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CHAPTER ONE


"Creep!" Hazel Crenshaw slammed the heavy door on her date's car and stomped up the street without looking back. Before she reached the corner she could hear a good layer of tread being peeled off the tires of Frank Barrington's new El Dorado. If only she’d realized how drunk he was before leaving the Christmas party. 


Stranded in an unfamiliar part of town, Hazel squinted to focus on the street sign shadowed by a telephone pole. 


"Oh, my heavens," she groaned. Even a newcomer like herself had heard of Orlando’s infamous Orange Blossom Trail. Her sister had always warned her that one day her quick temper would get her into trouble. 


Glancing nervously up and down the street at the flashing neon signs, she hoped this wasn't the day. For blocks, each side of the street signs advertised Nude Dancing, Topless Go Go, Adult Movies … Adult Motel. She spotted a public phone on the opposite corner, but had to wait for traffic to clear. As soon as it did, she noted the "out of order" sign taped across the booth. 


"Wanna party, Baby. I really dig blondes." 


Hazel spun toward the husky voice followed by a chorus of feminine laughter. 


A tall, big-boned brunette, with an inch of eye shadow and a thick layer of mascara, winked. Standing next to her a petite redhead and an Afro-American with ebony skin darker than midnight loitered against the graffiti marked building. The redhead pointed and whispered something to her companions. From the tittering exchange, Hazel could tell that she was the object of their humor. 


"Prostitutes," she whispered to herself. It didn't take a genius to figure that out. In varied colors of equally skimpy outfits, they displayed their wares like cheap jewelry in a bargain store window. 


A pretty, but tough-looking blonde stood apart from the others and didn’t seem to find whatever was being said that humorous. Her shoulder-length blonde hair was pulled back on one side and huge globe-like earrings dangled to touch skin left bare by the woman's white bustier. The earrings jingled with each clicking step she took in her three-inch heels. With a menacing glare, she ambled nearer. Hazel tried not to flinch when the woman came to a halt inches in front of her face and looked her up and down. 


Hazel lifted her chin in fake bravado. Like weak prey amid a bunch of wild dogs, she instinctively knew better than to expose her fear.


"I'll be damned, if it isn't Miss Clueless," the woman quipped. This gave her audience cause to giggle some more. The blonde worked like an experienced straight-man in a comedy act; not even a curve dented her lips.


Hazel again eyed the phone booth on the next corner, hoping she'd been mistaken about the "out of order" sign. Her luck was running slim-to-none tonight.


Thankfully, the blonde seemed to lose interest. She shrugged and her mini shirt swirled around well-rounded hips as she turned on her spiked heels at a ninety-degree angle. She retreated a half block away. Hazel released a lungful of anxiety when the rest of the women turned their back on her, as well. 


A bead of perspiration slid down her spine and another trickled down her cleavage. The red sequined bolero jacket suddenly became suffocating. It was very humid out tonight and she began to feel itchy and warmer by the minute. 


December nights in Central Florida, she’d found, weren't always compatible with warm clothing—the temperature had reached near eighty earlier today and hadn't cooled down much since nightfall. The muggy air and lightning lacing the distant sky warned of approaching rainfall. Hazel hoped to be home before the storm hit. Darlie would need her.


If a cab didn’t come along soon, she’d have to walk a few more blocks in search of another pay phone. She pressed a shaking hand against the silk material between her breasts, but couldn’t halt another tickling rivulet. Giving in to the desire for physical comfort, Hazel slipped the jacket off and draped it over one arm. Much better, she thought, fanning her face with her matching clutch purse. A perfect complement to the black spaghetti strapped dress, the double-lined jacket had been suitable in the fancy air-conditioned hotel lounge where Frank's Christmas party had been held.


 She sighed, remembering the reason she'd bought the fancy outfit. Even if it did come from a second hand shop, she doubted she'd have splurged on the expensive ensemble if not for the fact that the dress would also go great with a black and white blazer she already owned. She could include it in her meager collection of work clothes. 


"Take ‘em all off, Sugar, and you might get a customer." The ebony woman’s husky voice grated over Hazel like sandpaper on gravel. 


She lifted her chin and glared at them. They laughed at her again, apparently not impressed by her show of daring. She should just walk on, but for some strange reason she felt safer here among a bunch of prostitutes than she did wandering further into the unknown. 


However, she couldn’t stand around all night hoping to be miraculously transported home. She glanced at the women once more, wondering if she could trust one of them to give her directions to the nearest working pay phone. They all seemed to resent her. She couldn't be sure any one of the group—all looked like bad casting in a B movie—would be trustworthy enough not to send her on a wild goose chase. Mrs. Wallace, her high school English teacher, always said one's apparel gave impressions of one's character. 


Miss Ebony Skin wore a poppy red Spandex skirt. The garment bound around her hips so tight, one twist, pop, or snap and the woman could be left with nothing more than a wide rubber band around her waist. The image made Hazel smile.


The redhead's eyebrows lifted and knitted together. Hazel cleared her throat and forced a serious expression even though the woman's neatly penciled brows reminded her of the arched entryway to the Walla Springs Reliance Church. Flesh molding, apple green short-shorts showed an unmistakable female outline. 


Advertisement, Hazel's mother would have said. But even her mother had shown more class than these hookers and Hazel had always been mortified by Madeline's showy attire.


The redhead moved into the light and Hazel realized she was little more than a teenager, much too young to be working on the street. Amusement fled, replaced with compassion. The girl reminded her too much of Christine.


In an obvious attempt to impress her friends, the girl made an obscene gesture by lifting her breasts. Heat crept into Hazel’s cheeks and the young redhead stopped just short of popping the round globes out of the skin-clinging, hot pink tank top. 


"Jealous, sugar?" the young redhead taunted. 


Hastily looking away, Hazel's gaze caught on a saffron tank, mini dress moving up the street toward the group. A seven foot giant meandered along beside another flimsily clad female. She backed up a few steps, instinctively knowing to give them a wide berth on the sidewalk. A gold belt, hugging the short brunette's middle, enhanced her tiny waist. There wasn't much material above or below. The woman clung shamelessly to the arm of a man dressed in a shiny silk suit. He wore a fedora with a bright orange feather trailing over the side, and Hazel realized his height had been illusive. 


 "Flashy clothes must be in vogue with the downtown set," she mumbled, unable to take her eyes off the fancifully dressed pair. She should be desensitized to such flashy trappings, but nothing in her background had prepared her for what she’d seen here tonight.


As the couple passed and the woman caught Hazel staring, she puckered her lips and made a loud smacking sound, sending the others into another peal of laughter. The man looked as if he was going to approach Hazel, but the woman with him nodded toward the blonde in the bustier and mumbled something that must have convinced him to move on. He shrugged his shoulders and winked at Hazel. Embarrassed and uneasy, she faced the street. 


For a moment, she prayed for that miraculous transmutation, a Scotty beam-me-up sort of wishful thinking that she knew wasn’t going to happen. She’d have to come up with a more sensible plan. But what? With no friends, no family that she could rely upon to come and get her, her only hope for rescue would be to catch a cab. If the ride cost more than twenty bucks she was in serious trouble. 


She would call one and worry about price later, though, as soon as she determined in which direction to go to find a working pay phone. She eyed the coarse talking women gathered nearby. Would they help her if she asked, or delight in sending her down a darker and more dangerous street? At least Orange Blossom Trail was a main thoroughfare, and she had a vague idea of where she was right now. 


She swiped at the fine line of perspiration beading above her upper lip. Dear God, if a cab came by right this minute, she might seriously consider kiss-tipping the driver. Too bad this wasn't a city like New York where cabs roamed the street for fares in long yellow caravans. Hazel had never been there, of course. 


She'd never traveled outside the panhandle of Florida before moving to Orlando two months ago. However, television these days educated even the most backwards communities in street savvy. Remembering the New York cop movies she'd seen, she shuddered, thankful to be in Orlando instead. It was just her luck, though, to pick an unsavory section to be abandoned in. 


Staring with longing down the dimly lit street, Hazel consoled herself with the possibility Frank might come back for her when he calmed down. Or when he thought she'd calmed down. Or when he sobered up and realized the danger she could be in left alone on this shadowy street.


Somehow, his groping hands and indecent suggestions no longer seemed as threatening. If he’d not been half lit from all the free booze he’d downed at the party, then maybe she could have handled the situation a little better. She knew from experience that horny drunks were difficult to control. 


Drunk or not, she'd take her chances if he decided to come back for her. Just in case he did, she eased toward the curb so he wouldn't miss seeing her. She leaned forward and searched the line of cars coming down Orange Blossom Trail. A yellow vehicle with a sign on the roof, turned off a side street blocks away. Hope swelled and Hazel stepped off the curb and lifted her hand to wave the car down. Then as the vehicle came closer she realized the sign read: Domino's. …A pizza delivery, not a taxi.


Disappointed, she slowly lowered her hand to her side. While her attention was trained on the receding yellow car, a dark sedan pulled beside her and stopped. At first she thought it was Frank and she waited for the dark tinted electric window to glide downward.


The driver mumbled something.


"I beg your pardon?" Not understanding his words, Hazel peeked into the open window, but stepped a safer distance away when the man leaned over into the ray of the streetlight and she realized it wasn’t Frank.


He lazily checked out her figure from head to toe. For the second time tonight, Hazel felt heat rise in her cheeks. 


Reaching for the top of his fly, the man unzipped his pants. Mesmerized and shocked by what he was doing, she barely heard his lewd suggestion repeated.


Coming to her senses, she stumbled backward over the uneven sidewalk, shaking her head in apprehension as well as disgust. The man placed his hand on the door handle and Hazel felt sure from the look he gave her he was coming after her. Then suddenly, the redhead brushed her aside and swung the sedan’s door open. The girl snagged her fake hair on the door, exposing a glimpse of blonde hair beneath as she purred, "Lena will take care of you, Sugar."


The car sped away, and Hazel shook with relief. In spite of her sympathy for the young girl, she couldn’t help but whisper, "Thank you, Lena."

* * *


"Man, these all-night stakeouts are killing me." 


Detective Lee Wade glanced over at his partner sitting in the passenger seat of the vintage Mustang. "Lanie still keeping you awake with those 'foot rubs' every night?" Lee shook the radio he’d been working on and static crackled. He frowned and slapped it once with his open palm. "Damn, this thing's been acting up all night."


Detective Horace Jernigan stuck to the subject he loved best, his frivolous but beautiful wife. "You know Lanie. Thank God, she gave up on becoming a gourmet cook. The cost of antacids was putting a huge dent in my pocket money. She's studying to be a masseuse now." He chuckled thoughtfully, then added, "Lanie just likes to practice."


"Don't I know it," Lee teased as he gave the radio another pounding. "Why, when I was over there the other night—" 


"You know, Detective Wade," Horace drawled confidently and relaxed against the seat, "one of these days that kind of talk is liable to cause you to lose a very private part to a nine millimeter slug."


Used to his partner’s good-natured threats, Lee kept tampering with the two-way radio. He glanced at his watch and estimated the time it would take for a backup unit to bring out a replacement. He decided to fiddle with it some more and flicked on his flashlight to check out the settings. "Don’t tell me you’re afraid of a little competition?"


 Horace rolled his eyes and laughed. "Certainly, not from your white ass. My Lanie prefers her men tall, black, and handsome." He emphasized his statement by smoothing the sides of his dark wiry hair with a well-manicured hand. 


"And vain, and boring," Lee tacked on to Horace’s statement and smiled. Again Lee shook the radio that was their verbal connection with the female decoy working the corner across the street and the flashlight slipped from his hand to the seat. "Make yourself useful, Romeo, and hold the light." 


He opened the small blade on his pocketknife while Horace aimed the light on the radio, then fitted the end into the tip of a screw and twisted.


"A man don’t like wisecracks made about the woman he loves. I just put up with yours because it’s so apparent that your mouth is larger than your balls. One of these days, you’re going to find out what I’m talking about, Wade. One of these days …." Horace shook his finger at Lee, causing the light to bounce around.


"Not likely." Lee gave his partner a cynical glance and inserted the tip of the blade into the screw head in the opposite corner. Bearing down and twisting harder when it refused to budge, he grunted. "Hold the damn light steady or I’ll never get this thing fixed."


"You still suffering after what Elizabeth Grant did to you, aren’t you?"


"Elizabeth who?" When Lee applied more pressure to the stubborn screw, the tip of the small blade broke and he swore. 


Horace raised an eyebrow and Lee busied himself trying to work the blunt, broken end back into the top of the tiny screw. 


He really didn't mind talking about Elizabeth and he knew Horace wasn't going to let up until he made it clear he had no regrets about the woman who had walked out on him over six years ago. "My former fiancée is long gone and forgotten. I honestly can’t blame her for leaving me. Even if Elizabeth was self-centered and demanding, I have to take partial blame for the breakup. I was inattentive, egotistical, and career minded, and I should know because she told me often enough."


"I like a man who admits his own faults."


"Self preservation, my man. Helps me keep things in perspective. Divorce lawyers make a bundle as it is. They don't need any additional support from me."


"An interesting philosophy for someone who used to be engaged to a lawyer." 


"See, I told you I'd forgotten her."


Horace's skeptical laugh was cut short when he glanced across the street. He sat forward in the seat and said, "Hey, Wade, a sedan just pulled up." 


"Keep an Eye on Detective Avoni and get the license plate number. I’ve got to get this radio working." Lee gave up on the knife and, taking a dime from the ashtray, inserted it into the slot, thankful when the stubborn screw began to loosen. 


While he hurriedly removed the back plate of the radio, Horace juggled the flashlight in one hand and reached for his notepad and pen with the other. Laying his pad on the dashboard, he grumbled, "Crap, the tag light is out. Can't make out a damn thing under these dim street lights."


"Keep an eye on Marleen then. I think I've found a loose connection. There." Lee grinned at his partner when an unladylike curse rumbled above the radio's static. 


He looked up in time to see a redhead jump into the dark sedan. When the car pulled away and revealed an unfamiliar small blonde, the smile of satisfaction quickly fled from Lee's face.


 "What in the hell! Avoni, can you hear me! What in the devil's going on over there?" Lee could see the decoy flinch when his shouted words reached the receiver planted in one of her earrings. He watched her saunter away from the other women before she answered. 


"I don't know, exactly. But, it looks like some high-class broad trying to move into poor-girls' territory. Although, you’d think she came from one of the strip joints down the streets by the way she’s waving prospects in off the street. The strange thing is she acted offended when one finally stopped."


The petite blonde shifted onto one foot and rotated the slim ankle of the other behind her. "Maybe he was offended by her price," Lee mumbled snidely, noting the conservative cut of her dress and the glittering red jacket draped across one arm. "I thought all the blonde working girls were staying clear of the area for the time being?"


"I’m pretty familiar with most of the hookers around here. I've never seen this one or the redhead before. Look, Wade, I don’t know what her game is, but don’t you think we'd better get her out of here? I know our cover could be blown, but heck, just look at her. If the suspect does show up, well …"


Lee got the picture. Even from this distance he could see what Detective Marleen Avoni meant. One reason she had gotten this assignment was because she fit the description of the Trail Strangler's choice of victims. She was playing the part of a blue-eyed, blonde-headed whore.


This other woman, dressed in a slinky, dark dress that enhanced slender curves in all the right places, had pixy-like blonde hair that curled provocatively around her pretty oval face. From Detective Avoni's description, the woman must have blue eyes, as well. In this section of town late at night, it was clear she matched the victim profile, as well. A few inches shorter than the decoy, she couldn't be more than five feet two or three. Too short in Lee's opinion, but the Strangler never seemed to have a particular preference for height. 


"Do you think we could talk her off the street?" he asked.


"I don't know, and I hate wasting the time to find out," Marleen said impatiently. "I almost had heart failure when that sedan pulled up, but figured when he took the redhead away, it couldn't be our man." She added, "It's getting late and if the Trail Strangler’s going to show, it should be soon."


Lee knew she was right. So far the victims had all been taken before midnight. It was only eleven now and he didn’t like cutting short the night’s work anymore than Marleen did.


"Look, Wade," Horace said, "If Marleen maneuvered the woman closer to the curb, maybe we could get her into the car without too much fuss. I could distract the others while you get the woman safely out of here."


Lee swore. "Why did another blonde have to show up tonight? I've had this feeling all day that our man's ready to make another move."


"Well, if you don't trust me and Marleen to handle things without you, we could flash our badges and ask her to move on, or arrest her."


"You know damned well it's not a matter of trust, Horace." Lee groaned silently in frustration, then took a deep, resigned breath. "Okay. You're right. If we don't want to blow our cover, your idea is probably our best option. Have you been listening, Marleen?"


"Yeah. Just let me know when you're ready."


"Okay, as soon as the replacement car gets here, I'll signal you. Let's hope our man won't show up before then, but if another suspicious john stops by to proposition her, you know what to do."


"Yeah, strangle the broad myself," Marleen said dryly. 


A few minutes later another undercover police car pulled up behind Lee's faded blue department issued vehicle. After one of the two detectives came and got the radio frequency to tune in to and received instructions from Lee, Horace stepped out onto the sidewalk. He left the door ajar so it would open when Lee made his move. 


Lee grinned at his meticulous partner straightening his tie and smoothing down his coat. Other undercover officers wore day old beard stubble, faded jeans and discolored T-shirts, but Horace Jernigan insisted on decking out in a three-piece suit. He looked like a businessman stepping out of an Orange Avenue bank building. 


"All in the line of duty, huh, Horace?" Lee teased, but Horace didn’t seem to be paying any attention.


Already his interest was centered on the women across the street. He thumped his fist on the top of the car, and said, "I'm outta here, man."


Lee started the Mustang and watched his muscular partner stride in what Lanie would call "all masculine grace" toward the hookers. He didn't doubt Horace Jernigan's ability to distract the ladies. He usually had the prostitutes fighting over which one would be his trick when he played decoy for the TRU.


However, they weren't working for the Tactical Response Unit tonight, Lee reminded himself as he looked around for a clearing in the traffic. They had recently been put on special assignment directly under the commander of Vicious Crimes—a/k/a Homicide. The department had felt the crunch of insufficient staff due to the influx of undesirables, and the resulting escalation of murders the growth in the Orlando area had spawned. 


Horace, Marleen and Lee, had been hand picked by Captain Marks for this assignment. Their familiarity with the area, experience doing stakeouts, and track record for making good arrests, were compelling recommendations when their names came up for consideration to work the Trail Strangler case. The killer had preyed on blonde, blue-eyed prostitutes for three months now—four murders so far.


When Horace diverted the other women, urging them to move along in the opposite direction, Lee signaled Detective Avoni and watched her subtly work her way over to the blonde intruder.


The petite woman's head snapped around when Marleen lifted a cigarette to her lips. Lee could hear the decoy's husky voice hum above the static of the radio. "Got a light, sweetie?"


Watching Marleen position the woman with her back toward the curb, Lee decided it was now or never. Tires skidded on the asphalt when he made a wide U-turn.


Marleen jerked the young woman by the arm and pulled her forward just before the door flew open, missing her by inches. Twisting the blonde's left arm up and behind her, the detective swung her around, pushed her head down, and gave her a quick shove across the passenger seat. 


Lee drove a half a block before he repeated the question he'd often asked when working undercover for TRU. "You working tonight, honey?" 


Hazel didn't respond to his question. She didn't even know what he meant by it. Everything had happened so fast she wondered if she'd missed something important. She felt like a rabbit caught in a triggered trap. Except for her short, rapid breaths, she lay stunned, motionless. 


Jerked into awareness by a hard ridge moving beneath her cheek, she realized her face lay wedged between her kidnappe​r's legs. She had little choice but to burrow deeper while she worked her hands free from beneath her body.


"Hold up on the blow job, would you, sweetheart? It has a very distracting effect on my driving."


Hazel froze again. He had used the same vulgar reference the other man had. Only this one had taken her against her will and probably would force her into doing what he suggested. Well, by god, she'd already escaped a seduction and a proposition tonight. She'd damn well fight to her death before allowing this man to violate her. 


Finding a grip on his hard denim clad thigh, she flung herself upward by one hand and grabbed for the passenger door handle with the other. His right arm shot out and snagged her by one thin shoulder strap, which snapped off in his fingers. For the second time tonight Hazel's head jostled forward from the sudden braking of a car. The rest of her body was held in place by his long muscular arm. 


She wasn't going to make it easy for him to take her. She bucked and fought like a tigress. If he hadn't had her arms pinned, she'd scratch his eyes out. However, he was stron​ger, much stronger. 


Lee wrestled the woman back into the seat. He partially held her in place with his upper arm and kept an unrelenting hold on her left one, while he gripped the front of her dress with his other hand. They both gasped, him more from exasperation than overexertion. 


While catching his breath, Lee stared at her tightly clenched eyelids. They formed long feather crescents on clear, fair skin. Slowly they lifted and he felt an unexpected jolt. Her crystal blue gaze looked feral, fearful … and innocent. He couldn't be sure which one to believe. Anger, he knew. Fear maybe. But, he must be mistaken about the innocence. After all, she was a prostitute. Regardless, his body reacted. He tried holding his breath to keep from inhaling the faint scent of flowery perfume that added to his discomfort. 


He became distinctly aware of the soft swell rising and falling beneath his hand, giving him a mischievous urge to measure and probe. His eyes fell to her full, luscious looking lips as if drawn there like a bee to a sweet, pink blossom. Blood rushed through his veins and a low droning, a sound not unlike a disturbed beehive, picked up momentum inside his head.


She made a faint whimper and Lee realized where his train of thought had been taking him. Definitely not on the proper track, he admonished himself.


He'd known cops who couldn't work prostitution because the temptation was too great, but he'd never been one of them. Of course, he'd never met a hooker of this quality until now, either, certainly never one as well dressed working the South Trail area. His gaze traveled over her, taking in the hint of exposed cleavage, down the snug fit of the black dress, then drifted to the hem that rode high on her shapely, silk-covered thighs. The material of the dress felt soft and pliant beneath his fingers. Quality material. Expensive.


 She made it easier for him to avoid further thoughts of indiscretion when, once again, her eyes shut tight and he realized her whimpers were obviously motivated by fear.


"Damn!" he barked, then released her and moved back behind the wheel. The short, breathy sounds she made filled the solitude of the car. 


She kept her eyes closed while he watched her in his peripheral vision. No doubt, it didn't occur to her until she guardedly opened them that she might have another opportunity for escape. When she did, it was too late. 


Lee grabbed her wrist just as her hand touched the door handle. With his other hand, he grasped the back of her neck. He squeezed, only using enough force to make her give up and ease back onto her seat. 


He reached across her and, bringing her seat belt down across her shoulder, he locked it into place. She smelled good, he thought, like … honeysuckles. 


His mother had grown the fragrant vines along the fence beside their house. As a teenager, he'd sat on the porch many a late summer evening when the honeysuckles were in full bloom, dreaming about girls. Maybe the smell had triggered his adolescent behavior? 


Giving the theory a test, he inhaled deeply. The slow drone-like sound hummed once more inside his head. He moved away from her quickly, determined to keep his eyes straight ahead and his mind on his business. "Now behave," he said, "or I'm going to have to cuff you."


 "Cuff me? Wh-Where are you taking me?" 


He answered in a clipped tone as he pulled back into the traffic. "Downtown." 


"Oh God! Please let me go. I swear—"


He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out his wallet. Flipping it open to his ID and badge, he stuck it beneath her nose. 


"You're under arrest, lady." 

