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      “Zoey? Zoey! You’re breaking up!” The video feed of my newest and bestest friend froze, faded to black, and then burst to life again on my cell phone screen. “Ah, there you are.”

      Zoey was surrounded by open sky and lazy white clouds. I fooled myself into thinking that if I listened close enough, I’d be able to hear birds singing.

      My name’s Kylie Berry—owner and operator of The Berry Home—but I was miles away from my little café at that moment.

      With Joel behind the wheel of our rental car, the two of us were headed north for a romantic weekend to a B&B in Vermont.

      It was a long drive from Camden Falls, Kentucky, but thankfully it had been truncated with a plane ride tucked into the middle of the trip.

      “Brad was a wreck when you left,” Zoey said.

      I glanced sideways at Joel. There was no escaping him hearing every word of the conversation.

      He was wearing a big self-satisfied grin at the mention of Brad’s distress. The two had been rivals for my affection almost from the day I’d set foot in Camden Falls. I was worried—and a little guilty—about what accepting this weekend trip might do to my relationship with Brad.

      Meanwhile, Joel didn’t seem to share my reservations. Instead, as far as he was concerned, trouble between me and Brad meant happier days for him.

      “Is he still upset?” I asked, keeping my voice low even though I knew it wouldn’t do any good with Joel mere inches away.

      Zoey put on her brightest smile. “He got over it.”

      “Oh.” I was crestfallen—hurt, even—though I had no right to be. We’d both made our choices. I’d decided to go on a romantic weekend with Joel, and Brad had decided to push me emotionally to the side. Good for him. A much healthier response than pining over me.

      I wanted to cry.

      Enough of that, I chastised myself. I needed a distraction. If I kept thinking about Brad, I’d embarrass myself for sure.

      “Is Jonathan doing okay with the café?” I asked, glomming onto the first thing that came to mind. Jonathan was my right-hand man, the person who made running the café possible, so of course I left him in charge. He was a much better cook than me and good with the customers. And he’d been as reliable as a rock since getting through his daughter and granddaughter’s custody drama with that scary ex.

      “Couldn’t say,” Zoey said.

      I frowned. That wasn’t the answer I’d been expecting. Zoey wasn’t the type of person to not be in the know. World leaders could call her in as a backup expert in closed-room secret conversations dealing with events designed to shape the coming decades. Her not knowing how Jonathan was handling things at a café she frequented multiple times a day didn’t add up.

      I opened my mouth to grill her on her sudden lack of information, but an incoming text message flashed across my screen and stopped me. It was from Agatha, an octogenarian goddess and one of my regulars at the café. The text included a picture of a young smoky tortoiseshell cat with golden-green eyes. She was crouched, ready to pounce on an unsuspecting sprig of ivy, and Agatha’s text said: Sage is settling in fine. Enjoy your trip!

      “Settling in fine?” I mumbled. I refocused on the video call and Zoey’s image. “Zoey, what’s Sage doing with Agatha? She’s supposed to be staying with you.”

      “What was that? You’re breaking up,” Zoey said in an exaggeratedly loud voice.

      My frown deepened. The image and voice clarity of the call was fine. “Zoey—”

      “Can’t hear you! Losing connection! Gotta g—”

      My phone went blank.

      “There a problem?” Joel asked.

      “She’s up to something,” I told him, tucking a strand of my red hair behind my ear.

      Joel chuckled. “I’m sure whatever she’s up to, Brad is watching her like a hawk.”

      On our way to our destination, we drove through some of the most beautiful, picturesque landscape I’d ever seen. The gentle hills were covered in trees canvased in autumn-colored leaves of orange, gold, and red. The small towns belonged in paintings full of country wonder. It was idyllic.

      Adding to the joy of the scenery was the pleasure of Joel’s company. Our banter was gentle and friendly, with long stretches of comfortable silence coupled with heartwarming hand holding. Despite my concerns about alienating myself from Brad’s affections, I was glad I’d come. Very glad.

      “Right on time,” Joel said an hour and a half later when we turned down a long, narrow lane.

      He pulled into a tucked-away gravel parking lot within short walking distance of an enormous house. A hinged sign hung from the outstretched arm of a wooden post a few feet away. Bright gold letters on a deep red backing announced we’d arrived at the Red Maple Apples Bed and Breakfast.

      It was all I could do to sit and stare. Everything about the place was absolutely charming. The white three-story home had a charcoal roof dotted with merlot-colored shingles. Shutters matching the merlot shingles winged the windows of the second and third floors. A deep porch wound itself around the home, with gazebos marking each corner.

      A round, short woman in her late fifties or early sixties stood at the bottom of an enormously wide set of stairs. A young couple who were googly-eyed for each other stood by her side, and an older man and younger woman were carrying their luggage up from the guest parking lot to join the group.

      Joel and I got out of the car, got our luggage, and followed suit.

      "Hello!" the round woman said as we walked the last steps necessary to join the group.

      Her salt and pepper hair was cut short. Her plump cheeks had a vibrant glow with not a wrinkle on them. It was immediately evident that she was the matriarch of the home. She had an air of gentle authority and sense of belonging about her. "I'm Mama Hendrix, and this is my place." She waved a hand to indicate the gorgeous house and the land around it. "Welcome! I’m happy and grateful for the opportunity to make my home your home."

      There was a murmur of thanks from the group at her open-armed invitation.

      "I know you’ve all been on the road a long while and are probably ready to settle in and get some rest,” Mama Hendrix said.

      The young couple at her side giggled. I was pretty sure there was some out-of-sight tickling involved. It was obvious that rest was not what was on their minds.

      Mama Hendrix smiled and winked at the pair. "I promise to keep the tour short. But first, does anyone have any questions before we get started?"

      "How did you decide on the name Red Maple Apples Bed and Breakfast?" asked the young woman who’d arrived with the older man.

      I could see a resemblance between the two. She was every bit as tall and broad-shouldered as he was. She had long auburn hair that cascaded down her back past her shoulder blades. His short hair was mostly grays and browns, no doubt brought on by age, but the light caught the glint of red here and there. The similarities continued from there, but Mama Hendrix’s voice pulled my attention back to her.

      "My late husband—George—and I bought this place as newlyweds," she said with yet another giggle from the young couple standing to her side. They couldn't keep their hands or eyes off each other, and gleaming new wedding bands decorated their ring fingers. Mama Hendrix’s smile was wistful as she glanced their way before continuing. "There wasn't anything here when we bought the land, just the maple and apple trees, and those apple trees had the prettiest red apples on 'em I ever saw. We started calling the place red maple apples, and it stuck. But enough about that. You all introduce yourselves, and then I'll give you the penny tour." Mama Hendrix turned her full focus on the young woman who had asked the question. "And of course I know who you are, Rita, but you might as well fill in the rest of the group."

      A door swung open, and a man stepped out onto the wide porch at the top of the stairs. He was lean with smartly trimmed hair that would have fit completely under a fisherman’s knit cap. The angles of his face were sharp with hollow cheeks and sunken, dark-circled eyes. Yet the stark sight of him didn’t detour Rita, as named by Mama Hendrix, from smiling big enough to dimple her cheeks when she looked past the group and saw him.

      The man’s response was not as congenial. It fell firmly in the category of shell-shocked, if you asked me. His steps came to a sudden halt when he saw us, and his eyes adopted a hunted wariness. “I forgot my—uh…,” he said in a low, tremulous voice. The reveal of what he’d forgotten never came. Instead, he disappeared back inside the house.

      Rita’s smile faltered, and uncertainty flashed across her face.

      “Don’t pay him no mind, hun,” Mama Hendrix reassured her. “That’s just my anything guy, Lucas. He takes care of anything that needs taking care of.” She rattled off some examples with the flip of her hand. “Mow the lawn. Unclog the gutters. Fix a wobbly chair…”

      “Oh… Oh, right. Okay.” It took a beat for Rita to recover her composure, but she managed it. "Thank you for your wonderful welcome, Mama Hendrix." She turned her attention to the rest of us and put a hand over her heart. "Like Mama Hendrix said, I'm Rita, Rita Sutton. This is my Dad, Michael Sutton." She rested a light hand on our host's arm. "Mama Hendrix here was kind enough to allow us to visit her and soak up some of her hard-earned wisdom. I’m a firefighter and Dad’s a retired history teacher, but our real passion is our maple syrup orchard in Pennsylvania, but well…" She threw her father a hesitant look, and he spoke for the first time.

      "We hit a snag two and a half years ago." Michael shoved his hands deep down into his jean pockets. "Our orchard failed, then our business failed. Worst timing ever." His jaw was tight, and the line of his mouth was thin. "It was going to be my legacy, what I’d leave to Rita."

      "It still is," Rita told him, and then to the group she said, "We've been rebuilding, and now we're adapting our business plan. Making it stronger. That's why we're here." Her words were loud, defiant even. "We're going to start a B&B, just like Mama Hendrix. With the combined income from the syrup we get from the still-healthy trees plus the B&B, we'll be okay."

      Michael's shoulders were practically up to his ears. He stared at the ground and shuffled his feet. It seemed as though he and his daughter might have different ideas about how bright their future looked.

      Mama Hendrix shifted the group's attention to the young couple at her side. "And I’m more than a little eager to hear more about you two," she said teasingly, earning her yet another giggle from the young lady.

      "We are Mr. and Mrs. Bryan Marland," Mrs. Marland cooed as she stared up into Mr. Marland's eyes.

      Mr. Marland managed to tear his attention away from his new bride with some effort. "You can call us Monica and John," he told everyone.

      I took a wild guess as to which name went with whom.

      It was Joel's and my turn next. When Mama Hendrix turned her expectant gaze on us, I glanced up at Joel as a way to invite him to speak for us both.

      "I'm Joel and this is Kylie," he said with an arm draped low across my back.

      I let myself lean into his warmth and strength. The anonymity provided by being away from our little town of Camden Falls was downright intoxicating!

      "How long have you two been married?" Monica asked.

      My face heated in a blush. My back stiffened, and I pulled away from the man whose company I'd been enjoying only a second before.

      Joel's arm stayed casually and easily around me. If he was bothered by Monica's question, he didn't show it. "We're taking things a bit slower than that," he said.

      Monica's expression was the picture of confusion, but it quickly morphed into comprehension with wide eyes and a soft "Oh!" But her attention thankfully shifted back to her husband, rendering Joel and I immediately forgotten.

      Mama Hendrix gave me a wink then clapped her hands, soaking up everyone’s attention once more. "Now that we've got that settled, how about that penny tour?"

      Surprise had me speaking up before anyone else had a chance to say anything. “Are we the only ones here?” Mama Hendrix’s B&B was a very large place. The lot of us came to only six guests. I thought about my question a little more and realized I’d be overwhelmed if I had to cater to six houseguests. I felt suddenly foolish.

      Mama Hendrix’s answering laugh was a warm sound that chased my embarrassment away. “Don’t you worry, hun. The house will be plenty full, but we’ll get to that. First, I want you all to leave your bags where they are. We can get to them later. The house sits kind of high, so we'll make a big sweeping stroll around it, and I'll point out everything you need to know out as we go."

      True to her word, the tour was short but informative. The land sloped gently away at the edge of the B&B's spacious yard. As I'd suspected, the porch really did go all the way around the house. It had sitting and visiting nooks here and there providing the opportunity to socialize while giving plenty of opportunity for private reflection.

      Below the house on all sides were trees and gentle hills that stretched as far as the eye could see. Mama Hendrix pointed out the expansive patches of apple trees and explained that the maple trees blended seamlessly with the surrounding forest. There were also mulched trails throughout with tiny solar lanterns to mark the way and even a tree swing hanging from the ancient limb of an enormous sycamore tree.

      I was mesmerized by the beauty of the whole place and ate up every morsel she told us. Joel had found me heaven on earth. I guess that was why it was so startling to round one of the house corners and discover a young man being given the chewing out of a lifetime by another slightly older man. The slightly older man had a tight waist and shaggy brown hair. The younger man had a crew cut and was powerfully bulky without looking like he had an ounce of fat on him. Words like "idiot," "useless," and "imbecile" punched the air as they spewed from the slightly older man’s mouth.

      Mama Hendrix paused and gently cleared her throat. That was all it took to get both men's attention. They turned and spotted us. The younger man grinned with self-satisfaction then dropped his gaze to the ground. The slightly older man froze and then paled as he took us all in.

      Yep, his barrage of insults had had an audience.

      Part of me thought I should feel sorry for him. Another part of me thought he'd gotten exactly what he'd deserved! Busted by the boss in front of guests. I was sure he'd get an earful about his poor management style later.

      Without looking at what he was doing, the older man's arm shot out to backhand slap the thicker man in the chest. "Let's go fix your screw-up," he grumbled. He headed off down the gentle slope in long strides toward the sprawling orchards below. The younger man followed, still wearing the same grin but with eyes that were hard and cold.

      "Sorry about that," Mama Hendrix said, turning to face us once more. "That was Doug and Tim. Doug's my tree guy. He gets a bit passionate about his orchard." She mimed air quotes when she said "his," but it was accompanied by a good-natured laugh. She went on to tell us about the breakfast, lunch, and dinner schedule, but her words became mere noise in my ears as my eyes fixated on the absolutely enormous white tent in the yard. It could have seated a group of fifty. It was huge. Still, as big as it was, it only managed to take up a fraction of the available yard space.

      But its grand size was not what had me so fixated. My eyes were telling me what they were seeing, but my brain refused to believe it.

      Zoey and Brad! They’d crashed my romantic weekend!

      The two of them stood at the tent's open flap, shoulder to shoulder with their arms crossed. Their eyes were pinned on me, and their lips were stretched in Cheshire Cat smiles.

      "What the..." Joel started to say, but his voice became a distant sound. I was already halfway across the lawn. My head was spinning, and my fists were tight.

      Zoey and Brad had a whole lot of explaining to do. Doug chewing out Tim was about to look like a mild scolding compared with what I’d have to say to them.
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      My mind was racing when I reached my bestest friend and my Joel-alternative beau. A mixture of emotions flooded me. Anger. Resentment. Elation. I’d have to do some self-reflecting later to figure that last one out, but meanwhile, the melting pot of sentiments churning within me left my tongue tied in knots.

      "Man, I got a bone to pick with you," Joel bellowed behind me. It seemed he wasn’t struggling with the same lack of mental clarity. "I’ve got half a mind to kick your butt all the way up and down this lawn."

      I knew he was addressing Brad. No way would he speak to Zoey that way. And given that Joel was 6'5”, built like a linebacker and, oh yeah, actually had been a linebacker on a pro football team, I was a little concerned for Brad's future wellbeing.

      In contrast, Brad didn't seem a bit concerned. His grin was smug, and his crossed-arm stance telegraphed his defiance for all to see.

      "Joel," I said, reaching out to catch his forearm with my hand. He halted his focused approach to look at me instead of his intended victim. "Remember to only hit the fleshy parts so you don't hurt your hands."

      Joel's eyes flew wide with surprise, then his entire face softened in a grin.

      Mission accomplished. Joel no longer looked like he was out for blood. I refrained from patting myself on my back.

      "I'll just make it clear that if he ever manages to talk you into going away with him, you’ll be going with a very devoted chaperone. Right there. Every minute."

      I laughed. "You're evil."

      "Mmm, but you like me anyway." He planted a quick kiss on my cheek then strode ahead on his long legs. He reached Brad and Zoey before me and had dragged Brad away by the time I reached the tent and Zoey.

      I stood next to Zoey and watched the pair pensively. From their body language, the two were in an obviously heated discussion, but they kept their voices low.

      "So, you and Brad," I said without looking at Zoey, even though it was hard not to. Her Asian-blessed honey-toned skin glowed in the early afternoon sunlight. She was dressed in a killer outfit: a loose-fitting skirt with attached halter straps stretching over top of a white midriff shirt. She even managed to wear what looked like five-inch wedge sandals while standing on the smooth, grassy lawn without sinking into the soft sod.

      I was in sneakers. I liked my sneakers... my simple bright red Dollar Store sneakers.

      Glancing down at Zoey’s sandals again and back at mine, I supposed I could have bedazzled my shoes. Added some glitter.

      I frowned. Shoe envy did not become me, at least not anymore. My high-fashion days of being successful, married, and living in Chicago were behind me, replaced with kitchen fires, burned brownies, and the occasional accusation of murder.

      "Zoey, I won't say it's not good to see you, but what are you doing here?" I asked, my gaze back on my two fellas. No swings thrown yet.

      I caught Zoey's shoulder shrug from the corner of my eye.

      "It was either this or watch Brad pop a vein in his temple," she said.

      "What are you talking about? He was fine when Joel and I left." I edged out of the way to let a couple of skinny, nerdy-looking fellows dressed all in black pass by on their way into the dark shadows of the tent. Their arms were piled high with electronic equipment and electrical cords dangling behind. I eyeballed them. They eyeballed Zoey—and blushed.

      "Brad tried to arrest someone for sneezing into their hands instead of their elbow. Yep. He managed to stay sane a full ten seconds after you left.” She paused. “Which impressed me, really. I thought he’d fall apart sooner.”

      I couldn't believe what I was hearing. “Handcuffs?” Did I mention Brad was a cop?

      “Mmhmm. Had one of your customers in handcuffs and halfway out the café’s door before Jack talked Brad down from career suicide."

      I refocused on Brad and Joel. Their argument seemed to be heating up. Truth was, even though Brad's stature was much smaller than Joel's, I wasn't convinced Joel would be able to take him in a fight. Brad was built. Oh God, was he built. We're talking underwear-model-on-a-Times-Square-billboard built. That coupled with his skill at, you know, staying alive during confrontations with irrational and sometimes deadly people, made me think he'd do okay against Joel. In fact, I suspected a scuffle between them might turn out like David and Goliath.

      "That still doesn't tell me what you're doing here," I said.

      "Brad was a mess. You like Brad. I wanted him to still be the same guy you left behind when you finally came home."

      That still didn’t explain how they were both here in this place, at this time, and with this gigantic tent.

      I turned and looked her square in the face as a sinking feeling filled the pit of my stomach. "Zoey, what did you do?"

      Zoey tried to contain her smile, but one corner of her lips pulled free and stretched upward before she regained control and her runaway smile fell flat. "I didn't start the cholera outbreak."

      "Oh God." I doubled over, hands on my knees to steady myself, and focused on my breathing.

      "I said I didn't start it,” Zoey said.

      I stood back up. Sweat was beading my upper lip. "Is my café still standing? Is everyone okay?"

      "No! Not there. In San Diego."

      "Cholera in San Diego."

      "Yes, now you've got it," Zoey said cheerfully.

      "Zoey, I haven't got anything! Please, tell me. What did you do?"

      She looked at me for a heartbeat without breathing or blinking, then she hooked her thumb over her shoulder. "This is the Citizens Justice League. They host an annual competition for," she paused as if debating a lie, but then said, “amateur sleuths. When there was an outbreak of cholera at their usual venue, I pulled some strings. Got things moved to here."

      “You got their entire event relocated here since this morning? From the West Coast to the East Coast? Got all the members here? Got this entire thing set up before Joel and I even arrived? An amateur sleuth organization. All because of a cholera outbreak…”

      Zoey offered a casual shrug.

      All I could do was stare. Speechless. I was best friends with a fantastic, magnificent, terrifying creature. She was either an earthbound angel or a surface-dwelling demon. I hadn’t figured out which.

      "I did not cause the cholera outbreak!" Zoey said. I still stared, and Zoey frowned. "I swear."

      I shook my head, going back over it all in my mind. "Amateur sleuths, huh? Brad's a professional."

      "Not here. He's out of his jurisdiction here. Technically an amateur. Besides, he doesn't know tech crimes.”

      I coughed from choking on my own air. "Tech crimes? You're not an amateur, Zoey, and you have no jurisdiction!"

      Zoey smiled. "Yeah, we're gonna win."

      No shame whatsoever. I wished—not for the first time—that I could experience life with the same freedom and abandon as her.

      "And the two of you, you're working together?" I asked. This was the hardest part of the whole situation to believe. Brad distrusted Zoey with a pathological dedication usually reserved for zealots. He was hardcore about it—and possibly a tad unhinged.

      "Mmhmm," Zoey said, raising her brows. "That’s how much he’s into you."

      I turned my attention back to the guys, and the mood between them seemed to have improved, at least to the point where a fistfight wouldn’t break out at any moment. They appeared to reach some sort of understanding.

      "How did you beat us here?" I asked. I wasn’t even going to ask how she got everyone from the West Coast here. That would have required a wormhole, and I wasn’t ready to know that such technology existed.

      "A sheik owed me a favor. He sent a private jet." She paused then asked, "You mad we're here?"

      I thought about it. I thought about her, Brad, Joel, and the romantic getaway weekend I wasn't fully ready to have. Then I threw my arms around her in a hug I knew she'd hate. "I wouldn't want it any other way."
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      "Oh! You almost had 'em," I said after Joel's horseshoe swirled around the goal post and then flew off.

      "I don't mind as long as I have you," he said, returning to my side and planting a kiss on my cheek before settling in next to me on the picnic bench.

      Who knew that playing a simple game of horseshoes could be so fun? But I guessed it was more about the company than the game itself. The Red Apple Maple's homemade hard apple cider didn't hurt either. That plus the bacon-wrapped apple slices dotted with maple syrup crystals had me in heaven. I couldn't quit eating them! Never mind that there were cucumber wraps with dipping sauce that were a complete salad in every bite, garden fresh carrots, and a mouth-popping assortment of nuts, berries, and granola. All I wanted were those yummy, decadent, and addictive apple-bacon-syrup wraps.

      John—one-half of the newlywed couple—stepped up to make his horseshoe throw. His wife, Monica, stood on the sidelines holding her breath with her hands clasped against her chest. When John made the throw and nailed it, she erupted in a squeal of delight that left my ears ringing. Running to her husband, she threw herself into his arms, and he swung her around in a circle.

      My shoulders sagged. "Is it just me, or do those two make you feel old?"

      I hadn't been that gleefully in love in a very, very long time. I'd married my nine-years-my-senior boyfriend straight out of high school. Back then, I was that happy. And that hadn’t ended well.

      Now, all I felt for people was a heartwarming glow. Sure, there was the occasional crackling breakout flame with all the accompanying snaps and pops. But mostly, my heart radiated with the warm, steady glow of embers. I kind of liked the embers. They were much more manageable.

      Joel chuckled. "It's just you, babe," he said but kissed my hair to soften his words.

      Mama Hendrix appeared at the banister of the wrap-around porch. A folded ivory bandana pulled back her salt and pepper gray hair, leaving her face haloed in flyaway wisps. Her plump cheeks were flushed bright red, and there was a smear of flour at her temple. "Dinner'll be at the long table outside tonight. It's in the yard on the other side of the house. You kids get yourself put together because we'll be eating soon."

      She didn't wait for a reply before turning around and hustling back inside.

      "Dinner?" I stared at the snacks I'd been chowing down on. "Is it really that late?"

      After Joel had stashed our luggage in our room, we'd walked five miles of winding, crossing mulch trails. Joel, Rita, and John had played a game of pickup basketball. I'd caught Zoey giving the Citizen's Justice League a lecture on the weak points to target when toppling governments via their own system-managed infrastructures. And I'd overheard Brad arguing with the FBI over his phone. He wanted them to infiltrate the Citizen's Justice League with an undercover operative.

      He then volunteered to be that undercover operative.

      I don't think the call ended well.

      Joel's stomach growled, letting me know it really was that late. "Think she'll have more hard apple cider at dinner?" He picked up an almost empty bottle and looked at it wistfully.

      It was my turn to laugh at him. "Don't know, but I can find out." I stood. "I'm gonna head to the kitchen, check it out. Mama Hendrix looked ready to topple over. I don't know how she manages to do so much on her own!" Made me feel like a real slouch for not being able to handle one single solitary café all on my own. Here she was managing the entire orchard and all the needs of the B&B with a modest staff of only four or five people.

      I headed inside. We’d taken a small tour of the B&B's downstairs common areas earlier in the day. The woods were rich walnut, and the walls were soft creams with crown molding throughout. I wandered around letting my nose lead the way until I passed an unassuming portal into the most glorious room of the house: the kitchen. My eyes nearly popped out of my head. The place was so much more than anything I’d imagined.

      "My God, this is huge!" I exclaimed.

      Mama Hendrix turned around with a beautifully golden-brown lattice-topped pie in each hand, and a helper at the sink gave me a glance over her shoulder. "Oh hun, you startled me," Mama Hendrix wheezed.

      I hurried over and took the pies out of her hands, and she shuffled over to a table pushed up against the far wall. She sat with a heavy groan. "Oh, feels good to get off these ol' feet."

      I sat the pies down on the table and pulled out a scalloped-back chair and sat down with her. "Your kitchen is amazing," I said in awe.

      "Well, don't you know it's the heart and blood of every home? And this place... We do everything in here. Start the maple mead. Start the apple cider. Boil the maple syrup. Can the apples. Make the sellables." Her cheeks grew full and round as she smiled indulgently. "Not to mention put on a spread that will have customers dreaming of coming back even five years after they've visited." She tapped the tabletop. "It all happens right here in this room.”

      She waved a hand and blew out a breath. “And I know I call this place a B&B, but who goes home and only stays to eat breakfast? I make sure folks have something to eat every meal of the day. People come a long way to get here. I don’t want them feelin’ like they gotta run off somewhere else just to have a nice time. If they want to be here to eat what I put out, that’s fine. If they don’t, that’s fine too. I’ll leave ‘em plenty of leftovers for midnight fridge raids.”

      Her eyes were twinkling, and her smile was infectious. So was her joy. She loved this place. Really loved it.

      I sat back and took it all in. There were hanging pots of every nature and design. There was enough floor space to rollerblade. There was a decent amount of counter space, but I spotted drop-down counters hinged to the wall that could provide extra workstations for apple peeling, I supposed.

      "Do you cook?" Mama Hendrix asked.

      "Oh," I laughed, unsure of how to answer even though the answer should have been simple enough. I cooked burned grill cheese, soggy pasta, and cracked and watery pudding quite well. I decided to go with the misleading truth. "I run my own little café in Southeastern Kentucky. The Berry Home."

      Mama Hendrix's eyes lit up. "What a treat! Maybe we can swap some recipes."

      "I'd love that," I said. It was a near sigh of relief that she hadn’t asked me to whip something up. I could swap recipes—just as long as I didn't have to make them!

      I helped her carry everything out of the kitchen to the long table set up in the yard. It was actually seven picnic tables lined up end-to-end but decked out as pretty as any five-star restaurant. When done, the table was loaded with maple-glazed BBQ ribs, buttered mashed potatoes, a pumpkin-poblano pepper casserole that was savory rather than sweet, two enormous bowls of mixed salad, fresh yeast rolls, maple butter, and an assortment of other delights. And as Joel had hoped, there was plenty more hard apple cider as well.

      People materialized as if by magic. With eyes fixated on the feast before them, everyone migrated over and took a seat. Mama Hendrix took her rightful spot at the head of the table. Joel and I sat across from Brad and Zoey. The newlyweds snuggled together near the head of the table. Michael sat across from the newlyweds, and the rest of the table was taken up by the dressed-all-in-black geek squad from the tent. It seemed as though they’d multiplied. There were at least nine. They each took turns staring longingly at the food and gazing adoringly at their new queen bee, Zoey.

      I leaned in, eyes on Zoey. "You've got a fan club," I said just loud enough to span the space between us.

      Zoey took in her men in black with a glance, then allowed herself the tiniest of grins. Her lips barely moved, yet the pseudo-smile somehow managed to reach her eyes—which looked amazing. She had a James Bond girl look going with smoky eyes, tarantula-leg eyelashes, and cat’s-eye eyeliner. She looked killer, literally. I suspected none of the men here would mind overly much dying by her hand, depending on the mode of dispatch.

      "They're fun," was all she said, but the corners of her mouth did quirk up a little more.

      It was good to see her happy. Really good. Life had thrown her some cruel twists, but the girl was as resilient as I imagined a rhinoceros to be. She was what I aspired to when it came to inner strength.

      Mama Hendrix stood. "Everyone, raise a glass with me to my George."

      We all lifted the glasses in front of us. One of the geek squad had a stolen BBQ rib and had it halfway to his mouth, but he froze and then followed suit with the rest of us.

      "Even though he's been gone for over six years now," Mama Hendrix said, her voice wavering, "he lives on in every part of this place." There were a few ‘hear, hears’ from the group. Mama Hendrix smiled. "Every time I get the chance to tell new friends—like you—about him, I feel him with me again. You're a blessing from your hearth to my home. Welcome."

      Tinkling of glasses followed, then everyone drank. It wasn't long before a soft murmur of conversation filled the table from one end to the other. Almost unnoticed, a shiny-faced Rita slipped into the spot next to her dad. She was smiling ear-to-ear and seemed almost giddy. It took only a quick glance around to spot the reason why, and I was taken again at the spontaneity of young love. Mama Hendrix's handyman, Lucas, was doing a slow step up the stairs to the wide porch, but his attention was on Rita.

      I wondered what her dad, Michael, would think about his daughter hooking up with a man she'd just met. I'd heard of insta-love, but only in the movies or feel-good romances that bore no resemblance to real life. At least not my life.

      I was tempted to say something to Rita or her dad—a cautious word of warning to be careful. Lucas looked roughed up by life to me. Actually, he looked like he’d done some roughing up of his own right back. But one glance at Zoey reminded me I should mind my own business. Zoey and Rita looked to be about the same age, and it would be a blistering cold day in hell before I ever tried to tell Zoey Jin how to manage her love life.

      I silently vowed it was best to respect Rita’s privacy.

      Dishes clattered as they got passed from one pair of hands to the next. My plate was brimming over before I knew it, but I didn't let that stop me from adding a small scoop of yellow squash and wild mushrooms.

      I glanced at Joel. His plate was full too, but he hadn't yet taken a bite. "What's wrong?"

      He was glaring at Brad. Brad was grinning back.

      Trying to lead by example—yep, that's what I was doing, I swear—I picked up a spare rib and ducked my head to take a bite. The magnificently caramelized sauce-crusted meat slipped right off the bone, leaving me with a mouthful of air.

      I gave up using my fingers and resorted to a fork. When I finally got a bite into my mouth, I closed my eyes and tapped the table with my fist while humming to myself. The tender meat all but melted in my mouth. When I opened my eyes after swallowing it down, every nearby eye was on me.

      Brad was no longer grinning. "Red, you're killing me."

      Confused, I looked up at Joel. Brad's grin had transferred to him. He slid an arm around my back while staring at Brad. "Yet she's all mine... tonight."

      "You guys keep this up, and I'll bunk with Zoey," I snipped.

      Brad was back to happy, but Joel looked panicked.

      "Nope, no can do," Zoey said before taking a bite of mashed potatoes.

      Joel's panic transferred to me. Bunking with Zoey had become my backup plan the second I saw her and Brad in front of the tent.

      "Why not?" I managed to keep the whine out of my voice, barely.

      "Got stuff to do. Some of the guys are coming over around midnight. We're going to study the butterfly effect."

      "Do I need to leave?" Brad asked. "Should I be hearing this?"

      "Butterfly effect?" I asked.

      "I'm gonna hack a server in Belgium."

      "Nope, don’t wanna hear this. Lalalalala!" Brad stuck his fingers in his ears, got up from the table, and headed off.

      Zoey continued. "I'll make the temp in a major hotel go up while setting the lighting on a two-minute interval flicker. Then, we'll monitor the response systems and use machine learning to identify the impact on Belgium's stock market trading, policy creation, and any other anomalies that can be identified."

      "Oh..." I cleared my throat. "I could come. I could help." I sounded nervous and hated myself for showing it.

      Zoey's gaze was deadpan. "Belgium." It was all she said.

      Deflated, I glanced up at Joel. He smiled encouragingly back. I refocused across the table. "Zoey—"

      "No."

      I narrowed my eyes at her. "Payback's a... witch."

      Zoey's smile was saccharin in return. "Bring it, Berry."
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      "Joel, I think we should talk about something," I said. We'd climbed the two flights of stairs to get us to the third floor. My belly was full of Mama Hendrix's amazing cooking, and now we were standing in front of our B&B bedroom door. We were about to go to bed, and all that food in my belly had been joined by a whole cluster of runaway butterflies.

      Joel took a large cast iron key out of his pocket. I thought I might hyperventilate. I wanted to run away. Literally. I wanted my feet to pretend they were walking on hot coals and get me out of here!

      "It's just that—" I prattled on while Joel slid the key into the door's lock and turned it, “when I agreed to our romantic weekend alone, I..." Here I was, a grown woman, yet I couldn’t find the nerve to say what needed saying.

      Joel turned the knob and the door swung open. Rather than lead the way in though, he turned to me. "After you," he said with a flourish of his arm over the room's threshold.

      I hesitated. I didn't even want to look inside. This would be my first time seeing the room. Joel had brought our bags up after we arrived, while I stayed below and socialized.

      "Joel..."

      He captured my hand and bent to kiss it as he lifted it to his lips. "Trust me."

      That was it. He’d swooned me. I was doomed. The man was too charming to say no to, so I stepped through into the room. Then stopped.

      The room was beautiful in every imaginable way. It was spacious and homey. There was a large dresser with personal-sized amenities like lotion, candies, and fresh flowers on top. A huge window on the far wall was sure to have a glorious view of natural woodlands stretching for miles. But none of that was what gave me pause.

      "There are two beds," I said, stating the obvious.

      "Mmhmm," Joel said, moving up close to stand behind me. His voice was low, and I could feel the heat of him. "There's even a modesty partition between the beds."

      It was a lovely three-part hinged wooden frame that stood taller than me. Cream-colored fabric stretched taut over it. The screen was positioned so that the occupants of each bed would still be able to see each other's faces. We'd be able to visit and talk. We could even stretch our arms to link our fingers.

      "Joel..." I said. Again, I was speechless, but this time it wasn't fear that had my tongue. Joel was quickly stealing my heart, and I didn't know what to do about it. I wasn't even sure I should try. "Are all the rooms like this?"

      He laughed, a comforting rumble that washed over me. "No, only this one and only for you."
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        * * *

      

      Eggs prepared five different ways filled the long yard table the next morning. There was scrambled. Over easy. Sunny side up. Omelets with spinach, tomato, and goat cheese. Bacon and caramelized onion quiche. There was even french toast, although some might argue that isn't an egg dish. As far as I was concerned, it was one of the best. There were even vegan burrito wraps. Mama Hendrix had thought of everything.

      Everyone from last night had adopted pretty much the same seating spots this morning. I was next to Joel, and Zoey and Brad were sitting across from us.

      Brad was openly glowering at Joel.

      Joel was openly, gleefully smiling back at Brad.

      Nothing had happened between Joel and me, nothing physical anyway. We'd talked until the wee hours of the morning, sharing stories about our lives. But Brad appeared to be under the impression that more had occurred. I wasn't going to set him straight—it was none of his business—and Joel certainly wasn't going to tell him.

      The words "it's none of his business" wedged themselves in my mind and refused to budge.

      Well, it isn't any of his business, I argued with myself.

      But what if, I thought, the roles had been reversed? What if I was dating Brad at the same time as some other lady? What if things had progressed between them to a level of intimacy that went well beyond casual? Would that be any of my business?

      I wasn't sure, and that uncertainty washed some of my smug self-assurance away.

      I did my best to push my doubts aside as the table chattered and we ate our breakfast. Joel, Zoey, Brad, and I stayed mostly quiet. People soon splintered off into groups of twos and threes to head off in pursuit of their day's objectives.

      "Wanna walk the trails again?" Joel patted his stomach. "Work off some of last night's dinner and this morning's breakfast?"

      "Sure!"

      I saw Brad move as if to follow as Joel, and I stood up. I also saw Zoey's lightning fast hand fall on Brad's arm to hold him in place. It settled him, and he sat back down, but his glowering intensified.

      It was hard putting Brad's unhappiness behind me as I walked next to Joel, linked arm-in-arm. Joel was easy company, and he knew me better than I'd given him credit. To say I felt torn between the two men was an understatement, but I boxed those feelings up and put a bow on it. I'd deal with it at another time. A time when I had some solitude to think.

      I focused on the here and now as Joel and I climbed a gentle slope in the trail. Solar lanterns hung off poles. They weren't lit right now during the early morning sun, but I was hopeful we'd be able to enjoy walking among them tonight.

      "What do you want… long-term?" I asked. Okay, so I'm not that great at living in the here and now. But it was still a good question to ask. If there was ever any question that would make a man run, it was that one.

      "Mmm, to grow the newspaper. Transition to a fully electronic platform. I'd stash reader tablets at all the local businesses in town so that it would be like having a newspaper lying around waiting to be read."

      "Like it used to be," I said.

      "Yeah."

      I loved Joel's innovative ambitions, but his answer didn't touch on what I really wanted to know. Nothing he'd just said about his future had anything to do with me.

      John and Monica, the newlyweds, crested the hill ahead of us, heading our way. Well, they would have been heading our way if they were making any actual progress. Instead, they were chasing and catching each other from one side of the path to the other. Their antics were fun to watch.

      When Joel and I had gotten two-thirds of the way up the slope, Monica broke away from John's romantic clutches and squealed her way down the path toward us. Joel and I parted to let her pass, but the ground fell away in a divot that turned my ankle, and I could feel myself falling.

      "Kylie!" Joel yelled. He leaped forward to catch me, but our fingers merely brushed each other in passing.

      I turned into an early-season snowball. I rolled and bounced and thought I might break apart. The hill that the mulch trail had been gently climbing was in itself quite steep on its side. And tall. Did I mention tall? I thought I'd never reach the bottom—at least not still breathing.

      When I finally came to rest, I lay there motionless for a moment.

      Breathing: check.

      Limb movement: check.

      World-spinning dizziness: double check.

      Aches and pains: oh God, yes. Check.

      "Kylie!" Joel yelled again. His feet were heavy thuds on the near-frozen earth above me. I worried he'd fall too. At least he'd be able to use my body as a cushion.

      The spinning world slowed its turn, and I blinked repeatedly to bring my surroundings into focus. I was at the edge of some trees. That wasn't unique, certainly not here. But something seemed off... out of place. I didn't know if it was shapes or colors, but something was wrong.

      I dared to push myself up onto my elbow. I craned my head forward and peered more intently into the gentle shadows of the woods. There was all manner of cragginess in the tall standing trees, yet something was out of place. Something was different.

      I blinked, squinted, and then jerked my head back.

      Joel finally reached me and fell to his knees beside me. "Kylie," he said, fear thick in his voice. "Are you okay? Do you need help? Don't move. Have you broken anything?"

      Monica's voice called down from the top of the hill. "Is she okay? Should we run and get someone? Kylie, I'm so sorry!"

      Ignoring them both, I strained to get to my feet then staggered.

      "Kylie!" Joel was at my side, trying to get me to halt, but I stumbled forward like a drunken goat on unsure footing. His strong, steadying hands kept me from falling down once or twice.

      "No, no, no, no, no. Not here," I lamented. "This was our special weekend!"

      They weren't the least unselfish words I'd ever spoken. It was such a me-me-me thing to say as I stared at the pair of brown-overall-covered legs sticking straight up out of the ground. They'd been staked and tied to stay upright, like a person might do a young tree sapling. But this wasn't a tree. It was a person—planted head first.
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      Back at the top of the hill, my knees were pulled up to my chest and my arms wrapped around them. I had bits of dried leaves in my hair, a sprained ankle, and bumps, bruises, and cuts galore.

      I stared into the trees below. Tilting my head just so, I could see the dead man's legs sticking straight up into the air.

      I sat alone. But I wasn't alone. People swarmed all around me.

      It was a stark difference compared to earlier. Everything had been quiet and still in those first few minutes after I'd done the Jack and Jill down the hill and discovered the dead man, planted. A memory now frozen in time.

      The warm, soft weight of a blanket settled over my shoulders. I craned my head up and around to see who had done it. "Brad," I breathed. His name carried an eager desperation I hadn't meant it to.

      " How ya doin'?" He sat down next to me and placed a comfortable and welcome arm around me.

      I leaned into him. "Why'd it have to happen here too?" I whined.

      "What? You mean why'd someone have to die—horribly, from the looks of it—during your vacation? Have your plans disrupted, did ya, Red?"

      I tsked my objection to his rebuke and slapped his side, but he laughed and pulled me tighter.

      He kissed the top of my head. "I get it. You'd thought you'd left all the dyin' behind."

      At the bottom of the hill, Joel squatted, moved, bent, and contorted to capture every angle imaginable with his camera. Back home in Camden Falls, he was a newspaper man who doubled as a crime scene photographer for the local police force. Running back to the B&B to get his camera had been his first instinct after helping me climb back up the hill.

      "You okay?" Brad asked.

      The sound of unfamiliar voices reached our ears before I could answer. At the lead of a small group was a woman dressed in a law enforcement uniform. The way all eyes were on her as she talked and walked made it clear that she was the one in charge. Her skin was sun-kissed. Her cheekbones were strong yet elegant. Her eyes were exotic. She could be best described as the love child of Halle Berry and Michelle Pfeiffer—in a single word, stunning.

      Brad was on his feet before I knew that he had moved. His question about my wellbeing was forgotten.

      He stepped in the law lady's path as she neared, yet it was she who spoke first.

      "Hi. What's your name?" She took immediate control.

      I was twisted all the way around, straining my neck to look up to see the exchange.

      "Brad Calderos. I'm an officer with the Kentucky State Police."

      "A bit out of your jurisdiction." A definite power move, making sure Brad understood he didn't have any authority. "I'm Sheriff Palke." She scowled as she turned her attention to the bottom of the hill. "Is it common in Kentucky to allow a civilian to contaminate a crime scene?"

      "That's Joel Mullen," Brad said. "He's a crime scene photographer."

      "Certified?" she asked.

      "Yes, ma'am."

      She wasn't asking a thing about me. I might as well have been invisible.

      "Who's been down there?" Sheriff Palke asked.

      "Kylie was," Brad said, and all eyes turned to me. Invisible no longer.

      Sheriff Palke squatted so that she was eye level with me. Her entourage shaped themselves into a half-moon behind her. "What happened?" she asked.

      "I lost my footing and fell down the hill. When I stopped falling, I spotted... him." I assumed it was a him. Shoes that big certainly supported the idea it was a him instead of a her.

      "Then what?"

      "Joel came down the hill after me, then he helped me climb back up."

      "Did you touch anything while you were down there?"

      "Just the ground."

      She smiled. "And how close was that ground to the body?"

      I gave her my best guestimate. "Twenty feet, maybe?"

      "And did the photographer—Joel—touch anything?"

      "Just me."

      Her smile broadened, and her dark eyes brightened. She reached forward to pick a leaf out of my hair with a hand that could have modeled jewelry. "Do you need medical attention?"

      "No."

      My "no" was joined by the echo of someone else's noes. I looked past Sheriff Palke to see Mama Hendrix hoofing her way up the mulch trail, arms pumping, with an alarmingly ruddy face. "No, no, no, no, no, no, no!" she chanted.

      The slender young Monica was having to jog to keep up with her.

      Sheriff Palke stood, her back stiff and her feet squared. "Ma'am, I need you to calm down," she said, intercepting Mama Hendrix.

      It wasn't enough.

      Mama Hendrix bobbed and weaved and managed to slip past the younger woman. The older woman staggered down the steep slope toward the trees below until, halfway down, she stopped. She gasped as her hand flew to cover her mouth. Her knees gave way, and she sat down hard on the cold, hard ground. "Oh, no, no, no."

      Sheriff Palke reached Mama Hendrix's side. "Do you recognize who it is?"

      "Doug… I think it’s Doug." She pointed. “Those are his boots.”

      "And who is Doug?" Sheriff Palke asked.

      "He oversees my orchards."

      Sheriff Palke guided Mama Hendrix to her feet and turned her around to start the journey back up the hill.

      I sucked in a breath of air when I saw Mama Hendrix's face. It had a dewy pastiness that had me wondering if Mama Hendrix might be the one in need of medical assistance very, very soon! She looked terrible.

      My heart broke as her shocked gaze traveled from one person to the next. "Who?" she kept saying. "Who did this? Who?" Sheriff Palke was on one side, guiding her back to the top of the hill, and Brad was soon on her other side.

      I tried to get out of the way but sidestepped into Zoey. "Where'd you come from?" I asked. I could have sworn she hadn't been there a moment before. Her geek squad entourage stood at a distance. One took a step forward to get closer, but the lift of a single arching eyebrow from her quailed him and put him back in line with the others.

      Instead of answering my question, Zoey looked past me. "Incoming."

      This time it was Rita, trailed by her father Michael. She got close to us and then detoured to do a boot-scoot down the steep slope before anyone could stop her.

      "Go get her," Sheriff Palke said, and a small herd of sheriff's deputies scuttled after her. But not Brad. He didn't move from Sheriff Palke's side. Instead, he stood closer and leaned in at the shoulder.

      My eyes narrowed, and my very own honey badger jealousy monster stirred from its hibernation within me.

      "What're you going to do?" Zoey asked.

      "I'm gonna snatch the hair out of her head."

      "Not about Xena Warrior Princess. About the dead guy," Zoey clarified.

      We watched as the deputies guided Rita back up to the top of the hill. Her eyes were streaming with tears and she was laughing hysterically all the time. At the top of the hill, her father waited, his face pinched with heavy concern.

      "Absolutely nothing," I said as the deputies handed Rita over to her father. Her father held her tight and walked her back toward the B&B. "I am not getting involved. People dying everywhere I go is a curse, and I'm done with it."

      "Ha!" Zoey barked.

      "What?" I challenged. She was clearly unimpressed with my declaration of neutrality dealing with all things dead. Call me Switzerland. Not even the zombie apocalypse could sway me this time.

      "It's not a curse," Zoey said.

      "Pfffft." In that moment, I was as confident in her statement as she’d been in my declaration to stay out of this murder.

      Zoey pointed down the hill. "That guy was gonna die. You're here. You're not here. He was gonna die either way."

      "Okay..." I gave her lots of side-eye, unsure where she was going with this. If this was her idea of a pep talk, her delivery needed a lot of work.

      "You being here when he died, that's a blessing, not a curse."

      "How so?"

      "'Cause you're gonna find that guy's killer. You'll get justice for him." She looked past me to all the uniformed people milling around. A new team had arrived carrying equipment. Their loose-fitting plastic coverings reminded me of hazmat suits. "It won't be these people who figure it out. It'll be you."

      I looked at Zoey. I looked at everyone else. "Nope. No, I'm done. Joel can stay. Brad can stay." I paused. "I'd rather you not stay, but I'm leaving."

      And with that, I turned and stalked away. It was time to pack my bags and go.
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      I hadn't exactly thought through my whole storming off outburst. I didn't have car keys. We were in the middle of nowhere. Even the cell reception on my phone flickered in and out.

      I reached the B&B and stared up at the huge monstrosity that I'd found so idyllically beautiful yesterday. I considered going back to my room, but that thought left me feeling empty.

      I wandered over to the Civilian Justice League's tent. It was empty save for the enormous monitors and what had to be thousands of dollars’ worth of equipment scattered throughout. While it was interesting to look at, without anyone else there, the place wasn't much of a distraction against my racing mind. The latest addition to my body count via proximity had thrown me for a loop.

      What a girl in my death-becomes-me predicament needed was chocolate—and lots of it. It would help me think. It had all those polyphenol-shabobs in it. Surely those would do something nice for my brain.

      I felt better already. I had a plan. I'd go to the kitchen, find something yummy, and sit and eat while I strategized my escape. If I couldn't get Joel to give me the car keys, I could hotwire the car.

      Scratch that. I could get Zoey to hotwire the car.

      I set off across the yard with long, sure strides. I stomped my way up the wide steps onto the deep covered porch and walked right in the kitchen door like I owned the place. But I didn't, and I was reminded of that fact when I found somebody there. It was Mama Hendrix's kitchen helper. She was dancing, swinging her hips in front of the kitchen sink as she scrubbed  an oversized pan.

      She hadn't spotted me. I didn't mind. The kitchen was perfumed with baking apple pie. I could make out cinnamon and nutmeg, the slightly sweet smell of pastry turning golden brown, and... cardamom?

      "Hi," I said.

      No response.

      "Hi!" I said with a bit more punch behind the word.

      This time, the girl looked this way and that as if searching for the birthplace of the word's sound. It wasn't until she turned all the way around that she spotted me, and I realized why she hadn't heard me in the first place. She pulled cordless earbuds out of her ears.

      "Sorry," she said, giving me a girlish smile that almost had me smiling back. Her thick hair was chopped short in a bob cut that suited her wide cheekbones and slender chin. "Mama's not here right now, but she usually keeps cold cuts in the fridge. You want me to make you a sandwich? Or you want something to drink? There's hand-squeezed lemonade."

      "You got any chocolate?" I asked. "Oh, and coffee? Maybe some brown sugar. Whole milk?" For the first time since Joel and I left Kentucky, I missed my café, The Berry Home. I missed my cat, Sage. I missed Jack and Agatha. I couldn't figure out which I missed more between Jonathan and his pancakes. But what I really ached for in this moment was my endless supply of coffee. I wanted to sit in front of the corner fireplace and sip coffee under the afghan Agatha had knitted me.

      I wanted to go home.

      And I didn't want anybody else to die—ever again.

      "Go ahead and sit down. I'll get you something good," she said with a wink. She motioned to the long, narrow table that stood flush against the wall, turning back to the sink to rinse her hands. I sat down, and she asked, "What's all the hubbub about? I keep seeing people coming and going up the mulch trails."

      I realized then that she had a perfect view of it from the kitchen window.

      "Doug, the orchard manager—they think it's Doug—is dead. I found him... Well, I found his legs this morning."

      "What?" she said with a laugh, turning her back on the sink to face me. It was clear she thought I was kidding, until she saw my face, which lacked any of the telltale signs of mirth. It was enough to make her believe the words I’d spoken. As the truth sank in, her eyes grew startlingly wide and her hands flew to her mouth.

      "I'm sorry."

      She whimpered with a jerk of her upper body, still standing with her eyes wide and her hands covering her lips. She spun around and leaned over the sink as if that would make a difference in how far she could see.

      From where I sat, I could see Sheriff Palke and Brad on the mulch trail heading in the B&B's general direction.

      Seeing the sheriff must have been all the confirmation the girl needed. She released a strangled cry through her pressed fingertips and ran out of the kitchen. Through the kitchen window, I could see her run toward the sheriff and Brad, but she stopped halfway. Her head was bowed, and her shoulders shook. Her crying was silent to me from where I sat in the kitchen, but it broke my heart all the same.

      Rather than continue on to intercept the sheriff—or possibly to see Doug's dead body for herself—she turned ninety degrees and took off running. A car engine sounded a moment later, followed by a spray of gravel.

      I was alone. Again.

      I felt terrible about the pain my careless words had caused the girl.

      "I really gotta find out who I'm talking to before I start running my mouth next time." What was I saying? There’d be no next time! I was done with finding dead bodies, even if it meant moving to some remote village in Alaska with a population of one. Me.

      I wondered why the girl had run off crying. Maybe she was sensitive that way. Maybe she would’ve had the same reaction regardless of who was killed. Or maybe she and Doug had been friends. Maybe they'd even been lovers.

      The bell of a timer chimed. I looked around and spotted one on the counter.

      I glanced around the kitchen. It was empty, of course.

      I then looked expectantly at the kitchen’s winterized screen door. It stayed closed.

      Finally, I got up. I was nervous to touch someone else's baking efforts. To say that food rarely had a good outcome under my care was an understatement. On top of that, I was pretty sure I was looking at an oven, but that was as much as I could say about the thing—other than it was gorgeous. The whole front was covered in a glossy navy-blue enamel.

      I took my time, staring at it, trying to figure out what to do. It didn't look like any oven I'd ever seen. For one thing, it was the size of a small Cadillac. Seriously. The thing was huge! And instead of one giant door that took up its whole face, it had six smaller doors. Two rows, three doors on the bottom and three on top. The middle door of the top row had the letters “AGA.”

      That wasn't even the weirdest thing about it. Instead of having a myriad of different-sized burners on top, it instead had two large domes: one was over a foot wide, the other a little smaller. The right dome was tilted open on a hinge to expose a flat surface beneath. On that flat surface stood a tall soup pot. Even though I couldn't pinpoint a specific heat source, the pot had gotten hot and was somehow staying hot. But I still needed to find whatever was in the oven, the thing that the timer had been set for. I didn't want it to burn.

      I opened one of the doors. They were all hinged on the side rather than the bottom. I could tell the door was solid. It moved easily enough, but there was something substantial about it. It had some serious heft to it. I gave it a tap, and the resulting sound was a thud instead of being tinny or hollow.

      "Cast iron!" I realized. The whole thing, the entire oven, was made from cast iron.

      I straightened up and gave the oven a bump with my hip. It didn't budge. At all. Not a tilt. Not a jiggle. I might as well be pushing against a brick wall.

      "This thing must weigh a thousand pounds," I said in awe.

      It took opening three doors before I found the pie. I frowned when I saw it. It wasn't done. Its edges had turned a pale gold, but the pie's center still looked doughy. Maybe the timer hadn’t been for the pie after all.

      I shut the oven door and turned my attention to the tall pot on top of the stove. I took off its lid and stood on my tiptoes to see inside. Then I moaned as the steam from mulled apple cider wafted over me. I had no idea if the amber liquid had reached its aromatic peak, but it smelled heavenly to me.

      I took a step back to look at the front of the oven again, this time in search of a dial that would turn off the stove top. I found nothing. There weren't any controls on top of the oven either. Not knowing what else to do, I simply slid the pot to the side. The heat seemed to be radiating out of the flat plate that would have fit beneath the hinged dome had the dome been closed.

      Concerned that I would forget the oven's surface was hot and lay my hand down on it, I went ahead and closed the dome. Like magic, the majority of the radiant heat disappeared.

      Glancing around, I spotted another timer listing ten more minutes in its countdown. That one had to be for the pie.

      The screen door leading outside from the kitchen opened. Rita walked in followed closely by her father, Michael.

      "You don't need to see him like that. Eat something," Michael chastised. "You look ready to fall over." He then looked at me. "Can you make her something?"

      "Er..." was my brilliant response.

      "You're a chef, right?"

      "Uh..." I glanced around me at the fridge. The now-absent kitchen helper had said there were cold cuts inside. "I can make her something," I said, avoiding answering Michael's direct question about whether or not I was a chef.

      "Good." He flipped his wrist up to look at his watch, then to Rita he said, "You sit. Don't leave this room until you've eaten."

      "Where are you going?" Rita asked, sounding pitiful. She was pale and shaky.

      "I have to make some calls. I'm going to drive toward town to get a better signal on my cell, but I'll be back soon." Then, turning his attention to me, he said, "You, don't let her leave without eating." His gaze returned to his daughter. "No repeats of three years ago, okay? You have to eat."

      "Okay, Daddy." She plopped herself down in a chair as her father headed out the door.

      "I can make you a sandwich," I offered. If there were cold cuts in the fridge, it stood to reason that there'd be bread—somewhere.

      Rita scrunched her face and slouched in her chair. One slender hand moved to rest on her non-existent belly. "I don't know," she said, her voice trembling with uncertainty. "Would you mind making me some eggs? They're light, easy on my stomach, you know? Maybe an omelet?"

      I glanced warily at the alien stovetop, but the answer that came out of my mouth was, "Sure!" There was nothing I wanted more in this moment than to feed her after hearing her father's little pep talk.

      I got to work. I searched high and low for a pan I thought I could work with and eventually pulled an enormous cast iron skillet off its post on the wall. I lifted both domes and held my hand over each. The flat plate on the left was much, much hotter than the one on the right. I closed the left dome and put the skillet on the right to let it get heated up.

      I got eggs, milk, and a few other ingredients from the fridge and stirred them up in a bowl. But once I poured the mixture into the skillet, what had once carried the promise of a delicious omelet turned into lumpy clumps of eggs.

      I scooped out the eggs onto a plate and slid them onto the table in front of Rita. "Here ya go!" I said, wearing a cheerful smile for her. I knew it didn't make sense, but a part of me believed that my food would magically be perfect and beloved by all if I was upbeat and positive about it.

      Still, there was uncertainty in Rita's returning smile. What I'd put in front of her was a far cry from the omelet she'd asked for.

      I sat down in a chair catty-corner to her.

      Rita picked up her fork and took a bite. Her jaw moved to chew once then stopped. Her eyes went to me, then she chewed some more and swallowed. "It's a little runny."

      "Oh..." I couldn't stop my frown.

      "No, it's okay," Rita quickly amended. "I like them that way."

      I didn't believe her, mostly because of the way her face scrunched up with mild disgust as she lifted the next fork of eggs to her mouth.

      "I guess we're all thrown by what happened," she said after forcing herself to swallow another bite.

      "Yes. Definitely." It wasn't why I'd botched the eggs, but I'd take the excuse if she was offering. I was happy to see that her pallor looked better and the slight unsteadiness in her hand as she ate was gone. A vitality was returning to her, and I'd done that with the eggs I'd fixed. Runny or not, that made me feel good. Maybe I was a terrible cook, but I was good at feeding people. It was a win I'd take.

      Yet there was something that Rita's father had said to her when they'd walked in that was refusing to leave me alone. He'd told Rita that she didn't need to see "him" that way. Something about the way he'd said it suggested a familiarity, some kind of pre-death knowledge of Doug by Rita. I tried to push the idea away, but it pecked at the delicate tissue of my brain like a pesky woodpecker. I finally gave in to its pestering and asked, "Did you know Doug?"

      Zoey chose that moment to walk through the kitchen door. While she was dressed loud and fearless in clunky lace-up combat boots that stretched halfway up her shins, skin-tight cycling shorts that stretched halfway down her thighs, and a jewel green knit sweater that insisted on constantly falling off one shoulder, she somehow managed to move through the kitchen inconspicuously. Her hair was pulled back in a thick under-braid that started at the nape of her neck and traveled up to end in a messy bun at the crown of her head. The loose bun bobbed in all directions when Zoey hopped up to sit on the kitchen counter.

      She plucked an orange from a nearby bowl of fruit and started peeling.

      "I did know him—had known him... Had thought I'd known him, once," Rita said. She didn’t seem to have noticed Zoey's entrance.

      I remained silent after her declaration of familiarity with the dearly departed. My silence soon rewarded me with more words from her.

      "We were sweet on each other." She shrugged as she pushed her eggs around her plate with the tip of her fork. She'd stopped eating them. "At least, I'd been sweet on him."

      The kitchen door jerked open hard enough and fast enough to pull the attention of all of us.

      "I'm telling you, it's fake!" said a gaunt-faced thirty-something over his shoulder as he sauntered through the door. Two other guys trailed in after him. I guessed one to be in his fifties and the other in his early twenties. "It's all part of the weekend. All the workers are in on it." He stopped and turned his attention to me and Rita, then focused on Rita. He waved a hand in her direction. "Even some of the guests are in on it. They're plants to move the mystery forward."

      "But this isn't a mystery weekend," the fifty-ish guy countered. "This is the Civilian Justice League. We don't do mysteries. We do fact-finding and analysis."

      "Dude!" Gaunt-Face exclaimed as he backhand slapped fifty-ish in the chest. "What do you think a mystery is? It's fact-finding and analysis!" He looked in our direction again and rolled his eyes, his expression daring us to look at the idiots he had to contend with.

      I felt his pain, but not for the reasons he would have assumed. I only saw one idiot in the room, and it wasn't anyone other than him.

      "We gotta get some food before we get cracking on this," he said. His gaze had taken a half second to shift between Zoey, Rita, and me before settling on me. Eeny meeny miny moe—I guessed I was it. "How ‘bout it, toots? Can you hook us up?"

      My mouth fell open just a little, and Zoey snickered.

      At the merest sound from Zoey, Gaunt-Face turned instantly bashful. He stuck his hands in the pockets of his dark trousers and intermittently stared at the ground and glanced up at her. "Hey, Z," he said with a silly grin.

      "Hey," Zoey said back.

      It seemed to be all the validation Gaunt-Face needed. His ego laden confidence returned, and he refocused on me. "So how 'bout that grub? We're burning precious time here."

      There was something else I'd like to burn, and it wasn't even his food. But instead of indulging my snarky inner monologue and letting it come out to play, I got up and limped to the fridge. Inside were all the fixings for a sandwich feast.

      I loaded up my arms with as much as I could carry, then turned toward the kitchen table to discover Rita's chair was now empty. The eggs I'd made her lay scattered around her plate, abandoned and barely eaten.

      It was possible she'd used the distraction of the newcomers to escape the awkward social obligation of finishing the slippery, undercooked eggs I'd made her. I hoped that was the case anyway. The alternative was that her father's fears were being realized and she was falling back into old self-destructive habits.

      As soon as I fully laid out the spread of food, the Civilian Criminal League guys descended like vultures. I hopped up on the kitchen counter next to Zoey and watched the feeding frenzy. Monica and John wandered in and fixed themselves plates. Even the deputies showed up, and a minute after that Brad and Sheriff I'm-too-gorgeous-for-my-badge arrived. They both went straight for the table of food. I didn't get so much as a hello from Brad.

      I willed invisible daggers at his back, but he still refused to take notice.

      The heat of Zoey’s stare forced me to pull my gaze away from them and look at her. “What?” I asked, misdirecting my snippiness at her.

      “You know what.”

      I rolled my eyes. Just this once, why couldn’t I have someone less perceptive as a best friend? “What about it?”

      "Whatever you're going to do about it," Zoey said, handing me an orange wedge, "I want in."

      My smile was slow and felt sinister. "Consider yourself in..."
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      The committee of vultures had ravaged through most of the food I’d laid out on the table when Sheriff Palke looked around her. Her gaze fell on me. "Is there any coffee?"

      I wanted to look around me from side to side to see who else she could be talking to, but there was no one else in my general vicinity other than Zoey. No way was she asking Zoey, so it had to be me.

      What the heck? Did I have kitchen wench stamped on my forehead? Sheriff Palke hadn’t even been in here when I’d laid out the food.

      I fumed in silence, doing my best not to let my anger register on my face.

      Maybe I could lace her coffee with a little Ex-Lax. Why the heck wasn't she questioning me some more about the heels-up guy out in the orchard? Wasn't that more important than coffee?

      With that thought, one part of my brain waved a dismissive hand at the rest of my brain. It knew the truth.

      Of course there was nothing more important than coffee!

      I offered Sheriff Palke a tight smile. "I don't work here."

      "Thanks for the grub, Kylie!" Gaunt-Face yelled over his shoulder on his way out.

      I scowled. Busted.

      "Oh... hey, Kylie," Brad said, finally spotting me. That was the full span of time his attention stayed on me before shifting back to Sheriff Palke. "How long will it take to get news back from your crime scene crew?"

      She shrugged graceful, beautiful shoulders. Shoulders that belonged on a ballerina rather than a woman standing in the spot between the total chaos and ordered structure of the unruly masses. "Depends on what they unearth when they dig up the body. That crime scene photographer of yours any good?"

      "The investigators who've seen—well, more than anyone should—they consider Joel their go-to guy."

      I imagined Brad was referring to Detective Gregson back home. The guy was… intense, but I supposed he had plenty of reason to be after everything he’d seen and been through.

      Sheriff Palke nodded, satisfied. Her gaze returned to me. "So do those coffee beans need roasting or what?"

      The nerve!

      But I kept my cool, answering, “Nah, I just need to wait for them to get pooped out by my cat." Coffee made in such a way was the most expensive coffee in the world, after all.

      Rather than get annoyed with me, Sheriff Palke's lips pulled up in a tiny smile that nonetheless managed to reach her eyes. "Maybe we can go with a more standard house brew for now—until the other is done, of course."

      Dang it! I could see why Brad liked her. I hated myself just a little for starting to like her too.

      I hopped down from the countertop and cringed as sharp pain shot through my ankle and triggered a hot, throbbing ache that matched the tempo of my heartbeat. It was worse than when I was lying on the ground after taking a tumble down that hill. I'd forgotten about its damaged state.

      Brad and Sheriff Palke were already back to talking and didn't notice. A sadness settled over me as I limped my way over to a cupboard that I’d already figured out held the coffee cups. I didn't ask if she wanted sugar and milk. I simply loaded the cup up the way I would make it and handed it over. I secretly hoped that she'd hate it, but instead she said nothing. She took a sip and pressed on with her conversation. That was somehow worse than if she’d hated it or loved it. It confirmed a fear I hadn’t known I had.

      I was unimportant. Invisible. What I did held no value or importance. I was irrelevant.

      Ouch.

      It had been such a long time since I had been any of those things. The taste the experience left in my mouth was sour and bitter. My anger at Brad deepened. He was supposed to be my champion, not the man who failed to even notice when I was being actively forgotten.

      Brad and Sheriff Palke ate their sandwiches, drank to their fill, and then left without a word of thanks. The sheriff’s posse followed her lead like a litter of pups, trailing out the kitchen door behind her.

      I watched the entire kitchen empty out, save for Zoey. She still sat on the kitchen counter, and I stood next to her with my arms crossed and vile contemplation in my heart.

      Irrelevant? I’d show them.

      "You gonna solve the murder, show her up, make them all look dumb?"

      "Yep." It was good that Zoey knew me so well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      "I thought you didn't want anything to do with the case," Joel said. We were in our B&B bedroom, and he was sitting on his bed. Zoey and I were sitting on mine. We'd folded up the partition dividing the beds and leaned it against the far wall. Joel's camera was in his hands, and he was dividing his attention between its viewer window and us. I had a plastic bag of ice on my ankle, and it was already feeling better.

      "I changed my mind," I said.

      He lifted his eyes to look at me without lifting his head.

      "What?" I asked, uncomfortable with his deadpan stare.

      He went back to clicking through the pictures he'd captured on his camera. "That Sheriff Palke sure is pretty."

      "I hadn't noticed," I said, my words clipped. I could see Joel's answering smirk even with his head down. He didn't believe me. "What's that got to do with anything? Why are you even mentioning how gorgeously stunning she is?" I shot back.

      Joel put his camera down and gave me his full attention. "I said pretty. Gorgeously stunning were your words."

      I couldn’t stop myself from rolling my eyes and shoving out my lower lip in a pout.

      Zoey stretched an arm out into the gap between the beds, and Joel handed his camera over. Putting it in her lap, she stared into the viewing window and clicked through the images. I leaned in so that I could see them too.

      "Wait. Back up," I said. "What's that?" I leaned closer. Front and center in the picture were Doug's legs, sprouting up out of the ground like a tall tree in the making. But him, his tan overalls, and his heavy work boots weren't my focus. I was doing my best to look past him at the ground to the side. "Is that… another hole?"

      Joel reached a hand out, and Zoey handed the camera back. He looked at the picture. "Yeah, a pretty big one, too. And that wasn't the only one. There were four more."

      "In a line?" Zoey asked.

      "No. They made a pattern. Kind of like a hexagon," he said.

      "Did you get a picture of them?" I asked.

      "Individually, yes. But I couldn't get a picture of them in a way that showed the pattern. Too many trees and no way to get the right elevation. The only hole that was visible from beyond the orchard was the one Doug was in, and the only reason you were able to spot it, Kylie, was because it was marked."

      " Are they sure it was Doug? How do they know?"

      Joel grimaced. "It was him. I was out there for hours documenting everything as they dug him up."

      "Ohhhh." My voice trailed off as I took in the implication of his words. "Did he look bad?"

      "He didn't look good," Joel said.

      "You okay?" I had no idea what I'd do if he said he wasn't.

      Joel gave me a reassuring wink that warmed my heart. "I'm good."

      Zoey had the camera back in her hands, and she was flipping through the photos again. "What if you drew lines between the holes—could they have made a star?"

      Joel's gaze drifted upward as he thought, then he said, "Yeah, I think so."

      "Could have been a symbol. Magic."

      "What would card tricks have to do with it? Ohhh, you think Doug could have been trying to do a Houdini and things went wrong?"

      "No, I mean like dark magic. Sorcery. Witches. Stuff like that."

      I imagined the holes, and I imagined Doug sticking up out of them. That's when I realized the real difference between them. Doug's hole had been filled… with Doug. The other holes were still empty! "Whoever did this could be planning more murders," I said. Given that there were only eighteen or so people—employees plus guests—at the Red Maple Apples B&B and four more holes remaining to be filled, our odds of making it through the weekend alive took a sudden nosedive. Literally, I realized, after considering Doug's precarious final position.

      "We could be next," I said, giving my fears voice.

      Zoey shrugged. "Hard to say. Maybe tree boy brought it on himself."

      I cringed at Zoey's choice of words, but they were apt. Doug had been Mama Hendrix's orchard manager, and he'd gotten planted like a tree. But I didn't understand how he could have brought his ending on himself.

      "What do you mean?" I asked.

      "What do we really know about him?" Zoey said. "Maybe he was a warlock. Ohhh, or a druid. That would've been cool."

      "Didn't the druids all get slaughtered by the Romans?" Joel asked.

      My head was spinning. I felt kind of clueless in Joel and Zoey's company. Next, they'd be talking about alchemy and how to turn lead into gold.

      I decided to latch onto the one thing that Zoey had said that was actually relevant. "You're right. We don't know much about him." I thought a moment. There had been one thing I'd learned. Actually, there'd been a few things I'd learned since finding his body. "But we do know a little. He had a girlfriend."

      Joel’s jaw dropped, and his eyes grew wide. "He what? How'd you find that out?"

      I knit my brows and thought things through with as much remembered detail as I could. Finally, I had to concede that my assumption might not have been right. "Well, maybe she wasn't his girlfriend, but he sure was something to her."

      "What happened?" Zoey asked.

      I sighed. What I was about to tell them wouldn't look very good on me. "I wasn't even thinking. After I came back from the mulch trail, I wandered around and eventually ended up in the kitchen. Mama Hendrix's kitchen helper was there—I don't even know her name. She asked what was going on, and I just told her. I opened up my mouth and let the words spill out without a thought for any feelings that someone who knew him might have."

      Zoey and Joel continued to look at me expectantly, then Joel asked, “So what’d she say?”

      I shrugged. “Not a whole lot. She thought I was joking at first. Then when she figured out I wasn’t, she ran out of the kitchen. She ran off toward, well, toward where Doug was found, then she stopped and ran for her car. Tore out so fast she threw gravel.”

      Zoey’s brows were up. “Sounds like guilt to me.”

      “Yeah,” Joel agreed. “It was a well-timed exit.”

      I pinched my brows together as I thought, trying to massage some insight directly into my brain. I replayed the moment in my head. At first, she didn’t believe me. Then she did believe me. “She ran out of the kitchen toward Brad and the sheriff, then she just stopped. Stopped dead in her tracks before running for her car.”

      Joel let loose with a low whistle. “Guiltier by the second. You might have this one solved in record time, Kylie.”

      My brow pinch shifted into a full-on face scrunch, and I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so.” Then doubt crept in, and I said again, “Nooo… right?”

      “You said it yourself,” Joel said. “She stopped and changed directions when she saw the sheriff.”

      I recalled what she’d looked like as she stood with her back to me. “Her shoulders were shaking, enough that I could see it from the kitchen. I’m pretty sure she was sobbing.” I thought some more. “No, just doesn’t feel right to me, but we should talk to her. I’ll ask Mama Hendrix about her. Get her contact info.”

      “Do we know when Doug died?” Zoey asked Joel.

      “The crime scene guys didn’t do a lot of talking. They mostly took some readings, collected samples, and took a lot of notes in their notebooks.”

      “We saw him yesterday just after we got here,” I said. “He was chewing out the stocky guy who worked with him.”

      “Tim,” Zoey offered.

      “Right,” I said. “Doug was chewing out his assistant. That’s the first and last I saw of him. Did you see him again after that?” I asked Joel. He’d been with me at that time.

      He shook his head.

      “What about you?” I asked Zoey. “We last saw him sometime after one o’clock yesterday.”

      Zoey shook her head. “Not that I recall. I’ll ask the Citizen Justice guys if any of them saw him after that.”

      “The competition continuing?” Joel asked.

      “Oh, yeah. They’re convinced the murder was staged, that it was all fake. They think it’s part of the competition.”

      If only Doug had been so lucky.

      “What about Brad and cop lady?” Zoey asked Joel.

      I sent her a huge mental thank you for broaching a topic I desperately wanted to hear more about but had been too ashamed to bring up again.

      “Sheriff lady,” Joel corrected, “and what about them?”

      “Is Brad into her or what?”

      My breath froze in my lungs. Zoey was so direct! There she was, asking the question my heart desperately wanted to know.

      But Zoey and I weren’t fooling anyone. Joel’s gaze knowingly flicked from her to me, and my face flushed hot at the silent indication that he knew it was really me who wanted to know.

      Joel returned his gaze to Zoey. “I’ve had the chance to overhear some of their conversations,” he said. “Brad seems—”

      A heavy, thudding knock rattled the door.

      No! Don’t stop! Tell me more!

      Joel got up and headed for the door without uttering another word.

      Nooooo!!!
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      Joel pulled open the door of our B&B bedroom to reveal Gaunt-Faced Guy from the Citizen’s Justice League competition. The guy glanced once at Joel and then bobbed and weaved to see past him. This took some work, since Joel’s body filled most of the open door.

      “Oh, yo!” Gaunt-Faced Guy exclaimed as he ducked under Joel’s arm to step inside the room. His gaze was fixed squarely on me. “So, uh, we’re out of sandwiches.” He stood there expectantly. It was as if he thought his simple statement explained why the sun set and the moon and stars rose.

      Since he wasn’t looking at anyone but me, I said, “Okay…” I stretched the word out.

      I wasn’t stupid. I knew what he was implying. He wanted me to jump up and run to make him and his cronies some more sandwiches. But imagine this—I wasn’t feelin’ it. It wasn’t my job to make him sandwiches, and he wasn’t moving me in any way to want to go make those sandwiches.

      “Yeah, okay then.” He continued to stand there and stare, but not for long. “Hey! Yo! What gives?” he exclaimed when Joel’s plate-sized hand descended on the back of his neck and clamped down.

      The man soon found himself stumbling backward as Joel moved him from inside the bedroom to standing on the other side of the still-open door. “Yo, man, what gives? You gotta problem? Get your hand off me, dude!”

      Gaunt-Face shrugged and swiped his arm up to brush Joel’s hand away. It was a move that would have been completely ineffective if Joel hadn’t allowed it to work.

      “See that?” Joel asked, pointing to a spot on the floor that was in line with the doorframe.

      “Yeah, what about it?”

      “It’s the threshold to this room.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “Don’t cross it.”

      “Oh yeah? Or what?” Gaunt-Face challenged.

      “Do you really wanna know? Can you be that stupid?”

      Somehow, I thought he might actually be.

      “Hey, where you from? Your accent’s, like, slow-minded, like you don’t got a lot of smarts.”

      “Kentucky,” Joel drawled in a warning voice.

      “We might end up cleaning up blood,” I whispered to Zoey.

      “Ha! That explains it,” Gaunt-Face said with a condescending sneer on his face.

      He barged into the room again and immediately found himself stumbling backward out into the hallway once more.

      Joel had sent him sprawling with the mere shove of his hand. He followed up by swinging the door shut just hard enough to lightly slam it into place. Not enough to rattle the walls, but enough to get his message across.

      He moved back to his spot to sit on the bed across from Zoey and me.

      The bedroom door opened and gently creaked itself wide in a slow arc.

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Joel muttered, going from halfway sitting to fully standing. “You got a death wish, buddy?”

      “That’s a clue, right there!” Gaunt-Face said as he jabbed a finger-pointing hand into the room. He jerked it back just as fast so that no part of him was over or past the threshold. He shifted his attention to me. “Hey, toots, how ‘bout those sandwiches? We need our brain food.”

      That was the understatement of the year. They didn’t need sandwiches; they needed a non-stop three-day feast. Maybe then he’d get a clue about not having any clues, or smarts, or any sense of self-preservation whatsoever.

      Joel was headed back across the room toward him.

      Gaunt-Face jerked his head back, but it wasn’t because of Joel, and it wasn’t because of me. In his infinite wisdom, he’d finally spotted Zoey.

      “Hey! What the heck you doin’ up here? You a plant? You a mole? You workin’ both sides of this thing or something? We need you! Get back to the tent already!”

      Joel was at the door, and his arm shot out to grab the guy, but Gaunt-Face darted away, evading capture. “Sandwiches!” he yelled from somewhere out of sight.

      Joel slammed the door shut. This time, it did rattle the walls.

      We all waited, staring at the door.

      The handle didn’t turn, and the thing didn’t creak back open. Our little visitor had finally gone.

      Zoey stood and stretched a lithe body that could have thrived while locked in yoga poses for hours. “I’d better get back down.”

      “Seriously? You actually want to spend time with them?” I asked, unable to believe my own ears.

      Zoey smiled affectionately. “They’re idiots. They make me happy. Watching them’s like watching a baby get frustrated that it can’t fit a six-inch cookie in its mouth all in one go. It’s just so cute!”

      A group of guys trying to find what they believe is a fake killer when a real killer is afoot, possibly planning for more victims… I wasn’t sure what was scarier: that they were so clueless they could end up dead, or that Zoey’s brain associated the whole scenario with the cuteness of a baby trying to eat a cookie.

      “I gotta go too,” Joel said, putting on his jacket and retrieving his camera. “Need to see if they want anything else documented.”

      Zoey paused at the door and glanced back at me.

      “Pimento,” she said.

      “Huh?”

      Her smile was evil. “That’s what kind of sandwich I want.”

      I threw a pillow at her, but the throw went wide, and Joel caught it one-handed in midair.

      He returned the pillow to me, kissed my head, and said, “Later, babe.”

      And then the two were gone.

      I stared at my closed door for several minutes, watching for the doorknob to turn and Gaunt-Face to reappear.

      I imagined him screaming an order of roast beef with horseradish sauce on a toasted Kaiser roll. Maybe with a side of coleslaw. Maybe even some potato chips. No—onion rings!

      My stomach growled.

      Dang it!

      Now I was hungry.

      I unfolded myself from my spot on the bed and headed out the door. It took several steps to work the stiffness out of my ankle, but it quickly eased into only a mild ache.

      I was cautious when I opened the door in case someone was there lurking and waiting, but the hall was empty. In fact, I didn’t see anyone as I made my way down to the first floor and wove through its beautiful rooms to that heavenly kitchen.

      There, I was met with a sight that had me stopping, staring, and wondering if I should make a hasty retreat.

      Mama Hendrix was sitting at the long table pushed up against the wall, and the poor woman looked utterly broken. Destroyed, even. In fact, she looked done.

      Morgue done.

      Her heavy shoulders were slumped, her head hung down, and her legs sprawled topsy-turvy.

      “Mama? Mama Hendrix?” I asked, timidly.

      I had never tried to start a conversation with a dead person before, but when it comes to me and finding bodies, there’s always a first for everything.
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      I wasn’t sure what to do. My cell phone didn’t even work properly way out here in this signal dead zone. Mama Hendrix was dead. She didn’t look well when I’d last seen her. I should have done something! I should have insisted she get medical attention. I should have—

      My brain halted in its tracks.

      Mama Hendrix was dead.

      Another person had died.

      I did a quick count of the empty holes remaining to be filled and the number of bodies available to fill them. There were still plenty left. The killer could be about to walk into the kitchen behind me. I could be next on the list.

      “Oh my gosh,” I whispered as panic wrapped icy tendrils around my spine. “What do I do?”

      “What was that, honey?” a croaky voice asked a half-second before Mama Hendrix’s body stirred.

      My heart skipped three whole beats. I forgot how to breathe and staggered off balance, slamming backward into the refrigerator.

      “Honey! You okay?” Mama Hendrix asked, alarmed. She was now sitting straight up in her chair and staring at me with big, unblinking eyes.

      “I thought you were dead,” I gasped.

      Mama Hendrix’s alarm seemed to double. “Me? Why would I be dead?”

      “I don’t know! You were there, with your head down, not moving.” I slumped to the floor with my hand pressed above my racing heart.

      “Oh, sweetie. You come here and sit down. I’ll get you a cup of tea or something.” She rose to stand but only got up halfway before her color drained away. Rather than sit back down, she practically fell into her seat. “Well, aren’t we a pair?” she said with an embarrassed laugh. “I guess you can sit there a bit, and I’ll sit here.”

      Mama Hendrix’s complexion was pasty and waxy. I would have been more comfortable if she were lying dead on a mortician’s table. At least my brain would have been able to make sense of her appearance. She looked like she’d died hours ago.

      “I can do this,” I said, forcing myself to stand. My knees were like Jell-O. I didn’t know if they would support me. “How long since you ate something?”

      “Oh, I…” She eventually shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore.” A tear slipped down her cheek.

      I thankfully didn’t have to travel far to open the fridge.

      It really only took me turning around. I loaded up my arms full of food and then unloaded it on the table. I did two more trips that were just the same.

      One of the items I’d gotten out was some leftover quiche from that morning. I popped it on what I hoped was an oven-safe plate and slid it into one of the oven cubbies. The oven was already hot and waiting.

      I was pretty sure there was no way to turn the thing off.

      I then got to work making coffee and before long had put together a roast beef sandwich on rye for Mama Hendrix and a chicken salad croissant for myself.

      I bit into the buttery, flaky pastry and sighed. The chicken salad was a savory delight, with just the right amount of mayo, but the croissant was heaven. “Did you make this yourself?” I asked after I’d swallowed.

      “Mmm, yes,” Mama Hendrix said. She’d taken a couple of bites of her side of potato salad and was already looking better. Suddenly sitting up straighter, she gave the kitchen a quick look around. “I’ve got a girl somewhere. Sandra.”

      “A little taller than me? Early twenties? Cute? Wears earbuds to listen to… music?” I had to guess at the last.

      “Yes,” Mama Hendrix said. There was an unspoken question in her face.

      I was sure she couldn’t take one more ounce of bad news, but there was no way around it. “She ran off…” I grimaced. “Crying.” My face scrunched some more. “I made her cry.”

      Mama Hendrix didn’t have to ask me to go on. Her what-the-heck expression was enough.

      “She asked why everyone was coming and going up the mulch trail.”

      “Ohhhh… And you told her.” Sad comprehension softened her eyes.

      “I did.”

      Guilt worked at me despite the fact that I hadn’t actually done anything wrong—at least nothing beyond being a little callous in my delivery of the news.

      But whether someone rips a band-aid off or gently tugs at it, the thing has to come off eventually. Given the wound waiting underneath for poor Sandra, her experience was sure to be traumatic either way.

      Mama Hendrix shook her head. “I should have thought of her sooner. She was over the moon for Doug.”

      I recognized the opening. This was my chance to pry. “Had they been together long?”

      Mama Hendrix gave a little shrug with rounded shoulders that looked fit for a draped afghan. “Hard to say. The change between them was slow. First there were little looks and blushes from Sandra. Then Doug would find excuses to linger in the kitchen. I’m not sure when they actually started dating, but it seemed to me like they’d gotten pretty serious. I was expecting to be hosting a wedding for them sometime in the coming months, to be honest.” She shook her head again. “Now that’ll never come.” She turned misty eyes on me. “I don’t know what I’ll do without him. The orchard hadn’t been properly tended to since my George died. I don’t have the know-how, and there’s so much needing to be done.”

      I covered Mama Hendrix’s hand with my own and gave it a squeeze. Mama Hendrix was carrying the world on her shoulders. Now, she was left without anyone to even help her in the kitchen.

      “Mama Hendrix, I want to say sorry.”

      “What for?”

      “Maybe if I’d delivered the news about Doug a little more gently, maybe Sandra wouldn’t have run off. Now you don’t have anyone to help you in the kitchen.”

      “Well, I’ve got you, darlin’,” she said.

      “Huh?”

      “Ohhhh, I know it’s an imposition and you’re here as a customer, wanting a vacation and all, but if a trained professional like you could help me out, it would just mean the world to me.”

      Crickets. Where were the crickets? There needed to be something to fill the resulting silence that spread between us. The seconds stretched out, and I kept thinking a retraction of Mama Hendrix’s request would come at any moment, but it didn’t.

      “Mama,” I said, “I would love to help you but I, um, I’m not that good. In the kitchen, I mean.”

      Mama Hendrix threw her head back and laughed. “A modest chef,” she said, swiping a tear away from the corner of her eye. “Now I’ve seen it all. But still, I’d love the chance to learn a thing or two from you, and I’d be happy to share my recipes.” She gave me a wink. “I know how collecting recipes is like panhandling for gold for people like you.”

      “I… uh… well…” How could I tell her just how bad a chef I was without completely humiliating myself?

      The people back home knew how bad I was, but I did my best to make up for it in other ways. I didn’t think that tactic would work here though.

      She really needed to make the best impression possible with each and every customer she had, and she had a very short window in which to do it. Her continuing business survived by making a wonderful impression the first time, every time.

      Of course, my cooking couldn’t get in the way of her customers’ pleasure any more than a dead man’s legs sticking straight up into the air. Right?

      I thought about the other holes out there in the cold, still waiting to be filled.

      “Mama Hendrix,” I said, my voice half an octave higher than normal as I prepared myself to launch into an uncomfortable question, “do you know anything about the hole that Doug was found in, and the other holes spread out around it?”

      “The sheriff asked me that same question.” She rubbed the spot between her eyebrows. “The questions that woman made me answer. I thought they’d never quit coming.”

      And here I was, adding to her stress. I’d thought the woman was dead just a few minutes ago. Fear filled me that if I piled my usual prying on top of what she was already going through,  she’d keel over from a heart attack.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I bet this stuff is the last thing you want to talk about. I’ll let you eat in peace.”

      “Oh, honey, I don’t mind talking to you. Makes me feel better, to be honest, having someone to talk to. Just talk to, you know? Being under a magnifying glass makes my skin itch, but getting to just speak my thoughts, well, that makes me feel a whole lot better.”

      Out of worry and concern for her, I’d tried to close the door on my interrogation, but she’d opened it right back up. It was hard to contain my eager smile as I pressed on in my search for new and ever juicier information.

      But priorities first.

      “Do you know Sheriff Palke?” I asked.

      “Mmhmm, known her since before her pageantry days. What a stunning beauty she was.”

      Was? She used to be more beautiful?

      Distress welled within me. “I’m sure her husband, or, uh, wife, finds her as lovely as she ever was.” I held my breath, waiting for the answer to the question I didn’t ask.

      “Oh, that’s a sad story, that is.”

      “What happened?”

      “The sheriff went into a local cave system after a little girl who’d gotten lost. When the sheriff hadn’t shown back up after two days, her husband went in after her. An expert team was on its way, but her husband didn't want to wait,” she added, almost as an aside. “Then the experts did show up. They went in, and the sheriff came out with the little girl ten hours later all on her own.”

      A huge rock sat heavy in my stomach. “And her husband?”

      “Nobody ever saw him again. I heard the sheriff goes back in looking whenever she’s got a few days off.”

      “You mean there’s a chance he’s still alive and they aren’t there right now, looking for him?” Terror filled me at the thought of the poor man, alone and lost. Yet, despite that sadness, my spirits also lifted a bit—which was really sick and twisted of me. No way would Brad be seriously interested in a woman who would abandon her husband like that.

      “Oh, honey. That was four years ago now. He’s gone, the part that matters anyway. She’s just looking for him for, you know—” she wrinkled her nose  “—for closure.”

      Dang it! The woman was a saint. It was all but a done deal. I was going to lose Brad forever.

      “So what you’re saying is that she’s gorgeous, ” hence the by-gone days of pageantry, “and amazing at her job.” My  inner deflation and impending sense of ‘all hope is lost’ must have been broadcasting a little too loudly, because Mama Hendrix followed up with a question of her own.

      “But is that something you even need to worry about, hun?” Her words were soft, but the glint in her eye was razor sharp.

      “Oh… I, uh…” My words trailed off with absolutely nowhere to go.

      “I’m going to ask you a question now, and I want a straight answer,” she said. Her focus was one hundred and twenty percent on me. Nothing else existed. “Where’d you get to yesterday… and last night?”

      “Get to?”

      “Yes, as in how did you spend your time?”

      I knew exactly what she was asking. “I didn’t kill Doug. I didn’t know him enough to even want to kill him. Plus, I’m on a romantic weekend with my boyfriend. I was with him the whole time.”

      “Like you’re with him right now?” Her eyes were narrowed and her brows arched.

      “Why would I kill him? It wasn’t me.”

      Her lips thinned as she pressed them together before asking, “Then why do you care how good Sheriff Palke is at her job?”

      “Because Brad’s my boyfriend!” I blurted.

      Joel chose that moment to walk in through the kitchen door.

      Plant me upside-down in one of those holes already.
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      I did not just say that. Tell me I did not just say that.

      “Joel…” I gave him my best pleading look with a dose of apology and abject mortification.

      Joel stopped in his tracks. “I… Hmmm. Right.”

      He did a full one-eighty and marched right out the door he’d come in through.

      “Ohhhh,” I moaned, draping forward to rest my forehead atop my hands on the table. I’d come on this mini-vacay with two boyfriends. Now it was very possible I had none.

      “Me and George had a special friend, too,” Mama Hendrix said, her voice wistful.

      I lifted my head just enough to look at her. She gave me a wink.

      I sat up but slouched heavily against the chair’s back. “What am I going to do?”

      “What is there to do?” Mama Hendrix asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is that what you do depends on what you want. What do you want?”

      I wanted my two boyfriends back. I wanted Brad to be starry-eyed over me, not that sheriff. And I wanted Joel to still be okay with me having someone else to care about than just him. “I want everything to be how it was,” I finally said.

      “Oh sweetheart, that’s… boring.”

      Ouch.

      “Life changes,” she went on. “George up and died, but I’m still here. Living life. Making decisions. Taking action!” She shook a fist in the air. “Growing old isn’t a pastime for the meek. It takes courage. A lot of it. Now you gotta figure out what’s worth risking all of yourself for. That fella who just high-tailed it outta here? He worth everything you can give him?”

      I was quiet a moment. “Yeah...” I sounded exactly like one of those meek people she’d mentioned. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Yes, he is.” This time, I announced it with confidence.

      “And that other guy… Brad. What about him?”

      “He’s worth what I can give him too.”

      “Okay, then. That’s a start. It’s not everything, but, well, you’ll figure the rest out as you go.”

      I really, really liked that advice.

      The kitchen door burst open again, and my heart jumped into my throat. Joel had come back!

      But no… It was Gaunt-Face. He looked at me. He inspected the kitchen, and then he looked at all the sandwich fixings on the table. “You’re kidding me!” He jabbed the tip of his finger against his wrist, presumably at his imaginary watch. “Tick tock! I’m wasting away here!” He turned and stormed out.

      “I’m going to spit in his food.” The words were out of my mouth before I even realized it. I shot Mama Hendrix a worried glance. “I swear I didn’t mean that, not literally.” And I hadn’t.

      “Honey, it needed to be said. That boy’s a tool.” From Mama Hendrix’s mouth to God’s ears!

      He really was a tool.

      It wasn’t my job to make everybody sandwiches, but no way was I going to put the task on Mama Hendrix’s shoulders. She looked worlds better than she had when I’d first walked in—you know, when I thought she was dead and all. I guess comatose would have been a huge improvement over that. Still, I wasn’t willing to risk my misinterpretation of the situation turning into a premonition. Mama Hendrix needed her rest.

      I set to work making a wide variety of sandwiches of every type and nature, everything from peanut butter and jelly to turning the last of the quiche into egg salad and stuffing into a Kaiser roll. There was even enough pimento cheese to cover Zoey’s special request. Mama Hendrix tried to help, but I insisted that she assist in a strictly supervisory capacity.

      We chatted while I worked.

      “I’ve never met anyone better with orchards than him,” she said.

      “Was he with you long?” An enormous dollop of homemade boysenberry jelly plopped out of a delightful antique Ball jar onto a soft yeast roll. I scowled as the heavy jelly collapsed its pillowy insides. Spotting a slender log of what I knew would be hearty sourdough, I cut it lengthwise and turned it into a peanut butter and jelly hoagie. Cutting the hoagie into sections gave me five sandwiches from the one loaf.

      “About a couple of years now,” Mama Hendrix said.

      “Any idea why anyone would want to kill him?”

      “Noooo, none at all! That man, he was a good man. A saint! Why he… He… He turned my entire orchard around. It got real sickly under my old orchard manager. I thought I was going to lose everything. It was Doug who stepped up—he was the orchard assistant back then—and put everything to rights.” Her voice trailed off. “I couldn’t have done it without him.”

      Mama Hendrix had to have been a bread making machine—the old-fashioned kind of bread making machine, that is. Every bit of it was handmade. I cut open another loaf of bread, this time a braided brioche. I piled four different kinds of meat on it plus half the condiments on the table.

      “Sauerkraut and pickle relish on the same sandwich? My dear, you are brave!” she said.

      “It’s all the rage back home,” I said with a weak laugh. I hoped she never gave it a try to find out, and I hoped no one from the geek squad complained after I fed it to them.

      I thought about Doug out there in the woods for however long he’d been there. The empty holes around him still bothered me. I wanted to ask Mama Hendrix about the other holes, but I didn’t want to unnecessarily alarm her with the implication that there could be more murders on the way. “Mama Hendrix, are you familiar with all the orchard grounds?”

      She paused. “Well, I’m not as spry as I once was. The orchards had been more George’s thing than mine, but I try to stay aware of how it’s all doing.”

      “Hmm…” I wrangled the pimento cheese onto a slice of brioche, plying it good and thick.

      “What aren’t you saying, girl?”

      Sigh. Busted.

      I slapped a piece of bread on top of the pimento cheese and added the sandwich to the growing platter of sandwiches. “There are more holes out there where Doug was found, holes like the one he was found in. Narrow and deep.”

      Her brows went up. “Well, I would hope so.”

      “Huh?” I stopped mid tomato slice.

      “I made them myself.”

      I gave her a sweeping once-over with my eyes. Suddenly, she was looking decidedly more spry. “Come again?” My grip tightened around the knife it was using to cut the tomato. I hadn’t told it to do that, but I didn’t object.

      Whatever amount of energy Mama Hendrix had regained while we’d been talking left her. Her shoulders slouched, her back became rounded, and even her face sagged. “I was going to have a gazebo built there. It was George’s favorite spot.”

      “A gazebo,” I repeated after her in a whisper. My mind’s eye saw the holes and how they were laid out. Then it saw the gazebo that fit neatly above them. “Ohhh. But how…” My words trailed off. I’d been about to ask her how she’d managed to dig the holes. She was old. Old people didn’t dig great big holes, did they? Then I wondered what kind of arrogance that assumption would fall under. Youthful arrogance?

      I glanced at her again, assessing.

      “You wondering how an old fart like me dug holes for a gazebo?” Mama Hendrix asked. She seemed amused rather than annoyed, which was a relief.

      I nodded yes.

      “The tractor has a post hole digger on it. Push this lever this way, that lever that way, and it gets the job done.”

      “Oh!” I said again. “Had anyone known you’d dug them?”

      Mama Hendrix thought a moment. “Doug did. Pretty sure Tim did too.”

      “Doug’s assistant?” I asked for clarity.

      “Yeah.”

      I recalled Tim getting chewed out by Doug during those first minutes after we’d arrived at the B&B. He would have fit in seamlessly with a cohort of Marines jogging in formation on a beach. If I’d have been pressed about which one would win in a physical fight, I would have guessed Tim, hands down.

      “Did Doug and Tim get along?” I asked.

      “Well, they’ve been working together for months, and this is the first time Doug’s turned up dead, so I’ll have to go with yes.” The was a sharpness to her tone that hadn’t been there before. “You’re not one of them people who gets all morbidly curious about the dead, are you? ‘Cause you’re asking some awful pointed questions.”
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      Mama Hendrix was right, I was asking a lot of questions, but if I wanted to show up Sheriff Palke and win back Brad’s unflinching admiration, then I had to be willing to push and pry a little. Besides that, if whoever murdered Doug had the intent of filling the remaining holes, then I wasn’t doing anyone any favors by playing nice.

      “I’m sorry, Mama Hendrix.” So much for dropping the nice routine. Being nice was simply a part of my DNA. I was pretty sure I couldn’t scrape it off my soul with a wood planer. “I guess my brain just can’t leave an unsolved puzzle alone.”

      I finished with the sandwiches. They were stacked on a platter that could have held an entire turkey. Mama Hendrix left to take a nap, and I headed to the Citizen Justice League’s tent with the bounty of food balanced on one hand and one shoulder.

      I’d like to say that I sashayed across the yard to the tent. The truth was more akin to a stumbling, huffing stagger while sweating bullets and praying that I didn’t drop all the food. I didn’t know how waiters and waitresses did it. The tray hadn’t been that heavy when I walked out of the kitchen. I swear it hadn’t. I was sure someone was secretly walking behind me slipping tiny weights onto the tray, but whoever it was, they were sneaky. So sneaky they didn’t make an ounce of noise, cast a shadow, or—cough—even exist. Yep, they were that good.

      When I get back, I’m gonna have to give Melanie and Sam raises, I thought to myself. They were my servers at The Berry Home, and they’d been with me from the very beginning. I’d never fully appreciated how hard their jobs were until this moment.

      Loud voices rumbled out through the tent’s opening as I approached, but that’s not what held my attention the most. A man was kneeling at the tent’s edge not far from the wide-open entranceway. His back was to me, but I guessed him to be Lucas, the B&B’s handyman. He seemed to be working on something, but I couldn’t tell what. Nothing looked out of sorts to me.

      “Hi,” I said, putting my best cheerleader pep behind it.

      The man froze. He sat unmoving like a gargoyle. Then he slowly turned his head, snaking his back around until he was twisted around enough to look up at me.

      “Hi,” I said again. I had a toothy smile plastered on my face, but I was no longer feeling the joy. But as they say, fake it ‘til you—

      “Hello,” Lucas said, cutting my thought short. His eyes were haunting. One might even say dead.

      “Hi,” I said again. Embarrassment quickly set in. I’d repeated myself three times in a row. “I’m Kylie B—”

      “Berry,” he finished for me.

      I’d like to say that he stood up, but I really couldn’t describe it as that. It was more like he unfolded himself in a twisting screw motion that had him at his full height directly in front of me when he stopped moving. He was tall—taller  than Brad, although shorter than Joel. But the whole world was shorter than Joel. Still, something about him made me feel unnerved. There didn’t seem to be anything to the man. My eyes would’ve had me call him scrawny, but I suspected that he was scrawny in the way that Alexander Skarsgård looked scrawny—until he took off his shirt.

      The man’s wide shoulders seemed to curve in toward me, making me feel like I might be ensnared during the unfortunate blink of an eye. I wanted to back a few steps away from him, but my pride had rooted my feet to the ground. Since putting physical distance between us didn’t seem to be an option, I did the next best thing. I put something literally physical between us.

      “Want a sandwich?” I asked, shifting the tray to hold it in front of me.

      His gaze did a slow roll up from the sandwiches to my face. Then, without looking at the sandwiches, he selected one and took a bite. I’m not sure if he’d been trying to be intimidating on purpose or not, but the whole I-could-kill-you persona slipped when his jaw stopped working two chews into his bite.

      His gaze went from me to his sandwich, and his face soured in a what-did-I-just-eat look.

      Then his gaze went from side to side, as if involuntarily looking for somewhere to spit out the bite. Eventually, his soulless eyes settled back on me, and I finally got a smile. A fake one.

      “Thank you,” he said around a full mouth before forcing his food down.

      He must have gotten one of the sauerkraut and pickle relish sandwiches.

      The way he’d finished my introduction for me hadn’t slipped my mind. “How did you know my last name?” I asked.

      Rather than answer, he took another bite of his sandwich. He didn’t even make a face this time. He just chewed… and chewed… and chewed.

      The rising sound of Zoey’s voice cutting through the low cacophony of the tent’s inhabitants stole my attention, and I looked away. When I returned my attention to Lucas a second later, his back was to me, and he was walking away.

      Arrgh! I vented my frustration in the most ladylike manner I knew how: I buried it deep, deep inside.

      I had wanted to ask that man questions. Lucas seemed to always be around here or there, always on the periphery. If he wasn’t the killer, I guessed he had a good idea who might be.

      But I couldn’t do anything about that right now. I didn’t want to be dubbed the resident crazy lady by running after him with a tray of mismatched sandwiches. If I did, it was likely that no one would want to talk to me. Certainly, no one would want to confide in me. So, I did the thing I didn’t want to do: I completed my newly acquired yet wholly unwanted duties as sandwich girl.

      Voices were raised in a heated debate when I entered the tent. From outside the tent, everything inside had been draped in menacing shadow. Once inside, though, my eyes adjusted quickly, but I hadn’t been prepared for what I was about to see.

      The far end of the tent had me mentally teleporting back to Zoey’s apartment. The look was staggeringly identical, and I knew that she had to have been behind it.

      The entire end of the tent was a huge wall of computer monitors. Each one illuminated a face, ones we all had seen. They were the faces of everyone who had been at the B&B over the last twenty-four hours. There was mostly only one face per screen, but one of the screens held the images of the geek squad members themselves.

      “You’re nuts! Why would it be any of us?” a short guy with the body language of TNT yelled.

      The guy he was yelling at was at least a foot taller and might not have seen the sun in all the years of his life prior to this weekend. “You can’t be that much of an idiot! This—that guy out in the trees—is not part of the Justice League competition. I waited around. Saw them pull him out of the ground. The guy was real, and he was dead.”

      “Real dead,” another guy snickered from a spot to the side.

      “Shut up!” the two men arguing yelled in unison.

      Someone breezed by me, snatching a sandwich off the platter as they went. There was no acknowledgment of me or the fact that I was standing there holding an increasingly heavy platter of food. I was pretty sure that no one in the tent even registered that I existed.

      I stepped to the side and lowered the platter down on top of a black hard-shell case.

      Every face in the tent turned to look at me. “Not there!”

      I managed to pull the platter up and away from the box before the platter even connected with its intended destination. Everyone in the tent went back to arguing amongst themselves, rendering me nonexistent again.

      “Aren’t they great?” a voice said near my ear.

      I jumped and practically gave myself whiplash spinning my head toward the voice. “Zoey!” She was standing right next to me. I didn’t even know where she’d come from. She’d materialized out of nowhere.

      She took the platter out of my hands and slid it onto a center table overflowing with a techie’s Christmas morning fantasy. It didn’t sit on anything and somehow managed minimal jostling of the overloaded table’s contents. No one complained.

      I picked one of the sandwiches off of the platter and handed it to her. “Pimento,” I said.

      Zoey’s grin was like the sun coming breaking through the clouds on an overcast day. Then she took a bite. Her brows went up and her grin fell away. “It’s good!” she said in surprise around a mouth full of food.

      “What the heck’s on this thing?” someone from across the tent exclaimed, a sandwich in his hand. The yell had contained equal parts dismay and disgust.

      “Ahhhh, there it is,” Zoey said, her smile back. “All's right with the world again.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, thinking of all the laser-targeted meanness I could shoot her way, but I wasn’t here for that. I was here to deliver the sandwiches and go. I needed to find Brad so that I could learn more about how—and when—Doug died. I just hoped he wasn’t so goo-goo-eyed over Sheriff Palke that he refused to share any of the information he’d managed to glean from her.

      “Any idea where Brad is?” I asked.

      Zoey’s smirk was all too wise, and it had absolutely nothing to do with me figuring out what had happened to Doug.

      “I legit need to know,” I said, defending myself against her silent smirk. “We need more information about Doug’s death.”

      “No!” Gaunt-Face had detached himself from whatever shadow he’d been lurking in and now was standing in front of the monitors with his fists on his nonexistent hips. “We don’t need some housewife wannabe mucking around and messing things up,” he declared.

      His self-confidence was as astounding as it was arrogant. I found myself both admiring and loathing him.

      “Paul, your face has that problem again,” Zoey said, swirling a finger in his direction.

      “What problem?” he asked, clearly alarmed.

      “Your lips are moving and words are coming out,” Zoey told him.

      The collective geek squad—minus Gaunt-Face, also known as Paul—snickered.

      “Shut up!” he screeched at them. The loss of his perceived control over everyone and everything did not look good on him.

      Zoey chose that moment to climb on top of the already overloaded table. It groaned under her additional weight, and the already pale group of men went even paler with obvious fright.

      “What are you doing?” and “Get down!” filled the air in repeating cannons of testosterone-imbued panic.

      “Behold!” Zoey leveled a finger at me. “This woman will solve Doug’s murder.”

      Snickers from the group.

      “And she will do it before anybody else.”

      More snickers followed by guffawing and the swiping away of laughter tears.

      “Zoey, don’t.”

      But I might as well have not bothered trying to stop her.

      She leaped off the table with all the grace of Zorro and planted herself in front of the wall of monitors. Her fingers flew across a keyboard. My image came up on the central monitor—the biggest one. Then the results from a search about Camden Falls murders came up next to it.

      Zoey started clicking through articles, scrolling to the tidbit she wanted to show off the most each time. “Kylie Berry.” Click-click. “Kylie Berry.” More clicking. “Kylie Berry.”

      “We get it,” Paul said, cracking his fingers by flipping his laced hands and stretching his arms out before him. “Your girl here’s a psychopath, and it’s our job to take her down.”

      One of the other guys slapped him on the back of the head. “You really are an idiot.”

      Paul pushed the head slapper. “No, you’re the idiot!”

      Greco-Roman wrestling ensued. Paul had the arm length, but head-slapper had a better center of gravity.

      “Guys, knock it off,” said the fellow who’d swiped the first sandwich from the tray. “Look at this.” He was continuing what Zoey had started by flipping through the various websites. “Camden Falls is murder capital of Small Town, USA. And check it out.” The screen flickered to reveal analytical statistics. “According to my webcrawler hack, Kylie Berry was mentioned by someone somewhere in eighty-seven percent of those cases.”

      “Right! She is a psycho!” Paul ground out through clenched teeth while doing his best to trap head-slap guy in a headlock.

      “Naw, man, she was solving them! Look at this word cloud. A third of the people there who are posting on social media about it thinks she’s doing the killing, but the rest…” His voice trailed off, and he turned to look at me. Awe lit up in already glow-in-the-dark pasty features. “She’s solving them, man. She’s the real deal.”

      Everyone’s eyes were now on me.

      “Noooo…” I took a step backward toward the tent’s still open flap. They were looking at me with the same adoration they’d previously reserved for Zoey. “Zoey, fix this,” I whisper-hissed.

      “Stay close to her, boys!” Zoey yelled. “She’ll show you how it’s done.”

      “I’m gonna kill you,” I mouthed at her.

      “See? Psycho!” Paul screeched.

      “Lime Jell-O” I fumed at Zoey. “That’s what I’m making you for your next birthday! Lime, Zoey. Lime! ... Lukewarm!”
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      “I can’t believe you did that. Why would you do that?”

      Zoey and I had the tent at our backs, and we were heading across the yard in an aimless path that skirted the house. I glanced over my shoulder. Three of the geek squad were following, their faces full of adoration.

      But this time, they weren’t staring at Zoey. They were staring at me!

      Zoey looked back too. “Ahh, they’re cute,” she purred.

      Rounding the edge of the house, we passed Lucas, who appeared to be tightening down the edge of a stair. I hadn’t recalled any squeaking when I’d been on them earlier.

      “What’s with that guy?” I whispered when we’d gotten past him enough to be out of earshot.

      Zoey shrugged. “He is kinda cute.”

      “You mean in a deranged killer sort of way?”

      Zoey shrugged again. “A lot of the most successful deranged killers throughout history have been pretty cute.”

      “You’re twisted, Zoey, but none of that answers my question.”

      “Which was?”

      “Why’d you out me to your in-person fan club?”

      “You’re one of my favorite people.”

      That was super sweet of her to say, but it still didn’t answer my question. “You’re avoiding the question,” I challenged her. I wanted a straight answer.

      “I’m not avoiding.” She glanced over her shoulder again, and I did the same. The geek squad was still there. “You always almost get killed when trying to figure out who’s channeling Norman Bates.”

      I shivered as long-buried images from the movie Psycho filled my mind.

      “What’s that got to do with them?” I asked, hooking a thumb over my shoulder.

      “I figured you’d be less likely to get offed with them following you everywhere.”

      Ahhhh! Now I felt like an ungrateful idiot. How to say thank you?

      “You got me my very own stalkers, and I didn’t get you anything,” I teased.

      Zoey snorted a giggle.

      I smiled. My thank you had been received and accepted. Then a new thought occurred to me. “How am I going to get anyone to talk to me with these guys hovering over my shoulder?” Getting people to confide in me was the backbone of my investigative process.

      Okay, let’s get real. It was my only bone in my investigative process.

      “People talk to you. You’re like human ipecac.”

      I stopped in my tracks, turned to her, and scowled. “Thanks.” I might have actually said the word thanks this time, but I sure as heck didn’t mean it.

      “What?” Zoey asked, throwing her arms wide. “It’s a compliment. You get around people and they spill their guts.”

      Exactly what every eatery owner longs to hear: people spill their guts because of them.

      I continued to scowl.

      “Okay!” Zoey finally relented, and she turned to the group following us. “Go.”

      The group of three looked at each other. Between their panic and seeming completely lost, the whole lot of them had puppy-dog eyes. The middle one stepped forward. He was skinny everywhere except for his belly, which protruded in a soft bulge. “Go, and do what?” he asked.

      Zoey turned a questioning gaze on me.

      I sighed. These guys were part of the Citizen’s Justice League. That meant something to them. They could have just as easily stayed wherever they’d come from, but they’d left their lives behind to travel here in order to be a part of a mission. They’d wanted to find answers to questions that had answers.

      Questions that had answers were rare in today’s world. So many issues today became more confusing the longer you studied them.

      But when it came to murder, well, couldn’t get simpler than that. A person either did or did not kill Doug. Yes or no.

      In a world that almost never seemed to make sense anymore, there was something really beautiful about that.

      Knowing that, I couldn’t turn them away. I had to let them help.

      “Go and… and…” And what? “Listen. Watch. Pay attention. But don’t let people know you’re watching them. Act natural.” Doubts crept in. There was no way these guys would blend. They were too… eager. “And, uh, act like you don’t care,” I added. “Then, at the end of the day, come and tell me what you’ve seen and heard.”

      The middle one’s face scrunched up. “Sounds boring. What about taking down the bad guy? We could break into the rooms.”

      “Oh!” the fellow next to him exclaimed. “We could whip up a batch of truth serum. I know a formula. We could slip it into the food at dinner.”

      “Yeah! Yeah!” exclaimed guy number three. “Anyone who says anything sketchy, we could dose them with a sleeping agent, move them to an isolated interrogation spot, and… and… make them listen to Jingle Bells five hundred times. That would drive anyone to confess.”

      “No!” I yelled as they started high-fiving each other for coming up with what they were dubbing the coolest, most radical investigative plan of the century. “No!” I said again, louder this time.

      I turned to Zoey and shook my head. She turned to the guys. “Sorry,” she said with a shrug. “You blew it. You’re benched.”

      The trio’s expressions clouded over with confusion.

      “You’re out,” Zoey clarified. “Head back to the tent. Don’t kidnap anyone for interrogation on your way.”

      “At least not without me,” she mumbled as she turned her back on them and began to walk.

      Petulant sulking ensued for the wannabe crime fighters, but they turned and retreated in the direction of the tent.

      I sighed in relief, caught up with Zoey, and fell into step beside her. It was then that I realized where we were heading. The mulch trail. We were getting closer to the place of Doug’s death—or at least Doug’s body—with every footfall.

      “Any ideas on who did it?” I asked Zoey.

      “Was gonna ask you the same.”

      “There’s that thing that Rita said.”

      “What thing?”

      “That she....” I thought, trying to recall what she’d said. “That she liked him, as in before now, before this weekend.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Zoey fell silent, then, “Think he liked her back?”

      I thought a moment, recalling her words. “She said she’d thought he liked her, but…” I felt like I was grasping at imaginary straws. I hated that.

      “But what?” Zoey prompted.

      “I don’t know. Once upon a time, she’d thought he liked her. But when we saw her in the kitchen, she wasn’t sure he’d ever liked her. So, something had to have changed between them in time that she thought he liked her and her becoming uncertain about whether or not he’d ever liked her.”

      “You’re making my head spin,” Zoey complained. “Liked, didn’t like—what does it matter? Feelings change. People change.”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t think him changing was what this was about. If he liked her and then changed and stopped liking her, that doesn’t mean he never liked her. But she was doubting whether or not he ever liked her. That means…” What did that mean? I was making my own head hurt.

      “We need to talk to Michael. See if we can learn more from him,” Zoey said.

      But that would come in its due time. We were well on our way down the mulch trail. My gait grew stiffer, and my whole body tensed with every step. I’d seen death so many times now, but it never got easy.

      Brad was there. So was Sheriff Palke, but she was huddled in talking with one of her deputies. As for Brad, he was extending a hand to help a man climb the final steps of the steep hill I’d fallen down. The man was someone I hadn’t seen before. He was more than half as wide as he was tall—and he was pretty tall. His shiny black hair was slicked across the top of his head, and he either had a mustache or the biggest fuzzy caterpillar I’ve ever seen had crawled under his nose and died. His eyes were beady, and his lips were plump.

      Joel remained at the bottom of the steep hill, taking picture after picture. He seemed absorbed in his work.

      “Thank you,” the round man told Brad for the help up.

      “Were you able to figure anything out?” Brad asked.

      “Well, that’s really something that needs to be discussed with the sheriff.” They both glanced in the direction of Sheriff Palke. Her conversation with her deputy looked to be heating up. “But I think I’ll give her a minute.”

      Zoey stuck her hand out. “Zoey Jin,” she said. “I’m a freelance tech specialist.”

      “Oh, yes. Nice to meet you. Peter Marshal. Coroner.”

      Smooth! Zoey had gotten him to reveal his name and profession without him even blinking an eye.

      “Don’t you guys usually do your analysis in the lab?” Zoey asked.

      Peter shrugged. “Usually, but for undetermined deaths.”

      “Undetermined?” The one-word question was out of my mouth before I could stop it. When everyone looked at me expectantly, I had no other option but to continue. “I mean, the guy was buried head-first.”

      “Sure,” Peter said with another shrug, “that’s how he ended up.”

      “Ended up,” Brad asked, glomming onto Peter’s choice of words.

      Peter’s lips pressed together as his gaze searched the open sky. “I really shouldn’t have said that,” he said, rocking on and off the balls of his feet.

      “So he didn’t die from being buried?” Brad pressed.

      Peter leveled his gaze at him, then he gave Brad a toothy, friendly smile. “This is a very nice B&B. I’m sure you paid a lot of money to be here. Wouldn’t it be best to simply enjoy your weekend?”

      “Enjoy it with a killer on the loose?” I just couldn’t keep my mouth shut. But I didn’t care. What the man was suggesting—to relax and pretend we were safe and all was well—was absurd. Worse yet, it was insulting.

      “You’re welcome to leave,” Peter said, seemingly without a care in the world.

      “Leave?” Sheriff Palke’s voice cut through our conversation at the same time the deputy she’d been speaking to strode past us toward the B&B. “Nobody’s leaving. Not yet.”

      Great… We were at risk of being murdered, but as long as that didn’t interfere with Sheriff Palke’s investigation, I guess all was fine.

      Her beauty noticeably dimmed before my eyes.

      Peter took the deputy’s place. Sheriff Palke and he began talking with their heads close together at a volume I couldn’t hear.

      Zoey looked from me to Brad then back again. She wagged her cell phone in the air. “Gotta make a phone call.” She drifted away and appeared to do just that.

      I wondered if she was actually on a call or if she was only faking it for my benefit. If she had something special set up on her phone to allow her to have cell phone reception in a spot where nobody else did, I wanted it. I made a silent vow to ask her about it later.

      “How’s the romantic weekend going?” Brad asked. He shifted into a standing position with his arms crossed over his chest and his feet planted wide. A smug half grin pulled at his lips.

      “Pretty incredibly, actually,” I said. “I can’t remember when I’ve been happier.”

      Brad’s arms fell to his sides and his grin left him. “Really?”

      Ha! Served him right for making fun of our ruined plans. Brad wouldn’t think it was so funny if he’d been in Joel’s shoes.

      “Why would you care how things are going anyway? You’ve been staying busy.” My gaze flicked to Sheriff Palke.

      Brad’s lopsided grin returned, and he shoved his thumbs in the band of his jeans. “Don’t care for the competition there, Berry? Can’t imagine what that’s like.”

      Heat flooded my cheeks. I was sure they’d turned crimson. Getting called out for my hypocrisy had not been my intent. I wanted to know if he was serious about Sheriff Palke. I knew they’d just met, but these things happened. Besides that, she was still the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, even if her beauty had dimmed for me.

      “Brad, I…” My words fell away. There wasn’t anything to say. The only thing there was to do was let go. Brad’s heart would remain mine or he’d give it to someone else. I had to accept the possibility of a life without him.

      “Berry,” Brad said, his voice low enough to send shivers up my spine.

      He moved close enough for me to feel his heat but didn’t put an arm around me. I really wanted that arm.

      “I get it,” I said when he didn’t say anything more. I turned my gaze toward the sheriff, watching her under my lashes. “She’s into everything you’re into. She can understand what it means to face the things you face and do the things you do.” I crossed my arms sullenly with the need to self-comfort. If Brad wasn’t going to do it, I’d do it myself.

      “Berry,” Brad said again, this time his voice even lower than the last.

      I closed my eyes and imagined I was leaning against him. It was the best I could hope for now. “You don’t have to say anything.” I could see the writing on the proverbial wall. It was in all caps and five feet high.

      Brad sighed. “Berry, I—”

      “He drowned?” exclaimed Sheriff Palke.

      “He drowned?” Brad echoed, his attention fully on the sheriff and the coroner. I was forgotten.

      The coroner’s expression was dour. He’d taken pains to keep the information reserved for the need to know, and he had not included us in that group.

      I leaned over the edge of the hill, doing my best to see where it was that Doug had been buried. But I couldn’t.

      Brad left me to join the sheriff, and the coroner literally and obviously rolled his eyes at the inclusion. It didn’t deter Brad, though, and the sheriff didn’t seem to care either. Instead, she included him in their hushed toned conversation.

      My heart sank heavier into my chest.

      I’d been so absorbed with not being able to choose between Brad and Joel that I hadn’t even imagined what it would feel like to lose one of them.

      It felt intensely, dreadfully awful. I wanted to be at home in my bed in my pajamas with my sweet, darling, vicious kitty Sage sleeping blissfully on top of the curve of my side. I wanted the covers pulled up over my head and my favorite flavor of Ben and Jerry’s waiting on me in the freezer.

      “Did I hear her right?” Zoey asked, returning to my side. “Doug drowned?”

      “That’s what it’s sounding like to me.”

      “What kind of water?”

      “Oh wow, that’s a great question.” I perked up. A puzzle to be solved wasn’t exactly Ben and Jerry’s ice cream, but it would do in a pinch.

      “I figured he’d been buried alive. Was kind of hoping for it. We haven’t had one of those yet.”

      While Zoey’s comment was true, it was also disturbing. “Zoey, I worry about you.” Then the facts of the situation seized my imagination and took over. I frowned as I leaned over the edge of the hill again. “You think the soil down there has a lot of groundwater in it? Maybe the hole he was shoved in had filled in with water.”

      “So you’re thinking he could have drowned while being buried alive?”
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      “Would make sense, and it would keep things simple. I mean, killing someone comes with a lot of personal risk. If a person is found out, they could lose everything they like about their life. So why kill someone and then complicate it by… by… doing that?” I wagged a floppy hand in the direction of where I’d found Doug.

      “That sounds personal.”

      “Yeah, it does,” I agreed.

      “We need to talk to more people.” I thought a moment. “Let’s find that guy Doug was working with.” I thought another moment. “Tom… no, Tim. Doug’s orchard assistant.”

      We put Brad and all the rest to our backs and left. We weren’t part of their merry band of crime solvers and wouldn’t be included in their reindeer games. We’d have to figure things out without them. We always did.

      “Any ideas on where to look for Tim?” I asked.

      Zoey pulled out her cell phone. She didn’t have a signal either, like the rest of us. We walked a few steps. She stopped, lifting her phone here and there. We walked a bit more, then she started typing. “The Justice League guys should get this. They’ve got a signal booster in the tent.”

      I peeked over her shoulder.

      Zoey typed, “Looking for orchard assistant. Keep an eye out. Tell us when found.” She hit send.

      Flashing dots appeared almost immediately, letting us know that a return incoming message was on its way. The dots flashed and flashed but no message came in. Then finally, it appeared.

      Zoey swore as she stared at her phone.

      I gasped. “Oh my gosh. They didn’t.”

      “Idiots!” Zoey fumed, but then she laughed. “I kind of like them.”

      A picture filled the screen of Zoey’s cell phone. It was of Tim. He was sitting in a chair. His hands were tied behind his back. His ankles were tied to the chair legs. He had a blindfold on and a cloth bag of something hovering over his head.

      “What are they doing to him?” I asked.

      “Interrogating.”

      “And the thing over his head?”

      “Most likely melting ice. It’ll drip on his head. It’s distracting. Makes it harder to keep your lies straight.” She sighed. “They grow up so fast. I taught them that trick just yesterday.”

      “Come on, mama,” I said, snagging Zoey by the arm and pulling her along after me. “They don’t have any drugs or anything weird and dangerous to work with, do they?”

      “Just electricity,” Zoey said.

      I quickened my pace. We reached the tent just in time to see several of the geek squad members fighting to force Tim’s feet into an old metal washtub. What looked like miniature car battery booster cables lay stretched out on the ground nearby.

      “Stop!” I said.

      It was the distraction Tim had needed to break one leg free of their collective grasps. He swiped a leg sideways, knocking one abductor’s head into another one’s. Then, with his chin held high—presumably letting him peer past the bottom edge of the blindfold and down his face—he smashed his heel into another abductor’s back. With an “Oof!” the guy fell forward, face-first into the filled washtub. That’s when Tim stood up. The chair lifted with him, but he didn’t try to use it like a weapon. Instead he shifted his weight onto his airborne foot so that it firmly came to rest atop the guy’s head—trapping the abductor geek’s head under the water.

      “Check out the MO on this guy,” Zoey said. “Maybe he drowned Doug.”

      “Drowned?” Tim barked, swiveling his head toward Zoey’s voice. It distracted him just enough that the remaining geek squad morphed into flying monkeys and tackled him. The lot of them ended up in a pile of limbs and groans. Even though Tim was at the bottom of it all, he nonetheless was able to shift the mountain of human weight aside.

      The guy was strong. Really, really strong.

      Tim climbed to his feet, and this time he did use the chair as a weapon. He spun hard left, then hard right, knocking people back as they regrouped and tried to topple him again.

      “Hold it! Hold it,” I called out.

      Tim froze, as did all the members of the geek squad. I guessed that the sound of a woman’s voice had managed to cut through all the layers of testosterone.

      “You guys,” I said to the now beat-up and worse-for-wear geek squad, “get out.”

      “Hey, this is our tent,” one of them instantly complained.

      “Out!” I yelled, jabbing my finger at the end of a straight arm toward the door.

      Murmured complaints filled the air as Zoey’s band of misguided tech miscreants got themselves put together well enough to leave the tent. Thankfully, Tim’s voice wasn’t among them. He stood statue still save for the steady and measured rise and fall of his chest.

      The guy had been through all that and he wasn’t even winded. I was suddenly unsure about sending the geek squad away. I had no delusions about whether or not they could take him in a fight. Tim would win. No doubt. But the bumbling efforts of the squad could provide enough of a distraction for Zoey and me to run for help if Tim decided we were the next human poles to go in the ground.

      “Tim,” I said, “we’re going to get you loose from that chair.” I spoke slow and soft, hoping my voice would be soothing. This guy’s fight or flight mode leaned heavily toward fight. I didn’t want him lashing out as soon as we’d given him back his full mobility.

      I stepped close before him. “I’m going to take your blindfold off now.” I moved slow, even though he couldn’t see me yet, and put on my warmest smile. I made sure that the first thing he saw was a friendly face, rather than one that needed smashing. When I got it off and he looked down at me, I sucked in a breath of air at the sight of his chocolate eyes. Despite everything, they held humor in them.

      Behind him, Zoey stood at the ready. She would have appeared relaxed and even lazy to someone who didn’t know her. She was leaning with her shoulder against one of the tent’s wood pillars, but one hand rested gently on the end of a tripod. She had her weapon at the ready if she needed to clobber Tim in the head from behind.

      I was thankful she had my back—by having Tim’s back.

      “You the good cop to their bad cop?” he asked.

      I chuckled. “They were pretty bad. Can you turn around? I’ll untie your hands.”

      He turned, and I worked the collection of naked wire, thin electrical cords, and duct tape that bound his wrists. If the geeks had had a chain and a radiator on hand, I suspected they would have used those too.

      “I can’t get through this,” I lamented. “What they did to you, it’s a mess.”

      “There’s a knife in my front pocket.” He tilted his hip to indicate which one. I was glad he wasn’t at an angle to see my blushing cheeks as I dug my fingers inside the pocket’s snug form to pull the knife out. But with its aid, the work of getting the bindings off went much faster.

      I sucked in another breath when I saw the flesh beneath the now stripped tape and wire. His wrists would be black and blue within a day. They were already swollen and red with mottled and striped signs of the damage that was done.

      “I’m sorry,” I said when he’d turned back around to face me. “They really hurt you.”

      “I hurt me. They just restrained me.”

      “Oh…” That was a refreshing way to look at it. “So you’re not going to go after them?”

      His warm eyes took me in assessingly as he rubbed his wrists. “Haven’t decided.”

      The geek squad guys were idiots, but I didn’t want them to get hurt.

      “Their hearts were in the right place,” I said. “They were trying to help me out.”

      “So, it’s you I should hurt,” he said without missing a beat.

      Behind him, I saw Zoey shift and the legs of the tripod lift from the ground just a little.

      “I suppose you could take that path,” I said. If this guy was trying to intimidate, then it was a test. If he wanted to hurt me, he could just hurt me. That’s why I figured he didn’t actually want to.

      “And how exactly were they helping you out by tying me up?”

      My brow scrunched as a thought occurred to me. “How’d they tie you up in the first place? You’re stronger than all of them put together.”

      “They got me in here by asking for help moving stuff around. I picked up a big case of equipment and stepped right into a leg snare. I should have been paying closer attention.”

      “Wow,” I said, amazed. “You don’t shirk any responsibility off onto anybody, do you?”

      He shook his head. “I can be a victim,” he tapped his temple, “or I can be me. At the end of the day, that’s all you have—what you think, how you think.”

      “Did you kill Doug?” I asked. I asked the question without blinking, and I watched his reaction as much as waited for his words.

      A smile that seemed to have been waiting just below the surface stretched his lips and softened the angles of his face. “Did you?”

      “I asked you first.”

      “So.”

      Dang it. That was hard logic to argue with. It was the logic of I-don’t-care.

      I took a deep breath and blew it out. “I didn’t know Doug to want to kill him. Yesterday was the first day I’d met him, and that’s not enough time to want to kill someone.”

      Tim snorted. “You’ve lived a sheltered life.”

      I scowled and narrowed my eyes at him. He still hadn’t answered my question. The periphery of my vision told me that Zoey hadn’t given up her spot of defense. I pushed. “Your turn. Did you kill Doug?”

      His eyes took their time traveling up and down my frame. “You here with that tall guy?” He lifted a hand to slide his fingertips through the ends of my flaming red hair. “You could do better.”

      He was trying to control the conversation by derailing the conversation, throwing in a little unnerving touching to ensure success. I’ve had clients do the same thing when I negotiated multi-million dollar deals for my ex-husband’s heating and air company. Those days now felt like they’d been lived in another life, but the lessons had stayed. I didn’t let the clients distract me to get the upper hand, and I wouldn’t let him.

      I took a step back. I’d asked him twice already if he’d killed Doug. If he’d wanted to answer, he would have. I wouldn’t let him put me in the beggar’s spot by asking again.

      “How thorough of a background check you think the geek squad could do on this guy?” I asked Zoey.

      “Depends, but doesn’t really matter,” Zoey answered. “If we can’t find anything incriminating, I can always plant something.”

      The humor evaporated from Tim’s expression as he shot a glare at Zoey. “You wanna come at me? Come.”

      “All we want,” I said, “is to know who killed Doug. That’s it. Nothing else.”

      “Well, it wasn’t me. Okay? Satisfied?”

      “Why wasn’t it you?” Zoey challenged.

      “Because it wasn’t!” He flexed huge shoulders with pent-up anger for the first time since we’d walked into the tent to tend to his predicament. “Why wasn’t it one of you?”

      We were at a stalemate.

      “Okay, it was none of us!” I declared, waving my hands in the air. There was a thirty-three percent chance I was right. I knew I hadn’t killed Doug—unless I had some dissociative disorder unbeknownst to me.

      I was also pretty sure that Zoey hadn’t done it. I say pretty sure because, hey, it’s Zoey. For all I knew, she was a time traveler and Doug had to go in order to save the future of the planet. But that explanation was complicated. The simpler explanation was that she simply didn’t do it.

      If that was true, then there was a sixty-six percent chance I’d been right that none of us had killed him.

      Looking at Tim, I was willing to give him a thirty-three and a third percent benefit of the doubt that he hadn’t killed Doug either.

      He ran a hand over his very short Marine cut hair. “I didn’t kill Doug, and I don’t know who did.”

      Tension drained from my shoulders. Breakthrough. Tim was finally talking to us. Sharing.

      “Mind if we sit?” I asked. I wanted us casual and comfortable with each other.

      Tim and I sat. Zoey remained where she was, the tripod at her hip within reach of the tips of her fingers.

      “How long have you known him?” I asked.

      “Just since I started working here. Started here about three months after I got back from tour. That was about nine months ago.”

      “Tour?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t see a lot of action, but…” He shrugged. “I saw a lot of hardship. A lot of tragedy. Decided working with trees would be nicer than working with people.”

      I was pretty sure Doug had been working here for at least a couple of years. “Who here has been working here longer than you?”

      He shook his head. “Nobody.”

      “Nobody?”

      “Well, there’s the kitchen girl,” he said. “She was already working here when I started, but nobody else.”

      “What about the handyman, Lucas.” Took me a moment to recall his name.

      “Yeah, I got no idea who that guy is. He showed up about five weeks ago. I was never told he’d started working here. I just started seeing him around, fixin’ stuff. I haven’t talked to him, not really. I’ve just said ‘hi’ in passing, that kind of thing.”

      That meant that Tim had known Doug for longer than almost anybody else here.

      “Any idea of who would have wanted to kill Doug?” I asked.

      “Naw. He seemed okay.”

      “Were the two of you friends?”

      “Wouldn’t say that.”

      “Enemies?”

      “That neither. He was just a guy I worked for.”

      “Did you know anything about him?”

      “A bit, I guess. He liked Sandra. He spent a lot of time in the kitchen chatting her up. Talked about maybe him and her taking over the place someday—which was stupid.”

      “Why was it stupid?”

      “‘Cause Mama Hendrix owns the place, and she’s not the kind who’ll ever retire. I’ve seen her type before. She’ll give up this place when they carry her out in a body bag.”

      That made me wonder if she might be next on the killer’s list.

      Zoey spoke up with a question of her own. “You said Doug liked Sandra. Did she like him back?”

      “Yeah, as far as I could tell. She’d bake him special snacks and lunches, stuff like that. Was real sweet, actually. Sandra’s a nice girl.” He looked down at his hands.

      A hunch pulled at my senses.

      “Do you like Sandra?” I asked.

      “Yeah, she’s okay.”

      I suspected he thought she was more than okay. Doug had thought that Sandra was the type of girl who would be good to settle down with. I wondered if Tim felt the same. Maybe he’d killed Doug to get him out of the way.

      Tim wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.

      “You got a girl who’s worried about you with all this going on?” I asked.

      His lopsided smile left his eyes flat and humorless. “Nobody’s worried ‘bout me.” He went back to studying his hands.

      I betted that he wouldn’t mind Sandra being a little worried for him. There was a loneliness about him I hadn’t spotted before.

      “We need to know more about Doug,” Zoey said. “Did he have debt? A gambling habit? Drugs? Drink? Did you ever see anyone unusual show up looking for him?”

      “I don’t know.” Tim stood. “Except for the last question, and the answer to that is no. Now, I’m done here.” He headed for the tent’s open door.

      “Wait,” I called after him.

      He kept walking at first but then stopped and turned. “What?”

      “Did Doug ever mention Rita?”

      “Rita?” he scoffed. “That girl, one of the customers?” His tone said he thought it had been the dumbest question on earth. “No, he never mentioned Rita. I did my job, then I went home. We didn’t hang out. We weren’t buddies. We didn’t braid each other’s hair. I’ve never read his diary. And even though the guy would never shut up, I don’t know anything about him or who he ticked off. Now like I said, we’re done.”

      With that, he turned and left, disappearing from view as he exited the tent.

      “Think he’s lying?” Zoey asked.

      “I think he could be,” I said. “I think he might’ve wanted Sandra for himself and needed Doug out of the way.”

      Zoey stared in the direction Tim had gone. “Wanna go talk to Sandra?”

      I imagined running into Tim at Sandra’s place. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he was heading her way as soon as possible. No, that wouldn’t be the best place to start.

      “I want to, but there’s someone else we should talk to first.”

      “Who?”

      “Someone with something worth killing for.”
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      “How do we find him?” Zoey asked.

      “I don’t know. I was hoping you’d know. Michael took off right after he brought Rita into the kitchen.” If a father wasn’t willing to kill for his daughter, who would he kill for? “He said he needed to make some phone calls.”

      Zoey thought for a moment. “I should be able to find him.”

      She sat down on Tim’s now empty chair, grabbed a wireless keyboard, and started typing. The main screen in the wall of screens flickered through various windows. “He was planning on using his cell phone, right?”

      I recalled what he’d said. He’d left the B&B in search of a better cell phone signal. “Yeah, cell phone,” I confirmed.

      “Should be able to get a cell phone ping and triangulate his position.” Her fingers danced across the keyboard.

      “Do you have access to that kind of information?”

      “Not yet.” Her focus never left the largest, centermost screen.

      When Zoey didn’t have the information magically pulled up in twenty seconds flat, I sat down at the center table. I was eventually joined by other Civilian Justice League members as the bravest—or most foolhardy—among them migrated back inside the tent and sat at the table as well.

      “Got ‘em,” Zoey said after another ten minutes of unwavering focus.

      Her declaration was met by a standing ovation from the geek squad guys. More than one of them even had tears of admiration in his eyes.

      A short car ride later, Zoey and I were walking into the Grodven Tavern. We recognized Michael’s car from among the few parked in front. His had been among the few that had decorated the B&B’s small gravel parking lot.

      Walking into the tavern, we moved from sunshine into the dim light of a cave. That’s what it felt like anyway. But it was a very nice cave. There were three large, wall-mounted TVs, a polished, curving bar, plenty of high-backed booths along the exterior walls, and a few glossy, single-slab wood dining tables in the center.

      A waitress in a wrap-around purple-and-white-plaid mini skirt and bright yellow fitted T-shirt strolled up and smiled with pearly pink lips. She had a round cork-top serving tray lying flat against her hip. “Plenty of booths open, or would you girls rather sit at the bar?”

      I was guessing she was a local. And we hadn’t traveled far from the B&B. I wondered if she knew Doug.

      “We, uh, were just needing to put some space between us and the Red Maple Apples B&B,” I said.

      The waitresses eyes went around and she gasped in a breath. “Is that where you’re staying?”

      “Uh-huh.” I leaned in, hopeful.

      “Don’t they have the best pancakes? Oh! And I had the apple cider once. Oh my gosh, am I right?”

      My shoulders sank. Things weren’t looking good that she knew anything, but I had one more angle to try. “And that Doug, isn’t he a hoot?”

      “Who?” There wasn’t even a hint of recognition in her eyes.

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” I said, waving the question off. “A booth would be great.” There was no one sitting at the bar. If Michael was here, he had to be sitting amongst the high-backed bench seats. “You mind if we pick our own spot though? Drafts really get me.”

      “Oh, sure. Pick a spot and I’ll find ya. Can I get you something to drink?”

      We placed an order. We’d have looked suspicious otherwise. Zoey ordering a piece of cheesecake went above and beyond, but I wasn’t prepared to fault her on it, especially since she requested two spoons.

      The waitress left to do her thing, and Zoey and I took a stroll around the place. We found Michael sitting at the second-to-last booth on the right-hand side. An enormous beer mug sat on the table. It was nearly empty. His cell phone was out too, but its screen was asleep.

      “Michael?” I said to get his attention.

      His head made a swooping, dipping motion as it swung to look up at us. “Oh, hey. Hi.” His eyelids did a slow blink.

      “Mind if we sit?” Zoey asked.

      “Yeah, yeah. Go for it.” He motioned to the other side of the table. Zoey and I slid into the booth. “You guys… You guys, you’re from the… the…” He pointed a finger in what I assumed was the direction of the B&B. The man was soused.

      “Yeah,” I said. “You doing okay?” Concern for his well-being managed to override my need for homicidal information, at least momentarily.

      “Couldn’t… Couldn’t be better.” He concluded this statement with a hiccup, followed by another swig of his beer.

      The waitress appeared with a coffee for me, a matcha latte for Zoey, and a dessert plate with two spoons.

      “Cheesecake!” Michael exclaimed, snatching it up. His eyes were closed as he savored his first bite. “Mmmm.”

      The waitress shook her head. “You two know him?” she asked.

      “He’s from the B&B too.”

      “Do me a favor, get his car keys from him, okay?”

      “We’ll slash his tires if we can’t,” Zoey said.

      The waitress laughed. She thought Zoey was joking. I knew she wasn’t.

      “I’ll get you girls another plate of cheesecake. On the house.”

      She left, and Michael ate, lost in the deliciousness of the food he hadn’t known he’d wanted prior to it showing up in front of his face.

      I waited until he hit a lull in his cheesecake eating before venturing in with any questions. “Rita told us about her relationship with Doug.”

      Go big or go home, that’s what they say, right? I hoped my direct, no-holds-barred question would trigger an unfiltered reaction. I wasn’t disappointed.

      Michael’s expression transitioned from wide-eyed with a dropped jaw and open mouth to squinting with pursed lips and everything in between.

      “She… He… It’s been three years. She’s good… now.” His blink was slow and exaggerated, like he was hoping the closing and reopening of his eyelids would clear his brain of all the beer he’d soaked it in.

      “We want to hear your side of the story,” Zoey prompted.

      “What thstory?” he asked, slurring his words together.

      “The one that includes the two of you traveling all the way here from another state just to show up at his new place of employment.” I knew exes sometimes became stalkers. I’d never heard of anyone involving their father though.

      The expression on Doug’s face came back to me. We’d all come around the corner as a group—me, Joel, the newlyweds, Mama Hendrix, Rita, and Michael. I had assumed Doug’s shocked expression was because he’d been caught chewing out his subordinate in a manner that completely lacked professionalism. But his taken-aback expression hadn’t been from that at all. It’d been from seeing Rita, and maybe from having seen Michael. Very unwelcome blasts from the past.

      “No, no,” Michael said, waving his arms wildly in front of him like an umpire calling a runner out. “You got it wrong. He followed us! He wanted to mess with us. It wasn’t enough that he almost ruined us, and that Rita—” a spontaneous sob escaped from his throat through closely pressed lips “—almost died. Dan didn’t care about any of that.”

      Michael was so drunk, he was getting Doug’s name wrong.

      “So you didn’t know he was working at the B&B before you came?”

      “No! I’d’ve been here to kill him years ago if I’d known he was here.”

      Ohhhhh…

      It was time to go in for the proverbial kill. “Why’d you plant him upside down in the orchard, Michael?” I asked.

      “What’re you talking about?”

      “You know what. He was planted head down in the orchard. Why put his body that way?”

      “I didn’t kill him!”

      “But you just said you did.” It’s not what he’d said, but I was feeling hopeful his drunk butt would fall for the assumptive logic.

      “I didn’t kill him!”

      “If you didn’t, then Rita did,” Zoey pushed.

      Michael stared back and forth between us with his mouth slack and his palms flat on the table. “But I could’ve killed him. I could have killed him dead a bunch of times. Me. All me. Rita’s Rita. She couldn’t do this. Wouldn’t. She—she can’t hurt anybody but herself. I did it. I killed him.”

      Zoey and I looked at each other.

      “What do you think?” she asked. “Call the cops? Let him give an official confession?”

      No, this wasn’t right. First, he claimed to be innocent, then after pointing one flimsy finger at Rita, he said he’d done it. He was trying to protect his daughter. It was an admirable quality to see in a father, to say the least. But it stank like a great, big lie.

      “Michael,” I said, “tell us about Rita and Doug’s relationship.”

      “What’s there to tell? They were engaged, and then they weren’t.”

      Engaged! Rita had described herself as being sweet on Doug and Doug as having been sweet on her. No, scratch that. She’d described him as maybe having been sweet on her but then changed her story to that she wasn’t sure how he’d felt about her.

      That did not add up to an engagement!

      “Who called off the wedding?” I asked. I was pretty sure I knew the answer, but I needed Michael to confirm my hunch.

      “Call off? Pffffttt,” he huffed and then guffawed in a too-loud-for-public laugh. “Nobody.” He lifted his beer to his lips before slamming it back down on the table. So much of the amber liquid was gone that it didn’t even slosh out of the glass.

      “Wait a minute,” I said, confused. “They got married?”

      “Are you really that dumb?” he sneered. “The jerkwad didn’t show up for his own wedding!”

      Oh. My. Gosh… Oh! My! Gosh!

      I’d have killed my ex-husband if he’d done that to me. Literally. I would have killed him dead on the spot.

      I imagined poor Rita waiting at the church. All of her family and friends would have been in attendance. She would have spent hours getting ready for her big appearance. She would have spent weeks agonizing over whether she’d found just the right gown and whether the refitting would be done right and on time. She would have spent months on the planning! Catering would have been arranged; food would have been overflowing the tables. There would have been a tiered cake with a tiny figurine of a bride and groom on top. And there Rita would have been, dressed in her gown, waiting… and waiting… for a man who didn’t show.

      I picked up Michael’s beer mug and downed the rest. I slammed the empty glass back down on the table and announced, “The man deserved to die.”

      That same man had found someone else and had emotionally moved on. I bet Rita hadn’t moved on.

      “We letting this murder slide?” Zoey asked.

      I thought about the ramifications of that question. Someone had brought an end to a man in the prime of his life. That required a callous coldness few possessed. If they did it once, who’s to say that wouldn’t do it again?

      But the guy had deserved to die!

      I groaned as the two opposing viewpoints warred within me.

      “Get his car keys and let’s go,” I told Zoey.

      Michael swore loudly and glared at us.

      Michael’s rental car was leaning decidedly to one side when Zoey drove us out of the parking lot. Both driver’s side tires had brand new switchblade-sized punctures.

      “Think you can keep the crime geeks under control?” I asked.

      “Probably not,” Zoey answered. “Why? Don’t tell me you’re going to pull them back into this after what they just pulled. They’ll do something worse.”

      “I’m counting on it.”
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      It was a little unnerving to see the geek squad all gathered back together under one roof. They looked much the same as the first time I’d seen them, save for the extra facial bruising and odd limp here and there.

      We were in the tent, and I was standing in front of the group. Two guys were comparing airline ticket availability with plans to leave early. Three more had their noses an inch in front of their phones and looked to be reading. Another guy kept glancing over his shoulder as if expecting someone to be after him.

      “What’s this about?” Gaunt-Faced Paul demanded to know.

      “It’s about finding someone who doesn’t exist,” I said.

      That earned me some interested looks. A small murmur between them grew.

      “Keep talking,” invited the guy keeping an eye out for his own personal death stalker.

      “The guy’s name is Dan. He might or might not exist, and he might or might not have been engaged to Rita.”

      “Dan? There hasn’t been a Dan at the B&B while we’ve been here.”

      “Call it a hunch,” I said, although I supposed it could be better described as a slip of the tongue. While a drunk man might not be the most trustworthy source for information, I was giving it the benefit of the doubt.

      “What about the people who actually do exist?” Paul challenged. “What us to pretend that there isn’t a soul-sucking killer among them? Want us to imagine we’re all safe and that our mommies are going to tuck us into bed tonight and read us a story?”

      All eyes turned to Paul.

      “Uh, you can imagine that about your mommy if you want,” I offered.

      A few snickers followed. Paul’s laughter wasn’t among them.

      “You do make a good point, though,” I continued. “The other people who exist… We need to know everything there is to know about them.”

      A guy sporting a black eye from Tim’s elbow snorted. “We can tell you the name of someone’s kindergarten teacher in ten minutes flat. I thought this was about to get interesting.”

      “I want to know about people’s online lives,” I interjected quickly, then paused, “and I want to know about people’s offline lives.”

      “Offline, how do we do that?” the same guy asked.

      “You talk to people,” I said, then shrugged. “And maybe in a few circumstances,” which was every circumstance here, “you go through a person’s personal belongings.”

      “Who’s going to let us search their personal belongings?” another guy scoffed.

      “Who said anything about letting you?” I let some very pregnant silence that followed hang in the air. It took a moment for what I was saying to connect with the Citizen’s Justice League members, but they eventually got there.

      “Ohhhh,” elbow-eye said. “You want us to break in.”

      “I didn’t say that.” I nodded my head. “I never said that.” But then I nodded my head some more as if to say yes, that was exactly what I’d said. “I can’t tell you to break into anybody’s room or distract them while you steal their phones and look through their personal info. I definitely can’t tell you to plant any listening devices. No, I definitely can’t tell you to do that.” More head nodding.

      The gleam was back in their collective eyes. Manic smiles soon followed.

      “Anybody put a bug on mine or Zoey’s room, though, and—”

      “I’ll make you beg to be allowed to go to prison,” Zoey finished for me.

      Those sitting nearest to her inched away.

      The newly formed Crimes R Us League jumped into action. Okay, they didn’t jump so much as stare at each other, stunned and giddy. When they did get going, they milled around aimlessly a bit, but their chaos slowly took form. About two-thirds of the group headed out of the tent to pursue deeds best unnamed. The remaining one third clustered in front of the bank of computers and tv screens.

      I sat at the middle table as Zoey led the cyber charge with her cohorts. I put my head down for a minute. At least that’s what it felt like. A shake to my shoulder an hour later, though, had my swiping away a spit trail from my chin with the hope that nobody else had noticed.

      “What’s up?” I asked, still pushing my way through the mental cobwebs left over from sleep.

      “You tell us,” Zoey said from where she sat in front of the monitors. The guy who had woken me up returned to lounge near her side. “Check it out,” she said.

      The big monitor in front of her filled with Doug’s image. His pallor was still good, and he had a smile on his face that had nothing to do with a death grimace.

      “What’d you find out about Doug?” I asked.

      “This isn’t Doug?” elbow-eye said.

      I studied the image some more. “Does Doug have a twin?”

      “Nope,” Zoey said. “Doug doesn’t exist.”

      I paused a tick. “Someone might want to let the coroner know.” I was pretty sure he’d dispute that statement.

      “This,” Paul said, slashing his arm through the air to point at the monitor, “is Dan.”

      I blinked. I stared. Then a slow smile stretched my lips. “Dan’s real?”

      “Yeah,” Zoey said, “and Doug’s not, at least not further back than a few years.”

      “He changed his identity?”

      “Abandoned it is more like it,” she said. “But that’s not to say that Dan hadn’t been busy in his new identity.”

      “What’s he been up to?”

      “Doug owned the rights to Mama Hendrix’s orchard, although not the land itself. He owned all the land’s resources.”

      “Ohhhh.” My mind reeled. Mama Hendrix was passionate about her place. I frowned as I thought some more. She was very B&B focused in her work. It could be that she was simply overwhelmed by the management of both the orchard plus the B&B after the death of her husband. It definitely required another conversation with her. But then my brain stumbled onto a legal hiccup. “Wait a minute. If Doug didn’t exist, could he even own anything?”

      Zoey shook her head. “Technically, no. But that’s not all we found.” She returned her attention to her keyboard, and more images filled the screen.

      “That’s Rita,” I murmured as I studied the dated, slightly out of focus image. Then a new picture appeared, this time with Rita and Dan, aka Doug. “They were together!”

      “We had to search hard for this,” Zoey said. “They got someone to scrub the internet for them, someone actually worth their pay.”

      “Scrub the internet?” The only scrubbing I’d ever done was with a brush and lots of soap bubbles. “How’s that even possible?”

      Zoey shrugged. “Anything’s possible, for a price. If I hadn’t have done the same job myself for… a few, I doubt I would’ve found it.”

      “Found it?” I was sounding like a four-year-old. I felt like one, too. All I knew about technology was how to search for new recipes on YouTube. That was the most advanced thing I ever did.

      “This stuff,” Zoey said. She went back to typing and clicking, and the whole screen filled up with layer after layer of windows. “We dug up stuff from all of the major social media sites. Got our hands on a few text message logs. And then there’s this.”

      I squinted, reading a long text message sent from Rita to a friend labeled RJ. “Hellooo,” I said when done. The message was a rant, detailing how badly Rita wanted to end Doug’s life. “She gets pretty explicit.”

      “And inventive,” Zoey said, “but she never mentions burying him alive.”

      I propped my chin on my palm. “But he wasn’t alive, was he… He was dead. Did she mention drowning anywhere?”

      Zoey shook her head. “But we did find more.”

      New pictures filled the screen, this time of Michael.

      “Michael’s in financial trouble,” Zoey said.

      “We knew that,” I said. “They told us that… yesterday.” Had it only been one day? It felt like we’d been here for weeks. “He and Rita came here to get a better understanding of Mama Hendrix’s business model combining the orchard’s goods with the income from the B&B.”

      “Here’s pictures of their orchard,” Zoey said. The image of a lush wooded landscape came up. It was gorgeous! “Or rather, that’s how it looked just over three years ago.”

      Another image filled the screen. “This is from last year.”

      This time there were only a few large trees interspersed with hundreds of baby trees. The trunks of the young trees were spindly and thin, and they each had wire ties connecting them to four surrounding ground-sunken posts.

      “Oh my gosh.” My mind flashed with the memory of finding Doug, I mean Dan. Ah, to heck with it. Dougie Dan. He’d been head down in the ground. His torso, legs and hips had been above ground, and there had been lines connecting him to posts. Those lines had kept him upright, just like the posts and lines supporting all those baby trees.

      “And this is Michael and Rita’s orchard?”

      “It is now.”

      “What happened? It’d been so, so… mature.” The trees in the earlier picture had all been big.

      “This happened,” Zoey said, bringing up a series of pictures. “These are from just under three years ago.”

      My mouth fell open. What I saw was devastation. The ground was covered in white that looked like snow yet didn’t look like snow. Or maybe it was ash. There was something not right about it, but I couldn’t figure out what.

      A bunch of the trees had been chopped down, and smoke trailed up from huge burn piles. Of the remaining trees, more than half were stripped bare of any leaves. Others had yellow leaves. Even the ones that had survived the initial problem were in the process of dying. Only a few looked as though they might survive.

      It was like seeing Eden turned into a wasteland.

      “This had been Michael’s place?”

      “Yeah,” Zoey said.

      “What happened to it? Did someone torch the whole orchard?”

      “Not sure yet.”

      Silence filled the tent before I asked, “Do you think Dougie Dan might’ve done it?” Stood Rita up at the altar and destroyed a livelihood that had taken decades to develop? Yeah, I could see killing the guy. If Rita or her dad had killed him, I was feeling really bad about the prospects of finding them out and getting them sent to prison. Didn’t seem right.

      “That’s not all we found,” Gaunt-Faced Paul said.

      “There’s more?” I wasn’t sure I could take more. Rita and Michael had lost so much already.

      “The handyman doesn’t exist either,” Paul announced in a braggart’s tone.

      “Lucas?” I asked.

      “One in the same.”

      Things were getting weirder and weirder. Joel hadn’t taken me to a romantic B&B. He’d stolen me away to an episode of the Twilight Zone!

      “And check it out. These are pictures we’ve managed to collect since being here,” Paul continued. The entire wall of screens filled with pictures of Rita. Lucas was visible in nearly three-quarters of them. “Lucas is stalking her!”

      “Oh my God.” I felt sick. How much could this family endure? Then I remembered Michael’s concerns about his daughter’s health. “Were any of you able to find any info about Rita getting sick?”

      “She had to be hospitalized for a while,” Zoey said. More new pictures flooded the screens.

      I covered my mouth with my fingertips, and my eyes welled up with tears. The images were of Rita, but if her tall form weighed more than a hundred pounds, I’d have been shocked.

      “What happened to her?” I asked in a whispered, hushed tone.

      “Eating disorder,” Zoey said. “She almost died.”

      “And that was after the orchard, and after being jilted at the altar?” Dougie Dan had jilted Rita, and I’d be willing to bet he’d destroyed the orchard, too.

      “Yep,” Zoey said. “And then there’s the money.”

      “Money?”

      “Fifty-four thousand.”

      My jaw fell open. “That would be a lot of money, but what about it?”

      The screens filled with layered windows of text messages. I did a quick scan through them. “Dan stole their wedding and honeymoon fund.” I shook my head. “I’m starting to think we should have helped Rita and her dad kill him.”

      “Yep,” Zoey said.

      “Is there anything else? Anything about the newlyweds or Mama Hendrix?”

      They ran me through everything they’d managed to dig up. Mama Hendrix’s background was well laid out through social media, and the love affair of the newlyweds practically had its own YouTube documentary chronicling the whole thing. But none of it was helpful with regard to Dougie Dan’s death.

      “And water? Are there any bodies of water here on the property?” I asked.

      “None.” Zoey brought up satellite images of the orchard and surrounding land so that I could see for myself.

      “That means he probably drowned in a bathtub.”

      “But a bathtub from where?” Zoey asked.

      All I could do was shake my head. I didn’t have a clue. But there was one thing I knew. “Rita and/or Michael did it. One or both of them killed Dougie Dan.”

      Now we had to prove it.
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      I needed time to think. I got up and headed for the tent’s open flap. Zoey came with me. We left behind us the buzz of people throwing themselves deeper down the rabbit hole of whodunnit. Given that it was a question that involved real life, real flesh, and real blood—versus simulated hypotheticals—I suspected it would become a life-altering experience for some of them. I just hoped it wasn’t in the form of nightmares.

      “Who do you think did it?” I asked Zoey. “Rita, her dad, or both of them?” We stepped through into the open air. A shift of movement seen from the corner of my eye had me turning my attention away from Zoey to see what it was. Or I should say, who it was.

      Lucas was fixing the tent—again. I wasn’t sure it had a problem anyone else could see but him. I supposed he was simply talented that way, and super incredibly creepy and nosy.

      I did a quick glance around. Rita was nowhere in sight.

      “Hi, Lucas,” I ventured, taking a step forward. While I might have taken a step toward him, it didn’t actually get me any closer. He stood up and focused on his tools as he took a casual step away. It was like we were magnets repelling each other, and he was completely oblivious to my existence. His movement was that natural, that inconspicuous, and I realized how it was that he managed to be in so many places without drawing any attention to him. He was smooth.

      “Lucas,” I said, speeding up my gait. He had his back to me, strolling away, but I was determined. “Lucas,” I called again, this time breaking into a jog to catch up.

      His cell phone materialized from nowhere. He put it to his ear and started talking.

      I stopped in my tracks, scowling. Like I said, the man was smooth. I doubted he’d gotten a phone call. I hadn’t heard any kind of a ringtone. Of course, it could have vibrated from where it had been tucked away in his front pocket. There was no way for me to know for sure, but him pulling it out successfully shut me up and got me to leave him alone.

      He’d won this battle.

      “I think Rita did it,” I whispered to Zoey, “but I really hope I’m wrong.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want it to be him. The guy is ticking me off.”

      “So you want him to go to prison for the rest of his life because he annoyed you?”

      I thought a moment. “Yeah, works for me.” I suspected Zoey was rubbing off on me.

      A clatter of pans falling reached our ears. The sound was muted, having made its way all the way out of the kitchen and over the yard to where we stood.

      “Think someone’s getting killed?” Zoey asked, though she didn’t sound concerned.

      A litany of very unladylike curse words filtered out into the yard. The voice was very familiar, very frustrated, and rather senior in nature.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Mmm, I doubt it, but I do think Mama Hendrix might be ready to kill someone.”

      Zoey scowled, put her hand on her belly and flashed the door leading into the kitchen a worried glance. “We need her alive.”

      “Why?” I mean, come on. There’s a difference between need and want. Mama Hendrix was a nice lady and all—and I didn’t want anything bad to happen to her—but my world wouldn’t come crashing down around me if it did.

      “She’s a better cook than you.”

      It was my turn to scowl. But then I sighed. She was right. A loss of Mama Hendrix’s culinary genius would be a tragedy. The world’s possible joy would be lesser for it.

      “I’d better get in there, see if I can help,” I said.

      “Wait.” Zoey tapped my arm with the back of her hand before strolling off across the yard toward the corner of the house. The long, winding driveway came into view. Only spots of it had been visible from where we had stood a moment ago.

      “What?”

      “What for it… There.” She pointed.

      Michael came into view. He was meandering on foot up the drive. His gait was slow and plodding, and he stared at his feet rather than at the road in front of him, but he didn't weave or stagger.

      “He’s sobered up,” Zoey said.

      I nodded in silent agreement.

      There was a fifty-fifty chance we were looking at a cold-blooded murderer. Dougie Dan had met his death at Michael’s or Rita’s hands. With him back, our odds that there was a killer on the premises had just jumped to one hundred percent.

      Of course, that was assuming that only one of them had done the deed. I suspected murder loved company.

      “I’d better get inside with Mama Hendrix,” I said, then I glanced in the direction of Michael again. He could be dangerous, and there was a chance he’d hold a grudge about what Zoey had done to his car. “Gonna keep eyes on him?”

      “Yep, either mine or somebody else’s.”

      I headed for the kitchen. I climbed the wide stairs and crossed the deep porch to the kitchen’s outer door. Things were quiet, but Mama Hendrix’s murmuring of complaints reached my ears as soon as I pulled open the heavy, weatherized screen door.

      She twirled around from where she’d been bent double with her head in the refrigerator. I was glad it hadn’t been the oven.

      Her shoulders sagged, and relief washed over her expression. “Have you come to help? Where you been? There’s twenty onions to chop, potatoes to peel, and bread dough that’s got to get beat down. And look at all those apples that need peeling!”

      “Huh…” I didn’t know what to say. Thankfully, I didn’t have to say anything.

      This time Mama Hendrix’s whole body sagged. “Listen to me carrying on, talking to you like you’re not a guest. I’m sorry.”

      Wisps of gray hair haloed her face. She looked like the same person we’d met yesterday, but the woman inside had seemed to have aged ten years. There was a frayed tiredness about her that had been completely absent a scant twenty-four hours ago.

      I decided the best tactic was to change the subject. If she had happier thoughts to focus on, maybe she’d feel better. I figured it couldn’t hurt.

      “I’m awfully excited to learn some of your cooking tips and tricks,” I said.

      Mama Hendrix laughed. Her shoulders lifted, her back straightened a smidge, and her plump cheeks went round from her smile. “I was hoping to do the same. Every time I get a chef through here, I try to learn something new. I’ve had French masters and even a bona fide Cajun gumbo artist.” She gave me a wink. “But I bet there’s stuff you can teach me that they never thought of. That’s always the way it goes.”

      Let’s see. I could show her how to catch her kitchen on fire, how to ruin pasta eight different ways, and how to burn food in a slow cooker. Oh, it can be done!

      I didn’t think any of that would be helpful to her, yet my ego wouldn’t allow me to admit just how bad a cook I was.

      My gaze latched onto her stove. “Actually, I’m the total novice here.” Not a lie. Not at all. “That stove of yours is something else! I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Oh,” she said, gazing with open fondness at the glossy blue Sherman tank of an oven. “Betsy’s been good to me. Always there. Always at the ready. Never faltered once in all the years I’ve had her.”

      With a deep breath, she seemed to shake off her reverie. Her eyes darted around the kitchen, landing on all the piles of fresh foods. “All right then! We best get to it! You start on peeling the potatoes, if you would. I’ve got a big bowl of water there with a lump of coal to keep ‘em from turning.”

      I took a step toward the potatoes but stopped. “Coal?”

      “Keeps the potatoes from turning brown, dear. Now get to it. Chop-chop.” She laughed. “Or rather peel-peel.”

      I followed orders and got to work. It wasn’t even that long until dinner time. Well, if you wanted to call three or so hours not that long. But looking at the mountain of food around us needing prepped and then cooked, the amount of time left before dinner felt like nothing at all.

      As I sat at the long table peeling potato after potato, Mama Hendrix peeled a pile of apples, cut them, then added a heap of blueberries. Then came an avalanche of sugar. She washed her hands then shoved them deep into the cacophony of flavors and started mashing it all together with tight hand squeezes.

      I’d never thought a great big lumpy mess could be so beautiful, but it was. And the aroma! I sighed out loud when she threw in a heavy dash of cinnamon, followed by nutmeg and a dash of ground cloves. Then came orange zest.

      My mouth was watering so much I had to catch myself to keep from drooling.

      Mama Hendrix then got some flour and added water and stirred it into a paste. That was it. Just water. She then moved the sticky glob onto her smooth work surface, floured it and rolled it out. Next came a knife. She dragged its tip with a steady and swift hand through the dough, shaping it into a rectangle.

      “Are you making flatbread?” I asked. I couldn’t figure out what she was planning to do with just flour and water.

      She gave me an odd look, kinda like one you might give a surgeon who asks what a scalpel is. “Puff pastry dough.”

      “Oh,” I said and nodded like I had a clue.

      She layered on cold, hard butter next, then folded the rectangle into thirds, like you would a letter you’re getting ready to shove in an envelope. Then she applied the rolling pressure of her rolling pin again, compressing and stretching the dough back to its original size. Then more folding and more rolling.

      Watching her work was mesmerizing, but I made my brain click back into gear. There was a murder to solve. Doug had drowned. I needed to figure out where.

      “Mama Hendrix, are there any bodies of water on your property?”

      “Bodies of water?”

      “Yeah, like a pond.”

      She chuckled. “I wish. Water features are like catnip to tourists. I’d splash pictures of the thing on every advertisement I had made.”

      She put the newly folded and refolded puff pastry into the refrigerator. “Now to chill, get that butter hardened back up.”

      She turned her attention away from the fridge to focus on me. Her expression morphed into another odd look. Her gaze went from my eyes to my busy hands to the extremely slowly shrinking stack of potatoes. “How’s it going?” she asked, her voice up half an octave from its usual. She sounded stressed.

      She’d been a whirlwind, getting things done, while I’d been moving at a crawl by comparison. I did my best to cover my ineptitude with a bright smile and an enthusiastic, “Good!”

      “Right, right.” She nodded her head absentmindedly, clearly not convinced. “Okay, change of plans! I was going for potato gnocchi, but we can do a simple potato mash instead.”

      From there, the whole menu morphed one dish at a time into simpler and simpler options. Pecan crusted pork medallions with red wine sauce became bacon wrapped pork tenderloin with a mustard and white wine sauce. An assortment of roasted fall vegetables became a huge tossed salad dressed with Mama Hendrix’s own concoction of avocado oil, rice wine vinegar, soy sauce, and a blend of dried herbs and spices. She topped the whole thing with a generous sprinkle of basil-mint salt she’d made herself.

      Interspersed with the prep of all the savory dishes, she’d managed to finish rolling-folding-rolling the puff pastry and had made lemon curd tarts topped with the blueberry and apples she’d sugared a little while earlier. Then, of all things to do, she crumbled goat cheese atop each perfect morsel.

      I popped one in my mouth, then instantly hated all the rest of my life that had come before—because all those many, many days had failed to include the best dessert I’d ever tasted.

      I swiped a pleasure tear from the corner of my eye.

      “Maybe I can get Sandra back in tomorrow,” Mama Hendrix said, worry on her face. She was looking at the many flawless dishes she’d prepared with disappointment.

      I’d failed her as a sous chef. That was very, very clear, though she was too nice to outright say so.

      Mama Hendrix’s frown deepened the longer she looked at the food. “One day’s long enough for the girl to get over Doug, right?”

      Ouch. Yep, I’d definitely failed her.
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      “Tim… Tim!” Mama Hendrix called across the yard to Tim’s retreating back. She was standing outside the kitchen on the stairs. Her arms were loaded to overflowing with dishes full of food.

      I stepped past her with only one dish in each hand. I did not have her food-bearing confidence, and no way was I going to take a header with half of dinner’s yummies on me.

      Tim looked to be heading in the direction of the B&B’s small gravel parking lot. His shoulders were hunched and his head was down, but he turned around at the sound of Mama Hendrix’s voice.

      “Wash your hands and then get some plates out for dinner,” Mama Hendrix hollered.

      “I was just leaving,” he called back, hooking his thumb to point behind him to where I assumed his car was waiting.

      “Wash ‘em good,” Mama Hendrix called back. “And get a step on.”

      I saw Tim’s hesitation as he considered disregarding Mama Hendrix’s instructions, but then he put one heavily booted foot in front of the other and headed back across the yard. “Yes, ma’am,” he said when he got close enough that he didn’t have to yell it.

      He headed up the stairs and into the kitchen. I plopped my two dishes of food on the long, outside table and then hurried back inside after him. That left Mama Hendrix on her own to fuss with the placement of everything.

      Tim was at the sink scrubbing his hands by the time I pushed my way in through the door out of the crisp fall air and into the cozy kitchen. A constant warmth radiated from the oven to gently fill the entire room.

      He flashed me a quick glance out of the corner of his eye but didn’t turn to fully look at me. I got the impression he wanted nothing more than for me to leave him alone.

      That wasn’t going to happen.

      “Hi, Tim.”

      He didn’t answer back. Instead, he scrubbed at his hands harder.

      “Hey, sorry again about what happened in the tent. You doing okay?”

      “Yup.”

      Silence followed as I waited for him to say more, but nothing was coming.

      I did a slow stroll over to the counter near him and wrapped my arms around a huge wooden bowl of freshly baked yeast rolls. I managed to snag the newly mixed spread of honey-butter in the palm of one hand.

      “I saw you were on your way out…” Silly me. I didn’t phrase it as a question, so I got no response. “Did you have someplace you needed to be?”

      “My time, my business,” he said, drying his hands on a tea towel adorned with apple and spice.

      “It’s just that Mama Hendrix was worried about Sandra. I thought maybe you might have plans to go see her.”

      The man growled. He literally growled.

      Bullseye.

      “You really like her, don’t you?” I pushed. If he attacked me, I figured—I hoped—someone would be able to run to my rescue before he’d done me in.

      “What’s all this to you?” he asked. “You some kind of sicko?”

      He hadn’t answered my question about whether or not he had plans to go see Sandra. I didn’t care that much about the sicko question. I had a small stampede of geeks ready to worship the ground I walked on if I let them, and they wanted to do it for the same reason he was insinuating I wasn’t right in the head.

      Part of me wagered that none of us were right in the head. I supposed it was all just a matter of degrees. As for me, I’d never strung a man upside down with his head buried in an apple orchard. So however messed up I was, I was at least a step ahead of somebody here.

      “You’re sweet on Sandra,” I said. “You either talk to me about it, or I’ll head straight to the sheriff—” that monstrously beautiful woman “—and tell her you had reason and want to kill Doug.”

      His face didn’t change color. It didn’t flush red and it didn’t pale, but his eyes did darken as they narrowed. I suddenly felt like a rabbit about to be chased to my death. I felt the need to zig and zag to evade him, but I stood my ground instead.

      “Tell me,” I urged at his continued silence.

      “I like her, but I didn’t kill him. Not to get her. Not for any reason.”

      “Then talk to me. Tell me what you do know.”

      “I don’t know anything! I didn’t know the guy.”

      I blew out a breath of frustration. “Doug got killed and left in the orchard. The orchard was where he worked. It’s also where you work. You’ve got to know something.”

      His eyes searched the room as he thought with his lips pressed tight into a thin line. I could tell he was trying to think of something, yet despite that, no words left his mouth.

      “Can you tell us where he lived?” I asked, both desperate and exasperated.

      “Yeah, in the back quarter.”

      “Where?”

      “In the back quarter of the property. He lives in one of those tiny houses people are always going on about.”

      My brain wasn’t registering what he was talking about. “He lives in a small house. Mama Hendrix let him build a small house on her property.”

      “No, no. It’s not a small house. It’s a tiny house. Get it? Tiny.”

      No, I didn’t get it. I shrugged, still clueless. So the house was on the small side of small. What did it matter?

      “It’s portable,” Tim said.

      “Oh! A trailer. Why didn’t you just say so?”

      He rolled his eyes and then shook his head. “Just go see it. It’s in the back quarter.”

      I still didn’t know where that was. “Can you show me?”

      “Why? So you can get my DNA all over his place? Not happening.” He turned and pointed a finger at one of the kitchen’s inner walls. “Go that way. Keep going that way until you come to the V of the two largest hills out there. That’s where his house is.”

      Trailer, I thought to myself, but didn’t say it.

      Mama Hendrix burst through the kitchen’s outer door like a freight train, scooped up five more platters of food, and headed back out. “Tim, we got some talking to do. Don’t you take off after dinner until after I’ve had a chance to bend your ear.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” was Tim’s dutiful yet sullen answer.

      Outside, everyone had managed to gather at the long dinner table. Mama Hendrix had worked her magic in the blink of an eye. The table was stunning. Tealight candles in jewel-colored holders dotted the center of the table all the way down its length, setting the whole thing aglow. Twigs, pinecones, loose bark, and pebbles—things that would have been mere ground clutter in the forest—lent the table a fairytale quality that had my inner little girl swooning and giddy. All that was missing was a hapless giant and a loyal unicorn to complete the image, with a prince and princess in attendance, of course.

      Brad and Sheriff Palke rounded the corner of the B&B, as if on cue. The prince and princess had arrived after all—and I hated them both.

      Well, maybe not hated. Loathed. Despised. Those were good words. Excellent words. But they didn’t fit either.

      Hopelessly loved and achingly envied.

      Yes, those were the right words. Terrible and horrible but right.

      Zoey sidled up to me. “Stare much harder and your eyes will fall out.”

      I blinked. My eyes had gone dry from my infatuated, overly long stare. “Get a grip, Kylie,” I said, turning my gaze away from Brad and his new plus one. I purposefully avoided taking notice of where and when they reached the table and where they sat, that is until a familiar scent tickled my nose. My head jerked to the side to find Brad sitting right next to me.

      That didn’t last long though. To both my and Brad’s amazement, he was lifted out of his seat almost as fast as he’d sat down. Joel was behind him. He’d hooked his hands under Brad’s arms and ousted him from the spot he wanted to claim for himself.

      I let a sudden, startled smile overtake my mouth as tall, handsome Joel plunked down in the seat he’d forcefully made to be vacated. As for Brad, he moved to the spot opposite the sheriff. It at least warmed my heart that he looked grumpy about having been so unceremoniously displaced.

      I leaned into Joel’s quick kiss and mandated my thoughts to stick with the one who had brought me to the dance, so to speak. “I feel like I haven’t seen you all day.” It was a fact I felt guilty about. I’d been running around trying to solve Dougie Dan’s murder for all of my own reasons, none of which were about Joel. I mean, how selfish could I be?

      Joel flinched then slid an arm low across my back. “I know. I’m sorry. A life—or death—event like this happens, and I kick into newspaper guy mode.” He kissed my temple. “I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

      My heart did somersaults inside my chest. Joel thought he’d been the errant one! We were the same side of the same coin.

      I hummed a chuckle at the two of us and squeezed his hand, feeling happy and content to have him by my side again. Brad was going to do what Brad was going to do. He had his own life to live. He was either going to do what he could to make me a part of it or he wasn’t, but none of that did a thing to change the fact that Joel was with me in the here and now.

      Now was a pretty good place to live my life.

      “I think we’ve both been distracted,” I told him, “but I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Everyone, can I have your attention?” Mama Hendrix said. She looked solemn and aged standing in her spot at the head of the table.

      All the guests plus Tim settled around the table.

      Mama Hendrix held up her glass of lemonade in salute. “I want to thank Sheriff Palke for the work she’s done today.”

      I leaned forward and craned my neck in time to see Sheriff Palke give a silent nod of thanks.

      “Been a tough day, hasn’t it folks?” Mama Hendrix continued. She raised her glass higher. “To Doug.”

      Everyone at the table reached for their glasses and lifted as well. “To Doug,” we chorused.

      “He was a passionate soul,” Mama Hendrix said, her glass still raised. “He never flinched from a challenge. He cared about the land that sustains us. And, he was a savvy businessman.” Her voice choked up at the end. “We’ll miss you.”

      “Hear, hear,” people said as they drank.

      I kept a close eye on Tim through the whole speech. Not an ounce of guilt had flickered across his face. Rita, however, was literally rocking in her seat. Her head was bowed, and I spotted a tear falling from behind the cascade of hair that shielded her face from view.

      Red-faced, Michael leaned forward and whispered something in her ear. Whatever it was, it made her startle. Then, when he put his hand on her forearm, she jerked it away. He reached for her again, but this time she shot to her feet.

      Thankfully for her, the table’s occupants had turned the bulk of their attention to the glorious array of expertly prepared home-cooked food. There were murmurs of “ohhh” and “can you pass the carrots,” a dish I knew to be drizzled with a mixture of honey and lemon.

      Rita’s back was ramrod stiff as she headed for the house. I glanced longingly at my plate of sliced bacon-wrapped pork tenderloin paired with the creamiest garlic mashed potatoes I’d ever seen and sighed.

      I stretched to reach Joel’s ear. “I’ll be back.”

      He had a big scoop of caramelized butternut squash ready to make the trip to his plate. He hesitated. “What did you make?” he asked with a too-eager toothy grin on his face.

      I knew he wasn’t asking because he wanted to be sure to get second and third helpings of those dishes. Noooo, he was wanting to minimize the risk of loading his precious plate and stomach real estate with something I’d made.

      I gave him a hard-eyed look that let him know I knew exactly what he was up to.

      His grin grew even bigger. “Just wanna be sure to enjoy the fruits of my sweetheart’s hard work,” he said.

      “Mmhmm.” I was not convinced. “Enjoy your Russian roulette.” He’d have to take his chances with everybody else.

      Truth was, I hadn’t actually made any of the dishes. I’d been an extra set of thumbs and fingers that Mama Hendrix had needed, but she’d been the master creator of the evening's meal.

      Joel and I gave each other a peck of a smooch, and then I was off.
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      Rita had already disappeared inside the house. I had to do a fast step after her if I had any chance of catching her before she disappeared into her bedroom. I was moving so quickly that I was sure people would think I was doing a desperation run for the bathroom, but some things were more important than image.

      I needn’t have worried though. A soft sob reached my ears as soon as I crossed the threshold into the house. It took seconds to locate the owner of that heartbroken cry.

      “Rita,” I said once I’d found her.

      She spun to put her back to me and wiped at her tear riddled face.

      “You okay?”

      Her shoulders squared, and she sniffed a final snuffle before turning to face me. Her eyes were red, and her long lashes were wet. “I was hoping for a little alone time.” Her eyes glanced in the direction of the way out, a polite hint that she wanted me to go. When I didn’t follow her cue, she said, “I’ve been through a lot, nothing you’d understand. So if you don’t mind…”

      This time her look toward the way out was blatant.

      I ignored it.

      “You’re right. Being jilted at the altar isn’t an experience I’ve ever had.”

      Her mouth fell open and her eyes went wide.

      I hurriedly continued, cutting off her opportunity to talk before she started. “I know what Doug did to you. I know that he told you he’d marry you and then left. I know he stole the money that had been put aside for your honeymoon. Did he destroy your family’s orchard, too?”

      She was wild-eyed and speechless, yet she managed to nod her head yes.

      “What did he do?”

      “Salt,” she croaked, then cleared her voice. “Salt. He salted the ground. Two tons of it.”

      My mind reeled. That was why the ground had looked like it had crusted snow on it in the geek squad pictures of her family’s dead and dying orchard.

      I asked my next question with as much gentleness as I could. “Is that why you killed him—because he’d hurt you so much, so many times over?”

      Her head jerked back, and her brow knitted in a heavy scowl. “We didn’t even know he was here! You don’t know what you’re talking about. You don’t even know his real name!”

      “Dan. His name is Dan.”

      She side-eye looked me over from head to toe. “You still don’t know anything,” she declared, though her voice had softened.

      “I know that you managed to track Dan down from another state and that rather than call the law on him, you came after him yourself.”

      “The man was a psycho. What do you even care? He’s dead now. Just leave it alone. Just turn around and go on with your life. His death does this world and everybody in it a favor.”

      “Does it do your dad a favor?” I asked.

      Confusion overtook the anger in her expression. “What?”

      “If you killed Dan, your dad most likely confessed to save you from the whole thing ruining your life. But if you didn’t kill Dan, that means he did.” It was extremely presumptive logic, but I hoped she wouldn’t call me on it.

      “No, no… That’s not what happened at all.” Panic had crept its way into her voice. Rather than make her wilt, she took an aggressive step forward. “He had nothing to do with any of it. Nothing!”

      She seemed to grow an inch for every inch she got closer. Her eyes flashed with a crazed rage I’d only ever seen once before—in someone a little insane. I suddenly didn’t feel so safe, even with a small horde of people a mere scream away.

      “Rita—”

      Her hand shot forward and wrapped itself like a steel band around my arm. “You don’t know anything about love,” she hissed. “You don’t know how it will turn you into someone you don’t recognize. So, you need to shut up. If necessary, you need to die. I won’t let you hurt us. I won’t.”

      Her face was only an inch away from my own. Her entire body shook as if with pent up energy fighting for release. If she gave in to its demands, I suspected my mangled body would be all they’d find of me.

      “Rita,” I said, keeping my voice as calm as I could. “You did a good thing.”

      She blinked and the crazed look in her eye cleared. “What?”

      “You did a good thing,” I repeated. “Dan was a bad guy. He hurt you. He hurt your father. You saved who knows how many others from being ruined by him.” I was saying what I was saying to save myself from being strangled on the floor by someone in need of professional assistance. Despite that, I meant what I said. Dan had been a cretin, and his life would have left a long trail of used and abused people. “No one will blame you.”

      Her face twisted as her inner torment ripped its way to the surface of her being. “I hated him… but I still love him!” A horrible sob tore from her.

      “No one will blame you. Turning yourself in is the best thing to do.”

      She blinked again, and it was again as if a part of her had cleared away. “Huh?”

      “People are going to figure out what you did,” I whispered. “Turning yourself in will help you. The courts will go easier on you.”

      Her mouth drew back in a snarl. “I didn’t do anything wrong!”

      “No, no, of course not.” I was trying to reason with a full-on crazy person, and I guess that was my problem. I was trying to use reason, but her logic center was all jumbled and twisted. There was no way I could know how she would process anything I said. I could say “wax” and she could interpret that as “please eat my eyeballs.”

      I needed to end the conversation while I could physically still walk away.

      “Mind if I go get my friend? We could all sit together, and you could just, you know, tell your story.”

      “Tell my side of things,” she repeated. Her eyes were glassy and unfocused.

      “Right,” I encouraged. I led her to a chair and guided her to sit. She sat, and I backed away, though I did it trying to look as natural as possible. I didn’t want to risk turning my back on her while I stood so close. But once I got several feet away, I did just that. “I’ll be right back,” I soothed before rushing on soft trodden steps to the door nearest the dinner outside.

      My mind raced as to who I should usher to me. The sheriff might make Rita feel incriminated. She might clam up or even act like I was some nut job who had made her semi-confession completely up.

      Brad might not have been a cop up here in Vermont, but at his core, that’s who he was. He walked it, breathed it, and thought it. It didn’t matter where he was or what official credentials he had, he was still a cop. So, Brad was out.

      I cracked the door open and peeked outside at my options.

      I could wave Zoey in, but she had her head pressed close to elbow-eye geek. They were laughing, and she was smiling. No way was I going to interrupt that. The girl needed her happy moments.

      I needed Joel. He was big and strong. There was no way Rita would be able to take him in a fight, although I’m sure I would have said the same thing about Rita and Dougie Dan yesterday.

      Joel had his focus on his food. He’d look side to side now and then, smile, nod, then go back to eating. He never looked up.

      I yelled inside my head for him to look at me, but the effort only gave me a headache. He didn’t look up.

      I bounced on my toes and wiggled my fingers through the door. Still no luck. Well, maybe some bad luck. Gaunt-Face Paul had spotted me. He sneered with arrogant, malicious humor in his eyes.

      I finger pointed to Joel.

      Paul's finger pointed back at me—his middle finger, straight up in the air.

      I was going to sneak into his room tonight and break that finger.

      I jabbed my finger at Joel and mouthed some words that had Paul’s pale complexion going paler. The words included “Zoey” and “ruin you.” The guy might not be afraid of me, but they were all nervous about Zoey. Her morality meter was a little fuzzy, and her abilities were extreme. Knowing her could be a delicate tightrope walk between having the coolest, most awesome buddy ever and waking up to find yourself transcribed into the Congolese army.

      Paul stretched an arm behind the person sitting next to him to give Joel’s side a nudge. With his attention acquired, Paul gave him a forehead nod toward me.

      Joel’s eyes locked with mine. I didn’t have to motion or do anything. He was on his feet and heading to me.

      I stepped aside from the door to let him in. No one else had taken of what had transpired.

      “You okay?” he asked, concerned, as soon as he got inside.

      “Rita’s confessing!” I whispered.

      His brows shot up to practically meet his hairline.

      Grabbing his hands, I hurried us through the house to where I’d left Rita.

      She was gone.

      “No, no, no…” I began a frantic search, hoping she was still in the house.

      “Honey, you sure this is a good idea? We should get Brad in here.”

      I wanted to yell at Joel for his inane suggestion, but nothing that’d happened was any little bit his fault.

      I’d left Rita alone. Me. Me. Me.

      I should be standing in front of a mirror and yelling at myself.

      I’d let an unhinged girl slip through my fingers—a girl I’d genuinely been concerned might try to attack me. If I’d been afraid for myself, that meant there was reason to be afraid for others.

      If Rita hurt someone else—anyone else—that was on me.

      “We should tell someone,” Joel said, “start a hunt.”

      An image of angry villagers carrying pitchforks and torches filled my brain. Nothing good could come of it. Where ever Rita was, whatever she was doing, she needed the chance to calm down. The desire for normalcy was there within her. She just wanted things to go back to the way they were. She wanted the chance for her fantasy-woven self-denial to stitch itself back together.

      My stomach cramped with the stress and anxiety of what I said next.

      “We have to let her go.”
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      Despondent didn’t even begin to describe how I was feeling for the rest of the evening. Absent of all joy. That was a closer description. Zoey and even a distracted Brad shot me worried looks.

      I sat and finished my dinner along with everyone else. Helped Mama Hendrix clean the kitchen. Tried to read a book. Went on a long and winding walk with Joel. Enjoyed the fairy light-lit paths, and the good company of his hand in mine.

      “You don’t think she’ll try to hurt someone else?” Joel asked.

      “I don’t. Well… I do, if she feels trapped and desperate. Otherwise, no.” What I said wasn’t entirely true. I worried about Rita hurting herself. She had a history of it. She’d hurt herself when she’d stopped eating after Dougie Dan had run off, leaving her life in tatters and ruins. Or had that been more about giving herself a sense of self-control rather than self-harm?

      I sagged against Joel with a sigh. Maybe I was making a mistake.

      “Tired?” he asked.

      “Exhausted.”

      “Think Rita will try anything tonight?”

      I shook my head no. “I figure she’ll either run, maybe create a new identity the way Dougie Dan did, or she’ll come back and pretend that nothing’s wrong.” I was hoping for the latter.

      “So, we could potentially go to bed, have a great night’s sleep, and wake up to having one of Mama Hendrix’s famous breakfasts with Rita.”

      I smiled. “I like the way you think.”

      “Wanna head to bed?”

      “I do.” I was even too tired to fret over being tucked away in a romantic bedroom all night alone with Joel.

      We headed for the house walking hand in hand. There wasn’t a soul in sight. It lulled me into the peaceful thought that we had this tiny piece of paradise all to ourselves. Everything felt right.

      Upstairs, we settled into a quiet nightly routine we’d established the evening before. And when it was time to get in bed, I shocked Joel by sliding beneath the sheet next to him, leaving my own bed empty.

      He smiled down at me. “Hi,” he said, his voice soft and low.

      I could barely make out his face with the lights in the bedroom off. Night had long since fallen outside. There were only stars to illuminate the lands beneath.

      “Hi,” I whispered back.

      He leaned in and kissed me. I kissed him back. I stroked the steep angle of his cheek with my thumb and let my eyes travel the gentle glow of his very manly features.

      The left side of my brain gave the right side of my brain an elbow nudge.

      I ignored it.

      I kissed Joel again and basked in the glow of his loving care.

      Glow…

      More left-to-right-brain elbow nudging ensued.

      Joel’s face got even brighter.

      “Joel?”

      “Tell me you want to stay,” he whispered, burying his face in my neck.

      It was a move I would have normally enjoyed, but the fact that I could see all four corners of a previously very dark room had me distracted.

      “Joel,” I said more firmly.

      He groaned and rested his forehead on my shoulder. “You’re killing me, Kylie.”

      “Someone might just be killing someone.”

      “Huh?” he said, lifting his head.

      I tapped his shoulder and then extracted myself from his embrace. Getting up from the bed, I went straight to the window. What I saw made me gasp as my gaze traveled from the yard to out of sight beyond the top of the house.

      Flames! Taller than any tree I’d ever seen! The geek squad tent was outside below our room, and it was engulfed.

      “Fire!” I exclaimed as I grabbed my coat. I didn’t bother to dress. I just threw it on over my thigh long T-shirt nightgown and ran for the door. Joel’s bare feet slapped the hardwood floors right behind me.

      Outside, I did a flying leap off the porch without bothering to touch on even one of the stairs before hitting the ground below. As soon as my feet touched the ground, I was running.

      “Zoey!” I screamed. I had no idea where she was, but fear filled every part of me that she was inside that tent. “Zoey!” I screamed again, but this time the sound of my voice was absorbed and overcome by the deafening roar of the enormous fire.

      I was close enough that my skin prickled from the heat. The ends of my hair were lifting as if mad, crazy frizzy, except that instead of being wet, the strand tips were drawing up in a tight, dead curl from the intense heat.

      I sucked in sauna-like air to scream Zoey’s name again, but an arm clamped tight around my waist and my feet were lifted from the ground.

      Zoey was strong, but I didn’t think she was that strong. That meant that she wasn’t the one picking me up, so her whereabouts were still unaccounted for.

      “Zoey!” I screamed as my bare feet pedaled the air and my hands pushed at the muscular arm that ensnared me.

      “Take her!” Joel’s voice rang in my ear.

      Another pair of arms wrapped themselves around me, though my feet still didn’t touch the ground.

      “Got her!”

      I knew that voice. My attention broke away from the flaming tent to stare up into Brad’s face.

      “Let me go, Brad!” I yelled as he carried me across the yard, putting distance between me and the tent.

      We were far enough away from the tent that the night’s cool air was caressing my heat-seared skin by the time my feet were allowed to touch the ground again. But rather than simply let me go, Brad put me down and then captured my face in my hands.

      “Zoey’s not in there,” he said, his face inches from mine.

      “How do you know?” I challenged. I didn’t want mindless soothing and reassurance. I wanted Zoey to be okay. I needed her to be okay.

      “She’s not in there.”

      “How do you know?” I screamed, unwilling to accept the empty pat-on-the-head, don’t-worry answer he was trying to give me.

      As if on cue, the geek squad poured out of the B&B. There was much wailing and rending of shirts as a couple of them literally fell to their knees and cried to the heavens. The only thing that kept me from doing the same was the sight of Zoey at the rear of their group.

      “See, she’s right there,” Brad pointed, making damn sure I knew she was okay. “She’s not in the tent.”

      “Okay,” I nodded.

      “Say it, ‘She’s not in the tent.’”

      “She’s not in the tent,” I dutifully repeated. A flood of calm filled me the second time the words left my mouth. “She’s not in the tent,” I said again.

      Brad released a breath of relief. “Okay,” he said, releasing my face. “You stay here. I’m going to go help.”

      “Okay,” I agreed, then watched him trot away. It wasn’t until he was gone that a sense of ‘hey, wait a minute’ settled over me. Everyone else from the B&B had flown into high gear to fight the flames, but I was deliberately being sidelined. I was the one who’d spotted the fire before anyone else.

      The thought was enough to make me pout, which made me feel childish and silly. A huge tent with untold thousands of dollars’ worth of equipment was going up in flames. A gorgeous half-century old B&B was at risk of doing the same. But here I was, upset that I’d been absconded to a safe place.

      “I’m an idiot,” I said to me, myself, and the wind.

      A groan reached my ears. One that was soft and… fragile.

      I froze then carefully looked around me. “Hello?” I called.

      Nothing.

      “Hello?” I called again. This time I did a full circle, doing a slow twirl in place.

      There was nothing and no one. But then…

      “Ahhhh…”

      A part of me tried to convince myself that it was the wind, but another part of me knew better.

      This time, I didn’t call out. This time, I turned slowly in place, letting my eyes scan everywhere and everything, from near to far. The soft sound came again, less distinct this time, but it was enough to have me snapping my head back in a direction already passed.

      Then my eyes locked still. Staring. Doing their best to make sense out of the textures of grass, ground, and shadows.

      “Rita,” I breathed out, unbelieving my own eyes.

      I hurried to her side and knelt down. She moaned again, a tiny sound that barely reached my ears even now.

      I touched her matted hair. My fingers came away warm and sticky.

      “Oh, Rita…”

      There was no response. In fact, she looked to be barely breathing.

      “Hang in there, Rita. Hang in there.”

      I stood and waved a frantic arm over my head from side to side. John, one of the newlyweds, saw me, stopped his work fighting the flames, and waved back. But that’s all he did before jumping back into the fray.

      The entire house had made a human chain and were passing bowls of water, sopping wet towels and bed linens, and waterlogged pillows. They were making a difference. The fire’s edge was being pushed away from the house, and the towering flames barely reached the roof’s height rather than cascading above it.

      I looked down at Rita again. Her chest wasn’t moving.

      I dropped to my knees, put my ear to her chest, and listened.

      Nothing.

      “Ohgod, ohgod, ohgod, ohgod,” I chanted, launching into chest compressions. “Rita, stay with me. Hang on. You’re going to be okay! Hang on. Ignore that beautiful light and stay with me!”

      I pushed on her chest and periodically stopped to cover her mouth with my own to give her brain a little oxygen to work with. Only seconds seemed to pass before my whole body was shaking with fatigue. My arms, back, and shoulders were cramping, and stars were dotting my vision as I grew increasingly lightheaded.

      “Help me!” I screamed into the night. I was facing the wrong way. The house, the flaming tent, and their first-responder water line was all at my back. “Help!” I screamed again, my voice breaking and breathy.

      I glanced behind me. No one was coming. This couldn’t be happening.

      “Rita, wake up,” I begged. My vision was getting worse and a world-tilting vertigo was creeping in.

      Woods, trees, and brush were at a distance in front of me. They moved, parted, and shifted, but the dancing stars before my eyes hid the reason why. I imagined a hungry wolf on its way to get a snack, but there was no way I could leave Rita’s side.

      Figuratively and literally.

      I was seconds away from passing out on top of her. No matter what was coming out of the tree line, I wasn’t going anywhere. And if I passed out, Rita was going to die.

      “Help!” I cried in a yell that was more air than sound.

      A creaking like the world was breaking in half started as a slow rumble before growing into an onslaught of sound that I could feel in my bones more than hear with my ears. The ground shook, and a wave of heat too hot to breathe replaced all of the night’s cool air. Twinkling, dying embers washed past, transforming the air into something terrifying and magnificent.

      I threw my body on top of Rita’s. I buried my face in her neck, and covered her face with my shoulder, arms, and hands.

      “Kylie!”

      I heard my name, but there was no way I could risk sucking in a breath of the furnace-hot air to call back. My lungs burned from lack of oxygen, and Rita’s deathly form beneath me lacked any spark of life at all.

      Something wet and heavy plastered me to the ground. When arms tried to scoop me and the soaking wet comforter back up, I wrapped my arms and legs around Rita and held on. On the brink of passing out, I finally dared to take a breath. The air was hot but breathable.

      I was yanked aloft, but I somehow managed to keep hold of Rita’s arm.
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      As I was carried, Rita was dragged along with us. Finally, whoever had me realized there was extra cargo and stopped.

      “She was alive,” I yelled from beneath the covering. “I was doing CPR!”

      The ground came crashing up to greet me. When I fought my way clear of the wet comforter, I found Joel on his knees, giving Rita CPR.

      She wasn’t moving. She wasn’t breathing.

      But I was sure she wasn’t dead.

      One glance at the tent told me what had happened. The whole front half had collapsed, sending a supercharged surge of burning air over to where Rita and I had been.

      My skin felt as though I’d fallen asleep at the beach for ten hours. As a natural redhead, that was saying something. I was crispy.

      Rita’s finger moved, then her body spasmed. Joel stopped doing CPR, and the young woman coughed. It was a glorious sound.

      I can’t say for sure how long it took the paramedics to arrive. The fire had mostly burned down. The back half of the tent still stood, but the front half was incinerated.

      “You saved her life,” Michael said, nearly in tears. He pulled me in for a hug that had me gritting my teeth because of my painful non-sun-inflicted sunburn.

      I awkwardly patted his back and waited him out. After letting me go, he climbed aboard the ambulance that now held his unresponsive daughter.

      Brad stood on one side of me and Joel on the other. Joel’s arm draped across my back with his hand hooked at my waist. Brad’s arm was draped low, with his hand resting on my hip.

      Sheriff Palke had arrived at about the same time as the ambulance. She approached me now, and she wore an expression I’d seen several times before—though this was the first time I’d seen it on her. But I’d seen it on Detective Gregson lots of times.

      Distrust.

      Disbelief.

      Unspoken accusation.

      They were all there in her eyes.

      Behind the litany of cop-minded thoughts, I saw something else. Her gaze flicked to Joel, and she looked him up and down. Then it went to Brad. She looked him up and down. Then it was back to me. Her perfect brow lifted.

      I didn’t see her lips move. It might have been that she’d thought about smiling and something about that thought translated itself unto her otherwise unaffected mouth.

      “I need to take your statement,” she said.

      I nodded.

      “Did you see Ms. Sutton fall?”

      “Ms. Sutton?” I asked.

      “Rita,” Sheriff Palke clarified.

      “Oh, um, no. She was lying in the grass when I found her.”

      “Can you show me the spot?”

      Joel and Brad stayed near me as I made my way through the yard to where I thought I’d been. “I think it was here,” I said, pointing at the ground. Then I frowned, “Or… maybe here.” I just couldn’t be sure of the exact spot.

      Sheriff Palke took her time walking over the ground. She poked at a couple of spots with the toe of her boot. She eventually widened her search into a larger circular pattern. Finally, she asked, “Did you spot a rock?”

      A rock?

      “No,” I said.

      She nodded then made notes in a small notepad. I noticed that she was writing with a pen rather than a pencil. Detective Gregson always wrote with a pencil so that his notes wouldn’t be lost if the paper got wet. I considered making the suggestion but kept the thought to myself instead.

      Detective Gregson and I did not usually see eye to eye, especially when I was asking around about murders, and I didn’t want to think about the man any more than I needed to.

      “So you didn’t see her hit her head?” Sheriff Palke asked.

      “Her head? Oh, her head!” With all that had happened, I’d forgotten. I glanced at my hand, remembering the damp stickiness I’d felt when I’d first touched her. There were flecks of reddish-brown around my nails. Dried blood.

      Rita had been bleeding from a head wound. But if she didn’t fall down and hit her head, how did she get the head wound?

      A chill ran through me as I made connections I hadn’t made before. Rita had almost died. She was lying in the grass, bleeding from the head, and she had almost died. Well, she did die. She just didn’t stay that way. But that didn’t change the fact that her injury—her head wound—was bad enough to kill her.

      It was my turn to scan the ground, the relatively soft, flat ground. There wasn’t anything around that could have hurt Rita’s head. She couldn’t have done it to herself, either accidentally or on purpose. We’d be able to find what had hit her if she had.

      Rita’s injury hadn’t been an accident. It was on purpose. Someone had tried to kill her.

      A killer had tried to kill her.

      The odds that the B&B was hosting two different killers was slim. If there was only one killer and someone had tried to kill Rita, that meant Rita was not the killer.

      My heart sank. I’d been so wrong about her.

      I was an idiot.

      “Is she going to be okay?” I asked Sheriff Palke.

      “I guess that depends on if she wakes up. Brad, got a moment?”

      He looked down at me. “You gonna be okay?”

      I nodded.

      Sheriff Palke turned and walked away. Brad followed.

      “Kylie,” Joel said once the two were out of earshot, but whatever he was going to say was lost in the rush of Zoey’s arms. She’d managed to separate herself from her bereft geek squad and tackled me in a bear hug.

      “Ow, ow, ow, ow…” I said. My non-sun sunburned skin took issue with her enthusiasm.

      “You’re not allowed to get fried to a crisp,” she said.

      “Ditto,” I told her, remembering how I’d thought she might be inside the burning tent.

      Poor Joel was left on his own as Zoey hooked an arm in mine and started us walking. “Tell me what happened,” she said.

      I brought Zoey up to speed on what had transpired on my end of tonight’s fiasco. I was still barefoot and in my nightshirt, but a glow of warmth still canvased the yard because of the now dying tent fire.

      “You think Rita’s innocent,” a fully dressed Zoey finished the tale for me.

      “I do.”

      “We need to question her.”

      “If she wakes up.”

      “She was that bad?”

      I nodded. “She died, and that was before the tent collapsed and sent all its heat our way. She’d… died.” I’d brought her back from death. Did that make me responsible for her now? “Think she’ll be okay at the hospital? Do you think we should camp out there and make sure no one takes a second go at her?”

      Zoey shook her head. “If she almost died, they’ll put her in ICU. Twenty-four-hour security. Locked-door wing. She’ll be okay.”

      That answer didn’t sit well with me. I wanted to be there to watch over Rita, but I needed to trust the others in her life to be there for her instead. Her father would be there. The nurses and doctors would be there. There was even a chance that Sheriff Palke would assign some deputies to be there.

      And the person not there was the murderer. The murderer was here, unless the murderer was her father.

      My gut clenched and my head ached. I needed to clone myself.

      “You think Michael clubbed her in order to get the suspicion off her?” Zoey asked.

      Now there was a thought. “She could have asked for his help to do just that.”

      “And then he misgauged how hard to hit her.”

      “And almost killed her.”

      If that was the case, at least Rita would be safe.

      “Kylie?” Mama Hendrix’s voice called from a distance.

      She was standing on the wraparound porch. Her hair looked as though she’d walked through a typhoon, but the woman was still standing. She was like a bull that just didn’t know how to stop being a bull. Didn’t know how to give up.

      I waved an arm in the air. She spotted me.

      “Kylie!” she called and hooked a come-here arm.

      Zoey went back to consoling the geek squad, and I made my way over to Mama Hendrix.

      “This whole weekend is a disaster,” she said, throwing her hands in the air. She turned her back to me and headed inside the kitchen.

      I followed, staying quiet as her rant heated up.

      “It’s got to be saved. I have to pull out all the stops.”

      I’d helped her make dinner. I’d helped her clean up dinner. I’d been making food all day long. My body hurt, and I was exhausted. What I’d wanted to tell her was that I was her guest, that I was going to bed, and please deliver a cup of tea to my room. Those were, of course, not the words that came out of my mouth.

      “How can I help?” I asked, even though she hadn’t asked for my help.

      “We have to dig a pit,” she said, picking up a landline phone that hung on the wall.

      “A pit?” I asked startled.

      “Best way to roast a pig!”

      “A pig? A whole pig?”

      “What time is it?” She glanced at her watch. “After midnight.” She got a far-off look and mumbled something under her breath. “Yes, yes,” she finally said. “I think there’s enough time.”

      “Where will you even get a whole pig? And at this time of night?”

      She wagged the phone at me. “Calling in a favor.”

      The next several hours had me dressed in jeans and a T-shirt and assisting Mama Hendrix as she used an all-purpose tractor to dig a deep hole. We then transformed the hole into a roasting pit. She mostly stood at the hole’s ledge and directed as I arranged things within the pit itself.

      It was not a comfortable experience on soooo many levels. Pit roasting a pig didn’t seem like the best thing to do as a condolence effort for what had happened to Dougie Dan.

      But who was I to judge? The arrival of Mama Hendrix’s favor told me nobody else was.
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      Her place, her rules.

      That’s what I told myself as I clawed my way out of the pit on hands and knees. Mama Hendrix felt that she needed to make good with her guests—minus me, it appeared. She had the right to do that however she pleased.

      As for the favor, it came in the form of five big guys and a refrigerated truck. The guys took over, and I let them. I wasn’t usually the kind of girl to stand back out of the way whenever the testosterone brigade rolled into town, but I was done.

      I excused myself without a word to anyone and headed for the house.

      “Kylie!” Mama Hendrix called after me.

      I turned, gave her a big, cheery smile, waved a hand and called, “Goodnight.”

      Her expression turned slightly sorrowful. Whether it was because she wanted me to stay a bit longer, or because she wanted to say something more to me, I couldn’t tell.

      She had help, didn’t look like she was about to have a heart attack, and could survive through the night without me.

      At least I hoped so.

      Guilt tugged at my insides, but I told it to come back in the morning. If something happened to Mama Hendrix, I’d do the right thing and feel guilty about it then.

      Still, a little bit of guilt nagged me all the way through a cool shower that felt good on my heat-stressed skin. Slipping one of Joel’s T-shirts over my head to use as a nightshirt quieted the voice for good. The shirt smelled like Joel. I knew it wasn’t really him. It was whatever laundry detergent he used. But I lost myself within the soft, fresh scent all the same.

      Joel was fast asleep when I crawled into bed—my own, this time. I used his gentle snore as my lullaby. But sleep didn’t come. Instead, a zillion little chimes pulled me completely awake.

      “My phone!” I whispered. I leaned off my bed wheelbarrow style and dug around in my overnight bag until I found the thing. Sure enough, it had one bar worth of signal. The chimes were from a massive download that had just come in.

      Crawling back into bed, I held the glowing device close to my face like a sacred treasure. I scrolled through emails and then social media. That’s when my phone chimed again. Agatha was messaging me!

      I shot a worried glance at Joel, concerned the phone’s beeps and buzzes would wake him. But he snorted a broken snore, turned on his side, and settled back into a steady low rumble of breathing in and out.

      I wrote Agatha back. “What are you doing up?”

      Rather than write me back, my phone buzzed with an incoming video call from her.

      I held my breath as I clicked accept. I wasn’t sure that one measly little bar worth of signal would support the call, but I needn’t have worried. Agatha’s old-as-an-ancient, spry-as-a-grasshopper mug blipped plainly into view.

      “Thought you might want to say hello to someone,” Agatha said, lifting a sleepy tortoiseshell cat up to her chest.

      “Sage!” I whispered loud enough to wake Joel up and the people next door. Yet, he didn’t stir. I smiled a toothy idiot grin and wiggle my fingers at my phone. Sage yawned to show off her killer fangs, batted sleepy eyes, and snuggled in against Agatha. “Awwww.” I missed her.

      “How’s it going?” Agatha asked. “Has anyone died?”

      My face fell and my shoulders sagged.

      “Ohhh,” Agatha said in reply. “Anyone I should feel bad about?”

      I shook my head. “Sadly, no. He kinda had it coming.”

      “Well at least there’s that,” Agatha said cheerily, pointing out the silver lining in the situation. “Know who did it yet?”

      “I thought I did.” I slumped even more. “But someone tried to kill her too, so I think I was wrong. Agatha, I think, maybe…” My voice trailed off. I had been so completely wrong about Rita while being so completely sure I was right.

      “What, dear?”

      “I think maybe I’m a hack.” All those other murderers I’d caught, it’d just been a fluke.

      “Oh, sweetheart, of course you are, but why should that stop you? It’s like your cooking. You’re simply terrible, but you keep at it anyway.”

      “Agatha!” I complained.

      “Well, it’s true! People at the café are really missing your Oops Board discounts. You’ve even got some lunchtime regulars who’ve stopped coming because you’re not here. They say it’s just not as much fun knowing in advance what they’ll be able to get that’s edible.”

      “But… but… burning the toast or serving runny eggs isn’t the same as catching a killer.”

      “Sure, it is. You have a goal. You figure out how to reach your goal, and then you take steps to do it. No difference at all.”

      Until somebody tried to kill me for my efforts that is, except this time it wasn’t me who was almost killed. It was Rita.

      I frowned. Someone had tried to kill Rita, and that meant that someone had a reason to try to kill Rita. Maybe Rita was investigating the murder too. Maybe she’d even figured it out.

      “You just had a thought, didn’t you?” Agatha asked, smiling indulgently.

      “Maybe…” I answered, smiling sheepishly back.

      “You guys still going to come back after the weekend?” There was a tenseness to her voice when she asked the question. There was something she wasn’t saying.

      “That’s the plan, if we can. I’m sure we’ll need to give permission from the local sheriff before leaving. We’re still all technically suspects. Everything okay?”

      “Right as rain for now,” she said.

      That was a dismissive pat on the head if I’d ever heard one. “Na-uh. What gives? Is everything okay?” I asked again.

      Agatha did a noncommittal side-to-side head bob. “Hard to say. Could be something worrisome with Jack, but it’s nothing to worry about right now.” She followed that up with a cheery smile. “You all just make it home and make it home safe.”

      My stomach chose that exact moment to growl. It was a big gurgly sound that had Agatha laughing and Joel stirring. It made me realize that it had been hours since I’d eaten. On top of that, my dinner had been somewhat interrupted by my investigative pursuits.

      “I’d better go,” I whispered with a chuckle.

      “You’d better go get something to eat,” Agatha laughed.

      We said our goodbyes, and then I pulled on a pair of sweatpants and flip-flops. I let myself out of mine and Joel’s room with nary a sound and padded down the two flights of stairs and through the house. I paused long enough to peek through a window at the part of the yard where I’d abandoned Mama Hendrix to finish up her plans without me. She was still there and so were the five guys with their refrigerated truck, but things looked to be wrapping up.

      I headed to the kitchen. Pushing through its large solid wood door, I made a beeline for the fridge. I didn’t bother to turn on the overhead light, but the fridge’s light flooded the room when I opened its door and stood before it.

      “Show me what you’ve got,” I murmured, leaning forward. I was eager to sink my teeth into some yummy leftovers.

      A chair creaked behind me. My heart stuttered when I realized I wasn’t alone.

      “I’ve been waiting for you.” The voice was gravely and low, and it wasn’t one I recognized.

      I spun around, but while I was standing in the light, the rest of the large kitchen was trapped in deep shadow.

      The chair screeched—the sound of it sliding over the floor.

      Whoever was here, they were mobile, and I was frozen with fear.
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      My legs felt like lead, but I made them move.

      I made a mad stumbling dash through the darkness for the door. My hand landed on wood, and I was poised to yank the door open, but what the disembodied voice said next stopped me.

      “You saved Rita… Thank you.”

      Instead of jerking the door open and running for my life, I fumbled around the wall next to the door until I found the light switch. I gave it a flip. The enormous kitchen lit up as bright as day.

      “Lucas,” I breathed out in a whisper. My gaze drifted down the handyman’s long form to the sharp bladed shovel at his side. “You were saying thank you?” I croaked out, never once taking my eyes off that shovel.

      “For saving Rita,” he said. He took a step closer. The tip of the shovel dragged across the floor.

      I gulped and took a step back, essentially pinning myself against the wall. Of all the ways I thought I’d die, dismembered in a kitchen wasn’t one of them. Death by food poisoning or salmonella, sure. But this? Nope. Wasn’t on my radar.

      I wondered if Sage would continue to live with Agatha, or if she’d go to live with Auntie Zoey. I loved Zoey, but I was kind of rooting for Agatha as Sage’s new forever home.

      “I want to show you something,” Lucas said, taking another step forward.

      I finally managed to pull my gaze up from the shovel to his face.

      I studied his eyes. To my immense surprise, they seemed sane. Intense, but sane.

      “You’re wanting to show me something?” I’d like to say my voice didn’t go into the octave of a four-year-old little girl, but I’d be lying.

      A door somewhere else in the house opened and closed, making us both stare in that direction as if we could see through walls.

      “We have to go,” Lucas said, breaking the spell. “Hurry.” He took steps toward the door that led toward the wrap around porch.

      “I need my coat,” I said.

      “No time. Come on.” He didn’t stop his pace to see if I was following. Within seconds, I was the only one left in the kitchen.

      I said a few choice words. Not only did I not have my coat or a pair of decent shoes, I’d also left my cell phone up in my and Joel’s bedroom.

      My feet started moving before I could convince them not to. I pushed through the door to the wide porch beyond only to find myself alone there as well. Lucas had already descended the stairs and was waiting for me out in the yard. He stood statue-still and silent.

      I looked this way and that. I glanced wistfully behind me at the way back into the house. There was no one around. Only me and Lucas, who had come to show me something. Like maybe who had killed Dougie Dan?

      TSTL, my brain chanted, making it very clear what I thought of myself. Too Stupid To Live. If I followed Lucas into the dark of the night without at least telling someone, anyone, where I was going or who I was with, TSTL was exactly what I was.

      Yet my damn feet hadn’t gotten the memo. They had me skipping down the stairs like I was on my way to Easter brunch. But they didn’t stop there. No, they kept right on going.

      When Lucas turned his back to me and started walking at an angle that took us past the destroyed geek tent toward the edge of the woods beyond, my feet had me right there with him.

      I need to find out, I told myself. It was now or never, and I needed to know what Lucas knew.

      The harsh scent of what had so recently been billowing black smoke still scarred the air.

      I passed the spot where I’d knelt on my knees with Rita. A memory stirred within me. When I’d been with Rita, I’d seen something move at the tree line. I’d thought it was a creature.

      A man’s a creature.

      Lucas was a man.

      Creatures sometimes hurt people.

      Therefore, men sometimes hurt people—hurt them by bashing them in the back of the head with, you know, a shovel. Sometimes even by sharp shovels getting dragged over heat-scorched ground.

      My fingers twitched with the tactile memory of Rita’s drying blood. She’d been hit in the back of the head, and it had killed her. For a moment.

      “Lucas,” I said.

      He stopped and turned to face me, shifting from a moving body to an unflinching statue. If I hadn’t already known he was there, my eyes could have mistaken him for shadow. He said nothing in response to my hail of his name. He simply waited.

      I stopped too, holding the distance between us steady. “What did you do to Rita?” I asked.

      “Nothing you didn’t do to her too.”

      I took a half step back and shook my head. The guilt that flooded me sat discordant over my soul. I’d believed the girl was guilty of murder. I’d pushed her to admit it despite knowing her past struggles with mental health. I was a terrible, terrible person. But rather than take an ounce of responsibility for her predicament, I said, “I didn’t do anything.”

      Yay me. Way to go me.

      I wondered if my health insurance would cover seeing a therapist. I had some stuff to work out.

      “Keep up.” Lucas turned his back to me once more and walked on. I was still fifteen feet away from the tree line when he vanished inside its mishmash canopy of trees and undergrowth.

      I hesitated at the tree line’s edge. My legs trembled. I could imagine Lucas standing just beyond my sight with his shovel raised and its sharp blade leveled at my throat.

      This is a bad idea, my brain told me. But just like before, my feet took over to take a step.

      I didn’t die. My throat wasn’t severed. My windpipe remained intact.

      I took another step.

      My eyes adjusted to the deeper darkness within the trees. I spotted Lucas. He was an outline of yet even deeper darkness within the darkness. He was a good fifteen feet away. I was close enough to the yard and the house that I could still run. I could still scream for help. If I continued to follow him, though, my options would dwindle. My survival would become dependent on him not being a psychopath.

      “Did you hurt Rita?” I asked, more specific with my question than the first time.

      “No,” he answered, his voice gruff. Then he added, “Try to keep up.”

      The man-shaped darkness moved. Moonlight would illuminate an arm, a shoulder, or the back of his head now and then. It would sometimes even glint off his shovel. Yet I followed.

      I dodged branches, tripped over exposed tree roots, and shivered against the cold. The night’s chill had long since sunk past the oversized T-shirt of Joel’s that I’d borrowed to use as a nightgown. It’d also gotten past the sweatpants that covered my legs. To be honest, it really didn’t bother me until it reached bone deep. That’s when my teeth started chattering, and I began regretting my decision to follow.

      A slow realization occurred to me. It made Lucas’s genius shine like a neon beacon above his head when I put it together. It also highlighted the severe contrast of me as an idiot fool.

      For you see, Lucas didn’t need to touch me to kill me. He didn’t need to put a finger on me. All he needed to do was get me lost. Exposure to the elements would do the rest.

      I’d be dead before dawn.
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      I’d long since lost track of which direction the way back was. We’d followed winding paths that had seemed to have been forged by deer and the like.

      Ahead of me, Lucas looked cozy in thickly padded, cold-weather overalls. If I hit him from behind on the head with a rock, I might be able to knock him out. I could then strip him of the overalls and… and… let him die of exposure? Snuggle up to him for shared body warmth and knock him out over and over again every time he stirred? We might both survive the night that way, but he’d likely have to join Rita in the hospital. And there was the small issue of attempted murder—by me.

      I wondered if Brad and Joel would visit me in prison. Remaining close with me would probably do damage to Brad’s law enforcement career. On the other hand, I’d be able to feed Joel the inside scoop of what it was like to be in a women’s prison.

      “We’re here.”

      “Huh?” Lucas’s declaration pulled me out of my prison life reverie.

      He’d stopped atop a small rise. His shoulder was to me and his attention was angled down the slope. He took something out of one of his overall’s deep pockets. A bright beam of light cut through the darkness a moment later.

      A flashlight.

      Swear words jumbled together on the tip of my tongue. He’d had a flashlight this whole time, but he’d had us walking through the dark.

      I opened my mouth and took a breath to lay into him without a thought for my isolated predicament, but what he did next cut me short.

      He tossed the lit flashlight on the ground, turned, and began walking away.

      “Wait,” I said. “Where are we going now?”

      “Not we—me.” He continued to walk while my feet—having regained some sense of reality—refused to move too far from the tossed flashlight.

      “You said we were here. What were you going to show me?”

      “Use the flashlight. Don’t let me down.”

      Don’t let him down? Seriously?

      Lucas was getting further away with each step. The zig and zag of the land had him disappearing before my eyes. I didn’t know where I was in relation to the B&B. I didn’t know my way back, and now I was being abandoned.

      I bounced up and down from the cold and tried to refuse the frustration tears that wanted to fill my eyes.

      “You can’t leave me here!” I called into the now-empty forest with deafening silence as my reply. Lucas had completely gone from my sight.

      I scrambled to reach the flashlight, but when I grabbed it and shone its beam into the forest, it was with the same result. Lucas was gone.

      “Ahhh, come on,” I whined. All I wanted to do was catch a killer and destroy their world by getting them put behind bars for all the rest of their natural life. Who’d want to begrudge me that?

      I did a three-sixty with the light to take in my surroundings. Lucas had said we were here. If he didn’t mean the spot of my death, maybe there was something else to see. And then I froze, the flashlight’s beam fixed on one spot.

      “There you are,” I said to nobody else but me.

      I was shining the flashlight down the far slope of where I stood. There was a tall wooded hill across from me, and near its bottom was a craggy ravine. It was there that a stone structure seemed to grow right out of the hill. It wasn’t large, and the mossy stones looked as though they belonged here in the woods. The place looked as though the forest had made the structure itself without any aid from man, save for the old wooden door at its front.

      I slipped and stumbled my way down the hill. I lost a flip flop twice. Though despite how hard I’d had to work to get to the small structure’s door, I stood outside rather than going in.

      “Hello?” I called in a weak voice. I half expect Hagrid from Harry Potter to open the door and stick his giant head out. No one did though.

      “Hello?” I called again.

      I swept the stone hut’s exposed nearest wall with the flashlight’s bright beam. There were no windows.

      I gave the plank wood door a tiny rap with my knuckles.

      Nothing.

      I stepped past the precariously-footed front of the building to look at the far side. It was the same as the side I’d already seen except that there was a small brook trickling out from beneath the building’s foundation.

      I returned my attention to the door. I knocked again, this time a little harder. “Hello?” I called in a voice pocked by the chatter of my teeth.

      An old weathered chain hung from the door’s face near the center of the door. No other door handle was visible.

      I gave the chain a pull. The door didn’t budge at all. It wasn’t the kind of not budging you experienced when a lock was thrown. Usually a locked door at least had a little jiggle to it. This door had none.

      I gave a harder pull on the chain.

      Still nothing.

      I looked around. No one was in sight, of course. No one to see me get vandal-headed with the old door.

      I propped my flip flop clad foot against the stone to the side of the door, even with the height of the chain. I grabbed hold of the chain, then I pulled back with my hands while pushing with my foot.

      The old wood door creaked then screeched as it budged, moving for the first time. I gritted my teeth and pulled and pushed some more.

      The door broke free of its swollen, waterlogged moorings and flew open. I flew too, right down to the bottom of the little ravine.

      “Ohhh, that’s gonna leave a bruise,” I groaned. It was nice that I thought about bruises in the face of death by exposure, but who wants to be an ugly corpse?

      I climbed out of the little ravine back to the little structure’s now open door. I did it without the flashlight. I’d dropped it on the way down, but I retrieved it on the way up.

      Still on my hands and knees, I shone the flashlight’s beam inside the building. What I saw was a half-wall of more stone.

      I climbed to my feet and ventured inside the building for the first time. It was longer on the inside than on the outside by at least six feet. It did indeed sink into the body of the hill itself.

      The air was oddly fresh instead of stale, and it caressed my face with a warmth that left me baffled. Well, to say it was warm was a stretch. It was very cool, but it was not as cold as the naked air outside.

      I stopped two feet in.

      “Oh my God,” I said, staring at what was in front of me. The half-wall wasn’t a wall at all. Not really. It was a huge tub. A tub full of water.

      Dougie Dan had drowned in water.

      “Oh my God,” I said again.

      A tiny open trough angled out of the far wall. A steady stream of water trickled down it into the huge tub. The tub had an overflow notch on one side. Water flowed silently over its lowered edge, down the tube’s rock face, and created a stream that disappeared under the building’s outer wall. It was the same stream I’d seen coming out from under the building when I’d been outside.

      “It’s natural spring,” I realized. Someone had built this stone hut to capture the water at the spot where it made its way out of the ground.

      I dipped my fingers into the tub. The water was cold enough to make the skin of my fingers burn. Refrigerator cold. This place had once been someone’s icebox, I realized. Perishable foods could have been stored in the water to keep them fresh.

      And it was where Dougie Dan had been murdered. Drowned.

      There wasn’t any actual evidence of it, but I was sure I was right. Why else would Lucas have shown me this place? He must’ve also believed that this was where Dougie Dan was drowned.

      Or maybe he knew this was where Dougie Dan was drowned, because Lucas had done the deed himself.

      But why would the murderer show me the murder location? Some might do it in order to draw attention to their clever greatness. But Lucas didn’t strike me as the type of person who craved attention and recognition. Quite the opposite, in fact. He seemed like a man who had an intense need to be left alone.

      “Kind of like I’m alone,” I mumbled to myself, taking in my surroundings.

      I shone the flashlight back out into the night once more.

      To stay or to go? That was the question now.

      But I wasn’t sure either option would get me back to the B&B alive.
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      “You were supposed to look after her!”

      “How? You want me to put a little bell around her neck? You want me to have her check in with me every minute of the day? She’d drop me like a hotcake! She’d drop you too.”

      I knew the voices of the two men arguing. They were my guys. While I wasn’t happy they were in so much distress, my heart was warmed to know how much they cared about me.

      I’d stayed at the tiny stone shack until the sky had turned from midnight blue to navy. It was now a soft baby blue. A fine mist was lifting from the ground as the sun’s early morning rays heated it.

      I’d at first tried to trace the path that Lucas and I had taken. That didn’t last long. I found myself standing in front of an impassable bramble of weeds that the witch in Sleeping Beauty would have been proud of.

      I then turned back and tried to retrace my steps to the shack. That didn’t go very well either. Yet, I’d somehow found my way back.

      Actually, what I’d found was the spot where Dougie Dan had been buried head down. I never would have imagined I’d be so happy to see that place again.

      I crawled up the steep slope from Dougie Dan’s makeshift burial spot. My legs were too fatigued to march up it.

      Below, bright yellow crime scene tape still cordoned off the spot where Dougie Dan had been found plus the surrounding holes. I wish they’d put a strobe light on it, too. It would have saved me a lot of time finding my way back.

      “If anything’s happened to her, so help me God, I’ll—”

      “Hi, guys!” I called out while still only halfway up the steep slope. There was no way I’d wanted Brad to finish his statement. Some words were impossible to take back.

      Brad and Joel came into full sight when they stepped to the edge of the hill and looked down.

      “Berry!” Brad exclaimed before launching himself down the hill to get to me.

      As for Joel, he rubbed his face with his hands as he took a series of deep breaths.

      “I could kill you,” Brad growled when he reached me, but he followed the vow up by capturing my face in his hands and planting a huge kiss on my lips. He pulled away just as fast. “Are you hurt?” He looked me over from head to toe.

      I hated to think about what he was seeing. I had crawled over rocky ledges, fallen down slippery slopes, and had forced my way through thick vines and past thorny bushes. My muscles were sore. I was so cold my body ached at the bone. And I had not gotten the 3 a.m. snack I’d originally gone after.

      “I’m fine,” I told him.

      His expression turned grim. “Did somebody kidnap you?”

      I opened my mouth on a breath, ready to answer, then froze. A fly could’ve flown right in my mouth.

      “Berry? You can tell me. We can protect you from whoever tried to hurt you.”

      From who tried to hurt me…

      “Uh, no… No. I, uh…” What story would they believe? Lucas hadn’t taken me out to kill me. He’d taken me out to show me where Dougie Dan had been killed. And, he’d done it because I’d saved Rita’s life. He hadn’t been trying to hurt me, despite the fact that I could have died.

      “I found where Dougie Dan died,” I said, sidestepping Brad’s question.

      “What? Where? How?” Brad asked.

      “Uh…” Where. What an excellent question. “Uh,” I said again, “there’s a little rock shack tucked into the side of a hill. A natural spring feeds into it, and the shack has a… a… like a tub—a square rock tub—inside.”

      “A spring house?”

      “Yeah! The thing is old. Really old. It didn’t look like anyone had been there in ages, but since Dougie Dan was drowned—”

      “You figure it happened there,” Brad finished for me.

      “Yeah.”

      He helped me up the hill. Joel wrapped me in a big bear hug that lifted me off the ground when we reached the top. Over his shoulder, I could see Sheriff Palke heading our way. Two lumbering bloodhounds pulled at their leashes in front of her.

      “Where were you? What happened?” Joel asked when he’d put me down.

      Rather than answer him, I leaned to the side to see around him. Joel turned around when one of the dogs snuffled, announcing their arrival.

      “You’re here,” Sheriff Palke said to me. Then to Brad, she said, “I came as soon as I could get the troops together.”

      One of her troops sat, lifted his back leg, and chewed at the inside of his thigh. The other stretched his belly out on the ground and laid his head down on his outstretched legs with a heavy sigh. Their coats were black and tan, and their ears hung down lower than their long, droopy-eyed faces.

      “They’re so cute!” I exclaimed. “Can I pet them?”

      “Sure, knock yourself out,” she said. “That there’s Rubin. This other one is Beatrice.”

      I knelt on the mulch trail in front of them. I scrunched up their faces by holding their saggy cheeks in my hands and then flopped their long dangly ears from side to side.

      “We were just on our way to find you, but looks like that job’s been taken care of. What happened?”

      I swallowed. I didn’t want to out Lucas. It was obvious he was keeping himself on the down low. I didn’t know why he was avoiding attention, but I didn’t want to point all eyes in his direction after he’d helped me.

      “I—uh…” I tried to think of an excuse, a lie even, but my mind drew a blank.

      “Tell me this, is it anything I need to worry about?” she asked.

      The woman was smart. I’d avoided answering everyone else’s question about why I’d gone missing, but that question I could answer, and I could answer it honestly.

      “No,” I said, “nothing to worry about. Except, I found something.”

      One brow lifted inquisitively.

      “It’s a… I described it to Brad, and he called it a spring house.”

      Now both her brows were up. “A spring house, as in with a spring? Water?”

      I nodded. It was clear she’d made the connection.

      “Where is it?”

      “It’s, uh…” I stood and looked in one direction then another. “Um.” I pictured the B&B in my head. I envisioned the location of the spot where Lucas and I had entered the woods and the general direction we’d gone from there.

      Nervous that I was horribly wrong, I lifted a fatigue-shaky arm and pointed. “I think maybe in that direction.” I paused and thought some more. I shifted where I was pointing. “Or… maybe that way?”

      I looked at her apologetically.

      “It’s okay. That’s good. Gives us more to go on than we had before.” She gave my shoulder a squeeze then turned her attention to her troops. “Fellas, you ready to put your search noses on?” She looked at me and gave me a wink. “I’ll get them to follow your trail back to the spring house.”

      Sheriff Palke was being so amazingly nice to me. My chilly feelings about her started to thaw.

      Then she turned her attention to Brad.

      “You want in on this?” she asked.

      I could’ve growled, but no one was paying any further attention to me. No one would have even noticed.

      “Yeah, I want in,” Brad said.

      “And you, tall boy? I’ll need photographs.”

      “Yeah!” Joel exclaimed and then said, “Uh, honey, you gonna be okay without me?”

      Sheriff Palke had enlisted both my boyfriends to wander through the woods with her after I’d spent a night on my own full of the uncertainty of my continued survival.

      “Sure, sweetie. Go ahead.” Anyone in their right mind would have known I didn’t mean it, but Joel was a guy. A clueless Neanderthal of a guy.

      “I’ll go grab my equipment,” he said and took off at a loping jog for the B&B.

      Idiot.

      A caught Sheriff Palke grinning out of the corner of my eye, but when I looked at her straight on, the grin was gone.
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      That beautiful harlot, I fumed as I stomped my way back to the B&B.

      Sheriff Palke wasn’t satisfied stealing only one of my boyfriends. Noooo, she had to have them both! And there wasn’t a thing I could do about it without looking either incredibly petty or weak. Oh, I could have played the damsel in distress and claimed that I wanted Joel by my side after my evening’s ordeal, but that meant having to admit that it had been an ordeal.

      I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction!

      I was still stomping mad when I reached the stairs leading up to the porch outside the kitchen. Zoey was pushing through the door with her ear to her phone.

      “Yes, three hundred. I didn’t stutter. I want three hundred camera-mounted drones and operators here in an hour. If you tell me it’s impossible one more time, so help me—” she spotted me “—Kylie!”

      I was only halfway up the stairs when she barreled down them and threw her arms around me. The impact had us staggering and twirling our way back down the stairs, yet somehow, we remained standing and still locked together.

      “I hate you!” Zoey said as she hugged me almost to the point of asphyxiation.

      “I love you, too,” I wheezed out on a forced breath. She took the hint and released me from her hold.

      “Cancel the drones,” Zoey said into the phone and then ended her call.

      “How did you even get a signal?”

      “Signal booster. Stolen tech. Never mind about that. Where have you been?”

      I blew out a long, tired breath and did my best to suppress a chill-driven shiver. When I opened my mouth to speak, Zoey cut me off.

      “No. Never mind. You need to take care of you. Just tell me, do I need to hurt someone?”

      I thought of Lucas then pressed my lips tightly together and shook my head no. My teeth started chattering from behind my lips.

      “Go,” Zoey ordered, and I went. She headed toward the now-defunct tech tent, and I headed into the kitchen.

      “Oh my word. Oh my word!” Mama Hendrix gushed the second she saw me. She made a quick beeline to me with her arms open wide, a spatula in one hand. She pulled me in for a pillowy bearhug, then pulled away to hold my chin her hand. “Where have you been? We’ve all be worried sick about you! Ah!” she gasped, “and you’re freezing!”

      “I, uh. Can we do this later?” My whole body was starting to shake. Stepping into the warmth made my body’s weary cold feel more extreme.

      She tsked. “Of course, child. I’m a terrible woman. I’ve been just awful to you, imposing left and right. Now I want you to rest. I don’t want you lifting another hand. You let me what you need, and I’ll take care of you. You’re my guest and that’s how it’s supposed to be.”

      “Coffee?”

      She leaned away with a twinkle in her eye. “Maybe with a splash of brandy?”

      Her twinkle was contagious, and I felt myself smile all the way up to my eyes. “Maybe two splashes?”

      “Coming right up.”

      She sent me away with a huge mug of brandy-nipped hot coffee and a plate of gently warmed fried chicken.

      I went straight from the kitchen up to the little bathroom Joel and I shared attached to our room. There, I filled the tub with hot water and added all-natural bubble bath supplied by the B&B. I’d been eyeing it since the day we’d arrived.

      Sinking into the steaming hot water was bliss, even against my heat-stressed skin. I submerged myself up to my shoulders, then took a double-fisted approach with the mug of coffee in one hand and a chicken drumstick in the other.

      I drained the tub’s soothing cool water and refilled it three times before I was ready to climb out. I was glad that Joel wasn’t around to see my follow-up crawl to the bed. I might as well have been a one-hundred-and-one-year-old woman. That’s how much strength I had, and sleep took me as soon as my head hit the pillow.

      I wasn’t sure how long I’d slept, but however long it was, it wasn’t long enough. Weird dreams of being tossed about on rough seas pulled me back to consciousness. But the tossing didn’t stop even after I’d woken up.

      I opened one eye. “Zoey, what are you doing?” She was sitting cross-legged at the foot of my bed bouncing up and down. It was quite the feat, considering she was holding a big plate of food and eating while doing it.

      “Time to spill,” she said.

      I shifted my legs and did my best to make her spill off the bed and onto the floor. It didn’t work.

      “Hey,” she complained. “I came bearing gifts. Check the bedside table.”

      I blinked blurry eyes and stared next to me. My vision instantly cleared. “French toast?” But there was more. I sat up so that I could get a better view. “Loaded baked potato soup?”

      “Mmm, clam chowder. Good guess though. You slept through breakfast and into lunch, but Mama Hendrix didn’t want you to miss out, so she made you some fresh french toast and piled it on with all the rest.”

      “Is that… beef stroganoff?” I could smell the tang of wine mixed with the richness of the seared beef. It made my mouth water.

      “Mmhmm, she cooked up all the hearty dishes she could think of. Figured you needed it.”

      “Ahhhh!” I arranged the pillows behind my back to help me stay upright and moved the tray into my lap. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I took a bite of the clam chowder. The warmth hit my stomach and spread before a noisy rumble demanded more.

      Zoey let me get several more bites in before pressing me about the night’s escapades. “Tell,” she finally demanded.

      “Lucas,” I said a half second before shoving my mouth full of large flat egg noodles doused in the creamy, decadent sauce of the stroganoff.

      “He kidnapped you?” she asked, her brows lifting.

      I shook my head as I chewed, then said, “He wanted to show me something. He led me through the woods to a spring house. It’s got a big… I don’t know… a tub. Spring water feeds into this big tub inside this tiny stone hut out in the middle of the woods.”

      “You found where Dougie Dan was drowned?” she asked, excited.

      “Found might be stretching it. Shown was more like it.”

      “Does Lucas know who killed Doug?”

      “He didn’t say.”

      “Think he did it?”

      I ran through the logic of it in my head. “No, I don’t so. Why would he show me the spot where he’d killed him if it were him?”

      Zoey shrugged. “Some killers want to get caught. They crave people knowing how clever they are.”

      I thought some more, then shook my head. “He thanked me for saving Rita. Him showing me the spring house had something to do with that.”

      “So, Dougie Dan ditched Rita at the altar. Rita and her dad ended up at the B&B where Dan had started working as Doug. Then Dougie Dan is murdered less than twenty-four hours later.”

      “And then someone bashed Rita on the back of the head and burned the tech tent. Given that the hit was hard enough to kill her, I can’t see how she could have done it to herself.”

      “Sounds like some sleight of hand to me. Her dad bashes her on the head to take the heat off of her but hit her too hard?”

      I frowned. “Or maybe Lucas did. He cared about me having saved her. Maybe he’d hit her to get the suspicion off of her but hit her too hard.”

      “And the tent fire?”

      My frown deepened. “What if it was to get everyone out to the yard so that Rita would be found?”

      “If Lucas had hit her, it’d explain why he was so keen on her being saved.”

      “And it would explain why he wouldn’t want to be around when she was found. If he wasn’t there, he couldn’t have done it—that sort of thing,” I said.

      Zoey gave me an odd look up and down.

      “What?”

      “You want to continue with this? You’ve been through the wringer. You up to it?”

      “I’m doing better than Dougie Dan and Rita,” I retorted.

      “Exactly. I’d like to keep it that way. You almost got charbroiled. Then almost froze to death—”

      “It wasn’t that bad.”

      The look she gave me made it clear she knew I was lying.

      “Okay, it was bad, but I’m here. I’m fine. Have you seen Lucas around today?”

      She shook her head.

      “Michael?”

      “He made it back for breakfast, took a nap, ate lunch, and I think has plans to head back to the hospital soon.”

      “Has Rita said who hit her?”

      “Rita hasn’t woken up.”

      “Oh….”

      “Michael’s destroyed. Looks awful.”

      “Mmmm, let’s go talk to him.”

      As bad as Michael’s day had been, it was time to make it a little worse.
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      Getting out of bed and pulling on clothes proved harder than I’d imagined it would. I was shaky with exhaustion by the time I’d zipped up my jeans. I’d gotten maybe four and a half hours of sleep, tops. I would have sat down on the bed to rest and catch my breath if Zoey hadn’t been there.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      “Yup,” I answered with feigned energy.

      She hesitated. “We can still drop things, let the sheriff figure it out.”

      The sheriff… It was like a bad taste in my mouth. The woman was chipping away at my world, person by person. She’d sink her talons into Zoey next, but that’d be over my dead body.

      “I could talk to Michael on my own, come back and fill you in on what he said.”

      “No.” The word came out so fast and so clipped, I felt the need to soften it by adding, “I want to see his face. Read his expression.” Of course that wasn’t the reason why. I just knew that if I didn’t go with her, Zoey would end up being the straight man to Sheriff Palke’s femme fatale. I’d get left behind. I’d get forgotten. I’d be the new Rita—bitter, broken, and alone.

      I forced my Jell-O legs to carry me down the two flights of stairs to the main floor. A quick check with a passing geek-squad trio had Zoey and I rushing outside. Michael had left the house, his car keys in hand.

      “There,” Zoey said, pointing. Michael was almost to the B&B’s miniature gravel parking lot. A car different than the one he’d had at the bar bleeped to life when he held a key fob out before him.

      Zoey took off at an easy run across the lawn. Her sloppy-laced, loose-tongue combat boots slapped the soft sod. If there’d been hurdles for her to jump, her graceful advance on the unwitting man wouldn’t have suffered one ounce.

      I broke into a jog then dropped down into a walk.

      Come on. You’ve got this.

      My mental pep talk worked, and I managed to push back into a jog. I did my best to hide the fact that I was out of breath by the time I reached Michael. He had his back turned to his car and his key fob held out between him and Zoey, as if that would somehow protect him from her.

      “Michael,” I said with a breathy, toothy smile in hopes of dispelling the tension and fear emanating from him.

      “I know what you two did,” he said.

      My smile fell. “What did we do?” I asked, filled with trepidation.

      Did he think we hurt Rita? Or, was he about to blame us for what happened to Rita to redirect any blame we might be about to dump on him?

      “They just delivered this car this morning, and I need it. I can’t afford another replacement. They’re charging a grand in fees because of what you did to the last one.”

      “Ohhhh,” I said, my eyes going wide. “No, no, no,” I reassured. “We don’t want your car.” But doubt had me glancing over at Zoey. “We don’t want his car, right?”

      “You sober?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he answered.

      “Then we don’t want your car.”

      “But we would like some answers,” I hurriedly added.

      Michael’s features softened. “Answers about what?”

      “We just want to know how Rita’s doing,” I said.

      “Oh.” His tense shoulders eased some more, and he stood a little taller. He no longer looked like a coiled sprinter, ready to run. “She hasn’t woken up, but the doctors are hopeful,” he added. “They’re very hopeful.”

      Desperation tinged his eyes. It was clear he wanted what he was saying to be true.

      It was a terrible thing to do, and I felt heartless, but this was the moment to push. “Why did you and Rita come here, Michael?”

      His mouth gaped open. I could see the thoughts behind his eyes reshaping themselves to find the answer. “We told you already. We told all of you. We wanted to see Mama Hendrix’s operation.”

      “And the place you magically end up is the same place Dan had reinvented himself as Doug?”

      Michael shrugged noncommittally, as if to say “So?”

      “Was it you who killed Doug,” Zoey asked, “or was it Rita?”

      “Neither of us killed Doug!”

      “Then why come here?” I asked again. “You could have gone to a dozen other B&Bs to study their business plans. But you didn’t. You came here.”

      “I told you! It doesn’t matter if you don’t believe me.”

      “I think that Sheriff Palke will believe the death threats that Rita posted about Dan.”

      The color drained from Michael's face. “What?”

      “Yeah,” Zoey said. “Rita was all over social media about the things she wanted to do to Dan after he jilted her at the altar. Except, funny thing is, she deleted all those posts before the two of you came here.”

      Now to offer a sprig of hope. “But we haven’t told Sheriff Palke that,” I said. “And maybe we don’t have to.”

      “What… What do you want?”

      “Tell us why you came here to this B&B,” I said.

      He nodded, ready to tell all. “It was because of Dan.” He lifted a hand. “But it’s not like you think. We didn’t search Dan out. A private investigator found us, told us where Dan was and that we should come. Dan stole a lot of money from us, and he destroyed our maple trees. He salted the ground. Recovering from that has burned through all the savings. I’ve even had to take out a mortgage, and now over half of that money’s gone, and we still aren’t bringing anything in. We’re two more years away from being able to bring any money in. We need that money he stole from us. We need it back.”

      “If it was only about the money, then why did Rita clean up her social media history?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Michael shrugged. “I hadn’t even known she’d said that stuff. Did she really say she wanted to kill him?”

      “In detail,” Zoey answered, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “No,” Michael said, shaking his head. “She was hurt by what he did. We both were. But no, she wouldn’t have hurt him.”

      “Would you?” I asked.

      “And risk leaving everything on Rita’s shoulders? I’m all she’s got. Dan was… was…”

      “A worthless slime bucket of pus?” Zoey finished for him.

      “Yeah,” Michael nodded, “that. He definitely wasn’t worth what it would’ve cost to kill him. Now, I gotta go. I’ve got to get to the hospital.”

      I stepped closer to get his attention and focus back on me. “Michael, what was the private investigator’s name?”
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      Michael’s expression went warily blank. “I gotta go,” he said again without giving a name in answer to my question.

      He opened his car door and pulled his cell phone from his back pocket in preparation of sitting down. His eyes dropped to the phone’s screen, and a bright smile overtook his face. “She’s awake!” he exclaimed upon seeing a text highlighted on his locked screen, then just as quickly, he added again, “I gotta go. Gotta be there.”

      He slammed his car door shut without waiting for me to get out of the way. I had to do a quick step back, but the man had his priorities. I could respect that.

      “You think he did it?” Zoey asked at the sight of Michael’s rear fender driving away.

      “Not really, but I think Rita could have.” Scratch that. I knew that I probably would have had I been in Rita’s shoes. I’d been married—now divorced—and I could not imagine the pain Dougie Dan must’ve caused when he stood Rita up at the altar. I would’ve killed him and then danced on his grave.

      I posed a different scenario to Zoey. “You think Michael could have hit Rita on the head to help her look innocent but hit her too hard?” It was an idea I’d already considered. It was one I’d rather let go of, but all roads seemed to lead back to the father-daughter duo.

      “Maybe,” Zoey said. “We should talk to the docs. See how hard the hit was. It’s not easy to kill someone. Takes effort, and she died.”

      I gave Zoey some side-eye. I wanted to ask her how she knew how hard it was to kill a person but decided that she might actually tell me if I asked. In some things, I preferred my ignorance.

      “We should talk to Rita,” I said instead.

      “Yep.”

      The mournful wail of a hound dog on a trail reached my ears.

      Zoey and I made our way back up into the yard to a spot that allowed us to see the mulch trail. It was empty.

      The mournful wail filled the air again.

      “This way,” Zoey said.

      We walked around the side of the house to where the dilapidated tent continued to stand as if in defiance of everything that had been done to it. The geek squad was buzzing around, in and out of it like worker bees.

      Wide swaths of the tent had been recreated with duct tape. Bright orange, smooth nylon cords mixed with tan frayed ropes to pull and tug at the tent’s ravaged underpinnings to somehow keep its peaks aloft.

      “Does anything even still work?” I asked, thinking of the thousands of dollars’ worth of equipment inside.

      “We’ve been able to salvage a lot. Got a few Frankenstein machines going now. The guys are loving it.”

      “Really?” I said in surprise.

      “Yeah, the fire made it all real instead of stuff just happening on a screen. They feel like they’re in it. Involved instead of removed.”

      The sorrowful bay of competing hounds pulled my attention forward. A chill ran up my spine when I saw the two droopy eyed beasts emerge from the very spot I’d started my trek into the woods. Sheriff Palke was birthed from the dense growth next, then Joel and Brad.

      I considered adopting the snootiness that’s been long perfected by teenage girls around the world—the one that provides that unspoken message to all woebegone suitors that it is they who are not worthy of her time and affection, not the other way around. But I was too tired. Copping attitude was going to take way more energy than I had to give.

      I waved in greeting and got two eager waves in return from Joel and Brad. One glance at their eager reception of me got me a frown from Sheriff Palke. I’d like to say it was an ugly frown, but she couldn’t even do that right. Her face soured, but on her it looked endearing instead of off-putting.

      One of the hounds broke away from Sheriff Palke’s grip and surged forward with a lumbering gait that might as well have been in slow motion. Adorable didn’t begin to describe it as its whole face lifted and fell with every bounding leap.

      The hound left behind threw a jumping, twirling fit, and Sheriff Palke gave in by throwing two leash-free hands into the air. The second of the great big hounds rushed me.

      Soon, I was met with what had to be two hundred pounds of dog! They had me falling over them and my tangled feet in a matter of seconds. They took turns baying next to my ears and rubbing sloppy wet floppy jowls over my neck and face.

      Zoey—the traitor that she is—stood back and let it happen.

      “Help me!” I cried out to her, but she simply crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head. The quirk of her mouth and lift of one brow told me she was more than a little bit amused.

      “Somebody has a fan club,” Sheriff Palke said, strolling up at a leisurely pace.

      I took in Brad and Joel, standing to either side of her a couple of paces behind, but Sheriff Palke’s loving gaze was locked on the dogs. Her comment hadn’t been a snarky jab about my two boyfriends, it’d been about the two lugs making sure that every inch of me now smelled like them. Or was it vice versa?

      Either way, I thawed toward the woman a little more.

      Sheriff Palke snapped her fingers, said a word my ears couldn’t decipher, and like magic the dogs climbed off of me. She extended her hand to help me stand, and I took it.

      “Did you guys find the stone hut?” I asked.

      “Mmhmm,” Sheriff Palke said. “The guys here took us on your whole path. Ya got a bit lost out there.”

      I blushed. “Maybe a little.”

      Her smile was like a sunbeam peeking out on a cloudy day, and my heart constricted with worry that Brad and Joel would see it. The woman had mad skills, self-assurance, and beauty. She was the sane and safe version of Zoey.

      “So do you think it was where Dougie Dan was killed?” I asked, hoping the somber note of the question would chase her smile away. It worked.

      “Dougie Dan?” she asked.

      I blushed harder. “Uh… It’s what I call Doug.”

      “Why?”

      “He, uh…” Oh, snap! Had I been withholding evidence? Did she not know about Doug’s identity change? My selfish need to best her in front of my beaus had possibly jeopardized her investigation.

      I swallowed hard.

      “Doug Danvers used to be Dan Droogers,” Zoey said.

      “And you’re sure of this?” Sheriff Palke asked Zoey.

      “Completely.”

      Sheriff Palke accepted the validity of the information with a head nod. “We’d ascertained that the name Doug Danvers was an alias, but we hadn’t traced it back to his actual identity yet. We had the possibilities narrowed down but were waiting on the coroner’s evaluation of dental records to make a definite confirmation. What methodology did you use?” But then she took a breath as if with a new thought. “Actually, mind walking and talking?” She glanced with a warm smile at the hounds. “These guys are due for some water and treats.”

      A dull, mind-numbing buzzing noise took up residence inside my head. Recognition of what was about to happen came slow, but when it came, it had my eyes bugging out of my head.

      Sheriff Palke had Pied Pipered the attention of both of my boyfriends away from me. Now, she was setting her sights on Zoey!

      “Sure,” Zoey said in answer to Sheriff Palke’s request to walk and talk.

      I squeaked. Mercifully, no one noticed.

      No, no, no, no, noooo! She can’t have Zoey too!

      My head swam, and air didn’t seem to want to do anything for my lungs. My head dizzily spun as I watched the two walk away, the lumbering hounds trailing behind them. I wanted to go too. I wanted to interfere, interrupt, and friend-block like a vicious high-school mean girl, but I kind of thought I might faint.

      Actually, that wasn’t a bad idea. If I fainted, Zoey, Brad, and Joel’s attention would be back on me.

      Me, me, me!

      I heard the words ring in my head. Somebody needed a time out, somebody old enough to drive and to have children of her own.

      I groaned in defeat and then pouted.

      A warm pair of soft lips kissed one temple, then a different pair kissed the other.

      My woe-is-me despondence evaporated.

      “You guys stayed,” I said, looking dreamily back and forth up into Joel and Brad’s eyes.

      “Of course we did, Berry,” Brad said, smiling. “You’re such an idiot fool.” His words were tempered by the worry in his eyes. “Did you know you hiked a mile in the wrong direction out there—twice?”

      My body wanted to re-embrace the memory in the form of soul-sucking fatigue, but I made a deal that it could have its way with me as soon as we got back home. Now was not the time to give in to the exhaustion that threatened to turn my bones into jelly.

      That said, I wasn’t sure how long I could continue at this pace. I was so tired. I desperately needed a vacation from my vacation.

      I watched from a distance as Sheriff Palke laughed, and then Zoey laughed. I had to get me and mine out of here while I still had people I called mine.

      I refocused on Brad’s question about my midnight meanderings. I didn’t want him fixating on the danger I’d been in.

      “Zoey and I found some more things out,” I said, choosing to change the subject with the carrot that I had information I could give. It worked.

      “Oh?” Brad and Joel said in unison.

      My smile was almost giddy, feeling their full attention on me. I was important again, but I tamped the emotion down so as not to flip into fawning fan-girl mode. I was the cool girl. I solved murders.

      Joel’s expression adopted a soured, ewww vibe, then he flicked something off my cheek with the tip of his finger. “Dog booger, I think.”

      I deflated. Cool girl. That was me.

      We sat on the wide steps leading up to the porch—Brad on one side, Joel on the other. “Doug used to be Dan,” I started. “Dan—” I used air quotes “—was engaged to Rita.”

      “The Rita that’s staying here?” Joel asked.

      “The same one who got conked on the head?” Brad asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “How’d things end between them?” Brad asked.

      “Not well,” I said. “Dougie Dan stood her up at the altar, as in she was in her dress at the church with all her friends and family there. He was a no-show.”

      Joel whistled low, and Brad flexed his hands, showing that they both thought poorly of Dougie Dan’s move.

      “It gets worse,” I said.

      “How?” Brad asked. “He elope with her best friend?”

      “No, but he did steal all the money that had been earmarked to pay for the wedding and honeymoon. Over fifty thousand dollars.”

      Joel’s eyes bugged. “What’s wrong with a justice of the peace? Weddings are ridiculous.”

      Exactly the words every girlfriend wants to hear.

      “Weddings are important,” Brad countered. “It’s a couple making a formal declaration to everyone in their life that they are now a unit, partners, that they’ll choose each other before anyone else and always have each other’s back.”

      “Pfft,” Joel said. “You don’t need a wedding to do that. Life is in the living of it. It’s what you do, not what you promise or say you’ll do. It’s about making the choice to be good to each other every single day. It’s not about grandstanding on one particular day.”

      My ears burned with their polar opposite opinions on the matter. It was much more than I’d ever heard from either one of them on the subject. Sadly, neither one of them was actually talking to me. I was apparently not a factor in this hypothetical debate.

      I cleared my throat. Both men’s eyes refocused on me. I twinkled my fingers at them.

      “Hi,” I said. Brad grinned sheepishly, and Joel looked amused. “It gets worse,” I said. “As a going away present to his future bride and father-in-law, he salted the ground of their orchard, killing almost all the trees and destroying their livelihood. In fact, they’ve had to burn through their savings and mortgage the property in an effort to make the land grow-worthy and replant their maple orchard.”

      “Sounds like we have our killer—or killers,” Brad said. “Rita and her dad had motive for days.”

      “That’s what I thought too,” I said, “but that doesn’t explain who hit Rita on the head and… temporarily killed her.” My mind went off on a tangent. “Is it still murder if somebody dies temporarily?”

      “No,” Brad said. “Requires brain death.”

      “Oh…”

      “Of course,” Brad said, “with as bad as Rita looked when they hauled her off in the ambulance, that could still be a possibility for her.”

      “Oh!” I said again, this time much more upbeat. “Rita woke up.”

      They both looked at me with wide eyes.

      “Way to bury the story lead,” Joel complained.

      “Does Sheriff Palke know she’s awake?” Brad asked. “I have to tell her. Why didn’t you tell us sooner?”

      He was up and walking without giving me a chance to answer.

      Joel got to his feet too. “I’d better go. They might want to document the interview with video.”

      “But you’re a photographer, not a… a… videographer.”

      He shrugged, gave me a rushed kiss on the cheek, and then jogged across the yard to catch up with Brad.

      “Son of a biscuit!” I exclaimed, standing up and huffing my way into the house.

      I’d get to Rita before all of them, but first I needed some clothes—minus the dog slobber.

      And I was all out of clean clothes.
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      Zoey and I strolled down the hospital corridor. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, and the scent of antiseptic dominated the air. We walked in sync with each other, because we walked with a purpose.

      We were on a mission to learn everything there was to learn from Rita before Sheriff Palke got the chance to get to her.

      Okay, Zoey was on a mission to talk to Rita. That other bit was all me. Me and my ego. I wanted Sheriff Palke eating my investigative dust. She was edging me out of my two boyfriends and my gal-pal bestie. I wanted to edge her out of being the first to figure out who killed Dougie Dan. It didn’t make sense. I knew that, but I didn’t care. All I knew is that we had to get to Rita first.

      But then, the unthinkable happened.

      Sheriff Palke rounded the corner ahead of us. She was flanked by two of her deputies, and they all walked in unison. A total power trio. They were heading the opposite way, toward us and away from where the nurse had directed us to find Rita.

      Sheriff Palke had beat us to her. She’d questioned her first.

      I locked away all the feelings that knowledge flamed to life within me—stuff like envy, resentment, and jealousy. I shoved them deep inside a vault and slammed the door shut with three different kinds of latches. I’d let them out to deal with them later, once I had the right tools collected—a bottle of wine, black forest ice cream, and at least three romcoms and one superhero movie.

      Brad and Joel weren’t even with her. She probably had them handcuffed in the trunk of her car just to keep them away from me and all for herself.

      Sheriff Palke’s eyes stayed dead center as she approached, not even acknowledging my existence, but then as she neared, her gaze slid over and gave me a total up and down.

      I hadn’t had any clean clothes left, so I’d dipped into Joel’s bag. I was wearing Joel’s pants and one of his flannel button-up shirts. Joel was tall, which meant I’d had to roll up a foot worth of fabric around my ankles. My hips managed to stave off the effects of gravity, though his pants felt as though they were about to fall off with every step.

      As for his flannel shirt, I could have used the thing as a bed cover. I hadn’t realized how big the man was until I’d put his shirt on. The T-shirt of his I’d worn as a nightgown didn’t count. I’d wanted it to be big. This was somehow different. Still, I’d made do by tying the shirt’s front ends in a knot at my navel to keep the shirt from swallowing me whole.

      With only a couple of paces left before passing each other, Joel’s pants slipped. I had to hook a thumb into their waistband to keep them from falling down.

      Sheriff Palke smirked as she slipped from view at the corner of my eye. I swear that’s what it was. It wasn’t a grin. It was an evil, Cruella de Vil smirk, one that was glorious in its malicious glee.

      Zoey and I said nothing until after we’d rounded the corner from which we’d first seen Sheriff Palke and her posse appear. I could feel her eyes on me.

      “What?” I said in answer to her loud silence.

      “She’s not that bad,” Zoey said.

      I gaped at her. “Traitor!” I knew she was talking about Sheriff Palke.

      “Just sayin’.”

      We made two more turns before reaching the corridor where the nurse had said we’d find Rita’s room.

      Our steps slowed at the sight of Michael sitting in a chair across from a closed door. His chair was one of a line of chairs, and I sat in the one closest to him without asking if it’d be okay.

      Zoey started to sit, but her phone rang, and she wandered away to take the call.

      I studied Michael. If I’d thought he had looked bad before he left the B&B, he seemed shattered now.

      I turned my attention to the closed door. It felt ominous. Something about it said that I did not want to know the things it hid behind it.

      “How’s Rita?” I asked in a quiet, gentle voice.

      Michael’s voice wavered as he answered. “Slipped back into a coma before I got here.”

      A rock settled in my gut. If Rita had fallen back into a coma before Michael had even gotten here, that meant that she would have already been in a coma when Sheriff Palke arrived. Sheriff Palke wouldn’t have been able to interview her.

      The rock in my belly doubled in size, and I found myself desperately wishing that Sheriff Palke had been able to talk to the girl for hours—anything to have Rita awake and well.

      “Michael, I’m so sorry.”

      He shook his head. “The doctors say this sometimes happens. It’s okay. She’ll be okay.”

      I perked. “The doctors said she’d be okay?”

      Michael’s head shake no was hesitant and nearly imperceptible.

      “I’m sorry,” I said again.

      Zoey was still on her phone. That meant we weren’t going anywhere, so I stayed where I was, offering Michael my companionable silence. It was all I had to give.

      Something caught Michael’s attention, and he looked past me. Then, he stiffened and shifted uncomfortably in his chair. But he didn’t get up; he didn’t leave.

      I followed his gaze, and what I saw made my breath catch.

      “Lucas,” I whispered.

      The man slowed when he spotted me, but he didn’t stop. Instead, he made his way to where Michael and I sat and claimed the chair next to mine.

      “You left me,” I hissed at him. “I could’ve died.” It seemed like a callous thing to point out when sitting next to a man who was waiting to find out if his daughter would survive. But the words were out. There was no putting them back.

      “You look fine to me,” Lucas said. His gaze locked onto the door of what I assumed was Rita’s room and didn’t move.

      Michael said nothing but threw obsessive, nervous little glances in Lucas’s direction.

      What the heck? My mind raced. I was missing something.

      I was here.

      Michael was here.

      Lucas was here.

      A comatose Rita was here.

      I reached for those pieces of the puzzle I already knew. I lined them up and did my best to splice them together. I was having no luck, but then a eureka moment had me sucking in a breath.

      “You…” I said to Lucas. “You’re a liar.”
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      The only reaction I got from Lucas was the slow turn of his head in my direction and a lifted eyebrow. His gaze was piercing, and I was privately thankful Zoey was near. I didn’t know if she had any special moves that could save me in a fight-for-your-life moment, but I wouldn’t be at all surprised to learn she had a taser or a hypodermic of knock-out drug stashed away somewhere on her person.

      “You got something to say?” Lucas asked, his voice low, menacing.

      “You’re not a handyman. You’re a PI, a private investigator.”

      Lucas leaned forward, rested his elbows on the knees of his long legs, and looked past me to glare at Michael.

      Bingo.

      Michael stood, or rather, he jumped to his feet. He turned this way and that, as if trying to figure out which way to go to escape, but then fixed his eyes forward. With a sigh, he hung his head and his shoulders sagged. “The beeping of the machines drives me insane, but I’m going to go sit with her.” He turned and narrowed his eyes at Lucas. “You can go to hell.”

      His feet were moving as soon as the words were out. He disappeared into Rita’s room, hurriedly shutting the door behind him. I was surprised when I didn’t hear the scrape of a chair being dragged in front of the door to barricade it.

      “He didn’t tell me,” I clarified to Lucas. If Lucas were the type of man to exact retribution on those who he deemed had wronged him, I didn’t want him going after Michael.

      Lucas sat back in his chair and crossed an ankle over his knee. “That guy’s worthless.”

      “And Rita?” I asked. “What is she?”

      The glint in his eyes told me to tread with care, but I was stubborn that way. I liked to stomp on frozen ponds to see if I could get the ice to crack. I needed him to crack.

      “Did Michael or Rita hire you to kill Dougie Dan?”

      He blinked at my nickname for the now dearly departed but didn’t let it throw him. “No,” he answered. “What happened to thinking I was a PI instead of an assassin for hire?”

      I ignored his question by asking another one of my own, one less specific than the first. “Did you kill Dougie Dan?”

      “No,” he said again.

      “Why not?”

      “Because no one hired me to. I don’t kill for sport. That’s disrespectful to life.”

      “Then who did kill him?”

      He leaned back in his chair and stared at the door in front of us. It took a moment, but he eventually let the words he’d been holding back pour out. “I never meant to fall in love with her.”

      “With Rita?”

      He nodded. “She’s crazy. Unpredictable. She’ll seem fine one second, swear she’s fine, then set something on fire just to watch it burn.”

      “She set the tent on fire?” I asked, surprised.

      “No…”

      I waited for him to say who had set it on fire, but those words didn’t come. “Who did?” I pressed.

      He looked at me. “Are you really that stupid?”

      He might as well as slapped me in the face.

      “No,” I shot back, “and I doubt Sheriff Palke is either. You don’t have an identity.” Zoey and the geek squad hadn’t been able to find him in the system—any system. “I’m sure you wouldn’t want her full attention on you.”

      “I set the fire,” he said, caving to my threat with an easy coolness that made me think my threat was meaningless to him. “I found her in the woods.” He glanced at his hands, then amended. “I followed Rita into the woods. Wasn’t sure where she was heading. Lost her. When I did find her—near that place I took you—she was unconscious and had been hit in the head. I carried her back to the house.”

      “And then you set the fire so that we’d run out and find her,” I finished for him.

      “Mmhmm,” he nodded.

      “Why not save her yourself? I mean, why just leave her for others to find her? She died, do you know that?”

      His face tightened, stricken with guilt. “I didn’t know she was that bad off. She was in and out of consciousness while I carried her back.” He shook his head. “I’ve got a history. There are warrants. I didn’t want to get arrested. I didn’t want to be taken from her.”

      “Did she say anything while you carried her back? Did she say who hit her?”

      “Naw, nothing I could make sense of.”

      I took in everything he was telling me and rolled it around inside my head. “So you didn’t kill Doug, and you weren’t hired to kill him?”

      “Correct.”

      “But somebody did hire you to do something,” I said.

      No answer was my only response. I decided to interpret that non-answer as a yes.

      “Who hired you?” I asked.

      Lucas stared at the closed door. His expression gave nothing away.

      “What were you hired to do?”

      He didn’t say anything at first, but then, “Closure. She needed it. Never meant to fall for her. Wasn’t supposed to. She’s crazy. Her old man too. I thought… maybe after she got closure, there’d be room in her heart for me.”

      “You were hired to give her closure?”

      His head swiveled so that he could look me dead in the eye. “No, I was not hired to give her closure. I was hired to give her something else. Now go away.”

      He stood and headed for the closed door of Rita’s room.

      “Wait!”

      He stopped and turned.

      “Did you give it to her? The thing you were hired to give to her, did you give it?”

      “Yesss,” he said.

      This was my chance, maybe my only one. He was giving answers to my questions. I hoped he wouldn’t stop now.

      “Lucas, I won’t turn her in. I won’t give her up, but I need to know. I need the truth.” I took a deep breath. “Did Rita kill Doug?”
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      I’ll admit, I was a little surprised when he didn’t simply turn his back to me and disappear behind Rita’s hospital room door. Instead, he stood frozen, staring with those hollow, dead eyes of his. Finally he spoke.

      “Maybe.”

      That was all he said. Just that one word. But it seemed to contain all the sound of the world, punctuated before and after by the emptiness of a vacuum.

      He then turned and was gone.

      A part of me was glad he hadn’t definitively said she’d done it. I had meant the promise that I wouldn’t tell on her when the words came out of my mouth, but the reality of the situation made that promise feel like a big ol’ lie. Because it was.

      If Rita killed Dougie Dan, I would tell. I think. Probably…

      Zoey was standing at a distance near the end of the hall. She’d been pacing back and forth with her phone to her ear, but she shoved the thing into her pocket and headed my way as soon as Lucas disappeared inside of Rita’s room. I didn’t even see her turn the thing off. I suspected her phone call had ended long ago and that she simply hadn’t wanted to interrupt.

      “Learn anything?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I learned that we’re stuck.” I got up and we threaded our way through the hospital corridors to find our way out as we talked. “Lucas is in love with Rita even though he thinks she’s crazy. He also thinks she might’ve killed Dougie Dan.”

      “Mmm, nobody’s perfect. What now?”

      “If Rita did kill Dougie Dan, we have to figure out a way to prove it. We can’t just stop with an assumption.”

      “Any ideas how to prove it?”

      I shook my head. “Absolutely none.”

      “Okay, what else don’t we know?” Zoey asked. “Maybe we can figure things out if we approach it from another angle.”

      She was right. “Lucas is a private investigator,” I said.

      “Ohhh, that’s new.”

      “But you guys weren’t able to find him in any databases. And he said there are warrants out against him. And… there’s a chance he might also be a killer for hire.”

      “And why don’t we think he killed Dougie Dan?” Zoey asked.

      “He said no one hired him to.”

      “Ominous. And what about Rita’s attack? Could he have done it?”

      “He strike you as the kind of guy who would botch it by hitting too hard—or not hard enough?”

      “No,” Zoey said.

      “Me neither.”

      “I think that Michael could’ve botched it,” Zoey added.

      “Me, too,” I said. The thought made me sad. “I don’t think we can prove he did it, though.” We didn’t have a weapon. We didn't have any evidence. We just had a bunch of possibilities. But there was one lead we could follow up on. “We’ve got to figure out who Lucas really is, and we’ve got to figure out who hired him.”

      “Follow the money,” Zoey said.

      “The money…” I parroted. “Like the money Dougie Dan stole. Maybe he hired Lucas.”

      “For what?”

      I felt the brain strain of reaching for an answer, but to no end. I couldn’t make the truth stand up and wave a hand at me. Whatever it was, it was playing Where’s Waldo? with a whole bunch of maybe this and maybe that.

      “Think you can figure out Lucas’s real identity?” I asked Zoey. If we could figure that out, we’d know something. An actual truth. It’d be a start.

      “Yeah, I can get it done. Let’s get back to the Justice League.”

      I studied the side of her face as we walked. “You like saying that, don’t you? The Justice League?”

      She smiled. “Yeah, I do.”

      We made it back to the B&B to find the Citizen Justice League guys hard at work. What they’d done to restore the functionality of the tent and the equipment inside was amazing. It looked like a mad scientist’s lab of mechanical creatures spliced together, but screens flickered with life. Some even boasted information.

      “Internet’s restored,” Gaunt-Face Paul told Zoey as soon as we arrived.

      “The subroutines I installed?” Zoey asked.

      “Lost,” he reported.

      Zoey sat down in the office chair that sat in front of the bank of screens. Its padding was charred, and its frame was heat warped. She didn’t seem to notice.

      “Our IP will be visible,” Zoey said, frowning, but her gaze was introspective. Everyone around her froze, watching, as she thought. “Got it!” she announced, and the collective breathed once more.

      Zoey’s fingers went to work, a blur across a pink keyboard sporting glittering unicorn decals.

      “Found it dumpster diving for equipment behind a three-story corporate house, all in town,” one of the guys said.

      I rewarded him with a smile that made him blush to the tips of his ears. I liked a guy who wasn’t afraid of a little pink.

      “This going to take a while?” I asked Zoey.

      “Mmmm,” Zoey answered. It wasn’t a yes or a no. She was in the zone.

      I decided to leave Zoey to her work. I’d only be a distraction.

      I headed to the kitchen. I couldn’t help it. It was the place I gravitated toward. It was my feel-good place. My sanctuary. The spot where life had a chance at being perfect. The perfect golden pie crust, the perfectly risen souffle, the perfectly baked loaf of banana nut bread—it didn’t matter that I couldn’t make any of it without botching it beyond recognition. There was that chance, that possibility, that something could be perfect. I guessed that was enough.

      Stepping in through the door from the great outside to the enormous country kitchen didn’t disappoint. Pots simmered on the stove. The tangy scent of yeasty bread rising tickled my nose. A huge batch of what had to be mulled wine steamed from an open slow cooker. And a tray of baked apples dappled with caramel and raisins cooled in one corner.

      I sighed. Content. Yep, this was the place I wanted to be.

      Mama Hendrix was there, of course, but so was the buff and burly Tim. They were standing with their heads close together, and Mama Hendrix was holding a cell phone up in front of her. It became quickly evident that they were looking at something rather than posing for a selfie.

      “Here,” Mama Hendrix said, doing a two-fingered swipe on the phone’s surface, the kind of swipe used to enlarge an image. “Make the cut right here. That’s the best place to graft the heartwood.”

      “And it’ll grow a whole different kind of apple?” Tim asked.

      “Uh-huh,” Mama Hendrix confirmed. “It’ll be just like you’ve planted a whole different tree.”

      “And all the tree’s apples will be the new kind?” Tim asked.

      “No, just the apples that are produced on the new grafted limb will be the new variety.”

      “This is so cool. Doug never showed me anything like it.”

      “You’ve got a lot to learn,” Mama Hendrix said, “but I’ve got faith in you. By this time next year, you’ll know more than you thought there was to know.”

      Tim chuckled. “And realize I still know next to nothing?”

      “Pretty much,” Mama Hendrix winked. “Cruel twist of the universe. The more you learn, the less you know. Soon, you and Sandra’ll be able to run this whole place. I won’t be needed around, not one bit.”

      “I can’t imagine you not being needed,” said Tim lightly.

      I wondered if that’s what Mama Hendrix was thinking when Dougie Dan was alive—that he and Sandra could take over the running of her business. Now, it was Tim who could be running it.

      Tim headed out with a nod to me as he passed. He didn’t look mad, which was a relief. He certainly had good reason to hold a grudge against me and Zoey’s crew of tech miscreants, but instead he seemed in good spirits. There was even a spring in his step and the tug of a smile on his lips.

      “You!” Mama Hendrix said, her full focus shifting to me.

      I jumped. My mind raced, wondering what I’d done that might have upset our host.

      Found an employee dead? Check.

      Forcefully interrogated another employee? Check.

      Delivered news that made yet another employee run away in tears? Made discoveries that had officials of various natures invading her property multiple times? Check and check.

      I wasn’t sure what else I could do to the woman. I supposed there was always blowing up her home.

      “Yes, ma’am?” I asked.

      “Don’t you yes, ma’am me. ‘Mama Hendrix’ will do nicely. Now sit. I don’t even know what you’re doing up and about. You can be my taster. Nothing more. You’re not stirring a bowl, flipping an egg, or icing a cake. It’s shameful how hard I’ve been working you. Now, you sit right down. I want you to sample some apple-cranberry trail mix I’ve been working on. You tell me what you think.”

      I sat at the end of the long table and watched Mama Hendrix fetch a bowl of goodness from a dehydrator I hadn’t even spotted. She then pulled a tray out of one of the oven cubbies and mixed a scoop of its contents in with what she’d claimed from the dehydrator.

      It felt weird having her take care of me. I wanted to get up and help, but she’d made it clear that such an act would be unacceptable.

      “Here, try this,” she said, sliding the small, lovely blue bowl in front of me.

      Visually, I could make out dried chunks of apples and cranberries. There was also toasted pecans, pumpkin seeds, and—I took a nibble—crystalized maple syrup. But there was also more, so much more. The mix was rich with spices. There was salt, of course, but I challenged myself to figure out what the other spices could be.

      I leaned over the bowl and breathed deep.
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      I smelled Cinnamon…

      Cloves…

      Cardamom…

      Lemon zest…

      And…

      I looked up at her in surprise. “Cayenne pepper?”

      Mama Hendrix rewarded me with a big, plump-cheeked grin. “Very good!” She then added in a conspiratorial voice, “The cayenne gives a little warmth so that people don’t notice how cold it gets when they’re out on the trails.”

      Wow. I wished I’d had some of the mix during my midnight jaunt.

      “You’re so good at this,” I said.

      “Good at what, dear?” she asked, sitting down in the chair catty-corner to me.

      “Everything,” I lamented. I hadn’t meant for the moment to turn into a pity party for me but couldn’t help but compare myself to her. I fell way, way short.

      “Oh, honey,” she said with a wave of her hand. “I’ve been at this for years. Decades, if I’m being honest about how long in the tooth I’ve gotten. You’re just getting started. Why, how long you been a chef? Five years? Eight, tops?”

      I sagged in my chair. “Uh, sounds about right,” I lied, minus either four and a half or seven and a half years, whichever one a person wanted to go with. I really was just starting out, and all of a sudden all that there was to learn stood before me like an insurmountable Everest.

      But I had figured out how to make a pretty good steak, thanks to Brad. Jack had taught me how to make gourmet pancakes. I’d gotten decently good at making coffee and lasagna. And I’d nearly mastered three different soup recipes slipped to me by Agatha. She’d said something about the benefits of having dated royalty, but we’d gotten interrupted before I could pry.

      Everything that there was to learn still loomed like Everest over me, but now one thing was different. I no longer saw myself as being tucked away in a nearby village scared to even take the first steps. Instead, I was actually on the mountain itself making the slow hike upward. I hadn’t climbed very far, for sure. In fact, I’d barely made any progress at all. But I was climbing, one step at a time.

      “How did you get the cranberries to taste like oranges?” I asked, eager to learn from someone who had so much to teach me.

      Mama Hendrix winked. “Soaked them in a mix of orange liqueur and orange juice before popping them in the dehydrator.” She tossed one into her mouth, and I nibbled at a salt dusted candied pecan. “Want the recipe?” she asked.

      My eyes went wide, and I nodded vigorously. I smiled so big my cheeks hurt.

      “You stay there,” she laughed. Getting up, she crossed the floor to the fridge where she pulled out a small, wooden folded step stool. The wood was richly hued despite its apparent age. “My George made this for me,” she said, a fond smile reaching her eyes. Its thick stubby legs clattered against the solid wood flooring when she plopped it open to the right of the sink. There, she stepped atop it and stretched one well-rounded arm high above her head to a second, smaller set of cupboards I hadn’t even noticed before.

      My eyes went wide when she flipped the cupboard door open. It was full of books of various sizes, thicknesses, and spines, but one thing was clear, these weren’t bound books. They were notebooks!

      “Are… Are all of those cookbooks, ones you’ve made yourself?”

      Mama Hendrix stepped down from the stool with a spiral bound notebook in hand. “Oh, I wish,” she laughed. “I can only take credit for—mmm—about half of the recipes. A lot of the recipes I got from people like you, folks that came here who knew recipes I didn’t.”

      I stared in awe. The recipes I could botch with those notebooks. They’d all be terrible at first, but I could get better!

      Mama Hendrix started back across the kitchen to me just as the kitchen door banged open. “We found the PI!” Paul yelled.

      Mama Hendrix clutched her recipe book to her chest and swooned backward. “Can’t you knock?” she snapped once she’d steadied herself against the counter. “Or at least enter a little slower?”

      “Sorry, Mama Hendrix,” Paul said, thoroughly chagrined. He stuck his hands deep into his front pockets and glanced around sheepishly before adding with an eye on me, “Zoey really wants you to come.”

      I looked from Paul to the cookbook clutched against Mama Hendrix’s chest. So near, yet so far! The treasures that book was sure to hold had my heart beating with eager panic to get its pages stretched out in front of me with my phone’s camera poised overtop.

      “What’s all this about anyway?” Mama Hendrix asked. “Kylie’s supposed to be resting.” Then to me, she said, “I heard about you fanning around in the cold for hours last night. It’s a wonder you don’t have pneumonia. What in the world were you thinking?”

      “She was sleuthing. She found where Doug was drowned,” Paul answered for me.

      “Drowned?” Mama Hendrix said, her eyes going wide. “That poor man was buried alive. He wasn’t drowned!””

      “Mama Hendrix, come sit down,” I encouraged, tapping the table’s top in front of where she’d been sitting before.

      “Kylie, what’s all this about?” she asked, her eyes pleading.

      “I’m so sorry, Mama Hendrix. I found a… a… a spring house out in the woods.”

      “That old thing?” she asked, her brows going high.

      “You knew about it?” I asked.

      “Of course I did, but it’s ancient,” she exclaimed, her expression moving through a plethora of emotions. “The roof was rotting. One good ice storm was all it needed to cave the thing in last time I saw it, which was years ago. How could he have died there? He was found in the orchard buried. Who would kill him twice? Why would anyone do such a thing!” She covered her face with her trembling hand, and I got up to go to her, but she wasn’t done. Her hand flew from her face to point an accusatory finger at Paul. “And what’s this about a private investigator? The sheriff is handling this. She doesn’t need you bringing in somebody else to muck up her work. You tell whoever hired him to just send him packing.”

      Paul looked from Mama Hendrix to me and back again. “That’s just the thing. We don’t know who hired him. Yet.”

      “There’s a private investigator but you don’t know who hired him? Who? Who is he? Tell him to go, right now!”

      Paul opened his mouth to speak, but I detoured my path to him instead of going to Mama Hendrix. “Out!” I mouthed.

      Mama Hendrix had flipped into full rant behind us. She wheezed as she yelled. A glance behind me had me fearing for the woman’s life. Her skin had a waxy sheen and was mottled red in some spots and a greenish pale in others.

      “Out!” I hissed to Paul when I was close enough to hook his arm with mine, spin him around and march him out the door with me.

      We stood in a fearful panic on the porch just beyond the kitchen door and listened as Mama Hendrix’s raspy rant dwindled down. When it had stopped, I waited a beat, and then creaked the door back open just enough to stick my head in.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      She waved for me to go back out without even looking at me.

      I bit my lip, wondering if I’d get another crack at those recipe notebooks of hers. But now was not the time.

      I pulled my head back out and quietly clicked the door closed.

      “You said Zoey needs me?” I asked Paul.

      His self-satisfied smirky smile was back. “Yeah, she’s got news.”
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      “Theodore Lucas Monroe,” Zoey said in reference to the guy’s face filling the huge center screen above her. She gave the guy sitting next to her a nudge. “Chris, let Kylie have the chair.”

      His eyes bugged out. “You know my name?”

      Zoey stared at him like he’d lost his mind. “I also know the love letter you wrote your first grade teacher—when you were sixteen.”

      Chris jumped out of the chair with the same speed as someone who had sat on a thumbtack. “Right. Kylie, here ya go.” He positioned it to make it all the more convenient for me to take his place. I sat, and he eagerly continued on with his need to supplicate himself by asking, “Can I get you anything? Something to drink? A pillow? Oh,” he dug into his front pocket then pulled out his offering, “a butterscotch?”

      “Chris,” Zoey said.

      He jumped. “Yes?”

      “Go.”

      “Right.”

      He left.

      Zoey flashed me a sweet smile. “Isn’t he cute? I’m thinking of asking him out to dinner once this is all over. That letter was hot.”

      “Ewww,” I whined.

      “Which part? The letter or asking him out?”

      I craned my head to get a better look at the guy. He was parked next to the cardboard and duct tape archway currently being used as the tent’s new entryway. He had a perpetual newness about him similar to Justin Bieber.

      I squinted and resisted holding my fingers up to isolate the sight of him as if through a camera lens.

      “He is cute,” I conceded. Cute wasn’t really the word I wanted to use. I wanted to say pretty. With a different pair of glasses, half a jar of product in his hair and a dump truck load of swagger, he could have been a runway model. I’d totally missed it, but Zoey hadn’t.

      It was odd the things you could overlook when your eyes are telling you there’s no need to see beyond the basics.

      Turning back around, I slouched down in the chair, rested my head against its back top edge, and laced my fingers to rest my hands over my stomach. I stared up at the centermost monitor, the one with Lucas’s image plastered across it. We’d been seeing him almost from the time we’d arrived at the B&B. While I’d thought it was odd, that he was ever anything other than a general fix-it guy had never even crossed my mind. Not for one second.

      I’d seen him, and then I’d stopped “seeing” him. What did that say about me?

      “What’d you say his name was?” I asked.

      “Theodore Lucas Monroe, he’s a PI registered out of Oregon.”

      “Long way from home. Know who hired him?” I asked.

      Zoey shook her head. “Best we can figure, he was paid with cryptocurrency.”

      “You can’t trace it?”

      “Oh, we can, but his payment was made through a purchasing hub that interrupts the ability to trace the payment’s origin. It would take….” Her voice trailed off, then she called over her shoulder. “Henry, how long would the scrape take?”

      “Three months, two days, and nineteen hours,” came the hollered reply.

      Zoey sat forward again. “Three months, two days and nineteen hours,” she repeated.

      “Oh wow…”

      “Yeah,” she said.

      “What about the warrants? He said he had some out against him.”

      Zoey toggled her head from side to side. “Mmm, more like extradition orders.”

      “Extradition?” My eyes flew wide. “By who?”

      “Three different countries. But it doesn’t feel right.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “None of the charges make any sense. Nothing’s related. It feels like he was working black ops for someone who didn’t step up to clear his name when things went sideways.”

      “Okay, I’m officially confused. Is this guy a good guy or a bad guy?”

      “I don’t know,” Zoey said. “It’s looking like he would have been able to kill Dougie Dan if he’d wanted to.”

      “But he said he didn’t because he hadn’t been hired to,” I said.

      “Mmhmm, but what was he hired to do?”

      We were back to square one. All of Zoey’s effort had been a waste of time. Knowing Lucas’s real name wasn’t helping us figure out who had killed Dougie Dan. We weren’t getting anywhere. We needed something tangible. We needed to be able to wrap our hands around a piece of evidence so that I could hold it up and shake it triumphantly in front of Sheriff Palke’s face.

      I leaned over and whispered my idea to Zoey.

      “What?” she asked in a non-whisper voice without leaning toward me.

      I leaned a little closer and said it again, exaggerating my lip movement for each word while speaking even softer than before.

      Zoey frowned and knitted her brows together. Then the light dawned in her eyes. “Oh! You wanna break in!” she exclaimed. “Where we breaking into?” she asked in a deafening stage whisper.

      I groaned and rolled my eyes, then glanced around.

      All eyes were on us. Everyone had heard.
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      “Shoo… Shoo,” I said to the small herd of geek squad guys following us. I’d managed to drag Zoey out of the tent, but everyone in the tent had simply followed. They’d even picked up a couple more along the way. “Zoey,” I lamented, “make them go away.”

      She stopped, turned, narrowed her Cleopatra eyes at them, and flipped her wrist without even raising it from her arm from her side. The group looked from Zoey to Gaunt-Faced Paul. In answer to Zoey’s silent dismissal, he planted his feet wide and crossed his spindly arms over his chest.

      The guy was either an idiot or brave. I wasn’t sure which.

      “Paul,” Zoey said in a voice that dripped saccharin sweetness, the kind laced with arsenic. “What are you doing?”

      The guys standing around Paul shuffled a few inches backward. Paul gulped but stood his ground. “We want to help,” he announced.

      Zoey glanced at me. I fervently shook my head and mouthed the word, “No.” I was sure the guys meant well, but this had always been the Kylie and Zoey show. One of them was bound to trip us up, get us caught, or, you know, fall off the roof.

      I didn’t want to be responsible for them. I didn’t want to be responsible for what might happen to them.

      “Okay,” Zoey said. “You can help.”

      Bells and whistles of warning went off inside my head. “Zoey,” I hissed. But it didn’t matter. She wasn’t listening.

      “Kylie and I’ll go upstairs,” Zoey said. “You guys all hang out outside and downstairs. Anyone tries to come upstairs while we’re…” Her voice trailed off, and she looked at me. “What’re we doing?”

      I stifled a groan. “Searching Rita and Michael’s rooms.” All plausible deniability was out the window for these poor schlubs. If Zoey and I got caught, they’d now catch some of the heat. With Zoey’s entrance into their lives, they’d gone from a group focused on the honorable pursuit of justice to hacking “secure” government sites and aiding and abetting.

      “Right,” Zoey said to the group. “Distract anyone from coming upstairs until Kylie and I come down.”

      Zoey’s minions nodded their heads in unison. Then Paul took up his lieutenant’s role and instructed his guys on where each should go.

      I grabbed Zoey’s arm and got us walking while the rest of the group was distracted. I was worried that a few stragglers would follow us upstairs like little puppies. But out of sight, hopefully out of mind.

      We entered the house through the mudroom door, then wove our way through the various rooms to the stairs. I’d climbed them enough times by now, but something about this time felt ominous and eerie.

      We got to the second floor without mishap. There, we passed the giggling newlyweds’ door, rounded a bend in the hallway, and reached its end with a door on either side.

      “Which is Michael’s and which is Rita’s?” I asked.

      Zoey shrugged.

      I tried both handles. They were locked.

      “Think Mama Hendrix has spare keys somewhere?” I asked.

      “No need. I got this,” Zoey replied. She pulled out her cell phone and peeled away a thin metal plate from its back. It looked to be part of the case and not a part of the phone itself. She then slid the plate between one of the doors and its frame. She seesawed it back and forth, pushing down at different angles. Suddenly, the plate slipped a good inch lower.

      “Try the door,” Zoey said.

      I did. The handle still wouldn’t turn.

      “Just pull,” she instructed.

      I gave a little tug and the door opened right up. Zoey then flipped the door’s inside latch to unlocked.

      She returned the metal plate to the back of her phone. It snapped into place as if magnetized. “Everything should have multi-functionality,” she said with a wink.

      “Swiss-Army cell phone cover. I like.”

      Inside, the room was nice. There was a tall bed, huge airy windows, a dresser, and attached bathroom. There was nothing to make it stand out as either Michael’s or Rita’s room except for the men’s shirt strewn over the back of a deep cushioned chair next to the bed.

      “Michael’s room,” I whispered.

      “What are we looking for?”

      I shrugged. “A lead? Anything, really. It’s just, something’s not right. If Rita killed Dougie Dan, then it makes sense that Michael is the one who hit her on the head. But if he did that, why would he leave her to die? Why would Lucas have to intervene to save her life? Why wouldn’t Michael have done something to try to save her?”

      “Maybe he didn’t realize how hard he’d hit her?”

      “Maybe…” I said, though it still didn’t sound right. “Lucas said he’d followed Rita into the woods. He found her near the spring house and carried her all the way back to the house. If Michael hit her in the head to make look less guilty, then why leave her out there knocked out cold to probably die of exposure. It just doesn’t add up.”

      “She could have still been awake when Michael left her. The concussion that knocked her out could have kicked in after he left,” Zoey said.

      “I guess,” I said, though I still didn’t like the idea.

      We started searching. I checked the closet while Zoey went through the chest of drawers and bedside stand. The closet was empty, and the chest of drawers contained mostly extra towels, blankets, and pillows.

      I got on my hands and knees and checked under the bed. The front of his suitcase peeked back at me. My heart fluttered hopefully as soon as I put my hand on it and gave it a tug. Its resisting weight told me it wasn’t empty.

      I hauled the thing out and flopped it on top of the bed. Zoey left her search of the bathroom to join me.

      “Find anything?” she asked.

      “About to find out,” I said, unzipping the navy-blue softshell case and flopping the top open. We stared down at the contents. “Socks.”

      “Plus jeans and shirts,” Zoey offered.

      My heart sank. Michael’s room was turning into a dead end.

      “Help me search it,” I said, pulling out the contents.

      We stacked the layered garments to one side, then I stood back as Zoey ran her hands over the suitcase’s lining with what I assumed was an expert touch. She checked every nook and cranny and every pocket. She even checked the lining’s stitching in a few places to see if it had been cut loose and then sewn back together.

      “Nothing,” she finally said, standing up straight.

      “Maybe we’ll have more luck in Rita’s room,” I said.

      Zoey’s picked up the stack of shirts and I gathered the stack of jeans in my hands.

      Something crinkled.

      I froze. “Was that you?”

      “Don’t think so.” Zoey patted at the shirts she’d already put in the suitcase. They didn’t make a peep.

      I shifted my grip on the stack of jeans and allowed them to flex.

      “There it is again!” I whispered.

      I plopped the stack of jeans back on the bed and leafed through them. The pants took up their vow of silence once more. There were only three, and there was nothing stuck between them that could have made the crinkling sound we’d heard.

      “Why’d he pack so much stuff?” Zoey asked.

      I glanced down at my own attire. I’d managed to burn through my entire wardrobe of clean clothes in under two days and had moved on to wearing Joel’s clothes. If Michael had nefarious plans in mind from the outset, it was actually excellent foresight on his part to pack extra. He’d have something clean to put on after a rugged outing of killing.

      I glanced at the stack of shirts. “Are any of those the same?”

      Zoey flipped through them. There were two sets of matching shirts.

      “He’d have been able to get dirty and then change clothes without anyone realizing he was wearing something new,” I said.

      “Clever.”

      I glanced around the room.

      “What’re you looking for?” Zoey asked.

      “Dirty clothes. Have you seen any? Any in the bathroom?”

      Zoey shook her head.

      No dirty clothes…. In contrast, I had a small pile mounded up in the corner of my and Joel’s room.

      “Maybe he washed them,” I said, thinking of a possible explanation.

      “Or maybe he ditched them. I know I wouldn’t want killer clothes lying around in my room. One hair, one drop of blood, fibers under Dougie Dan’s nails—it’d be too risky.”

      Zoey had a point.

      I lifted the stack of jeans to put them in the suitcase, then stopped with my hands and the pants held mid-air. It had been faint, almost like the thought of a crinkle rather than a crinkle itself.

      “Did you hear anything?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      I dropped the pants on the bed, then picked the first one off the stack and shook it out. Zoey did the same with the second.

      “There!” I exclaimed, pointing at the folded piece of paper that had slipped out of the leg of Zoey’s chosen jeans. It was folded by thirds as if ready to slip into an envelope.

      I retrieved it from the floor, unfolded it, and held it so that both Zoey and I could read the cursive scrawled letters scratched across its front.
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      “Rita, if you’re reading this, I’m sorry,” the letter began. “I couldn’t stand by and do nothing after what he did. He tried to destroy us. He’s evil. I knew I might get caught, but I had to do it. Please forgive me.”

      “Oh my gosh,” I said. “It’s a confession. Michael killed Dougie Dan!”

      The letter continued on from there, giving Rita instructions on what to do, who to call, and even recommendations on how to move forward with their own orchard without him. It was heartbreaking.

      Zoey was frowning.

      “What?” I asked.

      “He doesn’t come out and actually say he did anything. He didn’t even sign it.”

      That was true. The letter never mentioned Dougie Dan or anything about killing anyone. It was vague, but it was written by hand. A writing specialist would be able to tie him to the letter, if it had actually been Michael who had written it.

      I shrugged. “He probably didn’t want to give the police and lawyers extra ammunition to use against him. It’s like he wrote this just in case he got caught, without any plans to give it to Rita if he didn’t get caught.”

      But even as I said the words, I wasn’t entirely convinced. It wasn’t a real confession. Michael could’ve been technically talking about anyone.

      “What now?” Zoey asked. “We broke in here. We can’t just call in the cops and say look what we found.”

      “Oh yeah…” I bit my lip. Zoey was holding the confession letter with her bare hands. I’d done the same. We’d tampered with evidence. “Someone might even say we planted it.”

      “Let’s go,” she said, tucking the letter back inside the jeans it’d fallen out of. We did our best to recreate the original layout of the clothes within the suitcase, closed it and slid it back under the bed.

      “We can tell Brad we overheard Michael talking on his phone about the note,” I said.

      “Weak, but I like it.”

      Zoey locked the door before closing it behind us. She headed for the stairs. I stayed put.

      “What’re you doing?” Zoey asked, keeping her voice low.

      I was looking between her and Rita’s door. It was right there. So close. She’d been engaged to Dougie Dan. She’d acted weird that first night at the dinner table. Then she got hit on the head and left for dead. She was right smack dab at the center of all of this.

      “We’ve got to search Rita’s room, too,” I said.

      Zoey gave me a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding look followed by a who-cares shrug and headed for Rita’s door. She got it open faster than she had Michael’s door.

      Voices filtering up from the bottom of the stairs had us dashing inside the room and gently closing the door behind us. It sounded as though a couple of the guys from the geek squad had intercepted whoever had started up, but there was no time to waste.

      Rita’s room was much like her dad’s, and Zoey and I took up the same search pattern that we’d adopted for his. That’s not to say the search got far. It ended abruptly when Zoey found a small pile of soggy clothes discarded in the corner of Rita’s shower. It looked like a cotton knit shirt overtop of a pair of jeans.

      She and I both stared at it, afraid to touch it, but I decided that leaving it alone wasn’t good enough. Right now it was just a pile of clothes. If we were going to learn anything new, we’d have to delve deeper.

      I retrieved a coat hanger from the closet to lift the damp shirt. I couldn’t spot anything amiss with it, but Zoey’s keen eyes did.

      “Threads are sticking out—there.” She pointed at the spot with a short yet perfectly manicured nail.

      I adjusted how the shirt was hanging and a torn hole appeared. It wasn’t a clean cut. The threads were broken, and the hole was jagged.

      “Any blood?” Zoey asked.

      “I don’t see any.”

      We turned the shirt this way and that. There were more snagged threads wrecking the otherwise neat weave, but nothing worse than that.

      “A twig,” Zoey pointed out. Its broken tip was peeking out through the fabric.

      “Looks like Rita’d been in the woods,” I said. Of course, Lucas had said Rita had been in the woods when he’d found her unconscious and carried her back to the house. But the clothes she’d been wearing for that jaunt had gone with her to the hospital. These clothes indicated that she’d spent time in the woods prior to the night she was hit on the head.

      I laid the shirt aside, untangled the coat hanger from it, then hooked the jeans and lifted. The jeans were a mix of damp and dry. They were also coated here and there with caked mud that crusted off to dapple the otherwise clean surface of the shower’s floor.

      I blew out a low whistle. “Mud.”

      I’d been in the woods too. Like Rita’s, my clothes had also gotten torn, but they hadn’t gotten caked in mud. Whoever buried Dougie Dan head first would have had to deal with mud, though, and lots of it.

      “What are you thinking?” Zoey asked.

      “I’m thinking Rita did it. I’m thinking that either Michael had planned to kill Dougie Dan and that Rita beat him to it, or he wrote that confession letter after the fact in order to take the blame in the event Rita’s dirty deeds came to light.”

      Discovering this didn’t make me happy. I’d hoped for a different outcome. On one hand, I cheered the young woman for stopping the ruinous path of such a terrible person, but on the other hand I knew the price she’d have to pay could hardly be worth it. Dougie Dan had cost her so much already, and now her inability to let him and the past go had taken the rest.

      “What if it wasn’t Rita and Michael?” Zoey said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if it was Rita and Lucas?”

      “Ohhh… He does love her, at least that’s what he said. Could’ve been a lover’s pact. They could’ve planned it together and done it together.”

      “No one would question Lucas having muddy clothes since he’s the fix-it guy. Maybe we should search his place too.”

      I balked. “Maybe the cops should search his place instead of us.” I didn’t want to tangle with a guy who had done things bad enough to have extradition papers lobbied against him.

      “You still think Dougie Dan was drowned at the spring house?” Zoey asked.

      Nothing had been confirmed by the police department yet, and nothing had cried out to me during my cold night in that place that a murder had so very recently been carried out there. But that didn’t mean much. The light had been dim, and I’d been more focused on surviving the night than on searching every nook and cranny. Plus there were the surrounding grounds. The place could be lousy with hair, blood, or who knew what else.

      “I think the spring house is still the best bet,” I said in answer to her question, though it did throw a monkey wrench into things. “Any idea how Rita could have gotten Dougie Dan’s body from the spring house to those holes?”

      “You mean if she were on her own?”

      “Yeah. She’s the only one we can definitively say was probably there when Dougie Dan got planted.”

      “She’s stout,” Zoey said.

      “Huh?”

      “Stout. The girl’s got shoulders. Plus she’s a volunteer firefighter.”

      I gasped. “I’d forgotten that. And I know that I wandered all over the place trying to find my way back, but the spring house ended up being only a couple of valleys over from where he was found.”

      We heard sounds in the hall, then voices. They soon faded.

      “Ready to go?” Zoey asked. She paused and looked back when I didn’t step with her toward the bathroom door. “What’s wrong? You don’t look happy. The murder’s solved. Mostly. You did it.”

      “Dougie Dan was such a jerk.” Ugh. I hated this. “If Rita killed him…” My voice trailed off. I didn’t want it to be Rita, but what I wanted didn’t matter. It didn’t have any place in who did or did not kill Dougie Dan.

      “If Rita killed him,” Zoey said, picking up my unfinished sentence, “she made her own bed. It was a choice, a conscious choice. I’m not judging, but we still gotta tell.”

      “Why?” I asked. Zoey’s decision-making matrices weren’t exactly the moral compass by which laws were created. She bent the rules all the time. I was pretty sure there were some she outright smashed.

      “Because it’s who you are,” she said.

      That took a moment to sink in. “Oh,” I finally said when I realized she was right. “That sucks.”

      “Come on. Let’s go.”

      I sighed, dropped the jeans back in place, and returned the shirt to its position on top. There was no way around what was to come next. It was time.

      “Let’s go find Brad.”
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      I deflated in my seat when I saw Brad. “Of course he’s with her,” I growled at the sight of Brad headed our way across the B&B’s lawn with Sheriff Palke at his side.

      “I’m on it,” Zoey said. She detached herself from her chair and headed out the tent’s makeshift door.

      She broke into a jog and snared Sheriff Palke in her web by doing some theatrical arm waving. It soon became an all-body pantomime. Best I could tell, Zoey was either having a seizure or Godzilla was on his way.

      I held my breath when Zoey tapped Brad on the shoulder and flung a hand in my direction. Fear gripped me that Sheriff Palke would trail along, but I needn’t have worried. Zoey kept Sheriff Palke enthralled while Brad continued the trek across the yard to the tent and to me.

      “You tell her she could do that?” Brad asked, hooking a thumb over his shoulder when he stepped in through the door.

      I frowned. “Tell her she could do what?” People didn’t tell Zoey to do anything. They said a small prayer and then politely asked for her assistance.

      “She’s telling Sheriff Palke about the time you got locked outside the café in nothing but your underwear and had to climb the fire escape to break back into your own apartment.”

      “I never!”

      Brad’s grin was lopsided and more than a little bit cheeky. “Good. I was afraid I’d missed out on something special. What’s up, Red?” He settled into the chair Zoey had vacated.

      I gave a vamoose chin lift to the geek squad stragglers in the tent, and they funneled out.

      Brad’s brows lifted. “That bad?”

      “Maybe. Depends on how you look at it.” I took a deep breath. I still didn’t feel good about what I had to say, but it was time to rip off the band-aid. “Rita killed Dougie Dan.”

      “Rita? The girl lying comatose in the hospital?”

      “Yeah. She’s got some torn and muddy clothes in her bathroom.” I took another deep breath. “But there’s a complication.”

      “Okay…” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. His full attention was on me. It felt better than good to be in that spot again. It felt great, despite the news I was giving him.

      “Her dad wrote a confession letter claiming responsibility for Dougie Dan’s murder, but he was real indirect about it. He doesn’t come right out and say it in the letter.”

      “Oh, yeah? So what makes you think Rita did it and Michael didn’t?”

      “Her muddy clothes and the way she’s been acting. She’s been manic, unhinged even. She’s… She’s not been right. I think maybe she needs help. Professional help.” Even the man who loved her said that she was crazy. I wasn’t sure he meant literally, but it didn’t speak well of her ability to make good decisions right now.

      “And her getting hit on the head?” he asked.

      “A coverup. I think she got either her dad or the handyman, Lucas, to hit her to get the suspicion off of her. But whoever it was, they hit her too hard.”

      “Lucas? Why him?”

      “He’s in love with her.” I filled Brad in about Lucas’s real identity.

      “Messy.” His lips thinned, and he looked me up and down.

      “What?”

      “You trespassed. You tampered with evidence. You might have even obstructed an investigation.”

      “I did not!” I’d readily raise my hand to the first two, but I didn’t do the third. A girl had to have her standards.

      “She might want to arrest you.”

      I didn’t have to ask who the “she” was. I already knew. “You like her, don’t you?” It wasn’t really a question.

      “Don’t change the subject.” His grin was back. He was enjoying himself.

      “If I’m going to jail, I’d just as soon go knowing how you feel about her,” I shot back.

      His grin quirked bigger. “You’re not going to jail. And how I feel about you is much more interesting than how I feel about her.”

      My eyes went wide. “Really?” I asked, my voice tentative.

      He chuckled. “How can someone who always figures out the answers be so clueless?” He lifted from his chair, kissed my temple then stood. “I’ll tell her the info about Rita and Michael came from an anonymous tip.”

      I stood and followed Brad to the door. The man was as good-looking walking away as walking toward you, and I blushed a little at the thoughts that filled my head.

      He still liked me. I was still his girl. Knowing that had me on cloud nine despite poor Rita and what was coming down the pike for her.

      My stomach grumbled, and I cast a longing eye on the grass-worn path leading to the porch stairs. Just beyond lay a warm and inviting kitchen with untold deliciousness and recipes to explore.

      I considered waiting, but Zoey didn’t seem interested in leaving Sheriff Palke’s side. Brad was back, and the conversation that would lead to Rita’s inevitable downfall was underway. I was glad Zoey was staying within earshot. She’d fill me in on what was said later.

      My stomach grumbled again, urging me into action. There was no point staying put. The tent was empty. The equipment was so rigged that it was a wonder no one had gotten electrocuted. And the stashes of picked-over food looked far from appetizing.

      I headed for the kitchen.

      “But this is how you said you wanted it,” Tim was saying as I made my way into what had to be the best smelling kitchen on planet Earth. Poor Tim sounded frustrated and a tad overwhelmed. Mama Hendrix wore an expression of pained patience.

      I did my best to remain unobtrusive as I made my way to the refrigerator. I was hoping for some leftover quiche, but just about anything would do me.

      “That’s the largest section where the harvest failed,” Mama Hendrix said, speaking with exaggerated slowness. “You need to cut down the trees I’ve marked.”

      “But Doug said their sap would be good and strong next year and to leave them.”

      “Did he now?” Mama Hendrix said, pulling back and narrowing her eyes. “Hmmph, I recall him saying something different to me.”

      “And I don’t want to get into any trouble,” Tim went on.

      “Trouble for what?”

      “For, you know, destroying property,” Tim said.

      “You’re stumping me. What are you talking about?”

      “The trees…” Tim waited a beat, looking at Mama Hendrix as if him saying “the trees” would magically explain it all. When she didn’t respond, he went on. “They’re not yours.”

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” she said, throwing up a hand. “Go on out of here. The trees can stay, and we’ll see how they perform next year.”

      Tim did an effortless, understated military grade about-face and headed for the door with eyes locked forward. The man was all focus, all about getting things done—and not letting anything stand in his way.

      I shifted my gaze to Mama Hendrix. I wondered if it was a trait she appreciated in the man.

      I wondered if it might be a trait she’d adopted for herself.
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      “Kylie, dear, you put that piece of cheese back in there and let me get you something decent to eat,” Mama Hendrix said. “Go on now. Sit down.”

      She plucked the piece of fresh mozzarella from my fingers, giving me no other choice but to do what she said if I wanted to stop my stomach’s nagging grumble. I sat in my usual spot next to the wall and watched as she popped the piece of cheese in her mouth and returned to the fridge.

      “You want salmon cakes? I can cook ‘em fresh for you. I’ve got the mix already prepared, even have some dill sauce made. Or if you want something lighter, I’ve got some blueberry pie. I can put a nice scoop of maple pecan ice cream with it.”

      I had to chuckle at her idea of “lighter,” but both options sounded delicious. “I’d love some pie,” I told her.

      She got busy fixing me a plate, and I pondered my thoughts. Tim had said that Mama Hendrix didn’t own the trees. In addition to that, Dougie Dan had told Mama Hendrix one thing while he’d told Tim something altogether different. He’d told her that a bunch of trees weren’t producing syrup. Syrup was a source of income for Mama Hendrix’s B&B.

      I wondered what other things Dougie Dan had told Mama Hendrix about her business’s sources of income. Maybe he’d messed with the apple trees here too.

      “Mama Hendrix, what led you to put Dougie D—” I stopped myself short of tacking on his birth name. “What led you to putting him in charge of your orchards?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Things just worked out that way,” she said, getting the ice cream out of the freezer. “I originally hired him on as just a seasonal worker to get the apples in and processed, but a couple of my full-timers quit before the season was up. It just made sense to hire him on when that happened.”

      “They just up and quit on you?”

      “Well, I let one of them go. He hit a stream of bad luck, one thing after another, making mistakes. I had to let him go when a batch of five hundred gallons of cider got ruined. I didn’t want to, but those kinds of mistakes are just too costly to look past.”

      She would’ve been out the cost of labor on top of the loss of income. A painful double whammy.

      “Did the worker admit to the mistakes?”

      “He admitted to some of them or at least agreed that it could have been him.”

      “And the mistake of messing up all that cider, did he admit to that one?”

      Mama Hendrix didn’t answer right away. When she did, her voice was tight. “No, not that one.”

      “Did he say who he thought had done it?”

      “This piece big enough, dear?” she asked, showing me the pie plate and indicating a slice a generous few inches wide.

      “More than enough,” I said, my mouth already watering.

      But I noticed Mama Hendrix didn’t answer my question.

      It was time to press a hunch. “Mama Hendrix, how much did Doug pay you for the rights of your orchard?” My guess was that Tim was not misinformed in his comment about her not owning the rights to the orchard. It was also a hunch that the amount Dougie Dan paid for the rights was a figure suspiciously close to what he’d stolen from his and Rita’s wedding fund.

      Mama Hendrix’s back was to me, and it stiffened. Someone might as well have taken a steel rod and hammered it right down her spine. She then leaned forward and twisted to look out the window into the side yard before looking the other way as well. “I never could stand a busybody,” she said.

      She turned to face me, her eyes dark and unflinching. There was no humor in them. They were cold and flat, and the way she looked at me made me uncomfortable. Yet I pressed on.

      “Was Rita a busybody too?” I asked, my voice coming out small and timid.

      Mama Hendrix seemed to grow in stature at the sound of my unfortunate uncertainty. She nodded her head in answer to my question. “She was. That… That…” A string of very descriptive and non-flattering words flowed effortlessly from Mama Hendrix’s lips. She ended it by saying, “I hate that girl. How did she end up back in the yard? Did you do that?” She practically spat the words.

      “No, not me.” I demanded my nerves settle their screaming and pretended not to notice as I continued to question her. “Why do you hate her? What did she do?”

      “She buried Doug head down in the dirt,” she yelled.

      I wondered if—nay, hoped—somebody heard.

      Mama Hendrix’s voice dropped back to normal when she continued. “How was I supposed to know that idiot girl had followed Doug out to the spring house? I’d told that no-good sack of horse manure that I had plans for the place, that I wanted to convert it into a tiny chapel to use as a wedding nook. I told him to meet me out there. That idiot girl followed.” Her face turned red as she spoke. “When I saw him planted in the dirt like that… When I saw what had been done to him…”

      “You didn’t know who’d done it?”

      She shook her head. “Not until she followed me back out there. But it’s just as well.” She smiled. It was not a nice smile.

      “Why is it just as well?” I asked.

      “Because I was going to blame the murder on her anyway. She actually made that easier,” she said with a mirthless laugh.

      Ug. Poor Rita! She just couldn’t catch a break. “You’re the one who hired Lucas,” I said.

      Mama Hendrix’s eyes went big, but not big surprised. They went big angry. “Can’t anyone do anything right?” she exclaimed. “Everybody’s got to run their mouth, don’t they? Nobody understands what it means to be all in anymore.”

      “You hired Lucas to tell Rita and her dad where Doug was so that they’d come here, so that they’d be here when you killed Doug. And you did kill Doug, right?” My voice trailed off.

      Mama Hendrix’s lips thinned. “I hired Lucas to find some dirt on Doug, then I made a plan. Plans are good.” She wagged a finger at me. “They’re important. A person’s got to have a plan and a willingness to see it through. Telling Rita and Michael where Doug was, that was just one step of the plan.” She opened a kitchen drawer by her hip, glanced down at its contents, then closed it again.

      “But I don’t understand how?”

      “How what?”

      “How did you drown Doug?” Doug had been relatively young and pretty fit. Mama Hendrix wouldn’t even win an athletic contest against people in her own age range.

      She snorted. “That was easy. Told him I needed his opinion on the latest batch of hard cider. Doug was arrogant with an ego as big as the state. I told him I needed his expert help to make sure I was doing it right.” She laughed again. “As if! Me and my George had been making hard cider since before that boy was born, but he thought he was a genius and everyone else were the fools he had to suffer.”

      “You drugged the cider?”

      “I drugged it.” She nodded. “Wasn’t even a fight to hold his head under water after that. Was way easier than I thought it’d be.”

      No remorse. None whatsoever.

      My skin crawled with a cold chill.

      Mama Hendrix opened and checked the contents of another drawer. She closed it again without pulling anything out. She looked absentmindedly around her.

      I cast a longing eye toward the door leading to the great outdoors, that place where I’d left Zoey and Brad—and of course Sheriff Palke.

      But the kitchen was huge. It’d be an outright sprint to reach that door. I was in better shape than Mama Hendrix, but there was no way I’d be able to outrun a bullet. She didn’t have a gun in her hand, but like I said, this was a big kitchen. I didn’t know what she had stashed where.

      That all said, the door leading into the belly of the house was much, much closer. I could make a dash for it. There was a chance I could make it through even if Mama Hendrix had a gun.

      “Thinking of running?” Mama Hendrix asked in a voice that held no emotion. Her question pulled my attention from the door and back to her.

      “I was considering it,” I said, not bothering to lie.

      “They won’t believe you,” she said. “Your word against mine.” Her gaze landed on something out of sight to me, something past the edge of the refrigerator.

      My stomach growled, and it was all I could do not to clamp my hands over it and tell it to hush. I hated that the plate of pie topped with melting ice cream still called my name.

      “Where are my manners?” Mama Hendrix said with a smile that was suddenly sweet and full of charm.

      She picked up the dish with the yummy yummies she’d promised, but before heading my way, she reached a pudgy arm past the fridge and yanked something off the wall.

      There was a scraping sound that accompanied the motion, but she moved so smoothly that she was two steps to me before I realized what she’d done and what she had.

      A big, shiny meat cleaver was held firmly in her grip close to her thigh.

      I stood up so fast that my chair tumbled over behind me, obstructing the path I would have taken to get to the closest kitchen door.

      But now she was three steps closer instead of only two, and her knife-wielding hand was on its way to lifting high.

      Her eyes were crazy. They were happy and eager. That was the most unnerving part of all, never mind the honed steel that was destined to slice me into bits.

      I had two options. I could climb on top of the table and use it as a running lane to reach the far door. If the table collapsed and I fell, I’d be fighting her from the floor. It was a fight I was sure I’d lose. It wasn’t an option I liked.

      But the second option of trying to escape out the kitchen’s inner door wasn’t much better. I’d have to turn my back on her and that huge, terrifying knife in an effort to fight past the tumbled chair. She could rush me. She could lunge. She could throw that cleaver right into my back.

      While I struggled with my indecision, Mama Hendrix had taken yet another step closer. She was gaining speed, gaining momentum. My body’s instinct for survival took over, and it took a step back, right into the fallen chair.

      The chair’s legs tangled with mine.

      I lost my balance, flailing my arms wide.

      I cried out as my torso toppled backward without my legs’ ability to move underneath to catch me.

      The door leading into the rest of the house was right there—right there! So close!

      “Wait!” I screamed, but Mama Hendrix had turned into a charging bull with a gleam in her eye.

      That’s when it happened.

      Gaunt-Faced Paul pushed the door open then froze.

      Watching Mama Hendrix’s cleaver come down on his shoulder was like watching a slow-motion silent film, that is until Paul screamed, shrill and high. That was before the cleaver even reached him.

      I screamed next when I heard the crunch of bone breaking. I screamed again when Paul pitched forward. I was still tangled up in the chair, and he fell over me with the cleaver wedged deep where his intact clavicle should have been.

      That’s when Joel showed up, stepping into the doorway and filling the whole of the doorframe. Paul and I were a sprawled mess on the floor, and Mama Hendrix was an angry bull seeing red right in front of him.

      “What the—” he began but was cut short by Mama Hendrix’s arching hand. She drove the bowl of ice cream-topped blueberry pie right into Joel’s face.

      Joel’s arm struck out blind, lightning fast, hammering Mama Hendrix in the face.

      Knock out.

      Her body crumpled before collapsing forward. She fell right on top of the cleaver-riven Paul, who was strewn over me.

      The bowl fell away from Joel’s face. Blueberry pie crusted his cheek while the melting pecan maple ice cream painted a path down his shirt.

      “I punched a woman,” Joel said, beside himself with appalled shock. “Oh my God. I knocked her out. I didn’t mean to.”

      “Joel… Joel!” I called, getting his attention. He looked at me lying on the floor partially covered in Paul’s blood.

      “It’s okay,” I reassured him. “You did a good thing.”
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      “So is this how it always works out for you?” Sheriff Palke asked. There was laughter in her eyes and a smile on her lips. “You look cute, by the way.”

      I’d changed out of Joel’s jeans, showered, and was now wearing yet another one of his T-shirts as a mid-thigh tunic dress. I’d paired it with some stockings from Zoey—fishnets covered with moons and stars. The ensemble made me feel like a go-go dancer from the ‘60s. All I needed were the knee-high boots.

      I evaded Sheriff Palke’s comment about my outfit. I couldn’t tell if she was poking fun at my expense or was being sincere, so I focused on her question. “By working out, do you mean someone ending up in a coma and another person ending up with a cleaver sticking out of his shoulder? No, not always.” Sometimes it was much worse.

      She laughed. It was the tinkling sound fairies would make when they’re happy. Everything about her effortless beauty and humor was infectious, and I found myself smiling with her, which I didn’t like at all. This was the woman who’d tried to steal Brad away from me and keep Joel tied up with taking pictures at every turn of the head.

      I was supposed to hate her. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

      “Do you know if Paul’s going to be okay?” I asked.

      “Mmhmm, he’s in surgery but the doctors said things look good. Also, Rita woke up.”

      “Really?” My heart jumped with hope for the girl.

      Sheriff Palke nodded. “I stationed a deputy there, and he let me know.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “She seems to be doing well. I did a video call with her earlier.”

      “Oh!” I said, surprised. “What’d she say?”

      I forced myself not to hold my breath while waiting for the answer.

      For some reason, I felt nervous about what Rita might have said. Things between Mama Hendrix and I were technically still a she-said, she-said situation. Her word against mine. She could claim that she was trying to defend herself—from me—when she accidentally hit Paul with that meat cleaver. I was the only one who heard her confession.

      “Rita told a story that fits yours—that Mama Hendrix drowned Doug and that Rita fireman-carried his body to plant him in one of those holes.”

      My brow creased with confusion.

      “What?” Sheriff Palke asked.

      “How’d she even know about the holes?”

      “Ohhhh, said she didn’t. She fell in one of the holes while carrying Doug’s body back to the B&B. She’s got bruises on her ribs where she fell in.”

      “If moving Doug there was just a… an accident, why did she bury him?”

      “She said she’d originally just been moving Doug’s body to someplace safe. She was going to blackmail Mama Hendrix for what her and her dad needed to get their business operational again. But when she fell in that hole,” Sheriff Palke shrugged, “she took it as a sign.”

      “It was fitting,” I had to admit.

      Sheriff Palke nodded as her smile slowly grew.

      “So you and the guys…” she said, leaving it as an open-ended statement. It was a very sudden topic change.

      My face heated, and I was sure I’d turned bright red.

      Me and the guys—the guys she’d done her best to keep away from me. The guys she’d distracted with every excuse. Okay, so there was a murder and therefore a murderer on the loose, but still.

      They were my guys!

      Not hers.

      “Yes?” I gave her my best I-don’t-get-what-your-getting-at look.

      She smiled bigger. “How long have you been a thruple?”

      My mouth gaped. “A thruple?”

      “You know… You and Brad. And you and Joel.”

      “Oh! Oh…” I laughed. “No, no, no. Not a thruple. Just a…” My voice trailed off. What were me, Joel, and Brad? Was there a name for a girl kinda-sorta dating more than one guy, something that wasn’t unkind and misogynistic?

      “We’re all just good friends,” I finally said.

      “Just friends? You’re not dating?”

      “Er—no. I’m not… not…”

      I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t flat-out deny my relationship with them. “We’re all good friends,” I repeated.

      “Mmmm,” she hummed, her lids dropping as her gaze turned sultry. “Well, let me know if you ever need anyone who’s more than a good friend.”

      Before my brain even had time to register what was happening, she leaned in slow and cupped my cheek in her hand, tenderly running her fingers down my jawline and catching my chin between her thumb and index finger.

      She had turned away and was barking an order at one of her deputies before I even found my wits.

      What was it about people with jobs that brought them into contact with dead people?

      Was I some grim reaper understudy, and everyone realized it but me? Was I a magnet to the gruesomely inclined?

      Joel joined me at my side, our luggage in his hands. “Sheriff Palke is into me,” I told him in a whisper.

      He laughed. Not the reaction I’d expected. “I’m not surprised. She was always asking questions about you.”

      I could feel his gaze on me from the corner of his eye.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Feel silly for being jealous now?”

      Boy, did I ever…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Walking back inside The Berry Home truly was coming home. There was nothing like being away to help you appreciate what you had—and what I had was a place of my own and a family who filled it.

      “Sweetheart!” Agatha exclaimed, throwing her arms high in the air as soon as I trundled in through the front door. The octogenarian slid off her stool at the grill counter with the grace of a dancer. “Welcome home!”

      She hugged me, and I hugged her back, followed by an equally warm hug from Jack. I looked up into his handsome-as-ever dark-skinned face and lustrous brown eyes—and saw worry.

      I looked from Jack to Agatha and saw that same worry echoed in a glance she purposefully turned away.

      Something was wrong. Very, very wrong. I could feel it in my bones.

      Jonathan—my right-hand man—was behind the grill’s counter and looked as though he had something important to tell me.

      My beautiful smoky tortoiseshell cat, Sage, had leaped onto a stool and was stretching a taloned paw into the air in an effort to snag me. A tired but self-satisfied-looking Brad was behind the grill’s counter helping himself to a cup of coffee. Joel was being engulfed by an onslaught of texts, presumably from whomever he’d left in charge of the newspaper.

      And Zoey was hollering as she headed out the café’s front door, “Nobody call me for forty-eight hours. I’m going to sleep.”

      There was a lot going on, but all of my attention was on Jack. I held onto his arms when he tried to pull away after our hug.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      I wasn’t going to let him slip into avoidance mode the way Agatha had.

      Agatha was a little like Zoey with about sixty more years’ experience to make her really, really good at being her. There was no way I would be able to make Agatha tell me anything she wasn’t ready to tell me. But Jack… He didn’t have the same mental flexibility as Agatha. That is to say he lived in a world of numbers and facts. For Agatha, facts were more a suggestion on how the world operated. They weren’t an absolute.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” Jack said, flashing me a smile that almost made me believe the words. Another glance at Agatha and her avoiding eyes, though, told me otherwise.

      “No, something is wrong,” I said, “and I want to know what.”

      “It’s nothing… really,” Jack reassured.

      I narrowed my eyes. “I’m tired, Jack. I fell down a hill and found a guy planted in the dirt while on my romantic weekend away. I saw someone almost cleaved in two with an incredibly big knife. I spent almost no time with Joel—or Brad. I got lost in the woods and almost froze to death, and I was almost broiled alive. Jack, I’m not even wearing my own clothes. You gotta tell me what’s going on. Do that for me, Jack, so that I can know how long I’ll get to sleep before I need to start obsessing over what has you and Agatha upset.”

      It was Jack’s turn to shoot Agatha a look. This time, she didn’t turn away.

      There was an almost imperceptible nod between them, then Jack’s gaze was back on me. His lips were tight, and his expression was grim. “Death threats,” he said.

      “Four of them,” Agatha added.

      “Four of them? In three days?” My heart sank. “Serious threats?”

      Maybe it was only a prank. Jack owned the local bank. Maybe somebody was sore about not getting approved for a loan.

      “He sent his family to his mother’s last night,” Agatha said.

      “Ohhh, Jack,” I said. Uprooting your wife and children away from their normal lives to send them somewhere safe ranked as pretty darn serious to me. “We’ll get this figured out, Jack, I swear. We’ll make this right and get your family back home to you.”

      “I know,” he said.

      It was more than just two words. I felt the faith he had in me when he said them. He truly believed that I would get his life set back to right again.

      “But first you have to rest,” Agatha added. “You’re going to be no good to anyone until you get some rest. We need that mettlesome you in top form for this.”

      She plopped an ecstatic Sage onto my shoulder and shooed me toward the café’s kitchen for emphasis. The stairwell leading to my upstairs apartment was tucked away within.

      I grabbed my suitcase on the way, and gave a distracted Joel a kiss and Brad a hug, before disappearing inside the stainless-steel kitchen that was the beating heart of The Berry Home.

      It wasn’t until I was on the stairs leading up to my apartment that the fatigue really started to set in, but it was washed away by a rush of adrenaline when I saw who was waiting for me on the landing outside my apartment door.

      “Detective Gregson,” I said, “what are you doing here?”

      He’d been pacing back and forth. Now he stopped to stare at me with the intensity of an angry stone statue, one of the scary kinds you find in hundred-year-old graveyards.

      “Is it true?” His question was the sound of a voice being dragged over gravel.

      I was on the final steps leading up to the landing, and he swallowed hard as I reached the top.

      “Is it true?” he asked again.

      “I don’t know. What did you hear?”

      I was equally bewildered and terrified at his presence. Our history had not always been a good one. He was still lost in the bitter pain that had consumed him after the savage murder of his wife. She’d been the meddling sort too, but that life path hadn’t ended well for her.

      Gregson stepped uncomfortably close. His fingers slipped over mine as he slid them into my suitcase’s handle and lifted the bag away. When he spoke, I could feel the warmth of his breath on my face.

      Sage jumped down then stretched and scratched at the door frame. It was her way of letting me know she was ready to go in. But I couldn’t do that for her, not right now. Not while Gregson was staring his way inside my soul.

      “Did you nearly die—again?” he asked.

      His voice was so thick and gravelly that I almost didn’t make out the words. When my brain managed to make sense of them, I bit my lip rather than reply.

      He growled. “You damnable woman,” he swore. “I hate you. I loathe you.”

      His eyes grew glossy as he spoke, shiny with unshed tears. “This wasn’t supposed to happen again.”

      “What?” I breathed the question more than said it. I was nearly breathless with a heart that was threatening to beat its way out of my chest.

      “I wasn’t supposed to care. Not again. Not about someone like you.”

      “Like me?”

      His jaw clenched as he struggled with whatever emotions were raging through him. His eyes burned with anger. When he spoke again, it seemed to cost him some piece of himself.

      “Someone determined to die,” he finally said.

      His voice carried a wall of emotion that made me gasp and take an involuntary step back—right off the top of the stairs into mid-air.

      Gregson’s strong arm was around me in a flash. He saved me from falling. Instead of lying bruised and broken at the bottom of the stairs, I was pulled hard against him. His body was as unyielding as his will, and to my shock and horror, I realized I liked the feel of his chest beneath my hands.

      “Gregson—”

      That was as far as I got before his lips were on mine. The kiss obliterated me. It was harsh and desperate yet ended in a touch that was as gentle as it was anguished.

      He left me staggering backward against my unopened door when he threw me aside to storm off down the stairs.

      I opened my mouth to call after him, but no sound came out. So I did the only sensible thing left to do. I slid down the door to sit propped against it while Sage climbed into my lap. Purring as loud as an engine, she rubbed her cheek over every part of me she could reach.

      “Trouble’s coming,” I told her in a whisper, and it was coming from so many directions! “You ready to stick with me?”

      Sage purred louder.

      “You’re the best,” I told her. “I’m going to make you the most awesome chicken breast in the world later,” I promised, then amended, “I’m going to make you the most awful chicken breast in the world later, but I’m gonna do it with lots of love.”

      Sage stretched her body up to rub her cheek against my cheek, loving the best and worst of me all the same. Easy and true. She was infinitely better than Dougie Dan. Way less fearful and confusing than Gregson. So much safer than Zoey, and incredibly simpler than Brad and Joel.

      “You are definitely the best.” I returned her cheek-to-cheek affection. “Tomorrow, we save the world, but for now… let’s go take a nap.”
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      It was with pride and barely concealed excitement that I walked down one of the below-deck hallways of the Swan of the Seas after collecting the tools of my new trade: a smartphone and a notebook computer.

      Tucked under my arm were the two ugly blue blouses I’d been issued that made up the entirety of my uniform. Because of my unique role, which would see me scurrying back and forth across the entire ship, I was exempt from wearing dress pants or a skirt and was permitted to wear jeans.

      Having collected everything I needed for my new job, I was on my way to very my own cabin—well, mine and my mystery roommate’s.

      After an abortive attempt at being a journalist at a small town newspaper back home, I’d left Nebraska to sail the seven seas and, to quote another cliché, find myself. And I was going it alone. It was the bravest thing I’d done in my life, though sometimes I wondered if it was also the stupidest.

      I felt a tinge of pride when I got to my cabin, seeing the small plastic nameplate stuck to the wall outside filled with two printed names: A. James, who was me, and S. Williams, who was presumably my new roommate.

      “Gosh, I hope she’s nice,” I said to myself under my breath. I was feeling optimistic though; she had the same last name and first initial as my best friend. She had to be nice, right? The only worry I had was that I hadn’t yet met her; somehow, we’d missed each other during training.

      My hand hesitated. Should I knock on the door of my own room? Or should I just use the keycard and let myself in right away? I clutched the keycard in my hand as another thought occurred to me.

      What if S. Williams was a man?

      What if he was a handsome man? Wouldn’t that be an interesting way to start my new life? But I was pretty sure the cruise liner company had policies against cohabitation with members of the opposite sex. A rather outdated policy, in my opinion.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Come in! It’s open!”

      I cocked my head. That voice. It sounded like it came from a thousand miles away.

      Tentatively, I pushed down on the heavy metal door handle, which operated a heavy metal lever to unseal the door.  Although the door was sturdy, it swung open easily—if a bit slowly—and I peered inside.

      “Adrienne! Addy! Addy! Addy!” The voice was from a thousand miles away. “Yay! I told them to put us in the same room, but I didn’t think they’d actually do it!”

      “Samantha? What on earth are you doing here?” My mouth agape, I shook my head in disbelief.

      I’d left my best friend back home in Nebraska a month ago, when I left for my employee training and a few days of solo R&R before my first cruise.

      My best friend was sitting on the bottom bunk bed. Her hair had been trimmed to a cute little blonde bob and her chubby cheeks were, as almost always, locked in an indefatigable smile. Samantha bounced to her feet and grabbed me in a tight squeeze across the doorway.

      “I couldn’t let you go off and travel the world without me!” she squealed in my ear.

      “But… how?”

      Samantha let me go and I stepped inside our small room, to get a better look around.

      “It’s easy. A couple of days ago, I was browsing a job site, and there was a last-minute position here.”

      “But what about training?” I asked, blinking at her. Seeing something, even a person, in an unexpected place can leave you feeling a bit off-kilter.

      She shrugged nonchalantly. “Oh, you know. When you’ve been working on cruise ships for five years, you don’t actually need to attend the training.”

      “But you…” I shook my head and laughed. I knew for a fact she’d never even seen an ocean before—at least she hadn’t a month earlier when I last saw her. Five years cruising experience indeed. “You lied!”

      Sam flicked her short hair defensively and gave me a charming smile. “For a good cause! It’s your first time going off on your own for so long, and God knows cruises can be dangerous. What if something happened to you? I’d never forgive myself!”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know I can take care of myself.”

      Sam eyed me warily. I knew she didn’t have much faith in my abilities, but she was trying to be polite. “Sure,” she said finally. “But it’s your first time on a big ship like this, and who knows what kinds of people are here? All kinds of crazies in close quarters—”

      “Like you!” I interrupted with a grin.

      Sam looked relieved. “Glad you’re not mad at me. I just—you know, the last time you went on a road trip alone, last summer? What happened then… well, I just can’t let that happen again. I needed to be with you, even if that meant fibbing a little on my resume.”

      Refusing to let that terrible memory cloud this important day, I smiled at Sam. “Unbelievable. It’s so exciting you’re here!”

      “I know!” said Sam, though her excitement had seemed to fade rapidly.

      “Are you okay?” I asked with a frown. “You look a little… green.”

      Samantha gave me a lopsided smile, held up a pill she produced from somewhere, and popped it into her mouth. “It’s because we’re still docked. Once the ship gets going, I’ll be fine.”

      “You’re seasick? And we haven’t even left yet!”

      She gave me a sad nod. “I’ll be fine. I read all about it. Apparently the body adapts.”

      “Does it? For everyone?”

      She shrugged. “It better. Speaking of everyone, what time is it? Don’t we have a meeting to get to?”

      “Hold on…” I whipped out my smartphone. “Smile!”

      Sam gave me a thumbs-up and a passably genuine smile, though I knew she was having to force it more than normal. She also looked a little green, but that would be fixed with the liberal use of photo filters.

      “I’m glad you thought to capture this moment,” said Sam, her smile now wan.

      “Ye-es. But actually, it’s work! #FirstDay #CrewLife … I’ll think of some more.”

      “What do you mean that’s work? Taking selfies?”

      I bobbed my head excitedly. “Yep! And that wasn’t a selfie because I wasn’t in it. I’m the social media manager, Sam, which means I spend all day taking pictures and Tweeting and Instagramming and Facebooking and posting things on the ship’s digital displays and customer information websites.”

      Sam was frowning now. “That’s not fair. I’m just a customer liaison. That means I have to listen to all their complaints and help them with all their problems.”

      I gave her a supportive shoulder squeeze. “That’s awesome! You’ll get to meet so many interesting people. I’m a little bit jealous!” This was a one hundred percent, total, absolute lie, but it was also sparkling white. I was pretty sure my job was going to be way more fun than hers, but I didn’t want to get her down.

      “Yeah, maybe. Come on. Let’s go.”

      Remembering she’d said something about a staff meeting, I pulled up my schedule using the staff app on the phone. She was right. Although my role was different, I was technically part of the Customer Liaison Team like Sam and we indeed had a meeting.

      We walked arm in arm down the hall and I felt like I was floating on a cloud. Of course, I was actually floating on water, but I guess they’re pretty similar feelings. I wanted to grill Sam more about how she faked her way into the job, but that conversation would have to wait until we were back in our room with the door sealed tight.

      “We must be going the right way. Can you hear all those people?”

      From ahead of us, we could hear the echoing chatter of a small group of people. Down below deck, it was all hard metal surfaces and sounds bounced around like in a cave. Up in the passenger areas, though, it was more like being inside a proper building: carpets and wallpapers and wood paneling absorbed sound normally rather than the utilitarian echo chamber of the ‘working’ levels.

      “Know where you’re going?” The voice had a rich, melodious tone and when I turned to look, I saw that the girl it was coming from had a smile just as friendly as Sam’s. In fact, given Sam’s current state, it was even friendlier. She must have heard us as she’d been walking down a corridor that intersected the one we were on.

      “I think so,” I said, offering the girl a smile.

      I had been worried about not knowing anyone aboard the ship, but then Sam showed up, and now this girl, even though we’d just met, had an air of friendliness about her that seemed infectious.

      “Cece Blake,” she said, sticking out a hand.

      Sam and I both exchanged quick, gentle handshakes with her.

      “Adrienne James.”

      “Samantha Williams.”

      She gave us a once-over, her eyes flicking over our uniforms. “Ooh, social media manager? That’s a new one, you lucky thing.”

      I beamed at her.

      “And customer liaison.” Cece’s smile grew notably tighter. “That can be real interesting.”

      “What do you do?” I asked her at the same time as I read her name badge. Idiot, I mentally kicked myself.

      “Housekeeping,” she said, tapping a short-nailed finger against a badge that said exactly that under her name.

      Our friendly meeting was interrupted by a thumping sound.

      “What was that?” asked Sam with a frown.

      I made a mental note to remind her to stop asking so many questions. If she was going to pretend she had five years of shipboard experience, then she really needed to pretend to know what was going on.

      “Sounded like a giant bag of meat smacking against a metal bulwark,” said Cece with a shrug.

      It kind of did. “Is that… a thing?”

      Cece snorted and used a hand to cover up a giggle.

      “Hell-ohhhh?” came a slurred voice.

      From the same direction Cece had come, a large man lumbered into view, ping-ponging his way off the metal bulwarks.

      “Great,” said Cece under her breath in a tone which indicated she was anything but delighted by the vision before us.

      “Ah! Wenches!” The man stopped his lumbering and leaned against a wall. “Is wenches right? Or is that taverns?” He had a worried frown, and he dropped his hands to his knees to steady himself. Sweat was beading on his forehead.

      “Sir, this area is restricted to staff and crew,” said Cece politely but firmly.

      “Crew! Ah!” The man beamed. “Which crew member would like to show me back to my quarters?” He raised a hand to his mouth to cover a yawn.

      “That’s my job,” said Sam glumly, her beaming smile now a distant memory.

      Cece winced. “Yeah, you better take him to his cabin. Just take that service elevator up to the VIP quarters and his room is right around the corner.” Cece pointed down toward the end of the hallway. “Goodness knows how he got down here though. You need your keycard to make it work.”

      Sam’s hand went up and reflexively touched her ID and access card, which hung from a lanyard around her neck like most staff members. “Wish me luck…”

      Cece took her by the shoulders. “Just don’t get too close to him. Understand?”

      Sam nodded, though she didn’t look happy about it. “See you in a bit…”

      We waved her off and watched as she led the man into the elevator. When the doors had closed, we resumed our journey to the meeting.

      “I guess she’s had plenty of experience with passengers like that,” said Cece, shaking her head to herself. “I’d hate to do her job.”

      “Plenty of experience?”

      “Samantha Williams, right? I was looking over the list of new members. She’s been doing this since I was in high school.”

      “Oh, yeah. Five years, all right.” While I was happy to have Sam here, I wasn’t overly pleased about having to play along with her little ruse. “But don’t you have to deal with customers like that too? You have to go into their rooms.”

      “Yep, but we do that when the passengers aren’t there. And anyway, if I don’t want to talk to them, I just tell them I don’t hablo Ingles.”

      I giggled. “I guess me and her couldn’t get away with that in our jobs!”

      Cece shook her head. “Nope. You have to be nice to people like old Patrick Murphy back there.”

      “You know that guy?”

      “He’s famous. Infamous, rather. Takes about a hundred cruises a year and acts like an idiot on every one.”

      “Is he… violent?” I asked, worried for Sam.

      “He’s not punchy, but he is handsy. I guess your friend is used to dealing with people like that though.”

      I pondered that thought for a moment. Back in Nebraska, Sam had been able to handle herself, but I worried that out here at sea was a completely different kettle of fish.

      “She’s a tough cookie.”

      “Awesome. There’ll be plenty of people up on the VIP floor anyway. Lots of them like to get here early and settle in before the riff-raff arrive.” We reached a room with a wide-open door and a couple of people hanging out outside. “Come on, in here.”

      I followed Cece into the room labeled Staff Meeting Room Three. Like a lot of the non-passenger areas of the ship, the ceilings were low and everything felt cramped. The room had several dozen chairs in it, and a small elevated section at one end from which presentations could be given.

      There were already about twenty people in the room and the air bubbled with excitement. I took out my phone and snapped a few pictures. I probably wouldn’t use them, but I figured something good might turn up.

      “Sweet. The best seats are still free.” Cece sat down in the very back row, closest to the door we had entered through, and patted the seat next to her. I instinctively hesitated. At school, I always sat at the front of the class and still had the childish thought in the back of my mind that sitting at the back was for the ‘bad apples.’

      The hesitation didn’t last long. I’d left home to start a new life and become a new person. Why not start by casting off my goodie-two-shoes image? With a grin, I sat next to my new friend.

      “These things never start on time,” she said, shaking her head and sighing. I checked the time. It was 4:30 p.m. exactly, the time the meeting was supposed to start.

      We were still waiting five minutes later when Samantha arrived, tapping me on the shoulder from behind and then squeezing past me to sit down.

      She didn’t look great. Her normally calm face seemed to be trying to decide whether it wanted to be red or green.

      “Did you get him back to his cage?” asked Cece with a smirk.

      “Yeah, just about.”

      “Are you okay?”

      She didn’t look it.

      “Yeah… I’m fine,” she said, though her tone was so subdued she might as well have had a neon sign above her head flashing DEFINITELY NOT FINE.

      “Testing, testing, one, two, one, two. Can you hear me at the back?”

      We responded that we could indeed hear the lady at the front who I knew to be Sylvia Diaz. She was the cruise director and my immediate boss, who I’d met several times during the interview and training process. While I hadn’t fully made up my mind about her, I was pretty sure we wouldn’t ever be friends; we were as compatible as toothpaste and cheese.

      “Right. The meeting agenda is up on the screen and you should all have been emailed a copy. Please pay attention. It’s not just for my benefit. It’s also a legal requirement that you are fully informed about all safety procedures…”

      And so, the meeting, and my new career, began in earnest.
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      The next day, with the memory of the interminably long meeting still at the forefront of my thoughts (did you know that if a passenger falls overboard, we’re not supposed to strip off and dive in right after them? And that if there’s a fire, we’re supposed to pull the alarm? And that stealing from a passenger’s room is a big no-no?), it was time to get to work.

      After Sam and I had finally finished chatting last night, I’d dozed off to sleep listening to the ship’s engines. The crew quarters were close enough to the engine rooms that the ship’s power plant provided a constant background hum that, although alien to a farm girl like me, was not unpleasant.

      I had tried not to look too excited when I parted with Cece and Sam as they headed to their respective jobs after breakfast. It didn’t seem fair that they would be cleaning and dealing with fussy passengers while I basically got to do what I wanted, wandering around the ship, taking pictures of the most interesting things, and writing posts about them. But hey, life’s not fair, I told myself with a grin when I thought no one was looking.

      The first thing I did was take a few pictures of people boarding: #CruiseLife #Cruising #FirstDayCruise. Most of the VIPs had boarded the day before for an extra exclusive night, but the regular passengers—non-vips, as Cece called them—were being welcomed aboard today.

      The Swan of the Seas was apparently a minnow in the world of cruising, though it felt like a floating city to me. The population on board was at least triple that of Cornridge, Nebraska, where Sam and I hailed from and it felt to me just as monumental as if I’d moved to Chicago or New York.

      I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to see who it was.

      “Adrienne, darling?” said Sylvia the cruise director, who had sidled up behind my prime location looking down on the gangway below.

      “Oh, hi!” I said and immediately felt guilty.

      It’s a bit of a weakness of mine; whenever I’m doing something fun, I feel like I should be doing something not fun instead. And this job was definitely fun so far.

      “Good work so far, but I’m going to need you to think about a bit more pizazz in your work, do you see?”

      “Pizazz?” I asked, scrunching up my nose.

      I’d only started a few minutes before. It didn’t seem exactly fair to accuse me of being boring, which is presumably what my pizazz-lessness was.

      “Yes, get out there, mingle. Meet the customers. I know you’re not a customer liaison, but in some ways, you are the ultimate customer liaison. Do you see?”

      Do you see seemed to be a verbal tic of hers and I was already tempted to answer no.

      “Uh-huh,” I sounded. “I was thinking of interviewing some of the cruise regulars. Since I do have a background in journalism, after all.”

      Sylvia nodded at me. “Yes, that might work. But make sure they’re positive. If they have any complaints, make sure you edit them out. Your job is to provide a positive spin, not to ‘report’ on problems, do you see?”

      “Yes, I see,” I said, hiding a frown. I was being censored already and I hadn’t even reported anything yet!

      “Remember, you’re our social media tsarina, our publicity princess, our picture poster, and our Twitter tweeter. You’re not Bernstein and Woodward. Do you see?”

      I gritted my teeth and forced my finest fake smile. “Absolutely. I’m going to be so positive I’ll pop.”

      “Fantastico! You can ask some of the other staff members who the regulars are for your interviews, but remember, keep them short and sweet and fun. And make sure you’re Tweeting and Instagramming hourly!”

      Hourly? Goodness. Perhaps this work wasn’t going to be quite as laid back as I thought it would be.

      “Yes, boss,” I said and saluted her with my smartphone.

      She beamed back at me and went off to harass some other poor staff members. Looking below me, I could see that the gangways had been lifted and removed, and the last of the ship’s moorings were being untied.

      Beyond, I caught my last glimpses of the most fun city I’d ever had the pleasure of visiting: New Orleans. After nearly a month there, I’d come to the conclusion that there was more excitement in one night in New Orleans than in an entire month in Nebraska. Not that Nebraska is dull, you understand, but… no, scratch that. Nebraska is dull. But almost anywhere would be compared to Nola. Speaking of which, I’m not supposed to say Nola, because apparently it makes me sound like a tourist.

      I was on a deck called The Constitutional, so named because it provided a pleasant path to stroll the circumference of the ship at a leisurely pace, with a few cafés dotting the path and a liberal sprinkling of benches, chairs, and sun loungers placed every hundred yards or so in case you needed a break in your exercise. Another deck had a running track for those wanting something a bit more active, and I hoped to get a few interesting shots there later.

      I was just about to head back inside when an idea stopped me dead in my tracks.

      Patrick Murphy!

      Cece had said that he was a cruise regular, exaggerating that he went on a hundred or so a year. Not that I’d normally choose to focus on a rude drunk, but Sam had seemed quite upset when she’d come back from escorting him to his room the day before. I wanted to know more about him—and now I had an excuse.

      The previous night, Sam and I had spent a couple of hours studying the layout of the ship, trying to memorize the location of every point of interest. It wasn’t just for our own edification of course; it was also a job requirement. Unlike Sam though, I had the opportunity to wander the ship as I pleased—in fact, it was my duty to visit all the interesting parts—and so memorizing the location of everything was going to be a lot easier for me.

      It was about a ten-minute walk from my spot on the constitutional deck to the VIP section, in which Mr. Murphy’s stateroom was located. When I arrived, I immediately made my way to the nearest crew station, where I found a printed list of passengers and their cabins for this section. His room was designated VIP-12.

      Pleased at my own cleverness, I sauntered down the hallway with confidence, only to realize that particular corridor ended at VIP-10.

      Confidence deflated, I returned to the crew station and made another attempt, this time successful.

      Outside the cabin door was a sign reading “The Stateroom of Mr. And Mrs. Patrick Murphy.” Although the sign was of course only temporary, it looked like a permanent fixture and no doubt made the passengers in this section feel like they actually were Very Important People. Perhaps some of them really were.

      Next to the door was an ornate lion’s head doorbell that, although undoubtedly made in China for pennies, looked like it had been borrowed from an Edwardian mansion. If there weren’t dozens of identical ones throughout this section of the ship, it certainly would’ve fooled me.

      I pressed the button and was mildly disappointed that it rang with a normal ding-dong rather than a roar.

      I waited patiently for five seconds, impatiently for another fifteen, and then I rang it again.

      After my third attempt at ringing, I decided to change my tactics before giving up and finding someone else to interview. This time, I rapped on the door with my knuckles, regretting it as soon as I realized the ornate white door was actually painted steel. Banging your hand against a steel door is much more painful than doing so against a wooden one. My knocking produced less noise than the ouch I let out in painful surprise.

      What I did notice, though, was that the door was not, in fact, fully shut. It was open just about an inch. I stared at the crack between the door and its frame. Was it open when I arrived? Or had it just opened?

      I gave it a tentative push and the heavy door slowly began to swing inward.

      “Hello?” I called through the crack.

      There was no answer. I pushed the door a bit harder and it swung all the way open.

      Peering inside, my eyes went wide with shock.

      “Oh my…”

      The room was so much nicer than mine it didn’t seem fair. While of course I understood that I was just a member of staff and this businessman was paying hundreds or thousands of dollars a night, seeing the difference left a kind of gnawing jealousy inside me.

      I’d never be able to afford a room like this. Not in a hundred years.

      The floor was laid with marble, and the walls were simply but tastefully decorated with a number of abstract art pieces.

      And the lighting! Mine and Sam’s room had no windows and a single too-harsh fluorescent bulb that made the room achingly bright if it was on, or left us in pitch blackness if it was off. But here, there were large sliding windows which let in all the natural light to bounce off the brightly painted walls and copious mirrors spread throughout.

      “Hello?” I called. “Mr. Murphy?” I put my head right in through the door but I didn’t yet step inside. “Is anyone there? The door’s open…”

      I didn’t get a response. Quickly checking over my shoulder to make sure no one else was watching me, I stepped inside.

      “He-llo!” I called, much louder than before, but in a friendly sing-song voice. I didn’t want to sound like a burglar—not that I knew what burglars sounded like.

      I took another step inside and something caught my eye. Up ahead, I could see a rather expensive-looking leather sofa, but more importantly, behind it was a shoe sticking out.

      The problem was… it didn’t look like it was just a shoe. I thought I could see it attached to a sock. But I couldn’t see any further due to the sofa and my current line of sight.

      I took another step forward, moving slightly to the right to get a better viewing angle.

      Oh, how I wished I hadn’t.

      The shoe was most definitely attached to an entire leg, and presumably the rest of a person beyond.

      “Are you sleeping!?” My voice was loud and high pitched, almost yelping. Calm down, I thought, calm down. I took three deep breaths.

      “Are you passed out drunk on the floor?” I began to walk forward with nervous little steps. “Please be passed out drunk on the floor. Mr. Murphy! Mr. Murphy…”

      Squeezing my hands into tight little fists, I forced myself to keep going. With another couple of steps, I could see right over the sofa and what it had been hiding.

      “Oh… no.”

      Patrick Murphy was laid out on the floor, a reddish-brown stain surrounding his head. From the angle of one of his arms, it was clear he wasn’t sleeping—not even a very drunk person could sleep at that painful angle.

      Patrick Murphy had gone from dead drunk yesterday to actually dead today.

      

      
        
        Click here to continue reading…
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