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  STORM SEASON



  Introduction






  

    Ivan, Dennis, Katrina, Sandy – storms worthy of a name. Killer storms.




     




    In July Erica, Alex, J.T. and I started brainstorming about a follow-up to SLICES OF NIGHT. The authors knew they wanted something to link all three stories again. But what? Another killer? A theme or ritual? I suppose I should back up a bit for those of you who might not be familiar with SLICES OF NIGHT and how three bestselling authors decided to collaborate on a project together. Quite honestly, it was one fan, an avid reader who loves each of their novels and decided to nag them until they wrote a novella together.




    Yes, if you haven’t guessed by now, that avid reader, that nag, was me. I even offered my services of organizing, managing and publishing the enovella. Of course, I was warned that bringing three authors together to write one project might be like trying to herd cats. Especially three Type A personalities.


  




  (Make that four Type A’s when you add me into the mix.) But I knew what a treat the result would be for other readers like me.




  In SLICES OF NIGHT one killer travels from New Orleans to Nashville then Omaha. Each author showcased her protagonist and her city while dealing with the same killer. The novella – done in three parts – also allowed readers a sampling of each author’s style and technique in storytelling. It was a huge success. So much so, that the Polish edition was just published last month. And because all three authors are not just seasoned professionals, but also friends of mine, the project was a lot of fun. Not at all like herding cats.




  However, success beyond all expectations is always fun. The difficulty can be following that up with an equally amazing project. But that’s exactly what Erica, Alex and J.T. have done with STORM SEASON.




  Back in July during that first brainstorm teleconference one of us made note about hurricane season just getting underway. All three authors and I have experienced catastrophic storms from hurricanes and floods to ice storms and blizzards. So we understand how one storm system can affect a wide swath of the country.




  

    We started asking what if the thread between all three stories was one massive storm system – one that stretched from the Midwest down to the Panhandle of Florida and back up the eastern coast? Keep in mind this was in July 2012 before Hurricane Sandy devastated an entire section of the country with everything from ice and snow to flooding and damaging winds. Yes, it’s a bit unnerving to listen to authors dreaming up things before they happen.




    With the storm as the tie-in, each author, once again, could showcase her protagonist as well as her own storytelling style. In follow-up emails, Erica started calling the project STORM SEASON and soon we couldn’t imagine it being called anything else.




    SLICES OF NIGHT was one novella in three parts. STORM SEASON is twice as long and is three novellas with one killer storm. Each is an amazing story on its own. Together they are STORM SEASON – another superb treat for readers. I know you will enjoy it as much as I did.




     




    Deb Carlin, 2012


  



   


   


   


   


  DEEP FREEZE


  Erica Spindler


  Rockford, Illinois


  Monday, October 7, 2013


  7:40 a.m. 


   


   


  “ANYBODY ELSE NOTICE IT’S the end of the frickin’ world?”


  Violent Crimes Bureau Detective Mary Catherine Riggio, crouched beside the dead girl, glanced up. Nick Sorenstein, one of the ID guys. Their resident doomsday prophet. Today the end was coming via the effects of global warming.


  “It certainly has for this girl,” she said.


  A jogger had spotted the vic about an hour ago, half in and half out of the water. In an effort to ‘save’ her, he’d hauled her out and turned her over. Then promptly tossed his cookies.


  “You keeping up with the weather, Riggio? You aware that yet another ‘freak’--” he made quotation marks with his fingers “--storm’s moving in?”


  “Yeah, I noticed. It’s cold, then hot, then cold again. I never know whether I should wear my black jacket or my black jacket.”


  Sorenstein snorted, not amused. “Your global view’s about the circumference of a dime.”


  “Not at all." She indicated a circle around the victim. “Right now, I’d say it’s about ten feet.”


  “Time to wake up. We keep fucking with Mother Nature, we’ll end up like the dinosaurs. Extinct.”


  Jackson, one of the crime scene techs, laughed. “Sorenstein, buddy, you off your meds?”


  “Screw you, man. I’m not gonna end up like T-Rex. Adapt, man. Adapt or die." Jackson laughed again and he scowled. “Just shut up and take your little pictures."


  Jackson pointed the Nikon at him and snapped a shot. “Works of art, asshole.”


  M.C. forced their bickering out of her head and focused on the young woman. Long brown hair, wet and matted. Face scraped and muddy. Eyes open. Other than her face, no outward signs of trauma.


  Her partner arrived. Kitt Lundgren, mentor, partner and best friend. They had been through some seriously twisted shit together.


  “What’s Sorenstein’s problem?” she asked squatting beside M.C.


  “Either the end of the world’s here or he’s off his meds.”


  Kitt grinned. “I know Sorenstein and I’ve seen the weather report, so I’m thinking we’ve got a fifty-fifty shot at both." She indicated the vic. “What’s her story?”


  “Jogger found her face down in the water. She probably got herself good and juiced, ended up in the water and--”


  “Goodnight Gracie." Kitt nodded. “Wha’d’ya think? Drugs or alcohol?”


  “Toxicology will tell the tale.”


  “Hello, Detectives.”


  Frances Roselli, coroner’s chief pathologist. As far as M.C. was concerned, the man was a freaking genius.


  “Goody,” Kitt said. “The gang’s all here.”


  He fitted on gloves. “Either of you see this morning’s weather report?”


  M.C. rolled her eyes. “Not you, too, Roselli.”


  “Jim Cantore’s butt is already parked in Madison, Wisconsin.”


  “Our cheese loving friends up north must be Ground Zero,” Kitt said.


  “Seems to me this is Ground Zero,” M.C. snapped. “Could we get to it?”


  He knelt down beside them. “You’re a little cranky this morning, Detective. Anything I can help with?”


  “Just don’t have the patience for this whole ‘World’s coming to an end’ thing. We’ve got a job, let’s work it.”


  “Right you are." Frances cleared his throat. “This young lady have a name?”


  “Whitney Bello. Twenty-three years old. Rock Valley student. ID was in her wallet. Also twenty dollars.”


  He nodded. “Give me a few minutes with Ms. Bello. I’ll see what she has to say.”


  M.C. and Kitt stood. The Rock River Recreation path ran along the east side of the river and meandered through the city. This particular spot fell behind the Ice House, home of the IceHogs, Rockford’s AHL team.


  The parking lot was empty save for one vehicle, a small sport utility vehicle. They started for it.


  “Since when does Sorenstein’s craziness get under your skin?” Kitt asked.


  M.C. let out a long breath. She could dodge the question with an evasion, but Kitt knew her too well for that. “Erik asked me again. Last night.”


  “And you said no.”


  Her response was neither a question nor a judgment. M.C. responded as if it were both. “I’m not ready. It’s too soon.”


  “Three years.”


  “Thanks for counting.”


  “Just keeping it real, partner." Kitt paused, then looked at her. “I think Dan would want you to be happy. Both of you.”


  “I don’t want to talk about this."


  To her credit, Kitt let it drop. They reached the SUV. A Ford Escape, pretty dinged up. A Rock Valley College parking sticker on the windshield.


  M.C. peered in the driver’s side window. It definitely belonged to a female. A pink disaster. Clothes and boots. Backpack open, books, papers and notebooks spilling out. A half dozen take-out coffee cups, a yoga mat. A good bit of light-colored dog fur in the back seat.


  “Looks like our vic’s vehicle.”


  Kitt nodded. “If she lived alone, Fido’s going to need a trip to the nearest tree.”


  M.C. walked around the car, scanning the area. Nothing jumped out at her. “I’m thinking drugs. She meets her connection here, makes a buy and uses.”


  “Maybe it’s bad stuff?”


  “Then we’ve got a whole other problem."


  They returned to the pathologist. The body handlers were preparing to transfer Bello to the morgue. Frances signaled them to wait.


  “Take a look, Detectives." He inched up the sleeve of Bello’s jacket. She wore a watch, one of those flashy, fashion pieces young women were wearing. The face was cracked; the time had stopped at 12:42 a.m. “Voila. time of death.”


  “Too bad all our vics aren’t so considerate,” Kitt said.


  “Her hands are interesting as well." He carefully manipulated the right, then left. The fingertips were raw, dirt and vegetation packed under her nails.


  She had been clawing at the river bottom.


  “It means she was alive when she toppled in,” Kitt said. “And that she tried to claw her way out.”


  “Exactly.”


  M.C. frowned. The bank wasn’t steep, and free of both snow and ice, not slippery either. Just a nice, downy cover of grass. “What stopped her?”


  “Probably loaded." Frances stepped away from the body and motioned the handlers to continue. “Sad but it happens all the time.”


  “Could she have had some help?” M.C. asked.


  Kitt drew her eyebrows together. “Falling in? Or staying down?”


  “Either. Both.”


  Kitt glanced at him. “What do you think, Frances?”


  “From what I’ve seen so far, possible but not likely.”


  “You’ll get back to us ASAP?”


  “As always. Though the weather might slow things down.”


  M.C. grinned. “Already making excuses?”


  He laughed. “You can’t fight Mother Nature, Detective. Although if there was anyone who’d try, I believe it would be you.”


  11:10 a.m.


  Bello had lived in a third floor, east side apartment. The box-style buildings had a retro feel and judging by the worn edges, had been around for awhile.


  M.C. introduced herself and Kitt to the dark-haired young woman who answered the door.


  She scooped up the madly yapping terrier at her feet. “Police?"


  “We’re here about your roommate, Whitney Bello.”


  “She’s not home.”


  “Rhonda, who’s at the--" The blonde who emerged from the kitchen with a mug of tea stopped and stared.


  Kitt stepped in. “Detectives Lundgren and Riggio.”


  “They’re looking for Whitney.”


  “No,” M.C. corrected, “we’re here about her. Who are you?”


  “Allison,” the blonde answered. “We’re Whitney’s roommates.”


  Kitt indicated the living room. “Maybe we should sit down.”


  “Oh God." Allison crossed to the couch and sat hard. “Has there been an accident or something?”


  “It looks like your friend drowned.”


  Rhonda went white. “She’s dead?”


  “I’m afraid so. We’re so sorry for your loss.”


  Rhonda sat next to Allison. They both looked stunned. The dog jumped down and came to sniff M.C.’s feet. She bent and scratched the pup behind the ears, then took the remaining chair. Kitt stood behind her.


  Rhonda spoke first. “You said it . . . looks like she drowned. I don’t understand . . . what does that mean?”


  “She was pulled out of the river. Down by the Ice House. But an official cause of death hasn’t been made.”


  Allison started to cry, and Rhonda found her hand and clutched it. “We weren’t very close, but--" she stopped, blinking furiously against the tears that flooded hers. “We advertised for a roommate. At school. She answered the ad.”


  “At Rock Valley?"


  Allison nodded, lips trembling.


  “When was that?”


  “The start of this term." Rhonda drew in a ragged breath. “She kept to herself.”


  “But she loved Max,” Allison added.


  M.C. looked at Allison. “Max?”


  She pointed to the dog. “She takes him to the park all the time."


  Rhonda jumped in. “She’s sort of a health nut.”


  “A health nut?”


  “Always exercising. Running. Yoga. Eating good stuff.”


  “Fruits and veggies.” Allison made a face. “Brown bread.”


  That didn’t fit the profile of a drug abuser. "She was a student?”


  “Yeah. Part-time. And she worked part-time.”


  “Where’d she work?”


  “A counseling center." Rhonda looked at her roommate. “What was the name?”


  “Kids in Crisis,” Allison answered, sniffling.


  She’d worked for Erik.


  The strangest sensation came over M.C. Part awareness, part dread. One of those weird moments in life that changed everything.


  “That’s right." Rhonda nodded. “Sometimes she called it KIC.”


  “She was crazy about her boss. Talked about him all the time.”


  M.C. had noticed how good he was to his staff, how they responded to him. Still, hearing this pretty young woman had talked about him all the time felt odd.


  Kitt jumped in. “I thought she kept to herself?”


  “She did, but when she was around she either talked about her job or her boyfriend. Brad.”


  “The boyfriend, you have a last name?”


  They looked at one another and simultaneously shook their heads. “He must’ve had his own place, because she never brought him here.”


  “He a student?”


  Rhonda answered. “I don’t know. Do you, Ali?"


  The other girl shook her head. “He might have been older. Not ancient but . . . older. I don’t know why, but I got that impression.”


  “Me, too.”


  “Any idea if and where he worked?”


  “Sorry." Rhonda spread her fingers. “Like I said, we--”


  “Didn’t know her that well,” Kitt said. “Got it. One last question. Was she a drug user?”


  Both women looked surprised by the question. Again, Rhonda responded first. “Not here. We specifically advertised as a substance free living environment. No tobacco, alcohol or drugs.”


  1:00 p.m.


  “HELLO, BEAUTIFUL,” ERIK SAID as M.C. and Kitt stepped into his office. He kissed her, then turned to Kitt. “Good to see you, Kitt. How’s Joe?”


  “Fine. Busy trying to close in a build before the snow flies.”


  “He better hurry. According to the noon weather report we could have two feet of it by the end of the week.”


  “He heard the same report and is not a happy camper. We’re both hoping the weather guys are going the worst case scenario route to boost ratings. A few flurries isn’t nearly as compelling as a couple feet."


  “It wouldn’t be the first time." Erik turned back to M.C. and smiled. She loved the way his light eyes crinkled at the corners. He had one of those faces that was aging in all the right ways. The lines and creases complimenting his face, making him more handsome rather than less. “If I’d known you were coming, we could’ve had lunch.”


  “Unfortunately, it’s not a social call,” Kitt said.


  M.C. stepped in. “Do you have an employee named Whitney Bello?”


  She saw apprehension race into his eyes. “I do. She’s part-time. Why?”


  M.C. and Kitt exchanged glances. He saw it and frowned. “What?”


  “How well did you know her?”


  “Very well. Whitney’s--" he stopped, moved his gaze between them. “What’s happened? Is she okay?”


  “She’s dead, Erik. I’m sorry.”


  For several moments, he simply stared at her. Then he went around his desk, pulled out the chair and sat. Heavily. As if suddenly carrying the weight of the world.


  It took him a moment to collect himself and speak. “How?”


  “At this point it looks like an accidental drowning.”


  She gave him a moment to process, then went on. “Do you know if Whitney had substance abuse issues?”


  “At one time. She’s been clean almost two years." He paused. “Tell me what happened.”


  “A jogger found her this morning, face down in the Rock River. We don’t have the pathologist’s report yet, but we suspect she got juiced and either slipped or passed out.”


  He sighed, the sound heavy with regret. “I didn’t see this coming.”


  “Why would you?”


  “I’m not just her boss. I’m also her counselor. She started seeing me at eighteen. Court ordered appointments. She got sober, started taking classes at Rock Valley and I gave her a job. She--" he dragged his hands through his hair. “Dammit.”


  “What can you tell us about her?”


  “She was a nice kid. Hadn’t had an easy childhood. Shuffled between parents who had new spouses and new families. She got lost." His throat closed over the words. He cleared it and began again. “I had no hesitation about hiring her. She was smart. Caught on quick. Worked hard.”


  That’s what Erik specialized in--kids who had lost their way. The reasons why didn’t matter, he had made it his life’s mission to help them get back on track. He was so committed he’d given up the opportunity to run his family’s multi-million dollar corporation, SunCorp.


  “What did she do for you here?”


  “She acted as a personal assistant of sorts. Ran errands for me. Shuttled things over to SunCorp headquarters. Anything I asked her to do, she did well. And with a smile.”


  He fell silent. Lowered his gaze. When he lifted it, the expression in his eyes was shattered. “I don’t know what else to tell you.”


  “We talked to her roommates already. They claimed they didn’t know her well. But they said she talked about a boyfriend. Brad.”


  “Bradley Rudd,” he said. “She’d been seeing him a couple months. Really liked him.”


  “You don’t sound so thrilled.”


  “I never met him. I was--" he paused. “--concerned because of his lifestyle.”


  “Is he a substance abuser?”


  “Whitney said no. He’s a bartender. Over at Spanky’s. Not that there’s anything inherently wrong with being a bartender but I . . . understand the lifestyle. Crazy hours. Partying. Alcohol and drugs. That wasn’t where she was going.”


  M.C. reached across and squeezed his hand. “We don’t have the pathologist’s report yet, so we don’t know for certain she lapsed.”


  “But it makes sense,” Kitt said. “In terms of her drowning. We see it  often.”


  “She’s dead either way,” he said softly. “I doubt a pathologist’s report confirming or denying relapse is going to make it any easier.”


  M.C. stood. It felt wrong to leave him this way, hurting and alone.


  But she had a job to do.


  “I’m so sorry, Erik. I wish I could stay--”


  “But you can’t. I understand."


  He kissed her, lingering a moment longer than was appropriate for the situation. He drew away, searched her gaze. “You’ll keep me posted?”


  “Of course.”


  He looked at Kitt. “You’re going to talk to Rudd?”


  “Oh yeah. Right now.”


  “Heads-up, if he got her back on drugs you’ll have to arrest me. Because I’ll kill him. I swear I will.”


  His tone made M.C. believe he would do it. “I’ll come by later,” she said. “You’ll be home?”


  He said he would and she walked away, though it took all her self-control not to turn back, hold him tightly. She left him everyday. Why so hard today? Why the sense of dread unfurling in the pit of her stomach? This sense of a clock ticking, counting down to . . . what? The end?


  But the end of what? Her and Erik? Or worse?


  “What’s wrong?” Kitt asked as they reached her car.


  M.C. looked at her, shaking off her melancholy. “Nothing. Just . . . nothing.”


  
    
      4:45 p.m.


      BRADLEY RUDD WASN’T WHAT M.C. would describe as handsome. But he exuded a bad-boy charm that a lot of women gravitated to, her included. In her youth, anyway. Nothing like a whole school of hard knocks to change a girl. Make her long for something nice and steady.


      As she slid onto the bar stool, M.C. flashed Rudd what she hoped was a provocative smile. He ate it right up.


      “Hello ladies,” he said, setting coasters in front them both. “Looks like my afternoon just took a turn for the better.”


      M.C. smiled again. “I bet I could change your mind about that, stud.”


      “I doubt it, sugar." He grinned. “But go ahead, give it your best shot.”


      M.C. released a breathy little laugh. “I’ll do that." She held up her shield, demeanor changing to all business. “Detective Riggio. R.P.D. My partner, Detective Lundgren.”


      He stared at her as if she’d sprouted horns. Maybe she had, M.C. thought. She was just perverse enough to enjoy the thought.


      “Make that a turn for the worse, Detective. And I don’t suppose you’re here for a drink.”


      “You suppose correctly, Brad. I can call you Brad, can’t I?”


      “Sure." He propped against the bar, sending them a forced smile. “Call me whatever you like.”


      Kitt stepped in. “You know a young woman named Whitney Bello?”


      He blinked. Twice. Otherwise his expression didn’t alter. “Yeah, she’s a friend of mine.”


      “A friend?”


      “We go out sometimes. Why?”


      “She’s dead, Mr. Rudd. She died last night.”


      He stared at them, expression comically disbelieving. “That can’t be right.”


      M.C. wasn’t impressed. “Why’s that, Brad?”


      “I talked to her Sunday afternoon.”


      “Was that the last time you saw her?”


      “No. Saturday morning. She’d spent the night.”


      “What time did she leave?”


      “Around ten. She had a paper to write.”


      “Then you didn’t see her again over the weekend?”


      He shook his head. “Like I said, she had a paper. Plus-- never mind.”


      “Plus what, Brad?”


      “I worked all weekend. She didn’t like visiting me here.”


      “Why was that?”


      “It wasn’t her kind of scene.”


      “Not a drinker?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Drugs?”


      M.C. had the sense that his thoughts were somewhere else. That he was wrestling with a whole other conversation in his head. She wondered who that conversation was with.


      “No. No, drugs.”


      “You don’t seem certain about that.”


      Again, a slack-jawed moment. Not the sharpest tool in the shed, M.C. thought. Either that or he was trying so hard to cover up, he was coming across slow-witted.


      “What’s there to think about, Mr. Rudd?” Kitt asked. “Either you’re positive of your statement, or you’re not.”


      “Before I met her,” he blurted out. “She had a problem. A big one.”


      “With what?”


      “Everything. Mostly blow.”


      “What else did she tell you about it?”


      “Not much. She was in recovery. Went to rehab.”


      “So you never saw her use?”


      “No. Never.”


      “She work?”


      “What?”


      “Did she have a job?”


      “Yeah. She didn’t talk about it much.”


      Interesting. "Doing what?”


      “Some kind of office work." He shrugged. “Filing. Shit like that.”


      “What about her boss? She talk about him much?”


      “Never.”


      “Never,” Kitt repeated. “Really? Said nothing at all?”


      “Not that I recall,” he corrected. “We had other things on our minds, if you know what I mean?”


      M.C. decided he was even more of a creep than she had first thought. “Do you know of anyone who would want her dead?”


      He paled. “No. No way.”


      “You’re awfully emphatic about that.”


      His Adam’s apple bobbed. A subtle desperation oozed from him. Like slime.


      “She was a nice girl. Why would someone hurt her?”


      “You tell us, Mr. Rudd.”


      His eyes widened. “What do you mean by that? Are you . . . you can’t think I had something to do with-- I couldn’t . . . I wouldn’t hurt her or anyone else!”


      His voice rose. A couple patrons from the other end of the bar glanced their way.


      Kitt stepped in, suddenly the good cop. “I’m sure my partner didn’t mean to imply you were involved. Did you, Detective Riggio?”


      “Of course not." She smiled. “Just curious what you might know about her death.”


      “Nothing! Just like I said!”


      Kitt laid her card on the bar in front of him. “Call me or Detective Riggio if you think of anything else.”


      “Wait! What . . . what happened to her?”


      M.C. stopped and looked over her shoulder, locking her gaze with his. “We’re not certain yet. But we will be, Brad. Soon.”
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