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      Eleanora Pacelli spooned the homemade sauce over the pizza crust, working quickly but precisely to make sure it was spread evenly. Behind her, one of the large ovens beeped and she put the spoon down, grabbing a pair of oven mitts as she turned to get the finished pizza out of the oven. She put the sizzling ham and pineapple pizza on a cooling rack, then went back to finish the pepperoni and cheese pizza she was working on.

      

      She sprinkled the cheese – freshly shredded that morning – over the pizza, making sure she got plenty on the crust, where it would melt into a nice, crunchy coating as the pizza cooked. Once the generous amount of cheese had been placed on the pizza, she spaced out the pepperoni slices evenly.

      

      It was a simple pizza, but one of their most popular ones, and she probably could have made it in her sleep. She slid the pizza into the oven and shut the oven door before grabbing one of the cardboard pizza boxes and folding it with practiced motions. Once the box was set up, she slid the ham and pineapple pizza inside and taped the order receipt onto the top of the box.

      

      “To-go order ready,” she called out. Rose, who had been scrubbing dishes in the sink, quickly washed and dried her hands, then grabbed the pizza box and took it out front.

      

      She cleaned up her workspace while Rose took the pizza to the customer. The young employee, who had worked at Papa Pacelli’s Pizzerias for longer than Ellie had been in town, came back just moments later.

      

      “That ham and pineapple smelled amazing,” she said. “I guess I’m hungrier than I thought. I didn't realize it was so late.”

      

      “What time is it?” Ellie glanced at the clock, answering her own question. It was just past two in the afternoon. “I didn't realize how late it was either. Do you want to throw together a pizza for lunch for the two of us? I'll finish cleaning up while you do that. We’ve got time for a quick lunch break, as long as no more big parties come in.”

      

      “Sure,” Rose said, walking over to the fridge where they kept the dough and other ingredients. “What do you want?”

      

      “Well, you said that ham and pineapple smelled good, and I agree. Let's go with that, plus some onions.”

      

      “Perfect,” Rose said. She bent down, peering into the fridge. “Thin or regular crust?”

      

      “Thin, but do extra cheese.”

      

      The two of them worked together in companionable silence as Ellie cleaned the rest of the dishes and scrubbed the counters and Rose put together the pizza for the two of them. They had worked together for years, and didn't need to talk to be an efficient team.

      

      The pizza got done just as another customer came in, so Ellie left Rose to cut the cheesy disk into slices while she went out and took the order.

      

      The pizzeria was busy, with over half of the tables filled. Ellie knew that the lovely weather was to blame. That, and the fact that only a couple miles away, a large resort was under construction. Over a third of her customers at the moment were construction workers on their lunch break.

      

      “Welcome to Papa Pacelli’s,” she said, smiling at the young man who was waiting at the counter. His bright yellow vest marked him as one of the construction crew. “What can I get you?”

      

      “I’ll take your lunch special with two slices of pepperoni pizza,” he said, looking at the menu. He put a folded newspaper down while he reached into his pocket for his wallet, and she glanced at it. The article on top featured an unhappy looking man, with the title; Local Man Loses Everything Due to Lack of Growth in Town; Will New Resort Give Kittiport a Much Needed Boost? It went on to tell the story of Travis Westerfield, who had gone bankrupt after trying to keep his family record business running. She wasn’t sure how the new hotel would help with something like that, and tore her eyes away from the article to focus on her customer instead. She had read enough about the town’s opinions on the new hotel to last her a lifetime.

      

      She bit back a sigh. Ever since construction on the resort had started, it had been a constant point of contention in town. Many townspeople resented the large company for coming in and taking over a swath of natural land. They weren’t looking forward to the hordes of strangers and chain businesses that were sure to follow. Others thought that the boost to the economy would be good for the town. Ellie mostly kept out of it.

      

      “Here you go,” he said, handing her a five dollar bill and a one. “And, um, could you tell me if Rose is in?”

      

      She looked up, surprised. He flushed, swiping some of his blond hair back from his face. “I can let her know someone was inquiring about her if you can give me your name.”

      

      “Donny Blake,” he said. “I just wanted her to know I stopped in.”

      

      Back in the kitchen, Ellie told Rose about the young man and her employee grinned. “Oh, yeah. We went on a date yesterday evening and he promised he’d stop in today to say hi. I’ll bring the order out to him if that’s all right. I just want to say hi.”

      

      “Take your time,” Ellie said with a smile. “I’ve got to get a new pepperoni pizza in anyway; those are our two last slices.”

      

      By the time she had finished putting the pizza in the oven, Rose had already returned and sat down with a plate and was eating her first slice. Ellie joined her, taking a moment to savor the truly delicious flavor of the ham, pineapple, onions, and melted cheese.

      

      It was more than just the pizza, she realized as she finished her second slice. This deep-seated sense of contentment that she felt had nothing to do – well, very little – with the food she was eating. It was the fact that she was here, in a place that was just as much home as her own house was, with someone who was practically family to her. It was the fact that she had her whole life spread out in front of her and she couldn't find a single thing about it to complain about. She liked to think of herself as a generally happy person, but that didn't mean that she was always content. She knew that she had a lot to be grateful for, but sometimes she still found herself wanting more. More success for the pizzeria – both of them – more business opportunities, more ways to leave her mark on the world. But this… this was perfect.

      

      The pizza oven beeped just as she finished, and she took the pizza out, sliding it onto a tray and slicing it with practiced movements before carrying it out to the customer. She did a quick check of the dining area and grabbed a couple of glasses to refill before heading back to the kitchen.

      

      Then she heard the sirens. She paused at the door that led to the kitchen, turning back to look out the window as the first police vehicle rushed past. A second flew by, then an ambulance, and by then all of the customers were looking too. More police vehicles flew by, more than she thought Kittiport had, and something tightened in her stomach and she put the glasses down by the register.

      

      Rose came out of the kitchen. “What's going on?”

      

      “I don't know,” Ellie said softly. The last vehicle rushed by and the sound of the sirens began to fade before cutting off suddenly. That meant that whatever was happening, it was close. “I should call Russell.”

      

      Her employee gave her a concerned look. The customers started whispering and murmuring as they asked each other what was going on. She saw people pulling out their phones, checking the news stations. She doubted that whatever had happened would be on the news yet. It was a small town, and it would take a while for the local paper to learn about it, let alone report it on their website.

      

      She slipped into the kitchen, forgetting the empty drink glasses, and grabbed her phone out of her purse. Pulling up her husband’s number, she pressed the call button and held the phone to her ear. It rang through to voicemail. Ellie took a deep breath and turned the phone’s volume up, so she wouldn’t miss it if he called back.

      

      Rose came into the kitchen, carrying the glasses. She set them down, looking at Ellie in concern. “Are you all right, Ms. P?”

      

      “I’m just worried,” she replied, not taking her eyes off her phone. “Something big must have happened.”

      

      “No fire trucks,” the younger woman said. “That’s good, right?”

      

      “Yeah, that’s good.”

      

      She heard clinking, then running water as Rose started doing some dishes. Taking a deep breath, she grabbed the phone off the counter and put it in her pocket. Russell would call when he called. Sitting at the counter doing nothing wouldn’t hurry it up at all.

      

      Chances are he’s fine, she told herself. Chances are, everyone I know is fine. Kittiport may be a small town, but it’s not that small. Still, the thought of something horrible happening to a stranger wasn’t much better. She couldn’t imagine what could possibly be bad enough that policemen and women would be called from out-of-town, but she was certain that some of the vehicles she had seen rushing past hadn’t been from Kittiport.

      

      Her phone went off at full volume, startling her. She fumbled with it, nearly dropping it in her hurry to answer it. Breathless, she pressed it to her ear.

      

      “Hello?”

      

      “Ellie. Thank goodness.”

      

      “Russell, what’s wrong? What happened?”

      

      She heard him take a deep breath. There were voices and the occasional shout from the other end of the phone. “Amelia White was killed less than an hour ago.”

      

      Ellie frowned. The name was familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it. “Did we know her?”

      

      “She owned the florist shop on East Street.”

      

      Her stomach dropped. “I bought flowers from her for Nonna’s birthday. I remember her now. She was killed? What happened?”

      

      “We’re still going over the scene. It’s… it’s not pretty. But listen, Ellie, that’s not why I’m calling you. We just spoke to a witness who said he saw the killer flee down a side street headed west. He could be headed your way.”
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      She inhaled sharply. “What does he look like?”

      

      “All I have is he’s male, somewhat short dark hair — could be brown or dirty blond — wearing dark clothing. His clothing will likely have blood on it, unless he has a change of clothes stashed nearby. He was fleeing on foot, but it’s been a good while so he could have escaped in a vehicle by now. We believe he is armed, since we haven’t been able to find a murder weapon, and we’re considering him very dangerous. We have reason to believe he may be after another target. We aren’t sure who his next intended victim is, but I’d prefer to err on the side of caution on this. We’re going to be releasing a public service announcement in a few minutes, asking everyone to stay home and keep their doors locked.”

      

      “What should I do?”

      

      “We’re suggesting everyone closes down early today. Make sure your customers get into their cars safely, then lock up.”

      

      “Okay. I can do that. Should I wait here or go home?”

      

      He hesitated. “Honestly, I’d feel better knowing you were at the pizzeria behind locked doors. The house is empty right now. I don’t have any reason to believe the killer is targeting either of us, but I don’t like the thought of you going home alone to a dark, empty house. If you have your employees make sure the pizzeria is empty before you lock up and don’t let anyone in, at least we’ll know you’re safe. I can meet you there when I’m done here, or send an officer to escort you home once the search ends.”

      

      “All right. I’ll spend some time reorganizing the kitchen and catch up on my emails to Linda. Be safe, Russell.”

      

      “I always do my best.”

      

      They said their goodbyes and Russell ended the call. Ellie took a moment to settle herself before slipping the phone back into her pocket and straightening up. Rose was watching her with a worried expression.

      

      “We need to start sending people home,” she told her employee. She quickly explained what Russell had told her. “Once everyone’s safely in their cars, would you mind helping me look through the restaurant before you go home? Just to make sure it’s safe, since I’ll be waiting here for Russell. I’ll walk you to your car afterward.”

      

      “Of course, but I’d rather stay here with you. I live alone, and I don’t want to go home by myself with all of this going on.”

      

      Ellie felt a rush of relief at that. Rose would be good company. She didn’t want to wait alone either.

      

      “That’s fine, of course. I’d be happy to have you here. Do you want to go lock the employee entrance and the delivery door while I go start clearing customers out?”

      

      Rose nodded and headed toward the back. Ellie hurried out front, not looking forward to asking the customers to leave. She had the feeling that she was bound to get at least a few complaints from this, but if there was an armed murderer running around town, then the pizzeria really wasn’t the best place for people to be.

      

      Surprisingly, she got very little resistance. She offered to box everyone’s pizzas up so they could take home what they hadn’t finished, and offered the one couple who had just come in a five-dollar off coupon for their inconvenience. It helped that the radio that hung over the counter started playing the police broadcast before she was done.

      

      She and Rose went outside with the customers, making sure that everyone got into their cars safely — she urged people to check the back seats before getting in if their cars had been left unlocked — and drive away before they went back in. Ellie turned the deadbolt on the front door, then turned to Rose.

      

      “Let’s double check the rest of the pizzeria.”

      

      Together they checked the bathroom, the kitchen, and even the supply closet, just to make sure someone wasn’t lying in wait. By the time they were done, Ellie was feeling more than a bit paranoid, but she supposed it came from being married to the sheriff. If someone decided to get to Russell through his wife, well, it wouldn’t be the first time.

      

      “Well, I guess we’re good,” Rose said, nervously glancing at the large front window. “Unless someone really wants to get in.”

      

      “I think we’re about as safe as anyone else,” Ellie said. “Russell said there was no reason to think the killer is targeting one of us personally, and I believe him. Besides, there’s two of us, and we’re smart ladies. If someone does try to break in, we could probably defend ourselves.”

      

      As if her words had jinxed them, a loud pounding at the employee entrance made them both jump. Rose let out a shriek, and Ellie jumped, almost tripping herself as she spun around to look at the door. The employee door didn’t have a window in it, and while there was a security camera over the entrance, it would take her a while to pull up the footage.

      

      “Who is it?” she called out as Rose looked at her with wide eyes.

      

      “It’s Jacob! What’s going on?”

      

      She deflated with relief and went forward to open the door while Rose hung back, looking wary. Ellie unlocked the door and quickly gestured Jacob inside before slamming it shut and re-locking it. He gave her an odd look.

      

      “Seriously, what’s going on? We never lock that door during the day.”

      

      “Haven’t you seen the news?” Rose asked.

      

      He shook his head. “No. I don’t usually watch the news. And my car radio is busted. What’s going on?”

      

      “Someone’s been killed,” Ellie cut in. “The killer fled from the scene, and was last seen heading this direction. The police made an announcement asking for people to stay inside and lock their doors.”

      

      He paled. “Oh. Wow. That’s terrifying. Um, thanks for letting me in. I wouldn’t want to be stuck out there.”

      

      “You almost gave us heart attacks,” Rose said.

      

      “I should have remembered that your shift started soon.” Ellie sighed, looking around. “We’re closed right now, but if you still want your hours, you can stay and help me reorganize the kitchen. We need to do inventory, see how many plates and glasses need replacing, and make sure we’re not running low on any spices or seasonings.”

      

      “I’d rather help out in here then go back out there,” Jacob said, shooting a glance toward the door. “Count me in.”

      

      They spent the next two hours going through the kitchen, deep cleaning the shelves and cupboards and doing inventory on the things that they only needed to replenish once or twice a year. They always ended up breaking a few plates and glasses each month; it was just one of the hazards of working in a restaurant, and sometimes the number snuck up on Ellie and they found themselves running low.

      

      Ellie occasionally took a break from the kitchen and slipped into the dining area to look out the big window. The town was eerily deserted. It was a nice summer day. Normally, the sidewalks would be full of people window shopping and walking around. But now, there wasn't a person in sight. The occasional car drove by, but that was the only sign of life. She watched as a police cruiser slowly drove past the restaurant. She was itching to know more about what happened, but that would have to wait until later that evening. She knew Russell would tell her what he could when they got home, but for now she was stuck not knowing much more than anyone else.

      

      Ms. White had been killed. She was still struggling to wrap her mind around that. Ms. White had been an elderly woman who had owned and worked at the florist shop in town. Ellie hadn't known her well, but she had spoken to her couple of times. The woman had even come to one of her small business meetings once, though Ellie had stopped doing those around the holidays.

      

      And now whoever had killed her was on the loose. She shivered and turned back to the kitchen. At least she wasn't there alone, and she had to admit that it felt nice to be getting some of this stuff done. The knowledge that she and her employees were safe would have to be good enough for now.
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      Russell met her at the pizzeria later that evening. He had offered to have Bethany meet her there earlier and drive home with her to check the house out, but she had declined. The thought of waiting at home alone wasn't a good one, and she was already perfectly comfortable in the pizzeria. She had as much food as she could eat, freshly made lemonade, and a work tablet that she could use to check on emails with Linda after they finished with the kitchen. Once she got the call that Russell was on his way, Rose and Jacob decided to head over to Rose's apartment together. Jacob promised to make sure she got there safely before heading home to his own place. Ellie was glad; there was no way she would be comfortable with Rose going home to an empty apartment with everything that was going on. She asked them both to text her once they were home safely, and promised to tell them anything about the case that she could share with them the next day.

      

      Russell parked outside of the front door and walked up to the pizzeria. Ellie met him outside. He looked tired, and she could tell by his expression that they hadn’t had any luck with the killer yet.

      

      “Sorry this took so long,” he said.

      

      “It's fine,” she said. “I'd be getting home about now on a normal day anyway.”

      

      “Hold on,” he said as she approached her car. “Let me check it out.”

      

      He peered through the back window, illuminating the interior of her car with a flashlight to make sure that no one was lying in wait for her, then gave her the all clear. “I'll follow you home, then we’ll make sure the house is secure together,” he said.

      

      “Sounds good to me.”

      

      She was glad that she had decided to wait for Russell. She didn’t even feel a flicker of apprehension as they walked into the dark house together. The dogs greeted them at the front door, and Ellie waited in the kitchen while Russell did a quick search of the interior. She knew he tended to be overly cautious, but she was not one to complain about it. He had plenty of reason to be worried, and she would never begrudge him for wanting to keep them safe.

      

      At last he determined the house was secure and made sure the doors and windows were all locked. Ellie had spent the time getting dinner ready – homemade tacos, leftover from the night before – and he helped her finish setting the table. She wasn't very hungry; she, Rose, and Jacob had snacked on pizza throughout the day, but she still she made herself a small taco and munched on it while Russell filled his plate. He ate like a starving man, and didn't even pause for conversation until he reached for seconds.

      

      “Sorry,” he said. “We skipped lunch. I'm sure you want to hear more about what happened, though.”

      

      “Whenever you’re ready, there’s no rush. I’m just happy to be home.”

      

      “Unfortunately, I don't really have much to tell. We spent most of the day searching for the killer. Poor Ms. White was found dead on arrival. The crime scene technicians took over after I got a look around. Liam was the first responder to the scene, and he’s the one who decided to get Benton Harbor involved with the manhunt. I can’t believe that even after all of that, we still had no luck finding the guy.”

      

      “You said that you had reason to believe that he may have another target. Why? Did he leave a note or something?”

      

      Her husband sighed, then nodded. “Yes. It was written in the victim's blood. It said, ‘She is only the first.’ We immediately put a couple of officers on her family in case they were the next targets. We questioned some of her close family members but they didn't seem to know of anyone who might have been out to get her. We aren't sure who the other targets might be if it turns out her family isn’t among them. We need to catch this guy before he strikes somewhere else.”

      

      “You will,” Ellie said. “I know you will.”

      

      “I wish I could be as certain as you are,” he said. “If we don't catch them, then whatever happens is my fault.”

      

      “Of course it's not,” she said. “It's not your fault that someone decided to commit murder. And it's not going to be your fault if they do it again. I know you’re going to do your best to try to find them, and that's all anyone can expect you to do.”

      

      “If only one of us had been patrolling that street this morning,” he said. “Or if we had managed to get there a little bit sooner, to get the roadblocks up earlier. We looked all over town for him, Ellie. We put out an APB. Nothing. He could be anywhere.”

      

      “People know to look out for him now,” Ellie pointed out. “He won't have an easy job of it next time, if there is a next time.”

      

      “Once he gets a change of clothes and cleans up, no one will be able to spot him. The only description we have is very vague. It could match half the guys in this town.”

      

      “People will be careful.”

      

      “For a little while,” he said. “What happens if he doesn't strike again for days? Weeks? I just need to figure out who this guy is before someone else gets hurt.”

      

      “I'm sure you, Liam, and Bethany can figure it out,” she said, placing her hand over his. “For now, let's get some ice cream and go watch something on TV. I think we could both use some time to unwind.”

      

      Ellie wasn't wrong; they both needed a chance to relax and reset after the crazy day they had had. The ice cream and the rerun of a familiar show made Ellie feel more calmer and more comfortable. She was certain that everything would work out; after all, she had every faith in her husband's ability to do his job.

      

      Russell, on the other hand, just seemed to get more and more tense as the evening went on. When he noticed her looking at him, he gave her a rueful grin. “I just keep going over everything I could have done differently today,” he said. “Sorry. I know I'm not being great company right now.”

      

      “It's okay,” she said, leaning over to press a kiss to his cheek. “I don't blame you. Should we go to bed? Tomorrow is a new day, and who knows, maybe the killer will march right in and confess to everything.”

      

      He chuckled. “I can't deny it, that would be nice.” He sat up and offered her his hand, pulling her up from the couch. Ellie clicked off the TV, then turned to head upstairs for the night with her husband.
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      Ellie woke up while it was still dark out. The bed beside her was empty, and she could hear Russell moving around somewhere else in the room.

      

      “What time is it?” she muttered.

      

      “Not quite seven,” he said. “I'm heading in early to see if there's been any progress on the case. You can go back to sleep.”

      

      “No, it's okay,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “I'll get you breakfast. Do you want breakfast?”

      

      She heard him chuckle softly. “I was just going to grab a piece of toast or something. Don't worry about it, Ellie.”

      

      “No, I can make you breakfast.” She got up, yawned, and flicked on the bedroom light. It was a couple hours before she usually woke up, but she had been telling the truth when she told Russell she didn't mind. He had a stressful day ahead of him, and she knew she may not see him again until late that evening. Waking up a little bit early to make breakfast and spend some time with him was well worth it.

      

      In the kitchen, she got out the bread and stuck a couple of slices in the toaster, then grabbed a couple more slices to make a sandwich for Russell's lunch, not wanting to give him an excuse to skip the meal again. She put together a turkey, cheese, and lettuce sandwich and zipped it up inside a sandwich bag, then took the two slices of toast and buttered them before sprinkling cinnamon sugar over the top. She made a couple more slices for herself and handed Russell his just as he came downstairs.

      

      “Cinnamon sugar toast,” she said. “And I made you something for lunch too.”

      

      “Thanks,” he said, pausing to kiss her. “I'll let you know if we make any progress. Sorry to just eat and run like this.”

      

      “Don't apologize,” she said. “Just go catch that guy. We’ll all rest easier once he's behind bars.”

      

      Once Russell was gone, she ate her own toast and went through her morning routine, letting the dogs out, brushing her teeth, and getting ready for the day. She had more time than usual, so she settled down in the office and pulled up her computer. She had told Linda, the manager at the Florida pizzeria, what had happened the day before, and her friend had already sent reply asking for an update. Ellie wrote one out quickly, telling her friend what Russell had told her about the case.

      

      She felt a moment of envy for the other woman down in Florida. Things were going great at the pizzeria down there, and Linda didn't have to worry about a serial killer bursting through the doors at any second. Not to mention the beaches. Maine’s beaches were a far cry from the groomed sandy expanses by Miami. She was planning on visiting again, but not until fall when Nonna returned to the retirement community.

      

      Thoughts of Nonna made her realize with sudden guilt that she hadn't told her grandmother what happened. She knew the older woman would be up, so she used the intercom system to call over to the other house.

      

      “Hey, Ellie,” the older woman said. Ellie could hear a high-pitched yapping in the background. “I know, I know, I'm getting you your food, Amie.”

      

      “Sorry, were you in the middle of something?”

      

      “Oh, just getting myself and the dog our breakfast. Is everything all right? You're up early.”

      

      “I know. I'm fine, but I've got a lot to tell you.”

      

      “Why don’t you come over and eat with me? I’ll put some coffee on.”

      

      “That sounds perfect. Let me throw something other than my pajamas on, and I’ll head right over.”

      

      A few minutes later, she was sitting at her grandmother’s kitchen table, a steaming mug of coffee in front of her, and a happy chihuahua sniffing her ankle.

      

      Even though she and Russell had lived in their own home for nearly a year, Ellie still felt a sense of peace whenever she walked into Nonna's house. It had been her first home in Kittiport, and still held a special place in her heart.

      

      It hadn't changed much since she had moved out. The furniture was all the same, and though the paint had been refreshed, the colors were the same. The biggest difference was Nonna’s tiny dog, Amie. The little dog was about half the size of Bunny, Ellie's papillon, and Ellie just couldn't get over how minuscule she was.

      

      She told her grandmother all about what had happened the day before while she sipped her coffee, not leaving anything out. It felt good to get everything off her chest.

      

      “I don't know how you manage to lead such an exciting life,” Nonna said when she was done. “Are you safe at your house, dear? Do you want to stay here in the evenings until Russell gets home?”

      

      “I think I’ll be fine,” Ellie said. “Russell said he doesn't have any reason to believe that the killer is targeting him or me, and I trust his judgment. But of course my tone might change later tonight when it’s dark and I’m coming home to an empty house.”

      

      The older woman chuckled. “Ellie, you know that you are always welcome to come over.”

      

      “I know. Sorry I haven't managed to get over here for the past couple of days. How are you doing?”

      

      “Compared to your life, mine has been perfectly peaceful,” Nonna said. “Water therapy is going well, and I’ve been going out to lunch with my friends a couple of times a week. I have to say, though, I do miss Florida sometimes.”

      

      “Do you think you're going to keep living six months in each place?”

      

      “For now,” Nonna said. “As long as I can manage the traveling.”

      

      “That makes sense,” Ellie said. “I can't complain. It's nice having an excuse to fly down there to visit you in the winter.”

      

      “You don't really need one, not with the store,” her grandmother pointed out.

      

      “Well, at least it makes traveling for business more fun.” She leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes.

      

      “You look tired, dear. Are you sure you don’t want to go back to bed?”

      

      “No. I don't think I'd be able to get to sleep. I’m worried about Russell.”

      

      “I thought you said that he didn't think that the killer was after him or you?”

      

      “He doesn't, but he is still in danger since he's on the case. If he corners the guy, there's no telling what could happen. It's not just that, though. If they don't catch the killer before he strikes again, I'm afraid Russell is going to blame himself. He won't listen to me when I say it's not his fault. He has this terrible habit of holding himself responsible for everything.”

      

      “I know,” Nonna said, sighing. “He's a man who takes his responsibility seriously. That's a good thing, but if it goes too far, he's just going to end up driving himself crazy.”

      

      “I don't know how to help him if this goes bad,” Ellie said.

      

      “Just do whatever you've been doing,” her grandmother said softly. “He knows you love him and that you think highly of him. Even if he doesn't catch the killer before something else happens, you'll be there for him, and I think that's important for him. The two of you support each other, and that’s not something that everyone has.”

      

      “I just hope it's enough,” Ellie said.

      

      She left her grandmother's house shortly before she had to start heading in to work. She stopped back at her house to let the dogs out a final time and say her goodbyes to them and to Marlowe, the greenwing macaw she had inherited from her grandfather.

      

      On her way to town, she eyed the ocean, wondering if she would have any time to visit the marina this weekend. The weather the past week had been almost perfect, and she was itching to get out and enjoy the sun a little bit. The winter had been long and cold, and now that it was over, she wanted to make the most of it.

      

      She was halfway to town when her cell phone rang. She routed the call through the car’s Bluetooth system and hit the answer button.

      

      “Hey,” she said, glancing at the caller ID on her screen. It was Russell.

      

      “Ellie, I'm on my way to the hospital in Barton Harbor. Your friend Joanna has been attacked.”

      

      All of her good feelings about the day vanished in the blink of an eye. Her blood turned to ice and she gripped the steering wheel. “What happened?”

      

      “We believe the suspect is the same man who killed Ms. White yesterday,” he said. “She’s going to be okay, but I thought I’d let you know in case you wanted to come visit her. Her husband is out-of-town for work right now and is on his way back, but it will be a couple of hours.”

      

      “Of course I'll come and sit with her,” Ellie said. “I’ll call Pete and let him know he will have to open on his own today. How is she? Is she… is she badly hurt?”

      

      “She'll be fine,” Russell said. “She was attacked with a knife, and got a couple scratches, but after some stitches and some antibiotics, she’ll be as good as new. She also got a knock on her head, so they're keeping her for observation for a bit. We've got an officer posted on her floor already, but I don't want to leave her there alone, and I thought of you.”

      

      “Well, I'm glad you did,” Ellie said. “I'll be there in about half an hour. If you get there first, tell her that I'm on my way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie made arrangements for the pizzeria on her way to the hospital. Pete was the newest employee, but even he had been there for quite a while, and he was perfectly capable of going through the opening routine by himself. It would mean he would have to get there an extra twenty minutes early, but he agreed without complaint and asked her to pass his well wishes along to her friend.

      

      Ellie knew that she had gotten lucky with all of her current employees. They were all trustworthy and were hard workers. She had someone new coming to start in just a couple of weeks, and she was a bit worried about it. Hiring someone new was always a gamble.

      

      The hospital in Benton Harbor wasn't particularly big, but it was quite busy since it was the only one around. Ellie had only been there a handful of times, probably more often than she really should have if she lived a normal life, but not often enough to know her way around without stopping at the helpdesk and asking for directions.

      

      Once she knew where she was going, she made her way to the elevator. At the top she glanced at the signs, then turned right to head down the hall. When she reached Joanna's room, she was stopped by a police officer, who asked her for her ID and her relation to the victim. She provided both, and mentioned that Russell had asked her to stop by and sit with Joanna. The man seemed to have been expecting her, and nodded her through.

      

      The sight of her friend lying in a hospital bed with gauze around her head and a bandage on her arm made Ellie pause. It could have been so much worse, she told herself. She must have made some sort of noise, because Joanna opened her eyes. Recognizing Ellie, she smiled.

      

      “Come in and sit down. You look like you've seen a ghost.”

      

      “Worse,” Ellie said. She took a seat next to the bed and gave her friend a weak smile. “I just saw one of my best friends lying in a hospital bed.”

      

      “I'm fine,” Joanna said. She winced as she spoke, moving her arm to grab a glass of water. “Well, mostly fine. I'm going to be fine. I was lucky. Did you hear what happened to Ms. White?”

      

      “Who hasn't, by now? Joanna, what happened?” Her friend shuddered and Ellie quickly added, “You don’t have to tell me if it's too –”

      

      “No, I want to,” Joanna said. She took a deep breath. “I went into the hot dog shop early to start opening up like I always do, and I left the front door unlocked. I don't usually bother to lock it, and I guess that was my downfall today. I heard someone come in and I called out that we weren't open yet but they were free to wait if they wanted to. I didn't hear anything back, so I stepped out of the kitchen and a man grabbed me and started swinging this knife at me. Thank goodness I was carrying a fresh pot of coffee. I threw it at him and managed to slip past him when he let go of me. I slipped on the spilled coffee and whacked my head against a table, but I managed to get up and get out of there before he recovered himself. I ran across the street to the post office and called the police. By the time they got there, he was gone.”

      

      “Oh, Joanna, I'm so sorry,” Ellie said. She took her friend's hand gently. “I'm so glad you're okay. If you hadn't been holding the coffee…”

      

      “I know. I was lucky, like I said.”

      

      A gentle knock sounded at the door. Ellie looked up to see Russell standing in the doorway. She smiled at him. Joanna looked up and said, “Come on in.”

      

      “Hey, I hope I'm not interrupting anything,” he said as he stepped into the room and shut the door behind him. “You’re looking better, Joanna.”

      

      “I’m feeling better. A bit woozy. These pain meds are definitely doing their job.”

      

      “I just stopped in to see how you're doing and to let you know what’s going to happen in the immediate future. I do have a few more questions to ask you, but that can wait until you’re off the meds. I know I already took your statement at the scene, but sometimes after trauma like that people remember things more clearly a couple days later. Are you feeling well enough for some updates?”

      

      “Definitely,” Joanna said, sitting up straighter in the bed.

      

      “Well, once again the attacker seems to have escaped us. Thanks to your description, we’ve got a better idea of what he looks like.”

      

      “Dirty blonde hair, and just a few inches taller than me. I wish I could help more,” Joanna said with a sigh. “I only caught a glimpse of his face. Sorry that I can't even remember his eye color.”

      

      “Hey, it narrows it down a bit. And thanks to you, he's going to be sporting a burn on his chest and neck. That will make him easier to identify too. We’re offering a reward for information leading to an arrest, so it’s possible a friend or family member might see the burn and decide to do the right thing and turn him in.”

      

      “Why is he doing this?” Joanna asked. “I don't understand. I barely knew Ms. White. The attacks can’t be related, can they?”

      

      “There must be some link between the two of you in his mind. Can you think of anything?”

      

      Ellie's friend bit her lip, then shook her head. “I – I really can't. I mean, we are both business owners, and we’re both women. That's pretty much where the similarities end. Oh, and we both went to Ellie's small business meetings back when she had them.”

      

      Russell frowned. “Ellie, can you give me a list of people who attended those?”

      

      “I will,” she promised. “It wasn't the same people every month, and I only did it for a couple of months. I kept meaning to restart after the holidays, but it just never really happened. I'll see if I can remember everyone who was there.”

      

      “Thanks. If you don’t mind, I’ll hang around for a little while. The officer who was posted at your door needs to take a quick lunch break, and I don’t want to leave either of you unprotected.”

      

      Her friend shivered. “Thanks. I’m not exactly ready to be alone yet. I hope you catch that guy soon. He has no right to make people feel like I do right now.”
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      After a little while, Russell ran down to the cafeteria to get them food. Ellie stayed with Joanna, chatting with her about everything from the weather – after the long winter, the nice weather really was a good conversational topic – to plans for the food cart that they were hoping to get up and running in just a few weeks.

      

      Russell returned with a couple of chicken salad sandwiches and some puddings, along with three cups of coffee. He handed the food out, then passed a coffee to Ellie, before turning to Joanna with an apologetic grimace.

      

      “Sorry, I wasn't sure if you were supposed to have caffeine with the medications you're on, so I got you decaf.”

      

      Joanna laughed and took the cup from him. “That's fine. I already had my morning coffee anyway. I don't need to be too jittery, not while I’m lying in a hospital. I wish I could just go home. I feel fine.”

      

      “Head wounds aren't anything to mess around with,” Ellie said. “Keeping you in for observation is pretty normal. Plus, Steve is still out of town. You don't really want to be home alone with all this going on.”

      

      “No, you're right. That I do not.”

      

      “Any word on when he'll get here?”

      

      “He's driving back now. It will be another couple of hours. The poor guy, he must've about had a heart attack when the hospital called him.”

      

      “I dread getting a call like that,” Ellie said, glancing at Russell.

      

      “So do I,” he said softly.

      

      She turned away, feeling her chest constrict. He had more experiences with bad calls than any of them; his first wife had been murdered. They didn't talk about her much. Ellie had seen her picture couple of times, but for the most part, Russell was silent about that part of his life. She didn't mind it too much. She understood that he would always love his first wife. She wondered sometimes if he didn't talk about her because he was worried about making Ellie feel as if she was competing with a dead woman. She honestly didn’t feel that way. She knew that he had room in his heart to love both of them.

      

      She heard a buzzing sound and saw Russell take his cellphone out of his pocket. “I've got to take this,” he said, stepping out of the room. Ellie and Joanna sipped their coffees in silence for a bit. They had done a lot of talking already, and Ellie didn't really know what else to say. She didn't want to make things worse for her friend by asking more questions about what had happened.

      

      She had finished the sandwich and gotten started on the pudding when Russell came back into the room. His face was pale, and she knew right away that something had gone wrong.

      

      “I have to go,” he said, his voice rough. “There's been another murder.”

      

      “Already?” Joanna asked, her eyes wide. “It can't be the same person, can it? I mean, I threw coffee at the guy that attacked me, and it's only been a couple hours. He must've been burned. Wouldn't he want to take time to heal first?”

      

      “I don't know. He might be working on a timeline of his own that we have no idea about.”

      

      “Who was it?” Ellie asked as Russell grabbed his gear from the chair.

      

      “Anderson, the guy who owns that little bookstore on the edge of town.”

      

      Ellie and Joanna exchanged a look. “Another business owner?”

      

      He gave a short nod. “You’ve got hospital security posted on your door, Joanna, and the police will be back soon. He won't let anyone through unless he has clearance from you or me. Ellie, I’d like to ask James to come pick you up once he’s out of work. I don't want you alone even for a second. It seems like this person is targeting business owners in Kittiport, and for all we know, you could be next on his list. Can you stay at Shannon and James's house tonight?”

      

      “Of course,” she said. “Whatever you think is best. What about you and Nonna? And what about my employees? Oh, my goodness, I have to close the pizzeria. If this person really is targeting small business owners, he might go there looking for me and one of them could get hurt.”

      

      “Can you do that over the phone?”

      

      “Yes.”

      

      “All right. Wait here for James, okay? I'll stop by their house this evening if I can. If it’s too late, I’ll just text you.”

      

      “Be careful, Russell,” she said. “And… I hope you catch the guy.”
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      After Russell left, the mood in the hospital room changed. She and Joanna were both anxious, on edge. Ellie was grateful for the presence of the security guard outside the door. With two people dead and one injured, she was beginning to realize that there was a serial killer loose in Kittiport. The thought was almost unbelievable. How could her beloved town host such violence? And why was somebody trying to kill business owners? That was really the only thing that linked all of the people so far. The person who owned the bookstore had been a man, so it wasn't as if the killer was only targeting women, and Ellie hadn't known him at all.

      

      “I didn't know him either,” Joanna said when she asked her. “I think I've been in the bookshop maybe once in my life. What's going on? Do you think he'll try coming after me again? Or you?”

      

      “I don't know,” Ellie admitted. “We just have to be careful and stay on our toes.”

      

      The decision to shut down the pizzeria temporarily was an easy one. She wasn't about to risk life and limb keeping it open when there was a rash of murders striking the businesses in town, and she was definitely not about to ask her employees to do it for her. She felt bad that they were going to miss out on the hours that they had been expecting, but she would rather they were safe.

      

      The only problem was, she didn't know how long it would be. What if Russell didn't manage to catch the killer for weeks? She couldn't realistically keep the pizzeria closed the whole time, just as many other small business owners wouldn’t be able to afford to keep their doors shut. She had savings, yes, but the pizzeria was her livelihood, and every day it was shut down was money out of her pocket.

      

      Steve arrived shortly before James did. Ellie excused herself for a few minutes to stretch her legs while he and his wife greeted each other, making sure that she kept the officer on guard in sight at all times. She rejoined them a little bit later, sitting in a chair in the corner while Steve sat next to Joanna. The concern on his face was evident, but she seemed eager to wave her injuries off.

      

      “They really aren't that bad,” she said. “I'm going to be fine.”

      

      He was still fussing over her when James walked in. Ellie nodded at her brother-in-law and got up.

      

      “I'm going to get going,” she told Joanna and Steve. “I'll see if I can come visit again tomorrow if you're still here.”

      

      “I better not be,” Joanna said. “I want to get home.”

      

      She wished her friend well, then left with James, who seemed jumpy as he walked to the car.

      

      “I'm not sure how my brother managed to get himself involved with a serial killer,” he said as he held the passenger door open for her. “I just hope he's being safe.”

      

      “Me too,” Ellie said.

      

      It was a twenty minute drive from the hospital to James's house in Kittiport. Ellie found herself almost dozing on the way. She was tired; it had been a long, emotionally draining day. She wanted to go home, but she knew that it wouldn't be smart for her to be there alone, and Russell was evidently planning on a late night at work.

      

      Once inside Shannon and James's house, she felt some of her worries begin to fade away. It was a comfortable home, in one of the nicest subdivisions in Kittiport. Her nephew, Andrew, was in a great mood, and she and Shannon spent some time reading books and playing with him before he went to bed.

      

      Once he was sound asleep, and James was pouring over something work-related in his office, Shannon poured them each a glass of wine and had Ellie join her in the living room.

      

      “To another crazy day in the life of Ellie Ward,” she said, raising her glass for a toast.

      

      “Crazier than most,” Ellie said. “Seriously, this guy has attacked three people in two days. Everyone must be panicking.”

      

      “Yeah, it's all anyone's talking about in town,” Shannon said. “Andrew’s babysitter was worried about it earlier today. I'm worried that someone's going to get hurt accidentally. We’re all just so frightened, someone’s bound to do something reckless unless this gets solved soon.”

      

      “Russell is doing his best,” Ellie said, not meaning to sound defensive but realizing that she did. “I mean, I know that you know that. I just don't see what else he could be doing, and I don’t want the town to pin this on him. I know that he, Liam, and Bethany are all going to be working around the clock until this guy is caught, but what if it just isn't enough? What if more people keep getting hurt and killed? I'm worried about this town, but also about my husband. You know how personally he takes all of this.”

      

      “I know,” Shannon said. She gave Ellie a tight smile. “I don't really know what to tell you other than that I know, and I'm here for you both. James is too. You're welcome to stay here as long as you want.”

      

      “I'd hate to intrude,” Ellie said. “And someone really should be home with the animals. I don't know if I want to stay there by myself… But I'll probably ask my grandmother to come over.”

      

      “I’m just saying, my house is always open to you.”

      

      “I know,” Ellie said, smiling. “I couldn't ask for a better friend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie woke up early the next morning to the unfamiliar sound of a baby crying. She shuffled out of the guest bedroom in her slippers and the pajamas that Shannon had lent her to find her sister-in-law in the kitchen with Andrew, cooing to him to try to get him to quiet down.

      

      “I'm so sorry,” Shannon said, looking up to see Ellie in the doorway. “He is just fussy when he wakes up. James wakes up at the same time I do, and so it usually doesn't matter if he cries –”

      

      “It's okay,” Ellie said, covering up a yawn. “I really don't mind. Plus, Andrew just wanted to see his aunt, didn't he?”

      

      She gave her nephew a kiss on top of his head, then glanced toward the coffee maker. Shannon chuckled.

      

      “The coffee is fresh and warm. Help yourself.”

      

      The two of them chatted while they scrounged up breakfast, Andrew occasionally joining in with babbling of his own. Ellie checked her phone twice, but found nothing but the text Russell had sent her after getting in last night. He had been at the office late into the night, and hadn’t wanted to wake everyone up by stopping at Shannon and James's house. She was itching to know if he had made any progress in the case, but she didn't want to wake him if he was still sleeping. She knew that the early mornings and late nights were bound to catch up to him at some point, and he needed all the rest he could get.

      

      She was expecting a call, so she was surprised when Russell knocked on the door shortly after they were done with breakfast. She and Shannon didn't know who it was at first, so they peeked out the side window cautiously. Ellie recognized his vehicle and opened the door to greet him. He pulled her into a hug and kissed her before pulling away.

      

      “Ellie, I need to talk you about something.”

      

      He looked serious. She felt her stomach drop. “Come on in.”

      

      Shannon gave them their privacy and they sat down in the living room. Russell reached into his pocket and took out his wallet. He pulled out a folded piece of paper and passed it over to her. Frowning, she unfolded it. What she saw didn't make any sense to her.

      

      “Flight times?”

      

      “I think it would be best if you spent some time down in Florida. I know you don't want to leave, but honestly Ellie, you're very likely going to be a target for this killer, and if I have to choose between watching over you and trying to solve this crime, there's going to be no contest; I’ll choose you. The thing is, you don't have to stay here and be in danger. You have a business down there, friends… If you want to stay here and if you want me to take time off work to keep watch over you I will, but if you’d be willing to fly down there and get yourself out of harm's way, it would let me focus on things up here and do the best job I can trying to find the killer before more people get hurt.”

      

      She looked down at the printed out page again. “All these prices are for two tickets?”

      

      “I thought you could take someone with you. Nonna, Shannon…”

      

      “Joanna,” she said immediately. “If it's safe for her to fly. And of course, if she’s willing. I think she'd want to get out of state. She doesn't feel safe here. And that would clear up more men for you too, since you wouldn’t have to have someone watching her.”

      

      “You're willing to go, then?”

      

      She sighed, but nodded. “I am. I hate to admit it, but I think it really is the best choice. I'm just going to be on edge constantly while I'm here. And I don't want you to be distracted from your job because you’re worrying about me. That's a good way to get yourself or someone else killed. I hate it, but my leaving is probably the safest option for me, you, and the whole town.”

      

      A look of relief spread over his face. “I'm going to miss you, Ellie, but with any luck it'll only be a few days. I took today off. Do you want to go home and spend some time together before heading out?”

      

      “Can you really afford to take a whole day off right now, with everything that’s been going on?”

      

      “For you, of course. I want to make sure you're safe. You're my number one priority. And this guy… Well, with how often he's been attacking people, I'm afraid he's going to try something else today. We've issued a warning, we've got men and women patrolling practically every street. We’re doing the best we can already, and that means I get to take some time to protect what's important to me. You.”

      

      He drove her home. Somehow, her car had made it back to their house, probably courtesy of one of the officers under Russell. The dogs and Marlowe were all thrilled to see her.

      

      “Will you be able to stop home often enough to take care of them?” she asked as she cuddled Bunny. “I feel bad leaving them alone for so long. I could call the pet sitter.”

      

      “I'll make sure I stop in a couple of times during the day for them,” he told her. “It’s not that I don’t trust our pet sitter, but I don't want to have people outside of the family having free access to the house while all of this is going on. It would just be asking for trouble.”

      

      “That's probably true,” she said. She gave Bunny one last pet, scratched Sawyer behind his ears, and straightened up. “What about Nonna? Do you think she’ll be safe?”

      

      “I think so. So far this killer seems to be strictly targeting business owners. He hasn’t gone after anyone else. I'll give her all of the same safety tips that we’re giving everyone else, and I’ll make sure she has her emergency call button and I'll tell her to call me if she is even the slightest bit worried about something. I'll stop in every morning to say hi to her and check on how she's doing.”

      

      “Thanks,” Ellie said. “I guess we should buy the tickets now. I'll give Joanna a call and see what she and Steve want to do.”

      

      “I'm sorry for asking this of you, Ellie. I just can't…” He took a deep breath. “I can't risk losing someone I love again.”

      

      She hugged him, squeezing him tightly. “I understand,” she said. “Normally I wouldn't want to leave you, but I completely understand this, and honestly, I'm going to feel a lot safer down there too. I want you to take care of yourself and don't take any risks, okay? Remember, you have someone waiting to come home to you. I want you to be in one piece when I do.”
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      It was strange. Just couple of days ago, she had awakend and gone to the pizzeria, expecting it to be just like every other day. Now, she was on an unexpected flight down to Florida with one of her best friends, leaving her husband behind to track down a serial killer. Part of her hated that she was leaving. She felt like a coward, a failure. But the more logical part of her had to admit that it made sense. All of the evidence pointed toward the fact that she was likely a target. Joanna had already been targeted, and would only be safer out of town. There was no telling if the killer would try to go after her.. Her being in town would only make Russell worry about her more, and it might affect his ability to do his job. Florida was the best place for her to be, for everyone's sake. It didn't mean that she was completely thrilled about it though.

      

      The plane touched down just after noon, and the heat hit Ellie like an anvil as soon as she and Joanna stepped out of the airport and into the parking garage. Maine was warm, but it didn't have the same cloying humidity as southern Florida did. She frequently visited in autumn and winter when her grandmother was here. It had been a while since she'd been there in summer, and she had forgotten just how suffocating it could be.

      

      “Well, this is going to be terrible,” Joanna said, raising the arm that had been slashed by the knife. “Here I am in Florida, and I can't even swim, thanks to these stitches.”

      

      “We can still put on bathing suits and go sip cold drinks, in the shade on the beach,” Ellie said. “It's not quite the same, but it will be better than nothing.”

      

      “It's been ages since I've been somewhere this far south,” her friend said. “I guess I should be grateful for the unexpected vacation, but I miss home already.”

      

      “We'll do our best to have fun,” Ellie told her. “Let's get to the car. It's got air conditioning, and so will the hotel. Once we’re settled in, we can plan what we’re going to do while we’re here. It feels really odd to know that the pizzeria back home is closed. I don't want to hover over Linda, but I definitely want to spend some time at the one down here just to remind myself that not everything is going wrong.”

      

      “Oh, I haven’t seen this pizzeria,” Joanna said. “Well, I've seen pictures, of course. I'm excited to check it out.”

      

      “It will be fun for me to get to play tour guide for once,” Ellie said with a grin as she located the rental car and unlocked the doors. “I'll show you all of our favorite places.”

      

      The hotel they were staying at was the one where she usually stayed when she visited Florida. She was familiar with the building, and it didn't take long for them to get checked in and find their room. The two queen size beds were neatly made, and the living area boasted a couch, a coffee table, a desk, and a nice, flat screen television. Ellie tossed her hastily packed suitcase on one of the beds and made sure the air-conditioning was cranked up.

      

      “Home sweet home, for now at least,” she said. If it wasn't for the circumstances back home, this would almost be exciting. She and Joanna hadn't ever taken a trip together before, and it really would be fun to show her around all of the familiar sites she had grown to know and love. There was no denying that the Florida beaches were beautiful, and the atmosphere down here was always so energetic and fun. If only she could ignore the niggling worry in the back of her mind for Russell and everyone in Kittiport.

      

      Once they were settled, Ellie called Russell to let him know they were safe, and asked him how things were going. They hadn’t made any progress, but were hopeful that the growing link between his victims would lead to a break in the case soon.

      

      After checking in with Russell, she changed into her shorts and flip-flops, then went out into the hallway to get ice and raid the vending machines for a soda. When she came back, Joanna was just ending a conversation with Steve.

      

      “How are things going back home?” she asked once her friend hung up the phone.

      

      “He feels bad that he’s not here with me,” Joanna said. “I think he thinks he should have either come with me or asked me to stay with him. He doesn’t like being apart with all of this going on. I told him, it makes way more sense for me to be here than for me to stay there, since for all we know the killer might try to come after me again. And he really can't leave right now, not with everything that's going on at the hotel.”

      

      “How is that going?” Ellie asked.

      

      “Slowly but surely,” Joanna said with a sigh. “They have made a lot of progress on breaking ground, but there is a new action being taken by one of the landowners out that direction who doesn't want to hotel built a few miles from their house. It’s frustrating, because these plans have been in the works for a long time, and it's not like they just now realized something was happening. They followed all of the codes and zoning requirements, and so it’s just a matter of making sure they dotted their I’s and crossed their T’s. I know that the progress is going to keep happening, it's just another roadblock to get past.”

      

      “The hotel sure is going to change Kittiport,” Ellie said. “I wonder…”

      

      “What?” Joanna asked, raising an eyebrow.

      

      “I wonder if it has anything to do with the killings,” Ellie finished. “I just know a lot of people aren’t very happy about it. Maybe this killer is trying to make some sort of point.”

      

      “If that was the case, then wouldn't he be attacking the people working on the hotel, not the small business owners around town?”

      

      “Maybe we’re missing something. Maybe he's going after people who supported the development, or people he thinks aren’t good for the town’s image. I've just been trying to think of reasons why someone would want to target people like you and Ms. White and Mr. Anderson. He has to have a reason for doing all of this.”

      

      “Or he could just be some crazy guy who went off the deep end,” Joanna said. “Sorry, but I'm not feeling very charitable toward him at the moment. I don’t really care why he’s doing all of this, as long as someone stops him.”
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      Ellie and Joanna were awakened early the next morning by Ellie's ringing cell phone. She answered it, still half-asleep.

      

      “Hello?”

      

      “Hey, Ellie. Sorry for waking you up.”

      

      “Russell?” She sat up straighter in bed, suddenly wide-awake. “What's going on?”

      

      “There was another attack late last night,” he said. “At the Lobster Pot, this time.”

      

      “Oh no, did someone else get hurt?”

      

      “Thank goodness, no. The owner was there, but thankfully so was a member of the cleaning crew. He spotted a dark figure sneaking around the premises and turned on the outdoor lights. The security cameras caught footage of the suspect fleeing.”

      

      “Thank goodness,” she breathed. “And now you have him on tape. That's good.”

      

      “The footage is grainy, but at least it gives us something to put on the news. There’s something else, though. About an hour later, someone broke one of the front windows at Joanna’s hotdog shop and left something. A note.”

      

      “What did it say?” Ellie asked, not quite sure that she wanted to know the answer.

      

      “You can run but you can't hide,” Russell said. “This guy must have watched one too many slasher flicks; he took a page right out of some classics. The note was created with letters cut out of a magazine and glued to a piece of paper.”

      

      “This is insane,” Ellie said. “Why is he doing this? I don't understand.”

      

      “I don't either,” Russell said. “Just sit tight for now. We’ve got the footage, which makes it more likely that someone will recognize him and speak up. We also might have a new link between the cases.”

      

      “Really? What?”

      

      “Everyone he’s attacked has either bought or renewed a lease on their building in the past year. The Lobster Pot’s lease was renewed in February. Ms. White bought her building last July. Mr. Anderson started leasing his building last June. I don’t know if it means anything, but you know I don’t believe in coincidences.”

      

      “I hope it helps lead you to the killer. I don’t know how much more Kittiport can take. People are going to start panicking even more than they already are.”

      

      “It’s definitely getting worse here. At least I know you’re safe while I work on all of this,” he said. “How are things there?”

      

      “Good,” Ellie said. She was talking softly, even though she knew Joanna was awake. “We didn't do much yesterday. Traveling always drains my energy. We ate at the hotel's restaurant and then watched movies on television for a while before walking around town for a bit and going to bed. We’re going to head out to the pizzeria today and say hi to Linda. It will be nice to see her again.”

      

      “I'm glad. I feel a lot better with you there. Sorry for calling you so early, I just left the house and I'm heading in to work. I thought I'd call you before I get busy again.”

      

      “Well, I appreciate the update,” she said. “Let me know if anything else happens today.”

      

      “I will,” he said. “Take care of yourself. Have fun. There's no point in not enjoying your time out down there.”

      

      “I will. It'll be nice to catch up with everyone. I love you. I'll talk to you later.”

      

      They said their goodbyes and ended the call. Ellie set the phone down and looked over to Joanna. “Sorry. I didn't realize he'd call so early.”

      

      “It's fine,” Joanna said. “I was having a weird dream anyway. Everything okay?”

      

      Ellie told her friend everything Russell had told her. The other woman frowned.

      

      “I’ll have to call the insurance company to see about replacing the window, and I guess I’ll see if Steve can stop by and help Clara seal it up. That’s terrifying. Was anything taken?”

      

      “He didn’t mention anything about that.”

      

      “I’ll have to do inventory when we get back.” She groaned. “At least no one was there when it happened.”

      

      It was an early start to the day, but not a bad one. The two of them took their time getting ready, then made their way down to the breakfast buffet that the hotel offered. Ellie treated herself, making Belgian waffles with strawberries, blueberries, and whipped cream on top, along with some bacon and eggs and some hash browns. It was a big breakfast, but she had never been able to resist Belgian waffles.

      

      They chatted while they ate and tried to figure out what they wanted to do before going to the pizzeria at lunchtime. They decided to kill some time by walking around and shopping. Miami couldn't have been more different than Kittiport, and they spent a fun few hours stopping at various stores and then grabbing smoothies before making their way back to the hotel to take a short break before heading to the pizzeria.

      

      Once they got back to their nice, cool hotel room with their smoothies, Ellie felt a flash of guilt. Here she was, having fun with her friend as if they were just on a vacation together, while Russell was hundreds of miles to the north, dealing with a serial killer.

      

      “I am a terrible wife,” she groaned as she sat down on the couch. “I can't believe I just bought some T-shirts and a fruit smoothie while Russell's up there trying to deal with the killer.”

      

      “There’s no reason we need to spend our time being miserable,” Joanna said. “There's nothing we can do to help, so you might as well enjoy yourself a bit. Do you think he'd be happier thinking of you sitting around moping in a hotel room, or going out and having fun? He doesn't want you to just be scared and miserable. If he did, he would've had you just stay in your house or with his brother or something.”

      

      “That’s true,” Ellie said. “Still, I just wish there was more I could do.”

      

      Joanna opened her mouth to say something, but was interrupted by a pounding on the hotel room’s door. The two of them looked at each other, then Ellie got up and looked through the peephole.

      

      “No one's there,” she said. Her friend frowned.

      

      “It was probably just a kid or something,” Joanna said after a moment. “I know the people a couple doors down have a couple of young kids, I saw them when I stepped out to get something from the vending machine this morning.”

      

      “You're probably right,” Ellie said. She stretched, then glanced at the clock. “Let's go get lunch. We can try some Miami pizza, and you can tell me how it compares to what we have at home.”
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      The Florida version of Papa Pacelli’s had started out its life as another pizza restaurant. Ellie had bought it from Linda while it was on its last legs, and with the other woman's help, they had gotten it turned around. It had turned out to be one of the best business decisions she had ever made. Linda had done great things with the Florida pizzeria, but had also turned out to be a great friend.

      

      They arrived during the lunch rush. Ellie and Joanna waited in line, inching forward as people made their orders. Ellie waved when she saw Linda spot them. Her friend grinned and gestured them closer to the counter.

      

      “You own this place, you hardly have to wait in line,” Linda said, laughing and giving her a quick hug.

      

      “How have you been?”

      

      “Great,” Linda said. “How have you been?”

      

      “Mostly great,” Ellie said, laughing. “This is my friend Joanna. Joanna, Linda.”

      

      “I've heard a lot about you,” Joanna said, reaching over to shake Linda's hand.

      

      “It's nice to finally meet you,” Linda said. “I'm glad the two of you could make it out here. You finally get to see the pizzeria in its full glory in the middle of summer.”

      

      “I’m just glad that you’ve got the air conditioning turned up high,” Ellie said. “We could probably cook a pizza on the sidewalk out there.”

      

      “Yeah, air conditioning is a necessity here. So, what can I get the two of you?”

      

      “Um, whatever your weekly special is,” Ellie said. “With all the excitement, I haven't exactly been keeping up.”

      

      “That’s our shrimp and lime pizza,” Linda said. “It's pretty good. I'll get you a couple slices. Or do you want a full pizza, to take some back to the hotel?”

      

      “Just a couple of slices for now. I'm not sure what we’re doing for dinner.”

      

      “And what can I get you?” Linda asked, turning to Joanna.

      

      “The same thing,” her friend said. “It sounds good.”

      

      A few minutes later, the two of them were seated at a booth with their slices of shrimp and lime pizza in front of them. It was a light pizza, served on a thin crust with a sweet buttery garlic lime sauce, shrimp, scallions, and mozzarella cheese. Ellie took a bite and immediately was in heaven. It was great, the perfect pizza for summer. It would be good served cold too, she thought, which was always a bonus. She made a mental note to add it to the list of specials to try at the pizzeria in Maine.

      

      “This place is so much busier than I’m used to at home,” Joanna said softly, looking around. Ellie cast her glance around the pizzeria.

      

      “I know. This is a great location, and they get a ton of pedestrians and beach-goers. She has more employees than I do. I have to keep reminding myself that my pizzeria does great, for Kittiport’s size.”

      

      “It makes Hot Diggity Dog feel pretty small and slow,” Joanna said, chuckling.

      

      “Will you be okay, having it closed for so long?” Ellie asked.

      

      “I'll be fine,” her friend said with a slight shrug. “It's mostly a hobby for me. Steve and I can live off of his income easily if we need to. I just feel bad for Clara. I know she relies on her hours to make rent.”

      

      “I worry about my employees too. I hope everything gets solved at home soon and we can go back to our normal lives.”

      

      There was a shattering sound from outside and Ellie jumped, almost dropping her slice of pizza. She looked out the large glass window at the front of the store and saw what looked like a shattered bottle on the sidewalk. She didn’t see any sign of whoever had thrown it.

      

      “I’m getting jumpy,” Ellie said, chuckling. Linda slipped out from behind the counter and walked over to frown at the mess through the window.

      

      “I bet it’s those kids again,” she muttered. “Ever since school let out, we’ve been having problems with them.” She sighed. “I’ll get one of the employees to clean up. Sorry, Ellie. They've never done something like this before.”

      

      “It's not your fault,” Ellie said, shaking her head. She supposed that there were downsides to living in such a big city. When it came down to it, she preferred Kittiport over Miami. Well, usually. She preferred it sans serial killer.

      

      It had only been a day since she left, and she was already starting to feel homesick. Yes, it was great to visit Florida and see Linda and everyone down here, but she wanted to be with Russell while he was tackling one of the biggest cases of his career. She hated feeling useless like this.

      

      The commotion seemed to signal the end of their lunch, and she and Joanna finished their food quickly and packed up, saying goodbye to Linda.

      

      “We’ll stop in again tomorrow,” Ellie said. “If you're able to take the time off, we should all go out to dinner or something and catch up. I probably won't be back down here again until the autumn when I come down with my grandmother.”

      

      “I'll see if I can get someone to cover the last few hours of my shift tomorrow,” Linda said. “If you need any restaurant suggestions for tonight, just let me know. I eat out way too much, so I’ll point you somewhere good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      They made their way to the beach after that. While Kittiport was a coastal town, Maine beaches had nothing on Florida beaches. The bright, sandy expanse of the coast beckoned to them. Even though Joanna had to be careful because of her stitches, they could still put their feet in the water and enjoy the sun.

      

      They purchased a couple of large towels, splurged on a sun umbrella, and planted themselves at the beach across from where her grandmother's retirement community was, since it was the one Ellie was the most familiar with. There was a stand selling cold drinks and snow cones, and they managed to keep themselves refreshed while they enjoyed the summer day.

      

      Even though she was somehow managing to relax and enjoy herself, Ellie kept a close eye on her phone for updates from Russell. She didn't know whether the fact that she hadn't heard anything was good or bad. She was sure that her husband would have called her if there had been another attack, but the fact that he hadn't called her also meant that they hadn’t caught the killer yet. She was concerned that the man behind all of this would just up and vanish, leaving them all scared for their lives for the foreseeable future. The last thing she wanted was to spend weeks or months looking over her shoulder every time she went anywhere alone.

      

      “I can see why your grandmother winters here,” Joanna said from beside her, stretching out on her towel and readjusting her sunglasses. “I’ll have to bring Steve out here once the hotel is finished. I'm sure he'll want a vacation by then.”

      

      “I bet he'll be glad once it's done being built. Do they have a solid idea yet of when it'll be done?”

      

      Joanna shrugged beside her. “With all the setbacks, the time keeps getting pushed back. It's looking like spring of next year now. If Maine winters weren't so hard and long, it would be easier. I'll be glad once it's done. I hope he doesn't pick up another big project like that for a while. It will be nice just to sit back and relax with him.”

      

      Ellie nodded. She knew that Joanne and Steve had a different relationship than she and Russell did. She and Russell both worked a lot, but they made sure to make time for each other every day, even if it was just eating dinner and watching something on the TV together in the evening. Joanna and Steve sometimes went days or in rare cases, weeks, without seeing each other. Steve traveled a lot for his job, which her friend often joked was his first wife. Joanna seemed to focus on her hot dog restaurant and her friends more than anything. Still, they loved each other, which Ellie supposed was all that mattered.

      

      After a couple hours, the wind started to pick up and Joanna sat up, brushing some stray sand off of her shoulder. “Would you be all right with heading back to the hotel now?” she asked.

      

      “Of course,” Ellie said. “We’d better head back before the beach umbrella blows away anyway.”

      

      “We can come out here again tomorrow, if it’s still nice out,” her friend said. “I just started feeling weird all of a sudden, like someone's watching us.”

      

      Ellie looked around, frowning. “I don't see anyone.”

      

      “Probably just my imagination. I’ve been jumpy ever since the attack.”

      

      “I don't blame you,” Ellie said. She stood up, shaking out her towel and folding it before folding down the beach umbrella. The two of them walked back to the car together, and Ellie could swear that she felt the hairs on the back of her neck prickle. She looked around, but didn't see anything out of place.

      

      They stopped by the grocery store on their way back and picked up some frozen dinners to eat in the hotel room. It looked like it would be another night of watching movies and eating junk food. It wasn't exactly the best way to be spending an unexpected vacation, but the tone of the day had changed somehow, and she and Joanna both had been feeling jumpy ever since the beach.

      

      It was getting dark by the time they returned to the hotel. The feeling of unease had only increased, and they hurried in together, taking the elevator up to the room. Once they were inside, Ellie threw the deadbolt and latched the chain across the door before finally relaxing. Next to her, Joanna giggled.

      

      “We’re like a couple of teenagers who just got home from seeing a horror movie at the theater,” she said.

      

      “Yeah,” Ellie said, giving a weak laugh of her own. “I guess we're both still wound up from everything that has been happening back home.”

      

      “I’m strangely tired, even though we didn't really do much today,” Joanna admitted. “I think I'm going to take a shower, then eat.”

      

      “It's the sun, it does that to you,” Ellie said. “I’ll see what’s on TV.”

      

      She pulled the curtains closed and relaxed on the couch after putting the food away in the mini fridge. She flipped through the TV idly, not really interested in any of the shows, and her thoughts strayed back home. Finally, she settled on a sitcom that she had watched a few years ago and grabbed the grocery bag off the counter to eat some of the chips she had bought. It wasn't the healthiest snack choice, but she was sort of on a vacation, and she figured her diet could stand to go off course for a couple of days. Without Nonna down here, and without any official work to do, she wasn’t quite sure what to do with herself. She was used to her trips to Florida being working trips, and it felt strange to be at loose ends. She wasn’t quite sure that she liked it.
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      She was so engrossed in the sitcom that when her phone rang, she didn't even glance at the caller ID. Assuming it was Russell, she answered the phone and pressed it to her ear.

      

      “Hey,” she said.

      

      “Ellie? Sorry to disturb you, but I need your help with something.”

      

      “Linda.” Ellie blinked, surprised. “Of course. Is everything all right at the pizzeria?”

      

      “There’s this guy hanging around outside by the employee entrance,” her friend said. “He’s walking around, kicking at some rocks and a few pieces of trash. I'm looking at him on the security cameras now. I would go out there and ask him to leave myself, but it looks like he might have a knife or something in his hand. I can't really see, the night vision on these cameras isn’t great. Do you think I'm overreacting, or should I call the police?”

      

      Ellie muted the television, sitting up straighter, feeling the blood rush from her face. “What does he look like?”

      

      “It's really hard to tell, like I said the cameras aren't the best. He's kind of average-ish, I guess? Nothing really seems to stand out about him other than the way he's acting. His hair looks kind of a medium color, not super dark or super light, but it’s hard to tell with the black and white.”

      

      “I'd call the police just to be on the safe side. You guys have No Loitering signs up outside of the building, right?”

      

      “Yeah, but we never really enforce it,” Linda said. “He probably just has a drink in his hand or something. Maybe I should –”

      

      “No,” Ellie barked, more firmly than she meant to. She took a deep breath. What were the chances that the killer had followed them down there? Astronomically low, she knew. This was probably just a coincidence, but something about the whole day had felt off to her. She remembered the loud knocking on their hotel room door the night before, the bottle thrown at the restaurant earlier that day, and the feeling of being watched while they were at the beach. She had learned long ago that sometimes her gut instincts were right, and she decided to go with them on this.

      

      “I really think you should call the police, Linda. Don't go outside. He could be dangerous.”

      

      “All right. I'll trust your judgment on this. I'll – wait, Brian, no.”

      

      She heard someone arguing over the phone, then heard her friend sigh. “One of my employees just went out there to tell the guy to go away. I've got to go, Ellie. I'll call you once everything’s settled.”

      

      The line went dead. Ellie stared at it for a moment, then put it on the table, her hand shaking. She didn't know what to do. She wished suddenly that Russell had come to Florida with her. He would know what to do.

      

      Joanna came out of the bathroom, her hair still wet. “Are you okay? You look like you've seen a ghost.”

      

      “Linda just called me,” Ellie said. She quickly told her friend what had happened. “And I'm worried that –”

      

      “That it’s him,” Joanna said, her eyes widening. “But how could he have gotten down here? He would've had to fly out, and there’s no way he could have known where we are. Unless…”

      

      “Unless what?”

      

      Her friend bit her lip. “I think I might have left a printout of the flight information at Hot Diggity Dog. I stopped by before we left just to make sure everything was locked up. Then when we got to the airport I couldn’t find my flight information even though I knew I printed it out earlier and had to use my phone to check in.”

      

      Ellie closed her eyes, taking a slow breath and trying to calm the pounding of her heart. “Okay. So, it actually is possible that he knows where we are. I need to call Russell.”

      

      She was grateful when her husband picked up instead of having the phone go to voicemail. He sounded tired, and she got right to the point, telling him about Linda's call, Joanna’s confession, and asking him about whether or not the suspect had been spotted.

      

      “No, it's been quiet today and last night,” he said. “Do you think it's him?”

      

      “I've got no idea,” Ellie said. “Why would he –”

      

      Her phone beeped and she pulled it away from her face to look at the screen.

      

      “I've got to go. That's Linda calling me back. I'll let you know soon as I know what’s going on.”

      

      She ended the call and switched over to Linda's, feeling bad for hanging up on Russell so suddenly, but concerned for her friend. She was relieved when Linda gave a shaky laugh and said, “Well, that’s settled. Brian shouted at the guy and eventually he just took off. He probably came from a local bar or something. Sorry for bothering you with that, Ellie.”

      

      “No, I'm glad you did,” Ellie said.

      

      Joanna waved to her, trying to her attention. When Ellie glanced up at her, she whispered, “Can she send us the security footage?”

      

      Ellie relayed the request to Linda. “I don’t think so. We use a closed circuit system, so I’d have to figure out how to download it from the DVR and email it to you, and I haven’t the faintest clue how to do it. Do you want to come over here and look at it tonight?”

      

      She relayed the information to Joanna, who nodded. “Yeah, we’ll come see it tonight if you don’t mind waiting for us.”

      

      “Of course. No problem. I wouldn’t normally be leaving for another half-hour anyway.”

      

      “Thanks, Linda. We’ll see you soon.”

      

      “Are we heading out?” Joanna asked once she hung up the phone.

      

      “Yeah,” Ellie said. “We should hurry, I don’t want to hold her up for too long.”

      

      “Definitely not,” Joanna said. “But if that guy’s here… Well, I want to know.”

      

      “It can't be him,” Ellie said, trying to make herself believe it. “We’re just jumpy. You know how we were earlier.”

      

      “I don't know, Ellie,” Joanna said. “After all, I'm the one who got away. Maybe he followed us down here to finish the job.” She shivered. “He might not stop until he finishes what he started.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      They took the rental car out to the pizzeria. The sight of the lights glowing through the windows was welcoming, and by the time they parked and went inside, Ellie had almost managed to convince herself that she and Joanna were both just being paranoid.

      

      Linda was still cleaning up when they got there. She looked tired, but not as stressed as Ellie felt.

      

      “I've got the footage pulled up on the TV already,” she said. “Come on back, you can take a look at it.”

      

      She and Joanna followed her back into the kitchen, where there was an old television that was hooked up to the closed-circuit TV cameras. Linda handed Ellie the remote. “I’ve got to finish sweeping, so I’ll leave you to it.”

      

      Ellie handed Joanna the remote and stepped to the side so her friend could get a better view of the television. After all, Joanna was the only one of them who had seen the killer before. Her friend situated herself in front of the TV and hit play. Ellie watched the expression on her face change with a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach.

      

      “It's him,” she said just a few seconds in. “I recognize his haircut, and the shape of his shoulders. This is the guy who almost killed me, Ellie, and he's here.”

      

      She replayed the footage and Ellie watched it too. It was grainy; Linda was right, the cameras weren't the best, but it was obvious the man was holding something in his hand. It looked like it might have been a knife, but she couldn’t really make it out. If it was a knife, it was a big one. A hunting knife.

      

      “What was he doing here at the restaurant?” Ellie asked. “You don't think he's after Linda, do you?”

      

      Joanna gave her a look. “How on earth would I know? The dude tried to stab me, it's not like we sat down and had an in-depth conversation about why he was doing all this. He definitely followed one of us down here.”

      

      They traded an uncomfortable look. “I've got to call Russell,” Ellie said.

      

      “I'm going to go make sure that the front doors are locked,” Joanna said. “I'll tell Linda what we found. Let me know what Russell says.”

      

      “I will,” Ellie promised.

      

      She pulled out her cell phone and dialed her husband's number. He picked up almost immediately, and she could tell by his tone that he was worried. “Is your friend okay?” he asked.

      

      She remembered that she had practically hung up on him when Linda called. “Yes, she's fine. I'm sorry. Joanna and I ended up running out to the pizzeria to check out the security footage. Russell, Joanna says it's the same man. The killer is here, in Florida.”

      

      He was silent for a long moment. “Ellie, where are you right now?”

      

      “We are at the pizzeria with Linda.”

      

      “Make sure she gets in her car safely and heads home, then I want you to go back to the hotel room and lock yourselves in. Don't let anyone in the room, not even room service. If you need to get out to get food or anything, go together and stay aware of your surroundings, and wait until daylight. I'm going to fly out there, and I'm also going to contact the local police and get them up to date with what’s going on. I’ll see if I can convince them to send an officer to keep watch on your room. With luck, we’ll be able to catch this guy before he tries anything. I’ll be down there on the next flight.”

      

      “Do you have any idea who he is yet?” she asked. “Why he's down here? Why he’s targeting us?”

      

      “I don't know yet,” he said. “But I promise you, we’ll have answers soon.”

      

      She said a quick goodbye to him, promising that she would call him when they got back to the hotel room. She slipped the phone into her purse and stepped back out of the dining area to find Joanna and Linda talking by the doors. Joanna nodded at her. “I told Linda what happened. What's the plan?”

      

      “Russell wants us to make sure that Linda gets into her car safely and heads home, and then he wants you and I to head back to the hotel room and lock ourselves in until he gets here.”

      

      “He’s coming down here?”

      

      “Yes. He said he's also going to contact the local police and that he would try to get a police presence posted outside our room.”

      

      “Good,” she said. “Let's get going, then. I'll feel a lot better once we’re back in the room.”

      

      “Do you need some more time, Linda?”

      

      The other woman shook her head. “No, I'm ready to go now. I've just got to grab my purse.”

      

      They waited while Linda grabbed her purse and double checked that everything was locked up, then they walked out to the parking lot together. Ellie didn't have her pepper spray with her – she couldn't take it on the plane – but Linda had some, and kept it handy in case the man was still lurking in the parking lot. Thankfully, the lot was empty other than for their vehicles.

      

      “Thanks,” Linda said. “Let me know what happens, and I hope you two stay safe.”

      

      “We'll keep an eye on each other,” Ellie said. “Sorry for causing all this trouble.”

      

      “It's not your fault,” Linda assured her. “And don't worry about it. I was just thinking that my life was getting a bit on the boring side. This has certainly spiced things up.”

      

      They said a quick goodbye, then Ellie and Joanna got into the rental car and headed back to the hotel. Ellie was exhausted, but at the same time she also felt wide awake. Somewhere out there in the city, a serial killer was hunting for them.
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      They parked as close to the hotel's front doors as possible, and scurried across the parking lot into the safety and security of the brightly lit lobby. The elevator brought them safely to their floor, and the two of them started down the hall toward their room.

      

      “So, we’re just supposed to wait for Russell?” Joanna asked.

      

      “Well, he said he was going to contact the local police and see if someone could come out here. I'm sure they'll get here before he does. I'm not sure when the next flight down here from Portland is.”

      

      “I can't believe this is happening. I thought it would be safe here.”

      

      “So did I,” Ellie said softly. She reached into her wallet as they neared the door and pulled out her key card, sliding it through the lock. It blinked green and she pushed the door open, stepping into the dark, chilly room. She tossed her purse onto the couch and grabbed a TV remote, shutting off the television, which she had left on earlier in her rush to get to the pizzeria.

      

      “Housekeeping came,” Joanna said as she walked into the bedroom. “We must've forgotten to leave the Do Not Disturb sign on the door.”

      

      Ellie made a face. While she was grateful to housekeeping for cleaning the room, she never liked the idea of strangers cleaning up her mess while she wasn’t there. Or at all, really.

      

      “I'll put the sign on the door now. I don’t want anyone coming in here, not with everything that’s going on.”

      

      She grabbed the Do Not Disturb sign off the door and, after looking out the peephole, opened the door just enough to slip the sign onto the outer part of the handle. She shut it again, turning the deadbolt and attaching the chain lock.

      

      “I'm pretty tired,” she said when she was done. “I think I'm going to get ready to eat dinner and then hit the hay.”

      

      “All right. I’m not hungry anymore, so I’m just going to brush my teeth and put my pajamas on.”

      

      “Okay. I’ll text Russell before I forget and let him know that we made it back safely.”

      

      She sat on the couch next to her purse and pulled her phone out. She had just turned the screen on when she heard a piercing scream come from the bathroom. She jolted up, feeling the phone slip from her fingers, and ran into the other room. She stumbled to a halt at the sight that greeted her. Joanna was standing at the entrance to the bathroom, with a tall man behind her, a wicked looking knife pressed to her throat.

      

      Now that she saw him in person, Ellie thought he looked vaguely familiar. She made the connection suddenly. She had seen him before in the newspaper the same morning that Ms. White had been killed.

      

      “Don't hurt her,” Ellie said.

      

      The man laughed, tightening his grip on Joanna, who looked terrified. “Sure, I'll let her go, just because you asked so nicely.” He snorted. “What do you think I'm going to do? Now that I'm here, I can kill two birds with one stone. Or, one knife, I guess.”

      

      He twirled the knife, as if showing off, and Joanna took that chance to stomp on his instep. She was still wearing her shoes, which were flats with a hard rubber heel, and he shouted and hopped back out of reflex at the pain.

      

      Joanna ripped herself from his grip and ran at Ellie, almost colliding with her. The two of them stumbled toward the door, but the man was too fast. He dove forward and tackled Joanna to the ground. At her friend’s scream, Ellie turned around and without thinking, aimed a kick at the hand that was holding the knife. The knife flew out of the man's grip, but he didn't let go of Joanna.

      

      She screamed again and kicked out, but she impacted his side and it didn't have the same effect as before. He gave an angry shout and yanked her toward him again, reaching out for the knife with his other hand. Ellie hurried forward and kicked the knife further away, realizing her mistake as she did it. She really should have grabbed it for herself, though she wasn't sure if she would actually be able to bring herself to use it against the man.

      

      He snarled, a frightening sound, and grabbed at her ankle since the knife was out of reach. She yanked her foot back just in time. Joanna kicked again, and this time managed to break free, though she lost a shoe in the process. She scrambled to her hands and knees and started trying to make her way toward the hotel room door again. The man was fast, though, and he was right behind her. Ellie followed them both out into the main area of the hotel room and saw Joanna run into the door, scrabbling at the locks and trying to pull it open, but to no avail; she had forgotten to remove the chain. The man took advantage of this and grabbed her again, this time by the back of the neck and tried to pull her back.

      

      Panicking, Ellie grabbed the biggest, strongest object she could see – the hotel-provided ironing board – and jabbed it at him like spear, catching him in the side. He grunted and let go of Joanna, who turned around and pushed him away. Luck was on their side for once; the backs of his knees hit the edge of the couch and he fell over, landing on the couch with a groan. Ellie raised the ironing board again, hoping she looked threatening. Joanna grabbed the pot of cold coffee from the long desk by the door, which was left over from that morning. The man flinched as she picked it up, and Ellie remembered that Joanna had already thrown hot coffee on him once. He wouldn’t know that this pot was cold. She spotted the pink skin on his neck from where the other pot had burned him. Suddenly, she felt more confident.

      

      “Why?” she managed to ask. “Why are you doing this? Why are you killing people?”

      

      He sneered at her, still eyeing the coffee pot warily. “Because you left my dreams to die. I lost everything, and I'm going to make sure you do as well.”

      

      “I don't even know who you are,” Ellie said. That wasn't quite true. Local Man Loses Everything Due to Lack of Growth in Town; Will New Resort Give Kittiport a Much Needed Boost? His name was Travis, she thought.

      

      “What, you couldn't find a building for sale or lease so you decided to kill people to free up space?” she said, staring at him incredulously. “All of those people died… Just because you wanted to rent a storefront?”

      

      No,” he spat. “They died because they outbid me, over and over again. I put an offer in on each of those buildings, and each time someone jumped in at the last moment and snatched it out from under me with a higher offer. Do you know what it feels like to have your dream snatched out from under you again and again and again, watching your family slowly fall apart because you’re not bringing in the money you need to keep them fed and clothed? Do you know what it's like to see your wife walk away with your four-year-old kid because you can’t provide for them?” He gave a bitter laugh. “This town wrecked me, so I'm going to destroy the town.”

      

      He made a move as if to get up, but Joanna took a threatening step forward with the coffee pot. “Not so fast, or this is going in your face next time,” she said. “How did you know we were here? How did you get into the room?”

      

      “Nothing will stop me. I’m done taking no for an answer. I'm going to prove to the world that I'm not a failure, and if one of the people I swore to hunt down troops off to Florida with nothing more than a scratch on her arm, then I'm not doing my job right. Your friend,” he sneered at Ellie, “was just a happy coincidence.”

      

      “You never tried to buy the pizzeria,” Ellie said. “I shouldn’t be on your list of people who wronged you.”

      

      “You're right, you didn't buy it. You just got handed it for free after your grandfather died. I didn't even get a chance put an offer in on the building.”

      

      “You still didn't answer my other questions,” Joanna said. “How did you know where we were going? How did you get into the room?”

      

      Ellie glance at her friend and realized that Joanna was stalling for something. But what? She remembered that Russell had promised to get a local police officer stationed outside their hotel room. Would he or she get there soon enough?

      

      “Fate was on my side,” he said. “I saw your flight papers lying on the counter when I broke into your little restaurant. I wondered what was in Miami, Florida. A quick search online showed me that your little pizza friend owns a second restaurant here, and I put two and two together. Then I just had to call around to different hotels and ask for you by name. I figured you’d be somewhere nearby the pizza restaurant, and I was right. This hotel was only my third try. I only had to wait around for a few minutes before one of the maids came by to clean. You’d be surprised how easy it is to get into someone’s room if you tell housekeeping that you forgot your key and need to get your wallet. We had a nice little talk while she cleaned.”

      

      Ellie stared at the man in horror. Not only was he a cold-blooded killer, but he had a level of determination and passion for his perceived vengeance that was astounding to her. She knew that he wasn't about to let them walk out of here easily, but they also weren’t going to give up their fight very easily either.

      

      A loud pounding at the door was the distraction he needed to jump up. Joanna flung the coffee pot him and the cold liquid splashed all over his face. He jolted to a halt, just for a moment, but it was enough for Joanna to run and unhook the chain while Ellie hit him in the stomach with the ironing board again, hard. He grunted and stumbled back, and Ellie heard the door open behind her.

      

      “Put your hands on your head and drop to the floor,” she heard behind her after a moment of silence, while the officer took in the scene. A wave of relief washed through her as she watched the man across from her fall to his knees, his face contorted into an expression of hate as he slowly put his hands on his head.
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      Ellie walked through her front door, inhaling the familiar scent of home and feeling something deep inside of her relax. It felt good to be back. The unexpected trip to Florida had lasted only a couple more days. After Travis had been arrested, she had to stay for questioning, and then had spent an extra day doing absolutely nothing but enjoying the scenery with Russell and Joanna.

      

      Travis, since he was a resident of Maine and had committed the crimes in Maine, was going to be moved back to the state for his trial. Ellie just hoped that nothing went wrong while they were transporting him. She had seen the look of hate in his eyes, and had no doubt that more people would die if he somehow managed to escape.

      

      She felt almost giddy for the entire flight. The sudden relief of not having to worry about the killer anymore was a tremendous weight off of her back, though she knew that he would continue to haunt her dreams for a long time.

      

      Joanna was relieved too, she could tell. Even though she was covered in bruises, she seemed to be in good spirits. Ellie didn’t blame her; fighting off a serial killer was a great ego boost.

      

      Russell was unusually quiet. She had waited the entire flight and drive home to ask him what was going on, since she wanted to be alone to talk with him. Now they were home, she was done waiting.

      

      “Is everything okay?” she asked as he shut the door behind them. The dogs ran up to greet her and she heard Marlowe calling from the hallway.

      

      “Of course,” he said, pulling her into a hug and kissing her cheek.

      

      “Is it really?” she said, pulling away from him just enough to look into his eyes. “I know you. Something's up.”

      

      He sighed. “I just can't help thinking about all the people I was too late for. I can't believe we didn't put it together sooner. That article was in the paper the very day that he started his killing spree. He had a picture and everything, I don’t understand how I could have been so blind. I should have made the connection. Instead, I kept looking into people that were involved with the hotel. I even interviewed a couple of construction workers from there.”

      

      “None of us knew it was him,” Ellie said. “You can't blame yourself for that. No one could be expected to remember every single newspaper article they’ve ever seen.”

      

      “I just can't help but wonder how I made so many mistakes. I shouldn’t have asked you to leave the state. I just ended up putting you in more danger.”

      

      “Going down to Florida made sense for me and Joanna,” Ellie said. “There's no way we could have possibly known that he would follow us down there.”

      

      “I know, but it's my job to think of these things.”

      

      “You can't think of everything,” she said, ending the words with a kiss. “Everything is all right. We got through it, and he's not going to be hurting anyone else. I know you still have a lot of work to do, but it can wait until tomorrow. Right now, I just want to spend some time with my husband and celebrate the fact that everything turned out okay for us and the people we care about. We are lucky, and tonight we should just enjoy how lucky we are. Everything else can come tomorrow.”

      

      He returned the kiss and gave her a small smile. “All right. Tonight, I’ll just be happy. Everything else can wait.”
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      I’d love to hear your thoughts on my books, the storylines, and anything else that you’d like to comment on—reader feedback is very important to me. My contact information, along with some other helpful links, is listed below. If you’d like to be on my list of “folks to contact” with updates, release and sales notifications, etc.… just shoot me an email and let me know. Thanks for reading!

      Also…

      … if you’re looking for more great reads, I am proud to announce that Summer Prescott Books publishes several popular series by Cozy authors Summer Prescott, Gretchen Allen, as well as Carolyn Q. Hunter, Blair Merrin, Susie Gayle and more!
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      Blog and Book Catalog: http://summerprescottbooks.com

      Email: summer.prescott.cozies@gmail.com

      And…look up The Summer Prescott Fan Page and Summer Prescott Publishing Page on Facebook – let’s be friends!

      

      To download a free book, and sign up for our fun and exciting newsletter, which will give you opportunities to win prizes and swag, enter contests, and be the first to know about New Releases, click here:  http://summerprescottbooks.com
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