddaughter didn’t need a dating site. Men have always flocked to her since she was fifteen. Well, it was high school boys back then. I had to beat them off her with a stick.” She chuckled a bit, then her smiled faded and she stared off into space.

“One more question. When was the last time you saw Josie?”

“I stopped by her shop last week. It was last Tuesday. She was busy working on some sketches for the spring. She always had such wonderful ideas. Oh, you’ll want to talk to Inez. She can probably tell you more about who Josie was dating than I can.”

“Inez?”

“Inez Fisher. Her business partner. I talked to her last night and told her the news. She said she’d be going into the boutique this morning, though I don’t know what she can do there. She’s in as much shock as I am.”

“Thank you,” Miranda said. “We’ll check that out.”

Mrs. Yearwood got to her feet. “Excuse me a moment while I check on my squash casserole. Oh, what kind of hostess am I? Does anyone want anything to drink? Although I do need to be going.”

“No, thank you, Mrs. Yearwood. You don’t need to go to any trouble.”

“Louella. Oh, I don’t mind. After that police officer came to see me last night I started cooking to keep my sanity. I have two more casseroles in the freezer and this one’s going to church with me. We’re having lunch after the service.” She let out a sad little laugh. “You know how we Baptists are.”

She was going to church? “Are you sure you should be driving? Officer Smith could take you.”

“Oh, my friend Marsha’s picking me up. Don’t you worry about me. There’s no better place for me right now than to be in church.” She stopped a moment at the door and fixed Miranda with her gaze. “The officer last night didn’t give me many details, so I know she must have found Josie in a pretty dreadful state. Please find who killed my granddaughter.”

“We will, Louella,” Miranda assured her. “We will.”


Chapter Ten

 

Outside, Miranda told Smith they were heading for Josie’s shop, and got back into the Nissan.

As Parker pulled away from the curb, Miranda let out a grunt. “Well, that conversation narrows our suspects down to all single men who live in the area or visited it over the past three years.”

“If the killer was indeed someone Ms. Yearwood dated,” Parker said darkly.

Miranda raised a brow. That comment only made the pool bigger.

In the backseat Wesson came to life. “But if Josie Yearwood was on a date with the killer, she’d be texting him on her cell phone. Or talking to him.”

Miranda thought about that. “That’s why the police didn’t find her cell at the crime scene. If this guy is smart, and we know he is, that cell phone is probably on the bottom of the Atlantic.”

Parker slowed as he made the turn at the end of the block. “Probably.”

They drove down a little way until they reached the downtown area. The sun had come out, shining brightly against clusters of white-trimmed red and gray brick structures built with a colonial flare.

Parker studied the buildings lining the road. “This town has an interesting heritage. It was named after a Native American Indian who acted as a liaison for the colonists in the late fifteen-hundreds. The county is named after the first American-born English child, Virginia Dare. When her grandfather returned from England for supplies, he found his family’s settlement deserted. A hurricane forced him to return to Europe.”

“What happened to his family?”

“He never saw them again. They disappeared into the annals of history.”

“How sad,” Wesson murmured from the backseat.

It was sad.

“Hence the nickname ‘The Lost Colony’.”

In silence they studied the shops and restaurants, and Miranda noted the streets were named for the people who played roles in that long ago history, including Sir Walter Raleigh and Queen Elizabeth. Between the buildings Miranda caught sight of water in the distance and the masts of sailing ships near the dock of a marina. This place had been an early American fishing village.

After a few more minutes, Parker pulled over near a Tudor style building with a matching pair of old-fashioned bay windows.

Miranda looked up and saw a quaint sign reading, “Josie’s Gems.”

At the door of the shop stood a Hispanic-looking woman with thick-rimmed glasses. Her dark hair pulled into a messy knot at the top of her head, she wore drab looking slacks and a baggy olive green sweater with sleeves that got in the way as she fumbled with her keys.

Miranda peered out the window at her. “Looks a little nerdy to own a boutique.”

“It’s called nerd-chic,” Wesson informed her from the back.

“Whatever.” She got out of the car and made her way over to the woman. “Excuse me. Are you Inez Fisher?”

The young woman raised her head.

Through the thick lenses, Miranda saw the same red-rimmed eyes Mrs. Yearwood had had.

“Yes,” she said softly. She eyed Parker coming up the sidewalk to join them. For a moment her face registered the usual stunned reaction to his gorgeousness. Then it was gone. “Are you the private investigators working on Josie’s case?”

“Yes. I’m Miranda Steele and this is Wade Parker. And this is—” Miranda glanced over at Smith, who was still in the squad car. “Give me a moment.”

She marched over to Wesson and spoke low. “Do you know what’s wrong with her?”

“Not a clue.”

“Talk to her. Get her into the store. She needs to hear what the partner has to say.”

“I’ll try.” Wesson trotted off to the police car and rapped on the window with her knuckles.

Miranda returned to Ms. Fisher.

“I’ve explained our role with the police here in the area,” Parker informed her.

“Thanks.”

Ms. Fisher glanced toward the street.

“They’ll be with us in a moment,” Miranda said, ignoring Parker’s look of concern.

“Sure. Won’t you come in?” Ms. Fisher opened the door, switched on a light, and lifted the blinds on the windows.

The wooden floor groaned a bit as they stepped inside. It looked to be the original, and the small space had the smell of an old building. But it was crowded with wares.

Pricey-looking fall outfits were on display in the windows, along with designer scarves and handbags and jewelry. Leather and silky paisleys in autumn colors with a lot of fringe and delicate gold chains seemed to be what was in vogue right now. Folded jeans and sweaters were tucked into shelves that lined every wall, and circular racks of blouses and jackets crowded the middle of the shop.

Ms. Fisher went around a counter and stood staring at the computer screen that served as a cash register. “I don’t really know what I’m doing here. I had planned to come in and get some work done on the books today, but I can’t even think straight.” She rubbed a hand against her forehead. “I don’t even know what’s going to happen to this place. Josie was the driving force behind it. I—I can’t believe she’s gone.” She reached for a tissue from a shelf behind her and pressed it to her face.

Miranda’s heart broke as much for this young woman as it had for Josie’s grandmother. “We’re very sorry for your loss, Ms. Fisher,” she said softly.

Inez shook her head. “It can’t be true. Josie was so full of life. Are you sure it was her?” Her eyes pleaded with Miranda through the lenses.

“I’m afraid so,” she said as gently as she could. “I’m so sorry.”

She held up a hand as if getting a grip on herself. “No, no. You’re here to help. I understand that. What do you want to know?”

Start slowly, Miranda thought. “How did you and Josie come to be partners?”

“Partners? Oh, I’ve known Josie all my life. We went to school together.”

“Did you?”

She nodded. “When she came back to the OBX after she and Aaron split up, she asked me to go into business with her. Aaron is her ex.”

“So we heard from Mrs. Yearwood.”

“Josie was the creative type, and I’m the detail-oriented one. I majored in accounting. Josie said she needed me to keep her from overspending. To keep her focused. We worked really well together.” She brushed at a tear with the sleeve of her sweater. “I—I just can’t believe she’s gone. Do you know who—who did this to her?”

“We’re doing our best to find out.”

At that moment, the bells on the shop door jingled and Wesson and Smith entered.

Miranda gestured toward them. “This is my associate Janelle Wesson and Officer Smith. Officer Smith is with the police department working the case.”

The three women shook hands.

“I hope you can find who did this to Josie soon,” Inez told them.

“We intend to,” Wesson said. Then she caught Smith eyeing the clothes. “You’ve got some nice things here.”

“Our fall and winter stock. We don’t sell much in the offseason, but Josie always thought we should offer the customers and townsfolk something.”

Wesson took Smith by the arm. “C’mon. Let’s have a look around.”

Okay. Miranda turned back to Inez. “We understand Ms. Yearwood dated a lot.”

The woman gave her a sad grin. “She sure did.”

“Did you know the men she went out with?”

“She dated a lot of different men around here. Most of them were vacationers. She didn’t want to get tied down. At least that’s what she said to me. ‘If you want a happy life,’ she used to say, ‘tie it to a goal, not to a man.’ She said she got that from Einstein.” Inez let out a sigh. “She really got burned in her marriage and she could be cynical about her future, but I always thought she’d find someone again.”

“Her grandmother said she dated a radiologist.”

“Oh, yes. Dr. Glenn Kugel. He works at the hospital in Nags Head.”

The guy Mrs. Yearwood mentioned. Now they were getting somewhere. “Do you know him?”

“A little. They went out several times. He’d stopped by the store and pick her up.”

“Had she seen him recently?”

“I don’t think so. She stopped dating him a while ago.”

What if this doctor was the jealous type?

Giggles rose from between the racks of clothes. Wesson and Smith were sure chumming it up back there. Old animosity roused in Miranda’s heart. She hoped Wesson wasn’t going to turn on her and go back to her old ways.

Parker’s scowl brought her back to the present. If Wesson got out of hand, she’d let him deal with it.

“How did Josie meet the men she was dating?” he asked. “We understand Ms. Yearwood didn’t use dating sites.”

Inez looked at him as if he’d cussed her out. “Who told you that?”

“Mrs. Yearwood.”

With a knowing look, Inez shook her head. “Josie didn’t tell her grandmother everything. Especially about her social life. She didn’t want her to worry.”

Miranda leaned forward, her heartbeat picking up. “So Josie did use dating sites?”

“She was registered with several.”

Bingo. “And did she have any dates from one of these sites recently?”

“She had a date Friday night.”

Miranda blinked at Parker. “This past Friday night?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know with whom?” Parker asked.

The woman’s shoulders slumped. “No. I wish I did.”

“But it was someone from one of those dating sites?” Miranda prompted.

Inez rubbed her head. “I think so. But it might have been a vacationer in town for the holidays. I can’t remember what she said. I had my head in the accounting software and didn’t pay much attention. I wish I had listened better now.”

“That’s all right,” Parker said in a soothing tone. “Just tell us what you remember. Where did they go?”

Frowning Inez gazed out the window. “A restaurant in town, I think. I’m not sure which one. Or maybe she was meeting him at a bar for drinks. Oh, why didn’t I pay more attention?”

It was more than they’d had a moment ago. “A restaurant or bar here in Manteo?”

She nodded. “That I know. Josie walked there to meet him. I don’t know how she wound up in a house on the ocean front, though. She usually didn’t sleep with a guy on the first date.”

Miranda pressed her lips together. “How do you know she was found on the ocean front?”

“I heard it on the news this morning. Angela Dawn Tremblay. You spoke to her last night, didn’t you? Angela didn’t mention Josie’s name, but I knew it had to be her.”

Just as Miranda suspected. What a blabbermouth that Tremblay woman was. “Was this guy someone she’d been out with before?”

“I don’t think so.”

Miranda’s mind was racing. She thought about what Wesson had said. True, Josie was probably texting this guy on her cell phone, but if she had a computer she’d probably emailed him, too. And there might be a history of the dating sites.

They needed to go to her place. “Ms. Fisher, do you have Josie’s address?”

She looked surprised for a moment, then raised her forefinger. “She lived upstairs.”

Parker was on the same wavelength. “Do you mind if we have a look at her living quarters?”

She blinked at them a moment, stunned at the question. Then she shrugged. “No. Not at all. I have an extra key around here somewhere.” She began to fumble around behind the counter.

“Excuse me just a moment.” Miranda turned and made her way through the racks of clothes until she found Smith and Wesson. “You two want to come upstairs to look at the vic’s apartment, or would you rather shop?”

Two pairs of cheeks turned pink on queue.

“Sorry, Steele,” Wesson muttered under her breath.

Smith hung the blouse she’d been looking at back on the rack. “Of course, we’re coming. Lead the way.”


Chapter Eleven

 

Inez Fisher led them up a creaky set of stairs in the back and down a short hall to a second floor flat. She worked the key in the door and gave it a shove with her shoulder.

“It sticks,” she explained. “Josie was always complaining about it, but we never bothered to get it fixed.” She pushed the door open and stood rubbing her arms, her cheeks going a little pale. “Is it all right if I stay out here? I don’t think I can go in there.”

“Of course,” Parker told her in a gentle tone, and gestured for the ladies to enter before him.

Josie Yearwood’s living quarters formed a long rectangular space with windows on both ends.

Like the shop, the wooden floor was original, but here it had been painted over in a dusty rose color and was dotted with festive throw rugs. A set of tall windows overlooking the bay allowed light to flood onto a cozy sofa smothered in artsy throw pillows.

In the open section between the living area and the kitchen stood several tables, all covered with assorted design accessories. Pins, scissors, swatches of cloth. Lots of sketches of clothes. Some of them really good, as far as Miranda could tell at first glance. Bolts of cloth were stacked up along one wall.

“Josie was working on designs for our spring collection,” Inez explained from the hallway. “She could be messy when she was inspired.”

Miranda crossed the main area to the other side. The kitchen was a small affair done in a bright lime green and featuring retro appliances. She peeked inside the door to the bedroom. Several outfits were strewn over the bed. Looked like Josie had had trouble deciding what to wear for her date. Had she thought the occasion was going to be special for some reason?

Parker moved over to a small desk in a corner. “Here’s what we need.”

Atop the polished oak surface sat a laptop.

“Miranda?” he said in his low aristocratic drawl.

He was making sure everyone here understood she was in charge.

“Go ahead,” Miranda told him.

“Officer Smith, I assume you’ll agree this falls under ‘exigent circumstances’ in your state.” Without waiting for a reply, he sat down, opened the computer, and turned it on.

Glad Parker had taken charge of the electronics, Miranda crossed the room to watch over his shoulder. On the way, she noticed Inez had pulled out her cell phone to distract herself. Miranda felt for the young woman. This was probably the worst experience she’d ever had.

As the machine came to life, an image of a boating scene appeared with a password box in the middle of it. Parker clicked the OK button, hoping Josie hadn’t set one.

No luck. The password box reappeared.

Casually Parker reached into his coat pocket for the flash drive he always carried with him. Again he turned to Smith. “You remember the exercises we used to do at the Agency, don’t you, Officer?”

“Yessir,” she said and took the opportunity to join Inez in the hall.

Didn’t want to take responsibility for what her former employer was about to do.

Parker’s methods didn’t always jive with standard police procedure, but they got the job done.

Right now, as he inserted the drive into a port and ran his password cracking program, they turned out to be just what they needed. After only a minute or two, Josie Yearwood’s desktop appeared with its assorted icons.

Miranda grinned. Scattered among a bunch of apps were shortcuts to no less than three dating sites. Sizzle, Matchup, and Love Prospectors.

Parker clicked on the first one and used his handy-dandy cracking program to access Josie’s account.

After another half minute he was in, and her profile appeared on the screen.

Wow, Miranda thought. In life, the full-grown Josie Yearwood was a real looker. Her picture was gorgeous. Long blond hair tossed back over her shoulder in a coy, sexy pose. Her luscious half smile said, “I can be a tease, but not always.” Her sassy metallic blue dress was shoulder-less and just shy of provocative.

Miranda read the profile. “Natural blond clothing designer seeks fun-loving friend for conversation and laughs. New York? Been there done that. I prefer the quiet life in the Outer Banks.”

“Sounds like she didn’t want to settle down.”

“But I’ll bet she attracted a lot of the wrong type.”

Miranda turned to see Wesson eyeing the screen and rubbing her arms as if she had a chill. Or was having a déjà vu.

“Apparently.” Parker clicked through some of the recent messages she’d been sent.

Hi Josie,

I saw your profile and think we might be a match. Would you like to go out?

Hey Beautiful,

I think you’re the one for me. I want you now.

Josephine,

I assume that’s your formal name. I’m intrigued by what you said about yourself. I’m a data analyst and would like to get together to discuss statistics.

Miranda pointed to the screen. “Did she date any of those guys? Especially bachelor number two?”

“You mean the one who wrote, ‘I want you now’?” Wesson asked.

“Yeah. That one.”

Like Josie, Wesson was a compulsive dater who never quite settled down with one guy. She must have dealt with a few creeps along the way. She knew the type.

Parker clicked around a bit. “No, it doesn’t look as though she did.”

He scrolled through Josie’s photos. There were three more, each with a different guy.

“We need copies of those.”

“Yes, we do.” Parker removed his flash drive and transferred the photos first to Miranda’s phone, then to Wesson’s, then to his own.

Miranda brought them up and walked over to the door. “Smith, Inez, do either of you know any of these guys?”

Smith studied the pictures then shook her head.

But Inez shoved her own phone into her pocket and took Miranda’s with a keen interest. After a moment, she pointed to the photo with the guy in a striped shirt and khaki slacks. He had light brown hair in a textured cut and a warm smile. “That’s Dr. Glenn Kugel.”

The picture was a casual one of the couple near what must have been a local dock. Water and sailing boats were in the background.

“Josie told me you should add pictures of yourself with men in your profile so you look more desirable, as if she ever had to do that. She tried to get me to sign up, but dating sites aren’t for me.”

Inez scrolled to the next photo. In this one Josie stood holding hands with a tall good-looking man in a business suit with styled dark black hair. Tall city buildings rose in the backdrop. New York? Looking closer she noticed a dark mole on his left cheek.

“This is her ex, Aaron Afton. He was kind of a jerk.”

“So her grandmother told us.” Miranda studied the hard look in the man’s eyes and wondered whether he’d been cheating when the photo was taken.

Inez handed the phone back. “I don’t know who the third one is.”

A facial recognition program might tell them. The good doctor might be a good place to start.

“I can’t find any information about a date for Friday night,” Parker said. He shut down the laptop, closed it, and tucked it under his arm. “We’ll have to let the detectives at the police station investigate further.”

Cindy frowned. “I don’t know how sophisticated our staff is with that sort of thing.”

“If they can’t handle it, we’ve got a guy in Atlanta who can,” Miranda said. “Well, you know him. Dave Becker.”

Smith’s mouth fell open. “Becker’s into computers?”

She remembered him. “He’s been doing it a while now. He’s good, too.”

“I’m very proud of his accomplishments,” Parker agreed.

“That’s cool.” Suddenly Smith had a wistful look in her eye, and Miranda wondered if she missed being at the Agency.

“Oh, no.” Inez was back on her phone, letting out a horrified squeal.

“What’s wrong?” Wesson asked.

Her mouth moved, but for a moment there was no sound. Then the words came out in a tumble. “I—I just saw this news post about the murder. It’s a story by Angela Dawn Tremblay. She mentions Josie by name and she’s got a blurred image of her—” Tears began to stream down her cheeks from under her glasses. “Is that what the killer did to her? Oh, my God!”

Miranda snatched the phone away from her and took a look. Sure enough, it was an official police photo from the crime scene. The image had been purposely blurred, some of it covered with squares, but you could still tell it was a gory sight. Tremblay was going for the sensational. And probably a ratings boost.

“How did that nosey reporter get that shot?” Wesson grunted.

“I don’t know.” Smith said.

Miranda spun around to the officer. “You didn’t give it to her, did you?”

Eyes wide, she shook her blond curls. “Of course not, Steele.”

“How about your guy you left at the scene last night?”

“Officer Hill? He wouldn’t do that.” She was adamant.

Before Miranda could question that, Smith’s cell rang.

Smith glanced at the display and shuddered. “It’s Ballard.” Obediently she answered it. “Yessir?”

Ballard started to yell so loudly, Miranda could hear every word.

“Where in the frickle-frackle blazes are you, Smith?”

“I’m with Mr. Parker and Ms. Steele, sir. We’re looking into—”

“I don’t care what you’re looking into. Get your scrawny ass back here right now.”

Smith blinked in surprise. “To the station?”

“No, to the aquarium. Of course the station. What’s wrong with you?”

“Yessir. I’m on my way.” She hung up, her cheeks burning.

Miranda wasn’t sure if it was from embarrassment or rage.

“Looks like I have to go in to the station,” she said to them.

“We’ll go with you,” Parker said. The sternness in his voice told Miranda he didn’t much care for the way Ballard was treating her.

And even though it was Smith, Miranda didn’t either. She pointed to the laptop under Parker’s arm. “He’ll feel better when he sees that.”

“You don’t know him very well,” Smith muttered under her breath as she turned to go down the stairs.

Miranda handed the cell phone back to Inez. “Thank you for your help. We’ve got something to work with now.”

She nodded, her face messy with tears.

“And if I were you, I’d stay away from news sites for a while.”

“Why don’t you close up and go home,” Parker said gently. “We’ll keep you posted on our progress.”

Inez wiped her cheeks and sniffled. “Yes. You’re right. Thank you so much. I hope you can find whoever did this to Josie.”

Miranda was more determined to do that than ever. “We will.”


Chapter Twelve

 

The three of them were silent as they followed Smith’s police car through the side streets of Manteo.

She skirted the town, crossed the Roanoke Sound over the mile-long Washington Baum Bridge, which they’d taken last night, then turned left and drove up the highway that dissected the skinny strip of land facing the ocean.

When they reached the police station, they parked in the back and entered through a rear door that led to an open area where a few officers were working at paper strewn desks.

Without a word, Smith took a left and marched down a hall whose floor was covered in drab gray commercial-grade carpet. She looked like she was about to make another turn when she stopped short in front of a large meeting room with tall glass panes along either side of the door.

Through the glass, Miranda could see Sergeant Ballard scratching his cheek as he studied a white board.

Then he caught sight of Smith and his face turned red.

Before he could get to the door, Smith opened it and stepped inside. “What seems to be the problem, sir?” she asked.

Good for her, Miranda thought. Smith had found some courage and was going to stand her ground.

“The problem?” Ballard barked. “You want to know what the problem is?”

“Yessir.”

He waved an arm toward the back wall. “It’s that hibbety-dibbety reporter, Tremblay. She’s flashing crime photos of our case all over the internet.”

“I heard that.”

“Photos, Smith. Photos. And she’s got the victim’s name. How’d she get that? What in the fenorking hell did you tell her last night?”

“I didn’t—” Smith glanced over at the open door where Miranda, Parker, and Wesson were standing, listening to every word. “Steele spoke to her, sir.”

So much for Smith’s valor.

Ballard bared his teeth. “Don’t push this off on—”

Miranda opened the door the rest of the way and stepped into the room. “I didn’t give Tremblay the information she’s broadcasting, Sergeant.”

Ballard looked like he was transferring his rage to her. “Are you sure about that?”

“Positive. I was vague about all details of the case, no matter how hard she pressed. I refused to be bullied by her.” Meaning she’d refuse to be bullied by him, as well. “And I certainly didn’t release the victim’s name.”

“I can attest to that.” Parker had come up beside her. His voice had a threat in it.

Ballard gave him a guarded look. “Then how did she get the information?”

Miranda turned to examine the whiteboard Ballard had been working with. He’d taped several crime scene photos on it. The house. The body. The downstairs area. He’d made several notes about the evidence found so far. And above all that, he’d printed “Josie Yearwood” in large letters.

“Did Tremblay stop by here?”

Ballard blinked as if he wondered how she’d known that. “She came to see me half an hour after I got in. Demanded to know everything about the case. ‘Murder of the Century,’ she called it. But I didn’t tell her anything.”

Miranda folded her arms. “Where did you talk to her?”

“Why, right there in the hall. I told her we wouldn’t be releasing any statements until we were good and ready.”

“And then what?”

“What do you mean, and then what?”

“What did you do next?”

“I went back to my office. Left her high and dry.”

“Standing right there in the hall?”

“I guess so. Yes.”

“And were those up on the board then?” Miranda pointed to the crime scene photos.

Ballard’s jaw bobbed up and down. “I—they—” He ran a hand over his slicked-back hair.

His mouth closed, he breathed in and out, his nostrils flaring. Miranda could see the veins in his temples.

Obviously Angela Tremblay had seen the board through the glass panes. She’d come through the door and snapped shots of it herself.

Suddenly Ballard’s face turned purple. “I don’t care how she got that information. We’ve had fifty calls demanding information since her broadcast. One of them was the mayor. Smith, I want you to fix this now!”

And he stormed out of the room and down the hall.

“The mayor’s his uncle,” Smith muttered under her breath. Then with watery eyes, she blinked at Miranda, then at Parker. “Excuse me,” she said and hurried out of the room.

His uncle? Miranda thought, and let out a groan. “Go see what you can do for her,” she said to Wesson.

“Sure, Steele.” She trotted after her friend.

Miranda turned to Parker. His face had a look she saw only when he was very angry. “I think I need to have a chat with our dear sergeant.”

“Good idea. I’ll look over this stuff while you do that.”

“I won’t be long.”

He turned and went down the hall in the direction Ballard had gone.

Alone in the room, Miranda turned to the board.

The sergeant had put three sticky notes on it reading, “Blood samples,” “Saliva,” and “Fingerprints,” each with a question behind it.

On the table was a thin manila folder. Miranda flipped it open and found two reports from the officers on scene last night. They hadn’t learned anything new since then.

She let out a half grunt as she took the sticky pad and picked up the marker. She wrote “Car” on the first one. Then “Rental Company,” “Laptop,” “Dating Sites,” and “Dr. Glenn Kugel.” She posted them all on the board and stepped back to study it again.

All she could see were the photos. The blood and the chair they’d found on the lower level. The shots of the body from several angles. The weird poem the killer had written on the wall.

“Who did this to you?”

And just as she whispered the words, a strange sensation came over her. Strange, but not unfamiliar. The eerie tingling sensation. The long-legged spiders doing their malicious dance along her spine. Her ears began to ring. Sweat began to bead on her forehead. She felt dizzy. Once again the bloody image of Hannah Kaye hanging from the rafters came to her.

Someone was laughing.

She turned her head and saw him in the corner. The big shoulders. The shaggy dirty blond hair. She could smell his repulsive cologne.

His deep green eyes bored into her. “You haven’t got the stomach to solve this one.”

“Like hell I don’t,” she said to the air.

“Steele?”

Miranda spun, heart pounding like a trip hammer.

“Are you okay?” It was Wesson standing in the doorway, frowning at her with concern.

Miranda drew in a breath and straightened. “I’m fine. Just fine.” Or she would be in a minute. She steadied herself with the back of a chair. “Did you find Smith?”

Wesson nodded. “In the restroom, crying her eyes out. She didn’t want to talk. I can’t say I blame her.”

“Did you get anything out of her while you were, uh, shopping in the boutique earlier?”

Uncomfortable, Wesson glanced away. “I was trying to distract her with clothes. It sort of worked. She told me she’s worried about messing up. Her boss is a real winner.”

“That’s all too obvious.”

Miranda thought of some of the winner bosses she’d had before she found her calling at the Parker Agency. Never in her life did she expect to feel sorry for the likes of Cindy Smith, but right now, she was on her side a hundred percent. Life had a funny way of playing jokes like that on you.

Coming out of her thoughts she caught Wesson staring up at the board as she hugged herself.

“This case,” she said in a hollow voice. “I know you have, Steele, but I’ve never seen anything like it. That poor woman. And her grandmother. And her business partner.” She rubbed her arms. “And that beautiful little shop she owned.”

Being a former boutique owner, that part must really be getting to her.

She turned to Miranda with an expression of awe. “How do you manage?”

This was a day of firsts. Never in her life did she think she’d be giving advice on how to cope on a case to Wesson. What could she tell her?

She shrugged. “You’ve got to focus. All we can do is our job. Do the best we can until we get the bastard.”

She looked up and saw Parker at the door, a warm glow of admiration in his handsome gray eyes. He must have overheard some of their conversation.

She pointed to the laptop he was still holding.

“I take it your conversation with Ballard didn’t go well?”

“As well as can be expected under the circumstances. He’s under a lot of pressure he isn’t used to, but he’s agreed to be more civil.”

“Uh huh.” They’d see how long that promise would last.

“I did convince him we needed access to firearms, though.”

“That was a major coup.”

He smiled slyly. “And that you would be in charge of his officers until this case is solved.”

Miranda’s mouth fell open. You what? she wanted to say. But then she saw Wesson grinning at her.

Scratching her head she turned back to the board. There was a lot of work to do. She glanced up at the clock on the wall. Half past noon already. Minutes had been ticking away while Ballard threw his hissy fit over Tremblay and found fault with Smith. They had a crazy serial killer on their hands. The longer they dilly-dallied, the more time he had to plan another kill.

Or to escape. He could be in Europe by now.

They had to move. And if she had to be the one to make that happen, then so be it.

Gritting her teeth, she rolled her shoulders. “Okay, then. Who’s here in the office?”


Chapter Thirteen

 

Twenty minutes later, the shoestring staff of the Nag’s Head police department assigned to the case were sitting around the conference table in the meeting room. Parker had ordered pizza for everyone to lighten the mood and give the officers some sustenance, and they had gobbled it up as if they hadn’t eaten in a month.

Miranda finished her slice, wiped her mouth, and got to her feet. “I need everyone to give me the status on this case so far. You first. What’s your name again?”

She pointed to an older man sitting across from her with gold-framed glasses and wavy dark gray hair that was thinning at the top.

“Detective Ross Garwood,” he said in a slow North Carolina brogue.

Garwood was the detective who had gathered trace evidence at the house before they’d arrived last night.

“I’m analyzing the fingerprints the team found at the scene, but it’s slow going. Nothing but the vic’s so far.”

Miranda nodded. They’d determined there weren’t many prints at the crime scene last night. “Is that it?”

Garwood scowled. “I’m also checking on florists and local flower delivery services to see if anyone dropped off an order of purple roses at that address.”

That was good thinking. She pointed to the detective beside Garwood, the good-looking one with the military haircut named Mike Deweese. “What have you got so far?”

Deweese took a swallow from his soda can. “I’ve starting going through the trace evidence Garwood found yesterday.”

“Find anything?”

“I found a couple of hairs that didn’t match the victim.”

That was promising. “Are they being processed?”

Deweese cleared his throat and looked at her with bloodshot eyes. He hadn’t gotten much sleep. “I’m going to send them to the state crime lab along with the blood samples from the chair, but that’s going to take a week or so to get results.”

They didn’t have that kind of time and everyone in the room knew it.

Miranda thought of her BFF back in Atlanta, John Fry. The guy who didn’t want to go out in the field and who’d rather be boiled in oil than work under her. His services were needed.

“We’ve got an analyst in our office who can do it faster,” she said without even blinking.

“Great.”

“I’ll give him a call when we’re done.” She turned to Smith. “Have you gotten hold of that rental company yet?”

Smith shook her head. Her nose was still pink from her crying jag, but she was hiding it well. “I think the manager is out of town for the weekend. I’m trying to find another contact.”

Miranda decided not to comment. “And how about you?” She pointed to the hairless Doug Hill with the round youthful face who had volunteered to keep watch at the crime scene last night.

He looked even worse than Deweese.

He ran a hand over his eyes as if trying to stay awake. “Garwood thoroughly dusted the mp3 player found at the scene for prints, but didn’t find a thing. The killer had to have wiped it clean. I had a look at it, though.”

“What did you find?”

“The song left playing on it was released by Wayne Newton in nineteen-sixty-five.”

“The Red Roses song.”

“Right.”

Not too earthshaking a discovery.

“The funny thing is—the player itself is pretty high end. Hi-res audio, LCD touchscreen, supports all kinds of files, extended battery life.”

“And?”

“The device is capable of holding several thousand songs, but this one had only three on it. The “Red Roses” song, “My Girl,” and “Save Your Heart for Me.”

“Love songs,” Wesson said.

Hill nodded. “All from the mid-sixties. I was thinking the killer might be an older guy.”

Deweese took another swallow of soda. “Sounds like one with an obsession to me.”

Miranda was just about to say that word. “You’re right. And the price of that player could mean the killer has money.” Though it didn’t tell them much more.

It was her turn.

“This morning my team and I went to Ms. Yearwood’s apartment and found this.” She pulled the laptop Parker had laid on the table toward her. “According to both her grandmother and her business partner, the vic was an avid dater. Since her divorce and return to the area a few years ago, she went out with a great number of men, both residents and visitors. We also discovered she was registered with several dating sites.”

Deweese and Hill looked at each other as if they were wondering how Miranda had determined that.

“Someone who contacted her through one of those sites may have become fixated on her. We need to find who she dated recently and when.”

Hill’s brows shot up. “I’m not sure we have the expertise to do a computer search at that level, Ms. Steele.”

Naturally, Miranda’s thoughts went to Becker. He wouldn’t be as hard to corral as Fry. “We’ve got a guy who can. I’ll round him up, too.”

Hill’s face brightened. “I’d like to work with him and pick his brain.”

A kindred nerd. “Sure.” She slid the laptop over to Hill. “The vic’s business partner told us she had a date Friday night, but we haven’t found any information on it yet.”

Grimly Hill nodded, feeling the pressure. “Your guy and I will focus on that.”

“Meanwhile, Mr. Parker and I are going to check out the restaurants and bars in the area to see if anyone saw Ms. Yearwood with her date Friday night.”

Hill raised a hand. “I can give you a list of places.”

“That would be good.” She turned to Wesson, who was sitting at the end of the table next to Smith. “I’d like you to stay here and help wherever the team needs you.”

“Sure thing, Steele.”

She saw Hill’s eyes grow big and Deweese smile. She had a feeling all these guys would love to work with the gorgeous redhead, but she knew Wesson would keep them in their place. She might be a flirt, but she was also a professional.

“I’ll check in later for a status report. If anything pops in the meantime, you all have my cell number.”

As everyone shuffled out of the room, Parker came over to her from the corner where he’d been watching the proceedings. “Excellent meeting. Your leadership skills are improving by leaps and bounds.”

“Ha. Tell me that after I talk to Fry.”

Parker raised a brow that told her not to let his brainy technician intimidate her.

“Well, if you feel that way, how about doing some clerical work while I call him and Becker?”

“Whatever you say—”

She held up a hand. “I know. I’m in charge.”


Chapter Fourteen

 

While Parker scanned the crime scene photos and reports to send on to Fry and Becker, Miranda slipped into an empty room and closed the door to make her calls.

Fry was as whiny as a spoiled toddler and prickly as a desert cactus. Then he demanded four times his pay for working on a Sunday. Miranda held her ground and told him it was in his job description to work an occasional weekend. She was about to threaten to put Parker on the phone when the crime scene photos came through.

One look at Josie Yearwood’s mangled body, and Fry changed his tune. He said he’d get with Garwood and Deweese and arrange to have the samples sent to the office ASAP.

One down, one to go, she thought as she dialed Becker’s number.

The first thing she heard when he picked up the phone was the ear-piercing cry of a child.

Then Becker’s Brooklyn accent came over the speaker. “I’m sorry, Callie. But it’s Charlie’s turn to pick the movie. Sorry about that, Steele,” Becker said to her once the noise died down.

“It’s okay.” Miranda remembered watching movies with Fanuzzi and her kids and their big golden retriever before her friend hooked up with Becker. She felt guilty tearing him away from his family life.

“What’s up?”

“Parker and I got called away on a case when we were at the birthday party yesterday.”

“Yes, Joanie told me about that.”

“We’re in the Outer Banks in North Carolina.”

“Oh, wow. Long trip.”

“Yeah. It’s a pretty bad one. We think it’s a serial killer, though we don’t know about any other victims yet. Parker’s sending you some information.”

“Okay.”

She heard Becker’s phone beep.

“There it is now.” He grew silent as he scrolled through the photos. “That is bad.” Miranda heard a shiver in his voice. “Who was she?”

“Divorced boutique owner. Grew up in the area and returned a few years ago. From what we’ve learned so far, we think she was a compulsive dater. She went out with a lot of different guys.”

“The popular type?”

“Uh huh. We found several dating sites she was registered with on her laptop.”

“Oh, here’s a photo of her when she was alive.” He let out a low whistle. “Doesn’t look like she’d have trouble finding dates. But you think she used a dating site?”

“Yeah. We think whoever she went out with Friday night killed her.”

“Oh gosh.”

“That’s what we need you for. Parker looked through the sites briefly but couldn’t find any evidence of a hookup for Friday night. Work your magic and see if you can get us a name.” She gave him the contact number for Officer Doug Hill. “He wants to pick your brain.”

“Sure. I’m flattered.” He sounded a little surprised. The guy had always underestimated himself. “I’ll get with him and we can run some scans of the laptop remotely.”

“Thanks, Becker.”

“No problem. We’ve got to get this creep before he kills again.”

She knew she could count on Becker. “How’s Fanuzzi doing?”

Miranda was surprised those words had come out of her mouth. She was usually laser focused and didn’t think about her friends when she was on a case. The sound of her best friend heaving in the Chatham’s guest bathroom must have left a lingering impression.

“A little better,” Becker said. “She and Coco are in the kitchen working on a party she’s catering tomorrow. Oh, wait. Here she is. She wants to talk to you.”

Miranda could see the image of her short, dark-haired frame standing in the hallway of their cozy little house, demanding the cell. Before Miranda could say she didn’t have time, Fanuzzi was on the phone.

“I’m so sorry I was such a mess at Mackenzie’s party.”

Was that all Fanuzzi wanted to say? “You couldn’t help it. Like you said, it’s Becker’s fault.” She laughed, but her friend didn’t laugh back.

“Mackenzie wanted me to tell you thanks again for the gift.”

“You think she knew you helped me pick it out?”

“Probably. She’s a bright kid.”

She was. “I wish she would have told me that. She could have texted or even called.”

Fanuzzi was silent a long moment.

“What?”

“You know it could be because she just wants some space.”

“You mean you think I’m—what? Smothering her or something? I hardly ever see her anymore.”

“I know. That’s not what I mean.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean she can tell you want something from her. Maybe something she can’t give you.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. She’s stopped vaping. I don’t think she knows about her father.”

Miranda had confessed her worries about that to Fanuzzi over a month ago. “So?”

“So what do you want from her, Murray?”

Miranda stared down at the phone. Pregnancy was making her friend even more blunt than usual. The words were hard to hear, but maybe she did want something from Mackenzie her daughter couldn’t give her. She hadn’t meant to put pressure on the girl.

“I gotta go. Coco’s helping me with catering for the Brannigan’s fiftieth wedding anniversary. A lot of influential folks will be there. You remember June and Geoffrey Brannigan, don’t you?”

Miranda frowned. “Who?”

“They work with Mr. P all the time.”

She must have met them at some point, but Miranda didn’t keep up with Parker’s society friends.

“Coco’s a whiz in the kitchen. Who knew someone so beautiful could sing and cook?” She laughed. “Gotta run. Here’s Dave.”

Feeling farther away from her daughter than ever, Miranda repeated what she needed Becker to work on and hung up.


Chapter Fifteen

 

Before she and Parker left the police station, they met Wesson in the weapons cache and picked up their standard issues.

Miranda had to smile when she saw they were Berettas. Three sleek black 22mm, .40 caliber pistols made by none other than Smith & Wesson. Ballard had even provided them with shoulder hostlers, which made the guns fit nicely under their jackets.

“Let’s hope we don’t have to use these,” Parker murmured as he tucked his under his fancy suit coat.

Miranda leaned close to Wesson. “Try to keep Smith focused.”

“Will do. Keep me posted.”

“Of course.”

And they headed out.

As they drove back across the sound in the Nissan, Miranda took a moment to gaze at the sunlight gleaming off the water. Then she pulled out the list of nightspots Hill had provided.

“Lot of places to visit,” she sighed, letting her frustration show.

Parker was just as vexed. “It’s bad timing as well. The same staff may not be on duty.”

He was right. It was too early in the day. But they couldn’t wait. “We’ll just have to dig up what we can.”

“Agreed.”

First stop was an old brewery on Queen Elizabeth Street, about a two-minute walk from Josie’s boutique. Since the temperature had climbed to sixty, they left their outer coats in the car and made their way up a brick sidewalk.

The exterior of the place had an old-fashioned look with more red brick, green awnings and yet another white picket fence. Inside another set of rustic brick walls held chalkboards extolling a wide assortment of beers on tap. The place also featured a full menu, including an array of appetizers from hummus to nachos. She could smell hamburger grilling in the back.

Miranda strolled up to the polished bar where a tall beefy guy with a handlebar mustache in a striped shirt and a bowtie stood. She half expected to hear an Irish accent—or maybe a barbershop tune—come out of his mouth.

Instead he greeted her with a smile and the North Carolina brogue she was starting to get used to. “Welcome to the Brewery. My name’s Pete. What can I get for you? Our brown ale is some of the best in the southeast.”

Miranda ignored the sales pitch. “Pete, my name is Miranda Steele and this is Wade Parker. We’re investigators from Atlanta and we’re wondering if a certain young woman frequented your place here.”

His thick red brow rose with suspicion. “What young woman would that be?”

Miranda pulled up the photo from the dating site and slid her phone across the counter. “This young woman.”

Pete took the phone and studied it a moment. Then he slid it back. “That’s Josie Yearwood.”

“You know her?”

His brows furrowed. “Sure. She’s been on the news. Did you know she was killed last night in a house on the ocean front?”

“That’s the case we’re investigating.”

“Oh. Right.” Suddenly his ruddy face beamed with comprehension. “You two are the detectives from Atlanta, aren’t you? You’re here to find that killer.”

“We hope to,” Parker said.

The bartender shook his head. “Awful what happened to that girl.”

“Yes, it was.”

“From what I saw on the news it was pretty brutal. We don’t have stuff like that happen around here.”

Miranda cleared her throat. Enough chitchat. “Did you know Ms. Yearwood, Pete? Was she a regular customer here?”

He took the phone and studied it another moment. “She looks familiar, but so does every single white female who comes into this place. I’ve seen a lot of them, and I’ve only been here a few months.”

“We think she had a date in this area Friday night.”

“Do you think the guy she was with killed her?”

“We don’t know yet. We’re just following leads.”

“I was working the bar Friday night. Blaire was one of our waiters.”

He called over a thin young woman with a bright smile who had to be in her early twenties. Her hair in a ponytail, she was dressed in the same striped-shirt-and-bowtie outfit as the bartender.

“How can I help you?” she grinned cheerily. “Would you like to see a menu? We’ve got a special on the Carolina Crab Cake. It’s scrumptious.”

“No, thank you,” Miranda said.

Before she could say any more, the bartender cut in. “They’re here about that awful murder on the news. These are the detectives from Atlanta.”

Brown eyes wide, Blaire pressed a hand to her striped shirt. “Oh, wow. I’m so glad you’re here. It’s just terrible what happened to that young woman.”

“Yes, it is.” Miranda nodded to the barkeep. “Pete here says you were working Friday?”

“For a little bit.”

“Did you see Ms. Yearwood here with anyone?” She held out the phone with Josie’s picture.

Blaire nodded right away. “Yes, I know her. She was here a lot with different guys.”

“Was she here Friday night?”

She tapped her lips with her fingers for a moment. “I—can’t say I remember seeing her Friday. But I left early. I had a date myself.”

“Who else was on duty Friday?”

“Several of the staff were here. Most of them are off now. We don’t get much business on Sunday nights in the offseason.”

Hmm. Miranda thought of how short-staffed she was. Time to put those leadership skills Parker was so big on to work. “Blaire, I’m wondering if you could do me a favor.”

“Certainly.”

“Could you call the members of the staff who were working Friday and ask if they saw Josie Yearwood?”

“Sure. I’ll have to get their numbers from the manager.”

“It’s an official police matter.”

“Oh, yes. I understand. I’m sure he’ll be happy to help you in any way he can.”

Miranda handed the young woman her card. “If any of them saw Ms. Yearwood here on Friday, tell them to call me.”

“Of course.”

“Thank you for your time.”

“No problem. I do hope you find that horrible killer.”

“So do we.”


Chapter Sixteen

 

Back out on the sidewalk, Parker gave Miranda a smile. “Good thinking to enlist the waitress’s aid.”

“Yeah,” she smirked. “I was almost as smooth as you.”

He raised a playful brow. “Am I smooth?”

“Seriously?” she said, sounding like Wendy Van Aarle. “Anyway, we have too many other places to visit. And the police are busy.”

“On the assignments you gave them.”

“You don’t have to rub that in.”

“I’m simply proud of you.”

“Yeah, yeah.” As they crossed the street and walked down a little farther past a row of shops with window panes and signs that reminded her of England, another idea came to Miranda. “Do you think Josie might have been nabbed after she left her date Friday night?”

“It’s possible.” Parker’s tone had turned ominous.

“The crime rate is low around here. And in such a small place, you’d think someone would notice if somebody were stalking her.”

“Are you trying to convince me or yourself?”

“Trying to find a way to rule it out, but I can’t right now.”

“Which means we have another loose end.”

“We have a whole basketful of those, don’t we?” she sighed as she reached the next stop on their list. It was a sandwich shop frequented by locals, according to Hill.

Parker opened the door, and they stepped into an open area filled with wooden tables where a few families were enjoying a late lunch or early dinner.

No one greeted them, so Miranda walked up to an area next to a deli counter and looked for a bell to ring. Before she could find it, a hefty woman came through a back door with a big smile on her face.

“Welcome, y’all,” she drawled. “What can I git for you?”

Miranda turned to Parker and whispered, “Your turn.”

Parker nodded and flashed her his extremely smooth smile. “Good afternoon, ma’am.”

The woman melted and would have told him anything he wanted, but after Parker explained why they were here, she insisted she hadn’t seen Josie Yearwood in her establishment Friday night.

Back outside, Miranda studied the store’s façade as a balmy breeze played with her hair. “A sandwich shop is way too casual for Josie, anyway.”

“Probably.”

They had come out the front and were on the dock, facing the rippling waves of the bay and the fanciful sailboats moored along the piers, white masts against blue sky and water.

“This is such a beautiful place,” she murmured.

“It is,” Parker agreed.

“Hard to imagine how something so gruesome could happen here.” She was echoing the sentiments of everyone they’d talked to.

“Evidently the killer has no appreciation for that.”

“Let’s get going.”

They visited an ice cream parlor, a waterfront café, a southwestern grill.

Everyone on each establishment’s staff was friendly and cooperative—you wouldn’t get far in a tourist town if you weren’t. Most everyone had seen Josie’s story on the news, thanks to Angela Tremblay. And most everyone remembered Josie Yearwood stopping by at one time or another with a date. But no one could tell them anything about seeing her Friday night.

And then Blaire called from the brewery that had been their first stop. She’d spoken to everyone who’d been working the dining room Friday night.

No one had served Josie Yearwood or her mystery man.

The sun was going down when they reached one of the classier spots along the bay—appropriately called Bayside Manor. They entered through a white arch and a tall set of stairs to an expansive structure that reminded Miranda a bit of the Parker mansion.

Inside the air was filled with a mouth-watering mixture of scents. Rack of lamb, ribeye, seared tuna. Peeking in through the lobby, Miranda could see the dining area was all white-table cloths and polished crystal bounded by symmetrically placed wooden columns. Soft music filled the air. Her spidey sense started to tingle.

This was the type of place Josie Yearwood would go on a date.

“Do you have a reservation?”

The question was uttered in a soft Southern dialect almost as sophisticated as Parker’s. The speaker was a thin pale man who’d come up behind a polished oak podium placed in front of a rustic gray stone wall. He was wearing a dark suit and tie with a crisp white shirt that made him look more like an undertaker than a mâitre d’.

“No reservation. My name is Miranda Steele and this is Wade Parker.” She went through the litany she’d spouted off a dozen times already, explaining who they were and what they were looking for.

The man’s face turned a shade paler as he put a hand to his throat. “I saw that story on the news. It’s dreadful. Perfectly dreadful.”

“Yes, it was. Do you know who was on duty Friday night?”

His mouth went thin as he bent down behind the desk to retrieve a dark red binder. He opened it and turned a few pages.

Miranda watched his long manicured fingers move over the lines. “Several staff members were here. Rayleen was in charge,” he said at last.

She was about to ask if she could speak to this Rayleen when a full-throated Southern accent rang through the air. “Are you gossiping about me to the customers again, Cesare?”

Miranda turned to see a full-figured woman of about forty with red-gold ringlets piled atop her head. She was dressed in waitress black.

The man named Cesare nodded to her stiffly. It was obvious he didn’t care for her causal approach. “Rayleen, this is Miranda Steele and Wade Parker. They’re private investigators from Atlanta and they’re looking into that dreadful murder on the ocean front.”

Rayleen’s smile disappeared. “Oh, my. Do you really think there’s a serial killer on the loose here? What are you doing to catch him?”

“Everything we can,” Miranda said firmly.

“We’re hoping you can help us,” Parker added.

“How can we help?”

“We think the young woman who was killed had a date Friday night. She and her escort may have come here.”

The woman put her hands on her hips. “Josie Yearwood did come here a lot.”

She knew her by name. Miranda’s hopes began to rise.

“I don’t know if she was here on Friday, though. I’ll have to ask the girls.”

The thin man pointed to his book. “Here’s a list of who was on duty.”

“Thanks, Cesare. I know who was here. Give me a minute.”

Rayleen stepped around the gray brick divider while the stuffy Cesare greeted a couple who had just come in.

Miranda strolled over to the seats in the waiting area and sank down into one of them, glad to get off her feet, though her hopes sank down with her. All the way to the soles of her shoes.

“This is going to be another dead end,” she whispered to Parker. “I can feel it.”

“Patience. Someone had to have seen her Friday night.”

Not if the guy nabbed her off the street. But Parker was right. They had to go through the motions and tick off the boxes.

After another ten minutes, Rayleen marched back around the stone wall with a young woman who couldn’t have been older than twenty.

She was also all in black and so thin, she looked like an exclamation mark next to Rayleen’s fuller frame. Her long blond hair was pulled into the standard waitress ponytail and her eyes were wide with emotion.

“This is Fern. She was on duty Friday night. Tell them what you just told me, honey.”

Fern rubbed her arms and looked at her boss, then at Parker, then at Miranda. “Josie Yearwood was here Friday night. I served her.”

Miranda shot to her feet. “Who was she with?”

Fern gave her a frightened look. “I didn’t recognize him.”

“But she was with a date?”

“Oh, yes. She was always with a date.”

“What did he look like?”

“Um.” The young woman glanced at Rayleen again. “Maybe longish hair, kind of wavy, I think. It might have been darker. I’m not sure.”

“Good looking?”

“Well, yeah. The thing is, Ms. Yearwood came here a lot. Every other week or so. Most of the time with a new guy. All of them were good-looking. They kind of run together after a while.”

Miranda thought of a different angle. “Did the guy on Friday pay with a credit card?”

“No. That I remember. He paid with two hundred dollar bills and told me to keep the change. I mean, the meal was pricey, but it wasn’t that much.”

So the guy did have money. And paid in cash to avoid being identified. Maybe he went to an ATM nearby. If the bank had surveillance—

“Do you use security cameras in your parking lot?” Parker asked before her thought was formed.

That was an even better idea.

Especially when Rayleen’s face brightened. “We sure do. Follow me.”

The supervisor led them past the couch, behind another gray brick wall, and through a hidden door. They followed her down a narrow dimly lit passage where shouts and clattering pans and sizzling sounds could be heard from the nearby kitchen.

At the end of the hall she opened a door to a cluttered office and stepped inside. “I apologize for the mess. I don’t get time to clean up often.”

There was a large desk off to one side piled with papers that nearly hid a computer screen. A ragged looking desk chair was tucked under it. Next to it stood a bookshelf, its shelves stacked with more papers and files.

Rayleen pointed to a narrower desk along the opposite wall. Another computer screen and keyboard sat on the desk, a zigzagging screensaver running on it.

That’s our surveillance system, such as it is. “Willie set it up for us. He’s one of our cooks.”

Miranda strolled over to the desk and pushed the mouse. A video frame appeared. A single camera mounted on one of the eaves of the roof offered a partial shot of the parking lot, near where she and Parker had entered the place. She could just make out the dim figures of a family and two couples getting out of their cars and heading for the door.

The image was black-and-white and very grainy.

“Not a very clear picture,” Parker murmured. Miranda could hear the frustration in his tone.

Rayleen let out a sigh. “I keep telling the owner to upgrade, but he doesn’t think it’s necessary. This is a safe town. Or it was. Maybe he’ll listen to me now.”

“Do you have anything from Friday night?”

“Willie backs the data up every week. I think he’d have it here.” She shuffled through a holder of disks and pulled out one with the date written in marker on its sleeve. “Here it is.”

It would take a while to go through a whole night’s worth of video. “Do you mind if we take this back to the station?”

“No, not at all. I hope it will help you find that killer.”

“So do we.”

“Would you like something to eat?” Parker wanted to know as they left the restaurant.

“We can’t stop.”

She knew he would love to stop and feed her something fancy after the trying time they’d had. But they had others to think of and a video to watch.

“You need sustenance,” he said sternly.

Okay, but so did her team. “Let’s pick up some food for everybody at that sandwich shop.”

“Excellent idea.”


Chapter Seventeen

 

When Miranda and Parker strolled into the back of the police station, arms laden with pastrami and corned beef and Italian subs, they were greeted with cheers and a round of applause.

She’d been right. Her police hounds hadn’t eaten since lunch, and they were ravenous again.

Hill pointed them to a break area off to the side of the desks and everyone shuffled in and got a sandwich.

“We’ve got to work while we eat,” Miranda told them as eager hands dugs into the bags for the Styrofoam containers of goodies. She’d wait until they were settled before she told them about the video. First she needed an update on everyone’s status.

As everyone shuffled out of the room, she pulled Wesson over to a corner and spoke low.

“Any luck with the rental company?”

Wesson nodded. “It took a while, but I had Cindy rack her brain, and she came up with a friend of a friend of the manager, Marilyn Little. We called, and after an hour or two the friend was able to contact Little. She just called us back.”

“And?”

“The rental company is East Seaside Properties. They take care of the house. That’s who Little works for. But the house itself is owned by Cardinal Mutual Trust Company.”

Miranda’s brows rose. “A trust company? There’s no single owner?”

“Apparently not.”

“Who’s renting the place from Seaside?”

Wesson pursed her lips with chagrin. “That’s the thing. Little told us that house hasn’t been rented since late September.”

Not rented for a month and a half? A chill went down Miranda’s spine and she knew Wesson was feeling the same sensation. Did their guy just break into the place? But there had been no sign of forced entry.

“Who rented it in September?”

“Little didn’t know. She’s going to look it up when she gets back to town tomorrow. We’ll be doing some digging then to find a contact at the trust company as well.”

Miranda nodded. “How’s Smith?” she asked in an even lower voice.

“Okay.” Wesson glanced at the door. “She made the phone calls, got Little to give her more information than she wanted to. And Ballard went home for the day shortly after you left.”

Miranda shook her head. The sergeant had left the lackeys to do the dirty work. It was just as well. She didn’t want that guy browbeating the team who was now hers.

“Okay. We’ll get back at it tomorrow, then.”

“Right. Oh, and Cindy asked to drive me back to the B&B when we’re done here. I think she wants to talk.”

“Sure.”

Wondering what that was about, Miranda started toward the work area, then remembered Parker’s past advice about how to be a boss.

She stopped and turned back. “Good job, Wesson.”

Looking a little surprised, Wesson grinned. “No problem.”

Feeling awkward as ever being “the boss,” Miranda gave her a nod and moved out into the hall.

The work area for the police officers was a long rectangular space stretched between the two halls on either side. It was filled with desks stationed in various positions. Those belonging to the detectives sat at the corners of the space, while the ones occasionally used by the other officers were jammed together in the middle. Each desk had a rolling chair, one or two guest chairs, and a trash can.

Portraits of the governor and the mayor hung on the wall beside a large police emblem. Near a row of filing cabinets stood a pole with the state flag. The air smelled of stale coffee and the food they’d just brought in.

The scene hadn’t changed much since she’d seen it that afternoon. Most of the desks were covered with computer equipment and case files stuffed into plastic organizers or stacked in piles.

Miranda marched over to the desk in the corner near the door, where Officer Doug Hill was munching on a Reuben. “What have you and Becker come up with?”

Hill held up a finger as he chewed and swallowed his last bite. “I just got off a video conference with him before you and Mr. Parker came in. What a cool guy.” Hill reached for his soda can and gulped down a mouthful. “He showed me some nifty apps, and we scrolled through the dating sites looking for key phrases.”

Sounded promising. “Did you find any matches?”

“Not anything we could piece together for a date Friday night. It looks like after the vic decided a guy had potential, she switched to communicating with him on her phone. She’d given a bunch of guys her number.”

That was progress. “Do you have information on them?”

“The app is gathering that data now. But it won’t tell us when or if Josie set up dates with any of them for sure.”

It was something. “Good job. Let me know when you get that list.”

“Sure thing, but—”

“What is it, Hill?”

“I don’t know. It’s just that Becker thought there was something funny about the dating sites.”

“What do you mean, funny?”

Hill raised his hands. “I’m not sure. He rattled off some terminology I didn’t understand and then said, ‘Never mind.’ I don’t think he wanted me to say anything to you yet.”

Miranda frowned. Becker usually wasn’t secretive—unless she asked him to be. She’d talk to him about that later. “That’s okay. If he says anything else like that, let me know.”

Hill seemed a little bewildered, but nodded. “Okay. Will do.”

She moved over to Deweese, who was standing in the far corner near a metal filing cabinet, his back to the room.

He was on his cell.

“How are you coming along?” she said when he’d hung up.

“Good,” he grinned and held up his phone. “That was Fry. He got the samples we sent and has started working on them.”

Miranda nodded, hoping Fry could do his thing and get them something to work with fast. She scanned the room and focused on the only clean desk in the area. There were just a few things on it. A pen, a blotter, a green apple near the corner. Next to the apple sat a brass name plate reading “Ross Garwood.”

“What about him?” She gestured in the direction of the desk.

“Garwood?” Deweese scratched his head. “He left an hour ago. Told me he’d called a few florists, but all the rest on his list were closed.”

Miranda put her hands on her hips and stared at the desk.

“I didn’t want to say anything, but you might not get a lot from him.”

“Oh?”

“He’s been here a long time. An old school guy. Figures he’s put in his time, and he doesn’t think he can help much on this case. He’ll retire in a month or so.”

“So he’s phoning it in.”

Deweese shrugged. “He’s a good detective, but he’s a short-timer. What can I say?”

She watched him glance up at the picture of the mayor. Ballard’s being in charge probably had something to do with Garwood’s attitude, but she didn’t have time to worry about the department’s politics. “Okay. You have a computer free?”

“The one on my desk. What do you need it for?”

“We’ve got a video to watch.”

“You and Mr. Parker got something?”

“From one of the restaurants along the dock. Bayside Manor.”

His let out a low whistle. “The pricey one.”

“Yep.” She handed him the disk. “Let’s have a look.”

Everyone pulled up chairs and gathered round as Deweese took the disk out of its sleeve and slid it into the player on his desktop.

The screen went black, flickered a bit, and then a grainy image of static appeared.

Everyone groaned.

“What’s wrong with it?” said Hill.

“Did it fail to record?” Smith sounded panicky.

Miranda felt her stomach start to roil.

Deweese held up a hand. “Wait. There it is.”

Suddenly the static cleared and an image of the parking lot outside the restaurant came into view. It was dark and unclear, but better than what they had a minute ago.

“The resolution isn’t very high,” Hill said.

“The restaurant manager sends her apologies for that,” Parker told them flatly.

Miranda folded her arms. “It was the best we could get. Squint hard and see if you can see anything.”

They all did just that, craning their necks, watching dark blurry cars and customers come and go for an hour. Then two hours.

When the time on the clock read eight-forty-eight, Miranda was ready to give up. They’d struck out again.

“Wait a minute.” Smith rose from her seat and put her nose close to the screen. “Is that her?”

Wesson let out a little gasp and leaned in.

“Stop the video.”

Deweese hit the mouse and the image froze.

Miranda peered at the screen. The image of the back of a woman in a dark dress, heels, and a plaid jacket came into view as she headed away from the restaurant’s entrance.

Was that her?

“Let it run.”

Deweese clicked the mouse again and the image began to move. The woman looked like she was laughing as she tossed her long light colored hair over her shoulder.

“It’s her,” Smith breathed.

“Definitely Josie Yearwood,” Deweese agreed.

“It’s her, all right,” Wesson chimed in.

They were right.

It was the same woman Miranda had seen in those photos Josie had posted on the dating sites. She was sure of it. As the woman moved across the lot, the form of a man materialized beside her. He was dressed in a dark suit and looked like he had wavy hair that was cut short on the sides, but he was in the shadows and it was hard to make him out.

After another minute the couple strolled over to the row of vehicles on the left of the screen. While Josie stepped to the passenger side of one of the cars, the man opened the driver’s side.

“Didn’t help her inside,” Hill noted.

“He knew the camera would catch his face if he turned this way,” Parker said.

The man said something. Josie laughed again, then got into the car.

Miranda held her breath as she waited for the vehicle’s lights to come on. Slowly it rolled out of the spot.

“There. Stop it right there.”

Deweese did, and once again everyone stared at the screen in silence.

The plate number was too fuzzy to read, the image too grainy and dark.

“Is that a Mercedes logo?”

“Could be an Infiniti.”

“Or a Mazda.”

Damn. “Do you have any software to enhance—never mind. Becker does.”

Deweese let the video run again. The car rolled out of the lot, turned left onto Queen Elizabeth, and disappeared.

Miranda watched it with an empty feeling. They had something, and yet they had nothing. They had to find more. “Rewind to the spot where Yearwood first appears and get a splice of that section. Watch it again and see if you can spot any details. I’m going to make that call to Becker.”

Parker met her gaze as she got to her feet. He didn’t say anything, but he looked troubled.

There was no time to talk, so she went down the hall and put in another call to her buddy. He was putting the kids to sleep and she hated interrupting him.

“I’m sorry, Becker, but we need you.”

“It’s okay,” he said after he shut Callie’s bedroom door. “We have to get that killer before there’s another victim.”

She was glad he understood. “We’ve got surveillance video from the parking lot of the restaurant where the vic was Friday night. We need it enhanced.”

There was a pause. “Is the resolution good?”

“Not really. It was taken with pretty antiquated equipment.”

“I can’t promise anything, but I’ll do what I can.”

It was all she could ask for. “Thanks. I’ll get it to you ASAP.”

She hung up and returned to the work area.

“Becker’s going to work on enhancing that shot of the tag,” she announced. “The good news is we know Josie Yearwood got into a car with someone in the Bayside Manor parking lot just before nine o’clock on Friday.”

It might be small, but it was no less a victory.

“I’ve got the splice ready to send.” Deweese was fixed on the image on his screen. “They must have taken the Washington Baum Bridge across the sound to South Croatan to get to the house in Nags Head.”

Same route she and Parker had been taking. There weren’t any other direct roads. “Are there any cameras on those highways?”

They all just stared at her. Okay. Dumb question. “What have you got, Deweese?”

He was playing with the video. “I just reversed it to an hour and half or so earlier. I can see the guy pull into that spot in the vehicle and get out, but he’s behind another couple when he goes to the entrance. Can’t see his face at all.”

Miranda watched the footage as the detective spoke. The guy sure looked like he was purposely staying out of view. This was him.

This was their killer.

Now all they had to do was figure out who he was. And where he was hiding now.

From the spot where he’d been observing everything, Parker came to her side and touched her arm. “I don’t believe there’s much more to be done tonight.”

She looked up at the clock. He was right. It was getting late and these people were going on fumes.

“Okay, everyone. Let’s wrap things up for tonight. Go home, get some sleep and come back tomorrow ready to find this guy.”

She glanced up at Parker.

He was wearing that patient look of his.

“Oh, and good work.”

Everyone started to throw away their trash, pack up, and head out.

Miranda spotted Smith sneaking out with Wesson without saying goodnight. She couldn’t figure her out.

Everyone had gone and they were waiting for Deweese to turn out the lights when there was a knock on the back door.

Instinctively Miranda’s hand moved toward her weapon. But no, some attacker wouldn’t knock on the back door of a police station.

With a frown of curiosity, Deweese walked over to the door and opened it. “Can I help you?”

A large man with linebacker shoulders stood at the entry.

He wore a light blue jersey with “Carolina” printed on it in white letters. His jeans were baggy and his athletic shoes were dirty and worn at the toes. Thick wavy hair fell almost to his shoulders.

He scanned them with sullen gray eyes for a moment then gestured toward the walkway. “I tried the front, but the door is locked, so I came around here.”

“What do you need, sir?” Deweese said in his best cop voice.

“I heard about that murder on the news? That young woman who was killed in that ocean front house?”

Miranda folded her arms. “What about it?”

“I work for East Seaside Properties, ma’am. I think I might know something about what happened.”


Chapter Eighteen

 

With Parker at her side looking as skeptical as she felt, Miranda followed their guest down the hall while Deweese led the way.

Past the break room, the detective opened a door and switched on a light inside a standard-looking interrogation room. It contained the requisite table and four hard, uncomfortable metal chairs. The walls were painted a pale blue, a similar shade to the man’s jersey, which made part of him seem to disappear as he took a seat at the far end.

“Would you like something to drink?” Deweese offered after introducing everyone.

Standard police warm-up question, Miranda thought, taking a seat along the table’s side, while Parker positioned himself in the corner where he could observe.

“No, thanks,” said the man as he ran a hand over his face. “I just don’t know where to begin.”

Deweese set down a clipboard he’d picked up on the stroll over and sat at the far end of the table. “Why don’t you start by giving us your name, sir?”

“Grover. Grover Ulman.”

Miranda studied the man’s frame, trying to compare it to the dark figure she’d seen in the video a few moments ago. There might have been some similarities. The hair was longer, but maybe he’d used gel or a band. The basic body shape, maybe. But that video just wasn’t clear enough to tell.

Ulman looked to be at least in his mid-forties, with a lined leathery-skinned face, a knobby nose, a large jaw, and thick overgrown eyebrows.

“And you work for East Seaside Properties?” she asked.

“Yes. Six years now. Molly and me—that’s my wife—we came here for a visit one summer and fell in love with the place. I was good with my hands, so I applied.”

“And your position is—?”

“I do routine maintenance for the company’s rental properties. I take care of the heating and A/C, replace light bulbs, do painting and plumbing. Molly, she was a Vacation Specialist. She was always better with people than me.”

Miranda glanced over at Deweese. He was writing everything down on a form.

“Was?” she asked.

Ulman spread his big hands out on the table before him. His knuckles were large and knobby. Miranda noticed a small cut along his thumb.

“We separated a year ago,” he said. “She wanted kids, and I couldn’t—well, she went back to her folks in Asheville.” He stared down at his fingers, the muscles in his face tight.

They were getting way off-track. “When was the last time you were at the house where the incident occurred Friday night?”

“The day before. On Thursday. Miss Mae said a guest and his family was coming in for Thanksgiving next week.”

“Miss Mae?”

“That’s what everyone calls the property manager. Her real name is Marilyn Little.”

“I see.” The name Wesson had given her earlier.

“Anyway, I went to the property Wednesday to check things over. I found one of the toilets was running, but I had to get a fill valve to fix it. I came back the next day to replace the part. The cleaning folks came in shortly after I arrived.”

And wiped everything down. “Did you notice anything unusual?”

“Unusual? No, everything seemed pretty normal. That’s a real nice house. Everyone who stays there loves it.”

“Did you notice anyone in the area you hadn’t seen before?” Miranda pressed.

Lines creased in his well-tanned face. “No, not really. Mrs. Kennicutt was on the porch with her cat. She lives two doors down.”

The neighbor who’d complained about the noise.

“Most everyone else is gone. We have some other properties there that are empty now, as well. This is the slow season. Things will pick up again in the spring when the weather turns warm.”

“So I understand. And what was it you came here to tell us?”

“Well now, that’s just the thing.” He tapped the table with a forefinger. “It was actually Tuesday that I was going to check out that house, but when I swung by the office to get the keys, they weren’t there.”

“What do you mean?”

“Miss Mae keeps them in a locked drawer. Only the East Seaside employees have access to them. But when I went to get them, they weren’t there.”

“They weren’t in the drawer?”

“Nope. I figured the cleaning crew had them that day and had forgotten to mark it on the schedule, so I went to another property instead. The keys were back in the drawer on Wednesday, so that’s when I did my first check. I got them again on Thursday. When the cleaning crew came in that day, I wondered why the keys were missing on Tuesday. They usually don’t take more than a day. But then it slipped my mind until I heard Angela Tremblay’s report on the news.”

Was that how their killer got into the place? Had he taken the key and made a copy? Had to be.

“Mr. Ulman, what kind of vehicle do you drive?”

Again he seemed confused by the question. “A Chevy pickup. Why?”

Whatever the car on that video was, it certainly wasn’t a pickup truck. “Do you own any other vehicles?”

“No. Haven’t needed one since Molly left.” There was a sudden defensiveness in his tone.

“And you have no idea who took the keys from the drawer on Tuesday.”

“Not a clue.”

Miranda sat back. She wished they could keep this guy in custody, but they didn’t have enough evidence. She looked up at Parker. “Do you have any other questions?”

“You’ve covered them.”

She turned to Deweese. “You?”

“No. I’ve got everything down here. Would you mind looking this over and signing it, Mr. Ulman?” He turned his clipboard around and slid it across the table.

“No, not at all.” He took the board, read it over, scrawled his name across the bottom.

Deweese got to his feet. “Unless you can think of anything else to tell, we’re done here.”

Ulman rose and handed the officer the clipboard. “That’s all I had to say. Except that I hope you catch that killer soon. It was awful what happened to that young woman.”

“We hope to do just that. Thank you for your time.” Deweese walked the man out of the station.

As they went down the hall, Miranda joined Parker in his dark corner. “Do you think he’s a suspect?” she asked quietly.

He shook his head. “He doesn’t fit.”

She didn’t think so, either.

Once again they joined Deweese at the back door. “We need to get a list of everyone who had access to that drawer at East Seaside Properties. Can you work on that tomorrow?” Miranda said.

Deweese nodded. “First thing.”

“Let me know if anything pops. Parker and I are going to pay a visit to that doctor Josie Yearwood was seeing.”


Chapter Nineteen

 

As soon as they got back to the B&B, Miranda hit the shower. Letting the hot steamy water pound over her sore muscles, she closed her eyes and let the facts of the case run through her mind.

Josie Yearwood had in fact been on a date Friday night and had gotten into her escort’s car after her last meal at the Bayside Manor. The car was a dark sedan with as yet unknown plates. The killer had probably taken her straight to that house along the ocean front. And he very likely was familiar with the rental company who managed the house. He might have taken the keys from the manager’s drawer and returned them later.

And even with all that information, they were no closer to finding the guy than yesterday. They had no clue who he was. He was clever enough not to leave any trace of himself behind.

Just as the frustration began to mount inside her, undoing the work of the shower, she felt Parker step in behind her.

He reached for a cloth and began to rub soap over her shoulders.

“What are you doing?”

“Washing your back. Do you want me to stop?”

“Not if you want to take another breath.”

His low laugh caressed her ears as his lips found her neck and began sending mind-numbing tingles through her whole body.

“You’re distracting me from my work.”

“You need to let it go for a while.”

“I need to find that killer before he gets to one of the ‘others’.”

“You can’t do that if you’re not rested. Isn’t that what you told your team?”

She twisted her neck around, trying to give him a dirty look. “How did they become my team, anyway? You’re the one who should be in charge.”

“But you’re the one they’re looking to now for leadership.” He nibbled at her shoulder while his hands moved over her flesh.

He was so infuriating. And just now, his fingers running up her sides were maddening. She might be in charge, but Parker was the one in control. Always.

And because she’d learned to love him for that instead of fight him, she closed her eyes and let the water rush over her. Leaning her head back as he worked his way to her front, she relaxed and surrendered to his magic.


Chapter Twenty

 

Cindy Smith climbed the two steps of the raw wood porch in front of the tiny three-bedroom house with the big bay window. She’d always liked the home she’d lived in during her last year of high school—the home she’d returned to when she quit the Parker Agency. It was painted a calming sea green and was nestled in a cozy neighborhood a few miles north of the police station. She’d always felt safe here.

She eyed her mother’s potted plants sitting along the ledge. Some were still alive. Her mother had a green thumb.

As quietly as she could, she unlocked the front door and shut it behind her.

“You’re getting home late.”

She sighed. There was no hiding from her mother.

She followed the sound of her voice to the living room with its homespun furniture and potbellied stove that served as a fireplace. As always, her mother was sitting in her rocking chair in the corner, a knitting project in her lap.

“Had to work, Mom,” she told her.

“I understand,” she said, deftly working the needles. “Are you close to catching that horrible man?”

Her shoulders sank. “I don’t know. Everyone’s doing the best they can.”

“I know you are, sweetie.” Her mother stopped knitting and put her hands in her lap. “I just can’t help worrying about you. You’ve never had to face anything like this.”

Not since she’d come home from Atlanta. Not that she’d had any dangerous cases there. She wasn’t like Steele. But she might have been if she’d finished her training.

“Don’t worry, Mom. I’m not getting into anything dangerous. I’ll be okay.”

“I hope so, honey. Do you need any dinner?”

“No, thanks. They had food at the station. I’m really tired and I need to be there early tomorrow. I’m heading off for bed.” She leaned over and kissed her mother’s cheek.

“All right, dear.”

She started toward the hall. “Cindy?”

“Yes, Mom?”

“Your father would be proud of you.”

“Thanks.”

She went down the hall, took a quick shower and got into bed. She was dead tired, but too depressed to sleep.

How had she ever gotten involved with this case? She’d wanted to bare her soul to Wesson when she drove her to the B&B tonight, but ended up talking about clothes and shoes instead. Though the only time she got to wear nice outfits was when she was off duty, they remained a passion. She and Wesson had had that in common. It was the main reason they’d hit it off when they met at the Agency.

But now? Wesson was working under Steele. She couldn’t believe it, though it made sense. Wesson had always been serious about being a detective.

Rolling over, Cindy thought about those words on the wall of that house. She thought about the body. Shivers went through her. She closed her eyes, trying to block out the images. But she couldn’t. The guilt wouldn’t let her.

She’d known her.

Not at first. Not even after the ID came back from her fingerprints. It was when she’d gone to tell Mrs. Yearwood her granddaughter was dead. The kindly woman had ushered her into her living room and she’d noticed the picture of Josie on the mantelpiece.

Miss Dare County.

Suddenly she’d remembered her from high school. Her parents had moved to Manteo from Murfreesboro before her father got a job in Nags Head. She’d spent her junior year at the high school there. Josie had been a Senior. The most popular girl in school. She had an entourage of other girls who were in her clique. Those she favored. Cindy hadn’t made the cut.

And then there were the boys. Lots of them. Some of them told stories about how they’d been with Josie when they hadn’t. Others drooled when she came down the hall. All of them longed for a chance to go out with the Beauty Queen. But Josie was very selective. Only the cream of the crop made the cut. And there were many who didn’t. Josie called them her “rejects.”

Cindy had an idea about that, but it was too silly for words.

No, she wasn’t the sharp detective here. That was Steele’s place, and Wesson wasn’t far behind. And Mr. Parker? No one could touch him.

She rolled over and put the pillow over her head, trying to block out her own thoughts.

Why did she have to be the one who found that body? Why did this gruesome murder have to happen here? Why did she have to work with Parker and Steele again? She had no answers.

All she knew, was she hoped this case would be over soon.


Chapter Twenty-One

 

Before they were dressed the next morning, Miranda’s cell went off. It was Becker.

She snatched the phone the off the nightstand. “Have you got the guy Josie Yearwood went out with Friday night?”

She heard him groan. “Sorry, Steele. Wish I did.”

She groaned back. “The tag number of the car she got into?”

“No luck with that either, sorry.” He sounded like he used to when he got a question wrong in training.

She pressed a palm to her head. She was pressuring him too hard, getting her hopes up too high.

It wasn’t fair to him.

She glanced over at Parker. Clad in dark business slacks, he stood at the antique dresser buttoning his white dress shirt. A dark brow raised, he gave her a look that said, “Stay calm and keep your head.”

She was trying to.

“I’ve got something else, though,” Becker said in a brighter tone.

She cleared her throat and forced herself to sound collected. “Oh? What?”

“A name popped on the facial recognition app. You know, that third photo Yearwood posted of herself? The one with the guy her business partner didn’t recognize?”

The one that wasn’t her ex-husband or Dr. Kugel. “Right. Who is he?”

“His name’s Ernest Price. Lives in an area out there called Wanchese. I managed to dig around and get his address.”

“Great. Send me the data.”

“Already on its way. I’ll get back to working with Officer Hill as soon as I drop the kids off at school. Joanie can’t today. She’s having another sick bout.”

Oh, no. “That’s too bad. Is she going to be okay?”

Becker’s sigh was back. “We’re going to the doctor tomorrow. I know he’s going to tell her to stop working so hard. And to stop worrying.”

“Does she think it’s not going well? The pregnancy, I mean.”

“As far as we know, that part’s find. But she’s worried about finances. And now with Coco coming on board, she’s even more stressed.”

“I thought Coco was helping.”

“She is with the work. She’s picking it up fast, and she’ll make sure Joanie’s dates aren’t missed if the nausea gets too bad and Joanie can’t stand to be in the kitchen. But Joanie insists on paying her, and she doesn’t know how we can afford that along with new baby expenses. I keep telling her everything’s going to work out, but you know how stubborn she can be.”

She knew, all right. She used to watch Fanuzzi boss big burly men around on the road crew. Miranda was worried about her friend. She wished there was something she could do to help.

“I’ll be right back on the case as soon as I get back to the house.”

“Thanks, Becker. You’re a big help on this one.”

“No problem. Gotta run.” He hung up.

Miranda pulled on a jacket and told Parker about the information Becker was sending.

Parker’s look remained concerned. “Is everything all right?”

Evidently he’d heard some of her conversation.

“Fanuzzi’s having morning sickness again. She’s worried about her catering business and their finances. I hate that for them.”

“I hate that Joan is having to suffer through such physical agony. I remember the time Sylvia had when she was carrying Gen.”

Hard to imagine Parker’s perfect first wife losing her cookies in the bathroom, but if she was carrying Gen, it made sense. And she knew Parker must have been understanding and caring. He always was.

“There’s got to be something we can do to help. Money-wise, anyway.”

Parker’s handsome face grew somber. “Dave Becker is a proud man. He won’t accept charity.”

“Then there has to be something else we can do. We’ll figure it out right after we find Josie Yearwood’s killer.”

Her determination on all fronts renewed, Miranda grabbed her cell and headed out the door with Parker behind her.


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Miranda decided to keep Wesson with them today. Opting for egg and chicken biscuits from a drive thru to eat on the way, they hopped into the Nissan and headed once again for Nags Head and the hospital where she hoped to find the dating doctor.

Traffic wasn’t light, but it was nothing compared to Atlanta. It was overcast and colder today, and as they turned onto the Washington Baum Bridge, a slow drizzle began, sending trickles of rain over the windshield.

As Parker turned on the wipers, Miranda gazed over the sound and watched the rain and wind make choppy waves in the water that was now a dark gray-blue. The weather suited her mood—sour and gloomy. If they didn’t get a break in this case soon, she’d turn stormy, too.

Just as Parker made the turn onto South Croatan Highway, her phone buzzed.

It was a text from Deweese. She scanned it quickly.

The detective informed her he was in contact with Miss Mae from East Seaside Properties, and working on a list of employees and anyone else who might have had access to her key drawer. Once he got that, he was going to have Garwood bring them in for questioning.

Good work, Miranda texted back.

Then she saw there was more.

“Deweese has heard from Dr. Lipman,” she told Parker and Wesson after she read the rest of the text. “She confirmed the cause of death was manual strangulation.”

“Just as we thought,” Parker said, his eyes narrowing with indignation as he peered through the droplets on the windshield.

“No semen or saliva found on the body.”

“Thanks for that news.” Wesson put away the second biscuit she was about to eat.

Miranda’s brow went up. “I didn’t think you were so squeamish.”

“I just remembered I’m on a diet.”

Right.

But that meant the killer had had no sexual contact with the vic. Why the show of “love” then? The hearts and the flowers? It was all revenge.

Clearly she had pissed him off in some way. Someone she’d dated a few times and cast aside would fit that bill.

Like Dr. Glenn Kugel.

###

The hospital was a large beige brick building in the middle of an open area surrounded by more luxury homes.

With Parker and Wesson on either side, Miranda stepped through its glass doors into a wide clean area with a wide polished floor and an equally polished receiving counter set in the middle of the space.

She stood a moment to take it in, listening to the footsteps of scrub-clad hospital personnel marching professionally toward hidden halls. Patients moved about as well, some with walkers, some escorted by a doting family member. More folks sat in a nearby waiting area.

She turned to Wesson.

She had on a pink silk jacket, a short black skirt that hugged her curves, and heels that matched her top. Somehow the pink didn’t clash with her long flame-colored hair. The woman was hot. No sense letting that asset go to waste.

Noting a sign, Miranda pointed down the hall. “Radiology’s that way. Why don’t you go use your charms to see what you can learn about the good doctor.”

Wesson waggled her brows. “My favorite kind of assignment. I’m on it.” And with a provocative grin, she flipped her hair over her shoulder and headed down the hall.

Miranda turned to Parker.

Taking in his look of approval, she nodded toward a young woman at a computer screen behind the counter.

“Why don’t you take this one?”

“I’d be happy to, Ms. Steele.”

She gave him a scowl, then followed him to the desk.

The woman came alive with a big toothy grin as they neared.

“Do you need to sign in, sir?” she cooed.

Her blond hair was pulled back with one of those scrunchy things that matched her blue sweater. She had large expressive eyes that grew larger and more expressive as she took in Parker and his award-winning looks.

“We need to speak to Dr. Glenn Kugel,” he said without giving more information.

The woman frowned at her screen and pressed a few keys. “I don’t see anything scheduled for Dr. Kugel right now. Do you have an appointment?”

“We don’t.” Parker handed her a business card. “My name is Wade Parker and this is my partner, Miranda Steele. We’re looking into the death of a young woman in the area.”

“A young woman?” She looked down at the card. “Private Investigators?” She tilted her head and her eyes grew even bigger. “You don’t mean Josie Yearwood, do you?”

Parker nodded. “We’re working with the local police on the matter.”

“It was horrible what happened to her. And so scary. I heard about it on the news.” She tilted her head the other way. “But what does Dr. Kugel have to do with it?”

Parker gave her his million dollar smile. “That’s what we’re here to find out. May we see him?”

Looking as if Parker had slapped her, she turned to her computer screen and pressed keys again. “I think he might have some time free. I’ll call him. Have a seat over in the waiting area.”

She indicated a space in the corner.

“Thank you very much. You’ve been very helpful.”

Or he hoped she would be, Miranda thought, as she made her way over to a circular couch upholstered in a soft navy fabric with little gold fleur-de-lis emblems.

She sat down and leaned over to Parker. “He could keep us waiting here for hours.”

“I don’t think so. We’re not patients, after all.” He took the seat beside her and picked up a boating magazine. Pretending to page through it, he studied the other people waiting with them.

No serial killer here. Across from them sat an elderly man who was shortly called by a friendly looking nurse. A middle-aged woman occupied a chair in the corner. Someone came for her a few minutes later. Then a mother with two toddlers was summoned to her appointment.

Soon the area was empty except for them.

Miranda let out a breath. “I don’t think our guy would come to a hospital for a cut on his hands, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

He smiled. “I was wondering how likely it would be that the killer would remain in the area and continue his normal routine.”

“You’re dismissing this doctor before we even talk to him?”

“Not at all. I’m simply wondering if he’s made plans to leave soon.”

“Something to ask him about.”

“You should do that when you talk to him.”

Her brows rose. “I thought I was calling the shots.”

“You are. But you’re more likely to get the information we need.”

As Parker was more likely to get them in to see the doctor with the woman at the desk. Okay, she’d let him make that decision. Proved he was in charge after all.

Before she could think of a smart reply, a sonorous voice rang out behind them. “Are you the private detectives who’ve come to see me?”

Miranda rose and turned around.

Dr. Glenn Kugel was a little taller than he’d seemed in the photo with Josie Yearwood on the dock, and a little more muscular. He worked out, she could tell, even under his sky-blue scrubs and white lab coat. His light brown textured haircut was low maintenance and too short for the longish waves on the guy in the video last night.

Maybe he’d gotten a haircut since Friday. That would have been smart. And being a doctor, he could afford a Mercedes. If that was the make of the car.

“Yes, we are,” she replied. “I’m Miranda Steele and this is Wade Parker. We’re from the Parker Investigative Agency in Atlanta.”

“So Emma told me. I’m Dr. Glenn Kugel, what can I do for you?” He extended a hand.

They shook and sat back down on the couch.

Miranda settled into a corner, subduing the urge to pounce. “Doctor Kugel, I’m sure Emma told you the nature of our visit?” Couldn’t have gotten him out here otherwise, but it was best to ease into the subject.

“She said you’re investigating the murder of Josie Yearwood. I heard about that on the news. What a horrific tragedy. I still can’t believe it.” He seemed genuinely shocked. But he could have been acting.

“Yes, it is. I understand you dated her?”

“Yes. We met on a dating site, of all places. She was a native and had just moved back to Manteo after living in New York. We were together about a month or so. Then we drifted apart.” His voice was gentle. A kind, compassionate physician’s voice.

Miranda nodded, waited a beat as she studied his face. Sincerity was written all over it.

She pulled out her phone and scrolled to the dating site photo. “Was this picture taken when you were together?”

He took the phone from her and held it in his lap as he stared down at it.

“Yes. When we first started dating. We went to a picnic on the island across from the waterfront. That was fun. Josie was fun. Always laughing and carefree.” He let out a wistful sigh. “That was almost three years ago.”

Three years ago? “Josie’s business partner seems to think you dated more recently.”

“Oh, yes. We did.” He smiled sadly as he handed back the phone. “I had no idea Josie was going to post that picture of us on the dating site where I met her. I was surprised when I saw it.”

“You mean on the site?”

He nodded. “I was scrolling through my contacts and noticed it.”

Miranda tensed. “That must have stung.”

“Actually, it brought back fond memories, so I got in touch with her. I thought we could try again.”

“And?”

“And we went out a few times, but nothing came of it.”

“Why not?”

“Like I said, Josie was fun. We had good times. She could always make me laugh, lighten me up after a stressful day. Ten-hour days filled with dictating studies, doing biopsies, and giving bad news to patients can take it out of you.”

Or make you a little crazy? Miranda forced softness into her voice. “Josie didn’t want to keep seeing you?”

“No. I wanted to, but I work such crazy hours. Josie was busy with designs for her shop. We just couldn’t make it work, and she wasn’t interested in settling down. I’m not sure why I signed up for that site. Most women can’t put up with my schedule.” His voice drifted off. “Such a tragedy what happened to her.”

Miranda studied his hands. The skin was smooth, the nails neatly trimmed. A careful man. “Doctor, do you ever perform surgery?”

“No, I’m a physician, not a surgeon.”

“Maybe you learned some techniques in med school?”

“It wasn’t a requirement. My work is more along the lines of—wait. You don’t think I had anything to do with what happened to Josie, do you?” His back went stiff.

He wasn’t a surgeon, but he still might be handy with a knife.

“Doctor, can you verify your whereabouts last Friday night?”

“Last Friday night? You mean the night Josie was killed?” He shot to his feet, the quiet doctor’s voice now ringing with emotion. “I was here until about midnight, then I went home and collapsed. I was back here at work at six the next morning.”

Miranda rose. “On a Saturday?”

He waved an arm in the air. “Like I said, I work crazy hours.”

For a long moment they stared at each other. Miranda saw panic in his eyes and anger.

Was that the look he’d worn when he worked on Josie? She tried to imagine him in that lower level. The picture didn’t quite fit.

“Dr. Kugel?” A dark-haired woman in red scrubs had come up behind the couch during the stare down. “Dr. Jameson’s waiting for you,” she said, obviously embarrassed at the scene.

With a huff, the doctor straightened his coat. “You’ll have to excuse me. I have a consultation.”

And without saying more, he turned and hurried off with the woman.

“What do you think?” Miranda said to Parker as the doctor disappeared down the hall.

“Inconclusive.”

She blew out a breath. “Yeah.”

Miranda turned and spotted Wesson hurrying across the floor from the hall on the other side.

She was full of girlish smiles when she reached them. “There are some really cute interns around here,” she said to Miranda with a nudge of her elbow. “I gave one of them my phone number.”

Miranda let out a huff through her nose. That was all she needed. Wesson pooping out on her to go on a date.

“Never mind that. Did you learn anything about Dr. Kugel’s schedule?”

Wesson wriggled her shoulders proudly. “All I had to do was flirt with one of those interns, and he looked it up for me.” Then she grew serious. “Kugel’s not our guy. He was here until after midnight on Friday and came back in at six Saturday morning.”

Exactly what the doctor had told them.

“A solid alibi,” Parker said darkly.

So in a matter of seconds, the data on this suspect had gone from inconclusive to conclusive, and they were back where they’d started. While the real killer could be stalking his next victim.

Feeling the weight of the ocean on her shoulders, Miranda headed for the door. “C’mon. Let’s get out of here.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Feeling a headache coming on from figuratively banging her head against the wall, Miranda climbed back into the Nissan.

“Let’s go check on that third guy in the photos,” she said with a grunt. “The one Becker gave us this morning. Where is he?”

Parker adjusted the GPS. “In Wanchese. It’s a fishing village on the south part of Roanoke Island named after a Native American ruler in the sixteenth century.”

“A good enough place to find a suspect.”

“If he’s home.”

That was true. It was Monday morning. Normal people were going to their normal jobs, living their normal lives. But then serial killers did, too, if they were keeping up their covers. Maybe a neighbor would be home.

They crossed the bridge over the sound and were just heading south when Parker’s cell rang. It was Fry.

“Good morning, John,” Parker said in a dry tone.

He was irritated Fry hadn’t called Miranda like he was supposed to.

Miranda shifted in her seat, acutely aware Wesson was picking up the innuendo that Fry didn’t consider her his boss and never would.

Why should she be his boss, anyway? She didn’t even remember his first name was John until Parker had said it just now.

“Mr. Parker, I have some news.”

“Let me put you on speaker.” Parker pressed a button and Fry’s voice filled the Nissan.

“I was able to isolate two different blood samples from the chair Detective Deweese sent me. I’m running the DNA now.”

“But that’s not why you called,” Parker said, reading Fry’s tone.

“No, sir.”

“Why did you call, Fry?” Miranda said when he fell silent.

“I’m just sending the data over to Deweese. I got a match on the hair he found at the crime scene.”

Miranda sat up. “You did? Whose is it?”

“A local guy, as it turns out. He was arrested for possession of drugs six years ago, so his DNA’s in the database.”

Why was he making her pull it out of him? “You have a name to go with that record, Fry?”

“Yeah. Let’s see.”

She listened to him click some keys.

“Here it is. Ulman. Grover Ulman.”

Miranda looked at Parker. He glanced back at her.

“Our maintenance man,” she said.

“Who?” Fry asked.

“We’ll let you know how we’re progressing. Thank you, Fry. You’ve been a big help.” She pressed the screen and hung up, then turned to Parker. “It was Ulman, that sonofa—”

“Who?” From the backseat Wesson echoed Fry.

“A guy who works for East Seaside Properties. He came to the station last night after you left,” Miranda explained while Parker turned into a deserted side street near a water tower and spun the car around. “He said the keys to the house where Yearwood was found were—”

Parker’s phone rang again. Since she was holding it, Miranda answered. This time it was Ballard.

“Good morning, Sergeant.”

“Ms. Steele,” he barked. “I’m standing here at Detective Deweese’s desk. He just got an email from John Fry of your office.”

“I’m aware of that, Sergeant.”

“Deweese just told me he talked to this guy Ulman last night.”

“That would be correct.”

“And that Ulman came into the station to tell you the keys to the house were missing. The house where our vic was found.”

“Correct again.”

“And you didn’t have Deweese arrest him? What kind of frickety-fracking private investigator are you?”

Her stomach churning, Miranda ground her teeth. Good thing she wasn’t at the station. Ballard would look pretty silly when she tossed him over a desk.

She wanted to yell, but she forced her voice to a low quiet growl. “The kind of frickety-fracking private investigator who doesn’t lock up a man without evidence so a judge can set him free again.”

There was silence on the other end for what seemed like a full minute.

She was wondering whether the jerk had hung up, when Ballard came back on the line.

“Okay, then.” He cleared his throat. “I’m sending Hill out to pick up Ulman. I assume you want to be here when we question him?”

“Heading your way.” She hung up, shaking with anger.

Parker glanced over his shoulder to make sure Wesson wasn’t watching, then reached for her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

“Thanks,” she whispered.

And then her mood switched to excitement. As annoying as he was, Fry had come through. The hair from the crime scene matched the maintenance man. They might have Josie Yearwood’s killer in custody within half an hour.

If Ulman hadn’t run by now.


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

He hadn’t run.

By the time Miranda walked into the back of the police station with Parker and Wesson, Garwood had already picked up the suspect, and Ulman was sitting in the interrogation room they’d used last night, waiting for them.

“How do you want to handle this?” Parker said to Miranda under his breath.

Her? Wasn’t Ballard in charge now?

Just then the exasperating police sergeant came strolling down the hall toward them. “What’s your strategy for getting him to confess?”

Guess it was her decision after all. If it went bad, Ballard could blame it all on her.

But it wouldn’t go bad. If Ulman killed Josie Yearwood, she’d get him to talk.

“Parker and I will go in with Deweese,” she said. “Wesson, you want to watch through the window?”

“Sure.”

Wesson seemed a tad disappointed, but Miranda wanted Parker with her for this, and she needed police presence, too. Five would be a crowd in that tiny interrogation room. Besides, Wesson would be a distraction for Ulman.

And if he liked to kill beautiful women, she didn’t want to expose her to him.

So the party would be the same as last night.

“Want to join us?” she said to Ballard.

“I’ve got calls to make.” Without further comment, he spun on his heel and disappeared down the hall.

Real courageous dude there.

Smith’s blond head popped up from the work area, as if she’d been hiding from her boss. She hurried over to Miranda. “Steele, I need to tell you something.”

“Can it wait?”

“Not really.”

“Okay, shoot.”

“I talked to Marilyn Little at East Seaside Properties today.”

She knew that. “Deweese already texted me and said he was in contact with them.”

“Yes, we both called. She insisted I call her Miss Mae.”

“So I heard.” Miranda resisted the urge to tap her foot.

“She was upset, said the party coming in cancelled after they heard what happened.”

“I can imagine. What about the people who rented in September?”

“A single mother with kids.”

No killer there. “Okay. Thanks.” Miranda moved past her.

“Steele?”

“Yes?”

“I saw that report Deweese wrote up after that guy came in last night.”

“The one we’ve got in custody?”

“Yes. Grover Ulman.”

“So?”

“In the report Ulman said the cleaning crew was at the house where Yearwood was killed on Thursday.”

“That’s right. He told us that last night.”

Smith shook her head. “Miss Mae told me the crew was there on Friday around two. Ulman was there at the same time.”

“Is she sure about that?”

Smith nodded. “I asked her twice. She looked it up in their log.”

So the maintenance guy had lied about the timeframe. “Thanks, Smith. That’s helpful.”

Smith grinned as if she’d handed her a winning lottery ticket.

Mulling over the information, Miranda tapped her fingers on the divider separating the open work area from the hall. As she did, her gaze went to Garwood’s desk. He wasn’t there, but that green apple was still sitting on it. She stepped through the gate, went over to the spot, picked it up.

“You have a knife in your break room?” she said to Smith as she returned to the hall.

“I think so. Why?”

“Get it and bring it to me.”

“In the interrogation room?”

Miranda nodded. “Give us a minute to get settled first.”

“Whatever you say.” She scampered off.

Miranda turned and led the way to the room.

###

Like last night, Ulman sat at the end of table, but today his expression was one of distress. Instead of the blue jersey, he had on a red plaid shirt, jeans and work boots.

Once again Miranda took a seat on the side of the table while Deweese took the end and Parker settled himself in the corner, arms folded, eyes narrowed.

She began with a breezy tone. “Good morning, Mr. Ulman. How are you today?”

Ignoring the question, Ulman glared at Deweese. “What’s this all about? I was getting into my truck to go to a job site when your officer came and said I had to come down here. I told you everything I know last night.”

“Are you sure about that, Mr. Ulman?” Miranda said as if he’d been speaking to her.

Ulman turned to her, his rugged face filled with defiance. “Of course, I am.”

“Why don’t you tell us what you said last night again?”

“I thought you made a report. I signed it.”

“We just want to verify some of the details.”

His gaze went from Miranda to Deweese to Parker. “Which details?”

Just then the door opened and Smith came in with the knife. “Here you are.” She set it down on the table next to Miranda and hurried out again.

It was a small paring knife that might have been a little dull, but it would do.

Miranda put the apple she was holding on the table beside the knife and watched Ulman’s face.

He eyed her warily. “Like I said last night, I went to the house on Wednesday, found a toilet needed repair, got the part, and went back Thursday to fix it.”

Miranda picked up the apple and set it down in front of Ulman. She did the same with the knife. “Why don’t you peel that for me?”

He looked at her like she was crazy. “Excuse me?”

“That apple. Peel it.”

“You want me to peel an apple? Why?”

“Humor me.”

Looking disgusted, he took the fruit in his large hands and picked up the knife. He studied it a moment and then began. Definitely wasn’t a chef. Instead of digging out the core or cutting off the stem, he jabbed the edge of the knife into the meat. He didn’t get the blade under the skin and make the standard circular movements. He just lopped off large chunks, leaving a lot of the fruit with the peel.

Not the artistry of the gouges in Josie Yearwood’s body. He lacked the finesse.

“I’m afraid I’m not very good at this.”

No, he wasn’t. But they had evidence.

“How did you get that cut on your thumb?”

He took a breath that sounded a little nervous. “I don’t know. Like I told you, I work with my hands. I get cuts all the time. It wasn’t from peeling apples.”

“Maybe you got it when you changed that toilet part on Thursday?”

He focused on the apple, cut off another chunk and set it on the table. “Maybe.”

“Funny about that, isn’t it?”

“What?”

“Deweese here spoke to your boss this morning.”

“So?”

“Miss Mae said the cleaning crew was at the house on Friday around two. Not Thursday.”

Ulman lopped off another slice of apple. “She got it wrong.”

“You were there at that time, too.”

He shrugged. “It’s a mistake.”

“She looked it up in her logbook.”

“Somebody entered it wrong.”

“Funny thing about that, too.”

“What?”

“Deweese here found a hair in the living room where Jose Yearwood’s body was found.”

“Oh?” Fear rippled over his features, but he focused on mangling the apple.

“We had it tested for DNA. Results came in this morning. We got a match. Somebody with a record. He was arrested for possession of drugs six years ago.”

Ulman stopped peeling. He put down the apple and the knife and wiped his hands on his work jeans. Without saying a word, he stared down at the table.

She leaned in. “But maybe somebody entered that information wrong, too. You think?”

Ulman’s big chest expanded as he took a big noisy breath. “Okay. I was there Friday. Miss Mae’s logbook is right. I took a nap on the couch. The cleaning crew woke me up when they came in.”

“Resting up for your date with Josie Yearwood Friday night?”

His eyes taking on a glazed look of terror, Ulman glowered at her. “I didn’t kill that girl. I knew I’d get framed for it. That’s why I lied about the day I was at the house. Plus I didn’t want Miss Mae to know I was sleeping on the job.”

Miranda sat back. Was he afraid of losing his job or his freedom? “What happened after the cleaning crew came in?”

“I left right away. I didn’t go back there.”

“What time did you pick up Josie Yearwood?”

His jaw moved up and down as he made a coughing noise. “I didn’t go out with that woman. I didn’t even know her. The drug thing was a long time ago. I’ve cleaned up my act since then. I wasn’t there that night. I wouldn’t do that to that girl. All I did was take a nap at that house. I swear it.”

“You didn’t have a date on Friday night?”

He straightened his big shoulders. “Oh, I had a date, all right. But it wasn’t with Josie Yearwood.”

Miranda glanced over at Parker. His face was stony.

“Who was it with?” he said.

“A girl I’ve been seeing. Her name’s Delores. We went to The Spotted Dolphin along Oregon Inlet. We were there until midnight. Ask Hank. He works there. He knows me. I’m a regular. Ask anybody who was there.”

Deweese looked like Ulman had just punched him.

Miranda felt pretty punchy herself.

She slid back her chair and got to her feet. “Let’s go check that out.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Miranda left Wesson at the station again with Smith, mostly to make sure Ballard didn’t go after her.

“If the sergeant has any questions,” she said, “tell him to call me.”

Parker followed the Nissan’s GPS through another residential section with the two- and three-story investment properties that seemed to grow like beachgrass in the area. The small yards had little landscaping, and Miranda noticed the sides of the road growing sandy as they moved farther south.

After about eight miles or so, they reached the rustic tin-roofed structure that had been built on a pier overlooking the ocean. The sun had come out and the surrounding water had turned a magnificent teal blue.

After parking in the sandy lot, they climbed a noisy wooden ramp to a screen door where the smell of French fries greeted them.

Inside a crusty looking bearded man in bib pants and an oilskin hat sat at a long bar talking to a hefty dark-haired man who was drying a glass mug with a towel.

“Had a good run this morning. Caught some speckled trout and sea mullet.”

“Good for you, Joe.” The man behind the bar set the mug on a shelf behind him, then frowned at Parker and Miranda in their dress clothes. “Can I help you?”

Miranda considered pretending to be a tourist, but she didn’t think this guy would buy it. Instead she slid onto a stool.

“Beautiful spot you have here. You must do a lot of business.”

“We get a lot of tourists in the summers. Usually there’s a line out the door. Keeps us going through the offseason.”

She glanced at the crusty guy. And the regulars made up for the rest. “My name is—”

“Miranda Steele,” he finished for her, then pointed a finger at Parker. “And you’re Wade Parker. You two are investigating that horrible murder that happened down the road a couple days ago, aren’t you?”

“We are,” Parker said taking a seat beside Miranda.

The crusty bearded man let out something that sounded like a croak. “Damnedest thing I ever heard of. We don’t have killers in these parts. Do we, Hank?”

“No, sir. We don’t.”

Miranda cleared her throat. “So we’ve heard.” So this was the Hank Ulman had mentioned.

Parker turned to the bartender with his usual smoothness. “We’re interested in a certain patron of yours.”

He laughed. “Patron? You mean a regular?”

Funny Hank had used the same word Ulman had. Miranda forced a smile. Go easy, she thought. “That’s right. His name is Grover Ulman. Do you know him?”

He nodded. “Yep. Is he involved in that murder case?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out.”

“Well now, I’m not sure what I can tell you.” He rinsed another glass in a nearby sink.

Miranda watched Hank dry the glass with his towel. “Tell us what you know about Mr. Ulman. Does he frequent your place?”

“Sure. He’s a regular, all right. He’s here most Fridays and Saturdays. Works up north a ways for a property management company.”

“Sounds like you know him well.”

He lifted a shoulder. “I know him by sight. I pick up details about customers. Part of the job.” He set the glass on a shelf next to the mug.

“What we need to know, Hank, is if Grover Ulman was here three nights ago.”

“You mean last Friday? The night that girl was killed?”

“That’s exactly what I mean.”

“Let me think a minute.”

“Of course, he was here.” The answer came from a door leading to the pier on the other side of the building.

Miranda turned and saw a woman holding an empty glass mug in one hand and a red plastic food basket in the other. She was dressed in sandals, black-and-white striped beach pants, and a tie-dyed blouse knotted at the front to show off her lean tan midriff. Light red curls were piled on top of her head and held in place with a clip shaped like a fish. The sun and the water behind her gave her a kind of ethereal look.

“And you are?” Miranda said, though she could guess the answer.

“My name’s Delores.”

Just as she thought.

“Can you verify Mr. Ulman’s whereabouts last Friday night?” Parker said.

Delores stepped inside and set the basket and mug on the bar. She couldn’t have been much older than twenty-five. Ulman liked them young.

“Yes, I can. He was here.” She pointed to a nearby table.

Miranda glanced at Parker. “You waited on him?”

“We came here on a date.”

“You go to the same place where you work when you go out?”

She shrugged as if she’d never considered that. “Grover likes it. We met here. He comes here every weekend, like Hank said.”

“How long have you been with Mr. Ulman, Delores?” Parker asked as if he were asking for the time.

“A while. I started working here a few months ago. I waited on him a few times, and he asked me out. I said no, but he kept asking until I said yes.”

Miranda folded her arms. “Demanding sort?”

Her eyes grew large with surprise at the question. “No, not at all. Anyway, Grover was here Friday. With me. We were here until closing and then we went to my place. He stayed with me all weekend.”

Miranda took a step toward the young woman. “Can you prove that?”

She looked lost for a minute, then pulled a cell out of her pocket. “I took a video of us and posted it online.” She scrolled around for a bit, then held the phone out to Miranda.

Miranda looked down at a video of the same big-shouldered man she’d seen in the interrogation room. His nose and leathery skin were red, and he was singing some Jimmy Buffet song a live band was playing. He had a lazy arm slung over Delores’s shoulder and was pecking at her cheek while she giggled and tried to keep the phone steady.

“Stop that, Grover. I’m trying to film us.”

“For posterity,” he mumbled, though it sounded more like “postery.”

The guy was drunk as a skunk.

Miranda glanced at the time stamp. Nine o’clock Friday night. She handed the phone back to Delores.

She gazed down at the phone sheepishly. “Grover can be a little lazy, and he likes his beer, but he’s the sweetest guy I’ve ever met. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. He’d never do something—something like what happened to that woman.”

Like everyone else in the area, Delores had heard the details of Tremblay’s broadcast.

“Thank you for your help,” Miranda said and marched out the door to the pier.

As she stepped outside, she heard Parker asking Delores if she’d be willing to go to the police station and make a statement. She said she’d go right away.

Forcing the outside air that had turned cool again into her lungs, Miranda leaned on the pier’s rail and turned her face to the wind.

After a moment Parker came up behind her. Without saying anything, he leaned on the rail next to her and stared out at the splashing wide blue ocean that seemed to go on forever.

Miranda listened to the gulls crying overhead a few minutes before she found the gumption to speak. “If that guy came here and got soused Friday night, he was in no shape to slice up Josie Yearwood.”

“No, he wasn’t.”

“And if he was here until closing, he wasn’t in the Bayside Manor parking lot with her.”

“No.” Parker sounded as weary and disgusted as she felt.

She blinked back tears she was sure were caused by the wind.

Parker laid a gentle hand along her back. “It’s not your fault.”

Wiping her cheek, she stared out at the frothy waves playing in the ocean, rolling noisily onto the shore and back again. In the distance, boats were making their way through the inlet, heading out to the Atlantic for another catch. If only she could pull up a killer so easily. Not that professional fishing was easy.

“Why can’t I find this guy, Parker?”

“You will. We will.”

She knew he was avoiding the word “patience.” If she heard that, she might explode. But patience was exactly what she needed. A boatload of it. Ha, ha.

“We’ve come so close and we’ve got nothing.”

“We have the video from Bayside Manor. And we now know what Ulman said about the missing keys last night was the truth.”

“Was it?”

“The only thing he seems to have lied about was sleeping on the job. And he admitted that.”

She rubbed her arms. The sun had vanished again, and swirling dark blue clouds were forming in the sky.

“Where do you want to go next?”

She stared out at the expanse of water and the line where water met sky. There, she thought. Far away. But that was no way for a woman whose destiny was to stop vicious killers to think.

She pulled her hair away from her face and dug deep. “I want to go back to the crime scene. Maybe we missed something.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

 

As they made their way back up South Croatan, Parker made the call to Ballard. When he told him Ulman’s alibi checked out, and his girlfriend was coming in to make a sworn statement to that effect, the sergeant blew a gasket.

Miranda could hear him screaming through the speaker. “What in the flimp-flopping hell—you mean that guy is innocent?”

“That’s what we’ve just confirmed.”

Ballard let out a string of strange sounding cuss words. “We’re paying you a lot of money, Parker. You have to fix this.”

Miranda could see the muscle in Parker’s jaw twitch, but his voice remained calm and steady. “You remember our conversation from the other day, Sergeant?”

Silence. Ha, that took care of him. After a moment, he came back on the line.

“Okay, then,” he huffed. “But work fast.” And he hung up.

Overhead the sky was getting darker. Parker turned on the radio. “We need a weather report.”

He needed a distraction from his skirmish with Ballard. She didn’t blame him.

A weatherman had just finished saying something about a tropical depression when a familiar voice came on the air.

Angela Tremblay.

“Breaking news. Sergeant Ballard of the local police department has stated a suspect is in custody for the murder of Josie Yearwood last Friday. Ballard assured me the killer was off the streets and—”

Parker jabbed at the button and turned the radio off. “That woman is irresponsible,” he growled.

“She’s trying to make a name for herself.”

“At the expense of her listeners.”

“Right, but Ballard had no business telling her we had a suspect.”

Growling under his breath, Parker turned off the highway and into the subdivision where Josie Yearwood had breathed her last. As soon as he made the turn onto the block where the crime scene was, the bottom dropped out of Miranda’s stomach.

“I can’t believe it.”

Angela Tremblay’s news truck was parked in front of the house and the woman was standing in the yard, microphone in hand, talking into the camera her lackey had on his shoulder.

“Good Lord, the woman has gall.”

“She’s doing one of those onsite reports.” Even though no one was there and what she was reporting had little to do with the house right now.

As soon as Parker stopped the car, Miranda hopped out and raced up to the woman.

Tremblay held a paper in her hand. As Miranda neared, she heard what she was saying—the words the killer had written on the wall.

“Roses are red. Violets are blue. I got you—”

She was going to put the whole Outer Banks in an uproar. Miranda snatched the paper out of her hand.

Tremblay glared at her. “What are you doing?”

“Updating your story.” Miranda turned to the camera. “Sorry to disappoint, folks, but Ms. Tremblay was misinformed. There is no suspect as yet. Back to you, Tim.” She made a “cut it” gesture with her finger across her throat.

Stunned, the cameraman lowered his camera. “What’s going on, Ms. Tremblay?”

“That’s what I’d like to know.” Tremblay spun around to face Miranda. “What the hell do you think you’re doing breaking into my broadcast like that?”

“Saving you from embarrassment.”

Her pretty Asian eyes flashed like daggers. “And what do you mean you have no suspect? I spoke to Sergeant Ballard half an hour ago—”

“Ballard jumped the gun. Our lead didn’t pan out.”

That took the wind out of her sails, so to speak. “So the killer is still at large? Then the people have a right to know.”

“They already know that. There’s no need to sensationalize it.”

Tremblay put a hand on her hip. “You can’t tell me how to do my job, Ms. Steele.”

“I’m telling you you’re playing a dangerous game.”

“What are you talking about?”

Miranda held up the paper. “Didn’t the words of this poem sink in? ‘I’ll get the others, too.’ He could strike again and soon. You’re feeding his ego.”

“I’m feeding my public.”

“You’re giving him the attention he craves. It might make him act sooner.”

“I’ll take my chances.” Tremblay reached for the paper.

Miranda moved her hand away in time. “You’re playing with other people’s lives.”

“That’s your opinion, Steele.”

Parker’s low stern voice broke through the fracas. “It’s the opinion of a professional who’s faced killers like this before. I happen to share it.”

Tremblay turned to him, aghast. Then she grabbed the paper out of Miranda’s hand. “You two have your job to do, and I have mine. If you care so much about someone else getting killed, I suggest you get busy and do it. C’mon, guys.”

And she and her crew climbed into the truck and took off.

“She’s ruthless,” Parker growled watching her drive away.

Miranda stared up at the porch, the words of that poem going through her head. I got you dead. I’ll get the others, too. Who were the others?

The image of Josie Yearwood’s mangled body formed in her mind. The gaping bloody wounds, the vicious hearts, Josie’s own initials. Her killer had been mocking her.

A cold wintry wind blew at Miranda’s back, making her shiver. No, it wasn’t the wind. It was the vision standing on the porch.

Tannenburg. He was laughing at her.

Feeling herself go pale, she turned away.

“Are you all right, Miranda?”

“I—I don’t think I can go in there again.”

He put an arm around her. “You need a break.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

Parker found a quiet Chinese spot in a nearby mall and ordered her a spicy Kung Pao dish with shrimp so fresh it tasted like it had been caught that morning.

Miranda scarfed down the food as if she hadn’t eaten in a year. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was. Chasing dead ends over the OBX coastline could really work up an appetite. One that won out over depression and images from the past.

At least for the moment.

She finished her plate and sat back, her eyes closed. “Thanks. I needed that.”

“I thought as much.”

She opened her eyes to Parker’s warm gaze. He always loved feeding her.

His fingers found hers. “Are you better?”

Giving his hand a squeeze, she nodded. “The brain’s clearing. Sorry I lost it for a bit.”

“You’re under a lot of pressure.”

“We all are.” She wiped her mouth and dropped her napkin on the table. “So what are we going to do about it?”

“I was about to ask you that very question.”

“Really, Parker. If you’d like to take this case over now, I wouldn’t mind.”

Parker studied her a long time. He refused to let her see it, but he was worried about her. More than usual. She was showing signs of wear he hadn’t seen in her before. Not since their last case. And he knew this one reminded her of Tannenburg. And yet he had faith in her strength, her resilience, her determination.

Besides, he’d put her in charge and there was no going back now.

He reached for his teacup. “It would confuse the team.”

Watching him drink, Miranda narrowed her eyes. “Would it?”

“Yes. Would you like desert?”

He was changing the subject. “I’d like to catch our killer.”

“Then what’s our next move?”

“You tell me.”

He sat back, his penetrating gaze analyzing her face. “We haven’t followed up on the lead Dave gave us this morning.”

True, though she didn’t hold out much hope for that. She should probably check in with Wesson and Deweese, but she didn’t have the stomach for the downer vibes everyone must be feeling at the station right now.

She got to her feet. “Let’s go check out Becker’s lead.”

Parker paid the bill and they stepped out into the windy air. Miranda stood on the sidewalk, rubbing her arms, taking in the area.

It was a typical mall. A couple of clothing stores, a donut shop, a cell phone place, a cookie shop. Maybe she should bring a couple dozen chocolate chip cookies back to the station. That would brighten everyone’s mood.

“Why don’t we—”

And then her gaze focused on a little shop at the end of the row.

“What were you about to say? Miranda?”

Roses are red. Purple roses. That Red Roses song. Something was up with those roses.

“Look over there.” She pointed toward the corner of the building and the sign reading “Blossom’s Blooms.”

“Hmm.”

“I’ll bet you a prime rib Garwood hasn’t checked out that place.”

“I don’t believe I’ll take that bet.”

She headed for the shop with Parker at her side.

###

A friendly bell jingled as they stepped through the door and into the heavy scent of carnations.

The space was small and crowded with its wares. Against one wall stood a refrigerated case filled with flowers of all sorts. In the opposite corner was a large round table stacked with tall vases of lilies and tulips and roses in an array of colors. Miranda didn’t see any purple ones.

While Parker studied the flowers, she moved over to the cash register. No one was manning it. Behind the counter stood a whole wall of shelves stuffed with ribbons and vases and candles in a wide assortment of fall colors. The counter was littered with spools of netting, half assembled bows, and colorful paper. Under a piece of floral tissue, Miranda found a bell.

She gave it a tap.

“I’ll be right with you,” sang out a friendly female voice.

After another moment a small middle-aged woman with short dark hair and round cheeks appeared. Wearing a festive burnt orange tunic with a name tag that said, “Blossom Daniels,” she smiled at Miranda like she was a long lost relative.

“So sorry to keep you waiting. I didn’t hear you come in. I was finishing up in the back. We’re about to close.”

“We won’t take much of your time, Ms. Daniels.” Miranda told her. “I take it you’re the owner of this shop?”

“I certainly am. And it may take longer than you think to find what you want.” The woman wagged a motherly finger at her, then turned her head, got a peek at Parker, and her eyes grew as round as her spools of netting. “Are you planning a winter wedding?”

“No.”

“Spring then?” She craned her neck to get another look at Parker, then gave Miranda a how-lucky-are-you? grin. “Or are you early planners and getting ready for summer?”

If she only knew. Miranda had planned their wedding in three weeks and solved a murder case at the same time. Well, not all by herself.

Oozing charm, Parker strolled over to the counter. “We’re wondering if you carry purple roses, Ms. Daniels.”

“Oh, please. Call me Blossom. Everybody does in these parts. Purple roses? We should have some right over here.” She started around the corner.

Miranda held up a hand. “We’re not looking to buy them.”

“Excuse me?”

“We’re private investigators from Atlanta, working a case in the area.”

The woman slapped a hand to her chest as she sucked in a noisy breath. “You’re Miranda Steele and Wade Parker from the Parker Agency, aren’t you?”

Didn’t even have to tell her their names.

“I heard about you two on the news. You’re here concerning that awful murder in Nags Head. What a terrible thing that happened to that poor girl.”

Parker nodded solemnly. “Yes. It was tragic.”

“But why are you looking for purple roses?”

Evidently Tremblay hadn’t released that detail in her reports—yet.

“It’s related to the case,” Miranda said. “We need to know if you carry them, or if you know any other florist in the area who does.”

“And if anyone ordered a large quantity recently,” Parker added.

“We usually do stock that color. It’s supposed to signify love, but folks don’t order it as often as white or blue.” She tapped a finger against her lips. “Wait a minute. There was someone in here asking for purple roses the other day.”

Miranda’s heart nearly stopped. “Do you remember when?”

“Friday morning, I think.”

Drawing in a breath she glanced at Parker.

“Are you sure it was this past Friday?” he asked.

“Yes, it was. I remember I had just sent Denise—that’s my daughter. She works with me. I had just sent Denise out for coffee and doughnuts from the shop down the way. She’d been gone a little while when a man came in looking a little lost. And rather sad, as I recall.”

“And he asked for purple roses?”

“Yes. Three dozen.” She thought a moment. “I told him we would have to special order that large of a purchase. He said he’d try somewhere else.”

Three dozen? “Do you remember what the man looked like?”

“Tall, dark-haired, good-looking. By his clothes he seemed to have money, but so do a lot of folks around here. I thought he might be a vacationer.”

Miranda’s heart beat faster. “Did he leave a number?”

Blossom shook her head. “No. He was here only a few minutes.”

“Did he seem to be in a hurry?” Parker asked.

“A bit, yes. Who was he? He wasn’t that killer, was he?”

Miranda reached for the phone in her pocket and once again scrolled to Josie Yearwood’s dating site photos. She stopped at the one Becker had identified this morning and held the phone out to the woman.

“Is this him?”

For several minutes Blossom studied the photo, turning her head this way and that. Then she sighed. “I don’t think so.”

As if she were looking for something else, Blossom swiped her finger across the screen. When the next photo came up, she sucked in another breath, this time sounding like she had asthma.

“What is it?” Miranda asked.

Blossom pointed her finger at the phone. “That’s him. That’s the man who came in here last Friday asking for purple roses. And he’s standing next to the woman who was killed.”

Miranda angled her head to see the screen. When she did, she sucked in her breath almost as hard as Blossom had.

Parker came around to get a look.

The man in the photo was the tall good-looking one in the business suit. The one Inez had said was kind of a jerk. The one Mrs. Yearwood said her granddaughter hadn’t spoken to in years.

Josie’s ex-husband.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Half an hour later Miranda burst into the back of the police station with Parker. Ten minutes after that, she had the team assembled in the room where they’d met the previous day. Two seconds after that, Smith rushed through the door with the photo from Miranda’s phone she’d asked her to print.

As quickly as she could, Miranda explained what she and Parker had learned. Then she turned to the white board. She couldn’t help taking in the crime scene photos of Josie Yearwood’s body. With new determination she added the new picture to the ones already on the board.

“There he is, ladies and gentlemen. Our number one suspect. Aaron Connor Afton.”

Looking astonished, Wesson blinked at her. “You mean Josie’s ex-husband is here in the Outer Banks?”

Miranda nodded. “And looking for purple roses.”

Deweese let out a low whistle. “He sounds like our guy.”

“He is our guy. Now we just have to prove it.”

Hill sat back in his chair and blew out a breath. “And find him.”

That was the hard part. But at least now they knew who they were looking for.

There was a grunt from the end of the table.

Miranda looked over at Garwood.

He had his glasses in his hand and was staring at a set of papers before him. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“What’s wrong, Garwood?”

“You said the name of the shop was Blossom’s Blooms?”

“That’s right.”

“I called that shop. It was one of the first on my list. They didn’t mention anything about a man asking for purple roses.”

“Who did you talk to?”

Garwood put his glasses back on and consulted his list. “A woman named Denise.”

“That’s Blossom Daniels’ daughter. She was out when the man stopped by.”

“Who told you that?”

“Ms. Daniels, the owner.”

Garwood made a note on his paper. He looked upset he hadn’t double-checked that detail, but it was an easy oversight.

“Ms. Daniels also said Afton didn’t order anything,” Miranda told the team. “She didn’t have three dozen purple roses in stock, and he didn’t want to wait. He said he’d try somewhere else.”

“Three dozen?” Smith exclaimed.

“That’s right.” Miranda could see the apprehension in Smith’s face. There was only one dozen at the crime scene. “He could be saving the other two dozen for his next victims. That’s why we have to find where he did place that order, ASAP. The florist he used would have the address where the roses were delivered. Keep working that list, Garwood.”

“Yes, ma’am. Right away.”

She pointed at Deweese. “Can you send out a BOLO with a description of Afton?”

“Sure can.”

Hill raised his hand. “Becker might have gotten something from that video by now.”

Miranda nodded. “Check with him and add whatever he has to the BOLO. And that the suspect may be driving a dark sedan.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She turned to Wesson and Smith. “You two work on the suspect’s background. Find out anything you can about Aaron Connor Afton.”

“Will do,” they said in unison.

They were really getting to be a team, weren’t they?

“Meanwhile Parker and I will visit the local car rental companies. I can’t imagine someone like Afton driving down here from New York. We can stop by the airport, too.” She recalled there was only a small one nearby, but Afton may have flown into it.

“Sounds like a plan,” Wesson said.

“Okay, then. I’ll check in with all of you in a couple hours. If anyone finds anything, let me know right away.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

Disallowing the jeep and dune buggy places, there were only a few car rentals in the area. They visited each one, and Miranda let Parker do most of the talking. But despite his irresistible charm, no one had rented a Mercedes or an Infiniti or a Mazda lately. Or even had one in stock.

Their last stop was the tiny local airport in the upper northwest corner of the island. They struck out there, too.

Back in their own rental, Miranda stared at a single-engine plane coming in for a landing as they rounded a curve. The two-runway county airfield was mostly used by aircraft and helicopters rented out as excursions for tourists to view the gorgeous ocean scenery by air. The airport personnel had confirmed their suspect had not arrived in the area by plane recently.

She tapped her fingers on her knee. “Maybe Afton bought a car. He certainly had the bucks to do it.”

“Let’s check out that theory.” Parker sounded as tired and frustrated as she did, but they had to keep going.

Miranda did a deep search on her phone with some special software Becker had installed recently. After several minutes it spat out every car Aaron Connor Afton had ever owned.

She let out a low whistle. “This guy’s a collector. He owns a ‘75 Maserati, a ‘59 Cadillac and look here—an old style Mercedes-Benz.” She held up the data on her phone.

Glancing at it, Parker scowled. “The vehicle in the parking lot video wasn’t vintage.”

She sighed. “You’re right. Let’s try the local dealerships.”

Two hours later they had visited every car lot in the area and still had nothing. The sun was starting to go down, and Miranda was getting another tension headache.

“He probably flew into a neighboring airport and drove in from there, like we did. We’ve been wasting our time.”

“It’s never a waste to narrow possibilities.”

Maybe not, but it took too long.

They were heading back up South Croatan when her cell rang. It was Deweese. “The BOLO’s out,” he told her. “Every officer in the county is looking for Afton now.”

“Good.” Her hopes rose a tad with that news.

Another call came in from Wesson. “We think we’ve got something, Steele. We need your input.”

She sat up, fatigue starting to vanish. “We’re on our way.” Wondering what her dynamic duo had, she turned to Parker. “Back to home base.”


Chapter Thirty

 

Miranda found Wesson and Smith in the meeting room with the white board. She took a seat across the table from the pair while Parker settled into a chair next to her.

“What have you got?”

Smith nodded to Wesson.

“So we did a search on Afton, like you asked us.” Wesson pushed a notepad across the table to Miranda.

The page was covered with notes.

Wesson pointed to a line with her pen. “Afton lives in a multimillion dollar apartment in The Plaza in New York City. He works for the Grand Spire Investment Group. It’s on Seventh Avenue, near Rockefeller Center. He’s a top mergers and acquisitions manager. His father and uncle are on the board.”

No wonder the kindly Mrs. Yearwood had rolled her eyes. “Nice when a little nepotism can work in your favor.”

“Yeah,” Wesson agreed. She pointed to the next series of notes. “Three months after Josie divorced him, he married the woman he’d been cheating with. Her name is Mia Brown. She was a jewelry store owner who went to school with Josie. Josie introduced them.”

Miranda huffed out a breath of disgust.

“I’ve got printouts of the marriage certificate we found online,” Smith added.

Wesson grinned. “But there’s more than one.”

“Oh yeah?” This was getting interesting.

“About a year and a half ago, Mia found her hubby burning up the sheets with a new partner. Catherine Judson. She’s from another wealthy family of investment bankers. Mia divorced him, and he married Catherine a month later.”

“So he’s a womanizer with three ex-wives.”

“Uh huh. And guess why wife number three divorced him.”

Miranda raised a brow. “Caught him cheating with another one?”

Wesson shook her head. “They had a big fight, and Afton threatened her with a kitchen knife.”

Miranda sat back in shock. “Really.”

“Really,” Wesson grinned.

Smith pulled out another paper from her stack. “I have a copy of the domestic incident report here.”

“Let me see that,” Parker said.

Smith slid it across the table toward him.

He picked it up, and Miranda watched his jaw tighten as he read it over. She knew he was struggling to be objective. They both despised men who cheated on their wives, let alone attacked them. Going after her with a knife was too much like what they’d been through with Leon.

As he handed the report to her, his chest rumbled with a suppressed growl.

Miranda glanced over the boxes and dots of the New York PD form. “He cut her on the arm.”

“Catherine was more worried about a scar than the injury itself,” Wesson said. “But she made him pay. His alimony is steep.”

Smith slid another form across the table. “Here’s the divorce decree.”

Miranda looked it over. “Took him for all he was worth.”

“Maybe a third,” Wesson shrugged. “Another thing we learned is that Josie kept her maiden name when she married Afton.”

“Did she.” Interesting.

“Guess she was the independent type,” Wesson said.

“We gathered that about her before.” Miranda glanced up at the photo of Josie Yearwood’s body on the white board and thought about those initials he’d carved into her. Was that why Afton had done that? Because he’d been festering a resentment about her name all these years?

As she pondered the idea, the door burst open and Hill rushed into the room, his cell phone in hand. “Sorry to interrupt.”

Miranda turned to him. Was the house of cards starting to fall? “Do you have something to report, Hill?”

Hill’s face turned grim. “I’ve got good news and bad news.”

“Okay. Bad news first.” Miranda braced herself.

Hill looked down at his phone as if he’d just remembered he was carrying it. “I’ve got Becker on the line. I’ll let him tell you.”

Becker’s Brooklyn accent filled the room. “Hi, Steele.”

“Hi, Becker. I’ve got Parker, Wesson, and Smith with me here.”

“Hey, Dave,” Wesson said.

“Good evening, Dave,” Parker said.

Smith remained silent.

“Hey, everybody,” Dave said.

Enough with the socializing. “So what’s your bad news, Becker?”

A deep sigh fluttered through the speaker. “I can’t enhance the car in the video from Friday night. The resolution just isn’t high enough.”

Miranda glanced at Parker.

“I was afraid of that,” he said.

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Parker.”

“What’s your good news?” Miranda said.

“I’m so sorry, Steele.”

“Don’t worry about the video.”

“No, not that. I’ve been running a probability algorithm I cooked up on the messages from Josie Yearwood’s dating sites. It produces a list of names most likely to get a date with her.”

“And what’s the problem?”

“Afton didn’t pop. I didn’t know the name of the ex until Hill told me today.”

That sounded more like bad news to her. “And so?”

“Afton contacted Josie on the Love Prospectors dating site two months ago. She didn’t even bother to reply. That’s why I didn’t see his name right away.”

Miranda sat up. “Josie’s ex contacted her on one of her dating sites?”

“Yep.”

“That is good news.”

“Told you,” Hill said to Becker.

“It’s something,” Becker said. “Anyway, I just sent his message to your phone, Steele.”

As soon as his words were out, her cell buzzed. She scrolled to the message.

“Hey there, Darling. I know we left on bad terms, but I was wondering if we could get together and talk sometime.”

Some might think Afton was smooth. Miranda thought he was a jerk with a lot of nerve. Apparently Josie did, too. But then she changed her mind.

“Somewhere between this message and last Friday night, Afton got her to go out with him.” She wished they had Josie’s cell phone. “Thanks, Becker. That helps. Uh, good job. You, too, Hill. Keep working on whatever you can to find this guy.”

“Sure. Sure thing,” both Hill and Becker said at the same time.

Then Hill put his phone to his ear and left the room.

So two months ago, Afton tries to contact his ex-wife through the dating site she was registered with. Then he comes to town and looks for three dozen purple roses. Plenty of time to plan a murder. Or three. Were the other two dozen roses for his other two ex-wives? Were they the “others” in his poem?

Miranda shuffled through the papers in front of her. “I see how you got the public records. How did you get the personal info?”

Wesson gave her a sly grin. “I called Afton’s office in Manhattan and pretended to be an old girlfriend.”

That was gutsy. Wesson could always surprise her. “Did they give you his whereabouts?”

She shook her head. “His personal assistant was afraid she’d lose her job if she gave that out. But she did tell me about his love life. She’s been with him a long time and knows him pretty well.”

Miranda drummed her fingers on the table.

Smith cleared her throat.

“What is it, Smith?”

She shifted in her chair.

“Go ahead,” Wesson prompted her.

Smith glanced down at the table self-consciously. “Well, after Wesson couldn’t get what we needed, I tried a different angle.”

“Which was?”

“I called the firm’s lawyer and said I needed to speak to Mr. Afton on a personal matter. Implying there was an impending lawsuit.”

Another gutsy move. “And?”

“He didn’t buy it. He hung up on me.”

An idea popped into Miranda’s head. “What’s the number?”

“It’s here.” Wesson pointed to the bottom of her notepad.

“Got it.” Miranda dialed it.

The attorney picked up on the first ring. “Roland Weitz. How can I help you?”

“Is this the Roland Weitz who represented Mr. Aaron Connor Afton in the lawsuit brought by his ex-wife Catherine Judson?”

“I’m sorry, who is this?” The man sounded annoyed.

“This is Miranda Steele of the law firm of—” She glanced around the table. “Steele, Wesson, and Smith. My partner called earlier about a matter concerning Mr. Afton.”

“I’m just leaving the office, Ms. Steele.” She could hear the blare of horns and other traffic noises in the background, confirming his statement. “You’ll have to call back in the morning.”

“Mr. Weitz. I’m obligated to inform you it’s in your client’s best interest to speak to me right away. This is a highly sensitive matter.”

“We’ve handled such matters before.”

Confident guy. “Not like this.”

A door closed shutting out the traffic sounds. She heard Weitz mumble something to a driver. Soft music began to play. Must have his own private chauffeur.

“We’re about to file papers, Mr. Weitz,” she added.

He chuckled, arrogance in his tone. “File your papers, Ms. Steele and we’ll talk then.”

He was calling her bluff. Oh, no you don’t. “That’s an interesting response.”

“It’s my standard response to nuisance claims.”

“Seems your client deals with a lot of them.” She took a wild stab. “I guess he’s used to dealing with the media, too?”

“The media? Details of Mr. Afton’s private life have never been released to the media.” There was just a hint of anxiety in his tone now.

“Well, then he’d better get used to dealing with them. My client is scheduled to appear on the news in New York tomorrow morning.”

There was a long pause. For a moment she thought he’d hung up. Then his voice was in her ear. “I’ll get back to you in a moment, Ms. Steele.”

“Make it fast.” She hung up.

Wesson and Smith both gave her a high five, and Parker smiled with sublime pleasure.

“We’re not out of the woods yet. We have to wait for him to call back.”

And so they waited. And waited.

Parker ordered another pizza for the crew, which was consumed in about fifteen minutes after its arrival. Miranda went over Garwood’s list of florists to see if there was anything he’d missed. Then she watched over Deweese’s shoulder as he studied the video from the Bayside Manor parking lot again. While Hill and Becker continued to work on the dating sites, under Parker’s direction, Wesson and Smith tried to figure out whether Afton had used one of the airports within a several hundred mile radius of the area.

An hour and a half after she hung up with the lawyer, Miranda’s cell rang.

She had been standing in the meeting room again listening to the keys clicking on Smith’s laptop.

As she reached into her pocket, all eyes turned to her.

She cleared her throat and answered. “Miranda Steele.”

“Ms. Steele, this is Aaron Afton.”

She nodded to Parker and pressed the Speaker button. “Good evening, Mr. Afton.”

“I’m calling you against the advice of my attorney. I understand you contacted him earlier today.”

“That’s correct. I need to discuss a matter with you regarding my client.”

“Who is your client? What’s this about?”

“I’d like to discuss it in person. As I told Mr. Weitz, it’s a delicate matter.”

“Just tell me her name. If it’s money she wants, I’m sure we can come to some sort of agreement without her going to the media.”

So Weitz had conveyed her message. Evidently it had done the trick. Afton sounded scared.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Afton. I can’t do that until we speak in person.”

“Can’t you hold off the news appearance scheduled for tomorrow? I’m not even in New York right now.”

“Oh, where are you?”

“A remote spot in North Carolina.”

“The Outer Banks?”

“How did you know?”

“We have our sources. As it happens, I’m in the area, as well.”

There was silence on the other end as no doubt Afton tried to figure out how he’d been followed.

“Where are you staying?” Miranda said before he had too much time to think.

He gave her the address and she scribbled it down on Wesson’s notepad. “I’ll meet you there in half an hour.”

She hung up and pointed to the pad. “We got him. He’s in a place called Mariner Point.”

Wesson did a fist pump. “Yes.”

“That’s a private community in Manteo,” Smith said. “It’s one of the priciest developments there.”

Just where a rich playboy who thought he was above the law would stay.

Miranda reached for her jacket and started toward the door. “Let’s get over there before Afton realizes who we are and takes off.”


Chapter Thirty-One

 

Aaron Connor Afton’s home in Mariner Point was a humble six- or seven-bedroom, three-story white mansion with a gray roof, two symmetrical turrets, arching porches, and brightly lit windows. Had to be worth at least a cool million.

It sat at the end of a cul-de-sac belonging to a street that bisected the narrow landform bounded by canals and the sound. The luxury homes lining both sides of the road had an eerie resemblance to the crime scene, though these were more elaborate.

As they neared the house, Miranda spotted a dark sedan parked in front of the two-car garage.

She sat up and peered at it. “That could be the car from the video.”

“It could,” Parker said.

If only Becker had been able to enhance that footage.

Parker pulled the Nissan into the sandy drive and shut off the engine. “Are you sure you want to play it this way?”

Miranda nodded.

She had decided to go in with just Parker. Per her plan, Smith’s police car was parked about three doors down. Wesson was with her. Deweese and Hill were in an unmarked car in front of them.

She stared up at the huge structure. “We won’t get a confession if we go in there with police.”

“True. But I’m not sure he won’t see through your ruse.”

And then all hell could break lose. But they had their weapons. Plus she had a prepared “assistance needed” message on her phone, ready to send to Smith when the time was right.

“Let’s see if he does or not.” She opened the door and made her way up the tall set of stairs to the magnificent front door.

She rang the bell. After a long moment it opened.

Aaron Connor Afton stood before her looking a lot like he did in the photo with Josie.

Tall, dark black hair professionally styled, intense features, especially with the mole on the side of his face. Maybe five or ten points under Parker in the looks department, he was stylishly dressed in designer jeans, a faded gray sweater with over-sized pockets, and a pair of brown loafers with no socks. She could see muscles under the sweater. He worked out.

“Ms. Steele?” he said in an irritated tone.

“Correct. This is my associate Mr. Parker.” No need to go into detail.

Afton didn’t seem to recognize the name. He must not be watching the news. That seemed odd.

“Come in.”

He led them up two long staircases to a wide open living space that overlooked the water. It had honey-colored hardwood floors and light walls that were mostly window. The furniture was done in a light blue antique style that reminded Miranda too much of the crime scene. Instead of a crab, a modern painting of a shark hung over a white fireplace. Must be part of the standard beach décor, but it unnerved her.

“Have a seat.” Afton indicated a cozy looking sofa and took a defiant stance next to the fireplace.

Standing his ground, was he?

Like a lion defending his territory, Parker took a place behind the couch. Miranda saw him covertly check the gun under his coat.

She sat and opened the manila folder she’d brought. It contained the reports Smith had dug up and Wesson’s notes.

She pretended to consult one of the papers. “Mr. Afton, I understand you were married to Josie Yearwood some time ago.”

His head jolted back. The question had surprised him. “That’s right. We were together five years and then divorced.”

“And you married Mia Brown after that.”

He blinked. “Mia and I are also divorced.”

“And Catherine Judson is your third wife?”

His lips thinned as he controlled his mounting irritation. “Catherine and I are divorced, too.”

“I see.” Miranda turned over the incident report. “Oh, yes. You attacked her with a kitchen knife.”

“That was an exaggeration.” His voice rang against the high ceiling. “I was carving a roast I’d cooked especially for her that night, and we got into an argument.”

“She was cut on her arm.” Miranda looked up at him, keeping her expression bland.

Afton glared at her, then at Parker. “She thought the roast was overdone. I told her it wasn’t. Then she said I was slicing it too thick. We started yelling at each other. She grabbed for the knife, trying to take it away and do it herself. That’s when she got cut. It was an accident.”

“Mm-hmm.” Miranda consulted another page. “You also divorced Catherine.”

“Yes, unfortunately we couldn’t make it work.”

Miranda gave Parker a nod.

Looking very much like a prosecutor in a courtroom, he came around the back of the sofa and stood at the mantelpiece opposite their host. “Mr. Afton, can you tell us why you contacted Josie Yearwood recently?”

Now Afton looked totally stunned. “What are you talking about?”

“You sent her a message through the Love Prospectors dating site.”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Nonetheless, we’d like an explanation.”

Afton glared at Parker, then Miranda, his dark eyes boring holes through her. With a hiss of contempt, he spun around and moved to the window.

He gazed out at the inky water below, then ran his hands over his face. “Haven’t you ever heard of the Pina Colada song?”

Frowning, Miranda glanced at Parker. “The what?”

“It’s about a guy who answers a lonely hearts ad in the paper and discovers it’s his wife.”

She vaguely recalled it now. “What’s that got to do with it?”

“Josie was the best thing that ever happened to me. After Catherine left, I realized that. We had something special I never could find with anyone else. I wanted it back. That’s why I came down here and rented this place.”

“And you tried to contact her,” Miranda prompted.

He nodded. “When she ignored my message on the dating site, I went to her shop.”

That was new. But Inez hadn’t said anything about Josie’s ex coming to see her at the boutique. “Was Ms. Fisher there?”

“Who?”

“Her business partner.”

Afton looked like he’d never heard of her. “No. Josie was alone. I told her I wanted to get together again. I begged her to talk to me. She refused, so I left.”

Motive, Miranda thought. Josie brushed him off, so he got back at her, expressing his feelings for her by carving hearts into her.

“But later she changed her mind,” Parker said darkly.

Looking confused, Afton shook his head. “No, she didn’t.”

Of course, he’d deny it. “You went out with her last Friday night.”

“No, I didn’t.”

Okay, how about this? “You bought several dozen purple roses recently, didn’t you, Mr. Afton?”

His eyes blazed. “How did you know that? I—I was trying to win her back. Purple roses are Josie’s favorite. The store didn’t have them, then I decided that idea wouldn’t work.”

“So you only ordered one dozen?”

Afton stared at her, then at Parker.

“Where did you get them from?” Parker said.

Afton’s good-looking face turned red. “What’s this about, Ms. Steele? Is Josie suing me for harassment? Or does she want to amend our divorce settlement now?”

This guy was a really good actor. She closed the folder and stood. “You don’t watch the news, do you, Mr. Afton?”

Now he seemed even more confused. “I have a high pressure job in New York. I wanted to get away from financial reports for a while. I haven’t turned on the television since I got here last Wednesday.”

That had to be a lie. A serial killer would be eagerly watching for reports of his actions, which Angela Tremblay had amply provided.

She turned to Parker. He gave her a slight nod. Time to drop the lawyer act.

“Mr. Afton,” she said. “Josie Yearwood is dead.”

Afton let out a sharp snort. “No, she isn’t. I just told you I spoke to her less than a week ago.”

“She was brutally murdered last Friday in a house along the ocean in Nags Head.” Miranda pulled out the photo of the body she’d brought and held it out to him.

He stared at it, his eyes growing large, his expression dazed and frightened. His jaw began to move but he couldn’t speak. Slowly, he began to shake his head. “No. No. That can’t be right. You’re lying.”

“The photo doesn’t lie, Mr. Afton.”

He snatched the picture out of her hands and tore it in two. “Get out of my house,” he screamed. “You’re no attorney.”

“You’re right, Mr. Afton. I’m not an attorney. I’m a private investigator and so is Wade Parker.” She reached into her pocket, pressed the Send button on her cell, and retrieved a business card. She handed to him. “We’re from the Parker Agency in Atlanta, and we’ve been working with the local police on this case.”

He emitted a long high-pitched shriek. His whole demeanor turned from handsome playboy to some ghoulish fiend. “You think I killed Josie? You’re out of your minds.”

“All the evidence points to you.”

“Get out. Get out right now!”

Miranda saw Parker’s hand slip inside his jacket. Before he could draw his weapon, there was a loud knock on the door.

She gave their suspect a satisfied smile. “Sorry to disappoint you, Mr. Afton. That’s the police now. They’ll be wanting to take you to the station for further questioning.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

 

By the time Deweese, Hill, and Smith entered the house with their weapons in hand, Afton was on the floor sobbing.

“My Josie! My love. My one true love. She can’t be gone. Tell me it’s all a lie. Please say it isn’t true.”

“Let’s talk about it at the station.” Deweese pulled the bewildered man to his feet and led him outside.

With Parker beside her, Miranda followed everyone downstairs.

He leaned in close. “You handled him with great expertise. For a moment, I almost believed you were an attorney.”

She had to grin. His compliments always made her tingle. “Thanks. You weren’t so bad yourself.”

As soon as they got to the bottom of the steps, she spotted Wesson waiting for them.

Her colleague nodded toward the dark sedan. “Smith’s going to impound Afton’s car. I’d like to help with that. I can catch a ride with her back to the B&B.”

Miranda watched Deweese put the distraught ex-husband into the back of Smith’s police car. “I’m sure he’ll lawyer up as soon as he comes to his senses, but let us know if anything noteworthy happens.”

“Will do.” And she hurried off to join her friend.

This was it.

They had found Josie Yearwood’s killer and had him in custody. All Miranda wanted now was a hot bath and a warm bed. It had been a long hard day.

Then she spotted Sergeant Ballard’s short skinny frame standing at the end of the driveway. He was on his cell, but ended his call as soon as he saw them.

She braced herself for an undeserved butt-chewing, then saw he was grinning from ear to ear.

He hurried over to the Nissan and stuck out a hand. “You did it! You caught the killer. I couldn’t believe it when Garwood rang me, so I had to come see for myself. Great job, you two. I knew I was right to call you in.”

He pumped Miranda’s arm, then Parker’s.

Parker removed his hand. “Sergeant, we—”

“I know. The bastard’s going to lawyer up. But we can get him. We’ll comb this house until we find what we need to bury him. He’s going away for a long time, thanks to you.”

“We’ll talk in the morning. Right now, we’re going back to our room.” Parker opened the door for Miranda, and she climbed inside as fast as she could.

She watched Parker stroll around to the driver’s side. He stopped a moment to speak to the sergeant, then got in.

They sped off.

“Don’t drive too fast,” she warned him. “Ballard will chase us down and give us a ticket.”

He smiled. “I don’t think so.”

“What did you say to him back there?”

“I told him Smith had made an outstanding contribution to the case.”

“Hope it does some good. Smith is really coming around.”

“She is.” Parker reached for the radio and turned it on, as if he wanted a distraction from tonight’s events.

Instead Angela Tremblay’s voice came through the car speakers. “We have breaking news on the Josie Yearwood case. Her ex-husband Aaron Connor Afton of New York City has just been arrested for her murder. It seems Mr. Afton had been in the area a few days—”

Parker shut the radio off.

Miranda leaned her head back and groaned. “That’s who Ballard was talking to on the phone back there.”

“Evidently he wanted to clear his name as soon as possible,” Parker said darkly.

“Blabbing to the press. What a jerk.”

As he turned out of the subdivision, Parker took her hand in his. “But now it’s over. We won’t have to deal with him much longer.”

“Yeah.”

She closed her eyes and tried to let the tightness in her shoulders go. The meeting with Afton had been intense. And though the encounter hadn’t turned violent, she hadn’t realized how much it had taken out of her until now.

The man’s bitter cries began to run through her head. She could still see him sitting on the floor of his rented mansion, sobbing his eyes out. His grief seemed so real. As Parker made the turn onto the quaint little downtown street where the B&B sat, an odd niggling feeling began to creep over her.

Something wasn’t right.


Chapter Thirty-Three

 

She got her wish for a hot bath, though she almost dozed through it. When she got into bed and felt Parker crawl in beside her a few minutes later, Miranda could barely mumble, “Goodnight.”

She fell into a dead sleep.

It felt like days later when the warm sun beamed down on her through the window woke her. She rose and wandered outside. It was a bright, brilliant day that promised nothing but happiness.

She was going to see her daughter today.

The squishy white sand oozed between her toes as she made her way along the beach. Listening to the waves crash against the shore, she shielded her eyes and gazed out at the ocean. It was so blue, so vast. Gulls cried overhead, searching for food.

A wave played at her feet, cooling her skin, making her laugh. She turned and skipped along the shore, kicking at the water, her long gauzy white dress flowing in the wind behind her.

And then the stones appeared. Small stones. Just a few at first. A row of pebbles along the sand, like breadcrumbs leading to some secret hideaway. But soon the pebbles became dense and large. She struggled to make her way through them. They grew slippery with water. And now they were rocks with sharp jagged edges that tore at her feet as she went.

As one cut into her, she cried out and stumbled. She reached out to catch herself, and her hand found a wall.

She stopped and stared up at it.

It was a high craggy cliff. Angry waves beat against it, splashing their spray into her face.

And then she heard a cry.

“Help!”

It was a woman. She was far away, on the other side of the cliff.

“Help,” she screamed again. She seemed farther away this time.

She looked around her. She couldn’t get around the cliff to the other side. Not without leaving the shore and wading out into the ocean.

She took a step and sank into the water to her ankle. She took another step, and the water rose to her knee. A wave came in, nearly knocking her off balance. She reached for the stone wall. A jagged rock cut into her hand.

Overhead a bird cried angrily.

Squawking, it swooped down and pecked at her head.

No! She batted it away, but it began to laugh at her.

She knew that laugh.

She turned back and tried to climb up the cliff, but there was nothing to hold onto, and she kept sliding down.

All around her the waves grew higher, stronger. The sky over her turned dark. She heard thunder rumble in the clouds overhead. The sea was to her waist now. A wave rolled in and lifted her off her feet.

Frantically, she began to swim. She had to find her way back to the beach. She had to get back to land. But the waves took her farther and farther from the shore.

“Help,” she cried.

Suddenly she knew it was her own voice she’d heard before.

And then she heard him, as if he were standing beside her whispering into her ear. “This time, you’re going to die.”

“No!” She swung her arm out and hit something hard. “Ow.”

“Miranda.” It was Parker’s stern voice.

She opened her eyes and discovered she was sitting on the floor in the corner of their room. She’d slammed her fist against the wall, and her hand was throbbing. At least she hadn’t socked Parker this time.

“Get up,” he said and pulled her to her feet. “I knew this case would be too much for you.”

“I’m fine.”

“As much as you’re an attorney.”

She stared up into his gorgeous face lined with care for her. She didn’t want him to worry.

She put her head on his chest and let his arms slide around her. “I know what you’re going to say, and I’m making another appointment with Dr. Wingate as soon as we get back.”

Though she’d had two since their last case.

He ran a gentle hand over her hair. “I may make one myself.”

This case was hard on him, too. His encounter with Tannenburg had been no picnic. She hadn’t realized it until just now, but this case must remind him of his first love, Laura. She’d been found brutally murdered. And even though that was long ago, it was still painful.

He kissed her forehead. “Deweese called about half an hour ago. They have a team combing through Afton’s house for evidence. I told them we’d be there to help.”

“Sure.” She started to pull away.

He raised her chin with his hand. “We could stop now, Miranda.”

She looked up into his penetrating eyes. He knew the answer, knew her better than that.

And she knew he’d want her to eat before going back to that place.

Ignoring his suggestion, she gave him a peck on the cheek and started for the closet. “What’s for breakfast?”


Chapter Thirty-Four

 

They opted for the breakfast in the B&B dining room.

It was a buffet this morning, and Parker told Miranda to sit while he piled a plate for her with bacon, Southern style grits and a veggie-and-sausage omelet.

Knowing she wouldn’t eat all that food without prompting, as he set it down, he gave her a stern clean-your-plate look.

Okay, okay. She took a sip of the hot black coffee and dug in. The food was delicious. Fresh and cheesy and warm. And as she munched on a piece of crisp bacon, her head began to clear.

Parker always knew what she needed.

Wesson was chatty over a strawberry waffle she’d heaped high with whipped cream. “Afton called his attorney as soon as we got to the station last night. The lofty Mr. Weitz is flying in this morning, so I guess we’ll get to meet him in person. Afton said something about slapping us with a lawsuit.”

Parker lifted his mug of coffee. “Nothing to be concerned about. The Agency has had lawsuits before.”

Miranda hadn’t heard that before. She imagined Estavez, or someone in his firm, would have made mincemeat of anyone who’d tried to sue Parker.

“Did they get Afton’s cell phone?” she asked.

Wesson nodded. “They took it when they booked him.”

“Did they find any text conversations with Josie?”

“Not yet. Hill and Becker were working on it when I left.”

She stared down at what was left of her omelet. “How’s Smith doing?”

“Oh, man,” Wesson sighed. “Cindy’s so relieved we solved this case, she wanted to throw a party. She told me she hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since she found Josie in that house on the beach.”

Miranda could relate to that. “I hope she got one last night.”

They finished up, got into the Nissan and drove the short distance to Mariner Point and Afton’s lavish estate.


Chapter Thirty-Five

 

The white structure glistened like a castle in the morning light. It was a luxurious place, even with the yellow crime scene tape stretched across the yard.

Neighbors had come by to find out what was going on, and Hill had them lined up on the lawn along the bushes near one of the turrets for questioning.

Where was Tremblay and her news truck? Miranda wondered as she crossed the front yard. Maybe she’d celebrated last night and was sleeping in. With Parker and Wesson behind her, once more Miranda climbed the stairs to the front door, which stood open.

Inside several deputies from the county were going through the place room by room.

In one of the bedrooms on the first floor, Miranda located Smith. Dusting for fingerprints, she was running a brush along the top of a dark wood nightstand that sat next to a huge four poster bed with a golden cover and a ton of pillows.

“Have you found anything yet?”

Smith turned to her, gloved hands up like a doctor about to go into surgery. “Not yet. But we’re going to find something. I can feel it.”

Her eyes sparkled. The woman was glowing.

She ought to be. She’d helped solve the biggest case ever to hit this area. Miranda hoped she was right about the evidence.

Smith handed Wesson another pair of gloves. “Want to help?”

“That’s what we’re here for.” She turned to Miranda.

“Sure, go ahead.”

Wesson slipped on the gloves, then got a brush and powder from a kit on the floor and the two began giggling together like schoolgirls.

Miranda gave Parker a wry look, then moved out into the hall and up the staircase.

On the top floor she bypassed the hall to the living room and headed the other way. She saw officers she didn’t recognize working in a large open kitchen going through the white cabinets and examining the granite countertops. She found Deweese in a nearby semi-circular dining area with high windows and tall wicker chairs surrounding an elegant table overlooking the sound. The color scheme here was an airy combination of white and blue and gold.

“The place is a rental, fully furnished,” he said to them after exchanging good mornings.

“So Afton doesn’t own this house.”

“No. He rented it for a month, though.”

Long enough to kill Josie and whoever those “others” were. Last night, she’d been thinking they were his ex wives. Last night that had seemed to fit. But Mia Brown and Catherine Judson both lived in New York. Maybe he was going to lure them down here, like he’d lured Josie into going on a date with him.

“This place doesn’t happen to be managed by East Seaside Properties, does it?”

Deweese shook his head. “No, another company handles it.”

She let out a breath of annoyance.

Hunting for trace, the detective ran an angled flashlight over the end of the table. “Afton didn’t say much last night, but he did insist he was here all Friday night.”

“Could anyone confirm that?”

“He couldn’t think of anyone.”

“So he hasn’t got an alibi.”

Deweese moved to one of the chairs. “Not yet.”

“Mr. Weitz may help him construct one,” Parker said wryly.

“Thanks.” Miranda said to Deweese.

She stepped through a nearby set of sliding glass doors and onto a wide wooden porch with a white table and chairs.

A nice setting for viewing the water.

She shoved her hands in her pockets and stared out at the sound. She couldn’t shake the nagging feeling in her stomach.

She turned to Parker. “What do you think?”

His gaze followed the horizon in the distance. For a long time, he didn’t answer.

“Parker?”

“The evidence we have so far is circumstantial.”

“So there’s little chance he’ll be convicted.”

“Cases like this have been won before.”

“With a high powered team of attorneys from New York defending the accused?”

She was sure Weitz would bring in everyone he could.

“It would be stronger if there were more evidence.”

“And if there isn’t any?”

His eyes narrowed, he seemed as troubled as she felt. “Then the prosecutor will have to go with circumstantial.”

“And he could be wrong.”

Parker’s jaw went tight. “That’s why it would be best if we find something definitive.”

She knew it. He was having his doubts, too.

He turned to open the glass door again. “Let’s help the police do just that.”

“I will,” she said. “I just need a moment to process everything.”

With an understanding look, he stepped back inside the house.

Miranda took a set of outside stairs down to a tiled area with a kidney-shaped pool. Wondering why you needed a pool with all the water in the area, she spotted an officer dragging it with a grapnel.

“Find anything?” she called to him.

He shook his head. “No, ma’am.”

She headed out toward the fence that edged the backyard. There was another set of wooden stairs there, these leading to a dock that stretched out into the water.

She climbed the stairs and walked the length of it, her shoes clattering against the boards. When she reached the end she shielded her eyes and stared out at the water, her mind racing.

No physical evidence.

No sign of flowers or bloody clothes or gloves. No sign of Josie’s cell phone or her clothes. Or a bloody knife.

Afton could have tossed most of that in a dumpster by now. Or burned the evidence in his fireplace or the backyard. Or just taken a walk along this dock and dumped everything into the water.

Not enough evidence to convict. Only circumstantial.

The sky was starting to turn cloudy again. The wind was picking up, too.

Her gaze wandered to the shoreline. Every house in this community was equipped with a dock like this. Most were empty now, but there was a boat or two waiting patiently for their owners to take them out for a spin. To the south, beyond the residential piers, she could see a marina where more boats were moored.

She stared out at the sound that separated Roanoke Island from the two-hundred mile stretch of sand and beach that made up the barrier islands.

Another thought struck her. How did Afton get access to that house in Nags Head? And why go there? Was he the one who’d taken those missing keys? What was his connection to the place?

There were several boats out on the water. Skiffs and trawlers, several closed-cabin yachts. Even a patrol boat, keeping everyone safe.

Diehard fishermen. She’d never comprehended going fishing for recreation. Not after she’d worked on a lobster boat in Maine. Fishing was hard, arduous work. Every muscle in her body had screamed at the end of each workday.

Circumstantial evidence, she thought again bitterly.

Barely enough to charge Afton, let alone get a conviction. There might be something of Josie left in that dark colored vehicle, though he’d probably had it cleaned. The man was careful, thorough. The first crime scene proved that. And they couldn’t prove his car was the one in the video from Bayside Manor.

What if they couldn’t find anything else? Would she and Parker be left with their doubts while Afton was charged and the case proceeded? If he got off, would it be because she hadn’t done her job well enough? If he was convicted, would she always have to wonder if she’d sent an innocent man to prison?

Last night. The look of shock on Afton’s face when she told him Josie was dead. It had seemed real, but she’d told herself he was acting. Once more she could hear his anguished cries when the police came. Those had seemed real, too. And beyond that, even though Afton seemed to have a bad temper and had been intensely angry last night, something about him just didn’t add up. After another moment, it came to her.

He didn’t seem crazy enough.

Not enough to kidnap his ex-wife and slice her up with hearts. Not enough to leave a message written on the wall in her blood.

A thumping sound jolted her out of her thoughts.

She spun around to face the house, expecting to see someone coming toward her on the dock. No one was there. Then she realized the sound was closer.

Thump, thump. Thump, thump, thump.

Her stomach started to churn, her skin to tingle. She felt that familiar itchy feeling. A swarm of vicious insects crawling up her neck and spine.

It always came too late.

She leaned over the piling and peered into the water. And then she saw it. The source of the sound thumping against the underwater pole.

It was the body of a woman. Naked. Dead.

Her long black hair floated lazily around her head, halo like. She dipped down into the water a moment, but as the body bobbed up again, Miranda got a better look at it. She could see the lovely face, the touch of Asian in the eyes, though the makeup had been washed away. The stubborn, fiery spirit that had once inhabited the body was gone, leaving nothing but a lifeless form. It was exactly who she’d thought it was.

Angela Tremblay.


Chapter Thirty-Six

 

The sight of the floating body made Miranda so dizzy, she had to brace herself against the piling so she wouldn’t fall into the water herself.

“Parker,” she screamed.

What was she thinking? He couldn’t hear her.

She turned and ran toward the house. Cell phone, she thought, when she was halfway down the dock.

Digging the phone out of her pocket, she dialed it with trembling fingers and pressed it to her ear.

Parker appeared on the deck of the house just as he answered. “What is it?”

“Get Deweese and Smith and anybody you can and get down here right away. We’ve got a floater.”

It seemed to take an hour before they all reached the spot where the body was still bobbing in the water.

Parker and Deweese climbed down into the water on a nearby ladder. It took three men and a neighbor in a small yacht to get her out and onto the dock.

Someone covered her with a blanket, but before they did, Miranda took in what was on Tremblay’s body.

Though the water had washed away the blood, she could make out the deep cuts in her flesh. X’s and O’s this time. Kisses and hugs. And in the middle of her abdomen, a big heart with the initials dug into the middle of it. JY.

What did it mean? Had the killer been angry she hadn’t said more about Josie on the air? Though he’d left a similar message, he hadn’t seemed to take as much care this time.

The body lay on the dock for the two hours it took for Dr. Lipman to make her second trek from Greenville.

After examining the body, the coroner stated the time of death was sometime early this morning. It was as accurate as she could be, given the victim’s condition. COD appeared to be manual strangulation. Same as Josie Yearwood.

When Ballard arrived on the scene, he insisted it was a copycat, but Tremblay hadn’t released information about the markings on Josie’s body in her broadcasts. She’d blurred the crime scene photos. No one but the police knew about the hearts and the initials.

Why did the killer go after the reporter that was making him famous?

Miranda didn’t know. What she did know was that he’d taken her sometime after her final broadcast last night. He’d worked on her during the intervening hours then dropped her into the sound. Maybe from one of neighboring piers, from the marina, from a boat. They couldn’t be sure.

But one thing was certain. During that timeframe, Aaron Connor Afton had been in custody.

They’d been wrong about him.

He wasn’t the killer.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

 

And so they were back to square one—again.

Miranda put everyone on the team on a systematic search of all the men on Josie Yearwood’s dating sites. No stone unturned. Do a background check on every last one of them. Find out their whereabouts over the last five days. Find out what kind of car they drove. Find out what they ate for breakfast.

Parker put a call in to the television station, trying to get information about when and where Angela Tremblay was last seen. They gave him her address, but didn’t know when she’d left after her last broadcast. After he spoke to three different people, a woman took his number and said someone would call him back.

Weitz had arrived in town an hour ago. As soon as he learned about the second victim, he demanded Ballard release his client. Reluctantly the sergeant complied. He was holding onto his theory of a copycat, but Miranda knew Afton was innocent.

Of this crime, at least.

There was a new guy on the news taking Tremblay’s spot. Far less flamboyant, he wore a bland face and spoke in a low monotone as he reported the demise of his coworker.

A heaviness hung in the air like a thick fog over the ocean. The sense of failure, of death, of defeat permeated everything. The Manteo police were involved now, as well as the County Sheriff’s Office.

Miranda’s team was growing.

The whole area was in shock over the second murder. Calls came flooding into the police department demanding to know why their favorite reporter hadn’t had police protection.

Ballard had to barricade himself in his office.

When she went to get sodas for the crew in the break room, Miranda found him leaning on his arm against the refrigerator.

He looked up when he saw her, not bothering to hide his feelings. “I can’t believe Angela’s gone. I was starting to have a real crush on her. I was going to ask her out when all this was over. Oh, God.”

His eyes tearing up, he hurried out of the room.

For the first time, Miranda felt for the man.

She went down the hall and stood for a moment, watching the busy hub of activity in the work area.

Suddenly she remembered something.

She put the drinks down at an empty desk and moved to Deweese’s area where Parker stood looking over his shoulder at a long list of names from Love Prospectors.

She touched his arm and he turned to her.

“We never checked out that third guy on Josie’s website.”

“You’re right. We didn’t.”

She checked her phone for Becker’s old message. “His name’s Ernest Price. Lives in Wanchese. You know that.” They’d started that way yesterday.

“Wanchese is about ten miles away,” Deweese offered. “On the south part of the island.”

Parker’s back straightened. “That’s interesting.”

“What is?”

“The home address the television station gave me for Ms. Tremblay is also in Wanchese.”

Miranda’s heartbeat kicked up. “We need to get down there. Can you break away?”

“I can handle this,” Deweese said.

Parker reached for the jacket he’d slung over the back of a nearby chair. “Let’s go.”

“Everyone stay focused,” Miranda called out as she grabbed her coat and headed for the back door. We’ll get a short list together and prioritize it when we get back.”

“Unless Price is our guy,” said Hill, giving her the thumbs up. He’d overheard the conversation.

Miranda returned the gesture. “Right. Stay positive.”

An almost impossible task after last night’s failure, but they could try.

Once more Parker drove the Nissan back across the bridge over the sound, and this time turned left, heading south through an area with little but grass and trees and storage places and repair shops.

“It’s early afternoon. Price might not be home,” he said, studying the sky that was turning cloudy again.

They’d wondered about that yesterday.

Miranda consulted Becker’s text. “He works for a seafood plant in the area. Let’s try him there.”

After another five miles or so, they entered an industrial area dotted with boating suppliers and repair shops and maintenance services for seagoing vessels. They passed a dozen or so semi trailers scattered across a sandy lot, and a small harbor where commercial vessels were docked.

Parker pulled into a clearing next to a large white stucco building with a blue roof. They got out and went inside.

The strong smell of fish greeted them, and they found themselves standing on a platform overlooking a huge space where workers in hairnets and blue aprons busily sorted filets and scallops and other seafood as it moved down several rows of noisy assembly lines. There were hoses and blue crates and ice bins everywhere and everyone seemed to know their part in the organized chaos.

A large man in a white coat and ball cap who’d been overseeing one of the rows stopped his machine and came over to glare up at them.

“Can I help you?” he shouted over the din in a thick North Carolina accent.

Miranda didn’t feel like screaming. She scampered down the steps to where the man stood. “I’m Miranda Steele and this is Wade Parker. We’re helping the police investigate the recent murders in the area.”

He nodded, recognizing them. “Angela Tremblay. What a shock. And that other woman. That sort of thing doesn’t happen around here.”

So folks kept telling her. “We’re hoping to keep it from happening again.”

“What do those killings have to do with this plant?”

“We’d like to speak to one of your employees. A man named Ernest Price.”

He shook his head, his jowls wagging in disbelief. Then he pointed toward one of the lines. “He’s right over there. Hey, Price,” the man yelled.

Miranda didn’t know how Price heard him, but he stopped his machine and came over.

“What is it, Stan?”

“These are those investigators from Atlanta. They want to talk to you.”

“To me? What about?”

“Why don’t you step outside for five minutes and find out.”
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Miranda’s eardrums were throbbing by the time they reached the parking lot, but she turned to Price and eyed the build under his form-fitting polo shirt with a single breast pocket. The heavy blue apron over the shirt didn’t hide the fact that he was husky. And even though he had on rubber gloves and plastic up to the elbows, she could tell he was a weight lifter.

Plus, he was a good looking guy with bright green eyes. The type many women would be attracted to—except for the smell of fish.

“Mr. Price, as you may know Wade Parker and I are looking into the murder of Josie Yearwood.”

“Right. I saw you on the news the other day. I can’t believe what’s going on around here.” He looked at Miranda as if she were responsible.

“I understand you dated Ms. Yearwood after she moved back to the Outer Banks.”

“A few times. She was too rich for my blood. She liked to be pampered.”

“In other words, she rejected you.”

He scoffed. “Not really. We dated a little back in high school.”

“High school? You lived in Manteo?”

“Born and raised. After I graduated, I got this job and moved down here.” He gestured over his shoulder.

That was interesting. “Were you and Ms. Yearwood serious?”

He let out a short laugh. “We were never more than friends. Josie Yearwood wasn’t serious about anybody. Not until she met that uber rich guy in New York. And he was arrested last night, wasn’t he? Angie said—” He stopped himself his throat catching. “I can’t believe Angie’s gone, too.”

“You’re referring to Angela Tremblay?”

“Of course. They found her in the water near Mariner Point this morning. But I guess you already know that.”

He seemed genuinely shocked by the news.

“You knew Ms. Tremblay by her first name?” Parker asked.

“Sure. She lives down the street from me.”

“Down the street?” Miranda hadn’t had a chance to see the address Parker had gotten for the new victim.

“Yes. She moved to this part of the island after her parents left for Florida about five years ago. Angie and I went out a couple of times since then, but it was nothing serious. She was too focused on her career. She wanted to go to New York. She hated being stuck down here in the boonies, as she called it.”

Shoulders tensing, Miranda gazed across a field toward a residential area where a row of distant trees peeked over rooftops. Was this their guy? He certainly had opportunity.

She turned to him. “Mr. Price, can you verify your whereabouts this past Friday evening?”

His brows shot up in surprise at the question. He looked from Miranda to Parker and back again. “Last Friday? I had a gig.”

“A gig?”

He gave her a shy, pretty boy grin. “I’ve got a band. I play lead guitar and sing. Some folks think we’re pretty good. Might go on tour some day. Last Friday night we played a beach party for some of the locals. We were there until everyone passed out around three in the morning. I can get you the information.”

“That would be helpful.” But Miranda believed him.

“Anything I can do to help.” He stared down at the sandy ground and shook his head. “If anyone back in high school had told me Angie would be covering Josie Yearwood’s murder—”

Miranda held up a hand. “Wait. Are you saying Ms. Tremblay and Ms. Yearwood went to the same high school?”

“Sure did. We’ve all known each other since then. Angie and Josie used to be friends. Until Josie beat Angie in a beauty contest. After that they didn’t speak to each other. Funny, they were both the kind of girl only the most popular guys got to date. I was playing guitar back then, so I got a turn. But the others—”

“The others?” Funny he should put it that way.

“The rejects—that’s what they called them.”

“What Ms. Yearwood and Ms. Tremblay called them?” Miranda asked, just to be sure.

“Yes. And a couple of their friends. They were talking about the guys they’d string along for a while then break up with. And then, of course, there were the losers who never stood a chance with them in the first place. Those two broke a lot of hearts in those days. A few of those guys had real grudges over it.”

Miranda glanced at Parker. “Grudges?”

“You know. It’s one thing if a guy breaks up with a girl. But if she breaks up with him, it doesn’t go down so well.”

High school. Had they been focusing on the wrong timeframe?

Miranda folded her arms. “Anyone in particular that you can remember? Anyone with a grudge that would last a long time?”

He blinked at her, then caught her meaning. “You think one of those guys from high school might have been the killer?”

“You tell me.”

Frowning, he shrugged. “How should I know? There were maybe a half dozen or so who made rude comments about Josie or Angie in the locker room. You know how guys are.”

Yeah, she knew. “Anyone you can remember?”

He thought a minute, looked like he wanted to scratch his head, then thought better of it with his fish gloves on. “Not really. It was years ago.”

Miranda took out a business card and stuck it into his breast pocket. “If you do come up with a name, give us a call.”

“Okay. Sure.”

“Thank you, Mr. Price,” Parker said in his silky style. “You’ve been very helpful.”

“No problem. I hope you find that killer soon. I still can’t get over what happened to Angie. Or Josie.”

And he turned and ambled back inside the building and his fish sorting.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

 

Miranda sat in the car with Parker, taking in what she’d just learned. Neither of them said anything for several minutes. Miranda’s brain was racing.

Parker had just started the engine when his cell rang.

It was the television station confirming that Tremblay went straight home after her broadcast last night around midnight.

She held up a finger. “So either the killer followed her home—”

Parker nodded slipping the phone back into his pocket. “Or he already knew where she lived.”

“Hmm.”

Parker read her thoughts. “Time of death was early this morning.”

“Yeah? So?”

“If Ms. Tremblay was taken by the killer and her body dropped in the water here, it’s unlikely she would have floated up to Mariner Point by the time you found her.”

“Good point. Hold on a minute.” Miranda brought up the map of the area on the GPS. She pointed to the jagged outline of bays and lagoons along the southeastern tip of the island—where they were now. “There are two marinas with fleets belonging to the seafood companies and charter boats close by. Maybe our guy used one of those.”

Parker remained skeptical. “Someone would have noticed if he took a boat belonging to a seafood company. Likewise for a charter boat if he hadn’t booked it.”

“Okay. He probably wouldn’t have risked identifying himself like that. But there are private boats here, too. So he nabs her, takes her to the boat—”

“Or lures her onto it.”

“Right. Then he cuts her up, kills her, cruises up to Mariner Point and dumps her body.”

“A possible scenario.”

The wheels in Miranda’s head began to whir now. “The local police are already at Tremblay’s house, right?”

Parker nodded. “I gave the address to Deweese earlier. He passed it onto the sherriff’s department.”

“I’m thinking about what Price said about Josie’s ‘rejects’ from high school.”

“And?”

“We need to figure out who they were.”

“How do you propose we do that?”

If going through the names on Josie’s dating sites wasn’t bad enough, this search would be nearly impossible. And yet— “Josie’s grandmother had a photo of her when she was in a beauty contest around that time.”

“The one in which she bested Ms. Tremblay.”

“Yeah, probably. Maybe she’s got some other memorabilia.”

Slowly Parker nodded. “Or she can remember who those rejected boys were.”

“We could be onto something.”

“Yes, we could. Excellent idea.” And with a smile that made her heart thump, Parker pulled out of his spot and headed back north to Manteo.


Chapter Forty

 

The little green house on Agona Street with the white picket fence was just as cozy and welcoming as it had been during their first visit there. And so was their hostess.

Louella Yearwood answered the door in tailored gray slacks and a drab green sweater vest over a button-down blouse, with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. Her short white hair seemed a little flatter today and she seemed smaller, beaten down.

Still, she gave them a warm smile. “It’s so good to see both of you. Please come in.”

She led them into the comfy living room with its country air and its homey plaques and pillows. The photos on the tables and mantelpiece hadn’t been touched, but Miranda noticed the smell of something chocolatey coming from the kitchen.

“Brownies,” Mrs. Yearwood explained reading the expression on her face. “I’ve made three batches since I heard the news about Angela today.” Shaking her head in dismay, she pressed a tissue to her eyes. “Angela Tremblay. Why, I knew that girl when she was in high school. Josie was friends with her.”

“I’m so sorry you had to hear the news that way,” Parker said.

“I’m sorry we couldn’t prevent it,” Miranda said bluntly, still angry at herself.

Mrs. Yearwood patted her arm in a motherly gesture. “It’s not your fault, dear. You’re doing the best you can. Sit down and let me get you a brownie.”

“We don’t need—”

Before Miranda could finish, she disappeared into the kitchen.

Miranda shook her head at Parker. The poor woman was so distraught with grief she might not be much help, after all.

After a few minutes, Mrs. Yearwood returned carrying a tray of brownies and cups of coffee. “Here we are. You both look like you could use some refreshment. Sit down. Have a brownie.”

She didn’t give them much choice. Miranda took a seat on the couch, reached for a cup and took a sip of the rich brew.

As she set the cup back down, Mrs. Yearwood handed her a saucer with a brownie. “Most folks can’t say no.”

Miranda didn’t feel like eating, but she took the plate anyway. “Mrs. Yearwood—”

“Go ahead. Try it.”

She wasn’t going to get anywhere with the woman if she didn’t, so she picked up the thick dark piece and took a bite. Deep rich chocolate with a soft center and a chewy crust. “Hmm. This is delicious.” She reached for a napkin.

As Mrs. Yearwood nodded with approval, Miranda wiped her mouth and took another swallow of coffee.

The woman was right. The sugar was clearing her head. Enough to press on with her task.

“These are exquisite,” Parker said after finishing a brownie himself.

“I thought you could take some of these to the station. You and all the police have been working so hard and I’m so grateful. I’ll wrap them up for you before you go.”

“I’m sure they’d appreciate that.” Parker nodded to Miranda.

He wanted her to take over. This was her theory, after all.

“Mrs. Yearwood,” Miranda began again.

“Louella,” she corrected.

“Louella. We’ve been going through lists of men Josie might have dated since she came back home.”

Blinking with surprise, she sat back in her chair. “Oh? How did you find that information?”

“We discovered Josie was registered with several dating sites.”

“She was? She never told me that.” The poor woman looked bewildered.

“All of the men we questioned have solid alibis for the night Josie was killed.”

She hadn’t put that very delicately, but Mrs. Yearwood nodded with an earnest look.

“So we thought maybe we weren’t going back far enough. Today we spoke to someone who knew Josie in high school. He mentioned there were boys back then who—” How could she put it?

She turned to Parker.

“Young men who felt a bit rejected when Josie didn’t go out with them.”

How did he do that? Put things so delicately?

Still Mrs. Yearwood frowned. “Rejected? Josie was a very friendly young girl. Everyone loved her. I’m sure she never intended to hurt anyone.”

“I’m sure she didn’t. But we’re wondering if you might remember any of her classmates, or have anything belonging to Josie that would give us information about who she went out with back then.” Or didn’t go out with.

Mrs. Yearwood gazed out the window a moment. “Josie and Angela were friends for a while. I didn’t let her date until she was a junior. She had a strict curfew. But she did go out with a lot of boys. So did Angela. Let me think.” She tapped her fingers against her lips. “For the life of me, I can’t remember any of their names right now. Oh, I know.”

Miranda’s heart jumped. “What is it?”

“I still have Josie’s yearbooks from high school. They’re in her old room. Give me a minute to go and fetch them.”

Before Miranda could reply, she disappeared down a hall. A yearbook? Could that be their Rosetta Stone?

Her nerves on edge, Miranda leaned close to Parker. “Do you think that will give us what we’re looking for?”

“I think it’s as close as we’ll get.”

Feeling antsy, Miranda got up and strolled to the fireplace. Once again she studied the pictures of the youthful Josie Yearwood, and her heart broke all over again for her. She was looking at the one from the beauty pageant when her cell buzzed.

“What is it?” Parker asked.

“It’s Wesson,” she said after digging out her phone. “She wants to talk.”

Quickly, she thumbed a message. Do you have a lead?

Not a lead. Just have to talk about something.

Miranda suppressed a groan. Ballard must be giving Smith a hard time again. She couldn’t deal with that now. She shot out another message.

Can’t talk now. We’re at Mrs. Yearwood’s. Might be onto something. If you have anything, send it.

She sent the text and looked up as Josie’s grandmother returned to the room holding a thick bound book.

“This is from her senior year. I don’t know how it would help, but you’re welcome to it.” She handed it to Miranda and looked away sadly.

Probably thinking about what she would do with Josie’s things.

As Miranda sat down on the couch with the book in her lap, her heart went out to the woman. C’mon, she thought. This has got to be it. She had to find this creep.

She ran her hand over the embossed gold foil lettering of the cover, then opened it.

The inside flap was covered with signatures. There were quips about what an honor it was to sign “Yearwood’s yearbook,” lots of “Good luck!” and “We had fun” messages. Silly rhymes, a knock-knock joke or two. Nothing that seemed obsessive or vengeful.

Miranda turned to the title page. Again the white space was covered with youthful writing. Smiley faces, exclamation points, and more well wishes. Some were from teachers. “You have talent. Remember to use it,” the Art teacher had written. “Algebra wasn’t your strong suit, but the world needs your eye for design.” From the Math instructor.

She read through them all while Parker read over her shoulder.

Briefly she flipped through the pages of photo upon photo of students, most of them signed with the same kind of cute quotes.

“How many students went to this school?” Miranda asked.

“Over five hundred, I believe,” Mrs. Yearwood said.

Another long list of names for Deweese and Hill and Garwood to go through and track down. Names that might lead to nowhere, she thought wearily as she turned another page.

There was a stunning color photo of Josie on a float wearing a glittering tiara. She was dressed in a white gown with a blue sash, and in her hand she carried a single long stemmed purple rose.

That was interesting. Miranda turned the book so Mrs. Yearwood could see it.

The woman’s lips turned up affectionately. “Oh, I remember that. Josie was Homecoming Queen her senior year. She did love all that attention.”

Miranda pointed to the flower in her hand. “What’s up with the purple roses?”

Mrs. Yearwood frowned. “What do you mean, Ms. Steele?”

Tremblay hadn’t released that information in her news reports. Time to let this woman know about it. “Purple roses were found at the crime scene where Josie’s body was discovered.”

Mrs. Yearwood sucked in a breath and pressed a hand to her heart. “I didn’t know that.”

“We chose not to reveal some details to the public. I’m sorry to have to tell you now. Was there anyone in Josie’s past who sent her purple roses?”

She seemed surprised at the question. “Everyone did. Everybody knew they were her favorite flower.”

Like her ex had. “But she didn’t get flowers all the time. Do you know who gave her this one?” Miranda pointed to the Homecoming picture again.

Mrs. Yearwood cocked her head as she studied the photo. “The boy who was Homecoming King, I suppose. I can’t remember who that was. She had so many boyfriends. She was a popular girl.”

Miranda turned the page and found the photo of the Homecoming King. He was a good-looking young man with a flashy smile. His name wasn’t under the picture. They’d have to find him among the class photos.

He’d be a senior, too, right? She didn’t know the protocol.

“I just remembered something.” Mrs. Yearwood’s voice took on an ominous tone.

Miranda sat up. “What?”

“It was the night of Josie’s senior prom. Let’s see. I can’t remember who she went out with. But it was so strange…”

“What was strange, Louella?” Parker prompted.

“The boy who was her prom date brought her a corsage of pink carnations. Josie wore a rainbow colored gown she’d designed herself that night, so any color of flowers would have gone with it. It was so beautiful. But I remember her being disappointed because the boy hadn’t remembered purple roses were her favorite. In fact, she was very upset and almost didn’t go, but I talked her into it. I told her the boy had meant well, and she should go and have a good time. It was her senior prom, after all. And so she did.”

Josie sounded a little spoiled, but Miranda wasn’t getting the connection. “Did Josie and the boy have a fight over the corsage at the dance or something?”

Mrs. Yearwood shook her head. “No, it wasn’t that. After Josie and the boy left, I found another corsage in the trash.”

“Another corsage?”

“It had been delivered earlier. That’s what Josie told me when I questioned her the next day. She said it was from ‘some creep at school,’ some boy she didn’t like for some reason, I gathered. She never would say any more about it. And then there was graduation and parties and she started at the community college and I forgot about that corsage.”

Until now.

Miranda let out the breath she’d been holding. “And the corsage was—?”

“Yes, Ms. Steele. It was the purple roses she’d wanted.”

But they weren’t from her date that night, whoever he was. “You don’t know who sent it?”

She shook her head. “I never could keep up with Josie’s boyfriends. She seemed to have a new one every week. I suppose I should have.”

Miranda sat back and closed the book. A florist wouldn’t have records going back that far.

She glanced over at Parker. He looked as frustrated as she felt.

She put the book on the coffee table and got to her feet. “Mrs. Yearwood, we—”

Just then the doorbell rang.

“Now who could that be?” The woman got up and went to the door.


Chapter Forty-One

 

Hearing voices in the hall, Miranda turned in time to see Wesson and Smith come into the room.

“We were just headed back to the station,” she told them.

“We couldn’t wait,” Wesson said. “We had to talk to you now, Steele. At least, Cindy does.” She nudged Smith. “Go ahead. Tell her what you told me.”

This didn’t sound good. “What is it?”

Hanging her blond head as if she’d just committed a felony, Smith stepped toward Miranda. “This is all my fault.”

Nerves began to swim in Miranda’s stomach. “What’s all your fault?”

“This investigation. The way it’s been going.”

“What are you saying, Smith?”

The officer looked at Wesson as if pleading for help.

“Go ahead,” Wesson said firmly.

Smith sucked in a breath and began. “After I found the body in that oceanfront house—after the fingerprints came back—actually, it was when I came here and saw that picture.” She gestured to the Beauty Queen photo on the mantelpiece. “I realized I knew her. I went to school with Josie.”

“You went to the same high school?” Miranda moved to the coffee table and picked up the year book.

Smith eyed it fearfully. “Yes. Where did you get that?”

“Mrs. Yearwood had it.”

Smith put a hand to her head.

“Go on,” Wesson prompted again.

“Anyway, I had an idea about who the killer might be.”

Miranda was stunned. “Why didn’t you say something?”

Smith raised her hands. “You and Mr. Parker came and took over. You found those dating sites of Josie’s with those pictures. Then that hair Fry analyzed pointed to the maintenance man. And then you learned Josie’s ex was in town.”

“But we were on the wrong path.”

Smith nodded. “When you found Angela this morning, I wondered if I could have been right. But it’s such a stupid idea.”

“Stupid idea? Why did you think that?” The Cindy Smith Miranda knew back in training thought her ideas were pretty good.

Her blue eyes started to tear up. “I’m not like you, Steele. I can’t do what you do. I realized that at the Agency. That’s why I left.” She gave Parker a guilt-ridden glance.

Miranda was more confused than ever. “What are you saying? You’re a cop.”

“A cop in coastal North Carolina. I do routine patrols and occasionally give out traffic tickets. I don’t go after serial killers.” A tear started rolling down one cheek. “I’m sorry, Steele. I’m sorry, Mr. Parker. Maybe I should find something else to do.” She sank down onto a nearby ottoman.

Miranda gave Parker a look of helplessness. She didn’t know what to do with Smith.

Parker returned a firm glare. She had to handle this.

Okay, then. She snatched a tissue from a box on a side table and handed it to Smith. “Suck it up, Smith. There’s a killer on the loose. Tell us your hunch.”

Smith stared up at Miranda like she was a judge who’d just remanded her sentence. She wiped her cheek.

“Okay. So Josie dated a lot of guys in high school.”

“So we’ve heard.”

“She liked the cute ones, and the ones who had ‘potential,’ as she called it.” Smith made quote marks in the air.

“The ones who were headed for lucrative careers.”

“Right. She called them her ‘prospects.’ Anyway, all the guys wanted to date her. She was the most popular girl in school. But there were some guys—I guess they were jealous. They kind of hated Josie. Especially when she made fun of them.”

“Officer Smith,” Mrs. Yearwood said. “My granddaughter did not make fun of people. She was a kind and generous person.”

Her grandmother was. “Wesson?” Miranda said.

“Yes, Steele?”

“Mrs. Yearwood’s made a bunch of brownies for the guys at the station. They’re really good. Why don’t you go to the kitchen and help her get them wrapped up for us. Have one yourself while you’re at it.”

Wesson’s face brightened with understanding. “Sure thing. You really made us brownies? Can I try one?” She took Mrs. Yearwood by the arm.

The woman melted like her own chocolate. “Why, certainly dear.”

As the pair left the room, Parker gave Miranda an approving smile.

Feeling exonerated, she turned back to Smith. “Okay. So there were guys Josie made fun of?”

Smith nodded. “She and Angela and some of the other popular girls. Josie and Angie were friends back then.”

Just as Ernest Price had told them.

“This is so awful.” Smith pressed her hands to her face.

“What’s awful?” Why was she making this like pulling teeth?

“There was this one guy. He was awkward and kind of ugly. Josie and Angie used to call him names and make fun of him. They made him cry one time. I told them they had gone too far—”

“Did you hang around those two?”

“Some. Until my folks moved to Nags Head and I switched schools.” She drew in a breath. “All right, I made fun of the guy, too. I wish I could take that back now.” The tears began again and Smith held the tissue to her face.

Miranda went to the fireplace, ready to give up.

This time Parker came to the rescue.

“Cindy,” he said in his calm steady voice. “Do you think this boy is the killer?”

Smith looked up at him, her blue eyes watery. “Maybe. See? Doesn’t that sound stupid?”

“Not at all.”

“What was his name?” Miranda said.

Smith lifted her hands and dropped them in her lap. “That’s just it. I’ve been racking my brain for days and I can’t remember.”

Miranda marched back to where Smith sat on the ottoman and shoved the yearbook into her hands. “See if this helps your memory.”

Smith opened the book and gazed at all the signatures, then at the photo of Josie as Homecoming Queen. “Wow. This does bring back memories. I wasn’t at Josie’s school this year, but I went to the homecoming.”

Miranda glanced back at the kitchen and lowered her voice. “Mrs. Yearwood told us someone sent Josie a corsage of purple roses the night of her senior prom. It wasn’t the date she had that night. She threw them in the trash and said they were from ‘some creep.’ That could be the guy we’re looking for.”

A guy with a long memory and a grudge to match.

Smith bit her lip and turned a few more pages. “I don’t know, Steele.”

“Turn to the class photos. See if you can recognize the guy you’re thinking of.”

Obediently Smith opened the book to the pages of the students.

Miranda watched over her shoulder, studying the dozens of photos of young men in suit coats and ties and young women in off-the-shoulder tops provided by the studio. Some guys were chubby, some skinny, others the broad-shouldered football player type. Some smiled, others looked cocky, many looked bored.

There were a lot of signatures over the photos. “We’re finally free.” “Congrats to the most beautiful girl I know.” “You’re the best, Josie.”

But some of the guys hadn’t been so nice with their messages. “To Josie Yearwood. One spoiled bitch.” This was written under the picture of an overweight boy. “I did Josie behind the bleachers,” wrote a young man with freckles and glasses.

Miranda didn’t think so.

Smith turned the page. “Too stuck up for your own good,” wrote a boy with a long nose and large ears.

Smith sighed out loud. “I can’t do this, Steele. I don’t remember these people. I went to college in Raleigh after high school. I was away for years. It’s just too long ago.”

“Okay.” Miranda folded her arms and looked at Parker.

He was visibly disappointed. “We’ll have to take the book to the station and run background checks on the names of the male students.”

They stood staring at each other for a long moment—until Smith’s cell phone broke the silence.

She answered it. “Officer Smith.” She listened a moment, then said, “Oh, right. Let me put you on speaker, Miss Mae.”

It was Marilyn Little—Miss Mae—from East Seaside Properties. The company that managed the house where Josie’s body was found.

“How are you today, Officer?” said a musical Southern voice.

“I’m all right, Miss Mae,” Smith told her. “I have Wade Parker and Miranda Steele with me here.”

“Well now, that’s good. Then I won’t have to repeat myself.”

“What do you have to tell us, ma’am?” Miranda didn’t have time for small talk.

“I just got off the phone with a charming gentleman from Cardinal Mutual Trust Company.”

The trust company that owned the property where Josie Yearwood was killed.

“He told me one of you called and wanted to know who the original owner was.”

That would have been Wesson, but Smith was looking into it, too.

“Yes, ma’am. We did,” Smith said.

“Cardinal Mutual Trust Company manages the trust set up by Charles York. Mr. York was the wealthy owner of a cloud-computing company in Charlotte. He owned several properties we manage.”

“Owned?” Miranda said.

“Why, yes. Mr. York passed away two years ago. His son inherited his estate. But his father set up the trust to make sure everything was handled properly and that there would be a steady income. The Cardinal Mutual man told me the trust pays annual stipends to the son. I assume that’s what you wanted to know.”

Miranda pursed her lips. She didn’t see that any of that information was relevant now. “Thank you for your help, Miss Mae. If you think of—”

“That’s just the thing, Ms. Steele.”

“What is?”

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t make the connection. I’ve been so befuddled lately after what happened over there.”

“Make what connection?”

“Mr. York’s son stops by the office every so often. Oh, maybe two or three times a year. He likes to check our records on his properties—to make sure the trust company isn’t holding back any funds, I think.”

Miranda’s stomach began to quiver. “O—kay.”

“The thing is, he stopped by early last week. It was—”

“It was what?”

“It was the day Grover Ulman reported those keys missing.”

Miranda’s heart nearly stopped. “Do you think Mr. York’s son is the one who took those keys?”

“If he did, it must have been a mistake.”

Miranda reached out for the mantelpiece to steady herself. “Are you sure about that, Miss Mae?”

“As sure as I can be. I don’t know. I don’t want to accuse anyone falsely. I don’t think Jay would hurt anyone. He probably just borrowed the keys. He did put them back. I just thought I should let you know.”

“What’s the son’s name?” Miranda said.

“His middle name is the same as his father, but his given name is Jay. Jay Charles York.”

“Thank you, Miss Mae. You’ve been very helpful. We’ll get back to you if we need anything else.”

“My pleasure.”

Smith disconnected and looked up at Miranda.

Miranda snatched the yearbook out of her hands and turned to the photos of seniors. “W, X, Y,” she muttered as she turned pages.

Then she stopped. Her heart nearly burst as her eyes focused on the pictures. There was one of Josie, full of life with a radiant smile, looking her lovely self. But it was the one beside it that was making it difficult to breathe.

Smith looked over her shoulder and gasped. “That’s him. That’s the guy I remember.”

Next to Josie was a photo of a boy who would never be a Homecoming King. His last name started with Y. He must have sat next to her in every class they’d shared. Lots of time to develop an obsession.

He had a large, misshapen nose, an overbite, and a face full of acne. His eyes were sunken and his expression sour. But what made those antsy feelings of Miranda’s start, the insects crawling over her skin, was what he had written over the picture.

Did you like my roses?

He’d signed the words with a heart. Inside the heart, he’d written the letters, “JY.”

The room began to spin. Miranda reached out for Parker’s arm as she struggled to breathe.

Jay Charles York.

“Those weren’t Josie’s initials he carved into her,” she said. “They were his.”


Chapter Forty-Two

 

He stared at his own reflection in the bathroom mirror. He was beautiful.

He had a chiseled face. His hair had amber-chestnut highlights and was cut in one of the latest styles. His skin was smooth as a baby’s. And contact lenses made his eyes a vivid blue.

Fifty thousand dollars of plastic surgery and daily workouts had turned him from an ugly duckling into a swan. Or more precisely, into a hot guy. A stud, as some women had told him.

But all the money from his father’s estate couldn’t make him feel beautiful inside.

In his heart, he was still “Chucky.” The doll monster from the movie. The name kids at school used to call the boy with the knobby nose and crooked teeth and acne covered skin.

Sickened by his own artificial image, he turned away from the mirror and ambled into his bedroom. On the dresser sat an old record player. Alongside it were his mother’s 45s, the records she used to play when he was little. Her favorite song was “Red Roses for a Blue Lady.”

Gently he picked up the record and put it on the player. He closed his eyes as the notes of the song rang in his ears.

He could almost see her. His beautiful mother with her long dark brown hair and sad eyes. She’d loved him so much. She’d always told him he was beautiful on the inside. And that he was so much smarter than the other children. She was proud of him. And she tried to keep his father away from him, but she couldn’t stop him.

She couldn’t stop him from beating him or her.

The rich and powerful Charles York was not to be questioned or talked back to. He could still feel the sharp blows of his father’s belt across his back when he failed some trivial test of his. The only way he and his mother had survived was that his father hadn’t been around very much after he started his company in Charlotte.

But there was one afternoon he came back to visit. He had stood in his bedroom listening to his mother’s screams, wanting to save her, but not daring to come out and face his father.

That night, he found his mother on bathroom floor in a pool of blood. She had slit her own wrists. With her last bit of strength, she’d reached out for his hand and squeezed it.

“Forgive me, my sweet boy,” she’d said, softly as an angel.

And then she was gone.

He’d been eight years old.

He shook the image from his mind. He needed to work.

He ambled into the living room where he had an easel and his latest sketches. Picking up a stick of charcoal, he made a few strokes on the page, but his mind wouldn’t be still. The memories from the past wouldn’t leave him alone.

After his mother was gone, his father hired a governess to take care of him, and the beatings stopped. He must have been afraid the woman would report him.

But there were new torments in store for him when he went to school. He had no friends. Everyone made fun of him and called him vicious names. Every day he had wished he was dead—until Josie came into his life. He was so in love with her.

But she had rejected him.

He dropped the charcoal and picked up the small mat knife he used for framing. Hurrying back into the bedroom, he opened a dresser drawer and stared down at his dolls.

Princess dolls and fairy dolls. A brown haired adventurer. A ballet dancer.

It was the ballroom doll that reminded him most of Josie. It wore a pretty white gown like the one she’d worn when she was Homecoming Queen. It had shiny long blond hair that fell in curls down its back. Its face was frozen in a perfect expression of awe.

He imaged her looking at him that way.

But no, Josie would never look at him like that. Not before he fixed himself.

He put the knife on the dresser and picked up the doll. Holding it tight, he slapped it against the drawer over and over. “You can’t do that to me, Josie. No, not any more. I won’t let you.”

But he could still hear her laughing at him. Her and her friends. He’d been so ugly and awkward.

Gently he took the pretty dress off the doll. Then he picked up the knife and carved another heart into her plastic flesh. This one couldn’t scream, but he remembered the screams of the real one.

It gave him such a sense of power. He was becoming more like his father.

When he’d scrawled those words over Josie’s body, he hadn’t even known what he’d meant.

“I’ll get the others, too.”

But there were others. Josie’s friends who used to laugh at him and call him ugly. The teacher who’d held him back in second grade because he couldn’t keep up. Another teacher in third grade who’d shamed him in front of the class when he’d wet his pants once.

As he dug the knife in deeper, he was the one who was laughing.

He’d thought his work was finished. But now he knew he had only begun.


Chapter Forty-Three

 

Miranda called Ballard as soon as they left Mrs. Yearwood’s. By the time they reached the police station, he’d put out a statewide manhunt for Jay Charles York.

Before she got her coat off, she was doling out assignments, coordinating efforts. She had Becker and the team searching through databases, trying to find a vehicle registration, a last known address, anything on the guy.

They had to find him now.

Becker took the yearbook photo of York Miranda sent him and aged it sixteen years. Deweese added that to the BOLO. He also sent it to the news station.

“Maybe he’s living in one of the other rental properties,” Hill suggested.

“Right under our noses?” Deweese smirked.

“Yeah. You know, hiding in plain sight?”

“Call Miss Mae back,” Miranda said to Smith.

Smith complied, putting her phone on speaker. But Miss Mae said York had never lived in any of the homes he owned. He wanted the income.

“I always assumed he drove in from Charlotte where his father lived,” she told them.

Charlotte? Was that his base of operations? “Do you have his father’s address there?”

“I can get it from the trustee.”

An hour later Miss Mae called back with the address of the York estate. Ballard got in touch with the Charlotte PD, and they sent a team out to the location. It was vacant and in disarray. Looked like it hadn’t been lived in for years.

So where was this bastard?

Deweese dug up a partial list of York’s high school teachers. Miranda and Parker went out to talk to them. Like the other instructors, the Art teacher said he was quiet, kept to himself.

“The other children teased him,” she said shaking her head. “He was the sensitive type and took it to heart. But he was talented, I thought. I encouraged him to paint. He had an eye for detail.”

Like the artistic flair Miranda had seen in the hearts he’d carved into Josie. And in the lettering on the wall.

When she and Parker got back to the station, they found everyone gathered around Hill’s desk.

He waved them over. “Becker thinks he’s got something.”

Hill’s cell was on speaker, next to Josie’s open laptop.

“What have you got, Becker?” Miranda said.

“Hi, Steele. Remember I said there was something that bothered me about those dating sites?”

Hill had told her that. “Yeah.”

“I’ve been doing some deep digging into Josie’s laptop,” he sounded nervous and unsure of himself.

“What did you find?”

“Another dating site.”

“A fourth one?”

“Yeah, but this one is different.”

Did it allow users to post nude photos or something? “Different how?”

“It’s fake.”

She rubbed her eyes, too tired for games. “What do you mean, fake?”

“I mean it’s a phishing site.”

“You mean like those things that mimic real sites and try to steal your personal information?”

“Right. She got an invitation to it through an email and signed up. It’s not a real dating site, but Josie wouldn’t have been able to tell. It looks genuine.”

It made sense. York wouldn’t register for a real dating site. He’d have to give too much personal information about himself. This way he could stay undetected.

“You think that’s how York contacted her?”

“I think so—” He sounded unsure. “They had several conversations. He told her he really liked the Bayside Manor restaurant. She told him that was her favorite place. He said maybe they could go there sometime and that he’d be in town in the next few days.”

“When was it sent?”

“Last Monday.”

“That’s got to be him.”

“But—”

“But?”

“Jay York isn’t the name on the account. The name is Robert Earl.”

“Was that his username?”

“No. That’s RealDeal.”

Miranda let out a huff.

“It would stand to reason he would use an alias,” Parker offered.

“You’re right.” Were they going down another dead end? No, they couldn’t be.

“Sorry I couldn’t give you more, Steele,” Becker said.

“You gave us something. I think we’re getting close. Good work.” She turned to Deweese. “Can you put out feelers on the name Robert Earl?”

His fingers were already on his keyboard. “Adding it to the statewide alert now.”

Using a borrowed laptop and an empty desk, she and Parker got to work, too. Everyone searched for the new name and any bit of data on Robert Earl or Jay Charles York they could find, but nothing turned up. They worked until past two in the morning.

By then Miranda was pacing back and forth, dead on her feet.

With a concerned look, Parker rose from his desk. “You’re exhausted and so is the team. Let’s get some sleep. We’ll get an early start and go at it again.”

She didn’t want to let it go, but she had to admit it was hard to catch a killer when your brain was turning to oatmeal.

“Okay.”

She dismissed everyone, got her coat and headed back to the B&B with Parker and Wesson.

Ignoring the dead weight of frustration laying heavy in her heart, she closed her eyes and was asleep in less than a minute.


Chapter Forty-Four

 

Cindy Smith crawled into bed bone tired and desperate for sleep.

Steele was a slave driver. She’d never worked so hard in her life. But would any of it do any good?

She closed her eyes and tried to drift off, but all she could see was that picture of Jay Charles York from the yearbook. The boy with the knobby nose and acne covered face.

That poor boy Josie and Angie had tormented in high school. And she’d joined in, trying to make the girls like her. It hadn’t worked. She wasn’t quite pretty enough to be in Josie Yearwood’s inner circle.

Why hadn’t she remembered all that? Why hadn’t she shown some initiative and dug out her own yearbook? If she had, maybe they would have caught Jay York before he killed Angie. It was all her fault. Why couldn’t she be like Wesson? Like Steele? Why couldn’t she be stronger?

Turning over, she buried her face in her pillow and wept.

What a wimp you are, Smith, she told herself. Then she sat up and dried her eyes.

Something had just come to her.

She’d spoken to that boy once. To Jay York. It was in the hall between classes. He’d dropped a book on the floor near his locker and she’d stopped to pick it up for him. She had a vague memory of their conversation. It had been short, semi-friendly. But she was pretty sure about one thing he’d said to her.

Yes. She remembered the words clearly.

An idea formed in her mind. It might be another stupid one, but she had to try it. She would. First thing in the morning.

And if she turned out to be right, maybe she’d be able to help solve this case.

Maybe she’d be able live with herself.


Chapter Forty-Five

 

At eight o’clock the next morning, Miranda, Parker, and Wesson once again brought armfuls of breakfast sandwiches into the police station break room.

Without saying much, everyone grabbed a biscuit, a coffee, and headed back to his desk.

“Storm’s coming in,” Garwood commented as he filled his cup.

Through the window Miranda eyed the dark clouds rolling across the sky. About like the mood here. She knew the team was nearly spent. Nobody looked like they’d slept well. They were so close, and yet so far, as the saying went.

It is what it is, she told herself.

She was full of clichés this morning, wasn’t she? Trying to shake off the bad feelings, she strolled over to Deweese’s desk to catch up on what had come in overnight.

No one had called in any sightings of the suspect, though his aged picture was being flashed on the news along with the information they had.

Feeling opportunity slipping away again, Miranda turned to Wesson and asked how Smith was doing.

Wesson seemed surprised by the question. “I don’t know. She hasn’t come in yet today.”

Miranda decided to let it go. Maybe Smith had slept late. In a way, she didn’t blame the woman.

Ignoring the weather reports, with fresh eyes, the team went through the reports they’d all dug up on their suspect again, but nobody had any revelations.

The clock was ticking toward eleven when Miranda realized Smith still hadn’t come in.

“Do you know where she lives?” she asked Wesson.

“Yeah. Cindy took me over there to meet her mother the other night before she took me back to the B&B.”

“Go get her.”

“Why don’t you take my car?” said a voice behind them.

They were standing in the hall near the break room where Deweese had just emerged with a cup of coffee.

“In case anything breaks in the meantime,” he added with a shy smile.

He was right. Anything could happen, and Smith was exactly reliable right now.

“Thanks,” Miranda said as Deweese reached into his pocket for his keys.

“I won’t be long.” Wesson gave them a business like nod and headed out the back door.

Deweese had just gone back to his desk when Miranda heard a cry coming from the printer.

“Oh, my God.”

It was Hill. He was staring down at a paper he’d just gotten off the machine.

Miranda hurried over to the officer as Parker rose to his feet.

“What is it, Hill?” Parker said.

The flustered man opened his mouth and pointed down at the report in his hand. “I—I was using an app Becker showed me, and I found some medical records on our guy. I sent them over here for a hard copy. Easier to read the fine print.”

“What does it say?” Miranda said, trying not to bark.

Hill looked at her with terror in his eyes. “Five years ago Jay Charles York was diagnosed with a bipolar disorder. He’s been in and out of psychiatric hospitals ever since.”

“Good Lord,” Parker murmured.

And he was probably off his meds.

Shoulder muscles going tight, Miranda pressed a palm to her head. They had to find him. But how? York had to know every police officer in the state was looking for him.

He was in the wind. Literally, she thought, glancing out the window at the swaying trees.

She sent Parker a look of helplessness.

Reading her thoughts he touched her arm. “We will find him,” he said sternly. “No matter what it takes.”

Nodding, she turned back to Deweese’s desk.

Suddenly Garwood shot up from his space. “Bingo!”

Miranda scowled. That was her phrase. “You playing games over there, Garwood?”

The man let out an odd-sounding laugh. “No, but I think we’ve just hit the jackpot.”

“What are you talking about?”

He waved at his computer screen. “Come and look.”

Miranda hurried over with Parker, as Deweese and Hill joined them.

Garwood had a florist’s site pulled up on his screen. The design was beautiful. A large bouquet of colorful roses set off with an elegant cursive text reading Belles Fleurs. More text announced a sale.

“Is that what I think it is?” she said, not daring to get her hopes up.

Garwood wagged a finger at the screen. “If you’re thinking this is the florist York used, it is.”

“Are you sure?”

He nodded emphatically. “It’s an online business. I just got off the phone with them a few minutes ago. I texted Becker. He’s checking into the order to see if he can find anything else, but the woman on the phone told me a dozen purple roses were delivered last Friday afternoon to a boat.”

Miranda felt as if someone had socked her in the stomach. “A boat?”

“No wonder we can’t find him on land,” Deweese said.

“Did she give you any identification? What was the name of the boat?”

“I’ve got it right here.” Garwood flipped to the notes he’d made in a small leather-bound book. “Free Spirit.”

“I’m on it,” Deweese cried, rushing back to his desk.

Now they all crowded around his screen and made suggestions as he searched through more databases. Were they really almost there? Miranda thought, her stomach in a hard knot. It sure felt like it.

Deweese jumped in his seat. “Got it. Free Spirit is a yacht registered with the Wildlife Commission under the name Robert Earl.”

The same name Becker had found on that fake dating site. York’s alias.

Hill pointed to the formal document on the screen. “Look at that. A slip for Free Spirit is leased at the marina in Wanchese, also under the name Robert Earl.”

“And there’s another one at the marina in Manteo,” Deweese said.

Miranda folded her arms. “The guy likes to be mobile.”

“Scroll down a little.” Garwood pointed to the bottom of the screen. “Look at that.”

Miranda couldn’t believe her eyes. “A late model Mercedes, also registered to Robert Earl.”

Garwood grinned. “Yep, and the address listed is the boat.”

Deweese started banging on his keyboard. “I’m alerting the sheriff’s office.” He stopped typing. “Heck, I’ll call them.” He picked up his phone. “Sharon? This is Mike over at Nags Head. I’ve got some news about our number one suspect.”

He conveyed the information and hung up. “They’re sending officers out to check out the docks.”

So now they had to wait.

Miranda wanted to go. She wanted to catch this guy, but they had to spot him first. Once more she paced through the aisles between the desks. When she got to Smith’s vacant spot she spun around.

“Why does he have two slips? Is he dancing around from one to the other to avoid detection?”

“That would be my guess,” Parker said.

“He’s got money, so that’s not an issue. Could he be living on his yacht?”

Hill nodded. “Some folks do that, though he’d have to come in for water and supplies regularly.”

And that’s when they’d catch him.

“He’d have that Mercedes parked somewhere nearby, too,” Garwood added.

Deweese nodded. “They’re also looking for the vehicle. Sharon said—”

Before he could finish his phone rang. He picked it up, and Miranda’s heart jumped straight into her throat.

Excitement beamed on Deweese’s face as he hung up. “No boat at the slip in Wanchese, but an anonymous caller reported a yacht in the one in Manteo this morning.”

Thunder rumbled outside. It was starting to rain. “He won’t be going out in this weather.” Miranda’s mind began to race. “If he’s there, we can nab him. Let’s go.”

“All of us?” Garwood said.

“Why not?” She pointed to Deweese. “Call Sharon back and have her put the authorities in Manteo on alert. Make sure they’ve got York’s aged photo and the name of his boat. Make sure they don’t spook him. We can’t let him get away.”

Deweese broke out in a wide grin. “Yes, ma’am.”

She headed for the door and reached for her coat. “Let’s get going.”


Chapter Forty-Six

 

They headed out into the misty rain taking three cars. Deweese and Hill in an unmarked vehicle, Garwood driving his own car, and Miranda with Parker in the rented Nissan.

Parker had just turned onto the street in front of the police station when Miranda thought of the squad car. “Where the hell is Smith?”

“Didn’t you send Wesson out to her home?” he said.

“And now she’s missing, too.” With a grunt she dialed her colleague.

She answered on the first ring.

“Wesson, what’s going on? Have you got Smith with you?”

“I don’t know what to say, Steele.” Wesson sounded distressed.

What now? They were just about to break this case. “What’s the problem?”

“I went to her house like you told me, but she wasn’t there.”

Miranda’s stomach clutched. “Where is she?”

Wesson’s anxious breath came through the phone.

“Out with it.”

“I don’t know. I’ve tried her cell, but there’s no answer. I talked to her mother. She said Cindy was upset this morning, and then she was kind of excited. She was talking to herself, and her mother didn’t understand what she meant.”

Was this case getting to her? “Because she feels guilty she didn’t remember Jay York?”

“I don’t know, Steele. All I know is her mother said she was going back to the crime scene. The ocean front house where she found Josie’s body.”

“Today? Now?”

“That’s where her mother thought she was heading when she left the house.”

Miranda groaned out loud.

“I’m on my way over there to get her,” Wesson was quick to add.

“Wait. There’s been a development.” She caught Wesson up on all they’d learned that morning and told her the team was en route to the marina in Manteo right now.

“Have we got him, Steele? I can’t believe it.”

“I think so.” Miranda had to smile at the excitement in Wesson’s voice. She could always count on her dedication.

Then she had a thought.

Smith didn’t need to feel badly about yesterday. She’d done a decent job, given the circumstances. But as the person in charge, Miranda was the one who should tell her that.

She glanced at the GPS. They were only a minute or two away from the crime scene. “We’re not that far from the house ourselves. I’ll go talk to Smith and you can swing by and pick us all up. Then we’ll head to the Manteo and get our guy.”

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll be there in about ten minutes.” She hung up.

Parker spun the Nissan around and drove the few miles north. He was silent as he turned into the subdivision with its well maintained multi-story homes and pulled alongside the curb in front of the house in question.

When he stopped Miranda reached for the door handle. “You go on to the marina while I talk to Smith.”

“I’ll wait.” His voice was dark and ominous.

She spun around to him. “You heard what I said to Wesson. She’s on the way. She’s going to swing by and pick Smith and me up.”

His expression was as foreboding as the sky. “Miranda, you couldn’t even go in there the last time you were here.”

She didn’t know what to say to that. “I’m better now.”

He didn’t buy it.

She gave his hand a squeeze. “I’m not going to fall apart. Not now. Smith feels bad about not remembering York from high school. You saw how she was yesterday. But she doesn’t need to feel that way. She helped us solve this case, and I need to be the one to tell her that.”

He seemed surprise at that conclusion, but remained obstinate. “And I’ll wait here for you while you do.”

She glanced at the time. “The team is already on their way to Manteo, Parker. One of us needs to be there. You need to supervise the arrest, keep everyone focused. Wesson will be here any minute. We’ll be right behind you.”

His jaw tightened with the famous Parker stubbornness and his gray eyes bore into hers.

Anxiety ate away at her stomach lining. She didn’t have time for a fight over this now. They were just about to capture their suspect. The real killer, this time.

So instead, she pulled rank.

“Am I in charge here or not?”

His eyes turned as stormy as the weather. She watched his face, and for the first time saw him wrestle with himself over his decision to make her the lead. She would have been glad for that—at any other time.

He drew in a slow angry breath. “Very well. But I think you should do your talking on the way to the marina.”

“I will. As soon as Wesson gets here.” Though she’d say a few things while she had Smith alone. “Now get going.”

She got out of the car, leaving her coat in the backseat and watched him drive off, wheels squealing. They’d sort it out later.

After York was in custody, she thought as she turned to the huge yellow house with the deceptively friendly white double porch.


Chapter Forty-Seven

 

She found the front door open and stepped inside.

The air in the foyer was stale and still. She hadn’t been on this floor before, so she took a moment to peek into some of the bedrooms. They were still dusty from the investigation. Ballard hadn’t wanted to release the house until the killer was found, and she’d agreed with him.

No one was here, so she headed up the stairs.

“Smith?” she called as reached the top floor.

No answer.

The hair on the back of her neck coming to attention, Miranda stepped into the living room where Smith had found Josie Yearwood’s body four days ago. A dark stain marred the floor where the blood had pooled. Jay Charles York’s message was still on the wall.

She stared at it, the itchy, insect-like sensation making the flesh of her back quiver as she eyed the artistic loops and flourishes of the lettering.

I’ll get the others, too.

Others. Others. Suddenly it clicked. Smith was one of the high school girls who had made fun of him. She was one of the “others.”

Her stomach sinking, she raced to the sliding glass doors and peered out. There was a boat outside in the nearby water. The rear of the boat was facing the shoreline, as if it were getting ready to head out to sea.

A man was on the deck. His body twisted back and forth as if he were struggling with something. Knots and ropes? No, he was fighting with someone.

Just then the figure he was scuffling with bobbed up, and Miranda caught sight of a head full of short sunflower blond curls.

Smith.

Dear God.

She hurried back down the stairs, rushed to the rear of the house and found the door to the back porch.

A long pier-like deck led from the porch through the beachgrass to the shoreline. Crouching down so she couldn’t be seen, Miranda followed the path to a round gazebo-like structure made from distressed wood. She stepped inside the enclosure. There was an old-fashioned rocking chair. All along its perimeter sat rough hewn benches ready to accommodate a host of guests. On the other side of the gazebo, an opening led to a long plank that stretched to the ocean.

Beyond that was the beach and the boat rocking on the water.

It was huge. A pure white floating fortress, eighty or ninety feet long, boasting two decks and a flybridge up top. Pricey and elegant and powerful.

Once more she saw Smith’s head bob up, as if she were gasping for air. A hand came down, grabbing her blond curls, dragging her downward.

She couldn’t wait. She had to get onboard that yacht as soon as she could. But her training kicked in, and the word “backup” rang in her ears.

She dug into her pocket for her phone and sent off a quick text to Parker. Then she drew her Beretta, and crouching in the tall grass, made her way to the shore.


Chapter Forty-Eight

 

As she climbed up the ladder and onto the stern, Miranda didn’t see anything.

No Smith, no kidnapper. All was still, except for the wind blowing through her hair and the rocking of the boat on the waves.

The rain had stopped for the time being, but the sky was a mass of blue-gray fog, dark and ominous. Over the vast expanse of ocean, a flash of lightning lit up clouds in the distance. A fresh storm was coming in.

Getting her sea legs, she studied the yacht.

Three luxurious stories, so to speak. Where had he taken her? Up to the flybridge? Onto the main deck? Down below?

She made her best guess. Below. And she scrambled down a set of stairs.

On the lower deck she found a set of elegant sliding doors meant to provide a terrific view for those inside. But the glass was covered with some kind of black paper. To hide what was going on in there, she bet, a shiver going through her.

Steadying her weapon, she reached for the handle and slid the door open. It gave way with ease.

The space inside was empty, except for some expensive furniture. White leather couches and white brocade chairs with lacquered ebony trim, fine wooden side tables and stylish lamps. Large pieces of sketching paper were strewn over a coffee table and one chair. Various sized charcoal pencils lay atop the paper. There was an easel in the corner with the beginnings of a large sketch. She couldn’t make out what it was. More pencils had been abandoned on a nearby table.

She crept across the room and through the door at the far end.

She found herself in a master bedroom. An unmade king size bed sat in the middle of the room. Dirty clothes had been tossed in a corner. More fine furniture lined the walls.

But it was what hung on the walls above the furniture that had her stomach churning.

Framed sketches of a man being beaten by a boy with a whip. Another sketch of the same boy stabbing the man. A third one of the boy hanging the man from a tree. Each one had realistic detail. The expression of pain on the man’s face was blood-curdling.

But that was only the beginning. All around the charcoal sketches were drawings in color. Smaller ones done with oil sticks. There must have been a hundred of them covering the walls. The subject of each of them was the same and unmistakable.

Josie Yearwood.

Josie wearing various gowns in different poses. Josie dancing, reading a book, sewing. Close ups of Josie’s face with every possible expression. Laughing, smiling, being haughty, crying, frightened. There seemed to be a progression. Her features grew more and more distorted with terror.

As Miranda drew close, her heart began to pound. In the corner of each sketch was a small purple rose and a heart signed “JY.”

On a dresser across from the bed she spied an old-fashioned record player. Feeling shaky, she crossed to it. A record sat on the spindle. As she read the label, her breath caught.

“Red Roses for a Blue Lady.”

She spun around. Something was sticking out of the top drawer of a dresser next to the bed. She hurried over and yanked it open.

Dolls.

Pretty dolls in pretty dresses. A silky blue. A lacy pink. A satiny white. Each one had a different hair color. All of them looked battered. A chip was missing from the brown-haired doll’s cheek. The dark-haired one was missing an eye. And the blond one? The one in the white gown?

Her dress was pulled down and her torso was covered with little hearts. Hearts that had been carved into her plastic skin with a knife. And in the center of each heart were the initials “JY.”

Dear Lord.

Fingers trembling, Miranda closed the drawer and opened the next one. Here she found the real horrors. Cell phones. Two of them.

She didn’t have to turn them on to know who they belonged to. They were loosely wrapped in clothes. The bloody jersey knit dress and plaid jacket she recognized from the Bayside Manor parking lot video. A pair of leather ankle boots. Next to them lay a pair of high heels and a rumpled dress in Angela Tremblay’s signature red color, now stained an even darker shade.

Something rustled behind her.

Miranda shut the drawer and spun around, weapon drawn.

No one was there.

She listened, heard it again. The sound was coming from the closet. She hurried around the bed and pulled back the folding door.

Smith.

She lay on the closet floor, bound and gagged with duct tape. Her weapon and radio were missing from her police belt. He’d knocked her out, but she was coming to.

Miranda holstered her gun and squatted down to pull off the gag.

“Steele,” Smith cried.

“Shh!” Miranda said. “I haven’t found him yet.”

The boat moaned and rocked as the waves outside rose. The storm was coming in. Focus, Miranda told herself, steadying herself with a hand on the closet door.

She looked around and spotted a small knife on the nightstand. Wondering if it was the one he’d used on the doll, she scooped it up and started on the tape binding Smith’s wrists. There was a lot of it.

“How did you get in this fix?” she muttered, not expecting an answer.

She got one anyway.

“Last night I remembered I had talked to him once,” Smith whispered. “Back in high school. He told me he liked to walk along the beach on his father’s properties. I guess his father owned them back then. So I took a chance he might be here. But when I got here, the door was open. And then I saw this boat and climbed aboard, but—”

“Shh!” Miranda said sternly. “He’s going to hear you.”

Smith’s blue eyes grew wide. “Too late.”

Too late?

Too late to see the flicker of a shadow slinking up behind her. Too late to stop the sharp rap against her head with the butt of a gun that must have been Smith’s. Too late to catch herself as she slinked to the ground.

Too late to rethink Parker’s warning.

“Too late,” Miranda mumbled as she hit the floor, and everything around her turned black.


Chapter Forty-Nine

 

His jaw tight, his gut a hard rock, Parker drove as fast as he could over the bridge between the barrier ridge and Roanoke Island.

Why had he let Miranda go into that house on the ocean front alone? Instinct had told him there was danger, but he’d ignored it. Logic said she was right. One of them should be there when Jay Charles York was taken into custody. It was the job they had been hired to do. They should be there to see it completed, to lend aid.

And yet, he knew something was wrong. If only he’d admitted that and gone inside that house with her.

No, she was a capable professional. He’d seen to it she had grown into one, that she’d developed all the potential he’d seen in her the day they first met. He’d vowed never to hold her back again. It was only that promise that had made him drive away.

It wouldn’t be long before he reached his destination. She would be right behind him, as she’d said, he kept telling himself. But with every mile, the nagging doubt only grew stronger.

The ring of his cell phone shook him out of his troubled thoughts. It was Deweese.

He pressed the screen on the dash to answer it. “Yes, Officer?”

“Sorry to call, sir. I couldn’t reach Steele.”

“That’s all right.” She was ignoring her phone while she talked to Smith, he told himself. Or she had turned it off.

“I thought I should let you know there’s no boat in the slip registered to Earl on the marina. We’ve got officers going up and down the docks, but so far there’s no sight of a yacht named Free Spirit.”

Parker let out a controlled breath, his spirits sinking deeper than a boat anchor. Lower than any time during this infuriating case. Like Miranda, he had been sure they would find York at the marina today.

He looked up at the sky. It was getting darker. The rain would start again soon. York couldn’t have gone far. On the other hand, a desperate man might venture out into the ocean no matter what the weather.

Deweese’s voice brought him out of his thoughts.

“What’s our next step, sir?” he asked.

That should be Miranda’s call. Since she wasn’t available, he’d make it for her. “For now, let’s—wait a moment. I have a text coming in.”

He switched to his messages on his phone. The text was from Miranda. When he read it, it was all he could do not to run off the road and into the water below.

Free Spirit anchored offshore behind the house. Smith abducted by killer. Going onboard to lend aid. Send help ASAP.

He clutched the steering wheel so tightly, he thought it might break in his hands. He was in the middle of the bridge over the sound. Impossible to turn around without causing an accident.

Anger burned inside his heart. Along with a terrible sense of anguish—the feeling he knew only too well. Wasn’t Miranda past going into a situation like that alone? She had a whole police department at her disposal. Why didn’t she wait for backup?

She couldn’t. Smith was in trouble. It wasn’t in her to leave a teammate to fend for herself.

Dear Lord, keep her safe. Keep them both safe until I can get there.

As if in reply, his cell rang again. This time it was Wesson.

“I’m here at the house, Mr. Parker,” she said. “The front door was open, but Steele isn’t here. Neither is Smith.”

Parker forced himself to keep his head. “Miranda just sent me a text. The Free Spirit is anchored behind the house. Look out the back window.”

He listened to her footsteps as she crossed the hardwood floor. Then there was silence.

“Janelle? Are you there?”

“I see the yacht, Mr. Parker, but it’s not anchored. It must be about a quarter mile off the shore. Looks like it’s heading out to sea.”

Right into the storm.

“And the rain’s starting to come down again,” she said as a crack of lightning split the sky over the water.

“Stay put,” Parker commanded. “I’ll get back to you.”

He dialed Deweese.

“I’m sorry, sir. We must have gotten cut off.”

“Never mind that.” And he told Deweese everything he had just learned about the Free Spirit. “Alert the other officers. Call the Coast Guard. We need to stop that boat.”

“Yessir,” Deweese said. “Where are you heading, sir?”

He remembered something he’d noticed the other day. An idea was coming to him. He only hoped to God it would work.

“To the airport.”


Chapter Fifty

 

Miranda opened her eyes to a throbbing headache.

Everything around her was hazy. Her stomach ached and felt sick. For a moment she couldn’t remember where she was. But she could tell she was in a room somewhere. A fancy room. On a boat, she thought, feeling the waves beneath the polished floor. A blurry figure was moving around in the far corner.

Who was it?

Then he straightened and turned toward her—with a knife in his hand.

Now she knew who he was—the insane killer she’d been hunting. The one who had knocked her in the head.

At the same time her brain told her arms to cover her face, her legs to crouch, to ready herself for a fight. But her arms and legs wouldn’t move.

She looked down and saw she was wedged in the corner of the elegant living room in one of the white brocade chairs. Her ankles were bound to its legs with duct tape, her arms were stretched behind the chair’s back. Her shoulder holster and gun were gone. As was the jacket of her dark suit.

He’d taken Smith’s gun, too, she recalled. Not good.

Smith. She remembered it all now.

Where was Smith? Still in the closet? Or had he killed her?

Panic shot through her. And then, her vision cleared completely and she gazed up at the man standing before her.

Tall and muscular, dressed in designer jeans and a tight-fitting pale blue T-shirt, he looked like he’d just stepped off the cover of GQ. With wavy amber blond hair that appeared freshly styled and eyes as blue as the sea, he was a perfect specimen of male beauty. Just a notch or two under Parker.

“Who are you?” she gasped in shock.

He cocked his head, revealing a set of perfect white teeth. “Who do you think I am?”

“You can’t be Jay Charles York,” she said half to herself.

Had she gotten it wrong again? Had she been off about that yearbook? How could she have been? He’d signed it with a heart with his initials in it. He’d signed those sketches in the bedroom that way, too.

He took a step closer, clearly amused by her confusion. “Why? Because Jay Charles York is so ugly?” He wagged the knife toward her face.

Pressing her head back against the wall, Miranda tried to free her hands. She ran her fingers over what was holding her wrists. Metal. Handcuffs. Had he used these on Josie? This was definitely Jay Charles York. He’d just had some kind of makeover. A super one.

She couldn’t think about that now. She had to get free. She could get out of handcuffs. She just needed a little time.

Keep him talking, she thought.

“You think Jay Charles York is ugly?” she asked, trying to sound innocent.

As she watched his expression turn to surprise, behind her back she twisted her wrists, trying to get the handcuff chain to lock up. If she could, it would break with some pressure.

His eyes turned hateful. “You know he is. You put his aged picture out on the news. Yes, I know who you are, too. Miranda Steele, the famous private investigator from Atlanta. I saw you on Angie’s broadcast about me.”

Angie. He called her Angie. Old school chum. That he’d just killed. “So you are Jay Charles York.”

She turned her wrists the other way. You had to get the angle just right. She remembered beating both Smith and Wesson in the handcuff escaping exercises they used do at the Agency. Now would be a good time to repeat that.

Ignoring her statement, he studied her as if she were a piece of marble he was about to sculpt.

She forced a smile for him. “You’re a pretty good artist. I saw some of your sketches.”

With a smirk he took a small step back. “Drawings of my father. What I wished I could have done to him when he was alive.”

Must have been a nice relationship. And he hadn’t mentioned Josie.

“How come?” It was a risky question to ask a crazy person, but she hoped he’d take a long time answering it.

York’s look turned icy. “He was a horrible person. Nearly every time I saw him he beat either me or my mother.”

The root of his insanity. “You didn’t see him much?”

“He used to leave us here and go off to Charlotte. He used to make me do menial jobs in his rental properties here while he was away. And when he returned, if I didn’t do things just so, I felt the sting of his belt until I bled. He used his fists on my mother. She killed herself because of him and left me alone.”

That was truly awful. “I’m sorry,” she said, meaning it.

He looked away, growing wistful. “For years I was so miserable, I wanted to die. And then I found Josie.”

Ah, there it was. The real reason behind his horrific acts.

Miranda gave the cuffs another twist. Again the chain refused to lock. She heard the boat yawning in the waves.

“She was so lovely. An artist’s dream. I fell in love with her the instant I saw her. But then she called me names. She laughed at me with her girlfriends. Awful girls. Bitches.”

Miranda didn’t dare say a word. She waited, hoping he’d continue. After a moment, he did.

“And then Homecoming came. Our senior year. She was Homecoming Queen that year. So beautiful in her white gown. She held a single purple rose. That was her favorite flower.”

Miranda only nodded.

“That’s when it happened.” He stared down at the floor, lost in his own reverie. Then he lifted the knife again and studied it.

“What happened?” Miranda said as softly as she dared.

“It was a sign. When her float passed by, she blew me a kiss and called out, ‘Love ya!’ Josie said she loved me.”

She must have been blowing kisses to everyone in the crowd. Probably didn’t even notice him standing there.

His lips took on an odd twist. “I fell in love with her all over again. I’d never really fallen out of love with her, but now I knew we were meant for each other. I tried to talk to her. I followed her everywhere at school, but she kept telling me to go away. She was playing hard to get, you see. I knew she really loved me.”

He lifted the knife and turned its blade one way, then the other.

“At the end of the year, it was my last chance. I asked her to the prom. She said no, but I sent her a corsage anyway. Later she told me she threw it in the trash. I asked her why. She said it was because—” His lips began to tremble. Tears came to his eyes.

For a moment, Miranda almost felt sorry for him. Until he shouted out the next words.

“Because I was a creep. She called me a creep! That bitch! That fucking bitch!” He spun around and jammed the knife into the wall.

“Look what you made me do,” he screamed.

Relief flooded Miranda until he stomped over to a side table and took another knife from a drawer. He must have a collection of them.

Waving it in the air, he continued. “And then she went away and married someone else. I thought it was over for us. But then she came back. She divorced that guy and came back for me. She came back for me.” He slapped himself on the chest.

Miranda listened to his strained breathing as he stared off into space, reliving the past.

“But I was wrong. She didn’t want me. I went to her shop once, but she didn’t even know me. She went on dates with other men. I followed her. I heard her talking about the dating sites where she’d met those men. She didn’t understand. None of them could love her the way I did. That’s when I knew what I had to do.”

Again Miranda waited. Her wrists were slippery with sweat, but she kept working the cuffs.

“My father had just died. I used the money that bastard left me to make myself good-looking enough to make her go out with me.”

Plastic surgery, Miranda thought. A lot of it.

“I got a lackey from my father’s software company to create a fake dating site for me. I got her to sign up for it. I chatted with her online a bit, then finally, finally I got her to say yes to a date. At last, I had my dream. I was on a date with the beautiful Josie Yearwood. The love of my life. I even think she liked me a bit. Until she realized who I was. But that was near the end.”

Time for a change of tactics. “You dug your initials into her,” she said flatly.

His eyes flashed. “My mark. My stamp. She was mine. I had to show her that.”

Certifiable, Miranda thought.

“Her body was my canvas, the only way I could express my love to her. To show her what I really felt. It was a work of art. One of my best.”

“And then you strangled her.”

He shook himself as if he were coming out of a trance. “Enough talk. It’s your turn to feel my knife. You’ve made things difficult for me. You have to pay.”

He took his knife and slit her blouse open with the tip of it. The cold air rushed over her skin, making her shiver.

Madly she worked at the cuffs. C’mon, c’mon. She tried again. Didn’t work. Needed more torque. The metal bit into her wrist. She felt her own blood ooze out of the cut.

That would be nothing compared to what this madman was about to do to her. Bracing herself for the pain, she thought she saw a figure slinking up behind York.

Was it Smith?

Don’t look, she told herself. He’ll notice.

But, no. He was staring down at her chest as if he were mesmerized. What in the world was he looking at?

And then she realized what it was. The marks Leon had left there. And the few she’d gotten in Brazil.

“Somebody’s been here before,” he said. And then he smiled. “You should be used to this then.”

The floor rose beneath them as the boat swayed again. York had to catch himself on the arm of the chair.

She could hear the wind whistling outside. And the rain beating against the windows.

“That storm’s getting bad. Maybe you should—”

“Shut up.” He leaned in close.

She felt her own perspiration on her brow. Then the coolness of the blade. His breath against her face. The faint smell of aftershave on him.

“There’s no artistry to this. But I can fix this line.”

He cut into her skin just below the clavicle. Blood trickled over her breast, her bra. She let out a cry, forcing her body not to shake with pain and fear.

Flickers of light appeared around the edges of her vision. Darkness seemed to envelope her, as it had on her last case. She breathed in the aftershave, remembering another scent.

She heard a deep-throated laugh. And then she saw Tannenburg standing behind her attacker, snickering at her. His lips were moving, though she couldn’t hear him. She read the words.

“You’re going to die. You’re going to die.”

No. Hell, no.

One more desperate time, she worked her hands. At last the chain locked. She gave her hands a quick, painful twist and the cuffs snapped apart.

She rose up and butted York and his knife away with her head. The blow wasn’t hard. She couldn’t get leverage with the knife near her throat and her ankles still bound to the legs of the chair, but at least she’d pushed him away from her.

The bloody blade in his hand, he stared at her aghast.

As Miranda pulled her fists around and got ready to strike, the figure creeping up behind him drew close.

Smith?

She must have escaped from her bonds after Miranda sliced into the tape. She was holding the mag lite from her belt that York had forgotten to take from her. She swiped it at his head just as he turned toward her.

She’d missed, but recovered fast. She took the palm of her hand and jammed it hard into his nose. Basic self-defense move.

York dropped the knife as he stumbled back and his hands flew to his face. “My nose! What have you done to my beautiful nose!”

This time Smith aimed her club better. She whacked him hard on the temple, and he fell to the ground unconscious. At least she thought he was.

“Good job,” Miranda said, staring at Smith in bewildered relief.

Without acknowledging the praise, Smith picked up the knife and began cutting the tape around Miranda’s ankles. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

Good point. After a moment Miranda’s legs were free.

She bent and pulled the rest of the tape off the hem of her slacks. “We need to find some more of this stuff and tie him up.”

“Right,” Smith said. “And we need to find my gun.”

But where?


Chapter Fifty-One

 

They began to hunt around the classy living room, looking on shelves, pulling out drawers.

Nothing.

“It’s got to be in here,” Smith said exiting through the door to the bedroom.

Miranda followed her. Ignoring the alarming sketches on the walls, in the dim light they pulled out drawer after drawer in every piece of furniture.

Behind her, Miranda heard Smith squeal. She turned and saw she’d discovered the drawer of mutilated dolls.

“His practice sessions,” she said grimly, as she shut the last drawer. “There’s nothing here. The tape has got to be back in the living room. It’s where he last used it.” On her.

She moved back toward the door and spotted the spool of duct tape on its side under a table in the far corner, near York’s easel. The boat groaned, tilted, and the tape rolled across the floor to where York lay and smacked against his cheek.

His eyes flew open.

Miranda spun around. “He’s awake. Let’s get out of here.”

Smith had gone around the bed and was peering into the closet. Alarm on her face, she found another door next to it and hurried through it.

Miranda followed her into a dark room with huge twisted pipes crowding the space. Humming steadily, they were making the air hot and stuffy. Engine room, she thought, bracing her hand against the wall as the boat pitched once more.

Something slid out from one of the lower pipes and nearly tripped her. Her shoulder holster. And her weapon. Leaning down, she scooped it up. Drawing the pieces of her sliced blouse together as best she could, she pulled on the holster, ignoring the pain as she followed Smith up a set of stairs and outside onto the main deck.

“I texted Parker. He and the rest of the team should be here any min—”

Miranda gazed out beyond the deck. The houses along the ocean front were gone. The beach was gone. There was nothing but the vast angry water and the dark sky overhead.

They were somewhere in the middle of the ocean. And the boat was rocking over the angry waves.

The wind blew her hair around her face.

“He’s got it on autopilot,” she shouted to Smith. “I need to get to the helm and get a message out to the Coast Guard or anybody in the area.”

She started toward the transom, hoping to find a way up to the flybridge and the pilothouse. Suddenly Smith’s face turned pale.

“Look out.”

Miranda spun around in time to see York raise his arm and fire a gun at them. The boat tilted, making him miss widely.

She grabbed Smith and ducked behind a fiberglass niche that led to a dining room.

“Take cover under here,” she whispered, ducking below a marble table top. The chairs around it had fallen over from the boat’s pitching on the waves. Broken glass lay on the floor near a sink. Something had slid to the floor while the boat tossed.

Miranda drew out her Beretta and checked the clip. Full.

She aimed it toward the door just as York came through it.

Where did he get that weapon? It must have been Smith’s. She hoped he wasn’t used to firing a police issue. But then, she had one herself.

Before he could see them, she aimed and fired.

He let out a yowl, but she’d only nicked his forearm. Hard to be accurate on a moving boat squatting under a table.

Holding his arm, York crouched down behind a bench and waved the gun under the table in their direction.

As fast as she could with Smith still behind her, Miranda crawled backward and took cover behind a wall near the kitchen area. She got to her feet and dared to peek around the barricade.

York was slithering under the table, coming toward them. She fired again, but her shot went wide and into the upholstered bench behind him, blowing out the stuffing and creating a gaping hole in the leather.

York fired back, the crack of it making her ears ring. His bullet wedged in the fiberglass, only inches from her head.

He let out an insane laugh. “You can’t escape me. If you haven’t noticed, we’re in the middle of the ocean.”

“In a sea storm,” Miranda said. “We’ll be lucky if we don’t all drown.”

“You think I care about that? I’ve wanted to die since I was eight.”

And yet he hadn’t killed himself. He’d killed others, but not himself. He was a coward like all murderers.

She looked around. There was an opening leading to the transom, the rear part of the boat. There might be a safety dinghy or some small auxiliary boat there. If they could get to it and launch, they might escape.

If she could figure out how to get back to shore.

“C’mon,” she said to Smith and made a run for it.

They hurried out the back and onto the slippery wet floor of the stern.

She had to grab the railing to keep herself from sliding to her knees. But as she did, her heart sank down to the ocean floor. There was no boat here. Only a few lifesavers bound with rope to the rail.

She turned back to the area they’d just left.

Gun raised, York was coming through the door. They were out in the open now. No shelter of any kind. Her heart pounded in her ears.

She had one chance and one chance only. She had to take it before he did.

She waited until he took one more step, then raised her weapon and fired.

York’s body flew backward, but she couldn’t tell where she’d hit him. Before she could make her way over to him, the boat dipped hard. Her feet left the floor. A huge wave came crashing over the hull, drenching her and Smith with its cold sea foam.

Her feet started to slip. She couldn’t get traction.

The boat pitched the other way. She grabbed for the rail, but her hands were too slippery. Another wave washed over her. With the force of a powerful locomotive, it swept her off the boat and into the water.

Down she went.

She heard Smith call out her name, but she sounded very far away.

Down, down, into the cold ocean depths she went. She felt herself shiver. The water temperature couldn’t be that low, but it felt like a vat of ice. The word “hyperthermia” flashed through her brain.

This was it, she thought. Well, she’d done her best. At least she’d gone out fighting.

And maybe she’d saved the world from another mad killer. Her purpose in life. Her destiny. Take that, Tannenburg.

She relaxed, let her muscles go. She had no idea where her gun was now. She seemed to have lost her shoes, as well. She thought she might touch bottom soon. Or meet a shark.

Instead, suddenly her head bobbed up over the water. Involuntarily, she gasped for air drinking in large gulps of it.

Somehow she was alive. Really alive. She batted her arms around in the water and found a life preserver. Where had that come from?

Suddenly she became aware of a loud noise above her.

A heavy, rhythmic chopping sound. A steady motor. A big one. Loud. Whirring.

Chop. Chop. Chop.

She raised her chin and looked up into the sky. Chop—per?

Yes.

A huge black helicopter hovered low over the waves just above her. A rope ladder dangled from the chopper’s belly. About halfway up the ladder a woman in a wet police uniform was climbing up. She had blond curls.

Below her, a man was climbing down. He wore a safety harness and was dressed in a bright orange dry suit. When he reached the end of the ladder he extended a strong hand down to her.

As she took it, she gazed up into his face and saw that sophisticated heartbreaking smile. She’d know him anywhere.

“Parker,” she said as he pulled her up and into his arms.

“My love.”

His sturdy arms went around her, and he kissed her so hard it took her breath. It was as if he thought he’d never see her again.

But just now, she’d never felt safer.

And then she remembered the gunfight. “York. We have to go after him. The Free Spirit.”

“It’s gone, Miranda.”

She looked down. All she could see were the foamy blue waves and the fog. The yacht had disappeared.

A wind swung the rope ladder back and forth.

“We need to get up and inside,” Parker said.

He helped her climb up the ladder, and once inside the chopper, someone tossed blankets over her and handed her a paper cup of hot coffee.

Grateful for the warmth, she sipped it while Parker dressed her wound with something from the first aid kit. Though the seawater had cleaned out the cut pretty well.

She looked over at Smith, bundled under another blanket with her wet blond hair framing her face. She was a mess.

She grinned at her. “You saved us.”

“I think you played a big part in that.”

Her smile waning, Smith gazed out the window at the dark sky. “If we can make it back to the airport.”

“We need to go after that boat,” Miranda said.

The pilot glanced back at her and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Ms. Steele. The Outer Banks is experiencing high winds and storm surges. The ferries have been cancelled, schools are closing. People are being advised to stay indoors.”

“You mean the helicopter can’t go any farther?”

“Not much longer. But Officer Smith here says you shot our serial killer. There’s a Coast Guard vessel down there. They’ll do what they can, but they won’t be able to track him much longer. They’ve lost the signal.”

“Signal? Is that how you found us?”

Taking her hand, Parker nodded. “We couldn’t pick up a signal from Smith’s radio, but York neglected to disable his GPS when he left the shore. The Coast Guard technicians Deweese contacted were able to determine his location.”

“But they’ve lost it now,” she repeated.

Parker nodded. “His boat will drift out to sea and be lost. He’s gone, Miranda. You took care of him.”

As she felt the chopper turn and head back to land, she stared down at the dark mist over the waves below. No one could survive out there on the ocean alone. York would run out of fuel sooner or later, and food and water after that. If the gunshot wound didn’t get him first. That was, if he’d survived it.

Those were the facts. She only hoped this time they were true.


Chapter Fifty-Two

 

The next day the weather cleared, and after a long rest and lots of good food Parker insisted she eat, Miranda joined Ballard and the rest of the team for a press conference in front of the police station.

Ballard made a speech announcing the Outer Banks was free of the vicious serial killer terrorizing the area thanks to the awesome Parker Agency and his team of crackerjack detectives, as he called them.

An elated Wesson stood behind the podium cheering as her friend, Officer Cynthia Smith, received a commendation from her boss for her valor and bravery in going after the culprit.

When it was over, Wesson and Smith did their little routine, shooting off their fingers simultaneously to celebrate.

“Smith and Wesson together again,” they laughed in unison.

But then they pulled Miranda into their circle and the three of them shared a group hug.

Saving each other’s lives created a strange kind of bond.

While they still had their arms around each other, Ballard strolled over brimming with smiles. “Folks have been calling non-stop since yesterday, thanking everyone on the team for finding that killer. Miss Mae called, too. She was afraid she’d never be able to rent that house again, but it seems some people have a morbid curiosity. Her phone hasn’t stopped ringing, either. She has customers booked through next year.”

Miranda grinned, glad the Outer Banks would return to the beautiful vacation spot it had been before all this took place.

“I’m giving everyone on the team some well-deserved time off, as well as a bonus.” Ballard rolled back on his heels, cleared his throat, and turned to Smith. “I guess now’s as good a time as any to make my offer.”

“What offer, sir?”

“You deserve a promotion, Smith. How would you like to be a detective?”

“For the department?”

“It’s the only thing I’m in charge of.”

“Thank you, sir. That’s very generous, but—”

He stared at her, amazed she was even thinking about turning him down. “But what?”

“Well, I was thinking about going back to the Parker Agency. If they’ll have me.” She reached for Miranda’s hand. “I’m so sorry for the way I acted toward you when we were in training, Steele. That was wrong.”

Miranda didn’t know what to say. “It’s in the past.”

Smith turned to Parker with her big blue eyes. “Can I come back, Mr. Parker?”

Parker raised a brow, as surprised at the request as Miranda. “You would have to go through training again.”

Smith nodded eagerly. “I’d be willing to do that, sir. I know I need it.”

With an authoritative nod Parker turned to her. “Miranda, what do you say?”

She opened her mouth in shock. She had to make the decision? She had to determine Smith’s future? She couldn’t do that.

After all, what would it be like having the woman back at the Agency? Smith and Wesson together again? Really together? Smith might be apologizing now, but she and Wesson could go right back to their catty ways. And what would that do to the team?

On the other hand, she thought she just might be able to handle that now. Besides, there was always room for gutsy team member. She had just saved her life.

She turned to Smith and opened her arms wide. “Welcome back.”


Chapter Fifty-Three

 

The next week would be Thanksgiving, and both Parker and Miranda agreed to give Wesson some time off as a reward for her work on the Yearwood case. She opted to stay in Outer Banks and spend the holiday with her friend and her mother.

Miranda heeded her own best friend’s advice and refrained from sending any pestering texts to Mackenzie. She simply said Happy Birthday again, and she hoped the girl would have a good Thanksgiving.

Mackenzie wrote back, Thx. Same to you.

She was busy with her friends, Miranda supposed. Trying not to overthink it, she spoke to Parker about an idea that had been on her mind since she’d last talked to Fanuzzi. Together they decided it would be great to have Parker’s father and Tatiana over to the penthouse for the Thanksgiving meal to discuss it.

Mr. P was overjoyed at the invitation, but he warned them Tatiana insisted on cooking.

On Thanksgiving Day, surrounded by Parker’s modern art, they sat around one end of the long glossy table in the penthouse dining room and enjoyed a sumptuous feast.

With his pure white hair, matching mustache, and dark suit accented with a red Ascot, Mr. P raised his glass and made a toast to the season. As they drank to it, Miranda eyed the dark-haired beauty at her father-in-law’s side. Clad in a shimmering dark paisley dress that accented her full figure, she beamed at Mr. P as if he made her the happiest woman in the world. And he beamed back at her.

Miranda caught Parker watching the couple with a warm expression. They were both glad the pair was so in love.

And what a cook Tatiana was.

She made a huge turkey, complete with stuffing laden with leeks and apples and interesting spices. There was coarsely grated potato pancakes, cabbage, a zucchini dish and something she called rustic village bread which she’d baked herself.

“In the Ukraine, we call this Obzhynky. The harvest celebration,” she said pouring coffee for everyone as they savored dessert.

Miranda took a bite of the cranberry cheesecake with a walnut crust on her plate.

“Oh, yum,” she said. It was deliciously tart and sweet at the same time.

“Thank you for all this, Tatiana,” Parker said taking her hand.

“It is my pleasure. Now I will take care of the dishes.”

“Please, you’ve done enough. I can have someone do that.”

Smiling her infectious smile, she shook her head. “I want to. Besides, I know you have some business to discuss.”

And with that, she cleared the table and busied herself in the kitchen.

“I can’t stop her,” Mr. P said, his eyes twinkling as he watched his bride go through the door. “She’s become the joy of my life.”

Miranda was happy for them both. And she could see Parker had finally come to accept his father’s marriage.

Mr. P turned to Miranda with a wink. “I’m going to surprise her over the holidays with a trip to the Ukraine.”

Miranda was surprised herself at that news. And she could see Parker was, too.

“The Ukraine. Wow. So you’ll be gone over Christmas?”

He nodded. “Yes. We’ll be flying out a few days before. Tatty’s been longing to see her family for years. They live in a little town north of Kiev. Chernigov, it’s called. And so now I’m learning Ukrainian over the Internet,” he chuckled. “It should be a festive time. I can’t wait to meet my new in-laws. Or to see the look on Tatty’s face when I give her the tickets.”

The vivacious young woman from the Ukraine who had once been his nurse had given Mr. P a new lease on life.

“But now let’s get down to business.” Mr. P grew serious as he morphed into his tycoon persona. He cleared his throat and reached for the briefcase he’d stuffed under the table. “I’ve drawn up some papers based on what you told me over the phone.”

He took them from the case and handed them to Miranda.

She looked them over, gave them to Parker.

He read them, nodded, his face serious. “Are you sure this is what you want?” Parker asked.

“I’m sure,” Miranda said. “But it’s mostly your money. Are you sure?”

“I am. I’m extremely pleased to fund this idea of yours. Dave Becker is one of my finest employees, and Joan has been a good friend to both of us.”

“She has.”

They’d given Becker the week off, too, much to Fry’s chagrin. Though Miranda knew Becker would be spending the time in the kitchen helping Fanuzzi and Coco with the holiday parties his wife was catering.

She smiled at the thought of Becker in an apron.

Running her hands over the papers, she turned to Mr. P. “And they’ll never know?”

He shook his head. “They won’t suspect a thing. Once their mortgage is paid in full, they’ll receive a letter stating their loan has been transferred to one of my companies. They’ll be given an address where to send future payments, and those payments will go into an investment account that I’ll oversee to ensure that it provides a healthy return.”

“Like the one you set up for me with the Parker estate.”

“Exactly,” he grinned. “At some point, we’ll notify them the debt has been paid and release the funds to them. Those details will be up to you.”

Miranda didn’t know how she would handle that, but she’d just go with this part of the plan for now.

She signed the papers and handed them to Parker. He signed as well and gave them back to Mr. P.

Looking pleased at the shared secret, Mr. P put the papers in his briefcase and shut it. “I must say, Russell, you have excellent taste in your life partners. You’re an amazing woman, Miranda.” His eyes twinkled as he smiled at both of them.

“I have to say I agree with you, Father. I don’t know how I’d live without you, my love.” Parker reached for Miranda’s hand and brought it to his lips.

Her stomach fluttering at his touch, she felt happy and complete.

“You’re worth living for,” she told him. And she meant it with all her heart. More than she ever had before.


Chapter Fifty-Four

 

From the back of his limo, he stared out at the light blanket of snow on the fields. It had come early this year.

He was half an hour outside Boston on his way to a small private airport. A ride that used to fill him with anticipation, but now struck dread in him.

Suppressing his trepidation, he read a news article on his phone. Coverage of Steele and Parker’s latest case. They had stopped some crazed serial killer in the Outer Banks. The news dismayed him. If only that killer had done away with the pair and saved him the trouble of that chore.

He studied the photo of Wade Parker. Good-looking. Late forties, dark hair, graying a bit at the temples. Dressed in a business suit and top coat, he was confident, sure of himself. Something in the man’s look bothered him. A sturdy, unrelenting attitude. A man who considered himself a bastion of virtue, going after evil doers. He’d said as much to the reporters.

His wife wasn’t much better. The idea sickened him. Didn’t they realize people did what they did out of expediency? Virtue or evil had nothing to do with it.

But beyond that, something about Wade Parker irked him beyond measure. He couldn’t put his finger on what it was, but it didn’t matter.

He would deal with them soon enough.

After a few more minutes, they reached the airport. As the driver steered the limo into the hanger, he chaffed at the required protocol. He had no choice but to comply. Hating the humiliation of it, he put on the silk blindfold provided for him and got out of the car.

He forced himself not to recoil at the grasp of a strong arm that led him across the concrete floor and up the steps to a small plane. He took his seat, allowed himself to be buckled in, and felt the plane taxi out of the hangar and onto the runway. After a few minutes it took off.

This time the flight took about an hour, he judged. These meetings were rare and always held in a different location.

After they landed, the same strong arm ushered him out of the plane and into another vehicle. There was perhaps another half hour’s drive. When the vehicle stopped he was led into a residence of some sort, he surmised, and into a private room.

Hands pushed him down into a chair. A moment later a door closed behind him.

“You may remove your blindfold,” said the dark familiar voice with the touch of an Irish accent.

He slipped the fabric off his eyes and blinked at the large man who sat before him at an oversized antique desk.

From the gray running through his short thinning hair, the man had to be nearing sixty. By the size of his jowls and his frame, he could tell he enjoyed rich meals. As always, he wore a tailored suit of expensive material. He preferred Armani, himself.

He watched him as he reached for an elegant box on the desk. The man removed a cigar, cut off its tip, and lit it without offering him one.

For several moments he puffed on it, studying him keenly. At last he spoke.

“Santana.”

“Sir.”

“I understand you’ve been having some difficulty with the Doroshenko matter.”

Doroshenko. The Ukrainian the FBI had taken into custody after that disaster in Kennesaw. The man he was supposed to ensure would not talk. The man he had attempted to assassinate and failed. He’d been afraid that was why he’d been summoned.

“The matter has proven more challenging than expected,” he said with a confident air. “However, the desired outcome will be delivered shortly.”

“I hope so.” The man blew a smoke ring into the air and gazed at it as if he had all the time in the world. “Now as to the matter of the arms deal.”

“Yes?”

“Can I assume you’ll be keeping up your end of the bargain?”

“Of course you can, sir.”

“Can you give me a progress report?”

He fudged, evaded, and made statements he knew were blatantly false. But he didn’t dare mention his setbacks. The destruction of the underage sex trade operation in Kennesaw and the casino in New Orleans had cut into his funds. But the worst devastation of all was the ruin of his underground laboratory west of Atlanta.

“And so we can expect delivery on time?”

“Of course, sir. I have never been late.” Not in sending the right people to eliminate this man’s enemies before. Not in delivering the payments he was required to make to belong to the elite group he headed.

But delivery of the mind-altering chemicals his people had been developing was a much more complicated matter. He would have to figure out the glitches himself. And quickly.

“Very well, then. I’ll let you know when the next phase is to begin.” He snuffed out the cigar and waved a dismissive hand.

Santana replaced his blindfold and waited to be led out. As the unknown arm escorted him back to the transport vehicle rage whirled inside him.

In his mind he cursed Wade Parker and Miranda Steele for all they’d done to him. At first, their elimination had been a business matter. A necessity to insure optimal operations. Now it was personal. He would make them pay for the setbacks they had caused him.

As the vehicle came to a halt and he was ushered out of it again, a plan began to form in his mind.

Yes, that would work. That would be perfect. No more would he need to take the careful and surreptitious route. He would wipe them all out in one fell swoop. And he knew just the man for the job. No more failures this time. He’d make absolutely sure of that.

“Wade Parker,” he thought as he climbed the steps to the aircraft that would take him back to Boston. “Your days are definitely numbered.”

###
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Dear Reader,

That was a scary moment on that yacht, wasn’t it? And Parker saved Miranda from becoming fish bait. What a relief!

Smith is coming back to the Parker Agency? Wonder how that will turn out.

So now we know the name of the mysterious man in Boston. Santana. Wonder what he’ll try next.

But first, Miranda and Parker are about to get called in on a case in Los Angeles, where a seven-year-old girl has been kidnapped.

You’ll want to read about that case because it's full of surprises.

Get it now.

The Stolen Girl (A Miranda and Parker Mystery) #12
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