

  

    

      

    

  




		

			Burning Bridges


			Clancy Madsen is surrounded by death.


			Eight missing women, all brutally murdered in their cars, have been dumped along the Missouri River. Underwater salvage hunter Clancy Madsen searches the entire length of it, locating each victim, one by one. She helps drag the cars back from the deep, then helps the dead move on to find peace. Clancy’s own peace eludes her, but if she doesn’t search, how will anyone get closure to a loved one’s loss?


			Jude Patterson’s friend Mia is missing, but no one will listen to her. Except for Clancy. Jude is soon pulled headlong into Clancy’s strange world where the dead speak ill of the living and the Missouri River might be hiding more secrets than Clancy has already uncovered.


			Can Clancy and Jude crack the case—and the secrets of their own hearts?
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            Chapter One








			The Missouri River, longest of all America’s rivers, refused to reveal any of its secrets to a casual eye. Silt deliberately colored and hid whatever lay beneath the water. Clancy Madsen steered her inflatable boat back and forth upon a stretch of it, keeping a steady pace as she marked out a grid for her search. She diligently watched her screen. The small monitor affixed in the bow displayed side imaging from the boat’s sonar. It afforded her a view of seventy-five feet out from port and starboard. She could see everything, from the underwater structure of the dock nearby, the river’s overgrown banks, down to a school of fish swimming about. Lit in an eerie glowing orange tone, the depth took on an otherworldly view. The screen also had a down imager that detailed precise depths and heights so, if anything was found, Clancy would know how far down it lay or how tall a structure it was. From that she could deduce if it was a car or something else. If it was a car, she hoped it was one linked to her list of missing people. She had a growing case file with the names of someone’s loved one feared lost within the water’s cold embrace.


			This waterway wasn’t anything like the clear waters of Florida. If the Missouri had things to hide, it hid them exceptionally well in a dark, unforgiving shroud. Sonar scanning was the only saving grace. 


			Clancy’s eye caught something and, for a second, she held her breath. There was an anomaly on the riverbed. She stilled the boat and kept her gaze fixed on the foreign object.


			“Is that a car?” 


			Inez Wilson’s hopeful voice sounded out loudly over the radio, startling Clancy. Clancy realized she’d been radio silent for almost an hour while charting her course. She’d been listening intently to the sound of the water. The purr of the boat’s engine had become nothing more than white noise pushed to the back of her mind. Clancy tried to tune it all out. She needed to single out a specific sound amid a cacophony. She used to be able to lose herself in a pocket of blissful silence when all around was roaring. It was just getting harder to attain, the more stress she put upon herself. She shook her head to return to the present when Inez asked the question again.


			Clancy stared at the object outlined on the riverbed. “I don’t think so, but let me come at it from another angle just to be sure.” She turned the boat around slowly, her eyes never leaving the screen. She heard the disappointment in Inez’s voice as the broken bow of an old rotting boat became more obvious.


			“Sorry, Inez, false alarm.” 


			Clancy could picture Inez watching the sonar findings back at their RV nearby. Inez shared the same dedication Clancy had for the job. She felt safe knowing Inez was also monitoring a separate feed running a live stream recording from the GoPro camera Clancy wore attached to her life vest. She never left shore without it when traveling alone on the water. 


			She never wanted someone to have to come searching for her.


			Clancy hoped what they were uncovering on these missing person cases would never dull the bright smile and cheery disposition Inez shared with the world. 


			It had worn Clancy’s soul down to barely a sliver.


			Clancy and Inez had started the journey together following the mighty Missouri River. They were charting every inch of it, having started in North Dakota, working their way through South Dakota, and then into Iowa and Nebraska. The Kansas-Missouri boundary was their current location. 


			“Has Evan graced us with his presence today?” Clancy was thankful Inez couldn’t see her amusement.


			“No, not yet, thank goodness.” The relief in Inez’s voice was palpable.


			Clancy hated not having a permanent secondary diver on her team. She’d lost her last one literally the day before the Missouri River job landed in her lap. Not even the generous amount the Chicago unit was paying her and her team was enough to make Peter change his mind. Clancy couldn’t begrudge him moving across the country for the sunnier skies and surfing spots in Florida, but it left her scrambling to find a replacement on such short notice. 


			They’d had to have a new diver, sometimes two or three switching around, in each state so far. Evan Green was signed on to do the last leg of the river and came highly recommended. He only needed to turn up when Clancy required help with the diving. However, he seemed quite enamored with Inez and made all manner of excuses as to why he needed to be there when Clancy was just cruising the river. 


			Clancy was just thankful she could conduct the searches her own way without too much interference, prying eyes, or curious ears. The job was hard enough without someone who kept asking what she was doing.


			The warmth of the morning sun made Clancy tug a little at her life jacket. It was getting increasingly hotter with every hour. She looked down at the water. The Big Muddy wasn’t her idea of a refreshing dip, but it was looking more inviting with every hot minute. She picked up her map and checked again the three circles drawn on it.


			Five-mile radius from her house. Five miles from her place of work. The last location where her phone pinged off a cell tower and then was gone. Everything pointed to here.


			Quietly, Clancy began to speak. “Joanna Drysdale, are you out here?” 


			Only the splash of water against the boat answered her. 


			“Joanna, your family is waiting for you. Please, let me help you.” Clancy reread the missing person’s report. It was just habit. She already knew it by heart. Joanna Drysdale had last been seen five months ago at a gas station near the hospital where she worked. CCTV showed her paying for her fuel and picking up an expensive bottle of wine. Then she left, never to be seen or heard from again. 


			She joined the growing number of women who had disappeared in the same way over a period of two years.


			Clancy had been tasked to find as many as she could. Joanna was still on the list. 


			“Joanna? If you can hear me, call to me. I’m here to set you free.”


			A chill snaked its way through Clancy’s bones. It made her shiver, despite the warmth of the sunshine. In the finite moment between Clancy taking a breath in and breathing it back out, time slowed, then ground to a halt around her. The water stopped flowing. The birds stopped singing. Not a bee buzzed or a wing beat the air. The boat stilled upon the water. The world paused, waiting.


			Clancy also waited, ears straining in the hopes of hearing a reply.


			“Hello?”


			Clancy breathed out in relief. Her surroundings began to move again in slow motion as her attention was pulled farther up the river. As soon as Clancy was pointing in that direction, everything snapped back to normal. The returning birdsong was almost deafening after the moment of utter silence.


			“Hi, Joanna. Don’t be afraid.” Clancy kept her eyes on the screen to make sure she didn’t miss anything as she piloted her boat forward into unmarked territory. 


			Within five minutes of traversing farther up the river, Clancy saw the undeniable shape of a car, half buried, deep in the water below. She stopped the boat directly above it. A coiled length of rope, a bright red buoy tied to one end and a heavy magnet on the other, lay on the bottom of Clancy’s boat. She carefully lowered it over the side into the water, aiming it to land on the car’s roof to mark its location. She watched on her screen its slow descent into the murky water to find its target.


			“Who are you?”


			Clancy gave the rope a tug, satisfied the line was secure. The buoy bobbed on top of the water. X marks the spot.


			“My name is Clancy.” 


			“Why are you here?”


			Clancy smiled down into the depths of the water.


			“I’m here to take you home.” 


			














    

            Chapter Two








			Clancy safely secured the last fastening on her wet suit then padded through the long length of her behemoth Grand Design RV. It was currently parked on the dock where Clancy had been trawling. 


			The base of operations Inez manned took up the largest space inside. It was a professional looking office with a bank of monitors, desks, and laptops all within easy reach. It seated two very comfortably, but Inez had made the space undeniably hers. Colorful crystals were artfully placed in every corner, courtesy of Inez’s Wiccan mother. A bejeweled suncatcher cast rainbows across a stack of files. It brought a welcomed splash of light to the darkness of the work they were involved in.


			Beyond that lay a small kitchen area with a compact dining table should Clancy ever feel civilized enough to eat there. Farther down the length of the vehicle was a comfy sofa seating area with a large TV, where Clancy usually ate off a tray. Two decent-sized bedrooms were situated toward the back. Inez had made her home in the spare one once she joined Clancy for the Missouri River trail. A compact bathroom afforded the promise of a warm shower after a dive in cold waters. Finally, rear compartments kept all Clancy’s diving equipment securely locked away. It was the most perfect office/home environment Clancy could have dreamed of. The thought of having a sedentary life chained to a white picket fence existence scared her. She needed to keep moving. 


			Attached behind the vehicle was a combo trailer that racked Clancy’s precious adventure bike, her Triumph Tiger 900 motorcycle. To Clancy’s never-ending embarrassment, Inez’s dinkier bright pink Vespa nestled beside it. The trailer also carried the RID, the blue rigid inflatable boat Clancy employed for her work. Hitched to the front, a sturdy silver Ford pickup towed the whole lot.


			Clancy wandered back to where she could see Inez sipping a coffee. Studious and bright, twenty-year-old Inez ran the multi-screens with ease, recording every inch of the river that Clancy sailed upon. Inez also had a direct line to their bosses, a special branch of law enforcement in Chicago, that would immediately dispatch officers from any state concerning anything Clancy found. It was they who had asked for Clancy’s involvement. Inez called them the Men in Black. Clancy knew they were way more mysterious than that. 


			“Where’d you get the coffee?” Clancy’s frown soon dissipated when Inez held one out to her. Clancy took a deep drink, savoring the bitter taste on her tongue. She was going to need the caffeine boost. 


			“Evan treated us.” Inez rolled her eyes and held up a bag, shaking it gently. “You also get a cookie when you’re back on dry land.”


			Clancy reached out to grab the bag but Inez pulled it back. 


			“No cookie until you’re out of the water and the job is done.”


			Clancy sighed. “You act like I’m going to run my tank down and drown myself while trying to recover a body.”


			“I wish you wouldn’t joke about it. I’d be blind not to see how depressed you’ve gotten with each body you’ve recovered. I told you that you were pushing yourself too hard getting back to work so quickly after we found that body in Iowa. You need to decompress more between searches. Too much staring into the face of death darkens your spirit.” Inez’s eyes were kind, but they burned through Clancy’s soul with the look of someone way older than her tender years.


			Clancy let out an exasperated groan. She’d never admit that Inez might be right. “Why your mother felt I needed an empath by my side twenty-four/seven I’ll never know.”


			“Because she knows how hard this work is on you and because she loves you. And I love you too. Every time you step into that water, I’m going to be here on the bank showing you a reason to come back out.”


			Clancy sighed and hugged Inez tightly to her, grateful for her presence and her wisdom. 


			“I hate it when you use your mother’s tone on me.” 


			Inez snuggled her face into Clancy’s shoulder, hugging her tighter. “I know, that’s why I do it.”


			“Just save me a couple of those cookies for when I get back, Agatha Harkness,” Clancy grumbled, letting Inez go.


			“I’m telling Mom you called me a bad witch.” Inez ripped open the bag and pulled out a large chocolate chip cookie for herself.


			“You should be flattered. Kathryn Hahn is a hottie.”


			Inez laughed at her. “No one uses ‘hottie’ anymore, Aunty Clancy.”


			Clancy grimaced at the honorific title she was proud to have bestowed on her but hated hearing. It irritated every butch nerve she possessed. Inez laughed even more at her discomfort.


			“Sorry, but you know Mom wouldn’t let me call you Uncle, no matter how butch you are.”


			“Clancy is just fine and you know it.” She glared at Inez. “Do not eat all my cookies, brat.”


			Inez took another cookie out for herself then hid the bag in a drawer.


			The sun was blinding when Clancy stepped out from the RV. She slipped her feet into her flip-flops to head back to her boat. Evan was dutifully waiting beside it with the rest of her gear. He was excellent at his job and very respectful. His surfer boy physique, blond hair that fell dangerously close to his eyes, coupled with his barely restrained exuberance, made Clancy think of a golden retriever desperate to jump in every puddle. He was twenty-five and Clancy was ready to dump his body in a patch of water so deep never to be found if he made one wrong move toward Inez. 


			“Thanks for the coffee and cookies.” Clancy turned to let Evan settle her scuba tank on her back. The weight grounded her in a multitude of ways. She put on her hood, then her full-faced mask, and tested all her gear one more time. Inez stood watching nearby and Clancy flashed her a thumbs up when she was satisfied. Inez disappeared back inside and Clancy switched on the camera mounted to her mask. She flashed two separate lights at Evan who nodded that they were working. Inside the helmet was a communications device so that Clancy and Inez could talk while Clancy was underwater. 


			“Can you hear me?” Clancy said.


			“Loud and clear, Rubber Ducky.”


			Clancy smiled at the call name Inez had stuck her with since she’d been big enough to watch Clancy dive beneath the water.


			Clancy picked up her flippers and did one last run through, tapping everything on her suit to make sure she had all she required. Satisfied she was set, she patted Evan on his arm. 


			“Time to see who’s out there.”
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        * * *


      


			That first step underwater was both exhilarating and terrifying. Clancy watched as the water closed over her head. She remembered the first time she’d deliberately immersed herself in a body of water. She recalled the fear she felt as her lungs screamed for air and her eyes stung from the cold. The water had dragged on her clothes, making them feel like lead weights, and she’d sunk quicker than she had imagined she would. The pressure of the water shut out the noise from above, and for a moment she had finally felt peace.


			“Clancy?”


			Inez’s voice in her headset broke whatever peace Clancy was remembering. She swore that kid could read her mind whenever her thoughts turned brooding.


			“Just to remind you, you’re looking for a Chrysler Neon, midnight blue.” Inez rattled off the license plate and kept up a one-sided dialogue.


			Clancy knew damn well all the details of what she was looking for but recognized Inez’s chatter for the distraction it gave before she would reach the car. Her camera was recording the slow descent down through the murky water. Inez was with her all the way.


			“Geez, that water is gross. It looks like you’re swimming in root beer,” Inez said.


			Clancy hated that the river was so hard to see in. She was thankful for the rope guiding her down to the car. She’d never have found it if she had just dived down herself. Evan sat in the boat above her, wearing his own wet suit, just as a precaution. Rivers were unpredictable. Water itself even more so. Dirty water especially.


			Clancy reached the end of the rope and directed her lights onto the buried car. She’d have to work to get the silt-covered roof to show her even a patch of paint she could identify. She rubbed at the closest piece of metal. The car was still intact but wedged into the riverbed. After a few minutes digging away, Clancy finally uncovered enough of the metal to see a blue spot that caught her light.


			“Confirming blue exterior,” Clancy said. She felt her way along the side of the car to find its trunk. “Trunk closed, back window on driver’s side closed, rear window still intact.” Clancy was thankful for small mercies. Closed windows meant evidence was tucked safe inside. She felt her way down to try to find the license plate. Her gloved fingers were bulky and clumsy around the thin tin plate, but Clancy needed it for identification and she wasn’t returning topside without it. She took out a knife from her belt and pried at the metal. It loosened and with a sharp tug, Clancy managed to rip the license plate free. There was detritus all over it. She started painstakingly brushing everything off until the license plate revealed its numbers. Clancy read them off and Inez gave a restrained “yes!” that spoke of respect but also relief.


			Clancy kept the license plate safe as she maneuvered around the trunk to check the passenger side window. “Passenger window closed.” She then pulled herself all the way around to shed some light on the driver’s side. The hood of the car was partially wedged in the silt, keeping the car in place and well hidden. Clancy reached out a hand to wipe at the driver’s side window.


			“Driver’s window closed.”


			The current picked up suddenly, threatening to pull Clancy away. She quickly clung to the car door until it settled and she could get back into position. The bright lights on her mask fell upon the filthy glass. She steeled herself for what lay inside.


			“Joanna?” Clancy called.


			The violent slam of a skeletal skull against the glass made the car shudder. Clancy tightened her grip on the door handle and grabbed for the shattered side-view mirror to keep her balance and stop from floating away. The scared voice in her head screamed for her to swim away as far and as fast as she could. This was the worst part of her job. It was never easy finding a dead body but, to make matters worse, Clancy’s talent gave her a front row seat to her own private version of hell.


			The skull hit the window again as if ensuring her attention. It twisted, turning to look at Clancy with deep, empty, eye sockets. The jaw dropped open dramatically and Clancy bore witness to the last soul-destroying screams and pleas of a woman fighting for her life. The fear in that voice shook Clancy to her core. 


			The rest of the skeleton began reattaching itself, like some grotesque Ray Harryhausen stop-motion creation. It formed a bone frame to hang the bloated body upon. Clancy couldn’t look away as rotted flesh gruesomely reattached itself. She needed to watch, to catalog every stage that passed before her. Lividity colored the skin then shifted and changed hues as a semblance of life began to be breathed back into the corpse. The shape of a woman appeared, her long hair matted with blood. Her skin, deathly pale, morphed into a vivid array of black-and-blue bruises. Her face was battered and bloody. A vicious cut across her throat, so deep it all but severed her head, left Clancy in no doubt what the killing blow had been. Each body she’d found so far had its own particular finishing move. Each had shown a growing escalation in violence. Lifeless eyes stared out at Clancy as the moment of life leaving the body was revealed to her. 


			Clancy had seen enough.


			“Show me your true form,” she said.


			Joanna Drysdale shuddered violently. She lost the battered shell of her former self as easily as if shrugging off an old coat. Clancy smiled when she saw the beautiful woman underneath. She was unblemished, radiant. She was imbued with a light that came only from escaping earth’s brutal grasp. 


			Intelligent eyes stared around the car’s interior and realization dawned upon Joanna’s face.


			“He killed me.” 


			Clancy nodded. “What was his name?”


			“Trevor Craven.”


			Clancy repeated it aloud. She waited while Inez checked their data.


			“No surprise there’s no match with the others. Dammit, he’s so random in his choice of false names. I wish all his aliases had horror film connections so he’d establish some kind of pattern.”


			Clancy stayed silent. Inez dutifully filled her in.


			“Wes Craven, A Nightmare on Elm Street? Scream?”


			“You know I don’t watch scary movies.” Clancy didn’t need them. She had more than enough horror from what she dealt with daily. She turned back to Joanna. “I need everything you can tell me about what happened that night and how you met this man. Will you help me find him?”


			Joanna nodded.


			“I also need to get your car out of the river. Your family needs closure. They need to know you’ve been found.”


			“I want to talk to them.” 


			“I can help you with that. You’ll get to say your goodbyes, I promise.” Clancy began to prepare for her swim back up to the surface. She held out her hand. “Come with me?”


			Joanna hesitantly reached out a ghostly hand. She looked surprised when it passed right through the car door. Clancy held onto her though with a firm grip, pulling Joanna free from the car and propelling her upward as Clancy swam. 


			“You can touch me like this? How?”


			“Honestly, I have no idea.”


			“Don’t let go.”


			“I won’t, I promise. You’re safe now. You’re free.”


			Clancy swam up along the line until she finally saw the welcoming glow of daylight rippling atop the water. 


			“Inez? Contact Detective Chandler, please. Tell her Joanna Drysdale has further information for her.”


			Clancy surfaced beside the boat and handed over the license plate to Evan. She tugged her helmet off and handed him that too, then held onto the side of the boat and let him pull her back to shore. Joanna sat inside the boat with her face tilted toward the sky. She looked as if she was welcoming its warmth after being consigned so long to the river’s cold clutches.


			Clancy’s eyes never left the shoreside. A man stood beside her pickup, dressed all in white. Joanna looked down at her.


			“Who is that?”


			“He’s a friend who’s going to keep you company while I deal with the authorities.”


			“No one else can see me though, can they?” 


			“No. But they know you’re here.” 


			“But I can’t stay, can I?” 


			“You can, for a little while. We need your help and you need to get your own closure. Then, when you’re ready, you can move on.”


			“I thought I’d never be found. He tried his hardest to make sure I wouldn’t be.” 


			“I wasn’t the first, was I?”


			Clancy shook her head. “No, and you won’t be the last if we don’t find a way to stop him.”


			“I’ll do all I can.” 


			“And I’ll do everything I can to help you finally find peace.”


			














    

            Chapter Three








			“Still no word from your friend Mia?” 


			Jude Patterson looked up from her phone guiltily. She shook her head at her boss, Jackie Vee, who had come into the bar without Jude realizing it. Jude was supposed to be cleaning the bar ready for the night’s customers, but she was distracted as hell. She needed to keep her job so she put her phone back in her pocket and made a more concentrated effort to wipe the countertop spotless. 


			Jude had been back home in downtown Kansas City for two months. She’d been honorably discharged from the navy where she’d served as a diver, maintaining and repairing ships. Not the most glamorous of roles, but she’d enjoyed its physicality and purpose. Jude had barely stepped foot into her new apartment before her neighbor, Mia Murray, had greeted her with a plate full of cookies and a welcome to the neighborhood smile. They had zero in common, but Mia was friendly and not overly intrusive.


			It had been Mia who had pushed Jude to interview for the bartender job in Gentleman Jackie’s, the local lesbian bar. Jude had been lucky to get the job on the spot. She knew it wasn’t due to her meager skills at mixing drinks, a skill she’d quickly learned on the job thanks to the other bar staff. Instead, it was for the fact she was a five-foot-ten unashamed butch woman, muscular and heavyset, and perfect as a part-time bouncer should the need arise. Very few customers dared to try her patience twice. More than a few had tried their feminine wiles on her instead. She gave both the same stony face she’d perfected in the navy and went about her job with a quiet diligence. She didn’t want to pick up a woman in her place of work. That never went well if there was a breakup and the offended party kept coming back to stare daggers at the ex. Jude wasn’t a “girl in every port” kind of sailor. She was way more circumspect. Mia argued Jude needed to take more risks, put herself out there, live a little. Just like Mia was doing after going through a particularly nasty divorce.


			Jude checked the time again. She hadn’t heard or seen anything from Mia in three days. It wasn’t like they lived in each other’s pockets, but Jude was used to a text throughout the day, a call to come over for take-out, or an endless stream of memes that Mia thought hysterical but Jude didn’t get the humor of. If Mia was going anywhere out of town, she always enlisted Jude to water her plants and feed her cat. Jude hadn’t thought much of it the first day. Mia worked as a hospital receptionist and would cover shifts for others to get the extra cash. By day two, Jude was aware just how uncharacteristically quiet Mia was so had sent her own messages and left a voice mail on Mia’s phone. It was now day three and Jude was growing concerned. Unfortunately, she’d lost most of the day to a migraine. It had only eased and finally let her get out of bed an hour before she was due to work. Jude had been thankful she hadn’t had to call in sick. She’d been preoccupied rushing to get ready and not be late for her shift. It was only later she checked her phone again and there was still no contact from Mia. Jude made a mental note to go check Mia’s apartment the next day in case she was sick at home and was trying to tough it out on her own. 


			Satisfied she had a plan of action, Jude busied herself with her tasks before the doors opened and customers poured in. She didn’t check her phone again. Mia was thirty-five, only five years younger than Jude. She wasn’t a child that needed constant attention. Jude would see her tomorrow and they’d catch up then. No doubt Mia would tell her more about some new guy she was seeing and what future she saw ahead for them both. And, like the dutiful older lesbian friend she was, Jude would try to feign interest in the boring sedentary life Mia seemed to think would be so heavenly. 


			Jude had no idea what she wanted in life now that she’d left the military. Her future was a blank canvas and she was waiting for inspiration to strike.


			Her first customers of the night poured in noisily through the doors and made a beeline for the bar. Jude would take one day at a time, make one drink at a time, and let fate decide what it had in store for her.


			“Good evening, ladies. Welcome to Gentleman Jackie’s happy hour. What can I get you all?”


			For now, this would do until life showed her real purpose again.
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        * * *


      


			The three-story apartment building was nondescript. Each apartment even had the exact same door as the next. Jude tried not to look shady, standing outside Mia’s apartment in full view of the neighborhood. She’d rung the bell, knocked, and had tried to peer through the window, but the blinds were shut. She’d phoned to tell Mia to open the door, but her call remained unanswered. Jude huffed in annoyance and held up a door key. The new shiny key with a Hello Kitty fob on the keyring jogged her memory. Mia had given her the spare key to her apartment in case of emergencies. This certainly was beginning to look like one. Jude put it in the lock and swung the door open.


			“Mia?” 


			The pitiful mewling of a cat came from the bedroom area and Smokey Joe, Mia’s big black fluffy cat, came running toward her. He head-butted her legs, meowing the whole time.


			“Hey, Holy Smokes, where’s your mom?” Jude bent down to pet him. 


			Jude closed the door behind her and walked through Mia’s home, diligently checking each room. Smokey Joe was glued to her side. Nothing looked out of place. It was tidy. There was nothing missing that Jude could discern. Everything was as it should be. 


			Except Smokey Joe’s food dish and water bowl were empty. Jude immediately saw to them and watched as Smokey Joe gobbled his food down as if he were starving. 


			Mia hadn’t been home to feed her cat.


			“Where the fuck are you?” Jude said as she checked every room again to be sure and, even though she felt weird about it, opened closets and cabinets, afraid to find something inside. She couldn’t shake a sense of foreboding as she searched for anything that gave a clue as to where Mia was.


			Jude found a list of numbers for the hospital pinned to a board in the kitchen. She picked the one that corresponded to Mia’s role and waited to be put through to a human voice. The on-hold music was tinny and annoyingly jolly once Jude had jumped through hoops picking through the endless department choices. Finally, someone picked up.


			“Hi, this is Jude Patterson. I’m trying to locate my neighbor, Mia Murray?”


			“Oh, you’re the naval officer, right? She’s mentioned you. Jude, she hasn’t been at work since last Friday. We’ve been trying to get in touch with her. I’m Angela, by the way. I work with Mia three days a week. I’ve been worried about her. She always calls in if she’s sick.”


			Jude’s stomach fell. This was the news she’d been dreading. “Does anyone there know where she might have gone? Her apartment looks untouched, her cat hasn’t been fed for days, and I haven’t heard from her at all.” 


			“Let me check, honey.”


			The on-hold music blasted once again into Jude’s ear while she waited for Angela to return. Jude prayed Mia was with someone and had lost track of time. Or she was somewhere in the hospital itself after a dumb accident and had been trying to call but had lost her phone and forgotten Jude’s number. Jude didn’t care where Mia was as long as she knew she was okay. Jude wished her heart would stop pounding with a foreboding fear the longer she waited for someone to come back to the damn phone.


			“Sorry to keep you waiting. Alice says she thinks she remembers Mia was going out with one of her boyfriends. He’d surprised her, wanting to meet up with her early, so she left work to go meet him somewhere. That was last Friday.”


			“Do any of you know who he is? Do you have a number for him?”


			“There’s a Stan, or was it, Dan? No, she’d broken up with him. There was this new guy. She was keeping him very hush-hush though. Mr. Mysterious. Some of us were worried he was a married man with all the secrecy, but she assured us he wasn’t.”


			Jude was exasperated. “Do you have even a name? Anything?” She heard the question being shouted out around the room. None of the women knew his name.


			“Maybe he swept her off her feet to elope and they are on a honeymoon somewhere,” Angela said, squealing a little in excitement at the thought.


			“Here’s hoping she did, but she’s explaining to her cat why she left him starving,” Jude said. She’d be livid if that was what had happened, but it was better than where her thoughts were starting to turn. She and Angela exchanged numbers with a promise that whoever heard from Mia first would inform the other. 


			Jude looked around the room and spotted Smokey Joe watching her. Jude sighed. “Guess I’m getting a roommate until we know where your damn fool mother is.” 


			Jude gathered enough food for a few days, grabbed his bowls, brushes, and grimaced at his litter tray. “Dude, next time knock on my wall and I’ll come around to save you from this smell.” She cleaned the tray out swiftly, gathered new litter, and then searched for Smokey Joe’s cat carrier. He stepped in it with little fuss. Jude grabbed his bed, his favorite toy, and treats. “Holy Smokes, you’re lucky I know where your mother stashes all your best bites.” Satisfied she had everything the cat would need, Jude tried to carry it all out onto the landing so she could lock the apartment back up.


			“Don’t worry, I’ll send your errant mother a text saying I’ve kidnapped her cat and holding him for ransom. How many muffins do you think you’re worth?” 


			Jude knew it wasn’t like Mia to leave Smokey Joe alone. Jude had become chief cat sitter for her much loved pet. Mia didn’t like leaving him for her to go to work. It was unimaginable she’d leave him alone for days.


			Jude unlocked her own door and bundled everything inside. She placed Smokey Joe’s stuff in the same areas in her apartment as Mia had them placed in hers. Having cookie cutter apartments was a blessing when babysitting a cat used to his own space. Jude let Smokey Joe out and left him to wander around and get used to her apartment like he did anytime he had to stay with her. It wasn’t long before he jumped into her lap while she sat on the settee. Jude petted him and listened to him purr. 


			“If your mother isn’t back tomorrow, I’ll go to the police. She wouldn’t leave you unattended. You’re her baby.”


			Smokey Joe head-butted her chin in agreement then settled himself in to sleep sprawled across her.


			Jude picked up her phone again and typed a message to Mia. She took a picture of Smokey Joe fast asleep and sent it off. Then she switched to Google to find where the local police station was and saved its location.


			“What the fuck am I going to tell them? She’s been gone for three days, we think. Yes, she has a new boyfriend, but no one knows his name, or where he lives, or even if he exists. No, I don’t listen to her when she’s listing off her ‘swipe right for Mr. Rights.’” Jude grimaced. “Maybe if I’d listen more like a friend should then I’d know who he is.” Jude ran her fingers through Smokey Joe’s fur. “Your mother isn’t very discerning who she dates, Smokes. I’ve lost count of the dates she’s gone on since I’ve known her. But I get it. She’s desperate not to be alone.”


			Jude couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a girlfriend. She’d had one serious relationship fifteen years ago. Since then, there’d been women who had never lasted long enough to become anything more serious. 


			A lot of the time it had been Jude who hadn’t stayed. 


			“Maybe I should get a cat?” She patted Smokey Joe who opened one eye at her, trilled, then went right back to sleep, safe in her care.


			Jude could only hope wherever Mia was, she was safe and sound and blissfully unaware her friends were worrying about her.


			














    

            Chapter Four








			Clancy lay spread out on her settee. Her arm across her eyes blocked out as much light as she could manage. She had her headphones on, blasting Charlotte Wessels’s “The Obsession” as loud as she could stand it. The hard rock and symphonic metal music kept the voices at bay. It was supposed to stop her from having to think for a while. 


			But the thoughts kept seeping in like an annoying trickle that threatened to explode like a Yellowstone geyser.


			Clancy couldn’t stop remembering the sight of Joanna’s car being dredged out from its watery grave. Water streamed from the chassis as it hung from the chains that dragged it out into daylight. The wrecked car, Joanna’s tomb, was brought to the surface and placed back on dry ground. Her remains had been found in the passenger seat, left there with no remorse.


			Clancy’s Zoom call with Joanna’s family went the same way they all did. They had been highly skeptical of Clancy at first until she began to relay direct messages from Joanna to them. She felt their grief, their angry disbelief. Then watched as a dawning realization struck them all as Joanna told Clancy what to say that finally made them believe. No matter how many times Clancy spoke for the dead, it was never easy. The sorrow of the family left behind. The mournful wails of a mother finally realizing that her child was truly lost to her. The ghostly tears wept by the spirit saying her goodbyes to a family she hadn’t meant to leave. Closure was supposed to be a blessing for a family of someone missing. It didn’t make their loss any easier to bear.


			Clancy’s week had been a heavy load placed on already bowed shoulders. Thankfully, the removal of the car had been smooth thanks to the people the Chicago unit sent as their agents. They answered all the questions the local PD had, leaving Clancy to call in a tow truck and direct the car’s removal herself as she preferred.


			Then she’d had to direct a three-way conversation between Detective Daryl Chandler—who was Clancy’s go-to gal at the unit—herself, and Joanna. The Man in White was a friend of the detective’s, Clancy guessed. He arrived every time Clancy found a body. Joanna had been the eighth. Eight women murdered and left in the Missouri River, and he’d come to meet them all. Clancy knew enough to recognize when something was not of the earth. And he was definitely not human, even though he looked like a man. A man, dressed in a fancy white suit, sporting a huge pair of white wings. He had ushered Joanna aside, shielding her beneath his wings as they worked to raise her car. He also stood by her side while she told Clancy and Detective Chandler everything she could about the man who’d romanced her, promising her the world. The same man who brutally murdered her then dumped her in the river.


			The details were all too familiar. Clancy’s interviews with the previous victims all told the same story. A pattern was forming, an evil modus operandi of a serial killer haunting the river’s banks. Clancy desperately hoped that was his only dumping ground. 


			Today, Clancy had finally watched Joanna leave, taken away by the angel. Joanna had been grateful that Clancy found her. Now she was ready for her next journey to begin. Clancy watched her be guided toward the light. She remembered how it felt. How the light radiated with the warmth of the sun on a sleepy summer’s day. How the light soothed your senses like a lullaby. How easy it felt to just let yourself drift toward it and leave the world behind.


			The angel had stared at Clancy as if he could read her mind. He looked disappointed and shook his head at her until Clancy felt chastened like a child. Then he wagged his finger at her as a further no-no, and mouthed something very clearly to her. 


			“Not yet.” 


			He’d never done that before. He’d never acknowledged her at any of the other retrievals. But then, Joanna was the first one Clancy had felt the need to stay and watch leave.


			She’d brought herself to his attention. He’d seen into her heart. He’d admonished her.


			In truth, he’d totally freaked her out, laying her deepest, darkest, wish out for them both to see and be horrified at.


			She’d sought the solace the RV afforded her and tried to make sense of the horrible feeling she’d fallen drastically short in his expectation of her.
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        * * *


      


			An hour later, Clancy was still deafening herself with her music on repeat. Anything to distract herself from the fact she was sure she’d just been royally told off by an angel. And not just any angel. One who guided souls toward the light. A reaper.


			Something touched Clancy’s arm and she startled so hard she was certain she jumped a foot off the settee. She flung her arm off her eyes and glared at Inez who sat on the floor beside her, grinning like an idiot at scaring her.


			“For fuck’s sake, Inez! You nearly had me following Joanna to the other side!” Clancy shifted to sit upright and roughly pulled her headphones off.


			Inez grimaced when she heard how loud the music was. “I don’t know how you can listen to that music so loud.”


			“It helps me think.” 


			“It makes me think you’ll be deaf before you’re forty.” Inez handed Clancy a drink of water and a pill. “You’re making your migraine face. Take this.”


			Clancy did so without question. “What does your mother put in these things?” Clancy hadn’t had to buy any pharmaceuticals since she’d met Wendy “Rainbow” Wilson. Whatever magic it was that Rainbow possessed, it never ceased to chase off Clancy’s psychic headaches. It was just one of Rainbow Wilson’s many talents.


			“Do you want to go over the transcript of the interview with Joanna?” Inez held up her iPad.


			“Not tonight. Save it for our road trip in a few days when we get to go camp out in Kansas City. I just need to finish this last area of water then we can switch locations.” Bone weary, Clancy leaned her head back on the settee cushions and closed her eyes. “I want to take a week off when we get there. We’re long overdue and they’ve paid us enough that we can slack off a little.”


			Inez punched the air. “Yes!”


			Clancy cracked open an eye to look at her. “I’m only doing it because you’re getting cranky.”


			“I am not cranky. You are so close to a burnout it’s not funny. So yes, let’s take a proper break before you resume searching.” Inez flicked a screen up on her iPad and began typing.


			“What are you doing?” Clancy peered over Inez’s shoulder.


			“Finding you the best restaurants where you can eat, drink, and be merry.” Inez studied the screen, then let out a squeal. 


			“Let me guess, you’ve found a tech store?” Clancy teased her.


			“No, something even better. I’ve found you a lesbian bar.” Inez held up the screen for Clancy to read.


			“Gentleman Jackie’s? What the hell kind of name is that?”


			“You’d get its meaning if you’d managed to stay awake long enough past the first three minutes of the show,” Inez said. “It’s only a few blocks from where we’ll be parked at the police station. Who knows, maybe it will be a place you can relax a little. It has dancing too.” Inez held the screen up again and began to sway. “A lesbian bar, loads of women dancing. Maybe you can find someone nice and—”


			“Will you quit channeling your mother!” Clancy bristled at Inez’s laughter. “She’s always at me to find a nice girl, settle down, get some turkey baster children popped out.”


			“You’d make an excellent mother,” Inez said. “After all, you helped raise me. You showed me how to play baseball, taught me to ride a bike, how to curl my fist right to punch a guy in the nose if he pissed me off. How to kick him in the balls if he still didn’t take the hint.” Inez added in a hopeful tone, “You’ll take me to get my first tattoo…” 


			“Hell no. Your mother will hex me for my next ten reincarnations. You’re on your own, kid, for that one.”


			“You deserve happiness, Clancy. Whether you find someone here or not to spend forever with. She’s out there. The one who will accept you for all of you. The one who’ll make you want to stay.”


			Clancy heard the meaning behind her words loud and clear. 


			“And you think this bar with the weird-ass name will be the answer to all my dreams?”


			“If not, it should have enough of a clientele that you can find a girl just for fun right now. Put yourself out there. Find someone who rocks your world for a night. Fuck someone in the seedy bar’s bathroom. You said you needed a break. Go see what downtown Kansas City has waiting for you.”


			Clancy considered her for a moment. “Since when did you become my one-night stand cheering squad?”


			“Since you need to relax in more ways than one. Go get laid. The river will wait. The dead will wait.”


			Clancy knew that was true. The dead weren’t held to the living world’s quickly ticking clock. They had all the time in the world. For now, she needed time away from them. Time to herself. Time to live a little.


			“So,” Clancy drawled, settling back in her seat. “What kind of tattoo are you considering getting…”


			Inez cheered.


			“…when you’re forty,” Clancy said with her best stern voice.


			“Now you’re channeling my mother!” Inez huffed while Clancy snickered at her, unrepentant.
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