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“Tomorrow, friend, will be another day,”
A seer wise of old was wont to say
To him who came at eventide, in grief,
Because the day had borne no fruitful sheaf.
O Lord of Life, that each of us might learn,
From vain todays and yesterdays to turn,
To face the future with a hope newborn
That we hope for cometh with the morn!


—THOMAS CURTIS CLARK
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CHAPTER 1


South Georgia
1921


Marshal William “Bill” Pickens grasped his shotgun and looked around at the men standing near the wagon that carried two young Black men. He cast his eyes back to the man five feet in front of him, unsure of what to do.


The man was older than the other men, stocky-looking, with an unshaven face, a crinkled hat, and boots covered with dirt. He didn’t have a rifle or gun and didn’t seem to care that he didn’t.


“Well Marshal Bill, you gonna do what’s right this time or turn your head?” said another man.


Marshal Bill Pickens just stood there, debating his options.


“Damn it, Marshal, just shoot the old bastard, and let’s get on with this hangin’!” yelled one of the men by the wagon.


“Seems that’s what his daddy said some time ago, Marshal. It’s your decision. There used to be a town up north that’s now a ghost town,” said the man standing in front of the marshal. “His daddy convinced you to look the other way, and an innocent Black man was hanged. After the hangin’, folks couldn’t live with their consciences, so they packed up and moved away, including his daddy. So did you, Marshal.”


Marshal Bill Pickens nervously gripped his shotgun and watched as the town preacher walked to his wagon and climb aboard.


“Same thing happened back then, Marshal. The preacher up and left. Now he’s here in this town. Make a decision, Marshal,” again said the man in front of the marshal.


“If you don’t shoot him, Marshal, so we can get this hangin’ goin’, then I’m gonna,” said another man by the wagon.


“That’s what his daddy said, too, Marshal, and he shot me back then. You gonna let it happen again.”


“The hell with you, Marshal.” The man pulled out his pistol and fired two shots at the man.


Everyone watched as the man stood there and didn’t fall after being shot in the back.


“He wasted his bullets, Marshal, because I’m already dead,” said the man in front of the marshal.


Marshal Pickens fired his shotgun and blasted the shooter to hell. The other man by the wagon froze.


The preacher whipped his horses and drove off in his wagon.


“Nice shootin’, Marshal. Now, what’re you gonna do?”


Marshal Pickens scratched the back of his head.


“You did that back then, Marshal. Seems you have a habit of doing it when you’re unsure of anything. Guess this is one of those times because you don’t know what to make of me and the situation.”


The townspeople watching shook their heads.


“Sorry, folks, there ain’t gonna be a hanging today,” said the marshal.


The townspeople turned and walked away, including the ladies who had to hold up the hem of their dresses to avoid tripping.


“They did that back then, Marshal. This town ain’t fit for the livin’. Same as the last one we were in. Long after we’re gone, this town will be forgotten like that other one. It’s decision time, Marshal Bill,” said the man who was shot in the back and didn’t die. “You got the shotgun, which means you’re holdin all the cards.”


Marshal Pickens stared into the man’s eyes and saw emptiness as if there was no life in them. He clenched the shotgun and hesitated.


“What’s your name, where are you from, and why are you here in this town?” asked Marshal Pickens.


The man smiled. “You know who I am, Marshal, and why I’m here. As to where I’m from, Marshal, I’m from where you came from and where you’re headed. Why am I here? Because you sent for me and needed my help.”


Marshal Pickens squinted. “I didn’t send for you. Why would I? And you still haven’t told me your name.”


“Are you sure, Marshal Bill? Because I think I took a bullet for you.”


The marshal remembered that the man was shot in the back, and the townspeople watched as the man didn’t keel over dead and said that he was already dead.


“Damn you, whoever you are. I ain’t gonna take the bait and shoot an innocent man.” Marshal Pickens gritted his teeth. “You go to hell, whoever you are.”


The man grinned. “Been there, done that, Marshal. Don’t matter if I go there again. But you might join me this time. Make a decision, Marshal Bill.”


Marshal Pickens narrowed his eyes and said, “No. Whoever you are, you can go to hell again without me. I’m done here.” The marshal lowered his shotgun.


“What about those boys in the wagon? You gonna leave them for the townsfolk to hang?”


“Damn you.” Marshal Pickens pointed to two men watching. “You two, untie those boys.”


The men hesitated.


Pickens pointed his shotgun at them.


“I said, untie those boys. Now!”


One of the men walked to the wagon, climbed on it, and then untied the two Black men inside.


“Thank ya, Marshal,” said one of the Black men.


“No need to thank me. Unhitch one of the horses from the wagon, then get on it and go back to wherever you’re from. Do it now before I change my mind.”


The two Black men unhitched one of the horses, climbed on it, galloped down the town’s dirt street, and headed out of town toward unknown lands.


The other man who had gone into town with the dead man said, “Ain’t right, Bill. That horse belonged to Prickler.”


The marshal narrowed his eyes and replied, “It’s Marshal Bill, you idiot.” The man was taken aback. “And Prickler don’t need the horse now. He’s dead.”


The man went for his weapon, but before he could draw his gun, the marshal drew his pistol and shot him. Everyone watched as the man slumped to the ground.


“Good shootin’, Marshal,” said the man facing him. “You had to do that the last time.” The man grinned. “What are ya gonna do with the bodies?”


Marshal Pickens scratched his chin and then pointed to two men who were standing on the wooden sidewalk and standing under the shade of the canopy from the nearby buildings.


“You two, load those bodies into the wagon, and take them to Doc Balderman so that he can give them a proper burial.”


The two men hesitated, and the marshal pointed his shotgun. He was out of ammunition, but the men didn’t know it, so they walked to the wagon, picked up the bodies, and tossed them inside. They climbed aboard the wagon, whipped the remaining horse, and headed to the doctor’s office.


“That takes care of them, Marshal, but what about me?”


“You go to hell,” replied Marshal Pickens, then he turned and walked away, much to the surprise of the few townsfolk who had stayed to watch.


“I’ll be waiting, Marshal. Even if it’s in hell.” When the man spoke, his voice lacked emotion, and his eyes were cold as steel. Marshal Bill Pickens shook his head as he turned and walked into his office.


The remaining townsfolk, who stood on the wooden sidewalk and watched, shook their heads and headed into a nearby saloon.









CHAPTER 2


Florida
2024


JD Pickens was the sheriff of a small rural county in Central Florida. With a ten-person sheriff’s office, every murder case landed on Sheriff Pickens’s desk. The current situation was dire, with four deputies out due to a mysterious illness, a rarity even during the past pandemic years.


Nearing the end of a grueling twenty-four-hour shift, Pickens was confronted with a murder case.


He had two detective sergeants on his staff, but one of them, Detective Sergeant Amy Tucker, was reportedly suffering from an unknown illness. Amy was Pickens’s longest-serving deputy. The other detective sergeant was Mia Dunne, an African American woman and Pickens’s first African American hire, who managed the Warfield office and was short two deputies. Like Pickens, she was working twenty-four-hour shifts. Both Pickens and Dunne were married and had families. Dunne had a husband and two children, while Pickens had a wife and a daughter nearing high school graduation. Their spouses were accustomed to their long hours. Dunne’s husband was the principal of the Warfield middle school. Pickens’s wife was the county medical examiner.


Fortunately, Corporal Billy Thompson was working. Somehow, the illness hadn’t affected him. Billy was the office computer guru and researcher, as well as the scheduling coordinator for the office staff and other deputies. Billy had researched the illness that had befallen the deputies, but could not determine its cure or origin.


Facing a tough challenge with the illness and an unsolved murder, Sheriff Pickens felt the absence of Detective Sergeant Amy Tucker keenly. She always had a knack for cracking tough cases.


“Billy, I’m heading home for some rest and family time. You should do the same when I return.”


Billy looked up from his computer, his eyes bloodshot from the long hours of work. “That’s okay, Sheriff, I’ll catch a few winks on a cot in a jail cell. I’ve got a lot of work to do if we’re going to get a handle on this murder case. You take all the time you need. You’ll need it.”


“What will Betty-Jean say about you not going home?”


Betty-Jean Carr was Billy’s bride of six months. They waited until Betty-Jean’s parents arrived from out of town. Billy’s widowed mother lived in Jacksonville and had no trouble staying with Billy until after the wedding. Betty-Jean worked for Pickens’s wife as a criminalist and was integral to the medical examiner’s office.


“She’ll be okay as long as I go home at the end of the day when she’s home from work.”


Pickens grinned as he remembered being a newlywed. His wife, Dr. Marge Davids, often came home around the same time or shortly after him. Before becoming a deputy, Pickens practiced law in Tallahassee, graduating from Florida State University Law School. He initially hoped to play professional football like his friend Leroy Jones, but an injury ended that dream. Now, at fifty, he was the sheriff, having been re-elected multiple times.


“Just don’t make a habit of it, Billy. Your home life is more important than your work life. Trust me, I know it all too well.” Pickens headed for the front entrance, turned, and said, “See you later, Billy.” Then he left.


Billy went back to his research on the illness and what little information they had on the murder.


Billy thought to himself, I wish Amy were here to help me. She’d know better what I should do.









CHAPTER 3


When Pickens pulled into his driveway, Sarah’s bright-red pickup truck wasn’t there. She had opted for the truck instead of a car for her graduation on her eighteenth birthday at the end of March. Two months later, she’d be a part of the 2024 graduation class, and Pickens and Marge would be proud of her. Sarah must have left for school, thought Pickens. He had hoped to see her before she left because he had to work another late shift.


Pickens entered the house and was happy Marge was in the kitchen, dressed and ready to leave for work. She wore a black knee-length skirt and a white blouse. She had coiffed hair, looked like a banker, and she had her back turned toward him.


Their two dogs, Frick and Frack, started yapping loudly and scampered up to greet him. They’d grown since they first got them from the shelter. Both were now house-trained and had the run of the house. Pickens installed a doggy door so they could go in and out. He hired a professional trainer after Sarah’s boyfriend, Zack, had done his best. Pickens bent down and scratched the back of their necks. They rolled over and waited for him to rub their bellies, which he did. “Okay, that’s enough. Go play.” The dogs rolled over and scampered off to the living room.


“Oh, good, you’re home,” said Marge. “I wasn’t sure you’d be, so I left you a note. You’ll have to settle for making breakfast because I must attend a meeting.” She noticed his frown and knew he was disappointed. “I have time for a coffee, if you’d like me to stay a bit.” She pursed her lips, hoping that would satisfy him.


Pickens shrugged. “I guess it would be nice. I was hoping to have breakfast with you, but coffee is fine. I’ll try to be home for dinner.”


Marge grabbed two cups from the cabinet above the counter, turned on the coffee maker, and waited until it signaled that the coffee was ready. She poured two cups and sat at the counter. Pickens joined her.


Marge placed her hand on his and asked, “Will you have to continue working long hours?”


Pickens sighed. “As long as I’m short on deputies. Billy is trying to determine the illness’s origin, and so far, the doctors have no cure except to let it play out.” He took a sip of coffee and let out a long exhale. “I could use Amy. Billy is doing the best he can, and Detective Dunne is working her ass off, trying to keep things together. We’d all like some time off, but we’ve got a murder to investigate and have to keep the public safe. So far, the mayor and the county commissioners haven’t bothered me. I suspect they have their own problems to deal with.”


Marge pursed her lips and shook her head. “I’ve been lucky. No one has caught the illness. Betty-Jean wants to see more of her husband, but she understands the situation. All my people are grateful this illness hasn’t touched them. At least not yet.”


“You know what I miss the most besides not having regular meals with you and Sarah?”


“What, JD?”


He gave her a naughty grin. “Bedtime with you. That’s what.”


Marge pursed her lips and said, “What if I remove my blouse and bra and let you fondle me? Would that satisfy you until we can do more in bed?”


Pickens’s heart throbbed. “Really?”


“Yes, really.” She stood and began unbuttoning her blouse. Pickens’s mouth watered with each button. Marge knew he was turned on as she slowly unfastened each one. She smiled when she saw the bulge in his pants. As she unhooked her bra and placed it on the counter, Pickens salivated. “They’re all yours, JD.”


Pickens placed a hand on one breast and played with the nipple. Then he did the same to the other. Marge winced as he caressed her breasts. When Pickens lowered his head and suckled her nipples, Marge put her hands on the back of his head and moaned. Pickens continued to suckle and enjoyed it.


“The hell with my meeting. I’ll call later and tell them I’ll be late. Take me to the bedroom, JD, and hurry.”


Pickens stopped suckling, grinned, scooped her into his arms, and carried her to their bedroom. Half undressed, Marge removed the rest of her clothes and jumped onto the bed. Pickens hurriedly undressed, straddled her, and showered her with passionate kisses.


“Now, JD, please.”


Pickens mounted her and took her with a vengeance. Marge moaned as he did.


When they were finally satiated, Pickens rolled off her.


“Damn, that was good,” said Pickens.


“Good? That was great. Don’t forget I did this for you. Now, I need to shower, get dressed, and head to my meeting. You, my dear, can stay in bed and dream about me.”


Pickens smiled as he watched her walk toward the shower, naked. He considered following her, but he was too tired, so he closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep, dreaming about his sexy wife.


After Marge showered and dressed, she kissed Pickens on his forehead and said softly, “Sweet dreams, JD.” Then she left the bedroom, cleaned the kitchen, called her office, and left for her meeting with the members of the coroner’s office, where she worked as both the coroner and the county medical examiner.









CHAPTER 4


Sheriff Pickens’s phone alarm suddenly started buzzing, and he bolted awake.


“Damn, that was some dream,” said Pickens.


A tough workout at the end of the week would be just what he needed after a day at the office. Especially if Billy had nothing on the victim and none of Pickens’s other deputies were back to work. He also hoped Amy was back on the job.


Pickens greeted the part-time receptionist and then strolled over to Billy’s desk.


“Anything on our victim, Billy?” After asking, he set Billy’s panini on his desk. The victim, a young woman found dead on the Palmetto Trail, had been the focus of their investigation for the past few days.


Billy sniffed the air, noticed the panini, and said, “That smells like my favorite panini from Lydia’s Bakery. Thanks, Sheriff.” Then he remembered what Pickens had asked him. “Nothing yet. I’m waiting for the results of my fingerprint analysis and Betty-Jean’s facial recognition.” Billed sighed. “Unfortunately, it’s slow going.”


“We’ll get there, Billy. Just keep at it,” Pickens encouraged, his words carrying a weight of support.


Pickens pursed his lips and forced a bitter, disappointed smile. “Keep trying, and you’ll come up with something.” Pickens glanced over at Amy’s desk, his concern evident in his eyes. “Amy’s still not up to coming in?” Pickens glanced at the photo of the victim on the murder board, hoping he’d see something they hadn’t seen before. He wondered what the victim’s name was and how she got to Palmetto Trail.


Billy frowned. “No. I called her, and she sounded like hell. This thing, whatever it is, is wreaking havoc on her and the other deputies.”









CHAPTER 5


“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” asked the operator and daytime dispatcher, Stacey Morgan.


“There’s . . . there’s a body on the trail,” said the caller. “We almost tripped over it.”


“What’s your location, ma’am?” asked Stacy.


“We’re on Palmetto Trail. Hurry, please. Send someone. I had to swat the flies away from her before checking for a pulse.” The caller took a deep breath and then continued. “I think she’s been dead a while based on the number of flies.”


The Palmetto Trail was a popular hiking and running trail because it offered ample parking and was wide enough for eight runners or walkers to traverse the trail side by side. It was also a venue for races. Loblolly pines and old water oaks provide a canopy to shade runners and walkers. The trail was usually covered with decaying leaves.


Stacey kept her eyes on the response monitor as she typed the information into the computer.


Pickens and Billy overheard the call and wandered over to Stacey’s area. Since Billy was Stacey’s supervisor, he paid close attention to the call.


Stacey had already dispatched an ambulance and, aware of the deputy shortage on duty, sent one to the scene.


“An ambulance and a deputy are on the way,” said Stacey. “Ma’am, please don’t touch the body.”


“We won’t,” said the caller.


“What’s your name?” asked Stacey.


“It’s Marion Tobin, and my friend’s name is Anna Simco. We planned to do ten miles because we arrived late. We were almost at the five-mile marker when we saw the body.” Marion paused to collect herself. “We initially thought it was a gator or a fallen tree trunk. But when we got closer, we noticed her dress and shoes and knew it was a body. We didn’t move it. I just checked for a pulse, then called 911.”


“You did the right thing, Marion. Now, wait for the ambulance and the deputy. You’ll need to tell the deputy everything you just told me.”


“That’s two bodies in less than a week,” said Pickens. “And we still don’t know the identity of the first one. I’m gonna call Marge. Good job, Stacey.”


Pickens stepped away and dialed the medical examiner’s office.


“JD,” answered Marge. “To what do I owe this call?”


Pickens inhaled, then exhaled. “We got another body. It’s another female.”


“Where this time?”


“Palmetto Trail. An ambulance and a deputy were dispatched. You’ll need to get your van there.”


“I’ll send Betty-Jean and Andy Doring. They’re my two best criminalists. Where on the trail is the body?”


“Near the five-mile marker. They’ll probably see the ambulance and my deputy’s flashing lights.”


“Okay. Make sure no one touches the body.”


“I will. Thanks, Marge.”


“Anytime. Bye.”


“I’ve already alerted Ritchie Ortiz, the deputy on call, to keep the ambulance team away from the body,” Billy reported, his tone serious and urgent.


“Good work, Billy. With Betty-Jean working on both cases, she’ll be able to get an ID of one of the bodies.”


“Let’s hope so, Sheriff.”


“Let’s hope for a breakthrough. Call Betty-Jean and see if she can identify the victim. Maybe we’ll get lucky,” Pickens suggested a glimmer of hope in his voice.


Billy pointed an index finger in the air. “Good idea, Sheriff.” Billy dialed Betty-Jean Carr using his cell phone. He didn’t have to wait before she answered.


“What’s up, Billy? I’m busy here.”


“I know, but can you do us a favor and check if the victim has any ID on her. It’s essential we know now.” He knew that if he told Betty-Jean it was essential, she would do it.


“Hold on. Andy, see if there’s any ID in her purse.”


“There’s a driver’s license. You want it?”


“Yes.” Doring handed her the driver’s license. “Billy, the driver’s license is from Marion County.”


Billy gave Pickens a thumbs-up. “Name and address, please.”


“Her name is Suzanna Bixton. That’s Suzanna with a z. Address 278 Maxford Avenue in Kerr City. That’s Kerr with a K. You need anything else?”


“Fingerprints?” said Pickens.


“Yes. Can you use your phone and take her fingerprints then send them to me?”


“I can do that, sweetheart.”


“Thanks, sweetheart, said Billy feeling amorous. “You’re the best.”


“Sweetheart?” said Pickens. “You two sound like an old married couple.”


Billy shrugged. “What can I say? We’re madly in love.”


Pickens raised his palm. “All right, let’s keep pushing. Run the name and address and see if anything comes up,” Pickens instructed, his determination obvious.


“Already on it.” Billy was feverishly typing on his computer. Moments later, he said, “Well, I’ll be damned.”


“What?” said Pickens.


“Kerr City is a forgotten city in Marion County. It had only about a hundred residents. There was a post office, sawmill, general store, pharmacy, and school. During the Civil War, a cotton plantation existed, but the freeze of 1894-1895 was too severe for the residents. They left town, but some of the houses still remained. There was also a hotel that burned down in 1907. The post office stayed open until 1940.”


“So Bixton, if that’s her real name, was from a forgotten town?”


“City, Sheriff,” said Billy.


“Whatever. I bet Bixton is a phony name. Who uses a forgotten city as an address?”


“Someone using a fake ID to hide their real identity,” said Billy.


“Yeah,” said Pickens.


Billy’s phone dinged. “That must be Betty-Jean.” He opened his email and clicked on the message from her. “Got the fingerprints, Sheriff. I’m running them in AFIS now.”


“Got a hit,” said Billy. “Bixton’s real name is Avrial Turner. She’s from Muse in Glades County. According to her social media account, she’s single, born in August 1992.” Billy mentally did the math.


“Age thirty-one,” said Pickens.


Billy shook his head. “Right. Occupation: a physical fitness instructor.” Billy’s eyes lit up. “Wow.”


“Wow, what?” said Pickens.


Billy angled the monitor so Pickens could see it.


Pickens’s jaw dropped. “I’ll say wow. She’s a beauty.”


“Yeah. With a face and figure like she has, I bet most of her clients are men.”


“Which means if her killer was male, we can use her client base as a starting point,” said Pickens.


“But what’s someone like her, dressed the way the 911 caller said she was, ending up face down on Palmetto Trail?”


“Good question,” said Pickens. “Maybe she was killed somewhere else, and it was a body dump, or the killer lured her onto the trail. Which means we have to wait for the cause of death and the tox screen.” Pickens rubbed his chin, a habit he had when trying to think of something. “There’s another possibility, Billy. What if there’s a connection between both victims, especially since they’re both female?”


“You want me to charm Betty-Jean into rushing the other victims’ information?” asked Billy.


Pickens grinned. “Just thinking, Billy.”


“Uh-huh. I’ll see what I can do, but it will cost both of us big-time.”


Pickens grinned again and said, “I’ll gladly pay if she can get the information ASAP. See if there’s a phone number for her or a work number. Maybe she has a friend, parent, or sibling we can talk to about where she was last seen?”


Billy could do almost anything Pickens asked, but this time, Pickens felt he had to admit that Avrial Turner was an unknown female—something he didn’t want to do. Suddenly, Billy was about to give up on finding anything about Avrial Turner and admitting he had a relatively unknown female as the deceased.


Billy was just about to type in Pickens’s request when he got an alert. “Hold on, Sheriff. There’s a missing person’s alert on Avrial Turner.”


Pickens’s head jerked back. He knew Billy was fast at getting information, but didn’t think he was that quick. However, Billy never ceased to amaze Pickens, which was why he was glad he was on his team and hadn’t entertained offers from other law enforcement offices.


“What’s the date of the report?”


Billy scanned the alert for its date. “Tuesday, March 14, 2024,” said Billy. “That’s two weeks ago, Sheriff.”


“Yeah. This means the victim was alive sometime around then. What’s it say?” asked Pickens. “Is there a contact person or number?”


Billy scrolled down the alert until he came to a contact person and a telephone number. The Glades County Sheriff’s Office covered Muse, and the number was for the sheriff’s office.


“Sheriff, the contact number and person are with the Glades County Sheriff’s Office. Do you want to call, or should I?”


Pickens rubbed his chin and mulled over who would get better results, Billy or himself. Amy always made those calls as she knew a senior deputy would have more influence.


“I’ll do it, Billy. Give me the information.”


Billy jotted the information on a scratch pad, tore the sheet off, and handed it to Pickens, who dialed the number.


After introducing himself, Pickens was transferred to Lieutenant Dilinger, who was in charge of missing persons.


Dilinger turned out to be a female, and her voice was pleasant when she answered. “How can I help you, Sheriff? Do you have information on my missing person’s subject?”


Pickens took several deep breaths, then said, “I’m afraid your subject is no longer, Lieutenant Dilinger.”


“You found her?”


Again, Pickens took several deep breaths. “Unfortunately, yes.”


“What’s that mean?” asked Dilinger.


“We found her, but she’s not alive. She was murdered, and her body was dumped on a jogging trail in my county.”


“She what?” said Dilinger.


“Her body was dumped on a trail in my county several days ago. The crime scene techs are processing the scene, but we got fingerprints that helped identify her, which is why I’m calling you.” Pickens hesitated as Dilinger’s heavy breathing told him she was processing the information. “I’m seeking information on her last known whereabouts and how she ended up in my county dressed as she was.”


Pickens waited as Dilinger mulled over the situation.


“I wish I could answer your question, Sheriff Pickens, but the only help I can offer is to tell you that Turner’s roommate made the missing person’s request and said she last saw Turner when she left to go on a date.”


“Can I have the roommate’s information to call and speak to her? She might have information that might be helpful?”


“Since it’s no longer a missing person’s case, I don’t see why not. The roommate’s name is Jules Bannermann,” said Dilinger.


“Hold on, Lieutenant Dilinger, can you text me the information? I’m not very good at taking notes.”


Pickens heard Dilinger laugh. “Sure. I’m not that good at it myself. Thank god for texting.” Pickens waited while Dilinger texted him back. “You got it, Sheriff. Anything else?”


“Nope. I’m good. Sorry your case ended up this way.”


“Shit happens, Sheriff, but at least I don’t have to make the notification. That falls on you. Good luck.”


Pickens shook his head. “Yeah, thanks. Have a nice day, Lieutenant.”


Dilinger replied, “You, too, Sheriff.” Then she ended the call.


“Billy, I got the name of Turner’s roommate, but before I call her, look up her name and see what pops,” said Pickens.


Pickens recited Bannermann’s information, and Billy went to work researching her.


Several minutes later, Billy shouted, “Oh . . . wow . . . Sheriff, we got another beauty.” Billy angled the screen so Pickens could see it.


“Damn,” said Pickens. “At least we know what these two women have in common besides being roommates. What’s her social media say?”


Billy typed in Bannermann’s name and pulled up her social media account. “Says she’s a fitness instructor like Turner, and there are some pictures of them together.”


Pickens’s antennae went up. “Together, how? As in classes?”


“No. As in together.”


“Oh,” said Pickens. “I wonder how close they were. I’ll call and ask.” Pickens dialed the number Dilinger gave him, then changed his mind. If he had to interview Bannermann and make a death notification, he preferred to do it in person. “Billy, I’ll call Bannermann from the road. I’m going to meet her in person, not over the phone.”


“You sure, Sheriff? Muse is almost a two-hour drive.”


Pickens turned his palms up. “What can I say? It’s the right thing to do.” Pickens left the office and headed for his vehicle then began the long ride to Muse. His chest tightened and he said, “Damn why can’t this case stay simple?”









CHAPTER 6


Jules Bannermann was trying hard to have a better day than yesterday, but she wasn’t succeeding. The fact was, she’d been having bad days and nights since her roommate, Avrial Turner, disappeared. The last time Jules saw her friend was when Avrial left for a date with someone she had met at the gym. Avrial had asked Jules how she looked dressed for her night out. Jules had said wickedly, “Good enough to eat.” And she meant the comment, but now wished Avrial had stayed home instead of going on a date with a stranger.


After Avrial didn’t come home the day after her date or the following one, Jules, determined to find her friend, decided to call the police and file a missing persons report. The officer who helped her, Lieutenant Dilinger, a woman, was very helpful and took the information from Jules without making promises except that the report would be sent out that afternoon. Jules thanked Dilinger and returned to worrying about her roommate and where she was.


Jules was beginning to worry she’d never see Avrial again and started to believe Avrial was dead. The nightmares, with their gruesome images of Avrial being axed to death and buried in an unmarked grave, were taking a toll on Jules’s mental health. She would wake up drenched in sweat, her heartbeat racing and a primal scream escaping her lips, leading to bad days and nights because she wasn’t getting enough sleep.


Hoping to wash away some of her angst, Jules went into the bathroom, turned on the sink faucet, and looked into the mirror.


She nearly screamed when she saw her reflection in the mirror. She looked like an old lady with hair that resembled a rat’s nest. Dark circles surrounded her eyes. She had no makeup and looked like a ghost that had risen from the grave. This stark contrast to her usual self clearly reflected the distress she was under.


Her phone ringing snapped Jules back from the nightmare she was experiencing. There had been numerous calls over the past few days, and Jules let them go to voicemail. She let this call do the same but listened to the message.


“Ms. Bannermann, my name is Sheriff JD Pickens. I need to meet with you about your roommate, Avrial Turner. I’m headed your way. Can you call me at this number?” Pickens recited his phone number, then ended the call. Pickens wasn’t actually headed Bannermann’s way. He’d barely left the sheriff’s office before making the call.


This call was different from all the other calls Jules received. The others were usually from someone seeking information, but this caller claimed to have information about Avrial, and Jules wanted to speak with him. She left the bathroom, replayed the call, and jotted down the caller’s details.









CHAPTER 7


A week before Avrial Turner’s body was discovered, Avrial was planning on a wonderful night out with the woman she met three days ago at the gym. They hit it off immediately after a sixty-minute workout on the treadmill. Both had similar tastes in wine and men, but mostly, it was the wine. Men were at the bottom of the list of things they liked the most. After showering in the locker room, both secretly admired each other and were aware of each other’s wandering eyes.


“So you met this woman at the gym, and you’re having dinner with her?” said Jules Bannerman, Avrial’s roommate. “Anything else?”


Avrial’s sinister smile sent the message to her roommate, saying “Maybe.”


“We’ll see what happens,” said Avrial.


“What’s she look like? Color of hair, color of eyes, and you know?”


“Brunette, brown eyes, and, Jules, she’s gorgeous.”


Jules ran her hands down her slim body and wiggled her ass. “Like me?”


Avrial winked. “Yes, like you. Now, tell me how I look.”


Jules licked her lips wickedly and said, “Good enough to eat.”


Both laughed.


Avrial slipped into her jacket and grabbed her purse. “I’d like to stay longer with you, but I’m running late. Don’t wait up for me.” Avrial winked and left the apartment she and Jules shared.


She took an Uber to Maison Deluka, the restaurant where she met her date.


After dinner and several glasses of wine, Avrial’s date suggested they go back to her apartment.


“I’d love to,” said Avril. “Are you driving because I don’t have a vehicle.”


“I’ll drive,” said Avril’s date. “My vehicle’s right here.”


They had only gone a short distance when Avrial suddenly felt drowsy. Hoping that her date hadn’t slipped Rohypnol, the date-rape drug, into her drink when she went to the ladies’ room. Avrial would have gladly gone to bed with her date and didn’t need to be drugged.


Unfortunately, for Avrial, her date didn’t have sex in mind when she was drugged. Her date had other intention for Avrial, and Avrial wouldn’t see her roommate again. Not in the morning, not tomorrow, not ever.









CHAPTER 8


Almost all of Pickens’s deputies had returned to duty a week later, except Amy. Both Pickens and Billy had tried to reach her. The last time either of them spoke to Amy, she said she was feeling better and expected to return to duty within a few days. That was a week ago. Amy was not just another deputy: she was Pickens’s most trusted and capable officer, often taking charge of complex cases and providing invaluable insights. Her absence was deeply felt in the department.


“Have you heard from Amy, Billy?” asked a worried Pickens.


Billy pursed his lips and shook his head. “No, and I’m worried. Have you?”


Pickens ran a jerky hand through his hair and said, “No and I’m concerned.” Pickens bit his lower lip. “It’s not like Amy to let days go by without checking in, especially if she said she expected to return to duty in a few days.”


Billy wrinkled his brow and said, “You think something’s amiss, Sheriff?”


Pickens’s mouth felt dry from worry. “Don’t know, Billy, and now I’m even more concerned. Maybe one of us should go over to her apartment and check on her.”


“I’ll go since I’ve been there before and know which apartment is hers.”


Pickens raised his palm. “No. I’ll go since she’s my responsibility, and I also know where she lives. You stay put in case she calls in, and you can run the show here. I’ll let you know what happens when I get there, but first I have to call Bannerman, the victim’s roommate.”


Amy had never let Pickens worry about her. She always managed to call him, whether at home or at the office. For her not to call meant something was seriously amiss. Amy was a reliable and responsible deputy, always keeping Pickens informed about her whereabouts and well-being. Her sudden silence was a stark deviation from her usual behavior, raising serious concerns.


Amy was Pickens’s first hire when he became sheriff, and she was Pickens and Marge’s counselor when Marge lost their first child because of a miscarriage. Amy had also become Pickens and Marge’s best friend. When Pickens needed someone to talk to about whatever bothered him, Amy was always ready to listen, but she rarely dispensed advice. After listening to Amy, he came to his own conclusion on what to do in life and on the job. It was one of the reasons Pickens always kept Amy by his side when solving cases. She was his sidekick, and he needed her more than ever, especially now.


Pickens was beginning to worry about his lead detective.









CHAPTER 9


Deputies Carla Abrue and Dwayne Lansing were assigned to provide backup security at the city’s ballroom. Both wore civilian clothes. Abrue wore an evening gown with a long-sleeved wrap, and Lansing was in a tuxedo. Their outfits, though elegant, concealed their weapons. Abrue’s was in her purse, and Lansing’s was in a shoulder holster.


The event was a political fundraiser for the mayor, and every county dignitary was invited and in attendance. Even the governor made an appearance. It was a black-tie event, so Abrue and Lansing were dressed as they were. They were supposed to roam the room as if they were working it like the dignitaries and reporters.


There were round tables covered with white tablecloths allowing people to sit, converse, and partake of the refreshments. Tables were set up for both hot and cold hors d’oeuvres and desserts, but most people preferred to mingle, hoping to get a chance to shake hands with the governor and the mayor.


Abrue and Lansing decided to take a break and wandered over to the refreshment table to grab a glass of punch.


“We need this break, Lansing,” said Abrue. “Too bad we can’t mingle like the guests.”


“I agree we need a break,” said Lansing. “But I’m not interested in mingling with these people. We’re not in their league, and I’d rather not talk about politics.”


They had just taken a sip of punch from the fancy glasses provided by the caterer when chaos erupted. A gunman entered the ballroom and opened fire on the crowd. He had an automatic weapon strapped over his shoulders and was indiscriminately spraying bullets everywhere. Women started screaming, and men began panicking.


Abrue pulled her weapon from her purse, and Lansing drew his from the shoulder holster. Without hesitation, they aimed their guns at the gunman just as he spun around and pointed his weapon at them. They had to make a split-second decision, with no time to consider options. Hesitating could mean death for one or both of them, and more innocent civilians could be caught in the crossfire.


Both deputies fired their weapons, hitting the gunman between his eyes and center mass in his abdomen. They weren’t firing at a paper target. They were firing at a live target.


The gunman staggered backward, releasing his grip on his weapon, which dropped to his side but not to the floor. His eyes bulged, and he had a wide smile that seemed to say he was satisfied.


Abrue grabbed the shooter’s weapon and secured it under the table where they had their break,


Both deputies surveyed the carnage left by the gunman. Dozens of innocent people were either dead or severely injured. There would have been more if they hadn’t acted quickly and killed the gunman.


After the shooting ended, a haunting silence filled the ballroom, like a mausoleum after a burial.


Lansing broke the silence and asked, “You okay, Abrue?”


“Yeah. But how the hell did he get past the guards at the entrance?”


Lansing’s stomach quivered. “Good question. I’m gonna go find out.”


“While you do that,” said Abrue, “I’m gonna call this in.”


Lansing headed for the entrance, and Abrue called the sheriff. She knew there was no need to call 911 since calls were being made during and after the shooting. Abrue understood Sheriff JD Pickens would want a report from her. She dialed Pickens’s cell phone number.


Pickens had just finished calling Jules Bannermann when his phone dinged. The caller ID showed Deputy Carla Abrue was calling.


Pickens knew Abrue was on special detail with Lansing and wouldn’t call unless it was important.


“Abrue, was there a problem? Did something happen?” Pickens waited for an answer. “Abrue, was there a problem? You two only had to provide backup security.”


Abrue’s stomach fluttered. She wasn’t sure what she should tell Pickens, but knew he’d suspect there was a problem if she didn’t answer promptly. “Sheriff, we’re in the middle of a massacre.”


“You’re what? How the hell could that be?” What was supposed to be a routine security detail was now a massacre. Pickens repeatedly rubbed his face as his concern heightened.


Abrue hesitated, then launched into an explanation of what happened. When she finished, she felt nauseous but held back her urge to upchuck.


“Lansing is checking how the gunman got past the guards at the entrance.” She saw Lansing heading her way, shaking his head, and knew he didn’t have good news. “Hold on, Sheriff, Lansing is heading my way as we speak.”


“When he reaches you, put your phone on speaker. I want to hear every word he says.”


“Copy that, Sheriff,” said Abrue, and she put her phone on speaker.


Lansing approached her from her right side, his hands moving in jerks, a sheen of sweat on his cheeks, chin, and forehead.


“I’ve got Sheriff Pickens on speaker, Lansing. He wants to hear what you found out at the entrance.” Abrue held the phone up so Lansing could speak into it. Lansing hesitated.


“Let’s have it, Deputy,” said Pickens. Normally, Pickens would say “Lansing,” but he sensed something was bothering Lansing and wanted to be asserted enough to get Lansing to open up about what he found out.
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