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      When a dead body turns up in the hot tub at a high-end resort on the rugged Oregon Coast, forensic investigator Lacey Campbell and her fiancé, Jack Harper, realize their vacation is over.


      Tragically, the dead woman is dressed in a wedding gown, even more disturbing for Lacey since she’s about to become a bride. When the victim turns out to be a popular bartender with a bad-news ex-husband, it looks like a domestic quarrel turned deadly. But could there be something more sinister going on in this tight-knit community? Swept into the investigation, Lacey uncovers a killer with a morbid perspective on marriage.
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      CHAPTER ONE
    


    Lacey Campbell gazed out at the Pacific Ocean from the little deck of her hotel suite, took a sip of her early morning coffee, and sighed in pleasure. It was going to be a gorgeous, warm day. Not a cloud in sight at the crack of dawn. Almost unheard of at the Oregon Coast. Today, the blue of the water rivaled Hawaii. She could almost forget that she’d been inspecting the cracked mandible of a murder victim at the medical examiner’s yesterday.


    The hotel was perched on a cliff fifty feet above the crashing waves, giving a spectacular coastline view. Did she want this site for her wedding?


    Jack’s sister, Melody, had booked them a weekend at the luxury resort, hoping to convince them to hold their wedding at the venue next summer. The location was remote, hard to reach, and extremely exclusive. It was going to put a serious dent in someone’s wallet.


    Two hundred guests were on the preliminary list, and Melody was already chomping at the bit to lengthen the list. She felt that her brother had an image to keep up in Portland—that as the owner of the city’s biggest development corporation, Jack Harper should flaunt the “wedding of the year.”


    The term made Lacey’s stomach churn. She was ready to run away to Vegas. Or Reno.


    She hated to disappoint her father, but she wasn’t a party girl. She was an only child. Her mother had passed many years ago. Running away with Jack to get married on a beach in Hawaii was sounding better every day. Sun, surf, warm breezes, and declaring her love to her man before God.


    No one else needed to be there.


    Right?


    A wedding should be personal. Not a big party for everyone else. Maybe some girls wanted the big dress and big day with all eyes on them. Not her. She only needed one person’s attention.


    That person’s hands slipped around her waist, and he pressed his chest against her back, enveloping her in a hug. She’d known the second Jack had stepped onto the deck from their hotel suite. A peace had swept over her from his presence. He’d rescued her from a burning hell last winter. Literally. When Bobby DeCosta had decided that Lacey needed to pay for her role in convicting his serial-killer brother, Jack had come face-to-face with a murderer. And won.


    They hadn’t been separated since that day except to go to work. She worked at the medical examiner’s office as a forensic odontologist, and Jack ran Harper Developing, a huge company with projects all over the Pacific Northwest.


    Jack’s scruffy cheek brushed her face, and she steadied her cup of coffee.


    “Good morning.” Jack’s voice was full of sleep.


    She nestled against him. “Good morning. Can you believe this view today?”


    “Outstanding. Makes me consider taking up cliff diving.”


    “That icy ocean water would kill you.”


    “Then how about a jump in the pool? Or some time in the hot tub?”


    Lacey followed Jack’s gaze to the artistically landscaped pool and hot tub. “I can’t believe someone is in the hot tub this early,” she said.


    Her eyes narrowed at the sight of the woman in the hot tub. “Jack?” Her voice cracked as Lacey stared at the body floating facedown in the hot water, yards of white fabric swirling around her.


    “I see her.” Jack was already running back through their room. “You call 911. I’m getting down there.”


    [image: star]


    Jack had been too late, and Lacey could see on his face that he was taking it hard. A former cop, he had a driving desire to save the world. But this woman had been long past saving. Lacey and Jack stood back from the scene at the hot tub, watching the two local policemen decide what to do with the dead bride on the flagstones. The woman’s legs were partially covered by her wedding dress, and a veil trailed from her hair back into the tub.


    Seaport was a small town. Extremely small. The two cops seemed stunned to have a body on their hands. Lacey eyed the bruising around the dead woman’s neck; this was a possible homicide.


    Where was the groom?


    She and Jack had spent several minutes alone with the woman. Jack had hauled the body out of the hot tub and was doing chest compressions by the time Lacey arrived, her cell phone connected to 911. She’d known at once that there was no hope, but Jack’s training and optimistic nature had pushed him to try. After being assured the police were on their way, she’d run to the front desk to alert the staff. At six in the morning, there was one clerk at the desk, a girl whose name tag said “Jessica.” She’d called the manager at home and started to follow Lacey to the scene, but halted when she saw the dead body in a dress and veil.


    “I’ll get something to cover her up with,” Jessica said, backing up with her gaze locked on the white flesh.


    “Get some sheets. We don’t want to cover her, but we can block your guests’ views,” Lacey said, scanning the balconies of the rooms surrounding the pool. No curious eyes met hers.


    Jessica froze. She couldn’t be more than twenty years old. “We can’t leave a body by the pool.”


    Lacey pointed at the front-desk area. “Go get the sheets.”


    Jessica shakily nodded, turned, and dashed away.


    Lacey had pulled some chairs into position to block any direct view from the hotel rooms. She knew enough about a crime scene to not throw something over the victim before police had arrived. Yes, she would love to give the woman some dignity, but once she’d seen the marks on her neck and exchanged a knowing glance with Jack, she knew they had to preserve any possible evidence.


    If they hadn’t destroyed it already.


    The first cop to arrive, Mathews, had given Jack a bit of a hard time for pulling the body out of the hot tub. Jack had flushed and snapped, “If you’d been in that tub, would you want me to blow some air in your lungs or worry about where I stepped?”


    The cop had shut up.


    Now, Lacey and Jack simply watched. Mathews and the second cop, Garcia, seemed to struggle to get their thoughts in order. Jack had to prompt them to secure the scene.


    “Never seen a dead body before,” Lacey heard Mathews whisper under his breath.


    She wished she could say the same. As a forensic specialist for the state of Oregon, she dealt with death on a daily basis. Her role usually came late in an investigation, after the remains had been cleaned, and she had simply bone and teeth to deal with, but there had been plenty of cases where she’d had to look directly into the mouth of death in its original setting. She was skilled at ignoring the smells of decay and keeping her focus where she was comfortable: the teeth.


    Sometimes she was the last hope for identification. Finding a positive match in the dental records was the highlight of her job. Attaching a name to a Jane Doe. Usually her cases were comparisons. Someone already had an idea of who the body was, and the medical examiner could locate dental records. But sometimes the cases were complete mysteries, turned over to her and the forensic anthropologist to uncover clues to the identity.


    She studied the body sprawled out on the flagstones. The woman had long dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. Lacey couldn’t guess her age. Water and death tend to distort a person’s features, and fortunately, the woman’s veil covered the upper half of her face. Lacey was amazed that Jack had even tried CPR.


    “It’s my job,” he’d muttered after she’d pulled him away from the body, begging him to stop.


    It wasn’t his job. It hadn’t been in a long time. Jack had walked away from the police force after being shot and watching the pregnant woman he’d been trying to protect die before his eyes. Apparently you could quit being a cop, but you couldn’t take the cop instincts out of the man.


    Even though the body in the hot tub had been facedown in the water when Lacey had spotted it from her balcony, the purpling of her skin on her calves told Lacey the woman had been on her back for a period of time after death.


    Had she died in the tub and then eventually rolled over? That was a question for the medical examiner.


    “Who are they going to send out here?” Jack whispered.


    She knew Jack was asking which pathologist the medical examiner’s office would send to process the scene. This town was a good three hours from the main Portland office where she worked.


    “I don’t know. Probably someone from the county office, since it’s closer.”


    “Her legs are really bruised,” Mathews commented to the other cop. “Do you think she was hit by a car and then dumped in the hot tub?” Garcia shrugged his shoulders.


    Lacey tried not to choke.


    A new male voice spoke up. “That’s lividity. Blood pools where gravity pulls it once the heart can no longer circulate it. She was on her back for some time after death.”


    Jack spun around. “Terry?” He shook the big man’s hand and slapped him on the shoulder. The newcomer was dressed in jeans, but had a badge attached to his belt. He was the size of a linebacker.


    “Jack Harper! How come dead bodies turn up whenever you’re around?” asked Terry.


    Lacey’s jaw dropped, stunned that someone could be so insensitive to Jack’s past, but Jack laughed it off and turned to Lacey.


    “Do you remember Terry Schoenfeld? He responded the morning they found the skeleton of that Co-Ed Slayer victim on one of my properties, and before that we were on the Lakeview force together. We go way back.”


    Lacey faintly remembered the big cop from their only meeting one day last winter. That was the same day she’d met Jack. She’d been on the job. Called to a snowy recovery site to examine the dental work of the skeleton.


    Jack turned back to Terry. “What are you doing out here?” He gestured to the badge and squinted at it. “You decided Lakeview wasn’t a small enough police department, so you transferred to Seaport?”


    “The wife grew up here and always wanted to move back. She loves the ocean. When I saw they had a chief of police position open, I applied,” Terry answered. “Money’s about the same, but the workload is a lot lighter even with the increased responsibility.”


    “You’re the chief?” Jack’s eyes lit up. “Congrats.”


    “I have been for ten days. Thanks for bringing the first murder in two decades to my town.” Terry moved his focus back to the body, and his demeanor changed at the sad sight. “Ah, damn it,” he whispered.


    “Lacey spotted her from our balcony,” Jack said, gesturing toward their oceanfront suite. “I ran down and hauled her out. Tried compressions, but she was long gone.” He swallowed hard. “She was floating on her stomach when I found her.”


    Terry nodded, his gaze still on the dead woman. He moved closer and squatted next to the body. He pulled a pen out of his pocket, using it to carefully move the wet veil covering the top half of her face.


    “Holy shit!” exclaimed Mathews. “That’s Patty Marino.”

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO
    


    The wedding dress and veil disturbed Lacey on a deep level. She’d bought some bridal magazines when she and Jack became engaged a few months back, and she’d been overwhelmed at the selection of dresses. Enough that she’d put the whole dress-shopping process out of her mind. This was not the way she’d expected to be reminded of it again.


    “Was she getting married?” Lacey asked. To her eyes, the dress on the body was out of date. It had the styling of dresses a decade ago.


    “Not that I know of,” said Mathews. He looked ready to vomit. “She and Will have been divorced for about a year now, I’d say. She works at The Anchor. Tends bar. She was a real sweetheart,” he said, his voice cracking as he wiped at his eyes. He appeared to be in his late twenties and could rival Terry for size and bulk. He made the smaller Garcia look like a fifth grader.


    Lacey’s heart broke for the man as she glanced at Terry.


    Terry shook his head. “I don’t know her. I haven’t been here long enough. When will the medical examiner arrive?” he asked Mathews.


    The cop glanced at his watch. “Someone’s supposed to be here any minute.”


    “You’re on camera duty,” Terry said to Mathews, who nodded. “Start in close and slowly work your way out, shooting everything.” He turned to the other cop. “Garcia, I want you to canvas the guests. We need to know what anyone heard or saw overnight. Hopefully the ME can give us a better window of time once he gets here.”


    “How old is she?” asked Lacey.


    “Thirtyish,” answered Mathews. “I think she was in the same high school class as my older sister.”


    The same age as Lacey. Jack squeezed her shoulder. He knew her penchant for identifying with victims she worked with. She couldn’t stop herself from looking for things they shared in common.


    Footsteps behind Lacey caught her attention. Jessica from the front desk had returned with a man in tow. The short bald man strode with confidence, but also with a heavy weight of concern on his face. He stopped at the group and sized them up with a sweeping glance. Jessica hung back, her eyes still wide from the shock of the morning. “Who’s in charge?” the bald man asked with his gaze clearly on Terry.


    “I’m Chief Schoenfeld.” Terry held out his hand. “Are you the owner?”


    “Manager. Paul Lott. The hotel owner lives in Seattle.” He looked past Terry to the wet bride. Sorrow crossed his features. “Do you know who she is? Is it one of the guests?”


    “Mathews here believes it’s a local woman,” said Terry. “Until I have that confirmed, I’d rather not share her name.”


    Lacey hated that the woman was still lying in open view. She’d blocked any hotel guest’s view with sheets and chairs, but the vulnerable woman was still visible to their little group. Mathews was clicking away with a digital camera, slowly backing up from the woman and taking shots of the surrounding area.


    “Paul, we’d like to start talking to your guests,” Terry began.


    The manager cringed. “Can’t you wait and see if they come forward to say they saw something? Surely if they heard there was a death here, they’d speak up if they noticed something suspicious.” He cracked his knuckles, his attention jumping from the body to Terry and back.


    Terry blinked. “No. We’re going to talk to everyone. Now.” He tensed up. “You’ve got a possible murder on your grounds. This isn’t the time to worry about the comfort of your guests.”


    “I suppose—”


    “No, you don’t suppose anything,” Terry snapped. “We’re going to do this right. You got security cameras on the premises?”


    Paul shook his head. “I’ve only got one inside, on the front-desk area.”


    “Does it point toward the doors, or a window with a view of the outside?”


    “It only shows the immediate desk area. The front entrance is out of view.”


    Terry glanced at the balconies. “How many units? And how many were occupied last night?”


    “We’ve got twenty suites. Fifteen were full.” Paul glanced at Jessica, a question on his face. She nodded.


    A tall, dark, slender man hustled around the pool, heading toward their group. Lacey recognized him. “That’s your medical examiner,” she said to Terry. “Dr. Pillai is from the county office.”


    The dark man scanned the group and stopped on Lacey as a grin crossed his face. “Dr. Campbell! I wasn’t expecting you.” He glanced at her yoga pants, tank top, and hand clasped in Jack’s. “You’re not working, I assume.”


    “Nice to see you, David. No, we just happened to be staying here.” Her teeth chattered. It wasn’t cold out, but she could have used a light jacket. And some coffee. Jack stepped behind her and rubbed his hands on her upper arms.


    Terry scowled. “You two should go warm up. But don’t go far. I want to talk to you as soon as I’m done with Dr. Pillai.” He glanced at the hotel manager. “You got an office or empty room I can use to interview?”


    Paul nodded. “Of course.”


    “I want you to get me the names and room numbers of your guests. I’ll also need a map of the building and grounds, and a list of employees who worked in the last twenty-four hours.”


    “You got it.” Paul gestured at Jessica, and they jogged back to the office.


    “Someone will be here in a few minutes to take her back to the morgue,” Dr.Pillai said as he studied the woman. “Before you two go, how was she found?”


    Jack brought him up to date.


    Dr. Pillai waved Mathews over. “Shoot here while I’m working.” He pointed at the bodice of the woman’s dress. The medical examiner prodded at her rib cage and made a quick slit in the white fabric below her ribs and a second cut in her skin, and deftly slid a thermometer in to check her liver temperature. Lacey saw Mathews’s grip on the camera shake and had a brief pang of sympathy for the young cop who’d never seen a dead body.


    Dr. Pillai noticed, too. “First time?”


    Mathews silently nodded.


    “You got good shots of her neck?” He pointed at the bruising.


    The cop nodded again.


    The medical examiner shifted her limbs, testing. “Full rigor still.” He pressed against the purpling of her calves. “Lividity is fixed. So she lay somewhere on her back for a good six hours to put the color in her calves. You said she was facedown in the tub?” He stared at the hot tub. “Crap. That complicates things a bit. I’ll need the temperature on that tub. I wonder how long she was in there.”


    “That’s the big question,” Lacey said quietly to Jack. “It’ll throw off any readings he gets from her liver temperature. I don’t know how he’s going to get an accurate time of death.”


    Dr. Pillai pressed his lips together. “I’ll see what I can come up with. But she’s been dead somewhere around twelve hours with the rigor where it’s at. And less than six in the hot tub since her lividity is fixed.”


    “Around twelve hours,” repeated Terry. “I can get started with that. It’s almost seven now, so she was on her back somewhere between roughly seven p.m. and one a.m. and then moved here after that.”


    “Keep in mind these are really rough estimates, okay? Help me roll her to her side,” the medical examiner said to Mathews.


    The young cop blanched and slowly set down his camera. The two men shifted her to her side as Dr. Pillai scanned her back, his gloved hand running down the back of her dress. “Nothing obvious from the back.”


    The two men gently rolled her faceup again.


    “Anything on her skull?” Lacey asked.


    The medical examiner untangled the veil from the woman’s dark hair and set it aside. He palpated her skull. “Feels solid. No soft areas from a blow of some sort. I’ll know more when I have her on the table.”


    “Was she choked to death?” Mathews asked.


    “Looks like someone tried,” Dr. Pillai said noncommittally. “But I’m not going to guess at her cause of death until I’ve fully examined her.” He lifted an eyebrow at the cop. “And neither should you.”


    Lacey wondered if the young cop got the message. Don’t spread rumors.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THREE
    


    Lacey and Jack sat in the small meeting room with Terry, recounting their morning. Paul, the hotel manager, had thoughtfully provided a service of ice water, coffee, and tea.


    Terry looked tense. Lacey didn’t blame him. Ten days on the job and he had a dead bride at the local hotel. How much help did he have? She hadn’t seen any other police besides the two uniformed cops from this morning. In Portland, a murder scene would be crawling with official specialists and detectives. A town this size, all the work fell on the general police. The investigating and the evidence collection. If Terry felt they needed help, he could ask the county or state police. But so far, he seemed to feel things were manageable.


    The boutique hotel stressed service and comfort for its guests. Lacey didn’t know if there was another of its type on the Oregon Coast. Its spa was supposed to be unparalleled in the Northwest. It was spendy, catering to urban Portlanders and Seattleites. The coastal towns of Oregon tended to be lower-income areas where people enjoyed a quieter life, but the towns struggled to offer any stable industry outside of the seasonal tourism.


    The Oregon Coast lacked the warm water and gorgeous weather of the Southern California coast. The weather was frequently gray and stormy most of the year. Even in the summer, blue days and toasty temperatures weren’t reliable. Lacey had a friend whose husband was in pharmaceutical sales, and he claimed his company sold the most antidepressants at the Oregon Coast.


    But this weekend had been gorgeous. The water was as blue as the sky. These were the days the tourism industry tried to capitalize on. No doubt the manager of The Pacific Inn was cursing the events of the morning. Murder wasn’t good for business.


    “Was the cop correct that it’s Patty Marino? Did someone try to reach her family?” Lacey asked.


    Terry nodded. “Yes, two hotel employees who know Patty backed up his identification. Patty Marino is divorced but still lives with her ex-husband, so I sent Mathews up there. There’s no other family close-by.”


    “What?” Jack snorted. “Why the hell would someone live with an ex?”


    “That’s what I asked,” sighed Terry. “Mathews says he heard neither of them could afford to move out. So they deal with it. Sounds like the ex-husband lost his job quite a while ago.”


    Lacey knew she could never have shared a home with her ex-husband. Her sympathy for the dead woman rose several notches. “That’s a horrible situation. Was he home?”


    “I haven’t heard yet.” Terry glanced at his watch. “Hopefully it won’t be too long. I need help interviewing the guests. I’ve only got Mathews and Garcia this weekend. I guess I should be thankful there were only fifteen rooms occupied.” He looked to Lacey. “You’ve never stayed here before?”


    “No. I’d heard of it,” answered Lacey. “I’ve seen it written up a few times in the newspaper. But Jack’s sister, Melody, was the one who made our reservation and sent us out here. They do weddings up on the bluff from the hotel. There’s a gazebo there that’s a prime spot for wedding photos and the ceremony. And I want to say I heard the hotel went through a huge remodel a few years ago with a new owner. Paul Lott would know.”


    “I’m going to talk to him next.”


    “It’s an amazing place. They know what you want before you want it. It’s comparable to the exclusive boutique hotels in downtown Portland. Or even New York.”


    “New York? Seriously?” Terry wrinkled his nose.


    Lacey glanced at Jack. “I’d say it ranks with the last place we stayed in back East.”


    “I agree,” said Jack. “Keurigs and fresh cookies in the room. Luxury mattresses and bedding. Whoever remodeled it used high-quality finishes and excellent craftsmen.”


    “Now, you spotted the body at about six fifteen a.m., right?” Terry looked at his notepad.


    “Yes,” Lacey answered. “I was on the deck, and Jack had just joined me when we spotted the body. We didn’t see anyone else up and around.”


    “When I got down there, she was facedown in the water,” Jack added. “I grabbed her arm and pulled. I noticed then how stiff she was, but I didn’t care. I just wanted her out. She had no pulse and she wasn’t breathing. I administered chest compressions, hoping to get some of the water out of her lungs or get her heart started, but it wasn’t working.”


    “There wouldn’t be any water in her lungs if she didn’t drown,” Lacey stated.


    “It can’t just flow in?” Terry asked.


    “No, she’d have to breathe it in. I was only a minute behind him and calling 911 on my cell. Once we realized there was no reviving her, I went to the front desk to notify hotel management.”


    “Anyone else come out to the pool area?” Terry made a note on his pad.


    Lacey looked at Jack, who shook his head. “We didn’t see anyone. I was surprised that no one even came out on their decks until they’d already loaded her onto the gurney. People were sleeping in, I guess. The rooms don’t let in much sound. I noticed we could barely hear the ocean last night.”


    “How about wet footprints when you first got to the hot tub? Or water outside near the tub?”


    Jack closed his eyes and thought. “I don’t remember. I was completely focused on her. At first I thought there were white towels in the hot tub with her, but then I realized it was her dress and veil.”


    “Did you two hear anything overnight?” Terry asked hopefully.


    Lacey figured he already knew the answer. “No. But we had our windows and door closed. It wasn’t warm enough overnight to have them open.”


    There was a knock at the office door, and Paul Lott stuck his head in. “Can I get you anything else, Chief?”


    “Actually, I’m ready to talk to you, Paul. Is this a good time?”


    Paul stepped in the room. “Sure. I’ve got the desk manager to cover the front.”


    “Jessica hasn’t left, has she?” Terry asked.


    “No. I told her to wait until she was questioned.”


    “Good,” said Terry. “We’ll talk to her next. Have a seat.”


    Lacey and Jack stood up.


    “Wait a minute, guys.” Terry turned to Paul. “You have any issues if they stick around for this? Jack used to be on the force with me in Lakeview, and Dr.Campbell is from the main branch of the medical examiner’s office. I wouldn’t mind having their insight on what happened this morning.”


    Paul set a notebook on the table and took a seat, looking from Lacey to Jack. “I have no problem with that. I just want to help find out who did that to the poor woman.”


    Lacey met Jack’s gaze. What Terry was asking was unusual, but not out of line. Jack shrugged and they both sat.


    Lacey liked Paul Lott. The fiftyish man had sincerely greeted them when they checked in yesterday. He didn’t use the overenthusiastic-you’re-my-new-best-friend attitude that she couldn’t stand from some service industries. She and Jack had an appointment for later today to go over wedding possibilities with him.


    There was no use keeping that appointment now. There was no way Lacey was getting married here.


    Terry focused on Paul. “How long have you worked here?”


    Paul crossed his legs. “Three years. We’ve been open for almost two years and spent the year before that in an extensive remodel. I was hired away from a hotel in Seattle. The new owner of The Pacific Inn was a regular guest of ours up there, and he liked how I ran things. He asked me to commit for three years to his first venture into boutique hoteling and promised to make it worth my while.”


    “Your time here is up?”


    Paul smiled. “My contract is being renegotiated. I have to admit, I didn’t expect to like this sort of remoteness, but it’s grown on me. If they want me to stay, I’ll consider it.”


    “The hotel is doing well?”


    “Better than well. This place was a disaster when the owner bought it. The old hotel couldn’t keep a twenty-five percent occupancy rate during the prime summer months. That’s crazy. We could see that the bare bones of the hotel had something to offer. We tore it down to the studs and redesigned everything. Thirty rooms became twenty suites. We added a spa and luxury in-room dining. Our goal was to make it a place for destination weddings. And you can’t find a better view of the ocean than from our bluff.”


    Lacey silently agreed. The hotel’s perch along the craggy cliff was storybook.


    “We overhauled the grounds and the staff. Brought in master gardeners to create stunning landscaping and stole exceptional employees from other hotels. You should have seen the previous staff. They could care less about providing service. They were here to get a paycheck for doing as little work as possible. I tried to keep them on, but when I laid out how things were going to be different around here, half left and the other half I had to eventually let go.”


    “All your staff is new?” Lacey asked in surprise. The recession was still in full force on the coast. She found it hard to believe the staff didn’t wise up and work hard to keep their jobs.


    Paul looked at her. “I think one of the maids is original. The rest I brought on.”


    “Jessica from the front desk called you this morning, correct?” Terry asked.


    “Yes. She woke me. I could barely understand her, but she said that someone had died on the hotel grounds. At the time, I thought she meant a guest. But Patty Marino wasn’t registered as a guest.”


    “Could she have been a friend of a guest?” Terry asked.


    Paul flipped open the notebook he’d brought with him. He removed a printout and ran his finger down the list, stopping occasionally. “I see two suites that are registered to single male guests. All the other pairs of guests share the same last name.” He looked up with a grin at Lacey and Jack. “Except for suite eleven.”


    Their room. Lacey tried not to roll her eyes.


    Jack gave a wry smile. “That doesn’t mean someone couldn’t have registered with the same last name while they weren’t married. I’m sure that happens occasionally.”


    “Of course. You can review the front-desk video to see if Patty Marino checked in with someone.” Paul handed the printout to Terry. “This also indicates the date and time people checked in. As for the two single male names, I know one of them. Kenneth Johns comes out from Lake Oswego at least once a month for a long weekend. He’s a writer. I can’t say I’ve ever seen him with a woman while he’s here. Usually his only companion is his laptop. Or a book.”


    Terry nodded and took the piece of paper. “Did you bring the hotel map? Me and my two guys have been over every square inch outside, but we haven’t looked around much inside.”


    Lacey did a mental head-slap. She’d assumed that Patty Marino had been brought in from somewhere else, not possibly killed on the grounds of the hotel and then dumped in the hot tub. Why had her thinking gone that way without considering the obvious? Because a smart killer wouldn’t dump the body so close to the scene of the crime, she decided. Then again, they couldn’t assume the killer was smart.


    Terry’s cell phone rang, and he glanced at the screen. “It’s Mathews.” He held the phone to his ear. “What’d you find out?”


    Lacey and the two other men listened to the one-sided conversation, which involved a lot of uh-huhs.


    “What’s the word on their relationship?” Terry asked. After another minute, he hung up and scribbled some quick notes.


    “Mathews says the home was locked up tight,” Terry stated. “The ex-husband and his truck are nowhere to be found. As far as the ex’s relationship with Patty, the general consensus is surprise that they were able to live together without killing each other.”


    Terry shook his head. “It’s driving me crazy that I don’t know these people or know every little thing about this town like I did in Lakeview. Back home, I knew where the high-school kids like to go shoot cans and where Old Man Lewis could be found every time he went on a bender.” He thumped a fist on the table. “I’m feeling useless here.”


    “You need to rely on your staff for that sort of stuff,” Jack said. “Your expertise is that you know the right questions to ask and how to put the evidence together. That’s the part that comes with experience. Don’t beat yourself up about it.” Jack pointed at him. “It’ll interfere with your thinking.”


    “You’re right. I know you’re right.” Terry shuffled his papers. “Where’s that map?”


    Paul slid it across the table. Terry grabbed the paper and scowled.


    “I’m surprised you don’t have outdoor cameras,” Jack said. “I would have thought that’d be a crucial part of providing security to your guests. In fact, I assumed there were cameras.”


    Paul nodded. “We’ve talked about it several times. But it’s been such a quiet location, we hadn’t seen the need for the added expense.”


    “It’s possible your killer knows you don’t have cameras. Otherwise, I can’t imagine why someone would risk placing a body in such a public area. Even if the cameras weren’t obvious, most people would assume they were out of sight.” Jack looked at Terry. “Either you’ve got a really stupid killer who doesn’t care about cameras or one who knew ahead of time there were none around.”


    Terry nodded slowly. “Exactly.”

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOUR
    


    A few hours later, Lacey slid onto the high stool at The Anchor as Jack grabbed the seat to her right. They were the only two spots left in the little pub at lunchtime. Helping other customers, the bartender pointed at the menu just out of Lacey’s reach. Jack nodded at him and stretched to grab it.


    It’d been a long morning of patiently listening to Terry interview guests and employees at The Pacific Inn. She was glad the chief had asked them to stay. He was stretched thin with just two cops in his department on duty. At least she and Jack were able to offer experienced eyes and ears.


    Jack studied the menu. “What do you want?”


    “A beer and a big greasy burger. Extra bacon.”


    He grinned. “Hungry?”


    “Long morning. My brain is tired. At least we got to leave. I don’t think Terry is going to take more than five minutes to get something to eat.”


    “Terry takes a case like this personally. He sees it as his responsibility to find the killer, and he won’t rest until he’s exhausted every possibility. Some of the guys used to call him ‘Bull,’ because he never stopped charging forward.”


    “Didn’t he play college football? Were they the ones that called him Bull or did the Lakeview police?” Lacey asked.


    “Both,” grinned Jack.


    The bartender took their orders and pulled them drafts of a local microbrew he claimed was his best seller. Lacey held her beer below her nose and inhaled. Wheaty. Fruity. Maybe some honey. She had a healthy appreciation for Northwest brews. She sipped and smiled. It was terrific. Glancing at Jack, she saw that his was a third gone already. Had he even tasted it?


    The noon newscast on the TV above the bar caught her attention. The murder had made the Portland stations. The bar suddenly grew quiet as everyone listened. Several patrons lifted their drinks in toast to the screen when the victim’s picture appeared.


    “I hope they hang the guy that did that to Patty,” said the man next to Lacey. He was a skinny guy in weathered jeans and a black T-shirt. He had the tan and squint lines of someone who spent a lot of time on the water. Not on a surfboard, but more likely on a fishing boat. He had workingman hands with dirt under the nails and several fine white scars. Fish hooks? According to the patch on his shirt, his name was Saul.


    “Did you know her?” Lacey asked. Beside her she felt Jack’s radar tune in on the conversation.


    “Yep. Everybody knew Patty. As sweet as could be. She tended bar here five nights a week. Was she supposed to be here tonight, Rick?” he asked the bartender. The other man nodded, his gaze still on the TV screen as he mechanically dried a glass.


    “That’s really sad,” said Lacey. “We’re staying at the hotel where it happened. It was quite a shock to wake up to all the police this morning.” If Terry didn’t know the locals yet, she’d see what she could find out.


    Saul looked at her with interest. “Did you see what happened?” His eyes crinkled in curiosity. The man on his other side leaned forward to listen. He looked like he’d hopped off the same fishing boat, but he wore a hat that said “Deere.” Both men appeared to be in their early thirties and in need of haircuts.


    “Not really,” answered Lacey. “We just saw them wheeling the body out in one of those bags.”


    “They said on the news she was wearing a wedding dress. Is that true?” Deere asked.


    Lacey widened her eyes. “I heard that. I don’t know. Was she getting married?”


    Saul snorted. “No, I think she was done with that. She was married once, and it didn’t go so well. Most of us have known her and Will forever. I coulda told them it wasn’t going to last. She was way too independent for him. Will was a bit too controlling. He’s an okay guy, but those two together were like oil and water.”


    Deere nodded in grave agreement.


    “Then why do you think she was in a wedding dress?” Lacey asked.


    The two men exchanged glances and then looked at Lacey. “No freaking idea,” said Saul.


    “Maybe she had a secret boyfriend and was running off with him, but he changed his mind at the last minute. She seeing anybody?” Lacey asked, giving her sweetest smile. She felt Jack squeeze her upper thigh, warning her to tread carefully. What was the harm in a few questions?


    “Patty’s not the type to run off with a guy. She would date a bit here and there, but I suspect that’s kind of hard when you already know every person in town and you live with your ex-husband,” said Deere.


    “What?” Lacey feigned surprise. “She lived with her ex-husband? So they were still good friends?”


    Both men laughed. “Hell, no,” said Deere. “Will and her could barely be in the same room together. They tried to sell that house, but they’re upside down in the mortgage. Neither could afford to pay that and go live with a roommate, so they were stuck.”


    “A lot of people are struggling with that these days,” Lacey said with sympathy. “I guess we might never know what happened to her.”


    Once again the men exchanged looks and then both took swigs of their beer.


    “What?” asked Lacey. “Do you know something?” Out of the corner of her eye she saw Jack had his head turned to the TV, but she was certain he was listening to every word of their conversation.


    Saul leaned in. “Everyone believes her husband did it. No one is surprised she’s dead. And I heard they can’t find Will. So where is he? He doesn’t go on vacation. I can only figure he’s hiding out somewhere.”


    Deere nodded solemnly.


    Lacey stared at the men. They were totally serious. “You really think he did it?”


    More nods.


    “Well, they say the police always look at the closest family members first. They won’t have to look too far if he’s the one,” she said. Her heart sank. Had Patty been killed by her ex-husband? What kind of miserable life had the woman led?


    “Did they close the hotel?” Deere asked.


    “No. Well, I don’t know,” Lacey said. “I know they’re questioning everyone and checking the entire place for evidence. I don’t know if they’re taking new reservations or not.”


    “Can’t be good publicity for a place like that,” added Saul. “No rich people want to go to a hotel where people are killed. It doesn’t say much for their security.”


    “I hope it doesn’t affect its business. It’s a nice place.” Lacey watched a look of disgust cross Deere’s face. “What?” she asked.


    “It’s a parasite. Nothing was wrong with the old hotel. Lots of people worked up there. Then this new owner comes in and does a clean sweep. Brings in people to work who don’t even live around here. How many people lost their jobs?” he asked Saul.


    He shrugged. “Lots.”


    “That’s right,” said Deere. “Mary Lou’s family owned that place for years. It seemed like nothing could be done to get tourists to come to Seaport, and her business went down every year, but she tried to keep it open so people would have a place to work. She finally sold it for a fraction of what that land had to be worth, trying to get out from under the burden.”


    “Sounds like the new buyer did her a favor,” commented Lacey. What was Deere getting at?


    “No, he took advantage of her. Look how successful that place is. He should have paid a lot more than he did.”


    Lacey frowned. How could this be the buyer’s fault? “Did he pay what she was asking?”


    “Yeah, I think he worked her down a little bit. But she didn’t know he was gonna make such a success out of it.” Deere looked down into his beer as if realizing his argument was a bit weak.


    Lacey tried not to laugh into her own beer. The buyer was expected to fail? And didn’t? And now some of the townspeople were annoyed that he’d been successful? Ouch. “Someone sank a lot of money into that property. He could have lost everything he spent trying to get it into shape. That’s a pretty big risk. I have to imagine that the people who come to the hotel spend some money in Seaport at the local businesses, yes? Like charter-boat fishing? Or even in here to eat? I bet a lot of them eat in the restaurant.”


    Both men looked around the room with glum faces. “There’s that book guy,” said Deere, jerking his head toward a man reading a book at a table in the back. “He’s in here a lot. Stays up at the hotel all the time. Some big author. But I’ve never heard of him.”


    Lacey cast a quick glance at the man in the corner. He had a receding hairline and glasses and seemed utterly focused on his book. She hadn’t recognized the author’s name when Paul had mentioned it earlier. Maybe he wrote under a pen name. “See? I bet he’d never eat here if he didn’t come out to stay at the hotel. I wouldn’t be here, either.”


    “Well, it’d help if the hotel would hire locally.” Deere wasn’t ready to give up his complaints about The Pacific Inn. “That bald manager is a jerk. Told everyone they didn’t know how to clean or even do the repairs right. Will was a darned good handyman. He shouldn’t have been fired.”


    “Wait. You’re saying Patty’s ex-husband was fired from the hotel? When?” Lacey’s brain started spinning. Why hadn’t Paul Lott mentioned that today? Did Terry know?


    “Right away. That bald ass hadn’t been running the show for a month when he let most of the employees go. Said they were slackers.” He rubbed at his nose with his forearm. Lacey suspected he was more offended by the word slackers than by the fact that so many people lost their jobs.


    From what she’d seen of Paul, he didn’t take flak from anyone. He had high expectations, and she suspected that the old employees hadn’t embraced his expectations with open arms. Not many people like a management shake-up.


    Did Paul and Will have a falling-out?


    Burgers were set in front of her and Jack. Lacey’s stomach rumbled, and she dug in, momentarily forgetting about the dead bride and her difficult ex-husband.


    “We need to talk to Terry,” Jack said quietly beside her, his burger disappearing at a rapid rate. Lacey nodded with a full mouth.
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    Lacey and Jack stood quietly by as Paul stared at Terry. The manager seemed caught off guard by the chief’s question.


    “Patty is Will Marino’s ex-wife?” Paul asked. “I didn’t put two and two together. Yes, I know Patty from the bar in town. She’s worked there as long as I can remember. And I heard you mention that you were looking for her ex-husband. But I didn’t realize she was Will’s ex-wife. I didn’t work with him very long. It wasn’t until you said his name specifically that I remembered him.”


    Lacey studied Paul’s face, uncertain whether to believe him. She couldn’t tell if he truly didn’t know that Patty and Will had been married. This was the most distraught she’d seen the manager. Before, he’d always been calm and thoroughly in control.


    “What happened with Will Marino?” Terry asked. “How long ago did you fire him?”


    Paul sat down in a chair in the hotel conference room. Lacey, Jack, and Terry followed suit. They’d rushed back from lunch to ask Terry about Will Marino’s connection to the hotel. Terry had immediately grabbed Paul for another talk.


    Paul ran a hand over his forehead. “I think Will was in the first group I let go. I’d have to check the records, but I let most of the maintenance men go almost immediately. Once I saw how little they cared about the upkeep of the old hotel, I knew they weren’t the type of people I needed for the new one.”


    “Was it a bad scene?” Terry asked. “Did he get angry?”


    Paul screwed up his face in thought. “I’ve fired a lot of people in this business. There’s nothing that stands out about that one. I laid out my expectations for these guys and asked if anyone had a problem with my rules. No one complained. I mean, if you walk down a hallway, you look at the flooring and walls, right? If something is dirty, you clean it up. If it’s broken, you fix it. What’s so hard about that? It was like these people couldn’t see what was right in front of them. They were so used to looking at dirty, stained carpet that they couldn’t see that anything needed to be done about it.


    “I gave them several opportunities to improve their performance, and they all consistently missed the mark. It was a group dismissal. There were three men, and I informed all of them on the same day.”


    “That could have turned ugly,” commented Jack. He sat beside Lacey, listening carefully to Paul’s story. Jack knew about holding employees to expectations. And firing. He dealt with contractors and executives all day long, and he’d experienced nastiness from both groups of workers.


    “It didn’t. They all looked at each other and laughed, and said they didn’t want to work for me anyway. A face-saving response, I believe. I didn’t hear from any of them again. Actually, I haven’t heard about anyone I’ve let go.


    “I haven’t fired anyone since the first two months I was here. All my hires have worked out great,” Paul said matter-of-factly.


    Lacey was impressed. That said good things about the environment Paul had created for his employees.


    “I’ll need a list of the employees who’ve been let go since you started.” Terry scribbled something on the second sheet of his notebook. “But first I want to have a talk with Will Marino.” Mathews strode into the room without knocking. Terry looked annoyed for a split second until he saw the excitement on Mathews’s face. “What is it?” Terry asked.


    “I talked to Will Marino’s mother in Idaho. She hasn’t heard from her son in a few weeks, which is normal behavior for him. But she says he has a fishing cabin a few miles out of town that he shares with a few people. She didn’t know exactly where, but she said he spends a lot of time there.”


    “This is a place he owns? Like his name’s on the title?” Terry asked.


    “No, his mother says someone else owns it. Sounds like he goes up there with a group of guys pretty often.”


    “You know who he goes up there with?” Terry asked.


    Lacey could see that the chief was frustrated to not automatically have that information. If this had happened in Lakeview, Terry would have instantly known the victim and all the haunts where her ex-husband could be found.


    Mathews shook his head. “I’m going to hunt down some of Will’s friends. See if any of them know about it.”


    Jack spoke up. “Mathews, everyone in town knew Patty because she worked at The Anchor, right? Did they also all know her living situation?”


    The cop paused, looking from Terry to Jack a few times. Terry’s face said he was interested in the question, too.


    “Patty kept things pretty quiet, but word gets around. She was an attractive woman.” Mathews swallowed hard. “People liked to talk to pretty girls, especially when they’re serving you beer. It was a well-known fact that Will was an ass to her.”


    “So people are thinking that it’s Will who killed her?” Jack asked. “Is that what people are guessing?”


    Mathews shifted his weight. “I’ve had a few people ask me if that’s what happened. I’ve told them we don’t know.”


    “Keep telling them that,” insisted Terry. “And find out where this fishing cabin is.”


    “Yes, Chief.” Mathews vanished out the door.


    “Mathews, wait!”


    The young cop popped back inside. “Yes, Chief?”


    “Did you find out what Will was doing yesterday?”


    “Garcia requested his cell phone records. I’ll check with him. And from what I’ve heard, Will hasn’t worked anywhere in months and was pretty sour about it.”


    “Thanks. Go.” Terry waved a hand to dismiss him.


    “Are you done with me too for now?” Paul asked.


    “Yes. Did you pull the video from your front-desk camera?”


    Paul nodded. “It’s digital. I can create some stills from all the check-ins if you like.”


    “That’d save me some time,” Terry said.


    Paul left, and Terry reached up his arms to stretch his back. “How long before we hear anything from the medical examiner?” he asked Lacey.


    “It depends what else is on his docket,” said Lacey. “I can touch base with him if you’d like. See if he has anything preliminary. We have her ID established. We need her cause of death and a better time frame. And anything unusual he might have found.”


    “Do you mind?”


    She pulled out her cell phone in answer. “I’ll be back in a minute.” She stepped out of the room and moved down the hall. The clock was ticking on the case. The sooner they had a firm lead on the killer, the better.


    She Googled the phone number for the county medical examiner’s office and got Dr. Pillai on the phone within a minute by using her credentials.


    “Dr. Campbell. Now you’re helping out with the investigation?” Dr. Pillai asked. “I’d offer whatever help I could if a murder happened at my hotel on vacation,” he joked.


    “Let’s just say I’m here to translate the medical findings for the police department. Unofficially. You can send your formal report once you’re done, but if you already have a tighter time of death, it’d help us hunt down who did this.”


    “I’ve changed my time frame a bit. I believe her death happened between ten and midnight last night. The heat of the tub sped up the lividity. And cause of death is strangulation. Unless the toxicology comes back with any other indicators, but those would probably be secondary factors. Her hyoid bone is broken, and using alternative light sources, the finger marks around her neck are clear as day. She also has petechiae in the whites of her eyes and scratch marks around her neck, indicating that she struggled while someone was applying pressure. I removed the tissue from under her nails. I’m sure some will be hers, but there’s a good chance she scratched him, too.”


    “The bruises on the neck were pretty clear to start with,” Lacey said, remembering the colors on Patty’s neck.


    “I can see every fingertip,” Dr. Pillai stated quietly. “There’s no other evidence of violence to her body. No other broken bones or bruising. No sexual activity.”


    Lacey closed her eyes. She hadn’t considered that aspect of the kill. Sometimes her view of the world was a bit naïve. She liked it that way. “That’s good.”


    “I’ve removed the wedding dress and will send it back to the police. I looked it over but didn’t find anything unusual. There’s a good chance it was hers. The size was a good fit.”


    “I’ll see if she has any old wedding photos with the dress.” Lacey made a mental note to pass on the request to Terry. “Thank you for your help. Let us know if anything else turns up.”


    “Will do,” said Dr. Pillai.


    She stepped back in the room to find that Garcia had joined them.


    “I got Will Marino’s cell records from the last few days,” he was saying to Terry, handing over a sheet of paper. “There are only three calls from yesterday. As you can see, two are to Patty’s cell phone and one is to The Anchor.


    “All the calls are in the evening. He called Patty twice, back-to-back. Then an hour later he calls the bar.”


    “What time are the calls to Patty?” Lacey asked.


    Terry squinted at the sheet. “The first is at seven forty-three for three minutes. Then there’s another ten minutes later.”


    Lacey nodded. “Dr. Pillai is estimating her time of death between ten p.m. and midnight. And he’s convinced she was strangled. He hasn’t found indications of anything else. He’s waiting on tox reports. You should have an official report tomorrow morning.”


    “He must have called Patty at the bar. What do you think they discussed?” Terry wondered.


    Lacey doubted it was pleasant.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIVE
    


    The investigative group had moved from the luxurious conference room at the hotel to a no-frills conference room at the police station. Lacey missed the hotel’s pressed coffee and lemon ice water. The coffeepot here looked like it had last been cleaned in 1970.


    The interviews with the hotel guests hadn’t turned up any leads. No one had complained of any noises; no one saw anything suspicious. All the guests had been willing to let the police take a quick look in their suites. But nothing uncommon turned up.


    Paul had printed still shots from the front-desk video, but Patty hadn’t appeared in any of them. He’d said he’d watched the entire video, looking for the familiar bartender but hadn’t seen her at any time.


    “Rick from The Anchor is here to talk with you, Chief,” Garcia said from the doorway.


    “Send him in,” answered Terry. He shuffled the digital images of the body and hot tub into a file. He and Jack had been poring over the shots seeking anything unusual.


    When Rick walked in, Lacey recognized the bartender who’d served her a burger earlier that day. A big guy, Rick looked like a young John Goodman. He did a double take when he saw her and Jack, instant recognition crossing his face, and his eyebrows narrowing. “Terry, how’s it going?” He held out his hand to the chief.


    “Thanks for coming in, Rick. This is Dr. Lacey Campbell from the medical examiner’s office, and Jack Harper.”


    Rick shook their hands. “I remember you two from lunch today.”


    “Excellent burgers,” replied Lacey as the man took a seat at the big table.


    “How long has Patty been working at The Anchor?” Terry asked, his pencil and notepad ready.


    Rick glanced at Lacey and Jack before he answered, clearly uncomfortable that strangers were sitting in on his interview. Jack stretched his feet out under the table and relaxed into his chair, his body language stating that he wasn’t going anywhere, so Rick needed to get over it.


    “She’s been there about five years. Started off waiting tables. Asked to move behind the bar. She liked it better. All the customers enjoyed her.”


    “She work last night?”


    “She worked until nine. It slows down considerably by then.”


    “Did she leave right at nine?” Terry questioned.


    “I checked the records this morning. She came on at noon and clocked out at nine fourteen. I asked around and no one remembers her hanging around after she was finished, so I think she probably headed right home. She doesn’t usually hang out after work unless some of her girlfriends are in the bar.”


    “You have any cameras outside your business?” Jack asked.


    Rick gave a sad half smile. “No. Is her car missing?”


    “There’s a white Corolla parked at the house she shares with Will. That’s what she drives, right?” Terry asked.


    Rick nodded. “Will has a Dodge pickup. He was at the bar yesterday, you know.”


    Terry’s chin jerked up. “What? No, I didn’t know that. When?”


    “Early afternoon,” Rick said. “He came in and had his usual argument with Patty and then left.”


    “Usual argument? What’s that?” Lacey asked, remembering her own ex-husband’s usual arguments. They ran the gambit of accusing her of cheating on him to complaining about her clothing.


    There were many reasons he was her ex.


    Rick looked at her. “Whatever had set him off that day. He’d come in, looking for a reason to bitch at her, she’d calm him down, and he’d leave.”


    “So he was calm when he left yesterday?” Terry leaned forward in his seat, his gaze locked on the man.


    “He seemed to be. I didn’t notice anything unusual. Patty seemed fine after he left. There’s been days where he’ll leave her in tears, but she usually lets what he says roll off her back. She’s told me that if she let him get her down, she’d never be able to get out of bed in the morning. She had a good attitude about her situation.”


    Terry tapped his pencil on the table, not taking his gaze off the big man. “I don’t understand their living situation. If it was so bad, why were they still living together?”


    “I’ve asked her the same question a million times.” Rick slowly shook his head. “But she didn’t want to lose the house. She kept hoping the market would turn around and they could sell it and get some of their money out of it. In the meantime, she couldn’t afford to live anywhere else. I think she spent as much time as possible at friends’ houses, but most of them have families. No room for a single girl to hang out.”


    “You know where Will could be?”


    “I heard everyone was looking for him. He kill her?” Rick asked bluntly.


    “We don’t know. We’d like to talk to him,” Terry answered. “Find out where he was last night. There’s talk he goes to a fishing cabin. You heard of it?”


    Rick nodded. “Patty was always happy when he’d vanish for a few days to go fishing with his buddies.”


    “Who’d he go with?”


    Rick looked at the ceiling. “Stan Robinson. Jerry Calens. I don’t know the other guys. Some live in Astoria, I think.”


    Lacey spoke up. “What did Patty do if she was dating someone? How do you bring a date back to the house if your ex-husband is there?” How would her ex have acted if Jack had come home with her? The one time he’d run into them in public, her ex had made a fool of himself.


    “Patty didn’t date that I know of,” Rick said.


    “Everyone talks about how pretty and sweet she was, and you tell me she didn’t date?” asked Terry. “What about someone who lives out of town?”


    Rick shifted in his seat. “I never saw anyone. She never said anything. I didn’t even hear any rumors. If she had a boyfriend somewhere, she hid it good. Maybe you should ask one of her girlfriends.”


    After Rick had left, Lacey grabbed Jack’s hand and squeezed it, thankful he was sitting beside her. “I don’t think you would have stuck around, if I’d been living with my ex-husband.”


    Jack snorted. “I would have dragged you out of there and knocked some sense into you. House be damned. There are some things not worth hanging on to.” He leaned over and gave her a warm kiss, which she felt to her toes. His silver gaze held hers. “I would have done anything to clear my path to you.”


    Lacey was lost in those eyes. “You did. You almost died.”


    “And I’d do it again.”


    “Jesus Christ. Get a room. Some of us are trying to work here,” Terry muttered.


    “Say the word and we’re out of here,” said Jack. “I don’t know if we’re helping or not.”


    Terry pulled out his vibrating cell phone and stared at the screen.


    “You guys have gotten me early information from the medical examiner, insight into Will Marino’s life, and helped keep my two uniforms from fucking up a murder scene before I got there. I appreciate it.”


    He looked up from his phone and grinned at Jack. “Wanna go fishing? Mathews just texted me the address of the cabin.”

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIX
    


    Lacey felt ill from bouncing around in the backseat of Terry’s SUV. A long stretch of the road was a mass of switchbacks that worked their way up over a hill and then back down the other side to the river. She’d politely allowed Jack the front seat for his long legs. She barely topped five feet and was still the same size as during her years as a college gymnast. She was used to squeezing into small spaces, but she hadn’t known this ride would jolt her around like a roller coaster. Her blond ponytail had smacked her in the face so many times that her cheek started to sting.


    She glanced at the road behind them to make certain the two cruisers with Garcia and Mathews were close behind. Clouds of dry dirt flew up behind Terry’s vehicle. Garcia and Mathews hung back to avoid the worst of the dust. Terry pulled to a stop at a wide part of the road, and Lacey scooted forward to look out the front windshield. A hundred yards ahead was a small cabin. Parked to the side was a pickup truck that used to be red. Now it was more of a faded brick color.


    “That his truck?” Jack asked.


    “Yep.” Terry scanned the area. They were surrounded by tall firs on both sides, but the cabin sat on a wide cleared patch of packed dirt. Lacey could see that the land fell away behind the cabin, down to the river, she assumed. Terry honked the horn.


    “He have registered weapons?” Jack said softly.


    “Yep to that question, too,” answered Terry as he honked the horn again.


    Jack turned around to meet Lacey’s gaze. “I want you to stay in the vehicle.”


    “What are you, made of steel?” she retorted. “I’m a much smaller target. Besides, I assume Terry’s not going to let you out either.”


    “Smart girl,” said Terry.


    Jack glared at her, but closed his mouth. She gave a wide smile.


    “I assume you’re not armed?” Terry asked Jack.


    “I’m on vacation. And property developers don’t walk around armed. Usually.”


    After leaving the police force, Jack had sworn to himself to never pick up another gun. He’d broken that promise when he walked into a killer’s den to find Lacey. Now he kept a weapon in a lockbox next to the bed. A quick press of a code popped it open.


    No one stepped out of the cabin. Terry inched his vehicle closer. As the road widened into the yard area, the two cruisers pulled up behind him. At about fifty feet away, he stopped and honked again.


    “Maybe he went fishing,” Lacey whispered.


    Terry looked at the two of them. “Stay here,” he ordered. They both nodded.


    Lacey watched Terry meet up with Garcia and Mathews for a quick talk before moving in. Mathews and Garcia went to either side of the cabin while Terry purposefully walked toward the front door. “Will?” he hollered.


    Lacey held her breath, waiting for the curtains to flutter or the door to open.


    Terry stepped up to the door, moved to the side, and pounded on it.


    Nothing. He pounded again.


    He looked from Garcia to Mathews, who were positioned to get a good view of the sides of the home. The only place for someone to leave was straight out the back and down the steep bank.


    Terry reached out and turned the knob, and the door swung open. With his hand on his weapon, he stepped inside.


    “Aw, shit. This is the worst part,” Jack mumbled. He’d closed his eyes, and his hands clenched his thighs. After being shot, he couldn’t mentally handle the unknown aspects that came with a cop’s job. He needed to know he could always control his situations. An impossibility for a police officer.


    Lacey squeezed Jack’s shoulder and held her breath as Terry vanished from view. The cabin looked small from the outside; there couldn’t be many rooms to search. Terry reappeared seconds later and waved in the other officers and Lacey and Jack. “He’s back,” she informed Jack. He sat straighter and immediately reached for his door handle.


    “That was fast,” said Jack as he helped Lacey step out. “He couldn’t have checked everything in that short of time.”


    Mathews and Garcia were headed back to their cars.


    “What’s going on?” asked Jack.


    “Got another body. Need the crime-scene equipment,” said Garcia.


    “What? Who?” Lacey asked, stunned to a stop.


    “My guess is Will Marino,” Garcia said over his shoulder. He popped his trunk and grabbed two large plastic cases.


    Jack and Lacey slowly walked across the packed dirt. Terry waited on the two-step concrete entry, his hands on his hips, watching his men get their gear.


    “Two bodies in one day,” he said as they stopped at the bottom of the stoop. “I don’t know whether to blame my dumb luck or yours,” he said to Jack.


    “How about we each take credit for one?”


    Terry didn’t smile.


    “Is it Will Marino?” Lacey asked.


    “Looks like his driver’s license picture. The hair anyway. I’ll have Mathews take a look when he gets done puking.” Terry was looking past them, a grim scowl on his face.


    Lacey followed his gaze. Sure enough, Mathews had one hand propped up against a tree as he heaved at its roots. “He didn’t even step inside, did he?” she asked.


    Then it hit her. The scent of death that had been locked up in an airtight house with the sun pounding on its roof for a day. Her own stomach heaved.


    “I smelled it the second I opened the door,” said Terry. “That’s something you never forget. Mathews hadn’t gotten any closer than you, when I told him to go get his kit. He’ll get over it. He’s a good officer. He’s just a bit green.”


    Garcia stepped up and handed out booties and gloves. He had a camera in his hand.


    “Let’s get started,” Terry sighed. “Shoot everything.” He stepped out of the way and let Garcia click his way into the cabin.


    Lacey followed the men, who stepped carefully behind Garcia as he took photos. She breathed through her mouth, wishing she had a mask. The cabin was dim, but she could see that it was decorated in what she thought of as fraternity style. Every piece of furniture looked like it’d been picked up from a yard sale. A dartboard hung on one wall, the area around it covered with holes from missed throws. Two mismatched couches, one plaid, one striped, were pushed up against the far wall, with a large coffee table filling the space between the couches and the big-screen TV.


    No matter how poor a man’s furniture was, he always had a big screen. She wondered at the logic of leaving such an expensive piece of equipment out here in the wild but didn’t try to understand it. Fishing and hunting magazines covered the coffee table. But things appeared rather neat and clean for a male residence. The magazines were in tidy stacks, and blankets were folded at the end of a couch. Even the three beer cans on the end table were lined up in a row.


    A low hum met Lacey’s ears.


    “Oh no,” Lacey whispered. She knew what the hum could mean.


    Stretched out on the plaid couch, like he was sound asleep, was their body. Jack carefully switched on a light. There was the source of the hum: a huge mass of black flies had found the dead man’s facial orifices.


    “Dear God.” Garcia crossed himself and then wiped at his brow.


    Lacey tried to see past the flies. The hair looked like it could belong to the face she’d seen on Will’s license photo. His body was already starting to swell, his abdomen tight against his shirt as his internal organs started putrefying from the inside out.


    One arm dangled off the couch, a small gun just out of reach of his fingertips. Lacey stepped closer and studied his head. She didn’t see an entrance wound or an exit wound. “You got pictures all around his head?” she asked Garcia. The young man nodded and continued his photography. Lacey gently lifted the dead man’s head, feeling for an exit wound or some blood in his hair. She didn’t find either one. She looked over the length of his body. No blood. No injuries.


    “It’s a .22. A Ruger,” Jack said. He’d crouched down to get a better look at the gun.


    He’d probably put the gun in his mouth. She studied the small black weapon on the floor. She knew crap about guns. But if the caliber was small enough, like a .22, she knew it could ricochet inside the skull and never find an exit.


    “Did he kill himself?” Garcia asked.


    “I don’t know,” Lacey said. “It’s possible.” She met Terry’s questioning look. “I don’t know,” she repeated. “I can’t see an entrance wound from a gunshot with all these flies in his mouth. He could have taken pills or had a heart attack. We’re making assumptions based on the fact that there’s a gun at his fingertips.”


    Mathews stepped into the cabin, blocking the light from the front door. He moved into the room, determination on his face. “What is that noise?” He froze at the sight of the flies swarming over the dead man on the couch. He spun on one foot and left. Lacey pulled away from the body and ran into the kitchenette area, breathing deeply of the slightly better-smelling air. Terry followed close behind.


    “So what do you really think?” he asked. “Do we have a suicide?”


    She shook her head. “Ask the medical examiner. All I can tell you is that he’s dead and there are a lot of flies that aren’t dead.”


    “I called it in. Dr. Pillai said he could be here in an hour,” Terry said.


    “Can your men process this scene?” she asked. She’d never seen such an inexperienced pair of cops. She was used to the big Portland Police Department with its high-tech equipment and well-trained personnel. From the other room, she heard Jack suggest camera angles to Garcia.


    Terry nodded. “We’ll wait until the body is gone. Once that happens, I think they’ll be okay. They’re good at following instructions. They’ll get to the knowing-what-to-do stage eventually.”


    Jack stepped into the kitchenette. “Garcia will do fine. He’s got good instincts.” He held up a wallet and a set of keys. “Garcia slipped these out of the body’s pocket while I held the camera. The wallet has Will Marino’s driver’s license. And as far as a gun being fired, I could smell it when I got a closer look. There was definitely gunfire.”


    He pulled Lacey into his arms, and she buried her nose in his chest, feeling instantly calmer. Jack had a way of sucking the nasty out of her world and replacing it with a soothing coolness. He pressed his lips against the top of her head. She loved that he’d show affection for her in front of other men.


    “When are you two getting married?” Terry asked.


    “Next summer,” she said, her words muffled against Jack’s shirt. “If we don’t run away first.”


    “My wife and I got married in Reno,” said Terry. “Just the two of us. It was great.”


    Reno sounded good to Lacey.


    “There’s no sign of any sort of struggle in here,” said Jack.


    Back to death talk. Lacey lifted her head and moved out of Jack’s arms.


    “I noticed that, too,” said Terry. “Looks like Will felt a bit regretful about killing his ex-wife. Or else was really worried about what could happen to him in prison I’m thinking our morning murder mystery might be cleared up before midnight. Although I’d like to know why Patty was in a wedding dress. And I wonder why he came all the way up here to shoot himself,” he said. “Why didn’t he just do it at home?”


    Was Terry assuming Patty’s murder was solved? “Are you sure you’re done?” asked Lacey. “You don’t know that Will killed Patty for certain.”


    Terry eyed her, his arms crossed over his chest as he leaned against the tiny kitchen counter. “Well, I guess if the ME says Will’s death wasn’t suicide, then we’ll take another look at things.”


    “Dr. Pillai won’t have anything for you until late tomorrow,” pressed Lacey. “He won’t have time to look at Will tonight. If Will isn’t your killer, you’re wasting some precious hours.”


    Annoyance flashed across Terry’s face, and Lacey instantly felt horrible, but she stood her ground.


    This isn’t my case.


    But the sight of that dead woman in a wedding gown would never leave her brain. It could have easily been her in that hot tub. She’d been stuck in a marriage with a man who struggled with depression and anger. She’d stood in Patty’s shoes but found the strength to get out. She felt she owed it to the woman to make certain every rock was overturned in finding her killer.


    Something about the scene in the next room was poking at her. From what she knew of her single male friends, it was nearly impossible for them to leave a room that uncluttered. There was almost nothing out of place.


    An idea lit up her brain. She opened the fridge and studied the contents.


    “Careful what you touch,” said Terry.


    She was still gloved. “I know.” Her mind raced at full speed. She closed the fridge and rooted through the garbage. She pulled out an empty plastic fifth of rum and several Coke cans. Rum and Coke. Then she found a plastic grocery bag with the receipt still inside. Goose bumps rose on her arms as she read the slip.


    “Here. Look at this grocery receipt. It’s for yesterday. Someone paid cash for steaks, two bags of Doritos, and beer in the midafternoon.” She held the receipt for Terry to see. “Where is this store?”


    “That’s about halfway between here and Seaport.”


    “Okay. So somebody bought food on the way up here.” She opened the fridge again and pointed. “Look, the steaks are still here. All three pounds that are on the receipt. If you’re going to kill yourself and have a last meal of steak and beer, why wouldn’t you eat your steaks first? Rib eyes, good cuts of meat. Someone was looking forward to this meal and spent the money for a high-quality steak.” She looked in the fridge again. “And where’s the beer? There should be a six-pack of Coors Light. I saw three empties in the other room next to Will. Where are the rest? They’re not in the garbage can I just looked through.” She carefully rooted around in the other cupboards. “Maybe there’s a recycling bin outside?”


    “I’ll check.” Jack stepped out the back door.


    She looked at Terry. She could tell his mind was making leaps and bounds.


    “You’re right. I stopped too soon. I saw what I wanted to see,” he admitted.


    “We’re all tired,” Lacey agreed, but her skin was tingling. She knew she was on to something.


    Jack came back in. “There’s nothing outside for bottles or any other garbage. Lacey has a good point. Someone must have taken them. Or else Will is one of those assholes that drinks while he’s driving and hurls the beer cans out the window when they’re empty.”


    “And what about the steaks?” Lacey asked. “That’s food for at least two men, not one. Same with the two bags of chips. You don’t go stock up on food when you plan to kill yourself. And why would somebody remove three cans? Because he drank out of them and worried he left a DNA trace behind or fingerprints? Seems our killer likes to watch CSI,” she said with a grin.


    “Will may have killed his ex-wife, but there’s a good chance he didn’t kill himself,” stated Jack. “He wasn’t alone up here.”


    “Maybe Will didn’t kill Patty,” Lacey pointed out. “The same person might have killed both of them.” She and Jack looked to Terry. His deep scowl would have made a child cry. He pulled out his cell phone and started tapping the screen.


    “Damn it. We need to find the other guys that share this cabin,” Terry said firmly. “And I want a look inside the Marino house.”

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SEVEN
    


    It was close to midnight when Lacey and Jack made it back to the tiny police station along with Terry and Mathews. They’d left Garcia at the cabin to wait for the transportation to take Will Marino’s corpse to the morgue, where he’d join his ex-wife. Terry had decided to process the cabin thoroughly in the morning, when there was more light and his men weren’t about to fall over from exhaustion.


    When Dr. Pillai had shown up at the cabin, he whipped out a miracle sprayer that shooed the flies away. But by the time he arrived, there were already fewer flies, and from the little Lacey remembered about entomology, that meant they’d already laid all their eggs. She didn’t care to be present for the second stage, when the eggs hatched into maggots. With his flashlight, Dr.Pillai confirmed an entry wound in Will’s soft palate and Lacey’s findings that there’d been no exit hole in his skull.


    “He looks like a thick-skulled kind of guy,” Dr. Pillai had commented with typical medical-examiner humor. “I’ll find out for certain tomorrow. I’ve seen .22s do this before. Now, if it’d been a .38 or .45, we’d have a big mess to clean up. He’s kept it simple for us.”


    Terry had winced at the doctor’s blunt observation, and Lacey wondered if Terry had encountered head-shot victims before. Or if he simply had a good imagination.


    “I grabbed the wedding dress and veil from the morgue,” Dr. Pillai had told Terry. “I figured since I was seeing you tonight, I’d hand it off.”


    “Thanks for saving us a trip. There was nothing else on her body?” Terry asked.


    “No. She was naked under the dress. The veil was the only other physical item.”


    Lacey still was stumped by the wedding dress. She wondered if the killer had dressed her. Or had Patty put it on before she was killed? She doubted it. Most women would have at least worn panties.


    Lacey was starving, and there wasn’t a 7-Eleven or Denny’s within fifty miles. Little in the small town was open after 8:00 p.m. Twenty-four-hour gas station? Forget it. Instead, they were making do with a fresh pot of coffee from the ancient coffeepot, and half a box of stale donuts. Terry had commented that they were lucky there were any left at all.


    She followed Terry into the conference room and collapsed in a chair. Maybe it was time for her and Jack to go home. But Jack looked energized. He and Terry had talked the entire way back to the station, bouncing ideas off each other about who could have staged the suicide in Will’s cabin. She doubted she’d be able to drag Jack back to the hotel.


    Lacey’s cell phone rang. It was Dr. Pillai. “Hey, are you still with Chief Schoenfeld?” he asked.


    “Yes, we just got to the station.”


    “Put me on speaker. I think you’ll want to hear this, too.” The doctor sounded grim.


    “It’s Dr. Pillai,” she said to Terry as she hit the speaker button. “He’s got something.”


    “Go ahead, Doctor,” Terry said.


    “I’m still at the cabin looking over some things, and you’ve got a timeline problem.” Dr. Pillai’s rich voice was tinny through Lacey’s speaker. “Will Marino was killed before your lady in the hot tub. There’s no way he’s your killer unless he pulled a zombie maneuver.”


    Terry looked at Lacey and Jack. “Seriously? He died first?”


    “Absolutely positive. This guy’s been dead over twenty-four hours. I’d say he was killed yesterday afternoon sometime, based on the bug life and decomp that’s started.”


    Lacey remembered the swelling of Will’s chest. She hadn’t known if he was just a big guy or if his insides had already started to decompose and release gas.


    “And his hands are too small,” stated the medical examiner.


    “What?” asked Terry.


    “The marks on Patty Marino’s neck. I could see every mark left by your killer’s hands. My own long fingers allowed me to put my hands in the killer’s position, but this guy has short, squatty fingers and hands. He couldn’t have made those marks.”


    Lacey closed her eyes, remembering the arm that hung off the couch toward the gun on the floor. Satisfaction rolled through her; she’d been right about it not being suicide.


    “His hands and arms don’t have the scratch marks I was hoping to see either. Maybe Patty didn’t scratch at her killer, but my gut tells me she did.”


    “Anything else, Doctor?” Terry asked. He looked stunned.


    “Isn’t that enough?” Dr. Pillai joked as he wrapped up the call.


    “It’s a good thing we didn’t stop at the obvious,” Jack said.


    “We’ve got to find out who else uses that cabin and who Will would have been willing to share beer and steaks with. And who used his phone after he died.” Terry looked at Mathews as he measured coffee for the maker. “Did you get the rest of the names of the guys who use that cabin?”


    “I’ll check and see if I have any texts or e-mails,” Mathews said. “I left messages with a few people trying to track them down.” The cop disappeared down the hall.


    “Hopefully, one of those keys Will had on him will get us into the Marino house.” Terry speculatively eyed Jack, who gave him a wolfish grin.


    “You want to look tonight?” Jack asked. He sounded like a kid at Christmas.


    What? “Seriously, you guys,” Lacey said. “Tonight? Doesn’t anyone need sleep around here?”


    “Do you want me to take you back to the hotel first?” Jack asked. Clearly, he had no intention of missing out on Terry’s first look inside the Marino home. She was not going back to that hotel to sleep alone.


    “No. I’m going where you go,” she said firmly, and his face lit up. Her fiancé clearly missed the investigative aspect of being a cop.


    Jack jumped up. “Let’s go.”
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    The Marino house was a double-wide trailer. A nice one, Lacey had to admit, with two acres of grassy fields that shimmered in the light of the full moon. Someone had built a front porch on one side and a carport on the other. Flowerpots dotted the sides of the driveway. Even in the dark, Lacey could see that the flowers were drooping; they clearly needed water.


    The four of them tramped up the stairs to the front porch, and Terry dug out the keys that Jack had taken from Will’s corpse.


    “Garcia’s coming, right?” Jack asked.


    “He’s on his way. Will’s body is on its way to the morgue. I told Garcia to go home, but he asked what we were doing. I think he wants to get a look at the Marino house, too.” Terry grinned at Jack and Mathews. “You cops are a nosy bunch. You’ll forgo sleep to get a look at some possible evidence.”


    He found the right key and pushed open the door after glancing to see that the four of them were gloved and bootied. “Okay, let’s see what we’ve got.” He flipped on the light switches next to the door, and the inside of the home lit up.


    The inside of the Marino home was eerily silent; the only noise came from their footsteps and the occasional creak of the floor.


    Lacey’s goal was to find wedding photos. She wanted to know if Patty was in her own dress or someone else’s. Would wedding photos have survived if the couple divorced? She’d packed away her own in a box in the garage for several years, unable to throw them out because they’d been so expensive and she’d loved the images of her dress. She tossed them when Jack entered her life.


    She watched Jack as he studied the inside of the home. He was a rock. Every day she counted her blessings that he’d found her and wanted to be with her. She knew she’d have more wedding photos one day.


    Lacey scanned the artwork on the walls. All were simple framed prints. No photos of two people who used to be in love. There was no warmth in the house created by homey touches. There were a few dirty dishes in the sink, a few books and magazines on the table, and throw pillows on the floor. Lacey wondered if Patty didn’t have any skill as a decorator or if the home reflected how the two people felt toward each other. Empty.


    The men were still examining the living room, and Lacey wandered down the hall, looking for photos and Patty’s bedroom. She got to the master bedroom and frowned. It was a mess. Not a mess like someone had thrown things around, but a mess like a slob lived here. Men’s clothes and dirty tissues lay everywhere. She backed down the hall two steps and pushed open another door. Here was Patty’s room. Apparently, Will had taken over the master.


    Patty’s bed wasn’t made, but everything else was neat and clean. Still no photos on display. Lacey got on her knees and peered under the bed. She slid out several large boxes and started sifting through them. She found the wedding album in the second box. Patty hadn’t been able to throw hers out right away either. She flipped it open and smiled at the sight of the couple in love. Patty was beautiful, Will looked happy, and the dress was the one from the hot tub.


    Lacey slammed the book shut. What had happened? How had two people gone from wedded bliss to murder? She’d spent a long time being angry with her ex, but she’d never been driven to kill him. Even after he’d put his fist through her face. Although that had finalized her decision to leave him.


    Would she and Jack hate each other one day?


    She thrust the thought out of her head.


    Jack wasn’t her ex. What she had with Jack was different. They were meant to be together. She’d known the first time she saw him that he was going to be a big part of her life. A positive part.


    “Lacey?” he called, his footsteps moving down the hall.


    “In here.” She fought the urge to slide the box back under the bed, to hide Patty’s failed marriage, to hide her own old marriage. He stopped in the doorway, concern on his face. She understood. He needed to see that she was physically safe. He’d suffered panic attacks for a few weeks after he’d rescued her from the devil. His emotional healing was a slow process.


    This house was unnerving them. The foreignness and the quiet and the knowledge that the occupants had died. There was an oppressive air in the home that gave her the creeps and was no doubt triggering his anxiety.


    His concern seemed to vanish as she smiled at him. She stood up, brushing at her knees. “I found the wedding photos. That was Patty’s wedding dress. The veil, too. I wonder where she stored it.”


    “Terry found a ripped piece of fabric in the living room. White stuff caught on the edge of the hearth,” Jack said. He took her hand and led her away from the photos. In the living room, Terry and Mathews were crouched next to the edge of the fireplace. Terry glanced up as she came in.


    “Does this look like wedding-dress fabric to you?”


    “It could be,” she said. The piece hooked on the sharp brick could barely be called fabric. It was a five-inch swath of sheer tulle. Exactly what Patty’s dress had been made of. Patty had been married during the ballerina-style era when wedding dresses were huge skirts of layers and layers of tulle. “Dr. Pillai gave you the dress back tonight, right? Did you leave it back at the station? We could see if it has a tear of this shape.”


    “It’s still in my trunk,” Mathews spoke up. “I forgot to take it into the station. I’ll get it.”


    “I’ll help you.” Lacey followed him out. She hadn’t told Terry she thought it was the same dress yet, because she wanted one more look at the bodice. The skirt was clearly the same, but she suddenly had doubts about the top of the dress.


    Mathews hustled down the steps, jogged to his car, and stopped at the trunk, fumbling with the latch. “Can you hit the button on the inside of the driver’s door?” he asked her. “This isn’t working.” Lacey opened the squad car and peeked at the mass of buttons on the door. She didn’t see a trunk release. “Which one—”


    She felt cold metal in her ear. A gun.


    “Get in. You’re driving. Scream and I’ll shoot your brains out. I’ve already killed in the last twenty-four hours, and I’ve got nothing stopping me from doing it again.”


    Lacey couldn’t move. Her brain shut off. Not again.


    Mathews shoved her into the driver’s seat, and she fell forward, grabbing at the squad car’s steering wheel. “Sit!” he yelled.


    She swung her legs in, and he slammed the door. And before she knew it, he was in the backseat with an arm around her neck and his gun in her ear again. Her breathing stopped and her hands turned to ice. He killed Patty. What does he want with me?


    He briefly let go of her neck to lean past her and put the keys in the ignition. “Turn it on.”


    With a shaking hand, she reached out and turned the key. Her foot moved automatically for the brake pedal. “I can’t reach the pedals.”


    “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” She felt him shift behind her as he reached between her seat and the door. A low hum sounded, and her seat moved closer to the steering wheel.


    “How far?”


    “All the way,” she automatically answered.


    “Don’t even think of honking the horn,” he said at the exact moment the thought crossed her mind. He pressed the gun harder in her ear, and pain shot through her skull. “I’ve got nothing to lose tonight, and you’ve got everything.”


    The seat stopped, and she tried to breathe evenly.


    “Back it up and turn around,” he ordered.


    The headlights went on automatically as she shifted into drive. “Where are we going?”


    “The Pacific Inn,” he said in a weirdly happy voice, like they were starting a trip to Disney.


    She turned out of the Marino’s long driveway and onto the main road.


    What would Jack do when he realized she was gone?

  


  
    
      CHAPTER EIGHT
    


    Mathews couldn’t hold still. He constantly fidgeted behind her as she drove, but kept the muzzle of the gun crammed in her ear the entire time. It hurt. It was one thing to know someone had a gun to her head and another to feel the weapon digging in just an inch from her brain. Did he have his finger on the trigger? Sweat rolled down her back. Maybe she didn’t want to know.


    He kept up a continual rant. “Don’t do anything stupid. Don’t speed. Don’t go so slow. Don’t even think of causing an accident. Don’t even think of trying to leap out.”


    She’d be lucky to keep the car on the road. She could form only one coherent thought as her fingers strangled the steering wheel. Will he kill me?


    She licked her lips. “What do you want? If it’s money, I’ll see what I can do for you.” She had no plans to give this killer a dime, but she knew she needed to start making friends fast. Her words were hoarse, and it hurt to speak with his forearm pressed against the front of her throat.


    “Shut up,” he ordered. He grasped a handful of her hair in his fist and pulled her back against the seat. She couldn’t turn her head. “I don’t want money.”


    She waited thirty seconds. He wants to talk. He just doesn’t know it. “Most people want money,” she stated. “I imagine you don’t make much in a tiny town like this.”


    He snorted. “We don’t make crap.”


    She let another long pause go by. “What happened with Will?”


    “Shut the fuck up!”


    Okay. She squinted in the dark. Few streetlights lit the coastal roads. She kept the car moving at a steady speed, hoping an opportunity would present itself. Someone to see her, somewhere to get away, something.


    If it didn’t, she would have to create her own luck. This bastard wouldn’t dump her in a hot tub.


    Why did he have to be so big?


    She’d been in this situation before. Vulnerable and with a killer at her back. But Mathews was twice the size of the psycho last winter. Overpowering him wasn’t an option.


    She’d have to run. But first, get him comfortable.


    “What’s your first name, Mathews? I’ve never heard Terry say it,” she asked softly.


    He paused, as if examining her question from all angles and finally replied. “Boyd.”


    She glanced at him in the rearview mirror, his face lit in an odd way by the dashboard lights. He suddenly looked very young. What had driven him to kill?


    “Did you kill both of them?” she asked.


    “I don’t want to talk about it. Keep driving.”


    She swallowed hard. At least he hadn’t yelled at her again. That was an improvement. A road sign told her there were two more miles until the turnoff to the hotel’s road.


    “I saw your face when you saw Patty by the hot tub. You were crushed.” Lacey glanced at him again in the mirror. A thought struck her. “Did you love her?”


    “Shut up! You don’t know anything!”


    I struck a nerve. A big one.


    They were getting closer to the hotel. He’d killed Patty. Lacey knew it. She remembered Dr. Pillai’s comment about the size of the handprints on Patty’s neck. She glanced in the mirror at Mathews’s hand on the gun crammed in her ear. His huge hand.


    She did a double take. And his hand was scratched.


    Will Marino had been killed before Patty. Why?


    “What did Will do, Mathews? Was he abusing Patty? Were you trying to help her?” Her mind raced to offer him a way out. Make him believe that people might think he was trying to protect Patty.


    Mathews ground his teeth, the sound grating in Lacey’s ears. “She said she hated him. She couldn’t move on with her life because he was always there, holding her back. She couldn’t have a relationship or move out of the house because they were legally tied together in so many ways.”


    Sympathize. “That sounds like a no-win situation.”


    “I thought it would make it better. Everyone knew Will was depressed and messed-up since losing his job. No one would blink twice if he killed himself. And Patty would be free to start a new life.”


    With him.


    “Mathews?” Terry’s voice came through the radio. “Where are you? Is Lacey with you?”


    Mathews lunged over the seat and punched the “off” button. “Asshole.”


    Lacey wanted to cry. At least Terry and Jack would know something was wrong. Had they figured out Mathews was the killer they’d been searching for?


    Please, please, have GPS tracking on this vehicle.


    “Terry’s a good guy,” she said. “He had nothing but praise for the job you do. Even when you were puking in the bushes up at the cabin.”


    Mathews had no comment.


    Lacey turned onto the road to the hotel. One more winding mile. Was it time to make her own luck?


    Mathews gave a fresh yank on her hair, bringing tears to her eyes. “Don’t get any ideas.” The gun ground in her ear again. The car pulled to the right, and she corrected as he yelled, “Stay on the road!”


    She drove as slow as she dared, and the hotel lights came into view. “Why here?”


    He snickered and said nothing.


    They drove in silence until she was a hundred feet from the entrance. Part of her wanted to put the cop car through the front door. But who would help her? Jessica at the front desk?


    “Drive over there. Park by the trailhead.” He gestured to the far end of the parking lot, near the path that led up to the gazebo on the bluff.


    Oh Lord. No.
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    Lacey stumbled up the trail in front of Mathews, glancing back at the beefy cop now and then. He had Patty’s wedding dress over one arm, and his weapon trained on Lacey’s back. He stayed within a yard of her, destroying any chance she had of getting a running start. She’d weighed the options in her head. She could spring off the trail and into the pitch dark, through the trees and rocks and shrubs, and hope she didn’t trip and fall to her death. And hope he didn’t simply shoot her in the back.


    That was her only option, and she didn’t care for the odds.


    The moonlight illuminated the packed-dirt path. She’d seen the end of the path from the balcony in her suite. Right in front of the gazebo, it widened into a flat paved area for wedding guests. The pictures she’d seen online showed a happy bride and groom in the gazebo at the edge of the cliff while their guests sat in neat rows of white chairs in a semicircle facing the ocean. On a sunny day there was no spot more beautiful in Oregon.


    What did Mathews have planned?


    “Why are you hauling that dress all the way up here?” she asked. Wedding dresses weren’t light. Not that it mattered to a guy of Mathews’s bulk.


    “The final nail in the coffin,” he replied, out of breath.


    Apparently he spent his time building muscle, not endurance. Unlike her. Could she outrun him? She glanced to the side. Not in the dark.


    “You put Patty in her old dress. Why?” Lacey didn’t care anymore if he yelled at her. She was running out of time.


    “I didn’t mean to hurt Patty, but after she was gone, I realized I had an opportunity,” he puffed. “An opportunity to correct another wrong.”


    He wouldn’t refer to what he did as murder. “She was gone?” Who made her gone? “She didn’t care for what you’d done to Will? She didn’t fall into line with your surprise plan?”


    “She couldn’t see that I’d done it for us. That I’d done it to clean up her life. So we could have a fresh start. She panicked. She wanted to call Terry. I couldn’t let that happen.”


    Lacey briefly closed her eyes. Had Patty really felt something for Mathews? Had she returned his affection, or had it only been in his head? What had Patty thought when Mathews told her Will was dead?


    “Did you take the missing beer cans from the cabin? Were you up there with Will?”


    “I suggested we go up for beers and steak. Will wouldn’t pass up free beer. He’d already been hitting the rum when I got there. By the time he slammed three beers, he was on the couch.”


    “You called Patty from his phone?”


    “Sometimes she didn’t answer my calls, but I figured she’d answer his. And she did, but she got pissed when she realized it was me.


    “I wanted her death to count for something. So I dug out her dress and took her to the hotel. They’ve been making such a big deal of this hotel being the wedding destination. It was time to make them eat their words. They destroyed a lot of people in this town.”


    He was taking revenge on the new hotel? “Who did the hotel hurt that you cared for?” she asked. “You said you were correcting another wrong. What did you mean?”


    They had reached the level concrete area by the gazebo. Looking down, Lacey realized it wasn’t just a huge slab of concrete. It held a large intricate star of shell and rock and wood. Something created by a master craftsman. It was beautiful. Mathews breathed heavily behind her. She looked up at the gazebo, a simple but elegant wood frame that covered a small deck. The cliffs dropped off dramatically, a sturdy wood side fence protecting sightseers from plunging to the waves crashing against the rocks fifty feet below.


    Fear washed through her as she stared out at the thundering ocean. Mathews was trying to make a statement. And she suspected it involved her in a bridal gown going over the railing.


    Jack. She couldn’t breathe.


    “Strip.”


    “What?” she turned her back to the ocean and stared at the big man.


    He tossed the dress at her feet. “Strip, and put it on.”


    “It’s not my size.”


    “You think I care?” He glared at her and took a half step closer, the gun a yard away from her nose. “Put. It. On.”


    She held his stare for a full two seconds and then unzipped her sweatshirt. She tossed it at his feet just as he’d tossed the dress at hers. She kicked off her sneakers and shimmied out of her yoga pants, staring defiantly at him the whole time. She’d performed in gymnastic leotards in front of thousands all through college. She didn’t give a shit about one man seeing her in a camisole and panties.


    He watched with no expression, his gun steady.


    “Who did the hotel hurt that you cared for?” she asked again. She picked up the wedding dress and waited.


    His gaze locked on her breasts.


    Creep.


    “My mother. She worked there for twenty years as a housekeeper. That bald manager, Lott, fired her after two weeks. He wouldn’t even give her a reference. She couldn’t find another job. She rarely leaves the house now.”


    Depression.


    She held his gaze, injecting every ounce of sympathy she could into her eyes. “You need—”


    “Put on the dress!” he screamed at her, tendons popping in his neck. “Now!”


    Heart pounding, she bent over and shook out the dress, trying to find a way to step into the mass of tulle without falling over. She struggled, her arms shaking. For a woman who could still do full twisting backflips on the beam, she could barely keep her balance to find the ground through the dress. Somehow she got both feet through and pulled the dress up. It was strapless. Reaching to her back, she realized it didn’t have a zipper. It had dozens of tiny buttons that she could never fasten with her icy fingers. She clutched the dress to her chest. “I can’t fasten it.”


    “Figure it out.”


    She tried again, succeeding in buttoning the top button and tucking part of it into her camisole. The dress was at least three sizes too big. As soon as she moved, it’d fall. She looked up at Mathews.


    He stared at her from behind his gun. A slightly wistful look crossed his face and then vanished, replaced with grim determination. He gestured toward the gazebo. “In there. At the back.”


    Lacey looked over her shoulder at the structure. The back of the gazebo had a thick clear plastic fence to show off the view. It was at least five feet high, to avoid lawsuits. If his plan was for her to go over, it was going to take some effort. This wasn’t a place for accidental falls. Someone would have to exert themselves to get over that railing. Especially in the huge dress.


    “No one is going to believe I jumped,” she said.


    “It doesn’t matter. Two bride deaths will be enough to put this place out of business. Who will want to get married where other brides have died?”


    “I’m not a bride,” she argued.


    “You’re in a white dress. Close enough. Move!”


    She took a few steps backward, holding up the dress, not taking her gaze from Mathews. He could probably pick her up and throw her over. If he did, he’d have to put down the gun.


    That would be her opportunity.


    If he thought she would willingly climb up that fence, he was crazy.


    Right. He was crazy.


    She continued walking backward as he advanced on her. Thoughts of kicking him in the crotch or shins flashed through her mind, but the man had a gun trained on her face. And his finger was on the trigger. He had every intention of shooting. He probably figured it didn’t matter if the bride found at the bottom of the cliff had a hole in her head.


    The flies on Will’s face flashed in her mind.


    Is that my fate?


    She backed into the fence and froze. Mathews smiled, his face barely lit by the moon shining on the ocean behind her. Her fingertips touched the hard clear plastic of the wall. It felt strong and secure.


    “Climb over.”


    “I can’t.” She didn’t move. She was going to make him put down that gun. Or else shoot her.


    His eyebrows narrowed, his finger straightening and flexing on the trigger. “Turn around and start climbing.”


    “No. You’ll have to throw me over. Did you think I’d just hop over because you told me to?”


    Don’t shoot.


    In the dim light, she saw him make his decision. She closed her eyes. I’ll always love you, Jack.


    “Mathews!”


    Lacey’s lids flew open and she exhaled. Terry.


    “Put the gun down, Mathews!”


    Mathews mashed his lips together, indecision on his face. He didn’t look toward the voice. His finger quivered on the trigger.


    “It’s over, Boyd,” Lacey said. “Don’t add murder to your crimes. So far all you’ve done is threaten me.” She didn’t mention his other two murders. She saw Terry’s armed silhouette to her far left. Her peripheral vision searched for Jack; she knew he was near.


    “Back away from her and lay the gun down,” Terry ordered.


    Mathews stared at Lacey, a twitch starting on his right eyelid.


    “You don’t want to hurt me. It’s not going to help your mother,” she whispered.


    He took two steps back, his gun arm shaking now. Lacey took a deep breath.


    “Is he armed?” Mathews asked her. He hadn’t looked in Terry’s direction.


    “Yes,” she said. “You need to—”


    Mathews whirled in Terry’s direction, emptying his magazine. Lacey fell to her knees, covered her head with her hands and flattened herself on the decking. Terry instantly fired back.


    A shadow rushed out from her right and tackled Mathews to the ground, pinning him on his stomach and landing on his back. The gun spun into the plastic fencing. Jack grabbed Mathews’s head, slamming it into the ground, and Lacey heard the sickening crack of a breaking nose. Jack smashed his head again.


    “Jack,” Lacey shouted. “Stop!”


    Mathews’s head hit the wood deck a third time. The man’s arms sprawled motionless beside him. Lacey lunged on her knees to stop Jack before he did it again. “Jack, he’s not moving,” she shouted as she grabbed his arm, barely noticing that he wore a bulletproof vest. Jack paused, gasping for air, and studied the silent man.


    “Good,” he breathed.


    Jack turned and grabbed both her shoulders, scanning her for injury before wrapping her in a death grip. “Are you okay?” His pupils were huge, far larger than they needed to be for the dim light, and his chest heaved.


    “I’m okay, I’m all right.” The emotional wall cracked, and she started to cry. Deep gulping sobs of terror, which she’d held back while Mathews’s gun dug into her ear. The dress pooled around her waist, and she pushed at it, wanting it off. She couldn’t stand to have it touching her skin. She wrestled with the fabric, panic shooting through her limbs.


    “Lacey, hold still!” Jack hung on tighter to her shoulders.


    “I need it off. Get it off!” The dress tangled around her legs, keeping her from struggling to her feet.


    “I’ll help you—just hold still!” He shifted his bulk off Mathews’s still body. Lacey leaned back on her elbows and frantically kicked as Jack grabbed the tulle and pulled the dress over her legs. Her legs finally clear, she collapsed onto her back, panting. She looked at the ceiling, feeling the hot tears stream into her hair.


    “Where’s Terry?” Jack asked.


    “Right here.” Terry moved into Lacey’s line of vision.


    She scrambled to her feet, her head suddenly clear at the sight of blood running down Terry’s shoulder and onto his stomach. He clasped the useless arm to his chest. “The little bastard nicked me a good one.”


    Lacey ordered him to sit and used part of Patty’s dress to apply pressure. Blood instantly seeped through the tulle. He was more than nicked.


    “How’s Mathews?” Terry asked.


    Jack put his fingers below Mathews’s jaw and paused. “Got a heartbeat.”


    “Good.” Terry looked at Lacey. “You hurt?”


    She shook her head and wadded up the dress for more pressure, pushing harder against Terry’s shoulder.


    “Thank God. Scared me.” Terry leaned his head against the clear plastic wall and closed his eyes. “Someone should probably call 911.”


    Jack pulled out his cell phone.

  


  
    
      EPILOGUE
    


    “This whole thing was like an episode of Hotel Impossible gone bad,” Jack commented. He gripped Lacey’s hand tighter as they walked along the beach. Two days had passed since the shooting, and they’d come back to Seaport for a day trip to check on Terry.


    “Really bad,” Lacey said. “Lott was completely justified in letting all those old employees go. Mathews’s mother included. He had pages and pages of complaints about those employees. I just don’t understand why the staff wouldn’t want their business to be a success. It would have meant job security.”


    Jack simply shook his head. Terry had taken two bullets to his shoulder and one to his bulletproof vest. He had breezed through surgery and was already back on the job with his arm in a sling, even though he couldn’t do much but give orders. Mathews was sitting in the county jail with a broken nose and healing a concussion. The little police department couldn’t take the hit of losing two active officers at once, so Terry returned to work with the loan of another officer from the county sheriff.


    Lacey was relieved that Terry would be fine. For a split second that night, she thought she’d caused his death by telling Mathews that Terry was armed. Thinking it through later, she knew Mathews would have fired no matter what she’d said.


    An attempt at suicide by cop? Possibly. Mathews’s lawyer wasn’t letting him talk to anyone.


    “Do you think he really had a relationship with Patty Marino?” she asked. “Or was it infatuation twisted by a bit of mental illness? Maybe he was stalking her and really believed that Patty loved him. And if he couldn’t have her, no one could.”


    “I think a mental evaluation is in his near future,” Jack answered. “When you didn’t come right back in with that dress, I went out to look for you. And when I saw the cruiser was gone, I knew he was the guy we were looking for.” He kicked at a shell in the sand. “Terry didn’t want to believe me at first. But when Mathews turned off the radio after Terry tried to contact him, he knew.”


    “I was praying there was a GPS system to track the patrol units,” Lacey said.


    “Yep, although I have to say, watching that blinking light on Terry’s onboard computer as we raced after you guys isn’t an experience I care to repeat.”


    “I drove as slow as I dared.”


    “Didn’t matter. The computer showed the car had stopped moving when we were about a third of the way to the hotel. I thought I was going to lose it. Seeing it move meant that you were still alive, but once it stopped …” He shook his head.


    She squeezed his hand and sucked in a deep breath of sea air.


    “Terry figured out Mathews had held back his own name from the list of people who use that cabin. One of Will’s friends mentioned that Will and Mathews fished together frequently,” Jack said. “What motivates a man to kill his fishing buddy?”


    “The love of a woman apparently.”


    Jack scoffed. “Patty’s friends claimed she had nothing to do with Mathews. I think it was all in his head. And when she didn’t jump up and down for joy when he killed her ex-husband, Mathews overreacted. I think you’re right—it might have been one of those ‘If I can’t have you, no one can’ type of situations. And he assumed people would believe that Will killed her and then himself.”


    “I’m still shocked that he was angry enough at a hotel to dump her body there.”


    “In his head, he was punishing the hotel for his mother’s depression. He couldn’t strike out at his mother, so the hotel got the blame. In his head, it was completely logical.”


    “I don’t want to get married there,” Lacey said.


    Jack laughed. “Did you think I’d consider it now? This is the last place in the world I want to have a ceremony. Somehow, having my wife kidnapped and held at gunpoint seems to have soured it for me.”


    She stopped and smiled at him. “Your wife?”


    He took her face in his hands. “I’ve thought of you in that way for a long time. We just haven’t made it legal yet.” He kissed her on her nose. “By the way, the Oregon Coast is off the wedding site list. I don’t want to have anything to do with this coast.”


    “You know, I don’t want a big wedding,” Lacey whispered.


    Jack threw back his head and laughed. “Lord, why didn’t you say so?”


    “Because I didn’t want to disappoint your sister and my father. They seem so happy making plans.”


    “Lacey. This is our wedding. Not anyone else’s. I can handle my sister’s nosiness if you take care of your father.”


    She nodded. “As long as he’s invited, I think he’ll be okay.”


    “So where do you want to get married?” He held her captive with his questioning gray gaze. “Whatever you want to do is fine with me.”


    “I don’t know. Outside. Small. Warm. And I do want water. Just not Oregon Coast waters.”


    “We have a lot of options. Hawaii? Mexico? What about a Napa vineyard or Lake Tahoe?”


    Some of the wedding anxiety melted away. She hadn’t realized how much she’d worried about satisfying other people for her own wedding. This was supposed to be fun to plan. “Now you’re talking. Shall we take some quick vacations to check out locations?”


    “I’ll follow you wherever you want to look. We could have a lot of fun searching for the perfect site. Just tell me when to show up with the ring.”


    She slipped her arms around his waist and lay her head on his chest. “I love you, Jack Harper.”


    “And I love you, Mrs. Almost Harper.”
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